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If the message to women encoded in the story of Jephthah’s
daughter was: yield to the paternal word and you will be
remembered and celebrated for generations to come; and
that of Michal’s story was: a woman who does not remain in
her place courts disaster; the message in our two ‘rape’ sto-
ries is a cautionary one: since the way men perceive you
determines the way they treat you, do not do anything that
might arouse male sexual aggression.

Corpus delicti

The woman who is gang-raped in Judges 19 has no name
and no voice. After the initial identification of the bathing
woman in 2 Samuel 11 as ‘Bathsheba the daughter of Eliam,
the wife of Uriah the Hittite’, Bathsheba becomes nameless.
Throughout the events that follow, she is referred to as
either Uriah’s wife or ‘the woman’. Only when the child
born of the adulterous union is dead do we again hear her
name: ‘then David comforted his wife Bathsheba’ (12.24).%°
In the crucial scene, the initial brief sexual encounter with
David, Bathsheba has no voice (nor does David, for that
matter).

In the absence of voice, can the body speak? And can the
speaking body provide evidence that a crime has occurred?
Bathsheba’s body ‘speaks’ in an obvious way, giving her
voice: ‘T am pregnant’ (11.5). David, throughout the narra-
tive, is shown exercising power, controlling people’s move-
ments like pawns on a chessboard: he sends and inquires
about Bathsheba and sends messengers to take her. He sends
word to Joab to send him Uriah, and he sends Uriah’s death
letter to Joab by Uriah’s own hand. The speaking body gives
Bathsheba power over David; she sends word to David,
informing him of her condition. The king must act because

39. The infant’s death is presented as David's punishment for his
crime of adultery and considerable attention is given to David’s reac-
tion to the child’s illness and death (2 Sam. 12.16-23). We see David’s
mourning, but except for being ‘comforted’, Bathsheba’s perspective is
ignored.
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he cannot ignore the witness her body provides against him.
Earlier the female body was exposed to his voyeuristic gaze;
now he risks exposure by that same body because it makes
visible a crime that otherwise would have remained hidden.

Surely Bath-sheber’s body is the speaking body par excel-
lence. Her body, dismembered and scattered, is used semiot-
ically to call a full-scale assembly of the Israelite tribes. At
this tribal gathering, however, Bath-sheber’s body is not
allowed to speak; rather, the Levite gives his testimony.*
We have seen how he distorts the evidence of the crime and
also how his dismemberment of the evidence symbolically
repeats the crime. Although Bath-sheber’s body does not
convict the Levite of a crime, as Bathsheba’s body convicts
David, the narrator casts suspicion upon the Levite, and
thus himself, by dropping a clue: by providing no clear ref-
erent for ‘such a thing’ (19.30) and ‘this evil’ (20.4) other than
the dismemberment itself, he has failed to provide the Levite
with an alibi. Paradoxically, in destroying the evidence of
the crime by dismembering the body, the Levite brings to
light the evidence against himself, so that all who see it ask
how such an evil could come to pass. Betrayed by a guilty
narrative conscience, the text in this instance criticizes its
own ideology.

As we saw above, the dismemberment functions to de-
sexualize Bath-sheber by violently opening up the mystery
of woman and diffusing her threat by scattering the parts.
Through pregnancy, Bathsheba, the sensual woman, is de-
sexualized in a different way: by being transformed into a
mother. In the discussions of Samson’s mother, as well as of
Michal, Jephthah’'s daughter, and the matriarchs, we
observed how patriarchy severs the relationship between
eroticism and procreation in order to render non-threatening
the mother’s sexuality. In the phallocentric economy, when
women become mothers, their desire is denied and they
become less desirable.*! Pregnancy ‘redeems’ Bathsheba for

40. For an analysis of speech-acts and ‘the scandal of the speaking
body’ in this account, see Bal (1988c).

41. Like all generalizations, this one is subject to exceptions. There
is, for example, a pornography of pregnancy; see Dworkin (1981: 218-
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patriarchy; though her first child dies for David’s sins,
immediately thereafter she conceives a second son,
Solomon, who will be king. She takes on the role of mother,
which patriarchy values so highly, and recedes into the
harem not to be heard from again until her son has grown to
adulthood, ready to become king, and she is called upon to
play a role in furthering his interests (1 Kgs 1-2). The preg-
nant body of Bathsheba and the body of Bath-sheber, whose
sexuality has been mutilated, bear witness in different ways
to male attraction to and fear of female sexuality, ambi-
valence that in both cases results in crimes against women.
And the two stories—the one in which rape takes place and
the one by means of which a woman is violated—represent
two different responses to women'’s powerful and danger-
ous sexuality: the one destroys the threat; the other incorpo-
rates and transforms female sexuality into something more
manageable.

