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Chapter, we can read her refusal to accept Bmmﬁx her
exclusion from David’s story as her way of laying a claim to
her own story.

Chapter 3

SAMSON’S WOMEN

The division of women into ‘respectable women’, who are
protected by their men, and “disreputable women’, who are
out in the street unprotected by men and free to sell their
services, has been the basic class division for women. It has
marked off the limited privileges of upper-class women
against the economic and sexual oppression of lower-class
women and has divided women one from the other. Histori-
cally, it has impeded cross-class alliances among women and
obstructed the formation of feminist consciousness.

Gerda Lerner

The story of Samson is a story about women. Just try to
imagine it without them. Four women have a significant role
in a biblical story of only four chapters. This fact alone
invites a feminist response. It seems like a simple story: the
characters have no development, no depth—they are types;
the plot is episodic and repetitious—a variation on tradi-
tional folktale motifs; and the narrator breaks frame from
time to time to tell us how to read, lest we decide for our-
selves. When Samson expresses his intent to marry a Philis-
tine woman, for example, the narrator informs us, ‘His
father and his mother did not know that it was from Yhwh,
for he was seeking an occasion against the Philistines; at that
time the Philistines were ruling over Israel’ (14.4). Thus we
are meant to read Samson’s folly as the design of Yhwh. Or
we might translate the verse: ‘His father and his mother did
not know that she was from Yhwh’, a translation that both
fits the context and the story’s interest in women.
Appearances are often deceiving, as we all know. This not
only holds true for the woman Samson sees at Timnah and
determines to marry but also for the story itself. Far from
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being a simple tale, the Samson saga is a subtle, ::.m:nmP
and highly complex narrative with an elaborate N:SSJN
structure! and a sophisticated theological mmmdam. It also
has an ambitious and problematic androcentric agenda that
has rarely been called into question.> We shall therefore
question it in this chapter and inquire ro<<. the Samson mﬂo_.‘.%
functions to reinforce the values of its society. Androcentric
<mH_MmM,.\rmn follows I propose to show how the HuOmE.,\m
picture of Samson’s mother in Judges 13 and m,.w negative
pictures of the three ‘foreign SoBmswlmmBmo: s Timnite
wife, the harlot of Gaza, and Delilah—in Judges 14-16 serve
specific gender interests, chief among them, to control
women and justify their subjugation. In the process nm
establishing control, the text shows traces of Em problematic
of maintaining patriarchy, and these traces .s:: serve as my
means for constructing a feminist Am:_uV<mnm~oH... of .mzm mﬁn%.
I shall argue that male fear of women'’s sexuality lies behind
all four images of woman in this story. And I shall attempt
to expose a problem in the text’s portrayal of women—a
problem created by the need to show women as @oimnmﬂ
and therefore dangerous and, at the same time, to appropri-
ate their power for androcentric purposes. The nmx.n has
another, related problem that results from its use of WEmQ
opposition—a phallocentric way of structuring nmm_:%. we
shall examine shortly—because women ,cﬁo:.m to both mﬁmm
of the oppositions the story wants to maintain. In handling
these difficulties, the text provides a literary witness to ways
by which, historically, patriarchy as a social system has
controlled women. If Samson is entrapped v% women m:.a
they betray him by revealing his secrets, mEE&.._% the text is
entrapped by its own ideology and betrayed by it.

1. See Exum (1981).
2. See Exum (1983). .
3. Bal (1987: 37-67) addresses the text’s gender ideology.
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Ideology and Reading: The Politics of Motherhood

Judges 13 is a birth announcement. There are a number of
such annunciation type-scenes in the Bible, where, typically,
we have the divine promise of the birth of a son to a sterile
woman.* I have argued elsewhere that Manoah takes a sec-
ondary role to his wife and that ‘the narrative seems intent
on stressing the importance of the woman in the events
leading to Samson’s birth’.* Similarly, Esther Fuchs notes,
‘Manoah’s wife ... is perspicacious, sensitive, and devout,
outshining her inept husband’.® Susan Niditch echoes this
evaluation: ‘Manoah plays the timid uncomprehending fool
to his wife, who is featured in the most important scene with
the divine messenger and who is more able than her hus-
band to comprehend his message and true identity’.” Let us
begin, then, with a closer look at this positive portrayal of
Samson’s mother, after which we shall raise the question,
What gender interest does this positive portrayal serve?8
The woman is alone when the messenger appears to her
with the announcement that she will bear a son and with
instructions about him (Judg. 13.3-5). When she hears the
news, she runs to tell her husband. Manoah knows only
what she tells him about this event, and, interestingly, she
leaves out some important details (that their son may not be
shaved and that he will begin to deliver Israel from the
Philistines). She does, however, pass on the essential infor-
mation: what she must do (abstain from wine and beer) and

4. See Fuchs (1985a); Alter (1983).

5. Exum (1980: 58).

6. Fuchs (1985a: 125). Unlike my 1980 study, Fuchs's investigation
identifies and criticizes the androcentric ideology of the text. My ana-
lysis focused on Judges 13; Fuchs deals with the annunciation type-
scene in general.

7. Niditch (1990: 611).

8. On the following discussion of the positive portrayal of
Manoah's wife, see Exum (1980, 1985). For a different, rather unfavor-
able view of the portrayal of the woman, see Polzin (1980: 182-84);
similarly, Boling (1975: 220-21) sees the woman as rather dull-witted,
‘speaking better than she knew’ (p. 221).
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the boy’s destiny as a Nazirite. .
>mmw~ he hears his wife’s account of her encounter with the

man whose ‘“appearance was like the appearance of m.—m mes-
senger of God’ (v. 6), Manoah prays that Fm man nmmxw
again to us, and teach us what we are to Qn s:? the boy ! a

will be born’ (v. 8). His request is strange in view \om the : act
that his wife has just informed him about mﬁ” boy’s mmmgww
Can it be that he does not accept his wife’s éoa for it?
Perhaps he wants to know more about .Em child than his
Nazirite status. What is apparent from his request that the
man come “to us’ and ‘teach us’ is that he wants to hear the
announcement himself. Significantly, roém.<m5 ﬁ:o:m.v
Manoah’s prayer that the messenger return 1s granted, it
does not happen as he requested. The messenger appears
(v.9) not ‘to us’ but again to the woman alone. Lest we miss
the point, the text adds, ‘and Manoah her husband was not
with her’. The messenger does not come to Zw:.omrm rather
Manoah must be brought to the messenger by his wife. We
might wonder, therefore, whether Manoah Eocrw have seen
the messenger at all were it not for Fm woman’s interven-
tion. Finally, Manoah gets the audience he wants, but—
unlike his wife, who behaves with the proper reserve .,cme.m
such an honored emissary (v. 6)—he has many a:wmcosm to
ask. Tronically, however, for all his efforts, he receives even
less information from the messenger 93._ he had from his
wife. The messenger merely turns the issue back to Em\
woman: ‘Of all that I said to the woman let her beware

(v. 13). By denying Manoah as much w:oaimam.m about the
child as his wife, the narrative underscores her importance.
It also portrays her as more perceptive than gmbow&. -

Together Manoah and his wife prepare an o.mmz.bm\ s.}a

provides the occasion for the messenger’s divine identity to
be revealed. Up to this point, the couple have referred to
him as a ‘man of God’, a title sometimes used for a waoﬁrmr
The text singles out Manoah’s lack of perception ( mow
Manoah did not know that he was the messenger om.Sﬁzr ,
v. 16), a situation reversed when he mwmsﬁmzwhmﬁnmzmm the
messenger’s identity (v. 21). Nothing is said about the
woman’s not knowing the messenger’s divine status. On the
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contrary, she senses it from the start. In reporting his initial
appearance, she tells Manoah, ‘His countenance was like the
countenance of the messenger of God-—quite awesome’
(v. 6). The response of husband and wife to the revelation of
the messenger’s status (vv. 22-23) further reflects their
different comprehension of the situation. Manoah, in
keeping with biblical tradition, knows that one cannot see
God and live (see Judg. 6.22-23; Gen. 16.13-14; 32.30; Exod.
19.21; 33.20). His wife, however, recognizes the divine pur-
pose behind the theophany. She understands that God
would not have promised them a son with a special destiny
if he intended to kill them, and she is therefore able to assure
her husband that they will not die (in theophanies, it is usu-
ally the deity who gives this assurance).

