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Preface

This book is truly a project of the university in several ways. The idea for
studying women in ancient Israel grew not out of my own training and
research but rather from the concern of my colleagues that "women in
biblical tradition" receive curricular attention. Thus, as I began to teach
that subject nearly a decade ago, I discovered how little really was
known about women in the biblical world. Gradually, the investigation
of that aspect of our western past did become one of my research inter-
ests. I became increasingly aware of how powerful the biblical texts
dealing with women, especially the Eden narrative of Genesis 2 and 3,
have been in shaping western attitudes about gender for two millennia.
And I moved closer to realizing that the relationship of those texts to the
women of ancient Israelite society needed to be explored.

The motivation for pursuing difficult issues, the process of coming to
understand obscure texts, the very methodology employed, all emerged
in significant measure from the classroom experience. The probing ques-
tions and insightful comments of students, both graduate and under-
graduate, have given impetus to my own thinking in countless ways. The
general support and encouragement of many colleagues has also been
invaluable. In particular, the women's studies program at Duke has
provided in its faculty seminars and colloquia a warm yet critical atmo-
sphere in which many of the directions I have taken in this book were
first explored.

The university grants leave time to its faculty; thus one is released
from the normal demands on time and energy that are part of university
life, in order to pursue scholarship more intensively. Twice in the past
four years I have been the fortunate recipient of year-long research
leaves without which I could not have brought this project to fruition.

My gratitude to the academy and especially to Duke University for
the opportunity to have conceived, nurtured, and completed this work is
thus enormous. I say this not only because of the direct and tangible
ways in which I have benefited from my academic context but also
because of the way this work, in its interdisciplinary nature, is represen-
tative of the university. As the academy brings together diverse disci-
plines, so does this account of women in ancient Israel traverse disciplin-
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ary borders. I have drawn from history, art, archaeology, anthropology,
religion, sociology, language, and literature. There has been risk in this
enterprise, for I do not pretend to be master of all the disciplines that
have been essential to my task. Yet I have felt that it has been a risk
worth taking, for it has allowed at least partial enlightening of a realm
that otherwise would remain in the deep darkness of ages past.

Rooted in the academy as this work may be, it is meant to reach
beyond the university. I hope that it will be of some use in the various
disciplines from which I have taken materials and methods. But I also
intend this for a broader audience, which consists of all those who are
interested in the historical and biblical roots of present-day attitudes to
gender relationships. As long as the Bible is quoted as justification for
one or another belief or policy regarding women, the value of under-
standing the biblical texts involved and the social world from which they
emerged is compelling.

In addition to my debt to the university, I owe much to sources out-
side its walls. In 1982-1983, a grant from the National Endowment for
the Humanities enabled me to immerse myself in the study of social
anthropology, particularly with respect to matters of gender. It had
become clear, as I became involved in an investigation of women in
Israelite society, that my training in biblical studies and archaeology,
and in the disciplines ancillary to those fields, was not sufficient to the
task. These disciplines could not tell me everything I needed to know. I
discovered that analogies and theories provided by the social sciences
were essential to my attempts to fill in the gaps left by the incomplete
documentary and archaeological record of a past age. The opportunity
to read in the social sciences for a year was thus enormously important
for this project. I did this at Oxford University, as a fellow at Queen
Elizabeth House, where Shirley Ardener was most gracious in including
me in the women's studies research seminars.

In 1985-1986, the Howard Foundation at Brown University provided
me with a grant that enabled me to carry out further research and to
prepare a complete draft of this book.

Many individuals have helped along the way, Ernestine Friedl, in her
position as dean of Duke University, nominated me for the Howard
fellowship and assisted me in securing leave time; in her role as anthro-
pologist, she encouraged me to use the insights of that discipline for
research in biblical studies. Naomi Quinn, of Duke's anthropology de-
partment, helped me with bibliographical materials and an armload of
readings as I set off for England. Jean O'Barr, director of women's
studies at Duke, involved me in the many activities of that program;
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such involvement gave invaluable reinforcement to the interdisciplinary
nature of my research.

The staff of the religion department at Duke has been unfailingly
cheerful and competent in taking care of the technical details of produc-
ing a book manuscript. At Oxford University Press, Cynthia Read, Paul
Schlotthauer, and Stewart Perkins have contributed in countless ways
with their expert advice and superb editing.

Finally, I can hardly imagine having completed this project without
the deep interest, loving support, professional encouragement, and
scholarly advice of my husband, Eric.

Durham, North Carolina C.M.
June 1987



Note on Translations, Transcriptions,
and Documentation

The scripture quotations contained herein, unless otherwise noted, are
from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright 1946, 1952,
1971 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of
the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. and are used by permission. Trans-
lations of the Greek Bible (Septuagint) are taken from the Septuagint
Version of the Old Testament (London: Samuel Baxter and Sons, Ltd.,
n.d.p.)

Since the Bible is an important source for this study, the reading of
certain texts in the original Hebrew has been an essential part of the
task. Discussion of certain Hebrew terms and phrases, especially those
that lack exact English equivalents and those that have not always been
accurately translated, is thus an integral part of several chapters. I have
chosen to simplify the standard scholarly system of transliteration by
omitting diacritical marks over vowels. In doing so, I have hoped to
preserve the technical aspect of this enterprise while making it accessible
to the non-specialist.

Similarly, with respect to documentation, I have tried to satisfy the
needs of both the scholarly and the general reader. The notes contain
full documentation of the sources from which I have gleaned data and
insights. However, with few exceptions, the notes contain no additional
discussion or technical details. Thus the text of this book can be read
straight through without consulting the notes, except where the refer-
ences I have used and cited might be of interest to the reader.
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1
Eve as the Symbol of Women:

Understanding the Task

Eve. We all think we know her and understand what she represents.
Few come of age in the western world without having heard of Eden. It
would be difficult to find anyone unfamiliar with the primeval couple,
Eve and Adam. Nearly all of us have read, or have had read to us, the
simple and powerful narrative of Genesis 2 and 3.

Portrayed as the first woman, Eve in fact symbolizes all women. She
stands alone of her sex, signifying to all others in times to come the
essence of female existence. Her story is so well known that it is some-
what surprising to find that in the rest of the Hebrew Bible, the story of
Eden is not a prominent theme. Neither are the actions of Adam and
Eve ever cited as examples of disobedience and punishment, although
the long story of Israel's recurrent rejection of God's word and will
provides plentiful opportunity for drawing such analogies.

Only in the literature of early Judaism and Christianity do Eve and
Adam emerge into the mainstream of religious literature and theological
discussion. By then, nearly a thousand years after the original shaping of
the Eden story, Eve's role is recast by the beliefs and the needs of the
nascent Jewish and Christian communities in the Roman world. So com-
pelling are the views of Eve as reworked in the New Testament, in
Rabbinic lore, and in the Apocryphal and Pseudepigraphical books, that
it is difficult to examine the Eve story without being subtly influenced by
the predominant Christian and Jewish interpretations of that story.

Nonetheless, biblical scholars in recent years have taken on the task of
rediscovering the pristine Eve. The woman of Eden is being given her
own voice, a voice radically distinct from the one heard through the
unsympathetic, if not misogynist, words of influential figures such as
Paul or Rabbi Yohanan or the anonymous author of the first-century
Books of Adam and Eve. We will try to listen to that voice, to compre-
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4 DISCOVERING EVE

hend the place of the Eve story in Israelite literature, and to understand
what it tells us about the Israelite conception of womanhood. Chapters 4
and 5 will deal directly with Eve and the story of Eden.

However, we must approach the Eve narrative in another way as well:
its link with the experience of Israel in the ancient Near Eastern world.
Not only does Eve represent Israelite women, she is also a product of
the way of life of women in that world. The social realities of everyday
life provided the raw materials from which the biblical narrator forged
the now famous tale. The artful crafting of that simple yet powerful
narrative is inextricably linked to the life experience of the Hebrew
author. The world around him (or her?) contributed to his choice of
words, characterizations, and motifs. It also constitutes the audience,
the social group to be addressed by and moved in some way to respond
to the multifarious messages of the story.

The grounding of the Eden account in the particulars of the ancient
Israelite world can be seen quite easily when we look at the garden itself
or at some aspects of its treatment of the male figure. The ready avail-
ability of water in Eden, for example, is a quality well suited for an
idyllic tale in a land so poorly endowed with natural water resources as
was ancient Palestine. Furthermore, two of the purveyors of life-giving
water, according to the narrative, are the Mesopotamian rivers, the
Tigris and the Euphrates. These abundant sources of water were known
to the Israelites, whose ancestors came from Mesopotamia and whose
cultural heritage included the land of those two rivers. The appearance
in the Genesis story of the Mesopotamian rivers thus shows how the tale
is rooted in the larger Israelite world. But the charge to Adam, with the
description of the great difficulty he will have in eking out a living, is
meaningful precisely for the conditions of agricultural life in the Palestin-
ian highlands.

Similarly, the depiction of Eve must be treated as a reflection of and
sanction for the lot of the Israelite woman. To become aware of
women's way of life during the time the Hebrew Bible was written is to
come to grips with the reality that determined Eve. In this sense, "Eve"
is Everywoman—every woman who lived in ancient Israel. Before we
can know either the Eve of Genesis or the Everywoman Eve, we must
identify and describe her world. Chapter 3 will explore that world and
identify the dynamics of Israelite life that would have determined the
behavior and status of women.

At this point we must distinguish between "Israelite woman" and "bibli-
cal woman." Few could dispute the overwhelming orientation of the He-
brew Bible to the male world, a fact to which we shall return repeatedly in
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this work. Yet there is no dearth of female characters, and there are even
a few fragments of women's writings. But, unfortunately, these tell us
little about "ordinary" Israelite women. The women we glimpse in the
Hebrew Bible are, almost to a woman, exceptional. They are women who
rose to positions of prominence. As such, can they be seen as representa-
tive of their gender? Can generalizations about the parameters and dy-
namics of the daily existence of women be extracted from what we know
about a Deborah or a Miriam, an Athaliah or a Huldah?

The Israelite woman is largely unseen in the pages of the Hebrew
Bible. To presume to locate her in biblical narrative would be to commit
a fundamental methodological error To assume we can see nameless
women in the activities of the named ones is to believe we can see an
entire structure when only a fragment of it is visible.

In addition to examining the Eve of the Eden story, our purpose here
is twofold: first, to promote an awareness among all who are affected by
the Eden story—whether student or scholar, feminist or the faithful—of
the very existence of the unseen life led by women in ancient Israel; and
second, to begin to make that existence visible. These goals are interre-
lated: the idea that women's life experiences differed considerably from
biblical depictions can gain credibility only if we can discover something
about those lives. Chapters 6-8 will explore the world of Everywoman
Eve.

An important corollary of our goal in setting out to discover Ev-
erywoman Eve lies in the relationship of that woman to biblical women.
As we become able to envision the lot of an Israelite woman, so will we
gain a better perspective on the unrepresentative material contained in
the Hebrew Bible. Because of the fundamental role that the scriptural
materials have played in the development of western religion, any infor-
mation that can bear on passages that are difficult or controversial in the
contemporary world becomes relevant to more than the company of
academicians. For centuries we have looked at Eve through the distort-
ing lenses of patriarchal, Judeo-Christian tradition. Now perhaps we can
examine her in the clear light of her own world.

The motivation and the means for this quest to elucidate Eve come
from two distinct directions: one is the recent involvement of feminist
scholarship in many academic disciplines, including the study of religion;
the other is the methodological potential in social scientific research for
recovering woman's (or for that matter, man's) part in an ancient soci-
ety. Since the advent of the new feminism in the 1960s and 1970s,
feminist scholarship has become an important development in the field
of religion. Also in the last two decades, the use of sociological and
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anthropological theory to categorize and comprehend the origins and
development of ancient Israel as a socially distinct formation in the Near
Eastern world of the late second and the first millennia has been estab-
lished as the most important development in biblical studies since the
contributions of such intellectual giants as Albright and Alt earlier in
this century.1 Each of these disciplinary developments has evolved far
enough on its own that a study of Israelite women based on their intersec-
tion is now a possibility. At the very least, the enterprise can now begin;
moreover, future developments in feminist scholarship and in social
scientific biblical study will provide ongoing resources for increasing the
visibility of Israelite women.

Feminism and the Study of Religion and Gender

The impact of feminism in recent decades on a variety of humanistic and
social scientific disciplines can be well documented.2 While many femi-
nist scholars might find fault with the depth or breadth of that impact,
few would deny that in many important ways the cultural contributions
of women and their social, economic, and political roles are now part of
both scholarly and popular consciousness. In short, the category of gen-
der has entered the various disciplines, which recognize it as a distinct
mode of experience and also as a system subject to analysis.

When it comes to religion, the matter of gender is more than a topic of
academic concern. As in many fields, the presence of feminist research in
religion has been intensified because there is more at stake than simple
scholarly investigation. The institutional and theological crises in Judaism
and Christianity that have been provoked by feminism have involved the
interpretation of biblical texts dealing with women. What is the relation-
ship of the biblical word to the traditional stance of church and synagogue
on the role of women? In its broadest sense that question affects many
important issues, such as the validity of leadership roles for women in the
formal structures of western religion, and the nature of the relationship
between men and women in the informal setting of home and family. It
also involves the problem of general attitudes toward women engendered
by the traditional understanding of biblical texts, and it affects the way in
which decisions are made for continuing or changing tradition-based pat-
terns in both formal and informal situations.

Hardly a week goes by without the appearance of a new publication
dealing with "women and religion." The biblical foundation for western
religion poses thorny questions for religionists in general, and feminist



Eve as the Symbol of Women 1

theologians in particular are forced to examine the relationship between
the Bible and the modern world. The acceptance of the authority of the
Bible as God's word, which is at the core of Judeo-Christian religion, is
inevitably the sticking point. How can one deal with an authoritative
text that asserts something apparently antithetical to feminist concerns?
This fundamental question will be addressed, at least obliquely, in our
discussion of approaches to biblical patriarchy in Chapter 2.

Feminist issues now occupy a focal position within religious traditions.
Yet the concept of America as a secular society has kept religion as a
feminist concern strangely separate from the consideration of various
aspects of modern life that otherwise have attracted considerable femi-
nist attention. Too often contemporary feminists misunderstand the fun-
damental religious modes and symbols that perpetuate the discrimina-
tory dimensions of the political behavior they seek to abolish.3 To ignore
religion and the tenacious religious aspect of political life is to risk
making superficial the quest for change. The emotional justification for
the existence and continuation of present unacceptable gender roles is
embedded in religious texts that shape the psyche of western humanity.
Examination of those texts and their role in the ostensibly secular facets
of modern life seems essential, yet conceptual and institutional difficul-
ties have posed serious obstacles to such examination.

If feminism in combination with religion has failed to address political
and other aspects of contemporary life, feminism on its own has made
significant inroads in understanding the place of gender in cultural his-
tory and past and present forms of social behavior. The way in which
feminism has influenced anthropology is a case in point. Anthropologi-
cal research originated with the Victorian interest in understanding civili-
zation as the product of evolutionary development. Cross-cultural stud-
ies of societies thought to represent various stages in this scheme were
popular, and the place of women in societies seen as preceding the
culminating Victorian ideal was given serious consideration (see Chap-
ter 2, pp. 37-39).4 Because the work of the nineteenth-century anteced-
ents of modern anthropology as well as most of their twentieth-century
successors has suffered from a range of masculine cultural biases, femi-
nist anthropologists have had a double task. While recognizing the exis-
tence of sexual differentiation as a critical factor in analyzing any soci-
ety, they also have had to deal with gender bias in the fieldwork that
provides the hard data for anthropological research.

Feminist anthropological scholarship, in its insistence that gender dif-
ferentiation is a salient feature of any cultural system, has opened the
way for this study of the Israelite woman. Feminist inquiry has shown
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women to be significant social actors whose roles differ from those of
men but are no less important. Furthermore, feminist scholarship has
begun to develop valuable theoretical constructs. Despite their failure to
explain completely the myriad patterns of gender distinction and valua-
tion that occur throughout the world, such constructs provide valuable
heuristic models. We may not be able to understand why women's roles
in society tend to exhibit certain features largely not identified for men,
but we can repeatedly test suggestions or theories against the data from
one society after another, while admitting that the complexity of gender
identity and behavior may preclude the applicability of any single ex-
planatory mode.

The relationship of this study to feminist scholarship has yet another
facet. Feminism, as it has entered the various disciplines, has necessarily
been concerned with origins. The woman's movement has derived its
strength and energy from the recognition of inequities in the position of
women in the modern world. If the present situation with respect to
gender is unacceptable, a search for the origins of that situation becomes
compelling. Discerning the roots of an existing pattern may enhance the
potential for change.

Effecting current social change is not central to our goals here, yet the
search for origins has an important—though indirect—role to play. This
search has brought to light a wealth of materials concerning a wide
variety of differing social configurations. Our industrialized, technologi-
cal society differs radically not only from many others in the world, but
also from times past. The quest for an understanding of female-male
differentiation has led the social anthropologist to preindustrial, pretech-
nological contexts that are relevant to the investigation of the ancient
Israelite woman, whose world also was fundamentally distinct from our
present experience of human behavior and gender identities. Despite
the continuity between contemporary western religion and its biblical
past, we must take into account the radical differences in the physical
environment and the social configurations of biblical antiquity. The an-
thropological quest for premodern origins thus offers considerable com-
parative data for the investigation of ancient Israel as one example of a
premodern society.

Contemporary Approaches to the Biblical Past

Although feminism and the study of the past are inextricably linked in
the social sciences, biblical scholars have barely begun to utilize the
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information gathered by social scientists for the investigation of gender
in the biblical past. Critical biblical scholarship has, however, ventured
into the realm of social scientific analysis with the hope of explaining in
nontheological ways the origins of the Israelite people and their beliefs.
Similarly, particular cultural and sociopoliticahhhhhl forms found in ancient
Israel have been subjected to sociological analysis. The results have
been illuminating if not revolutionary in the field of biblical studies.5 If
not all biblical scholars are convinced by the results of these investigative
methods, few are immune to the stimulation offered by the models that
have been suggested.

After all, ancient Israel was first and foremost a community, a social
entity. What we call religion was but one mode—albeit the most endur-
ing and influential one—of its corporate existence. These facts underlie
the fundamental premise on which social scientific appraisals of ancient
Israel are based. To understand the living community of Israel, and the
Israelite religion as an ideological expression of the communal life, we
must examine Israel in the context of its own multidimensional environ-
ment. Important factors include Israel's social and political prehistory,
as well as its ecological niche in the hill country of Palestine and the
agrarian-pastoral economic base it offered to the nascent community.

Scholars have made enormous strides in reconstructing the social his-
tory of ancient Israel. In addition to the clues in the biblical record, they
have utilized data from cross-cultural studies of other tri bally organized
societies as well as the information provided by archaeological findings
about the cities and villages of ancient Palestine. Our knowledge of the
people of the Book is thus no longer limited by the information con-
tained in that Book.

The ideology-bearing narrations of the Bible were radically innovative
in their time. They set forth humanitarian and egalitarian principles not
found elsewhere in the ancient world. Those principles both reflected
and affirmed the unique social system established by Israel upon break-
ing away from the existing sociopolitical systems of the Canaanites and
the Egyptians, who dominated the biblical world at the time of Israel's
formation as a distinct community.

Understanding ancient Israel as a social entity is not an easy task. Israel
was acutely self-conscious about its distinct place in the world, but the
biblical self-description does not appear in categories that can easily be
translated into facts essential for social scientific analysis. For one thing,
Israel's formation is documented in language appropriate to the cultic
setting that utilized and preserved the basic themes of Israel's national
experience. The language is thus theological; it describes human events in
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terms of God's actions. Furthermore, the language itself was in many
cases formalized only several centuries after the events that gave rise to
the sacred texts, with the result that the writings reflect later concerns
intertwined with original materials. Also, the language used is highly
selective, sometimes including apparently trivial or mundane matters, or
omitting facts and personalities of great political or social importance.

Despite these methodological problems—perhaps because of them—
social history offers a fresh approach in the attempt to understand and
describe the social reality of ancient Israel. Sociology and anthropology
have identified sets of social phenomena that can be linked to particular
social settings. Insofar as those settings can be shown to be analogous to
the conditions of Israel's existence, some of the gaps in our knowledge
can be filled inferentially.

This procedure is not without its risks and has aroused its share of
critical responses, yet there can be no doubt that it offers many valid
insights that would not be otherwise possible. For example, research
data on tribal groups, with their clan and family subdivisions and their
characteristic uses of resources and establishment of leadership, have
helped biblical scholars to understand the dynamics of Israelite begin-
nings. If the biblical record correctly indicates the tribal aspect of Israel
in her early centuries, then extrabiblical information about tribal forma-
tions and structures constitutes a valuable research tool for biblical schol-
ars. Similarly, cross-cultural studies of the forces leading to state forma-
tion and to the consequent growth of bureaucracies are relevant to an
expanded appreciation of the Israelite shift from tribal self-rule to king-
ship. As we begin to recognize how centralized political forms can pro-
vide economic and political safeguards in a precarious environment, we
can better understand the forces leading to the formation of the Israelite
monarchy. We can also better comprehend why, despite the social and
economic stratification it introduced, the monarchy is held in such high
regard in the biblical record. Underlying all such analyses is acknowledg-
ment of the sensitive relationship between economic-ecological factors
and the adaptive nature of group behavior and organization.

The progress made in the social scientific investigation of ancient
Israel has obvious implications for the study of gender in the biblical
period. As our conception of the social world of the biblical past be-
comes clearer, we can more effectively investigate the function of gen-
der in that world; thus do the social actors—the men, women, and
children of Israelite society—also become more discernible as figures on
the ancient landscape.
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Resources for the Task

The developments in feminist scholarship and in sociohistorical analysis
of ancient Israel constitute the methodological potential through which
we hope to discern the outlines of Eve, the Israelite Everywoman. How
can we move from the desire to see her, fired by the conviction that she
can become more visible than she currently is, to the actual task of
delineating female life in the biblical world? The process is complex, for
it requires that we integrate the results of separate disciplinary inquiries.
Even then, we shall probably never possess more than a small though
significant fraction of the data we should ideally have in order to recon-
struct any aspect of ancient Israelite life.

The discipline of biblical studies, especially in its goal of historical
reconstruction, has suffered from the increasing uncertainty surrounding
the reliability of its data bases. Even while social scientific methodology
has stepped in to help rescue biblical scholarship from the weakening of
its traditional foundations, the overall inferential aspect of the task has
caused much concern. An intriguing recent attempt to describe the com-
plex nature of biblical studies suggests that the simile of a hologram can
help with the whole/part dilemma of the biblical scholar. The technology
of holography can offer models for integrating different kinds of evi-
dence used for interpreting the past: "Literary, archaeological, and com-
parative sociological interpretations interact in ways similar to the three
laser beams used to create a holographic image [which] is analogous to
the interpretations offered as hypotheses by biblical historians."6 The
difficulties caused by incomplete evidence are, according to this simile,
not insuperable.

The biblical text itself remains the major source of information about
the population of the biblical period. The usefulness of this body of
literature for the task of investigating the people whose lives are re-
flected in it is, however, nearly offset by the problems involved in ex-
tracting ethnographic data from it. A number of serious obstacles arise
when we analyze female roles via the Bible.

The Hebrew Bible is for the most part the result of the literary activity
of a small segment of the Israelite population that is likely unrepresenta-
tive. Those parts of the canon that seem to contain the most useful
materials for our task are by and large the products of a literate elite.
Much of the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible) is derived
from priestly activity or from priestly editions of more broadly based
materials. The priesthood, of course, was an all-male, hereditary group
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with its leadership based in the Temple, which was located in the capital
city of Jerusalem. In addition, virtually all of the historical writings—the
so-called Deuteronomic history, which runs from Joshua through 2
Kings and constitutes the core of the Hebrew Bible—were probably
based on court records or traditions circulating in royal circles. Again, a
largely male group, based in the precincts of the royal palace in Jerusa-
lem, was responsible for formulating the narrative of Israel's national
existence. The second narrative account of Israel's existence, 1-2
Chronicles through Ezra and Nehemiah, echoes the Deuteronomic ac-
count and follows it into the postexilic, postmonarchic period. It also can
be located, with respect to authorship, in the male leadership circles of
Jerusalem in the postexilic period.

Consequently, those portions of the Hebrew Bible that contain most
of the few fragments of information about women come from sources
removed both hierarchically and demographically from the lives of most
women. This social distance between the shapers of sacred tradition and
females is reflected in the androcentric orientation of the Hebrew Bible.
Women were never included in the priesthood, nor were they ever a
regular or direct part of the ruling elite. Yet the exclusion of women
from these elite segments of the population that were responsible for
much of the canon is not necessarily or by itself the source of bias in the
biblical materials. The priestly, royal, and gubernatorial establishment
was not only unrepresentative of women; it was also unrepresentative of
the population as a whole. Priests, kings, officers, and bureaucrats were
elite groups; as such, they were removed from the masses of the popula-
tion, both male and female.

We must therefore identify one other factor that separates the shapers
of tradition from many of their fellow Israelites. As residents of Jerusa-
lem or of other major cities, they participated in an urban pattern of life
not shared by most of the population. The urban location for the forma-
tion and formulation of a large portion of the Hebrew Bible is of more
than passing consequence for the study of female roles and status in
ancient Israel. If most of Israel remained rural, even after the growth of
urban centers, then most women lived in the nonurban settings that are
underrepresented in the Bible. Images of the countryside abound in the
Bible, but the daily life of the countryfolk remains mostly obscure. One
of the contributions social science can make is to elucidate the dynamics
of gender relations in premodern rural or agrarian life, in contrast to the
urban environment that produced the cultural documents and also the
physical monuments most readily available to the researcher.

The Bible as a source presents problems of omission in its treatment
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of women as individuals or as a group. Its androcentric bias and also its
urban, elite orientation mean that even the information it contains may
be a distortion or misrepresentation of the lives of women removed from
urban centers and bureaucratic families. Similar difficulties face almost
any research endeavor concerned with past time: empirical observation
of various social circumstances and relationships is not possible. The
cultural and material products of societies that existed in the past inevita-
bly fail to give a true picture of all facets of those societies. Cultural
statements or texts may be idealized or may stand in some other
disjunctional relationship to the social realities that underlie them. To
put it another way, the biblical text is essentially a public document and
as such does not necessarily provide an accurate source for learning
about the private lives of the nameless men and women who inhabited
the villages and hamlets of ancient Palestine.

Ethnographic research as a source for examining social behavior—as
distinct from ideology—is thus a vital resource in any attempt to deal
with this problem. Yet even there, pitfalls abound. Sir Edmund Leach's
warning to anthropologists is relevant to biblical scholarship:

The observer must distinguish between what people actually do and what
people say that they do; that is between normal custom as individually
interpreted on the one hand and normative rule on the other. When they
come to write up the results of their research different anthropologists
will, for doctrinal reasons, give very different weight to those two major
aspects of the data, but in the field, the anthropologist must always pay
attention to both sides. He . . . must distinguish behavior from ideology.7

The biblical scholar does not have the methodological option of observ-
ing behavior. Only the ideology is available. Hence there is danger in
equating ideology with daily reality, which can diverge from the norma-
tive expression contained in the biblical text.

Working with the biblical text is also hindered by the Bible's com-
plex literary history and its status as literature, albeit sacred literature.
Israelite society underwent fundamental changes over time, as its tribal
organization shifted to a monarchic one, as its rural orientation gave
way to an urban one, and as its economic horizons moved from local
subsistence to international markets. In theory, one cannot make state-
ments about gender in ancient Israel without specifying time as well as
place. But the biblical sources do not readily lend themselves to this
requirement. The chronological span of the Hebrew Bible covers about
a millennium, from the earliest of its passages to the latest. While the
broad outlines of its total literary history from a chronological perspec-
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tive are fairly well established, individual passages can be notoriously
hard to date. Consequently, their value as clues to conditions in any
given period is diminished.

The patriarchal narratives of Genesis provide the premier example of
the methodological problems one encounters in using biblical materials.
Those tales are virtually the only ones concerned with domestic matters,
and they are the only materials with sustained narrations about family
life, if one excludes the stories of the royal household as being atypical
of the Israelite domestic scene. Yet their social and chronological loca-
tion are the subjects of ongoing and unresolved debate. The historicity
of the individual figures in the patriarchal stories cannot be established.
The highly stylized literary characteristics of Genesis 12-50 render ques-
tionable the validity of using the material in these chapters as mirrors of
social reality. While they are not simply figments of the creative imagina-
tion of their author or authors, and surely derive their enduring value
from the way they draw upon familiar life situations, nonetheless they
are not firmly anchored in an identifiable setting. They telescope time,
place, and personalities to suit the author's purposes. In short, the liter-
ary stylization of such narratives and the chronological imprecisions of
others create further obstacles to our attempts to see the Israelite
woman.

What can be done in the face of the profound problems surrounding
the use of the Hebrew Bible as a source? One cannot ignore it, since it
contains the symbolic portrayal of what we wish to see in reality. The
biblical depictions of women and of womankind are the very essence of
that which we would like to compare with the average Israelite woman,
who is neither named nor described in the biblical text.

Our strategy will be to concentrate on that period of Israelite exis-
tence which is best known in terms of its social configurations. Work on
the sociology of the monarchic period and the transition to monarchy is
well under way in biblical studies, as are investigations of later periods.
Still, the most thoroughly investigated period to date is that which pre-
ceded the monarchy, the period of Israelite origins.8 The greater atten-
tion given to the premonarchic period is logical, for that was clearly the
formative era in the long story of the biblical people. In order to under-
stand the dynamics of subsequent periods fully, one must begin with the
time of Israel's emergence into the arena of world history as an identifi-
able people with an organizational structure and at least a rudimentary
ideology.

This formative period of Israel's history is called by various terms. We
have already used "premonarchic," which, like "tribal," is descriptive of
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the sociopolitical character of the period. Another designation, "period
of the Judges," relates the era to the biblical book that most scholars
consider a product and reflection of the experience of Israel when it first
established itself in the central hill country of Palestine. The word
"Judges" represents not only the biblical book by that name but also the
biblical term for the tribal and supratribal figures who provided some
approximation of national leadership during a time when a formal, cen-
tralized government had not been established.

The terms "settlement period" or "conquest period" are sometimes
used to denote the time of Israelite origins with reference to the manner
in which Israel established a political and demographic presence in the
eastern Mediterranean. The phrase "settlement period" indicates that
Israelites populated an area either formerly unpopulated or at least
formerly unpopulated by Israelites. A closely related designation is "pio-
neer period," which presumes that Israelite origins involved the taking
hold of previously undeveloped territory. The designation "conquest
period" has a specifically military nuance, which long seemed appropri-
ate on the basis of narratives found in the Book of Joshua. However, the
term "conquest" does not adequately represent what we now know to
have been a complex and drawn-out period of populating virgin territo-
ries, as well as taking over ones previously occupied by Canaanites.
Archaeology and sociological reconstruction have ruled out, or at least
greatly qualified, the long-held notion of conquest as an adequate or
appropriate description of Israelite beginnings.

One final designation is the archaeological one, which expresses the
position of early Israel on the continuum of time with a taxonomic term
that somewhat arbitrarily imposes the concept of an evolutionary move-
ment in material culture upon a variety of contemporary societies that
were, in fact, at very different stages of technological development. The
archaeological terms Bronze Age and Iron Age were linked to chrono-
logical parameters on the basis of what now appear to be unrepresenta-
tive sequences in the use of those two metals. Nonetheless, the designa-
tions endure, for they are inextricably bound up in the literature dealing
with Near Eastern antiquity. For the period of Israelite origins, the
relevant term from an archaeological perspective is the Iron I period;
this encompasses the approximately two centuries that transpired be-
tween the time of Moses and the foundation of the monarchy, that is,
the period when the Judges ruled. Since neither of those events can be
precisely dated, however, the exact chronological limits remain vague,
though less so for the end of the period than its beginning. A working set
of dates for the Iron I in Palestine would be 1200-1000 BCE.'
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The fact that the social organization of Israel is better known for the
earliest period of its national existence than for any subsequent era is not
the only reason that the Iron I period constitutes our chronological
focus. Because it was the first period, it saw the rise of patterns of life
that probably persisted well into the monarchy, which began at the end
of the eleventh century and continued for more than four centuries, until
the Babylonian destruction of 587 BCE. To be sure, the inception of the
monarchy meant the beginning of urban development and a ruling elite;
yet the bulk of the population remained rural. Our modern concept of
the city as a large and distinct economic unit, pulling population away
from the countryside into its giant machinery of production and service,
is not appropriate for the preindustrial world. Cities were small units,
albeit influential; in most cases they were barely more than walled vil-
lages. An estimated 90-95 percent of the people continued to live in
rural settings.

Observing the nature of rural (i.e., agrarian) life is critical to a recon-
struction of family life and to our task of examining the woman's role in
that setting. We shall explore the features of rural existence in Palestine
in some detail in Chapter 3; for now, it is well to emphasize that, despite
radical shifts in the political structure toward the end of the period of the
Judges, Israel's rural patterns of existence persisted to some extent at
least until the great disruption of the sixth-century exile, if not until
Alexander's late fourth-century conquest of the east introduced western
(Greco-Roman) political forms. The additional economic burdens cre-
ated for farmers by a centralized government surely caused immediate
adjustments and gradual changes; yet social groups are innately conser-
vative, so established modes of everyday life and behavior in the small
hamlets of Israel probably remained the same in more ways than they
changed. In short, we cannot impose upon Near Eastern antiquity the
rapid social change common to our modern world.

Archaeological materials are also an important resource for dealing
with past time. We have already alluded to instances in which archaeol-
ogy has contributed to our understanding of Israelite history by provid-
ing an independent witness to the selective details contained in the
biblical narrative. Until recently, "biblical archaeology," a misleading
but popular designation for Syro-Palestinian archaeological projects po-
tentially able to shed light on the Bible, concentrated disproportionately
on the urban sites most likely to provide verification or illumination of
the political history recorded in the Bible. Such sites also possessed the
greatest likelihood for yielding the monumental architecture and distinc-
tive artifacts that make good museum pieces and good press. Archaeol-
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ogy, enamored of and elated by its intimate contact with objects and
structures of the biblical past, felt itself in possession of the key to that
past.

If archaeologists had looked beyond the material relics they un-
covered and the political history with which they were preoccupied, they
might well have been correct in their self-assessment. However, until the
last decade or so, archaeologists working in Palestine at sites dating from
the biblical period have suffered from the same urban, elite bias that
characterized the document, the Bible, which in nearly every case deter-
mined their choice of sites in the first place and their strategy in excavat-
ing those sites in the second place. Eixcept for salvage work, in which the
prior selection of an excavation site was not a factor, nearly every place
selected for fieldwork was a site with a biblical pedigree. Normally, the
mere geographic mention of a site in the Bible, apart from a historical
discussion, was not sufficient cause to choose it for excavation. Archaeo-
logical remains that could be identified as places associated with key
events or important persons documented in the biblical record were by
far preferable.

Consequently, the sites chosen tended to be major cities, those as-
sumed to have been cultic and administrative centers. Palestinian or
biblical archaeology became practically synonymous with tell archaeol-
ogy, the excavation of the city mounds that dot the Palestinian landscape
and that derive their characteristic shape—a truncated cone—from the
fact that they were surrounded by fortification walls or ramparts. Fortifi-
cation walls tended to prevent the debris of destroyed levels from being
washed away and in the process created the layer-cake effect that re-
quires careful stratigraphic excavation, that is, the peeling away of lay-
ers, one by one. W. F. Albright, perhaps the greatest of Palestinian
archaeologists, gave the first chapter in his classic book on Palestinian
archaeology10 a revealing title. He called it "The Art of Excavating a
Palestinian Mound" (tell), thereby virtually excluding from the archae-
ologist's purview the investigation of villages and hamlets, of farmsteads
and country estates.

The focus on cities rather than rural settlements was detrimental
enough to the potential of archaeology for recovering all dimensions of
the human past. Yet the typical strategy for excavating a Palestinian city
mound contributed even further to the failure of archaeology to provide
material that might be relevant to those interested in nonpolitical—to
say nothing of nonurban—aspects of ancient life. Archaeologists work-
ing on city mounds concentrated on fortification systems (walls, towers,
and gates), palaces and villas, and public buildings, notably temples. In
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so doing, they chose features of urban life related almost exclusively to a
select and tiny proportion of the population. They uncovered architec-
tural and artifactual materials related to the military, to the governing
elite, and to the cultic establishment. They focused on the most visible
public structures and in so doing contributed further to the lack of
visibility of the middle and lower echelons of society, and of all those
whose realm of social activity was oriented to private or domestic affairs.
Insofar as women's lives characteristically are associated with the domes-
tic realm, a supposition that we shall discuss below, their visibility
through the archaeology even of the unrepresentative urban settings is
precluded. In short, almost nothing that archaeologists set out to do
until recent years was directed specifically to a balanced understanding
of the social history of early Israel, beyond the fact that some people
lived in urban centers. Consequently, it offered virtually nothing that
could be used to reconstruct the social role of women or anyone else
belonging to the nonurban, nonelite, or nonspecialist segments of the
population.

Since the 1960s, however, the "new archaeology" as developed and
conceptualized largely in the new world has influenced the development
of Palestinian archaeology. According to the pioneering work of L. R.
Binford11 and others, archaeology should seek to illumine basic pro-
cesses of cultural change and not simply the high points of culture from a
material perspective. Such goals mandate attention to archaeological
remains on the microlevel rather than the macrolevel. Small settlements
arid the minute details of diet, economy, and domestic structures that
comprise such settlements provide the data base congenial to the new
archaeology. The impact of this perspective has caused Palestinian ar-
chaeologists to become interested in village life and its agrarian eco-
nomic foundations. Uncovering domestic structures is seen as a source
of information about the lives of the inhabitants of those structures. The
archaeology of the fundamental unit of society, the family and the house-
hold it occupied, is now possible.

Within certain limits, the archaeology of the family offers good poten-
tial for the study of gender. Features of the domestic economy and
therefore of social structures can surely be elucidated through analysis of
floral and faunal remains, study of architectural accommodations to the
stabling of animals, and attention to technological artifacts such as grind-
ing stones, loom weights, and potters' wheels. The mode of life of the
domestic unit can then be reconstructed to some degree, and the contri-
butions of women to life in that unit can be determined. In addition, for
the period of Israelite origins in the Iron Age, archaeology has been able
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to identify the technologies that had to be implemented in order for
settlement in the hill country to be a viable possibility. The basic ecologi-
cal determinants—lack of a year-round water supply and an extremely
varied topography—brought specific technological responses that re-
quired varying degrees of individual and community labor. Such proj-
ects critical to survival, along with the everyday domestic tasks, contrib-
uted to the shaping of family structure and the roles of individuals within
the families.

This description of the archaeological potential tentatively assumes
that the products of archaeological fieldwork can be considered "gender
noisy." But can one really assume that the mute walls and artifacts of a
bygone age will reveal the roles and relationships of the men and women
who lived within the walls and used the artifacts? Can the silent bones and
seeds of remote antiquity speak to the question of how those remnants of
ancient subsistence were taken from field or pasture and transformed into
food? Such questions are germane to any analysis of the lives of women,
since the division of labor between men and women in the basic opera-
tions of domestic life is intrinsically related to the place of women in
society. Regretfully, the answer to these questions has been largely nega-
tive. Without some ancillary pictorial or textual evidence, the gender of
the hands that shaped and used the material recovered by archaeology
cannot be specified, and so no distinction can be made about the domestic
tasks performed by men and women in ancient villages.

Nonetheless, the recent involvement of the new archaeology in Pales-
tinian archaeology allows us to answer the question of whether archaeol-
ogy might address the matter of gender with a tentative yes. As the
archaeology of Palestine turns to villages, it identifies certain patterns of
domestic architecture that dominated Israelite settlements and provides
data about the economic life of the inhabitants. Interpretation of the
dynamics of the social life of these rural settlements can then proceed
with the help of the social sciences in general and with the aid of com-
parative ethnography in particular. The latter, for example, can suggest
some probabilities as to which roles always fall to men and which to
women in similar societies. Clues in the biblical record, as we have
already suggested, likewise contribute to this interpretative task.

It should be clear from the above discussion that social scientific re-
search is another important resource for investigating the lives of Israel-
ite women. Recovering the social history of ancient Israel is, to reiter-
ate, a major concern of contemporary biblical studies. Like biblical
studies in general, the investigation of women's participatory roles in the
formation and continuation of Israelite society must draw upon the theo-
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retical formulations and also the examples from analogy that the social
sciences provide. Indeed, precisely because the traditional sources for
examining Israelite gender behavior are relatively empty with respect to
information about females, filling the vacant spaces cannot take place
without recourse to interdisciplinary study.

The need for social scientific models may seem obvious, but in fact
this need has not been readily recognized with regard to feminist issues
in biblical studies. The strong impact feminism has had on most practitio-
ners and interpreters of religion today has not yet been complemented
by the establishment of a sound methodology for investigating the his-
torical roots of contemporary sexism in religion—that is, in the place of
women in the biblical period. Surely the biblical roots of the sexual
politics of today cannot be ignored, and any feminist critique of western-
based religion must properly begin with biblical scholarship. The seem-
ingly extensive influence of feminism in biblical studies exists only in its
contrast to the situation of barely a decade ago, when the investigation
of gender-related matters in biblical studies was virtually nonexistent.

Feminist inquiry has thus far failed to take an interdisciplinary ap-
proach in biblical scholarship in large part because the motivation and
energy required to develop an essentially new aspect of most any disci-
pline in order to address issues of gender lies with female scholars. Many
male scholars support and even applaud research with a feminist perspec-
tive; relatively few engage in such research. This division of labor along
gender lines has put feminist concerns in biblical studies at a distinct
disadvantage in comparison with many other fields of humanistic or social
scientific research. Biblical studies have long been dominated by men and
traditionally pursued more in seminaries, which were almost exclusively
male institutions, than in universities. Consequently, relatively few fe-
male scholars have been equipped with the requisite tools to deal with
biblical texts and the biblical world. As late as 1970 women accounted for
only 3.5 percent of the members of the Society of Biblical Literature, the
major scholarly organization in the field of biblical studies.12 Most of
those were faculty members of women's colleges, where a lack of gradu-
ate programs often precludes active research programs. Furthermore, the
published articles of those women who participated in the Society showed
no evidence, until quite recently, of a feminist interest.

Working with the Hebrew Bible in any of its dimensions requires not
only a knowledge of biblical languages but also a familiarity with ancient
Near Eastern history and at least an acquaintance with the archaeologi-
cal recovery of Syria-Palestine. The ready availability of good English
translations is seductive and misleading. Translations are themselves
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interpretations and subject to the bias of the translators. Serious re-
searchers must go back to the Hebrew original lest they fail to compre-
hend or rectify the mistakes of centuries of Bible translators. For exam-
ple, the generic word for "human," which permeates the creation tales
of Genesis and which appears elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, is fre-
quently if not universally translated "man." In most cases, the gender-
specific potential of the English word "man" is thereby erroneously
attached to a Hebrew word that almost always functions as a collective
singular noun designating human life as a category to be distinguished
from God on the one hand and the animals on the other. Additional
examples of misleading translations will emerge in the course of our
examination of various biblical passages.

In addition to training scholars, mostly men, competent to examine the
Bible in its original languages, seminaries also imposed a masculine inter-
pretative bias that has proved even stronger than that found in other
quarters of academic life. The very scholars equipped to deal with femi-
nist concerns were working in the service of religious institutions, which
tend to be conservative in matters of gender. Open investigation of the
texts that have traditionally been used to promulgate beliefs, and to pre-
serve the power structures based on those beliefs, was not likely to take
place within the confines of church- or synagogue-related institutions.

Consequently, because biblical studies has been a male-dominated
field and because theological institutions have predominated in biblical
studies, a feminist perspective has been generally slow to emerge. Even
where the recent demand of feminist considerations has brought signifi-
cant response, the rather too hasty biblical scholarship on gender mat-
ters has tended to be impressionistic if not sloppy. It has also been
vulnerable to apologetic tendencies and biases of its own, some of which
will be explored in the next chapter.

The traditional location of biblical studies in settings attached to insti-
tutional religion has not only hampered the emergence of scholars quali-
fied to deal with matters of gender in the biblical world; it has also
obscured the methodological usefulness of social scientific research for
such endeavors. Biblical studies in universities have always been consid-
ered part of the humanities curriculum and as such have involved less
exposure to or awareness of the potential benefit of social scientific
approaches. Furthermore, most university departments of religion have
drawn their faculties from the company of individuals whose training has
included a divinity degree.

The lack of openness to an interdisciplinary methodology lies to a
great extent in these sociological conditions surrounding biblical studies,
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but more profound impediments exist as well. Biblical scholarship, until
well into the second half of this century in some circles and until today in
many more, considers religion to be an independent, albeit crucial,
aspect of social life. Like political organization or social structure or
economic development, religion is thus perceived to be analyzable as a
separate facet of human existence, even though it may well interact with
or even determine the course of other aspects of community life.

In opposition to this approach, social scientists place religion under
the rubric of ideology. Even the term propaganda is probably appropri-
ate in describing religion, although its exceedingly negative connotation
tends to impede rather than facilitate a conceptualization of religion's
role. Besides, religious ideology and ritual played a more fundamental
role in complex societies such as ancient Israel than merely an informa-
tional one. Religion was not merely an epiphenomenon, devoid of
causal significance of its own.13 In archaic societies, which ancient Israel
also was, religious ideology reflected and sanctioned mundane as well as
lofty aspects of group behavior. Religious belief served to legitimate and
stabilize social and political structures, especially adaptive forms that
would have been difficult to establish without the compelling and au-
thoritative force of religion.14 To cite one obvious example, the Israelite
monarchy, which created a cumbersome bureaucracy and a growing tax
burden—both of which increased social stratification—was viewed posi-
tively through most of its history because the prevailing ideology af-
firmed that God's will had mandated this political form, even though
that form represented a radical change from the preceding and more
egalitarian tribal orientation.

The conceptualization of religion as an integral and integrative part of
society rather than a discrete cultural expression, and as a component of
sociocultural identity rather than as its sole foundation, has been slow to
penetrate the scholarship of biblical religion. This is particularly so in a
secular society such as the United States, where the principle that reli-
gion is a feature that can and should be separated from the rest of formal
American life is so rigorously upheld in many quarters. The idea of
religion as an inseparable part of national, social, and political institu-
tions is therefore difficult to entertain. The Bible's own rhetoric pro-
vides the concept of theological primacy, that is, that events and ideas
originated in God's command. A social and political understanding of
those events and ideas for that reason appears to be sacrilegious. Never
mind that a social scientific approach might rescue ancient Israel from
the ultimately destructive notion that this people was specially chosen
and ultimately cast aside.
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Despite this inherent reluctance of biblical scholars to follow a contex-
tual approach, the value of examining Israel as an archaic society in its
entirety has been recognized by a significant minority and has produced
fruitful results, as we have noted earlier. Thus we are now in a position
to use those results for exploring gender behavior. The ability to identify
the physical and social landscape of ancient Israel makes it possible to
distinguish time-bound texts from universally valid ones. From the per-
spective of women's studies, it should allow for the discovery of the
place of women in the biblical world apart from the place of women in
the biblical text. This essentially functionalist approach is, I think, the
only legitimate way to deal with the thorny problem that plagues the
feminist interest in biblical studies—namely, the issue of an authorita-
tive text in which are embedded perspectives uncongenial to present
values and situations. I assume that the essential characteristics of Israel-
ite gender roles were established, along with many other features of
Israelite life and belief, during the early period. As we shall see in
Chapter 3, in that period primary survival needs were a crucial issue,
The functional aspects of any system appear most salient in precisely
such situations. Patterns of gender behavior were established to meet
the needs of the existing demands of life and must be understood in that
context.



2
The Problem of Patriarchy

Those who are concerned with the relationship between men and
women in the biblical world tend to assume that a hierarchical situation
existed. The apparent domination of females by males is seen as reflect-
ing the patriarchal orientation of Hebrew scripture. The inferiority of
woman is inferred from a multitude of texts, both by those who accept
the androcentric tendencies in the Bible as authoritative and normative
and also by those who are made uncomfortable or are outraged by them.
Liberal feminists and conservative traditionalists share a perception that
the Bible portrays women as secondary or inferior to men in fundamen-
tal ways.

The term "patriarchal" inevitably and properly surfaces in feminist
discussions of both biblical texts and Israelite society. However, the
value attached to that term sets feminist critiques apart from conserva-
tive positions that find in scripture validation for the exploitation or
restriction of women. Feminist consciousness uniformly assumes nega-
tive connotations for the word patriarchy. An examination of the litera-
ture of feminist biblical interpretation reveals a wide range of attitudes
toward biblical patriarchy—all of them negative. Mildly critical stances
give way at times to strong condemnation.