The Spiral of Violence

Feminist critics have argued that woman occupies a position
at the border of the patriarchal symbolic order. She is the
seductive and dangerous other. This view of women relates
to the tendency on the part of phallocentric texts like ours to
attribute the introduction of disorder to women, as, for
example, when the Genesis narrator holds Eve responsible
for the expulsion from Eden. In both our ‘rape’ stories, epi-
sodes involving women seem to trigger a chain of violence,
as if the women had disrupted things. Bathsheba’s bath,
because it is viewed by David, sets off a series of disasters
for David and his house. When Bath-sheber leaves her
husband and returns to her father’s house, she, too, sets in
motion a sequence of fateful events: because her husband
goes after her to bring her back, and because they begin
their journey late in the evening, they end up in Gibeah,
where their presence invites assault. In both stories violence
escalates as male aggression is replayed on an ever larger

23).
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scale. David’s sins are reenacted by his children. Rapes
within the Davidic house, echoing the Bathsheba episode
(Tamar’s by Amnon and ten of David’s wives by Absalom),
are only part of the evil that God promised to raise up
against David from within his house as a consequence of his
transgression. God also said, “The sword shall never depart
from your house’, and, one by one, David’s sons fall by the
sword—first Amnon, then Absalom, and finally Adonijah.2

Nor does the violence stop with the Davidic house. The
whole kingdom is torn apart by strife: no sooner is Absa-
lom’s revolt against his father put down than Sheba calls the
northern tribes to revolt. When David Gunn, following the
lead of Joseph Blenkinsopp, identifies one of the traditional
motifs in the story of King David as ‘the woman who brings
death’, he is both expressing and reinscribing the text’s
androcentric ideology.* It is men in this story who bring
death and who shift the blame onto women through an
encoded message that holds women responsible for male
aggression.

Like Bathsheba’s story, Bath-sheber’s story culminates in
full-scale war, and here, too, the Israelite men end up fight-
ing among themselves. Just as the taking of Bathsheba and
the murder of Uriah are replayed in various permutations in
David’s house and kingdom, so too the rape and murder of
Bath-sheber are reenacted in mass rape and murder. When
the Israelites realize that they have almost destroyed the
tribe of Benjamin, they have a change of heart. In order for
Benjamin to continue to exist as a tribe, the surviving Ben-
jaminites need wives. But because the other Israelites have
sworn not to give their daughters to the Benjaminites as
wives, they procure wives for Benjamin by carrying out the
ban against Jabesh-gilead, sparing only four hundred vir-
gins. To punish the violence threatened against a man and
committed against his property, Israelite men kill many
innocent women. Women from Benjamin are obviously

42. On the disruptive events within the Davidic house, see the dis-
cussion in Exum (1992: 127-49).
43. Gunn (1978: 43); Blenkinsopp (1966).
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killed in the destruction of Benjaminite cities, and women
from Jabesh-gilead who are not virgins die also. Nor does
the sexual violence end with the abduction of the four hun-
dred virgins from Jabesh: because yet more wives are
needed for the Benjaminites, the Israelites instruct the Ben-
jaminite men to lie in wait and capture wives from the
dancers in the yearly festival at Shiloh. Male violence re-
inscribes the story of female violation, as Israelite men
repeat on a mass scale the crimes of the men of Gibeah.
Blaming women for violence of which they are the victims
is one of the ways patriarchy seeks to avoid facing and hav-
ing to deal with its own violent legacy. Dworkin argues that
men become advocates of violence in order to master their
fear of violence. They do violence in order not to be victim-
ized by it; in other words, to prove their manhood by distin-
guishing themselves from women, who are victims by
definition.* Exposing the strategy of scapegoating women
in our texts allows us to look beneath it and see that male

violence begets male violence; it needs no women to give it
birth.

Behold, the Woman

Let us consider a point in each narrative where the woman
is focalized through the male gaze and ask, What is seen and
what is the response of the one who sees? And we may also
ask, What is our response, and our responsibility? What is
seen in both cases is the female body, ‘before and after sex’,
we might say; that is, before sexual intercourse takes place
and after repeated acts of sexual brutality.

-~ and he saw a woman bathing, and the woman was very
beautiful (2 Sam. 11.2).