Whereas Manoah seems inept and overanxious, the
woman is portrayed as a worthy recipient of divine favor.
She receives from the divine emissary more information
about the child’s destiny than her husband; she senses
something otherworldly about the visitor whereas it takes a
miracle for Manoah to recognize him; and she understands
the divine intention better than Manoah. One can fairly say,
I think, that she is more favorably portrayed than her hus-
band. Cui bono?

To see how this positive portrayal of the woman neverthe-
less serves male interests we have to interrogate the ideo-
logy that informs and motivates it. Patriarchal literature
reflects an underlying attitude toward woman'’s sexuality as
something to be feared and therefore to be carefully
regulated. As we saw in Chapter 1, patriarchy severs the
relationship between eroticism and procreation, affirming
motherhood but denying the mother’s jouissance, and associ-
ating the erotic not with the mother but rather with the
whore. Our story vividly illustrates this division between
woman as mother and woman as whore.

In a study of biblical mothers, Esther Fuchs observes:

Male control of female reproductive powers in conjunction with
patrilocal and monogamous marriage (for the wife), secures the
wife as her husband’s exclusive property and ensures the conti-
nuity of his name and family possessions through patrinomial
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customs and patrilineal inheritance vmzm:wm. The m:mmncmmﬂ MM
i iarchal system guar
hood as defined by the patriarche .
HMMWMME the wife and her children will increase his property
during his lifetime and perpetuate his achievements and mem-

ory after his death’

In conformity with this principle, Judges 13 m@—ﬁ%ﬂ SNMMW
in her role as mother—motherhood controlle | %Qmamm\
motherhood without ‘.oﬁwmaxﬁ.m. OMM MMQNM Mmﬂmﬁw\m denies
er’s sexual pleasure; it go ociat
m%. Wﬂwm.bmbn% from Mgm sex act, not m<m~._ mnwsoiwmambnmo “”
typical biblical fashion, ‘Manoah gms. his ERm_ and s e con-
ceived’. Rather the story begins 2.:5 the (ma mvH nnwmm - Msm
of Yhwh telling the woman m.wm is ?mm:m:mraw %.m Awmz
woman’s sterility draws mawﬂwﬁoz ,MW Mwhwcmmmmwﬁnm Mm mmM el :M
controls her reproductive ability. . om
i is even more remarkable msm.w revealing whe
ﬁwﬂwﬂmwwﬂbwn Samson’s sexual liaisons in chs. .Ele MMM
against the sexual innuendoes mba the Hum?mﬂaa mM cal
symbolism in these chapters (which we shall con
mr%m%«v,&m and mother of Judges 13 can be voﬁnm%mmvaomﬂ
positively than her r:mdmsm.,cmnmcmm she is :.09 nmmnm.
Mothers are not sexually alluring or zﬁ.mmnmasm\ ey e
nurturing, as when Manoah fears death and t M %05 "
reassures him. She does nothing on her own, w:C m m_Am HM: 2
trait that patriarchy finds o—mmw.nmEm in a woman. m: mo:\m
Timnite and Delilah, who will soon cw seeking %Bw 'S
secrets, she does not ask questions: ‘I &Q. not mmw\ %me.og
where he came and he did not tell me his name rA ..H .mam
spite of the fact that the messenger appears to her M )
when she is alone, she does not engage him in 85<mammw o&
(Every woman’s mother teaches her not to mvwm o
strangers.) Rather she runs off to .ﬁm: her 7:%559.2 o %mn
ask all the questions in this mmnc_%.. The woman MU:MW he
independent nor selfish nor secretive. Imagine na am\
when he first hears the promise of numerous Q%n%b an m
running off to fetch Sarah so she can hear it too. Or reca

9. Fuchs (1985a: 129).
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that Abraham entertains divine emissaries who tell him
Sarah will bear a son, while Sarah remains in the tent—that
is, inside, in the woman'’s place—and has to eavesdrop to
hear the birth announcement. Manoah’s wife may be
perceptive, and even more perceptive than her husband in
sensing something otherworldly about the messenger, but
she does not challenge Manoah’s position of authority. The
references to Manoah’s not knowing and then knowing that
the man was the messenger of Yhwh indicate that it is his
knowledge and not hers that is important. For whose benefit
is the miraculous disappearance of the messenger anyway?10
In contrast to other biblical birth accounts, we are given
surprisingly little background information. We are not told
the woman's view of her situation or her circumstances or
her name. We are not informed that she was old, as Sarah
was. Nor does she complain to her husband about childless-
ness, as does Rachel. She does not try other means of procur-
ing a child, as Sarah and Rachel do, when they give their
maids to their husbands. Nor does she turn to aphrodisiacs,
as Rachel apparently does. She does not pray for a child, as
does Hannah, nor does her husband pray for her, as Isaac
prays for Rebekah. Moreover, we do not learn of her reac-
tion to the birth announcement, as we do in the cases of
Sarah, Rachel, and Hannah." This suppression of informa-
tion, I suggest, serves to underscore her role as a mother.
Like Jephthah’s daughter, her importance lies in her fulfill-
ment of a role, and thus she is not even given a name.
Fragmenting women, leaving their stories incomplete so
that they are not full characters, is typical of biblical narra-
tive, and readers tend to fill the gaps in the easiest way; that
is, according to convention and presuppositions. Patriarchal

10. Cf. how God reveals himself and his plan to destroy Sodom and
Gomorrah to Abraham (not to Sarah) in Genesis 18.

11. Exum (1980: 47-48). On the birth accounts in the matriarchal
stories, see below, Chapter 4.

12. Contra Reinhartz (1992), who argues that the woman'’s
anonymity underscores her centrality. I do not question the woman's
important role but rather am interested in the gender motivation that
informs both her portrayal and the suppression of her name.
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desiring roles that serve its
ideclogy represents women as ‘
wbﬁmnmmmw.“ Smm and mother. It expects the sterile woman to be
overjoyed at birth, especially at the birth of a son (there are
1o birth accounts of daughters, except the fragmentary one
of Dinah). Not surprisingly, some nogmbﬁ.m:.unm\ ammaﬁm
with conventional expectations, reinscribe nmrwm _Qmmﬁmwo,w“
jbuting j i i f joy to Manoah’s wife.
buting just this reaction of j . .
MMM.&Q. Hmm__wmm on a simple but effective ms..mammwlnommgm
incomplete portraits and relying on convention to m:noswmmm_”
the reader to complete the portraits with mﬁmnmomﬁmumm a oﬂw
q 1 not only of Samson’s
omen—to shape the portrayal n f Samson
Mwogﬂ. but also of the other women in the saga: his Timnite
wife, the harlot of Gaza, and Delilah.

