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Abstract

<Without Blemish or Defect:= Disability and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible

Lucas Cober, Ph.D.

Concordia University, 2025

This dissertation is an examination of several key Hebrew Bible texts that feature disabled 

characters in prominent roles, and focuses on the ways in which those characters9 disabilities are 

used to construct the boundaries of normative Israelite experience. I consider disability as an 

intersectional category that overlaps with other marginal identities such as animality, age, gender 

and sexuality. These identities are used in conjunction with each other by the authors and 

redactors of the texts in question to draw a boundary around what an acceptable human body 

should be like, primarily by showing what it should not be like. The dissertation uses novel 

interpretations of the relevant texts to demonstrate that ableist understandings of humans and the 

world are not necessary, and that the texts themselves can be read as undermining that very 

ideology, in order to add to a growing movement in biblical studies that sees the necessity of not 

only including, but centralizing, the experience of disabled people in our textual interpretation.
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Introduction

This dissertation considers the role of disability in biblical narratives and the role of 

disability as a central component of the creation of human identity in Hebrew Bible  politics. I 

acknowledge that these politics are many and varied due to the nature of the text and its lengthy 

composition history. The argument of the dissertation is that, when it comes to characters with 

disabilities, longstanding trends in biblical interpretation have led to the widespread 

interpretation of biblical stories and characters as being completely negative and without merit 

due to able-bodied normativity informing the readers9 understandings. I argue that biblically 

disabled characters are nearly always cast in negative roles or negative light, and that all the texts 

in question are used to create and maintain the boundaries of acceptable humanity in ancient 

Israel.

The texts that I analyse in this dissertation contain disabled characters whose bodies are 

unruly or inappropriate for multiple reasons, their intersectional marginalities conspiring to cast 

these characters to the outside of the community, even when most and arguably all are the central 

figures in the textual traditions they occupy. Axes of animality, age, gender, racialization, and 

queerness converge with disability, an intersectionally constructed identity that serves to mark 

the non-normativity of bodies denoted as Other. I also contend, however, that many texts 

containing disabled characters contain subversive elements that undermine their own apparent 

goals. Therefore, reading the text without preconceived assumptions about the capabilities of a 

disabled person allows a reader to consider different positionality for the disabled characters in 

the text and show that readings are possible, which in turn positions the characters as neutral 

figures within their narratives or even as positive, powerful ones. 

My goals in writing this dissertation are therefore twofold: First, to think through the 

ways in which the above-mentioned societal boundaries are constructed and consider not just the 

bodies that are being left outside them, but how those bodies are being used to create the 

boundaries themselves. Second and more importantly, to challenge and counter readings of a 

 There is and never has been a single agreed-upon, universally authoritative English translation of the Hebrew 

Bible. In this dissertation I primarily read the New Revised Standard Version, Updated Edition. When it becomes 

necessary to use the Hebrew text, I typically use the Jewish Publication Society9s Tanakh. I do not critically engage 

with any New Testament texts in this dissertation. 
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foundational text that have influenced and determined how we as a society treat disabled and 

other marginalized people in the contemporary period. It need not be true that every instance of 

ableism arises from a consultation with the Bible for it to be true that interpretations of biblical 

texts have supported and perpetuated harmful and stigmatizing stereotypes about real people who 

deserve better. My goals for working in this field have always been to find ways to escape that 

stigma and to read texts in a way that uses material drawn from the texts themselves to argue 

against traditional and marginalizing ways of reading.

In this dissertation, I build on the work of many scholars of disability and the Bible to 

interpret a number of Hebrew Bible texts. My interpretations are intended to show potential in 

the text for readings that do not marginalize disabled people in the present day. The Bible is 

foundational to western culture, and readings and interpretations of it influence the way real 

people in the modern period relate to one another and treat one another. Biblical ideas about 

disability and other marginal identities persist into our time, and therefore, disrupting the text4

not by altering it or inventing a new one, but by showing the disruptions that already exist in the 

text as it is received4is beneficial work towards creating a more inclusive and dynamic space 

for everyone, as well as fostering a more intellectually robust space. In addition to supporting 

bigoted agendas, many traditional disability-negative interpretations of texts quite frankly only 

read at the surface level, taking disability at face value and not asking questions beyond the 

superficial. I believe that reading deeper into the texts can help us understand our own identities, 

marginalities and privileges, and thus be better scholars, and so can also help real people who are 

affected by the way we read.

Each chapter of this dissertation will focus on a different narrative to highlight disability 

as it intersects with different marginal identities, outlining a connection between disability and 

several other identity markers that are all used to exclude select individuals. The chapters will 

dilate on interpretation history of the texts under scrutiny, and the question of why it is that so 

many texts featuring disabled characters have been interpreted negatively throughout their 

histories, when positive or neutral interpretations also exist. In addition, each chapter also will 

contain a novel interpretation of the texts in question, demonstrating how the textual attempt to 

silence people with disabilities often ends up highlighting the very real power that they do have, 

leaving open a space for alternative interpretations. These interpretations will highlight the ways 

in which disability and its related marginalities are used to construct and bolster normate Israelite 
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identities, constructed fictional identities that serve as a standard that people should try to attain  

in the biblical text, as well as, in limited capacity, the way those marginalities continue to 

construct normate bodies in societies for which these texts foundational. Finally, the dissertation 

will argue for the centrality of disability in biblical interpretation and discussions about 

normative humanity as constructed through biblical texts.

Critical Terms
Some of the central terms I employ throughout this dissertation have multiple, contested 

or unstable definitions. I acknowledge that any attempt at definition is subjective and that the 

ways in which scholars choose to define unclear terms can often belay their bias. I also, however, 

acknowledge that words have only the meaning that is ascribed to them, and in order to do any 

productive work, one must settle on one meaning in order to maintain clarity. 

Disability

Perhaps one of the most complex terms in the dissertation to define, 8disability9 has been 

used to refer to the effects of medical conditions, the conditions themselves, and the role of 

society in circumscribing those conditions and the people who have them. It is a well-known 

refrain in disability studies that disability is caused not by a bodily difference but by the society 

that refuses to accommodate that difference4constructing buildings with stairs and therefore 

intentionally or unintentionally excluding people with mobility issues, for example. Most 

definitions of disability therefore focus on this societal shortcoming, which is reasonable given 

the general disability studies goal of critiquing ableist societal structures. That said, I do not want 

to overlook bodily differences that do objectively exist. 

Therefore, my definition of disability for this dissertation will echo that of most disability 

studies scholars  and is as follows. Disability is a social construction that is mapped onto a 

perceived deviation from a society’s bodily or mental norm, which causes the person 

 The term 8normate9 is further defined on page 4.

 Alison Kafer. Feminist, Queer, Crip (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 6-9; Saul M. Olyan, Disability 

in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and Physical Differences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 

2-3; and Susan Wendell, The Rejected Body: Feminist Philosophical Reflections on Disability  (Abingdon: 

Routledge, 1996), 22-23 are three examples of scholars of disability whose definitions are similar to mine.
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experiencing said deviation to be marginalized from their society on the basis of a perceived lack 

of ability in some important area. Because disability is a social construct, its manifestations 

across time and culture will appear differently, as will the bodily differences that give rise to it. 

Disability is also a second-order category that is not native to any of the cultures that produced 

the texts in question for this dissertation. I use the category despite this, aware of its anachronism 

but also aware that it is unrealistic to expect modern people to speak only in the terms and with 

the categories of the ancient societies they study. Moreover, though avoiding second-order 

categories can be a technique to avoid flattening modern and ancient identities together, it has 

historically also been a tactic of those who prefer not to consider marginalized people in their 

work. For these reasons I use the term disability and other second-order categories because they 

are useful for my analysis of the text and of the text9s reception into cultures that do have an 

analogous term, but also because the people these words describe existed in the past just as much 

as they do today, even if very differently.

Impairment

Contrasted with but also implicated in the term disability, an impairment is a medicalized 

condition that causes an individual9s body to experience non-normate behaviour, for example 

blindness. When using the definition of disability laid out above, it is important to distinguish 

between the impairment and the disability even if prima facie they appear identical. For example, 

a blind individual9s impairment might be their non-normate eyesight, meaning that their eyes do 

not function to the same degree that most people9s do. This in turn causes them to experience the 

disability of blindness, whereby society9s strictures about appropriate levels of eyesight cause 

them to be excluded from certain normative activities such as driving a vehicle.  Where a 

disability is a bodily or mental difference experienced at a societal level, an impairment is the 

experience of the bodily or mental difference itself. Important to note is that, as Kafer 

recognizes, impairments are also social constructs, because the normative, normate body is a 

construct and impairments are measured by failure to live up to that body, which is different 

across cultures.  However, that they are social constructs does not negate the fact that an 

 Wendell, The Rejected Body, 13-14 discussed impairment alongside disability

 Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, 7.
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impairment is a bodily reality. A person who uses a wheelchair is likely to have difficulty 

mobilizing. A blind person is likely to have difficulty navigating without assistance. Though 

what those impairments mean over time can change, the bodily reality of them generally does 

not.

Ableism

Ableism and its adjectival form 8ableist9 appear throughout this dissertation and describe 

attitudes and behaviours that cause individuals and societies to discriminate against disabled 

people on the basis of their disabilities.  Formed by analogy with other -ism words such as 

racism, sexism and classism, ableism manifests on an individual level as open mistreatment of 

disabled people, dismissiveness of their concerns and needs, derogatory assumptions about what 

someone9s disability 8means9 for them as a person (generally without ever consulting that person 

or group of people), or a simple refusal to acknowledge that disabled people exist. Culturally, 

ableism can manifest as exclusions from various places or cultural practices either intentionally 

(as in the Holiness Code in Leviticus 20, in which priests with certain physical impairments are 

forbidden from approaching the altar), or incidentally (such as in the city of Montreal in 2024, 

where a commitment to maintaining the city9s historical architecture means that a staggering 

number of buildings remain inaccessible to people with mobility impairments). I will generally 

not make a distinction between intentional and incidental ableism in this dissertation because we 

cannot know the motivations of authors either historical or modern, but the effect of both types 

remains the same4people without disabilities generally feel comfortable ignoring or mistreating 

people with disabilities.

 Jay Timothy Dolmage, Academic Ableism: Disability and Higher Education (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 

Press, 2017), 6-7, draws a distinction between <ableism,= which is the positive valuation of able-bodiedness, and 

<disablism,= which is the negative valuation of disability. I chose not to use this distinction in this dissertation, and 

use <ableism= to describe both phenomena.
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Normate Body

A term I have already used more than once, the normate body is articulated by disability 

studies scholar Rosemarie Garland Thomson in her book Extraordinary Bodies.  In this book, 

Garland Thomson describes the normate body as the absolute ideal of a human body in a given 

culture. Societally defined and therefore different across cultures and times, the normate body is 

whatever the ideal is for that culture. For Americans in the early twentieth century, Garland 

Thomson describes the normate body as being White, able-bodied, heterosexual, male, 

Protestant, upper middle class, married with children and in good health.  Disability studies 

scholars into recent years have continued to use this term, sometimes expanding it or suggesting 

different forms of the normate body, but generally not arguing against the fundamental premise.   

The most important element that distinguishes the normate body from the normative body, 

however, is that the normate body is not real. Nobody is in possession of a normate body. It is an 

ideal against which everyone is measured and everyone is found wanting. Lennard Davis makes 

a similar argument in his work about what the calls the ideal body, which existed in historical 

cultures prior to the invention of normalcy as a concept to which people were meant to strive,  

and was, similarly to the normate body, intentionally unattainable and always found everyone 

wanting and therefore societally lesser. I also use this term in the dissertation, generally in 

reference to God9s presumed body, which is equally unattainable. Some people, however, 

approximate unattainable bodies more closely, and are able to occupy social power because of 

that. On the converse, others are found more wanting than others, and this is where disability and 

other forms of marginality are born. The usefulness of the normate body as a critical category 

 Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American Culture and 

Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).

 Ibid., 8.

 For examples of some recent studies that follow Garland Thomson, see, Joel Michael Reynolds, <The Normate,= in 

50 Terms for Critical Phenomenology, eds. Ann Murphy, Gayle Salamon, and Gail Weiss (Chicago: Northwestern 

University Press, 2019), 243-248; Jay Timothy Dolmage, Disability Rhetoric (New York: Syracuse University Press, 

2014), 22-23; and several chapters in Nick Watson, Alan Roulstone and Carol Thomas, eds., Routledge Handbook of 

Disability Studies (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012).  

 Lennard J. Davis, Bending over Backwards: Disability, Dismodernism and Other Difficult Positions (New York: 

New York University Press, 2002), 92-93. Davis also discusses the ideal body in his other work, especially 

Enforcing Normalcy: Disability, Deafness and the Body (New York: Verso Publishing, 1995). 
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lies in its flexibility. It describes not only disability, but marginality on the basis of sex, gender, 

race and many other factors, which is incredibly helpful when discussing these interconnected 

marginalities in tandem. Because it changes over time, it does not tie me to one particular 

culture9s idealized body. It is also useful because, as there are no normate bodies, the term allows 

us to open an essential space for critique around the very idea of any body being substandard 

when compared with another.

Animal

The second chapter of this dissertation focuses on animals. This is a category that 

connotatively excludes humans despite denotatively including them, and therefore I follow other 

animal studies scholars in using the term 8nonhuman animals9 to clarify that I am referring to 

8other9 animals that are typically seen as food, labour, or environmental dangers to humans. 

Animals and animality4the quality of being an animal4are relatively understudied in biblical 

studies, with only a few works focusing on them, mostly in the field of biblical posthumanism.  

Biblical texts are anthropocentric, focusing on humans, and scholars typically only pay attention 

to nonhuman animals when they are relevant to the human characters4understandable 

considering the biblical writers arguably only included nonhuman animals when they were 

relevant to the human characters. The terms 8animal9 and 8animality9 are often used in reference 

to creatures to indicate a lower status than humans possess, but I use them neutrally to refer to 

nonhuman creatures and their experiences. I also employ the term 8animacy9 infrequently in the 

second chapter, a term traditionally denoting the 8aliveness9 of a creature, but repurposed by Mel 

Chen in Animacies  to refer to a spectrum of life that includes all things, as a way of critiquing 

hierarchies of being that place certain types of humans above other creatures.

Methodological Considerations

This dissertation primarily engages with the biblical text through the methods and 

techniques of narrative criticism. I consider the texts as stories with characters and narrators, all 

 Arthur Walker-Jones and Suzanna R. Millar, eds., Ask the Animals: Developing a Biblical Animal Hermeneutic  

(Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2024) and Hannah M. Strømmen, Biblical Animality after Jacques Derrida  

(Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2018) are two such examples. 

