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text, according to the definition that French semiotician Roland Barthes

(73-81) has given the word, is not a literary work or a portion ofit, but its

conceptualization, that is to say, a reading. Roland Barthes’s concept of

often illustrated by the following two metaphors. In the first, the reader is

ared to a musician for whom interpretation is an activity, a personal rendition of an

core. Like the musician, the reader proposes a personal understanding of the

L aspects of a literary work. Because it is the perception of the reader which

text, its coherence is in the eyes of the reader and not in the intentionality of

wm@ s), narrator(s), or editor(s). The etymology of the word “text” leads us to the

nd metaphor used to explain the reading process. The Latin noun #extus means not

assage of scripture, but also texture, tissue, structure, and context; the verb

translated “to construct,” “to compose,” “to weave.” Thus the text is often

fabric, a network, or a web. The reader’s interest is focused on the materi-

literary work, the fabric of its narrativity, in other words the processes by
through which stories are told and underst

of meaning that structures, supports, or undermines our understanding of
nsofar as it examines the systems of signs that allow literary communication to
textual criticism belongs to the semiotic enterprise. Understood as a semiotic
textual criticism is a reading process that differs substantially in its practice and
sitions from classical biblical textual approaches and from traditional notions of
Xtual criticism,
ugh any number of narrative, linguistic, or thematic features may be used as
vices for a textual reading, features that describe or refer to interpretation are
Y lnviting for the semiotician, Thus, characters that function as interpreters
tat emphasize communicative acts are powerful poles of attraction.! In this
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E.o&nn that they will bow to him. When Jacob sends his favorite son to see if the others
are doing well in the pastures, Joseph’s brothers conspire to kill him. Reuben, the oldest,
succeeds in convincing them to spare the boy’s life. They strip Joseph of his robe and put

'~ maelites. Upon discovering that Joseph had disappeared from the pit where they had
" hidden him, the brothers take Joseph’s robe, dip it in the blood of a goat, and show it to
their father. Joseph’s bloodied robe stands in lieu of an explanation, and Jacob under-
standably concludes that his favorite son has been devoured by a wild beast.
Jacob gave Joseph the robe as a token of his affection for him. Joseph abandons his
coat in the hands of Potiphar’s wife; his stated reason is his respect for his master. In both
 cascs; a piece of attire represents an emotional link, a trust between men. When the
Pharach makes Joseph vizier of Egypt, he gives the young Hebrew not only his signet
ting but also garments of fine linen and a gold chain (Gen 41:42). Joseph will mark his
reconciliation with his brothers by giving them ceremonial garments as well as provisions
efore they leave Egypt (Gen 45:21). For the men, garments express feclings. When
overcome with grief, men tear their clothes. Reuben, upon discovering Joseph’s disap-
m pearance, “rends” his clothes (Gen 37:29), and so does Jacob upon being shown Joseph’s

_ ing cup, Joseph’s brothers too “rend” their clothes (Gen 44:13). Whether a token of
~ love and respect or a sign of despair and mourning, for Jacob and his sons, garments are
symbolic items.
By giving Joseph a long robe with sleeves, Jacob sets Joseph apart from his broth-
ers. Joseph will emulate his father’s pardality, for he will give his full brother Benjamin
~ not just one ceremonial vestment, as he gave his other brothers, but “three hundred
shekels of silver and five festal garments” (Gen 45:22). By distinguishing among siblings
~ without regard to the order of birth, Jacob sets up a hierarchical order founded on the
. father’s liking for a child, and garments are the distinguishing markers of this new filial
~ order. Joseph’s robe establishes a visible link between father and son, the seal of approval
forall to see of Joseph’s election as favorite son and legitimate heir. Items of clothing are
 the textual signifiers which, in the latter part of Genesis, support the theme of sibling
rivalry and the resulting victory of the youngest. They implement the new hierarchical
order of elective dominance in opposition to the “natural” predetermined rule of sover-
eignty of the first and oldest.
! When Rebekah was pregnant with Esau and Jacob, the Lord told her: “Two
- nations are in your womb, and two peoples, born of you, shall be divided; the one shall
be stronger than the other, the elder shall serve the younger” (Gen 25:23). The story of
icob actualizes the words of the Lord. Esau, the first-born, “came forth red, all his body
¢ a hairy mantle” (Gen 25:25). Jacob first bought Esau’s birthright in exchange for
¢ bread and soup. Then, at the urging of Rebekah, Jacob put on his brother’s attire.
covered his hands and neck with the skin of kids fetched so that Rebekah could pre-
- pare some savory food for him to bring Isaac. Impersonating his brother, Jacob secured
Isaac’s blessing meant for Esau.
; Robert Alter (10-11) reminds us that the midrashic commentators had already
Noted that the goat and kid established connecting threads between the Judah and
dmar episode and the Joseph story: “The Holy one Praised be He said to Judah, “You
eived your father with a kid. By your life, Tamar will deceive you with a kid. .. >”
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~ The birth of Perez and Zerah recalls the birth of Esau and Jacob. The two sets of
twins form a chiasmus. The “red hairy mantle” which distinguishes Esau, the oldest,
comes the red thread around the youngest’s wrist. By wearing Esau’s attire, Jacob
kes Esau’s distinguishing marking—namely, his “red hairy mantle”—his own. Isaac’s
lessing assures Jacob’s superiority over his brother, and the garment becomes the signi-
er of Jacob’s prominence. Similarly, when Jacob gives Joseph a long robe with sleeves, it
ymbolizes Joseph’s superiority; and, when the bloodied robe is returned to Jacob, it sig-
nals Joseph’s elimination from the line of succession. In Egypt, his brothers may well
m w before him, but it is not Joseph’s progeny that will assure the might of the people
f Isracl. That task, as we know, will be assumed by Judah’s descendant, for Reuben,
acob’s oldest, had sexual intercourse with Bilhah, his father’s concubine (Gen 35:22),
us revealing himself unworthy of his father’s trust. It is therefore fitting that in his
lessing to his sons, Jacob should distinguish Judah, his chosen heir, by his red garment,
by bestowing upon him, albeit metaphorically, the symbolic marker of genuine
gacy. Judah, Jacob tells us, “washes his garments in wine and his vesture in the blood of
pes” (Gen 49:11). In Genesis, Jacob’s line of descent stops with the description of the
birth of Perez and Zerah; the fact that it is not Zerah but Perez who is named in the
cestry of David (Matt 1:3) suggests that the sibling rivalries characteristic of the Jacob
cle continued beyond the events recounted in Genesis. However, since the eventual
cendancy of Perez lies outside the content of Genesis, it plays no part in the narrative
cesses at work in the Jacob cycle. For Michael Fishbane (38), the power of the Jacob
cle is that “it personalizes the tensions and dialectics which are also crystallized on a

