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When attempting to interpret the story of Dinah contained in Genesis 34, it is difficult to not consider a feminist reading of the narrative. Feminist readings of the bible place importance on the female characters, their voices, and contributions to the narrative of biblical texts.[footnoteRef:1] With this in mind, the rape of Dinah is to be interpreted for its content regarding what it suggests about biblical women and their role. Firstly, it must be seen to what extent this feminist reading of Genesis 34 is useful when contributing to the biblical interpretation of this passage. The character of Dinah is essential to the plot, proposing ideas surrounding her autonomy within the events of the narrative. It is important to consider the society of the ancient Judaism represented in the bible and how this impacts the message of the story. The passage also contains a mixed lesson concerning what it is trying, or can be argued to be trying, to educate the reader on regarding the issues raised. For example, the debate surrounding why Dinah’s brothers choose to avenge their sister and whether this is due to the cruel and wrong actions of Shechem, or if it is due to the offense to their culture. It is also interesting to consider what the passage suggests about the patriarch of Dinah’s family, Jacob. How he reacts, if at all, to her attack and the political repercussions of her brother’s revenge. Before beginning to analyse this text, it is important to acknowledge the debate surrounding if Dinah was attacked or seduced, that is clearly seen in research surrounding Genesis 34. However, whether the story surrounds an abduction marriage or an assault there is no clear consent from Dinah.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Kathrine A. Shaner, ‘Feminist Biblical Interpretation’ in The Oxford Handbook of New Testament, Gender and Sexuality, ed. By Benjamin H. Dunning, (New York: Oxford University Press 2019), pp. 21-22.]  [2:  Yael Shemesh, ‘Rape is Rape is Rape: The Story of Dinah and Shechem (Genesis 34)’, Zeitschrift Fur Die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft, Vol 119 (1) (2007), pp. 2-3. ] 

With the aim of analysing Genesis 34, it is first important to discuss why a feminist reading has been used, as well as, how this helps or potentially hinders understanding of the passage. As previously stated, a feminist interpretation is concerned with focusing on the female voices within biblical texts, that may have been silenced in favour of a male focus. Through a feminist reading of Genesis 34 it is undeniable that an anachronistic attitude may be given to the passage, as scholars apply a modern feminist attitude to an ancient text. Ann Loades explains that feminist readings of the bible are keen to reassess the female characters within biblical narratives where women are a focus of attention.[footnoteRef:3] This is useful to interpreting the story of Dinah, as she is the namesake of the passage and is central to the story. This essay will attempt to reassess her voice and role within the passage, with a focus on what is lacking surrounding her character. It could be argued that the passage was written with the intent to focus on Dinah’s male counterparts and that it is not a story about Dinah at all. Thus, studying Genesis 34 with a focus on Dinah is neglecting the focus of the tale. It is arguable that Dinah’s presence should not dismissed, as the passage is named after her and tells of a major event in her life. This is seen as she is brutally attacked and then is promised to her attacker. A feminist interpretation places importance on focusing on Dinah and how the author has neglected her character over her male relatives, even her attacker to an extent. The argument that the story of Dinah is instead a story of her brothers, father, and attackers’ masculinity, argues that instead of focusing on Dinah, the passage is trying to point out matters regarding the men of the text. For example, the work of Janell Johnson instead argues that Genesis 34 is a story about masculinities and not Dinah herself.[footnoteRef:4] While this is an interesting study of Genesis 34 it is not to say that Dinah should be completely dismissed. A feminist interpretation attempts to give Dinah a voice through what we can learn about her and what is missing in regard to her character .