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Seduction and Deception in Biblical Women Characterization

Abstract

In this thesis, the author has studied the elements of seduction and deception in
biblical women characterization and its influence on English literature. A particular
attention of the study has been given to the biblical books of Genesis, Judges, Ruth,
Samuel, Kings, Joshua and Esther.

In the Hebrew Bible, most female characters are presented as being liable to
seduce and deceive if need be. The author explicates different reasons for this
characterization through analyzing three types of biblical women characters. The
“Good Women” group includes, Bathesheba, Esther and Jael. Because of their inferior
social position, they have to use seduction and deception frequently so as to carry out
their plans even if out of good-will. Their characterization is chiefly shaped and
interpreted by men in a patriarchal culture and from an andocentric perspective. The
“Bad Women” club is full of foreigners: Delilah, Jezebel and Rahab. The
intermarriage is seen as a result of the corruption of the Israelite and this “crime” is
generally thought to be brought about by the female weakness in seduction and
deception. Loyalty to their late husband is another reason that causes the seduction
and deception in the third group “Widows”. Within the cultural context of the time,
especially in regards the law of Levirate, the seduction and deception of Tamar and
Ruth are understood and even appreciated.

This thesis also reflects upon the way in which this characterization of seduction
and deception has impacted modermn understandings of women and the formation of
archetype in English literature. In previous studies, few of scholars combine feminist
theory with narrative critical method and sociological method which are the highlight
of this thesis. Discovering the hidden reasons for the characterization, the reader can
examine and revaluate the seductive and deceptive women characters in a new light.
The thesis is certainly not a comprehensive representation of women images in

Hebrew Bible, but it will shed some light on the recent biblical research.
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Seduction and Deception in Biblical Women

Characterization

Introduction

The Bible is a compilation of writings spanning over thousand years. Few critics
in modern times have questioned the Bible as a most influential literature work, and
almost every critic has been aware of the complexity of the biblical texts. More than a
century ago, Matthew Arnold laid the foundation for the literary study of the Bible. In
God and the Bible he argued that “the language of the Bible is not scientific, but
literary. That is, it is the language of poetry and emotion, approximate language
thrown out, as it were, at certain great objects which the human mind augues and feels
after, and thrown out by men very liable, many of them, to delusion and error”
(Armold 228).

The importance of biblical feministic criticism was early stated by Elizabeth Cady
Stanton. In her introduction to The Woman'’s Bible, Stanton argued that it was
important for women to know and understand the Bible because it was the document
which men were using to legitimate the oppression of women (Stanton 3).
Furthermore, like those of many other disciplines in the Humanities, scholars of
biblical studies have been concern with such important theoretical issues as race, class,
sexuality and nationality. In the early part of the nineteenth century when women
began to protest against their civil and political degradation, they referred to the Bible
for an answer (Stanton 8). For example, Simone de Beauvoir argued that Genesis 2-3,
the story of Adam and Eve in the garden, was the foundational myth in the West that
deems woman as a “relative” rather than “autonomous” being (Beauvoir 136).

The new wave of literary studies of the Bible has been gathering force now for
more than a decade. Although the last decade has witnessed an unprecedented
expansion of women’s rights throughout all of social life, even in the dawning years

of the twenty-first century, biblical stories of women still influence the way women
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think of themselves and the way the rest of the world thinks of them. Much of this
influence is more or less negative, for example, the influence of the seductive women
characterization in the Bible. Modern scholars generally agree that Eve, Delilah,
Bathsheba and some other female biblical characters represent seduction and evil. In
“Status and Role of Female Heroines in the Biblical Narrative,” Esther Fuchs offers
the first critique of the presentation of heroic women in the Hebrew Bible. She
discusses the relationship between literary strategies and the ideology of male
supremacy, and also the ways in which the biblical narrative constructs women. Since
then, feminist companions and commentaries on the Bible and the various anthologies
that center on the female images in the Hebrew bible have come out. In the 1980s and
1990s, feminist interpretations of the Bible became not only great in number but also
in variety. A range of literary theories, such as Structuralism, Post-Structuralism,
Reader-Response theory, Rhetorical Criticism, Psychoanalytic Criticism and so on,
have been applied by many feminists in the field. The various critical perspectives and
methods have helped enriching the readers’ understanding of Bible. Although books
about women in the Bible, as well as studies of prescriptive male texts on women’s
roles and places, have been numerous throughout the centuries, Elisabeth Schussler
Fiorenza believes that “feminists must develop a critical interpretation for liberation
not in order to keep women in biblical religions, but because biblical texts affect all
women in western society” (Fiorenza 1992:20). A few of scholars have noticed the
seductive and deceptive women roles, but they seldom combine feminist perspective
with narrative critical method and sociological method as this thesis tries to do.
Moreover, the female images in the Hebrew Bible have profound influence on the
English literature. Many of them become heroines in some writers’ masterpieces such
as “Paradise Lost” written by John Milton.

In this thesis, the author tries to examine a number of female characters mainly
in the biblical narratives of Genesis, Judges, Ruth, Samuel, Kings, and Esther. In these
books, female characters enter the texts as part of male stories. The author explicates
the ways in which the male authors and narrators of the Hebrew Bible describe
women in a negative way. The author notes that most female characters in the Hebrew
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Bible play seductive and deceptive roles. This representation is related to both the
attitudes of male authors and the actual social conditions of women in the world that
produced the texts. Thus, in this thesis, the research of female characters involves the
use of narrative strategies and understanding of social context.

The aim of the thesis is to find out why seduction and deception are common
characteristics of all biblical women; why some seductive and deceptive women such
as Jael and Esther are celebrated as heroines while Delilah, the Philistine prostitute, is
regarded as evil for seducing Samson; why the biblical women such as Tamar spare
no effort to give birth a heir to carry on the name of her husband even through
seducing her father-in-law. It also aims to study the interrelationship of patriarchal
ideology that sanctions the subordination of women and literary construction, such as
type-scenes, characterizations, dialogue and narrative perspectives. The thesis
attempts to promote critical reflection and academic study of biblical women
characterization by analyzing the three types of seductive and deceptive biblical
women. Moreover, it reflects upon the ways in which the archetype of seductive and
deceptive biblical women has impacted the portrayal of women in modermn English
literature. The thesis is certainly not a comprehensive representation of women
images in Hebrew Bible; however it attempts to shed a new light on the recent biblical
research.

This thesis consists of five sections. The introduction explains the significance
and purposes of the study and presents an overview of the thesis. Chapter one reviews
the development of feminist studies of the Bible as literature and explains the
framework of feminist theory, narrative critical method and sociological method.
Chapter two focuses on the three reasons for different types of seductive and
deceptive scenes. The author begins with an overview of the female images as a
whole, classifying the female characters by examining their “positive” or “negative”
roles in the story, interactions with male characters, age and marital status and so forth.
The first reason concerns most of women in the Hebrew Bible who have, more or less,
a tendency to seduce and deceive men. The second reason explains why some
seductive and deceptive biblical women are still regard as heroines while others are
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despised or condemned by readers. The third reason answers the characterization of
seductive and deceptive biblical women within cognation. Chapter three analyzes the
influence of seductive and deceptive biblical women archetype on English literary

works. Finally, in the conclusion part the important argumentation is reaffirmed.
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Chapter I: Literature Review of Feminist Biblical Studies and

Theoretical Framework

1.1 Major Scholarship in the Feminist Studies of the Bible as

Literature

Before the eighteenth century, literary criticism of the Bible as literature focused
initially on the vocabulary, style, grammar, authors, and times. From the middle of
eighteenth century to the middle of twentieth century, the historical criticism of the
Bible has developed to its full swing with the most remarkable achievements. From
the middle of the twentieth century, the Bible has been interpreted from many
different perspectives, for instance, reader-response criticism, narrative criticism,
feminist criticism, post-colonial criticism, structural criticism and other ways. Meir
Sternberg’s book The Poetics of Biblical Narrative uses modem literary criticism to
carry forward the surface and the depths of biblical narrative. He gives a very specific
analysis of the story of Bathsheba and David, suggesting that Bathsheba might seduce
the king through bathing on the roof. Sternberg’s biblical criticism gains its own
recognition among most western readers through the favorable comments by Robert
Alter in The Art of Biblical Narrative. In this book, Robert Alter provides an
enlightening guide to the Bible’s narrative strategies. He also describes the
interrelationships among religion, history, and literature in the Hebrew Bible, the
dynamics of narration, characterization, and dialogue and the functions of a sequence
of repeated scenes in the narratives.

In the nineteenth century, the women’s rights movement promoted the feminist
interpretation of the Bible. Before the movement, women were judged to be deficient
as human beings in the literature writings including the Bible. Since the judgment
about what counts as the criteria was drawn exclusively from male experience, it
prevailed until women stepped forward and raised their voices in protest. As a matter
of fact, most participants in feminist biblical criticism are women. They have
examined the representation of women in canonical and non-canonical texts and
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unveiled the patriarchy in texts. They also have studied the influence of women’s
stories in Hebrew Bible on modern literature. The eleven-volume series 4 Feminist
Companion to Reading the Bible written by Athalya Brenner and Carole R. Fontaine
not only give comprehensive coverage of the biblical texts, but also provide a good
sample for current critical voices. It proposes a good representation to roughly divide
feminist biblical criticism into three phases. The first phase coincides with the rise of
the feminist movement in the United States. As its roots in the late eighteenth century,
the emerging feminist movement raised critical questions about the Bible. Elizabeth
Cady Stanton, a leader of the women’s movement in the nineteenth century, was a
person who had great influence during the period. She brought attention to the ways
in which the Bible contributed to the subordination of women. From 1895 to 1898,
she gathered female colleagues to create a biblical commentary, The Woman's Bible.
These women devoted themselves into searching for a feminist interpretation of the
Bible that was rooted in the feminist critical consciousness: women and men are fully
human and fully equal. This consciousness contradicts to teachings and actions that
strengthen the social system that oppresses women and other groups in society. The
Woman s Bible rejects those scriptures that portray women as irrational, or otherwise
unfit for public responsibility. Stanton revealed the contradictions and inconsistencies
in the Bible such as its attitude towards women, “The Bible cannot be accepted or
rejected as a whole, its teachings are varied and its lessons differ widely from each
other. In criticizing the peccadilloes of Sarah, Rebecca and Rachel, we would not
shadow the virtues of Deborah, Huldah and Vashti” (Stanton 13). The first phase came
to climax in 1895 with the publication of The Woman's Bible and was followed by a
period of relative feminist silence on this subject lasting until the 1960s.

