Women in the Book of Samuel: Is There a Different Politics?

In the following presentation, I aim to think about the possibility of women functioning as political subjects within the narrow and limited scope of action allotted to them in the Book of Samuel. First, I will address the construction of their characters as eternal victims of male political theology. Then, through the characters of Hannah and Rizpah bat Aiah, I will propose viewing their actions as a resource for an alternative political theology.
Elhanan Nir’s book He That is Under the Rubble (2014) includes a section of six poems related to the book of Samuel, under the heading “A Woman from Samuel.” Even though three out of the six poems do not deal with female characters, the title of the section invites the adoption of a feminine voice or perspective in looking at the book of Samuel, from the unconventional angle of a male poet, a rabbi at the Siach Yitzchok yeshiva in Jerusalem. A prominent poem in the section is “The Women from the Book of Samuel are screaming”:

	The Women from the Book of Samuel are Screaming
	הנשים מסֵפר שמואל צורחות

	
From our bedroom window
We hear them, night after night—
The women from the Book of Samuel screaming.
Ein Karem stretches out below, and Tamar,
Michal, and Bathsheba
Cross the “Paz” gas station,
Walking beneath the Swedish village, lowering their gaze.
Black cars honk at them with malice/ viciously,
Their heart/s torn,
The beauty of their land trampled under the tread of the snake/hammering of the serpent Amnon,
And smothered/stifled/suppressed sobbing/weeping envelops the cries
That only a woman knows in the Jerusalem nights.
In the adjacent yeashiva they study aloud:
Whoever says that the man sinned is nothing but mistaken… he is mistaken.
We don’t fall asleep, we leave/leaving the children alone for a moment
And run after them. Tamar suddenly looks back,
Narrows her gaze,
Ablaze with afflictions that brook no forgiveness
And says to us:
You too are among the wicked
And she ponts to our hands that have not shed blood
Now, they continue to the spring.
	
מֵחַלּוֹן חֲדַר הַשֵּׁנָה שֶׁלָּנוּ
אֲנַחְנוּ שׁוֹמְעִים לַיְלָה לַיְלָה
אֶת הַנָּשִׁים מִסֵּפֶר שְׁמוּאֵל צוֹרְחוֹת.
עֵין-כָּרֶם פְּרוּשָׂה מִתַּחַת וְתָמָר, מִיכַל וּבַת-שֶׁבַע
חוֹצוֹת אֶת תַּחֲנַת הַדֶּלֶק שֶׁל 'פָּז',
הוֹלְכוֹת מִתַּחַת לַכְּפָר הַשְּׁוֶדִי וּמַשְׁפִּילוֹת מַבָּט.
מְכוֹנִיּוֹת שְׁחֹרוֹת צוֹפְרוֹת לָהֶן בְּרֹעַ,
לִבָּן קָרוּעַ,
יְפִי אַדְמָתָן רָמוּס תַּחַת הַלְמוּת הַנָּחָשׁ אַמְנוֹן
וּבְכִי כָּבוּשׁ עוֹטֵף אֶת הַיְּלָלוֹת
שֶׁרַק אִשָּׁה יוֹדַעַת בְּלֵילוֹת יְרוּשָׁלַיִם.
בַּיְּשִׁיבָה לְיָד לוֹמְדִים בְּקוֹל:
כָּל הָאוֹמֵר גֶּבֶר חָטָא אֵינוֹ אֶלָּא טוֹעֶה     ט וֹ עֶ ה .
אֲנַחְנוּ לֹא נִרְדָּמִים, מַשְׁאִירִים אֶת הַיְּלָדִים רֶגַע לְבַד
וְרָצִים אַחֲרֵיהֶן. תָּמָר פֶּתַע מַבִּיטָה לַאֲחוֹרֶיהָ
מְצַמְצֶמֶת מַבָּט,
רוֹשֶׁפֶת יִסּוּרִים שֶׁאֵין מֵהֶם מְחִילָה,
וְאוֹמֶרֶת לָנוּ:
גַּם אַתֶּם
          מֵהָרָעִים
וּמַצְבִּיעָה עַל יָדֵינוּ שֶׁלֹּא שָׁפְכוּ
עַכְשָׁו הֵן מַמְשִׁיכוֹת אֶל הַמַּעְיָן




Tamar, Michal, and Bathsheba appear here not as a group of women figures but as “the women from the Book of Samuel.” The reference to the biblical work within which they are placed invites us to think about the general nature of this book, which is completely immersed in power struggles between men and between patriarchal orders. Elhanan Nir changes the prism of the reference to the book by moving the heart of the struggle from the inner-male arena—among the fighters of the various armies in the many wars, among the royal struggles of Saul and David, between the institution of prophecy and the institution of the monarchy, among the sons of David in the succession struggles, among the military leaders, or between God and the king—they are all struggles “between men” (as Anne Kosofsky Sedgwick calls it)[footnoteRef:1] into the arena of the struggle between the sexes. In this struggle, the women are trampled.	Comment by Shani Tzoref: maybe: make this two sentences?  … changes the prism by relocating the heart of the struggle. … (as Anne Kosofsky Sedgwick calls it). Nir moves the action into the arena…. 
This interrupts the flow somewhat, but I think that in an oral presentation, the flow might already have been interrupted by that long chain of vivid rivalries. 
 [1:  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 1985. Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire. New York: Columbia University Press.   ] 

The planting of the characters within a geographically located and well-identified urban frame of being/experience establishes the occurrence as eternal and cyclical, trans-historical, unalterable and irremediable./and not subject to change or repair. Its persistence is evident in the fact that in the yeshiva the men who study continue to repeat Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani’s claim that “anybody who says that David sinned is nothing but wrong” (in a convolute /an elaborate passage in the Babylonian Talmud, b.Shabbat 19a, which deals with the acquittal and purification/whitewashing of sinful male characters from the Bible, from Reuben to Josiah). In other words, the essence of the suffering of the women from the Book of Samuel, emerges from the fact that there is no recognition of the injustice done to them, because the halakha/Jewish/rabbinic legal tradition will always side with the man.	Comment by Shani Tzoref: I like the imagery, but not the negative valence, which is not necessarily implied in מתגלגלת.
‘complex’ seems too simple.  
The speaker, a resident of Jerusalem, goes out together with his wife to appeal to the tormented ancient women, perhaps to express the lack of recognition of their suffering and to ask for their forgiveness, but the most tormented among them, Tamar, rejects their appeal and blames the modern couple, “You too / are among the wicked” even though that “our hands did not spill” [blood]. The allusion is to the ceremony of the “broken-necked calf,” which is mandated in a situation where “a slain corpse is found in the land… the identity of the slayer not being known” (Deut 21:1). The association is reinforced through the mention of the spring, the destination of the women’s walk. This is a ceremony of ritual, institutionalized, violence, requiring the sacrifice of a scapegoat as a substitution, as a declaration of the innocence of the hands of the community and the restoration of order.[footnoteRef:2] This allusion paints the figures of women as the eternal victim of male violence, the broken-necked calf, the remnant trampled under the wheels of patriarchal war, a necessary payment in the struggles to establish the monarchy that does not hesitate to exploit women to the fullest. [2:  René Girard, 1977. Violence and the Sacred. Baltimore MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.] 