A recent anthology of essays by prominent theologians, biblical schol-
ars, and historians of religion is illustrative. Each of the contributions to
this volume, entitled Feminist Interpretation of the Bible,1 explicitly in
most cases and implicitly in others, grapples with what is viewed as a
central problem, namely, the patriarchal bias of Hebrew or Christian
scripture. L. R. Russell, the editor of the volume, sets the tone in the
introductory piece:

As the contributions to feminist interpretation have continued to grow in
volume and maturity, it has become abundantly clear that the scriptures
need liberation, not only from existing interpretations but also from the
patriarchal bias of the texts themselves. . . . Thus the issue continues to be
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whether the biblical message can continue to evoke consent in spite of its
patriarchal captivity [emphasis mine].2

Another biblical scholar, K. D. Sakenfeld, describes in her essay the
challenge posed to all feminist critics dealing with the Bible:

Their beginning point, shared in common with all feminists studying the
Bible, is appropriately a stance of radical suspicion. . . . Feminists recog-
nize in common that patriarchy was one of the most stable features of
ancient biblical society over the thousand-plus years of the Bible's compo-
sition and redaction. Thus, in studying any biblical texts, feminists need to
be alert not only for explicit patriarchal bias but also for evidence of more
subtle androcentrism in the world view of the biblical authors. Only such a
frank and often painful assessment of the depth of patriarchal perception
in the text provides an honest starting point [emphasis mine].3

She also points to several options in feminist biblical study, including
one in which "the explicit emphasis on the depth and continuity of
patriarchy simply highlights the many painfully oppressive portions of
biblical material. . . . No feminist use of biblical material is finally im-
mune to the risk of finding the Bible hurtful, unhelpful" [emphasis
mine].4

In another essay in this volume, J. C. Exum deals with strong female
figures, who emerge despite the "admittedly patriarchal context of bibli-
cal liberation." She finds evidence of stories that "underminepatriarchal
assumptions and temper patriarchal biases," although even her heroines
are seen as "victims of a patriarchal society" [emphasis mine].5

Perhaps the strongest language of all comes from the noted and influ-
ential feminist theologian, Rosemary Ruether. She equates patriarchy
with enslavement and chastises biblical prophecy for failing to address
the existence of class and gender hierarchies:

The prophets are oblivious to or justify that enslavement of persons within
the Hebrew family itself: namely, women and slaves. At most, their vision
of justice for these people extends to an amelioration of the harshness of
one system under which they suffer, rather than a real critique of that
system itself [emphasis mine].6

These statements share the assumption that patriarchy exists in the
biblical record and in the society which that record reflects. They also
share some biases of their own, biases that originate in misunderstand-
ings, or at least vagueness, in their conceptualization of patriarchy.
While broadly correct in associating patriarchy with ancient Israel, their
assessment of patriarchy as a limiting, harsh, enslaving, or oppressive
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system, or as a fact that is painful to consider, reveals a serious method-
ological flaw. They are misusing the term patriarchy as a synonym for
male dominance or for a system in which male traits are valued over
female ones. Worst of all, their judgmental response to biblical patriar-
chy unfairly uses contemporary feminist standards (which hope for an
elimination of sexist tradition by seeking to promulgate equality be-
tween the sexes) to measure the cultural patterns of an ancient society
struggling to establish its viability under circumstances radically differ-
ent from contemporary western conditions.

Underlying the bias in the statements quoted above is the difficulty in
defining patriarchy. The term itself is a controversial one, and feminist
scholars have subjected it to intense scrutiny. Feminist social science
has, in its ongoing methodological discussions and reviews, produced
critiques of the basic assumptions involved in the concept of patriarchy.
A working vocabulary that is useful in analyzing the patriarchal aspect of
societies has emerged. Those who use the term patriarchy in describing
the biblical world should consider how much progress has been made
toward understanding patriarchy and also the controversy that has
arisen about its origins and function. But the realization that the concept
of patriarchy must be approached carefully has not yet become apparent
to most feminist theologians or biblical scholars. These examples are
just several of many egregious misuses of the word patriarchy that ap-
pear in the writings of feminists in the field of religion.

Defining patriarchy in a way that satisfies all its usages is not really
possible. Its meaning varies considerably, depending on the discipline in
which it is used. Some critics even suggest that it has hindered rather
than helped our understanding of the relationships between men and
women. The variety of definitions attached to the term indicates the
confusion involved in using it:

Patriarchy has been discussed as an ideology which arose out of men's
power to exchange women between kinship groups; as a symbolic male
principle; and as the power of the father (its literal meaning). It has been
used to express men's control over women's sexuality and fertility; and to
describe the institutional structure of male domination. Recently the
phrase "capitalist patriarchy" has suggested a form peculiar to capitalism.7

The applicability of any of these definitions to Israelite society, or to
any premodern society for that matter, is questionable. Yet, as we have
seen, the term patriarchy is freely used in consideration of biblical mate-
rials. In our opinion, this is a serious matter and calls for an examination
of the research on patriarchy.
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Patriarchy and Feminist Research

However imprecise or erroneous it may be, the current use of the term
patriarchy in feminist theology and biblical studies is as an ideological or
structural designation. Analysis of patriarchy originates in earlier femi-
nist movements, particularly those tending to Marxism; and patriarchy
as a dimension of human experience to be confronted, understood, and
challenged belongs to a recent expansion of feminist consciousness. Con-
temporary feminist discourse has appropriated the concept of patriarchy
in its struggle to deal with feminist feelings of oppression and exclusion.
In dealing with this oppression, the use of the concept of patriarchy has
political value for feminists. The understanding of patriarchy is a neces-
sary step in opposing it.

Feminists, in their need to understand and explain patriarchy, have
given it powerful theoretical significance by raising profound questions
about the relationship of ideology, economics, and society. The pas-
sions surrounding the political motivations have, however, clouded the
theoretical quest. Statements in feminist expositions about the develop-
ment of modern patriarchal structures are often polemic or misleading
because of enormous disagreement generally about female and male
role relationships in contemporary cultures the world over.

Two aspects of patriarchy have emerged as central in feminist assess-
ments: implications for power relationships and relationship to modes of
economic production.

Power Relationships

Radical feminism (which has been very influential in the intellectual
development of nearly all feminist circles) focuses the analytical discus-
sion on the power relationships by which men dominate women. This
essentially political approach is represented by Kate Millet's Sexual Poli-
tics,9 which was among the first serious efforts to deal head-on with the
specific nature of the oppression of women. The radical feminist move-
ment introduced the term patriarchy into contemporary feminist dis-
course. Millett and her successors have been most successful in dealing
with patriarchy descriptively, because they have highlighted the division
that exists between males and females, and have established that it
involves female subordination. They have documented the institutional-
ization of power relationships.

Drawing attention to male domination and its inequity has not been
accompanied by an ability to provide a satisfactory explanation of the
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origins of patriarchy. For the most part, radical feminism has rejected
biological determinism or reductionism, that is, the notion that biologi-
cal differences between men and women are directly responsible for
variations in temperament, social behavior, and prestige; however, it
has not put forth alternate theories about the foundations of patriarchy.

Furthermore, radical feminism's political orientation to patriarchy has
precluded dealing with cultural and nonpolitical variants. For example,
Millett failed to account for the wide variety of forms the male domina-
tion can take, which anthropological research has convincingly docu-
mented. Radical feminism also has not properly considered the relation-
ship between patriarchal social forms and economic structures.

Modes of Production

Marxist feminist theory has taken on the challenge of formulating both
descriptions and explanations of the interaction between patriarchy and
the economic organization of society. A Marxist-oriented framework
maintains that the systems of production in a given society are related
causally to hierarchical structures and that those patterns of domination
are manifest in gender classes as well as social classes. This approach has
its roots in the nineteenth-century theories of Engels, notably in his
Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State.10 Appearing in
1884, this work linked the privatization of economic surplus with the
subjugation of women.

The issues are so complex and involve the intersection of so many
modes of inquiry that a great variety of models has emerged, even within
Marxist feminism; furthermore, besides the general issues of Marxist
analysis, these feminists must deal with theories of patriarchy relating
specifically to feminist concerns. Consequently, no adequate theory
about the relationship between female subordination and the organiza-
tion of economic productivity has yet been established, although the
discussion continues in a lively and increasingly insightful way,11 particu-
larly as it draws attention to the importance of economic structure as a
powerful determinant of social structure.

The orientation of Marxist feminism to the classic Marxist critique of
capitalism lends to it an attitude toward patriarchy that is difficult to
divorce from its consideration of capitalist society. Marxist feminists are
correct in going beyond Marx by asserting that inequality between males
and females is not an invention of capitalism. However, the existence of
at least some sexual differentiation with hierarchical characteristics in
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most if not all societies for which we have reliable information is a
matter of debate. Furthermore, the bias against capitalism, in which
female subordination is equated with oppression, has an implicit mes-
sage that patriarchy in all settings is a static condition in which women
are oppressed or exploited.12

Feminist analyses based on modern western capitalism have a ten-
dency to be transhistorical. That is, they do not look carefully enough
into the seemingly hierarchical features within the specific dynamics of a
particular community. Like the politically oriented theories of radical
feminism, Marxist assessments often unconsciously tend to superimpose
contemporary standards on groups that existed in the past as well as on
contemporary nonwestern or nonindustrial societies. A classic example
of the problem of applying values universally is in the matter of family
size.13 Whereas feminists today would demand autonomy in the decision
whether or not to have children, or of how many to have, many societies
like ancient Israel valued large families for vital political and economic
reasons. In such situations, large families brought status and honor as
well as material benefits to both parents. Can one legitimately talk about
male exploitation of female reproduction in such situations?

The dynamics of gender hierarchy, as I understand them, are histori-
cally specific. The concept of patriarchy is thus misleading unless it
recognizes and deals with variations across time. If the idea of patriarchy
is not fluid or flexible, then it may not be applicable to other or ancient
modes of social life. As part of the critique of western capitalism, patriar-
chy is often a value-laden and rigid term, which interferes with an open-
ness to understand the position of women in cultures removed from our
own.

Critique of Patriarchal Models

The problems of understanding and utilizing the concept of patriarchy
go beyond the specific difficulties that lie within the various approaches
found in the contemporary women's movement. The relevance of patri-
archy to premodern or pre-industrial societies remains at the core of any
discussion. But certain other issues of gender asymmetry affect the ef-
fort to examine the position of women in any particular society with a
minimum of bias.14 Included among these are the assumption of univer-
sals, the dualistic modeling of gender differentiation, and the valuation
of one gender over another.
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Universals

One should be wary of any system of explanation that deals in univer-
sals. As we have already noted, radical and Marxist feminists tend to
characterize patriarchy without the variation that might exist in other
cultures. Both the political and economic approaches have generalized
about patriarchy because of the way they interpret the evidence from
ethnography and comparative sociology. Human culture and the social
forms it takes may always have been male dominated. Although some
feminist anthropologists might insist that they can identify a few soci-
eties in which women were equal or even dominant,15 the overwhelming
consensus is that no society truly egalitarian with respect to gender has
ever existed. Furthermore, the notion of a primitive matriarchy, popular
at one time among nineteenth-century evolutionists and their intellec-
tual heirs, has been shown to be dubious at best.16 The putative matriar-
chal past, as it is now conceived, is more a product of the wishful think-
ing of its protaganists than the result of objective anthropological and
historical inquiry.

Patriarchy is related to ideas of male dominance, but what does male
dominance mean? It may always be present, but it is not always the
same. Cross-cultural studies show that male dominance does not have a
universal content or shape. Furthermore, male dominance cannot be
equated with female passivity or lack of autonomy. Nor does the exis-
tence of some dominant males mean that all males dominate all females.
Women may exert their wills and prevail over male members of society
in ways that are of consequence for all members of their society. Yet the
formal configurations of the society might easily give the appearance
that males dominate. In other words, overt cultural patterns may accord
prestige to males rather than females, but social reality may present a
rather different picture.

Anthropologists have only very recently become sensitive to the exis-
tence of powerful undercurrents in the gender-ordered life of many
groups. Some are even willing to use the designation subsystem for
female control mechanisms that can be identified in societies for which
there is little or no cultural or outward recognition of the importance of
the female contribution to group life. Everyone within such a commu-
nity would be well aware of the autonomy of female activity; but they
probably would not readily admit it to outsiders, and outside observers
would have great difficulty in discerning it on their own.

This disjunctive situation has been observed, to cite just one instance,
in Sicilian villages. Men are accorded great public recognition and privi-
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lege. Legal authority to make decisions that affect families and the
community resides almost solely with males. Yet, in practice, the appar-
ently low status of women paradoxically is accompanied by

a freedom not available to men that permits women to move, operate, and
manipulate the daily exigencies of life so that they become not only
skilled . . . but absolutely indispensable to the normal maintenance of
affairs. This idea may come as a surprise to many social scientists but not
to the Sicilians, who were almost universally in agreement that this is how
things are.17

In these agrarian Sicilian villages, still relatively untouched by industrial-
ization in the early 1960s when this study was made, women were almost
totally isolated from public life. Yet the extreme gender segregation
visible to external observers did not mean that men had all the power
and that women were passive and subservient or felt exploited. On the
contrary, a complex situation of female participation in and even control
over vital aspects of group life could be identified. The researcher, in
trying to explain the disjunction between overt value systems and actual
practice, suggests that the extraordinary requirements of agriculture on
the largely barren and dry island is at the root of the subsystem of female
activity. In other words, female behavior in this case is adaptive to the
circumstances present in the particular constellation of physical environ-
ment, traditional culture, and social patterns.18

The premise of universal male dominance hence must take into ac-
count the possible existence of subsystems as well as the variety of overt
forms that male dominance can take. Yet none of these qualifications
can ignore the fact that no matter how much autonomy women have, or
how many prerogatives women may enjoy, or how dependent men are
on their expertise in certain areas, there always seem to be one or more
facets of community life that males control.19

Male dominance of some sort or to some degree is connected with
biological facts by many researchers.20 Sexual or biological asymmetry—
with men having greater physical strength and with women bearing
children—can partly explain male dominance, but the relationship be-
tween the female role in reproduction and male dominance is complex.
Biological reductionists who would argue for a direct causal connection
between biological constraints and social patterns have been called to
task. Cross-cultural variation is too great to allow for such a simple
explanation. While the role of biology is universally present, its way of
surfacing in social fact is infinitely varied. The particular ecological and
historical conditions in which a community lives temper the role of
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biology and shape the extent, form, and relative importance of male
dominance.

Dualistic Modeling

Much of the feminist discussion of male dominance or patriarchal pat-
terns draws upon the recognition that society operates on two different
levels, the public and the private.21 These two arenas of life are equated
with a general division between two kinds of activity. The private or
domestic sphere revolves around the home and the reproductive pro-
cesses that originate there. The public sphere is everything outside the
home: collective behavior, legal or judicial regulation of supradomestic
matters, and responses to conditions that transcend the needs or prob-
lems of individual families. In this domestic-public scheme, female iden-
tity is linked with the domestic sphere and male identity with the public
sphere. Females are said to be closer to the "natural" functions taking
place in the domestic contexts; males are then more closely identified
with supradomestic "cultural" life.

The value of this dualistic model for analyzing gender differentiation
has its limitations.22 While it may have great descriptive validity, it is
unsatisfactory as an explanation for patriarchy, or male dominance. Its
theoretical formulations, as with many feminist analyses, are not suffi-
ciently cognizant of historical variants. The gross domestic-public dis-
tinction is simply inadequate to describe most social action in many
societies. The dichotomous view makes sense in compelling ways, yet it
places the private in opposition to the public so as to blur the essential
integration of domestic with public life in many prestate societies,23 of
which emergent Israel was surely one.

The public-private dichotomy is rooted in the nineteenth-century ten-
dency to view the world in "essentially gendered spheres."24 The dualis-
tic way of looking at spheres of gender behavior does not always or
easily transcend its origins in modern western ideology. Our present-day
values give primacy to the public sphere, but can we legitimately trans-
late those values to societies in which matters of kinship and family (the
domestic realm)—cannot be so easily separated or distinguished from
economic and political matters (the public realm)? At best, it is a risky
business to apply these distinct spheres and attendant values known
from modern experience to societies that are smaller and less complex
than our own. At worst, doing so means failing to grasp the important
position of women in such societies.

If ancient Israel in its formative period fits the description of being
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small and relatively undifferentiated, as we shall argue below, then the
public-domestic opposition as an analytical tool must be used with great
caution. Identifying certain public spheres of activity in ancient Israel as
closed to women, or as only exceptionally occupied by them, cannot be
equated with the patriarchal control observed in more recent societies
that exclude women from the public sphere.

Gender Valuation

Recent critics have pointed out that social science itself tends to be
"patriarchal." From Marx and Durkheim to present research, the bur-
geoning literature purporting to analyze dominance and subordination
makes assumptions of value. By and large, those assumptions are
androcentric. They assume that male prerogatives and responsibilities
are innately better than female ones.25 In dealing with the division of
labor according to gender, for example, they look at the tasks performed
by males as having inherently more value in the eyes of everyone than
do tasks performed by females. But are such assessments drawn from a
balanced investigation of both male and female views of relational
value? Is it not possible that an ideology of male domination or male
supremacy is one held by men and not necessarily by women?

Again, in the matter of gender valuation, we may tend to superimpose
contemporary ideas on societies different from ours in fundamental
ways. Certainly the measure of female success or worth in most ancient
societies cannot compare with what it is for most western women in the
final quarter of the twentieth century. Consider the reflections of one
feminist scholar dealing with classical antiquity:

Is it really fair to imply, as some of us have done, that ancient women
would have wanted to live differently had any had the opportunity? What
if any evidence can be found to support such a claim? For many years I
doubted whether intelligent women took pleasure in leading an anony-
mous life of service to husband and family, but now I wonder if I have not
been judging ancient women as I judge myself, by male standards of
accomplishment?26

This personal and informal statement is similar in its conclusions to the
analytical statements that anthropologists have begun to make as the
result of recent gender-sensitive fieldwork.

This problem of gender valuation in ancient Israel is based on the
information gleaned from biblical texts. As stated above, the Hebrew
Bible is largely a public, urban document. It contains some statements
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that appear to value men more highly than women or to give men certain
legal privileges that are not extended to women. From our contempo-
rary perspective, these texts give incomplete evidence of biblical patriar-
chy. They do not tell us how Israelite women felt about differential
treatment. In the context of the specific social and economic structures
that characterized ancient Israel, the existence of gender asymmetry,
with men accorded a set of advantages apparently unavailable to most
women, must not automatically be perceived as oppressive. In objecting
to the tendency to label as discriminatory texts that favor men, we do
not intend to be apologetic but rather to sensitize the reader of scripture
to the antiquity of the texts, the otherness of the society that produced
them, and the lack of evidence that the Eves of ancient Israel felt op-
pressed, degraded, or unfairly treated in the face of cultural asymmetry.
Gender differences that appear hierarchical may not have functioned or
been perceived as hierarchical within Israelite society. Again, the bibli-
cal record is a cultural document that emerges from, but does not neces-
sarily mirror, social reality.

A related problem of interpretation consists of generalizing from lim-
ited information about women's position, or female status. The more
remote a society is, the more likely observers are to form opinions on
the basis of a small number of highly visible conditions. Ethnographic
research has been particularly susceptible to this methodological hazard.
Consider the results of an anthropological study that subjected to com-
prehensive analysis a large number of factors thought to signify gender
status. This effort, published in a book called The Status of Women in
Pre-industrial Societies (by M. K. Whyte),27 produced some surprising
and informative results.

Whyte set out to examine a number of issues surrounding the status of
women relative to men in society. Although status is a vague term, its
very imprecision lent itself to the broad scope of his study. Whyte col-
lected information on the status of women from ninety-three different
cultural groups. Included were the distinctions of "differential power,
prestige, rights, privileges, and importance of women relative to men."28

The cultures were all preindustrial, and more than one-third were peas-
ant communities with complex agrarian economies. This emphasis on
the investigation of variations in the status of women prior to the large
industrialized nation-states makes his study and conclusions relevant to
ancient Israel in its formative period.

The primary goal of Whyte's study was to determine whether the
status of women has any regularity cross-culturally. He identified fifty-
two status items (e.g., participation of women in religious ceremonies,
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dwelling ownership, relative ease of divorce, final authority over chil-
dren) and set out to determine whether clustering of the items existed.
Hypothetically, the existence of "the status of women" would be re-
flected in a statistically identifiable pattern of associations among the
fifty-two status variables. This study also addressed an important corol-
lary question about the relationship of one area of social life to another
in the status of women. For example, would a relatively low status in one
area, such as political life, imply a similarly low position in all the areas,
including economic, domestic, sexual, and religious spheres of life?

Whyte's strategy for collecting and analyzing the data was well de-
signed, and his conclusions29 deserve serious attention. He failed to
discover a pattern of universal dominance, which agrees with what most
comparative ethnographers have already noted. That is, there exist wide
variations among groups in nearly every aspect of the relative position of
women to men. Although he found no society in which women totally
dominated men, he warned that the absence of evidence of female domi-
nance did not automatically mean absolute domination of women by
men.

Many scholars assume that discrete aspects of the status of women
vary in relationship to each other. If women appear to be discriminated
against or devalued in one item of consideration, it follows that they will
be widely devalued also in other areas of social life. Whyte's study
revealed that such a common supposition on correlations is neither obvi-
ous nor necessary. The various indicators of the status of women do not
interrelate automatically.

Thus, the correlation between low status in one area of life and low
status in other areas is negative. Access to religious roles, for example,
may be more available to males and so appear to indicate higher male
status. But this presumed higher status for men cannot be seen as auto-
matically implying an overall low status for women. Similarly, unfavor-
able consequences for women in divorce does not mean much more than
that; it merely indicates how women fare in divorce cases.30 These two
examples are relevant because an all-male priesthood and divorce as a
male-initiated procedure existed in ancient Israel. These conditions are
often removed from the total cultural context that gave rise to them and
are taken as signs of biblical "patriarchy," and of the inferior status of
women generally in Israelite society.

Whyte's cross-cultural investigation has shown, however, that it would
be erroneous or misleading to assign gender value to such instances of
apparent discrimination against women. The concept of a reliable set of
indicators pointing to a definable status for women appears to be unac-
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ceptable. Without a set of conditions that might predict women's status, it
is clear that a single instance can be of little use in determining the way
women are valued in any or all aspects of a society. Furthermore, focusing
on any instance of gender differentiation tends to wrest it from its context
and hence preclude an understanding of its possible functional role in any
specific cultural setting. We shall entertain below, for example, the possi-
bility that the exclusion of females from the Israelite priesthood had
functional value in meeting demographic needs and is not in and of itself a
sign of belief in female inferiority.

Although Whyte does not deal directly with the relationship of gender
to other social categories as a reason for variation of female status, other
researchers have pointed to this interaction. For example, age is a vari-
able that encompasses other aspects of social position and hence may
have significant bearing on the relative status of women.31 However, a
women's age is not an absolute indicator of her status. In some in-
stances, as probably with ancient Israel, gender differentiation may de-
crease in importance with age, whereas advancing age may bring about
little or no change in female status in other cultures.32

The problem of assigning uniform cultural values to an independent
item is related to the unreliability of generalizing female value. The
matter of menstrual taboos, whereby during menstruation women are
separated completely or are isolated from some areas of activity, has
normally been interpreted as an example of institutionalized discrimina-
tion and as a feature of patriarchal society. Millett, for example, asserts
that menstrual taboos are a sign of male dominance.33 One of the most
balanced discussions of women in the Hebrew Bible considers the treat-
ment of menstruating Israelite women to be explicitly discriminatory.34

However, these beliefs concerning female biology can be interpreted in
other ways. M. Douglas, for example, asserts that it is only when women
are powerless that notions of female impurity are absent. Conversely,
menstrual taboos, involving the avoidance of contact with menstrual
blood, are present when women constitute a challenge to male authority
because of their social or economic position.35 Another view of sex-
related taboos is that they are not related at all to the dynamics of
gender relations.

Clearly, the existence of an apparently discriminatory practice is at
best only a variable indicator of female social and economic status. Each
case must be investigated on its own terms. There is no wish to imply
that biblical menstrual taboos cannot be interpreted as discriminatory.
Yet, because these sex-related taboos in the Hebrew Bible are linked
with other physical conditions, some linked to males and some sexually
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neutral, we can at least call for a reassessment of menstruation and
impurity (see especially Lev 12-15).

Patriarchy and Patrilineality

The discussion thus far has revealed that patriarchy is a value-laden and
diffuse term and that its applicability to any society must be individually
evaluated. If one uses the term to indicate the dominant/subordinate
position of men relative to women, then it is necessary to identify the
specific areas of hierarchical arrangement in the community's life. Fur-
thermore, the possibility of a discrepancy between legal or political
domination on the one hand and psychological or social control value on
the other must be taken into account. Using the term patriarchy in
reference to any society is problematic. The remoteness in time and the
limited nature of the available source materials makes scrutiny of an-
cient Israel especially difficult. Agaie, the public, political, and mascu-
line orientation of most biblical materials creates a one-sided record of
the complex interweaving of male and female social patterns.

Despite the possible technical accuracy of the term, the difficulties
inherent in calling ancient Israel patriarchal leads one to consider using
instead the term patrilineal. Ironically, this suggestion comes from the
imprecise way in which the concept of matriarchy was used by nineteenth-
century writers when describing certain primitive societies discovered by
Victorian explorers. Information published by Bachofen and Morgan and
later used heavily by Engels noted that in these societies kinship was
reckoned from the mother's lineage.36 Furthermore, the mythology of
these groups tended to emphasize female figures or deities, and the lan-
guage describing family relationships had unexpected female characteris-
tics. Perhaps because these characteristics were so alien to their own
experience, these scholars designated them as matriarchal. They con-
cluded that primitive matriarchy was part of an evolutionary sequence
culminating in patriarchy, and suggested that the status of females in such
putative matriarchies exceeded that of males.

The nineteenth-centuries ideas of primordial female supremacy have
not held up well under subsequent scrutiny. The groups labeled matriar-
chal are in fact matrilineal. That is, group membership is reckoned from
female rather than male lineage, or the descent group is traced by the
line of females. Accordingly, the social identity of a male also derives
from his mother rather than his father. Closely related to the ma-
trilineality of some simple societies is matrilocality, in which a newly
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married couple will live near or with the wife's family.37 In neither
matrilineality nor matrilocality does a corresponding high status for
women or female control of significant aspects of political life exist.38

The apparently matriarchal nature of such groups derives from their
simple structure. Without developed suprafamily political or economic
structures, the family orientation gives the impression of female domi-
nance. The observers of these primitive societies, had they not been
hampered by their Victorian context, should have concluded that the
power of women in family situations deserves special attention.

If matrilineal groups were erroneously labeled matriarchal, patrilineal
groups might also—though for different reasons—be inaccurately called
patriarchal. In fact these two terms (patrilineal and patriarchal) are
sometimes found used interchangeably in loose, and technically incor-
rect, parlance. Patrilineality refers to the tracing of group membership
through the father's line. Patrilocality, in which newly weds take up resi-
dence near or in the home of the husband's family, normally accompa-
nies patrilineality. In addition, the inheritance of property is through the
male line, as it often is even in matrilineal groups. The orientation of
descent, dwelling location, and inheritance through males is characteris-
tic of societies, such as ancient Israel, adopting intensive cultivation
systems.39 (Intensive cultivation is defined as farming that involves one
or more of three agricultural techniques: irrigation, fertilization, and
plowing.) The land base for agrarian societies is of primary importance,
and regulating access to productive lands is a critical dimension of family
structures.

How does ancient Israel fit into the scheme of marriage patterns and
family structures outlined by anthropologists? Investigating Israelite
marriage has been a frustrating task for all the same reasons that make
the study of Israelite women a complicated business. The Bible contains
no systematic marriage laws. Information about marriage practice
comes obliquely from a few legal statements that deal with marriage or
divorce, and from scattered narrative accounts that as often as not con-
tradict each other or are at odds with legal materials. The wide time
spread of the texts in question no doubt gives rise to some of the confu-
sion. Difficulty in reconstructing normative Israelite practice also occurs
because of the normal disjunction between societal ideals, as expressed
in laws, and actual practices that the laws may seek to alter but which
persist in reality and surface in narrative.

Influenced by the theories of Bachofen and other scholars such as
J. F. McLennan,40 earlier generations of biblical scholars trying to under-
stand the characteristics of Hebrew marriage assumed that a matriarchal
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regime underlay the androcentric order visible in nearly all relevant
biblical texts. W. Robertson Smith, for example, amassed a body of
evidence from which he concluded that matrilineal descent was once the
norm in ancient Israel or at least among pre-Israelite Semites.41 He
seized on such passages as the marriage of Samson in Judges 14, in which
Samson's Philistine bride remains in her own family following her mar-
riage to Samson, as evidence of matrilocality if not matrilineality. Later
generations of scholars have readily pointed out, however, that Sam-
son's behavior was dictated by its own peculiar circumstances, involved
a non-Israelite, and is no more normative than would a man living with
his wife's parents in our society be judged a vestige of an original Anglo-
Saxon matriarchy.

Robertson Smith's theories have been substantially discredited,42 and
a more probable picture of Israelite marriage and lineage patterns has
emerged. The recent social scientific approach to Israelite society, espe-
cially for the formative period, has brought new attention to family life
and structures. As we shall see in Chapter 6, the family was the organiz-
ing feature of Israelite society. Consequently, the position of women
relative to the family, as much as to men, provides a key enabling us to
open at least a crack in the door of time and distance that hides the lives
of Israelite women from the modern observer. A delineation of what
might be seen through that crack appears in Chapters 7 and 8. Suffice it
now to point out that early Israel was a lineage-based system with group
membership established by tracing descent established along patrilineal
(male) lines.43

The enormous emphasis on geneology in the biblical record is testi-
mony to the importance of patrilineage. Similarly, the very terminology
for the basic family unit, known as the bet 'ab, which literally means
"house of the father," establishes the patrilineality of Israelite society.
References to the "father's house," which we shall examine closely in
Chapter 6, are scattered throughout the biblical text and leave no room
for any possibility of evolutionary shift or change in the fact of male-
determined descent. While patrilocality and patrilineality are not always
cross-culturally interconnected, the intensive agricultural base of the
Israelite economy throughout the Iron Age involved territorial impera-
tives associated with patrilocality and with principles of male inheri-
tance, or patrimonalism.

Thus there can be no doubt about the existence of a system of lineage
reckoned through male ancestry and regulating the transmission of prop-
erty through the male line in ancient Israel. This system predominated
during the formative or tribal period. The rise of the monarchy probably
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brought about the demise of the lineage system as the determining social
and political pattern, but the patrilineal and patrimonial aspect of it
continued unabated. Rather than review the many biblical passages that
reveal the functioning of a patrilineal and patrimonial system, we point
to an instance in which the system falters. What happens in a patrilineal,
patrimonial system when male heirs are lacking? Numbers 27:1-11 pres-
ents the famous case of the daughters of Zelophehad:

Then drew near the daughters of Zelophehad the son of Hepher, son of
Gilead, son of Machir, son of Manasseh. . . . "Our father died in the
wilderness . . .; and he had no sons. Why should the name of our father
be taken away from his family, because he had no son? Give to us a
possession among our father's brethren." Moses brought their case before
the LORD. And the LORD said to Moses, "The daughters of Zelophehad are
right. You shall give them possession of an inheritance among their fa-
ther's brethren and cause the inheritance of their father to pass to them."

The text goes on to stipulate what might happen if Zelophehad had no
daughters either, or no brother, or no uncles. Clearly the passage is
concerned with retaining the territorial integrity of certain family units.
Likewise, the related passage in Numbers 36 stipulates that Zelophe-
had's daughters should arrange their own marriages, but that they
should do so within closely aligned families, and that they should not go
outside their tribe. Again, the protection of lineage property rights is at
stake. Females can inherit property, but even this breach in the normal
pattern is handled in such a way as to preserve the principle of transfer-
ring name and property to succeeding generations according to the fa-
ther's line.

The Zelophehad incident provides information about Israelite social
structure and also about marriage possibilities. In-group marriages were
apparently preferred. But the nature and function of marital alliances is
far more complex than this one story alone suggests, and we shall con-
sider the matter of endogamy and exogamy (patterns of marriage within
and outside the group) in Chapter 8.

Patriarchy and Power

For Israel in its earliest period of national existence, the reckoning of
descent and the accompanying transfer of property through male lineage
were central and organizing features of the community. In an environ-
ment with limited water and usable land, the establishment of fixed and
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theologically sanctioned patterns for family land tenure was an essential
component of societal stability. But the patrilineality of early Israel can-
not simply be equated with patriarchy, if the latter implies the absolute
control of males over females, or of the male head of the family over his
wife and other family members, or of the subservience of women to men.
Certain biblical texts or features of biblical language may give that impres-
sion and will be examined in due course, but the social reality did not
necessarily coincide with what appears in the official canonical document.

The distinction between authority and power is relevant to an assess-
ment of the extent or even the existence of patriarchal dominance in
early Israel. Social scientists whose research is sensitive to feminist con-
cerns have stressed the importance of distinguishing between these two
aspects of social behavior when it comes to analyzing the position of
women in any society, from the most egalitarian to the most stratified of
gender relationships. The distinction between power and authority is
especially important in revising the notion that sexually stratified ar-
rangements leave women helpless, which does not seem to be the case.
Women in such arrangements play out their parts as social actors in less
visible or less official but nonetheless equally vital ways.

In his classic work on The Theory of Social and Economic Organiza-
tion^ Max Weber distinguished between power and authority. Feminist
theorists have since adapted and used his definitions. In her theoretical
summary of the articles in the landmark anthology of feminist scholar-
ship, Women, Culture, and Society,*5 Rosaldo defines authority as the
culturally legitimated right to make decisions and command obedience.
With respect to male-female relations, it is seen formally as male domi-
nance and female compliance. Power refers to the ability to effect con-
trol despite or independent of official authority. Regardless of legal
status, power is the influence that females have in gender-related behav-
ior. Female power typically involves informal and unofficial modes of
behavior that may never receive male acknowledgment but through
which females may exert considerable and systematic direction over a
range of circumstances. Authority is basically a hierarchical arrange-
ment that may be expressed in formal legal or juridical traditions. Power
has no such cultural sanctions but nonetheless can play a decisive role in
social interaction.46

Many of the essays or case studies in Women, Culture, and Society
provide discussion or documentation of the issues to which Rosaldo
draws attention. In addition to establishing working definitions, Rosaldo
also asserts that the
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distinction between power and culturally legitimated authority, between
the ability to gain compliance and the recognition that it is right, is crucial
to our study of women. Social scientists by and large have taken male
authority for granted; they have also tended to accept a male view that
sees the exercise of power by women as manipulative, disruptive, illegiti-
mate, or unimportant. But it is necessary to remember that while author-
ity legitimates the use of power, it does not exhaust it, and actual methods
of giving rewards, controlling information, exerting pressure, and shaping
events may be available to women as well as men.47

The functional distinction between authority and power is not simply
a theoretical position. Important recognition that women can exercise
power and influence significant decision-making even with legally sanc-
tioned subordination has come from recent ethnographic research. Au-
thority structures, being formal and public, are of course more visible
and therefore easier for social scientists to record. When anthropologists
limit their investigations to the observable structures, men will inevita-
bly appear to dominate a society and women will appear helpless. But
should this be taken at face value? A number of feminist anthropologists
say no and have set about to clarify the situation.

One notable example is the work done by S. C. Rogers on a peasant
society in southern France.48 The village that she chose for her study is a
tiny agricultural community of about 350 people. The structure of village
life was, at least at the time of the fieldwork, still untouched by industri-
alization. Her investigation of the male monopoly of authority showed
that men in fact wielded relatively little power. Consequently, she calls
the visible or symbolic superior status of men a myth: the "myth of male
dominance." Her use of the term "myth" is not casual. Following the
work in mythology of the anthropologist Leach,49 Rogers understands
myth to be a significant part of the belief system of its adherents, but
one that expresses a truth not literally reflective of day-to-day reality.
Male dominance is thus a public attitude of deference or of theoretical
control but not a valid description of social reality. Incredible as it may
seem at first consideration, both men and women in this peasant soci-
ety actually work to maintain the idea of male dominance while not
subscribing to it as a reality. Women's power is culturally muted but
functionally active. The result, according to Rogers, is a situation of
functional absence of hierarchical relationships alongside the structural
and symbolic presence of gender stratification: "the 'myth' of male
dominance paradoxically serves to order social relationships in a non-
hierarchical system."50

The implications of Rogers' findings for a study of gender relation-
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ships in any community are clear. One might even say that her descrip-
tion of the configuration of male and female behavior and ideology
challenges the very core of the idea of patriarchy as a system of male
dominance. The parameters of male dominance, at the very least, must
be examined more closely than has been the norm. Rogers lists charac-
teristics of a system in which the myth of male dominance is operative.
These characteristics can be identified in a wide variety of peasant and
even nonpeasant societies. Their value in cross-cultural analysis is there-
fore legitimate, and hence they can be used appropriately in considering
another social group—tribal Israel—for which direct observation is not
possible.

What then are the features of a community in which the "myth" of
male control is superimposed on a condition of functional nonhierarchy?
The components are as follows:51

1. Women are primarily associated with domestic matters.
2. The society is domestic-oriented; life centers around the home, and

what happens in the home has implications for life beyond the home.
3. Formal rights may disadvantage females; but the day-to-day infor-

mal interactions in which females can exert power in a small community
are at least as important a force as authorized rights.

4. A corollary and prior condition of item 3 is that males do have
greater access to jural, political, and other formal aspects of community
structure.

5. Men are occupied with activities that are culturally valued.
6. Males and females experience mutual interdependence in important

ways, e.g., politically, economically, and/or socially; males may appear
autonomous, but in fact can no more act or survive on their own than can
females.

According to Rogers, the last point is particularly critical, for it means
that both men and women will tend to perpetuate the system of social
balance: of male authority offset by female power.

This model is readily suggestive of a potential method for evaluating
gender relationships in formative Israel. Items 3, 4, and 5 require no
investigation. The "patriarchal" stance of the biblical canon establishes
the androcentric nature of ancient Israel with respect to legal rights,
formal positions in society, and prominent activities in the community.

Item 1 can also be assumed in that females are all but invisible in the
Bible with its public orientation. Viewed from another angle, those
biblical books least overtly concerned with public and corporate life are
the very ones in which females are, relatively, most visible. For the so-
called "patriarchal" legends of Genesis, the social setting of family life
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and female characterizations in the persons of the "matriarchs" are es-
sential parts of the narratives. Skeptics might argue, on the basis of
literary analysis,52 that the females serve only to underscore the impor-
tance of certain male figures. Be that as it may, the dominant actions of
the patriarchs cannot fully mask the active roles of their female counter-
parts. Other examples of biblical books with a nonpublic orientation and
a concomitant prominence of females are the Song of Songs and Prov-
erbs, although the latter involves glimpses of female qualities in opposi-
tion, with women both highly valued and also treated as sources of
danger or objects of contempt. We shall examine below female portray-
als in the Song of Songs (Chapter 8) and in Proverbs (Chapter 7).

What about items 2 and 6? Can the combined resources of archaeol-
ogy, the biblical text, and comparative sociology and social anthropol-
ogy provide us with sufficient evidence for an evaluation of domestic
orientation and mutual interdependence? My opinion is that, for Israel's
formative period, an analysis of female and male interaction as a func-
tion of these two points is possible. The second part of this book (Chap-
ters 6-8) will argue for the domestic orientation and gender interdepen-
dence of earliest Israel. Insofar as we are successful in doing so, we shall
be able to conclude that there was a functional lack of hierarchy in
Israelite gender relations.

Even if a substantial amount of female power exists in any society, the
accompanying lack of female authority is in no way to be condoned from
a contemporary perspective. Rogers does not intend to be apologetic,
nor do I. The ancient or peasant configurations may indeed be func-
tional and adaptive, although anthropological theory has yet to produce
fully explanatory analyses. Clearly the maternal role of women in prein-
dustrial societies is related to gender asymmetry, but any set of funda-
mental and predictable consequences of that relationship has eluded
scholars. The great variation in the patterns of gender asymmetry that
we have already noted is the norm and hence is part of the problem.
Subtle nuances in the environment and history of individual societies
create an infinite number of cultural and social forms that defy attempts
to understand origins and establish typologies.

The matter of apologetics deserves further comment. Functional
nonhierarchy of at least some peasant societies is not synonymous with
equality, because gender asymmetry is an intrinsic feature of such situa-
tions. Yet the balance between female and male power is not a trivial
matter, even from the perspective of contemporary feminist ideology.
The ability of women to determine the shape of important aspects of
personal and group life, and the concomitant hidden value attached to
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the female persona, make the notion of legal or jural equality a moot
point.

Feminists who condemn or bemoan the apparent patriarchy of ancient
or other societies may be deflecting their energies from what should be
the real focus of their concern: the transformation of functional gender
balance to situations of real imbalance. In other words, what happened
to change the myth of male dominance to the reality of male domi-
nance? What is there in the nature of urban and/or industrial life that
alters the model of balance that exists for some peasant societies? If our
position with respect to biblical or Israelite patriarchy is revisionist, this
is not to idealize ancient Israel but rather to free feminist critics from a
misplaced preoccupation with biblical androcentrism and allow them to
search for the dynamics that led to the dichotomizing of gender attri-
butes by early postbiblical times.

A Note on Terminology

In subsequent chapters we shall deal directly with the earliest period of
ancient Israel and with some of the literature produced then. Our explo-
ration of theoretical problems and models has already involved the use
of some technical language. The discussion has included terms such as
patriarchy, patrilineality and matrilineality, power and authority; other
social science terms used throughout this text merit some explanation.

Peasant, for example, will be used to denote independent farmers
working on their own lands. "Free agrarian," "free citizen," or "free
producer" might be more accurate terms, but they are also more cumber-
some. We mention them, however, because in Marxist circles, "peas-
ant" is part of the vocabulary describing feudal and other societies in
which the farmer lacks full control over the products of labor. In such
situations the peasantry is subject to exploitation in the forms of taxation
and conscription, and political hierarchies and social stratification also
are present. Technically, therefore, peasantry would refer to ancient
Israel's farm families during the monarchy as well as during the pre-
Israelite period of Canaanite dominance. However, the general meaning
of the term of peasant refers to the agrarian economic base of a society
and is commonly found. We use it in that sense, with no political over-
tones intended.

Another term, or set of terms, requiring clarification is "sex" and
"gender." Although these words are sometimes used interchangeably,
they actually have distinct though related meanings. The definitions
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suggested by M. Gould and R. Kern-Daniels are helpful. The use of the
word "sex," according to their analysis, should be limited to that which
refers to "the biological dichotomy between female and male, chromo-
somally determined, and for the most part unalterable."53 Conse-
quently, sex roles would be behaviors, such as sexual intercourse and
childbearing, that are determined by biology. "Gender" has a social
dimension. It is that which societies recognize as masculine or feminine,
and consequently it can vary from group to group. True, with great
consistency certain behaviors or identities are cross-culturally associated
exclusively with one sex or the other. But unless the behaviors or identi-
ties are thus associated only because of biological identity, then they
theoretically can be—and in occasional instances are—associated with
the sex other than the one in which they are most often present. Gould
and Kern-Daniels propose, therefore, that "gender" be perceived "as a
continuum of human attitudes and behaviors, socially constructed, so-
cially perpetuated, and socially alterable."54

Obviously one can expect a high degree of congruency between gen-
der and sex, particularly in traditional societies. Yet much of the behav-
ior that some would loosely label sex roles could be exhibited by either
sex. The patterns within an individual society determine whether males
or females perform certain tasks or play certain roles. In light of this
situation, we use "gender" in reference to all behavior other than the sex
act so as to take into account the inherent sociality of the term.



Setting the Scene: The Highland
Environment of Ancient Israel

Many of the biases interfering with an evaluation of any aspect of life in
antiquity stem from our temporal distance from that life. Time alone is
the symbol but not the substance of the problem. We live today in a
postindustrial and highly technological society. The weather may be a
recurrent item of news and conversation, but for the majority of people
the ecological milieu rarely impinges directly and regularly on the cen-
tral aspects of daily life. An early frost may destroy our flower beds and
disrupt the aesthetics of our neighborhood landscapes, but it hardly
threatens our survival as individuals. Can we ever understand what it
means to live in a world in which existence is intimately, immediately,
and inextricably bound up with environmental features?

Many of us are concerned with the natural world. We want to protect
it from contamination, and we want to reverse the policies and practices
that have allowed pollution to occur. We hope to survive earthquakes
and hurricanes. We want to vacation on clean beaches and in fresh air.
But do we look at the sky in the morning and wonder if today is the day
that the first rains of winter will fall, awakening life in the seeds we have
placed in the parched ground, seeds that will become the grain for
feeding our families in the long months ahead, or seeds that will crumble
into the dust around them, leaving our children faint with hunger and
our storehouses lacking the seeds for the next planting?

The psychological distance between our time and ancient agrarian life
and its vicissitudes is vast. Hence it is important to be familiar with the
constraints of daily life in ancient Palestine so as to transcend the barri-
ers separating our world from the world of our biblical ancestors. In the
context of this study, and with the importance of economic and environ-
mental circumstances for determining the pattern of gender relations in
any given society, examination of the features that determined early
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Israel's agricultural system becomes a compelling dimension of our task.
As we have shown, ethnographers have documented an enormous vari-
ety of roles available to both sexes and in the degree to which males
appear dominant. What causes this variety? In our own society we
would look to historical contexts. We would first consider traditional
patterns and then set them against the impact of economic changes and
political developments. But can we use that approach to examine a
preindustrial, agrarian society?

This question is particularly acute in reference to traditional patterns
as a starting point for analysis of gender relations. Ancient Israel, to
borrow a model from psychobiology, was the offspring of the high civili-
zations of the ancient Near East. Though a participant in the general
matrix of Babylonian, Egyptian, and Canaanite culture, Israel was also
radically different. The difference in Israel's identity is to some tantaliz-
ingly immeasureable extent the product of Israelite self-establishment
on a previously unsettled landscape: the Palestinian highlands. The ideol-
ogy Israel formulated and promulgated was conditioned by the exigen-
cies of the new environment along with the inherited thought patterns of
the component populations.

The Bible as a primary source is unreliable in reconstructing Israel's
history, which means that a multidisciplinary approach is necessary, the
results of which are social history rather than the more conventional
political history attempted by past generations.1 Scholars have learned
that they must integrate archaeological data (including historical geogra-
phy) and sociological approaches with traditional literary and textual
analyses. Only then can they reconstruct Israel's character and under-
stand the role of ideology in that community. Likewise, the setting of
ancient Israel provides information crucial to the investigation of one
particular aspect of Israelite society, the differential roles played by
males and females and the value placed on those roles.

Feminist and biblical scholarship both recognize the necessity of con-
textual approaches. Feminist anthropology has largely succeeded in ex-
ploding the old myth of biological determinism. The great range of
female behaviors shatter the notion that genetic factors underlie some
theoretical set of traits that inexorably determine the pattern of female
activities. An environmental or contextual orientation has superseded
the erstwhile biological one, although even the environmental approach
must begin by considering the anatomical and physiological differences
between the sexes. Friedl's useful handbook2 on the anthropological
approach to gender differences in a range of societies takes its very
structure from the economic and environmental variables that she has
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found critical for understanding patterns of gender interaction. One of
her basic propositions is that

the subsistence technology of a society and its social and political organiza-
tion have crucial consequence for (1) the sexual division of labor, (2) the
differential allocation of power and recognition of men and women, and
(3) the quality of the relationship between the sexes. Therefore modes of
subsistence, that is, the types of energy used by members of a society to
procure its food, are used . . . as the base for the examination of sex [sic]
roles.3

Friedl reasons further4 that because males and females everywhere
have the same psychobiological potential, the specific pattern of male-
female interaction must depend on the allocation of labor. With rare
exceptions, all men and all women work. Beyond childbearing, what
else do women do? That question cannot be answered in an environmen-
tal vacuum. Other questions follow: what else can women do? How
much do they do? The range of possibilities is influenced by the subsis-
tence technology (by what the societal tasks are), which in turn is deter-
mined to great measure by the natural resources at hand. The answers to
these questions are important in evaluating women's position, because
both the nature and level of female participation in the basic tasks of a
group affect the status of women. In short, Every woman Eve can be-
come visible to the extent that her contribution to the group effort can
be discerned.

The task of discovering Eve thus begins with an examination of the
material conditions that were the basis of Israel's existence and hence
integral to Israel's distinct social and cultural formations. Religious ideol-
ogy became the encompassing cultural expression and motivation of
Israelite life; gender relations constituted the core of Israelite social
structures. Gottwald stresses the materiality of Israel's life and thought
as essential to understanding her religion: "The basic tenet for future
research and theory is clear and commanding: only as the full materiality
of ancient Israel is more securely grasped will we be able to make proper
sense of its spirituality. "5

The technoeconomic characteristics of Israel are essential to under-
standing the smallest unit of that society, the female or male individual.
Most analysis of social history stops at the smallest corporate level, the
family. Getting to know Eve means realizing that the females within the
family can emerge only through appropriate consideration of the mate-
rial world that not only sets strictures but also offers potentials for family
and national survival. For early Israel, three broad aspects of the mate-
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rial world must be considered: Israel's status as a pioneer society, the
particular demands of agricultural subsistence in the Palestinian high-
lands, and the demographic situation in the early Iron Age.

Pioneers in the Land

Where did Eve live with her husband, sons, and daughters, near kin,
close neighbors? Biblical tradition gives a wide scope to the Israelite
inhabitation of the Promised Land. The territorial allotments recorded
for the twelve tribes included a large tract of east Mediterranean lands.
The second half of the Book of Joshua delineates boundaries that
stretched from Mt. Hermon in the north to the uninhabitable Negev
wilderness in the south. The classic phrase "from Dan to Beersheba"
(e.g., 2 Sam 3:10) reflects a similar conception of Israelite territory,
stretching from the headwaters of the Jordan in the north to the arid
area, east and west, at the southern end of the Dead Sea in the south.
The breadth of the land is not directly indicated by the "Dan to Beer-
sheba" designation, but the lists of tribal portions signify the Mediterra-
nean Sea as the western border and the Trans Jordanian highlands as the
eastern extent.