The second phase began shortly after Valerie Saiving’s article, The Human
Situation: a Feminine View, asked fundamental questions about the inclusively of
contemporary Christian theological models. It was only in the 1970s that women
biblical scholars began to engage in research and publication that could be defined as
feminist interpretation. Books such as Letty Russell’s the Liberation Word and Phyllis
Trible’s God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality introduced many women and men to the
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new possibilities opened up by feminism for reading and understanding the Bible.
Phyllis Trible’s feminist interpretation of biblical texts influences those who are
studying biblical criticism. In her work “Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings
of Biblical Narratives”, Trible told the sad stories of four biblical women. Letty
Russell’s edited gook, Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, is quoted by all later
scholars who are working in the field.

The early feminist interpreters of the Hebrew Bible in this time showed two
major tendencies. Mieke Bal and Esther Fuchs stood for “hermeneutics of suspicion”
which attributed gender-politics agenda to any texts originating in the male
community. Phyllis Trible represented the “hermeneutics of reconciliation” which
attempted to balance the feminist scholars’ admiration for the sacred texts with their
painful realization that the female voice was suppressed in it (Petersen 226). In the
1970s, the work of Phyllis Trible, particularly her investigation of Genesis 2-3, stood
out as the most influential feminist studies focusing on the Bible. “Phyllis Trible has
always been very clear about her commitment to the biblical tradition in a Christian
context and she works to overcome, resolve or confront the problems presented by the
Bible and its interpreters” (Milne 46).

During the first decade of the second phase, feminist biblical scholars had to
struggle for the publication of their work. They struggled for working opportunities in
relevant institutions; they struggled for the right to participate the conference program;
they struggled for space in traditional scholarly journals. In the 1980s the number of
feminist studies of the Hebrew Bible grew steadily. Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza has
eamned worldwide recognition during this phase. Her work in the field of feminist
hermeneutics has become a standard reference in the feminist academic world. Her
pioneering book In Memory of Her was published in 1983, which represented the first
hermeneutic approach to feministic analysis. This hermeneutic approach with a
specific feminist character took a position, on the one hand, against the Church’s
traditional treatment of the biblical texts and, on the other hand, against the premises
of traditional biblical scholarship (Schroer 1). In the following years Elisabeth
Schussler Fiorenza developed and refined her feminist critical hermeneutics in diverse
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publications such as But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretati;)n and
Bread Not Stone: the Challenge of Feminist Biblical Interpretation. In the latter book,
she argued that the Bible’s patriarchal bias had functioned to legitimate the oppression
of all women. She took women’s experience as her criterion of authority in struggling
for liberation, and viewed the Bible as a historical prototype open to transformation.
Women around the world began to work with the biblical texts on the basis of
Fiorenza’s books, at times even in contradiction of her theories, but in any case
stimulated by them.

Over the last twenty years, biblical scholarship by women has come into its
maturity. Not only are women prominent in the discussions of traditional topics in
biblical studies, but “the new questions women have posed and the new ways of
reading that women have pioneered have challenged the very way biblical studies are
done” (Newsom and Ringe 21). By the 1990s, the diversity of woman-centered
critical analyses of the Bible reveals a third and very complex phase. For one thing,
the term “feminist” is no longer adequate to describe all women’s analytical and
ideological interpretive concerns. Women critics strengthen their rights to participate
to the interpretive process for granted. They use traditional methods of analysis to
investigate non-traditional questions. They may examine factors of social and
economic class, race and nationality in relation to the literary characters in a biblical
text, the women of the ancient community, as well as in relation to the women in
contemporary society. During the third phase, the women critics engage in three
essential tasks. First they criticize the sexism of the tradition, denying that the
subordination of women can ever be identified with the text of Bible (Higginbotham
45). Esther Fuchs published her book Sexual Politics in the Biblical Narrative:
Reading the Hebrew Bible as a Woman in 2000. By means of a thoroughgoing literary
analysis of a sequence of biblical stories, Fuchs isolated and unpacked the narrative
strategies to depict female characters as less-than-ideal humans in many subtle ways.
She had consistently raised feminist concerns about how biblical text communicates
patriarchy. In her book, she illustrates how these female characters are treated as the
actual and symbolic property of males by examining the stories of raped virgins,
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maidens at wells, brides, would be brides, wives, sisters, daughters, and would-be
mothers. Second, women critics challenge existing interpretations of women’s roles in
Hebrew Bible. Helpmate, Harlots, and Heros: women's stories in the Hebrew Bible
written by Alice Ogden Bellis was published in 1994. In this comprehensive book, the
author shares the work of many feminist biblical scholars who have examined
women’s stories in the last twenty-five years. These stories have profoundly affected
how women understand themselves. In the last chapter of this book, Bellis discusses
the subversive women in subversive books such as Ruth, Esther and Judith from a
new perspective. Third, women critics add new ideas to the transformed tradition,
arguing that the recognition of women’s equality would not just mean that a
male-oriented tradition opens to women. Gale A. Yee had written a ground-breaking
book Poor Banished Children of Eve: Woman as Evil in the Hebrew Bible in 2003.
Yee’s basic hypothesis is that images of woman as evil in the Bible are generated
largely by male compensatory mechanisms. She calls attention to the social sciences
to understand women’s roles, particularly their social power, in societies resembling
ancient Israel. Gale A. Yee demonstrates her proposed method by reading four
sections of the Hebrew Bible. A multi-volume series A Feminist Companion to
Reading the Bible which gathered the work of a wide range of feminist commentators
were published in 2001. It not only celebrates feminist scholarship but also makes a
unique contribution to the rapidly emerging field. It is a reflection of the diversity and
creativity which now characterize feminist scholarship on the Hebrew Bible.
Methodological diversity also characterizes the book. There is no prescribed or
privileged critical methodology or analytical focus. Historical, sociological,
anthropological, archaeological and psychological approaches are all evident
alongside or in partnership with literary approaches. “The community which produced
the biblical text, readers or the text, the history of interpretation of the text are among
the foci includes along with the text itself” (Brenner and Fontaine 40).

With increasing self-confidence, feminist study of the Bible has become one of
the most important divisions in contemporary biblical research. Women gradually
become prominent in the traditional biblical studies and pose new questions and new
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ways of reading on biblical studies. There are many different directions that feminist
biblical studies have taken. Some scholars have attempted to recover knowledge about
the actual conditions of women’s lives in the biblical period. Others have focused on
the telling of the stories, using literary approaches to shed new light on metaphors,
images, and narratives about women. Although the Hebrew Bible is written by males
from a male-centered society and portrays a man’s world in which the male
perspective is privileged and the female perspective is marginalized, still some
scholars have tried to discover the presence of women and their own points of view
between the lines.

For more than one hundred years, feminist biblical studies especially the research
on biblical women characterization have made important contributions to the biblical
literature scholarship. Firstly, they establish a systematic investigation into the status
and roles of women in ancient Israelite culture. Secondly, they reassess the passages
and books about women and the overlooked biblical traditions involving women. Last
but not the least, they promote the developments of translation principles relating to
women’s concerns. However, it is not difficult to observe the defect of feminist
biblical criticism. Although there are a rapidly increasing number of books and
articles on the Bible by women, there appears to be a suspicion that much feminist
work on the Bible subordinates feminist ideologies to theological ones, “a suspicion
that the usual goal is to find ways, no matter how tenuous, of making the bible into a
positive resource for women” (Milne 45). Feminist biblical studies sometimes ignore
the fact that the biblical text is an interpretation of historical circumstances. Though
feminist critics never stop attempting to perfect a hermeneutic theory that affirms
point of view of woman by revealing, criticizing and examining its impossibility,
more attention should be focus on some other aspects of feminist biblical scholarship
which have not yet been adequately developed. An urgent step is to consider the
political and social implications of biblical gender ideology. It is not only affects

women characters in the text but also affects women in the real society.
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1.2 Theoretical Basis and Research Methodology of this Study

The author has observed that most women in the Hebrew Bible, more or less,
play seductive and deceptive roles. This representation is related to both the attitudes
of male authors and the actual social conditions of women in the world that produced
the texts. Thus, in this thesis, the author would use the feminist theory and adopt
narrative method and sociological method for a close reading of the biblical female

characters.
1.2.1 Feminist Interpretation of Seductive and Deceptive Biblical Women

Most feminist critics would agree that culture has provided a different set
experience for women. Feminist theory of interpretation values women’s experience
as a source of knowledge. Radical feminist theory begins with the assumption that
women form a “sex class” (Madsen 153). Radical feminism analyzes the relationship
between social inequality and sexual difference; the domination of women by men is
seen to provide the foundation of social inequality, and the sexual oppression of
women is seen to underlie the economic, cultural and social subordination of women
(Madsen 152-153). It regards gender oppression which precedes the economic
structure of patriarchal societies as the most fundamental form of oppression.
Patriarchy is one of the most stable features of ancient biblical society. The word
“patriarchy” is used very frequently by feminist interpreters, and here the author uses
it in its generally accepted meaning of “male dominated” and “oppressive of women.”
The Bible is shaped by men in a patriarchal culture and interpreted by men from an
androcentirc perspective which eliminate the traces of female experience. Thus, in
studying biblical texts, the reader needs to be alert the patriarchal bias. The feminist
critical principle demands that ‘“women stand outside of judgment upon this
patriarchal bias of the scriptures and that feminism reject the scriptures altogether as
normative for its own liberation” (Ruether 116).

