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InTroducTIon

Scholion was founded in 2002 by the Mandel Foundation, and it is ded-
icated to the enhancement of interdisciplinary research in the humanities
in general and in Jewish studies in particular. From 2011 to 2014 our
 research group investigated the topic “Eros, Family and Community”
collectively and individually, according to the fields of interest of group
members. One of the primary aims of the group was to view the notion
of Eros from the broadest possible range of perspectives in order to bet-
ter comprehend both the power and problematics of its contribution to
the formation of family and community. 

As expected, the group discussions raised many questions. The pri-
mary and persistent problem has remained the conceptualization of Eros.
We asked ourselves about the relation between Eros and love on one
hand, and Eros and sex on the other; why – and when – is Eros linked
with forbidden acts and perceived as immoral. These aspects of the con-
ceptualization of Eros led to a more general question regarding Eros and
its various manifestations on a temporal axis, thus integrating Eros
within the frame of human history. 

Our discussions approached Eros both textually and theoretically.
The variety of texts with which we dealt reflects both our various disci-
plines and the interdisciplinary nature of a Scholion group. Our seminars
were dedicated to close readings of a variety of genres: historical dic-
tionaries, philosophical treatises, literary texts (including poetry, prose
and drama), legal documents, private letters, biographical memoirs, and
articles from daily newspapers. The juxtaposition of these works led to
important questions regarding differences and similarities between the
texts and between the premises that categorize them within generic
boundaries. Our reading revealed vastly variegated conceptualizations
of Eros with different, and quite often contrasting, significations and
 interpretations. To give just two examples of many: during the Spanish
Golden Age, lexicological definitions of Eros were similar to its medical
definitions, thus indicating a close relationship between Eros, madness,
and malady in this specific cultural and historical context. In contrast,
in the early decades of Zionism (the late 19th century and the beginning
of the 20th), Eros was conceived as an essential component of the con-



struction of a new Jewish identity, thereby becoming a much desired
characteristic of the imagined healthy new person. In this context, Eros
and its forceful manifestations were supposed to reflect the much desired
rejuvenation of the nation as a whole.

One of the focal points of our textual inspection of Eros was the
 intricate interrelationship between Eros and religion. We discussed the
apparently unresolvable tension between Eros and the divine, a tension
based on the contrast between the erotic which is oriented toward the
body and the earthly on the one hand, and the divine, which is based
on the transcendence of the body and is oriented toward the celestial,
on the other hand. Since the religious human being is incessantly torn
between these two polar options, religious (and doctrinarian) thinking
endeavored to offer practical ways of coping with the challenge posed
by this sometimes unbearable tension. One of the most interesting ways
of coping with the erotic component of the soul was the usage of Eros
as a means for transcendence, a technique of both pagan and Christian
metaphysics. In Plato’s Symposium and Phaedrus, two texts that were
thoroughly discussed in our weekly meetings, Eros serves as the road
to the divine. In the Symposium, Diotima’s speech reveals to Socrates
the way a human being can reach God and contemplate eternal beauty
by transforming the erotic drive into something ethereal and divine-ori-
ented. In Phaedrus, Socrates himself presents a theory of growth which
uses Eros as a platform leading to the highest of all the godly levels. The
contrast between the two attitudes – one based on relinquishing Eros,
the other on embracing it – is apparent in both the two dialogues and
within each. This is true especially in the Symposium, a text whose ex-
treme dialogical nature does not give preference to Socrates’ views
regard ing Eros. In fact, since Alcibiades and not Socrates is the last
speaker in the dialogue, it is he who has the final word about Eros, and
his speech presents an almost opposite attitude toward Eros: not only
does Alcibiades advocate the earthly in general and the body in partic-
ular, but the person who serves as “the” exemplum of the erotic and its
enchantments is none other than Socrates himself.

As mentioned, these tensions can be traced in both pagan and Chris-
tian texts. In fact, the Christian texts with which we dealt in our discus-
sions give ample evidence of a vast range of conceptions of – and
reactions to – Eros. Given that Christian thinking regards the holy texts
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as both a reflection and an incarnation of God, it is not surprising that
texts serve not only as a means of discussing the problematic of Eros
but also as an end. The religious experience itself can be referred to and
described as either erotic or counter-erotic. Here we took Origen’s com-
mentary on The Song of Songs and Augustine’s Confessions as two
 extreme examples of opposing attitudes toward Eros. While Origen
 reproduces Eros in his own reading of “the” erotic biblical text, thus
 attaining unification with God, Augustine constantly confronts Eros until
he succeeds in vanquishing him, opening the one and only path, accord-
ing to him, that led him toward God. In short, within the canon of Chris-
tian writing, Eros can be either the means and emblem of the religious
experience, representing and realizing the greatest good possible, or its
absolute opposite, the essence of evil and the greatest and most perilous
temptation.