 Mel Y. Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering and Queer Affect (Durham: Duke University Press,2012).
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occupying a fictional world that is informed by the cultural expectations of the authors and 

redactors. When necessary and relevant, I also engage with historical-critical methodologies, 

including considering the cultures in which the texts were likely composed, as well as their 

presumed intended audiences. I also consider the language in the text when necessary, 

highlighting individual Hebrew words or sentences that are relevant to understanding the stories 

therein. As well, I include excerpts of each text in Hebrew at the beginning of the major 

interpretive sections of the dissertation so the words and phrases I draw out can be seen in 

context. These techniques have long been used to discover more about the cultures that produced 

the biblical texts, but this is work I am content to leave to others. Though they form a significant 

portion of my interpretive methodology, I use them only to further highlight the necessity of 

interpretations like my own. Using the same techniques as scholars who came before me, I arrive 

at often vastly different interpretations. This demonstrates the extent to which approaching a text 

with different sets of presuppositions changes the interpretation of that text. Reading consciously 

while being careful to avoid ableist presuppositions is key to my methodology in this 

dissertation.

I draw on the work of many disability scholars throughout this dissertation, but most 

notably on the work of a few scholars in particular. Rosemarie Garland Thomson9s work on 

normate bodies provides the most important framework to understand how bodies are measured 

against one another and some found wanting. David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder9s work on the 

narrative prosthesis is also very helpful for me for the way it articulates the function of disability 

as a literary trope. It is very hard to discuss the presumed implicit assumptions and biases of our 

own culture, let alone an authorial culture that no longer exists. However, the nonexistent and 

ever shifting normate body, invisibly determining differing normative embodiments in every 

culture and time period, allows me to attempt that feat by considering what bodies were and are 

valued and why, and what bodies appear in their stories and why and how. The normate body and 

the narrative prosthesis are best described for the purposes of this dissertation as heuristic 

devices to assist me in revealing the mechanisms of marginality present in the texts and beyond 

into the real world. Both of these are anachronisms, but I use these intentionally. 

A certain degree of anachronism is typically acceptable in the study of historical texts. In 

this dissertation, I make use of a large amount of anachronistic, second-order terminology and 

concepts to describe phenomena that existed in the past in a way that would be incomprehensible 
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to people living in that time. Even words like disability, race, gender and queerness, when 

applied to literature from the distant past, describe analogous but not identical phenomena to the 

things we use those words for now. I use these words because to not do so would leave me with 

no vocabulary to talk about things and people who did exist, and with no ability help people who 

do exist now. Though I acknowledge the tension it may occasionally create in my work to use 

modern critical theory or terminology that is foreign to the text, I find it helpful in articulating 

the way I understand disability to be working in these texts, and I find enough similarities 

between the ancient world and ours that the connection is valuable. The other reason I chose to 

use this work despite the challenges it gave me is that it speaks about people in the real world 

that we live in, and those are my primary concern. 

My texts were selected because their intersectionality is clear, and because they are 

effectively able to demonstrate the interpretive centrality of the disabled characters, contra 

traditional understandings, and because they are all texts that have been repeatedly analysed and 

which have had real consequences for their readers. I don9t purport to be analysing or speaking 

for all disabled characters and stories in the Hebrew Bible text, or to be representing the entire 

history of each story. For the purposes of length in this dissertation I intentionally left out several 

texts that may have been relevant, and hope to treat those texts properly in the future. The texts 

I9ve chosen are the deception of Isaac in Genesis 27, a series of stories of barren women in 

Genesis 16, 18, 21, 25, 29 and 35, as well as 1 Samuel 1, 2 Samuel 6 and Judges 13, and the 

story of Samson in Judges 14-16, with a primary focus on chapter 16. I chose these texts because 

there are several thematic similarities between them despite their superficial differences. They 

are all texts in which a disabled person, also marginalized by some other form of difference from 

the normate, is put in a position apparently meant to diminish them, to steal agency or something 

else from them. These are also all texts where I interpret that positioning as having failed, and 

where the apparent necessity for that positioning in the first place hides the true power that the 

character in question wields. My readings all include novel interpretations of the texts that lay 

bare the power dynamics that run through stories of disability, and that highlight the 

intersectionality of disability, as well as its tremendous value in the creation of normative 

humanity. 
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The Position of this Dissertation

I write from the positionality of a queer, visually disabled, white, male-presenting 

scholar, and I approach texts in a way that assumes their foundational nature in much of Western 

culture. Although I engage with the Christian bible, I do not approach these texts from a 

confessional standpoint. My reading hermeneutic is secular and considers the biblical texts as a 

corpus of highly influential works that has had a broad impact on the language, history, culture, 

and ideology of the society in which I live. I treat the texts as though they are important, because 

I believe they are, but my attitude toward the texts studied in this dissertation is not reverent. I 

believe it is important for non-Christian and non-Jewish scholars to engage with these texts, 

because they are just as affected by them as everyone else, but I follow the roadmap drafted by 

Jacques Berlinerblau in The Secular Bible  in reading the text as a text only, and interpreting it 

in ways that are, at times, completely antithetical to what many Christian and Jewish readers 

would expect or appreciate. 

While biblical disability studies has been a growing field for three decades, there is very 

little interest in religious studies broadly from disability scholars. Though one could speculate on 

the reasons for this, the fact of the matter is that disability studies would be strengthened as a 

field by further attention to religious matters and the way that religious ideologies shape the 

world we live in. One of the aims of this dissertation is to speak not only to biblical scholars, but 

also to disability scholars and advocates, demonstrating a manner in which religious texts can be 

used constructively for disability advocacy and scholarship. I do not need to explain the 

foundational nature of the Bible in Western culture; that status allows its interpretations to carry 

considerable weight even outside of explicitly religious spaces. Whether we care about the Bible 

or not, it plays a large role in constructing the way that we view each other and are viewed by the 

society in which we live.

The purpose of this dissertation is to continue an ongoing dialogue between disability and 

biblical studies. There has not been a sustained academic discussion of the role of disability in 

the construction of normative human experience through biblical ideologies. Rather, the focus of 

 Jacques Berlinerblau, The Secular Bible: Why Nonbelievers Must Take Religion Seriously (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2005). Most pertinently, Berlinerblau argues on pages 10-11 that Hebrew Bible scholarship is the 

<theological equivalent to the Loyal Opposition,= and that reading with a specifically secular intention <frees us, or 

perhaps forces us, to speak the unspeakable truth, truths or truthlessness of the Hebrew Bible.=
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biblical disability studies has been largely (but by no means entirely) focused on the role played 

by disability in ancient contexts and how ancient disabled people may have fit into their worlds. 

This is valuable work that should be continued, but my intervention is to focus rather on the way 

modern interpretations impact and are impacted by modern prejudices.

Demonstrating that positive or at least neutral interpretations of biblical texts that 

discuss/mention/turn on disability is a core goal of this dissertation. The interpretations that I 

arrive at in my reading are grounded in the text and its interpretive and authorial contexts, but are 

not themselves the purpose of the dissertation. They are demonstrative of what is possible when 

one chooses not to accepted able-bodied normativity as the guiding interpretive force for reading 

disabled characters. They, and this dissertation, are meant to demonstrate what can be possible 

when one chooses not to use prejudice as an interpretive lens. Once again, I am far from the first 

scholar to point out prejudicial interpretations of the Bible. Pointing out, and even arguing 

against, these interpretations is not my goal. Rather, my goal is to offer a space and an 

interpretive toolkit to allow the text of the Bible to be transformative in a positive way for our 

understanding of disability and disabled people.

Synopsis of Chapters
My argument unfolds along four chapters. In the first chapter, I more thoroughly 

articulate the methodological background of the dissertation and position my research and its 

intervention in the field. The chapter presents a review of relevant literature, in which I consider 

the history of scholarship on biblical disability studies, as well as survey some select works 

analysing other relevant texts. Following this chapter are three analytical chapters, each focusing 

on a different biblical text and a different way in which disability is co-constructed with other 

marginalities and all building on the larger theme of the construction of the disabled body as a 

unit of measure against which normate humanity is co-constructed.

The second chapter is titled <Isaac the Amazing Goat Boy: Animality and the 

Construction of Human Boundaries,= and focuses on the character of Isaac as he appears in 

Genesis 27. In this story of Isaac9s deception; his younger son Jacob and his wife Rebekah 

conspire to kill two goats and convince Isaac they are game animals in order to disguise Jacob as 

his brother to steal the familial blessing and inheritance. My chapter considers Isaac9s blindness 

and his relationship with nonhuman animals as interconnected marginalities that the text uses 
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together to construct him as an outsider, and that later audiences have used to construct real 

world disabled people in the same way. The chapter argues, however, that these marginalities 

also allow Isaac to be the central character of this story and ultimately come out as the victor in a 

complex game of deception. I argue that the text contains sufficient narrative elements to 

undermine the traditional (and very likely intended) reading and therefore to undermine able-

bodied understandings of the disabled body as non-ideal.

The third chapter, titled <(In)Fertile Subjects: Disability, Gender, and Procreation,= is a 

study of a narrative trope rather than a specific text. The barren women of the Hebrew Bible are 

mostly found in Genesis, but also appear in the books of Judges, Samuel, and Kings. In biblical 

parlance, barrenness is the quintessential female disability; women are rarely disabled in any 

other way. I consider the role of the disabled female body and its role in constructing the abled 

male body and, following this, real-world beliefs surrounding women9s bodies and the necessity 

for societal control of same. I read this as happening first through the handover of procreative 

control to the male divinity, and then the centralization of that control in the hands of the male 

patriarchal culture. This is a subject that has been well studied by feminist scholars, and I build 

on their work by also considering the role of disability in the construction of gender writ large. 

As in the previous chapter, I also reflect that the repeated insistence on removing power from 

women and women9s bodies in these texts only serves to affirm that women have this power and 

that all attempts to mitigate it represent anxiety on behalf of able-bodied men. 

Finally, the dissertation9s fourth chapter, <Erectile (Dys)Functions: Disability and 

Sexuality in the Story of Samson,= is centred around the figure of Samson and primarily his 

experience in Judges 16. The blinding of Samson is an oft-ignored element of his punishment 

after he is captured by the Philistines that is as narratively potent as the removal of his hair, and, I 

suggest, a more powerful castration metaphor. Samson9s sexuality has been commented on by 

several queer scholars and plays a prominent role in his characterization in Judges. Most of his 

actions, and especially his mistakes, are due to his inappropriate sexual urges, which despite 

being directed at women, have been read as queer by many scholars, myself included. In this 

chapter, I build on these queer readings to consider the way that Samson9s disability is linked to 

his queer sexuality, an unmarked intersection that is meant to define both queerness and 

disability as other from normative experiences. I further argue that it is Samson9s disability 

moreso than anything else that makes him more powerful than other people, and that the 
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curtailing of his heterosexual urges through his symbolic castration and the curtailing of his 

excessive hyperability is what allows him to finally be accepted as a normative Israelite male. 

This chapter also considers the role of race and ethnicity in the articulation of disability, as 

Samson9s status as an Israelite is a frequent point of tension for him. Ultimately, I find that this 

text, like the other texts under consideration, undermines itself, the negative reading of Samson9s 

disability challenged by an interpretation that centralizes it.

Conclusion

My method of reading texts allows me to find interpretations that are possible and 

grounded in the text, and to find that such a reading challenges dominant assertions that 

disability must always be a negative, dehumanizing trait that exists only to marginalize biblical 

characters and real people. Any text, especially one composed in a world so different from the 

present day, may freight a range of meanings that extend well beyond the author9s intention, 

beyond even what it was possible for them to think. What is more, people with disabilities, 

constructed in various ways, exist and have existed across cultures and times, no matter that they 

have only recently become the subject of academic enquiry. For this reason, I contend that such 

readings as I propose are possible even if they are unlikely to have been consciously intended by 

their original authors or later redactors, though I also contend that in many cases, my readings of 

the text provide a clearer, closer reading of the text than many other interpretations. In providing 

alternative readings of disabled characters, the overall arc of this thesis will demonstrate that 

hegemonic disability narratives always end up overturning themselves when examined closely, 

and that disability is a central factor in the construction of normate humanity in the Hebrew Bible 

and in the cultures that are built in part on its ideologies. Far from being a marginality, this 

dissertation will argue that disability is at the very centre of human experience and should be 

considered as such.
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Chapter 1: Literary Considerations

<Oceans of ink have been spilled on the inner lives of paper people.=

<Of making many books there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh.= (Eccles 

Introduction

1970s, seeking to consider the way that disabled people fit, or don9t

 Stephen D. Moore, Gospel Jesuses and Other Nonhumans: Biblical Criticism Post-Poststructuralism, (Atlanta, 

Society for Biblical Literature, 2017) 28-29.
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Disability Studies Literature

all of them set off from an imaginary <normal= body. To describe this (nonexistent) body, many 

disability theorists follow Rosemarie Garland Thomson9s iteration of the <normate body.=

 Garland Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 8.
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normate body, but some people9s bodies are able to approximate it much more readily than 

particular society9s conception of normalcy; it inherently changes based on the society in 

Sharon Snyder9s in which they analyse the <opportunistic narrative device= 

 Ibid. Many other identity markers could be added to this list; for example, in a precursor to Garland Thomson9s 

work, Erving Goffman (Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity  (Hoboken: Prentice Hall, 1963)) 

discusses that people with hooks for hands do not fit into normative society. Garland Thomson also included 

8Protestant9 in her articulation of the concept, because the normate body is determined not only by its corporeality, 

but by its performance as a subject in the society that formed it.

 David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of Discourse 

(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), 47.
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8 9

phenomenon is Guillermo del Toro9s 2017 monster film 

Mitchell and Snyder9s work is widely cited by disability critics of literature and will form the 

women are particularly affected by disability rhetoric. Susan Wendell9s 

Wendell9s work brought disability into the ambit of feminist 

discussions. Wendell cites feminist arguments that most societies are built for men: <life and 

ave been structured as though no one of importance in the public world…has to breast 

feed a baby or look after a sick child.=

bodied men and says that <Not 

we are…strong and healthy and able to do what the average young, non disabled man can do.=

difference, but by society9s refusal to accommodate certain differences4

 Ibid., 7.

 Though Deaf persons today do not generally self-identify as disabled, the film positions the main character as 

such through the emphasis on her stigmatization and distance from others, her identification with other marginalized 

people, and the absence of any Deaf community in the film of which she can be part.

 The Shape of Water, directed by Guillermo del Toro, (Searchlight Pictures, 2017), 1:57:00.

 Wendell, The Rejected Body.

 Ibid., 39.

 Ibid.

 Ibid., 40.
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Wendell9s work is also strongly focused on the embeddedness of gender and disability in 

scholars as Tobin Seibers describe the ways in which the <situated knowledge= of disabled 

biological but rather due to the fact that women have learned to <live out our existence in 

al culture assigns to us.=

flips Wendell9s intention to bring 

futures that do not include disabled people, wrestling with the notion of <cure= and its incumbent 

Robert McRuer9s 

disability studies, with its explicit thesis being to <theorize the construction of able

and heterosexuality, as well as the connections between them.=

 Tobin Seibers, Disability Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008), 22. 

 Iris Young, On Female Body Experience: <Throwing Like a Girl= and Other Essays (Cambridge: Oxford 

University Press, 2005), 171. 

 Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip.

 Ibid., 24, 74.

 Ibid., 149-169.

 Robert McRuer. Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability (New York: New York University Press, 

2006).

