



‘From Eve to Esther, from Rebekah to Ruth, the characterization of women in the Hebrew Bible presents deceptiveness as an almost inescapable feature of femininity’ (Esther Fuchs). Assess the validity of this statement in the light of a selection of texts from the Hebrew Bible.
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The women of the Hebrew bible have attracted the attention of feminist scholars for over sixty years, and they continue to do so now. The quote above, taken from Esther Fuchs, portrays deceptiveness as a negative trait for women of the Hebrew bible to possess; and such is evident in the texts. While it is true that men feature more prominently throughout the old-testament than women,[footnoteRef:1] importance is often placed on the familial ties that are produced through the deceitfulness of the women within these narratives; who are seeking their own security in a patriarchal society. While women appear to gain power through the use of their sexuality, it is also evidently used by men throughout the Hebrew bible too.[footnoteRef:2] This is not to say all narratives include this, and men can also play pivotal roles too; however, as there are so few women in comparison to men, the roles women play in these narratives appear to become more significant due to them being less frequent. Similarly, this can be applied to Fuchs extract. The ideology surrounding the possibility that deception is a predominantly female quality fails to consider the overall lack of female characters in the Hebrew bible, as such the few who do exist play a pivotal role in the events that proceed their narrative.[footnoteRef:3] It is the aim of this paper to show how deception is depicted as a feminine quality in the book of Genesis, specifically 20, 27 and 38. While Genesis 20 and 27 show similarities in the way a trickster is portrayed and share similar criteria for what is considered a trickster, Genesis 38 portrays a radically different form of manipulation and deception. By providing these three narratives in comparison, this paper aims to show there is no set criteria for a trickster, other than they deceive a person(s).   [1:  Meyers, 2000.]  [2:  Sarah’s sexuality is exploited by Abraham in Genesis 20. ]  [3:  Such as the deception of King Abimelech in Genesis 20 led to God blessing Sarah and Abraham with a son, Isaac. Who goes on to be deceived by Rebekah, and Jacob in Genesis 27.] 

When discussing cultural interpretations of right and wrong, evil and good, etc. one tends to view the narratives through a moral lens that is culturally tailored to the experience one has with such concepts. Although the fundamental concept does not change, the specific criteria that allows one to categorise an action (or person) as right or wrong/evil or good, does differ to that of others. As such, it is necessary to understand that while the narratives may be perceived as patriarchal in nature, some appear to contain subtle feminist nuances, even if the authors did not understand them as such. For example, Brenner (1985) discusses that the author has the opportunity in different narratives to berate the female character for being deceitful, and make an example of her in the literature. However, the author instead chooses to include male deception and the circumstances under which women are deceitful. This is a key observation as it shows the intent may not be to undermine women in narrative but instead show the events as they would have taken place in the authors society.[footnoteRef:4] However, feminism is a relatively new concept, as such the narratives must be understood in their own ancient context rather than a modern feminist one. In short, it is counter-productive to enter the discipline with an individualised, modern view of feminism, and expect to find such in these narratives. It is also noteworthy that these scholars do not discuss in length the society the narratives were written under and, consequently, for. Considering this, the female roles within the Hebrew bible are easy to be misinterpreted as deceitful; as there are few female characters that are unimportant. Even the unnamed women of the Hebrew bible play an important role within its narratives.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  At first glance, one may disagree that this is the case; but if the author’s motive was anything else there would be no mention of male deception or tricksters in other narratives as this would work against the notion of women being untrustworthy. ]  [5:  Exum. 1993. 190. ] 