The Deuteronomic account of Moses' leadership provides a similar
inclusive view of the "Holy Land." Moses' words to the Israelites, urging
them to begin the process of entering their destined country, suggest an
extensive land base: "Take your journey, and go to the hill country of
the Amorites, and to all their neighbors in the Arabah, in the hill coun-
try and in the lowland, and in the Negeb, and by the seacoast, the land
of the Canaanites, and Lebanon, as far as the great river, the river
Euphrates. Behold, I have set the land before you" (Deut 1:7-8). Like-
wise, from a vantage point at Mount Pisgah east of the Jordan River,
Moses is told what land will accrue to the Israelites: "Go up to the top of
Pisgah, and lift up your eyes westward and northward and southward
and eastward, and behold it with your eyes . . . and he [Joshua] shall put
them in possession of the land which you shall see" (Deut 3:27-28). All
told, despite the mood of great expanse created by the language of such
passages, the "Promised Land" was a rather small area in the whole
scope of the Fertile Crescent: at its greatest national extent, ancient
Israel occupied a territory no more than about 145 by 257 kilometers (90
by 160 miles).

Even so, such dimensions are a deceptive ideal. The texts designating
a greater Israel reflect the rather brief span of time during which Israel
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actually exercised sovereignty over the lands from Dan to Beersheba
and from the coast to the highlands east of the Jordan. But for most of
Israel's existence, the territorial idea! was not realized. By the end of
Israel's national life, its geography had been reduced to the tiny south-
ern kingdom of Judah, consisting of the slowly eroding territory of only
two tribes. Likewise, at the beginning of national life, in the epoch,
where our search for Eve begins, the tribal groups held only a fraction of
what was eventually to be greater Israel.

That Israel's territorial resources were restricted at the outset is appar-
ent from the terse summary of the situation in the Book of Judges.
Repeatedly, the text bluntly records that the Israelites failed to occupy
large portions of the coastal plain, most of the broad Jezreel Valley in
the north, and significant urban centers (including the Shephelah strong-
hold of Gezer and the Jebusite fortress of Jerusalem) in the highlands.
Without the plains, the Jezreel, and also most of the broader in-
termountain valleys, a rather circumscribed area remained as the setting
for early Israel. Its geographic core was the highland area: the mountain-
ous spine west of the Jordan, from the Beersheba basin in the south into
the Galilean uplands in the north. To use the Bible's own terminology,
Israel's national existence is identified in its first centuries largely with
the "hill country" of Judea, Samaria, and Galilee.

Archaeological data as well as biblical narrative point to the mountain-
ous areas of Cisjordan (west of the Jordan River) as the actual extent of
early Israel. The Israelites could secure a territorial base in the central
highlands at the beginning of the Iron Age because, as excavations have
revealed, most of that territory was unoccupied at that time. The Israel-
ites were unequipped to face the chariot armies of the Canaanites, who
held the plains and valleys by virtue of their superior military technology
as well as by dint of the greater economic resources provided by the
relatively less arid and more arable lands they controlled.

There were important environmental reasons for the fact that through-
out most of the preceding Bronze Age, only occasional, and usually
minor, settlements had been established in the highlands. The soils in
the mountainous areas are rather poor. Perennial sources of water are
virtually nonexistent except for a few relatively minor springs. The great-
est obstacle to settlement was probably the difficult topography: an
irregular configuration of hills and valleys.

After over a century of extensive and intensive archaeological excava-
tion and exploration of the Holy Land, scholars can now plot accurate
maps of the settlement patterns during all the periods of human habita-
tion of Palestine. Those maps indicate that the highlands were virtually
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empty during most of the periods preceding 1200 BCE.6 In the millennia
before 1200, dramatic developments in the history of civilization were
taking place in other parts of Palestine: the construction of what may
have been the world's first city at Jericho; along the Phoenician coast,
the invention of the alphabet; the construction of one of the world's
oldest "superhighways," the Way of the Sea, connecting Egypt and
Mesopotamia, the superpowers of the ancient world. The highlands
remained remote and isolated, not far in distance from the successive
spurts of urban life and intercontinental traffic to the east and west, yet
relatively untouched by the passing of armies and merchants, diplomats
and kings.

This isolation ended during the Iron Age. The Israelites altered for-
ever the settlement patterns that had characterized the narrow strip of
land at the eastern end of the Mediterranean for thousands of years.
One of the great historical geographers and archaeologists of Eretz Is-
rael (the Land of Israel), the late Yohanan Aharoni, called the Israelite
occupation of the hill country "the greatest habitational revolution that
had ever taken place in the history of this country."7

As we have already suggested, both archaeological survey and excava-
tion corroborate the information the Bible gives about Israelites moving
into the highlands. In the Late Bronze Age (1550-1200), the last of the
periods preceding the emergence of the biblical people, only twenty-
three sites were recorded for an area of 4200 square kilometers (1622
square miles), representing the highland zone of Palestine. At the begin-
ning of the Iron Age, 114 sites were inhabited, with almost 100 of those
being entirely new settlements. The pattern is striking: most of the
scattered Bronze Age towns were abandoned, and an enormous number
of new and permanent villages were established. In short, Iron Age
Palestine witnessed a dramatic growth in the number and density of
occupied sites in the hill country.8

Why the Israelites should have ventured into uncharted territory is a
question for which no decisive answer has been given. Traditionalists
tend toward the theological, echoing the Bible's claim that divine prom-
ise and election brought displaced Israelites to a homeland. Social histo-
rians now see the beginning of widespread settlement in the hill country
as in fact constituting a social or even a political revolution. They iden-
tify Israelite tribes as social formations composed of disaffected peasants
who were rebelling against or escaping from Canaanite and Egyptian
exploitation and vowing en masse to establish an alternate and egalitar-
ian society, answerable only to their god Yahweh and not to any human
master.9 The hill country offered a location for their venture, a place to
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establish settlements of their own, a territory where farmers could work
the land and retain the hard-won products of their own labor. This
reconstruction of the situation does not actually contradict the biblical
view; rather it sees the biblical view as the theological description of a
sociopolitical process.

One sociologist who recently offered a critique of the social-
revolutionary model of the origins of Israel has suggested that a fron-
tier model should be used to characterize Israel's early experience in
the hill country.10 Whether or not one accepts the proposed synthesis
of the theological and social-revolutionary models, certain features of a
frontier society were present in Israel's formative period. Identification
of these characteristics aids in the understanding of Israel's emergence.

The availability of territory affected the origin of Israel because the
potential for expansion into unsettled lands allowed disaffected peoples
to leave (or rebel against?) their old homes to find new ones, and to
form new life-styles and accompanying belief systems. To put it another
way, could Israel have succeeded in breaking away ideologically if there
did not exist the actual geographic space in which to break away socially
and politically? Frontier societies, like early Israel, feel themselves set
apart in fundamental ways from traditional centers of population. The
American experience, while vastly removed in fundamental ways from
that of Iron Age Israel, nonetheless offers certain value as analogy. The
American political revolution combined with expansion into largely un-
occupied territories brought about the birth of a new society on the
North American continent. The American Colonies, like early Israel,
continued certain aspects of the urban centers (as in Europe) while at
the same time transforming critical social, political, economic, and ideo-
logical dimensions of the old landscape.

Israelites were "frontierspeople," regardless of the theories of social
change. Israelites11 moved into a heavily wooded region and built their
new homes in an ecological setting that lacked substantial year-round
water supplies. The early generations of Iron Age settlers in the hill
country faced tasks far more demanding and extensive than the normal
annual cycle of activities of an agrarian people. One brief passage in the
Book of Joshua comments directly on the situation of land reclamation.
In high antiquity Palestine was covered with woodlands. Stands of ever-
green, oak, and terebinth, ol Jerusalem pine and cypress, formed a
continuous arboreal mantle.12 In his charge to the groups to which the
highlands were allotted, Joshua tells them "the hill country shall be
yours, for though it is a forest, you shall clear it and possess it to its
farthest borders" (Josh 17:18).
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This Joshua passage deals with the the problem of the wilderness for
pioneer farmers. It does not mention the water problem, but the He-
brew Bible is replete with allusions to the difficulty of securing adequate
water supplies. Springs are rare, and perennially flowing streams are
virtually nonexistent in the hill country. The major supply of water was
rain, as the Deuteronomist recognized: "the land . . . is not like the land
of Egypt . . ., where you sowed your seed and watered it with your feet,
like a garden of vegetables; but the land which you are going over to
possess is a land of hills and valleys, which drinks water by the rain from
heaven" (Deut 11:10-11). But this rainfall is seasonal, with precipitation
concentrated in the winter months. Furthermore, the intensity of the
seasonal rainfall as well as the high evaporation rate mean that much of
the rain that does fall in winter is lost to agriculture.13

The system of dry farming that predominated in the highlands devel-
oped primarily in response to water constraints. The villagers selected
crops with water requirements that could be met in most years by the
winter rains and by the summer dew. But the water needs of the high-
land farmers were not only those connected directly with agriculture.
The human and animal populations required year-round supplies, which
nature does not provide in large areas of the hill country. The dearth of
perennial water created a problem that could be solved only by human
intervention. The solution was the carving of deep cisterns into the
bedrock that lay close to the surface of the hilltops where most of the
early villages were located.

The introduction of the cistern into the inventory of Iron Age tech-
nologies was perhaps the sine qua non for the Israelite settlement of the
highlands. Water runoffs in the rainy season were channeled into cis-
terns so that water was available during the long summers when no rain
fell. The cisterns therefore augmented the meager water supply avail-
able from springs. But more important, they made possible settlements
in places far from natural sources. In short, the use of cisterns, lined with
slaked-lime plaster to render them water impermeable, greatly im-
proved the water supply. The widespread use of cisterns constituted a
technological factor that opened up the highlands as a viable frontier.
There were other such factors, but none so singly important.

Archaeologists do not agree about whether or not the Israelites
should be credited with the development of the cistern. Albright's classic
statement that the Israelites were able to open the highland frontier
"thanks to the rapid spread of the act ... of constructing cisterns and
lining them with waterproof lime plaster"14 is still compelling for many.
Others point to earlier Bronze Age cisterns that apparently were lined
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with slaked lime or to some highland villages built on rock that was
nonporous enough to make waterproofing unnecessary.15

The role of the Israelites as inventors of technology is a moot point.
What stands out as innovative is the presumably unprecedented and
widespread use of cisterns in the pioneer period. Several settlements just
north of Jerusalem provide good evidence of the plenitude of cisterns at
sites associated with Israelites. For example, more than fifty cisterns,
most associated with individual houses, were discovered at Tell en-
Nasbeh.16 The excavations at 'Ai found one or more cisterns for every
Iron Age I dwelling, and the same appears to have been true at the
nearby site of Raddana.17

The cutting of cisterns and clearing of forests were among the most
immediate challenges facing the highland pioneers. Both tasks required
monumental expenditures of labor in terms of time and energy. Many
scholars believe that the introduction of iron tools at about this time
must have facilitated both enterprises. The very fact that the beginning
of hill country settlement coincides with the beginning of the archaeologi-
cal period called the Iron Age certainly adds to the impression that this
was so. However, archaeology has not substantiated such a claim, be-
cause the number of implements made of iron in proportion to bronze
does not rise significantly in the Iron I period.18

Whether with iron or bronze tools, the physical effort involved was
substantial. At the outset, the unique challenge of the frontier environ-
ment augmented and intensified the amount of human labor necessary
for achieving subsistence. The pioneer tasks facing early Israel were of
such a magnitude that they were certainly accomplished in ways that
affected the lives of all. Our interest, however, lies in how the Israelite
response to the new environment particularly affected the lives of
women. Countless details of their daily existence must have been deter-
mined by the nature of the work load that the group as a whole had to
shoulder, and those details for the most part are lost to the modern
observer. Yet the constraints of pioneer life would have had an impact
on women's lives in some ways that can be suggested.

We have cautioned that with the division of labor along gender lines,
no single societal task can be universally assigned to one gender. None-
theless, strong evidence from cross-cultural studies reveals that certain
tasks tend to be performed by men rather than women and vice versa. A
case in point is the clearing of land. In horticultural societies at least,
men have what might be considered a monopoly in the clearing of
fields.19 There seems to be no convincing argument that the same is not
true for agricultural societies, of which ancient Israel was one. Israelite
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women therefore would not have been involved in the felling of trees
and the clearing of undergrowth. Males probably performed these ardu-
ous tasks, along with the equally difficult and tedious job of hewing out
cisterns.

That men were responsible for tasks specifically associated with the
frontier environment in the Palestinian highlands has implications for
women's lives. This becomes apparent by considering first the primary
activities of any society. Group survival is dependent on the involvement
of its members in three basic kinds of activities: reproduction, defense,
and the production of subsistence goods.20 The interrelationship of these
activities is meaningful with respect to gender in societies like tribal
Israel in which state mechanisms do not interfere with the distribution
and use of the products of any of these activities. That is, we can recon-
struct the extent to which females and males took on the tasks associated
with each activity and in that way begin to estimate their relative contri-
butions to society.

Reproduction, of course, was an exclusively female contribution to
Israelite society. Similarly, defense matters fell largely to the males; in
the militia system alluded to in the stories of the Judges, the men of the
various tribes respond, and in some cases fail to respond, to a call to
arms (Judg 4:10; 6:34-35; 7:24; 12:1). The subsistence activities of an-
cient Israel, as for most social groups, were therefore those in which a
shifting balance of female and male participation could take place. We
will return in Chapter 8 to a discussion of what the proportions of female
and male subsistence labor might have been in ancient Israel. For the
present, we suggest that, with men clearing the land, digging cisterns,
and performing other pioneering tasks, the labor of Israelite women in
subsistence activities would have had to increase. The move to a new
agricultural zone created an intensification of subsistence tasks gener-
ally, including both pioneer tasks and those necessary for the normal
production of food and clothing. Females would have had to perform
certain regular productive tasks that otherwise might have been rele-
gated to males alone.

Frontier life meant more work for everyone. It also, no doubt, had its
impact on the maternal imperative. The number and spacing of children,
like the productive activities that women perform, are related to total
societal needs. While the biological potential of women for motherhood
is a fundamental factor in the establishment of family size, the variety of
family configurations that ethnographers report strongly suggests that
environmental and social constraints figure prominently in the way fami-
lies take shape.21
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Classic examples of this premise can be found in all types of societies:
hunters and gatherers, horticulturalists, plow agrarians, industrialists.
Among nomadic foragers, for example, it is advantageous for popula-
tion size to be limited.22 Children must literally be carried during much
of the year, and women involved in foraging cannot care for a large
brood. Extended lactation practices along with the reduced maternal
body fat in women who are physically active and who have a diet of
grains and fruits apparently contribute to reduced female fertility in such
settings. Children few and far between are an adaptive aspect of the
economic pattern.

Economic and environmental pressure from the opposite direction—
to increase family size—is present in a wide variety of societies and
among a range of conditions. Our hypothesis that the demands of pio-
neer work would have created an impetus for women to bear more
children suggests a possible influence on the importance of maternity in
pioneer Israel. But it would have been neither the only influence nor the
enduring one. The basic economic structure of Israelite life surely af-
fected concepts of ideal family size. The agrarian circumstances of Pales-
tinian farmers throughout the Iron Age shaped the dynamics of family
life, including the maternal imperative. Thus we turn now to examine
the agricultural economic base of life in the Palestinian highlands.

A Nation of Farmers

Just as an interplay of environmental influences and technological re-
sponses characterized Israel's pioneer period and helped shape social
structures and values, so too did the hill country environment or ecosys-
tem determine the nature of the agricultural system that the highland
farmers established. The settlers chose crops suitable to the land and
climate, and they developed technological strategies essential for mak-
ing the land productive. The combination of environment and technol-
ogy determined the needs and rhythms of agrarian life and thus the
structure and size of the villages and their constituent families. In other
words, the agricultural system that best met the particular conditions of
the highland setting affected the social organization of the settlers on
both the community and family levels. Therefore, examination of the
agricultural system becomes necessary.

In Peasants, a book analyzing peasant economies throughout the
world, Eric Wolf classifies the range of agricultural systems that can be
found in the preindustrial world. Under his classification, the Palestinian



58 DISCOVERING EVE

highland mode of farming would be listed as a Mediterranean variant of
a general Eurasian grain farming "ecotype."23 Wolf's basis for distin-
guishing ecosystems is by the intensity of cultivation, that is, the relation-
ship between the amount of time the land is planted and the amount
during which it lies dormant. While these distinctions are derived from
the comparison of fallowing practices, Wolf does consider other critical
variables such as land use, farm implements, growing season, and labor.
Even this list of variables hardly exhausts the possible determinants.24

Yet Wolf's and other similar analyses25 are valuable because of their
emphasis on the interrelationship of environmental, technological, and
demographic features. The mere consideration of crop selection is not
adequate in describing an agricultural system. It is also critical to exam-
ine the labor variant, or the demographic variable, which is directly
relevant to our interests because it affects family size and gender roles.

Crop selection in the ancient Mediterranean area is easily deter-
mined from information contained in the Bible, as well as from analysis
of paleobotanical remains and from observation of traditional farming
patterns still existing in the less modernized parts of contemporary
Mediterranean lands. The primary products of Israelite farming were
grain, wine, and oil, and they appear together in a multitude of biblical
texts. The blessings of Deuteronomy, for example, involve the promise
that God will respond positively if the people obey the command-
ments: Yahweh will bless "the fruit of your ground, your grain and
your wine and your oil" (Deut 7:13). Through the prophet Hosea,
Yahweh addresses wayward Israel as a people who "did not know that
it was I who gave her the grain, the wine, and the oil" (Hos 2:8). And
the future promise in Joel has Yahweh assuring the suffering people:
"Behold, I am sending to you grain, wine, and oil, and you will be
satisfied" (Joel 2:19).

However, agriculture in the highlands was not limited to this triad. The
famous seven species of the Promised Land include four other products:
"For the LORD your God is bringing you into a good land . . ., a land of
wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive
trees and honey" (Deut 8:7-8). This basic variety of fruit trees and cereals
was further supplemented by animal husbandry. Untilled hillsides pro-
vided abundant pasturage for livestock; besides providing a protein
source, animals were also an insurance against starvation in the face of the
constant risk of drought and consequent crop failure. Although the total
variety of locally produced foodstuffs was not large, it was certainly ade-
quate to sustain the nutritional needs of the population.

The development of the Israelite crop system was not easily achieved.
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Besides the fluctuating pattern of annual rainfall, the Israelites faced a
number of serious environmental obstacles. The biblical words describ-
ing a "land flowing with milk and honey" create an image that belies the
paltry resources available to the highland farmers. A detailed discussion
of the environmental constraints on agriculture in the hill country is
beyond the scope of this book, but we must describe at least those
difficulties that relate most clearly to issues of demography, and hence
of gender.

The lands controlled by the early Iron Age settlers were for the most
part mountainous. The Israelites failed to gain a foothold in the tradi-
tional breadbaskets of Palestine: the coastal plain, the adjacent She-
pheleh and Sharon lowlands, and the broad Jezreel Valley. The pioneers
had access to only a few narrow valleys. Yet cereal crops were at the
core of the ancient economy; for the Israelites as for so many others,
bread was the staff of life. Palestine may have even been one of the
places where the earliest domestication of the wild progenitor of durum
wheat took place some time during the Neolithic period (about 8000
years ago).26

The most efficient planting and harvesting of wheat and barley takes
place on level ground, where draft animals can pull plows to turn the
soil, rows can be planted, and rainwater can penetrate. The scarcity of
level ground led to the construction of terraces. Terracing creates nar-
row tiered strips of land for grain growing as well as an area for planting
olive trees and grapevines. Without terracing, self-sufficient agriculture
in the highlands might not have been possible.

Although the remains of terraces are notoriously difficult to date,
archaeologists have identified a number of systems dating to the period
of earliest Israelite settlement. Terracing has been found in the Iron I
villages of 'Ai and Raddana north of Jerusalem, and evidence of grain
cultivation in these terraces has also been discovered.27 Along with the
archaeological corroboration of the early Israelite use of terracing, the
biblical record mentions terraced fields at an early date. The Song of
Deborah (Judg 5), which is one of the oldest pieces of literature in the
Hebrew Bible, and thus dates to the period of earliest Israel, apparently
contains a reference to terraces. A verse (Judg 5:18) normally translated
"heights of the field" (RSV) is more accurately rendered "terraced
fields."28 Similarly, an ancient elegy from the end of the premonarchic
period (2 Sam 1:21) should be translated "O mountains of Gilboa, O
terraced fields" rather than by the awkward "fields of offerings" or
"upsurging of the deep" found in many English translations.29 In addi-
tion, many later biblical contexts using the word sadeh, usually rendered
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as "field," probably describe not fields but terraces.30 In summary, it is
clear from both textual evidence and archaeological remains that the
introduction of terrace systems to Palestine coincided with the settle-
ment of the highlands.

This deceptively simple technological device, hillside terracing, made
all the difference. It allowed the creation of fields, orchards, gardens,
and vineyards on slopes otherwise too steep or rocky for anything but
thorns and scrub oak to grow. Some scholars would have terraces be the
sine qua non for the ability of the Israelites to settle the highlands, while
others suggest that the settlers turned to terracing only after they had
established small villages and needed to expand their productivity.31 If
the Israelites did not invent terrace agriculture, they surely developed it
in an unprecedented way. The Palestinian landscape still bears the
marks of their terracing, and some of these terraces, probably dating
back to Iron Age antiquity, are in use today.

From a functional viewpoint, terracing is an ingenious solution to a
range of problems besetting highland farmers.32 It not only provided
level surfaces for crops, but the removal of stones needed for the terrac-
ing exposed a layer of cultivable soil. Furthermore, it made dry farming
(farming without irrigation) possible. While the cisterns solved the water
problem for humans and animals, they did not meet the agricultural
needs. The farmers learned to plant their crops, especially the grains, in
coordination with the rainy season. But without a device that could cope
with the rapid runoff of rainwater on the hillside inclines, the meager
soil would not have absorbed enough water even during the wet months
to sustain a grain crop. Because the precipitation is often very heavy in
the winter, terraces that reduce the speed of water's downflow not only
increase its chances of penetrating the soil but also protect the soil and
crops from erosion.33

Extensive terracing required a huge output of human energy. Though
simple in concept, the construction of terracing was a "complex opera-
tion demanding a staggering investment of time and labor."34 Further-
more, the initial construction of terraces did not mean the end of labor
requirements. Terraces need to be maintained. Regular attention to the
dry-laid stone enclosure walls was essential to correct and forestall the
potential destructiveness of driving rain and rushing water. It is notewor-
thy that agencies of governments that promote development often hesi-
tate to introduce terracing into certain communities because of the high
labor costs involved.35 Without a large initial output of human energy
and an ongoing vigilant maintenance effort, terraces cannot fulfill their
multifunctional potential.
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With terracing, the highland settlers thus became dependent on a mark-
edly labor-intensive agriculture. So costly were the making and maintain-
ing of terraces that, as one analyst of ancient Israel's agriculture sug-
gests, a suprafamily collective labor system would have been necessary
in order for terracing to succeed.36 Collective responsibility for dealing
with terrace systems may well have developed; but the labor demands of
terracing, like those of clearing forests and cutting cisterns, would still
have put pressure on individual members of the society. For women, the
increased labor needs had a double impact: more work meant women
became more involved in production; in addition, increased labor needs
required a larger work force, which in turn called for larger families.

The relationship between pressure to increase family size and the
concomitant increase in the amount of food and goods needed to main-
tain larger families is not easy to reconstruct. Perhaps some sort of spiral
effect can be suggested to account for the general population growth and
extended land use that were evident as the decades of the Iron I period
passed. The overall process of intensification of agriculture involves the
complex interweaving of demographic and economic needs. The diffi-
culty in balancing these needs may underlie in part the eventual shift in
Israel to a monarchic government, which provided centralizing mecha-
nisms to organize labor, to spread the risks of highland agriculture, and
to secure additional territorial or market resources. But in the early
centuries of Israel's existence, responsibility for meeting the extraordi-
nary labor requirements of highland dry farming lay with local communi-
ties and rested ultimately on the shoulders of both women and men and
on the reproductive capacity of women.

Technological aspects of highlands agriculture were clearly important;
but other influences also played a part in the kind of labor force that was
needed. The very nature of the crops, climate, growing season, and har-
vest times created special labor needs. Israel's Mediterranean ecotype did
not allow for an even spread of agricultural tasks throughout the year.
Rather, some seasons of the year required concentrated efforts. The
sowing of the all-important grain optimally took place within a rather
limited period of time at the beginning of the rainy season. Even more
critical than the time of sowing was the need to harvest the crops within
the few weeks or even days between their ripening and the onset of the
"latter rains"—sudden downpours coming late in the spring after a short
period of dry weather. Because these cloudbursts could rot or destroy the
fully matured grain, the harvest had to take place before these late rains
began.37 Similarly, ripened fruit had to be gathered and sun-dried before
the fall rains.
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Given the climate and the geomorphology of the highlands, there
was little that the farmers could do to stagger sowing or to spread out
the harvest schedule. Production cycles determined by the crop selec^
tion and the seasonal weather patterns inevitably created labor-inten-
sive periods. It is possible that community efforts reflected in some
biblical passages were initiated to accommodate the labor demands at
particular times in the agricultural calendar. For example, the village
threshing floors mentioned in several biblical texts (e.g., 1 Sam 23:1;
Ruth 3:2-6) should be understood as examples of communal coopera-
tion at harvest time.38 These cooperative efforts only partially offset
the demands of the labor-intensive agricultural system, which involved
all able-bodied workers and made it necessary to increase the number
of such workers.

The survival and success of the farm villages involved the hard work
of all and the creation of an adequate labor supply. One wonders
whether, under such conditions, there existed tension between the
need for women to contribute labor and the need to bear many chil-
dren. Social scientists suggest that such possible tension would have
been more apparent than real. The idea of motherhood and work as
competing alternatives for women is a product of recent history and is
not normally applicable to ancient or preindustrial societies. And even
for industrial societies, where child-care systems must be more con-
sciously shaped, these two aspects of women's lives can coexist in
continuity with patterns known from past times. Alice Rossi comments
explicitly on the combination of labor and motherhood:

In the long evolution of the human species, women have always engaged
in productive labor along with childbearing and -rearing. Hence women in
industrial societies are not departing radically from the past when they
combine childrearing and employment. All women work, and they always
have—sometimes as producers of goods and services on the land and in
the household, sometimes for wages in the marketplace.39

The picture that emerges of Israelite women in highland villages is of
hard-working women who also gave birth to many children. At first
glance such a pattern contradicts the picture that economists such as
Ester Boserup have drawn. In her classic book, Woman's Role in Eco-
nomic Development, Boserup rightly points to the increase in labor
specialization and division of labor according to gender that characterize
developing agricultural systems.40 She investigated female and male par-
ticipation in productive tasks in a variety of traditional farming systems
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("traditional" meaning not based on scientific methods or involving
mechanization or modern technologies). Boserup then made a series of
generalizations about gender roles in farming:

In very sparsely populated regions where shifting cultivation is used, men
do little farm work, the women doing most. In somewhat more densely
populated regions, where the agricultural system is that of extensive
plough cultivation, women do little farm work and men do much more.
Finally, in regions of intensive cultivation of irrigated land, both men and
women must put hard work into agriculture in order to earn enough to
support a family on a small piece of land.41

If the Israelite highlands are identified as a moderately populated area
and cultivated by plow agriculture, such a pattern might lead to the
assumption that Israelite women did not perform much farm work. How-
ever, Boserup's conclusions must be considered carefully. Most of the
radical changes that she observed in female participation in agriculture
came about as the result of agricultural intensification, notably, the
change from a horticultural to a truly agricultural economy through the
introduction of the plow. She also observed the male predominance in
agricultural work in long-established farming communities, where adap-
tive shifts had taken place centuries if not millennia earlier. Her work
describes patterns found today in Arab villages in the Palestinian high-
lands, for example, but it cannot be expected to fit the situation that
would have existed when that territory was first occupied. In fact, the
amount of female participation in agricultural work can either increase
or decrease in relation to the relocation to new village sites and to the
adoption of new technologies. For formative Israel, there is good reason
to suspect that, initially at least, the new environment and also the
agrarian and technological response to it brought increased female par-
ticipation. In Chapter 5, our close reading of Genesis 3 will provide
some biblical evidence for the intensification of female labor in early
Israel.

Boserup's study concentrated on farming chores in and of themselves,
but these chores are hardly the full complement of labor needs. The
processing and preparation of the foods along with other tasks not di-
rectly part of childrearing were also part of the labor demand in an
agricultural society. To the extent that Iron I Israel consisted of self-
sufficient families in self-sufficient villages, female participation in subsis-
tence work as a whole must be considered. We shall examine the charac-
teristics of self-sufficiency and household management in Chapter 7.



64 DISCOVERING EVE

Survivors in the Land

Both the highland environment and the agricultural system affected the
demographics of the settlers in the hill country. During the pioneer
period, an opening frontier created conditions in which labor would
have been in short supply. As important as the ecosystem and the eco-
nomic base were in exerting pressures to increase the number of work-
ers, these influences do not tell the whole story. We must look also to
the demographic situation as a whole in the East Mediterranean world
as the Bronze Age ended and the Iron Age began.

The waning of the Bronze Age throughout the Mediterranean basin
was marked by disruptions and turmoil in lands that had survived with
some measure of stability for centuries. But the causes of that disruption
are not easy to determine. Perhaps a microclimatic change severely
curtailed food supplies in regions to the north of the Mediterranean Sea.
This would have had a ripple effect, displacing large groups of people
and weakening the political structures of the city-states and nation-states
that were invaded by outsiders or that found their own economies suffer-
ing.42

One of the most devastating and dramatic features of the demise of
the Bronze Age was the widespread depopulation of many traditional
centers of population. The threat of plague played a role in the weaken-
ing of Late Bronze Age civilization, whether as cause or effect. Biblical
passages clearly show that disease along with famine and warfare could
cause even mighty cities to collapse. The prophets believed that these ills
were sent by God as punishment to wayward people. "The LORD said to
me: 'Do not pray for the welfare of this people. Though they fast, I will
not hear their cry, and though they offer burnt offering and cereal offer-
ing, I will not accept them; but I will consume them by the sword, by
famine, and by pestilence [deber]' " (Jer 14:11-12). Similarly, the curses
at the end of both Leviticus and Deuteronomy provide the hideous details
of how the Lord would bring about the destruction of a wayward people.
Along with famine and warfare, dreaded disease would bring to a painful
end the lives of those who disobeyed God's word.

The spread of disease and its treatment in the modern world is radi-
cally different from the experience of our ancestors. In a fascinating
reconstruction of the course of pestilential infections among human
populations, the historian W. H. McNeill emphasizes how difficult it is
for us to appreciate the ubiquitous presence and consequences of infec-
tions in the ancient world. Our concerns with public health tend to focus
on chronic illness, mental disorders, or problems of aging: problems that
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have always existed but have become prominent because of increased
longevity in the western world. But in the past, health concerns were
centered on the dramatic effects of pestilential disease.

The sporadic outbreak of pestilence, in any of its dread forms, was a
terrifying and ever-present possibility. Although statistical and clinical
data allowing precise definition of which infections killed how many peo-
ple, when and in what places are unattainable before the nineteenth
century—and remain spotty even then—we may still observe major
changes in patterns of pestilential infection.43

McNeill goes on to chart the course of infections in humans and makes
some surprising and compelling claims. For example, the extraordinary
success of relatively few Spaniards in converting a continent of South
American Indians to Christianity was due in part to the relative immunity
of the Spaniards to smallpox, which they brought to the New World,
where it ravaged the native population. The God of the Spaniards, in
sparing the white man, appealed to the demoralized Indians who survived
the lethal epidemic.44 McNeill also recounts other examples in which the
outbreak of disease brought about major political changes. The examples
are instructive in that they also alert us to ways for culling information
from nonmedical texts about disease among premodern peoples.

In ancient sources, references to disease tend to appear in the guise of
theological language. Deaths from sickness, especially when concen-
trated in time and place, are recorded as divine action. How else could
the ancients deal with the apparently inexplicable spread of lethal ill-
ness? And even in more recent times, the onset of disease (such as
AIDS) is perceived by some as God's doing, even as God's punishment.
Written texts as old as Gilgamesh or Atrahasis provide evidence of the
human attempt to deal with the problem of disease. In Gilgamesh, the
gods debate the value of the deluge just brought to the world. Ea sug-
gests such total devastation was not necessary. Famine or pestilence
would have been preferable:

Instead of thy bringing on the deluge,
Would that a famine had risen up to lay low mankind!

Instead of bringing on the deluge,
Would that pestilence had risen to smite mankind!45

For the hero Atrahasis, too, the disastrous flooding he witnessed on the
Mesopotamian plains was the greatest devastation the gods could send.
But famine, drought, and plague were only a few degrees lower in their
severity. The gods resorted to one of these calamities when "the peoples
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multiplied" and the "noise of mankind" became intense, that is, when
the land became overpopulated and concomitant political strife erupted,
disturbing the repose of the pantheon.46

Our biblical ancestors likewise attributed the devastation of disease to
God's actions. The theological explanation for the widespread and sud-
den loss of human life is often couched in language describing the move-
ments of one of Yahweh's angelic messengers, those heavenly beings
found throughout scripture as the divine carriers of God's word and will
to the human world. When God's will meant death by plague, the phrase
"angel of death" or "angel of the LORD" appears. Perhaps the most
dramatic example is the biblical account of the miraculous delivery of
Jerusalem from destruction by the Assyrian war machine in the eighth
century BCE: "and that night the angel of the LORD went forth, and slew a
hundred and eighty-five thousand in the camp of the Assyrians" (2 Kgs
19:35). The text does not mention disease, but years later Herodotus (II:
141) recalls this event and records a tradition apparently linking it with
plague. Disease has always been more lethal than enemy weapons
among premodern armies.47

Having acknowledged the nonmedical language in ancient documents
that describe waves of deadly disease, we can recognize the diseases in
the premodern world. The Bible itself has a modest vocabulary in deal-
ing with various illnesses and diseases. Like all people, the ancient Israel-
ites were subject to the periodic outbreak of endemic parasitic disease,
that is, infections which occur in a community more or less all the time
without much alteration from year to year or even century to century.48

The biblical word deber, usually translated "pestilence," probably refers
to recurrent and devastating outbreaks of endemic disease (see the quo-
tation from Jeremiah, p. 64).

Another term, maggephah, is normally translated "plague" in English
and refers to epidemics, to the abnormal occurrence of acute infectious
disease. In such awful instances, the death rate can be extraordinary.
Epidemiological statistics for periods when records were kept reveal the
enormous loss of life that plagues can cause. One-third to one-half of the
population of Europe is thought to have died in the thirteenth century CE
from virulent bubonic infection.49

Several lines of evidence point to an equally devastating outbreak of
plague in another thirteenth century, the thirteenth century BCE, which
marked the end of Bronze Age civilization in the ancient world. Disease
may or may not have played a causal role in the collapse of national
powers and in the destruction of leading urban centers; but disease
surely accompanied and exacerbated the calamitous decline in popula-
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tion and polities in the Late Bronze II period. The reconstruction of the
deadly epidemics of this time is possible by looking at the biblical evi-
dence, at extrabiblical texts, and at archaeological data.

First, let us look at the biblical sources that reflect the trauma of
deadly epidemics. The word "plague" appears in several places in the
Pentateuch, chiefly in the nonpriestly passages of the Book of Numbers
and also once in Exodus. These texts, despite layers of later explana-
tion, contain narratives rooted in Israel's experience with plague and
pestilence in the period preceding settlement in the Palestinian high-
lands. One such episode is Korah's rebellion, recounted in Numbers
16. Associated with a violent power struggle within the Israelite camp
is a devastating plague. The 250 leaders of the rebellious Korahites
were consumed in a fire coming forth from the Lord. Before Moses
could perform efficacious acts of atonement, another 14,700 people
lost their lives to the plague. The number is large and probably sym-
bolic, because it contains multiples of the holy Semitic number seven;
yet an outbreak of disease that decimated the Moses group underlies
the literary elaborations,

Numbers 21:6 recounts another population loss. The actual word for
plague does not appear in that story, but the language reflects a plague
situation: "Then the LORD sent fiery serpents among the people, and
they bit the people, so that many people of Israel died." Numbers 14:11
is still another text recording disease: only Joshua, who brings back a
favorable report, survives a plague that strikes down the others sent
ahead to reconnoiter the land of Canaan.

Again, in Numbers 11:1-3, the actual words for plague or pestilence
do not appear; the text nonetheless records in other language the out-
break of deadly disease as the effect: of God's punitive anger. At a place
called Taberah, which means "Burning,"50 God's "anger was kindled,
and the fire of the LORD burned among them, and consumed some
outlying parts of the camp." The burning fever of serious illness appar-
ently underlies this statement, which is a theological description of the
mysterious onset of disease. Divine anger is associated with the punitive,
consuming heat of fire and fever.

The unfortunate incident at Beth Baal Peor, recounted in Numbers
25, also is set in the wilderness period. A number of Israelite men are
reported to have participated in an orgiastic rite in connection with the
Baal of Peor (Peor is perhaps derived from a Hittite word for fire).51

God's anger was kindled and turned on all the people. How did they
know God was angry? At least 24,000 people are said to have died in an
epidemic that broke out at Beth Baal Peor.
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Exodus 32 is an additional text dealing with death by plague. The
famous story of the Golden Calf is linked with an outbreak of disease:
"And the LORD sent a plague upon the people, because they made the
calf which Aaron made" (Exod 32:35).

This clustering of texts dealing with the period immediately prior to
the settlement of the highlands reflects the spread of epidemic disease in
the East Mediterranean at the waning of the Late Bronze Age. The very
exodus of the Moses group from Egypt is also associated with plagues,
although it is difficult to comprehend what sort of historical experience
underlies the highly formalized recounting of the Ten Plagues. Despite
the stylized language and the inflated or symbolic numbers associated
with those biblical texts mentioning plague, there is every reason to
believe that they reflect an authentic experience of the ravages of epi-
demic disease. Not only do they come from a period of general cultural
decline, which a priori may be associated with population decimation;
they are also not the only textual evidence for plague at the end of the
Late Bronze Age. Extrabiblical textual sources also refer to rampant
disease.

The Amarna letters, from the period immediately preceding the Exo-
dus, have been extremely valuable to scholars attempting to reconstruct
the social and political world in Palestine at the dawn of Israelite exis-
tence. The Amarna archive—so called because of its discovery at Tell-
el-Amarna in Middle Egypt—consists of nearly 300 letters. Almost all of
the letters were written by Canaanite scribes in Egypt-controlled cities
of Palestine, Phoenicia, and southern Syria. Most of the letters complain
to the Egyptian overlord about the deteriorating conditions in Palestine.
In the process of describing uprisings and battles, some of the letters
almost incidentally report the existence of disease. The prince of Me-
giddo, for example, asks for military aid against the raids of the She-
chemites. He justifies his request for "one hundred garrison troops to
guard the city" partly on the fact that already, "verily, its city is de-
stroyed by death from pestilence and disease."52

From Anatolia at about this time comes the moving testimony of the
Plague Prayer of Mursilis. Mursilis was a Hittite king, the son of the
powerful monarch Supiluliumas. The plague to which he refers seems to
be one which Mursilis' father and his soldiers picked up in a battle
against Egyptian forces in southern Syria. The returning army carried
the disease back to Haiti land, where it spread among the populace with
devastating effects for decades thereafter. Mursilis appeals to the gods
to remove the plague from his country and give it to other lands:
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What is this ye have done [ye gods]? A plague ye have let into the land.
The Haiti land has been cruelly afflicted by the plague. For twenty years
now men have been dying. . . . As for me, the agony of ray heart and the
anguish of my soul I cannot endure any more. . . . The few people who
were left to give sacrificial loaves and libations were dying too. . . . The
Haiti land, all of it, is dying. . . . O gods, take ye pity on Ihe Hatti
land! . . . Look ye upon Ihe Hatti land with favorable eyes, bul Ihe evil
plague give lo [ihose olher] countries!53

Mursilis' poignant words reveal the widespread loss of population and
his belief that the gods are responsible. And the persistence of the
plague has grave implications in his way of thinking: with so few people
left, the sacrifices to the gods will diminish in quantity and quality, and
the anger of the gods cannot be appeased. This is surely a Catch-22,
ancient style.

If we take the combined testimony of the Bible and extrabiblical
documents, the Late Bronze Age was a period of widespread epidemic
disease. Archaeological evidence offers further corroboration. The exca-
vation of the Canaanite city-states reveals the startling fact that most of
them suffered severe destruction, marked by a thick layer of ashes. The
cities were burned, that much can be said. But archaeology cannot tell
us how or why. Scholarly wisdom of past decades attributed these confla-
grations to the Israelite invaders, but the present generation of biblical
scholars realizes that such an attribution tends toward the speculative.54

We have suggested elsewhere55 that the widespread burnings that
marked the end of many Late Bronze cities are not necessarily, in any
or all cases, the result of military action. Note that the biblical lan-
guage prescribing the herem, the total destruction of cities (e.g., Josh
6:17-19), is related to the awareness that fire can be used as a drastic
measure to halt plague. At the end of Numbers, the Beth Baal Peor
incident is recalled and the Israelites are instructed to destroy all the
inhabitants of Peor, with the exception of one small part of the popula-
tion. Everything is to be burnt, except "the gold, the silver, the bronze,
the iron, the tin, and the lead, everything that can stand the fire, you
shall pass through the fire, and it shall be clean" (Num 31:22-23).
Furthermore, all the Israelites who had come into contact with the
slain Peorities were instructed to quarantine themselves for seven days
and also to purify all their clothing and whatever could be washed
(Num 31:19-20). These procedures reveal a primitive awareness of
medical matters, an attempt to stop disease by eliminating a diseased
population and all the material objects associated with the infected
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people. The staggering death tolls associated with plague aroused great
fear, and measures to deal with communicable disease were accord-
ingly drastic. Documentation for such extreme and seemingly cruel
actions taken to restrict the inexorable spread of plague can all too
readily be found in European history.56

Another kind of archaeological study provides evidence not of plague
itself but of a population loss for which plague could easily be a cause.
Estimations of population growth and decline for antiquity are ex-
tremely difficult to make. Nonetheless, experts have attempted to chart
population fluctuations in antiquity on the basis of a large number of
variables, including number and size of cities and concentrations of
burials in tomb groups. Anthropologist J. L. Angel's study of the East
Mediterranean suggests a dramatic population decline in the transition
from the Late Bronze Age to the Iron Age. He estimates a population
density of thirty people per square kilometer (km2) at the end of the
Bronze Age, a high point for all the Bronze Age. That number had
shrunk to a density of nineteen per km2 or less at the beginning of the
Iron Age.57 In other words, the Iron Age begins with a marked reduc-
tion in population in the East Mediterranean, which includes Palestine;
some scholars suggest as much as a four-fifths reduction.

In light of all this evidence for widespread population loss, the Israel-
ites who ventured into the highland wilderness at the beginning of the
Iron Age were survivors. They were a people who emerged from the
upheavals that had brought the Bronze Age to an end. The disease and
destruction that had decimated the peoples of the East Mediterranean
thus constituted another influence on the demographic character of the
Israelites. The severity of the population loss was so dramatic that one
wonders if the early Israelites themselves were conscious of the implica-
tions of underpopulation for the labor needs of their pioneering agrarian
mode of life.

A clue to the Israelite awareness of a serious demographic problem can
be found in the biblical passage narrating the infamous Beth Baal Peor
incident. One small group of the conquered Midianites was singled out to
survive the divinely ordained herein (destruction). Who were the individu-
als who were so important that the Israelites would risk contamination
from them while putting all others to death and everything else to the fire?
The answer comes in Numbers 31:18: "But all the young girls who have
not known man by lying with him, keep alive for yourselves." The extraor-
dinary exception in this case is a population of females suitable to become
wives of Israelite men. The sparing of nubile females in the face of the
possibility that they might carry the dreaded infectious disease (see the
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discussion of Numbers 31:19-23) must mean that the Israelites were con-
scious of the need to replenish or increase their numbers.

Israelite attitudes toward exogamy, the taking of wives from outside
their group, varies throughout the biblical period. Sometimes exogamy is
implicitly condoned, as when heroic figures such as Moses and David take
non-Israelite wives. At other times intermarriage with non-Israelites is
explicitly condemned. This problem of Israelite gender relations will re-
surface in Chapter 8. For the moment, we suggest that in this instance the
fluctuating Israelite attitude toward exogamy was tipped in the direction
of condoning marriage with outsiders. For serious pragmatic reasons,
women from outside the group were considered suitable mates. The pres-
sure on all wives, foreign or native, to bear children must have been
considerable.

Recovery from an extended period of plague and population loss was
thus a direct demographic factor, as were the indirect ones brought
about by the environmental context and the shape of the agrarian econ-
omy, inpinging upon the lives of Israelite men and women. Establishing
a new life in the corporate sense in the central hill country meant increas-
ing new lives on an individual level. The birthrate in traditional societies
is to some degree a strategy that emerges, sometimes unconsciously, to
deal with the complex interweaving of societal needs and resources.58

For ancient Israel, a value system or an ideology encouraging women to
have large families—while simultaneously contributing their own produc-
tive labor—would have been an effective adaptive mechanism, at least
in the early part of Israel's national existence. The Bible is the ideologi-
cal record of ancient Israel, and we turn now directly to the biblical text
to identify traces of an ideology sanctioning such a role for women in the
highland villages. In the next two chapters we shall scrutinize Eve in her
biblical setting of the garden story of Genesis 2-3; in Chapter 8 the
communal needs and motivations for urging procreation become topics
for discussion.



The Genesis Paradigms for Female
Roles, Part I: Genesis 2-3

The early chapters of Genesis challenge our ability to be open-minded in
dealing with biblical texts relevant to gender. Perhaps more than any
other part of the Bible, those chapters have influenced western notions
of gender identity and roles. But we must remember that Genesis 2-3
antedate by a millennium or more the religious traditions that have
appropriated those texts as normative statements about human nature.
That is, the earliest Jewish and Christian communities used the Genesis
stories, as they used many other parts of the already ancient and sacred
literature of Israel, to help them deal with their own sociological and
theological concerns.

The leaders of nascent postbiblical religion interpreted and empha-
sized certain features of Genesis 2-3 as they established their own views
of creation and gender, of sex and sin. The church fathers and the early
rabbis were interpreters of new religious developments emerging from
the biblical past, and their views became authoritative and normative.
Consequently, we tend to see those pivotal texts of the Hebrew canon
through the interpretive eyes of the early Jewish and Christian sages. So
fixed in our minds are the explanations of postbiblical tradition that we
are hardly aware that the commonly accepted translations and exposi-
tions of Genesis 2-3, among other biblical passages, may not accurately
or fairly represent the meaning and function of these texts in their origi-
nal contexts.

No book that was to become part of the canon of the Hebrew Bible
was composed after the second century BCE. The authoritative early
Jewish and Christian texts—-such as the Apocrypha and Pseudepigra-
pha, the New Testament and the Mishna—nearly all postdate the mate-
rial in the Hebrew Bible. They are, of course, important in a consider-
ation of any biblical passage. Yet, as we have already suggested, the
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exegetical contributions of early Judaism and Christianity tend to tell us
more about the particular needs of the latter groups than about the
meaning of a text at the time when it first emerged as an authoritative
statement destined to be included in the sacred literature of western
religious tradition.

Consequently, to be truly open-minded we must consider the possibil-
ity of differences between the meaning of texts in ancient Israel and their
meaning in post-Israelite biblical religion. The rabbis and fathers of the
early Christian era were an extremely active and prolific group of peo-
ple. They accorded the Hebrew Bible a place of central importance in
their search for religious values during the turbulent times in which they
lived. The hermeneutic perspective of the faithful has often been obvi-
ous and self-consciously achieved in recent epochs, but the extent to
which the ancient commentators were themselves aware of how the
challenges of their own world affected their understanding of a past
world is debatable. While the ancient sages may have been quite un-
aware of how they reshaped earlier meanings, it is incumbent on us to
identify their exegetical shifts.

When it comes to matters of gender (for which certain biblical texts
have held such a powerful place in the millennia following their formula-
tion), the imperatives for identifying viewpoints not inherent in the texts
become especially compelling. The function of the passages for ancient
Israel is assumed to have been the same as for the later observers, so all-
pervasive has been the force of those later authorities. The attitudes
engendered by the Judeo-Christian tradition are so well entrenched in
contemporary religion that they constitute powerful barriers to an under-
standing of the antecedent functions of certain texts in Israelite life. We
are simply not aware that we often look at Israelite texts with post-
Israelite eyes.

An analogy from the natural sciences is apt in helping us comprehend
how powerful the barriers of religious doctrine can be. Historians of
science have long wrestled with the problem of why it took so long for
scientists to discover certain aspects of the physical world. Why was
there such a dearth of scientific discovery in the centuries between the
early awakening of scientific inquiry in the classical world and the break-
throughs of modern science in the Renaissance? The answer, at least in
part, lies in recognizing the constraints of Christian theology on the
inquiring scientific mind in the Byzantine and medieval periods. Arthur
Koestler, in describing the enormous breakthrough of a scientist such as
Kepler, asserts that "some of the greatest discoveries . . . consist mainly
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in the clearing away of psychological road-blocks which obstruct the
approach to reality; which is why, postfactum, they appear so obvious."1

The barriers caused by the Judeo-Christian tradition must be identi-
fied and removed before the original force of the texts can speak in a
voice uncomplicated by later voices. The theology of later generations
had access neither to historical tools nor to a social scientific awareness
necessary for understanding and therefore were susceptible to creating
misrepresentations of the past. In some ways, the problems of misrepre-
sentation caused by the views of later authorities is akin to the obstruc-
tionist role of theologians in their opposition to the scientific endeavors
of Galileo and others. Galileo bravely criticized the church authorities
with the observation:

Let us grant then that theology is conversant with the loftiest divine con-
templation, and occupies the regal throne among the sciences by this
dignity. But acquiring the highest authority in this way, if she does not
descend to the lower and humbler speculations of the subordinate sciences
and has no regard for them for they are not concerned with blessedness,
then her professors should not arrogate to themselves the authority to
decide on controversies in professions which they have neither studied nor
practiced. Why, this would be as if an absolute despot being neither a
physician nor an architect, but knowing himself free to command, should
undertake to administer medicine and erect buildings according to his
whim.2

The ancient Jewish and Christian commentators on the Hebrew Bible
stand at times as unwitting and unintentional despots by lending the
authority of their religious positions to their statements and commentar-
ies, which thereby achieve canonical form or force of their own. These
statements did not, could not, use the methodology of the "lower and
humbler speculations" of philology, archaeology, anthropology, or his-
torical criticism; and so the ancients are to be forgiven. But contempo-
rary research can use the "subordinate sciences," and in so doing, ham-
mer away at the enduring psychological barriers developed in the early
centuries of the Christian era and perpetuated until the last few centu-
ries. An example of these psychological barriers is the way Eve appears
in religious literature postdating Genesis 2-3.