 Ibid., 2.
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and disabled bodies and identities are <deployed to buttress= heterosexual and able

identities, but must always be safely located in <other= people so they can buttress without 

Jay Timothy Dolmage is one author who addresses the subject of disability9s co

projects of <America= and <Canada= would be irreparably damaged by the immigration of too 

 Ibid., 24. 

 Tom Shakespeare, Katherine Gillespie-Sells and Dominic Davies, eds. The Sexual Politics of Disability: Untold 

Desires. (London: Bloomsbury, 1996).

 Eli Clare, Exile and Pride: Disability, Queerness and Liberation (Brooklyn: South End Press, 2009 [1999]) and 

Brilliant Imperfection: Grappling with Cure (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017).

 McRuer. Crip Theory, 2; Clare, Exile and Pride, 84; Abby L. Wilkerson, <Normate Sex and Its Discontents,= in 

Sex and Disability, eds. Robert McRuer and Anna Mollow (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012,) 183 -184; and 

Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, 17 are some examples of important works in disability studies that draw this parallel.

 Jay Timothy Dolmage, Disabled Upon Arrival: Eugenics, Immigration, and the Construction of Race and 

Disability (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2018).

 Ibid., 11. 
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many <defective= people

4

other <identity= terms, the word is a modern one that did not exist in any premodern cultures, and 

operated in the ancient world, is not identical to them. Geraldine Heng9s 

8 9

<construct a hierarchy of peoples for differential treatment= in both modern and non

continue to speak of what Heng calls the <structural 

relationships for the articulation and management of human differences=

contends that refusing to use the term <race= in discussion of historical cultures enables the 

reproduction of <a certain kind of past= an

 Douglas C. Baynton, Defectives in the Land: Disability and Immigration in the Age of Eugenics (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2016).

 Robert McRuer, Crip Times: Disability, Globalization and Resistance (New York: New York University Press, 

2018), 5.

 Geraldine Heng, The Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 

3.

 Ibid.

 Ibid., 23. Preceding Heng by over a decade, Benjamin Isaac, The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity, 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), argues against the <conventional wisdom [that] usually denies there 
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briefly traces the way that <deformed and disabled= bodies are morphed with racialized bodies 

and how <disabled peoples inherited from classical tradition [harness] the inheritance of the past 

identity and civilization.=

8 9

particular as a <race= is rooted in antisemitism, and I do not use the term to indicate an 

of is Sunaura Taylor9s 

was any race hatred in the ancient world.= (1). Isaac argues that <Obviously [racism] did not exist in the modern 

form of a biological determinism which represents a distortion of Darwin9s ideas, nor was there systematic 

persecution of any ethnic group by the other,= but that it is clear that prejudices and the ordering of peoples by skin 

colour, national origin, cultural background and the behavioural characteristics mapped onto those things did exist  

(5). 

 Ibid., 37.

 Sunaura Taylor, Beasts of Burden: Animal and Disability Liberation (New York: The New Press, 2017).

 Ibid., 57-81.



22

8 9

8 9

humanity. Including animals in this dissertation9s theoretical background is a critical component 

immediately relevant to the second chapter on Isaac9s animal associations.

Biblical Disability Studies

generally. Historically speaking, Saul Olyan9s 

8 9

considering the ways in which people living with the conditions listed as <defects= might have 

understand how the writers and editors of the Bible <construct hierarchically significant 

difference and privilege certain groups over others.= Another example is Rebecca Raphael9s 

 Anthony J. Nocella, Amber E. George, and John Lupinacci, eds. Animals, Disability and the End of Capitalism: 

Voices from the Eco-Ability Movement, (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2019).

 Olyan, Disability in the Hebrew Bible.   

 Ibid., 2.
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called <normate hermeneutic,= an interpretive hermeneutic in which able

biblical characters and stories. Candida Moss and Jeremy Schipper9s 

 Rebecca Raphael, Biblical Corpora: Representations of Disability in the Hebrew Bible Literature (New York: T & 

T Clark, 2008). 

 Ibid., 41-45.

 Hector Avalos, Sarah J. Melcher and Jeremy Schipper, eds, This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in Biblical 

Studies (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007).   

 Neal H. Walls, <The Origins of the Disabled Body: Disability in Ancient Mesopotamia,= in This Abled Body: 

Rethinking Disabilities in Biblical Studies, ed. Hector Avalos, Sarah J. Melcher and Jeremy Schipper (Atlanta: 

Society for Biblical Literature, 2007), 13-30.

 Kerry H. Wynn, <The Normate Hermeneutic and Interpretations of Disability within the Yahwistic Narratives,= in 

This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in Biblical Studies, ed. Hector Avalos, Sarah J. Melcher and Jeremy 

Schipper (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2007), 91-101.

 Candida Moss and Jeremy Schipper, eds, Disability Studies and Biblical Literature (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2011).  

 Joel S. Baden, <The Nature of Barrenness in the Hebrew Bible,= in Disability Studies and Biblical Literature, ed. 

Candida R. Moss and Jeremy Schipper (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011), 13 -27. 

 Jeremy Schipper, Disability Studies and the Hebrew Bible: Figuring Mephibosheth in the David Story (New York: 

T & T Clark, 2006) and Disability & Isaiah’s Suffering Servant (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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Finally, Julia Watts Belser9s 2024 monograph 

what the experience of being disabled can bring to a person9s spiritual life, interpreting biblical 

ady indicated by the text. Candida R. Moss and Joel S. Baden9s 

payment for Eve9s sin.

 Sarah. J. Melcher, Mikeal C. Parsons and Amos Yong, eds, The Bible and Disability: A Commentary (Waco: 

Baylor University Press, 2017). 

 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of Knowing 

Ourselves Whole (Boston: Beacon Press, 2024). 

 Teresa J. Hornsby and Ken Stone, eds, Bible Trouble: Queer Readings at the Boundaries of Biblical Scholarship 

(Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2011). 

 Deren Guest, Robert Shore-Goss and Mona West, eds, The Queer Bible Commentary (London: SCM Press, 2006). 

 Candida R. Moss and Joel S. Baden, Reconceiving Infertility: Biblical Perspectives on Procreation and 

Childlessness (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2015), 88.

 Gay L. Byron and Vanessa Lovelace, eds, Womanist Interpretations of the Bible: Expanding the Discourse 

(Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2016). 

 Francisco Lozada Jr. and Fernando F. Segovia, eds, Latino/a Biblical Hermeneutics: Problematics, Objectives, 

Strategies (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2014). 

 Jione Havea, David J. Neville and Elaine M. Wainwright, eds, Bible, Borders, Belonging(s): Engaging Readings 

from Oceania (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2014). 
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Conclusion

 Renita J. Weems, Battered Love: Marriage, Sex, and Violence in the Hebrew Prophets (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1995.

 Gale A. Yee, Towards an Asian American Biblical Hermeneutics: An Intersectional Anthology (Eugene: Cascade 

Books, 2021).

 Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the Twenty-First Century (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 

1996). 

 Vincent L. Wimbush, The Bible and African-Americans: A Brief History (Augsburg: Fortress Press, 2003). 

 Walker-Jones and Millar, eds., Ask the Animals; Strømmen, Biblical Animality after Jacques Derrida; Moore, 

Gospel Jesuses and Other Nonhumans; Stephen D. Moore, ed., Divinanimality: Animal Theory, Creaturely 

Theology. First Edition (New York: Fordham University Press, 2014), Jennifer L. Koosed, ed., The Bible and 

Posthumanism (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2014), are several examples of work in this field.
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Chapter 2: Isaac the Amazing Goat Boy: Animality and the Construction of Human 

Boundaries

<In myth time, animals are humans, humans are animals . . . there is no distinction. Yes, we see 

move into the differentiated world that we know.=

<Now then, take your weapons, your quiver and your bow, and go out to the field, and hunt game 

for me.= (Gen 27:3)

Introduction

This chapter considers the patriarch Isaac9s disability in conjunction with his relationship 

both serve the same goal as narrative devices. Thinking about Isaac9s disability in conjunction 

 Harold Scheub, Trickster and Hero: Two Figures in the Oral and Written Traditions of the World, (Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 2012), 30.
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the text that the majority of its interpreters have chosen to fill with readings emphasizing Isaac9s 

Isaac9s stories, taken together, highlight two uniting conflicts: one conflict between 

nine stories: Isaac9s birth (Gen 21:1 7), Hagar9s banishment (Gen 21:9 spe

sacrifice (the <Akedah=) (Gen 22:1 19), the end of his wife Rebekah9s introductory 

deathbed testimony. In two of the three stories where he speaks, Isaac9s life is in tension with 

is also the story in which Isaac9s life is in tension with his disability, and seems to drive home the 

using two slaughtered goats as tools to aid the deception. Isaac9s disability both inaugurates 
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his brother that will force him to go to his mother9s ancestral home and 

his parents will approve. The interpretation will first dismantle the role of Isaac9s supposed 

focus on Isaac9s blessing of Jacob and its central place in both this story and in the grander 

in the story, especially vis à vis Isaac9s disability, is a pivotal juncture for the interpretation. 

Jacob9s association with animals es

consideration of Isaac9s disability with regard 

ered reading, the <victor= of 
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8 9 8 9

Isaac’s Disability

Þ ¹ÙµÞ ¼ÚÞ ¹ßã ºë½Ûë ½Ü µê¹Þ½ãÞ »Ù µß ¹ï¼ÚÚÞ½äÞ ºçת¾Õ µì ºâÕ ½ì µë י¹ ¼Úת »ÕÚ ½íºçýä µÕà ¾Ø½Ö ¼Ùì »âÕ¾י ¼ÚÚÞ ½à ºÕÞ ¹ä µÕì »âÕ¾י ¼ÚÚÞ ½à ºÕÞ ¹äºå ¹Ùì »âÕ¾י ¼ÚÙºå ¹ÙÕ½ä

Þ ¹ïµä ¼ë½ÛÕ¾àÞ ¹ï µç ¼Ø½ÞáýÞÞ ýâÙת¹ ½ï¼ç µÚÕ ½íÕ½äÿÞ »à ºßÿµÞ µà »ïÿ »ï µí ¼ë µÚÕ ºê µÚÙ »Ø ½í ¼ÙÙ ½Øýê µÚÞ ¹àÙØÞêØ¹Þ ½êÙ ºí·ç¼ÚÞ ¹àáÞ ¹ß ¼ç µÝ ¼â
ì »í·Õ¼ßÞ ¹ï µÖ ¼Ù ½ÕÙ ½ÕÞ ¹Ö ½Ù µÚÞ ¹àÙ½à ºß ¾Õ µÚìýÖ·ç ¼Õÿ µß »ì ½Ö µïÞ ¹í µè¼äá »ì »Ý µÕתýâ ½Õ

Isaac9s blindness is mentioned only briefly in the biblical text, but it is so central to his 

characterization in the deception narrative that the story opens with it. <When Isaac was old and 

his eyes were dim so that he could not see…= (Gen 27:1). It is u

means when it claims that Isaac9s eyes were dim ( ¸ãÝ ¶Ø µß ½ï·Ù

Ezek 21:7), and even, in its pi9el form, with Eli9s more abstract 

failure to stop his family9s constant sin (1 Sam 3:13). However, the clearest literary association 

being drawn here is a contrast with an occasion when someone9s eyes were 

Moses9s death, the reader is told that < Õ¾à-Õ¾à µÚ ýäÞ ºç Ù Ù½ß-Ù¾Ü·ת½ ºà å½ä
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vigour had not abated= (Deut 34:7)). It seems likely that the redactor hoped the reader would 

. Benno Jacob argues that Isaac9s 

cultures in which disability represents the end of a person9s life.

the two verses in question, the translators of the NRSV elected to use the ambiguous <grew dim= 

 There are several comparisons between Isaac and Moses that could be made which are outside the scope of this 

study, including the extraordinary circumstances of their births, encounters with God atop mountains, conflicts with 

Egyptian brothers, and wives who take active roles in ensuring that God9s plan is enacted. 

 Benno Jacob, Das erste Buch der Tora: Genesis (New York: KTAV Publishing House, 1974), 560.

 Belser, Loving Our Own Bones, 144-145.

 See, among many studies on this subject, Eleftheria A. Bernidaki-Aldous, Blindness in a Culture of Light: 

Especially in the Case of Oedipus at Colonus of Sophocles (New York: Peter Lang, 1990), Edward Wheatley, 

Stumbling Blocks Before the Blind:  Medieval Constructions of a Disability , (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 

Press, 2010), David Bolt, The Metanarrative of Blindness: A Re-reading of Twentieth-Century Anglophone Writing  

(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013), and especially Georgina Kleege, Sight Unseen (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1999).

 There is a valid question to be asked as well of how blind Isaac is in Genesis 27. Sighed people tend to assume 

blindness as a totality, when in fact most blind people have at least some eyesight. David B. Friedman, Bereshit: The 

Book of the Beginning, A New Translation with Commentary (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2010), suggests on page 77 

that Isaac <had serious problems with his eyesight,= and he is not the only interpreter to posit the possibility that 

Isaac has some sight. See also August Dillmann, Genesis Critically and Exegetically Expounded, Vol. II, translated 
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whereas they opted for a clear <his sight was unimpaired= to describe Moses. This extremely 

liberal translation of the Hebrew would seem to leave no room for ambiguity. Moses9s sight was 

perfect, but Isaac9s has some nebulous failing. In the ancient imagin

4

cient Israel9s normate body than does Isaac. Throughout the Isaac story, what will be clear is 

No further comment is made about Isaac9s blindness throughout the biblical narrative, but 

and Isaac9s disability 

by William Barron Stevenson (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1897), 214; and Martin Kessler and Karel Deurloo, A 

Commentary on Genesis: The Book of Beginnings (New York: Paulist Press, 2004), 150. However, I hesitate to 

suggest these works are knowledgeable about blindness as a condition, and suspect their insistence on Isaac not 

being totally sightless has more to do with confusion over how a blind man could pose a danger to Rebekah and 

Jacob. Loren R. Fisher, Genesis: A Royal Epic: Second Edition (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2011), 126, notes that, 

regarding Jacob9s objection to the plan in Gen 27:12, most commentators and translators ignore that his objection is 

rooted in fear that Isaac will see him. Fisher argues that this translation issue arises out of commentators not wanting 

to create confusion about Isaac9s blindness, but I wonder if it is to occlude the nature of Isaac9s sight loss.

 Bernidaki-Aldous, Blindness in a Culture of Light, 11-26. Bernnidaki-Aldous also argues that blindness exists as a 

state of contradiction in much ancient literature, especially Greek, in which it stands in for an intellectual or moral 

failure, but can also be an indicator of great spiritual power or metaphysical wisdom (50, cf the figure of Tiresias). 

Though this is true of many surrounding cultures, I find no evidence that this positive association between blindness 

and spiritual wisdom existed in the literature of the ancient Israelites. Indeed, blindness here is often constructed as a 

punishment from God, as is illness or disfigurement more generally.