The Good Mother and the Whore

Whereas there is only one good woman in the Samson wwmumm
there are three bad ones. Is this only cmnm..:mwlwmﬂwnow. ﬁ.wm
suggests—a good woman is hard to find? mw o«MEm the
story of the mother in Judges 13, we encounter in ?r ges o
16 three important female Q&BQQ? none of w onﬂw Mm:,-
mother. Rather they are all available wbm\. for mmBmM?ﬁ esix
able sexual partners. Woman as H.bo?ma is on a pe Mm mm "
her non-sexual role she is idealized. Woman mw ol _mnamx"
sexual desire is dangerous. A strategy by 23.0 ron Xt
seeks to deal with women'’s threatening yet .Qmm:m mmMMB.
ity is to merge the three &mﬁm:.ﬂ women with w mow o
son becomes involved (the Timnite, the rm%or an e Hms\
into one composite, negative W.mem.om the 35%: S%B oﬁm
One image of sexual woman 1S easier to 85:0%8,. m e
comfortable, than multiple momﬁm:m of women whose sexu
iveness is acknowledged. . o

ﬁ%ﬂws:mmwm,\m image of the foreign woman 1s a mEmbrS ﬁﬁm
Bible; it is simply assumed, and exceptions like Rut OMW
prove the rule. Proverbs warns the young male repeatedly

13. E.g. Blenkinsopp (1963: 69); Boling (1975: 219); memrmsu ﬁwum“
73 w.m-wd. Polzin (1980: 182), assuming that ‘wonderful news’ is not

his own point of view.
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against her:

Say to wisdom, "You are my sister”,

and call understanding your intimate friend,

to preserve you from the foreign woman

from the strange woman with her smooth words (Prov. 7.4-5).14

The positive image of the mother is also well established.
Mother (legitimate wife) was the only positive role available
to most women in ancient Israelite society. “You shall honor
your father and your mother’, says the decalogue, and
Proverbs admonishes the son to heed the teaching of his
father and his mother.”® The Samson saga therefore does not
need to establish a contrast between the negative and posi-
tive images, the foreign woman and the mother. It assumes
it and builds upon it. And it counts on us to accept it and
apply it when we read.

Although the text specifically identifies only one of the
three women with whom Samson becomes involved as
Philistine (Samson’s wife from Timnah), most readers
assume all three are Philistines. The harlot, because she lives
in Gaza, is viewed by all commentators I am aware of as
Philistine (but what’s to prevent her from being a ‘foreign
woman’ who happens to live in Philistia? an Israelite
woman, for example). Only a few commentators raise the
possibility that Delilah, who has a Hebrew name and lives
on the boundary between Israelite and Philistine territory,
might be Israelite. Basically we take her for a Philistine too
because we assume the other women are Philistine, and also
because she deals with the Philistine lords, and surely an
Israelite woman would not betray Samson to his enemies!
To follow such reasoning is to be lured into the ideology of
the text, into accepting the proposition that Israelite women

14. Note that it is ‘with her words’ that Delilah breaks down Sam-
son’s resistance.

15. Proverbs does not offer instructions to daughters, but they must
learn somewhere if, when they grow up and have sons, they are to
teach them. For compelling analyses that undermine the opposition
between the good female figure (Wisdom) and the evil woman, see
Camp (1988) and Newsom (1989).
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behave respectably, while foreign women are disreputable
and treacherous.

The text encourages us to confuse and to conflate the three
women by various means.!¢ It shows them doing the same
things: both the Timnite and Delilah ‘entice’ (pittah) Samson
in order to get him to ‘tell’ (the key word is higgid) his
secret—in one case, the answer to his riddle; in the other, the
source of his strength. In both cases ‘he told her’ (14.17;
16.17) ‘because she harassed him’ (14.17; 16.16). Both women
pass on the answer to the Philistines.” Similar vocabulary is
also used to link the Timnite and the harlot. Judges 14

begins:

Samson went down to Timnah and he saw a woman in Timnah.

Judges 16 begins:

Samson went to Gaza and he saw there a woman, a harlot. ..

These women have something in common. The sight of
them arouses the desire to possess them.!8 Both are objects of
sexual desire: ‘I will go in to my wife in the chamber’, says
Samson (15.1)—the verb used here, bo’, is commonly used
for sexual intercourse. ‘Samson went to Gaza and saw there

16. Bal (1987) comments upon the tendency to superimpose the pic-
tures of the women and warns against it; we do it readily, I think, if we
(unconsciously) accept the text’s ideology.

17. On the extensive parallels between the account of Samson and
the Timnite and that of Samson and Delilah, see Exum (1981).

18. The text says that the Timnite was ‘right in the eyes of Samson’
(14.7; ‘right in my eyes’, 14.3) and not the more usual ‘beautiful in his
eyes’. On the significance of the difference, cf. Greenstein (1981: 249),
who sees the phrase as referring not to physical attractiveness but
rather to proper conduct (indicating Samson’s attraction to alien cul-
ture) and Sasson (1988: 339 n. 2), who exploits the ambiguity. Gunn
(1992: 232, 252 n. 6).concludes that Samson has not just sex but mar-
riage in mind. I see no ‘reason why ‘sexual attraction alone would
demand at least “beautiful”” (Gunn, p. 232): that men are sexually
attracted only to beautiful women is but another gender stereotype.
The phrase ‘right one in his eyes’ echoes an important theme from the
end of the book of Judges: in this period without kings, ‘every man did

what was right in his own eyes’.
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mwmzoﬁmbaimigﬁormi
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i et :ms.wﬁo:m:mcmSm.c\mzm
EWMMMSQ way Hrw text Suggests common features amon
mozoémmma M<M~5mﬂ _M Md% ﬂxwm@o&aoz" the story of UmEmm
ory of the harlot with only th !
happened after that’ to it stromgrhons oy
ene separate them. It strength
associations by way of suggesti ilah i B denfe
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. ——are reading according to i
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is different in important ways from the others.?

For the identification of all three women as foreign
women and, by implication, disreputable women, the text
relies on its readers to read according to convention.
Encouraging readers to fill gaps with stereotypes about
women enables the narrator on the one hand to give abun-
dant testimony to the dangers of the foreign woman and, on
the other, to provide as little information as possible about
the individual women from which we might construct their

stories.

Binary Opposition and the Problem of Woman as Other,
Or,Is there no woman among the daughters of your
brothers or among all my people, that you are going to take a
wife from the uncircumcised Philistines?’

Binary opposition is a way of structuring reality, differenti-
ating it into a hierarchy of opposition, in which one side of
the opposition is always privileged. In binary thought, each
term achieves significance only through its structural rela-
tionship to the other 2 ‘Self’, for example, acquires meaning
only in terms of and in relation to what is not self; that is, to
‘other’. Some feminists consider binary opposition a hall-
mark of mwm:gm::wn thinking; in any event, it is
widespread and everywhere observable. Consider some of
the oppositions that figure prominently in the Samson

saga.X*

Israelite / Philistine
own kind / foreign
male / female

22. Even Bal, while aware of the danger of confusing the women,
succumbs to the temptation when speculating about the identity of the
informant: ‘It is plausible to assume that it is the prostitute’ (1987: 49).
As 1 argue below, the Philistines triumph over Samson when a woman
helps them—which suggests that in this case, where they fail to defeat
him, the woman is not involved.