Women in patriarchal culture are surrounded by messages that devalue their

existence. Their bodily sexual presence is regarded as a dangerous threat to male
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purity. The systemic nature of gender ensures continued male domination through the
masculine control of feminine sexuality. In radical feminist terms, gender oppression
is “the most fundamental form of oppression and precedes the economic structure of
patriarchal societies” (Madsen 153). Women’s viewpoints and judgments of events are
devalued because they are regarded as stupid, uninformed and incapable of making
right decision. Thus they are dissociating from their own perceptions and minds.
These preconceptions about woman are used to justify women’s exclusion from the
interpretation of the Bible. However, the biblical interpretations by women are not
simply identical with a critical historical consciousness. It seeks to understand the
meaning of texts, the effects biblical discourses produce, from whose point of view
and how they produce the texts. Women’s experience which arises when women
become critically aware of the patriarchal bias is the key to the theory of interpretation.
Women begin to be aware of these experiences and affirm their feelings and thoughts
as intelligent and healthy rather than stupid. After this process of self-affirmation, they
are able to take part in the complex process of critical analysis and become freed and
empowered to criticize the experience of sexism as an unjustified assault upon their
beings. The critique of sexism implies a fundamental principle of judgment. This
critical principle of feminist theory is to affirm and promote the full humanity of
women. “Whatever denies, diminishes, or distorts the full humanity of women is,
therefore, to be appraised as not redemptive” (Ruether 115). The feminist biblical
interpretation utilizes the analysis of gender and sexism as intellectual tools in
struggles against patriarchal oppression. The feminist biblical critics regard
interpretation as a cultural-religious practice of resistance and transformation. They
utilize historical-literary and ideology-critical evaluative methods of rhetorical
analysis. “They also employ methods of storytelling, bibliodrama, dance, and ritual
for creating a “different” religious imagination” (Code 43).

Recognizing the patriarchy of biblical texts, the author attempts to focus on the
seductive and deceptive women images in the Hebrew Bible and to reveal the
male-center consciousness in it. In each context the roles of female characters are
devalued in relation to their male counterparts. Therefore, “feminist biblical
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interpretation must challenge the scriptural authority of patriarchal texts and explore
how the Bible is used as a weapon against women in our struggles for liberation”
(Ruether 129). It also must explore whether and how the Bible can become a resource

in this struggle”.
1.2.2 Methods of Interpretation

In this thesis, the author adopts two methods in approaching the biblical texts.
The two methods are not rigidly separate and are sometimes used in combination. The
first approach is narrative critical method which look-s at the text with the concern of
the narrative point of view. In making a study of the seductive and deceptive women
characterization in the Hebrew Bible, the author will use a narrative critical method
for a close reading of the text. This method focuses on how the narrator suppresses the
voices of women and stigmatizes women as seductive and deceptive characters.

All stories have four elements which may differ from culture to culture: plot,
characters, setting and narrator or point of view. These four elements are closely
interrelated with one another. Characters in the Hebrew Bible are like real people in
that readers can know them only partially. The readers learn about the characters of a
story by their actions and speeches. Since the Hebrew Bible is a collection of writings
by males from a male-centered society, these writings portray a man’s world in which
the male perspective is privileged while the female perspective is marginalized. They
primarily speak of events and activities engaged in by males. The overall picture is
dominated by male values such as subordination, obedience and possession, and male
prejudices: woman as seductive, sinful and gossipy. The readers’ understanding of
biblical women characters is controlled and mediated by the male narrator who
contributes certain words, gestures or actions to female characters. In fact, the “male
narrator” refers to a male-centered perspective rather than a particular male because
some texts in the Hebrew Bible may have been written by women. As Fuchs suggests,
“The narrator refers to a construct, a collective male-centered consciousness spanning
many periods, styles and approaches” (Fuchs 2000:15).

The Bible does not merely project a male consciousness; it also promotes a

13



Seduction and Deception in Biblical Women Characterization

patriarchal ideology in its legal texts. The Hebrew Bible creates its central male
character God which is omniscient and admired by Israelite. The male-supremacist
social and cognitive system ensures the superiority of men. According to the biblical
law, women are legally and substantively dependent on men in marriage and
inheritance. Then women come to be inferior and are portrayed as seductive and
deceptive characters in biblical narratives. “The narrator may choose to reveal much
about a character, in which case the character is complex or round; or the narrator
may choose to tell the reader very little about a character, which is therefore flat”
(Longman III 73). Most men are round characters while women are neglected in some
texts although the effects of their lives and actions are important elements which
influence the stories in the Bible. However, the ideas of men about women do not
reflect women’s reality in biblical society. Women are portrayed as supportive
characters that help achieving God’s goal through giving birth the family’s heir.
Therefore, the widows in the Hebrew Bible always seduce and deceive the
prospective fathers and give birth to sons who continue the name of their late
husbands.

According to Esther Fuchs, “These narratives do not merely describe a
male-dominated social order, but justify it as morally requisite and sanctioned by God.
They do not merely tell us how women came to be inferior; they also tell us that this
inferiority is necessary” (Fuchs, 2000:14). In order to achieve this effect, the biblical
author adopts various literary ploys such as the construction of point of view, the
repeated scenes, and the characterization of women. Therefore, it is very beneficial to
analyze the biblical stories by taking a narrative critical method.

The second approach is sociological method which interprets texts in the context
of the historical or social setting. Like all other writings, biblical texts communicate
meanings according to assumptions shared in common by writers and readers. The
understanding and interpretation of any sort of text is ultimately rooted in a social
world. “The social system of ancient Israel signifies the whole complex of communal
interactions embracing functions, roles, institutions, customs, norms, symbols, and the
processes and networks” (Gottwald 27). Generally speaking, the task of the research
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is to investigate and discover what is in fact communicated by those meaningful
stories concerning seductive and deceptive female characters. The cultural and social
setting of ancient Israel becomes an important element in the study of the Hebrew
Bible in the early twentieth century. Philip Davies, the author of In Search of Ancient
Israel, has suggested adopting a combination of literary and sociological approaches
in the study of the Hebrew Bible. “Sociology may be defined as the study of human
society and its institutions. It not only examines the literature and social setting of
‘Israel’ but also the social forces underlying the production of that literature” (Carter
4). The author uses the sociology approach to examine the social setting of ancient
Israel and its influence on biblical women characterization. Research questions have
been proposed: how the texts portray them as seductive and deceptive women; why
seductive and deceptive women are even appreciated in some cases and what the
points of the portrait are.

Firstly, each of social groups in biblical society not only protects the distinctive
interest of its own but also keeps balance between various groups. For example,
property is normally passed from father to son. However, if there is no son to inherit
the property, the daughters could inherit it only when they agree to marry within their
clan (Num. 36:6-9). As a result, the property would remain within the clan and thus
balance be achieved. Secondly, conflicts between different people are inevitable in
social life. They fight for their own beliefs, lands and wealth, etc. Women, such as
Judith and Jael, are involved in different kinds of conflicts, using seduction and
deception as weapons to defeat enemies. Lastly, the behavior of human individual is
evaluated in society. In Hebrew Bible, women are always wrapped in social roles, sets
of social rights and obligations relative to each other. For example, female status is
usually measured by childbirth in domestic contexts in the Hebrew Bible. If women
produce heirs for their families, they have gained respectable status despite their
seduction and deception. From this perspective, it is necessary to consider these social
elements or customs when studies the seduction and deception in biblical women
characterization.

In conclusion, the different texts in Hebrew Bible span almost a millennium in

15



Seduction and Deception in Biblical Women Characterization

their dates of composition. The differences both in the time of composition and in
social context attribute to the seductive and deceptive biblical women characterization,
therefore sociological method is a proper complement to feminist theory and narrative

critical method in this thesis.
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Chapter I1: Three Types of Seductive and Deceptive Biblical

Women Characterization

Though men outnumber women in the biblical stories, women still play critical
roles in it. The female characters offer a full range from the strongest characters to the
most abject victims. Some of them are famous (Ruth and Esther for example), others
are unknown (Potiphar’s wife and Levite’s concubine for example). Some of them are
powerful (Jezebel, Deborah), others are powerless (Rahab, Tamar). Like their biblical
male counterparts, some women use their gifts and abilities out of good will, and
some out of evil will. But no matter what their individual personalities and
contributions, the characterization of biblical women presents seduction and deception
as inescapable feature of femininity.

Most of the information concerning women’s status in ancient Israel comes from
laws and historical stories in the Hebrew Bible. It will be helpful to look at what the
biblical laws tell the reader about women’s status. Though the laws in Hebrew Bible
give only a partial view of the model of ancient Israel, they are nevertheless a primary
source for reconstructing the ideals and practices of that society. “They are preserved,
for the most part, in several large ‘codes’ or collections, ranging in date from
premonarchic (before 1000 B.C.) to postexilic (500 — 400 B.C.) times” (Bird 258).
According to the biblical laws, only the male who is regarded as responsible people
obtains the full membership of their own clans. He is responsible not only for his own
acts but for those of his dependents as well. These include his wife, children, and even
livestock, in the extended understanding of household or property that pertained in
ancient Israel (Exod. 20:17; 21:28-29). The basic unit in the biblical society is the
family headed by the father. It is called “the father’s house”. Before marriage, a
woman is dependent on her father for support. After marriage, she relies on her
husband. If her husband died and they have no children, the property will be given
back to the husband’s clan. As a result, the widow has no one to dependent on.
Normally, property was passed from father to son. If there is no son to inherit the
property, the daughters could inherit it only when they agree to marry within their
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clan (Num. 36:6-9). As a result, the property would remain within the clan. Their sons
would eventually inherit the property. A related biblical law is Levirate marriage. The
brother of a deceased man who has died without leaving children is to marry the
widow. Their first son is to be considered the dead brother’s child and thereby
perpetuate his brother’s name in Israel (Deut. 25:5). In this way, the man’s
reproductive powers extend beyond the grave. “In a symbol system like that of
ancient Israel without belief in bodily resurrection, offspring are one’s afterlife”
(Newsom and Ringe 25). The woman’s primary responsibility is to bear children for
her husband. Biblical laws set severe penalties for sexual transgression and worship
violation (Lev. 18-20). The story about worship of Baal of Peor illustrates the serious
consequences. While Israel was staying at Shittim, the people began to have sexual
relations with the women of Moab. These invited the people to the sacrifices of their
gods, and the people ate and bowed down to their gods. Thus Israel yoked itself to the
Baal of Peor, and the lord’s anger was kindled against Israel. The plague took
twenty-four thousand people’s lives. After the Phinehas killed a Midianite woman and
an Israelite who has yoked himself to the Baal of Peor, the plague was stopped among
the people of Israel (Num. 25). Adultery by a married woman is punished by death.
Brides are supposed to be virgins. If a bride has committed adultery, she is going to be
executed. However, if a man violates a virgin who is not engaged, he shall give fifty
shekels of silver to the young woman’s father and then marry her (Deut. 22).
Prostitution is tolerated, although female prostitutes are outcasts. Only male has the
right to give a certificate of divorce (Deut. 24).