 Mitchell Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis, 6. 
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few verses of the story, Isaac be characterized as blind, feeble, and near death. But Isaac9s 

with others. On the contrary, Isaac9s disability is heavily linked to his association with nonhuman 

Passivity and Animality

27, as well as arguably at the end of his children9s birth narrative in Gen 25:27), Isaac is 

of linguist Mel Chen is helpful in this discussion; Chen9s employment of 

Considering Isaac9s place in a hierarchy of living beings starts with the binding 

narrative in Genesis 22. Prior to this, Isaac9s conception, birth, and inheritance are all 

 Mel Y. Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012) 

6-8.
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Û ·è-ת ¶Õ Õ̧ä-ת ¶Õ ÿµä ½Õ-ÿ µ×Ý ½Û µÝ  é ¶í·Õ-ת ¶Õ  ï̧ µÖ ·ØÕ̧-ÿ¶à µÙ  èÛ̧ µç½Ý-à ¶Õ ÿ µà-áí̧ ýØµà·ç ·Ø µÙ Ø̧י ½éּ벹ß ·Ø  æ ¶é ¶Õ    × ·Û ·Õ à ·ç Øà̧ ּ벹ע µà

ÞÝ ¶à µÕ é ·â ּ벹Õ é ¶í·Õ áÝ ½éØ̧ ¶Ø

.½

ýéּ֔벹â ·Û ÙÝȩ́ç̧ µä), and only then <Isaac his son= (ýä µÕ èÛ̧ µç½Ý

saac9s back instead (Gen 

<where is the lamb for a burnt offering?= (Øà̧ ּ벹ע µà Ø ש¶ ·Ø Øµי ·Õ µÙ  áÝ ½çµçØ̧ µÙ í µÕØ̧ Øµå ½Ø

<God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son= 

Ø ¶Õ µé½Ý áÝ ½Øý ¶Õ-Ý ½ä µÕ Øà̧ ּ벹ע µà Ø ש¶ ·Ø ýý Gen 22:8). The 8my son9 here could be read as an address, as it was 

4

word in the sentence. Read this way, <my son= is merely an elaboration of <the lamb for a burnt 

g.= Considering that this episode comes very shortly after God has <provided= Abraham 

with Isaac, I argue that it is possible to read this interaction as Isaac9s being narratively 

 <Showing= and <seeing= are ongoing themes in the binding narrative, with both God and Abraham consistently 

seeing things, verbs never applied to Isaac. Cf. Jon D. Levenson, Inheriting Abraham: The Legacy of the Patriarch 

in Judaism, Christianity and Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 70.

 Radak9s thirteenth-century commentary On Genesis, trans. Eliyahu Munk (New York: KTAV Publishing House, 

2003), posits such a reading, for example. 
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writes that <The figurative substitution of a human with an animal figure often accomplishes 

nonhuman animal] and constitutes a displacement to lower levels of the animacy hierarchy,=

and these are processes that happen in the binding narrative. Isaac9s human qualities are removed 

aac9s humanity, the text makes it easy 

for its interpreters to scale Isaac9s animacy lower than that of the other human characters, which 

lamb established in the reader9s expectation, Isaac 

ת ¶Õ  áØ̧ȩ́ µÖ ·Õ Õ̧ש י½ ·Ù-Øµå ½Ø µÙ Õ µé·י ·Ù  ÙÝ¸äÝ µç-Ú ·Û ¶Õ¶ä é ·Û ·Õ à ½Ý ·Õ  ת ¶Õ Û ק· י½ ·Ù  áØ̧ȩ́ µÖ ·Õ ÿ¶àµי ·Ù ÙÝ¸ä µé ·è µÕ ÿ ·Ö µæ ·Õ-  à ½Ý ·ÕØ̧

ýØµà·ç·י ·Ù ýä µÕ ת ·Û ·ï Øà̧ ּ벹ע µà 

=

 Chen, Animacies, 44.

 Emphasis added. In Bereshit Rabbah 56.9, the ram symbolically becomes Isaac, whereas Christians preferred an 

interpretation of the ram standing in for or ransoming Isaac. Cyril of Alexandria, Glaphyra on the Pentateuch, vol. 1, 

trans Nicholas P. Lunn (Washington DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2018), 153, argues that the ram, 

representing Christ, offered itself instead. This perhaps echoes an ancient Greek sacrificial logic in which the 

sacrifice could not proceed unless the animal was understood to have consented to being killed, as first argued by 

Walter Burkert, <Greek Tragedy and Sacrificial Ritual,= Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies, 7 (1966): 87-121. 

More recent scholars such as F. S. Naiden, <The Fallacy of the Willing Victim,= Journal of Hellenic Studies, 127 

(2007): 61-73, have argued that the evidence for this belief is rather quite weak and that the Greeks actually wanted 

their sacrificial animals to demonstrate a vitality that made them worthy as sacrifices, which itself recalls biblical 

insistence that sacrificial animals be unblemished (Lev. 22:20).
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à½Ý ·Õ Ø ש¶ ·Ø

4

case, I read this interchange as a comment on Isaac9s coming

4

this transition in Isaac9s life

4

 Fisher, Genesis: A Royal Epic 102 (n151), argues that a potential translation of <à ¹Þ ¼Õ= in this verse is <another 

ram,= implying that Isaac was the first <ram.=

 A number of medieval Jewish commentaries including that of Rabbeinu Bahya (Torah Commentary, translated by 

Eliyahu Munk. New York: KTAV Publishing House, 1998) find relevance in the placement of a à ¹Þ ַ랔¼Õ in this passage 

and its relation to creation and the later sacrificial cult, but do not comment on how it differs from the animal that 

had previously been promised. 

 Taylor, Beasts of Burden, 57-81.

 Moore, Gospel Jesuses and Other Nonhumans, 107-108, argues that Jesus is not only an animal, but a variety of 

things including inanimate objects and plants, all drawn from the Fourth Gospel.

 A thorough work on this subject is Edward Kessler, Bound by the Bible: Jews, Christians and the Sacrifice of 

Isaac (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). Kessler goes into great deal about the history of Jewish, 

Christian and Muslim interpretation of the text, including the symbolism of the lamb as Jesus Christ, at the end of 
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Isaac9s animality renders him mostly mute and casts him in a passive role for much of his 

the world9s background. As the linguist John Cherry observes: <We ar

the first figure against the background of the world is always oneself.=

problems in Isaac9s narratives. Able

experience as the water mark for understanding <humanity= and thus scale down the experience 

4 4

Or, to put it in Chen9s words, <[l]anguage users use animacy hierarchies to manipulate, affirm 

and shift the ontologies that matter the world.=

which he concludes that Christian interpretations that focus on the ram9s sacrifice <minimize the significance of 

Isaac,= because the ram/Christ ends up suffering instead of Isaac, who therefore did not do anything (151-152).

 Levenson, Inheriting Abraham, 101, contends that Isaac doesn9t prefigure Jesus so much as Jesus supersedes 

Isaac, taking his place in the narrative, leaving Isaac fully substituted for Jesus/the lamb.

 As cited in Mutsumi Yamamoto, Animacy and Reference: A Cognitive Approach to Corpus Linguistics 

(Amsterdam: John Benjamin, 1999), 1. Cf Chen, Animacies, 29. 

 Chen, Animacies, 42.
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Chen asks <[i]f language 

biopolitical logics themselves?=

Isaac’s Blindness, Jacob’s Deception

Rebekah, having overheard Isaac9s command, immediately finds 

cob repeatedly who he is, remarking that Jacob9s voice is dissimilar to his brother9s, 

and insisting on touching his arm to feel Esau9s hairy arm. Only after several requests for the 

leaves for Rachel9s homeland, leaving Esau and Isaac to lament the smaller blessing that Esau 

 Ibid., 46.

 Ibid., 7.
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chapter 25 to be the beginning of the <Jacob cycle.=

Isaac narratives. <Isaac is portrayed as a little man governed by little goals with littl

bequeath to the next generation,= writes Dennis Sylva in a 2008 article on the deception 

4

frequently elides in favour of <the blind man=4as pathetic, arguing that <Isaac9s questions [to 

uncertainty.= Despite acknowledging Isaac9s attempts to get Jacob to admit the truth, von Rad 

goes on to describe Isaac9s <helplessness=

blessing of Jacob because he was nothing but a vessel for God9s power.

 This is a relatively new phenomenon in the study of Genesis. Works published prior to the mid -twentieth century 

and especially the mid-century focus on source criticism typically considered Genesis 25:19 to be the origination of 

an <Isaac narrative.= See for example Benjamin Wisner Bacon, The Genesis of Genesis: A Study of the Documentary 

Sources of the First Book of Moses in Accordance with the Results of Critical Science Illustrating the Presence of 

Bibles within the Bible (Hartford: The Student Publishing Company, 1893); Georg Woosung Wade, The Book of 

Genesis: Edited with Introduction, Critical Analysis and Notes (London and New York: Longmans, Green and 

Company, 1896); Dillmann, Genesis; and Franz Delitzsch, A New Commentary on Genesis, trans. Sophia Taylor 

(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1894) for just four examples. Most works omit Isaac as a narrative locus. Some exceptions 

include Fisher, Genesis: A Royal Epic, 117 (n.1), who notes that this section of the text opens with a line indicating 

that these are the <stories of Isaac= (Gen 25:19) and that the opening of Abraham9s narrative does not warrant such a 

notation, and Craig A. Smith, <Reinstating Isaac: The Centrality of Abraham9s Son in the <Jacob-Esau= Narrative of 

Genesis 27,= Biblical Theology Bulletin 31.4 (Winter 2001): 130-134, who argues that Isaac is the central character 

in the text, which is about his failings as a patriarch, notably drawing attention to the fact that Isaac must have 

known about Jacob9s status as God9s chosen heir (132). 

 Dennis Sylva, <The Blessing of a Wounded Patriarch: Genesis 27.1-40,= Journal for the Study of the Old 

Testament 32.3 (March 2008): 273.

 Gerhard von Rad, Genesis (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972), 272

 Ibid., 274.

 Ibid., 275.
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text, it is not the interpreter9s place to moralize over it.

however, Gunkel has no issue reproducing stereotypes about the blind by claiming that Isaac9s 

the reproduction of these stereotypes as 8moralizing9 in and of themselves. In fact, scholars of 

ing Isaac9s blindness in 

excessive terms. Jacob was <ready to deceive a blind, helpless, trusting father,= writes Julian 

Laurence Turner describes Isaac as a <duped, senile, passive character, unaware 

place within it.= J. Cheryl Exum and J. William Whedbee ask their audience to <[p]icture the 

scene: an old man, blind and senile, lying on his deathbed,= before going on to explain why the 

James McKeown spends a number of paragraphs describing Isaac9s inability to 

tell the difference between game and livestock meat, before insisting that <Isaac is old and blind, 

not stupid.=

4

judging and justifying Jacob9s behaviour as having happened under the auspices of a <strong

 Dillmann, Genesis, 217.

 Hermann Gunkel, Genesis: Translated and Interpreted by Hermann Gunkel, trans. Mark E. Biddle, (Macon: 

Mercer University Press, 1997), 301. 

 Ibid., xxxiv.

 Dillmann, Genesis, 213; Jacob, Genesis, 560; Laurence A. Turner, Genesis (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 

2000), 117; Clare Amos, The Book of Genesis (Werrington: Epworth Press, 2004), 171.

 Julian Morgenstern, The Book of Genesis: A Jewish Interpretation (New York: Schocken Books, 1965), 216.

 Turner, Genesis, 117.

 J. Cheryl Exum and J. William Whedbee, <Isaac, Samson, and Saul: Reflections on the Comic and Tragic 

Visions,= Semeia 32(1984): 17.

 James McKeown, Genesis (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 135.
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willed= mother. Speiser also feels that the <literary aspects= of the deception narrative, 

apparently including Isaac9s blindness and the theatre with the goats, require no comment and 

When read against Speiser9s introduction, during which he 

Isaac9s dialogue to make his meaning <clearer,=

Jacob, as he is by most interpreters. Even the rabbinic tradition ascribed Isaac9s blindness to 

claims that <He who raises a wicked son or a wicked disciple 

eventually suffers dimness of sight,= claiming that Isaac9s blindness is a result of his bad 

receiving <bribes= from Esau in the form of game meat, stating that his eyes <became weak 

brought him.= Writers across traditions conflate Isaac9s blindness with some form of moral or 

like what Chen calls the <segregating frame= of the category 

Martin Kessler and Karel Deurloo, who comment that <Isaac, 

word (25:23). Instead, he was driven by taste, touch and smell,=

< ouching is really unsatisfactory to the poorly sighted and Isaac9s sense of smell was still 

good.=

 E.A. Speiser, Genesis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007[1964]), 211.

 Ibid., 213.

 Ibid., lvii.

 Ibid., 209.

 Bereshit Rabbah, 65.10.

 Midrash Tanchuma, Toledot 8, translated by Samuel R. Berman (New  York, KTAV Publishing House, 1996).

 Chen, Animacies, 50.

 Kessler and Deurloo, A Commentary on Genesis, 150.

 Ibid., 151.
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Jacob9s (Gen 27:22), contextualizing his remaining questions and use of other senses throughout 

short paragraph in which Sarah Melcher concludes that <There is nothing that indicates a 

advantage.= Melcher, a scholar of disability and the Bible, elides Isaac9s blindness into a 

vague <inability= that is taken advantage of by his family. Hence, even to scholars who are 

attentive to Isaac9s disability, his passivity in the narrative remains unquestione

discusses Isaac9s disability in a way that counters traditional readings are Rebecca Raphael9s 

which argues that Isaac9s blindness is textually nearly lifelong and agrees 

Julia Watts Belser9s recent monograph 

Raphael states that <[t]he passive

Isaac cycle,= referring to Isaac9s centrality in the narrative, an argument I will shortly follow 

Belser considers Isaac9s characterization as a disabled man and wonders how it is 

possible he could fall for such a ruse. She says that this <is one of the ways that ableism cuts 

against my heart,= because it trains people4 4

term disability who is near death, ultimately wondering <[w]hat kind of 

 Melcher, Parsons and Yong, eds., The Bible and Disability: A Commentary. 

 Sarah J. Melcher, <Genesis and Exodus,= in The Bible and Disability: A Commentary, eds. Sarah. J. Melcher, 

Mikeal C. Parsons and Amos Yong (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2017), 43.

 Raphael, Biblical Corpora, 63-73.

 Belser, Loving Our Own Bones. 

 Raphael, Biblical Corporal, 71.