[footnoteRef:5] Thus, a feminist interpretation is not the only way that Genesis 34 can be studied. However, it is an important reading of Genesis 34 as it moves away from the patriarchal focus on the story and attempts to give Dinah a voice and importance that is lacking in the text. It is also valid to note that the culture of the Hebrew Bible and when the author of Genesis 34 had different ideas regarding women. The use of Dinah to tell her male counterpart’s story may not be out of place. As Carol Meyers states, it is not that women held no importance or roles within ancient Jewish society, as they held their own version of power.[footnoteRef:6] Nevertheless, scholars also claim the power of men politically in the ancient world of the bible as it, “originated in a patriarchal society and perpetuated the androcentric traditions of their culture.”[footnoteRef:7] Overall, it is still important to discuss Dinah and her place within the story. Despite the patriarchal focus of the narrative, that is yet to be studied, Dinah is central to the passage and it is interesting to consider what her missing voice may have added to the narrative. It is important to first discus the passages evidence of Dinah and what it presents, or lacks, about her. In contrast to what the storyline presents about the male characters. [3:  Ann Loades, ‘Feminist Interpretation’, in The Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation ed. By John Barton, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1998), pp. 4-5. ]  [4:  Janell Johnson, ‘Negotiating Masculinities in Dinah’s Story: Honor and Outrage in Genesis 34’, Review and Expositor, Vol 115 (4) (2018), pp. 529-530. ]  [5:  Argus Santoso, Puijastuti Sindoro and Bobby Putrawan, ‘Out of the Shadows of Patriarchy: The Struggle for Women’s Liberation in the Holy Bible’, Pharos Journal of Theology, Vol 103 (2) (2022), p.1.]  [6:  Carol Meyers, ‘Gender and Society: Reconstructing Relationships, Rethinking Systems’, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 181 – 187. ]  [7:  Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, Changing Horizons: Explorations in Feminist Interpretation, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2013), p.25] 

As stated, it would be remiss to not first discuss the character of Dinah presented in the narrative. The passage lacks information regarding Dinah, her emotions, and characteristics. Notably, Dinah is primarily active throughout the first verses of the narrative detailing her attack (Gen 34: 1-3), the only action Dinah is seen doing is walking to visit neighbouring women.[footnoteRef:8] She is then absent until her brothers rescue her in verses 26-27, she is even absent during the marriage negotiations that take place between her attacker and her male family members (Gen 34:8-18). As discussed, this may be due to the male focused society that the author would have originated in. This absence is undeniable throughout the tale and creates the sense that Dinah is not central to the story, instead she is portrayed as a point of plot for the actions and story of her brothers. Caroline Blyth also reads this notion in the text as they state that Dinah disappears for the majority of the passage and that it is instead a story of Dinah’s brothers and her father.[footnoteRef:9] This is mirrored in the text as feelings Dinah is not present for most of the story, she is referred to as “their sister” (Gen 34:13) and “our daughter” (Gen 34: 17). Dinah is only referred to through her name five times in the narrative (Gen 34:1-5, 34: 13 and 34:26). This is further supported as Dinah’s emotional response as the victim of an attack is unseen in the chapter, instead it focuses wholly on her father, brothers, and her attacker, Shechem. For example, the story focuses mainly on her brother’s anger, resulting in the attack and slaughter of Shechem and his male followers. As well as Shechem’s so called love for Dinah. As discussed, Dinah is primarily described through the passage in relation to her parents, her introduction is all the description the author gives regarding her, “Dinah the daughter of Leah, whom she had borne to Jacob” (Gen 34: 1). While this is a common introduction in the book of Genesis, for example the introduction of Noah’s sons (Gen 9:18), Dinah’s brothers have further descriptions. They are described as Jacob’s sons, but also as “indignant and very angry” (Gen 34:7) so much so that they attack Shechem’s city (Gen 34: 25). The anger of her brothers permeates the passage while it lacks a response from the person who was attacked, instead prioritising the male voices of the story. Janell Johnson’s work of the masculinity of Genesis 34 makes this clear;  [8:  Janell Johnson, ‘Negotiating Masculinities in Dinah’s Story: Honor and Outrage in Genesis 34’, p. 532.]  [9:  Caroline Blyth, The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34: Interpreting Dinah’s Silence, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2010), pp. 2-4.] 

