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Relationships in the Hebrew Bible start with man and wife, that presumably remains as the case until Genesis 16 in which we are given a glimpse into a Hebrew household in connection with the stories of the Patriarchs. The 16th chapter brings out a theme present in the Hebrew Bible and as also influenced the infancy narrative of Jesus in the New testament, that of the unhappiness of a barren couple. In the old testament, we see the same predicament of Sarah’s barrenness mirrored in Hannah and the unnamed mother of Samson, in the new testament we see it with Zechariah and Elizabeth. While all these couples were eventually rewarded for their wait with sons who are recorded to be greatly gifted, Abraham and Sarah took a few steps before the ‘promised son’ came along.
Hagar: A Concubine.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In Genesis 16, apart from the couple, a new woman comes into the limelight. Sarah, who is barren, is portrayed as impatient gives Abraham her maidservant – sippah- Hagar. Hagar is an Egyptian woman, who seems to have lived with the couple for a considerable period. For the purpose of this study, it is crucial to study our interpretation of the Hebrew household and the position that Hagar plays in it. The practice of having harems of concubines seems to be usual in the Ancient Near East and the Hebrew household during this period as stated in Babylonian Law. Another common practice was the gifting of a slave girl for procreation usually when we come across barren wives in the region. According to Babylonian law, it was restricted for a man to have concubines if his wife was fruitful, yet this is not witnessed in stories of the Hebrew Bible, and therefore imply that it is possible that the Hebrew man had tweaked the law to suit himself. According to an in-depth study of concubinage by Epstein in 1934, the difference between a concubine and a slave wife was only in its legality while the social status of the women in this position remains the same[footnoteRef:1]. As Epstein makes no mention of Hagar it is clear he does not view her as a concubine. In recent years academia has begun to regard Hagar as a concubine, yet this conclusion was reached by trying to understand Hagar with respect to other characters in the Hebrew Bible. Jackson manages to do this by connecting Bilhah and Zilpah, who were the concubines of Jacob, with Hagar and stating that since all three were gifted to their husbands in a similar manner and Bilhah has been identified as a concubine in Genesis 35:22 Hagar too can be considered as one[footnoteRef:2]. While others try to explain Hagar by the legitimacy or illegitimacy of Ishmael, believing that if Ishmael is legitimate then Hagar should be identified as a wife instead of a concubine[footnoteRef:3]. According to me though, the identification of Hagar would be best done through text. Epstein states that a concubine could have various possible origins i.e she could be from an average home with respectable parent, come from a concubinage union or be a captive woman which, given Hagar’s Egyptian origin it is possible she was[footnoteRef:4]. Next, he states that a concubine is a free woman which a slave or captive woman is not, yet he does state that a captive woman can be moved into the status of a concubine if the master is affectionate towards her[footnoteRef:5], the affection between Hagar and Abraham is something I shall address later in this paper. Also, to conclude that Abraham and Hagar did have a more legal understanding between them than that of a slave-wife or captive-wife I would like to emphasize not only on the word ‘issah’ used to address Hagar in Genesis 16:3, but in Genesis 21:10 we see Sarah again use a term that could imply that there was in fact a legal relationship between the two. The term ‘piel’ though commonly translated as ‘cast away’ or ‘throw away’ could better be translated as divorce[footnoteRef:6]. It is thus evident from our text alone that Hagar was more than a slave wife, her status was that of a concubine and deserves to be studied as one.   [1:  Epstein 1934: 168 ]  [2:  Jackson 2011: 226]  [3:  R. Westbrook, ‘The Female Slave’, in V.H. Matthews, B.M. Levinson and T. Frymer-Kensky (eds), Gender and Law in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East (JSOT Suppl Ser 262, Sheffield 1998), 214-38 at 222, 228, 232f]  [4:  Epstein 1934: 159, Abraham was gifted male and female slaves in Egypt it is possible that Hagar was one.]  [5: ` Epstein 1934: 160]  [6:  Yoo 2016: 226] 