 Belser, Loving Our Own Bones, 141.
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blind man is he?=

t comment on Isaac9s story at 

Interpreting Isaac

Ù ½ï¼ç µÚÞ ¹ä µÖæ ¼â µíÞ ¹à ¾ë µÕì »í·Õ¼àÞ ¹ä ·ÕÙ½ý ¼ê µâÿ Õÿ»àÕ½äà¾ת½ »ÕãÕ¾ç ¼ÙÜ ¼ë µÚÞ ¹àá ½í ¹âÞºä µíÞºÞ ½Ø µÖáÞ ¹× ¹çáÞ ¹Ö¾ÝÙ »í¶ç »Õ µÚá Õ¾ת½

áÞ ¹ß ¼ç µÝ ¼âÿÞ ¹Ö ½Õ µàì »í·Õ¼ßÖ ºÙ ½Õ ½תÕ ºÖ ºÙ µÚÿÞ ¹Ö ½Õ µàà ½ß ½Õ µÚì¿Ö·ç ¼Õì »í·Õÿ µß »ì ½ÖµÞÞºä µè ¹àýתýâì »âÕ¾י ¼ÚÖ¾ë·ç¼Þà »ÕÙ ½ë µÖ ¹ìýß ¹Õã ºÙ

Ú ½íºçÞ ¹Ü ½ÕíÞ ¹Õì ¹ç ½íÞ ¹ß ¾ä ½Õ µÚíÞ ¹Õë ½à ½ÜÞ ¼àýÕÞ ¹ä ºí ¿â µÞÞ ¹Ö ½ÕÞ Þת¹ ¹Þ ½Ù µÚÚÞ½äÞ ºç µÖ ¼ç ºï µç ת¼ µâ ¹ßÞ Õת¹ ºÖ ºÙ µÚÞ ¼à ½çÙ½à ½à µëÕ¾à µÚÙ½ß ½ì µÖ
ì »âÕ¾ï¼Úýàýß ¹ÕÞ ¼à ½çÿ µת½à µà ¹ëÞ ¹ä µÕÿ ¼Õæ ¼â µíÞ ¹à ¾ë µÕÿºà µÚÜ ¼ëÞ ¹àÿ»àºי ¼ÚÜ ¼è י¹ ¼ÚÕ ºÖ½י ¼Úýß ¹Õ µàí¼ç ¼ï¼Úýß ¹ÕáÞ ¹ß ¼ç µÝ ¼âì »í·Õ¼ßÖ ºÙ ½Õ

ÚÞ ¹Ö ½Õ

 Ibid., 154.

 Ibid. 

 Ibid., 155-158.

 Walker-Jones and Millar, eds. Ask the Animals; Strømmen, Biblical Animality after Jacques Derrida and Moore, 

ed., Divinanimality, are three examples of works on the Bible and animals that do not mention Isaac, or, in the case 

of Moore9s edited volume, mentions him only twice in passing.

 Chen, Animacies, 127; Jasbir K. Puar, The Right to Maim: Debility, Capacity, Disability (Durham and London: 

Duke University Press, 2017), xiv-xv. Chen and Puar are both attendant to the ways that hierarchical social 

constructs are wielded to structure the boundaries of normate humanity, marking certain people as outside those 

boundaries and therefore able to be subjected to violence and mistreatment. 
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Isaac9s

when read together with the binding narrative and Isaac9s donkey/lamb/ram

chapter 22, a pattern of Isaac9s life being intertwined with the lives4 4

the way that animality is intersecting with Isaac9s disability. In Isaac, these two factors co

original family on track to fulfill God9s patrilineal will.

The rhetorical use of Isaac to construct the boundaries of <normal= human embodied 

animals means that one is somehow less than other humans, or that one9s humanity is in 

into account the uniqueness of Isaac9s perspective and centres him and his experience, rathe

with Rebekah9s help, to the end of 

 As does Gunkel, Genesis, 302.

 Some examples of scholars who have previously argued that Isaac was either complicit in or actively participated 

in the deception are Reuven P. Bulka, <Isaac9s Blessing: Who Was Deceived?= in Dor le Dor 17.3 (Spring 1989): 

185-189, whose primary argumentative thrust is that Rebekah and Isaac wanted to spare Esau9s feelings and his 

relationship with his father by not telling him directly they9d chosen Jacob over him; Joseph Rackman, <Was Isaac 

Deceived?= in Judaism 43.1 (Winter 1994): 37-45, who argues that Isaac9s trauma over his father9s fraught 
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story this way lies in having done away with the presupposition that Isaac9s disability makes him 

hild whom God had chosen to be Isaac9s successor thanks to 

Öּ벹è·ç·Ý) being 8he who supplants,9 carrying a connotation of deceptiveness or 

and indeed was unaware of the meaning of his son9s name. In addition, Isaac9s probing questions 

this is not Esau because he can hear Jacob9s voice. Believing Isaac is 

reading of the deception narrative9s interplay of disability and animal thematics. In most 

relationship with Ishmael led him to want to split his blessing between both sons and that Rebekah only stopped him 

from blessing Esau at all; Mignon R. Jacobs, Gender, Power, and Persuasion: The Genesis Narratives and 

Contemporary Portraits (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 114, who finds that Isaac must be <playing along= 

due to the foolish nature of Jacob9s attempted deception; and David J. Zucker, <The Deceiver Deceived: Rereading 

Genesis 27,= Jewish Bible Quarterly 39.1 (Spring 2011): 46-58, whom I follow in arguing that Isaac and Rebekah 

worked together to deceive Jacob, knowing that he was God9s preferred heir.
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Normate humanity9s troubled relationship with the nonhuman environment is moved to the 

4

result of this story, Jacob goes to live with Rebekah9s family and marry his c

4

4

48). Jacob9s connections with 

and God9s plan for his family. Rather than the animal being used to define that which exists 

c nor this story9s goats are what most 

interpreters of the Bible would consider a <normal= person. Instead of stopping the conversation 

Despite its centrality in many traditional interpretations of the text, Isaac9s disability does 

retribution indicates Isaac9s power within the family. He is 
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To this I will also add that it is clear that Isaac9s blindness is not a factor in this 

4

4

4

9s 

al circumstance and is only done due to God9s will. 

Therefore, when Abraham favours Isaac over Ishmael, it is at God9s explicit order when Isaac9s 

birth is promised (Gen 17:19), and when Joseph9s younger son Ephraim is blessed over his older 

4

moment aside from the actual blessing itself, so Isaac9s insistence on making the blessing 

Israelite patriliny. There is never truly any doubt that the <correct= son of Isaac will rece

 Wynn, <The Normate Hermeneutic,= 95.
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humans and nonhuman animals, define the boundaries and continuity of God9s promise to 

endlessly propagate the people of Israel. In the deception narrative, Isaac9s loves Esau

Esau9s hunting prowess. However, given the fact that he apparently cannot taste the difference 

one must assume there is another reason for this preference. Isaac9s already

4

Rebekah asks for two <kids of the goats= (áÝ ½× ½ç ÝµÝ×̧ µÖ

the deception. She sacrifices two nonhuman youths to secure her own offspring9s future over that 

butchered in the process. Contrast this with Isaac9s upfront attitude as he tells Esau to bring his 
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of securing Jacob9s blessing is a financial investment. The great value of nonhuman animals is 

claim that Rebekah9s treatment of the goats in this is callous but rather generous considering the 

(mostly) human son. From this point onward, Jacob9s life is entangled with livestock animals just 

like Isaac9s is. This goes beyond what can reliably drawn from the text itself, but does Jac

his father9s relationship with nonhuman animals and associate his family with them as well? Is 

 Idan Breier, <Animals in Biblical and Ancient Near-Eastern Law: Tort and Ethical Laws,= Journal of Animal 

Ethics 8 (2): Fall 2018, 174-176. 

 Ibid., 168. 

 James W. Watts, <The Rhetoric of Sacrifice,= in Ritual and Metaphor: Sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible, ed. 

Christian A. Eberhart (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2011), 5.

Jacob9s partial animality foregrounds another element of his character. As many scholars have observed, Jacob 

, 24), and in Jacob9s case, he seems to want things from multiple people fitting that description, 

tend to embody liminality and movement and tend to appear at points of change in one9s life, such as the transition 

into adulthood and the leaving of one9s family home (Scheub, 33). Jacob9s trickster status 
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Turner also notes the similarities between Jacob9s obtaining the goats and Abraham9s sacrificing 

In addition, just as Abraham 8went ( lqḥ) the ram9 (22.13), so Jacob 

8went ( lqḥ) [the kids]9 (27.14). While not an uncommon word pair, it 

4

Jacob9s association with animals is walked back for a moment here as he takes the role of the 

Øà̧ ּ벹× µÖ  Ø×̧ȩ́·Û èÛ̧ µç½Ý × ·é¶Û¶י ·Ù ×·ç-×ּ벹Õ µâ
literally translate to <and Isaac trembled, trembling greatly, exceedingly and to abundance=), 

ends with Esau swearing revenge on his deceitful brother Jacob, who is sent away to Rebekah9s 

 Turner, Genesis, 116.

 Later in life, Jacob, renamed Israel, is also struck with a lifelong disability after a wrestling match (Gen 32:24 -

25). The text never mentions the later ramifications of his injury, but such an injury would likely have left him 

mobility impaired. Much like Isaac, who is identified with animals in his youth and disabled later in life, Jacob9s 

animal associations are a feature of his youth and his disability a feature of a later stage in his life. Nonetheless that 

they overlap in both characters cannot be a coincidence, and nor can the fact that Jacob9s own sons deceive him with 

goat9s blood (Gen 37:31) when he himself is old and disabled. The twin forces of animality and disability continue 

to structure and guide the formation of the patriarchal narrative long after Isaac does eventually die.
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Ramifications

reaching, as Isaac9s body is 

4

4

<From the very beginning,= writes 

Deborah Sawyer, <arguing from the sequence in Genesis 1.26 [sic], the essential human 

God.=

 Deborah Sawyer, God, Gender and the Bible (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 18.
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Masculinity, as Rhiannon Graybill writes, <is not the necessary and inevitable consequence of a 

East and Mediterranean, masculinity is a matter of degree.=

Virginia Burrus has called this <a dynamic spectrum or gradient of relative masculinities,=

carrying forward the lineage of one9s father or tribe. Thus ancient Judaism9s concept 

<It is the particular practice of anal intercourse between males that

3

 Ibid., 19. The relevance of this concept in the later P text of Genesis 1 shows that control over, and therefore 

difference from, nonhuman animals, was a critical part of later Israelite humanity, because to do or be such was to 

imitate God. The beginnings of such identity imperatives can be seen in the earlier J text under consideration.

 Rhiannon Graybill, <Masculinity, Materiality, and the Body of Moses,=  Biblical Interpretation 23 (2015), 520.

 Virginia Burrus, "Mapping as Metamorphosis," in Mapping Gender in Ancient Religious Discourses, eds. Todd 

Penner and Caroline Vander Stichele (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 4.

 Howard Eilberg-Schwarz, God’s Phallus and Other Problems for Men and Monotheism (Boston: Beacon Press, 

1994), 3. 
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by extension, power relations,=

d9s plan, before 

world of the text9s presumed audiences.

The normate body is a male one for the Israelite people, because God9s

Even later, when God9s body has faded from the tradition9s view, the fact 

4 y through failure at normate masculinity. The <perfect= 

readers through his reading of Gramsci, <despite the effort in the Bible to present a s

sexuality, not to mention religion, they are very shaky indeed.=

4 4

 Sawyer, God, Gender and the Bible, 33

 Graybill, <Masculinity, Materiality, and the Body of Moses,= 537 discusses the <longstanding= question of 

whether the <feet= touched with the circumcised foreskin of Moses9s son are Moses9s, the baby9s, or Yahweh9s.  

 Thomas Hentrich, <Masculinity and Disability in the Bible,= in This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in 

Biblical Studies, ed. Hector Avalos, Sarah J. Melcher and Jeremy Schipper (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 

2007), 77.

 Roland Boer, The Earthly Nature of the Bible: Fleshly Readings of Sex, Masculinity and Carnality (London: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 72.
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happen within the body of arguably Israel9s most important religious figure, then they can 

4 4

 Graybill, <Masculinity, Materiality, and the Body of Moses,= 539.
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4

4

goats9 lives valued as so much less than the comforts of the human characters? This is an 

4 4
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4

4

4

Conclusion

read Isaac9s story with a new perspective, quarantining major presuppositions about disabil

the text9s potential to be a positive text for disabled people by reading Isaac9s activities in the 

Isaac9s associations with livestock might represent a step in that direction that animal rights 
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several instances in Jacob9s life mirror or call back to this narrative in significant ways, for

Isaac9s very centrality in the text disrupts the interpretive traditions that, intentionally 

Western culture9s attitudes towards disability.
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Chapter 3: (In)Fertile Subjects: Disability, Gender and Procreation

<The traditionally most revered women from the Hebrew Bible are those whose fertility is 

specially marked by having overcome barrenness with divine assistance.=

<Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth…= (Gen 1:28)

Introduction

among Israelites in the nation9s mythical history. Just as male disability is often co

In so doing, the text asserts the importance of men having control over women9s unruly and 

n9s procreative power and 

 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 12.
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The very fact of having been born with the <wrong= 

4 4

Chapman argues that <the introduction of women and maternally defined subgroups of kin 

disrupts the neatness of a patrilineal genealogy, marking divisions within a paternal line,=

have discussed the <tragic flaw= of fertility and infertility in Israel9s mythic history and the 

 Jana Bennet, <Women, Disabled,= in Disability in the Christian Tradition, A Reader, eds. Brian Brock and John 

Swinton (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2012), 427.

 Cynthia R. Chapman, The House of the Mother: The Social Roles of Maternal Kin in Biblical Hebrew Narrative 

and Poetry, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2016), 2.

 Puar, The Right to Maim, 21.

 Phyllis Trible, <Ominous Beginnings for a Promise of Blessing,= in Hagar, Sarah, and Their Children: Jewish, 

Christian, and Muslim Perspectives, ed. Phyllis Trible and Letty M. Russel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 2006), 34.



60

women9s bodies and assuage men9s anxiety about their place in the Israeli

 Robert Alter, <How Convention Helps Us Read: The Case of the Bible9s Annunciation Type -Scene,= Prooftexts 3 

(1983): 115-30, is one of the major contributors to this scholarly consensus. Tammi J. Schneider, Mothers of 

Promise: Women in the Book of Genesis (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008) argues that because women bear the 

children necessary for the promise to function, they are the key figures in the text (p. 15). Cheryl Exum, Fragmented 

Women: Feminist (Sub)Versions of Biblical Narratives, Second Edition (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), 

92-100, argues that this recurring trope is a way of undermining the power of biblical matriarchs and putting it in the 

hands (or perhaps feet) of their patriarchal counterparts. Exum also argues that this centres procreative power within 

men (p. 95), a conclusion I will argue against later in this chapter. 

 Jeremy Schipper, <Disabling Israelite Leadership: 2 Samuel 6:23 and Other Images of Disability in the 

Deuteronomistic History,= in This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in Biblical Studies, eds Hector Avalos, Sarah 

J. Melcher and Jeremy Schipper (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2007), 105, is one such example. Baden, 

<The Nature of Barrenness in the Hebrew Bible,= is an example of a scholar who has built on this work. 
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he women in the Hebrew Bible are not <naturally= 

<unnaturalness= of disability vis

Frameworks of Barrenness
In most languages, 8barrenness9 and 8infertility9 typically evoke agricultural imagery in 

éȩ̀ç̧

women as being <made for= procreation both in a biblical and modern context. 

permits one to speak coherently about procreation without using these metaphors, and <barren= is 

 Deuteronomy 7:14 is the only instance of this word being used to refer to men and women; all other instances of 

it refer only to women.