In the Jacob cycle, garments form the subtext which upholds these concerns. From
Jacob to Joseph to Judah to Zerah, the red thread establishes an order of filiation, a
- metaphorical umbilical cord that relates directly, without the mediation of women, father
~ toson to grandson.
3 As the Judah and Tamar episode illustrates, in such a system what matters is not
who bears the child but the identity of the father. In this male-marked genealogy, women
~ have no say. Their role is strictly biological. The womb as the relevant place of origin is
superseded by the progenitor’s authority, and ranking of siblings becomes a father’s pre-
rogative. It is therefore not surprising that Jacob favors Joseph not because he is the first-
born of his beloved Rachel but because Joseph is “the son of his old age” (Gen 37:3).
Following the path of Claude Lévi-Strauss, Judah Goldin (44) reminds us that sto-
 ties function somewhat like myths, for they provide acceptable channels for the expres-
sion of discontent:

The law of God may not be abolished, and besides, for the most part, the society
assents to its terms because without these there would be chaos. But the resentments
are nonetheless real! How are these to find an outlet? By folktales and folklore. Here
no frontal attack is made on the divine law. That is the policy of rebellion. But in stories
and fables one turns the order of the world upside down without giving up the estab-
lishment that provides protection. This is the revenge of the weak against the strong.

! For Judah Goldin, “the revenge of the weak against the strong” refers to the theme
- Of fraternal rivalry and the triumph of the youngest. In order to be counted once again
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desires. For Tamar, as for Potiphar’s wife or Rebekah, garments are the means by which
they impart their desire to play a relevant role in the patriarchal hierarchy. By pluralizing
the meaning of a piece of attire, Rebekah, Potiphar’s wife, and Tamar explode and
thereby subvert the closure of the patriarchal representational system and symbolic code.
Thus, in the latter part of Genesis, the function of garments, as understood by the
women of the cycle of Jacob, can serve as the very metaphor for textuality and the decon-
structive nature of modern reading practices which Barbara Johnson (3) describes as “a
careful teasing out of warring forces of signification within the text.” The patterns woven
in the biblical narrative take their shape from the filling as well as the warp; the two
strands may have different functions, but they are equally necessary to the making of the
textual fabric.

Because it can be construed as a representation of different critical approaches, the
episode between Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Gen 39) provided me with a point of entry

.... into the text. Joseph rejects the advances of his master’s wife and runs out of the house

Jeaving his coat behind; Potiphar’s wife tells her husband that Joseph tried to seduce her;

3 Potiphar believes her and Joseph is incarcerated. Potiphar accepts his wife’s explanation

because her story does seem plausible, after all. And besides, since for the men in the
Jacob cycle garments are a sign of trust and have a symbolic power that lends them even
more verity; in the eyes of Potiphar Joseph’s “abandoned” coat gives added credence to
his wife’s words. However, in accepting his wife’s explanation as stated, Potiphar ignores
the possibility of personal motivation. He is blind not only to his wife’s self-serving rea-
sons, but equally blind to what may be his own reasons for wanting to believe her.
Potiphar’s attitude is an example of a critical perspective that leaves unquestioned both
the subjective needs of the storyteller and the conscious or unconscious investment of
the interpreter. Yet for each of the characters in this episode, the coat has a special mean-
ing;, For Joseph and the biblical narrator, the coat stands as the proof of Joseph’s inno-
cence; for Potiphar’s wife, it is the reminder of her frustrated desire; for her husband, the
evidence of Joseph’s guilt. Joseph’s coat is the place of juncture for diverging desires; the
textual fabric of a narrative is similarly the locus and the product of the interaction of the

- narrator’s and the reader’s subjectivities. Not unlike the story told by Potiphar’s wife, my
~ version of the stories in the Jacob cycle may be warped, skewed by my feminist and criti-
: cal concerns. But on the other hand, the anonymous biblical narrator wages for Joseph’s

innocence. In siding with Joseph, the narrator embraces the ideological structure which
Joseph serves, namely, the male desire for an exclusive bond between men. On the ques-
tion of family lineage or on the subject of human relationships, the position of the bibli-
cal narrator is no more “neutral” than that of the feminist reader.

Nortzs

1. For a discussion of the question of reading and its relation to criticism, see Suleiman.
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