23. See Moi (1985: 104-105). :

24, Niditch (1990: 609, 614) notes some of these; Bal (1987: 40) dis-

cusses other oppositions at work.
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circumcised / uncircumcised
nature / culture

endogamy / exogamy

paternal house / women's houses
clean / unclean

self / other

good woman / evil woman

. ww”ammmm / Philistine. This is the dominant set of oppositio
M.,.ow M MMHWM: W is the concrete expression of another ovvoMm.
fhon, wn kind versus foreign. The Israelite side is the ‘right
side’, the ‘us’, as opposed to the Philistines who
wrong side’—'them’. are the
ER&M M H.M“&m. ,E.zm opposition is also an expression of own
ind » .\.3&%:. But it does not correspond to the
raelite /Philistine opposition, since some wom
Mﬂ.mm:.wm. Héléne Cixous, in a trenchant critique of m%&mnm
M.o wﬂmﬂb%&\ Eo.:mz\. suggests that the underlying ﬁ%m& o
r all oppositions is the hidden male/female o tion
with its inevitable evaluation of one element a Eitve and
the other as negative.” spositive and
Q.R.S:n.wmm / uncircumcised. Circumcision is th
Ww&.o%ﬂaos in the covenant community of Hmnm&mﬂmmmw%—m
&MMHN, ° W Mﬁa moww %EO.B this text was produced. Religious
differen inscri ed in the penis as a physical difference
tting Israelite men apart from Philistine men.? The Phili
stines as a people, which includes both men m:a. w o e
mmmm.s.& 8. as ‘the uncircumcised’ (14.3). s\oBm:oﬂM? e
Mbo:n.z.gemma\ mmm._o% nature on the Philistine mwwm ow M.Mm
pposition. And Philistine men, who do not bear the disti \
mark of covenant relationship on the male San, are
strongly identified with the female, as we shall mmM e e
mow“m?& mA culture. The ,cm% statement of this set A.um opposi-
in the Samson saga is still to be found in the work of

25. Cixous (1986: 63-132).
26. Sexual aggression, fear
, , and envy are all i
S y all at work in th
MOn me mm QSMB.E nwm one hundred Philistine foreskins as a UMMM.n o_.mbﬁ
aughter Michal and David’s double payment. For ?25@% M o
: is-

OCWMmOH— Om, Owﬁﬂf—BHWMWOH— mm _..n ~m~mnmm ﬂc m:&m- _
.
. m U as, see nrﬂvﬁmﬂ 4
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Hermann Gunkel, who characterized Samson as Natur-
mensch over against the Philistines as Kulturmenschen:

Simson tut alle seine Taten ohne ein Mittel der
Kultur:denLowen zerreisst er mit der Hand; mit der Hand
hebt er die Tore von Gazza aus; er zerschneidet nicht, sondern
er zerriesst seine Bande; an den Haaren reisst er den Aufzug
des Webstuhls aus dem Boden; mit der Wucht seines Korpers
stiirzt er den Dagon-Tempel um; und nur mit einem Eselskinn-
backen, wie man ihn auf dem Felde findet, also einem Werk-

zeug, wie es die Natur bietet, erschlégt er seine Feinde.?

[Samson does all of his deeds without any instrument omnE-
ture: he tears the lion with his hands; with his hands he lifts up
he does not cut but rather tears his bonds;

the gates of Gaza;
with his hair he tears the warp of the loom out of the ground;

with the weight of his body he pulls down the temple of Dagony;
and with only an ass’s jawbone such as one would find on the
ground—a tool offered by nature—he kills his enemies.]

Ordinarily, one would expect culture to be privileged over
nature. Women are usually thought of as closer to nature,
while men are identified with culture.?® The situation is
reversed in our text, however, where the privileging of
nature over culture reflects the Israelite position as cultur-
ally inferior to the Philistines and is a case of the underdog
taking pride in the ability to overcome the superior culture.
Endogamy / exogamy. This opposition finds expression in
the reaction of Samson’s parents when he tells them he
wants to marry a Philistine: ‘Is there no woman among the
daughters of your brothers or among all your people” that
you are going to take a wife from the uncircumcised
Philistines?’ (14.3). The book of Deuteronomy insists on
Israel’s separateness from the surrounding people in the
land of Canaan: ‘You shall not make marriages with them,
giving your daughters to their sons or taking their daughters
for your sons. For they would turn away your sons from
following me, to serve other gods; then the anger of Yhwh

97. Gunkel (1913: 40; emphasis his).

28. Ortner (1974); Cixous (1986: 63-132).

29, Reading with the Lucianic recension and the Syriac; MT has ‘my
people’—as if only his father were speaking?
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Shmm Wmuww:,.&ma .mm&bmﬁ you, and he would destroy you
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narrator fears will be led mmqmwv e who the biblicl
Paternal house / women’ :

. s houses. In my opinion i
. . . ’ ”
W:mmm:umsw evidence for the often found Hmmwnm:om nw MMHM
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Detiah somem b g a woman back to his house.
] . er own house, and the intr i
to her mirrors the introduction to Manoah in such Mwﬁwwm

O::_m art ﬂ:

zo<< mﬂ was a n ‘NO‘: NQwh\u ::_ —:—m —Wz :m e
there certain ma
7
\ C th

Now mmwwﬂ this rm wOCQQ O: 7 T
a woman in the va
I :Q 0,\. So N&~ and \ﬂm

MHMW NWN. MWMMM Wmmﬁwmwm mmqwm similar but also these are the
who are named, except Sa
mmMNNM \ :.Nl%:. .mmBmoP even before he is @oﬂm is mwﬂm@oﬂwﬂn
n zirite. Emw N_m to eat nothing unclean and drink no %w:
MM <m< MMMW M:bw. And his hair is not to be cut. He does bow
howev Nm mmv Mvmmm Bm&maos.m. Scooping honey out of ﬁrm
carcass of th Mr._o: exposes him to the unclean; and the
desc %Q norl is s.EaaBm feast as a mishteh suggests that
rinking going on and that Samson participates.®?

30. Tsadigah marriage is frequently mentioned in
. . . NT :
WW MWM%MM"%W emww mMBmOb\m .anammm to the Timnite %o”“ﬁwm““wwm
zsamnmﬁm\bam i w.m <<ma@5m m.mwmﬁ in a fury; the woman'’s mmnrmn\
e mm_n.co: as signaling that Samson has renounced his
claim o her rm.:aon:& 1975: 232, 235); and the woman is married off to
gnother. s hard M see how mrw can be understood as still married to
aron. Samso :m MHMM: WMMM MBEW mw? but since he is denied access
wnwﬂsmmgmsv.: any, the narrator NWMU&SMVMCMMM% kind of marriage

mm“ M”wwmm SM%MMM.OE are actually placed on the mother in Judg. 13
o y : 344); Gunkel (1913: 40); Blenkinsopp Qomw.. mm.

gh I am not entirely persuaded that the narrator presents mmn.ﬂmow
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is i i ition for the gender
. This is an important oppositl :
man\mchwﬂm narrative. In the androcentric m%B_uo:M 2%”%
wm our text, ‘self’ is defined as Bmwu M&m %M“Mw\ MM \M mos
¢ ich is p .
tally represents that whic
MMﬂMMHMMwmoN mcmmsamam himself to the other, he becomes
symbolically the other, as we shall see. | dousht, women
Good woman / evil womarn. In patriarcha c mam\ omen
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rm_munmbﬁn symbolic order, the border vmgmmﬁnmza d
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: . . 3 ﬁ%t
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Bm:. i ity, the evil one. is -
; sexuality and sensuality, -
M%z also reflects the double standard. g\mb are not nvwﬁmmﬁma
ized as ‘respectable’ or ‘disreputable’ according to
avior. .
mmﬂﬂdwﬂw_mﬁ of oppositions given above, the nwﬁmmﬂuzmmnwm
appear first are privileged in our story; those in M Hgmd-
Wwwmo: are viewed negatively. Women Onncmﬂw maw amblgy
w:m position in this schema; they belong to U% mnm._m of th
. ilisti nemies, alien, .
sitions. The Philistines are € ien,
m,w%%mb are also enemies, alien, the 092.. .E::mﬁsm Sﬂuwmm
are doubly other. But what happens if oﬂw M Soa_m.ﬂma ﬂams
ilisti i asy about the Israelite v ,
a Philistine? The text is une A
i tent that her sexuality
she is good only to the ex . xualit -
mepm_gmm% which belongs on the negative side) Ww Q.WM:
trolled. The negative categories are mmbmmw.ocmh Em.m% t HMM n
the integrity of the privileged categories. But Sams

breaking the Nazirite regulations wm&smﬂ contact Hewmwr Mﬁ%mﬁv _m
- clean or drinking wine or strong azb.w (see Exum : ,
Mww:os_mamm the potential for m:.nr a Hmma_:w