Apart from the early chapters of Genesis, there is in the Hebrew Bible
no mention of Eve. Other figures or events, such as the Patriarchs or the
Exodus, are often mentioned subsequent to the original narration of
their stories. But Eve does not resurface at all in Hebrew scripture and is
certainly not a dominant figure in the Israelite canon.

Eve finally appears in extant literature in the second century BCE,
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when she figures in a work that is not part of the Hebrew canon. After
Genesis 2-3, the earliest writing that refers to Eve is probably Ecclesias-
ticus, or the Wisdom of Ben Sira, which is part of the canon in Catholic
but not in Jewish or Protestant Bibles. Ben Sira apparently is alluding to
Eve when he says, "From a woman was the beginning of sin, / And
because of her we all died."3 In associating sin with Eve, Ben Sira was
probably taking a minority position because his contemporaries tended
to ascribe sin either to Adam or, on the basis of Genesis 6:1-4, to the
fall of evil angels and their cohabitation with women.4 Nonetheless, as
the first known author to state that sin and death are the negative results
of a woman's act, this early sage provided one of the most extraordi-
narily tenacious interpretations of a biblical narrative.

A century later, the unknown author of a work called the Books of
Adam and Eve picked up on Ecclesiasticus' reading of the Adam and
Eve story. Written in part as if Eve herself were the author, this
pseudepigraphical book leaves no doubt as to the role of Eve in bringing
about all the sin and suffering in the world. In passage after passage, Eve
recounts and confesses her awful deeds. One sample indicates the tone
of Eve's words, as she seeks to relieve the suffering that Adam experi-
ences when God begins to punish him for disobedience. " 'O Lord my
God, hand over to me his pain, for it is I who sinned.' And Eve said to
Adam: 'My Lord give me a part of thy pains, for this has come to you
from fault of mine.' "5 A related composition also dating to the early
first century BCE, the Apocalypse of Moses, similarly underscores the
causality of Eve with respect to sin. The anonymous author of that work
has Eve proclaim: " 'I have sinned, O God, I have sinned, O God of All,
I have sinned before Thee. . . . I have sinned before Thee and all sin
hath begun through my doing in the creation.' "6

Such attitudes as these, current in the Jewish world in the last few
centuries before Christ, entered Christian tradition and can be found in
the New Testament in such passages as 1 Timothy 2:13-14: "For Adam
was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman
was deceived and became a transgressor." Not only is Eve associated
with sin; her creation is viewed as secondary and, by implication, of
lesser importance.

By the early centuries of the Christian era, instances of such attitudes
toward Eve become common in religious literature. The association of
Eve and sin with sexuality and lust, already present in texts such as the
Books of Adam and Eve and the New Testament, is expanded in both
Christian and Jewish postbiblical sources, with the serpent playing an
increasingly satanic and phallic role. And of course the more Eve is



76 DISCOVERING EVE

identified as the source of sin, the more urgent becomes the need to
control, subdue, and dominate her. Eve is seen as representative of her
sex, and thus all women are regarded as requiring subjugation to wiser
and superior male figures.

As if this situation were not already problematic enough, it led to still
another kind of interference with our vision of the Eve of Genesis: the
problem of translations. That is, most of us read about Eve in texts that
are not in their original language. While translations can and do often
accurately represent the texts they render, they can also—often uncon-
sciously—subtly change and distort the original meaning. Because the
process of translating the Hebrew Bible began in the same centuries that
the interpretive literature just described was being composed, the ancient
translations also suffer from the possibility of bias and distortion.

The antifeminist views of St. Jerome, for example, subtly influenced
the way he dealt with passages about women in his extremely influential
translation of the Hebrew Bible, known as the Vulgate. Commissioned
by Pope Damasus in 382 CE, the Vulgate became the authoritative Bible
of the Catholic Church. Jerome was a highly competent Hebrew scholar,
yet his hostility toward women and his fear of them constituted "such a
powerful and all-pervasive influence upon him that the accuracy of his
vulgate translation itself has been affected."7 The Vulgate is the stan-
dard Roman Catholic Bible and an influence on much of the western
world through the influence of Latin on Romance languages. The small-
est and most subtle examples of antifemale bias in the Vulgate can have
far-reaching consequences. This is not the place to deal with Jerome's
antifeminism, but it is the place to emphasize the existence of bias in
translation. The matter of such bias will figure in the discussion of the
Eve story in this chapter and will be prominent in the exposition of
Genesis 3:16 in the next chapter.

In both religious texts and standard translations dating to the centu-
ries following the formation of the Hebrew canon, interpretations of the
Hebrew narrative of Genesis 2-3 became common. The themes of fe-
male sin and inferiority were introduced, although they were not, as we
shall see, part of the original text. Thereafter, variations on those
themes became endless. Western literature and art are replete with
expressions of the Eve story cast so as to express the author's or artist's
own social views. Perhaps the most influential of all has been John
Milton's Paradise Lost, which developed the Eden tale so strongly that
many of our present recollections of the biblical story are more faithful
to his portrayal of Eve or Satan than to the original Hebrew narrative.
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Milton no doubt did not intend to distort the biblical material with which
he worked. Yet his own world view worked its way into the characteriza-
tions in his poetry: "[Milton's] hierarchical world view led him to assume
that every creature had its proper place in an elaborately descending
order from God who is pure spirit, to angels, men, women, plants, and
finally non-living creatures. Even within human society, this hierarchy
was necessary."8 Consequently, Milton saw both political rulers and
husbands as God's deputies, controlling the state and the family, respec-
tively. Although both Adam and Eve were created in God's image, Eve
was somehow less in God's image: Adam's "perfection far excell'd Hers
in all real dignity" (Paradise Lost 10:150-51).

Eve indeed has "fallen." But the term "Fall" in relation to the Eve-
Adam narrative does not occur in the Hebrew Bible, and its widespread
use is a good example of how an interpretive concept has become so
familiar that no one notices that it does not belong to the Genesis story
itself. In fact, the idea of a "Fall" came into the Christian world through
Orphic thought. Classic expression of this idea is found in the Phaedrus,
where Plato describes heavenly perfections shedding their wings and
falling to the earth to be implanted and born as humans.9 It can only
apply if one begins with the notion of an originally perfect human. But
that point is debatable for the Hebrew Bible, where the first pair are
creatures of earth and not of heaven. Thus, it is more appropriate to
drop the term "Fall" from any reference to the story in its Hebraic
context. It is used only ironically at the beginning of this paragraph, to
highlight the perceptions of Eve as having changed radically—from the
perceptions embedded in the ancient Genesis narrative to the clearly
derogatory ones that appear almost a millennium later.

The later, derogatory perceptions of Eve thus constitute major barri-
ers to our ability to see the function of the Genesis 2-3 narrative as it
existed in Israel before the "fall of Eve," that is, before the emergence
of the influential expositions of Jewish and Christian antiquity. The
barriers are considerable but not insurmountable. With the realization
that the ancient biblical texts were both responsive to and reflective of
their own late second or early first millennium world, and with some
knowledge that conditions in that world were different from those in
later times, we can discover the Eve that existed before the time of her
linkage with sin and suffering. We can recover the pristine Eve. We now
set about to do that in this chapter by examining the Eden narrative as a
literary piece and as a reflection of the particular conditions of highland
life, as described in the previous chapter, to which the agrarian Israelites
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had to adapt. Then, in Chapter 5, we will take a close look at perhaps
the most troublesome verse of all, Genesis 3:16.

A New Look at Eden

Since the very beginning of their awareness of the need for feminist
hermeneutics, feminist biblical scholars have been particularly con-
cerned with the powerful and, to their mind, detrimental impact of the
traditional postbiblical interpretations of the second creation story. With
their focus on Genesis 2-3, they join the ranks of the enormous group of
scholars10 who have commented on various aspects of Genesis, including
the Eden narrative. The pioneer in modern feminist research of the
creation stories is Phyllis Trible, of Union Theological Seminary of New
York. Her methodology involves an analysis of the literary construction
and characteristics of the Genesis 2-3 text. Employing what is known as
rhetorical criticism, she has explored certain stylistic features that have
been overlooked or ignored by earlier critics but that provide the major
clues to the meaning of the text.11

In the first of a series of analyses of various biblical texts, Trible's
study of Genesis 2-3 is a landmark achievement among her efforts to
reclaim the Bible for feminists and to provide fresh perspectives on
difficult passages. Originally published in 1973,12 the Genesis 2-3 mate-
rial appeared five years later in a more developed form as a chapter in
God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality. At the outset she exposes the misogy-
nist references that have dominated our understanding of the text over
the centuries. Both the opponents of an androcentric order and its advo-
cates have misunderstood the tale because of the power of traditional
interpretations such as those cited earlier in this chapter. Feminists un-
wittingly rejecting the authority of Genesis 2-3 and acknowledged tradi-
tionalists invoking it have together subscribed to at least a dozen gender-
related dogmas that they assume to be set forth by the creation account.

What are some of these interpretive readings—or misreadings—that
have almost achieved a canonicity of their own? The following13 are
among the most tenacious and also the most erroneous:

1. A male God creates a man first, which makes the man superior, and
the woman second, which automatically means she is inferior.

2. Woman is created as a helpmate, a lower-order companion to stave
off male loneliness.

3. Woman tempted man and is thus responsible for all human sinfulness.
4. Woman is cursed by pain in childbirth.
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These and other similar assumptions about women and men and gender
relations are based on the familiar Genesis story. But careful analysis
shows that such statements are not intrinsic to the text. On the contrary,
they violate its integrity, rhetoric, lexical choices, and cultural setting.

This is not the place to examine in detail the ways in which feminist
scholars have challenged these nearly sacred suppositions. Trible deals
with many of them in great detail, and J. Higgins' work is to be recom-
mended especially in reference to the popular misconception of Eve as
temptress and source of sin.14 However, we shall summarize some of the
major points that emerge when the barriers of traditional perspectives
are removed, and make some observations that place the Eve and Adam
tale in the context of ancient Israelite life. Also, in the next chapter we
shall examine in detail the troubling verse (3:16) that contains God's
punitive charge to the woman and that, erroneously translated and un-
derstood, underlies item 4 above, namely the notion that childbirth is
painful and cursed. More important, it forms the scriptural basis for the
powerful assumption that God mandated male dominance over females.
By correcting the translation and explaining the syntax, we shall chal-
lenge the traditional androcentric interpretations and offer a more accu-
rate understanding of the text.

To begin with, let us consider the literary identity of the Eden ac-
count. Broadly speaking, Genesis 2-3 belongs simultaneously to two
genres of folk literature: "creation myths" and "etiologies." Genesis 3
also contains fragments of a third genre, that of "wisdom parable" (see
below, pp. 91-92). The simple tale clearly operates on many levels and
conveys profound messages about human existence.

The "creation myth" genre represents the tale on its most overt level.
The use of the word "myth" does not mean either that these two chap-
ters of Genesis are false or that they are recounting some quaint and
antiquated story. Rather, "creation myth" suggests that Genesis 2-3 is a
tale dealing with origins; as such it is a tale meant to help human beings
come to grips with the nature and meaning of their own existence. In this
sense, the biblical creation stories differ fundamentally in purpose from
scientific explanations or theories of origins. At the same time, the
biblical accounts share with the creation stories of other ancient peoples
the quest for an understanding of their own present reality rather than of
their actual human origins. Genesis is perhaps technically nonmythologi-
cal in that it does not relate the escapades of superhuman beings. Yet, it
does belong to the genre of ancient mythology in its ultimate concern
with the nature and meaning of human existence. It is a true mythos, a
parable of the human situation. The ancient Hebrew writers, along with
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their counterparts in Babylon, Memphis,* Athens, and Rome, crafted
tales about people and god(s) that would help them conceptualize their
own place in the cosmos.

It follows from this fundamental characteristic of ancient tales of cre-
ation that they tend to have a strong etiological flavor. In trying to deal
with the realities of their own lives and societies, the largely anonymous
contributors to mythic literature understood their present order to be
the result of divine actions. From them, the etiology, or "explanation"
of how things got to be the way they are, functioned as a sanction for the
present order. Etiology helped prescientific people answer the perennial
questions about how they fit into the natural and social worlds; and it
also helped them to accept the answers. Etiologies thus cannot be read
as statements of historical or scientific causality. The Roman historian
Sallust, in the first century BCE, aptly characterized such products of the
human struggle for understanding: "A myth has never happened. It
happens every day."15

In considering the biblical narratives in Genesis 2-3 as myths of origin
and as etiologies, it is helpful to recognize their archetypal value. Arche-
types, according to one useful definition, "reveal and define form, show-
ing how a truth of a moment has the same structure as an absolute or
eternal one."16 Prototypes, in contrast, are formative events that happen
in time and influence subsequent generations. In the Bible, the Exodus
looms large as the ultimate prototypical event: it is reenacted and re-
counted so that the inheritors of the Exodus traditions can experience
the values and meanings inherent in the original event.

The problem for the biblical creation stories is that they contain arche-
types but are cast as prototypes by virtue of their place at the fore of
what is the first great historical tradition ever recorded. The Eden narra-
tive probably circulated as an independent and "pungent description" of
every woman and every man. As the Pentateuch took shape, that de-
scription was placed at the beginning of Israel's national history.17 But
the distinction between archetype and prototype should not thereby be
blurred. To grasp the value of having stories about origins or "first"
anything, one must appreciate the literary and conceptual value of
"first" meaning "all" or "always."18 The characters in the creation story
present the essential (archetypal) features of human life, not the first

*Memphis was an important city in ancient Egypt. Located just south of modern Cairo,
it was the capital of the oldest Egyptian dynasty and is associated with one of the oldest
creation stories; the "Memphite Theology of Creation," which goes back to the third
millennium BCE.
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(prototypical) humans in a historical sense. The features depicted for the
"original" couple are the features thought by the ancient author to be
shared by all: our differentiation from God on the one hand and from
plant and animal life on the other. The Genesis tale is couched in tempo-
ral language because it presents human life, which exists in time, and not
because the specific characters existed in time. In a sense the characters
are symbolic of their kind.

With this understanding of the nature and role of Genesis 2 (and 3) as
a creation story, we can turn to more specific and interrelated aspects of
its language and message, notably as they deal with gender. It is impor-
tant to remember in any analysis of gender in the Bible, with respect to
God or human, that Hebrew is a gendered language. To take at face
value the gender of a noun or of a verb inflected according to gender is
to ignore or preempt those instances in which an inclusive, neutral, or
general meaning may be intended. That is, certain words may be ren-
dered as masculine in places where they are not meant to specify gender.

Perhaps the best example is the generic word for "human," 'adam,
which permeates the creation tales and appears frequently elsewhere in
the Bible. This word is usually, if not universally, translated as "man."
In most cases the gender specific value of the word "man" is thereby
erroneously attached to a collective singular Hebrew word designating
"human" life, as a category to be distinguished from God on the one
hand and animals on the other.19

To translate 'adam as "man" in the creation stories is to imply a
priority for male existence and also to ignore a magnificent Hebrew
wordplay. The word for the stuff from which the first human being is
formed is 'adatnah, usually translated as "ground" or "earth." The
words for "human" and for "ground" are thus connected phonetically
and perhaps also etymologically. Texts such as Genesis 2:7, in their
traditional renderings, do not communicate either the generic nature of
"man" or the integral connection of humanity with its earthly matrix.
Consider the Revised Standard Version's rendering:

Then the LORD God formed man of dust from the ground and breathed
into his nostrils the breath of life and man became a living being.

In order to capture the flavor and meaning of the original text, such
verses ought to be rendered something like:

Then God Yahweh formed an earthling of clods from the earth and
breathed into its nostril the breath of life; and the earthling became a living
being.
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Alternately, "human" might be substituted for "earthling" and "humus"
(fertile soil) for "earth" in order to capture the pun and the assonance of
the Hebrew:

Then God Yahweh formed a human from clods of the humus and
breathed into its nostrils the breath of life, and the human became a living
being.

After all, English "human" is not the combination of hu with man but
rather is derived from a theoretical Indo-European root (ghum) mean-
ing "earth" or "ground" from which comes Latin humus (earth) and Old
Englishguma (man).

The obvious play on words should not, however, be taken as mere
punning.2" Names or substantives were not simply labels; they were also
indicators of the very essence of the thing or creature designated. It is
highly significant that the first creature is not inherently gendered, even
though such distinctions were readily available. The term 'adam tells us
that the essence of human life is not its eventual classification into gen-
dered categories but rather its organic connection to the earth. And the
earth in this case is not general, vague, unspecified soil or ground but
rather 'adamah, that reddish brown substance, or humus, that is capable
of absorbing water, being cultivated, and supporting life.21

At the very outset, human existence is thus portrayed as inextricably
related to that which makes life possible, arable land. The agrarian
orientation of the Israelites is at work in the shaping of the narrative of
creation. Other imagery is present, namely the anthropomorphic idea of
a creator God taking lumps of earth and fashioning them into a life form
which then is vivified by the divine breath. Yahweh the sculptor is a
metaphor drawn from another function served by the malleable clods of
earth; such clods, or clay, served as the raw materials for making the
ubiquitous and indispensable ceramic vessels and bricks of the ancient
world. Yet the primacy of the agricultural imagery is apparent from the
very positioning of verse 7 in the narrative.

The creation of the earth creature in verse 7 is the centerpiece of a
longer passage (Gen 2:4b or 5 to 2:9) that is full of language of plant
life.22 Indeed, let us not forget that Genesis 2 and 3 have a garden as
their setting. Perhaps we are so familiar with the designation "Garden of
Eden" that we fail to appreciate the role of growing things—plants and
trees—in its organization and meaning. Scholars have long noticed the
distinction between the opening of Genesis 1, with primal chaotic water
everywhere (Gen 1:2, 6-7, 9-10), and the beginning of the second
creation account in Genesis 2, without rain but with orderly rivers lying
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to the east. The watery chaos of primeval existence in the first account is
just one of several features Genesis 1 shares with Mesopotamian epics of
creation.

But the second account bespeaks a Palestinian setting and a yearning
for a place where waters flowed continuously: an "Eden," a place or an
environment in which the constant fear of drought would be lifted from
the anxious shoulders of the Israelite farmers. Life was not possible,
according to Genesis 2:5, without two critical elements: rainfall and
human labor. Let us look more closely at that verse.

a. No bush of the field was yet on the land
b. Nor had any grains of the field yet sprouted
c. For God Yahweh had not sent rain upon the land
d. Nor was there an earthling to work the earth.

[emphasis and translation mine]

The vocabulary of these lines is grounded in the agricultural world of
ancient Israel. In line a, "bush of the field" is a phrase that reflects all
growing things. While "fields" can mean either a cultivated or nonculti-
vated expanse, the rather rare Hebrew word for bush apparently means
shrubs or plants that grow in the wild.23 In contrast, "grains of the field"
in line b represents field crops, plants that are grown for consumption by
people and domesticated animals, plants that were the essence of life for
agrarians.

The next two lines correspond to the first two: the conditions of line c
allowing for the situation in line a to be reversed, and the cumulative
conditions of lines c and d allowing for the cultivation of life-sustaining
crops to take place. With rainfall, general vegetation will appear; and
with both humans and rain doing their part, grains will sprout up from
the earth. Note also the way in which "land" and "earth" are used. The
former (eres in Hebrew) is a much broader term than the latter, 'ada-
mah. Although the word for "land" can mean earth or ground in certain
instances, it can also be used in a more cosmic sense, to represent the
antithesis of heaven (as in Gen 1:1; 2:1, 4). Even where it does mean
ground, it is more inclusive; it can refer to unproductive, barren regions
as well as arable places.24 But "earth," as we have already explained,
specifies arable soil.

But wait! God does not proceed to put the newly formed human out
into the fields to work at growing grain. The reality of human existence
in the highlands, as described in Chapter 3, does not yet materialize.
Instead it is God and not the human who plants a garden, with fruit-
bearing trees. Caught up in the cycle of labor-intensive activity needed
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to produce grains in the hill country or to build terraces for hillside
vineyards and orchards, what better situation could a highland farmer
ask for? It is God who brings fruit-bearing trees to the stage of productiv-
ity, at which point the human guardians can tend them and collect the
edible fruits. The humans have been spared the back-breaking labor of
field agriculture and of establishing orchards and vineyards. Further-
more, a steady water supply assures the fertility of the plants.

The human is created in the middle of these two situations: one with-
out rain or workers and hence without food as expressed in verse 5, and
the other with availability of food temporarily established by God in
verses 8-9. Because the creation of humanity occurs centrally to this
arrangement, this passage is telling us that human existence is inextrica-
bly caught up with concern for sustenance. The Israelite Highlanders,
confronted with the daily reality of intensive labor, were drawn to the
idea that life might be otherwise. Hence the narrative unfolds; it holds
up the ephemeral state of Eden for a brief glimpse and then brings the
humans at last into the real world. Why must this be so? Why must
humans experience harsh reality? The narrative provides an etiological
response to the precariousness of Israelite life, and Yahweh's speeches
in Genesis 3 to the female and male give sanction to the apparently
inevitable life-style of the Israelite highlanders (see below, pp. 92-94
and Chapter 5).

Let us return now to our lone human standing in the midst of a garden
that provides sustenance and beauty, because both are apparently cen-
tral to human life. While sustenance alone would be sufficient for ani-
mals, recognition of an intrinsic human need for more than mere sur-
vival is present in the phrase "pleasing to the eyes" (2:9). Differentiation
of humans from lower life forms is already anticipated.

Animal life first appears in 2:19-20, but it does not constitute the
completion of human existence. God does not intend for the unity of
human life, the "one flesh" of 2:24, to consist of a single individual.
Hence God casts the human into a comatose state, a state far closer to
original nonexistence than is "sleep." The Hebrew of Genesis uses a
word that is translated as "deep sleep" in many versions and is different
from the word for ordinary sleep. It was a special term for the uncon-
scious state necessary for the the cosmic surgery that will finally bring
about sexually differentiated human life.

Gendered life is introduced, and the language describing it establishes
the connection between female and male. The relationship between the
first two beings, the Woman and the Man (i.e., between any conjugal
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pair), is set forth in the phrase "suitable counterpart." The traditional
English translation, "help meet for him" (King James Version), has
given rise to "helpmate." Close analysis of this phrase is thus essential,
and the results are revealing. It consists of a noun, based on the verb "to
help" and meaning "one who helps," and a prepositional phrase. The
function of the latter becomes clear only by noting the ambiguity present
in the former. That is, how does "one who helps" or "helper" stand in
relationship to the one receiving help?

Traditional interpretations of this story would have us believe that a
helper is an assistant or subordinate, who renders aid to a master or
superior. Yet, in the Hebrew Bible the noun "helper" can refer to just
the opposite, namely, to a superior, notably God, to whom one turns for
help in time of distress. Think of the familiar words of Psalm 121:1-2:
"From whence does my help come? My help will come from the LORD."
Or, consider the etymology of the name Ezra, which is a shortened form
of a theophoric name (containing the divine name) meaning "[God is]
helper." Or look at Azariah, which means "Yahweh has helped" (one of
the most popular names in the Bible, it is used for more than two dozen
different individuals).

The noun "helper" can thus indicate either a superior or a subordi-
nate. How can one resolve this ambiguity in any given case? The preposi-
tional phrase in Genesis 2:18 and 20 provides the answer by telling us
which kind of helper is meant. In fact, the answer is neither of the
possibilities suggested above: the helper stands neither higher nor lower
than the one being helped. The prepositional phrase establishes a
nonhierarchical relationship between the two; it means "opposite," or
"corresponding to," or "parallel with," or "on a par with."

In Genesis 2 the ring, or cyclic, structure of creation25 is completed by
the differentiation of human life into complementary female and male
beings. Only now do specifically gendered words appear in the narra-
tive, and only now are the creative acts of Yahweh complete. The cre-
ation of humanity in its sexually nuanced form brings to an end the
sequence of creation begun when God took up a formless clod of earth
and formed a human being. Subsequently God created plant and then
animal life. Then the creative sequence is ended when the second
human—the suitable counterpart—is formed. Unlike the linear arrange-
ment of Genesis 1, where the creation of humanity constitutes the final,
climatic creative act, the Genesis 2 structure has the creation of human-
ity enveloping the rest of creation, or at least that part of creation over
which human beings can exercise control.26
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Feminists have long looked to Genesis 1 for affirmation of sexual
equality. The verses describing God's final creative act (1:26-27) appar-
ently place male and female on a par with each other:

And God said, "Let us make humanity [ha'adam] in our image, according
to our likeness. . . . Then God created humanity in his image; in the
image of God he created it; male and female he created them [translation

Already in the nineteenth century, The Woman's Bible found in these
verses a "plain declaration of the existence of the feminine element in
the Godhead, equal in power and glory with the masculine. . . . Scrip-
ture, as well as science and philosophy, declare the eternity and equality
of sex. . . . [with the] masculine and feminine elements, exactly equal
and balancing each other."27 Other feminists have followed Elizabeth
Cady Stanton's lead. However, in their enthusiasm to find sexual equal-
ity in Scripture, they have not properly appreciated the largely biological
orientation of these verses in the opening chapter of the Bible. In fact,
the parity of male and female in Genesis 1 probably was not meant for
anything beyond the pairing of male and female for procreative pur-
poses.28 The structure and purpose of Genesis 1 simply does not address
the social world of humans.

But Genesis 2 does concern social relations. And if The Woman's
Bible and other subsequent critics misconstrued the language of Genesis
1 as indicating social relations, they have also failed to appreciate that
the structure and language of the second creation story presents humans
as social beings. In the ideal world of Eden, male and female comple-
ment each other. In Genesis 2, before Eve is named—that is, before her
symbolic identity as the "Mother of All the Living" is proclaimed
(3:20)—a relationship aspect of the first couple's existence brings chap-
ter 2 to a close.29 Verse 24 declares, in a world not yet witness to
childbirth or parenthood, that a couple's union supersedes the parent-
child relationship. The conjugal bond rather than the parental bond is
given priority. Only in marriage are male and female complementary
parts of the whole, for the parent-child relationship is an intrinsically
hierarchical one in a way that the wife-husband one is not.

Emergence to Reality: Genesis 3 Reconsidered

The traditional interpretations of Genesis 3 are, if anything, more firmly
entrenched than those of Genesis 2. Postbiblical interpretations inter-
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fere with our appreciation of the meaning and function of the story, and
we must seek first to dismantle some of those obstacles. The introduc-
tion to this chapter suggests that the focus on Eve as the source of sin is
not rooted in an intrinsic component of the Eden tale. It is time now to
look more closely at the textual basis for our assertion that the focus on
sin and punishment in the traditional exegesis of Genesis 3 is a distor-
tion. Disobedience and its consequences clearly figure in the story of the
first human pair; this is the characteristic way for a creation story to
suggest that the assertion of independence from any authority is a fea-
ture of first ( = all) human life. But to allow the theme of disobedience
to be of paramount importance to our interpretative eyes is to oversim-
plify a rich and powerful narrative. Even worse, letting the idea of
disobedience dominate our conceptual field means obliterating other
features of the story that were equally important, and perhaps even
more significant, for the ancient Israelites.

Why then should we seek to put aside the readings that have pre-
vailed for over two millennia? Perhaps the paramount reason is that
there is no explicit reference to sin30 in the narrative purported by
tradition and theology to be in essence about the beginning of sin in
the world. None of the words that are part of the Hebrew vocabulary
for sin and transgression are present in the story. Even when God
utters the fateful words leading to the banishment of the primeval
couple from their idyllic life in the well-watered garden, only the spe-
cific act—the eating of the fruit of a tree that was forbidden—is cited.
Interpreters may label this act as disobedient; exegetes may consider it
sinful. But God does not provide such a judgment within either the
narration or the discourse of Genesis 3. Nor, as we have pointed out,
does the Hebrew Bible ever associate any of the many sins later perpe-
trated individually or collectively by the children of Israel with the
behavior of the woman and the man in Eden.

Not until Cain and Abel, the first naturally born humans, are involved
in the act of murder does sin make its strange and fateful appearance, as
a demon external to the infamous brothers. Sin then comes knocking—
literally "couching"—at the door (Gen 4:7), ready to tempt people in
any of their contacts with others. It may be an argument from silence to
make much of the absence of sin from the vocabulary of the Eden
narrative; but it is an argument that speaks audibly because not even the
horrendous deed of the offspring of Eve and Adam is linked with a
parental model of sinful disobedience. Even the prophets, whose writ-
ings are filled with harangues against the sinful behavior of the Israelites
and other nations, never mention Eve or Adam. In their concern for
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judgment, punishment, and banishment, the prophets could cogently
cite the Eden story. Yet they do not.

The absence in the Hebrew Bible of an intrinsic identification be-
tween the acts in Eden with human proclivity for sin thus makes it
difficult to look at Genesis 2-3 as a narrative dealing primarily with sin.
Similarly, the etiological flavor of the story calls into question the tradi-
tional interpretations that focus on the supposed cause-and-effect rela-
tionship between the "sin" and the punishment. The very fact that the
serpent is held accountable along with the woman and the man dimin-
ishes the truly human theme of disobedience to God's word. The partici-
pation of the serpent as a creature equally responsible for obeying God's
word (which had not been directed toward it) and equally capable of
transgression brings the etiological dimension to the fore. Here we have
a sample of how people coped with their abhorrence or fear of a certain
order of mysterious, apparently self-regenerating, and sometimes dan-
gerous reptiles. No animal could "naturally" be so awesome and awful;
it must have "done" something to end up that way. Similarly, humans
should not naturally have such difficult life conditions as they did in
ancient Palestine, where the tale originated. The etiological workings of
the human mind suggest that something must have happened to have
produced such a state. The act in question, the eating of a forbidden
food, is appropriate for a folk explanation but hardly has the same force
as does murder, in the Cain story, as a paradigm for human sinfulness.

If sin is to be removed from consideration as the basic thematic ele-
ment of the Eden tale, what might take its place? The matter of vocabu-
lary is surely important. We have already pointed out that the absence of
certain words is significant and intentional. Similarly, the language that
does dominate the narrative conveys meaning. The repetition of words
and phrases is a characteristic way in which Hebrew literature provides
emphasis for ideas or objects that the writers wish to convey to their
audience. The Eden narrative is replete with such repetitions; yet they
tend to be overlooked. The failure to take repetitions into account is a
shortcoming of traditional interpretation and scholarship that only re-
cently has come to light. The noted literary critic Robert Alter has
pointed out that the Hebraic device of repeating words or phrases or
even longer units is among the most difficult for western readers to
appreciate:

One of the most imposing barriers that stands between the modern reader
and the imaginative subtlety of biblical narrative is the extraordinary
prominence of verbatim repetition. Accustomed as we are to modes of
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narration in which elements of repetition are made to seem far less
obstrusive, this habit of constantly restating material is bound to give us
trouble, especially in a narrative that otherwise adheres so evidently to the
strictest economy of means.31

One of the most common types of repetition, as scholars and commen-
tators have long noted, is the reiteration of individual words. The repeti-
tion of key words (Leitworter) as a sign of a motif of an episode nonethe-
less is not always visible to the reader of the Bible in translation. Most
English translations carefully vary vocabulary, consistent with English
stylistic norms, rather than repeat the selfsame English word each time
the Hebrew word recurs. The failure of English translations to capture
the reiterative force of the original is compounded by the fact that a
single root can recur in Hebrew in verbal and nominal form. Both forms
would clearly signify the same root and constitute part of a repetitive
pattern, but this distinction is not always true in English. The passage
under scrutiny here contains a prime example. In Hebrew, the verb
"eat" and the noun "food" are developed from the same root, and the
use of both noun and verb in a passage constitutes repetition. In English,
"eat" and "food" do not constitute repetition.

Perhaps the most prominent theme word in the Eden tale is precisely
the word just mentioned: the root '&/, "to eat." This root recurs in one
form or another more frequently than any other word of these two
chapters except "human/man/Adam" ("adam). It also figures promi-
nently as a structural element in the story: its appearance in certain
places in the narrative sets up correspondences and draws attention to
pivotal features of the actions.32 This striking repetition and placement
carries its own message; it tells us that the beginning of human existence
coincides with a concern for food.

The narrator lives in a world in which he sees the Israelite struggle for
sustenance as a dominating concern of daily life. Consequently, the first
human ( = all humanity) is presented as being concerned with food. The
very first words that a living being hears in Genesis 2:16—"And the
LORD God commanded the human, saying, 'You may eat freely of every
tree of the garden' " [translation mine]—concern the existence of a food
supply. The storyteller is acutely aware that the existence of human life
goes hand in hand with the availability of growing plants for sustenance.
The negative equation set up in 2:5, in which no person plus no plants
equal no creation (see above, p. 83), is restated in 2:16 in positive terms.
A living being now exists and is shown the food supply that can sustain
its life.
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Original human consciousness, as set forth in the Eden story, thus
consists of two vital aspects: the human's ability to hear and comprehend
God's instructions and the human's need to know about the source of
sustenance. These two features of human life are portrayed as inextrica-
bly linked. Eating in this scheme is not simply or primarily a vehicle for
introducing the concept of disobedience. It is a central issue in itself.
One can sense the profound anxiety about life, and about the food
necessary to sustain life, in the pivotal use and frequent repetition of the
root for "eat" and "food." The daily, central, interminable concern of
the farmer in the highlands of Palestine has shaped the movement,
focus, and vocabulary of the Eden narrative.

The classic statement of Martin Buber concerning the way a key word
functions in a text is worth repeating, for it expresses clearly the power-
ful effect of repetition on the reader or listener. Buber, who worked
with Franz Rosenzweig on a German translation of the Bible, took great
pains to preserve in German the repeated Hebrew words and roots, for
he recognized the dynamic quality of recurring terms:

I call it "dynamic" because between combinations of sounds related to one
another in this manner a kind of movement takes place: if one imagines
the entire text deployed before him, one can sense waves moving back and
forth between the words. The measured repetition that matches the inner
rhythm of the text, or rather, that wells up from it, is one of the most
powerful means for conveying meaning without expressing it.33

The concentrated repetition of a word both establishes a mood and
expresses a theme. The mood in this case is the gnawing concern about
the availability of sustenance. And the theme is the integral relationship
between sustenance as essential to human life and the need to accept the
difficulties of securing sustenance in the Israelite world. The difficult
reality is recognized in the speeches to the woman and man in 3:16-19,
where the inevitability of that cycle of birth, toil, and death is given the
sanction of divine will.

This brings us back to the issue of genre. Along with creation "myth"
and etiology, Genesis 3 constitutes another sort of literary piece. It
belongs to the genre of Israelite literature—wisdom—that addresses the
realities of life, the particular difficulties involved in daily life, and the
acceptance of those circumstances. The Hebraic wisdom tradition is
characterized in part as a literature meant to help the individual cope
with life. Biblical wisdom is most apparent in the sayings and aphorisms
that are found in Proverbs. The tragic story of Job and the bold skepti-
cism of the Preacher (Ecclesiastes) are the other major examples of
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Hebraic wisdom, broadly conceived. But those books do not exhaust the
instances of wisdom literature in the Hebrew Bible. Embedded in histori-
cal, prophetic, and legendary materials are less conspicuous fragments
of what can aptly be called wisdom.34

Genesis 3 is just such a fragment. In terms of the structure, literary
techniques employed (vocabulary and use of puns and double enten-
dres), setting, characterizations, and even its "plot," Genesis 3 follows
the form of a parable.35 It might be even more accurate to call it a
"wisdom tale," because it does concern the function of a wise agent (the
"cunning" serpent) and the conferring of wisdom (3:6). Indeed, many
scholars now recognize the background of wisdom in the Eden tale in
terms of both its literary form and its existential concerns.36 Unlike the
pragmatic, instructional wisdom of a book like Proverbs, the third chap-
ter of Genesis—like Job, Ecclesiastes, and certain Psalms—belongs to
the speculative type of wisdom that deals with the meaning of the para-
doxes and harsh facts of life.

Now, finally, genre brings us to the matter of gender. The prominent
role of the female rather than the male in the wisdom aspects of the
Eden tale is a little-noticed feature of the narrative. It is the woman, and
not the man, who perceives the desirability of procuring wisdom. The
woman, again not the man, is the articulate member of the first pair who
engages in dialogue even before the benefits of the wisdom tree have
been procured. This association between the female and the qualities of
wisdom may have a mythic background, with the features of a Semitic
wisdom goddess underlying the intellectual prominence of the woman of
Eden.37 Be that as it may, the close connection between woman and
wisdom in the Bible is surely present in the creation narrative, although
it is hardly limited to the beginning of Genesis. This relationship actually
reaches its climax in the personification of Wisdom as a woman in Prov-
erbs.38 It relates probably also to the female gender of the Hebraic word
for wisdom, hokma.

The Genesis text serves as preparation for what is to come in the
portrayal of Woman Wisdom, of various wise women,39 and of women
acting wisely. We shall return in Chapter 7 to explore the dynamics of
Everywoman Eve's role as wisdom figure. For now, it is important to
note that the Eden tale sets forth a primal relationship between woman
and the acquisition of whatever it is that the tree of knowledge provides.
It portrays the female rather than the male as the first human being to
utter language, which is the utterly quintessential mark of human life.
And it has the female respond to the overtures of an animal described as
the "shrewdest of all the wild animals that Yahweh God had made"
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(3:1). The serpent at this point is not a cursed creature. Hence the
woman's dialogue with the prudent reptile should be considered not a
blot on her character but rather a comment on her intellect.

The poetic form of the oracles (3:14-19) that provide the climax of the
Eden story is another feature that relates this tale to speculative wisdom
literature. In the next chapter the poetic nature of the oracles will be
examined as part of the literary analysis of God's oracle to the woman in
3:16. For now, the poetic structure of the oracles figures in a consider-
ation of the time frame of the whole tale. We have not yet considered
the date of the Genesis 2-3 story and have no desire to enter into a
prolonged discussion of the chronology of this or any piece of biblical
writing. Most biblical literature is notoriously difficult to assign to a
chronological scheme, because most parts of the Bible are the result of a
process that took place over the course of generations, if not centuries.
Materials from varying ages were thus inextricably merged into a fin-
ished product.

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the Genesis 2-3 creation story is
generally considered to be part of the oldest narrative tradition of the
entire Hebrew Bible. Scholars treat it as part of the J (for "Jehovah" or
Yahwist) tradition, with "J" being a rubric for the anonymous and gifted
author or compiler of many of the most memorable narratives in the
Pentateuch. The J source is normally dated to the tenth century,40 at the
very beginning of the Israelite monarchy. Within the J materials, the
poetic oracles of the Genesis 3 narrative have been identified as a special
and individual type of document, a truly unique literary unit.41 Because
the fragments of poetic material embedded in the narrative tend to be
among the most archaic pieces of Pentateuchal literature, it is possible
that the oracles preserve parts of an even earlier form of the Eden story,
for which the prose portions are reworked tenth-century versions. In
short, on formal or literary grounds, it is entirely conceivable that these
poetic oracles of Genesis 3 predate the tenth century and thus belong to
the formative period of Israel's existence.

The content of those oracles provides further clues to the life setting.
As we have already suggested, all three of the oracles share at least an
etiological character. Yet all three need not be lumped together if for no
other reason than the address to the serpent includes a curse, but God
does not curse either the woman or the man. In the latter case, however,
the ground itself is cursed in the context of God's words to the man. The
earth is seen as not being the naturally productive substance that it
potentially could be. Therefore, to cast aside another common misinter-
pretation of the story, human existence itself is not cursed; but it comes
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closer to being cursed in God's address to the man than in the address to
the woman.

Analysis of the divine address to the woman is central to our task, but
a few remarks about the man's situation will help set the contextual
scene that is crucial to our whole approach. The oracle to the man sets
forth the material basis for human life in the highlands of Palestine. In
Genesis 2:15, the human is placed in the wonderful garden "to work it
and to keep it" [emphasis mine]. The antecedent of the pronouns (it and
it) is "garden of Eden." But now, in reality, it is not a garden (the
tending of which is not viewed as arduous), but rather the accursed
ground itself that the man must face. The fruits of tree and vine may be
part of the highland economy, but once planted they do not require the
unremitting labor that is prescribed in 3:17. Only the growing of field
crops—of cereals—requires an annual cycle of labor-intentive tasks:
plowing, sowing, weeding, harvesting.

The human meant "to work the earth" and so to bring forth the
"grains of the field" (2:5 and 3:18) for bread (3:19) has at last entered
the environment where such tasks constitute the core of the agrarian
routine. But the earth resists; without significant human intervention
only the tough and inedible "thorns and thistles" (3:18) sprout forth.
The famous phrase, "by the sweat of your brow" (3:19), has captured for
all time the intense labor required to grow cereals in that environment.
This graphic phrase accompanies the more abstract word "toil" (3:17).
Together they depict the difficult nature of humanity's intrinsic connec-
tion to the ground in the Palestinian highlands. The language about
sweat and work is not in essence metaphoric, although it certainly has
subsequently been applied to a wide variety of situations in which hard
work of any sort is involved. Rather, it is realistic language, describing a
life that appears perhaps too difficult to the highlanders of Palestine,
who know that to the east in Mesopotamia (if not also to the southwest
in Egypt), the riverine environments and the flat stretches of arable land
provide ecosystems that are somewhat less taxing of human energies.

The content of God's address to the man thus indicates a sensitivity to
the exigencies of the real world. The purpose of such a wisdom parable
or masal was to help the audience to which it was directed accept an
aspect of reality that could not effectively be conveyed by more direct
means.42 Understanding the contextual reality of the Israelites is thus
central to interpreting the original message and function of Genesis 3 as
a wisdom tale. The tale, and in particular the oracles, must not be lifted
from their social and literary context. They must be seen primarily as
helping highland settlers cope with life's demands, difficult as they may
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be. If that be the case for God's words to the first man, Everyman, with
respect to the laborious character of his daily life, so also is it the case for
the first woman, Everywoman. We turn now to see what a close reading
of the oracle to the woman in Genesis 3:16 can reveal about the lives of
Israelite women and the demands placed on them.



5
The Genesis Paradigms for Female

Roles, Part II: Genesis 3:16

Perhaps no single verse of scripture is more troublesome, from a femi-
nist perspective, than is the divine oracle to the woman in Genesis 3:16.
Ever since the earliest translations of the Bible, which are contemporary
with the oldest extant extrabiblical sources connecting Eve and Eden
with sin and suffering,1 the verse has been rendered in a way that commu-
nicates two persistent beliefs about female existence: first, women are
associated with severe pain in childbirth; second, they are portrayed in a
relationship subordinate to men.

Virtually every translation, from the most ancient to the most recent,
provides a reading that conveys both those understandings of God's
charge to the woman. The oldest translation, known as the Septuagint,
was completed in Egypt in the first century BCE. For Genesis 3:16 it
reads:

I will greatly multiply thy pains and thy meanings;
in pain shall you bring forth children.
And thy submission shall be to your husband,
and he shall have authority over you.

The Vulgate (Latin) translation of the fourth century CE renders the first
line rather differently, and it makes the third line even stronger, with
respect to suggesting male dominance. St. Jerome gives us:

I will multiply your toils and your conceptions; in grief you will bear
children, and you will be under the power of your husband, and he will
rule over you.2

Similarly, the most recent English versions might vary the vocabulary;
but they do not significantly alter the interpretation of the Hebrew
established by the ancient versions. The new Jewish Publication Society
translation of Genesis, completed in 1962, provides the following:

95
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I will make most severe
Your pangs in childbearing;
In pain shall you bear children.
Yet your urge shall be for your husband
And he shall rule over you.

The Jerusalem Bible, originally produced in French, was first published
in English in the 1960s, rendering 3:16 with a particularly harsh twist to
the last line:

I will multiply your pain in childbearing,
You shall give birth to your children in pain.
Your yearning shall be for your husband,
yet he will lord it over you [emphasis mine].

Yet another recent translation, the popular New International Version,
which was completed in 1978, reads:

I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing;
with-pain you will give birth to children.

Your desire will be for your husband,
and he will rule over you.

Most of us, however, are familiar with either the classic English trans-
lation, the King James Version (KJV), or the widely used Revised Stan-
dard Version (RSV). The former, a product of seventeenth-century
England, has a very interesting rendering of the first line. It perhaps has
retained the Hebrew syntax better than any other translation, as we shall
see below. The King James or Authorized Version (1611) gives us these
lines set in prose rather than as poetry:

I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt
bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband and he shall
rule over thee.

Finally, the best-selling Revised Standard Version, published in 1952
and currently itself being revised, reads:

I will greatly multiply your pain in childbearing;
in pain you shall bring forth children,

yet your desire shall be for your husband,
and he shall rule over you.

While vocabulary and syntax in each of these renderings vary some-
what, none of them alters in any significant way the meanings of this
pivotal text set forth already in antiquity by the translators of the Septua-
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gint and by Jerome in his influential Vulgate. Can we let it go at that?
Can we assume that two millennia of experience in the difficult process
of translating Hebrew Scriptures has provided an accurate and accept-
able translation? The plethora of new translations that have appeared in
the last few decades provides a clue that there is no such thing as a final,
complete, exact, and fully accurate translation.

The current "rage to translate—really to retranslate—the Bible"3 is
the result of our acute awareness of two things. First, language and style
change, so that what was current and comprehensible in 1611 (KJV)
may be obsolete and incomprehensible—albeit elegant and pleasantly
archaic—in the 1980s. Second, archaeology and philology are continu-
ally providing new information that sheds light on certain biblical
phrases, words, or whole passages for which a scientifically accurate
reading has long remained elusive. The frequent appearance of new
translations and the burgeoning of information about the biblical world
should signal to the reader of the Bible in English, or any translation for
that matter, that what he or she sees in translation may fail to communi-
cate accurately the meaning of the text in its original language. In short,
despite its great familiarity to many people and its apparent accessibility
to all, the linguistic as well as the chronological and spatial distance that
separates modern readers from the ancient text means that the Bible is
not the open and available document we think it is. To use a metaphor
from modern technology, much of the Bible is not user-friendly, a fact
which religious leaders tend to ignore or gloss over.4

The process of translating the Bible has a peculiar self-perpetuating
quality to it. That is, meanings provided in the earliest translations, even
if arrived at by error whether unwitting or intentional, tend to be repli-
cated in subsequent translations. Previous translations have subtle influ-
ence on subsequent ones. Translators invariably consult the products of
their predecessors' efforts; or, for many well-known passages, existing
translations are already familiar. Consequently, one finds a tendency for
certain renderings to be retained or repeated. This accompanies or off-
sets a countertendency, whereby the translators feel compelled to pro-
vide a "new" or "fresh" reading. For Genesis 3:16, as for many biblical
texts, the earliest versions seem to have consistently influenced the later
ones, as the examples quoted above indicate.

The ancient translations, we must remember, did not necessarily pur-
port to be verbatim or faithful word-for-word renderings. In some places
it is clear that literal translations were attempted, but in other passages
or in whole sections, or even whole books, the translators provided
rather free renditions. To be sure, the concept of translation as a word-
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for-word enterprise is most consistent with the notion held by all ancient
scholars that the biblical text is the revealed word of God and hence
should not be subject to alteration. Yet the process of translation is by
its very nature an act of interpretation in every instance—of which there
are many—in which there exists no simple lexical or syntactical corre-
spondence between the original Hebrew and the language of translation.
Consequently, it is incumbent on each generation to reexamine the
original source, particularly for texts that provide controversial doctrinal
materials.

Genesis 3:16 deserves just such a reconsideration. A careful, word-
by-word analysis of God's words to the woman in that verse is the
proper way to evaluate the accuracy of the traditional translations. It
must not be assumed, simply by reading it in translation, that the
meaning is self-evident.

While the lines of 3:16 are poetic, the grammar is rather straightfor-
ward and there are no particular problems with the Hebrew text itself.
However, two aspects of the language in this verse, as in many cases,
require judgment on the part of the translator and hence create a situa-
tion in which inappropriate choices may have been made: one is syntax,
whereby the arrangement of the elements in a sentence has implications
for the relationship of those elements; the other is the matter of lexical
nuance, in which a given word can offer various shades of meaning, not
all of which are relevant to a particular passage. Both of these aspects
need to be reexamined for Genesis 3:16. The syntactic options can be
explored with respect to word choice, and lexical nuances can be identi-
fied by an analysis of the Hebrew word, in which its usage elsewhere in
the Bible is examined so as to determine its range of meanings and to
identify analogous contexts where the nuance is clear.

Verse 16 begins with a narrative introduction identifying the audi-
ence, the woman, to whom the oracle given by God is addressed. The
oracle itself contains four lines. Although scholars have used various
systems and nomenclature for dividing and subdividing them, for our
purposes it is best simply to number them from one to four, correspond-
ing to the four lines that appear in the English translations that arrange
3:16 as poetry.