... behold [hinneh), the woman, his wife, fallen at the door of the
house, with her hands on the threshold (Judg. 19.27).

How do the men in our stories, through whose eyes we
see the women’s bodies, react to what they see? The sight of

44. Dworkin (1981: 51-53).
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Bathsheba’s body arouses David’s desire, and he acts on it:
he sends for her and has sex with her. Voyeurism, which is
passive and one-sided, leads in this case to involvement on
the part of the voyeur. Lustful looking is the prelude to pos-
sessing. The story thus raises the question of the relationship
between looking, desiring, and acting on the basis of
desire.* For women who may be raped, this relationship is
serious and dangerous. Fortunately, not every voyeur acts
on his lustful impulses. The text condemns David for doing
s0, but only because the woman is another man'’s property.
The voyeuristic gaze at the female body that can lead to
appropriation is permanently inscribed in the text, and we
have already considered the ways readers are implicated in
it. With all this looking, it is little wonder Bathsheba has
become the quintessential object of the gaze in literature and
art through the ages. Her “punishment’ for being desired is
to be forever visualized as the sensual woman who enflames
male lust.

Unlike David, the Levite is not spying on the woman.
Quite the contrary, he is portrayed as though he were
casually leaving his host’s house the next morning to go on
his way and as if he practically stumbles over the woman at
the door: ‘Her husband rose up in the morning and opened
the door of the house. He went out to go on his way, and
there was [hinneh] the woman, his wife, lying at the door ...’
(Judg. 19.27). The particle hinneh, often translated ‘behold’,
alerts us to the fact that we are looking at the body from the
Levite’s point of view. What he sees is not the desire-
arousing female body. Rapish desire originally directed
toward him has been satisfied on the female body, and he is
looking at the result of it. How does the sight of his wife’s
ravished body affect him? His attention, and thus ours,
focuses on one part of the body: the hands. The hands,
grasping the threshold of the house that harbors the men
who sacrificed her to the mob, accuse him of denying her
asylum. His response is shocking. He shows no respect for
the dead, or nearly-dead, woman; he makes no gesture to

45. See Bal’s discussion of this relationship (1993).
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cover or otherwise tend to her injured body. Instead, he
commits further violence against it:

He said to her, ‘Get up so we can go’, but there was no answer.
He put her upon the donkey and he went at once to his place.
When he came to his house, he took the knife and he seized his
wife and he cut her up, limb by limb, into twelve pieces, and he
sent her throughout all the territory of Israel (Judg. 19.28-29).

How should we visualize these events? They are graphic
and brutal: a woman's body is the object of mutilation by the
man who gave it over to sexual abuse by a mob. If this scene
and the gang rape that precedes it were portrayed in film
today, we would label it pornographic. We see the woman
fall down at the door after an entire night of sexual abuse.
The focus on one part of the body, the accusing hands, is a
prelude to the division of the body into parts. From the
brusque command to get up to the rough handling and then
methodical dismemberment of the body, the Levite’s behav-
ior is scandalous. In pornographic literature and in actual
cases, rape and other violent crimes against women are fre-
quently accompanied by bodily mutilation, a chilling attes-
tation to the intensity of the fear and hatred of women that
lie behind them.*

The nature of the relation between voyeurism and
pornography, both of which involve looking or visualizing,
needs to be considered in comparing these literary rapes.’
Since meaning is constructed through interaction between
text and reader, readers will make their own judgments as to
whether or not they are called upon to be voyeurs or
pornography viewers. Some readers will resist the phallo-
centric premises of these texts more than others. The story of
David and Bathsheba, for example, invites a kind of voyeur-
istic complicity between the narrator and his assumed or
ideal male readers. The narrator does more than control our

46. See Gubar (1989); Brownumiller (1975: 194-209); Dworkin (1981:
129-98).

47. My discussion of this relationship is influenced by Bal's analysis
of the story of Susanna (1993). For a sensitive analysis of the way
pornography affects all our lives, see Griffin (1981).

SRS ————
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gaze at the naked, or partially naked, female body; he
excuses it by letting us look without any blame being
attached—which is more than he does for David. The text
insinuates that David has no business looking: he should be
at war, leading his troops, instead of at home napping
indolently until late afternoon. Moreover, we know that
looking leads him to sin against man (Uriah) and God. By
setting it up so that what we see through David’s eyes
becomes part of our judgment against David, the narrator
gives us the moral high ground. This makes it possible for
readers to gaze upon the naked woman without embar-
rassment, or at least without feeling guilty about it.
Furthermore, to the extent that the narrator implies culpabil-
ity on Bathsheba’s part, he is being hypocritical—morally
condemning her for the nakedness he has depicted for his
pleasure, David’s, and that of his ideal readers.® This narra-
tive strategy—allowing us to look guiltlessly and, if we
wish, to blame the woman at the same time—is what I call
Bathsheba’s rape by the pen.