33. See Moi (1985: 163-67); Kristeva (1986b). " ces idealized

34. Reading with the text’s ideology, whic roEuGoE. deatized

ﬁrmnrooa to the danger of sexual women, Crens aw \Esmmn >
M% sees the conflict between filial devotion and erotic attac

the leitmotif of the story.
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attracted to them. He is always crossing boundaries. He
does not keep the Nazirite regulations, thus violating the
distinction between clean and unclean; he marries a Philis-
tine woman, entering an exogamous relationship; and he
prefers foreigners to his own kind. Samson is a limen, a
marginal figure who moves between the Israelite and
Philistine worlds but does not belong to either of them.?s He
is also a mediating figure between Israelite and Philistine %
It is difficult, if not impossible, to remain in a liminal stage, a
state of transition marked by ambivalence and ambiguity,
and thus of danger. Samson cannot be a successful mediator
between the two worlds, the Israelite and the Philistine,
because the distinctions between them must be rigorously

maintained by our story, even if at the price of the hero’s
life.

Knowledge, Power, and Sex

Extensive sexual symbolism in the Samson saga has long
been recognized.” There is, for example, the association of
hair with sexual potency, documented in many cultures,’®
and the connection between cutting the hair and castration
established by Freud. At a wedding feast—a suitable setting
for banter about sex—Samson asks a riddle: ‘From the eater
came forth food; from the strong came forth sweet’. Most
commentators agree that the present story has made use of
existing riddles to produce the present riddle and answer.
Whereas Gressmann thought the original answer to this
riddle was ‘vomit’®® Eissfeldt opted for the answer

35. On the concept of liminality, see van Gennep (1960); Turner
(1977). Samson'’s marginality is further indicated by his lifelong status
as a Nazirite, a word meaning ‘separate, dedicated’,

and by his super-
human strength that makes him not ‘like other men’ (Judg. 16.7, 11,
[13}, 17).

36. See Niditch (1990: 613-14); Bal (1987: 43-44).
37. Levy (1916).

38. Gaster (1981: 436-38); Leach (1967);
(1987: 54-55); Niditch (1990: 616-17).
39. Gressmann (1922: 243),

Huston (1986: 119-20); Bal
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'semen’.® Crenshaw sees in the riddle an allusion to sexual
intercourse,’! and recently Camp and Fontaine have further
explored its erotic symbolism.*? To the riddle’s answer,
‘What is sweeter than honey, what is stronger than a lion?’,
Gunkelproposed the solution, ‘love’.*® Lévi-Strauss has
explored the sexual symbolism of honey,* and Bal observes
of Samson’s tearing the lion and taking honey from its belly:
“The tearing has positive consequences, a feature it shares
with that other kind of tearing that gives pleasure:
defloration’.®® When the Philistines answer his riddle, Sam-
son’s repartee, ‘If you had not plowed with my heifer you
would not have found out my riddle’, is a double entendre
bordering on the obscene.

Samson’s attraction to women is a projection of the narra-
tor’s own obvious interest in sex. It seems to me that the
story of Samson’s involvement with the woman from Tim-
nah makes a kind of sexual joke about Samson’s not con-
summating the marriage. The Philistines wait until the last
possible moment before giving their answer: ‘And the men
of the city said to him on the seventh day [of wedding fes-
tivities] before he went into the chamber, “What is sweeter
than honey and what is stronger than a lion?”’ (14.18). The
reading, ‘before he went into the chamber’, for the Masoretic
text’s ‘before the sun had set’, rests on a widely accepted
textual emendation suggested by Stade.* But regardless of
whether or not Samson’s sexual desire is frustrated here, it
clearly is sometime later, when he returns to visit his wife
with one thought on his mind: ‘T will go in to my wife in the
chamber’ (15.1). Desire meets with constraint: ‘her father
would not allow him to go in” (the verb bo” here indicates

sexual intercourse).
Later, when Samson engages the services of a prostitute,

40. Eissfeldt (1910: 134).

41. Crenshaw (1974: 490; 1978: 115).

42. Camp and Fontaine (1990); see also Bal (1987: 45-46).
43. Gunkel (1913: 54).

44, Lévi-Strauss (1973; 1978: 412-13).

45. Bal (1987: 45).

46. Stade (1884: 253).
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he encounters no o ition: “
\ pposition: ‘he went in to her’ ’
M%P 16.1). The Philistines learn of his vammmsnmc MNW%Q
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wsﬂzm% (16.6). The verb here, ‘innah, is &wmawrmn”mwmwm
HMvMMme %Mﬂsz (Gen. 34.2; Deut. 21.14; 22.24, 29: ?aM

24; 20.5; am. 13.12, 14, 22, 32; mNmm NN. ), 11, .

, 14, 22, 32; . 22.10, 11;

WMS.M shall return shortly to the significance of ap HLMHW .
& ww %Esm. to Samson. The picture of Samson’s m_mm®W< om
: elilah’s lap, or, as the Greek has it, ‘between her wsmmw s
anm%mw»m\m of 8<w-3m.§bm. Not only is Samson mvﬂ&oznm\:_m
cas ated when his hair is cut and he is blinded, the labor :%
s forced to perform, grinding at the mill, has mwam_ nosbom.

tations. Grinding seems to b
. e a t i
oD sLon0 fE Sl erm for sexual intercourse

If my heart has been enticed
as| (the verb is niptah) b
and I have Hm:.d in wait at my neighbor’s m:ﬂnm%omvw% roman.
then let my wife grind for another, .
and let others bow down upon her.

47. Gunkel (1913: 44).

48. Bal (1987: 49), in con
oA A trast to most
Samson ‘had to break off prematurely’. commentators

49. Probably also a double entendre.

, suggests that
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The verb tsahaq/sahaq, used of Samson’s ‘playing’ or ‘serving
as amusement’ for the Philistines, also has sexual connota-

tions. It is used of Isaac’s fondling of Rebekah, behavior that
f their relationship

alerts Abimelech to the true nature O
(Gen. 26.8-9). Finally, there is the image of Samson standing
between the two pillars on which Dagon’s temple rests, an
image Bal likens to correcting the act of birth by breaking
the woman’s thighs.*’

k, is the significance of this sexual sym-

What, we might as
bolism that is everywhere to be found in the accounts of
women, but absent in the

Samson’s encounters with foreign
account of Samson’s parents? Sex, knowledge, and power
are intimately related.”! Indeed, the verb ‘to know’ (yada’)
also refers sexual intercourse: ‘Adam knew his wife Eve, and
she conceived and bore a son’. Riddles and riddling have
been connected to sexual knowledge. We have seen the
sexual symbolism in Samson’s famous riddle about the
sweet and the strong and its answer, which is itself a riddle.
Niditch observes that riddles are a type of power game, in
which the one who knows the answer gains status.5?
Bettelheim holds that riddles in fairy tales have to do with
sexual knowledge, at least on the unconscious level. The
riddle is the mystery of the other sex: ‘whoever understands

the secret which the other sex presents has gained his [sic]

maturity’.®

Knowledge is elusive in the Samson saga. The line
between question and riddle is sometimes thin, as in 13.18:
“Why do you ask my name, seeing that it is wonderful?’* Of
the many questions—fifteen to be exact®—posed in a story

50. Bal (1987: 62).
51. For an exploration of their relationship, see Bal (1987: 37-67),

whose psychoanalytic reading of the story is a tour de force.

