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Dissertation Reflective Report
My undergraduate dissertation will focus on the Jewish wisdom texts Proverbs and Ben Sira and their presentations of personified Wisdom using textual analysis with a feminist lens. My project will posit the theory that in both texts the character of Lady Wisdom is used as a literary creation to demonstrate the ideal wife and accompanying lifestyle to the young male students who were the intended audience of these didactic books. I have chosen to use the title of ‘Lady Wisdom’ for this figure rather than Woman Wisdom or any other title, as ‘lady’ is traditionally used as a title to denote women of higher status or wealth so this title fits in conjunction with my thesis and so will be used throughout, unless referred to differently in scholarly quotations. 
My dissertation will be divided into three sections, with the first analysing the presentation of Lady Wisdom in light of the qualities of virtuous wives described in Jewish biblical and extracanonical sources. The second chapter will analyse the contrast between Lady Wisdom’s presentation as a virtuous wife figure and her antithesis the Strange Woman’s negative presentation as a dangerous adulteress who undermines societal institutions and seduces men away from the security of marriage with a virtuous woman. 
As part of this analysis, I will survey the erotic imagery in both Proverbs and Ben Sira, focusing on descriptions of appropriate and inappropriate expressions of sexuality. Furthermore, I will dedicate a section of the work to analysing the socio-economic environment surrounding Lady Wisdom, arguing that a life of prosperity and social renown is proffered to the students and presented as an accompaniment to Lady Wisdom as a wife. Comparatively, the Strange Woman is positioned as a source of instability rather than economic security. 
Finally, the implications of my findings for the feminist interpretation of the figure of Lady Wisdom will be examined in the third and final chapter, using the principles of feminist theology laid out by Rosemary Radford Ruether.[footnoteRef:1] Lady Wisdom’s relegation to an object of desire, the impact of male desires on her personification and her part in reinforcing the patriarchal value system for women all limit her potential for feminist reclamation. I may also present an alternative feminist reading of the Strange Woman, depending largely on time and word count limitations.  [1:  Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon Press, 1983).] 

A great deal of scholarship already exists examining Lady Wisdom but without any definitive conclusion. As part of my early research, I engaged with a large amount of this material to broaden my understanding of the current scope of the field. Current positions vary from Bernhard Lang’s argument that Lady Wisdom is surviving evidence of a powerful and widely venerated Israelite goddess [footnoteRef:2]to Ronald E. Murphy’s theory that due to the strict monotheism of post-exilic Judaism,[footnoteRef:3] Lady Wisdom could only ever have existed as a literary device. I will include a brief survey of these scholars and other important contributions in my literature review as part of my dissertation’s introduction. After familiarising myself with these works, rather than adding to the ample amount of research that already existed, I decided to approach Lady Wisdom from a different perspective, focusing on a potential purpose for her as a literary device. [2:  Bernhard Lang, ‘Wisdom and the book of Proverbs: An Israelite Goddess Redefined’ (New York, 1986).]  [3:  R.E Murphy, ‘Wisdom – Theses and Hypotheses’ in J.G. Gammie et al. ‘Israelite Wisdom: Theological and Literary Essays in Honour of Samuel Terriern’, (Missoula, 1978), pp. 35-42.] 

My thesis has been influenced by the work of a few key scholars who have been invaluable during my research, primarily the work of Silvia Schroer and Claudia Camp. Camp’s work ‘Wisdom and the Feminine in Proverbs’[footnoteRef:4] has been greatly helpful for its analysis of Proverbs and Lady Wisdom’s similarities with biblical wives. I will utilise some of her comparisons alongside my own scriptural analysis of Ben Sira to argue my thesis. In addition, I will follow Silvia Schroer’s literary comparisons from her chapter in ‘A Feminist Companion to Wisdom Literature’[footnoteRef:5] and take her ideas further to argue that Lady Wisdom’s parallels to imagery of wives were created intentionally.  [4:  Claudia V Camp, Wisdom and the Feminine in the Book of Proverbs (Decatur, Ga: Almond Press, 1985).]  [5:  Silvia Schroer, ‘Wise and Counselling Women in Ancient Israel: Literary and Historical Ideals of the Personified Hokma’, in A Feminist Companion to Wisdom Literature (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), pp. 67–84.
] 