Diversity and contrasts were also prominent during our theoretical
discussions. We started our survey with psychoanalysis and our point of
departure was Freud, especially his Civilization and its Discontents and
Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Freud’s conceptualization of Eros as one
of the basic drives of the human psyche emphasizes the unresolved ten-
sion between the infantile erotic needs of the individual, which con-
stantly demand realization, and the demands of society to restrict and
inhibit these same needs. Eros, for Freud, despite its link with fertility
and regeneration, is basically an egotistic and destructive force. Due to
its deep roots in the infantile phases of development, Eros is often
 regressive, and its incessant demands block the process of maturation.
Consequently, according to Freud’s pessimistic viewpoint, the individual
is doomed to constant frustration due to the inherent impossibility of
finding the means to balance the desire to satisfy and the necessity to
restrict the forceful infantile erotic drives that persist through maturity.
In addition to his perception of Eros as one of the basic components of
the human psyche, Freud also conceptualized a drive “beyond” Eros,
namely thanatos, or “death,” which pulls in the opposite direction to
that charted by Eros. While Eros leads the individual to life and regen-
eration, thanatos, whose origin is located in the inanimate stage of the
human being, the one that precedes conception, reflects a longing to
 return to a time and phase of existence where misery and suffering did
not yet exist. 

INTRODuCTION                                                                                           9



Our second psychoanalytical perspective was Jungian. While Freud
emphasized the destructive power of Eros and its incessant demands to
be satisfied whatever the cost, Jung’s theory of Eros concentrated on
archetypes and unconscious myths. For Jung, the erotic in the human
psyche is based on the primeval phase of the existence of the human
race, and as such it has a regenerative power.

A much debated theoretical issue in the group was feminism and its
critique of Eros. According to Andrea Dworkin, one of the most eloquent
representatives of radical feminism, depiction of Eros as enchanting and
desirable, especially in its manifestation as sex, is a forceful and mali-
cious myth in human society, a myth that both conceals and strengthens
evil, or more precisely men’s evil directed against women. Since Eros
is strongly embedded in another myth, that of romantic love, it facilitates
women’s belief in it as an inalienable component of their sexuality and
happiness, thus aiding men’s continued subjugation of women in male-
supremacist society. Masked as sexual satisfaction and emotional real-
ization, Eros contributes substantially to the suppression of women. 

This radical feminist context was pivotal in our reading of the rep-
resentations of Eros in the Western literary canon. The view that Eros
camouflages the maintenance of unequal power-relations between men
and women exposed textual manifestations of the theme of Eros as vari-
ations of repressive and suppressive relationships. In the same vein, we
read Judith Butler and her theory on the impossibility of finding a way
out of the existing power relations. Following Foucault’s notions of the
ubiquity of power and its independent activity in the world, Butler con-
siders man-woman relationships as doomed forever to repeat, and thus
to strengthen, existing inequality and injustice.     

While respecting the importance of the feminist perspective and with
full acknowledgement of the problematics of gender relations and their
inequalities, group discussions tried to read radical feminist criticism in
a critical way. Contextualization of Eros within a historical and cultural
perspective was our first step in questioning the inevitability of power
relations in the present and, more important still, of its reproduction in
the future. If different contexts have at least the potential to produce dif-
ferent kinds of gender relationships, then there is always a potential for
change, and even radical transformation. In light of this contextualiza-
tion and its potential, we tried to articulate views of Eros that recognize
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its history of oppression without treating it as a concept whose sole func-
tion is to enhance men’s  subjugation of women in the world. In this
context, questions of agency and the possibility of change were dis-
cussed.

A substantial criticism against radical feminism (succinctly formu-
lated by Martha Nussbaum in a polemical article against Judith Butler
entitled “The Professor of Parody”) is that it not only leads to a dead-
end but actually creates one. The perception of past cultural and social
realities as future inevitabilities conserves and preserves supremacist
foundations and structures. 

In our discussions, special emphasis was given to the historical
 aspect of Eros, its temporal location and contextualization. Here we dealt
with interconnections between the communal, the religious, and the
 national as they have evolved and changed. We started with two general
surveys, Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality and George L. Mosse’s
Nationality and Sexuality, to establish a broad temporal perspective on
Eros. The two studies describe various ways in which collective and
 social in-depth changes breed, almost inevitably, changes in the domain
of gender, Eros and sex. We then moved on to two specific periods in
history, or more precisely, to two specific periods in Jewish history. The
first was the transition from the Middle Ages to the Modern era in the
Jewish European community. Our discussion centered on Yacob Katz’s
book Tradition and Crisis and the way it underscores not the stark dif-
ferences between the two epochs but rather the intermediate period,
where the transition from the Middle ages to the beginning of modernity
consists of both tradition and crisis. In fact, as Katz claims, the transition
is from one ideal of Eros to another, where the new ideal reflects an
 aspiration to incorporate free choice, love, and Eros within the social
 institution of marriage. 