The assignment of four line numbers, however, should not obscure
the way in which the lines stand in relationship to each other. These four
separate pieces really constitute two units, each with two parts. The
essence of Hebrew poetry is its parallelistic structure, whereby the parts
of each of the poetic units stand in close relationship with one another.
One line of Hebrew poetry relates to the next one or more lines in
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several ways: there is usually parallelism of meaning and of syntax, and
often parallelism in stress; sometimes there is also an inverted (chiastic)
relationship between one or more pairs of elements.5 Of course, while
some typical examples contain all these features, most poetic sections
are not so regular, hence the proliferation of works on biblical poetry
trying to identify some overarching system of parallelism that is always
operative.

The lesson to be learned from much of the discussion of parallelism is
that two successive lines (or, two parts to one line) have an intrinsic
interconnection of form and meaning. Although their elements may
constitute formal equivalents, the meanings of the paired elements are
not to be construed as equivalents. One line is not simply a mirror of the
previous one. A noun in one line followed by a parallel noun in the next
is not simply adding a synonym but rather is qualifying or elaborating
the first noun. Most characteristically, such a device intensifies6 and in
so doing heightens the emotional or dramatic impact of the poetic mode.

The implication of this understanding of parallelism for our passage is
that the first two lines constitute a pair. Together they develop an idea
that the shaper of the oracle wishes to convey. The second two lines go
on to another concept that is related to the first in that it is part of the
overall poetic unit, yet contains its own message.

A Close Reading of God's Oracle to the Woman: Lines 1 and 2

The first line begins with a complex verbal structure. The regular verbal
idea, "I will make great" or "I will increase," is accompanied in the
Hebrew by an infinitive absolute, another form of the same verbal root
(rbh, "to become much, many"). The use of the infinitive absolute
before the verb serves to emphasize or strengthen the action represented
by the verb. The absolute certainty of the action is expressed. In En-
glish, which has no syntactic equivalent to this doubling of the verb, that
sort of intensification can be best represented by the addition of an
adverb to put greater stress on the verb. "Greatly increase" is preferable
to "multiply," because the former at least indicates that Hebrew uses
two words to express the verbal idea.

The verb rbh is a fairly common word in Hebrew. Its range of usages
nearly always involves a concept of numerical increase. A quantity of
something—beasts, people, money, things, sins—is indicated. Even in
the rare and somewhat more abstract usages, such as when a person is
said to have become great, the implication is that a person's status has
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increased because he or she has more of something—money, retainers,
or land—than do others. This particular construction, verb plus infini-
tive absolute, is found twice again in Genesis. Both of those other pas-
sages are part of the same narrative tradition as Genesis 2-3, and in both
places the idea of population increase is expressed by this verbal arrange-
ment. The growth of the two peoples, the Ishmaelites and the Israelites,
in the lineage of Abraham is promised: "I will so greatly multiply your
descendents" that they cannot any longer be counted (Gen 16:10) or so
that they are as uncountable as the stars in the heavens or the sands by
the shore (Gen 22:17).

Because of the way the root rbh ("to become many") tends to be used
for commodities or persons that can be counted, its usage with "pain" as
the direct object is surprising and would be an unusual, if not impossi-
ble, occurrence. Pain defies quantification. Modern medicine struggles
to find methods of measuring pain, because the experience of physical or
psychological distress is so individual and subjective. It is difficult to
imagine the ancients conceiving of pain in quantitative terms. Thus a
verbal phrase that suggests quantification should make us suspicious of
the traditional renderings of its object or objects.

This brings us to the other two words of the first line, which in Hebrew
has only four words. Hebrew is a highly inflected language, so that the
pronominal objects or subjects as well as some connectors are often part
of or attached to the verbal form; furthermore, pronominal possessives,
as is the case in this line, are part of the noun form. The first matter to
explore with respect to the object(s) of the verb in this line is whether we
are dealing with one subject or two. This question arises because of
another characteristic of Hebrew, namely, its relative paucity of adjec-
tives. One way that Hebrew deals with this is through hendiadys (the use
of two coordinate terms, such as two nouns, joined by a conjunction to
express what in English would be expressed by a noun and an adjective).
A classic example appears in Genesis 1:2, where "unformed-and-void"
means "a formless void."

In this line of Genesis 3:16, the noun usually translated "pain" and the
one often rendered "childbirth" are frequently considered a hendiadys.
In the Anchor Bible commentary on Genesis, Speiser calls these two
nouns "a parade example of hendiadys."7 Strictly speaking, if the order
of the pair is to be heeded, "pain" comes first. Therefore, in the form of
"painful," it should qualify "childbirth" or "childbearing." But that
would provide a reading, "I will greatly increase your painful child-
births," that translators unanimously have rejected. However, it is not
certain that the first term in a hendiadys compound must modify the



The Genesis Paradigms for Female Roles, Part II 101

second. Consequently, those translators working under the assumption
that the two words constitute a hendiadys usually retain "pain" as the
object and make "childbirth" part of a prepositional phrase modifying it.
The translations with which we are most familiar hence read: "pain(s) in
childbirth" or "pangs in childbearing" or some such variation.

Having said all this about the possible presence of hendiadys, we must
now consider whether in fact it is legitimate to recognize the use of that
device in this passage. The Septuagint, cited at the beginning of this
chapter, did not see hendiadys. Instead, it provided a compound direct
object ("thy pains and thy meanings") of the verb. The King James
Version probably followed the lead of the Greek in likewise giving us
two objects ("thy sorrow and thy conception") of the verb. Grammati-
cally, hendiadys is possible but not necessary. Thus we must ask if there
is any way to determine the correct relationship between the two nouns
at the end of the first line of 3:16. Should they be rendered as hendiadys
or not? And does it matter?

This passage has been so powerful in setting and sustaining gender-
related dogma in the past two millennia that we must a priori assume
that it could well matter a great deal to establish the proper relationship
among the units of this verse. All questions of the suitability of under-
standing hendiadys may not be easily resolved, but in this case lexical
study comes to the rescue. The two object nouns have rarely been
subjected to the scrutiny that they deserve, and looking at the meanings
of the Hebrew words rendered "childbirth" and "pains" produces some
surprises.

Looking at the vocabulary of this and the next line means dealing with
the language of human procreation. This passage is frequently cited as
the classical location for the biblical view of pregnancy and the pain [sic]
of childbirth.8 For example, Fabry, who thus draws attention to the
powerful role of Genesis 3:16 in western attitudes toward the birth
process, also claims that human birth and pain, two discrete entities,
have been closely associated ever since the "Fall." It is surprising that he
could make such claims in a theological dictionary concerned with estab-
lishing lexical nuances, because he does not attend to the vocabulary of
Genesis 3:16 but only to one word (hbl), which denotes the final stages
of pregnancy as culminating in birth and in itself does not contain any
emphasis on pain.9 The birth process and pain are not inevitably linked,
despite his assertions to the contrary in the same entry.

The fact is—and this must be kept in mind as we look at the vocabu-
lary of this and the next line—that Hebrew contains a semantic field of
birth language that is quite well developed. Not only are there discrete



102 DISCOVERING EVE

terms for the various phases of the process of conception, pregnancy,
and childbirth; there are also semantically similar but less common syn-
onyms for the words that constitute the core of the childbirth vocabu-
lary. Each of the apparently synonymous terms brings a new shade of
meaning to the language describing this aspect of human experience.
Indeed, so fundamental and at the same time so wondrous and mysteri-
ous is the reproductive process that it would be surprising to discover
that a language had few terms expressing its various stages.

Let us begin with the second of the two nouns of line 1, the word often
translated "childbirth" when hendiadys is assumed. The Hebrew term
heron in fact does not mean childbirth. In the developed biblical vocabu-
lary of human reproduction, it refers to the period of pregnancy and not
to the process of childbirth, which terminates pregnancy. Perhaps the
best passage to cite as example that this word for pregnancy does not
include birth is Jeremiah 20:14-18. It is here that the prophet rues the
day of his birth. So miserable is he with the excruciating mission he feels
compelled to carry out that he, like Job (3:10), curses the very bearer of
what was normally glad tidings, that a "son is born to you" (Jer 20:15).
Jeremiah wishes that he had died in the womb, with his mother serving
as his grave. He puts it most graphically with the wish that "her womb
would always be pregnant" (harath olam; Jer 20:17). Obviously a term
that included childbirth could not possibly have the impact the prophet
desires to make in his anguish.

Clearly heron does not mean childbirth but rather indicates preg-
nancy. In general, it might refer equally to any or all of the nine months
of human gestation. However, the word shows a tendency to be more
associated with the initiation of pregnancy rather than with its duration
or conclusion. In its verbal form, the word regularly means "to become
pregnant," that is, "to conceive," rather than "to be pregnant." Used in
close association with words for intercourse,10 it does not refer to the
sexual act itself but indicates the physiological condition that was the
desired result of intercourse in Israelite society. The proximity of the
state of pregnancy to the sexual act in Hebrew narrative is exemplified in
the repeated accounts throughout Genesis of patriarchal intercourse
followed by matriarchal pregnancy. Take the experience of Hagar, for
example (as reported in Gen 16:4): Abraham "went in to Hagar, and she
conceived" (= became pregnant). In short, the word heron can be trans-
lated "conception" as well as "pregnancy" because of its close associa-
tion with the sexual act.

One other consideration leads us again to reject the common transla-
tion of "childbirth" for heron. In the following and parallel line, a word



The Genesis Paradigms for Female Roles, Part II 103

that does represent the birth process is used. In accordance with what we
know about parallelism in biblical poetry, parallel terms are normally
not meant to be exact synonyms. Rather they enlarge or develop an
idea. Called complementary parallelism by some,11 the parallel but un-
equal terms are part of the subtle process by which Hebrew poetry
exhibits narrative movement.12 Consequently, the appearance of a term
for childbirth in the second, parallel line would preclude the existence of
a word meaning precisely the same thing in the preceding line.

Returning to the hendiadys problem, we are faced with a situation
whereby pain and pregnancy would be linked if hendiadys is assumed.
But such a linkage is highly improbable. Pain is a suitable concomitant
of the language of childbirth, but it is neither an accurate nor a suitable
part of the description of pregnancy. In biblical narratives, becoming
pregnant is highly desirable. None of the texts in Genesis, for example,
that deal with the themes of barrenness and pregnancy associate concep-
tion with pain. Nor, for that matter, do they associate childbirth with
pain. Furthermore, considering the close association in ancient Hebrew
parlance between the sex act and conception, the possibility that pain is
a normal part of that aspect of human procreation becomes all the more
remote. If we reflect again on the renderings of the verbal idea in line 1,
the intensification of whatever the object is, we see that a prior state of
that condition already exists. Something cannot be multiplied unless it is
already there. God's charge serves to increase a natural state, and there
is no reason to think that pain in pregnancy or conception was a prime-
val aspect of the female reproductive experience.

To summarize this part of the discussion, the first line of the oracle to
the woman has God greatly increasing a female's conceptions, or preg-
nancies. A close look at the language involved indicates the presence of
a word specifically meaning conception or pregnancy and not childbirth.
St. Jerome recognized this long ago in producing his Latin translation,
which we quoted above. But clearly it has been the Septuagint, with its
language of pain, that has influenced most English translations.

The appearance of a word for pain as an inextricable part of the
increased pregnancies as described In line 1 thus becomes inappropriate
if not absurd. The task ahead, then, is to examine the word nearly
always translated as "pain." Do we have another traditional yet errone-
ous translation? Or does the poet exhibit woeful ignorance of the lan-
guage, physiology, and affect that surround the birth process? The latter
is unlikely, and a focus on the lexical range of the word rendered "pain"
or "pangs" or "sorrow" is the way to proceed.

The Hebrew word in question, the one usually represented in English
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as "pain," is 'issabon, a noun apparently formed from the verbal root
'sb, which means "to upset, to grieve." However, of the fifteen places in
which that verb is used, all but one refer explicitly to psychological or
emotional discomfort, not to physical pain. Even in that one late in-
stance (Eccles 10:9), in which a physical state is indicated, the verb
seems to refer to an injury rather than the accompanying pain of that
injury.13 The mental anguish expressed by the verb is most explicit in
Isaiah 34:6, where someone forsaken is said to be "grieved in spirit."

With only three usages in the Hebrew Bible, it is difficult to under-
stand the development of the noun 'issabon from such a verbal root.
Looking at the passages in which the verb is used indicates that the idea
of physical pain is to be ruled out. The nuance of 'issabon in this one
passage is in question, but its meaning in the other two places is much
clearer. The other usages are in related texts and hence convey the
meaning of 'issabon in Genesis 3:16.

In the very next verse, God informs the male that the earth he will
know and work will not be the same as that which he experienced in
Eden. Food will not be there for the taking. Instead, the earth will
sprout naturally only thorns and thistles (3:18). Grains for bread will be
the result of human initiative and effort, and that effort will have to be
great. In verse 19 God tells the man that agricultural labor is to be done
"by the sweat of your brow." And in verse 17 he is told that, because of
the cursed14 or condemned state of the earth, he will eat of it only
through "toil," 'issabon. That physical labor and not simply "difficulty"
(or some other abstract reference to agrarian tasks) is intended becomes
clear if we look at the third place in which this noun is found (Gen 5:29).

The genealogy of Genesis 5 offers an interesting etymology for Noah's
name. It suggests that his name means "comfort," or "rest," a situation
constituting relief from the predicament set forth at the expulsion from
Eden. Verse 29 refers obliquely to the Genesis 3 story: people need
comfort or rest "because of the ground which Yahweh condemned."
The task of making the ground productive involves "our work and the
toil ['issabon] of our hands." Here the word "toil" breaks up a stereo-
typed phrase, "work of the hands," which refers to human labor (as
opposed to divine deeds). The word for work sometimes explicitly
designates—alone or with "hands"—agrarian labor (e.g., Judg 19:16;
Exod 23:16; Hag 2:17), and it certainly does so in this passage. The
doubling here, with two words signifying labor, serves to demonstrate
how hard the work is. This intensification makes the "rest" dimension of
Noah's name all the more meaningful.

In short, the most appropriate interpretation of the use of 'issabon in
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Genesis 3:16 is as physical labor rather than an abstract condition of
distress—but not ordinary physical labor. The Hebrew Bible has a nu-
anced vocabulary designating work and labor. The biblical view of la-
bor, by which is meant the efforts to procure food and satisfy human
needs, is generally positive.15 In this case, however, labor is not so
positively regarded. The difficulty or distress of agricultural work in an
unfriendly environment is indicated. Not only does "toil" (not "pain")
fit the lexical data for the use of 'issabon as a noun; it also suits the
verbal idea of difficult work.

Remember that "toil" is the object of the verbal phrase "greatly in-
crease." This phrase, we have already seen, implies a quantifiable com-
modity rather than a subjective, nonmaterial one. In addition, to say that
the amount of work the woman must do is being increased is consistent
with a view of productive labor itself as not a punishment but something
already extant in Eden. The first human was placed in the garden "to
work it" (Gen 2:15). Indeed, the very existence of an inhabitable cosmos
is equated in Genesis 2:5 (cf. above, pp. 82-84) with the presence of rain
and of human life "to work" the earth. God's oracle to the woman does
not assign her a new aspect of existence but rather intensifies what was
seen as an intrinsic part of existence, namely, human labor.16

In light of this detailed discussion we propose the following translation
of line 1:

I will greatly increase your toil and your pregnancies.17

The two objects of the complex verbal form are independent concepts.
On the one hand, the passage sets forth the woman's enlarged role in the
productive, agrarian tasks of society; on the other, it mandates an in-
creased procreative role. The female contribution to society is thus inten-
sified by virtue of a quantitative expansion of these two aspects of fe-
male existence. Until we have examined the next three lines of the
Genesis 3:16 oracle, we shall refrain from relating the first line to the
wisdom purposes of the passage as a whole. Yet we mention that the
demands of the life situation of early Israel, as described in Chapter 3,
bear a striking congruency with the opening line of this charge to the
archetypal woman.

Because the second line of Genesis 3:16 stands in parallelism with the
first, the general subject matter and intent of the first line prepares us
for what is to come in the second. The narrative movement of Hebrew
poetry is evident in the use in the second line of a word meaning having
children. The woman, assigned multiple conceptions ("pregnancies") in
line 1, will eventually produce offspring. The verb used for childbirth
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(yld) belongs to the biblical vocabulary of pregnancy and birth, and
refers to the childbirth process itself, not to the preceding stages of
intercourse, conception, and gestation. However, unlike some of the
specific terms describing the travail and pangs of labor and birth, the
verb yld, often translated "to bear children," can also be a general term
for having children, applied to either or both parents. For example, the
familiar "begats" of biblical genealogy (as in Gen 5 and 10, or 1 Chron 1)
use yld and have the (male) ancestral figures "bearing" the succeeding
generations. Obviously, they do not give birth in the literal sense.
Rather, they become parents, a status related to the object (the names
of children) of this transitively used verb in the genealogies.

When the biblical writers employ yId to refer to the birth process itself
rather than to the related, but not gender-specific, notion of having
offspring, they tend to use the verb intransitively. For example, Genesis
30:3, which is one of the few passages that gives any information about
ancient practices related to the actual birth process, describes Rachel
asking Bilhah "to bear" (i.e., to give birth) on her knees. Exodus 1:19
gives the impression that Israelite women, unlike Egyptian women, had
easy deliveries and that they "gave birth" before the midwives could get
to them. In contrast, the idea of having offspring involves the verb
followed by an accusative, namely, a noun denoting "children" or else
the actual name of the child. In short, when the verb yld is intransitive, it
normally denotes the birth process; but when it is used transitively, it
refers to the status of parenthood.

Line 2 of this verse has the latter construction. The verb "to bear,
beget" is followed by the noun "children." The emphasis is consequently
not on labor and parturition but rather on the more abstract notion of
becoming a parent, of having children. The personal, physical process is
not specified, but the social condition of contributing to family growth is
prescribed. This understanding of line 2 finds support in the absence, as
in line 1, of any of the words belonging to the vocabulary that describes
the labor and birth process and that indicates physical distress. We thus
translate yld here as "beget," an English word used more frequently
with the male parent. Precisely for that reason it is useful here, because
it does not connote physical childbirth.

There is one more word to consider in line 2. This word relates to the
verb and noun combination just examined but carries a rich array of
meanings of its own. The first word of this second line, in Hebrew, is
be'eseb. The initial syllable (be) is a preposition, but the noun itself—as
even the English reader will notice—is related to the word "toil"
('issabori) of the previous line and of the succeeding verse. If nothing
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else, 'eseb also evokes the sense of "toil." In this way, if understood as
"labor" or "work," it preserves the parallelism of meaning of the two
halves (lines 1 and 2) of the whole poetic line. It does so in the absence
of syntactic parallelism.18 That is, the structure of line 2 does not repeat
that of line 1, which has a verbal complex followed by two object nouns.
Line 2 instead shifts to a verb and its object preceded by a prepositional
phrase. The verb and object in line 2 ("you shall beget children") ex-
pand or complete the idea of multiple conceptions expressed in line 1 ("I
will increase . . . your pregnancies"). The prepositional phrase in line 2,
then—in keeping with the pattern of parallelism—must amplify the con-
cept of "toil."

How does 'eseb develop the idea of physical work or "toil" introduced
in the previous line? That it might simply be a synonymous term, chosen
for its near identity with 'issabon, would be contrary to the dynamics of
Hebrew poetry. Only by examining other biblical usages of the word can
its semantic range be elucidated. Found in fewer than ten other pas-
sages, 'eseb is most at home in biblical wisdom literature. It appears in
four different places in Proverbs, in two Psalms with wisdom affinities,
and in a prophetic passage also related to wisdom.

In five of its usages, which might not always be apparent in English
translations, our word clearly refers to productive physical labor. For
example, Proverbs 14:23 contrasts the value of work ("in all labor ['ayefe]
there is profit") with the folly of words alone ("but speech of the lips
leads only to want").19 In a sixth passage (Isa 14:3), 'eseb might mean
either physical labor or mental anguish—or both. Another passage (1
Chron 4:9) is clearly based on an interpretation of the present verse and
therefore cannot be used to interpret it.20 But in two more instances, the
word is undoubtedly derived from the normal usage of the verbal root
(see above) meaning "to upset, grieve." Proverbs 15:1, for example,
proclaims that "A soft answer turns away wrath, but an upsetting ['esefe]
word arouses anger."

This is not the place to examine the problem of whether the appar-
ently disparate meanings of physical toil or labor, and of emotional
turmoil or grief, are inherently related and indeed are derived from the
same verbal root. At various places in the Bible and especially within
closely related wisdom contexts, 'eseb is capable of meaning either. In
this passage, the meaning of the physical phenomenon of work is clear
on the basis of its parallelism with 'issabon, "toil." But it would be a
mistake to let it go at that; it is more than a synonym. Surely the
meaning of emotional distress is also present, and there is no reason to
suppose that both nuances are not present as they are in Isaiah 14:3,
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where the prophet looks forward to the day when God will provide
"rest" from three things: "hard work," "turmoil," and 'eseb, which has
aspects of both the previous two.

In short, 'eseb works effectively in two directions. It continues the
parallelism with the previous line by signifying the productive labor that
accompanies the maternal role for the archetypal woman and hence for
all (Israelite) women. At the same time, it suggests that a life of hard
work and multiple childbirths will not be without its times of distress.
Just as "having children" rather than "giving birth" is a social rather than
a physical statement, a word denoting the stressful aspects of hard work
indicates the psychological toll of the physical condition. It does not take
much imagination to supply the possibilities of what such mental discom-
fort might entail: the anguish of parenthood, and the angst of difficult
labor not always bringing the desired and necessary measure of produc-
tive returns.

While the Hebrew effectively brings together both physical and men-
tal aspects of 'eseb, the translator finds no satisfactory English equiva-
lent. Consequently, we choose here "travail," a word that means "very
hard work" and so preserves the parallelism with "toil." It also provides
a hint that the Hebrew word for "toil" and "travail" are related. Also,
we avoid the word "labor," which is used frequently in English transla-
tions at this point but can also signify the process leading up to the
moment of birth, a process not within the lexical range of the Hebrew
word. Of course, "travail" can also refer to difficulty in childbirth, but
the difficulty here seems to be the stresses of parenting rather than the
strains of parturition.

The preposition or particle that introduces "travail" is normally ren-
dered "with" or "in." In this case the former, indicating that one thing
accompanies or goes together with another thing,21 is more appropriate
than the latter, which has an instrumental flavor. Together, then, the
parts of line 2 re ad:

(Along) with travail shall you beget children.

It is important to add to this analysis the way in which "travail" in line
2 heightens the meaning of "toil" in line 1. The repetition of nearly the
same Hebrew word is not a mechanical reproduction of a term but a
purposeful reiteration. It produces a more complex idea: the seeming
repetition of a root signifies the intensity of the concept being ex-
pressed.22 The audience of the oracle is not simply being reminded that
women work and have children. Rather, they are learning that the work
is unremitting and is not mitigated by the procreative demands placed on
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female existence. Moreover, they are learning via the different shadings
of meaning expressed by the second term that the fulfillment of God's
charge does not automatically entitle one to bliss and joy, that anguish is
inevitably an accompaniment to the carrying out of life's tasks.

Close Reading of God's Oracle to the Woman: Lines 3 and 4

The detailed discussion just completed has attempted to correct long-
standing but misleading traditions of translation. The third and fourth
lines require less detailed lexical analyses, because (at least for line 3)
the usual renderings in English are not so egregiously disruptive of the
original meaning. Instead, our expository attention will be directed to-
ward the relationship between the first unit (lines 1 and 2) and the
second unit (lines 3 and 4) of Genesis 3:16.

To begin with, we note that lines 3 and 4 are syntactically connected.
Both are introduced by a conjunction (waw), most frequently rendered
as "and," but also capable of meaning—depending on context—"but,"
"for," and "yet." Indeed, a considerable variety in the choice of particles
by which this connector is rendered can be found in the English transla-
tions of this verse, those cited at the beginning of this chapter and
others. Leaving aside for the moment the issue of how the conjunction
might best be represented here, it is important to note that the very
presence of this particle in poetic language, which is characteristically
spare in its use of particles, is significant. Its presence tells us that the
content of lines 3 and 4 is meant to be related to that of the first two lines
of Genesis 3:16, and it also indicates that lines 3 and 4 are meant to stand
as a pair.

Line 3 opens with the prepositional phrase "to your man." The word
for man is '«, a gender-specific word, rather than the general "human"
that dominates the beginning of the Genesis 2-3 account (see above, pp.
81-82). With the subject matter of the oracle including conception and
having children, a word explicitly denoting the person's sexual identity is
entirely in order. Although this word for man can signify the human
species (as perhaps in Judg 9:49), it usually means "man" as a gender
term ("male") or as a designation for "husband."23

It is difficult to know whether in the present instance one or the other
of the two latter possibilities is intended. My hunch is that they are both
present. Obviously the meaning of man as male is dictated by the con-
text, because the succeeding word has sexual connotations. But so is the
meaning of man as husband, as the male with whom a woman carries out
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the imperative of this oracle: having children and also engaging in pro-
ductive labor. We would retain the translation of "man," however, be-
cause "husband" conjures up the image of marriage, which does not fit
the archetypal literary setting of the Eden story.

But note that "man" has attached to it a possessive pronoun, "your,"
which certainly does suggest a close relationship between the woman
and this male. It would not, however, indicate any legal or personal
possession—and instances in which "woman" or "wife" appear with the
pronoun "his" similarly do not express ownership of female by male.
Rather, the "one flesh" notion of the male-female, pair-bonding rela-
tionship presented in 2:24 is implied by the possessive with either
husband/man or wife/woman.

The word "man" is preceded by a preposition meaning "to" or "for,"
which in Hebrew is the first word (preceded by the attached particle
"and") of this line. The line must end, therefore, by informing us what it
is that the woman is directing to or for her man. But the clause lacks a
verb and therefore expresses a stative, existing condition. The "desire"
that the woman has for her companion is an attraction that already exists
and is not part of the divine prescription of the oracle.

The strong and earthy meaning of the word tesuqa, translated as
"desire," is clear, although its verbal root happens to be dubious. The
noun is found in only two other places in the Hebrew Bible. In the Song
of Songs, where the reciprocal nature of human love is the keynote, a
short love song beginning in 7:11 has the woman telling of the man's
"desire" for her. The ultimate consequence of the love attraction is
sexual activity (7:12,13). What is fascinating about this love song is that
intervening between the expression of the man's yearning and the state-
ment that the woman will give him her love is a depiction of what the
couple will do together in the interim (i.e., between the declaration and
its sexual fulfillment). The mutual attraction of the couple is not simply a
sexual meeting, because their physical union apparently follows a day's
work. The man and woman rise early, first to make their way through
fields, vineyards, and orchards, and then to make love.

The use of "desire" in the love lyrics of the Song of Songs is thus
associated with a rather leisured and altogether pleasurable venture into
the agrarian milieu of the couple. If the Song of Songs is indeed a
midrash, or exposition, of the Eden story,24 the presence of sexual desire
along with a sharing of agricultural tasks is a striking echo of Genesis 2-
3 motifs. The idyllic world of Canticles (Song of Songs) recaptures the
nonarduous labor of Eden. It also indicates the same interrelationship of
sexuality and productivity that Genesis 3:16 emphasizes. Only the Song
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of Songs returns us to Eden, where the pleasure of sexuality stands out
apart from the tribulations of its procreative aspect, and where the
tending of a beautiful and productive garden does not entail great effort
and anguish.

Despite the broader aspects of "desire" in Song of Songs, one might
be tempted to assign an exclusively sexual meaning to this word. Indeed,
at least one scholar would translate it "desire for intercourse."25 Yet in
its other (third) biblical usage the word lacks sexual connotations. Imme-
diately following the Eden story, the Cain and Abel narrative uses "de-
sire" to refer to the attraction that the demon sin26 holds for Cain, and
consequently for all people, according to the symbolic role of Cain. As
the first naturally born human, Cain is representative of human life and
the problem of sinfulness. The concept common to this usage and to the
sexual nuances of the Canticles and Genesis 3 instances is that of a
strong urge of one being for another. "Desire" is an emotional and/or
physical attraction that transcends thought and rationality. Conse-
quently, it is an entirely suitable designation for the sexual nature of the
mutual attraction of a female and a male.

The strength of the woman's feelings for her mate is thus indicated in
this line of Genesis 3:16 by "desire," which includes but is broader than
sexual attraction alone. But how does the statement of the female's
attraction to her male partner follow up the meaning of the first two
lines? If the content of the second part of the oracle is related to the first
part, how does the thematic connection between them operate? To
answer this let us look back for a moment at the content of lines 1 and 2.
They depict an intensification of two main aspects of female existence:
an increase of work load and of procreative responsibilities. This man-
date is presented in the form of a divine oracle, an address from God
Yahweh to the archetypal woman. Such a form constitutes a way to
sanction, or gain acceptance for, a stance or program that is not indepen-
dently or naturally present. In other words, within the rather negative
atmosphere of the punitive expulsion from Eden, we might deduce from
this emphatic presentation that women would just as soon not be ex-
pected to work so hard or to have so many children. Such reluctance is
elliptically yet powerfully present in the oracle.

It does not take much imagination to understand that there is present
among workers everywhere some reluctance to face unending days of
toil. Our own search for leisure is indicative of a need momentarily to
put aside the weight of daily life. And in ancient Israel the establishment
of a Sabbath, regardless of any other cultic or symbolic value it may have
had, can be seen as an enlightened legal response to a social condition in
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which the majority of the populace endured a daily existence of sunup to
sundown drudgery, accompanied by the stress of living in a risky agrar-
ian environment.

A reluctance to have many children might be viewed in terms of the
additional work and responsibility that a large family involved. How-
ever, this attitude projects too much of a contemporary perspective on a
peasant life-style, in which large families were advantageous to parental
labor. Instead, female hesitation to beget many offspring can more accu-
rately be set against the information available to us about life expectan-
cies in the ancient world.

Archaeology in Palestine was once not particularly assiduous in its
treatment of skeletal remains; far too few of the bones recovered in the
excavation of tombs or burials have been subjected to osteological analy-
sis. With much of biblical Israel subjected to antiquities laws prohibiting
even the excavation of burial groups, contemporary archaeology does
not offer much possibility for rectifying past deficiencies. The few exist-
ing reports of tomb excavations tend to focus on typologies of grave
goods or of the tomb chambers themselves. Yet some investigations did
include studies of the bones. Limited as they are, the results of such
studies can be considered as valid evidence for general demographic
conditions in ancient Palestine, because the results of those studies corre-
spond exceedingly well to the results of similar studies on all premodern
populations.27

The first notable fact to be retrieved from the study of ancient Palestin-
ian burials, as at Jericho, Lachish, and Meiron,28 is that the death rate
was highest among the preadult population. In one tomb group, 35
percent of the individuals died before the age of 5, attesting to a high
infant mortality rate. And childhood and adolescence were likewise
fraught with risk: nearly half of the individuals did not survive to the age
of 18. Paleopathologists have established that the cause of death in at
least half, if not more, of all deaths—of both children and adults—was
endemic disease (see Chapter 3, pp. 64-66). It just so happens that young
children and old people are most susceptible to such infections and are
most likely to have succumbed. In ancient Israel, as in most premodern
societies, the begetting of many children was a response to the complex
situation of economic needs and expected losses. To put it succinctly, in
normal times (i.e., when unusual outbreaks of plague did not decimate
the population), families would have had to produce nearly twice the
number of children desired in order to achieve optimal family size.

The mortality rate for females in the childbearing years greatly ex-
ceeded that of males.29 In a population in which the life expectancy for
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men hovered around 40, women would have had a life expectancy closer
to 30. The physical risks related to childbearing constituted a gender-
specific life threat. The matriarch Rachel is probably a representative
case insofar as she died as she gave birth to her second son (Gen 35:16-
18). In the modern western world, we are accustomed to thinking of
women as living longer than men. However, in the premodern world, at
least in agrarian populations tending toward large families, life expectan-
cies for women were significantly lower than for men. It is no wonder
that ancient biologists, Aristotle among them, proclaimed that the males
of all species live longer than the females. It is a relatively modern
phenomenon that the converse is true for humans.

It is against this background of the mortal risks involved in childbear-
ing that the oracle of Genesis 3:16 must be seen. How does a woman
overcome an understandable reluctance to have many children? The
natural sexual and emotional desire that she experiences toward her
mate is the answer. And this is accompanied by the male's response to
her, which the last line of the oracle proclaims.

The words of line 4 are perhaps the most problematic in all the
Hebrew Bible from a feminist perspective. They seem to establish an
absolute and hierarchical dominance of males over females. The simple
words have had a profound and persistent influence on sexual politics
for millennia. Even modern biblical scholars who take pains to deal
with the lexical subtleties and contextual aspects of many other vexing
passages succumb to the canon of tradition when it comes to the final
words of God's oracle to the woman in Eden. The subservience of
women and the mastery of men are the double message of the oracle's
conclusion, according to both early postbiblical exegetes and contempo-
rary critics with access to methodological developments unavailable to
the ancients.

One influential German commentary, for example, fails to analyze
the language and syntax of Genesis 3:16, although it gives a fairly close
reading to the oracle directed toward the man. The author of this classic
treatment of Genesis discovers in 3:17-19 the background of the diffi-
cult life of a Palestinian peasant and sees the passage as an etiological
response to hardship. But for the words addressed to the woman he does
not even consider the contextual aspect. Rather, he points to "severe
afflictions and terrible contradictions," and he summarizes the woman's
lot as one of "humiliating domination."30 Surely the use of such language
on the part of a scholarly treatment signals a subjective judgment and a
lapse of attention to critical exegetical procedures.

Even studies of Genesis 3 that do undertake to ascertain the grammati-
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cal and lexical nuances of verse 16 still suffer from the influence of
traditional conceptualizations of the Eden story as an account of human
sin and the fall from grace.31 Thus, modern exegetes along with the
ancient expositors have understood the last line of the oracle as divine
approval of the social conditions of patriarchal control. In the words of
one recent commentary, the narrator of Genesis 3 acknowledged and
cheerfully [sic!] acquiesced to the social order of his people which ac-
corded to women an inferior status and declared her, in theory at least,
the chattel of her husband.32

Although postbiblical exegesis, both ancient and modern, has been
nearly unanimous in reading line 4 of this poem as a mandate for the social
dominance of male over female, there is one significant group of commen-
tators that did not fail to notice the connection of the fourth line to the
previous line, with its sexual connotations. The medieval Jewish commen-
tators clearly understood that the words "he shall rule over you" lie within
the context of the female's "desire" for the male. As such, those words do
not constitute a general assertion of male dominion.

Only one modern scholar, to my knowledge, takes into account the
observations of the medieval sages. In a fascinating survey of biblical
passages dealing with human sexuality, a British scholar conversant with
the medieval commentators rejects Genesis 3:16 as an expression of
general male superiority or dominance:

No such expression of "male chauvinism" is, however, called for in the
present context which deals exclusively with woman's sexual predicament.
The passage has thus been consistently misunderstood as an assertion of
woman's general subservience to man, whereas in reality the two parts
[lines 3 and 4] of the second hemistich hang closely together. . . . Medi-
eval Jewish commentators had no doubt about the correct interpretation
of the verse.33

Neither the medieval commentators nor the author of the above state-
ment were social historians. Yet they have astutely recognized the rela-
tionship of the oracle in Genesis 3:16 to the issue of human sexuality.
However, they do not comment on the place of that sexuality in the
world of ancient Israel. It remains for social historians or anthropolo-
gists to point out that premodern societies inevitably created reproduc-
tive strategies congruent with their needs. It is this social phenomenon
which helps us comprehend the oracular sanctions of Genesis 3:16. We
shall explore the matter further below, after our exposition of line 4.

The theme of the female's sexual desire is extended in line 4, which
begins with a pronoun subject, "he." Hebrew syntax does not require a
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separate pronominal subject, because such a subject is normally sub-
sumed in the verbal form. Thus, the presence of a separate pronoun can
serve to create a fuller clause than would the verbal form alone. Such a
consideration is relevant in a poetic passage like this one. The addition
of the pronoun can also provide emphasis for the subject. In this case,
the independent "he" would give weight to the subject, the man, who is
the object of the desire in the previous line. Neither syntactic possibility
can be ruled out, and perhaps both are admissible.

The real crux of the final line lies in the verb, "to rule." The Hebrew
root is msl. Although the translation "rule" is appropriate in nearly all of
the more than eighty instances in which this verb is found in the Hebrew
Bible, it would be a mistake to think that in each passage it indicates
precisely the same thing about the kind of rule or control involved. The
author of the entry on msl in a recent theological dictionary, while
failing to recognize the context of the verb in this Genesis passage,
nonetheless is well aware of the difficulty in providing a single definition
or translation of the word for "rule": "The precise nature of the rule is as
various as the real situations in which the action or state so designated
occur. It seems to be the situation in all languages and cultures that
words for oversight, rule, government must be defined in relation to the
situation out of which the function arises."34

In the Bible the range of the subjects of the verb "to rule" and of the
objects (i.e., those things or persons being dominated) is enormous. At
the macrolevel is the concept of divine dominion, in which God rules
over not only Israel but also all the nations as well as the natural world
(e.g., Ps 22:28; 59:13; and 89:9). On the microlevel, in wisdom litera-
ture, "rule" can refer to the individual's self-control (Prov 16:32). In
between is a variety of other usages, many of which have an explicitly
political meaning, as when the author of Judges refers to a time when
the Philistines were ascendant in Israel (Judg 14:4; 15:11).

It is intriguing to note that, except for the imperial dominion of David
and Solomon or the eschatological hope for a similar extent of Judean
control, the Israelite kings are never said to "rule" over their people.
The verb msl, in its political contexts, seems to refer to an extension of
Israelite dominion beyond its primary locus. Solomon rules, for exam-
ple, beyond his own Israelite kingdom; he "has dominion" over all the
kingdoms from the Euphrates to Egypt (1 Kgs 5:1). Or, Og controls a
group of territories besides his own Bashan (Josh 12:5). An earlier
attempt to comprehend the nuances of "rule" led to the idea that msl,
except when used of God, suggests a dominion that does not naturally or
legally inhere in the person exerting it.35 Such a possibility should not
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now be eliminated, but it is not at the core of what is important to know
about msl as "rule."

This word takes on a larger or smaller scope depending on its context,
and in this context the reproductive sexuality of a couple is what is to be
subjected to the control of the male. Because of the life situation to
which this oracle is addressed, the domination of the male is not a
statement that his passion or lust is more important than that of the
female. Rather, in light of an understandable reluctance of women to
enter into the risks of pregnancy and birth, and because of the social and
economic necessity that she do so frequently, the male's will within the
realm of sexuality is to be imposed on the will of the female. He can
insist on having sexual relations, with the hope that conception will
result. Yet, because she experiences desire and yearning for the man,
such male control would not be experienced as oppressive. In any case,
to assume as most have done that this line presents hierarchical control,
pervading all aspects of female-male interaction, is to wrench a clause
from the specificity of its position in the oracular portion of a wisdom
tale.

An analogy from a more recent period of human history may help to
underscore the point that this line of Genesis 3:16 is a sanction that will
facilitate childbearing to meet social needs. As such it is a "nationalist"
text, similar to one that will be described at the beginning of Chapter 8.
Hence, an example of the relationship between depopulation and nation-
alism as it affected authoritative sanction provides a telling comparison.
The falling birthrate in nineteenth-century France was perceived as a
grave threat to the Third Republic's role as a world power.36 Although
their voices were not welcomed by most male political figures of the
time, French feminists rightly saw depopulation as a female as well as a
male problem. One of the most outspoken feminists, Maria Martin,
urged legal sanctions to encourage marriage and also childbirth, with or
without marriage.37 She claimed that young women needed to be encour-
aged to have many children and that there needed to be official incen-
tives for that: many young women did not want children because they
had seen their mothers suffer.

The solution to the depopulation problem in France, advocated by
both feminists and patriarchists, was legislation that would promote
natality. Ironically in light of recent feminist attitudes, motherhood be-
came the claim to citizenship. The solution to the need for an increased
birthrate in early Israel took the form of a divine ruling that gave men
the power to overcome female reluctance. Motherhood likewise was to
be encouraged as being in the national interest.
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The typical translation of Genesis 3:16 that provides "he shall rule
over you" is thus lexically correct, so long as its context is kept in mind.
However, the difficulty in divorcing this translation from its millennia-
long attachment to the concept of generalized male dominance and
female subservience suggests that a different translation is warranted.
Clearly it is time to put aside forever the unwarranted chauvinism of
such translations as the Septuagint's "he will have authority over you" or
the Jerusalem Bible's "he will lord it over you." It is also compelling, in
light of the foregoing discussion, to dispel the patriarchal notion of
divinely sanctioned male supremacy that "he shall rule" conjures up.
Consequently, a translation that diverges from the usual ones even at
the cost of some awkwardness in English is in order. The temptation is
simply to switch English word order: "he will overrule her," to wit, in
the matter of whether or not to satisfy desire, an act which hopefully
would have implications for procreation. Alternatively, we suggest "he
shall predominate over you," which preserves the concept of rule (do-
minion) yet allows for the less than absolute imposition of male will.
Instead of projecting the idea of legal control, as does "rule," "predomi-
nate" at the least can avoid the connotation of authority and take into
account the specific context of these poetic lines.

To summarize, lines 3 and 4 together should be understood as re-
sponses to the situation established by lines 1 and 2. Women have to
work hard and have many children, as lines 1 and 2 proclaim; their
reluctance to conform, which is not explicitly stated but can be recon-
structed by looking at the biological and socioeconomic realities of an-
cient Palestine, had to be overcome. Lines 3 and 4 tell us how: female
reluctance is overcome by the passion they feel toward their men, and
that allows them to accede to the males' sexual advances even though
they realize that undesired pregnancies (with the accompanying risks)
might be the consequence.

The Eden Oracle in Context

Our investigation of the words and syntax of Genesis 3:16 has been
extensive, chiefly because that passage is so fraught with implications for
an understanding of women in the biblical period as well as for a sense of
how postbiblical exegesis has used, or misused, canonical materials.
These pages of close scrutiny are the least we can offer in the face of two
millennia of tradition that saw in God's oracle to the woman something
fundamentally different from what this examination has revealed. In
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each word or phrase, lexical and poetic considerations have led us to a
translation that departs considerably from those with which most of us
are familiar. Let us now put together our line-by-line rendering, as just
worked out, as a prelude to a discussion of the societal conditions to
which it speaks:

I will greatly increase your toil and your pregnancies;
(Along) with travail shall you beget children.
For to your man is your desire,
And he shall predominate over you.

If there can be any doubts as to the conditions to which such an oracle
is addressed, the oracle to the man that follows should help put them
aside. Genesis 3:17-19 depicts a life in which enormous effort is re-
quired to secure the essentials—"bread," the staff of life. Bread both
symbolizes all sustenance and alludes to the field crops that hill country
farmers had to work so hard to produce. The information gleaned from
archaeology, historical geography, and the study of ancient agriculture
(see Chapter 3) has shown that in the isolated hill country of premonar-
chic Palestine, life would have been more difficult and existence more
fragile than in most other areas of the ancient Near East. The soil is
inhospitable and suitable only for thorns and thistles. To those who seek
to make the land life-sustaining, it is indeed "cursed."

The man's lot is to labor unceasingly. But for the female, a twofold
responsibility is laid forth in response to the demographic as well as the
environmental conditions. Her role will be to have more children than
she might otherwise desire and to contribute more extensively to produc-
tive tasks than was expected of peasant women of the late second millen-
nium. Just how much more, or what the patterns of female agrarian
labor were, will be considered in Chapter 7.

Genesis 3, as a wisdom tale, addresses the conditions to which the
highland settlers had to adapt. It deals with elementary questions about
life and its hardships, about the endless and unremitting efforts it re-
quires. The gnawing questions are addressed as to why life is so diffi-
cult and why there is so much labor for simple survival. This question is
of the same order as, but perhaps even more fundamental than, the
existential predicaments underlying the eloquent discourses of Job and
Ecclesiastes.

Genesis 2-3 responds to the human anguish about the crushing reali-
ties and uncertainties of life with a parable or tale, in much the way that
mythographic expression constitutes a response to the human predica-
ment in other ancient literatures.38 The nature of the response is compa-
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rable in the Bible and in pagan literature: the human condition is or-
dained by God and must be accepted as such. Further, although the
Genesis 3 tale itself does not deal directly with this, biblical wisdom in
general does not leave us with an entirely gloomy picture. For example,
two wisdom psalms (127 and 128) that are thematically related to Gene-
sis 3 in their concern with labor and procreation take the assumptions
about hard work and large families a step further: acknowledging God's
sovereignty, along with accepting one's lot in life, brings its own rewards
of happiness and fulfillment.

Because the Genesis 3:16-19 description of the human condition does
not include the positive potential involved in accepting God's impera-
tive, it has repeatedly been seen as having an inherent connection with
the disobedience of the primeval couple in the first part of the chapter.
Yet, as we have already suggested, the poetic portion (3:14-19)—on
literary criteria alone—may stand apart from the surrounding prose nar-
rative of Genesis 2-3, which contains its own punishment: the expulsion
from Eden. Even critics adhering to traditional sin-punishment readings
of the text recognize the discrete character of the oracles.39 The oracles
have an independent etiological force. Hence, the prescriptions in them
become penalties only in their canonical position within the prose frame-
work. God's poetic pronouncements, involving a curse for both the
serpent and the soil and the establishment of complementary life roles
for the archetypal couple, function on their own as divine sanctions for
societal conditions. God ordains certain patterns of behavior for the
people who have acknowledged his sovereignty and who need the sup-
port of divine prescription in order to sustain their pioneer efforts.

The divine call for increased female procreation in particular must be
seen in relation to the social situation. As explained in Chapter 1 (p. 22),
religious sanctions in premodern societies operate, often quite uncon-
sciously, in some ways to allow for optimum human adaptations to the
environments on which they depend. Viewed anthropologically, popula-
tion growth is a "human possibility which is encouraged by certain institu-
tions, as well as technological or environmental circumstances, but
equally may be discouraged by other circumstances."40 If this be so, then
a situation in which population growth was advantageous would call for
an increase in conceptions and also in cultural values encouraging such
increase, which is just what Genesis 3:16 provides. That it does so be-
comes evident when it is compared with a mythographic response to the
opposite demographic situations.

Situations of overpopulation also evoked adaptive sanctions; in such
cases, a decrease in human fertility naturally would be encouraged. A
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fascinating text from Mesopotamia contains a mythic description of the
desirability of miscarriages, of infant (and adult) mortality, and of voca-
tions for women that preclude marriage and childbearing. The gods
ordain such measures in response to the "great noise of mankind," in
other words, the multiplication of people and the ensuing tumult and
unrest.41 Such a text apparently arose from, and helped society adjust
to, recurring eras of overpopulation that strained the resources of the
land between the rivers.42

In sum, the societal conditions—the context—which best suit the
thrust of the poetic oracles to the female and male in Genesis 3:16-19
seem to be those of the Israelite highlanders in the earliest period of
their corporate existence and of their self-consciousness as Yahweh's
people. That was the period which called for an outpouring of labor and
a growth of population that would have exceeded preceding or succeed-
ing eras. The early Iron Age stands out as the period in which the
historical and environmental features provide the most suitable back-
ground for the blunt imperatives concerning the use of human energy in
these oracles. The survival of a nation of pioneer farmers called for
extraordinary efforts during this period of settlement. Never again
would the need for so powerful a mandate for increased toil and family
size be so acute.

The evidence that Genesis 3:16 is addressed to Israelite women in the
premonarchic period would be precariously circumstantial were it not
for some additional chronological data. Genesis 3, in terms of thematic
content and also (though to a lesser extent) in terms of actual language,
is related to several poetic passages that belong to an early stage of
Israelite literature. The two wisdom psalms (127 and 128) mentioned
above have an archaic quality that suggests that they are at the beginning
of the tradition of Israelite psalmody. Similarly, the Song of Hannah (1
Sam 2:1-10) deals thematically with the issues treated in Genesis 3. God
provides unexpected assistance in the three basic areas of human activ-
ity: the battle is won, the barren conceive many, the impoverished re-
ceive bread. While Hannah's song itself dates from the early monarchy,
at exactly the point (verses 4-5) where it is most relevant to the Eden
oracle it depends on the language of Psalm 113, which can in fact be
dated to the premonarchic period.43

The message to the first woman as Everywoman arose in a context
which demanded an intensification of female labor and fecundity. Pre-
cisely because of Eve's archetypal role, the Eden passage seems to man-
date such a pattern for all who follow in the Yahwist tradition. The first
woman stands for all, and all therefore must increase their productivity
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and procreativity. Or must they? In a way, the silence of the rest of the
Hebrew Bible about Eve and Adam provides a mute comment on the
ongoing validity of the female job description. One might test the univer-
sal applicability of God's address to the woman by asking if the parallel
imperative to the man means that males must forever plow a thorny
field? As the context determines the prescriptive validity of the procla-
mation to the archetypal male, so must it also be the crucial factor in the
words to Every woman.



6
Eve's World: The Family Household

Every woman Eve, in the formative centuries of Israelite existence, lived
in small villages in the highlands of central Palestine. Archaeological
surveys and excavations in the highlands have revealed a virtual explo-
sion of small, unwalled settlements coinciding with the origins of ancient
Israel. Cataloguing of the number and density of hill country sites has
been accompanied by studies of the economic basis for the survival of
the new settlements in previously unsettled places. This analysis of the
village ecology and technology provides crucial information about the
demands and constraints communities placed on their inhabitants. The
demographic and subsistence challenge confronting the pioneers in the
hill country has emerged from the mists of a history undocumented in
conventional sources. Against such a backdrop, the mandate for signifi-
cant female contribution to societal tasks and to demographic growth
appears functionally essential.