Because of the inferior social position and political powerlessness in biblical
society, women have to use seduction and deception to carry out their plans. The story
of Rebekah is told in Genesis 27. Rebekah schemed with her favorite son Jacob to
deceive Isaac into giving the blessing to Jacob. Rebekah made the stew for him and
then covered Jacob’s hands and neck with goat hair. Isaac gived Jacob the blessing
that belonged to Esau by birthright (the Right of the Firstborn, see Deut. 21:15).
Deception is the only way to grant her preferred son a blessing. Although Isaac is old
and blind, he is still superior to his wife in power. When Rebekah was pregnant, she
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went to inquire of the Lord. And the Lord said to her, “Two nations are in your womb,
and two peoples born of you shall be divided; the one shall be stronger than the other,
the elder shall serve the younger” (Gen. 25:19). Therefore, the deception of Rebekah
is in accordance with the Lord’s will. The fact is that Rebekah deceives Isaac not
because she is a deceptive wife but because she is inferior and subordinate to Isaac in
the biblical society. Within biblical patriarchy, the right of the firstborn and parental
blessings applied strictly to males. Mothers are deprived the right of blessings to their
children. In this story, “if Rebekah could express her love for Jacob through maternal
blessings, she would have blessed Jacob by herself rather than have adopted
deception” (Fuchs 1985:138).

Potiphar’s wife is another female character presented as a seductive and
deceptive character. After several unsuccessful attempts of seducing Joseph,
Potiphar’s wife tried again. “One day, she caught hold of his garment, saying, ‘Lie
with me!”” (Gen. 39:11-12). Joseph refused to betray his master and fled, leaving a
piece of his garment behind in her hand. Then Potiphar’s wife used the torn garment
as evidence and accused Joseph of trying to seduce her. The narrative condemns
Potiphar’s wife through the detailed description about her deceptive action. She is a
negative temptress and a negative foreign woman. Unlike Rebekah’s deception of
Jacob, “the deceptive behavior of Potiphar’s wife is self-serving, spiteful, and
hypocritical. Potiphar’s wife is the stereotypical sexually potent, evil woman” (Bellis
92). Joseph is portrayed as the wise man: faithful, hardworking, God-fearing, and can
resist the seduction. In contrast, Potiphar’s wife is characterized by several defections:
disloyal to her husband, quick to seek satisfaction in forbidden places, strongly sexual,
and duplicity. Although Potiphar’s wife succeeds in having Joseph punished, she
disappears from the text afterward. Joseph’s story continues. In the jail, he used his
skills as an interpreter of dreams and impressed Pharaoh. Finally, he was freed to
become Pharaoh’s second in command (Gen. 40-41). He is remembered as a hero.
Esther Fuchs criticizes the double standard in the narrative:

Had Potiphar himself seduced a maid servant he would not have been
condemned for either betraying or deceiving his wife, since patriarchal
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monogamy applies exclusively to women. Since the wife’s legal status
vis-3-vis her husband was little more than that of a servant, only she stood to
be condemned for her betrayal of her husband-master. It is doubtful that the
biblical narrative would have found it necessary to report an incident in
which the husband deceives his wife having seduced one of his maid
servants, let alone condemn him for it (Fuchs 1985:139).

Rebekah and Potiphar’s wife are just two images in so many seductive and
deceptive biblical female characters. In her book Women in the Hebrew Bible, Alice
Bach compiles a fascinating collection of nearly 40 essays on attitude toward women
and their status in early biblical times. In this book, top scholars including Esther
Fuchs, Susan Ackerman and Bach herself analyze the lives and roles of the “wives”,
the “good girls”, the “bad girls”, the “sad girls”, the “women warriors” and the
“amazing women”. However, many of the female characters are both good and bad,
both warrior and victim. There is no one category into which the characters fit. “Thus,
Delilah is a wicked woman if you are a reader loyal to Samson. But if you are a
Philistine, then Delilah is a warrior hero, like Deborah or Judith or Jael” (Bach 1999:
xxi). However, Jael is definitely not a “good woman” in the eyes of the Canaanite
while Rebekah is not a “good mother” to Esau. Considering the interests of Israelite,
the author classifies the seductive and deceptive biblical female characters into three
types: “good women”, “bad women” and the “widows”, unveiling the reasons for the

seductive and deceptive in biblical women characterization.

2.1 Seduction and Deception of “Good Women”

Portrayed as the first woman, Eve in fact symbolizes all women. “The story of
Eve has been used more than any other as a theological base for sexism” (Bellis 45).
Eve believed the tricky snake and ate the forbidden fruit. She then gave some to Adam,
who was with her (Gen. 3:6). Eve tempts Adam to eat the apple from the Tree of
Knowledge. Beginning with Eve, women have been blamed as temptresses. However,
the narrative disregards the fact that Eve’s subordination might lead her to be easily
persuaded by the snake. Her deception and disobedience could be linked to her priori
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subordination. In the story, Eve is penalized with a greater degree of subordination to
her husband. The image of Eve frequently appears in western art and literature. The
story of Adam and Eve is interpreted in ways that have had an everlasting influence
on the characterization of women’s status and roles. “By ascribing moral inferiority to
the first woman, the story of Genesis seeks to justify her social inferiority and to
promote the ideology that supports man’s supremacy over woman” (Fuchs 1985:143).
Even the “good women”, such as Bathsheba, Esther and Jael can not escape from the

shadow of seduction and deception.
2.1.1 Bathsheba

Bathsheba’s story is told in 2 Samuel 11. Walking on his roof, David saw a
beautiful woman bathing. David brought her to his royal residence and committed
adultery with her. Bathsheba is sometimes condemned as a seductress for she might
take bathing on the top of the roof on purpose. The adultery resulted in a pregnancy.
Then David had Uriah, the husband of Bathsheba, killed on purpose in the battlefield.
David legitimized the child by marrying the widowed Bathsheba. According to the
Bible, David and Bathsheba were punished for their adultery with the death of their
first son. David should have been at the battlefield, leading his troops, but instead he
was at home in Jerusalem. Some biblical interpretation suggests that Bathsheba took
the advantage of his staying and seduced David when she knew David would see her.
However, because her character is suppressed, Bathsheba seems to know nothing of
her husband’s death and David receives full blame for the adultery and murder.
Lillian Klein suggests that Bathsheba’s goal, however, is not simply sexual seduction
but rather conception: she has been unable to bear children by her Hittite husband
Uriah (Klein 92-125). While this interpretation is novel, Klein makes a case for
reading Bathsheba’s motives in relation to the stories of Tamar and Ruth, women in
the royal line who also secure offspring in enterprising ways. Bathsheba rarely
becomes the narrative focus in this story and is always spoken of in the third person.
She is silent except for the announcement of her pregnancy to David, which she does

not deliver in person. “The only hint that she might have cooperated willingly in her
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predicament is her initial act of bathing in a place where she could be observed by the
king out walking on his roof which is not an uncommon place to stroll in the Middle
East for the cool evening breeze” (Newsom and Ringe 98). The narrator does not say
anything about how she feels about the adultery and how she feels about her
husband’s murder. The text offers no judgment on her for that. Bathsheba is rarely
even called by name in the whole story. Women’s presence and perspectives are often
hidden or absent in the biblical texts. It would be totally different if the biblical stories
were told from the perspective of a female character rather than from the point of
view of a male character. In this story, how would David’s adultery with Bathsheba
look if the story were told from her perspective rather than his? It could be a seductive
and deceptive David. He deceives an innocent man Uriah who is loyal and dedicated
and seduces Bathsheba. Even though, David is given a chance to regret, be punished,
and finally be absolved. He is not only forgiven for his deception, murder, and
unlawful appropriation of Bathsheba, but also allowed to make her into a wife. In the

Bible, there are double standard concerning seduction and deception.
2.1.2 Esther