Our final historical discussion was dedicated to the Zionist move-
ment and its treatment of Eros at the end of the 19th and the beginning
of the 20th centuries. As numerous studies show, the core of the consol-
idation of national and territorial Zionist identity is the figure of the new
Jew, who is supposed to replace its absolute other, the Old Jew. Con-
structing this new identity entailed the construction of individual Eros
in a way that, at least theoretically, was completely new. The “second
Zionist immigration,” the 35,000 immigrants from Russia who came to
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Palestine between 1904 and 1914, is often perceived as an immigration
of individuals who aspired to a reorganization of both family and Eros.
The Zionist Jew had to face a conflict similar to that described in Chris-
tian thinking: whether to realize one’s individuality by means of Eros,
thus directing desire toward another human being, or to channel Eros
toward the realization of the national dream, directing individual desire
toward the national entity. The “national individual,” an oxymoron com-
bining both Eros and community, served as the locus for tensions
 between the private and the public, between the earthly body and the
sublime ideal, and, most important of all, between personal realization
and national realization, which sometimes coincide harmoniously but
more often tend to clash.       

As a concluding remark, tracing Eros both in theory and in textual
praxis has revealed new vistas, enhancing our understanding of the
 nature of Eros and facilitating a more general rethinking of cultural phe-
nomena and the ways they are manifested, in what seems, at least ini-
tially, natural. 

This collection of articles is the conclusion of our three years’ work
together, the intellectual journey of each of us group members, and the
result of the concluding international conference and the work of our
guests, expert scholars on the topic of “Eros, Family and Community.”

In the article “Eros in the Kingdom of Ends” Giulia Sissa criticizes
objectification theory that relies on Kant’s conception of Eros. For
Kant, sex is immoral because it undermines the humanity in the person.
Sissa suggests rejecting Kantian and Neo-Kantian understanding of
Eros, and following Hegel’s and Lacan’s thinking. Eroticism does not
deal with “organs,” but with partial objects, with attention to the sensual
singularity of the other, and of the self. When we desire, we single out
the special features of the other person, we hyper-personify the other
person. 

In the article “Naturalizing Amicitia in Roman Politics” Shadi
Bartsch-Zimmer shows that the ancient terms for emotions can generally
not be mapped onto ours, and even within Greek and Roman culture,
the terminology for love and friendship were used in culturally specific
ways that could not be mapped onto each other.  In particular, the Roman
word for friendship, amicitia, was widely used to describe political
 relationships that might—or might not—correspond to what the Greeks,
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or we, might consider friendship. It encompassed both friendship and
utility; and while it almost always referred to a cluster of attributes that
were considered normative, such as mutual assistance in the res publica,
the presence of shared friends (or relatives), and the evocation of past
favors, in actual usage amicitia could be used to refer to a broad range
of relationships, from the deep bond between two men as close as Cicero
and Atticus, to the relationship between a powerful individual and a
hanger-on.  It was even bandied about between men who, in the political
upheaval of the 40s BCE, would soon after try to kill each other.  The
starting point of this article is from Cicero’s essay on friendship, which,
as Bartsch-Zimmer argues, presents an idealized version of this relation-
ship aimed exactly at (mis)representing the nature of elite friendship.
Cicero attempts to do this by linking the “artificial,” social construct of
male-male political friendship to the “natural” emotion amor, love, thus
removing—at least in his own work—any question that politics can im-
pinge on friendship.

The article of Ramie Targoff investigates Eros in the sonnets of Vit-
toria Colonna. Vittoria Colonna was the first woman to publish a book
of her own poems in Italy. These poems, which first appeared in 1538
and were reissued in twelve separate editions before her death nine years
later, consisted of two separate series of sonnets. The first was a collec-
tion written to Vittoria’s husband, Ferrante d’Avalos, after his death in
1525; on the surface of things, these poems follow Petrarch’s “in morte”
sonnets, which he wrote following Laura’s death that make up the final
hundred poems of the Rime Sparse. Vittoria’s second group of sonnets
follow no extant pattern within the history of Italian Renaissance verse.
In these poems she takes the form of the sonnet cycle and applies it to
religious poetry, becoming the first author to compose a sonnet  sequence
that is exclusively devotional, not erotic. Vittoria’s transition from the
familiar erotic sequence to the entirely idiosyncratic devotional sequence
is often perceived as remarkable, which in certain respects it certainly
was—she in effect introduced a new genre of lyric poetry to Europe,
which would be imitated across the continent. But the transition from
erotic to religious poetry is perhaps less remarkable than it might seem,
in that the erotic poems already convey her dissatisfaction with the tra-
dition she had inherited, her frustration with the Petrarchan model of
posthumous love.  The article traces the roots of this frustration with the
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limits of Petrarchan love, and the construction of a spiritualized, and not
carnal, erotic mode.

