Analyse the ways in which feminist biblical criticism can shed new light on the biblical presentation of ONE of the following female figures: Delilah
The narrative of Delilah and Samson appears in Judges 16: 4-22. It has been interpreted differently throughout history by scholars, authors and academics. These interpretations have changed throughout the centuries and male authors have dominated early interpretations. Early analyses by men and for men produced an androcentric perspective. Their interpretation of Delilah as being the “manipulator” has influenced the way society and the church view the Samson, Delilah narrative. In addition, there is a presumption that the strength of women is the weakness of great men. Feminist biblical scholars have debunked these traditional stigmas by suggesting that the text needs expanding beyond the narrative, and that Delilah is, in fact, a clever, independent woman in a patriarchal society. These new interpretations have challenged the traditional view of Delilah, elevating her motives and character from one of manipulation and greed to one of strength and intelligence.    
[bookmark: _Hlk510099701][bookmark: _Hlk510099420]Delilah first appears in Judges 16: 4-21 as ‘…he fell in love with a woman in the valley of Sorek, whose name was Delilah’[footnoteRef:1]. This suggests that she was Philistine, but this is not distinctly confirmed. ‘Delilah… was probably Philistine, though the text does not say so. On 2 other occasions, at Timnah and at Gaza, Samson was involved with Philistine women. Each time the pursuit of a woman leads Samson into trouble’[footnoteRef:2]. Once the Philistines heard about the liaison, they approached Delilah, asking her to, ‘[C]oax him, and find out what makes his strength so great, and how we may overpower him, so that we may bind him in order to subdue him; and we will each give you eleven hundred pieces of silver’[footnoteRef:3]. She subsequently asked Samson three times to reveal his secret. Each time Samson told her lie, to which she responded, ‘How can you say, “I love you,” when your heart is not with me? You have mocked me three times now and have not told me what makes your strength so great’[footnoteRef:4]. This constant harassment is the only way Delilah could deceive Samson. ‘[O]nly through persistence does Delilah break down Samson’s resolve… [T]he strong man’s one weakness is love. Faced with Delilah’s accusation that he cannot really love her if he does not share his secret with her’[footnoteRef:5]. Samson, after this accusation, confessed his secret, ‘[a] razor has never come upon my head; for I have been a Nazirite to God from my mother’s womb. If my head were shaved, then my strength would leave me; I would become weak, and be like anyone else’[footnoteRef:6]. With the secret revealed, Delilah called upon the Philistines to give her the eleven hundred pieces of silver. Samson fell asleep on her lap, which enabled a man to enter the room to shave Samson’s hair. Once Samson awoke he realised that his strength had gone and, ‘[h]e began to weaken [‘she began to torment’ in Greek] and his strength left him… When he awoke from his sleep, he thought, “I will go out as at other times, and shake myself free.” But he did not know that the Lord had left him. So the Philistines seized him and gouged out his eyes’[footnoteRef:7]. This is the last appearance of Delilah; she left as quickly as she appeared, in a shadow of mystery, with no indication of where she went or what she did with the eleven hundred pieces of silver. This sudden disappearance has created the view that Delilah was a schemer and manipulator and Biblical scholars such as David Joris (1501-56) and John Owen (1616-83) have developed this perception of Delilah. Their interpretations are considered the “traditional” Christian view, whereby Joris takes a strong androcentric perspective and Owen instead focuses on the stupidity of Samson. Joris’ states, ‘let your beards grow and your strength increase in Christ which you, in the first Adam, have allowed the woman (your own flesh) to shave off’[footnoteRef:8]. Joris’ interpretation of the narrative is one of control over a woman, as man was created first and he suggests that the hairiness of man is a connection to God and therefore to shave is to sever this connection. Joris also uses Proverbs 5:3 (‘For the lips of a loose woman drip honey and her speech is smoother than oil’[footnoteRef:9]) and Proverbs 7:26-7 (For many are those she has laid low, and numerous are her victims. Her