52. Niditch (1990: 620-21).

53. Bettelheim (1976: 128); T owe the reference to Bal (1987: 43).

54. On the riddle behind 13.17-19, see Torczyner {Tur Sinai) (1924:
141). LXXB writes 14.14 as a question.

55. Judg 13.11,12,17,18; 14.3, 15; 15.2, 6, 10, 11 (twice); 16.6, 10, 13,
15. The Hebrew does not supply an interrogative particle in 14.16. In
ch. 16, Delilah’s inquiries into the source of Samson’s strength do not
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. e

patterning of the saga and th i
D i (1951 g e paralleling of ch. 13 and ch. 16, see
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What Is Sweeter Than Honey
and What is Stronger Than A Lion?

The answer to Samson’s riddle is a riddle whose answer is
‘love’, whatever other sexual meanings can be found in it.
Why does Samson reveal his secrets to a woman? Is he sim-
ply stupid or is this a display of hubris?®” Samson’s riddle
offers the key. The verb ‘to love’ (‘ahav) appears three times
in the story. Both women demand of Samson that he prove
his love. The Timnite laments, “You only hate me; you do
not love me’ (14.16). Delilah complains, ‘How can you say “1
Jove you” when your heart is not with me?’ (16.15). The nar-
rator informs us in 16.4 that Samson loved Delilah. There is
no reason to assume that the narrator wishes to suggest that
Samson does not love the Timnite simply because he does
mention it explicitly. After all, he has Samson answer her
challenge to prove his love by telling her the answer to his
riddle. The narrator’s statement that Samson loved Delilah
is, T think, not a sign that this is the first time Samson has
loved, but rather a signal that this time is going to be espe-
cially important—a fatal attraction.

The story of Samson and Delilah is a variation of a tradi-
tional folktale whose latent meaning discloses male fear of
women. There are numerous parallels in world literature.
Gunkel cites two Egyptian examples, among others: the tale
of the man whose heart is hidden in a tree and who dies
when his wife reveals his secret and the tree is cut down;
and the myth of Re, who is tricked by Isis into revealing the
secret of his name, thereby giving her magic power over
him.5 There is a Greek legend about King Nisus of Megara,
who had a purple or golden hair on the middle of his head.
When the Cretans besieged Megara, his daughter Scylla fell
in love with the enemy king and pulled out the hair from
her father’s head, so that he died.”” One can imagine the
story of Samson and Delilah as an Israelite folktale that

57. So Niditch (1990: 616).
58. Gunkel (1913: 54-55).
59. Gaster (1981: 436-39) cites this and other examples.
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circulated independently before its incorporation into the
Samson saga.®’ In my opinion, the story of Samson and the
Timnite has been modeled on it by the biblical narrator, who
wants to emphasize the moral by repeating it. The mwmm time
Samson makes the mistake of entrusting his secret to a
woman, the consequences are worse for her than for him
(she pays with her life). The second time is deadly for
Samson.

The story expresses the male fear of surrendering himself
6 a woman, of betraying the self to the other. It also recog-
nizes the temptation the other offers, the male’s attraction to
79... Samson sees women as desirable but chooses to ignore
their danger, even with three chances to learn. Delilah does
not betray Samson so much as he betrays himself by tellin
her ‘all his heart’ (16.18). She does not use subterfuge om
deception. By the fourth time she inquires about Samson'’s
ms.m:mﬁ? it is clear what she will do with this important
information, but Samson reveals it to her anyway. And he
mmzm her because he cannot resist her, because, as the text
informs us, he loves her. Samson has to prove his love by
m.cz,mzamabm something uniquely his—the answer to his
riddle (Judg. 14), the source of his strength (Judg. 16)—
something that gives the other power over him. Givin
power to the other is always dangerous according to EM
msaao.nmbﬂn ideology of the tale. The text’s message to the
Israelite male is, ‘Don’t do it!" (Recall similar advice given to
the young man in Proverbs.) Women rob men of their
mﬁ.nm:mﬁr. The man who surrenders is emasculated; he loses
his potency. At another level, this is the male fear of losing
.Em penis to the woman, an anxiety that finds representation
in Samson’s symbolic castration that takes place when his
hair is cut and he is blinded.

At its psychosexual level, the text’s message is about the
Q,msmmn of becoming one with the other. Losing the distinc-
tion between self and other in sex is both exhilarating and

60. .Oc:xm_ A.Hﬁm“ 55) found this ‘die eigentliche Simson-Sage’. As
vo mn_bﬁ out, it contains a number of connected motifs that appear
individually in other parts of the saga.
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threatening. As Samson illustrates, surrendering the self to
the other in love is both attractive and dangerous. Too dan-
gerous, according to our story, since it threatens a man’s
distinctness as male and thus his superior status (women are
supposed to surrender to men, not the other way around).
Surrendering, making himself vulnerable, is to make himself
like the female. This is what happens to Samson. After he
makes himself vulnerable by disclosing his secret, he
becomes symbolically a woman.

Identification with the Other

We have already noted the sexual symbolism of the hair and
the connection between shaving the hair and the loss of
strength and sexual potency. We can now see the
significance of the sexual vocabulary applied to Samson:
‘entice’, ‘humble/rape’, ‘play/serve as amusement’, ‘grind’.
Blinded and shaven, Samson is put to work at the mill,
doing the work of women, slaves, or animals. Such punish-
ment of prisoners of war in the ancient Near East had as its
object not only to exploit, but also to humiliate them. ‘Could
a warrior be more ridiculed’, asks K. van der Toorn, ‘than by
making him do the work traditionally assigned to slaves and
women?’¥! Having symbolically become woman,*? Samson
must now destroy the other or remain in this emasculated
state. Bal, in a brilliant interpretation of the scene in which
Samson pulls down the Philistine temple, observes that
Samson ‘has found a better solution to the birth trauma than
anybody else. He takes revenge, breaking the thighs and
killing the impure Philistines with it. He outdoes woman,
making the gap acceptably large. Not only does he kill the
woman and with her, her people; he makes her superfluous,
t00.6% In this act of violence against women, it is interesting

to note how Samson topples the pillars. The text says he

grasped them and leaned upon them, one with his right

61. Van der Toorn (1986: 249).
62. Niditch (1990: 616-17).
63. Bal (1987: 62).

oy
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hand and one with his left. Burney points out that ‘if he
pushed the pillars apart, he would hardly have grasped
them’.%* Samson’s act of destruction is thus an act that
requires holding on. This dual aspect reflects the male view
of women as object of both aggression and desire. Might
grasping the pillars, in effect pulling them together rather
than pushing them apart, represent a refusal of sex—
Samson’s solution to being taken in by women? The impos-
sibility of refusal as a solution is witnessed by the fact that
with it comes death (this is the commonplace that sex is
necessary for life to continue).