In her essay “Winged Desire: The Erotics of Ensoulment,” Elizabeth
D. Harvey explores John Donne’s strange, putatively incomplete poem,
Metempsychosis (1601). The poem records the adventures of a single
migratory soul as it sequentially reincarnates itself in a series of plant,
animal, and human bodies. The soul in Donne’s poem is propelled by
an erotic impulse. Eroticism manifests itself in Metempsychosis as a gen-
eralized life force, what Sigmund Freud called libido, and in many of
the incarnations the poem charts, this desire intrinsicates itself in repro-
ductive urgencies, rushing into the secret house of a host’s life in
 moments of conception and gestation: the “newly leven’d” fish roe, the
inside of the sparrow’s egg, the wolf’s “yet unborn whelp,” and The-
mech’s formation as fetus in Eve’s “temperate wombe.” In Eros the Bit-
tersweet, Anne Carson describes the restless mobility of Eros, which is,
she says, born of lack: “The Greek word Eros denotes ‘want,’ ‘lack,’
‘desire for what is missing’ . . . Desire moves. Eros is a verb.” Donne’s
vagrant soul perennially yearns for a host body because each embodied
dwelling it chooses is ultimately mortal. While the raw energy of sur-
vival and reproduction powers its movements between incarnations,
once materially housed, the soul participates in the overtly sexual activ-
ities of its hosts, in the intemperate excesses of the sparrow’s lust, the
wolf’s insistent seduction of “Abels bitch,” and in the eroticized prelim-
inaries of the ape’s courtship. The poem’s landscape is saturated with
desire, for Metempsychosis repeatedly stages the most powerful erotic
contract of all: the one forged between the soul, which needs a somatic
receptacle, and a body, which is quickened by the soul’s inhabitation of
it. Donne’s concept of the erotic in this poem thus figures the spectacle
and intimate mystery of animate life.

The essay investigates the erotic linkage between body and soul
through a curious Platonic intertext, an allusion to Plato’s Phaedrus in
the sparrow episode, the third (after the apple and the mandrake root) of
the poem’s incarnations. The allusion joins Metempsychosis to Plato’s
discussion of the erotic through wings, which for Plato are the trope and
medium of erotic ascent. Harvey reads the Phaedrus by way of classical
scholar and poet Anne Carson’s luminous interpretation of it in her 1986
meditation on desire and lack, Eros the Bittersweet. Carson draws
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 attention to the moment where Socrates tells Phaedrus that Eros has
 another name: “‘now mortals call him winged Eros / But immortals call
him PtEros, because of the wing-growing necessity (252c)’.” As Carson
explains, adding pt- to Eros creates a play on pteron, the Greek word
for wing. In traditional Greek poetry, desire is associated with wings;
they metaphorize love’s conquering power, installing within the subject’s
heart or breast irrepressible sensations of movement and flight. For
Plato, by contrast, wings are not invaders but are rather rooted in the
soul, “a residue of its immortal beginnings” (EB157). The pun gestures
to a divine erotic language separate from human understanding and
 expression. The sparrow incarnation in Metempsychosis filiates itself
with Plato’s theories through the conjunction of wings and Eros, but
Donne’s allusion to the Phaedrus simultaneously offers a radical critique
of erotic speaking and writing that culminates in his depiction of the
ape’s gestural eroticism.

In his paper “Love, Pleasure and Happiness: Choderlos de
Laclos’ Les Liaisons dangereuses,” Yoav Rinon discusses Laclos’ novel
Les Liasons dangereuses as a representation of two contrasting world
views of love and pleasure, and the way these world views construct the
ability to achieve bonheur, the maximum attainable “happiness.” Each
of the three main protagonists suggests a locus of signification for
 understanding these focal notions. The Présidente de Tourvel represents
life revolving around love, the Marquise de Merteuil represents life
 revolving around pleasure, while the Vicomte de Valmont, who hovers
emotionally as well as intellectually between the two women and what
they stand for, represents the insoluble tension inherent in the concept
of happiness as bonheur. In addition to love, pleasure and happiness, he
also discusses the centrality of the act of reading, both in the novel and
of the novel, illuminating the various ways the text instructs its readers
on using books as a means for realizing their reflexive and reflective
 potential.

“Sex leads us to the direct contemplation of God”: these words have
never been uttered in Spanish literature, or so we thought. In the essay
“A Spanish Kāma Sūtra (Ms. S-2 BRAH)” Luce López-Baralt explores
a treatise written by an anonymous Morisco, banished from Spain in
1609, from his exile in Tunisia. Flying in the face of two thousand years
of Christian sexual education, the treatise offered a fervent spiritual cel-
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ebration of human love. The morisco wrote this treatise, much to our
surprise, in flawless Spanish, which he sprinkled with Koranic suras,
quotations from Al-Ghazzali and Ahmad Zarruq and even sonnets by
Lope de Vega. In this reverential treatise on marriage, the anonymous
expatriate describes specific details of sexual intercourse with a guiltless,
celebratory, deeply religious, intention. The treatise, which boasts of a
literary crossbreeding unheard of in Spanish belles lettres, is part of a
manuscript extant in the miscellanea at the library of the Royal Academy
of History (S-2, now II/9394). Luce López-Baralt has published a long
study of the codex in 1992 and, in 2005, the whole manuscript was pub-
lished by Álvaro Galmés de Fuentes, Juan Carlos Villaverde and herself. 