To this point, we have considered mainly the largest societal setting—
all Israel—and the symbolic individual component, the woman or Eve.
For a closer look at the life of Every woman, we must examine her
immediate and determinative social context. As in all preindustrial soci-
eties, the dominant social world for virtually all members of society was
the household, or domestic living group. There were larger social units,
which we shall describe briefly; still, it was the household unit that
shaped and sustained daily existence for nearly everyone. All women,
children, and nearly all men occupied in everyday life social niches
determined by the structure of the unit of people with whom they
worked and lived. That structure, in both a physical and social sense,
provided the direct, constant, and most significant context for the lives
of all the individuals. If we wish to focus on the lives of Israelite women,
we must try to see their immediate living environment. In short, the
nature of the Israelite household is the salient factor in reconstructing
Eve's life.

122
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It is not easy to sketch the Israelite household. Superficially, it would
seem that the researcher could go to the biblical text, identify the vocabu-
lary that deals with houses and their residents, and then analyze the
various passages in which the language of domestic arrangements is
utilized. Would that such a process were possible. As it happens, the
biblical vocabulary for the smallest social unit greater than the individual
is not uniform in what it depicts and hence confounds attempts at analy-
sis of terminology.

Before dealing with the household level of social organization, it will
be helpful to look at the overall structure of Israelite society. Note that
the individual is not considered to be a discrete unit of society in this
analysis. The reasons for not treating the individual are complex and
probably justifiable. While the individual may universally be the small-
est unit of society, the relational definition of social patterns precludes
description of the individual alone as a social unit.

Furthermore, the ancient Hebraic (and Semitic) concept of the individ-
ual was not developed in the ways in which it is today. We are accus-
tomed to thinking about people as autonomous beings. In so doing, we
tend to abstract ourselves and our own personalities from our familial
and social contexts far more than did our biblical forebears. For them
identity was relational, whereas for us personal identity tends to involve
individuation and separation. These divergent perspectives are not nec-
essarily diametric opposites. Nonetheless, to focus on the individual in
Israelite society would be to give undue weight to a member of a group
for which corporate existence was the fundamental grounding of life.

Awareness of this communal orientation of ancient life is essential to
any consideration of the matter of exploitation of individuals. This issue
cannot be pursued in the same way for ancient Israel as for post-archaic
societies. When the meaning of individual existence is so fully subsumed
into the characteristics and exigencies of the groups on which the individ-
ual is dependent for survival, the possibility of dehumanizing or abusive
behavior toward categories of individuals may in fact be nonexistent.
Thus the feminist, perspective that condemns ancient Israel for putative
sexism and gender inequality by and large fails to recognize the thor-
ough integration of personal identity with social context in Hebraic
thought. Such distortion is particularly true in feminist suspicion of bibli-
cal texts urging human fertility. The nationalistic basis (see Chapter 8,
pp. 165-166) for such texts is virtually ignored.

In 1926, the Danish biblical scholar Johannes Pedersen set forth a
classic delineation of the "soul," the individual as a totality and not as
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the sum of physical and mental or spiritual parts, in biblical thought.1

His exploration of the individual and of his or her identity led him to
conclude that individual existence is inextricably linked to its biological
and social matrix and that an individual removed from or cut off from his
or her social context is in pain and danger:'

Life is not something individual, to be shaped according to the needs of
each individual. Man [= person] is only what he is as a link in the fam-
ily. . . . When we look at the soul, we always see a community rising
behind it. What it is, it is by virtue of others. It has sprung up from a family
which has filled it with its contents, and from which it can never grow
away. The family forms the narrowest community in which it lives. But
wherever it works, it must live in community, because it is its nature to
communicate itself to others, to share blessing with them.2

More recent treatments3 differ at points with Pedersen's analysis, but
none would deny the bonds integrating individual with community.

In short, although as human beings we have much in common with
our fellow humans throughout history, and all over the world, we must
recognize that fundamental differences among world views exist among
various cultures. For our own biblical heritage, it is especially difficult to
conceive of the otherness of the ancient Israelite world. Western religion
holds the products of that world—the biblical canon—as sacred and
authoritative. Such a stand makes the canon part of the modern world,
brings the biblical past into some kind of equivalency with the present.
Yet, for all the continuity, there are radical differences. The contempo-
rary focus of western life on the individual, on autonomous development
and self-fulfillment, is one crucial area of distinction between the biblical
mind set and our own. Hence, we must take care to examine the context
that defined individual female existence. We must also resist the tempta-
tion to judge the role and status of women in antiquity with the same
criteria applicable to women today.

The Larger Contexts: Tribe and Clan

During its premonarchic period, ancient Israel is understood to have had
three levels of social organization constituting the unified people "Is-
rael": tribe, clan or family, and household. These levels defy exact
delineation; but examining them means beginning with the terminology
used in the Hebrew Bible itself, although that is not an easy task. The
Bible is hardly a monolithic document and is certainly not a sociological
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treatise. It does, however, reflect social patterns that were established
and then changed over the course of the millennia during which the
canon took shape. Biblical scholarship has therefore long used sociologi-
cal and anthropological categories to help make sense of the biblical
data. In consideration of ancient Israel as a national entity, political
analogies have also played a useful role.

For the all-inclusive national existence that subsumes the three levels
of social organization, no single technical term exists in the Hebrew
Bible. Israel speaks of itself as a whole by a variety of loosely applied
nouns, such as "people," "nation," "assembly," "covenanted people,"
"congregation," "league." More often than not, Israelite national iden-
tity is expressed through the use of proper names designating a sociopo-
litical unity. The name "Israel," of course, stands out as the preferred
one, with the expanded term "Israelites" being an allied designation.4 It
should be noted that the latter term, "Israelites," is literally "sons/
children of Israel" in Hebrew. As such it is an expansion of a family
term. Its usage as a term for all Israel indicates the conceptual impor-
tance of biological relationship as a meaningful indicator of common
destiny. Although the political and ethnic nuances of the Israelite self-
conception are neither uniform in a limited epoch nor consistent over
time, the expression of national identity through the language of family
bonds persists. Family context is a powerful and tenacious expression of
identity at all levels. It indicates in the realm of language and conceptual-
ization a prominence of family life equal to that revealed in our examina-
tion of economic, social, and political factors.

As regards the three levels of social organization that constitute the
nation Israel, similar problems of imprecise biblical terminology and
difficulty of sociological identification beset the researcher. The tribe,
which was the primary unit of social organization in premonarchic Is-
rael, perhaps comes closest to having a reliable and consistent designa-
tion within the biblical text. The term "tribe" in English Bibles is a
translation of two different Hebrew words, but in most cases the words
appear to be virtually synonymous in that they refer to the same group-
ings of component (tribal) units. Each tribal unit has its own name,
derived from the name of its eponymous ancestor, one of the sons of the
patriarch Jacob.5 The tribes, though typically grouped as parallel units,
were hardly uniform in their demographic or geographic size, nor did
they have identical individual histories of formation and of appropria-
tion of territory.

In the absence of extensive or uniform biblical descriptions and histo-
ries of all the tribes, the nature of individual tribes and their relationship
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to each other as a national unity has been the topic of considerable
scholarly speculation and debate. This scholarly interest is far from sub-
siding, even in the wake of Gottwald's encyclopedic treatment of the
subject in Tribes ofYahweh. Nonetheless, the skepticism about whether
a national unity of tribes ever existed before the monarchic period has
probably been dealt a mortal blow by the systematic social scientific
analysis of Israel as a tribal society. My own work on tribal function
indicates that the tribes, at least in Galilee, must have had political and
supratribal orientation dating to their origins in the settlement period.6

The second subdivision of Israelite society—clan or family—is more
difficult to locate, and its functional characteristics are more problematic
to describe. The terminology is deceptively simple insofar as only two
Hebrew words are involved. One (mispahah) is preponderant and is
usually translated "family"; with its strong connotations of nuclear fam-
ily in English, however, this translation is unsatisfactory. The other
(''eleph) is rarer and is a distinctively military term that suffers from a
variety of inaccurate translations, including "thousands."7 In sociologi-
cal terminology, this level of organization is called a clan by some, or a
phratry ("brotherhood," or groups of kindred who are related—in the
case of ancient Israel—patriiineally) by others. Tribes were composed of
these units, with the number of the "family" or clan units per tribe
varying considerably. An average of fifty "family" groups—clans, or
associated families—can be established for each tribe for the premon-
archie period on the basis of the census lists in the Bible (Num 1 and 26;
see Exod 6:16-19 and Num 3:14-20), although the lists of actually
named groups gives the unrealistic impression that there were fewer of
these subtribal units than was actually the case.8

These "family" groups themselves varied in size and strength. Note,
for example, Gideon's protest about his ability to lead his people in a
crisis situation. If social resources are the criteria of leadership ability,
Gideon doubts his ability to rise to the challenge: "Pray, Lord, how can I
deliver Israel? Behold, my clan is the weakest in Manasseh [tribe]"
(Judg 6:15). Fortunately. Yahweh assures him that divine help will more
than compensate for the deficiencies in his resources, and Gideon rises
to the occasion. From our perspective, the implicit variation in clan size
is what is relevant in that episode. A large "family" grouping or clan
could itself occupy a whole village; alternately, many smaller associated
"families" or clans could constitute the population of a village, or a large
collection of "families" or clans might occupy several small settlements.
That is, the social composition of a village was related, but not equiva-
lent, to the territorial distribution of these "family" or clan units. How-
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ever, it is probably better to reckon the size of villages (which was
probably a reflection to a large extent of topography and resources) by
the smaller social units that comprise these "families," as described in
the next section.

The use of quotation marks with the term family is to suggest a differ-
ence from our culturally bound concept of the term. Family means to us
either the nuclear family of parents and children occupying a common
domicile, or the larger extended family, the network of grandparents,
aunts and uncles, and cousins that gathers for cultural or religious events
(holidays) or for landmarks in the lives of its members (e.g., births,
birthdays, marriages, deaths). Because of its inherent ambiguity in En-
glish, this term is woefully inadequate to represent the lineage level of
tribal organization.

To confuse matters further, the Hebrew word for the "family" or clan
as the intermediate level of social organization is not always representa-
tive of biologically connected units. Like "children of Israel," it can be
used metaphorically to describe closely related groups. Israel conceived
of itself genealogically, via a family tree. The Bible links diverse geo-
graphic or ethnic components through the symbolic language of kinship
relationships.9 Consequently, while real biological connections may of-
ten have been present, they are subsumed to nonbiological ones in a
pseudogenealogical scheme emphasizing connection and unity. Again,
such an arrangement indicates the power of family imagery and thus of
family structures as key social units in ancient Israel.

The third, or smallest, level of social organization in ancient Israel is
sometimes referred to as the "family," but the term is no more appropri-
ate to denote this tertiary level of Israelite society than it is for the
secondary level. Consequently, we refer to the coresidential unit as the
"household," a word that also has limitations. This smallest social unit of
ancient Israelite society, though perhaps the most elusive, is probably
the most significant in terms of how it defined the daily patterns of
existence for the individuals who were included within it.

The household is usually considered the fundamental unit of society
by social scientists.10 The tribe, with its artificial basis, was probably the
least significant social dimension for the men and women of ancient
Israel. The intermediate social unit of "family" or clan was probably the
basic determinant of land apportionment and of geographic identity and
was next in importance. It was also the level at which problems involving
the component social units of the clan were negotiated. And it provided
material aid, protection, and marriage possibilities for its members. Yet,
the inner workings of the household, constituting the "family," created



128 DISCOVERING EVE

the general frame of reference of daily life, making the smallest social
unit the primary and most important part of premonarchic Israel. The
household determined an individual's roles and responsibilities as mem-
bers of society. As such, it was not functionally subordinate to the clan
and tribe but rather was a quasi-independent and effective unit within
the larger levels of social organization.11

One might view the individual in early Israel as standing inside three
concentric circles, representing the three levels of social organization.
The immediate or smallest circle was fully and directly visible to the
individual positioned in the center; the other two impinged less directly
and less frequently on one's consciousness but still were an inextricable
part of the individual's world.

Examining the Household Unit

Unlike the situation in the modern world, effective membership in an-
cient Israelite society for nearly everyone would have been possible only
through membership in a family household.12 Again, the biblical vocabu-
lary provides the starting point for examining the character of this basic
unit of society. As for the other levels of social organization, the biblical
terminology is deceptively simple. Only one phrase comes close to desig-
nating this innermost circle of Israelite life: bet 'ab which literally means
"house of the father." The first word of this phrase can designate the
physical structure in which people live. But it can also, as it clearly does
in this phrase, indicate a living group and as such is difficult to identify
on the basis of biblical texts.

The problems of delineating what is meant by "house of the father,"
which we will call "family household," derive from several quarters.
First, the phrase is used in the Bible in several contexts in which it
clearly refers to tribes and not to the smallest, family-based unit. This
usage may be metaphoric for the pseudo-kinship structure the biblical
writers have imposed on their understanding of the people Israel, but
that fact does not mitigate the confusion of terminology it introduces.
Similarly, the phrase sometimes refers to the clan level of organization,
indicating the importance of the kinship conceptualization. The idea of
"family household" was so powerful that it was used in reference to all
levels of kinship.13

The appearance of the phrase representing the smallest unit of society
as a designation for larger units complicates efforts to clarify the identity
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of the household. And even where the phrase does designate the house-
hold unit, there is considerable variability in what it means. This
imprecision in the terminology may be the result of a certain fluidity
introduced by the developing course of social organization over the long
period of time (nearly a millennium) reflected in the various biblical
references to the bet '«fo, the "family household." However, it is more
useful to examine the imprecision in terms of variations that existed at
any given point in Israelite history rather than as a mark of changing
configurations over time.

Households were variable. They were flexible units of coresidency
that adapted to divergent and shifting political and economic strictures.
For most of Israel's existence, there were manifold family residential
settings—hamlets, villages, farmsteads, regional urban centers, imperial
or national capitals—and consequently there were probably a variety of
residential patterns. That variety would in turn be compounded by the
economic influences at work in shaping the size and makeup of a house-
hold. Classical scholars have a similar difficulty with terminology for
family groups in the literature of ancient Greece and Rome. The classi-
cal world, like the world of the Israelites, was too disparate to permit a
simple designation of a family group.

David Herlihy, a social historian who has studied the classical roots of
the medieval household, has noted the irregular vocabulary for family
and household in classical literature. He sees in this an indication that
families varied widely across society and that there were fundamental
differences among various configurations of domestic life.14 In addition
to inconsistent terminology, one of the signs of household diversity for
Herlihy was that the Romans did not use the household as a unit for the
census. The biblical material is comparable in this respect. The Bible
records a number of censuses, for military or taxation purposes. In each
case the assessment is made on the basis of the individuals (potential
soldiers or taxpayers) rather than households. With respect to the vague-
ness of the language for households, the analogy between the classical
and the biblical worlds is apt. Herlihy's conclusion about this impreci-
sion is probably applicable to the Hebraic sources: "they lacked a con-
cept of family or household that could be applied across all social lev-
els."15 His observation of the one exception to this is also noteworthy
with respect to Israelite society. He identified the households associated
with family-based peasant agriculture under Roman colonial expansion
as having consistent patterns.16

In light of the specific conditions of agrarian development characteriz-
ing the formative period of ancient Israel, as described in Chapter 3, it is
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reasonable to assume the existence of commensurate household units
across most of Israelite society during that nohcentralized, nonurban
period. The variety of households that emerged as Israel's economic and
political life became more complex in later centuries would not yet have
existed in the premonarchic period. Consequently, delineating house-
holds for tribal Israel would mean understanding the domestic groups in
which most of the population of that time lived. This understanding of
the domestic groups also suggests patterns that held for a significant
portion of the population that continued to occupy relatively isolated
agricultural villages even after the formation of the Israelite state.

Let us look more closely at the translation "family household" (for
Hebrew bet ^ab). As a phrase in English, it is composed of two words
that are congruent to some extent but are logically and empirically differ-
ent.17 In combination, the two words have important implications.
Strictly speaking, "family" is a kinship term, whereas "household" is a
somewhat more flexible term connoting both residency and social func-
tion. The latter is more inclusive; household can, notably in an agrarian
setting, include a set of related people and also residential quarters,
outbuildings, granaries, wells, tools and equipment, livestock, fields,
and orchards.18 It can also include people not related by kinship, such as
captives, servants, and temporary residents or "sojourners."

Descriptive and analytical materials from the social sciences augment
the material in the Bible about the household unit, as well as the tribe
and clan levels of society. Rich as such a source of information might be,
use of it is hampered somewhat by the lack of historical perspective that
has characterized much of the work on family groups or households. The
interest in family groups is greater than ever, but research on such
groups in past history is remarkably sparse. A comprehensive bibliogra-
phy of studies in this field lists only about 2 percent of the titles as
dealing with historical themes.19 The lack of interest in past domestic
arrangements obviously is related to the difficulty in obtaining accurate-,
ample, and balanced information. It is challenging enough to investigate
the structures directly visible to the observer in today's world. To exam-
ine social units of a past world seems understandably almost impossible
to most social scientists. As a result, information about family house-
holds in premodern times has come more from historians with a vested
interest in particular epochs than from social scientists.

The paucity of data from ancient periods has not been the only obsta-
cle to the description and assessment of domestic groups in antiquity.
The intellectual barrier imposed by nineteenth-century evolutionary
models of domestic households has yet to be fully dismantled. Although
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modern anthropology and sociology are in great measure the result of a
rejection of the Darwinist schemes of such Victorian theorists as
Bachofen and Morgan, the residual assumptions of a linear development
of domestic structures, from large and complex to small and simple,
have not been fully expunged.20 Victorian perceptions of family life still
interfere in subtle ways (see below) with attempts to reconstruct house-
holds of previous times.

The last statement concerns the matter of household function as much
as of structure. These are two distinct and important features of the
household, and they should not be confused or interchanged.21 That is,
identifying the familial structure and sometimes the nonfamilial supple-
ments (servants, slaves, sojourners) to a household group does not pro-
vide automatic entree into what takes place within the household unit.
The composition of the domestic unit is not a simple determinant of the
interaction of its members or of the range of individual and social needs
that the household provides. The Victorian explorers, fascinated with
foreign societies around the globe, were obsessed with the descriptive
task. They carefully recorded family structures as they saw them during
relatively brief periods of observation, and they noted obvious domestic
activities. But they were not yet conceptually or methodologically pre-
pared to delve into the less visible functional dimensions of domestic
life.

Such Victorian patterns of anthropological research have been unfor-
tunately persistent. Ironically, perhaps this is because twentieth-century
anthropologists have often been influenced by Marxist theories, which
include the theories of family structure put forth by Victorian scholars.
Engels' classic work, The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the
State (1884), has perpetuated evolutionary views in a surprisingly tena-
cious way until quite recently.22 Therefore, those who might be most
critical of a stereotyped view of family groups were nonetheless party to
descriptive and classificatory modes of research that did little to demon-
strate the dynamic and multidimensional aspects of households.

However, contemporary anthropological and historical data have chal-
lenged the validity of stereotypes and questioned the existence of univer-
sal schemes.23 The research on contemporary households clearly realizes
the need to analyze function as well as form, context as well as configura-
tion. This realization has occurred in part because of feminist interest in
delineating female roles and eliminating damaging stereotypes. For antiq-
uity, too, we must recognize that the investigation of the structure of a
household can tell only part of the story of women's position in society.
Identifying the particular social and economic functions of the household
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as well as the relationship of those functions to the larger social context is
fundamental to an understanding of the roles of women in any society.
The domestic unit is a social one, not a "natural" one. In each setting, the
domestic unit interacts with its specific environment and with the larger
social units of which it is a part to produce a unique and dynamic struc-
ture. To deal with any historical example of domestic life, we must "de-
construct the family as a natural unit, and reconstruct it as a social one."24

Our task, then, is first to delineate as accurately as possible the struc-
ture of Israelite family households—particularly for the premonarchic
period—and after that to explore the function of those households. In
this way the immediate household context of female lives in ancient
Israel can come to light, and the role of women in the domestic realm
and hence in society as a whole will become more visible than traditional
readings of the sources have ever allowed.

Household Structure in Early Israel

Our ability to retrieve the smallest unit of social organization from the
darkness of a world several millennia removed is facilitated by the kind
of synthetic approach described in Chapter 1. Archaeological materials,
biblical passages, and analogies from social science combine to provide a
reasonably accurate picture of the family household in the premonarchic
period. Investigating the morphology, or shape, of the Israelite house-
hold is one kind of research dealing with the Bible and its world that is
the beneficiary of recent developments in all components of the interdis-
ciplinary approach.

Archaeological discoveries in ancient village as well as urban sites in
Palestine has produced an interesting body of evidence that is relevant
to an examination of the family household. The family household, at
least for our purposes in examining Israelite forms, is a residential
group.25 Consequently, the size, shape, location, and interrelationship
of domestic buildings provides basic information about households.

A number of field projects have produced data that bear directly on
the investigation of the Israelite household. One project has excavated
two village sites in the Judean hills north of Jerusalem. These sites, 'Ai
(et-Tell) and Raddana, were excavated by Callaway and by Callaway
and Cooley, respectively, in the late 1960s and early 1970s.26 Another
project has focused on the northern Negev, south of Jerusalem, where
the village of Masos (Khirbet el-Meshash) was excavated in the 1970s by
Kempinski and Fritz.27 Both of these projects have uncovered remains
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of Iron I domestic groups, and the evidence from these three sites as well
as from others has been collected and astutely analyzed in an article
entitled "The Archaeology of the Family in Ancient Israel."28

Prevailing opinions, based on the excavation of more developed (i.e.,
urban) or later sites, supposed that the typical Israelite domestic build-
ing housed a coresident group that should be identified as a simple or
nuclear family. This elementary family form would have been composed
of a conjugal pair or a widowed person with unmarried offspring.29

However, at these three Iron I village sites excavated in the past two
decades, small dwellings that can be identified as those of conjugal units
are linked together into residential compounds. Two or three individual
units sharing a common courtyard and certain domestic installations and
technological features are architecturally connected. Together, these
units form a multiple-family dwelling. Not only are units architecturally
joined, but also their spatial arrangement implies the economic and
social integration of the subunits that occupied the individual compo-
nents of these domestic compounds. A range of activities was carried out
within the compound, and these activities served all the members of the
living group and therefore linked them into a single household. The
description of those activities relates to the function of the household
and will be discussed separately in Chapter 7.

These compound dwellings were not isolated structures amidst a vil-
lage of single-family homes; they were the rule, not the exception. Exten-
sive excavation in large areas of the tiny Iron Age villages have shown
repeated examples of domestic compounds. Together, these structures
provide evidence that the family unit occupying the basic household of
early Israel was larger than just the elementary couple with offspring.
What may have been the family composition of such residential com-
pounds? There is no single or simple response to this question, but a
consideration of the theoretical possibilities in conjunction with some
biblical texts provides a reasonable answer.

The family group that occupied these compound dwellings may have
been what is called an "extended family household," a group composed
of a conjugal pair and one or more relatives other than offspring. There
might be one or more siblings or cousins of a member of the pair; one or
more uncles, aunts, or parents of a member of the pair; or nieces,
nephews, or grandchildren. In other words, the elementary unit can be
extended laterally (siblings, cousins), upward (parents, aunts, uncle),
and/or downward (nieces, nephews, grandchildren). It is not possible to
determine which of these extended-family patterns would have pre-
vailed. Probably no single pattern was more common than any other.
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Rather, the extension of the family would have depended on the particu-
lar circumstances of any individual family. The survival of parents into
old age, the death of spouses or of a sibling or a cousin, the orphaning of
children of near kin—such events would have lent distinctive character
to individual extended-family households.

Another possible living configuration for the occupants of these dwell-
ing clusters would be what is called a "multiple-family household." In
such a situation, two or more conjugal pairs with or without offspring
would have been the inhabitants of the units of the domestic compound.
The typical, laterally formed case would be of two or more brothers,
with their families. This sort of arrangement, also known as a "joint
family," might be augmented by other family members. If parents, un-
cles or aunts, or more distant single relatives were also present, the pure'
joint family begins to look more like the extended family.

In one of the few examples that can be gleaned from a biblical text,
Judges 17-18 tells the story of Micah, the head of a household in the hill
country of Ephraim. The narrative reveals a man living with his widowed
mother (whose wealth is used for the enrichment of the family's cultic
life), his sons and probably their wives, and a young priest whom he hires
to serve household needs. The key verse in the account is Judges 18:22,
which describes the men of Micah's household in pursuit of some Danites
who had made off with Micah's cultic objects and his newly hired priest.
The raiding Danites were pursued and apprehended by the "men who
were in the houses comprising the household of Micah."30

This text is a remarkably apt description of a multiple-family house-
hold compound of the period of the Judges.31 Like the clusters of dwell-
ings found by archaeologists in the highlands, Micah's household in-
volved multiple living units. Furthermore, several functional roles of
such a family collective are revealed in the Micah narrative. At the least,
economic, social, religious, and military characteristics of a household
from the premonarchic period are present in Micah's household.

The physical shape of the compound dwellings of early Israel is clear in
the archaeological record. But the structure of the kinship group occupy-
ing the compound cannot be rigidly identified. It would surely have been
in flux, as generational shifts—the death of parents or grandparents, the
marriage of children, the birth of children or grandchildren—proceeded.
Evidence from ethnography supports the notion that no single pattern of
family organization can characterize all the compounds at a given time
nor any single compound over time.32 The important fact to deduce from
the archaeological and ethnographic evidence is that early Israelite house-
holds were consistently larger than the nuclear family but that various
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configurations of the extended- and/or multiple-family units would have
existed simultaneously.

Biblical passages, such as the Judges narrative just cited, relate well to
the archaeological and anthropological evidence for the existence of
households larger than the simple conjugal unit. Other kinds of informa-
tion contained in biblical materials likewise support this view of complex
family structures, at least in isolated highland villages during Israel's
formative period. Some two decades ago a British group concerned with
"Social and Economic Administration" sponsored the publication of a
carefully researched monograph, entitled The Extended Family in the
Old Testament,^ on family organization and kinship groups in biblical
times. Although the adherence to the term "extended family" is unfortu-
nate, the author's analysis of the kinship groups represented by two
passages in Leviticus is compelling.

The passages under discussion, Leviticus 18 and 20, are the so-called
incest taboos of ancient Israel. It is difficult to tell whether the prohibi-
tions should be understood as regulating whom a man might marry or
with which close family members a woman should not have sexual rela-
tions.34 Porter rejects both of these explanations. At least for Leviticus
18, the regulations

are not concerned with marriage, nor primarily with close blood kinship,
nor are they to be explained as that of 'psychic community'. . . . they are
not attempting to set out a general concept of chastity on a biological
basis, as they have been commonly understood, but . . . they reflect the
conditions of a particular period in the development of Israel's social
organization, the situation of the 'extended family' living together as a
unit.35

Porter asserts that a kinship group wider than our western nuclear family
played a critical role in ancient Israelite society. The Levitical regula-
tions (cast in Leviticus 18 in the absolute, apodictic "Thou shall not"
form of unconditional premises) deal with the most fundamental of
social concerns: the harmony of the basic household unit. According to
the British scholar, A. D. H. Mayes, the laws of Leviticus 18:6-18
define marriage negatively by specifying those family members with
whom marriage is prohibited. Marriage is forbidden within relationships
that are defined as family (and not clan) and that presuppose a complex
or extended-family unit. Mayes also notes that the concept of collective
responsibility to the third and fourth generation, as proclaimed in the
Decalogue (Exod 20:5), is meaningful only in families extending across
three or four generations.36
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That incest taboos governing complex family units stem from the earli-
est period of Israel is a conviction held by many scholars in addition to
Porter and Mayes. The Pentateuchal sources in which family law is found
are of disputed date; but regardless of how late family law took canonical
form, many of the sources can go back to early stages of Israelite life.
Incest taboos apparently governed the extended- or multiple-family
households that existed in earliest Israel and that no doubt persisted later
in certain settings throughout Israelite history.

Incest regulations governing living groups larger than the conjugal
unit should be viewed as a means of coping with the tensions and tempta-
tions of close kin living under conditions of relative intimacy.37 That is,
incest taboos are related to the size as much as to the configuration of
the domestic group. With incest taboos, two important questions arise.
First, if family size affected the need for incest taboos, just how large
were the multiple or extended peasant families? Second, if these regula-
tions are coping strategies for complex households, why would large
living groups form if they create difficulties of jealousy and problems
with authority?

Let us first consider family size. Some archaeologists have estimated
that eight people lived in a conjugal unit, an estimation that would
suggest, correspondingly, twenty persons in a complex household.38 But
these estimates seem too large39 in the light of anthropological studies of
fertility and life expectancies. With a life expectancy of about 40 years
and a reproductive rate resulting in four offspring per conjugal pair,
such studies suggest that extended families could therefore only reach
the size of twelve to fourteen persons.40

Household size is clearly dependent on a multitude of variables41 that
are not all determinable for a past society. Nonetheless, the suggestion
of a compound dwelling unit housing up to a dozen individuals seems
reasonable, particularly in light of the capacity of the cisterns in the hill
country villages.42 The circumstantial possibilities for sexual liaisons in
the cycles of an extended or multiple family would be numerous, and the
attempt to maintain a harmonious family life would have been well
served by explicit taboos. The repetition of the taboos in the Pentateuch
(in Leviticus 20 in conditional form and with severe punishments, and as
part of a litany of curses in Deuteronomy 27) indicates their importance
and points indirectly to the regulation of complex families occupying
domestic compounds in early Israel. The tensions arising from the dy-
namics of complex families necessitated the authoritative control of di-
vine law.

The incest laws relate only to kin-based family attachments; there-
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fore, except for the priest of Micah, our discussion of household struc-
ture and size has omitted mention of household members who were not
kin. The term "household" is preferable to "family" for the occupants of
the domestic compound, because it avoids vagueness of definition and
also allows for the possibility that individuals unrelated to the core fam-
ily group might reside with the household, participate in its functions,
and affect its size. With its attention to servants or slaves acquired for
economic or military reasons, biblical law surely allows for the augmenta-
tion of the family group by outsiders. Law and narrative also attest to
"sojourners," that is, persons who are temporarily (or permanently)
removed from their own families and take up residence in a village
distant from their own.

The frequency of such arrangements is difficult to determine, espe-
cially for the premonarchic period. As was the case for polygamous
marriages (which were probably far less frequent than the familiar bibli-
cal tales of the patriarchs or the royal family would suggest), the forma-
tion of households involving unrelated individuals was probably not
normative or frequent. The regulations dealing with servants, slaves,
and sojourners are probably concerned with economic developments
during the monarchy when large landholders emerged. Like the royal
family, the families owning extensive estates would have included retain-
ers and servitors who became attached to wealthy landlords for a variety
of reasons. Despite the emergence of such compound households, the
majority of the population in agrarian settings probably continued to
form households composed largely of kin alone. Households, as coresi-
dential social organizations, were primarily, though not exclusively, fam-
ily arrangements.

The impetus for forming extended or multiple families in ancient
Israel must now be addressed. Along with the data provided by biblical
and archaeological sources, the analysis of contemporary complex fami-
lies can provide insight into the reasons for the formation of large house-
hold compounds in ancient Israel. The notion that such households were
an evolutionary stage in human social organization that eventually gave
way to nuclear or conjugal units alone has been discarded, as we have
already noted. Moreover, complex households seem to involve intensifi-
cation of normal family tensions. Why then have expanded households
existed at various times and places? The formation of households larger
than the conjugal pair represents a social and economic response to a
combination of ecological and historical influences.

Labor needs are determining influences in the formation of extended
families and are clearly applicable to earliest Israel.43 Agrarian environ-
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ments in general tend to produce large families, and the specific condi-
tions of early Israel (see Chapter 3) certainly mandated a large family
size. Yet infant mortality and short life spans were countervailing forces,
working to limit the size of individual conjugal units. Also, for a signifi-
cant period of the time that children would have remained within their
nuclear family, they would have been too young and small to have been
a substantial resource for the exceptional tasks of the pioneering period.
The conjugal unit by itself would have been too small to meet the labor
demands.

The crop selection suitable to the hill country environment did not
allow for an even commitment of labor throughout the months of an
annual cycle. At certain times relatively few tasks had to be performed;
however, periodically, diverse tasks required concurrent attention. Such
situations demanding greater labor would have required large families.
And when the conjugal unit alone is unable to meet the labor needs,
then the development of more complex family structures provides the
solution.

We can treat household morphology separately from its function;
ultimately, however, these two dimensions converge at least in the pro-
ductive or economic sphere. The shape and size of a household is intrinsi-
cally defined by its functional dynamics. The wider question of what it is
that the household does for its members and for the larger circles of
social organization must also be considered.

One can probably examine the configurations of Israelite households
in much greater detail than does this discussion. The patriarchal-
matriarchal narratives of Genesis, for example, might be a rich re-
source for analyzing family structure and dynamics. Those stories, how-
ever, are of dubious origin, both in terms of chronology and sociology.
They are artfully crafted literary pieces. As such their function as
instructional, sacred literature militates against their potential as reposi-
tories of sociological or historical data, rendering controversial their
value for sociological analysis. Similar problems beset other potential
scriptural sources of information about household structures. The few
families that appear in other narratives are there precisely because they
are exceptional or atypical, the royal family being the case in point.
Consequently, the dynamics of the household and the role of women
within it are now best understood by turning to the way the expanded
family household functioned in the highland villages of early Israel.
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Household Functions and Female Roles

If ever there were a situation in which the condescending phrase "only a
wife and mother" should be expunged from descriptive language, the
family household of early Israel should surely qualify. To use such words
would be to impose an image of contemporary households, in which
reproduction and homemaking characterize domestic life, on an ancient
pattern of household activity that was far more extensive and also very
different in character and form. In fact, the multifarious functions of the
Israelite household in the premonarchic period virtually dominated all
activity. Certain sporadic but essential needs of human existence may
have been met at the wider two levels of organization, the clan-family
and the tribe. Yet the early centuries of Israelite existence were marked
by decentralization in all the vital areas of daily existence. Villages were
relatively isolated and small, and their component households were de
facto nearly self-sufficient arenas for human activities.

The descriptive phrase "tribal society" and the chronological designa-
tion "tribal period" are both misleading if they tend to focus our atten-
tion on the tribe as the determining feature in the lives of the Israelites in
the early Iron Age. Tribalism pertains to Israelite origins as radically
distinct from the city-state society that prevailed in Palestine at the time
of Israel's emergence, in that authority was not imposed from above by a
single ruler and bureaucracy. However, the most significant unit of soci-
ety was not the tribe but the family household. The true distinctiveness
of premonarchic Israel was the way in which economic and social power
was exerted from the bottom and not from the top1 (see discussion
below of the economic function of the household). Thus, in the evolving
fortunes of tribal Israel, the household remained the central institution
for most economic, social, political, and cultural aspects of human exis-
tence. The village households verged on true self-sufficiency.

The central role of the household has been identified in social scien-
tific theories of tribal society. The biblical record itself provides scant
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clues as to the autonomy of highland village households. But the ar-
chaeological record is quite helpful in this regard. For one thing, exten-
sive excavation of early Iron Age settlements has uncovered only one
kind of architectural structure: domestic buildings. No public buildings
have been located—no granaries, temples, stables, markets, or water
systems. Furthermore, at least for the earliest phases of the Iron Age,
circumference walls or any other sign of military defenses have rarely
been recovered. An Iron I fortification wall has been discovered at
Giloh, a site thought to be Israelite. But the excavator concedes that
fortifications are rarely found in this period.2

The absence of public works in earliest Israel (unlike for the later
biblical periods or for the earlier or contemporary Canaanite cities)
agrees with the narratives in Judges at least in terms of political organiza-
tion. Early Israel lacked a centralized political system, and the appear-
ance of public works in the archaeological record has long been recog-
nized as a sign of the emergence of more complex social and political
systems, such as chiefdoms or nation states.3 In such systems, public
works represent activities serving the community as a whole and involve
labor that takes place beyond the household group.

The absence of political or religious hierarchy is suggested by the
absence of public works and is an important feature of early Israel. This
absence of community facilities or structures also suggests something
about the spheres of activity. With no labor committed to community-
wide projects, the household constituted virtually the only locus of hu-
man activity. The absence of public works supports the idea that the full
range of productive, cultural, and regulatory functions that served the
highland settlers was carried out largely within the household unit.

In order to examine those household functions we need some system
of categorization, but finding an appropriate scheme is not a simple
matter. Social scientists have analyzed household activities in various
ways in their attempts to identify features of household life that can be
recognized cross-culturally. The prominent British anthropologist Jack
Goody, for example, asserts that the household in agricultural societies
serves a threefold purpose: as a dwelling unit, a reproductive unit, and
an economic unit.4

But this classification seems too schematic for our purposes. Our
archaeological description of Israelite family compounds has already
dealt with the major physical aspects of the domestic setting. Also,
considering the mortality rates in Late Bronze-Iron I Palestine, the
labor needs of a new agricultural society in the Palestinian highlands,
and the Genesis 2 and 3 narratives, we have amply demonstrated the
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importance of the Israelite household as a reproductive unit. Reproduc-
tion in this context means much more than having children; it also
involves transgenerational relationships and the transmission of prop-
erty (i.e., inheritance). But these dimensions of reproduction are best
treated apart from the biological aspects (see below, p. 183).

Goody's third unit, the economic one, covers "the persons jointly
engaged in the process of production and consumption."5 Certainly this
is a crucial household function that, in agricultural societies, may well be
the keystone of household activity. But to limit the discussion of house-
hold functions to the economic sphere would be to ignore that wider
range of cultural activities that occur in the domestic setting. For house-
holds that are relatively self-sufficient in more than just economic mat-
ters, the other activities taking place in the residential unit are also
worthy of consideration.

A listing of activity categories by Wilk and Netting6 is informative but,
like Goody's list, not inclusive of the particular kinds of activities we
wish to examine for early Israel. The Wilk-Netting set of five categories
is little more than an expansion of Goody's list. Wilk and Netting de-
scribe households in terms of their reproduction and transmission activi-
ties. They list the production and distribution of goods as separate items,
although these are both aspects of economic activity. Their separate
listing of coresidence seems to relate it to economic function, thereby
detracting from the centrality of the economic role. Again, we prefer to
deal with coresidence as an aspect of the morphology, or form, of the
living group (as described in Chapter 6) rather than as part of the dynam-
ics of household life.

The discussions of household function in the social scientific literature
have augmented our understanding of household dynamics but have not
provided a suitable set of categories. Therefore, in looking at the family
household in Israel, we will examine features that are part of Israel's
unique social and cultural development, even though they do not exactly
parallel any categories that anthropologists would recognize as being
meaningful cross-culturally. The economic role of the household is fun-
damental for ancient Israel as for any premodern agricultural group and
will be the focus of our discussion; but other aspects of life within the
household unit of ancient Israel will also be examined.

Perhaps our difficulty in finding a useful set of functions in the social
scientific literature arises from our conceptualization of household func-
tion. Some social scientists are uncomfortable with the term function
when used in reference to the household. Wilk and Netting, for exam-
ple, call it a troublesome term, carrying a "heavy burden of causative
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and Ideological connotations." They would prefer to speak about what
people do, not how groups function: "We do not in fact see people or
groups function: we see them act."7 Ideally they may be right. It would
be far better to observe the ongoing activities of a family household in
order to discern the place of the household unit in society and in order to
describe and evaluate the participation of any one of a household's
members, the latter being our ultimate goal.

For an ancient society such as Israel, such close observation is hardly
possible. This separation in time and space from our own world makes
distant observation a precarious project at best. We can see artifacts
clearly, but we can see only dimly and sometimes not at all the people
who used them. We can read the texts, but they rarely provide the data
we seek in this enterprise. Hence we are left with the need to deal in part
with abstractions and extrapolations based on hints and fragments. Be-
cause of this, only occasionally can the specific activities of individual
household members be discerned. Yet, because we are interested in
what women did, we must scrutinize the functions of Israelite house-
holds. That is, the reconstruction of the activities and roles of women
can best be attempted on the basis of knowledge, somewhat more easily
retrieved, about household function.

Women at Work: The Economic Function

Anthropologists appear to be unanimous in their assessment of the indi-
vidual household as the basic economic unit in traditional, agricultural
societies.8 More than that, the economic activities of a household are at
the very heart of its functional identity as a unit of social organization.
Other aspects of the family household may vary, but the centrality of its
productive activities is a constant feature. This is especially true for
societies, such as early Israel, in which the tribe is the primary level of
social organization. Marshall Sahlins, an anthropologist who has contrib-
uted significantly to the discussion and analysis of the tribe, asserts that
tribal economies are based on what he calls the "familial mode of produc-
tion."9 In our terms, that would be the household mode of production.

The Hebrew word bay it, meaning "household," can in this respect be
compared to the Greek term oikos. The ancient Greeks used that word,
meaning "household," in their discussions of social organization. For
some ancient Greek writers, it signified the material basis of household
life. Others, including Aristotle, took it to refer to the group of people,
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kinfolk and servants or slaves, who comprised it.10 In either case the
Greeks, like the Sumerians and Babylonians, as well as the Hebrews,
recognized the economic function of the basic coresidential group. It is
no accident that the word oikonomia (economy) is derived from the
term for household. The Greeks had no equivalent for the modern word
"family"; but they wrote extensively about "economics," by which they
meant "the art and science of household management."11

The archaeological evidence clearly supports this idea of the economic
self-sufficiency of household units in early Israel. Each unit provided its
own subsistence and was apparently responsible for the production of
nearly every commodity essential for existence. There is very little sign of
any craft or technological specialization in the formative period, with the
exception of metal work. At Raddana, for example, an area set apart
from the domestic compounds served as an open-air workshop for metal-
lurgy.12 But no other areas with installations for specialized processes
have been located. Each household apparently provided for its own
needs. The households of the highland villages subsisted on a mixed
farming and herding economy. Domestic architecture and the assortment
of artifacts recovered in the mountain villages attest to this assessment.

The buildings that formed household compounds have been subjected
to intense analytical scrutiny. They were small rectangular structures,
with two to four rooms on the ground floor, the largest featuring pillars
or piers that supported a ceiling and probably a second story. There is a
strong consensus among archaeologists13 that the ground floor was the
"barn," with the livestock owned by each unit being stabled in the small
side rooms. This arrangement may seem odious to our standards of
hygiene and foreign to our concept of the barn or stables as separate
outbuildings; still, the evidence of certain biblical passages as well as of
contemporary practice in isolated Palestinian villages supports this inter-
pretation of the architectural remains. The medium at Endor, for exam-
ple, prepared a meal for Saul by slaughtering a fatted calf that she had
"in the house" (1 Sam 28:24). Early twentieth-century observers14 also
reported many examples of village houses with the ground floor used to
stable a variety of domesticated animals—1sheep, goats, cows, donkeys,
and even camels.

Stager's summary of the architectural development of village dwell-
ings indicates the range of activities. The typical pillared house, he says,

was first and foremost a successful adaptation to farm life: the ground
floor had space allocated for food processing, small craft production,
stabling, and storage; the second floor ('aliyyah) was suitable for dining,
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sleeping, and other activities. . . . The pillared house continued to be a
popular form of domestic dwelling throughout the Iron Age and into much
later times. Its longevity attests to its continuing suitability not only to the
environment, especially where timber was available [for roof beams], but
also for the socioeconomic unit housed in it—for the most part, rural
families who farmed and raised livestock.15

The materials found within domestic compounds in the highland vil-
lages further attest to the household unit as the setting for the nearly
complete range of activities essential for subsistence. The scattering of
animal bones throughout the domestic areas indicates the role of ani-
mals in the household economy. The artifactual materials point to the
household as the unit responsible for the production and processing of
foodstuffs. Fragments of sickle blades used for harvesting grains have
been recovered in most living areas. In nearly all the compounds excava-
tors have found the querns and mortars used for grinding grains into
flour. Ovens for baking bread and cooking other foodstuffs have been
located in the common courtyards of the domestic compounds. Also,
most of the pottery excavated in these highland village compounds falls
under the category of common domestic wares: vessels for the storage,
cooking, and serving of foodstuffs.

The nearly complete range of activities essential for subsistence in the
highland villages was thus to be found within each household unit. Ar-
chaeological evidence provides two additional justifications for assum-
ing self-sufficiency in the household economy. First, Palestine was at the
crossroads of the Asia-Africa-Europe trading routes of the ancient
world. For most periods of antiquity, the ruined cities show clear signs of
a role in international commerce. Previous Bronze Age levels and subse-
quent Iron II period levels all contain fragments of ceramic vessels made
elsewhere—in Egypt, Syria, Mesopotamia, the Aegean—and brought
into Palestine either as containers for imported merchandise or as ob-
jects of exchange themselves. For Iron I, the initial period of Israel,
these signs of commercial and political exchange with neighboring cul-
tures virtually cease. The Israelites depended on no outside markets for
any of their essentials; and the relative coarseness of their own wares
and the modesty in the size of their buildings further suggest a no-frills
subsistence economy.

This absence of imported materials is a kind of negative evidence—
something missing in the Iron I period but present at all other stages.
The second indication of Israel's self-sufficiency is positive—something
present in the Iron I and far less frequently found for earlier and later
periods. The early Iron Age settlements at some sites are characterized
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by pits. For example, the level at Hazor that the excavator, Yigael
Yadin, called the First Israelite Settlement featured an unusually large
number of these stone-lined installations. Yadin has identified them as
silos and storage places.16 Food supplies amassed at harvest time were
stored in these pits, which dotted domestic areas. The presence of so
many pits, and the absence of village granaries or storehouses, indicates
that each household retained the products of its agrarian labors. The
villagers neither marketed what they produced nor did they have access
to the products of others.

This picture of the economically autonomous Israelite household—
whether it was so by choice or by necessity being a moot point—allows
us to deal with the question of gender roles. The specific tasks per-
formed by men and women cannot be identified in the archaeological
record, but it is almost beside the point to quibble over whether males or
females made the pots, pruned the trees, or baked the bread. The essen-
tial point is that in a household responsible for producing and processing
nearly everything it needed for survival, the range of tasks was maximal
and could not have been accomplished without the active involvement of
all household members. Our discussion in Chapter 2 about the labor
requirements points to this, and our analysis of the Eden story in Chap-
ter 4 bears that out.

The actual tasks performed by women also tend to be nearly invisible
in written records. The Bible hardly provides us with the job description
of an Israelite village woman (but see our discussion of Proverbs 31 in
Chapter 8). Even for more recent historic periods, researchers have
posited enormous female contributions for the subsistence economy
while finding that "these functions are not traceable in official chronicles
or codified laws."17 However, ethnographic evidence specifically indi-
cates the vital and active role that females play in societies in which the
household is the basic unit of production and consumption. Thus it can
be asserted that in tribal Israel, for which the household was the self-
sufficient and fundamental level of social organization, women were
involved in all aspects of the economic life: producing materials, allocat-
ing them, and transforming them into consumables.18

The last of the aspects of household activity just mentioned should not
be underestimated. The conversion of raw materials into edible food
was an enormously time-consuming and physically demanding task, and
it usually was the responsibility of the adult women.19 It is thus legiti-
mate to assume that in ancient Israel, as in virtually all comparable
agrarian societies, work classified in the category of cooking—that is,
food preparation activities occurring within the residential compound—
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was done predominantly by women. The results of Whyte's analysis,
which we mentioned in Chapter 2, supports the common generalization
that women are the chief preparers of cooked food (as opposed to raw
foodstuffs) throughout the world.20 Whyte, by the way, classifies such
contributions as part of the economic function of the cultures he studied.

In biblical traditions about the opposition of the prophet and judge
Samuel to the inauguration of a kingship in Israel, we find preserved
some validation for our assumption that females and food preparation
can be linked for early Israel. Samuel's speech in 1 Samuel 8:11-13,
which is placed in a narrative dealing with the end of the premonarchic
period of Israelite history, dramatically points out the liabilities of mo-
narchic rule:

These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you: he will take
your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to be his horsemen, and to
run before his chariots . . . , and some to plow his ground and to reap his
harvest, and to make his implements of war and the equipment of his
chariots. He will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and
bakers.

In this scheme, males provide labor for military, metallurgical, and agri-
cultural (field agriculture) purposes, whereas females are a labor source
for food processing and the technologically allied process of perfumery.

The Samuel passage thus tells us that women produced cooked food
and also suggests that women were probably not involved in field or
plow agriculture, although their seasonal participation at labor-intensive
periods cannot be ruled out, as anthropological studies of groups practic-
ing plow agriculture indicate. Yet, although they did not primarily work
in growing field crops, women in early Israel probably did contribute
substantially to the hoeing and weeding, and the planting and picking,
that vegetable gardens, orchards, and vineyards required. As suggested
in Chapter 3, the extraordinary demands of the pioneer period would
have mandated increased female participation in the production dimen-
sion of household subsistence, the first of the three aspects of the house-
hold economy listed earlier.

But let us return to the matter of food preparation, which deserves
more attention than researchers normally accord it. For one thing, fe-
male responsibility for cooking meant that women would have also been
involved in the second of the economic activities of the household, the
allocation of resources. This task is an important consequence of the
preparation of food for consumption.21 Whoever spends the time, en-
ergy, and knowledge to convert raw foodstuffs into edible form—no



Household Functions and Female Roles 147

small order in a self-sufficient preindustrial household—has a lot to say
about how, when, and how much food is consumed. Whyte's research
supports this contention: people tend to control the disposal and use of
the fruits of their labor, with each gender tending to monopolize control
over the products of the work they alone have done.22

In short, the control of food preparation and the allocation of the
resources in agrarian settings entailed the control of a large and signifi-
cant part of the economic life of the household. That is, the female
involvement in cooking probably held a significance far greater than it
has in contemporary life, where, at least until the recent women's move-
ment, the largely female contribution to domestic food preparation had
been held in some disdain. In an ancient or preindustrial setting, female
control of food consumption would have contributed substantially to her
domestic power and status.