Hagar’s Social Role in the Text
Hagar is brought into the text for one purpose alone, to be a surrogate for Sarah and provide an heir for her barren mistress. In Genesis 16:4 Hagar does just that and as Sarah was not going to bear children of her own Hagar’s son and her future children would have then, if adopted, would inherit from Abraham. Sarah never expected an heir of her own and so intended for Hagar to stay Abraham’s property for a longer period than what occurred, as Sarah planned for a family through Hagar (16:2). Here Hagar grabs our attention by changing her attitude towards her mistress as she believes that conceiving Abraham’s child would somehow put her in a higher advantage over Sarah. The fact that a provision for such an instance is made in the Hammurabic Code tells us that such a behaviour was common in the slaves of the near eastern household[footnoteRef:7] and although Sarah is portrayed as a jealous wife which may seem to justify her violence towards Hagar, according to the Hammurabic Code it is law that Sarah followed as she mistreated Hagar for her behaviour. And so though in the first read Hagar may seem bold by running away from her master’s household, an analytic approach may claim Hagar to be a disrespectful coward which according to me would further justify her being sent away later in the story as she was not worthy to be Abraham’s house. [7:  HC 146] 

Ancient Near Eastern law throws light into the matters of inheritance regarding the children of concubines and their inheritance, our text does not necessarily abide by them making inheritance for a concubine’s child in Ancient Jewish culture a non-conclusive topic. The Laws of Lipit Ishtar written in 1930 BCE remain the oldest set of laws that give us information on the laws governed the Near East. Regarding inheritance it states that the children of a concubine could only inherit from `the father if his first wife had given him no heirs[footnoteRef:8]. Even so to claim inheritance, the offspring of the concubine would legally have to be considered as belonging to the first wife, while Justel references this to LL 25[footnoteRef:9] we also notice an ancient Nuzi law that states that a chief wife does in fact have authority over son of a concubine[footnoteRef:10]. The Hammurabic Code of the Babylonians written sometime in 18 BCE calls for a more vocal acknowledgement for a man to appoint his heir if a child is born through a union with a concubine. It states that a child of a concubine or slave may inherit from the father if he is addressed as his father’s son[footnoteRef:11]. Another document from this region remains, the Middle Assyrian Laws (MAL) of the 11th century BCE in which the legislation states that the children of a veiled concubine may inherit if the chief wife has no children[footnoteRef:12].  [8:  LL 27]  [9:  Justel 2013: 16]  [10:  HSS V 67 ]  [11:  HC 170]  [12:  Reference?] 

As stated earlier our Genesis narrative does not clearly succumb to either of these laws and I will try to dismiss each respectively before I put forward my own notion regarding inheritance in the Hebrew household. In Genesis 21:10 through Sarah’s statement it is evident that even after the birth of Isaac, Ishmael remained a contender for Abraham’s inheritance. With regards to the legal acceptance of the chief wife or the authority that she should have over Ishmael, there are various verses in the narrative that could prove otherwise. In 16:11 we see the Angel of the Lord direct Hagar and not Sarah to name the son, this is different from how Rachel in a latter passage does in fact name the son of her concubine and imposing her authority over the boy[footnoteRef:13][footnoteRef:14]. Moreover, in Genesis 21:10 Sarah addresses the boy as Hagar’s and not hers. With respect to the MAL, we find no evidence to confirm whether Hagar was veiled or un-veiled nor do we find this with Zilpah and Bilhah to make a definite comment. As for the law in the Hammurabic Code, Yoo does argue that while Genesis 21:11 is an indirect statement that acknowledges Ishmael as Abraham’s son, Ishmael would not be a partaker of Abraham’s inheritance as there is no vocal acknowledgement of a father-son relationship[footnoteRef:15]. Yet, one can not dismiss the obvious affection for Ishmael as he was Abraham’s first-born and it is then a possibility that he may have addressed Ishmael as his son though it is arguable whether our text can corroborate this theory. [13:  Genesis 30:6]  [14: ` While Gen 16:15 mentions Abraham naming the boy, I believe this verse just gives in to the need for portraying Abraham as in charge of his house, as until then he remains submissive to his wife and his situation.]  [15:  Yoo 2016: 230] 