In his essay, Yosef Kaplan discusses the taming of Eros in the West-
ern Sephardic diaspora. The essay mainly focuses on the Portuguese
Jewish community of Amsterdam, which was the major center of the
Sephardic Jews in Western Europe during the seventeenth century. In
1616 the municipal authorities ordered that Jews refrain from sexual
 relations with Christian women, married or unmarried, including pros-
titutes. This order was given following a series of sex scandals that broke
out in the city that involved Portuguese Jews. Some of these men were
married and came from wealthy families, and most of the Christian
women with whom they had sexual relations were servants employed
in their homes. These scandals aroused anti-Jewish sentiments in the
city and contributed to the formation of a stereotype, which existed for
a long time, of the Portuguese Jew as a man with a burning sexual drive,
lusting after local women.

The essay analyzes the sexual behavior of the Portuguese Jewish
men in Amsterdam as a result of the rigid marital strategies that were
enforced in the Jewish community, of the relatively advanced age at
which the Portuguese men used to marry, and of the insistence on the
duty of modesty among Portuguese women. It also discusses the phe-
nomenon of secret marriages, which was one of the ways in which young
Portuguese men sought to circumvent the rigid patterns of arranged mar-
riages in force in Portuguese Jewish society. Indeed, in all the Sephardic
communities in Western Europe, regulations against secret marriages
were passed.

Reading erotic literature, which was written by Portuguese Jewish
authors, was one of the subversive responses of the members of the Por-
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tuguese community against the rigid moral code preached by the Rabbis
in their sermons.

The article by Ruth Fine discusses Eros in converso literature. The
Spanish 17th century witnessed pronounced political, social and eco-
nomic changes: the decline of the monarchy’s authority and control, the
broadening of social gaps, abrupt changes in the societal classes’ struc-
ture and consecutive economic crises. In the literary arena, one can iden-
tify an overt turn in the themes, namely the outbreak of narratives that
take pleasure or are even obsessed with plots of sexual transgression,
social scandal and shocking deaths. Many of these narratives correspond
to what is identified as literature of the conversos, either because their
authors are of Jewish-converted origin or because the characters are
depicted as conversos.

This paper identifies and analyzes diverse episodes from the 17th
Spanish literature of conversos that show situations of sexual transgres-
sion, namely incest. The negative representation of Eros in these writings
frequently conveys the decomposition of the family and the social hub.
From an intrinsic perspective, the literature of the conversos represents
the social and existential trauma that resulted from expulsion and forced
conversion. From an extrinsic point of view, the figure of the converso
embodied many of the aspects most feared and denied, turned into marks
of the definitive “others” with whom differentiation was compulsory.
Thus, in the construction of Eros, its dangers, boundaries and hidden
 desires within these stories we can find traces of the ambiguous interplay
of self and other. Besides analyzing this complex net of symbolic repre-
sentation and social and ethical stance, the paper reveals that the con-
struction of Eros in this corpus is intimately connected with the
perception of ethnicity and religion.

The presence of lovesickness, one of the principal intersections of
Eros and madness, in early modern Spanish literature and in contempo-
rary medical works, has called the attention of a great number of schol-
ars, who, more often than not, pointed out the influence of the former
on the latter, and the need to heed to the medical categories of the time
in order to understand the literary representations of the symptoms,
development and outcome of passionate love.

In his paper “Narrating Lovesickness: Alfonso de Santa Cruz’s
Dignotio et cura affectuum melancholicorum and the Story of Anti-
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ochus”, Or Hasson pursues an opposite – though not contradicting –
path, and examines the presence of literature in medical representa-
tions of lovesickness.  The focus of the analysis is the Dignotio et
cura affectuum melancholicorum, ‘Diagnosis and treatment of melan-
cholic illnesses,’ a medical treatise written around 1575 by Alfonso
de Santa Cruz with the purpose of providing theoretical and practical
knowledge necessary for the treatment of melancholy.  Specifically,
the article explores the dialogue established in the treatise between
one of the case-histories – dealing with a lovesick patient – and the
classical story of Antiochus, the prince of Syria who fell ill as a result
of his love for his stepmother, and was saved thanks to the extraordi-
nary skill and wisdom of the court physician, Erasistratus of Ceos.
Exploring Santa Cruz’s unique reading of the story and the popular 
– rather than classical – sources that might have inspired it, the article
reflects on the indispensability of literary  images for medical repre-
sentations of Eros. 