Another important feature of the relationship between cooking and
gender is that female responsibility for food processing puts women in
charge of the technology of food preparation. The tasks involved were
not only time-consuming and energy demanding; they were also, as
Goody points out, quite complex even in the simplest of societies. In one
group that Goody studied, the women who make soap, brew beer,
process grain, dry vegetables, and transform raw produce into cooked
foods are said to have a special knowledge called "working their won-
ders."23 The aspect of food preparation men are most likely to take on—
the cooking of meat—is perhaps the least technologically complex, espe-
cially with respect to roasting or cooking over an open fire. From time
immemorial, men have put the steaks on the grill and women have
concocted the stews: men have taken the easier way along the path of
culinary domesticity.

This analysis identifies female and male activities but it is hardly com-
prehensive; subsistence crafts such as making clothing, pottery, and
tools were also important.

Archaeology reveals the almost ubiquitous use of needles, spindle
whorls, and other clothing-related tools in domestic contexts. But ar-
chaeology does not, of course, identify the gender of those who used
these artifacts. Nonetheless, the fact that in nearby Egypt and Mesopo-
tamia, spinning and weaving were largely done by women is significant.
Similarly, the passage in Exodus about the contribution of women to
the amassing of materials for the national shrine in the wilderness
points to the association of women with cloth production: "All women
who had ability spun with their hands, and brought what they had spun
in blue and purple and scarlet stuff and fine twined linen; all the
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women whose hearts were moved with ability spun the goats hair"
(Exod 35:25-26).

Other crafts are notoriously difficult to relate to gender in the absence
of textual references. Ethnographers suggest that women are responsi-
ble for producing domestic ceramic vessels almost 99 percent of the
time.24 But some biblical texts seem to point to male potters. Jeremiah
talks about going to a (male) potter's house; and 1 Chronicles 4:23
mentions a guild of potters. However, such sources refer to the special-
ized ceramic workshops and mass production that existed in developed
urban conditions. They tell us nothing about the gender of those who
produced the simple utilitarian vessels that have been part of the essen-
tial inventory of every household's equipment in the Near East since the
Neolithic period.

The above reconstruction of household economic activities gives
some visibility to the division of labor in tribal Israel, which we can
now summarize. Food preparation was associated largely with women.
Plow agriculture—along with the pioneer tasks of cistern digging, land
clearing, and terrace building described in Chapter 3—was probably a
male domain. Other areas of production, including horticulture and
animal husbandry, were probably less identified with one gender;
males and females, adults and children, all performed horticultural and
pastoral tasks. Crafts, however, which are less dependent on specific
time constraints and conditions, and which require an acquisition of
technical knowledge, were likely to have been performed nearly always
exclusively by either males or females. Metallurgy was almost certainly
a male craft, but it was probably not a household task. Rather, it was
one of the few, if not the only, areas of specialization in the highland
villages. Weaving was surely a female craft, and pottery may have
been.

This division of labor represents a complementary pattern in two
ways. First, certain sets of essential tasks were the responsibility of one
gender or the other. (These were also probably age-specific tasks.) Be-
cause these tasks were essential for survival, the viability of the house-
hold unit rested on the specific contributions of its members according to
gender, creating a situation of interdependence. Second, the flexibility
of gender identification with other sets of subsistence tasks would have
created another kind of complementarity, with various household mem-
bers contributing according to their availability. To the extent that this
scheme represents Israelite households, it indicates a balanced arrange-
ment in which women and men each control certain portions of the
household's economic life. This complementarity in economic functions
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has great significance for analyzing gender relationships and relative
female and male power and status in ancient Israel. Much of the next
chapter will provide such analysis.

Other Household Functions and Female Roles

The economic life of early Israel, as an agrarian society in the preindus-
trial world, was clearly grounded in the household unit. But economic
activities did not constitute the totality of household function for ancient
Israel. Nearly every aspect of human behavior was mediated through or
contained in the range of functions that this basic level of social organiza-
tion provided. Socialization, education, and even religious observance
and jural (judicial-legal) action were part of the ongoing dynamics of the
household. Not all of these activities are present in all preindustrial
contexts,25 but for early Israel, a good case can be made for at least
minimal involvement in each one.

Socialization and Education

Even in modern societies in which the range of household functions is
minimal, family life is critical for the socialization of the young. It is
within the context of a child's living group that he or she learns the
things necessary for becoming an effective member of society. The les-
sons of household life were manifold for early Israel, especially in that
the household was an independent unit encompassing nearly all aspects
of human activity and interaction. These lessons would have included
the technical skills needed by the upcoming generation to participate in
and eventually take over the productive and processing tasks of the
family household. They would have included the social skills each gen-
eration must absorb from its elders in order to get along in the world, as
well as the cultural values and norms that guided the behavior and
constituted the beliefs of the larger community of which the household
was the central institution.

There can be no doubt that women play a unique and critical role in
the socializing process, broadly conceived. They not only bear the chil-
dren who represent the future of the household and society, but are also
the primary caretakers of the young and as such introduce them, espe-
cially in a household-centered society, to a sizeable proportion of the
tasks, modes of behavior, cultural forms, and norms and values of their
society.
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In the Hebrew Bibie, the concept of "wisdom" applies to most of what
has just been described as the socializing process. Wisdom is one of those
biblical words (hokma in Hebrew) for which a simple definition cannot be
established. It can stand for many things that the English word does not
usually include. For example, it can refer to technical expertise, to prag-
matic skills for coping with the exigencies of daily life, to personal clever-
ness, and to the pursuit of an ethical life-style.26 All of these aspects of
wisdom can easily be related to the educative aspect of family life, and
they are perhaps best represented in most of the Book of Proverbs, which
is one of the three major pieces of wisdom literature in the Hebrew Bible
(the other two being Job and Ecclesiastes). Other aspects of wisdom—
skill in government, or legal sagacity—should be relegated to a more
public function of wisdom, which would have developed in Israel only
with the rise of public institutions during the monarchy.

But let us return to the family household and the wisdom—the techni-
cal and social skills, and values—of daily life. The dissemination of
wisdom within the household would belong to the category of socializa-
tion and pragmatic education. Certainly both parents shared in this
responsibility. The Book of Proverbs in its canonical form is hardly a
consistent witness to the premonarchic period. Many scholars date it to
the late sixth century; but they recognize that some parts of it derive
from the early monarchy and that other parts are family or clan materi-
als that can be even earlier, part of earliest Israelite traditions. Thus the
use of evidence from Proverbs has some value in looking at the role of
women as parents responsibile for the socialization process.

There is no biblical word for parents as such.27 Thus, in Proverbs and
elsewhere, the terms "mother" and "father" are used to denote parents,
with the plural form of the latter sometimes representing ancestors, or
former generations. The role of the mother in Proverbs is not as the
biological bearer of children but rather as their nurturer and educator.28

In a number of passages, which are typically formulated as advice to
children, both mother and father are mentioned as those whose words
and wisdom should be heeded. Consider, for example, Proverbs 1:8:

Hear, my son [child], your father's instruction,
and reject not your mother's teaching.

or Proverbs 6:20:

My son, keep your father's commandment,
and forsake not your mother's teaching.
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The listing of each parent individually, rather than being an accommoda-
tion to the needs of parallelism in the poetic form of Proverbs, is proba-
bly an indication of the complementary contributions of each parent to
the socialization of the young. Also, in the absence of a generic term for
parent, it may have been the only way to express combined maternal
and paternal responsibility.

The sharing of parental responsibilities implied by these references in
Proverbs is echoed in legal texts indicating that mother and father
shared parental authority. We shall examine those texts below. We
mention them here only to underscore the fact that the maternal and
paternal contributions to a child's education and socialization were com-
plementary. The complementarity of parental roles in childrearing is
clear, but does it involve equal roles for mother and father? We shall
take this discussion one step further and suggest, on the basis of other
materials in Proverbs, a greater magnitude for the mother's contribu-
tion. For several reasons, the mother's part in the educational function
of the household may have had special prominence.

No doubt the care and nurturing of very young children was the
female's domain,29 albeit with assistance from the father, older siblings,
and other household members as appropriate and necessary. In ancient
Israel, as in most societies, the mother was the primary parent for the
child's early years. At least until the age of weaning, probably around
the age of three,30 the care of small children was entrusted mainly to the
mother. Psychologically as well as functionally, such maternal care and
instruction mean that mothers play a dominant role in the development
of children's lives, even when the mothers cease to be the primary
caretakers.31 In early Israel, with its extended- or multiple-family units,
the proximity of children of both sexes to both parents continued into
adulthood. Similarly, parental authority over children was also sustained
into the adult years of the younger generation in the complex Israelite
family household (see below, pp. 155-157). The influence and control of
mothers thus hardly ended with the act of weaning.

For female children, the educative process involved those aspects of
household labor that the mother carried out, whereas for the boys the
father's tasks would be taught to the sons.32 Children of both sexes were
probably exposed to tasks that were part of the female's managerial
contribution to the household, in terms of the female role in the transfor-
mation and distribution of food; but it is more difficult to conceive of the
converse being true—that is, that children of both sexes were directly
involved in the male's productive tasks. Although adults would have



152 DISCOVERING EVE

been helped by younger children of the same sex, in our reconstruction
of the household division of labor, the mother probably had more direct
and ongoing contact with all household members.

The very conceptualization of wisdom in the Hebrew Bible may be
further indication of this broad role of women, perhaps more compre-
hensive than that of men, in the educative and socializing process. To be
sure, the concept of "teacher" appears to be expressed by the term
"father" (see Prov 4:1), and "father" can mean any authoritative figure
who is not a person's biological parent. For example, in 1 Kings 20:35
and elsewhere, a prophet's disciples are called "sons"; and the prophet
Elisha calls his mentor Elijah "my father" in 2 Kings 2:12. Yet the idea
of wisdom itself, underlying the concept of teaching, is not associated
with the masculine. The word for wisdom in Hebrew (hokma) is female
in gender (compare Greek sophia). Wisdom, which attains the status of
an independent quasi-divine entity operating as God's associate in the
creation of the world, is personified as a woman. Proverbs 8 in particular
is explicit in its depiction of woman Wisdom, who is linked with God as
source of truth, righteousness, instruction, and knowledge.

How could such a role be relegated to a woman, in the patriarchal,
male-dominated society we usually have held Israel to be? The appear-
ance of a female as the personification of wisdom—a fact little discussed
in the scholarship of biblical wisdom literature33—should be viewed as a
cultural expression of the primary role of women in the educative process.

This view of the household's function in socialization and education
and of the female's role in this aspect of household life can be aug-
mented by a consideration of the more advanced kind of learning, what
we would call "formal education," or learning under the guidance of
professional educators at institutions called schools. As it happens, there
is no conclusive evidence that schools, places to which young people
came for instruction by a paid instructor, existed in ancient Israel before
the Hellenistic period. The Hebrew Bible does not mention schools. A
penetrating 1985 study by Crenshaw of "Education in Ancient Israel"
suggests the obvious: schools are not mentioned because none existed.34

Yet literacy, the achievement of which is the basic raison d'etre for
schools, apparently did exist in ancient Israel. Scattered biblical refer-
ences and a significant quantity of epigraphic remains recovered by
archaeologists suggest that literacy was more common than we might
have supposed. Indeed, Hebrew, as part of the Northwest Semitic lan-
guage group, represented a monumental breakthrough in the path to-
ward public literacy.

Sumerian, Akkadian, Egyptian, and perhaps Ugaritic—the languages
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that dominated the ancient world—were complex systems requiring spe-
cialized knowledge. Reading and writing for Egyptians or Babylonians
meant the memorization of hundreds if not thousands of pictographic or
cuneiform signs. For example, in ancient Sumer, which probably pro-
duced the first formal schools in human history, the original goals of
formal education were to train scribes. The students were from elite
families, for only the wealthy could afford the time and fees involved in
becoming literate.35 Hebrew, in striking contrast, is alphabetic, requir-
ing the learning of only twenty-two letters. Hebrew thus allowed for the
democratization of learning. The beginning of national existence for
Israel coincided with the streamlining of an alphabetic script. Epigraphic
remains in Palestine date from the Iron I period.

In the opinion of Professor Albright, this development led to wide-
spread literacy. Albright was perhaps overenthusiastic in his estimation,
but his remarks on the subject are nonetheless provocative:

Since the forms of the letters are very simple, the 22-letter alphabet could
be learned in a day or two by a bright student and in a week or two by the
dullest; hence it could spread with great rapidity. I do not doubt for a
moment that there were many urchins in various parts of Palestine who
could read and write as early as the time of the Judges, although I do not
believe that the script was used for formal literature until later.36

Albright may have pushed the notion, of the widespread existence of
literacy in Israel too early, but he was right in pointing to the existence
of at least limited popular literacy during the formative period.37 Judges
8:14, for example, shows that a young man apprehended by Gideon was
able to write down, at Gideon's urging, some vital information that he
needed in his war against the Midianites. This incident probably took
place at some time in the Iron I period, in the twelfth or eleventh
century.

The existence of literacy is one thing, that of schools another. Scholars
have stressed the existence of well-established schools in Egypt and
Mesopotamia and have extrapolated from that to suggest, despite bibli-
cal silence, that Israel too had schools. But such a contention does not
take into account the vastly different, and vastly less complex, political
and economic position of early Israel in comparison to that of its neigh-
bors. Nor does it give ample play to the relative ease of learning He-
brew, or at least of learning enough to read a list, a name, some num-
bers. Such simple acts of reading are probably representative of the
pragmatic dimensions of everyday Hebrew at that time.

Crenshaw would err on the side of caution. He prefers not to posit
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royal schools, let alone schools established in local centers at any pe-
riod. Besides, even if some schools did exist despite the lack of conclu-
sive evidence for them, that would not preclude the educative function
of the family, including the more formal aspects of cultural transmis-
sion. "Parents," he asserts, "instructed children in their own homes";
and the repeated use of both "father" and "mother" in Proverbs means
that the family setting for the teaching of technical skills involved both
parents instructing both girls and boys for the attainment of rudimen-
tary literacy.38

To summarize, the socialization and education of Israelite children
took place within the household setting in early Israel and, probably for
most of the population, throughout much if not all of Israelite history.
As contributors to the household economy and as managers of specific
aspects of household life directly affecting all household members, moth-
ers played a critical role in the socialization process. Beyond their pri-
mary role as nurturers in their offspring's early years, they—along with
others—instructed children by word and example in the technical skills
and behavioral modes essential to household life. Furthermore, if for-
mal education (such as it was) can also be associated with the domestic
setting, then the household occupied an even more significant place than
we are accustomed to attributing to it in the transmission of culture in
early Israel. The parental role, and consequently the female's share of it,
operated in ways more comprehensive than we can fathom easily, accus-
tomed as we are to having specialists take on the lion's share of teaching
our children beginning at ever-earlier ages. The instructional wisdom of
woman in early Israel was an integral part of daily life.

Jurat-Legal Aspects

The maintenance of order is a primary function of any community.
Legal provisions are part of the cultural development of any society,
whether formally expressed in authoritative bodies of law, or less for-
mally stated but no less binding in customary traditions. The coercive
power of a group to deal with actions considered wrong or disruptive
finds expression in various forms of legal materials and at various levels
of community organization.

Ancient Israel was no exception. On the contrary, legal tradition was
a central part of its national character. Israel emerged in a world with
highly developed legal systems, the law code of Hammurabi being the
most famous example. Israel's core religious concept, a covenant be-
tween God and the people, was a legal formulation and gave all national
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legal materials the force of religious law. The greater part of the Penta-
teuch, the first and perhaps most important section of the Hebrew Bible,
consists of legal materials. Religion, morality, and law were inter-
twined.39

As important as biblical law is, its character and function are not
always clear. Its stipulations do not fall neatly into the categories or
formulations that our western legal orientation finds familiar. Biblical
law is not a law code, if that term represents comprehensiveness and
systematization. Scholars have proposed various ways to organize or
categorize the often bewildering and unsystematic array of legal state-
ments in the Hebrew Bible. One approach attempts to identify the types
of literary forms that legal statements take. Another approach seeks to
distinguish criminal law from civil law or torts. Yet another recognizes
the different social levels at which laws operate: nationally, personally,
cultically. These approaches are not mutually exclusive; all involve con-
siderations applicable to all the legal materials.

Emerging from the voluminous scholarly investigations of biblical law
is the realization that many very ancient precepts are contained in the
Pentateuch and that some of those precepts might be termed family law,
which can be subsumed under the general category of customary law.
However, the designation "family law" does not automatically clarify
the domain of this kind of law. Does it refer to actions that involved
members of a household but that were of no consequence to the commu-
nity at large? Such a definition would involve first and foremost the
regulation of marriage and divorce, the adoption of persons, and the
acquistion of servants.40

Marriage and divorce, while obviously matters of family behavior, are
not self-contained family issues. Marriage was a public not a private
matter; it involved interfamily, or perhaps even interclan or intertribal
relationships. Thus the development of the particular Israelite marriage
laws was more concerned with property transmission than with personal
or family dynamics. (We will discuss marriage in Chapter 8 in our exami-
nation of male authority.) The customary or legal treatment of marriage
and divorce, therefore, was not a matter of family or household function
and would not qualify as family law.

Perhaps, then, one should look at family law in terms of the internal
governance and authority structure of a household, if authority be the
legal right of persons to determine the behavior of others. Such a consid-
eration underlies one recent and useful analysis of the Decalogue (ten
commandments), in which the centrality of the household in Israelite
national experience is recognized, and in which parts of the Decalogue
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are viewed as measures to protect the household units (consisting of
people and property).41 According to this scheme, the eighth (stealing)
and tenth (coveting) commandments seek "to protect the family exter-
nally, from the diminution or total loss of its property and thereby its
economic viability and social standing."42 The seventh (adultery) com-
mandment, while dealing with the sexual conduct of family members,
also involves parties external to the family group. Thus it is the fifth
(parents) commandment, which relates to the family authority structure
and so speaks most directly to the matter of internal family dynamics in
juridical matters.

The fifth commandment clearly concerns parental authority and thus
touches on the area of household adjudication. Perhaps the most strik-
ing aspect, at first glance, of the command to honor both father and
mother (Exod 20:12; Deut 5:16; compare Lev 19:3) is that disregarding
it has severe consequences. Opposition to parents apparently meant
punishment by death (Exod 21:15, 17). Furthermore, there seems to
have been no recourse to any extrafamilial judicial body (see Deut
21:15-18). Such treatment of disobedient children seems harsh, if we
have in mind young children, a nuclear family, and a small household in
which subsistence activities are not part of internal household function-
ing. By contrast in a large, complex family group, with its economic
viability dependent on the labor of all of its members, the authority of
senior members is critical. Children in these laws are not naughty tod-
dlers but contributing adult household members.

Anthropologists, as we have noted in Chapter 6 (p. 136), have recog-
nized the internal difficulties that arise in large households. The Victo-
rian reconstruction of family history implied that extended or multiple
families were quite large and also very common, but such was probably
not the case. Complex families were probably smaller than usually as-
sumed and also less common. Social scientists now realize that there is
considerable difficulty in maintaining domestic order in large house-
holds with complex kinship structures. Few individuals would possess
the administrative and social skill necessary to manage the personal and
logistical dynamics of compound households.43 The legal authority of
the senior household members to make decisions about internal matters
of resources and labor is thus essential for the stability of complex house-
holds. The Israelite legal materials about the behavior of children to-
ward their parents thus makes most sense within the context of an
extended- or multiple-family situation, such as existed in the premon-
archic villages and perhaps also later. The great difficulty of maintaining
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order in a multigenerational household would explain the severity of the
legal traditions governing parental authority.

It is of no little consequence that the stipulations about parental author-
ity are not limited to male authority. There is no concept of a household
chief quite equivalent to the paterfamilias known from classical sources.44

The inclusion of both parents in these biblical family laws diverges from
other Semitic bodies of law with which pentateuchal law is frequently and
legitimately compared. Exodus 21:15, for example, deals with a child who
"strikes his father or his mother." Hammurabi's code no. 19545 deals only
with a son who "has struck his father." The authority of both parents in
Israelite families was supported in the oldest legal tradition in the Bible.
The authority of family leaders in all aspects of household life was funda-
mental in earliest Israel and probably only gradually diminished in later
times, as institutional court systems arose.46

The fundamental agrarian orientation of pre-state Israel should be
underscored as a factor contributing to the significant authority of both
parents. Among the major features of agrarian societies is the prominent
value given to "filial piety" and lifelong loyalty and respect, including that
of adult children. Obedience of offspring to parents is critical in the
functioning of even simple farm households and especially in complex
ones. It also assures that the surviving elderly, who are unable to contrib-
ute to the livelihood of the household, will be properly cared for.47

The jural-legal function of the family thus involved recognition of
female authority over dependent or junior family members. The central-
ity of the household in the premonarchic economy, and the vital role of
women in that situation, gave women considerable informal power and
at least some legal authority. We do not wish to imply that this female
jurisdiction was absolute or that it extended to all matters of household
management and family decisions. The limits of female authority are in
evidence, too; we shall return to this in Chapter 8.

Religions and Cult

In this area we must tread carefully. Archaeology and biblical scholar-
ship have been consistently and enthusiastically concerned with the
monumental and the official aspects of biblical religion. They have ex-
plored ad nauseam the literary descriptions of the temple in Jerusalem
and the tabernacle in the wilderness, this writer being no exception.48

They have turned their picks and trowels to the shrines and high places
of Israelite cities. Yet little attention has been directed to private reli-
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gion and its cultic expression, that is, to the ceremonies and rituals that
allowed ordinary people to meet their human need to connect with the
supernatural or transcendent power or powers in which they believed.

The paucity of information about popular piety is the result in part of
what we described in the first chapter: archaeologists have until recently
been drawn to the urban and the monumental. It is also a function of the
prevailing interest of the biblical text itself in presenting official and
institutional manifestations of national religious life and in downplaying
and suppressing that which was not officially accepted.

Another and equally strong barrier to the recovery of popular or family
religion has been the influence of modern orthodoxy, which works from
preconceived ideas about Israelite monotheism and aniconography (the
insistence that God cannot be represented in images). Orthodox views
have pervaded even less stringent theological quarters. Consequently,
there has been a reluctance to concede that Israel's monotheism was
hardly pure and pervasive from the start or that Israelite worship was slow
to do away with forms of worship involving images and symbols that had
been part of Semitic religious tradition since time immemorial. In a recent
critique of the archaeological investigation of Israelite cultic practices, the
prominent archaeologist of Palestine, William Dever, adds this pointed
assessment: "The conservative Protestant character of much American
biblical scholarship (including "Biblical archaeology"), despite the ap-
peal made to archaeology, tended to approach Israelite religion more in
terms of theology than religious practice—almost as though cult were
something of an embarrassment. "49

Although these archaeological and theological barriers to the recov-
ery of popular religion are breaking down, the material evidence for a
private or family religion at any period in Israelite history has yet to be
systematically collected and studied. However, even at this point there
are several possible avenues for reconstructing the cultic life in Israelite
households. Perhaps the chief of these is the theory that proto-Israelite
religion was "personally and family oriented rather than institutionally
conditioned."50 This view take seriously the fact that, among the many
epithets for the Israelite deity, the phrase "God of the fathers/
ancestors," which appears over sixty times in the Hebrew Bible, is
prominent and persistent.

Apart from this family orientation in a designation for God, most of
the evidence for the family as the focal unit of the religious traditions
that ultimately took on national and institutional shape is contained in
the patriarchal narratives of Genesis. Individual figures who are not
priests or cultic practitioners carry out various cultic functions: they
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erect altars, make sacrifices, and otherwise call upon their God. Those
narratives, we have said, are problematic as historical witness.

But we do have the evidence of stories such as that of Micah's house-
hold (see Chapter 6, p. 134), which was postpatriarchal and premo-
narchic. Within his own household, "Micah had a shrine, and he made
an ephod and teraphim, and installed one of his sons, who became his
priest" (Judg 17:5). Micah later seeks the services of a professional
(Levitical) priest. From this passage we learn that households had their
own shrines; household shrines included cultic appurtenances, of which
one—teraphim—implies divine images; a household member performed
cultic functions. Micah had his teraphim, and he also had "a molten
image and a graven image" (Judg 17:4) made for his shrine.

Consider, too, a fascinating episode in David's rise to power, re-
corded in 1 Samuel 19:13, in which Michal grabs a household image
(teraphim), puts it in David's bed with its head on the pillow, and covers
it with bedclothes in order to deceive those searching for David. The
teraphim she uses appear "to be a usual piece of household furnishings,
and were most probably tolerated by the Israelite religion of the time."51

They are not condemned in any way by the narrator.
The absence of public temple buildings in Israelite villages52 that was

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter (p. 140) is a mark of noncen-
tralized political and social life; it also indicates that ceremonial obser-
vances were largely family centered. Even if they involved groups ol
households, they could be performed without the special equipment and
personnel that required economic investment or support by the villag-
ers. The lack of monumental public cult structures along with the bibli-
cal passages cited above provide strong evidence for the existence of
household shrines and images. Such shrines suggest general familial
involvement: the sacrifice of foodstuffs, whether in the home or at a
public sanctuary, involved a festal meal for all household members. But
do they tell us anything about female involvement as such in the house-
hold cult? Certainly there is no direct evidence, but there is some indi-
rect information worth examining.

To begin with, look at the way Micah's official priest is designated:
"father and priest" (Judg 18:19). The title "father" seems to stem from
the priest's function as a diviner, the provider for oracular advice,
usually offered in "yes" or "no" form.53 Household decisions in house-
hold shrines, performed by a household leader—the father—appar-
ently gave rise to such a title. But it should not be overlooked that one
prominent woman of this same premonarchic period—Deborah—is
called "mother in Israel" (Judg 5:7). The designation "mother" does
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not refer to a biological maternal role (we actually know nothing about
her family except for her husband's name) but rather to her divinatory
leadership, her ability to provide answers to Israel's problems.54 Like
"father," "mother" sometimes was a title for someone bearing a par-
ticular kind of religious authority. Can we not construe this as testi-
mony to a female divinatory role in household shrines? Note also that
the northern Israelite city of Abel may be considered an oracular cen-
ter55; it is called "a mother in Israel" (2 Sam 20:19) and is also the
place where a "wise woman" resolves a crisis involving David's general
Joab(2Saml4:l-24).

Such texts, along with several others such as the ones depicting
women as attendants at the Tent of Meeting (Exod 38:8; 1 Sam 2:22),
have long held the attention of those concerned with the place of women
in the Israelite cultus. The discussion has tended to focus on the question
of whether these instances of formal female cultic activity are exceptions
or not: whether they are signs that women regularly participated in
Israelite religious life, or whether they are individual cases overshad-
owed by the normative cultic institutions constituted and controlled by
males. Although this analytical perspective is not in and of itself wrong,
it is misleading in its failure to adequately grasp two important facts
about the examples just cited.

Those examples are noteworthy first because they, and others like
them, stem almost exclusively from the premonarchic period, the period
of Israelite beginnings. The implications of this fact will be part of our
concluding discussion of female power in Chapter 8. The second notable
aspect is that they all concern female roles in official, or public, cultic
activity. The discussion of women in religious roles almost never consid-
ers their nonpublic or domestic actions, except when such are heterodox
and are singled out and judged negatively both in the biblical text and
also in the scholarly literature. The women (and the men) worshipping
the Queen of Heaven in the late monarchic period, for example, are
condemned by the prophets (e.g., Jer7:17-18; 44:15-19).

It should not surprise us that the known female roles in Israelite
religious life are the public ones, because the canonical source is largely
concerned with public and institutional matters. Nor, because the monar-
chic period shifted the focus of organized community life from the house-
hold to the public, male-dominated institutions of kingship, priesthood,
and the bureaucracies associated with both, should we be surprised that
women virtually disappear from public religious roles. The institutions
of public life were male institutions, cultic life included.

However, if we focus on the apparent absence of women from the
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formal cultic arena throughout most of Israelite life, we ignore the role
of popular religious practice. To be sure, most of the texts describing the
general participation of the people in festivals or other cultic activities
are addressed to males, but this may be abstract masculine-gender lan-
guage that in fact was inclusive of the community as a whole. Further-
more, anthropological research shows that important aspects of religious
activity take place in domestic settings. Such a context often constitutes
the core of women's religious experience and also the major part of her
participation in religious life.56 This situation would certainly have been
the rule in the monarchic period, when women were largely excluded
from public religious leadership; moreover, it must also have been the
case earlier, when the household was the predominant area of human
organization.

The nature of domestic religious practice is virtually impossible to
envision for a society such as ancient Israel, which barely mentions such
practice in its texts and then only when it is to excoriate practice that
runs counter to officially accepted modes. In addition, the possibility
that at least some domestic religious activities, such as girls' puberty rites
(Judg 11:39-40) or harvest dances (Judg 21:20-21) or childbirth rites
(see Lev 12:6-8), seem to have been exclusively female may have been
unknown to or largely ignored by the male shapers and transmitters of
the canon.

As in other instances in our consideration of female roles in Israelite
life, however, we can turn to evidence other than the written sources to
aid in reconstructing women's participation in religious life. Archaeologi-
cal remains provide another kind of evidence linking women with house-
hold worship. From sites of the monarchic period come hundreds of small
figurines. Thus far they are scarce for the premonarchic period, but that
may be because the premonarchic Israelite levels that have been exca-
vated or identified are less extensive than the monarchic ones. These
small terra-cotta statuettes are almost exclusively of naked females, and
they come from household contexts. That much is well documented, but
interpreting their function and significance is another matter.

Most scholars attribute them to popular worship of some kind, an
attribution that makes good general sense and is part of the growing
awareness that pure, widespread, Yahwism, without graven images, was
a relatively late development in Israelite history.57 Some have linked
them with goddess worship, in which case they would have been used by
both men and women because both are castigated in the Bible for such
disloyalty to Yahweh. Yet both men and women are also denounced for
worshiping pagan male deities, and virtually no examples of male terra-
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cotta figures have been recovered. Furthermore, these small figurines
seem to depict human females rather than deific ones. Statues of gods or
goddesses tend to be of precious metals or of stone, are usually found in
public shrines as well as or instead of in household shrines, and normally
exhibit some symbols of divine identity in headdress, garb, pose, or
attached object.58 One should be skeptical about identifying any of these
terra-cotta statuettes, or related clay plaques, with goddesses at all, let
alone with any specific goddess such as Ishtar, Anat, or Asherah.59

If these figurines of females indeed depict humans, or are "symbols of
womankind in general" as Pritchard suggests,60 they may well have been
part of the domestic life of women in ancient Israel both religiously and
socially. Such a possibility is based on the observation of the depiction of
the female body. In an artistic sense, the terra-cottas are in the tradition
of the "fertility figurines" well known from Canaanite sites of the Middle
and Late Bronze Age, preceding Israel's emergence. Those Canaanite
statuettes typically depict nudity and emphasize female reproductive
features: breasts and/or pudenda.

The Iron Age examples differ from the Bronze Age ones in an impor-
tant way. The statuettes discovered in the Israelite milieu are largely of
the type known as "pillar figurines," in that from the waist down they are
simply cylindrical in shape. Thus, the only sexual features rendered by the
ancient artisan are the breasts, and they appear to have been modeled to
signify maternal rather than sexual (i.e., heterosexual) activities.

It may be possible to conclude from this that the Israelite female
figurines, like the Canaanite examples, were some sort of votive objects
expressing the quest for human fertility. Israelite women were chal-
lenged to increase their reproductive role, as our analysis of the highland
environment and economy in Chapter 3 and our reading of Genesis 3:16
in Chapter 5 indicate. The appearance of many examples of female pillar
figurines thus may provide a witness to the hope of Israelite women that
they would nurture many children. Unlike their Canaanite sisters, how-
ever, they used votive objects that did not include emphasis on the
sexuality associated with the lower body. Perhaps this focus on the
upper body was a way to obviate the emphasis on sexuality apparently
involved in Canaanite fertility cults; perhaps it was simply a way to
emphasize the maternal role, or maybe it was both.

The reason for the pillar shape of the Israelite figurines can only be
speculative. Similarly conjectural is the question of whether the women
who used them invoked the Israelite god, or an associated goddess,61 or
some other deity or deities. If the Canaanite figurines cannot be related
to deities, neither can their Israelite counterparts. What we should not
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lose sight of, particularly in the absence of analogous male figures, is
that the terra-cottas represent female religious expression. As votive
objects, probably not idols as such, they are concrete expressions of
particularly female religious life and of concern for the exclusive female
role of motherhood.

Circumstantial as this kind of information about household cult and
female involvement may be, it surely suggests a place for women in
household religion. Furthermore, if any vestiges of goddess worship
existed, women would probably have been directly involved with reli-
gious activity in domestic and perhaps also public shrines. But even
without that possibility, and even excluding the specifically female focus
on motherhood that the votary objects may have represented, house-
hold worship of any kind could hardly have taken place without female
participation, whether normative or heterodox.

Cultic rituals typically involved food offerings and ritual meals. Thus,
if only because in the household context the female controlled food
preparation, women must have shared the informal practices that house-
hold observances entailed. To be sure, women did not function as priests
with the establishment of official and formal public shrines; neither did
most men. The priesthood was a select, hereditary group; as I have
suggested elsewhere,62 the omission of women from that group was
likely not a sexist statement of female inferiority but rather a pragmatic
measure in the face of competing Canaanite practices (sexuality in sanc-
tuaries) and of Israelite demographic needs. A coterie of female profes-
sionals, diverted from pressing family needs, would not have been in the
best interest of the community as a whole. Yet women were still worship-
ers, and no doubt they functioned as such in domestic contexts through-
out Israelite history.

Much of what we have said throughout this study has pointed to the
self-sufficiency of village households and to the virtual absence of public
functions or functionaries. Metallurgists and priests were perhaps the
only regular, full-time specialists whose livelihoods came from nonagra-
rian pursuits. Still, other suprahousehold leadership and service posi-
tions did exist on a nonregular basis. Councils of elders met sporadically
to adjudicate interfamily or clan disputes and to deal with community-
wide problems (see Judg 11:5). Young men answered periodic musters
to form militia units (Judg 4:6; 6:34-35). Judges became leaders locally
or even nationally (Judg 2:16) in times of crisis.

Women also sporadically held a place in the limited life outside the
household of early Israel, and that place was mostly related to Israelite
religious life. They played a special role in the early musical, literary,
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and theological life of Israel. They were the formers and performers,
from the twelfth to tenth centuries BCE, of some of the oldest, and
theologically most important, texts in the Hebrew Bible. A fascinating
study of ancient musical tradition has revealed that a long-recognized
genre of biblical poetry, the Victory Song (e.g., Exod 15:21 and Judg 5),
must be attributed to female "traditioners."63 Women composers-
performers are described in the Bible (Judg 11:34; 1 Sam 18:6-7) in
association with a certain instrument (top, or "hand drum") and with
"dances" (meholoi). These women stand apart from other musical tradi-
tions in ancient Israel, and their role is specifically connected to
premonarchic songs of pivotal significance in the development of Israel-
ite beliefs about Yahweh's power and plans for Israel.

Although these women singer-composers were professionals, they
were not supported by the community as were priests and metallurgists.
They performed erratically, as the occasion demanded. Composition and
performance techniques were acquired skills, and a tradition of women
holding such skills is well known for early Israel and also for other ancient
Near Eastern people. If men were called out to battle, it would be these
women awaiting their return who poured forth the victory songs. Judging
from the few fragments preserved in the Bible, the content of these songs
was theologically significant. Hence, the existence of a scattering of fe-
male musicians would stand with those few other public professions that
existed in the premonarchic period. Their function was broadly cultural
but was religious in content. As such, it can probably be loosely connected
with female roles in the household cult. A society in which women sang
officially to the Lord in public could not have restrained them from doing
so in the dominant domestic setting.



8
Reconstructing Gender Relationships

It has become fashionable among educated western women to want to
"have it all." Life is seen as consisting of three compartmentalized are-
nas: career, marriage, and motherhood. Many women struggle to com-
bine all three, when only one alone might be construed as a full-time
occupation for at least part of a woman's life. What a different reality
existed for Every woman Eve, whose life intrinsically encompassed all
aspects (although one would hardly characterize her work load as a
"career") and who might have willingly relinquished some of her broad
responsibilities. Indeed, it seems almost absurd to think of work as a
distinct category of behavior for rural women in ancient Israel, or in any
preindustrial society for that matter.

The preceding chapters have reconstructed the family household and
the variety of ways it functioned in the small highland villages of early
Israel. The analysis of the household unit enables us to envision rather
specifically the daily or ongoing responsibilities and roles of the senior
female members of the domestic group. Although the process of socializ-
ing and educating young children was included among the spheres of activ-
ity that characterized household life and female experience, we chose not
to include the reproductive function as such in our catalogue of household
activities. Bearing children was clearly and critically related to the labor
needs within a household unit, as we have shown in Chapters 3 and 5;
however, the importance of having children transcended the family unit.

The female reproductive role in ancient Israel was important beyond
household parameters on both the clan and the tribal or national levels.
The normal biblical word for human (and animal) increase, "to be fruit-
ful, to multiply" (prh), is often related to the ability of the people as a
whole to possess and defend their land.1 Exodus 23:30, for example,
indicates that the Canaanites and others who dwelt in Palestine would
not be displaced until the Israelites "are increased" and then can occupy
territory.

165
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Similarly, the frequent mandate in the Genesis narratives "to be fruit-
ful and multiply" is directed neither to an individual woman's biological
destiny nor to an individual man's need for heirs, as much as it is to a
corporate need for demographic expansion. Consider the language used
to describe patriarchal (sic) fertility, as in God's promise to Abraham: "I
will make you exceedingly fruitful [prh] and I will make nations of
you. . . . And I will give to you, and to your descendents after you, the
land of your sojournings" (Gen 17:6-8). God's charge to Jacob has a
similar agenda: "God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful [prh]
and multiply you, that you may become a company of peoples . . . that
you may take possession of the land of your sojournings" (Gen 28:3-4;
see 35:11).

The concern for increasing numbers was also related to the issue of
security, that is, of having the manpower necessary for defense of terri-
tory. In light of the continual military threats surrounding Israelite life
during the premonarchic period, it is no wonder that the census lists in
the Book of Numbers were explicitly directed toward military call-up.
Probably stemming from the premonarchic era,2 these lists preserve a
reckoning of tribal quotas committed for military action. The people to
be numbered are "all in Israel who are able to go forth to war" (Num
1:3; 26:2).

Such census data have long been recognized as military musters, simi-
lar to census lists well known in many ancient cultures. But what has not
been generally recognized is that the concern for the numbers of fighting
men in Numbers is directly related to the sense of population loss follow-
ing the widespread epidemics of the times (see the section on "Survivors
in the Land" in Chapter 3). In Numbers 26 the command to undertake a
count of the males eligible for fighting units begins with the words "After
the plague the LORD said to Moses and to Eleazar the son of Aaron, the
priest, Take a census . . .' " (Num 26:1-2; emphasis mine).

Population increase thus had a tribal or nationalistic context. The
canonical sanctions for human fertility reflect a situation in which the
need to become numerous was part of the public or communal conscious-
ness. Bearing children was also central to the dynamics of property
transmission or inheritance. The latter was a crucial aspect of family and
interfamily life, but it did not impinge in a regular way on the configura-
tions of a woman's daily schedule.

This emphasis on the supra-household dimension of motherhood is
not intended to obscure the fact that motherhood as such would have
occupied an enormous part of a woman's time and energy. To the extent
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that families responded to the demographic challenge at both household
and tribal-national levels, childbearing and rearing have been promi-
nent among the activities of women.3

The way in which childbearing is singled out as a category of women's
lives today should not be automatically transposed to groups living un-
der radically different conditions. In short, as Tilly points out in her
review of the study of women and the social sciences, we should not be
"present-minded" in our analysis of the reproductive role for women in
other, especially premodern, societies. She points out that the

all-absorbing aspects of childbirth and child-rearing are more salient in
modern economies in which women specialize in child-rearing and in
which children themselves are valued for delayed, future returns rather
than quick ones. In economies where differentiation and specialization are
less complete, where fertility and mortality are high, childbirth and child-
rearing may, paradoxically, be less central to women's lives and other
economic activity greater. In such economies, women's vital, economi-
cally productive activity . . . may strongly countervail the centrality of
childbearing in women's lives.4

The amount of a woman's life span involving the physical aspects of
motherhood—pregnancy, breast-feeding, caring for young children—
may have been one-third or higher in ancient Israel. With relatively few
women surviving to menopause, and with marriage and childbirth begin-
ning not long after the onset of puberty, as much as half of a woman's
life span would have been taken up with maternity. One might say that
motherhood and adulthood were practically coterminous. That situation
contrasts radically with our own contemporary experiences: with small
families and long life spans, women today devote only about one-
seventh of a 75-year life to bearing children and caring for them in their
early years.5

Despite the enormous proportion of a woman's life span involved with
motherhood, woman's work probably suffered little interruption, be-
cause as for most preindustrial societies, household functions were rela-
tively integrated with maternal functions. Or, as Bridenthal and Koonz
succinctly put it, "production and reproduction meshed."6 The notion
that pregnancy, birth, and breast-feeding might limit or interfere with
the productive capabilities of women is a modern postindustrial notion.

It is not our intention here to suggest that the reproductive function
does not have a place in our discussion of gender relationships; however,
its importance emerges more in consideration of matters of interfamily
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marital arrangements and transgenerational continuity than in an exami-
nation of the dynamics of daily household life. We shall return to such
suprafamily aspects below, in the context of looking at male authority.

For the moment, we reiterate that in a household unit working its own
land there was a high degree of integration of activities—for men as well
as for women. The popular notion of the domestic realm as a female realm
in such cases is a misconception; the household activities were the respon-
sibilities of both females and males working together.7 This integration of
responsibilities did not preclude division of labor along gender lines. In
reality, individual, gender-linked responsibilities would have been tightly
woven together into the fabric of everyday life. Furthermore, not only the
household activities were highly integrated, but so too were the accompa-
nying values—the interests, attitudes, and policies—of the domestic
unit.8

Clearly, the Israelite household was the central unit of an agricultural
society during the centuries preceding the establishment of a centralized
government at the beginning of the tenth century BCE. Reconstructing
the nature of household organization, size, and function enables us now
to turn to the dynamics of male and female interaction, and then to the
position of women, within that unit of society. It allows us, finally, to
deal directly with the assertions of patriarchal dominance to which we
have earlier objected in theory. Did men in fact dominate and exploit
the women in their domestic settings, as the traditional interpretations
of biblical texts lead many to believe? Or, have we discovered a different
reality for Eve, a reality antithetical to the traditional views of female
subordination?

Male and Female: Household Complementarity

Recognizing the nature of premonarchic Israel as a peasant or folk
society is critical for looking at relationships between males and females.
The constituent household units, as we have seen, were typically self-
sufficient and relatively isolated. Although technological developments
were essential to Israelite survival in the hill country, the technology was
not so advanced as to have required specialization, except perhaps with
respect to metallurgy. All other essential tasks were performed within
the family household. All household members, except for tiny children
and the infirm aged (of whom there were probably few), were directly
involved in subsistence tasks. Most of the time there would have been
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little food surplus and hence little opportunity for exchanging commodi-
ties or obtaining luxury goods.

These conditions characterize groups that social scientists have identi-
fied as being rather homogeneous and somewhat free of the kinds of
hierarchical differentiation that appear in more complex societies. They
lack a class system and have limited ways of differentially rewarding
people along gender, age, or occupational lines. Early Israel might
readily be termed an egalitarian society.9 Gender equality is not neces-
sarily a characteristic of all egalitarian societies, but the absence in early
Israel of developed hierarchies in political and economic spheres created
an atmosphere that would have allowed for nonhierarchical gender rela-
tionships.10 It is essential that we not allow androcentric biblical texts to
obscure this fact of gender equality, and not permit the hierarchical
Victorian views of the family, which are still quite powerful in western
thinking,11 to interfere with an assessment of gender relationships in an
egalitarian farm household.

Cross-cultural analogies suggest that both males and females worked
very hard and contributed nearly equally to the demands of establishing
arable plots of land and eking out a living from them in the rocky,
seasonally arid hillsides of the Palestinian highlands. Anthropological
studies of small agrarian communities living on marginally productive
lands provide these analogies. Because most of these comparable com-
munities are part of nation-states with bureaucracies, with public roles
for some (largely men), and with access to commodities of goods pro-
duced outside the family household, the analogies are not perfect. Yet
even so, within the household itself, the striking absence of hierarchical
control of male over female is noteworthy. Although not readily appar-
ent to an external observer, such village households are organized in a
relatively balanced way with respect to gender.

A quantitative measure can be introduced into the discussion of the
male-female balance in agrarian settings. Sanday's research has led her
to suggest that the most balanced societies, those in which men and
women share nearly equally in subsistence tasks, are societies in which
females contribute a maximum of 40 percent of the productive labor.12

Women fall short of exact parity because of the percentage, relatively
small but nonetheless present, of their energies taken up by their repro-
ductive role. Sanday also points out that the status of females seems to
reach its highest level when a 40 : 60 ratio of female to male contribu-
tions to household productivity exists.13 If female participation exceeds
such proportions (as it does in some societies), there is often a negative
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effect, with the prestige accorded to women diminishing rather than
increasing.

Leviticus 27 offers some support for the notion of balanced responsi-
bilities in early Israel. This text does not provide an explicit statement
about gender balance yet it does relate indirectly to the quantitative
measure we have just described. As unlikely and irrelevant a source as it
may seem, it contains quantitative data that may be considered a mea-
sure of the ratio of male-female contributions to the household econ-
omy of early Israel.

The last chapter of Leviticus (27) comes after the long section known
as the Holiness Code (chapters 17-26) and stands as an appendix or
supplement to the third book of the Pentateuch. This chapter's relation-
ship to the rest of Leviticus is unclear, because there is little content
connection and because it is a rather self-contained unit.14 For these
reasons, many scholars have attributed it to a late period in the forma-
tion of the Pentateuch.15 If that were so, its reliability as a source for the
premonarchic period would be legitimately called into question. How-
ever, certain features of its language and content are rooted in archaic
and conservative cultic practices. The material in Leviticus 27 should be
considered part of Israel's early cultic traditions and not a late addition
to priestly materials.16

Why is this chapter of Leviticus a source for gender balance in early
Israel? Leviticus 27 concerns the commutation of gifts—such as people,
property, and animals—vowed to Yahweh. In Israel, as in other Semitic
lands of the ancient Near East, persons or materials were on occasion
given over to a sanctuary or its deity. The biblical narratives record sev-
eral rather dramatic instances: for example, the case of Jephthah's daugh-
ter (Judg 11:30-35) and the dedication of Samuel to the sanctuary at
Shiloh (1 Sam 1:1-36). Such vows, which were voluntary but binding,
typically arose from a situation of distress, involved a petition or request
of the deity, and were fulfilled contingent on the petition being answered.

The making and fulfillment of vows were surely part of Israelite reli-
gious practice from earliest times. It is not difficult to imagine a personal
or familial crisis, during which women or men vowed materials or even
the service of individuals to a local shrine (of which there were many
until well into the period of the monarchy) in an attempt to seek relief. It
is also not difficult to conjecture that sometimes the person making a
vow would need to regain that which had been given as a vow. Let us say
a child (such as Samuel) was dedicated to the deity, but then in a labor-
intensive period the child's labor was sorely needed in the household.
The parent could then reclaim the child by payment of a monetary sum
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set forth in a table of valuation or, if a person was too poor, by payment
of whatever the cultic official deemed suitable (Lev 27:8).

Leviticus 27 presents just such a table of valuations to allow for re-
demption of property or persons. The valuations are expressed in mone-
tary terms, the absolute values of which themselves may not be ancient;
however, the principle of dedicating and of redeeming itself rests on
ancient tradition. The scale of assessments of persons is arranged in a
most interesting way: according to gender and age. This structure indi-
cates exactly the way in which the vowed persons contributed to the
shrine, that is, in terms of their labor.17

The age groups are four in number: 0-5, 5-20, 20-60, and 60+. For
three of these four age groups, the female percentage of the combined
value of a male and a female of the same age hovers at or near the 40
percent level. It is actually highest (at 40 percent) for the over-60 age
group, probably signifying a decrease in gender differentiation for the
most senior members of society.18 The only departure from this pattern
is with the 5- to 20-year-old group, in which twice the value is required to
redeem males as opposed to females. One would expect such a diver-
gence at this age group, when males were coming into their own as
productive workers and females were beginning childbearing with its
attendant demands and mortality risks.19

The Leviticus passage, viewed as a source for socioeconomic analysis
of gender balance in early Israel, thus provides the remarkable informa-
tion that women assumed close to 40 percent of the productive tasks.
Social scientists have assessed this balance of male-female labor to be
optimal for both gender relations and maximum prestige accorded to
females. The position of females in any society is a reflection to a certain
extent of their contributive role, in a quantitative sense, to essential
societal tasks.

This juggling of numbers must be tempered with the realization that
nearly equal contributions of males and females does not suggest they
were doing the same tasks. All members of the household were part of the
labor force, but (as our discussion in Chapter 7 of household functions
suggested) there was division of labor, as in all societies.20 This division of
household tasks is most notable for the critical economic function. Some
tasks could be performed by either male or female, and some probably
were performed by both—especially at harvest or other labor-intensive
periods. However, clearly defined, and tradition-reinforced responsibili-
ties, divided along gender (and age) lines, would have existed in ancient
Israel, as in any society.