Another queen’s story is told in the book of Esther. King Ahasuerus banished
Queen Vashti when she refused to display herself before his guests at a banquet.
Ahasuerus is presented as being led by his eyes and taking an interest only in external
appearances, “Let beautiful young virgins be sought out for the king. And let the girl
who pleases the king be queen in stead of Vashti” (Esth. 2:2-4). The new queen is
going to be chosen on the basis of her external appearance alone. It is for this reason
that the text describes in detail the twelve-month cosmetic treatment (six months with
oil of myrrh, six with perfumes and cosmetics) during which the external beauty of
each girl is nurtured. “Often women smell too good, and such hyper-fragrance is
understood to be for the express purpose of seduction” (Bach 1997:180). In Proverbs,
the perfumed woman is connected with sexual temptations and promises. “I have
perfumed my bed with myrrh, aloes, and cinnamon. Come, let us take our fill of love

until morning; let us delight ourselves with love” (Prov. 7:17-18). The beautiful young
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virgins of the empire, including Esther, were brought to the palace harem, where they
underwent a twelve-month cosmetic treatment. Then they were offered to the king.
Esther is described as being of “fair and beautiful” and her character is revealed to the
readers through the eyes of the people surrounding her. Hegai, the keeper of the
women, who handled thousands of young maidens, yet paid extra attention to this
special girl. Whoever saw Esther was impressed by her special character. Finally, the
king himself was attracted by her and loved Esther more than all the other women
because of her external appearance. The sexuality of Esther is prominent. She won the
king’s favor in what Michael Fox has characterized as a “sex contest” (Fox 28).
Esther used her appearance and sex appeal as weapons to achieve her ends. She won
the contest and the king awarded her the title of Queen. However, on her cousin
Mordecai’s advice, Esther deceived everyone including her husband by not telling
them that she was Jewish. Because of the inferior position and political powerlessness
in the palace, deception is a good way for Esther to ensure her safety. Haman, the
king’s second-in-command, arranged for the slaughter of all the Jews in the Persian
Empire. At this time, Mordecai asked Esther to use her influence with the king to save
the Jews. Esther was reluctant to do so because of the rule that anyone who went to
the king inside the inner court without being called would be put to death. Although
Esther was the queen, she was no exception to this rule. In a strongly patriarchal
culture, “the woman who wishes to survive has no choice but to accord and accede to
Otherness and thereby forgo subjectivity, transcendence, and a will of her own. She
must adopt a posture of submissiveness and complicity” (Beauvoir 18). Finally,
Esther agreed to help. Descriptions of Esther’s beauty and body are replaced by
accounts of her cleverly strategies, her action as helpmate to Mordecai and flattery to
the king. Because of her charming, beauty and seduction, Esther was not only invited
into the internal court but welcomed and encouraged to express her desire by the
king’s generous promise to grant all her wishes “even to half the kingdom” (Esth. 5:3).
Esther understood that her power came from being the favorite women of the King.
The place that Esther chose for her seduction was not the bedroom but the banquet
hall. She invited the king and Haman to a wine banquet, where she finally made her
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request of the king. Wine always connects with seduction and deception for it turns
the mind away from the truth and throws in the passion of lust. At last, the king
ordered Haman hanged and made Mordecai his new chief counselor. Through her
beauty and deception, Esther brought about Haman’s downfall and saved the Jews.
Esther becomes another of those female characters who exert power over men through
their seductive wiles. As Alice Laffey writes, “In contrast to Vashti, who refused to be
men’s sexual object and her husband’s toy, Esther is the stereotypical woman in a
man’s world. She wins favor by the physical beauty of her appearance, and then by
her ability to satisfy sexually” (Laffey 216).

Although Esther acts with considerable skill and bravery to save the Jews from
destruction, she still guards the patriarchal norms of ancient Jewish society. Kristin de
Troye notes, “The book of Esther has a hidden agenda. Between the lines it transmits
a code, a norm of behavior for women. This code and norm is delivered completely
from the male point of view” (Troyer 55). Esther’s primary characteristic is her
beauty, which seduces the king who possesses her. Esther is also obedient compared
with Vashti who defies Ahasuerus’s command to come before his guests during his
banquet. She respects the power of the man over his household. This obedient is
ensured by biblical law, “All women will give honor to their husbands, high and low
alike” and “every man should be master in his own house” (Esth. 1:20-22). This
obedient wife is rewarded: Esther is remembered as a biblical heroine while Vashti
effectively disappears from the story. “The literary prominence given to Esther, at the
expense of Vashti, demonstrates the biblical stance on sexual politics” (Bach 1999:
82). However, Esther completely disappears at the end of the book. All the praise
comes to Mordecai, “for he sought the good of his people and interceded for the
welfare of all his descendants” (Esth. 10:3). The patriarchy attempts to glorify Esther
by naming book of the Bible after her. As role model she is also representative of

“good women”.
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2.1.3 Jael

Like Esther, who uses her beauty to dispatch an enemy, Jael is another biblical
character who is celebrated as hero for killing an enemy of Israel. The story of Jael’s
murder of Sisera is told in Judge 4. Defeated by Barak, Sisera fled on foot and came
upon the tent of Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite who had a peace treaty with king of
Jabin. Jael confronted Sisera, an experienced warrior who even survived the
battlefield. Physically she was inferior to him, so she made full use of her femininity
to defeat him by exploiting the weakness of men. When Jael came out to meet Sisera,
she said to him, “Turn aside, my lord, turn aside to me; have no fear” (Judg. 4:18).
Her greeting is filled with ambiguity. She may offer the promise of a sexual encounter.
This greeting and invitation remind readers the call of a prostitute in the Book of
Proverbs: “calling to those who pass by, who are going straight on their way, ‘You,
who are simple, turn in here’” (Prov 9:15-16). Sisera foolishly believed that her
invitation was genuine and that she wished to show him hospitality. Then Jael offered
a cup of milk and blanket. In the biblical narratives under consideration, women offer
all sorts of deceitful delicacies to men, who greedily reach out for them no matter
what the dangers (Bach 1997:206). The multiple references to Jael covering Sisera in
bed imply her seduction which deceives Sisera into false confidence. Sisera trusted
Jael to the extent that he asked her to guard him while he slept in the tent. When
Sisera fell asleep, “Jael wife of Heber took a tent peg, and took a hammer in her hand,
and went softly to him and drove the peg into his temple” (Judg. 4:21). Jael, the
beautiful seductive woman, killed Sisera single-handedly.

However, Jael’s motives in assisting Israel are not apparent in the story. The
story offers a powerful argument against Jael’s killing act: there is a peace treaty
between King Jabin of Hazor and Jael’s clan. The Cannaanite Sisera believes he will
be safe in her tent, but her loyalties are not what he expects. From this point of view,
Jael is just as much a betrayer as is Delilah in Judges 16. Though her thoughts are
never revealed, Jael is clearly a woman caught in the middle. Jael does what she has
to do. The Israelites have obviously won. “They cannot be far behind Sisera, and they
are unlikely to take kindly to a family that has allied itself with the enemy—especially
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if found to be hiding the Canaanite commander” (Newsom and Ringe 75). Jael is one
of the most memorable characters in Hebrew Bible. At the end of the story, Deborah
and Barak sing a great victory hymn, in which Jael’s deed is praised. In their
description of her feat, her violent act becomes larger than life. The ends justify the
means: no seduction and deception in the victory hymn. Most feminist readers have
avoided dealing directly with the murderous aspect of Jael. They transform the
murder into brave act committed on behalf of the Jewish people. Jael’s courageous
loyalty to the Israelites is indeed highly praised in the biblical text, but “the repeated
dramatization of the deceptively hospitable welcome she extends to the exhausted
Sisera injects her image with a foul taste of treachery” (Fuchs 1985:142). Jael who
risks her life to protect the Israelites exhibits the same courage as the Esther who uses

cosmetics and finery to seduce a man into fulfilling her political desires.

2.2 Seduction and Deception of “Bad Women”

As Newsom states, “Because of the social nature of discourse in which
subjectivity is established, it can never be ideologically neutral” (Newsom 143). Both
Esther and Jael are celebrated as heroines of Israel for seducing men with wine and
food and then cutting off the enemies’ heads. However, another biblical woman
Delilah who also uses the same weapon—wine and food and sexuality—to seduce
Samson is regarded as a “bad women”. Traditionally the difference has been one of
ethnic triumphs. Jael and Esther who are favored by the side of the traditional readers
of the biblical texts kill the right men while Delilah destroys Samson whom the ideal
community has identified as heroes. In spite of her foreign identity, Rahab is praised
for her protecting of the Israelite spies. Women’s seduction and deception are
condemned when they jeopardize the benefit of Israelite. Being female and foreign
obviously plays a significant part when Jezebel becomes the symbol of seduction and
deception. “The woman is using her wiles to serve the interests of Israel, which is
laudable, or using sexuality in her own interest, which is deplorable” (Bach 1997:32).
The binary code of good and evil labels the first group of female literary figures as
good and the second group as evil. “Such dichotomous reading reproduces
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essentialism by assuming that texts have a fixed identity” (Bach 1997:4).
Interpretation of the “bad women” characterization begins with careful and active
reading. It attempts to understand the time, place, and purpose for which a particular
biblical book is written, the principal concerns of the author and the communities that

shaped the book.
2.2.1 Delilah

The story of Delilah and Samson is told in Judge 16. Samson has been a leader
of the Israclites for 20 years. His major fault is falling in love with Delilah and
revealing the secret of his strength to her. Delilah is not, as biblical women typically
are, pictured as a part of the household of a father, a brother, or a husband who has
authority over the woman’s life. Delilah managed her own house where Samson slept
and where the Philistines hid waiting to capture him. Delilah was bribed with eleven
hundred pieces of silver by the nobleman of the Philistines to find out what gave
Samson his preternatural strength. The woman character is normally condemned
when she uses seduction and deception to gain something for herself. In Delilah’s
case, she deceives Samson in exchange for money. However, Delilah never tries to
hide her desire to discover Samson’s secret. She directly asks Samson to reveal it no
less than three times (Judg. 16:6—13). She also never hides her intention to deprive
his strength. At first, Samson gave the false answer for three times. Delilah followed
exactly his instruction in order to subdue him and then summoned the Philistines to
capture Samson. From this point of view, Samson volunteeres to be deceived by
Delilah in the name of love. How Delilah feels about Samson is not reveled in the
story. “Some degree of ambivalence is probable since she readily agrees to the
Philistine proposal that she seduces Samson and discovers the source of his strength”
(Newsom and Ringe 79). Then Delilah put a great deal of pressure on Samson and
when she questioned his love for her, he finally told her the secret of his strength.
Delilah makes full use of her feminine attraction to fulfill her plan. When Samson
slept upon Delilah’s lap, he lost his strength for Philistines shaved off his hair.

Sleeping on her lap may imply Samson’s maternal dependence on Delilah. He
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transfers his allegiance from his real mother to his substitute lover-mother. “Not only
does he reveal the secret known only to himself and his mother, but he entrusts
himself to Delilah as a child might trust his mother” (Newsom and Ringe 80). Samson,
seduced and deceived by Delilah, was captured, blinded, and made into a public
spectacle by the Philistines. Delilah disappeared from the story. The story
demonstrates that confiding secrets to a seductive and deceptive woman can undo the
achievements of even great leaders.