The article “Love Affairs and the Creation of Respectability in the
Early Hebrew Literature of Modern Eretz-Israel” by Shimrit Peled
 explores sexual and romantic relationships in Early modern Eretz-
 Israeli literature in Hebrew. The model of the “New Jew” as part of the
Zionist process was embedded in Jewish society in the Yishuv and was
widely represented in the literature of the First and Second Aliyah. The
essay explains the criteria for inclusion in the Hebrew Eretz Israel lit-
erary canon via the question of colonial representation. It shows that
representations of sex and love in early Eretz Israel prose dealing with
interaction with, amazement at, openness to, and imitation of native
sexual practices without regard for cultural, ethnic or class distinctions,
were excluded from the Eretz Israeli Hebrew literary canon. Those
works which represented contact with a space considered Oriental,
 especially via the consummation of local love relations, without stress-
ing what was seen as the cultural gap between Jewish identity and a
place thought of as Oriental, were not accepted by those who dictated
taste. A preference for sexually respectable national representations,
distanced from obvious colonial imitation of the Arab or the Mizrahi
Jew, dictated the desirable aesthetics of Hebrew literature, even at the
price of sacrificing the creation of an aspiring sexual identity distanced
from exilic identity.
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In the article “Eros and Pedagogy in the Hashomer Hatzair Move-
ment in Palestine,” Miriam Szamet claims that Eros, as a basic concept
in the pedagogical perception of Hashomer Hatzair, is a clear example
of the transfer of knowledge from the German-speaking space into the
modern Jewish community in Palestine. The place and the meaning of
the term Eros changed in accordance with the change of Hashomer
Hatzair movement in the first decades of its existence, from a free youth
movement in Central and Eastern Europe to a kibbutz movement in
Palestine. The institutionalization of the movement under a Zionist-
 Socialist-Marxist ideological framework in the 1920s and 1930s led to
a transformation of the interpretation of Eros. At first, Eros was per-
ceived as a fundamental element of the young soul, which must be lib-
erated via a homo-erotic community of men, in order to build a new
Jewish society in Palestine. After a while, the cultivation of Eros
stopped, and it was perceived as an urge which must be civilized by
 educating the next generation of this new utopian society. In both cases,
the concept of Eros was not a product of the internal discourse of
Hashomer Hatzair, but was derived from the discourse of the culture of
youth movements and the psychoanalytic-based pedagogy in Germany
and Austria. The perspective of change of the place of Eros in the per-
ceptions of Hashomer Hatzair, which is at the center of this article,
 allows one to see the change in the center of gravity of the movement,
from a youth movement to a political kibbutz movement.

The article by Rosalind Gill examines how what has been called the
‘confidence cult(ure)’ (Gill & Orgad, 2015) is remaking women’s inti-
mate relationship to themselves and others. It situates this shift as part
of a wider transformation of intimacy and the increasingly mediated
nature of intimate life, but it also locates it in relation to the everyday
‘psychic life’ of neoliberalism, with its imperatives to entrepreneurial
subjectivity. The chapter takes two case studies – the rise of ‘love your
body’ discourse which seeks to makeover women’s relationship to the
self, and the promotion of confidence as the key source of ‘sexiness’
for women in heterosexual relations with men.  It shows how the turn
to confidence is freighted with meanings that blame women for their
own subordination, and with requirements to intensify ‘work’ on the
self. It argues that ‘confidence culture’ urgently needs to be inter -
rogated.
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eros In The KIngdoM of ends1

We desire Desire: the desire of others. We hope to become its object.
Love longs for reciprocity. Reciprocity makes possible recognition, grat-
itude and erotic dignity. From Euripides, to Ovid, to Stendhal, the great-
est theorists of love tell us these simple things, which we experience
anyway, in our own lives. 

Contemporary philosophy resists thinking reciprocity. In Le Don des
philosophes, Marcel Hénaff shows the strange persistence of today’s
moralists in denying the dialectical exchange – to give, to receive and
to give back – which anthropology places at the heart of the social bond.
A gift must allegedly be disinterested. If you give, and you anticipate
that you will receive in return, you do not really give.2

There is something naive and overtly demanding in these normative
positions. The experience of love helps us understand that to open up to
another, to offer care, tenderness, fun, presents, compliments means to
engage in a relationship that is, first of all, singular. By these gestures
and words, we compose an encounter that individualizes the recipient.
Minor differences, distinctive features. Even through repetition, even in
promiscuity. Every object of desire is almost the same as the previous
one – almost. This infinitesimal individualization, in contrast and in a
series, makes all the difference. Secondly, once we have identified this
singular object of our desire, we want them to do the same. We wish to
be desired. And if we have been loved first, how ungracious not to pre-
tend, at least, to be flattered.

Contemporary philosophy is also afflicted by the cult of inter-subjec-
tivity. Despite the final criticism by   Jacques Lacan in 1960, it survives
today, especially in the arguments of a certain casuistical and moralistic
feminism, to be found on both sides of the Atlantic. Lacan had initially
1 A version of this paper has appeared in Jealousy. A Forbidden Passion, Cambridge:

Polity Press, 2017.
2 See Hénaff (2012).



excoriated the attempt to reduce the analytic situation to an inter-subjective
relationship. This pious intent missed, he said, the structural disparity of
transference.3 Lacan then rejected the idea of “oblativity,” this “highly
moral” prototype of “old issues,” vieilles questions. “You must treat the
other person as a subject, not as an object!” This is an ethical posture that,
for Lacan, belonged to the “existential-analytic” vocabulary of the time.
In his opinion, it was not just an intellectual fashion, but a serious mistake. 