As both Ben Sira and Proverbs were written for the instruction of young men and contain plentiful exhortations of good wives alongside warnings against unvirtuous women (Proverbs) and bad wives (Ben Sira), I believe that these comparisons highlight a possible intention behind Lady Wisdom’s specific characterisation.
I argue that because Ben Sira and Proverbs are both didactic books written for the instruction of young men and are both full of exhortations of good wives and warnings against unvirtuous women (Proverbs) and bad wives (Ben Sira), these comparisons are not just helpful literarily but can also highlight a possible intention behind the personification of wisdom as a woman and the specifics of her portrayal.  
During my research process, I had to make several key decisions in regard to my topic and the scope of my project. After researching the possibility of comparing Lady Wisdom to the Egyptian goddess Isis due to observed similarities, I decided to narrow my topic of focus from cross-cultural analysis with ancient Egyptian religion to the literary paradigm of the ideal wife in analysis with Lady Wisdom. After noticing similarities between qualities attributed to Lady Wisdom and wives in biblical texts, I began noting down my observations as I carried out my research and decided that a more focused study to argue my hypothesis could be fruitful. 
I have also been utilising feedback from my supervisions in my work. While carrying out primary source research, I was interested in researching content from the Dead Sea Scrolls but was unsure in how to access such content. As my supervisor has expertise in the Dead Sea Scrolls, I consulted her for advice and through her learnt terms to search the scrolls more effectively and found some helpful articles to broaden my understanding. I also asked for advice conducting my literature review and was suggested to research and comment on the pre-feminist implications of some of the scholarship. This feedback drove me to change the structure of my literary review to chronological to point to the ideological evolution of scholarship. For example works on Ben Sira after the post-feminist wave in the 1970s often include comment on the text’s misogyny. More recently it has also been pointed out that even positive depictions of women as virtuous have roots in the patriarchal value system for women, an issue that was not addressed in pre-feminist works on Ben Sira. In light of this feedback from my supervisor, I now will evaluate my sources with awareness of their place in the history of scholarship in line with the feminist approach I will take in my final chapter.
My project plan for my dissertation is attached below, along with my bibliography separated into chapters to better show the range of scholarship used in each chapter. 

Appendix 1: PROJECT PLAN

	WEEK COMMENCING
	TASK
	COMPLETED

	16th Sept
	Finish writing up notes from Claudia Camp book Wisdom and the Feminine in Proverbs
	✓

	23rd Sept
	Collect sources and write up in master document for chapter 1. 
	✓

	30th Sept
	Collect scripture evidence from Ben Sira and Proverbs in master document. 
	✓

	7th Oct
	Collect sources for literature review and create bibliography of other scholars’ works. 
	✓

	14th Oct
	Detailed plan for chapter 1.
	✓

	21st Oct
	Reflective report drafted ready to discuss in 31st supervision. 
	✓

	28th Oct
	Literature Review draft needs to be ready for dissertation Supervision 31st. 
	✓

	4th Nov
	Reflective Report needs to be written and edited ready to be submitted. 
	✓

	11th Nov
	Chapter 1 section 1 and 2 on monetary value attributed to Lady Wisdom and patrilocal relocation of wives write.
	

	18th Nov
	Chapter 1 section 3 and 4 on erotic language and food production write. 
	

	22ND NOV – REFLECTIVE REPORT

	25th Nov
	Chapter 2 collect sources and write up in master document. 
	

	2nd Dec
	Scripture evidence collect and detailed plan chapter 2.
	

	9th Dec
	Section on appropriate sexuality and adultery. 
	

	CHRISTMAS BREAK



	WEEK COMMENCING
	TASK
	COMPLETED

	6th Jan
	Section on socioeconomic differences between Lady Wisdom and Strange Woman. 
	

	13th Jan
	Finalise chapter 2. 
	

	20th Jan
	Collect sources for chapter 3 and create detailed plan. 
	

	27th Jan
	Write introduction to feminist methodology section. 
	

	3rd Feb
	Write section 1 on harm done by reinforcement of patriarchal value system and section 2 on relegation to object of desire. 
	

	10th Feb
	Write section 3 on potential strange woman application as an alternative. 
	

	17th Feb
	Write overall conclusion.
	

	24th Feb
	Editing introduction. 
	

	3rd Mar
	Dissertation presentation work.
	

	10th Mar
	Dissertation presentation work. 
	

	17th Mar
	Editing chapter 1.
	

	24th Mar
	Editing chapter 1.
	

	31st Mar
	Editing chapter 2.
	

	EASTER BREAK



	WEEK COMMENCING
	TASK
	COMPLETED

	7th Apr
	Editing chapter 2.
	

	8TH APRIL - PRESENTATION SLIDES DEADLINE SUBMIT

	14th Apr
	Editing chapter 3. 
	

	21st Apr
	Overall editing. 
	

	28th Apr
	Final checks and edits. 
	

	5th May
	SUBMISSION DEADLINE – MUST BE COMPLETE. 
	

	7th MAY – FINAL DEADLINE FOR SUBMISSION 
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· Book of Ben Sira (chapters 25-40 in particular)
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Key secondary sources I will use:
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Sources for chapter 3 and feminism: 
· Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon Press, 1983).
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Sources for social context/historical info:
· Ṭal Ilan, Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 1996).
· Joseph Blenkinsopp, ‘The Household in Ancient Judaism and Early Judaism’, in The Blackwell Companion to the Hebrew Bible (Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2001), pp. 169–85.
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· Thomas P. McCreesh, ‘Wisdom as Wife: Proverbs 31:10-31’, Revue Biblique, 92.1 (1985), 25–46.
· Matthew J. Goff, ‘The Personification of Wisdom and Folly as Women in Ancient Judaism’, in Religion and Female Body in Ancient Judaism and Its Environments (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015), pp. 128–54.