“The Story of Dinah in Genesis 34 is not Dinah’s story after all, as we learn nothing from the text about Dinah’s experience, but rather a story about the men who claim her.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Janell Johnson, ‘Negotiating Masculinities in Dinah’s Story: Honor and Outrage in Genesis 34’, p.529.] 

Thus, after studying the evidence of Dinah within Genesis 34, it can be deduced that it is not truly possible to learn her character from the text. The portrayal of Dinah is one that is lacking, and the text instead prioritises the male figures within the narrative. This is evidenced through what has been studied regarding what is contained in Genesis 34, the lack of insight into Dinah’s emotional character, her lack of activity in the account and the clear contrast of this when compared to her brothers, father and even her attacker. While it can be argued that the narrative is not truly about Dinah and instead on her brothers and their act of vengeance, it would be remiss to not question why the author neglected to include further insight into Dinah who the victim and sufferer of this story is.
The focus on Dinah’s brothers pushes them to the forefront of the narrative. This drives the reader to investigate their anger and actions, why they reacted in such a violent manner. The anger of Dinah’s brothers permeates the narrative, this is clear through the extent to which they claim revenge. Not only do they seek revenge against Shechem but create the elaborate plan to physically weaken and then slaughter the men of his kingdom, ordering them to be circumcised and slaughtering them while they are still healing (Gen 34:14-26). This reaction raises the question of why Dinah’s brothers chose this response. The initial reaction of Dinah’s brothers conveys several ideas about why they reacted so violently. When they first return from the fields they are described as angry because Shechem’s actions are a “outrage in Israel by lying with Jacob’s daughter” (Gen 34:7). The claim that Shechem’s actions were against Israel provide connotations that the brothers were angry because he had acted in a way that is against their Jewish traditions. Johnathan Klawans’ in-depth study of moral impurity in the community of the Hebrew Bible highlights the biblical traditions surrounding the sexual sin of having relations with a Gentile.[footnoteRef:11] If having relations with a Gentile is against her community, then it can be argued that Dinah’s brothers were not angry wholly because of the violation of their sister, but because the act was fundamentally an insult to their religion and culture. Bluth’s work surrounding this segment is once again brought to attention. Bluth’s study of the defilement of Dinah emphasises how her brothers arguably were enraged due to the insult to their community and culture, rather than the personal attack against their sister.[footnoteRef:12] This is reflected in the references to their sister being “defiled” (Gen 34:13, Gen 34:27) and the lack of comments made regarding their sister’s violation, instead focusing on the offense to their religion. The references to Dinah being defiled present connotations that she has been brought to a state of being that she cannot recover from, that her attacker has damaged her in some way, “a potent symbol of her social devaluation”.[footnoteRef:13] This impression is embedded into the reader with the further evidence of the final sentence from the brothers. After being reprimanded by their father for potentially starting a war with the other communities, Dinah’s brothers state “why should our sister be treated like a whore?” (Gen 34:31). Rather than shaming Dinah’s attacker’s actions through personal attacks, Dinah’s brothers instead reference how this has defiled and damaged Dinah. This coupled with the constant references to Dinah being irreparably defiled continues to present the notion that Dinah is now damaged in some way. Therefore, it is understandable, when considering the textual evidence and a feminist interpretation, that Dinah’s brothers were not enraged due to the personal pain and violation caused to their sister. Instead, they can be understood as angry over the blatant offense to their culture and the notion that their sister had be damaged. There is a lack of evidence regarding her brothers regards for her feelings after the attack or the idea that she had been violated, instead she is claimed to be defiled and “treated like a whore” (Gen 34:31). This is also prominent when considering the idea that whilst her brothers sought revenge and slaughtered the men, they also took their anger out on the women, “and their wives, […] they captured and made their prey” (Gen 34: 29). This furthers the image that her brothers were not enraged by the personal violation of Dinah, as they make prey of the women of Shechem’s city. It is not stated what they do to the women of the city, however it still suggests that they are also morally corrupt in their treatment of women, as it is insinuated that they are either attacked or killed alongside the children of the community. While it is unclear what this phrase may mean it still suggests and uncaring attitude towards the women of the city and that they are not a threat, unlike the men who are killed they are taken as prey. [11:  Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 27-29.]  [12:  Blyth, The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34: Interpreting Dinah’s Silence, pp.120-124.]  [13:  Blyth, The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34: Interpreting Dinah’s Silence, p. 139.] 