In Genesis 20, the reader sees Sarah become complicit in Abrahams deception of King Abimelech. However, from the first few verses of the narrative, it is clear that Sarah has no literary voice. The reader is only made aware that she is complicit to the deception when King Abimelech states “And she herself said, ‘He is my brother.’” (Genesis 20:5). From the first instance, it is a male character that instigates and then executes the deception (Genesis 20:2).  The lack of literary voice for Sarah in these few beginning verses give the impression that she is of no importance to the general narrative. The same is shown again in Genesis 20:12-14, where Sarah becomes the subject of the conversation without having a literary voice. This poses Sarah as both a weak and unimportant character for not speaking; the only important aspect of her character through this narrative is that she is complicit in Abraham tricking King Abimelech. In the last few verses of the narrative, Sarah is named as the reason why King Abimelech’s wife could not conceive (Gen. 20:17) just one verse after God heals the women, because of Abrahams deception of King Abimelech (Gen 20:18). The question is: would the women have been healed if Sarah had a voice and had carried out the deception herself? This narrative stresses that Abraham was the trickster, and Sarah was just complicit (Gen. 20:11-13). If she had a literary voice, she would have been far more complicit to the tricking than she is with Abraham using her voice. Not only that, King Abimelech exonerates Sarah by gifting silver to Abraham (Gen. 20:16), showing again that her importance to the narrative rests in her association with Abraham. However, the narrative continues to contradict itself. The women of King Abimelech’s household are punished with infertility because of Sarah (Gen. 20:18), however, it is actually through Abraham that these women loose fertility. Abraham is then seen to be restoring the fertility of the women through God (Gen. 20:17) instead. As such the women are returned one form of ‘power’[footnoteRef:6] they control, through the actions of a man. This changing of power through the actions of a man proves that although woman can appear to have power, it is actually that of a man. As aforementioned, the gifting of silver to Abraham from King Abimelech in order to exonerate Sarah of her ‘crime’ shows that she is an extended property of Abrahams. This transition of power could be symbolic of a woman’s general position within ancient Judaic society. It is undeterminable whether the lack of voice given to Sarah in the narrative is to suggest she is unwilling to be complicit in the deception of King Abimelech, meaning she herself is being coerced into deceiving the King. The author of the narrative hints towards this in the conversation between King Abimelech and Abraham, in which he states “I said to her, ‘This is the kindness you must do me: at every place to which we come, say of me, He is my brother.’” (Gen. 20:13). When considering Fuchs statement, Sarah does not fit the ideology of a trickster woman, even though she is complicit in deceiving somebody, the instigation of the deception was through a male character.  [6:  Women possessed power through control of their sexuality, but held no political power. This is not the case for all women in the Hebrew bible narratives, as there are women who do not control their own sexuality; Exum (1993: 190, 191), discusses the raping of the nameless woman in Judges 19 and Bathsheba in 2 Samuel.] 

Isaac, son of Abraham and Sarah, experiences a similar deception, but this time a female character deceives through a male one. It is necessary for the analyses of this text, to first discuss the latter verses of Genesis 25. Esau sells his birth right to Jacob (Gen. 25:33), thus meaning that Jacob would replace Esau as ‘first born’. An important tradition, the birth right of the first born typically meant that the proportion of property received would be greater than that of other younger siblings.[footnoteRef:7] The eldest son would be expected to become the new head-of-the-household, if you will. This also granted the eldest son with power and authority over other family members as well as any material possessions,[footnoteRef:8] such as land, farming, etc. This small narrative serves almost as a foreshadowing for the events that ensue in the following narrative. The placement of this text by the author suggests two things: the first being that Jacob wants to inherit Isaac’s position as head of the family. The second being that Rebekah would also want Jacob to inherit this too (Gen. 25:28). Genesis 27 opens with an old, blind and as such, vulnerable, Isaac (Gen. 27:1) asking Esau to hunt food for him so that he may be blessed (Gen. 27:4). Rebekah, overhearing this, sends Jacob to act according to Isaac’s commands, with the intention of passing Jacob as Esau (Gen. 27:6-10). Jacob, easily led, obeys his mother. This text, showing Rebekah as manipulative, does not refer to the earlier text in which Esau sells his birth-right. This is done purposely by the author, in order to bring attention to Rebekah’s manipulation of Jacob. It is worth mentioning, that of the two sons, Jacob was Rebekah’s favourite (Gen. 25.28). Consequently, the author has already framed Rebekah in a deceptive image. As the narrative continues, Jacob becomes more of a complicit character (Gen. 27:12), rather than an active participant, as Rebekah becomes the instigator of the trickery (Gen. 27:13). Rebekah, however, does not use her sexuality in order to deceive or trick Jacob and subsequently Isaac, but she manipulates Jacob into physically being the trickster. By preparing the food and clothing for Jacob to trick Isaac, Rebekah is securing her own future. As aforementioned, Esau was Isaac’s favourite and Jacob, Rebekah’s. The language used by the author also poses Esau as more mature than Jacob, who is of smooth skin (Gen. 27:11), which is integral to the manipulation. If we are to assume that Jacob is younger in outward appearance than Esau, he may be younger in mind too. Furthermore, Rebekah has already successfully been able to manipulate Jacob into deceiving Isaac. Should Jacob receive Isaac’s blessing, Rebekah would have a level of power women in the Hebrew bible do not experience. Not only does this mean that Rebekah breaks the social and political boundaries that exist in the Hebrew bible, and in turn, the wider society; but she would also be able to control the family household, and any possessions of Isaac’s, through Jacob. However, the comparison between Jacob and Esau with hair could be to show that Jacob is more feminine in body than Esau. Assuming Fuchs statement to be true, this would mean that Jacob is described as being of ‘smooth skin’ to show he is easily manipulated into deceiving Isaac as it is a feminine quality that he possesses. The use of Rebekah manipulating Jacob, and Isaac requesting Esau for his blessing, could also represent an underlying power struggle within Isaac’s household. Although this is unlikely, Isaac and Rebekah do not have any literary dialogue with one and other, instead it is just the dialogue between the two and their respective ‘favourite’ child (Isaac and Esau: Gen. 27:1-4, 27:31-40. Rebekah and Jacob: Gen. 27:5-17. Jacob and Isaac: Gen. 27:18-29). The birth-right of Genesis 25:33 and blessing in Genesis 27:28-29 are intertwined. The blessing of a patriarch to the eldest son compliments the birth-right they receive, as a passing of power. It appears that while the birth-right is the passing of possessions and power over an estate, the blessing of the eldest son allows him to take control of these; almost as a confirmation of the receiving of the birth-right (Gen. 27:37). Rebekah’s involvement in the narrative is far greater than it first appears, however, so is that of Jacob. Even though Rebekah insisted Jacob pursue the blessing, it was he who took Esau’s birth-right in the previous narrative. This suggests that Rebekah’s manipulation was necessary in order to provide Jacob with all that the birth-right includes. There is a likeness between this narrative and the one of Isaac’s mother, Sarah. Almost as though the author is compensating for the lack of literary voice given to Sarah in the deception of King Abimelech. Both narratives support a deceptive male and female, and even though the specific details of each deception differ, the fundamental deception remains the same.  [7:  Orr, 1915. ]  [8:  Orr, 1915. ] 