After he has symbolically destroyed woman, Samson is
reincorporated into the male domain of Israelite society,
symbolized by the retrieval of his body from the wreckage
of the female by ‘his brothers and all his father’s house’ and
by his burial in the tomb of Manoah his father (16.31). The
ending has a moral: this male setting is where he should
have stayed instead of going off to live with women. If the
ending is unsatisfying (after all, the hero dies), it is because
there is no satisfactory solution to the problem of the other
within patriarchal binary thought. The other is both neces-
sary to define the self—to be held onto—and threatening to
the self’s identity—to be destroyed.

Whereas Samson is temporarily identified with the other
the Philistines are permanently identified with owrmgmmm”
They are on the negative side of the binary oppositions the
text maintains, and they appear more negatively in the story
because women are their representatives in their most
important dealings with Samson. Women do their dirty
work for them, and, in the process, get labeled treacherous
and deceptive. The ideology works through circularity;
treachery and deception then become identified as women’s
ways of behaving.®® The (female-identified) Philistines can-
not overcome Samson so long as they fight him in the male

64. Burney (1970: 390).

65. On women and deception, see the essays in Exum and Bos
(1988).
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way, in physical nogdwm,mgm% have to become the other, to
resort to the female way.

The Other Controlled

otions of the tale, women are the mmcmm of
WM%M%MWMOWSEF In the actual story, gémwﬁm neither the
Timnite nor Delilah acts on her own EEE.Em to wmd.s
Samson. Their motivation for Q.HmQOmEW his secrets wm
supplied by others. The Philistine guests at mmEmoM~ s
wedding threaten his bride in order to get her to find ocmr e
answer to Samson’s riddle: if she does not 8:. it to them M%
will burn her and her father’s ro:.mm with fire (14.15). T M
Philistine lords bribe Delilah, ommn._sm her m~m<mn.~ rc:&..m.
pieces of silver from each of them in return for 9m8<m:ﬂm
(uncovering) the source of Samson’s great mﬁumsmma and ﬁrm
means to bind him (16.5). Without a woman’s help, _ﬂ e
Philistines cannot get the better of Samson; this is an.wm clear
in the episode with the harlot at O.m.Nm.. Only in this case,
where a woman is not part of the Ezrmabm E.oﬁ to trap him,
does Samson escape their trap without incurring any losses.
There is a paradox here: without women the E::mzb.mm are
impotent, but for all their vmos\mn over Samson, the Timnite

ilah are the pawns of men.

mb%,xmmawwwnnoagﬂ to the text’s gender amo.ﬂmu.: are pow-
erful and dangerous. Samson can fight o.m Philistines by .nrm
thousand (15.14-16), but the strong man 18 powerless against
a woman'’s charms. Now interestingly, the text does not say
that the women used sexual favors to get the answers out of
Samson. In both cases ‘he told her’ GPH.N H.m.S Uonmsmm.
she harassed him’ (14.17; 16.16). The ,Ewﬂ::m uses tears;
Delilah presses Samson ‘with her .<<oam (16.16). How do
convention and stereotyping come into play here to produce
a negative picture of women? When noB.SmEm"ow.m suggest
that the women used sexual wiles to @SS a.;m answers, are
they simply reading in accordance with the ideology of Ew
text, picking up on the latent message about the danger o
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women’s sexuality? Or do they create this association from
their own biases, which they project onto the text?% Fear of
women’s power engenders the need to render women pow-
erless. How is this done? In showing us how, the story in
which women betray Samson'’s secrets betrays its own patri-
archal agenda. It exposes patriarchy’s reliance on two highly
effective strategies to assert its control over women: You can
threaten them, and they’ll give in. You can bribe them, and
they’ll give in.

The androcentric agenda of the story requires some
complicated textual maneuvers to mask its intentions.
Women are portrayed as powerful and dangerous and yet
subject to control by men. Through literary legerdemain, the
biblical narrator manages to attach the blame for Samson’s
downfall to the women, who are themselves actually victims
of exploitation. When it comes to the concept of betrayal,
commentators have frequently outdone the text in blaming
the women. They are sometimes willing to consider exten-
uating circumstances in the Timnite’s case, because she acts
to avert a threat to herself and her father's house. Also, the
consequences of her betrayal are not so grave for Samson: he
does not fall into Philistine hands, whereas she does. Unlike
Delilah’s betrayal, which leads to Samson’s death, the
Timnite’s betrayal of Samson brings about her own death:
the Philistines burn her and her father after all (so she gets
what she deserves).’” Men, and in fact his fellow Israelites,
also betray Samson. Though the Judahites, like Delilah, bind
Samson and give him over to the Philistines, they are not
generally said to ‘betray” him, for they not only tell Samson
what they are going to do, they also promise not to harm
him themselves. The brunt of the blame is reserved for
Delilah—which is really not fair since Samson is complicit.5®

66. On this point, see Bal's reading (1987: 37-67).

67. The Philistines threaten the woman and her father’s house with
destruction in Judg. 14.15, but, according to the MT of 15.6, not the
father’s house but only the woman and her father are burned.

68. Bal's psychoanalytical reading (1987: 37-67) shows this quite
clearly.
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Like the Judahites, Delilah ‘makes no secret of her intentions
to bind Samson; three times she binds him in the manner he
has described as able to render him ‘like other mer’, and
there is no question she will do so again.

Once they have used the women to gain mastery over
Samson, the Philistines do not need them any more. They
kil the Timnite. And they credit their god, and not Delilah,
for their victory over their enemy (16.23, 24). Having served
her purpose for males, Delilah is written out of the story
(she is not even present among the spectators at Samson’s
final performance). The only motivation the text suggests for
her is greed: other possible motives for aiding the
Philistines—patriotism, for example—are suppressed.®® She
is not allowed to become the Philistine equivalent of Jael, for
unlike Deborah’s victory song (Judg. 5), which praises
human agents along with Yhwh, the Philistine victory songs
(Judg. 16.23, 24) give Dagon all the credit for giving Samson
into their hands. And in the Greek text, Delilah even loses
her role as subject of all four attempts t0 subdue Samson; the
Greek supplies a barber and has him, not Delilah, cut
Samson’s hair.”®

Women are frequently the locus of the competition
between male rivals, and all too often they become the vic-
tims of male rivalry. The man who controls the woman’s
power can gain control over other men. The Philistines
exploit women’s power, and with it reduce Samson
figuratively to the position of a woman under their control.
He grinds for them and serves as their amusement. In the
end, of course, Samson destroys Philistines, but this requires
a deus ex machina. Samson is rescued from his emasculated

69. See Fuchs (1988) on suppression of motivation as a patriarchal
literary strategy for portraying women as deceptive.

70. LxxA and the Vulgate have a barber shave Samson. The Hebrew
is third-person feminine singular, indicating that Delilah does the
shaving, just as she is the agent in the other accounts of binding (16.8,
12) and weaving (vv. 13-14). A problem, however, is created by the
phrase wattigra’ la’ish in v. 19. Sasson (1988) convincingly argues that
the man is Samson and that Delilah calls to him to make sure he is
soundly asleep.
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state by his god, who, as Jud inti

od, , g. 14.4 intimates, may ha
been .nou.#uo.zﬂsm everything that has :m@wm:mm.u% zmﬂm
superiority is reasserted when Samson, empowered by a