house is the way to Sheol, going down to the chambers of death[footnoteRef:10]) in his argument that Delilah is like all women, manipulative and greedy. Owen’s interpretation is one of disbelief as he cannot imagine how Samson could be so stupid, ‘Lust “bewitched” Samson. How, otherwise, could he have been so stupid? Diverted by his harlot, his heart was effeminate’[footnoteRef:11]. How could she fool him four times with the same trick? Owen places significant blame on Samson for accepting her lustful advances and allowing her to bewitch him. These traditional perspectives of the narrative have influenced the way biblical criticism is conducted. However, recent feminist perceptive disregards Joris’ interpretation, particularly his androcentric interpretation of beard hair as preposterous, as Samson’s strength came from his head hair, not his beard, ‘A razor has never come upon my head’[footnoteRef:12]. Additionally, representation of Samson within 1600th century artwork represents Samson’s hair being cut, not his beard. Feminist biblical critics have either adopted a view closer to Owen’s or they expand the story so to investigate where Delilah went and what she did with bribe money. These questions require further investigation before earlier narrative perspectives, arising from the sudden entrance and exit of Delilah are accepted as legitimate.  [1:  Judges 16:4]  [2:  J. Cheryl Exum, The Anchor Bible Dictionary: Volume 2 ed. David N. Freedman (London: Doubleday, 1992) p.133]  [3:  Judges 16:5 (]  [4:  Judges 16:15 (]  [5:  Exum, p.134]  [6:  Judges 16:17 ]  [7:  Judges 16:19-21]  [8:  David M. Gunn, Judges (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005) p.212 ]  [9:  Prov. 5:3]  [10:  Prov. 7:26-27]  [11:  Gunn, pp. 212-213]  [12:  Judges 16:17] 

[bookmark: _Hlk510101437]Delilah’s sudden disappearance has led to many authors to dramatize a reunion between Samson and Delilah at Gaza. John Milton’s (1608-1674) poem Samson Agonistes (1671), which George Handel (1685-1759) adapted into his oratorio, Samson (1743), is one example, in Handel’s Samson, Delilah confessed her sins and love for Samson, ‘But hear me hear the voice of love!... To fleeting pleasure make your count,/ No moment lose, for life is short! / The Present now’s our only time / The missing that our only crime’[footnoteRef:13]. Samson rejected her advances, but her response to this rejection induces pathos, ‘When in this land I ever shall be held. The first of womankind, living or dead. My promises shall be at solemn feasts, Who saved my country from a fierce destroyer’[footnoteRef:14]. Delilah’s response was not of anger but revelation. She pleaded with him to understand her Philistine heritage, rationalising that she was trying to save her country. The statement, ‘My promises shall be at solemn feasts’[footnoteRef:15] is in reference to the Philistine toasting this great victory to the god Dagon, not to Delilah. She was rejected by the Philistine lords for her work and brushed aside as if her role in the fall of Samson was nothing. It is important to note that Handel cannot be considered a feminist. Nevertheless, his portrayal of Delilah must be evaluated through the feminist perspective as it elevates the narrative from one of temptation and manipulation to one of pity and shame. The 2016 novel Delilah: A Dangerous Beauty (written by Angela Hunt) is a modern example of authors expanding the Samson and Delilah narrative. Hunt builds a backstory for Delilah. ‘Hunt's vivid retelling of the biblical tale of Samson and Delilah creates a plausible backstory, portraying Delilah as a surprisingly sympathetic character’[footnoteRef:16].  Instead of developing the narrative after Delilah betrayed Samson she focuses on Delilah’s family (especially her stepbrother) and the treatment she suffered. These are biblical fictions and therefore consist more of imagination than scripture, but they do offer a different perspective on how to interpret biblical narratives, which helps develop the narrative of Delilah and Samson. Feminist biblical authors such as Edith Deen and Cheryl Exum also comment on the need to expand beyond earlier interpretations to fully perceive the narrative. Deen comments on the need to understand Delilah perspective and what she truly knew about the situation. ‘Did she know that the eyes which had gazed on her delighted love had now been cruelly mutilated? Had she gone to collect and to spend those 1,100 pieces of silver from each of the lords of the Philistines?’