The narrative of Tamar in Genesis 38 may be considered a more conventional deception by a female character in the Hebrew bible. In which she uses her sexuality, and the vanity of her farther-in-law, to obtain the social security she requires. Unlike the other two narratives discussed thus far, Tamar seeks to deceive in order to produce a son. This narrative is particularly interesting because whilst Tamar is deceitful, it is initiated due to her farther-in-law’s deceitfulness (Gen. 38:14); making it similar to the aforementioned narratives. The setting of the narrative has been the source of much criticism from scholars such as Petersen and Noth, who struggle to place the narrative in the wider storyline effectively, with Noth considering the narrative separate to the other subsequent narratives.[footnoteRef:9] Tamar’s trickery relies on her own ability to manipulate, rather than that of another character. She is more cunning than the other two, and acts in a way that could be considered revengeful (Gen. 38:13-19). Once it is known she is pregnant, Judah orders her to be burned for ‘playing the whore’ (Gen. 38:24), to which Tamar cleverly responds by presenting his possessions which he left her after he lay with her (Gen. 38:25). The important similarities between this narrative and the previous include the conception and birth of twin boys, in which the younger takes the birth-right of the older, similar to Jacob with Esau (Gen. 38:28-29 and Gen. 25:23). It is worth mentioning that this chapter has also been scrutinised by other scholars for not providing any real pragmatic storyline to its context,[footnoteRef:10] and consider it an anecdote at best to the wider narrative. However, these same scholars (Westermann: 1988, Noth: 2011, Petersen: 2003, Von Rad: 1961) have not discussed the links between Tamar’s circumstances in Genesis 38 to Rebekah’s in Genesis 25-27. Analysis of these key similarities could provide the context in which this narrative lies in the overall Joseph storyline. However, it is not the purpose of this paper to show this; as such, I digress. Tamar’s vulnerability as a widow disappears once she realizes that Shelah has not been given to her for marriage as she was promised (Gen. 38:14). From that verse onward, Tamar is determined to use the little power she still attains[footnoteRef:11] in order to secure herself, by trying to conceive a son.  [9:  Petersen: 2003. 120. ]  [10:  Brueggemann: 2010. 307. See also Westermann, 1988.]  [11:  Without a husband, the only power that Tamar possesses is over her sexuality, and her ability to act as a temptress. ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Although the ideology Fuchs suggests is convincing and there plausible arguments to support it, all three of the previous narratives include both female and male tricksters and deceivers. Even though these are presented differently in each narrative (Genesis 20, Abraham uses Sarah. Genesis 27, Rebekah uses Jacob. Genesis 38, Judah fails to give Shelah as husband to Tamar, Tamar tricks him into laying with her.), the fundamental criteria for a trickster is applied to both men and women in all three. The way in which the women were deceitful differed slightly, but the men who deceived all did so in a similar fashion (Gen. 20:13, 27:19, and 38:26). As there are so many variations to the role of a trickster, it is impossible for Fuchs to categorise it as a feminine quality in the Hebrew bible to be deceptive. It appears that, due to the lack of female characters, especially the lack of female by-standers, these narratives can give the impression that a woman’s role in the wider societal context of these narratives is to behave as a temptress, a trickster or a manipulator. When in reality, it is a common theme throughout the Hebrew bible across both genders. 
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