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Mon 12 Oct 2020 -- 24 Tishri 5781       B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi  
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Torah discussion on Bereshit 

 
 

Does a Woman Need a Man 
Like a Fish Needs a Bicycle? 

 
Introduction 
 
In this week's Torah portion, Bereshit, God says: 
 

אֶמרֹּ֙ ְיה ֹוַוי ֹּ֙ ֶזר ְכֶנְגדָֽ ָ֖ ֱעֶשּה־֥לֹו ע  ֶ ֹו אָֽ ם ְלַבדּ֑ ָאָדָ֖ ים ל א־֛טֹוב ֱה֥יֹות ָהָֽ ׃ָוָ֣ה ֱאֹלה ִ֔  
And the Lord God said, “It is not good for man to be alone. I will make for 
him a helpmate opposite him.” [Gen. 2:18] 

 
יו ְוֶאת־א   ָ֖ יׁש ֶאת־ָאב  ֲַעָזב־א ִ֔ ןֹּ֙ יָֽ ד׃ַעל־כ  ר ֶאָחָֽ ּו ְלָבָש֥ ֹו ְוָהיָ֖ ְׁשתִ֔ ק ְבא  ֹו ְוָדַבָ֣ מּ֑  

Therefore, a man shall leave his father and his mother, and cleave to his 
wife, and they shall become one flesh. [Gen. 2:24] 

 

So women were created to help men, and they do.  But do men help 
women?  Or, as the feminists of the 60s put it, does a woman need a 
man like a fish needs a bicycle? 
 
The needs of the man are made clear: Avoid loneliness, get help, get 
someone to “cleave” to. 
 
The needs and wishes of the woman are not stated here. 
 

Men need women in particular 
 
-Problem is not merely loneliness.  Adam was not “alone”.  He had 
animals and plants (and God). 
-If “alone” means “not with someone like him”, why not create another 
man? 
-If “alone” mean “incomplete”, why not create a single, perfect, 
complete individual who reproduces asexually?  (In asexual 
reproduction, a cell divides to produce two new cells identical to 
original cell.  Sexual reproduction promotes diversity. 
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-But why would God want diversity if Adam is created perfect? 
-Does a woman “complete” a man? 
-How can God create something that He deems “not good”? 

-To make Adam appreciate what he lacked after he got Eve? 
-Isn’t God Himself “alone”?  He is “One”. 

Midrash: “It is not good” means that if God is alone and man is 
alone, all the creatures will say that Adam is also a god. [Pirkei 

D'Rabbi Eliezer 12:4] 

 

Sources on the worth of women to men 
 
Talmud:  
 
-To be happy, a man has to be married:  

-Rabbi Yaakov taught: Any man who does not have a wife lives without 
goodness, without help, without happiness, without blessing, and without 
atonement...  
Rabbi Shim’on said in the name of Rav Yehoshua ben Levi: Even without 
peace... Rabbi Chiyya bar Gamdi said: He is not even a whole human 
being... And there are those who say: He even diminishes the Divine 
Image. [Gen. Rabbah 17:2; Yevamot 62b] 

 
-Rav Naḥman said in the name of Shmuel: Even if a man has several 
children [from previous wives, thus fulfilling his obligation to procreate], it 
is prohibited for him to remain without a wife. [Yevamot 61b] 

 
-No parallel quote about a woman who has no husband.  The closest 
is: 

Resh Lakish says [that women have a saying]: It is better to sit as two 
bodies [i.e., to be married] than to sit [alone like] a widow. [Bava Kamma 111a; 

Kiddushin 7a; Ketubot 75a] 

Indicates a preference, not a need. 
 
-The commandment to reproduce applies only to men, not to women.  
Why?  Because the Torah says: 

Be fruitful and multiply.  Fill the earth and subdue it.  [Gen. 1:28] 
Mishnah: It is the way of men to “subdue”, but not the way of women. 
[Yevamot 6:6] 
Is this because most women want to be mothers, and the Torah 
usually does not command anything that most people would do on 
their own accord? 
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Midrash:  
 
-Clarifies “a helpmate opposite him” (ֹו ֶזר ְכֶנְגדָֽ ָ֖  :(ע 

ֶזר ם ָזָכה ע  ם ָלאו ְכֶנְגדֹו ,א  ְוא   
Rabbi Yehudah said: If he is worthy, she will be a helpmate.  
If he is not worthy, she will be against him, to fight him. [Pirkei DeRabbi 

Eliezer 12:5; Gen. Rabbah 17:3] 

Meaning: She will restrain him and steer him in the right direction if he 
is “not worthy”. [Netziv (19th-century Poland), Haamek Davar, Harchev Davar] 

-Are women the conscience of men? 
 