Delilah is often viewed as among the most evil women in the Hebrew Bible. She
is portrayed as beautiful, but seductive, unfaithful, and deceptive. However, Delilah is
rarely examined in her own rights. Because Samson is often labeled a hero, Delilah is
cast in the role of the villain who destroys God’s chosen people. If her story were told
from the Philistine point of view, Delilah would probably be viewed as a hero. Both
Delilah and Jael play a role within an ethnic conflict that is not necessarily their own.
However, when Jael seduces and deceives Sisera, she is still considered a hero and
praised in the “Song of Deborah” because she acts on behalf of the Israelites. Delilah,
likewise, acts on behalf of the Philistines and againsts the Israelite hero Samson. If
Judges had been written by a Philistine, there would have been the “Song of Delilah”

or at least a celebration of the “hero” Delilah.
2.2.2 Jezebel

The characterization of seductive and deceptive Delilah reflects the ancient
Israelite fear and distrust towards the foreign women in the biblical society. Delilah’s
successful deception of Samson implies a motif: women, especially a foreign and
beautiful woman is untrustworthy. Jezebel happens to be a foreign and powerful
queen. She is another biblical woman who is characterized by seduction and
deception. Unlike the portrayal of Delilah, there is no mention of sexual attraction in
the narratives of Jezebel. She first appeared in 1 Kings 16:31, where her husband
Ahab, king of Israel committed the crime for marrying a foreign wife and building a
house and an altar for Baal. Ahab is responsible for making all Israelites to sin.

However, Jezebel is blamed for inciting Ahab to worship Baal. Ahab and Jezebel arc a
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clear example of why the God prohibits the mixed marriages between the Israelites
and the "people of the land" at that time. “You shall not give your daughters to their
sons, or take their daughters for your sons or for your selves” (Neh. 13:25).
“Nevertheless, foreign women made even him to sin. Shall we then listen to you and
do all this great evil and act treacherously against our God by marrying foreign
women” (Neh. 13:27). Mixed marriages always results in the corruption of the
Israelite. As queen of Israel, Jezebel attempted to force the worship of Baal upon the
Israelites in the most ruthless and deadly manner: she killed many of God’s prophets
(1 Kings 18:4-13) and supported 450 prophets of Baal and 400 prophets of Asherah (1
Kings 16:32 18:19). As a result, Jezebel has become a symbol of evil just because she
is a zealous defender of her own religious tradition which is pagan from the
perspective of Israelites. Jezebel, the Phoenician prince, is condemned, at least in part,
because of her foreign identity. Moreover, Jezebel commits another crime of
deception. Unlike the queen Esther, or Jael in the book of Judges, self-interest is a
strong motivator of Jezebel. The political queen attempted to gain Naboth’s vineyard
that her husband Ahab desired. She staged a false trial against Naboth for refusing to
sell his vineyard to Ahab (1 Kings 21:8-11). At the end of the story, Jezebel was
brutally penalized for her idolatrous transgressions and deception. Considering her
actions, Jezebel surly is not a model of morality. However, being female and foreign
obviously plays a significant part when she becomes the symbol of seduction and
deception. Camp writes: “Her brutal response to Naboth’s refusal to sell his vineyard
may be understood from her point of view as an appropriate royal response to
insubordination, in contrast to Ahab’s unconscionable weakness as a leader” (Camp
110). Compared Jezebel’s deception of Naboth with King David’s deception of Uriah,
the reader can easily perceive a double standard that treats women’s offenses as far
worse than men’s offenses in the Hebrew Bible. Both of them covet a possession that
does not belong to them. Jezebel obtains Naboth’s vineyard through accusing Naboth
falsely and bringing about his death. David orders Uriah dead in order to marry his
beautiful wife Bathsheba who commits adultery with David. Jezebel deserves an
extremely dreadful death while David is just punished through the death of his first
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child with Bathsheba. He is given the chance to be absolved from his deception and
murder. He is even allowed to keep Bathsheba and marry her. Women’s seduction and

deception are condemned when they jeopardize the benefit of Israelite.
2.2.3 Rahab

Ancient Israelite disliked foreign women because they had the tendency to
seduce Israelite men into worshiping other gods. Another foreign woman is described
in the story of the spies at Jericho (Josh. 2). The spies went directly to the house of a
prostitute whose name was Rahab. The Proverbs 7 demonstrates how dangerous
female sexuality is to men. A prostitute’s sexuality is regarded as even more
dangerous for two reasons. First, her sexuality is not controlled by a man; and second,
she is perceived as a shameless, mercenary seductress and loyal to no one but herself
(Ezek. 16:30-31). “Another metaphor for her dangerous power is that of witchcraft”
(Sanderson 234). As a prostitute, Rahab is marginal even in her own people. “Her
house was on the outer side of the city wall and she resided within the wall itself”
(Josh. 3:15). The king of Jericho heard about the two spies and sent orders to Rahab to
turn them out. Unexpectedly, Rahab hid them and deceived the king of Jericho,
claiming they had already left. At this time, Rahab, the marginalized woman of the
society, had the power over the lives of the spies. If, on the other hand, the power is
Israel’s, the very “foreignness” of Rahab in itself undermines the Israelite perspective,
for when foreigners can quote Deuteronomy with more facility than Israelites that
raises questions in itself about the grand theological ideas of chosenness and
exclusivity (Fewell and Gunn 120). In exchange for her saving them, the two spies
would save her and her family when Israelites attacked Jericho. The reason that Rahab
deceives the king of Jerocho and protects the spies is not clearly stated in the text.
“Self-interest alone cannot explain her commitment, for the risk of siding with an
unknown force against one’s own people is too great to ascribe solely to that motive”
(Bellis 108). Perhaps she identifies with the spies. They come from an outcast people,
just as she is probably an outcast in her own society. According to the narrator, Rahab

took a big risk in protecting the two Israelite spies. The story showed her faith in God:
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“I know that the Lord has given you the land, and that dread of you has fallen on us,
and that all the inhabitants of the land melt in fear before you” (Josh. 2:9). Despising
her seduction and deception, Rahab is still regarded as a hero because she protects the
Israelite spies. She is also heroic because she has faith in God and takes risks based on
that faith. On the national level, women assisting the Israelites against their usually
mightier enemies are free from blame and even highly praised. Thus Rahab, who
deceives her own people and assists the Israelite spies, is a positive role model in the
Hebrew Bible. Similarly Jael the Midianite, who deceptively kills Sisera the
Canaanite, is praised for her braveness and deception. Rahab, if described by her
fellow citizens in Jericho, would undoubtedly be an evil woman who deceives her
king and betrays her clan.

Joshua spares the prostitute Rahab with her family and all who belongs to her
when Jericho is destroyed by Israelites. Her family has lived in Israel ever since (Josh.
7:25). Despite her personal motivation, Rahab is still celebrated for her allegiance to
Israel. Moreover, Rahab is rewarded by appearing in the genealogy of Jesus and

becoming a paradigm of faith.
2.3 Seduction and Deception of “Widows”

In biblical society, the woman’s primary responsibility is to bear children for her
husband. If her husband dies and they have no children, the property will be given
back to the husband’s clan. As a result, the widow has no one to dependent on.
Levirate marriage is adopted to reserve the name of the dead husband. When one man
dies and has no son, the wife of the deceased shall not be married outside the family
to a stranger. Her husband’s brother shall take her in marriage, and perform the duty
of a husband. The firstborn whom she bears shall succeed to the name of the deceased
brother, so that his name may preserve in Israel (Deut. 25:5-10).

Moreover, the law of the Levirate marriage is also important to the widow
herself. Before marriage, a woman is dependent on her father for support. After
marriage, she is supposed to be a faithful and fruitful wife, providing sons for her
husband’s family. The childless widows probably lose their connections with their
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husbands’ clans. The law of the Levirate marriage saves them from economic
deprivation and secures their places in the patriarchal clan. Therefore, the widows in
the Hebrew Bible always manage to seduce and deceive the prospective fathers and
then give birth to male heirs who continue the name of the house. Ruth and Tamar are

the best examples for this type of seductive and deceptive women.
2.3.1 Tamar

The story of Tamar is told in Genesis 38. After her husband died, Tamar became a
childless widow. Her husband’s brother Onan married her, but refused to produce
heirs for his deceased brother. God killed him as a punishment. Judah told his
daughter-in-law to return to her father’s house until his only remaining son was older.
However, Judah did not keep his promise to Tamar. As a childless widow, Tamar did
not receive an inheritance from her husband’s family and had to rely on others to
provide their needs (Num. 27.5-11). If Tamar has no chance to practice Levirate
marriage, both her future and her husband’s line are in jeopardy. She was loyal to her
dead husband’s name and willing to bear a son who would continue her husband’s
name. Therefore, she employed her wit and cunning to devise a trick and to achieve
her desired result. Tamar changed her mourning clothing and assumed the disguise of
a prostitute. Her goal was to seduce Judah and obtain from him what he would not
provide through his son. The suspense is in how she deceives Judah, her father-in-law.
“When Judah saw her, he thought her to be a prostitute, for she had covered her face”
- (Gen. 38:15). Tamar deceived Judah with her appearance. Judah himself becomes a
victim to a garment trick. However, Tamar deceives Judah for his own sake, showing
more loyalty to the name of Judah than Judah himself, who keeps Shela from
marrying his brother’s widow.

Tamar devises a plan of deception and seduction, waits until she can execute it,
and does so flawlessly. She conceives as she wishes; but the unmasking of the
deception makes her situation momentarily destabilized. She then initiates the second
part of her plan to ensure her safety. Three months later when Judah was told that

Tamar was pregnant, he wanted her burned. Then Tamar showed the evidence that he
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was the father. If it were not for Tamar’s deception and precaution, she would have
been bumnt at the stake by Judah as a harlot. Within the cultural context of the time,
especially in regards the law of Levirate marriage, the seduction and deception of
Tamar is easily understood. Finally, Judah admitted that, in contrast to him, Tamar
was in her right. And it was only thanks to her righteousness—that he performed the
Levirate marriage duty.