god who is de facto male-identified, symbolically destroys

womar. :
v

The Androcentric Agenda

At its most obvious, the text teaches the Israelite male a les-
mos.mwoc.» the dangers of foreign women (cf. Proverbs)
Zm.:.odmrmg reinforces the gender ideology of the nmxﬁ.
Ezrm::mm are by definition bad. The reader identifyin E:m
the ideology of the text is predisposed to think the S:mﬁm.ﬁ of
women who are allied with them. As we have seen, th
women do not have to be specifically identified as mow,\mm .
women. They have only to behave like foreign women to NM
foreign women and therefore dangerous, capable of robbin
a man of his vitality. The text complicates the nature of ﬁrm
Bm_m.lmmgmum relationship by casting it in terms of Israel’s
relation to foreigners. The only good woman is an Israelite
woman, and the only Israelite woman in the story appears in
her role as mother. Beneath the apparent, surface distinction
MMgmws Hmm.mm:ﬁm and foreigner lies the gender issue of non-
A mwwmm..mwwnm MWMwwo%W?nmmnm:BWV woman versus sexual
. Women'’s sexuality must be controlled. In order to reduc
its Ewmmv women’s behavior must be regulated. Both EM
Timnite and Delilah are manipulated by the HuE:mmbmm. thei
power over Samson ultimately is appropriated by an m\b& ,
centric agenda to serve male interests. Samson’s miraculo -
birth to a sterile woman shows that the deity, not wom o
controls fertility. In teaching its lesson about mrm dan Q.wwm
<<.oBm.F the text illustrates the strategies that ﬁmﬁmnnrm h
historically relied upon to control women. One is H.m:mbwm -
female fear of male aggression; in other words, by threat, MM

71. We might say that women's i

1. . power is appropriated b
Philistine men, whose power, in turn, is no:c.ozm% vvw Yhwh Sﬁhﬂm
the guarantor of the patriarchal status quo. ’
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in the case of the Timnite. T he threat of physical harm has
traditionally been an effective means by which men control
women. But it is not always the most desirable. Often a bet-
ter way to regulate female behavior is by reward, as
Delilah’s example indicates. Women ‘sell out’ all the time in
patriarchy. To gain an advantage for themselves they co-
operate with the oppressor. A third way patriarchy controls
women is by dividing women into respectable women and
disreputable women, and thus, as we saw in Chapter 1,
making gender solidarity impossible. (What might have
happened if Samson had brought his wife from Timnah to
his parents’ house and she had met his mother?) We can
now see why Samson is not endangered by the harlot as he
is by his wife and by Delilah. The harlot is no threat to the
patriarchal systemy; she already appears in an inferior, sub-
ordinate, and carefully regulated role in society. The women
to whom men are inclined to make a commitment are the
ones they must beware of; Samson gave in because he loved.

Women are not to be trusted; this, in turn, justifies patri-
archy’s control of them. Women, as the account of the
Timnite shows, are easily intimidated and manipulated,
and, as Delilah shows, morally deficient. Even Manoah's
wife, who is portrayed more favorably than her husband, is
shown not to be trustworthy. She, after all, does not tell
Manoah the whole message concerning Samson’s future.
Nor does Manoah really trust her, since he is not content
with her account of the visitation but prays that the messen-
ger come ‘to us’. Even though Manoah never gets as much
information as the woman about his son’s future, he does
get confirmation of the woman’s story from the (male)
messenger. . ,

In the series of binary oppositions listed above, one of the
story’s central oppositions was omitted. It is the one the
narrator wants to have reversed. The Samson saga deals
with the struggle of the oppressed against their oppressors.”

72. On the stories about Samson as resistance stories told by the
underdog Israelites to poke fun at the superior Philistines, see What-

ton (1973) and Niditch (1990).
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Mwmm% are ‘resistance stories’ told by the underdog Israelit
Huwm. M to get . ﬁrw better of the militarily su mimm
istines—stories in which their hero mw:m_m-:mbmm%% %m.

. .
o : HQ@H\ R—Jm:\ gogmﬂ

oppressors / oppressed
strong / weak
Philistine / Israelite

Keeping in mind the basic male/f i
view Em. categories on the left mm\HMMM.MWM%MMMMSMm_Me M.rnm:
WMMWM whwm\”mnwm Hmmgmum-ﬁmsmmma except in the case of MMM
in elite opposition. It is this Philistine/I i
opposition—the oppression of Isra lstincetha,
the text wishes to see reversed. %MM m%\,ﬂwwmswmﬁlﬁmw
oppressors are represented by women; the oty
Mwmﬂ.mﬁmmﬁwu anm_.xmm are represented by mem\o? As MMMMMMM
S&o‘mﬂmm o ilistines are ma,o:mw% female-identified. Samson
who Egamn%BmM Mmgm_m-am:amma when his hair is cut m:m
he 1s blindec Ms made to grind at the mill, reclaims his
male-fden ie mﬁmg.m when he pulls down the Philistine
ten %mm.?OHmMﬁ ﬂ.oSQmm a model for Israel. Just as Samson
‘rightful’ mﬁﬁma_mon Mﬁams%wmmoﬁ%a%mmv %o&%o: e bis
. , rael will ev
Wmm%a\ make the transition from the weak MM%WW.MMQM
ition to Em powerful oppressor of its enemi o
with the Philistines. mies, be
Whereas our story expresses the desire th
. . mﬂ ' .
MMM %mmwﬁammwﬂos be reversed, the ovwnmmmwosﬁwwmw%h%hﬂ
o oo:mEMMmM"meS\oBm:\m subordination to men is, after
2 mm onside: mma M~ . mwﬁ.w,m dwfnm._ state of things. For our text
hierarchy in M&,_www H%MW M,MM MW Mﬂmiﬁmgm on 1s g of %
T ne o iti i
MWM%WM? 9”“: is problematic, but oswwu MMMEMWNMM,\MHEMM ;
por m.H %m nmmwwm_:w .me.HuE:mmsm that are in need of R<W~mw-.
But the ms.wmﬂao: in the story that something is wron .
with the str Hnw%nm of power ».,m_maoa opens the vOmmm&:%
ihat other xc ions may be imbalanced. In order to den
is is the case with the position of women and to _.cmmmw

ginning
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patriarchy, the text relies on a variety of means to portray
women as deserving their inferior status. That Samson loses
his life in the process of establishing his superior position
over the other betrays an implicit awareness of how costly
the struggle to maintain supremacy is, and perhaps even of
its ultimate futility.

If the text teaches men a lesson about the dangers of
women and justifies patriarchy’s control of women's sexual-
ity, its lesson to women depends upon women’s accepting
its distinction between respectable and disreputable women.
The story encourages women to become lawful and loyal
mothers. This is the only role in which they can achieve
status. As Esther Fuchs observes, this message constitutes a
powerful ideological strategy:

By projecting onto woman what man desires most, the biblical
narrative creates a powerful role model for women. The image
of the childless woman (barren wife or widow) who evolves
from vulnerability and emptiness to security and pride by giv-
ing birth to sons offers a lesson for all women. It should be
ascribed to the imaginative and artistic ingenuity of the biblical
narrator that one of the most vital patriarchal concerns is
repeatedly presented not as an imposition on woman but as
something she herself desires more than anything else.”

We have seen that the text idealizes Samson’s mother and
relies on convention to encourage its readers to supply the
maternal desire. As in the portrayals of the three foreign
women, suppressing details prevents the woman from be-
coming a full personality. The only alternatives this text
offers to the image of mother is that of the disreputable
woman, and it relies on nationalism to bolster its gender
ideology.”* Given these choices, what Israelite woman

73. Fuchs (1985a: 130).

74. Interestingly, in Proverbs the negative female figure is
identified as the ‘foreign woman’ and the ‘strange woman’. The com-
bination of terms suggests that behavior is what is really at stake in
defining the ‘bad’ woman, and not simply, or even necessarily, nation-
ality. Indeed, the same kind of ideology is at work here as in the Sam-
son saga, where whatever is outside the androcentric symbolic order is
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would opt to behave like ‘one of those foreign women’?

described as dangerous, other, strange, and foreign
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