 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 2.
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éȩ̀ç̧

8barren9 and 8childless.9 The latter term, less gendered, more properly presumes a wider range of 

21 (Rachel and Leah); Judges 13 (Samson9s unnamed mother); 1 Samuel 1 (Hannah); 

part in Israel9s history. This typ

later, where the narratives of Jesus9s birth, as well as John the Baptist9s, follow the same trope, 

unruly women9s bodies

 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 2011 (1981), 69.
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erent variations on the pattern. For example, Sarah9s story also contains axes of rac

and social status, as does Hagar9s story. Bilhah and Zilpah9s inclusion in what is otherwise 

Leah and Rachel9s story connote something similar, but they receive less authorial attention, and 

also complicate the pattern by being two women in competition. Michal9s barrenness is a 

which of them will bear Jacob9s children, Samson9s mother speaks to the angel herself, but 

Masculinity and Women’s Bodies

4 4

 As discussed in chapter 1 on page 14, I consider racialization a useful heuristic in the study of antiquity. Though 

8race9 as commonly understood in the modern period is a product of scientific racism and the aftermath of the 

transatlantic slave trade, the process of racialization, that is, the hierarchization4and critically, utilization4of 

different groups of people as understood through their geographic background and skin colour, is far from a new 

phenomenon. Black scholars in Classics such as Patrice Rankine have noted recently that <the  race-neutral, 

colorblind position= historically taken by scholars <was simply an unconscious strategy of concealment= (Patrice 

Rankine, <Racializing Antiquity, Post-Diversity,= TAPA 154:1 (Spring 2024): 6) that occludes how ancient people 

imagined one another and allows white scholars to avoid talking about an uncomfortable subject. I refer to Hagar as 

a racialized person because the only two things the reader knows about her are that she is Egyptian and  that she is a 

slave, and that the first element, that she is from another culture that is oppositional to the Israelite culture that 

produced the text, justifies the second element.
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Alison Kafer9s and Susan Wendell9s 

 Carole R. Fontaine, <Be Men, O Philistines! (1 Samuel 4:9) Iconographic Representations and Reflections on 

Female Gender as Disability in the Ancient World,= in This Abled Body: Rethinking Disabilities in Biblical Studies, 

eds Hector Avalos, Sarah J. Melcher and Jeremy Schipper (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2007), 64. 

Fontaine is specifically discussing Egypt here, but later in the article draws several parallels to pre -Davidic Canaan.

 Ibid., 67.

 Ellen Samuels, Fantasies of Identification: Disability, Gender, Race (New York: New York University Press, 

2014), 2. Samuels is one in a line of scholars to comment on this and specifically on the solidification of various 

categories in the modern West through nineteenth century science. Disability and gender were co -constructed along 

with race in this period, a third facet of identity that will also be addressed in this chapter. I cite a work about this 

century because 19 th century vocabulary about race, gender and disability forms the vocabulary about those 

intersections for all subsequent understandings of them.

 Kim Q. Hall, ed., Feminist Disability Studies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011) is one of the most 

exhaustive volumes dedicated to this topic, but there are others.

 Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip. 

 Wendell, The Rejected Body.

 I will primarily use the term <Israelite= in this chapter as elsewhere in this dissertation, acknowledging the 

complicated relationship between ethnicity, nationality and religion. 
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these stories, insofar as one woman9s barrenness means another woman ends up raped4

barren owners9 husbands to make up for a l

, writes that <biblical scholars do not usually characterize [these stories] as rape texts,= 

Speaking of Hagar, Scholz says, <An enslaved 

do what her owners ask of her.=

sex and childbearing, and though this does not meet Deuteronomy9s criteria for rape (a man 

mean the interactions meet our criteria to be classified as such. <Should we assume,= asks 

Scholz, <that an enslaved woman in the Ancient Near East did not feel violated t

being when she had to submit sexually to the husband of her owner?=

4 4

t risk for harm than others. All women9s bodies are 

that women9s bodies are inferior 

to men9s, the biblical texts in question serving as prooftexts to that assumption, and to the 

women9s bodies 

through procreation. Women9s bodies bleed and lactate and become pregnant and create other 

 Suzanne Scholz, Sacred Witness: Rape in the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010), 54.

 Ibid, 58. 

 Ibid. 
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by that vow to sacrifice his daughter in a dark inversion of the Akedah that does not see God9s 

ite9s concubine (Judges 19) feature this theme prominently as 

woman is offered in the men9s place4

h the woman9s body is dismembered and sent across Israel (Judg 19:29

reducing it to a device that drives the rest of the story9s plot and laying bare the extent to which 

characters. However, the ease with which women9s bodies are destroyed in the 

text makes clear that that is what they are for. Women9s bodies are there to be controlled, used, 

ultimate root of all barrenness narratives: women9s bodies are there for men to use.

The Disability of Barrenness

children is regarded as a disability in the biblical literature. God9s first command given to 

 Moss and Baden argue on p. 101 that this order is antediluvian and was not intended to be extended beyond the 

flood. Their argument is sound, but the verse is nonetheless frequently used to refer to the entire biblical lineage of 

Israel.
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from entering <the house,= of 2 Sam. 5:8.

Mitchell and Sharon Snyder9s term; an <opportunistic metaphorical device,=

by opening a question of whether Genesis9s all

within the suspension of disbelief with the barrenness narratives, for God9s plan for the Israelite 

tion. God9s promise is tied to the 

women. To overcome that failure, God9s miraculous interventions in human life become a 

 Chapman, House of the Mother, 173. 

 Susan Ackerman, <The Blind, the Lame, and the Barren Shall Not Come into the House,= in Disability Studies 

and Biblical Literature, eds. Candida R. Moss and Jeremy Schipper (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011), 39.

 Mitchell and Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis, 47. 

 Chapman, The House of the Mother, 7, notes that many anthropologists are wary of the term <patrilineal= in the 

last twenty-five years, and prefer to qualify it by <describing societies as favoring, preferring or valuing male 

kinship links over female kinship links while nonetheless depending on both.= I will continue to use the te rm 

<patrilineal= in this chapter while noting that this longer description is the phenomenon that I am describing, 

because, to continue reading Chapman, the idea of a <pure= patrilineal model is an ideal rather than a reality, and 

these texts are attempting to set forth an ideal.  

 Moss and Baden claim that all cases of biblical infertility are eventually resolved (p. 107), which is not true, as 

we know that <Michal the daughter of Saul had no child until the day of her death,= (2 Sam 6:23). 
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necessary part of Israel9s history. As a result, the biblical record features repeated triumphs of 

that female infertility is <the defining 

female disability= in the Bible.

Elsewhere, Jeremy Schipper has argued that <[b]iblical, comparative ancient Near 

illness= before going on to list examples from all three corpora of texts.

analyse the discourse of infertility and find that <infertility as a description of childlessness 

embodies perfectly the modern definition of a disability=

person9s background, social status, and needs. 

are rare. Leah9s eyes, we are told, are 8weak9 (תý ּ벑ß ·é
this context but which could mean 8soft9 or 8delicate9 (Gen 29:17

Tamar9s post

 Raphael, Biblical Corpora, 57-58.

 Schipper, <Disabling Israelite Leadership,= 105.

 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 4.

 The array of skin diseases covered by the umbrella term translated as 8leprous9 (ת ¼ç ַ랣 ¼ì ¾ê µâ) can be disabling in a 

physical sense depending on their severity, but also in a social sense as they literally require the afflicted person to 

be cut off from the community. In the Pentateuchal context, these conditions are occasionally used as punishment s 

from God, and in the case of Miriam, she is then explicitly compared to a <stillborn= (á »Ü »ì ºâ ýתÕ ºê µÕ ì »í ·Õ ,ת ºß ¼ß) creating 

a point of reference with procreative failure where there may not have been one inherently. 
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that gender is a master category that defines women9s experience in

integral to the tradition9s understanding of womanhood. Infertility becomes the <exclusive 

quality= of the women in these texts,

Barren Stories 

ous characters and frames the audience9s understandings of them 

 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 23.

 Exum, Fragmented Women, 78.
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Sarah and Hagar, Anxiety and Power

ת »Ø»à ¹â Ù½ÚÙµÞ Þ ¹ä ¼ì ½ê·ç Õ½ä Ùºå ¹Ù á ½ì µÖ ¼Õ à »Õ Þ ¼ì ½í ì »âÕ¾ï¼Ú ì½× ½Ù ý ½â µíý Þת ¹ì µê ¹â Ù ½Ü µè ¹í ý½à µÚ ýà Ù ½Ø µà½Þ Õ¾à á ½ì µÖ ¼Õ ת »í ºÕ Þ ¼ì ½í µÚ
Ö¾Àý ת½ ½Ü µè ¹í Þת ¹ì µê ¹ß ¼Ù ì½× ½Ù ת »Õ á ½ì µÖ ¼Õ ת »í ºÕ Þ ¼ì ½í Ü ¼è ¹ï¼Ú Þ ½ì ½í àýë µà á ½ì µÖ ¼Õ æ ¼â µí¹י ¼Ú Ù½å »ß ¹â Ù»ä ½Õ ¹Õ Þ ¼àýÕ Þ ת¹ ½Ü µè ¹í à »Õ Õ½ä Õ

Ù ת½ ½ì ½Ù Þ ¹ß Õ »ì ºï¼Ú ì ¼Ù ¼ï¼Ú ì½× ½Ù à »Õ Õ¾Ö½י ¼Ú Ù ½í ¹Õ µà ýà ý ½íÞ ¹Õ á ½ì µÖ ¼Õ µà ý Õ¾ת½ ã ºï ¹ï¼Ú ã ¼ç½ä µß é »ì »Õ µÕ á ½ì µÖ ¼Õ ת »Ö »í µà áÞ ¹ä ½í ì »í»ç é ºè ¹â

 ½ÙÞ»äÞ ºç µÕ ý ½ï µì ¹Ö µÖ à ¼ë ºï¼Ú

 Ý ·éí̧ µÙ

Ùà Ø×̧ µà¸Ý Õּ벹à ,áȩ́ µÖ ·Õ  ת ¶í µÕ¾ (<Now Sarai, Abram9s wife, bore him no children,= Gen 16:1). This 

ng many offspring from Abram9s family, his wife is u

  )Øָ뢥Û̧ µå ½í

children for Abraham. Sarai intends to claim Hagar9s children as her own (Gen 16:2), evidently a 

 Janice Pearl Ewurama De-Whyte, Wom(b)an: A Cultural-Narrative Reading of the Hebrew Bible Barrenness 

Narratives (Leiden: Brill, 2018), is an example of a recent work of scholarship demonstrating the continued 

relevance not only of the narrative of barrenness, but of the biblical framing of it as a spiritual failing, in the modern 

day.

 Levenson, Inheriting Abraham, 46, notes that none of the early covenantal promises of offspring to Abraham say 

anything about who the mother will be. Levenson follows this up by arguing that Abram stayed with Sarai despite 

her not being named because to seek out a younger or more fertile wife would have been to indicate distrust in God9s 

promise. 
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between Sarai and Hagar after Hagar becomes pregnant, and Sarai9s mistreatment causes Hagar 

fulfillment of God9s promise of procreation culminates in a final conflict between Sarah and 

supposition. Other scholars, such as Pamela Tamarkin Reis, <Hagar Requited,= 

 Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God Talk (New York: Orbis Books, 

1995), 25.

 That barrenness causes conflict between women is a recurring theme in these stories. Many analyses of the 

barrenness narratives, in fact, include little to no mention of the barrenness of the women at all, focusing instead on 

the conflict. See for example James C. Okoye, <Sarah and Hagar: Genesis 16 and 21,= Journal for the Study of the 

Old Testament, 32.2 (2007): 163-175; Andrew Judd, <Hagar, Uncle Tom9s Cabin and Why We Can9t Agree on What 

the Bible Says about Slavery,= Bulletin for Biblical Research, 31.1 (2021): 1-15; Frederick J. Gaiser, <Sarah, Hagar, 

Abraham4Hannah, Peninnah, Elkanah: Case Studies in Conflict,= Word and World, 34.3 (Summer 2014): 273-284; 

Elizabeth Durant, <It9s Complicated: Power and Complicity in the Stories of Hagar and Sarah,= Conversations with 

the Biblical World 35 (2015): 78-93; and Autumn Reinhardt-Simpson, "My Sister, My Enemy: Using Intersectional 

Readings of Hagar, Sarah, Leah, and Rachel to Heal Distorted Relationships in Contemporary Reproductive Justice 

Activism," Feminist Theology 28.3 (2020): 251-263.
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it is unclear whether Sarai9s inability to have children is due to some reproductive disability or 

previous verse (Gen 18:11 <it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women,= 

t her is that <Sarai was barren; she had no 

child= (×à̧Ù̧ ,ýà̧ ãÝ µÕ  :Øȩ́ȩ̀·ç ,Ý ·éí̧ Ý ½Ø µï·Ù
The narrative ambiguity about the source of Sarai9s barrenness is curious as Sarai later 

In contrast to Sarai9s infertility, Hagar conceives immediately after Abram <goes into= 

tense drama between the two women in which Hagar looks on Sarai <with contempt,= while 

Hagar’s 16), in clear contrast to Sarai9s plan that she will <obtain children 

through [Hagar]= (Gen 16:2). Sarai obtains no children through this plot, and indeed arguably 

 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 4. 
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son who will carry on the promised lineage, even against Abraham9s 

19). Here Abraham9s satisfaction underscores the theological fact 

conceived, but God, who expressed his ultimate control over Sarah9s body4

come from <correct= ethnic groups,

omise to Abraham in jeopardy. Sarai9s body is 

simultaneously powerful because she is the matriarch and Hagar9s owner, and vulnerable due to 

Yet it is important to recognize that Sarai9s body is also

gh Sarai9s disability that she and the racialized Hagar are 

 Schneider, Mothers of Promise, 16. 

 Isaac, The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity, 5; Rankine, <Racializing Antiquity,= 5-6. 
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and gender are paramount among them on the deeper level of the text9s rhetoric. What becomes 

religion that we might call <race= (and which I am calling racialization to distance it from 

modern social constructions) as a vector is only openly implicated in Sarah and Hagar9s story.