Above all, such language created a misunderstanding on the meaning
of what we call the “object of desire.” “If we do make (a person) into an
object,” said Lacan, “it will be any old object, an object like any other
object, an object that can be rejected, exchanged. In short: it (the person
made into an object) will be deeply devalued. This is the theme under-
lying the idea of oblativité (purely unconditional love).” Against this
“silliness” (cette niaiserie), Lacan made two arguments. The first was
that the word “object” in his “primary sense … aims at objects insofar
as we distinguish them, and can communicate.” Desire “enhances,”
“accentuates” (accentue) an object, in relation to another. Desire draws
lines of demarcation. Speaking of “objects” means talking of the distinc-
tive effects of desire. The second argument was that, paradoxically, “for
the subject it is much worse,” because a subject, for Lacan, was defined
by its submission to language. A subject does not occupy, in other words,
a position of dominance and control. The subject is unconscious, or more
precisely “in the subject there is a part where it speaks all by itself .”4

To these unfavourable comments, I would like to add a few consid-
erations, which relate to contemporary debates. The polarity of subject
/ object produces absurd effects, both ethical and erotic. I mean that we
are now ready to shed the all too familiar notion of “sexual object.”

objectification theory

Martha Nussbaum, an American philosopher whose influence is now
felt in Europe, has compiled a list of ways in which we may objectify a
human being. These are: to treat a person as a means to our ends; as if

3 See Lacan (1991 & 2001: 11; 21) and passim.
4 Ibid. 178-179.
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s/he were devoid of autonomy and a sphere of action of his/her own; as
if s/he were interchangeable with other objects; as if we did not respect
his/her integrity; as if s/he were a commodity. Indifference to the expe-
riences and feelings of a person, that is to say, the denial of her subjec-
tivity, crowns this catalogue of manners of looking at others as objects.5
To these Rae Langton has added the reduction of a subject/person to a
body, or body parts or their appearance; and the attempt to silence them.6

Because the sexual act involves my pleasure, it might appear to
 exploit another body, to this effect. Eros is the first culprit of objectifi-
cation/reification. Nussbaum forgives the literary eroticism of Lady
Chatterley‘s Lover (but not that of Playboy), and even she admits that,
sometimes, she happens to lay her head on the belly of her lover, without
treating him exclusively and forever, as a cushion. As the involvement
of the beloved abdomen occurs in a context of respect, it is permitted.
No objectification, no reification. 

This daring confession is just a concession, however, within a Kantian
vocabulary, which remains unquestioned. The Kantian frame is upheld
and defended by a number of moral philosophers, such as Barbara Her-
man.7 In the twentieth century this language has crept not only into many
scholarly debates, but also into every day speech. How did this happen? 

a human being is not a thing

For Kant, sexuality belongs in a wide, and fundamental, ethical scheme:
we must relate to rational beings as ends, not as a means. Means are

5 See Nussbaum (1995: 249-291, 257). 
6 See Langton (2009: 228-229). For this very brief overview, I am indebted to the

thoughtful synthesis by Papadaki (2014). 
For a critical discussion and an interesting move, from the language of “objectifi-
cation” to that of “derivatization,” see Cahill (2010). I share Cahill’s arguments on
objectification, as a way of speaking and thinking which obliterates the corporeal
incarnation of a gendered human being. But I will argue that the imaginary expe-
rience of the erotic works not only through the logic of gender (placing the female
in a position that is always relative to the male, as it was the case for Luce Irigaray
and Simone de Beauvoir), but also via a projection of desire upon a subject whose
special attention we expect. 

7 See Herman (1993: 53-72). 
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things; people are ends.8 This distinction generates all the laws of the
will. “The practical imperative will therefore be the following: act so
that you treat humanity in yourself, as well as in any other person,
 always at the same time (jederzeit zugleich) as an end and never simply
(niemal bloss) as a means.”9 A human being is not a thing, Der Mensh
aber ist keine Sache.10 This absolute principle compels us to condemn
the reduction of others (and ourselves) to the status of more or less use-
ful, inert, exchangeable, replaceable, disposable things: goods to enjoy,
piece by piece. As soon as another exists, or interacts with me, according
to my wish, in view of desire or in function of my pleasure, this contra-
venes the categorical imperative and is, therefore, immoral. 

My first comment is that it is simply  impossible to treat everyone,
always as an end in itself. In an active, social life, instrumental relation-
ships are endless and inevitable. In handing out a letter to an employee
of the post office so that s/he will send it; or in doing our job, so that
through us, our students might gain knowledge, receive grades, graduate
and hopefully find a job, we engage in relationships that are subordinate
to other purposes. We make ourselves useful, helpful serviceable; others
help, care for, serve us. If we consider all these exchanges as forms of
mutual (yet non simultaneously reciprocal) reification, and if we were
to look for an absolute antidote to this deadly sin, no business what -
soever would be ethically acceptable. Kant points out, however, that we
must never (niemals) treat a human being “only” (bloss) as a means (Mit-
tel). This means that we must always deal with the other in their human-
ity too, namely “as an end in itself” (als Zweck als sich selbst).11 We
admit the existence of utilitarian relations, while ensuring that they are
the least instrumental and exploitative as possible. We must preserve the
dignity of others and ourselves in all human interaction. 