Tamar is clearly a woman who takes charge. Like many other biblical women,
She must use deception to achieve her ends. Tamar’s deception and seduction is
construed as a heroic deed for she does not act out of concern for her own well-being.
For some women in the biblical world, seduction itself is not the purpose; the ultimate
goal is to produce offspring, to achieve the status of motherhood. Tamar must become
a mother to have a place in society. She is rewarded for her loyalty to her husband’s
name. Tamar conceived male twins, Perez and Zerah. The remarkable birth of these
twins parallels the miraculous birth of the offspring of Isaac and Rebecca: the twins
Jacob and Esau (Gen. 25:21-23). Two babies is surely a sign of divine approval within
the biblical context. Peretz, son of Judah, was the ancestor of Oved, father of
David—thus the patrilineage from Judah to King David was established and secured
by the widow. “The text stresses the heroine’ exceptional performance as wife and
mother and her relentless allegiance to patriarchy as her most exalted property” (Bach,
1999:77-79). The beginning of the story presents the father leaving; the ending
focuses on the birth and name-giving of the sons. The ongoing life of Judahites is
therefore the main point in the frameworks of Tamar narratives (Brenner and Fontaine
434). Although Tamar was the mother who gave birth, her name disappeared in the
narratives. Moreover, some unnamed third person rather than Tamar gave a name to
her children. The birth story was not presented from Tamar’s point of view but from
that of the midwife, who decided who was the first-born son and who the second.
Nevertheless, in a culture that comes to be fearful of women and especially of foreign

women, Tamar’s story is a ray of hope.
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2.3.2 Ruth

The books of Ruth and Esther are the only book-length narratives in the Hebrew
Bible revolving around female characters. No other female characters dominate the
narrative scene for more than one chapter, not even the extraordinary prophet Deborah.
The man that Ruth seduced is Boaz, her husband’s wealthy relative. In the chapter one,
Ruth was introduced as a widow without any children. Mahlon, her husband, her
brother-in-law Chilion, as well as her father-in-law, had all died without leaving
behind them male offspring (Ruth 1.3-5). Therefore, she has no chance to practice
Levirate marriage in her husband’s family. As a matter of fact, Ruth has no obligations
to her husband’s family and can go back to her own home. However, she refused
Naomi’s suggestion and volunteered to go to Bethlehem where she came upon Boaz’s
field by chance. “The coincidental encounter between Boaz and Ruth prepare the way
for the temptation itself and foreshadows its positive outcome” (Fuchs 2000:75):.
Naomi encouraged Ruth to seduce Boaz and selected the right time and right place for
the seduction. “He is winnowing barley tonight at the threshing floor...but do not
make yourself known to the man until he has finished eating and drinking” (Ruth
3:2-3). In order to ensure the success of seduction, Naomi also instructed Ruth how to
make up and become attractive. Follow her mother-in-law’s instruction, Ruth went to
Boaz’s barn, uncovered his lower body, and lay down by his feet. Thus the scene
implies both a sexual and a master-slave relationship between the woman and the man.
Levirate marriage at first fails to work for Ruth as both of the two sons of Naomi have
died. In this case, it is the duty of the next of kin to keep the property and the name of
the family. Boaz was aware of the fact that there was another kinsman more closely
related to Ruth than him. Then Boaz went up to the gate and took ten men of the
elders of the city to judge the redemption. The next-of-kin refused to take the
obligation on the ground that his own inheritance would be damaged. Finally, Boaz
got the right to marry Ruth and to maintain the dead man’s name on his inheritance.
The narrator emphasizes once again, “lest the symbolic gestures of drawing one’s

sandal be lost on the reader, that Boaz is acting in full accordance with Israelite
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éustom” (Fuchs 2000:76). The detailed description, the emphasis on the public forum,
and the propriety of Boaz’s actions create an effective way of conveying to the reader
that the seduction composed by Ruth is in full agreement with the social order.

Like Tamar, Ruth also uses tricks in order to seduce Boaz. Women could not
always be straightforward in the male-dominated society of the early Israelites.
Therefore, Ruth does not take a direct approach though conventional tribal justice is
on her side. At first, Ruth disguised her own identity to approach Boaz at the
threshing floor. When Boaz waked up startled in the middle of the night to find her
sleeping by his feet in the barn, Ruth revealed her true identity and asked for his
protection which implies the marriage. Ruth is not “taken” as a bride but rather uses
her feminine charms to manipulate Boaz into marrying her. Her cunning deception
and seduction saves a family line that might have died out. Ruth’s loyalty to her dead
husband’s name rewards her with giving birth to Obed, the grandfather of King David.
The story of Ruth is told from a Judahite perspective and not from a Moabite one. She
is absent both at the beginning of her story and in the concluding scenes of the story.
The last chapter of Ruth closes with Boaz’s evaluation and with those of the elders
and the women. Ruth succeeds in her plan of seduction and gives birth to a baby. The
very last lines refer exclusively to the newborn son without mentioning Ruth. Naomi
adopted the baby and the women of Bethlehem named him Obed. Ruth disappears in
favor of her son who continues the family line. She is neglected at the end of the story,

but nevertheless become famous later on and praised as Israelite ancestor.
2.4 Summary

In this chapter, the author has analyzed three types of seductive and deceptive
biblical women characterization. They reveal not only the Bible’s patriarchal bias but
also the roles and status of ancient women in biblical society. Women are described in
a different way from men because “the ideal spectator has always been assumed to be
male and the image of the woman is designed to flatter him” (Bach 1997: 8). The
stories of seductive and deceptive women illustrate how cautious the male should be

in the presence of female sexuality. Because of the inferior social position, biblical
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women have to use seduction and deception to carry out their plans. The female
sexuality of “good women” is also glimpsed in the narratives. Esther tricks an
appropriate man with her beauty and saves all Israelites. Because of their contribution
to Israelite, “good women” are still regarded as heroines.

Other female characters such as the “bad women” Delilah and Jezebel who
threaten biblical heroes are more marginal, but still portrayed within the same system
as “good women”. However, the reader’s identity determines the positive images of
“bad women”. Delilah would be a hero in the mind of the Philistine. Like Esther, she
kills an enemy threatening the state. Rahab represents a more subtle consciousness,
for she protects two enemies of her own people. But the common thread that
connecting these seductive and deceptive female characters and providing a key to a
feminist mode of reading remains the detailing of beauty and tricks each uses to fulfill
her plans.

Female figures in Hebrew Bible are frequently portrayed as male-controlled
wives or widows successfully giving birth to male heirs. Their seduction and
deception are related to the implied purpose—the birth of a male heir. The law of the
Levirate marriage saves them from economic deprivation and secures their places in
the patriarchal clan. The widows’ deception and seduction are construed as heroic
deeds for they do act out of concern for the interests of patriarchy rather than their
own well-beings. The purpose of widow’s seduction and deception is the birth of a
male heir, and the re-establishment of patrilineal continuity. The widows rather than
the prospective fathers are most interested in giving birth to a male heir, though their
names will inevitably be omitted from the patrilineal genealogy they try so hard to
sustain. Upon the birth of a male heir, the female figures slip out of the literary scene

and are rarely mentioned in subsequent narratives.
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Chapter III: Influence of Seductive and Deceptive Women

Characterization on English Literature

No one would doubt that the Bible has a great influence on English literature and
offers eternal sources for its creation. In an often quoted statement, Northrop Frye
notes that the Bible is “the major informing influence on literary symbolism... Once
our view of the Bible comes into proper focus, a great mass of literary symbols from
The Dream of the Road to Little Gidding begins to take on meaning” (Frye 1957:316).
The Bible becomes part of the western tradition, because it is its greatest source.
Many writers use the language, styles or stories of the Bible in their works in different
ways. “Even in the present century, they still acknowledge their indebtedness to the
Bible” (Kehl 5).

It is not difficult to trace many familiar dramatic resemblances in the Bible.
Shakespeare who is certainly well read in the Bible frequently quotes it. Macbeth and
the Weird Sisters have many traits in common with Saul and the Witch of Endor. Lady
Macbeth is a deeply ambitious woman who lusts for power and position. She urges
her husband to kill the king Duncan and seize the crown. After the crime begins,
however, Lady Macbeth becomes mad and commits suicide. As the story develops,
the readers are reminded of parallel actions and character in the Bible: Jezebel’s
urging, planning, and helping to execute a crime to gain something for her husband
King Ahab. Jezebel also manages to turn her husband away from the God of the
Israelites and the Jews to her god, Baal. Manipulation and seduction are trademarks of
a Jezebel's character. The two women, Jezebel and Lady Macbeth, are almost twin
images; indeed it is quite likely that Shakespeare took his cue for Macbeth from Kings
in the Hebrew Bible.

Since all the biblical female characters have the tendency to be seductive and
deceptive, the English literature has been populated with dangerous women identified
as seductress, adulteress and deceiver: Hester in Nathaniel Hawthome’s The Scarlet
Letter, Tess in Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Caddy in William
Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury, etc. They have committed crimes by seducing or
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deceiving men. Traditionally, the fate of these characters have fallen into two
categories: women such as Hester whose seduction and deception is situational and
temporary and who can finally get redemption; or women like Caddy whose seductive

and deceptive behavior, once deemed culturally unacceptable, is punished.

3.1 Biblical Archetype of Seductive and Deceptive Women as

Reflected in the Characterization of Hester

The Scarlet Letter pictures Hester as the seductive woman caught in adultery and
traces her salvation in a process that examines the nature of guilt. Bible’s influence on
Hawthomne gets reflected in his treatment with the plot of the story. In the novel, both
Hester and Dimmesdale surrendered themselves to the temptation of evil and
committed sin. Because of her seduction and deception, Hester was punished to stand
on the scaffold and received nothing but humiliation. Like Eve, she commits crime
and is expelled from the Garden of Eden. Like seductive and deceptive biblical
women, it is her, rather than the man, has been blamed in public. Hester’s story
concerns not only her fall but also her punishment: she has to wear the scarlet letter
“A” which means “adultery”.