-Some women may not fill their role right: 

-Rashi and Yefeh To'ar (16th-century Constantinople) translate: 
If he is fortunate, she will be a helpmate. 
-Etz Yosef interprets “She will fight him” as she will be 
cantankerous and oppose him in everything.  

 
-In the end, everything depends on the woman: 

It once happened that a righteous man was married to a righteous woman, 
and they did not produce children. They said, “We are of no use to the 
Holy One, blessed be He”, so they divorced each other.  
The man went and married a wicked woman, and she made him wicked. 
The woman went and married a wicked man, and she made him righteous.  

This proves that everything depends on the woman. (ָשה ן ָהא  ל מ   (ֶׁשַהכ 
[Bereshit Rabbah 17:7] 

 
-The men accepted the Torah because the women told them to: 

-Rabbi Pinchas said: On the eve of Shabbat, the Israelites stood at Mount 
Sinai, men and women apart.  [God] said to Moses, “Go, speak to the 
daughters of Israel [and ask them] whether they wish to receive the 
Torah.”  Why were the women asked [first]?  Because it is the way of 
men to follow the opinions of women. [And the men said:] “All that the 
Lord has spoken we will do and we will listen ( עַנֲעֶש֥  ְׁשָמָֽ ה ְונ  ).” [Ex. 24:7].  

[Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer 41:6; also Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael] 
 

-Rabbi Tachlifa of Caesarea said: The Holy One, blessed be He, said: 
“When I created the world, I only commanded Adam, the first person.  
Afterwards, Eve, too, was commanded, and the result was that she 
transgressed and upset the world.  Now, if I do not call on the women first, 
they will nullify the Torah.” [Exodus Rabbah 28:2] 

 

This means: If the women go second, they will be inclined to think the 
commandments are only for men, and be lax about their observance, 
and their husbands will follow them. 
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Zohar: 
 
ְזר  ֶסֶמְך.  ַמאי ע 

What is a helper? A basis. [Zohar 1:34b:8] 

 

Sforno (16th-century Italy): 
 

A helpmate [is someone] who will be equal to him, who also reflects the 
divine image. This is essential for him if he is to know precisely what his 
needs are and so that he can meet them in time. The reason why the 
Torah added the word k'negdo (opposite him) is that whenever one 
confronts someone of equal power, moral and ethical weight, such a 
confrontation is termed neged. It is a head-on collision of wills. When the 
two parties disagreeing are not of equal power, or moral and ethical 
weight, then one prevails and the other loses …  
However, the Torah did not mean for woman to be 100% equal to man, 
[e.g., she carries children and raises them], so the letter kaf (meaning 
“like”) at the beginning of the word k'negdo somewhat tones down this 
equality. 

 
Tradition seems to imply that women do not need men for other than 
procreation; but that men, however, do need women. 
 
Unmarried men, considered holy in many religions, are considered 
sinners in Judaism. 
 
Is Tradition assigning different basic roles and obligations to men and 
women necessarily a bad thing? 
 

Conclusion 
 

Men and women are complementary and need each other.  But they 
have different roles and needs.  Torah: 

ם׃  ָתָֽ א א  ה ָבָר֥ ָבָ֖ ר ּוְנק  ֹו ָזָכ֥ תּ֑ א א  ים ָבָרָ֣ ָ֖ ֶלם ֱאֹלה  ֹו ְבֶצ֥ ָאָדםֹּ֙ ְבַצְלמִ֔ ָ ים ׀ ֶאת־הָֽ ִ֤ א ֱאֹלה  ְבָרָ֨  ַוי 

And God created man in His image, in the image of God He created him; 
male and female He created them. [Gen. 1:27] 

Tradition seems to imply that women do not need men for other than 
procreation.  Men, however, do need women. 
 
Shabbat shalom. 
 