8 See Kant, AK 4: 429, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), in Kant
(1996: 80): “Beings the existence of which rests not on our will but on nature, if
they are beings without reason, still have only a relative worth, as means, and are
therefore called things, whereas rational beings are called persons because their
nature already marks them out as end in itself, that is, as something that cannot be
used merely as a means, and hence so far limits all choice (and is an object of
 respect).”

9 Ibid. AK 4: 429 (1996: 80); see also: AK 4: 428 (1996: 79).       
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid. AK 4: 429 (1996: 79-80). See Green (2000: 27-52).
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In the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant does not ex-
plain how to do this, except by reason, will, and duty. In practice, I see
only one way to protect ourselves from mutual manipulation: it is con-
tinuous politeness. It is civility, not the categorical imperative, which
saves us. It is by asking “please,” thanking, smiling, modulating the
voice in a friendly tone, rather than one that is imperious and dismissive,
that we respond to the call of the “face” of the other. By being treated as
such, we do not feel humiliated or exploited. What makes the difference
is respect.

Sexuality is part of this elementary logic. Kant defines sexual inter-
course as the “reciprocal use (Gebrauch) one human being makes of the
sexual organs and capacities (Geschlechtsorganen und Vermögen) of
 another.” This usage is either natural (if it is meant to procreate) or is
contrary to nature, and it can occur either with a person of the same sex
or with an animal of another species. These transgressions of the law
are “unmentionable vices,” contrary to nature. They “do wrong to
 humanity in our own person (als Läsion der Menschheit in unserer eige-
nen Person).” No restriction or exception could possibly protect them
from total disapproval.”12 The natural character of heterosexuality
 depends on its purpose, procreation. Only a matrimonial contract makes
sex legitimate. 

In contrast, any non-procreative usage of the sexual parts, including
one’s own, affects nothing less than a person’s humanity. Masturbation
is worse than suicide. Any sexual act, whatever it may be, is defined as
the handling of organs, i.e. instruments, which means the manipulation
of things. “The natural use that one sex makes, of the other’s sexual
 organs is an enjoyment (Genuss) for which one gives oneself up to the
other. In this act a human being makes himself into a thing (Sache) of
himself, which conflicts with the right of humanity in his own person.”13

The real reification (making oneself into a thing) that is a sexual act, can
only be offset by its repetition, in an immediate reciprocity. The mem-
bers of a couple practice the mutual use (der wechselseitige Gebrauch)
of their bodies, thus becoming a thing for each other. Two things make
12 See Kant § 24, AK 6: 277, Part 1, The doctrine right in (1996: 426-427).
13 Ibid. § 25, AK 6: 278 (1996: 427): “In diesem Akt macht sich ein Mensch selbst

zur Sache, Welches dem Rechte der Menschheit an seiner eigenen Person wider-
streitet.”
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a person. I win back my personality (Persönlichkeit) if, once acquired
by another as if I were a thing (gleich als Sache), I treat the other, in
turn, and in return, as a thing. More to the point: the use of organs, that
is to say body parts, commits me to regain my integrity. Since the person
is “an absolute unity” (eine absolute Einheit), the usage/acquisition of a
member (Gliedmaße) of their body requires the usage/acquisition of the
entire person.14

I must contextualize sex in a monogamous marriage, the only guar-
antee of perfect and lasting reciprocity, in use and possession. Marriage
confers a real right: if one partner elopes, the other has the right to
 reclaim her/him, “as a thing” (als eine Sache).15

sex is incompatible with the perfection of a man

We must take stock of the intransigence that runs through this language.
Sex is immoral because it undermines the humanity in the person. Desire
and pleasure lower us to the level of the animal, and, in most erotic sit-
uations, they lead us still further down. Because sexual desire is not the
attraction of a human being to another human being as such, but a pen-
chant for the sex of the other, this desire causes the degradation
(Erniedrigung) of humanity. The desire that man has for a woman is not
directed towards her because she is a human being, but because she is a
woman. The fact that she is a human being is of no interest for the man;
only sex is the object of his desire (nur das  Geschlecht ist der Gegen-
stand seiner Neigung). Humanity is thus debased and subordinated. This
is why in erotic interactions men and women do their best to make them-
selves sexually attractive rather than to improve themselves as persons.
Human quality is literally “sacrificed” (aufopfern) to sex. So if a man
wishes to satisfy his desire, and a woman hers, they try to excite each
other. Their inclinations meet, but their purpose is only sex, and each
dishonours (entehrt) the humanity of the other. They make humanity a
mere instrument for the satisfaction of their desires, and vilify their

14 Ibid. § 25, AK 6: 278, (1996: 427). On the logic of this argument, see Pateman
(1988: 168-173); Papadaki (2007: 330-348); Eadem (2014), op. cit.

15 Ibid. § 25, AK 6: 278 (1996: 427).
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