Similarly, by portraying the men of Gibeah as depraved
and the Levite as base and insensitive, the narrator of Judges
19 allows us to feel moral outrage at their behavior—and
this is, I think, his goal: to present his audience with a com-
pelling illustration of the depravity of the times. But his
illustration is also typical of the way violence against
women is presented, as if gender bias were not an issue.
Here, too, if we choose, we can look without guilt; that is,
without thinking of ourselves as viewers of pornography.
Indeed, we are given the opportunity to follow the fast pace
of the consecutive verbs used to describe the mutilation, so
that we need not dwell on the explicit details. We are

48. Berger (1972: 51) makes this point about visual art, but it applies
as well to narrative: “You painted a naked woman because you
enjoyed looking at her, you put a mirror in her hand and you called
the painting Vanity, thus morally condemning the woman whose
nakedness you had depicted for your own pleasure’. David could
have, for example, seen Bathsheba in a way similar to Samson’s seeing
the Timnite: ‘David went out in Jerusalem and he saw a woman who
was the right one in his eyes’.
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encouraged, but we are not, as Lasine concludes, ‘forced to
view the scene with detachment’.* We can pause, and if we
do, we are likely to stumble over the pornographic element
in the account. The Levite nearly stumbles over the woman'’s
body, but it is there and he cannot avoid dealing with it. If
we take the gender message of this tale seriously, neither
can we.

Bathsheba’s Reappearance

There is a major difference between Bathsheba’s story and
Bath-sheber’s: Bathsheba reappears at a later point in the
biblical narrative (1 Kgs 1-2). Like so many other biblical
women, her story is fragmented. Like another of David’s
wives, Michal, Bathsheba has two ‘big scenes’ in the larger
story of David, pivotal for the future of the Davidic house
and separated by a period of time during which we hear
nothing about her. Throughout the vicissitudes of David’s
troubled reign (2 Sam. 13-24), Bathsheba is out of sight; even
when David abandons Jerusalem to Absalom, leaving only
ten wives behind to keep his house, the text is silent about
Bathsheba. She appears again as David is approaching
death, in a scene that can only be described as an ironic par-
ody of her first appearance in ‘David’s story”: the once lust-
ful and virile monarch is now old and senile, and a young,
‘very beautiful’ woman is brought to his bed to warm him.
But the man who seized the moment with Bathsheba is
unable to take advantage of this opportunity: ‘the king knew
her not’, says the text euphemistically. Bathsheba enters the
king’s chambers as Abishag is ministering to him (1 Kgs
1.15).%° She has been sent by Nathan to induce David to pro-
claim Solomon king, and it is possible that Bathsheba and
Nathan dupe the king into believing he had promised the

49. Lasine (1984: 45).

50. Berlin’s discussion of Bathsheba’s jealousy of Abishag (1983: 28-
29) assumes she at some point shared David’s passion and reflects
modern notions of romantic love. Bathsheba is part of a royal harem,
and we do not know her feelings toward David or her co-wives, since
we never get her point of view.
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throne to Solomon, since nowhere does the text record such
a promise.

Is Bathsheba no more than a pawn manipulated by
Nathan or does she play a genuine role in persuading David
to make Solomon king? Nathan tells her what to say: ‘Did
you not, my lord the king, swear to your maidservant, say-
ing, “Solomon your son shall reign after me, and he shall sit
upon my throne”? Why then is Adonijah king?’ (1 Kgs 1.13).
But she elaborates upon this speech quite persuasively,
changing Nathan's rhetorical question to a statement that
allows David no room to disagree, and w.&..omanmbm the issue
of the threat to herself and her son Solomon should Adoni-
jah become king (vv. 17-21). After Solomon’s accession and
David’s death, Bathsheba appears again, this time to convey
to Solomon Adonijah’s request that Solomon give him
Abishag as a wife (1 Kgs 2.13-23). Why does she intercede on
Adonijah’s behalf?*! Does she fail to perceive the threat
Adonijah poses to Solomon’s kingship? Is she merely ‘a
good-natured, rather stupid woman’ as Whybray would
have it?*? Or is she cunning, recognizing that Solomon will
take the request as a claim to the throne and thus use the
opportunity to rid himself of his rival? She readily agrees to
take Adonijah’s request to Solomon and she presents it
straightforwardly. Typically, the narrator withholds from us
Bathsheba’s point of view, and the result in this case is the
implication she may not be rationally motivated; women,
after all, do not need to act logically or consistently.
Bathsheba is metaphorically raped again in these chapters:
once again her subjectivity is denied and she is an object
exploited by men. She is the quintessential manipulable
woman, always acted upon by men—taken by David, used
by Nathan, and imposed upon by Adonijah. Though she has
voice this time around, there is a real question whether or
not she has a voice of her own. Nathan’s words, then
Adonijah’s, are placed in her mouth.