How then is inheritance decided in the Hebrew household? And did Ishmael really have a claim to Abraham’s property even after the birth of Isaac?  Frymer-Kensky notes a Nuzi adoption tablet that stated that in a scenario such as Ishmael and Isaac the portion towards the oldest son, which is greater than the rest, would go to the son of the first wife irrespective of the chronology of their birth[footnoteRef:16]. Similarly, HC 170 states that the share towards the son of the first wife would be greater than that of a concubine’s or slave’s child. Why then had Sarah reacted in such a manner? As previously stated, Sarah is portrayed as an impatient woman. If we then stressed on the word ‘lifetime’ in HC 170 we could presume that Sarah was insecure of the relationship and fondness between Abraham and Ishmael. Therefore, while Abraham had not yet acknowledged Ishmael as his son, there may have been a high probability of a shared inheritance had Ishmael to remain with them. As we see later in Genesis with Isaac and Esau, Isaac preferred Esau to Jacob for his physical strength and wild character. We see the same strength and character foretold for Ishmael by the angel of the Lord to Hagar in Genesis 16:10. Thus, it is possible that it was the chief wife and not the husband that decided who would inherit from the father. It has been witnessed numerous times in history when women and mothers of power hid in the shadows manipulating circumstances and people to push agendas and their heirs into power. Therefore, though the Hebrew household may have been patriarchal on the outside, the matriarchs or rather the women governed most events that changed the course of early Jewish history.  [16:  Frymer-Kensky 1981: 212] 



Feminist perspective on Hagar and her Role
As we have discussed the social need for introducing Hagar in Genesis which is to counteract Sarah’s barrenness and provide what would have been a legal heir to Abraham, we will now discuss the other reasons for bringing in a woman who does not help with our knowledge of ‘Jewish’ history and yet remains important for various reasons. In the feminist world Hagar no longer remains a concubine or slave here she is considered as a matriarch or in some cases a patriarch. Hagar is considered strong, unique, a lady of firsts and yet she is also seen as the rejected, abused and poor woman wronged by all and left alone to die.
Even before we have mention of her name, we learn that she is from Egypt and this information adds to the meaning of her name. While the meaning is uncertain scholars interpret it as wanderer or alien and in Hagar’s story this fits perfectly[footnoteRef:17]. She enters the texts as an outsider and leaves it the same way. It is then important to understand why this woman plays a named part in scripture at all.  [17:  Bohmbach 2000: 33. She claims that biblical names provide insight into the character, social location, future and the way in which the individual was perceived by others.] 

Meyers states that Hagar was a foreshadow of the Israelites conditions in Egypt. Just as she was an alien in Abraham’s house Israel was alienated in Egypt. And just as Hagar was degraded by her mistress so was Israel degraded by the Egyptians. And just as how Israel first lived comfortably until they were rejected by their masters, Hagar was comfortably kept after Ishmael’s birth but was rejected and sent away later[footnoteRef:18]. While it is true parallels can be drawn, it seems cruel to think that YWHW was being ironical over a woman’s life in connection to an event that takes place 4 generations into the future. Lets then for the purpose of this essay try and give YWHW the benefit of the doubt regarding Hagar. [18:  Meyers 2000: 86-87```] 

In the New Testament we see ‘God’ become a figure not only the Jews but the Gentiles as well. Our first Gentile believer appears in Mark 5, the lonely man in the island who was naked and cut up. This man was then relieved of his demons and then sent away to preach the Gospel. While I do not wish to draw parallels with this man and Hagar, I wish to bring notice to the fact that in New Testament terms Hagar would be the first ‘gentile’ to have heard from God. What does this signify? Could it be possible that the YWHW of the Jews was in fact trying to reach outsiders from as early as the book of Genesis? What’s even greater was that YWHW was reaching out to a woman.
Thompson mentions God being Hagar’s enemy[footnoteRef:19], and though it is possible to understand that point of view, I would claim that Hagar was not lonely, in fact in her story God was her husband. Like Abraham took a passive stance over the interaction between Sarah and Hagar so does God. In fact, he enters conversation with Hagar every time she is alone and in need of guidance. While scholars sum Genesis 16 for Hagar as bondage to freedom to bondage, they fail to consider social laws of the time. As stated above, Sarah’s treatment towards Hagar after conception though harsh and inhumane in our eyes could be written down as the law of the time (HC 146). Yet Hagar chose to run away from this situation that may I say she brought upon herself, though it is possible as an outsider she may not have known the customs that the Hebrew household followed. It is important to note that as an alien concubine Hagar did not become a free woman by running away, she was technically still a slave of Sarah. And by giving YWHW the benefit of the doubt, I’d suggest that he’d rather see Hagar as a free woman than a slave. Therefore, he sends her back so that eventually in the right time her status would change and she along with her son could fulfil their destiny. Thus, even before he blesses her and the boy in her womb, he advises her to submit to her mistress (Gen 16:9), an advice I presume that would have made her life easier. [19:  Thompson 1997: 215] 

