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THE ORIGINS OF THE BATTLE

Text 1: Aruch ha-Shulchan, Orach Chayyim 1:1-2
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Angels serve their Creator and have no yetzer ha-ra, while
animals have a yetzer ha-ra but no understanding. So angels do
not deserve any reward for their service, because they have no
inclination to do otherwise, and animals do not deserve any
punishment because they are without understanding.

Thus the Holy One created humanity as a happy medium: God
gave humans souls, with which they can come to knowledge of
their blessed Creator, like angels; and God gave humans thick,
ungainly bodies like animals, with which we need to eat and
drink and sleep.

Thus a great battle eternally rages within each human, all the
days of their life. Their animalistic side lusts after physical
pleasures, like a beast, while their pure soul fights against such
instincts and opens our eyes to the fact that we were not
created to act thus, but should instead serve our Creator, like
angels.
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Text 2: Aharon Barak Pt
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THE YETZER HA-TOV

Text 3: Avot d’Rabbi Natan A 16
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The principle that one should act in good faith does not
assume great benevolence, nor does it require that anyone
forego their own self-interest. Rather, the principle of good
faith places limits on individuals’ pursuit of their self-
interest. It determines that we may only protect our self-
interest in a way that is fair and which pays due regard to
the justified expectations of our fellows. When interacting
with each other, we are not allowed to be wolves — but nor
are we required to be angels. Person-to-person, we must
act like a person.

When a person turns 13, their yetzer ha-tov is born.
Henceforth, when they are about to profane Shabbat, it
says to them: “Airhead! The Torah forbids this!” When they
are about to kill someone, their yetzer ha-ra says to
them: “Airhead! The Torah forbids this!” When they are
about to commit adultery, their yetzer ha-ra says to
them: “Airhead! The Torah forbids this!”

' Roker v Salomon CA 6339/97, 55(1) PD 199 at [7], internal citations omitted.
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Text 4: b.Sukkah 52b
12 Va9 OX :PRYNW? 727 727 RN Rabbi Yishma’el taught: if you encounter this scurrilous
WA N7 7 awn — 11 2110 yetzer ha-ra, drag it to the study-hall.

THE YETZER HA-RA
Text 5: Genesis Rabbah 9:7
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businesses.
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Text 6: b.Yoma 69b
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Rav (or some say Rabbi Shmu’el) said: “Woe, woe! The yetzer ha-
ra that destroyed the Temple, that burned its sanctuary, that
killed our righteous ones and caused us to be exiled from our land,
it still dances among us!”

So the people sat and fasted for three days and three nights,
and God delivered the yetzer ha-ra into their hands: a fiery
lion-cub emerged from the holy-of-holies, and the prophet
declared: “This is the yetzer ha-ra, the inclination that causes
idol-worship. But know this - if you kill it, the world will be
destroyed.”

The people imprisoned it for three days. But when they went to
look for a fresh egg, not one could be found in the entire land of
Israel.
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Text 7: Ba’al Shem Tov, B’reishit 1424
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i See also 141 and 143.
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WHO STARTED IT?

Text 8: Dr Susanna Towersti

The battle to overcome yetzer ha-ra is gendered masculine, requiring the masculinised trait
of self-restraint and the protection afforded by the male-only domain of Torah study. In
contrast, women are deemed to lack the self-control required to overcome the yetzer ha-ra,
which may seize or ‘clothe’ them. As the physical embodiment of sexual temptation, women
pose a challenge to the male struggle to subdue the yetzer ha-ra. In these respects, thereis a
strong identification of yetzer ha-ra with femininity. The barring of women from Torah
study creates a cycle of female impotence in relation to the yetzer ha-ra. The gendering of
male and female relations to yetzer ha-ra thus has implications for gender hierarchy.

1 Susanna Towers, “The rabbis, gender, and the yetzer ha-ra: the origins and development of the evil inclination”, Women 1in
Judaism (2018), <https://perma.cc/Z9QK-G92E>: 13.
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Notes...
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