51. See the discussion of this question by Berlin (1983: 29).

52. Whybray (1968: 40). Whybray notes how Bathsheba is always
acted upon by men. For interesting observations about the principle of
‘measure for measure’ in the account, see Marcus (1986b).
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One might conclude that by taking advantage of David’s
apparent senility in order to obtain the throne for her son
Solomon, Bathsheba gets her literary revenge against David
for taking advantage of her. In Adonijah’s case, by doing
exactly what a man asks, she brings about his ruin, making
him pay with his life for his intended appropriation of a
woman in a kind of displaced revenge.* The one who bene-
fits is Bathsheba’s son. With the help of his mother, Solomon
first gets the kingship willingly bestowed upon him by
David and then eliminates his elder brother who is his rival
for the throne. In the patriarchal scheme of things, a moth-
er's most important contribution lies in obtaining advan-
tages for her son(s), as we saw in the case of the matriarchs.
Bathsheba’s ‘reward’ is to be queen mother—no small
achievement in this royal house (recall only the fates of co-
wives Michal, who is literarily murdered, and Abigail, who
simply drops out of the picture after becoming David’s wife,
perhaps because she is too powerful a figure for the biblical
narrators to handle).>

Was It Rape?

As narrative punishment for claiming sexual autonomy,
Bath-sheber is gang-raped and her sexuality is symbolically
mutilated. She is the ultimate fragmented woman of this
book. In Bathsheba’s case, in contrast, there is no rape
recounted in the narrative—at least, not one we can be sure
of. Bathsheba’s sexuality is brought under patriarchal con-
trol by means of literary rape. Rape in texts and by texts is
different from the real thing, as I said at the beginning of this
Chapter. But like actual cases of rape, literary rape is diffi-
cult to prove. Proving it depends upon taking the woman'’s
word for it. Often the question of rape involves the issue of

53. The parallel is interesting: David takes another man’s wife, but
he does not pay with his life; his son dies instead. Adonijah wants a
woman, who may only symbolically be another man’s, but he cannot
take her and he pays for his desire with his life.

54. For the threat posed by a powerful woman like Abigail, see
Bach (1989).
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perception. What a woman experiences as a rape may be
viewed as something else by a man.>® So, too, in the case of
literary rape. I do not suggest that the biblical narrators set
out to violate the female characters they created, and,
indeed, there may be many critics who will come to their
defense. In calling these stories literary rape, the woman
critic attempts to give voice to biblical women whose experi-
ence has been suppressed and distorted by androcentric
texts. Readers will judge for themselves whether or not the
literary representation of the woman in each of our stories
constitutes a rape by the pen.

Patriarchal texts can neither fully nor successfully ignore
Or suppress women’s experience. Like the rapist in my
example, they can only have a different perspective from
that of the women whose stories they represent—one they
impose on the women, presenting it as the story, and one the
feminist critic resists, challenging their version and its moti-
vation. By piecing together the scattered evidence of
Bathsheba’s and Bath-sheber’s fragmented stories—as well
as, in the preceding Chapters, those of Michal, Jephthah's
daughter, Samson’s mother, Samson’s Timnite wife, Delilah,
and the matriarchs—I have sought in this book to subvert
the dominant male voice or phallocentric ideology of these
biblical narratives and, thereby, to offer alternative ways of
reading these women'’s stories. My first step has been to
claim that a crime has been committed. Proving it depends
upon taking the woman’s word for it. And taking the
woman'’s word for it is crucial for recovering women’s expe-
rience in patriarchal literature.

55. See the discussion in Higgins and Silver (1991). As they point
out, ‘Who gets to tell the story and whose story counts as “truth”
determine the definition of what rape is’ (p. 1, italics theirs).
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