[footnoteRef:17]. We do not know Delilah’s true motivation, feelings and foreknowledge of Samson’s previous actions against the Philistines. Did Delilah know what the Philistines did to Samson? If not did she not, simply carry out her mission by seducing Samson? Exum compares the narrative Jael (Judges 4-5) to Delilah, ‘in the context of the book of Judges, Delilah is the Philistine version of Jael… the woman who brings about the downfall of an enemy through deception… they attribute their victory over Samson not to Delilah but to their god’[footnoteRef:18]. Attributing Delilah’s achievement to the god Dagon is an insult but also suggests that she has no right to take the credit. She might feel that the patriarchal society of Philistine would not allow her to accept the credit or she is too ashamed to accept responsibility for her actions.     [13:  Gunn, p. 213 ]  [14:  Gunn, p. 213]  [15:  Gunn, p. 213 ]  [16:  Christine Sharbrough, Christian Fiction, Library Journal; New York Vol. 141, Iss. 10 (Jun 01, 2016) [Online]. Available at:  https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/2012920156?accountid=130472&rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo p. 2 [Accessed 4th April 2018] ]  [17:  Edith Deen, All The Women of The Bible (London, Independent Press Limited, 1959) P80]  [18:  Exum, p. 134] 

A feminist biblical interpretation of the Samson and Delilah narrative shifts the perspective from Delilah’s manipulation to one of Delilah’s wisdom and courage. There is obviously a lack of background information, ‘What is her status in society? Is she a wealthy widow, like Judith? A sexually autonomous woman, like the woman in the Song of Solomon? A harlot, as is commonly supposed?’[footnoteRef:19]. This lack of information has led many interpreters to believe she is a clever, wealthy and independent woman. Why would she need to be paid if she was a loyal Philistine? The lords of Philistine could have persuaded her to help her community against the mighty Samson instead of offering her a substantial amount of money. Herbert Lockyer compares this betrayal to that of Jesus’ betrayal by Judas, ‘The lords of Philistines offered an enormous sum as a bride, namely 1,100 pieces of silver. Jesus was sold by Judas for only 30 pieces of silver’[footnoteRef:20]. This observation shows that Delilah is not a very good Philistine if she had to be paid such an excessive amount of money to deliver Samson to her leaders. If she wanted to destroy the greatest threat to her nation, should she not of have betrayed Samson for free, crediting the god Dagon herself? For the good of the nation and demanded the credit for this great victory went to her instead of god Dagon. H. V. Morton comments that every Samson (a man who possesses traditional masculine characteristics) has a Delilah (a woman who possesses traditional feminine characteristics) to corrupt them, [19:  J. Cheryl Exum, Women In A Dictionary of Named and Unnamed women In The Hebrew Bible, The Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books, And The New Testament Scripture, Eds. Carol Meyers et al. (Cambridge, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000) P68]  [20:  Herbert Lockyer, The Life and Times of All the Women of the Bible (Michigan, ZondervanPublishingHouse, 1988) p. 43] 

She was the type of woman created from the beginning of time to be the downfall of men like Samson. She is the classic instance of the truth that, if a man is given to philandering, the time will probably come when he will encounter a Delilah[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Morton, p.79] 

H. V. Morton is not suggesting all men and all women are Samson and Delilah but that if a person possesses traditional masculine or feminine characteristics it is more likely that they will be manipulated or will manipulate. This is quite general, but his premise is that philandering individuals will be manipulated by those possessing similar vices. Morton gives another example,  
I was reminded of her the other day when I was talking to a criminal lawyer. I asked him how it was that the prosecution in a recent case managed to bring certain charges against a ruined man. “It was simple,” he said. “A girl pretended to be in love with him and gave him away.” “You mean they bribed her?” “Of course,” he said[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Morton, p. 84] 

Both simple, lustful men and intelligent, manipulative women exist; the problem arises when they both appear together without restraint.   