Deeper still is the way that gendered bodies are constructed in Sarah9s story. What 

becomes very clear throughout the Sarah/Hagar drama and the rest of Sarah9s story is that all 

ones who appear in the background like the women in Abimelech9s court who are struck with 

are under God9s control. Barrenness, for all that it is a problem that the 

God9s will. Their social disabilities are not natural in their origin, they are supernatural, caused, 

48gendered bodies9 because the feminine nature of corporeality is what pulls them away 

Hannah’s Insistence and Cure

á ½ë ½ï¼ÚÙ½å ¼ÜÞ ºì·Ü ¼ÕÙ½à µß ½ÕÙý ¹í µÖÞ ºì·Ü ¼Õ µÚÙ¾ת ½íÞ ¹à ºç µÚã ºÙ¾ß ¼ÙÖ ºí¾Þà ¼çÕ ºæ ¹ß ¼Ùà ¼çת¼ÛýÛ µâà ¼ßÞ ºÙÙ½ÚÙµÞÕÞ ¹Ù µÚת ¼ì ½â

í»è½äà ºà ¼å µת ¹ï¼Úà ¼çÙ½ÚÙµÞÙ¾ß ½ÖýÙ»ß µÖ ×¾ìת¹ ¹ï¼Úì »Ø»äì ¼âÕ¾ï¼ÚÙ½ÚÙµÞתýÕ ½Ö µêá ¹ÕÙ¾Õ ½ìÙ »Õ µì Þת¹ ¹ä̧ç ½Õÿ ת« ½â ·ÕÞ ¹ä ¼ï µì¼ß µÛýÕ¾à µÚÜ ¼ß µí ת¹
ת »Õÿ ת« ½â ·ÕÙ ½ï ä½ת¼ µÚÿ µת ½â ·Õ¼àæ ¼ì»ÛáÞ ¹í½ä ·ÕÚÞ ¹ï µäýÙ½ÚÙÞת¼ ¼àà ½ßÞ ºâ µÞÚÞ½י ¼ÜÙ ½ìýâýÕ¾àÙ»à·ç¼Þà ¼çýíÕ¾ì

 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 2.
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Seemingly tired of her husband9s assurances that he loves her regardless of the fact that she is 

Hannah is the most complexly characterized of the Bible9s barren women,

At the same time that God9s control over procreation is reaffirmed over and over again 

<finding the cure= as a way of freeing broader society from the responsibility of making itself 

 Elkanah9s insistence that he does not need to have children through Hannah to love her juxtaposed with Hannah9s 

desire for her own children highlights well a point made by Chapman (151), who notes that women9s reasons for 

wanting children in the Biblical world are often <distinct from yet supportive of= their husbands9 reasons, citing a 

need for stability and status within the family structures to which they belong.

 Moss and Baden, Reconceiving Infertility, 22. 

 Eli Clare, Brilliant Imperfections: Grappling with Cure (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2017), 14-

15. 
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the univocality with which cure is accepted as the correct way to <deal= with 

in spite of male attempts to intervene in an unhelpful way. In Hannah9s story, what starts to 

world must control women9s bodies for many reasons, not least of which is

God’s Fertility, Women’s Death and Punishment

and others, such as Rebekah9s conception of Jacob and Esau (Gen 25:21). The divinity controls 

 Robert A Orsi, Between Heaven and Earth: The Religious Worlds People Make and the Scholars Who Study 

Them (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 23-27. 

 Alice Ogden Bellis, Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes: Women’s Stories in the Hebrew Bible  (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2007), 124.
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God has exercised the divine will with Sarah and the women in Abimelech9s court. The converse 

4

behaviours of the human body can only be because of God9s will. The characters in the biblical 

husband9s insistence that she does not need to produce children for her to have value to him4

4

Hannah9s solution would be illogical. But it works and Hannah becomes

18). Alice Bellis argues that Samson9s mother is <the 

stronger human character= here and that <the story makes Manoah look foolish and his wife 

wise= because he doesn9t know who actually controls fertili

Although the story of Samson9s birth parallels the later tale Samuel in its element of 

Øָ뢖Ù̧ØµÝ־ÿ ·Õ µà ·â

chapter). Like Hannah9s tale, this story breaks with the usual formula of the woman9s husband 

15). Completing Manoah9s exclusion from the process, Samson9s mother 

 Ibid., 109
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version of this formula in Genesis 25:21 similarly excludes Isaac from Jacob and Esau9s 

almost impossible to believe that sexual activity between them didn9t occur. Scholars seem 

primarily interested in threats to Sarai9s honour, which m

be the more pressing and obvious threat to Sarai9s lineage arising fr

given many <male and female slaves= (Gen 12:16) during their stay here in Egypt, making this 

Sarai9s conse

 Exum, Fragmented Women, 119.

 Ibid., 117. 

 Yitzhak Peleg, <Was the Ancestress of Israel in Danger? Did Pharaoh Touch Sarai?= in Zeitschrift fࠀ甃r die 

alttestamentliche Wissenschaft, 118-2 (August 2006): 197-208.
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procreative interference are amplified in Abraham9s second con now that Sarah has b

<approach= Sarah (Gen 20:4), emphasized by God telling Abimelech that he didn9t allow the 

the women in Abimelech9s house from conceiving while Sarah was there (Gen 

be Abraham9s son as the J narrative of Isaac9s conception insists.

redactor9s placement of the type scene ambiguous and strange. Why interrupt an otherwise 

the later tradition9s insistence that God, not humans, is the author of procreation. This version of 

the women in Abimelech9s household could conceive children thanks to God9s intervention 

Gen. 20:17). The end of Sarah9s barrenness coincides with the end of the 

barrenness in Abimelech9s court when she is returned to her husband, and God9s power over 

 Exum, Fragmented Women, 122. Exum follows this with a psychoanalytic reading of this type scene, considering 

the axes of hidden desire in the story. 
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Gendered Powers

ç ¼Õ ì ¼Ü י¹ ¼Ú Þ ¹ß ¾ä ½Õ Ù ת½ ºâ ã¹Þ ¼Õ á ¹Õ µÚ áÞ ¹ä ½Ö Þ ¹à Ù ½Ö ½Ù Ö¾ë·ç¼Þ à »Õ ì »âÕ¾ï¼Ú ý Ü¾ת½ ·Õ ¼Õ à ºÜ ½ì Õºå ¼ë µï¼Ú Ö¾ë·ç¼Þ µà Ù ½Ø µà½Þ Õ¾à Þ ¹ß à ºÜ ½ì Õ »ì ºï¼Ú
ã »Ý ½Ö Þ ¹ì µå ÿ ºß ¹â æ¼ä ½â ì »í·Õ Þ ¹ß ¾ä ½Õ áÞ ¹Ùý ¶Õ ת ¼Ü Ù·ת¼ ì »âÕ¾י ¼Ú à ºÜ ½ì µÕ Ö¾ë·ç¼Þ

Despite the insistence in the barrenness narratives that men9s lineages be prioritized, the 

and Leah9s drama is a prime example of this. Married against his will to Leah when he wanted to 

more and more children, apparently because God knows that Jacob doesn9t love Leah and is 

for help, Rachel9s solutions, like Sarah9s, are entirely earthly, but unlike Sarah9s, are focused on 

her husband9s failure. Rachel9s jealousy at her lack of children leads her to confront Jacob, 

13). Where Bilhah is following in Hagar9s fo

barren woman who is desperate to conceive, Zilpah9s owner already has children and wants 

 Or his children, but that is a different story.

 Bellis, Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes, 71, points out that we are never actually told if Sarah is emotionally 

distraught about her barren state, whereas we are told this about Rachel. Where we must surmise Sarah9s feelings 

from her behaviour, the text tells us Rachel9s feelings. 

 Schneider, Mothers of Promise, 83.
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grandfather, Jacob merely impregnates whatever woman he9s instructed, as

4

men’s

Rachel9s womb  )ýâ̧ µÛ ·é-ת ¶Õ Û ·ï µå½י ·Ù

 Exum, Fragmented Women, 81-91.

 Schneider, Mothers of Promise, 87. Schneider notes that women9s deaths are rarely recorded in the Bible, which 

is true. Exum (80-81) observes that Rachel9s death is a secondary concern to the birth of Benjamin, in line with the 

narrative priority typically given to women9s deaths when they are reported on.
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which famously contains the line <Ý ½ß ּ벹äÕ̧ Ø̧ת µâ  ã ½Ý ·Õ-á ½Õ µÙ ,áÝ ½äÖ̧  Ý ½ý-ØÖ̧Ø̧= (Give me children or I will die!, 

4

through death when it cannot be cured. Notably, Rachel9s pregnancy with Benjamin does 

ut then manner of Rachel9s death, but in 

4

In this reading, Rachel9s death is scarcely remarkable and not surprising. Her 

Rachel9s disability 

defines her experience as a woman, wife, and sister, and her <overcoming= it finally kills her. 

dies scholars, who often note how disability is <cured= through 

At key points in the biblical narratives leading up to Israel9s creation as a 

political body, women9s bodies threatened the ability of Israel to continue existing as an 

repeated use of barrenness as a punishment is exemplified in the character of Michal, David9s 

 Mitchell and Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis, 8.
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to him than she previously had. Feeling that David9s behaviour on taking the Ark of the 

After David9s defence of his behaviour, the confrontation ends. Michal is n

to speak again, and the reader is told by the narrator that she never bore a child <until the day of 

her death= (ý̧תýâ áýÝ ×·ç 4<the literary 

equivalent of murder= according to Bellis 4

God9s punishment for those who transgress the divine will (consider Miriam9s affliction with a 

or the withering of King Jeroboam9s hand when he tried to seize a man of 

the Lord for prophesying something he didn9t like, only for it to be restored through prayer (1 

6)) , It is also in line with God9s punishment of unruly 

4 woman9s

to it is a clear source of discomfort. Michal closes the Hebrew Bible9s narrative about fertility on 

Conclusion

4

 Michal is seemingly referenced one further time in 2 Sam 21:8, when David allows several male descendants of 

Saul to be killed including <the five sons of Saul9s daughter Michal,= though many ancient sources contain the name 

of Michal9s sister Merab here, suggesting a later redaction to truly reinforce the point that Michal died with no 

children.

 Bellis, Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes, 128. 

 Heng, The Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages, 43.
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4

argued in her discussion of sterile matriarchs that <if permitting conception is the prerogative

God, impregnating women is the work of males.=

been detailing, I disagree with this assertion, as also I do with Nancy9s Jay9s argument that the 

override women9s procreative power, which she famously refers to as <birth done better.=

assent to the portion of Jay9s argument that states this is an important thrust of sacrificial ritual, 

seemingly without their husbands9 help after divine intervention has been assured (Gen 21:2, 

chastises Jacob for not <giving= her children. Two questions exist, then. First, whether t

bodies are imperfect copies of the body that was created <in his image=

 Exum, Fragmented Women, 95.

 Nancy Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion and Paternity (Chicago and London: 

University of Chicago Press, 1992), xxiv.

Jonathan K. Crane, "Who9s Your Mama Now? Rachel, Leah, and Rabbinic Views on Their Procreative 
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abled male body, however, is not a perfect replica of God9s presumed body.

that without God9s intervention. If all humans are created in the image of God, and God9s body 

4 4

procreative equation almost entirely. Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, Hannah, Manoah9s unnamed wife, 

women9s bodies are all disabled bo

The stories now in Genesis at least likely had less emphasis on God9s role as the ultimate 

whose intercession is critical to Israel9s political histo

 By the time this P text was likely composed, the anthropomorphic idea of God9s body had faded nearly entirely 

from the tradition.
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remain so, and so it was put in God9s domain. In a theological reading, these stories are 

s God9s commitment to the Covenant. In a gender 

n, which, though we do not know the Priestly redactor9s thoughts, was likely exactly where 

The received text9s version of the barrenness narratives of the Hebrew Bible, when read 

of women9s procreative power being prominent in discussions of 

problem. The construction of women9s bodies 

The narratives feature God9s necessary impact on human fertility in a variety of ways. 

or men to control them, women9s bodies 

become disabled through God9s power over fertility, such that it becomes impossible to separate 



87

process of procreation for women to control their own identities and lives, for if there weren9t, 

between the woman and God, as in Isaac and Abraham9s cases. In other cases, such as those of 

between women and the divinity is what really matters. In many barrenness stories, the narrator9s 

a way that doesn9t require much intervention of men. It is the men, in other words, who end up 

The stories of Sarah, Rachel, Leah, Samson9s mother, Hannah, Michal and several other 
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Chapter 4: Erectile (Dys)Functions: Disability and Sexuality in the Story of Samson

<Rather than assuming that a <good= future naturally and obviously depends on the eradication 

oppression.=

<Get her for me, because she pleases me.= 

Introduction

used to disable the bodies of all women at God9s discretion. However, gender is more 

4 4

4

to fulfill his Nazarite mission and God9s will. In Samson, anxieties about gender and que

4

between queerness and disability towards the dissertation9s main aim of considering disability as 

 Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, 3.
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argue that Samson9s queerness and disability are necessarily co

destruction at the end represents Samson9s intentional denial of the divinely 

disabled people, accidentally centralizing them in Israel9s self

The Figure of Samson
The Story

Õ ½ìºי ¼Úÿ ¼Õ µà ¼âÙ½ÚÙµÞà »ÕÙ ½í ¹Õ ½Ùì »âÕ¾י ¼Ú ½ÙÞ »à ºÕÙºå ¹ÙÕ½ä µï ¼ÕÙ ½ì ½ë·çÕ¾à µÚ µï µØ¼à½ÞתÞ ¹ì ½Ù µÚ µï µØ¼à½Þ µÚã ºÕÙ ½ï¼ç µÚÞ ¹ì µâ ½í ¹ÙÕ½äà ¼Õ µÚ

Þ ¹ï µí ¹ïã¹Þ¼Þì½ß ºí µÚà ¼Õ µÚÞ ¹à µßÕ¾ïà ½ßÕ ºâ ½ÝÞ ¹ßÿ½å ¹ÙÙ ½ì ½Ù µï µØ¼à ¾Þ µÚã ºÕÙ ½ìýâýÕ¾àÙ»à·ç¼Þà ¼çýíÕ¾ìÞ ¹ßìÞ ¹Û µäáÞ ¹Ùý ¶ÕÙ»Þ µÙ ¹Þ

áÞ ¹Ùý ¶Õ ½Ù íÞ ¹Õ ì¾âÕºà ý ½íÞ ¹Õ µà ì »âÕ¾ï¼Ú Ù ½í ¹Õ ½Ù Õ¾Ö ½ï¼Ú áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µå Ø¼י ¹â à ºÕ ½ì µí¹Þ ת »Õ  ¼çÞ ¹íýÙ µà à ºÜ½Þ ÕýÙ µÚ ã »Ý ½Õ ¼Ù ã ¹â ì¼ç¼å ¼Ù
Õ ½ÕÞ ¼à ºÕýÙ ºÕ µì ¼âýÙ ºÕ µì ¼â µßÿ ¼Õ µà ¼âáÞ ¹Ùý ¶Õ ½ÙÕ ½ìýäØ¾Õ µâÕ¾à µÚýÙÞ ¹ï µà ¹Õ µíÞ ºÕÙ»× ¹âÕýÙת »Õ µÚýâ µíÕ¾àØÞ ¹Ö ¹ÙÞ ¹àì »âÕ¾י ¼ÚÞ ¹à

ÿ½å ¹ÙÙ ½ì ½Ù µï µØ¼à ¾Þ µÚã ºÕÙ ½ï¼ç µÚà ¼ÕÞ ¹ï µí ¹ïã¹Þ¼Þì½ß ºí µÚà ¼Õ µÚÞ ¹à µßÕ¾ïà ½ßÙ ½Õ µâ ¿ÝÞ ¹ßìÞ ¹Û µäáÞ ¹Ùý ¶ÕÙ»Þ µÙ ¹Þì¼ç¼å ¼Ùã ¹âã »Ý »Õ ¼ÙØ¼çáýÞ
ýתýâ

Samson9s story, like those of many important biblical figures, begins before he is born. 

previous chapter, however, the woman we know only as Manoah9s wife

 The later Rabbinic tradition names her Tzelelponit, (Babylonian Talmud Vol. 27, Bava Batra, 91a, translated by 

William Davidson (Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2016). Adele Reinhartz, <Samson9s Mother: An Unnamed 

Protagonist,= in The Feminist Companion to Judges, ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
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In fact, Mieke Bal argues that Samson9s mother9s knowledge and her ensuing 

extension of Nazarite restrictions to Samson <predicts Samson9s fate, and produces it, thus 

producing his death.=

Nazarite9s purity, and yet Samson9s mother is given this responsibility before he is even

Alison Kafer notes that <the pervasiveness of prenatal testing, and especially its acceptance as 

1993), 163, has argued that Samson9s mother9s anonymity draws a parallel between her and the angel, strengthening 

her role as the story9s protagonist. 