While studying the reaction of Dinah’s male relatives, it is important to consider the reaction of the patriarch of her family, Jacob. Jacob’s reaction to the news of Dinah’s attack is notable due to the lack of a reaction. The text provides no evidence of an emotional reaction by Jacob, in contrast to the evident rage of her brothers. Her patriarch remains silent, the text states that Jacob instead “held his peace until” her brothers arrived from the fields (Gen 34:5). The description of Jacob holding his peace suggests that Jacob was in fact angry or upset by the news, however there is no blatant anger or upset attributed to Jacob. Matin Luther’s interpretation of Genesis 34 claims that this attack was one that overwhelmed Jacob with grief as a father, as his daughter has been defiled in such a way.[footnoteRef:14] It is arguable that this interpretation is wanting, as there is no evidence of this within the narrative. Unlike Dinah’s brothers, Jacob has no strong outbursts or plans for revenge, he is not recorded as stating anything about the attack. Jacob seems willing to listen and entertain the marriage of his daughter to her attacker as seen through his silence through the negotiations made between Hamor and Dinah’s brothers (Gen 34:8-17). In the context of the ancient world, it could be argued that Jacob is showing a care for his daughter, as he is ensuring that she is still able to marry, even if this means marrying her attacker. Angela B. Wagner suggests that ancient Jewish traditions state that a man who sleeps with a virgin must pay the bride price and marry her.[footnoteRef:15] With this context in mind perhaps Jacob’s openness to the idea of marriage is to follow tradition to hold Shechem accountable for his actions. The connotations of this suggest that in an ancient context this is a responsible and emotional reaction of Joseph, as he is securing his daughters future and marriage. The lack of emotional reaction may be second to Joseph ensuring that his daughter’s future is not diminished through the acts of her attacker, allowing her to still marry.  [14:  Joy A. Schroeder, ‘The Rape of Dinah: Luther’s Interpretation of a Biblical Narrative’, The Sixteenth Century Journal, Vol 28 (3) (1997), pp. 775-780.]  [15:  Angela B. Wagner, ‘Considerations of the Politico-Juridical Proceedings of Genesis 34’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, Vol 38 (2) (2013), p 153.] 

The narrative draws to a close with the anger of Jacob towards his sons. This is the most directly emotional that Jacob is seen in the narrative. He rebukes his sons for their actions and brings forward the political damage that may be brought due to their revenge. 
“You have brought trouble on me by making me odious to the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites; my numbers are few, and if they gather themselves against me and attack me, I shall be destroyed, both I and my household” (Gen 34:30).
