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Why is the Study of Gender Relevant When Looking at Cultural Influences on Religion?

Examining  Women's  Music in Religious Societies in the Middle East 

According to the source of all monotheistic religions, the book of Genesis, woman was created from the rib of man - She was therefore secondary in the creation order, a by-product of man, created, as the bible says, to relieve man's prospective loneliness and to help him. "It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him" (Genesis 2:18) 
	


She very quickly becomes "a bad influence", a seducer, tempting man to taste "the forbidden fruit" and causing the imminent expel from the Garden of Eden, "the cause to the troubles of man". Others may say - she opened man's eyes - made him eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge and brought him into "the real world".
 
This story crystallizes the primary relevance of gender separation in the 
Judeo-Christian and Islamic world and all the religions and schools of thought
 that evolved from them, where women are considered inferior, dependent, 
a companion and helper to man, a reproduction tool, dangerous and seductive,

 with mystical powers.
 
In other cultures deriving from non Judeo-Christian religions, including the east (Buddhism, Hinduism etc) and Africa with its numerous magico-religious faiths, nowadays mostly in syncretism with Christianity and Islam, concepts might defer dramatically towards the notion of "God" and the human being, social structures might differ substantially, but still in all societies known to me there are different roles allocated to man and woman, in the family nucleus, in the social structure, in worship practices, in rights and responsibilities, in purity laws any aspect of communal life. Two of the basic anthropological definitions of an ethnic or a religious group are based on gender, relating to its hierarchy (patriarchal or matriarchal) and its hereditary continuum (matrilineal or patrilineal). 
Even in supposedly supernatural religious activity such as spirit possession, gender has an important significance - in many societies spirit possession (both voluntary, in mediumship and trance situations, and involuntary - when a person is being "possessed" and need to be exorcised) is more popular amongst women then men.  The possessing spirit is, in many cases, the opposite sex to the carrier. Male "spirits" possess female carriers and vice versa.  These phenomena can be attributed to the status of women is the relevant societies - confined to a close social circle of women only, sexually oppressed etc. - but whatever the reason is - it is still clear that gender plays an important role in spirit possession.

 
To demonstrate the cultural importance of gender in religious societies, I would like to focus on two case studies from a discipline that I am close to - ethnomusicology
.  I will look into gender-in-music issues in two religious cultures, which in spite of many generations of conflict, derive from a common background, ethnic origin and geographical space   - The Middle East - Judaism and Islam.
Women and Frame Drums in The Middle East
In her fascinating ethnography  "The Frame Drum in The Middle East: Women, Musical Instruments and Power"
 Veronica Doubleday maps the status and roles of women as musicians in different societies in the Middle East, throughout historical and religious changes. 
The duality of the role and status of music in general in the Arab and Moslem society, and especially drum music, causing human beings to lapse to sin on one side but at the same time being able to help in healing, spirit possession, exorcism, and "communication" with the other worlds, is somehow parallel to the duality of the concept of "woman" in this society: causing men to sin - on one side, and highly connected to spirituality, healing and the mystical world on the other side  - the "whore" and the "witch". This explains the many taboos on women's music - both "sinful" and "magic" elements put together is "dangerous".   
Another social stigma related to women and music raised in Doubleday's essay is the fact that most "professional" musicians in the Arab world, playing the "sophisticated" instruments, are male; while "women" are confined to the frame drum - a simple, "non professional", yet "magical " and even sacred instrument (made lawful by the prophetic laws - as it was played in Mohammed's daughter wedding and is the first musical instrument mentioned in the Hebrew bible –“the frame-drum of Miriam”
) and mostly practiced in all-women societies or by gypsy women in weddings and other rites of passage. The frame drum is also connected with the secular, sinful, belly dance. Again - the seducing and immoral woman causing men to lapse into sin.
So to understand music in Islamic societies in particular, or the basic cultural concepts of Islamic societies in general, one must look at the gender separation, stigmas and taboos, within the society and in relation to its cultural activity,  

.
Music in Orthodox Judaism - The case of  Ruthi Navon in Israel
The issue of women as a sin inducing and even a "polluting" element (especially during the menstrual period) is fundamental in both Islam and Judaism. Women are kept out of mosques, except those with a women section (Caplan 1987. p. 243) for this reason. In synagogues there is a clear physical separation between men and women. Women are confined to a separated section of the prayer hall, visually far away from men. 
In Judaism even the singing voice of a woman is considered "dangerous".
Orthodox men are not allowed to hear female singers, and women will not sing in front of men. "Kol Baisha Erva" says the Talmud (the Jewish book of laws) -  "A woman's voice is like the female’s sex organ"... 
 
Ruthi Navon was a famous rock singer in Israel in the 70's. Her distinctive raunchy voice was known throughout Israel and associated with the ex-Woodstock movement of free love, drugs and Rock' N' Roll. She was a symbol of a liberality, women rights, and equality.  A few years ago she decided to become orthodox and moved to Jerusalem. This of course had to be the end of her musical career (by her own choice), as we knew it. The world of Orthodox Judaism is secluded and not many secular Israelis have access to it. Apparently Ruthi Navon did not stop singing, but in fact continued to appear in front of religious women only, singing religious songs but also some of her old rock hits, those that had no explicit sexual connotation.
  Recently she started "opening up" a bit and singing to a mixed audience. However, her own male companions from the religious community cannot ever listen to her singing. A Woman's voice is an absolute taboo.
 