Clark in his womanist dialogue draws convincing parallels between Abraham and Hagar[footnoteRef:20]. Which is supported by Piggot’s opinion of addressing Hagar as a patriarch in her own rights[footnoteRef:21].  She too like Abraham received a promise of a nation. Like Abraham she too moves to a foreign land. But unlike Abraham Hagar names the God who speaks to her. While Clark notes this as an act of defiance it bothers me to think that why a woman naming God independently, the God who was the first to initiate conversation with her, the God who advised her, the God who promised her and blessed her offspring[footnoteRef:22], would be considered as being defiant. It is not impossible to think that Hagar formed a connection with her speaker who showed compassion towards her. To suppose otherwise would mean that YWHW was a God of men alone, and this would be a faulty assumption as we see not many but women with strong characters and roles appear throughout the Bible and in good accord with God. [20:  Clark 2012: 48]  [21:  Pigott 2018: 514]  [22:  According to custom it would be a father who blesses the son, yet in Ishmael’s case God blessed him even before he was born, this adds to a statement made earlier that in Hagar’s story God played the role of the husband for her.] 

In Chapter 21 Hagar once again moves into a cycle of bondage to rejection to freedom. While in Chapter 16 it is Sarah’s treatment of Hagar that forces her to flee, in this chapter Sarah views Ishmael’s treatment of Isaac as evil and makes the decision of involving Abraham and getting rid of Hagar. The LL 25 states that a concubine or slave woman must be freed once the chief wife produces an heir of her own. Again, Abraham seems to be ignorant of this law as he does not take the step himself but instead is reluctant to follow his wife’s wish until God steps in and commands Abraham to do as Sarah wishes. Once again, God seems to be Hagar’s enemy, but is he? The legal casting away of Hagar in chapter 21 wins Hagar and Ishmael their freedom from their life of captivity. Having stated ‘their life in captivity’ it is possible that Hagar was not treated as other slaves or concubines after the birth of Ishmael. As seen in the case of Bilhah and Zilpah who had their own tents (Gen 31:33) and were considered of a higher status than the rest of Jacob’s slaves (Gen 33:2) so was Hagar. Even so, disregarding his own wishes Abraham sends away his first-born and Hagar with the bare minimum for their journey.
The life of Hagar from this journey is looked at with pity. Hagar symbolises the hardships of single motherhood. Yet, she still has YWHW looking out for her. As she wanders in the wilderness her supplies come to an end and she is forced to lay down her son and expect death for both. She leaves Ishmael by a bush[footnoteRef:23] and places herself at the distance of a bowshot away from the boy and cried unto the Lord. Here it is Ishmael’s cry and not Hagar’s that the Lord hears, does Hagar fall back in importance as a male character presents itself? Considering that it is Hagar that God then calls and answers I’m unsure. In verse 17 God now address Hagar as a free woman, she is no longer ‘servant of Sarah’ as she was in Chapter 16. God reaffirms the prophecy over the boy and provides for Hagar and Ishmael by making a well appear. From then on life is supposedly a good life for Ishmael as he grows up fulfilling his blessing. The final mention of Hagar is now made as she fulfils the last task of a parent for a child and gets Ishmael married to a `woman of Egyptian descent.  [23:  The text is unclear as to the age of Ishmael. While earlier chapters reveal his age to be around 13 years chapter 21 insists that the reader view Ishmael as an infant. ] 

We do not hear of Hagar again, yet there is a mention of the Hagrites and the Ishmaelites in the book of Psalms (Ps 83:6). Teubal takes the two tribes to mean that the story of Hagar and Ishmael are not related but that Ishmael was the son of an unnamed woman whom Teubal calls the Desert Matriarch. Teubal places the Desert Matriarch in the same status of Sarah to explain the blessings upon Ishmael who like that of Sarah’s descendants grew into 12 tribes. Teubal claims that by fusing the Desert Matriarch and Hagar, the writer of Genesis manages to make Abraham the progenitor of all three tribes[footnoteRef:24]. On the other hand, I do not believe in the existence of the Desert Matriarch. It is possible that Hagar had other children after Ishmael (she is portrayed as a young woman when she was given to Abraham) who were later known as the Hagrites. By creating the character of the Desert Matriarch, Tuebal strips away the possibility that Hagar- a concubine, a slave, could have had a theophanic experience and be the ancestor to two powerful tribes. [24:  Teubal 1993: 243] 
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