[bookmark: _Hlk510708258]The stigmatisation of Delilah has been debated throughout the centuries and is widely considered to be unjustified by academic feminists. ‘If Delilah had had been a woman like Judith, willing, no matter how hateful her task, to betray a man for the sake of her nation, why should they have put a price on her betrayal?’[footnoteRef:23]. If she was a good patriot she would not need to be paid, ‘[s]he had one purpose and that was to secure money and had no qualms of conscience to trifle with love for the sake of wealth’[footnoteRef:24]. Some would argue that this payment indicates weakness in Delilah but considering a parallel with modern businessman (such as Elon Musk), who is praised for his dedication in making substantial amounts of money, that judgement can be questioned. Should not Delilah then be praised for having good business senses and negotiation skills? It is presented as a weakness that she had the necessary skills to expand her own personal wealth by manipulation and exploitation, but this is something those of both genders in modern business do all the time. Kelly Murphy comments on the links between the Indian epics and the Delilah/Samson narrative, ‘Just like Delilah the Philistine, the unnamed courtesan of the Indian epics [Ramayana and the Mahabharata] who risked her life for the well-being of her country and people was forgotten for generations’[footnoteRef:25]. Murphy is commenting that most ancient religious communities disregard the sacrifices of women for the community while worshiping the sacrifices of men.  Delilah has appeared in art throughout history with her portrayal in traditional art being one of a greedy manipulator. However, since the 1950’s many artists have adopted a sympathetic interpretation of Delilah by developing her as an independent woman. One of these artworks is called, ‘Delilah’s Scissors’[footnoteRef:26] and gives a different interpretation of the Delilah and Samson Story, ‘It is as though Delilah has said to Rubens [a 17th century artist, famous for his depiction of Delilah] “If this is what you believe about me, then forget that voluptuous body – here I am”’[footnoteRef:27]. It portrays Delilah as a strong [image: ]independent woman who is not ashamed of her body or actions. Her defiant pose suggests she is a strong autonomous woman.           [23:  Morton, p. 82]  [24:  Lockyer, p. 43]  [25:  Kelly J. Murphy, Judges in Recent Research, Currents in Biblical Research 2017, Vol. 15(2) 191 [Online]. Available at: http://journals.sagepub.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1177/1476993X16659798 [Accessed 4th April 2018] ]  [26:  Gunn, p. 220 ]  [27:  Gunn, p. 220] 

Feminist biblical criticism of Judges 4-22 has developed the Delilah, Samson narrative from its traditional interpretation. These feminist criticisms have significantly changed the way a contemporary audience interprets the narrative. Development by Cheryl Exum and Edith Deen has elevated the narrative from manipulation and greed to pity and shame. They have noted the need to consider why she was paid eleven-hundred pieces of silver if she was a philistine, why her victory over Samson is attributed to the god Dagon and not to her, and what did she do after her great betrayal? These questions require further evaluation and the results will be subjective. However, traditional interpretations of the narrative still run deep in society with those who know the story recounting the sins and betrayal by Delilah. Feminist biblical criticism has however started changing this perceptive. Their interpretations will fall on deaf ears unless the church adopts a feminist perspective of the narrative which is highly unlikely, as the institution is patriarchal. Is the feminist perspective of the narrative futile then? Possibly. But without Exum and Deen to counter the traditional interpretations, we will never find out.    [bookmark: _Hlk510708551]Figure 1: unknown artist, Delilah’s Scissors, painting. Book, David M. Gunn, Judges (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005) p.220 (1986) 
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