Literary Representations of Women in the Hebrew Bible

In Memoriam: Women as Victims

1. Signs of Mistreatment: The Disposable Wife 


1.1 Abraham and Sarah 


In some passages indications of the mistreatment of women lie under the surface. Note 
the willingness of Abraham and Isaac to offer their beautiful wives (Sarah and Rebekah 
respectively) to foreign men to save their own lives (Gen. 12:10-20; 20:1-18; 26:7-11). 
Abraham fears that Sarah’s beauty will prompt the Egyptian pharaoh to desire her but to
kill him (12:13).


1.2 David and Bathsheba  

Bathsheba is described as a beautiful woman who is bathing (11:2). Many have interpreted this description as an indication that she is luring David into committing adultery with her. H.W. Hertzberg, I and II Samuel, 1964, 309: ‘We must, however, ask whether Bathsheba did not count on the possibility of being seen bathing’. 

Does David take advantage of Bathsheba? Some claim that his acts verge on rape (II Sam. 11:4: ‘So David sent messengers to get her, and she came to him, and he lay with her’). The text is ambiguous, with no indication given of how Bathsheba responds. Cheryl Exum defines this particular passage as ‘the rape of Bathsheba by the pen’, i.e. her treatment by a male author who deprives her of a voice and casts her in an ambiguous light, thereby making her vulnerable to later commentators. No features of a love story are present; David wants Uriah to lie with his wife so that he could assume paternity of David’s child. Only when that plan fails does David command his soldiers to kill Uriah and then marries Bathsheba (to avoid accusations of adultery). 

When Nathan recites a parable, David is condemned: ‘Why have you despised the word of the Lord, to do what is evil in his sight?’ (12:9). What is highlighted is the fact that Uriah was killed and that David took his wife. Bathsheba is not even named; she is defined solely as her husband’s property.

2.  Victims of Terror

Phyllis Trible’s second book Texts of Terror (1984) opens up a whole new discussion on women as victims in the Hebrew Bible. She focuses on narratives about four female victims: Hagar, the maidservant; Tamar, the daughter of David; the virgin daughter of Jephthah; the unnamed concubine in Judges 19. Trible argues: i) one cannot dismiss these stories as relics of a distant past; ii) one cannot account for them as the products of a wrathful Jewish God, replaced by the God of love in the NT.  Her aim is to recount tales of terror in memoriam of these women. ‘It 
interprets stories of outrage on behalf of their female victims in order to recover a neglected history, to remember a past that the present embodies, and to pray that these 
terrors shall not come to pass again. In telling sad stories, a feminist hermeneutic seeks to redeem the time’ (p. 3).  


2.1 The Daughter of Jephthah (Judges 11:29-40) 


The focal point of this narrative is Jephthah’s vow to Yahweh in vv. 30-31: ‘If you will 
give the Ammonites into my hand, then whoever comes out of the doors of my house to 
meet me, when I return victorious from the Ammonites, shall be the Lord’s, to be 
offered up by me as a burnt offering’ (Trible: a faithless vow). Jephthah’s daughter is the 
first to come out to meet him with timbrels and dancing (v. 34). There is no indication 
that Jephthah will break his vow (v. 34), and his daughter declares that he should not do 
otherwise (v. 36).  

Her only request is that she be allowed two months to wander the mountains with her companions; her death happens before she is able fulfil her potential as a woman. Afterwards she returns to her father, ‘who did with her according to the vow he had made’ (v. 39). God intervenes when Abraham is about to sacrifice Isaac, but does not do so in the case of Jephthah’s daughter. 

A kind of postscript ends the narrative; the sacrifice was to be commemorated each year in Israel, when ‘for four days every year the daughters of Israel would go out to lament the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite’ (v. 40). In Hebrews11:32-34 Jephthah is praised as one who ‘through faith conquered kingdoms..... and put foreign armies to flight’, but his daughter is not mentioned.


2.2 The Levite’s Concubine (Judges 19) 
The narrative notes that ‘there was no king in Israel’ (19:1; cf. 18:1; 21:25). A Levite takes for himself a ‘concubine’ (v. 1). She is a woman with inferior legal and social status. Recent studies claim that she was the Levite’s wife, although a secondary one, who is simply described as a pilegesh. The woman takes the initiative: ‘she became angry with him’ (Greek and Old Latin texts; cf. NRSV), or she ‘prostituted herself against him’ or ‘played the harlot’ (Hebrew text; cf. NRSV footnote) and returned to her father’s home in Bethlehem (v. 2). 

The men of Gibeah, ‘a perverse lot’, request to take the Levite. The host, like Lot (Gen. 19:8) offers his own daughter to protect his guests. This leads to gang rape (v. 25).  The husband responds: ‘Get up, we are going’ (v. 28). It also seems that his intention is to leave Gibeah without her (v. 27). He then takes a knife and cuts the woman’s body into twelve parts, ‘and sent her throughout all the territory of Israel’ (v. 29). It is the Levite who completes the violence against the woman and she is even deprived of a burial.  We are not told whether she was still alive at this point (according to the LXX she was already dead after the rape).

Is her treatment intended as punishment for her deeds, or because she has been defiled by the men of Gibeah? The narrative offers no clear explanation. In Judges 20, the Levite falsely states that the men of Gibeah intended to kill him, and offers an edited version of events: ‘and they raped my concubine until she died’ (v. 5).  The sending of the woman in twelve parts is meant as a sign of the damage done to the Levite’s property, and as a call for justice and revenge (v. 6).  

This is a narrative full of pathos; the woman remains nameless and voiceless throughout the 
story. All dialogues are between the Levite and other males: the concubine’s father, the Levite’s servant, the old man in Gibeah.
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