However, Hester does not surrender to her fall. Sinners can receive salvation
from their sufferings. “The Lord is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin
and rebellion” (Num. 14:18). In the Hebrew Bible, Rahab took a big risk in protecting
the two Israelite spies. She was saved from destruction because she had enough faith
in God to hang a red rope out of her window. Despising her seduction and deception,
Rahab is still regarded as a hero because she protects the Israelite spies. Her faith in
God is rewarded with the honor of being placed in the genealogy of Jesus (Matt. 1:5).
Like Rahab, Hester also had firm faith and believed that she would be saved by God.
She was always ready and willing to give help to others. When pestilence hit the town,
she was much more self-devoted than anyone else. People’s attitudes towards her
changed for all the charities she had done. The sinful temptress had changed the

original meaning of the scarlet letter from an emblem of sin to an emblem of salvation.
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After death, Hester was buried near Dimmesdale and with the scarlet letter “A” on her
gravestone. Understanding the biblical significance of the letter Hester wears sheds
light on Pearl’s role both as the embodiment of the letter and as an instrument in the
regeneration of Hester. She named her illegitimate child “Pearl”. Echoing “the pearl
of great price” (Matt. 13.46) in Jesus’ parable, the name suggests both the worth of the
child and the way in which she costs her mother everything in terms of social standing
in the Puritan community (Ryken and Longman 474). Terence Martin’s description of
Pearl captures some of this sense, “Pearl cavorts through the romance embodying the
seamless garment of joy and suffering that is the fate of Hester Prynne” (Martin 120).
For so many years’ sufferings and atonement, Hester finally got redemption
because of her firm faith and her behavior of atonement. Like the biblical character
Rahab the harlot, Hester becomes a symbol of salvation for her household. In the
Hebrew Bible, Rahab hung a “scarlet thread” out of her window to ensure her house
would be spared in the destruction of Jericho (Josh. 2.18). The color scarlet or red is

frequently used to emphasize that blood alone can remove sin.

3.2 Biblical Archetype of Seductive and Deceptive Women as

Reflected in the Characterization of Caddy

The story of Eve also inspires William Faulkner in his The Sound and the Fury
that describes the Compson family’s downfall in the American South during the early
twentieth century. As with Eve, Caddy violated her father’s rule about a tree. At the
beginning of the novel, Benjy told readers in his own way what happened: Caddy
climbed a pear tree to watch her grandmother’s funeral. Then the group of the
children returned to their house after playing in a pear tree when a snake appeared
(Faulkner 24-25). The pear tree reminds the readers of the biblical scene of Eve
seducing Adam to try a fruit from the tree of Knowledge. In Eden, it is a snake that
originally tempts Eve to taste the forbidden fruit. A snake is also presented in
Faulkner’s story just before Caddy climbed the pear tree, “a snake crawled out from

under the house. Jason said he wasn’t afraid of snakes and Caddy said he was but she
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wasn’t” (Faulkner 37). Both the snake and the tree create physical parallels between
Caddy and Eve. The tie between climbing up the tree and the notion of sin was
reconfirmed when Dilsey, the black servant, discovered Caddy and called down her
with the words, “you, Satan” (Faulkner 45). Children are not allowed to take part in
the funeral but have to stay outside, so Caddy’s action of climbing on the tree is like
breaking a law dedicated to them by their father. Eve was expulsed from the paradise
for breaking the God’s rules. Later, Caddy was force out of the family home for her
sin: her illicit pregnancy and never returns.

In the novel, there are many symbols which refer to sexual connotations and
which are closely related to the death and decay images. For example, Caddy’s
muddying of her underwear in the stream as a young girl foreshadows her Fall and
also symbolizes the shame that her conduct brought on the Compson family. Because
of the Christian theology, in which Eve seduced Adam to eat the forbidden fruit, the
women are always portrayed as seductive and deceptive characters. The woman
causes the expulsion from the Garden of Eden and therefore is responsible for all sins
in the world. Caddy Compson is only portrayed through her brothers’ perceptions and
memories. She has no narrative voice at all. She is characterized by her brothers and
represents the object of obsession of her brothers. She is usually seen as a mirror
reflecting male desire. Each of Benjy’s memories of Caddy was linked to her purity or
her role as a mother figure. After she lost her virginity, she was no longer able to
comfort him. Caddy’s influence to her brother Quentins was lethally bad, although it
was not intended by her. Quentin was unable to escape the sexual and sinful air
surrounding Caddy. “Benjy would not be so extraordinarily alert to his sister’s sexual
development nor so preoccupied with her virginity if sexuality played no part in his
own desire” (Bleikasten 78). He also lost his loved pasture for it was sold to pay for
the wedding of Caddy with Herbert Head. Caddy’s female function also made Jason
suffer. Herbert Head ever promised a bank job to Jason. However, Jason’s dreaming
job did not come true because Caddy was pregnant with another man’s child and
divorced with Herbert Head. The Compson brothers had to suffer for the affairs of
their sister, and Caddy’s aims were not like hurting the family. Her role as a seductive
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and deceptive woman leads to all these conflicts.

Faulkner creates a society in which it is taken for granted that women are impure
and seductive. Nearly every male character in the novel expresses this androcentric
ideology. Dalton Ames argued with Quentin, “No but they’re all bitches. Did you ever
have a sister? One minute she was Bitches. Not bitch one minute she stood in the
door” (Faulkner 92). Jason also said, “Once a bitch always a bitch, what 1 say”
(Faulkner 180). The archetype of seductive and deceptive women affects the reader’s
judgment upon all female characters. The downfall of the Caddy leaves no room for
hope or expectation. At the end of the story, her life is not resolved. Caddy is simply

ejected into the world rather than made pure and clean.
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Conclusion

Through a careful study of the seductive and deceptive biblical women
characterization, the author has found that most female characters in Hebrew Bible
are, more or less, portrayed as seductive and deceptive roles. With the analysis of the
characterization of Eve, the first biblical women, the author has noted that Eve has
been viewed as the second, inferior sex and as the temptress responsible for man’s
downfall. However, the narrative disregards the fact that Eve’s subordination might
lead her to be easily persuaded by the serpent. The Bible reflects and supports the
patriarchal structure of western society. Because of the inferior social position and
political powerlessness in biblical society, biblical women had to frequently use
seduction and deception to carry out their plans. As is revealed by the analyses of the
related texts, the real seduction and deception is not committed by biblical women but
by the androcentric texts, which ignore or suppress the motivations of the female
characters, especially when they are related to their powerlessness. The narrator said
nothing about how Bathsheba felt about the adultery and how she felt about her
husband’s murder. Although Esther acts with considerable skill and bravery to save
the Jews from destruction; she still guards the patriarchal norms of ancient Jewish
society. Her primary force is still her beauty, which is used to seduce the king who
possesses her. Jael becomes another of those female characters who exert power over
men through their seductive wiles. However, the presence and perspectives of all
“good women” are often hidden or absent in the biblical texts. It would be totally
different if the biblical stories were told from the perspective of female characters
rather than from the point of view of male characters.

In the group of “bad women”, the seductive and deceptive women are all
foreigners. Compared with “good women”, Delilah who also used sexuality to seduce
and deceive man is regarded as a vixen because of different narrative perspectives.
The reader’s identity determines the negative images of “bad women”. Both Jael and
Esther who are favored by the side of the traditional readers of the biblical texts kill

the right men while Delilah destroys Samson whom the ideal community identifies as
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heroes. The “bad women” might well be considered “good women” in another time or
by another culture. The “good women” are heroes only if the reader shares their
victories. If the stories of “bad women” were told from a different narrative
perspective, Delilah would probably be viewed as a hero. And also, the female
character is normally condemned when she uses seduction and deception to gain
something for herself. Moreover, the characterization of seductive and deceptive
foreign women such as Delilah and Jezebel reflects the ancient Israelite’s fear and
distrust of the foreign woman for the mixed marriages likely results in the corruption
of the Israclite. However, Rahab is an exception in this group. When “bad women”
assists the Israelites against their usually mightier enemies, no matter how seductive
and deceptive they are, these women are free from blame and even highly praised.
Thus Rahab the harlot, who deceives her own people and assists the Israelite spies, is
a positive role model in the Hebrew Bible.

Loyalty to one’s late husband is another reason that caused the seduction and
deception in biblical women characterization. The third group “widows” is full of this
type of women: Tamar and Ruth, who are well-developed characters and act
independently, and creatively. In biblical society, the childless widows could save
themselves from economic deprivation and secure their places in the patriarchal clan
through practicing Levirate marriage. Therefore, the widows in the Hebrew Bible
managed to give birth to male heirs through seducing the prospective fathers. Tamar
deceived and seduced Judah, her father-in-law, and finally rewarded by giving birth to
male twins. In Ruth’s case, the best choice was Boaz who closely related to her.
Ruth’s cunning deception and seduction saved a family line that might have died out
by giving birth to Obed, the grandfather of King David. The stories of Tamar and
Ruth empower women and minorities and effectively overthrow opposition to women
and foreigners. The purposes of widow’s seduction and deception are the birth of a
male heir, and the re-establishment of patrilineal continuity. Their deception and
seduction are construed as heroic deeds in the Hebrew Bible because they are in
agreement with the interests of patriarchy. Within the cultural context of the time,
especially in regards the law of Levirate marriage, the seduction and deception in the
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“widows” characterization are easily understood. The characterization of seductive
and deceptive women in Hebrew Bible serves an effective ideological tool that
strengthens the suspicion and distrust of women. It also confirms women’s
subordination through discriminatory literary techniques. Just as Esther Fuchs said,
“the female seduction and deception is not a product of woman’s innate insidiousness
but a result of the power-structured relations between men and women as reflected in
the artistic construction of the biblical narrative” (Fuchs 1985:144).

These stories of seductive and deceptive women in the Hebrew Bible have
profoundly affected women’s self-understanding and men’s perception of women in
English literature. The characterization of seductive and deceptive biblical women has
immeasurable influence on numerous writers who create many dangerous female
images identified as seductress, adulteress and deceiver. The archetype of seductive
and deceptive women has been a continuous presence in English literature. From
Lady Macbeth to Hester and Caddy, all of them have committed crimes by seducing
or deceiving men. In the literature works, some of them finally get redemption and the
others not. Discovering the hidden reasons for the characterization, the readers can be
in a better position to understand and revaluate the seductive and deceptive female

characters in the Hebrew Bible.
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