Jacob’s anger with Dinah’s brothers is clear within this verse. He does not appear to condone the violent reaction, due to its political repercussions. This is the clearest evidence of an emotional reaction within the text, and it should be noted that is not due to the attack on Dinah. Arguably, Jacob is a leader, and his responsibilities are great, as he must worry about the whole land, his family, and its protection. It is not that his reaction is unjust, it is the outward emotion and anger for the political aspect of this story and the lack of a response for an attack on his daughter. Carrie Cifers explains that Jacob is decidedly silent throughout the passage, however, is vocal to rebuke his sons as he is “fearing the retribution from neighbouring relatives.”[footnoteRef:16] Jacob’s silence regarding the news of his daughters attack in contrast to his evident anger at the actions of his sons, gives the impression that he cares more about the political side of the situation. Overall, the Jacob presented in Genesis 34 is complex, he is seemingly silent and calm for half of the story and then is seemingly overcome with anger. [16:  Carrie Cifers, ‘She Decides: Reading Genesis 34 in Conversation with Narrative Ethics’, Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology, Vol 77(I) (2022), pp. 53-54. ] 

Finally, it would be remiss to not discuss the last male figure that the passage presents, Dinah’s attacker Shechem. Genesis 34 provides more in-depth descriptions of his emotions and thoughts after the attack, than it does the victim of the attack. Shechem’s emotions are significantly more prominent than Dinah’s, in the respect that they are included at all. Shechem is described as deeply in love with Dinah, “and his soul was drawn to Dinah the daughter of Jacob; He loved the girl” (Gen 34: 3). He is so in love with Dinah that his soul is described as drawn to her, suggesting a profound connection to Dinah, as he “spoke tenderly to her” (Gen 34: 3). Even going as far as asking her father for marriage. However, this is contrast to the seemingly brutal actions from the beginning of the tale, where he “seized her and lay with her by force” (Gen 34:2). This is by no means a romantic description of his attack on Dinah, he is only seen as in love with her after his brutal actions. This suggests that there is some redeeming quality to Shechem’s actions, as he deeply loves Dinah. As Bluth states, despite the text’s attempt to redeem Shechem, his affection for Dinah is born from his attack, ‘such heated emotions were the fruit of a violent and coercive act.”[footnoteRef:17] This is supported by the offer to pay whatever bride price Dinah’s family deem fit (Gen 34:12). This furthers the notion that the story of Genesis 34 is not of Dinah, but of her male counterparts. Shechem receives more attention regarding his emotions and psyche, than the title character of the passage.  [17:  Caroline Blyth, ‘Redeemed by His Love? The Characterization of Shechem in Genesis 34’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, Vol 33(1) (2008), p. 17.] 

Overall, Genesis 34 is a story of how Dinah's attack affects the male characters rather than focusing on her character or emotions. In this way a feminist reading of Dinah's character is important as it notes the lack of voice and autonomy Dinah's faces within Genesis 34 and addresses it directly. Her emotional reaction and thoughts are lacking in the passage and is instead focuses on the male characters. Dinah's brothers, father and her attacker receive more attention by the author and presents the idea that she is a point of plot for these characters, rather than a character herself. She does not speak for the whole of the text and is referred to as Dinah only on a few occasions. Dinah's brother's revenge can be argued to be rooted in the attack on their cultural rules rather than their sister’s bodily autonomy, which is mirrored in the constant referrals to Dinah as defiled, suggesting she is in some way damaged due to her attacker's actions. Her brothers seem interested in revenge for the attack against their culture, as Dinah is unmarried, and her attacker is a Gentile. In tandem with this is idea is also the notion that when Dinah’s brothers attack Shechem’s community they also attack the women of the city. While it is not stated what they do to these women it still suggests that they have either attacked or killed them, which raises questions about their morality.  Her father, Jacob,  at first gives no reaction to the brutal attack on his daughter but is visibly angered by the political damage that her brother’s revenge might have caused. Not only does Dinah lack autonomy in the passage but her male relatives reaction to her attack lack some personal connection to the attack, instead focusing on the culture and political repercussions of the attack. This makes the absence of Dinah’s voice all the more prominent. Even her attacker, Shechem, receives more emotional depth and attention that the victim of the attack. He is described with profound statements of love and marriage, in contrast to his cruel actions in the beginning of the passage. Genesis 34 benefits from a feminist reading and the absence of the person who should be central permeates the passage, the choice to focus on the men of the story only exemplifies this absence. Dinah lacks the attention that the male characters receive and is instead a point of plot for them. 
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