Ruthi Navon in fact made a move (of her own choice in this case) from being a "human being" in a society of equal rights and ideologically opposing gender-bias differences between people (Secular Tel Aviv in the seventies)’’’ to being a "woman" with all the extreme restrictions, taboos and stigmas ((in a ultra-religious Jerusalem society).

Woman" versus "Mother" in cultures and religions"
 
It is important to point out that even within a specific gender, there is a strong classification relating to different "kinds" and social roles and status, depending on biological issues, especially in the case of women.  An interesting observation is the notion of "woman" versus the notion of "mother".

 In the two cultures I have discussed above, there seems to be an extreme distinction between the two. Mother is pure and sacred, even saint (for example the concept the archetype mother figures of Virgin Mary in Christianity and Sarah "Our mother", the matriarch of the Judeo-Christian-Islamic world, and even Mother Theresa as the symbol of humanitarian dedication in recent years). Not only in the religious societies, but even in the secular societies related to these religions a mother is "holy", "not to be touched". (The most offensive verbal action is to curse someone’s mother).
As much as "woman" signifies sin, "Mother" signifies purity, holiness, and mercy.
In other religions and cultures, including animistic and pagan  - "mother" has also a symbolic, mystified, "holistic" power -  "mother earth ", Mamapacha (in the Andes cultures for example). She is the bearer of life, holding the biggest secret - the secret of creation, of birth.
In most culture, and particularly in the two religious societies I have concentrated on, there is a clear difference in status, taboos and roles - between "mothers" (women who gave birth) and "virgins". The latter are more restricted in their social encounters (especially with men), space, and what they wear. They have to "be more careful". The paradox of course is that according to the ruling religion in the world today, the eternal mother, the mother of Jesus, was a virgin.
 
This clear conceptual difference in many cultures between a "virgin" and a "mother" does not exist with males (there are initiation rituals, from puberty to adulthood, but not a clear extreme division between "father" and "man" as between "mother" and "woman”. 
 

Another major social difference is not based on the physical criteria of birth or

virginity, but on the social act of marriage. In many societies there is a clear difference in rights, codes of behavior, taboos and stigmas between married and unmarried women. Again, you can hardly find this clear "identity tag" in the case of men. In fact this means a woman status and identity is established by her "belonging" or "not belonging" to a man.

 

These three classifications of women according to their (1) virgin/not virgin; (2) mother/not mother; (3) married/not married status, are particularly strong in the two societies examined here - orthodox Jews and the Moslem society.

The "sanctity" of a woman is a very high "moral" value, and any act against it is highly punishable by "Herem" (a social “ban” or sanction) in Orthodox Jewish society, or by death in Moslem society.

Conclusion 

Gender division is a key element in both Judaism and Islam, and their respective cultures. This is also the case in most other known religions and cultures.  In this essay I particularly looked at music as a feature of culture,

with its status strongly embedded in religion. The stigmas, taboos and power relating to the ways Jewish and Moslem societies react to women's music, mirror the attitude and feeling towards gender differences in these cultures, and prove the relevance of the study of gender in connection with culture and religion. 

The physical difference between man and woman is obvious, however the social gender separation and polarity of roles, rights and taboos in most religious cultures, transcends the pure biological division of sex, and is nurtured from very early stages.   
Even worst than "separation", in some societies and religious doctrines, as I showed above, women are viewed and treated as a by-product of men.

Still, the investigation of gender separation and roles in religious culture should be made with sensitivity and openness, and not only with (understandable in many cases) criticism.

Recently there are "liberal" movements within the religious cultures aiming at "erasing the gender boundaries" in religious practice and doctrine. I have spent the last Yom Kippur (day of atonement) eve in a "liberal" synagogue in the west end of London where the rabbi was a woman and there was a mixed congregation of men and women sitting and praying together. Even the prayer book was "updated" with many traditional prayers changed to refer to both male and females (in Hebrew there is a clear grammatical definition in verbs and nouns between male and female).  God (male in Hebrew) was being referred to, in some of the "updated prayers", as  "The Shechina" (which is a female name for the holy spirit).  This need to  "modernise" (or some would say "distort") the prayer book and synagogue practice, which caused a bitter rapture in modern days Judaism, demonstrates how fundamental is the gender issue in the cultural influence of religion. 
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The Bible
The Koran
The Talmud
� Crapanzano 1977 p.1-35


�or as it is sometimes called, especially in the US, “the anthropology of music"  


�in Ethnomusicology, 43 vol 1, 1999 


�“and Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a timbrel in her hand; and all the women went out after her with timbrels and with dances.” (Exodus 15:20)


 


�Unfortunately she stopped singing altogether one of her most raunchy hits "Electricity runs through your hands" (referring to a man. In Hebrew you have a different word for "you” for male or female).  


� It is interesting to note that the English word "woman" derives from "man", and that the word "man"in English, and other European languages,  is used not only for the male, but the whole human species.