The division of labor has clear organizational advantages, at least for



172 DISCOVERING EVE

those household activities that involve certain levels of skill, experience,
and technical expertise. The premonarchic society as a whole was nearly
lacking in occupational specialists from outside the household unit, but
the household itself had its specialists and the division of labor reflected
the specializations.

This division of labor along gender lines has long been recognized and
recorded by social scientists. The complementarity of this division, and
the dynamics of the relationships between male and female that it en-
tails, have been less noticed. In examining the division of labor, there
has been a tendency to identify tasks (usually those taken on by males)
in terms of higher accorded value, and there has been insufficient atten-
tion to the invaluable aspects of the labor supplied by both females and
males and hence the intrinsic value attached to both.

The feminist perspective that the woman's movement has brought to
social science has produced several studies that underscore the interde-
pendence that is implicit in a division of productive tasks.21 Our contem-
porary egalitarian ideal, in which men and women would share or
equally divide time spent on the same tasks—each doing half the cook-
ing, let us say, or taking half of the child care hours—should not blind us
to the efficiency, and also the stability, inherent in a situation in which
there are distinct labor patterns according to gender.

Gender differentiation, particularly in a society living at subsistence
level, implies complementarity and hence interdependence. The con-
cept of either men or women striving for personal independence is anti-
thetical to the dynamics and demands of a premodern agricultural soci-
ety. The role of women is pivotal in such societies. They bear children
and perform many essential tasks of household management. In so do-
ing, they exhibit a broad range of talents in managerial and economic
roles. Even in societies with developed patterns of female subservience,
at least as is visible to external observers, the internal dynamics reveal
functional equality and male awareness of dependence on female talents
and labor.

A case in point is provided by Datan's study of a contemporary high-
land village in Palestine, for which she uses the fictitious name Kafr
Ibrahim. Village life there exhibits a cultural adaptation to the same
harsh ecology that determined the life patterns of the earliest Israelite
villages in the highlands. Datan was able to penetrate the external or
cultural forms that signaled male dominance. She observed that, despite
official hierarchical arrangements, the primacy of the women's contribu-
tions to subsistence secured their positions "more effectively than could
any verbal affirmation of equal rights."22 The husbands and sons de-
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pended on the women's expertise in many economic tasks, and the
women accordingly were psychologically advantaged by their awareness
of controlling and contributing to vital aspects of household and village
survival.

Similar pictures appear in other parts of the world. The recent study,
for example, of an Andean village perched precariously on marginal
mountain land reveals a great deal of emphasis on gender comple-
mentarity. Household organization is markedly balanced with respect to
male and female tasks, and there is little sense of the separation or
categorization of family members according to gender.23

Such studies show internal household gender balance even in settings in
which there are public structures or bureaucracies that favor males and
that tend to lend more prestige and status to men. If we consider a society
such as premonarchic Israel, in which such public forms of differentiation
were not yet developed, the implication is that the position of females
would be even stronger than in societies in which a private-public opposi-
tion does exist. When females as well as males serve as skilled managers in
critical areas of economic life, as in household production systems,
women as well as men are accorded prestige and experience self-esteem.
Gender hierarchy in work roles is virtually nonexistent.24

Female Power

Feminist critiques of the concept of a private-public dichotomy are
justified in the case of premonarchic Israel. The structural opposition
between low status in the female-linked domestic sphere and high status
in the male-linked public sphere may be appropriate in analyzing west-
ern industrial societies; however, as we have already indicated, it dis-
torts an understanding of the nature of relationships between males and
females if it is applied to small-scale or prestate societies. Rosaldo puts
the issue forcefully in her assertion that the analytical consequences of
contrasting the familial sphere with political-jural (public) systems is not
only linked to modern western ideology but is also incompatible with the
study of relationships and of their articulation.25 In short, distinctions
between domestic life and public life are inadequate to describe most
social interaction in peasant societies, for which the dynamics of gender
interaction in daily life are best understood through the realization that
complementary household roles are determinative.

In prestate Israel, social organization outside the immediate house-
hold was relatively weak. Early Iron Age Israel exhibited fully those
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features which made the household the central unit of social organiza-
tion and function. Schlegel outlines those features as follows26:

1. Production is for subsistence or for smail-scale exchange.
2. Defense or expansion needs do not foster male-centered military

organization.
3. Civil or religious bureaucracies are absent.

Our discussion (in Chapters 3, 6, and 7) of the highland economy in the
period of earliest Israel has emphasized the subsistence level of village
life and the virtual absence of trade or the exchange of goods. Localized
and sporadic defense problems existed during this period, but they were
met by a noncentralized, ad hoc militia system. That system eventually
proved too ineffectual for the military problems that beset the highland
settlers, and the rise of the monarchy is related to the need for a struc-
ture for organizing a standing army. Schlegel's second point agrees with
the biblical accounts of Deborah and Yael (Judges 4 and 5): without the
formalized structure of a standing army, women could and did contrib-
ute to the defense effort. Female participation in the military realm is in
fact a typical feature of pioneer societies.27

Our examination of early Israel has pointed to a virtual absence of
specialists or of bureaucratic structures, which agrees with Schlegel's
third feature. Probably a male priestly hierarchy was already function-'
ing; yet local and/or household religion operated independently of such
a structure. Similarly, while legal-jural mechanisms operated as needed
at a village or even tribal level, households still maintained important
aspects of legal-jural function.

In light of such considerations, the centrality of the household in
prestate Israel emerges as a critical factor in determining gender rela-
tions. When the household occupies the preeminent place in a society,
women have a strong role in decision making and consequently exercise
considerable power in the household. This is especially true for complex
households, such as the extended or multiple-family units that made up
a significant number of the domestic compounds in Israelite villages.

Many traditional arguments in social scientific literature maintain that
the size and structure of complex families tend to create hierarchies—
specifically, situations in which men dominate. However, this predicted
relationship between large or extended families and female subordina-
tion is not borne out for prestate, simple societies. On the contrary, the
power accruing to women by virtue of their technical contributions to
family subsistence is augmented when there are more family members
involved. Women, particularly in the older generation, gain authority—
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the recognized right to control—by virtue of having more people with
whom to interact and control.28 Our examination of the legal and sapi-
ential biblical texts affording filial respect and authority to both parents
(Chapter 7, pp. 154-157) supports this supposition, which recent anthro-
pological research has formulated.

When public society is not highly differentiated from the domestic
realm, the role of women is significant. In the self-sufficient Israelite
household, the woman's participation and expertise in crucial matters of
domestic function gave her the ability and right to control key aspects of
family life. Israelite women preformed manifold tasks every day, and
these tasks involved decisions about economic resources. Furthermore,
the technical skills of these women made them "wise women" and thus
instructors to those less skilled. If any hierarchical arrangements existed
in such households, they were probably based on age and expertise
rather than gender.

Again, recent anthropological research provides a useful model.
Friedl's work in Greece during the 1960s29 anticipated the feminist per-
spectives that came later in the 1970s. In the farming village of Vasilika
she found, as might be expected, that men and women contributed
about equally to the farm and household labor needs. What she also
observed was that women in this village exerted considerable power not
only over household economic decisions but also over the economic and
marital futures of the children. Women and men performed different
tasks, and the expertise of women in certain areas gave them control and
attendant power. Furthermore, men were aware of their dependence on
women, even though the society as a whole is male-dominated and the
external appearance is of a male-controlled household. The situation
was very much like the tiny village in southern France studied by Rogers
and described in Chapter 2: male dominance is a public attitude and not
a functional reality, and female power is functionally active though cul-
turally concealed.

Female power is considerable in this Greek village, despite public or
cultural appearances to the contrary. Viewed pragmatically, because
"the family is the most significant social unit, then the private, and not
the public sector, is the sphere in which the relative attribution of power
to males and females is of the greatest real importance."30 If this be the
case in a community such as this Greek farming village, which does have
bureaucratic superstructures and the consequent public accordance of
authority and prestige exclusively to males, then how would gender
relationships appear in a community in which such public structures
were nonexistent or only minimally present?



176 DISCOVERING EVE

Because the premonarchic period in ancient Israel lacked significant
public life, this question needs to be addressed. With households man-
aged by women, the decisions made by them will have great social
impact. In short, female power will be as significant as male power, and
perhaps even greater. To put it another way, in a prestate society in
which the household is the fundamental institution and the primary
locus of power, females may even have a predominant role, at least
within the broad parameters of household life. This hypothesis brings
again to mind the Victorian theorists who proposed the existence of a
primary matriarchy. They did not actually suggest a matriarchal struc-
ture like the patriarchies they observed, with females simply reversing
positions with males. Furthermore, they did not postulate the existence
of matriarchies on the basis of public rule by females. Rather, they
perhaps correctly recognized that women had an important place wher-
ever public life is not significantly differentiated from domestic life.31

They erred in calling such situations matriarchies, but they astutely rec-
ognized the prominence for females in a world dominated by the very
realms in which females most typically exert control.

Ideally, we should ferret out some sign of female eminence in domes-
tic life in the Bible. However, this is difficult to do because the biblical
source itself (as pointed out in Chapter 1) is largely a product of (male)
public structures, of male-dominated civil and religious bureaucracies.
Many scholars have nonetheless turned to such texts as the patriarchal—
or matriarchal—narratives of Genesis for information about family dy-
namics in ancient Israel. We have resisted using the Genesis narratives
as reliable sociological data for earliest Israel and will look instead at
other texts.

However, the Genesis ancestor traditions combine two features rele-
vant to our methodological perspective: first, they are oriented to the
domestic or household world, with the interaction between the Hebrews
and other peoples taking place through a single, eponymous "family"
(Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) over several telescoped generations; sec-
ond, women play an especially prominent role in these narratives, with
the outcome of critical family decisions determined by female activity
and initiative. These observations imply that this literature reveals
women exerting power in charting the course of family and, by exten-
sion, national well-being.32

Despite the intriguing possibilities of the matriarchal tales for recover-
ing the social history of early Israel, the complexity of their literary
formation and the highly crafted if not fictive nature of their final ar-
rangement in the canon makes their relevance problematic. It would be
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useful to look at some other biblical depiction of the nonpublic world of
ancient Israel. And there is one such source, namely, that most "unbibli-
cal" of all biblical books, the Song of Songs (also known as [Canticle of]
Canticles or the Song of Solomon).

As early as the mid-nineteenth century, the Song of Songs was noted
for its special attention to women.33 More recently, the author of one of
the most detailed commentaries on the Song of Songs, Marvin Pope,
calls the eloquent exposition by his nineteenth-century predecessor a
"pioneer manifesto on the emancipation of women."34 Though largely
unaware of insights expressed over a century earlier, feminist biblical
scholars have naturally turned to the Song of Songs as a source for
affirmation of female worth. The mutuality of love in this book makes its
representation of gender relationships stand apart from the impression
of male dominance that permeates much of the Hebrew Bible.

The question, then, is whether the gender relationships portrayed in
the Song of Songs can contribute to our discussion of gender balance and
female power in early Israel. One would first look to the date and
context of the Song of Songs in order to answer that question; however,
as for several other biblical books to which we have turned (e.g., Prov-
erbs) , this poetic work confounds the usual attempts of biblical scholars
to pinpoint its origins. Nonetheless, some scholars have recently cast
aside long-held views of a late date (Persian period, sixth-fifth century,
or later) and instead suggest a date in the early monarchic period.35

Furthermore, even if the Song's final form is an achievement of the end
of the Iron Age, it surely incorporates much older material and contains
a significant number of archaic literary forms.36 Consequently, its value
for the understanding of the premonarchic and early monarchic period is
considerable.

The Song of Songs is notable for its significant divergence from the
urban public context of most other biblical writings. The poetry is un-
commonly replete with natural imagery. Full of the language of human
love (language so explicit that postbiblical Christian and Jewish commen-
tators treated it as allegory rather than as reality) the activities of the
lovers are set against a rural backdrop. Mountains and vales figure
prominently. The metaphors and similes drawn from the natural world
are not limited to pastoral or wild settings; cultivated orchards, fields,
and vineyards receive playful and rich attention. Domesticated animals
find their place alongside wild animals. Cities are not unknown to the
poet or poets, but the countryside overwhelmingly provides the extrava-
gant images that make the language of love so vivid. Indeed, the rich-
ness and variety of flora and fauna make the poem a kind of response or
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counterpoint to the Eden story of Genesis 2-3.37 The garden setting
itself and also some specific stylistic features create remarkable congru-
ences between the Eden and Canticle gardens.

Even though there is a royal Solomonic presence at points in the
Canticle, the relationships portrayed are entirely domestic and private.
The language of close kinship is prominent: mother, daughters, sons,
sisters, brothers—even though the love-struck couple is not explicitly
identified as married. The love relationship is set apart from (and
above!) the legalities of the contracted union that marriage was in the
ancient world. The qualities of a relationship on its own terms operated
apart from the words for husband (which as we shall see later may have
hierarchical implications) and wife.

Within this rural, private world, the relationship between male and
female is entirely consistent with the principles of gender balance. The
mutuality of the lovers seeking each other is striking. There is no stereo-
typing of either sex; neither male dominance nor female subordination is
present. The female is as aggressive in the pursuit of her loved one as he
is in seeking her. If anything, the female dominates in her interaction
with her lover.

The dominant role of the female is conveyed by various literary fea-
tures.38 The reported speech of the female, for example, occurs much
more frequently than does that of the male. Of the verses that can
clearly be identified as spoken by one or the other, fifty-six are spoken
by the woman and only thirty-six by the man. The woman is far more
verbal. She dominates the spoken interchanges and soliloquies; and it is
her utterances that open the Song and close it. Note, too, that "father"
does not appear in the list of the terms of family relationships that
appear in the Song of Songs, whereas "mother" appears a perfect—in
Semitic symbolism—seven times. Just as the structural emphasis on the
woman's speech elevates the female position, so too does the repetition
of "mother" to the exclusion of "father." In addition, the supporting
characters in the Song of Songs are largely female. The "daughters of
Jerusalem" figure prominently in the poetry, but there are no corre-
sponding male figures.

There are two other fascinating uses of imagery with respect to gen-
der. The first is the use of military metaphors. Although the language of
gardens, hillsides, plants, and animals predominates, in a few instances
military images and references to monumental architecture (towers and
cities) are interspersed.39 Such images are exclusively attached to the
female. She is compared to a "mare of Pharaoh's chariots" (1:9); her
neck is like "the tower of David, built for an arsenal, whereon hang a
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thousand bucklers, all of them shields of war" (4:4); she is akin to "an
army with banners" (6:4,10); her neck again is the subject of compari-
son, "like an ivory tower" in 7:4, with her nose "like a tower of Leba-
non"; and she is a wall with "battlements" (8:9,10), her breasts "like
towers" (8:10). Apart from the question about whether or not the mili-
tary imagery is flattering, its association with the female and not the
male is striking.

The second unexpected use of metaphoric language comes in the way
faunal imagery appears. In the large repertoire of animals in the Song of
Songs, only the woman is linked with the powerful ones, the lion and the
leopard (4:8).40 Like the military images, the faunal images contain
depictions of the female that are counter to stereotypical depictions.

The architectural and animal images convey might, strength, aggres-
sion, even danger. That is, conventional or stereotypical aspects of gen-
der portrayal have been reversed. The language of the military and pf
the hunt is nearly always male language, and here it is used for a woman.
These associations of the female with power should not be taken liter-
ally, as meaning that women were warriors or hunters. Rather, those
images are metaphors for power and control, and they are used in the
Song to suggest female attributes. As literary images, they can be com-
pared to certain graphic images found in ancient art: the appearance of
lions or weapons of war in the iconography of goddesses in the ancient
Near East.41 These visual symbols are not images derived from any
projections of Amazonlike female behavior onto the world of the gods
and goddesses. Rather, they convey the power attributed to the female
deities.

The many unusual aspects of gender portrayal in the Song of Songs
mandate consideration of its social context. Another rare image alerts us
to the Song's inherently private social milieu: the poem twice mentions
bet 'em, "mother's house" (3:4; 8:2). Nowhere in the Song is the mascu-
line equivalent ("father's house") used. The appearance of "mother's
house" is striking in view of the overriding importance of "father's
house" (bet 'ab) as the biblical term for the family household, which was
the innermost circle of Israelite life (see Chapters 5 and 7) and the major
sphere of existence during the premonarchic period.

"Mother's house" is a rare term not only in the Song but also in the
Hebrew Bible as a whole. It is found elsewhere only in the domestic
scenarios of Genesis 24:28 and Ruth 1:8. In addition, the so-called
Woman of Worth of Proverbs 31, a poem considered premonarchic by
some,42 repeatedly refers to "her house" (betah, in 31:21, 27). The indus-
trious woman of that poem "not only runs the household but, in effect,
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defines it in a manner analogous to the more usual reference to the bet
'ab. "43 Interestingly enough, the strength of the woman of Proverbs 31 is
portrayed mainly in terms of her economic functions.44

Because "father's house" is the normal term for the household unit,
the use of "mother's house" demands close scrutiny. The term "father's
house" is clearly male oriented and derives from lineage concerns, that
is, from the way descent and property were reckoned along patrilineal
lines. But here in the Song we encounter a situation devoid of such
concerns. Rather, the situation is one of relationships, and the primary
orientation lies with the female of the pair. Without the matter of lin-
eage reckoning as part of the dynamics of the Song (or of Proverbs 31),
the internal functional and relational aspect of household activity, in
which females played a strong if not dominant role, is appropriately
expressed by "mother's house" and not "father's house."

The Song of Songs, standing virtually alone among the biblical books
apart from the stratifying consequences of institutional and public life,
reveals a situation of gender mutuality. There is no trace of subordina-
tion of female to male, and there is a presence of power images for the
female and not the male. As a uniquely "popular" work,45 it reflects a
setting in the family that predominated in the premonarchic period and
that continued to exist, though perhaps in altered ways, thereafter (see
Epilogue). The Song is a product of domestic life and not of the public
world of kings and priests, bureaucrats and soldiers. It preserves a
glimpse of the gender mutuality and female power that existed in family
households.

For the most part, the active role of women in household-oriented
societies is not visible in the public written record. Even in this century,
the place of women in such societies lacks visibility.46 Females in such
settings do have real power. The cultural expression of female power in
early Israel has miraculously survived in one small part of the official,
canonical record of that society. Females and power images are promi-
nently linked in the Song of Songs, the lyrics of love.

Female power in a complex household can imply a significant control
by females over so-called public or extradomestie functions,47 few as
they may have been in a prestate society. Cross-cultural studies suggest
that public roles for women, though neither formalized nor regularized,
were not trivial. First, the very way in which reproduction was viewed in
the context of public as well as domestic needs (see above, pp. 165-166)
indicates a role for women in society at large. Second, the existence of
female charismatics such as prophets, who were engaged in occasional
public leadership activity, is a sign of the acceptance of females operat-
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ing in areas affecting large segments of society. The few female prophets
and wisdom figures visible in the Hebrew Bible are not questioned in
their authoritative roles. Third, the elevation of the concept of wisdom
and skill expressed as a female figure to semidivine status perhaps points
subtly to the acceptance of female influence in public political and eco-
nomic life. At the same time, however, since wisdom typically involves
indirect influence rather than the exertion of formal control,48 the asso-
ciation of females with wisdom would be a signal of informal social
power rather than legally recognized authority to act.

Incipient gender hierarchies may have existed even in earliest Israel
and were certainly present in the monarchic period. Yet, female power
deriving from the various roles (economic and other) played by women
in the complex peasant households enabled them to minimize or offset
whatever formal authority was held by males. Assumptions of male
dominance and female subservience in ancient Israel, derived from for-
mal texts and from postbiblical traditions, may be part of the "myth" of
male control masking a situation of male dependence. Gender relation-
ships are the consequence of complex influences, involving specific so-
cial and economic arrangements; reconstructing the internal dynamics of
a society thus is the only legitimate way to dispel the "myth" and to
increase the visibility of Eve. Our examination of Israelite society allows
us to see Eve as a figure no less powerful than her male counterpart.

Male Authority

It is perhaps lamentable but nonetheless inevitable that this exploration
of gender relationships in early Israelite society should conclude with a
consideration of male authority. Women may have not only had more
power than the literary sources alone would lead us to believe; for a
time—at least as long as the household was the major social institution—
they may have even had a dominant role. But the strength with which
male authority emerges in the written sources tells us that it would be
naive and foolish to treat it as a feature emerging de novo at the transi-
tion from a decentralized village to a centralized monarchic society. In
short, no matter how elevated a position we can posit for females in
early Israel, the existence of certain areas of male dominance cannot be
overlooked.

This is hardly the place to explore the source of the ways—limited
though they may have been—in which men exerted authority over
women. The search for origins and quest for explanations of gender
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asymmetry are matters best left to anthropologists.49 The hierarchical
control of males over females in ancient Israel is probably rooted in a
patrilineal legacy of the Canaanite society that preceded Israel in Pales-
tine. After all, the Israelites for the most part were Canaanites. Israel
broke with Canaan in many significant political, social, and religious
ways, but also retained and perpetuated some Canaanite cultural forms,
especially those that had proved adaptable to the highland environment
of the Israelite pioneers. Archaeologists see evidence of this adaptation
in the material culture. For example, pottery forms associated with the
Israelite villages in the early Iron Age are a continuation—albeit without
the finer or luxury pieces—of Late Bronze Age Canaanite forms.50

Did the Israelites invent or select patriarchal, or patrilineal, patterns
as a matter of policy? One would hardly say so. Yet, existing patterns51

continued (and perhaps others were initiated) in the social organization
because they met certain functional needs. Where gender differentiation
appears discriminatory to women, the possibility that there are compel-
ling functional origins must be entertained.52 What is labeled exploit-
ative or dysfunctional in the modern world may in fact have had a vital
functional grounding in the Israelite highland villages.

It is to the marriage relationship in law and custom that the charges
of biblical patriarchalism are most applicable. Thus, we need to exam-
ine Israelite marriage patterns in order to determine the functional
values of hierarchical arrangements. Indeed, most of the few biblical
legal statements concerning women alone depict the marriage relation-
ship and the apparent legal rights of husband over wife. The very word
for "husband" (ba'al) means "master" or "possessor" and has led many
commentators to suppose that women were mere chattel, owned by
their husbands. They cite such passages as the tenth commandment, in
which woman seems to be listed as the husband's property: "You shall
not covet your neighbor's wife, or his manservant, or his maidservant,
or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor's" (Exod 20:17;
but see Deut 5:21).

However, the absolute sovereignty of one person over another is
expressed not by ba'al but by another word, 'adon ("lord"), as in the
control of a conqueror over the vanquished or of a master over the slave.
Ba'al as the term for husband is not so absolute, because it involves an
intimate relationship, a limit to power, as well as indicating an ultimate
ruling will.53 The term ba'al is not limited to the husband-wife relation-
ship: it also includes the male's ultimate authority over animals (Exod
21:28, 29, 36; 22:10; 2 Sam 1:6; Isa 1:3), property (Exod 21:34; Eccles
5:12), and the household in general (Exod 22:7; Judg 19:22, 23). But it is
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also not an abstract term. It does not accord an absolute status of control
to the male. The male as ba'al is not an isolated despot but rather a will
exerted in relationship to others.

A recent study by Tosato of Hebrew marriage54 (partly motivated by
the current Marxist critique of the institution of marriage) emphasizes
the juridical nature of marriage in ancient Israel. The use of ba'al in
several Pentateuchal texts seems to indicate a legal inequality between
the spouses, with the wife unilaterally bound exclusively to the husband.
However, such a judgment of the arrangement apparently comes from
the bias of later biblical or postbiblical tradition. Tosato demonstrates
that the husband owns neither his wife nor his possessions.55 Nonethe-
less, the husband's position was clearly different from that of the wife,
and the transmission of property patrilineally probably underlies the
apparent male advantage.

Why should the male have this ultimate advantage or authority? The
answer, speculative as it may be, perhaps lies in the dynamics of kinship
in establishing continuity of land tenure. Because Israel reckoned its
descent patrilineally, property disposition and transmission followed the
male line. In practical terms, this meant that marriage arrangements
involved female mobility and male stability. That is, the males (the chief
heir or firstborn, and usually also his younger brothers who either
shared in the inheritance or stood by to receive some or all of it should
the father so decide or should the eldest die) remained in the family
household. The females left the household and went to live in the domes-
tic compounds of their husbands' families.

The dynamics of household life therefore required the female to adopt
the technologies and cultural patterns of the husband's household. This
was a significant matter, because of ancient Israel's marriage customs,
Israel vacillated between patterns of endogamy (in which marriage was
arranged within a prescribed kinship circle) and exogamy (in which
marriages took place between Israelites and foreigners). At times both
patterns existed, often with tension between them. Both patterns in-
volved a difficult transition: a young woman had to adopt the cultural
practices and values of the family of which she became a member.

It is easy to see the need for females to adopt a new cultural system
with respect to exogamy, which was apparently present nearly through-
out Israel's history. At various times, it actually seems to have been
essential that Israelites take foreign wives, because the higher female
mortality rate meant shortages of marriageable women. The premonar-
chic period especially is associated with exogamous marriage. The Beth
Baal Peor incident described above (pp. 70-71), for example, reflects a
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situation in which there was an advantage to sparing certain Moabite
virgins regardless of a strong sense that the whole contaminated enemy
ought to meet death (Num 25:1-8; 31:9-18). These "daughters of
Moab" were the very females who had led Israelites astray, causing
them to acknowledge Moabite gods; yet, ironically, they were allowed
to survive in order to become wives for Israelites.

The Moabite story probably reflects an early stage in Israelite history,
as does also the notice in Judges 3:5-6, which records that "the Israelites
lived among the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and
the Jebusites; and they took their daughters to themselves for wives, and
their own daughters they gave to their sons; and they served their gods."
Note the routine reporting of marriage with foreigners. And note too
the statement that the daughters, going to live with foreign families,
adopted the gods of the people among whom they dwelled.

But what about the foreign daughters joining Israelite households? It
was evidently not easy for women to put aside the patterns of their own
families and people. Along with apparent acceptance of exogamy, there
was understandably also strong resistance to it. Exodus 34:11-16 warns
against arrangements of any kind with those various groups inhabiting
the neighboring lowlands of Palestine; in particular this passage warns
against taking the foreign daughters as wives, lest they bring foreign
customs and idolatry (read cultural systems and values) into Israelite
households. This Exodus text does not deal with Israelite women going
to foreign families. A similar and probably later passage in Deuteron-
omy (7:3-4) does abjure both male and female exogamy. However, the
reason given concerns only the males, that their sons' way of life might
be countermanded or threatened by foreign wives unable to give up the
ideas and practices of their youth.

This treatment of exogamy is interesting on several counts. It shows
that the male's household is dominant with respect to cultural patterns:
someone coming into it is expected to adopt its ways. However, it also
shows that this was not easily achieved. Females did not easily relinquish
their cultural traditions. Furthermore, it demonstrates that foreign fe-
males exerted considerable power within their new households. The
texts warning against their corrupting influence make no sense unless
the foreign wives were in fact maintaining foreign values or practices.

These biblical texts all cast the warnings about foreign women in
religious terms. The daughters of Canaanites are said to have brought
their gods with them; and the sustained popularity of Baal worship
throughout Israelite history, as evidenced in the prophetic outrage
against it (e.g., Hos 2:17; Jer 23:13; 1 Kgs 18; Zeph 1:4; see Mai 2:11-



Reconstructing Gender Relationships 185

12; Ezra 9-10; Neh 10:31 and 13:23-27), attests to the ongoing prob-
lem. Religious ideology and cult, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, were
not autonomous features of human existence. Rather, they were an
integral part of a cultural system. The threat of foreign gods, introduced
by foreign women, must be seen as a clash between cultural systems.
Worshipping foreign gods in fact represented a threat to the whole
social, economic, and political fabric of the culture.

In exogamous arrangements, male authority can be recognized as
filling an ideological or cultural need. But there also would have been a
functional need for male authority operating on a pragmatic and techno-
logical level. This becomes clearer with consideration of the functional
aspect of male authority in situations of endogamy, or in-group mar-
riage, in which the ideological dimension of a non-family member enter-
ing a household would not have been operative.

The preference for in-group marriage over a "mixed" exogamous mar-
riage is certainly understandable in a kinship-based society. Even today
we recognize the psychological advantages to a relationship in which the
partners have a common background on which to build their future
interactions and express their values. In an agrarian setting, the closer
the families of bride and groom, the more likely the bride would have
learned the techniques of household labor that would best serve the new
household. "Closer" here means spatially as well as relationally. To
explain this, the ecological factor again merits consideration.

Ancient Israel, as we have seen in Chapter 3, occupied ecological
niches that posed challenges to subsistence. True, hill cultivation re-
quired specialized techniques and knowledge, but it would be a mistake
to assume that such techniques and knowledge were uniform throughout
the hill country. On the contrary, the highlands of Palestine represent
perhaps the most fractured, complex combination of ecosystems in the
world. The overall agricultural potential is rather uniform. However,
the network of hills and valleys, of rain shadows and wind patterns, is
extraordinarily complex and diverse.56 Consequently, only the individ-
ual farmers, knowing intimately the conditions of their own land (e.g.,
soils, rainfall, temperature ranges), can make the minute yet essential
adjustments in agricultural technique that can mean the difference be-
tween want and plenty. Plowing and seeding times, the layout of fields,
the pruning or plucking, and many other aspects of agricultural life
called for the daily decisions that affected the economic viability of a
household.

Because of the complexity of Palestine's highland ecology, a farmer in
one village may have developed a strategy that differed in significant
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ways from that of a farmer in a nearby village. The gross technology and
crop selection would be the same, but subtle and vital variants would
have evolved according to the ecology of each village. Women from the
broader kinship groups, from nearby villages, were the wives in an
endogamous system. Yet, they too would have had to learn the manage-
ment of their husband's household. The husband's authority in establish-
ing household practices suitable to the local ecology thus had a strong
functional advantage.

In light of these considerations of male authority, the role of the hus-
band as ba'al (master) appears to have been operant in maintaining house-
hold efficiency when outsiders, whether from near or far, were brought
into the compound. Such authority would have been shared by the senior
female to the extent that she had long experience with the operation of the
household domain. If the male held the authority to determine the
method of completing household tasks as well as the means of integrating
behavior into a cultural system, he did so because of his prior tie to the
land that was the source of the household's survival.

But male behavior in this regard should not be generalized to all
aspects of household life. Much of daily life and technology were uni-
form throughout the hill country and even the Levant as a whole. How-
ever, the division of labor according to gender may have followed a
pattern that had males (growing up and remaining in a particular house-
hold) responsible for tasks most sensitive to the nuances of the local
ecosystem. It is no wonder that the management of plow agriculture, the
part of the household economy for which understanding environmental
variables is most important, largely falls to males in a patrilineal inheri-
tance system.

One other important aspect of the patrilineal, patrimonial system is
relevant to this discussion of male authority. Marriage was conceptually
and legally a part of the inheritance, or property transmission, system of
ancient Israel. As such, it involved negotiations, arrangements, and
legal considerations that transcended the household group. Whether
marriages were secured endogamously (with related kin groups) or
exogamously (from distant or foreign peoples), the contractual dimen-
sion meant interaction in what might be legitimately called the public
sphere. Males secured marital contracts for their sons or daughters and
therefore had a legally recognized role—an authoritative position—in
the public world.

Be that as it may, this authority in arranging marriages was tempered
informally by the wishes and desires of the females involved. Two bibli-
cal tales bear this out, although one of them comes from the problematic
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narratives of Genesis. In the story of Rebekah's betrothal to Isaac, she is
asked if she will go to become Isaac's wife (Gen 24:5-8). And the
account of Samson's marriage to a Philistine woman relates how Samson
approaches both his mother and his father in expressing his marital
desires, although it was apparently the father who made the arrange-
ments (Judg 14:1-3).

It is clear that ultimate male authority existed in the households as
well as in public interaction. But we reiterate that such authority must
always be qualified in terms of its functional role. Furthermore, our
contemporary notions of family hierarchy are not adequate to describe
the situation of gender relationships in a society where the family house-
hold was the determinative institution and in which women were essen-
tial to both subsistence tasks and group survival. Anthropologists are
right in warning that it is inappropriate to generalize authoritative behav-
ior in one category to all categories, or even to assume that the concept
of dominance always existed and meant the same as it does in our
industrial, urban world.57

The structural authority of the male in the Israelite household cannot
be separated from the considerable female involvement in the economic
and other aspects of household life. Family dynamics were naturally
radically different from those in the present-day western family, which is
a "non-producing collectivity of consumers."58 As long as the household
remained the central institution of the villages and tribes, the critical
role of the female in sharing the labor, bearing and socializing children,
and managing vital subsistence procedures offset the hierarchical poten-
tial of formal male authority. The decentralized and difficult village life
of premonarchic Israel provided a context for gender mutuality and
interdependence, and of concomitant female power. Male authority ex-
isted in certain spheres but there was no connotation of misogyny, the
oppression of females, or the notion of female inferiority.

In Chapter 2 (pp. 43-44), we listed the components of a situation (as
outlined by Rogers) in which male dominance is characterized as a
"myth." As we have discovered in this work, those components existed
in early Israel. Therefore, male dominance did not exist in the formative
stages of Israel.

When social and political conditions changed dramatically, as they did
during the centuries after the monarchy was established, the repercus-
sions were pervasive for the fabric of communal life. It is difficult to
know how rapidly household life changed once the kings began to rule.
For better or for worse, the household was recreated and reshaped as
the result of both inward trajectories and outward influences.



188 DISCOVERING EVE

Eve's life inevitably changed (along with the changes in her household
milieu) once the locus of power shifted to a nation-state. And the new
conditions under the monarchy left us the texts that suggest patriarchy
and female subservience. But the premonarchic period remains the for-
mative period in Israel's long history. If the egalitarian values and pat-
terns that prevailed during those prestate centuries are to have any
meaning for later generations, including our own, this recovery of Ev-
erywoman Eve's life and context should make the nonhierarchical posi-
tion of women a visible and enduring model, as are the other widely
acclaimed theological and social innovations and accomplishments, of
early Israel.



Epilogue:
The Monarchy and Beyond

The Eve of the premonarchic era has become visible: the peasant
woman now seen is hardly the exploited, subservient creature imagined
by those who have been influenced by the androcentricity of the biblical
canon and by the misogyny of much of the postbiblical tradition. What
happened to her? Why did she become hidden behind the cultural legacy
of a male-dominated society? One reason it is so difficult to accept the
idea of a powerful Eve, working interdependently with her mate to
establish a nonhierarchical society with Yahweh alone as the sovereign
force, is that the traces of that pristine balance of gender relationships
have been nearly erased by the documents left by succeeding genera-
tions. Yet they have not been completely removed, and here and there a
biblical passage preserves a sense of the parity of the early generations.
Those passages have been teased out and given context with the help of
archaeological materials and anthropological analogies.

Parity did not endure. It was eroded (at what speed it is impossible to
determine) by the complex forces that accompanied the formation and
development of the Israelite state at the end of the eleventh century BCE.
Israel's survival was threatened because internal growth had stretched
the meager resources of the land. At the same time external military
pressures—especially from the Philistines—threatened Israel's ability to
maintain territorial integrity using only local militias. Only a centralized
mechanism for redistributing resources and for establishing a strong
military presence could sustain Israel through the demographic, eco-
nomic, and political crises that threatened the very existence of the tribal
groups in the waning decades of the early Iron Age.1

The formation of the monarchy was perhaps the most significant
change in the millennium-long history of ancient Israel's national exis-
tence. Even before socioeconomic analysis became a prominent concern
of the study of ancient Israel, scholars recognized the dramatic changes
brought about by state formation: "The monarchy, owing to its nature
and its effects, was the most radical revolution in ancient Israel. It aimed
to give Israel an international status, ... to industrialize the country,
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and to develop the city at the expense of the village."2 More recently the
establishment of the monarchy as a powerful force effecting widespread
changes and as being a watershed event in the creation of hierarchies in
ancient Israel has been similarly evaluated: "A hierarchical structure,
such as the monarchic state requires, means a complete break with the
social, political, and economic principles on which tribal society is
based."3

The rise of the state meant the gradual end of a society in which the
household was the dominant social unit. The locus of power moved from
the family household, with its gender parity, to a public world of male
control. The establishment of a nation-state meant the growing promi-
nence of the military and of state and religious bureaucracies controlling
economic development. These institutions are typically public and male
controlled; whenever they become an important part of a society's orga-
nization, female prestige and power recede.4

State formation meant a radical disruption of the social fabric of the
clan and tribal levels of social organization. It is no accident that Solo-
mon established a viable tax base and a public support for the imperial
power of Jerusalem that involved a territorial redistricting of the king-
dom. He broke down old kinship connections and loyalties in order to
secure new loyalties to the court-appointed bureaucrats of the newly
created administrative districts.5 It is difficult to know how, and how
quickly, the new public organization affected the internal dynamics of
family households. Nonetheless, we can assume that changes eventually
occurred. The rise of male-controlled military, civil, and religious bu-
reaucracies, and the concomitant breakup of kinship-based social organi-
zations must have taken a toll on gender relations.

The observations of social scientists bear this out. Conkey and Spec-
tor, for example, discuss the effects of state formation on gender in
these terms: "The suppression of the kinship base that is so powerful
an organizer of social relations in pre-state society undoubtedly trig-
gered important changes in gender status and gender relations."6 State
formation created hierarchical relationships and robbed females of
their customary equality or interdependence with males.7 The rise of a
public world dichotomized the social structure (see Chapter 2) and led
to male preeminence.

Israel surely retained many of the ideals of its formative period such as
a monolatrous religious orientation and concern among some for social
justice and economic security; yet, like the surrounding nation-states, it
developed the aforementioned public institutions—all of them in the
hands of men. To be sure, an elite class never fully arose in an official
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political sense, at least if the lack of a vocabulary for it in the biblical
record is to be taken seriously. Unlike other ancient Semitic literatures,
the Hebrew Bible has no explicit term for human overlords or seigniors.
But on a pragmatic and economic level, an elite class de facto came into
existence.

The formation of the nation-state and the emergence of bureaucratic
elites went hand in hand with a gradual demographic shift from country
to city. Urban development, limited as it may have been in actual per-
centage of the population directly involved, characterized the monarchic
period. This shift had implications for female roles and status, because
women probably remained economically productive in rural areas, but
became less productive or even nonproductive as urban wives of bureau-
crats. Women in such positions became less essential to the household
economy as their husbands gained access to resources external to the
household. Also, if their husbands accumulated wealth under such cir-
cumstances, the wives' contributions became nominal except for their
reproductive role. The wives of bureaucrats, largely though not exclu-
sively in urban contexts, thus had the leisure and boredom to become
"loose women." Urban women became the chief referents for many of
the negative images of women in the Bible, especially in Proverbs. But
even for the less wealthy women, there would have been a loss of the
relative parity that characterized male and female in agrarian village
settings.8

The creation of bureaucracies and political hierarchies thus had one
specific effect on women in elite groups. But what about the other
women, the rural women, the Eves in the villages?

Despite the dominance of urban male institutions, Israel never became
a homogeneous urban society, and rural village life continued.9 Agricul-
ture remained the basis of Israel's economy. The multiple-family com-
pounds typical of the early settlements can still be spotted in archaeologi-
cal remains of the monarchy.10 Economic stratification emerged in the
cities, where a growing differentiation of domestic quarters into villas and
palaces on the one hand and hovels on the other can be seen in the
archaeological record. However, such stratification was probably less
pronounced in the small agricultural communities at least as long as fami-
lies retained control of their ancestral land holdings.

Thus, social homogeneity in economic matters and in gender valua-
tion was probably sustained in places outside the urban centers for some
time. Later on in the monarchy, prophecy and the call for social justice
emerged from rural contexts (Amos 7:14; 2 Kgs 1:8-9). This aspect of
prophecy provides some justification for the possibility that egalitarian
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ideals were maintained in the countryside. However, it is questionable
whether those egalitarian ideals included gender as well as property and
economic viability. And even the economic viability of household units
evidently eroded during the centuries of the monarchy.

Analysis of the gradual transformation of the economic structure of
Israelite life in the Iron II period is only now beginning.11 Although
reviewing the problems and complexities of this transformation is not
appropriate here, consideration of some of the economic changes can
shed light on changes in female roles and status.

The rise of the monarchy brought about the increasingly centralized
control of production. It also brought the development of foreign mar-
kets. Archaeology reveals the presence of imported ceramics and an
increase in luxury items during the period of the monarchy. This was
certainly the case in the major cities, and it also is noticeable in the
smaller settlements. A decline in the household-based economy, the
inevitable result of such a shift, would inevitably have weakened the female's
voice in household economic decisions.l2

With the control of economic life becoming ever more centralized,
family households, where they endured, became less self-sufficient.
Eventually their very existence was threatened. The market economy,
along with the burden of taxation and the inexorable ecological risks of
the Palestinian environment, all strained the fragile household economy
beyond what it could bear in many cases.

The struggle of households for survival is reflected in the expansion of
the earlier legal handling of debt in the biblical laws by the eighth or
seventh century BCE. Deuteronomic law deals extensively with debt servi-
tude. Such legal attention indicates an increase of debt servitude as
households either failed or took desperate measures to remain viable.
The increase of the indenture of persons is a consequence of problems of
self-sufficiency in the household economy and is typically related to the
growth of commerce and production outside traditional family or "lin-
eage" modes of production.13

These strains on the family production system brought about by the
formation of a state led to the dissolution of many household units.
Small landowners inevitably had to relinquish lands that had been trans-
ferred within families for generations. Large landholders emerged, and
the peasants lost control of their means of subsistence and consequently
of their social and economic power.14 This process perhaps culminated
in the events of the seventh century BCE, when the crown appears to
have broken whatever remnants of the lineage system and of the eco-
nomic self-sufficiency of household units had survived the earlier centu-
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ries of monarchic domination.15 Royal policies between Hezekiah and
Josiah (715-609) imposed a new economic and social order and created,
perhaps for the first time, such a dramatic concentration of population in
urban centers that the traditional underpinnings of Israelite life were
irrevocably disrupted.

Certainly, then, the monarchy meant changes in the entire fabric of
society. We have only alluded to the complexity of the social, political,
economic, and religious changes. Yet, there was also continuity, and the
evidence for the enduring forms and values during the monarchy are
likewise manifold and complex and hence beyond the scope of this
work. Thus, the specific effects of both the change and the continuity in
gender relationships during the centuries of monarchic life cannot be
ascertained here.

Nevertheless it is apparent that the general changes noted earlier must
have figured in an erosion of female power and status even in isolated
and relatively intact village settings. The eventual disruption of the lin-
eage system certainly reinforced social and political hierarchies, which
would have contributed to gender hierarchies. Furthermore, the devel-
opment of a market economy would probably have exaggerated the
division of labor along gender lines with more prestige and control going
to the males dominating the extradomestic economic life.

Demographic changes also affected the structure and values of Israel-
ite society. The strategy of increasing the population was necessary and
effective in the early stages of tribal Israel. It succeeded to the extent
that, over the centuries as the population and its territorial base ex-
panded, the frontier was closed. Even marginally arable lands were
settled, and there were no further lands available for the still-growing
population.

This problem, along with the external threat of a similarly expanding
Philistine population, led to the call for a monarchy that could command
and balance resources on regional and national levels. A centralized
government also created bureaucratic positions that could be filled by a
growing number of young men who, once the frontier was closed, would
have been closed out of agricultural household lineages by the land
limitations. A land shortage in a patrilineal society like ancient Israel
meant that difficulties arose when a portion of land had to be divided
among several sons.16 The division of land into ever smaller plots creates
ineffective farm lands as well as family tensions. Laws of primogeniture,
a preferential double portion for the oldest male (Deut 21:15-17), be-
came important under such conditions. Similarly, bureaucratic options
for sons with a limited inheritance helped alleviate the problem of land
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shortage. "In ancient Israel," Stager notes, "as in medieval Europe and
many other cultures, this 'safety valve' for young unmarried males in-
volved careers in the military, government or priesthood."17

These measures were part of, or contributed to, the general intensifica-
tion of the value placed on productive property that accompanies popula-
tion increase. Social scientists have long pointed out the association
between population density and agricultural intensification on the one
hand, and emphasis on property and the ownership of land on the other.
Under such conditions, the transgenerational transmission of land be-
comes highly formalized and restrictive. The implications of gender dif-
ferentiation are enormous when property inheritance is reckoned patri-
lineally. The problem of establishing proper heirs becomes critical, and
the sexual behavior of females becomes restricted.18 The double stan-
dard in treatment of females in terms of extramarital or premarital
sexual activity is first a pragmatic response to this situation of inheri-
tance legalities and only later a matter of morality.

Under these conditions of decreasing territorial resources, marriage
and controlled maternity become part of a strategy for transmitting land.
The legal arrangements for marriage tend to become highly formalized,
and the autonomy of females—and of males—in selecting mates be-
comes greatly restricted. Our comments in Chapter 8 (pp. 183-186)
about marriage patterns as part of extrahousehold relationships is re-
lated to this point. Consequently it becomes irrelevant to criticize as
sexist the male-oriented marriage patterns visible in biblical law and
narrative. In a preindustrial agrarian society in which land is the chief
resource and especially when it is an increasingly scarce resource, the
existence of marriage strategies safeguarding the inheritance of property
has essential functional value.

Monarchic rule no doubt curtailed Eve's power, but there were quali-
fying influences that should be considered. First, the monarchy or state
as an institution dominated by males should not be blamed for the
deterioration in the role and status of females. The nation-state took
shape, at least partially, in response to ecological limitations. Ironically,
the very success of territorial and population expansion ultimately man-
dated the end of the relatively egalitarian and noncentralized system. It
seems that the conditions under which women and men acted interdepen-
dently could not be sustained indefinitely.

Second, despite all the forces that may have operated under the mon-
archy to limit female power and autonomy, Eve's power in fact never
completely disappeared. Never in the Hebrew Bible are women deemed
inferior as a class. Thus, differential treatment of women in many of the
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laws of the Pentateuch should not be separated from their functional
role: dealing with problems of adultery, divorce, betrothal, inheritance,
etc. Such laws are not inherently discriminatory within their own social
context and in view of territorial problems and patrilineal structures.

Third, many of the forces that restricted female power were likewise
damaging to male power and autonomy. The loss of household proper-
ties meant the economic and political subservience of males as well as
females. Certain options and opportunities were probably foreclosed in
such situations for women and not for men, yet the fact remains that
many freeholding peasants were forced into wage labor and to the
disenfranchised status resulting from the loss of property. The "poor"
and the "stranger" join the "widow" and "orphan" in prophetic and
Deuteronomic literatures as landless groups that are economically vul-
nerable and are in need of special protection.

Fourth, most of the information about the rural population indicates
that the radical changes just mentioned, involving loss of property and
disruption of lineage systems, did not reach acute proportions until the
eighth and seventh centuries BCE. That is, the household units remained
relatively intact structurally (though not in terms of their role in society
as a whole) until well into the monarchy. The household would have
continued as a fundamental unit of society even when it ceased to be the
locus of political, social, and economic power.19 This being the case,
many of the norms, values, and functions characteristic of premonarchic
family households would have continued despite radical changes in the
public world.

The destruction of the northern kingdom (in 722 BCE) meant a large
influx of refugees to the south. Jerusalem only then became a major
urban center, and the other cities of Judah likewise had to cope with the
arrival of landless "sojourners." Before this time, Israelite and Judean
cities were relatively small. With the concentration of population in the
urban centers, urban life became the prevailing mode. The age old
pattern of agricultural hinterlands around small, walled settlements gave
way to a state dominated by one enormous urban center, Jerusalem, and
a number of satellite cities. Urban life with its androcentric character
finally overpowered traditional rural values and folkways, the ones not
readily visible in the canonical record.

Fifth, despite the many influences leading to the emergence of male
dominance in local as well as national settings, women still appear in
occasional leadership roles even in the biblical record. Those women
should be viewed not as the exceptions but rather as the representation
of perhaps a larger group of publicly active females whose identity was
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lost because of the male-controlled canonical process. The female proph-
ets and wisdom figures could not have found their paradigmatic though
limited place in the canon if they were not part of an intrinsic acknowl-
edgment of female worth and even authority.

Finally, one must give due weight to the survival of strong female
images in the Hebrew Bible. The very existence of the Song of Songs
(with its gender mutuality and associations of females with power) as
well as the presence of a figure such as female Wisdom are not chance
aberrations. Rather they provide testimony to the ongoing reality of
what these materials represent.

The ultimate displacement of females from the early parity they held
with males in the premonarchic period and well into the monarchy in
many rural quarters could not have come until the late preexilic period.
Even then, the exile and the reemergence of pioneer conditions in the
early postexilic period might have slowed down the process leading to
Eve's loss of power and status. So perhaps one must look for the causes of
the changes in Eve's fortunes even beyond the monarchy, to the next
radical transition in the history of Israel: the superimposition of Greco-
Roman thought and cultural forms on the biblical world and the subse-
quent emergence of Judaism and Christianity from the embers of Israelite
national life.

Greco-Roman culture brought a dualistic way of thinking to the Se-
mitic world: pairs such as body and soul, evil and good, female and male
became aligned. Eve was the victim of this alignment: female was linked
with body and evil. Relegated to a position of decreasing power as the
household lost its prominence, she then became associated with negative
aspects of life. The misogynist expansions of the Eden story in early
Christian and Jewish literature begin to emerge. A new concept of Eve
associated with sin, death, and suffering is superimposed so indelibly on
the assertive and productive figure of the Eden narrative that we can
hardly see the original woman of Genesis 2-3. But now, with the help of
a wide range of scholarly and analytical tools, we have begun to redis-
cover and reclaim the pristine Eve.
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25. Rosaldo (1980); cf. Conkey and Spector (1984).
26. Schlegel (1977c), p. 351.
27. Cf. Boorstin (1958), p. 348.
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