 Even Mary in the Gospel of Luke only receives a detailed explanation of Jesus9s name and lineage, and his nature 

as the messiah, rather than any specific instructions pertaining to her own behaviour (Luke 1:26 -38). Mary9s version 

of the annunciation type scene also mirrors the one starring Samson9s mother in Judges 13. 

 The Deuteronomist appears to be openly contradicting the Priestly Nazarite rules here, for reasons unclear.

 Tammi J. Schneider, Judges (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2000), 198, is one of many scholars who point out 

that the angel does ordain Samson9s period of Nazarite service as being lifelong, his mother does, as she later relates 

the information to her husband.

 Mieke Bal, Death and Dissymmetry: The Politics of Coherence in the Book of Judges (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1988), 74.
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child9s able mindedness.= Samson9s mother is given that responsibility here, 

still exist in the future. I will return to Samson9s status as a Nazarite in the

but what is immediately clear is that, from the moment his birth was foretold, Samson9s fate was 

 ¼Ú ýß ¹Õ µàý ÚÞ ¹Ö ½Õ µà ØºÖ¼י ¼Ú à ¼ç¼י ¼Ú áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µå תýä µÕ ¹â  Ù ä½ת½ µâ ת¹ µÕ Ù ½í ¹Õ Õ µì¼י ¼Ú Ù ä½ת½ µâ ¹ï ãýí µâ ¹í Ø »ìºי ¼ÚÙ ä½ת½ µâ ת¹ µÖ Þ Þת¹ ¹Õ ½ì Ù ½í ¹Õ ì »âÕ¾י  
ýÜ µë Ù ½ï¼ç µÚ  áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µå תýä µÕ ¹â-à ½ß µÖý ÿÞ »Ü ¼Õ תýä µÖ ¹Õ ãÞ ºÕ ¼Ù ýß ¹Õ µÚ  ÚÞ ¹Ö ½Õ ýà ì »âÕ¾י ¼ÚÙ ½í ¹Õ µà Þ ¹à ý ýÕ-Ùת½ ½í ¹Õ Þ ¹ß ¼ç--Þ ¹ß-ÿºàýÙ  Ù ½ï ¼Õ  

à »Õ ãýí µâ ¹í ì »âÕ¾י ¼Ú  áÞ ¹à ºì·ç ½Ù áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µå ¹â  Ù ½í ¹Õ ת ¼Ü ¼ë ½à-Ü ¼ë ý ýÕ ÚÞת½ ¹Ö ½Õ-Þ ¹ß Þ ¹à-Þ ¹ß ýæ µØ½Þ Õ¾à ýß ¹Õ µÚ ÚÞ ¹Ö ½Õ µÚ  Þ½äÞ ºç µÖ Ù ½ì µí½Þ ÕÞ ¹Ù  
ÕÞ ¹Ù Ù½ÚÙµÞ ºâ--Þ ¹ß-ÕýÙ  Ù½ä ·Õ¾ת- ¼Ö µâà ºÕ ½ì µí¹Þ µÕ áÞ ¹à µí¾â áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µå ÕÞ ¹Ù ¼Ù תºç ½Öý ;áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µå ¹â  í ºè

text is very clear here that Samson <saw= (Õ µìּ뱜 ¼י
His family9s trepidation about his marrying 

informing the reader of the inner thoughts of a biblical character, states that this is all God9s plan, 

<for he was seeking a pretext to act against the Philistines.= (Judg 14:4), even if Samson9s

parents do not realize that. Samson9s knowledge is not mentioned in this asid

potential historical explanation for the lack of impact this fact appears to have on the characters9 

 Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, 69.

 James D. Martin, The Book of Judges (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 161.
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considering they never directly interact in Samson9s lifetime.

The narrative of Samson9s marriage to the unnamed woman from Timnah is interrupted 

the lion9s corpse as a riddle to make a bargain with his new family (Judg 14:12

Samson9s failed marriage to the woman in 

leader and resisting the Philistines, Samson9s behaviour p

amson9s leadership is untrustworthy because his violence 

is always personal (e.g. Judg 15:11), and thus Samson9s own male community tries to 

Þ ºì·Ü ¼Õ Þ ¹ÙµÞ ¼Ú-Õ Þ ¹ï¼å ý½à ýì µâÕ¾י ¼Ú  áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µè Þºä µì ¼å ½ÙÞ »à ºÕ ýà·ç¼י ¼Ú Ù½àÞ ¹à µ× ý ½â µíý ë ºì¾í à ¼Ü¼ä µÕ Ù ½í ¹Õ Ö ¼Ù¶Õ»י ¼Ú  ã ºßÞ ¹Õ µìý ýתý  

ã ¼ï¹ä ýä µÜ¼ä ·Õ¼Ú ýתýå ¼ç µà ýÙýä µì ¼å ·Õ¼Ú ýà à ¼ßýä Ù »ß ¼Öý àýØ½× ýÜ¾ß Ù »ß ¼Õ-ç »å ½ß Ù ½Õ ºâý ç »à »Õ íÞ ¹Õ ÿ½à

à ¼ç ýÙºä µí¼Þ µï¼Ú-ת »Õ Ü¼à ¼× µï¼Ú  íÞ ¹Õ½à Õ ½ì µë ¹ï¼Ú  ½ÙÞ »ß µì ¹Õ-ì »âÕ¾ï¼Ú ÚÞ ½à ½ç ºâ ýÜ¾ß ì ¼å½י ¼Ú ýתýå ¼ç µà à »Ü ½ï¼Ú  ýíÕ¾ì תýè µà µÜ ¼â  æ ¼Ö »í  

 ½ÚÙµÞ Þ ¹ß æ ¼Ø½Þ Õ¾à ÕýÙ µÚ ìºç½å ¹Õ µÚ  á¼ç ¼è µÕ á¼ç ¼è µß Õ ºê ºÕ ì »âÕ¾י ¼Ú ýת½ä µí ¹â é ¼ë י¹ ¼Ú ãýí µâ ¹í ÿÞ »à ½ç áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µåÚÞ ½à ½ç ºâ ì ½å ÙýÙýÛ ·ÜÕ¾י ¼Ú  

ת »Õ ýì µè¼ä µÞ ¼Ú  ,áÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µè-áÞìÞåÕÙ תÞ ºÖ µÕ ã ºÜýÝ Þ ¹ÙµÞ ¼Ú  á¹Þ ¼ï µí¿Ü µä ¼Õ ýÙýì µå ¼Õ¼י ¼Ú  Ù ×½ת½ ¼ç ýתýÕ ýØÞ ¹ìýי ¼Ú ÚÞ½äÞ ºçáÞ ¹ìýå ·Õ ½Ù

 With the possible exception of Judg 15:18, when Samson complains to God of his thirst after murdering one 

thousand Philistines and God wordlessly opens a spring for him.
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The next woman in Samson9s story appears twenty years later. A sex worker in Gaza 

between Samson9s wife and the most famous of all Samson9s women, Delilah. Samson9s 

prostitute in Gaza, Samson does not <see= (Õ µì¼י Delilah, but rather <loves= (Ö ¼Ù¶Õ»י

ordering her to find Samson9s weakness in exchange for money (Judg 16:5). Here, Wil Gafney 

scriptures, because <[t]he agency and subjectivity of love is gendered and unidirectional.=

gth, saying <If my head were shaved, then my strength would leave 

me= (Judg 16:6

But this is all part of God9s plan as well, or at least the text allows the reader to assume 

 Wil Gafney, <A Womanist Midrash of Delilah: Don9t Hate the Playa Hate the Game,= in Womanist 

Interpretations of the Bible: Expanding the Discourse, ed., Gay L. Byron and Vanessa Lovelace (Atlanta: Society for 

Biblical Literature, 2016), 63. 

 It is unusual for the Hebrew Bible to include women in a count of large people; consider the census data in 

Numbers 1, which counts only able-bodied adult men in the population of post-exodus Israel. The second census in 

Numbers 26 does not stipulate that it is only counting men, but the resulting population count is smaller. Why the 

author and redactor of Judges insist on including the women in the body count here is unknown, though perhaps it is 

because of the prevalence of women in Judges generally and Samson9s story specifically.
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16:30), more people than he slaughtered in his whole life. After his death, Samson9s body is 

recovered by his family and buried alongside his father9s, finally bringing Samson into the fold 

Samson Interpreted

comprehensive review of recent literature on Judges that <

materials.=

but his disability is often overlooked. Robert Alter9s 

Samson9s blinding only to relate it to Freudian castration metaphors, and to point out the fact that 

Samson9s blinding at the end of the story is ironic due to his propensity to <see= things and then 

want them, as well as to <do right in his own eyes,= with Dennis Olson for example saying that 

<Samson9s figurative blin

made literal and physical= when he is blinded.

god Shemesh, whose name is etymologically similar to Samson9s.

however, choose not to even speak about Samson9s blinding other than to note that it 

 Trent C. Butler, World Biblical Commentary: Judges (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2009), 318.

 Robert Alter, Ancient Israel, the Former Prophets: Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings: A Translation with 

Commentary (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2013), 192. 

 Dennis T. Olson, New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. II: Judges, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 858; see also Alter, 

Ancient Israel, 352; Schneider, Judges, 204; Mark Greene, <Enigma Variations: Aspects of the Samson Story (Judg 

13-16),= Vox Evangelica 21(1991): 73; Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of 

Holy Scripture (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1999), 462; Barry G. Webb, The Book of Judges (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2012), 407, as examples of authors who make these exact points.

 Martin, The Book of Judges, 178, is just one example of this.

 Butler, Judges, 330.
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One particularly notable instance is Robert G. Boling9s commentary on Judges, in 

of Samson9s blindness, but the entire verse in which it 

mention in Boling9s 

Confessional sources, some far more recent than Boling9s, continue the trend of not 

commenting on Samson9s blindness, though allowing it to stand in the background as an ironic 

but in his article on Samson9s 

ethical <blind spots= does not ever comment directly on Samson9s blindness except to say that 

<Samson, without eyes, truly =

To be sure, it is possible that these writers merely believed that Samson9s blinding is so 

claiming that <finding a place for Samson has proven as difficult for scholars as it was for the 

 Charles Fox Burney, The Book of Judges with Introduction and Notes (London: Rivingtons, 1930); Laura A. Smit 

and Steven E. Fowl, Judges and Ruth (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2018); J. Alberto Soggin, Judges: A 

Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1981); and Victor H. Matthews, Judges and Ruth (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004) are four such examples of otherwise thorough commentaries that cannot bring themselves to 

comment on Samson9s disability.

 Robert G. Boling, The Anchor Bible: Judges (Garden City: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1975), 248-252. The 

Anchor Bible9s translation of the story also incorrectly translates Judg 14:1 as saying Samson <noticed= a woman in 

Timnah (225), which may be a harmless translation choice, but serves to further remove the sight-blindness 

trajectory as a meaningful element of the Samson story.

 Benjamin Crisp, <Samson9s Blindness and Ethical Sight,= Journal of Biblical Perspectives in Leadership 9.1 

(2019): 239.

 Ibid. Emphasis in original.
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peripatetic hero in the narrative.=

Mobley9s insistence that Samson is overlooked, he is widely studied in biblical studies on 

hich now cites Mobley9s work. It is, however, easy to see this ambiguity in 

Samson9s characterization. He fits into a character type that is not often associated with main 

4the <wild man= archetype that is generally rele

the primary actor in God9s plan

foil for a more 8civilized9 character who will ultimately triumph. But in this story that 

expectation is inverted, and the <wild man= is the primary character, with whom the audience is 

, he also does not comment on Samson9s blindness. Is the reader to believe that in an 

suppose that his blindness is omitted for that reason from Boling9s otherwise thorough 

commentary on Judges. Taking Mobley9s argument that Samson is omitted because 

properly, I argue that Samson9s blindness (and by extension the blindness of other biblical 

characters; recall the commentarial silence on Isaac9s blindness in the second chapter) is 

 Gregory Mobley, Samson the Liminal Hero in the Ancient Near East (New York: T & T Clark, 2006), 5. 

 Ibid., 44-45.

 Bruce C. Birch, <Impairment as a Condition in Biblical Scholarship: A Response,= in This Abled Body: 

Rethinking Disability in Biblical Studies, ed. Hector Avalos, Sarah J. Melcher and Jeremy Schipper (Atlanta: Society 

for Biblical Literature, 2007), 185.
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that disability <has experienced a plethora of representations in visual and discursive works=

because it allows writers to get a narrative moving. The importance of Samson9s disability in the 

othing else. But Samson9s 

Samson9s story is similar to Isaac9s in that it is marked by questions about what the main 

happening to him is part of God9s plan to kill Philistines? Does he know

Nazarite vow? Does he know that Delilah plans to betray him? Does he know that he9ll get his 

interpreters must therefore make assumptions. Does Samson9s mother accurately transmit the 

Samson9s violent exploits and fear him before she ever meets him?

Delilah calls consistently remain hidden in another room, without Samson9s realizing they are 

 Mitchell and Synder, Narrative Prosthesis, 7.

 The Hebrew Bible is famously full of such gaps. Erich Auerbach noted in Mimesis: The Representation of Reality 

in Western Literature, trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), 7 , that the Hebrew 

Bible suggests <a glimpse of unplumbed depths= in contrast with Homeric epics which contain no such gaps. Other 

scholars such as Meir Sternberg (The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of 

Reading (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 186-229) have also worked on gaps in the Hebrew Bible 

and considered the complex reading strategies that must emerge to fill them.

 Webb, The Book of Judges, 352.

 Schneider, Judges, 221. 

 Butler, Judges, 351.

 Gafney, <A Womanist Midrash of Delilah,= 60-61.

 Martin, The Book of Judges, 178.
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misogyny that causes them to interpret the gender dynamics of Samson9s relations with various 

while herself assuming that Samson9s inappropriate 

behaviour means he should be read as Israel9s worst judge, acting only selfishly, and the one 

4

an inattentive and disinterested judge, but texts make no claims. Schneider9s 

interpretation relies on the assumption that Samson was unaware of what God9s plan for the 

Samson knew, making Schneider9s interpretation possible, but simultaneously making the 

interacts with God or receives instructions from him, but does act according to God9s will 

4

constantly trying to break God9s hold over him. Webb argues that in this, Samson is not a 

 Ibid., 193-195.

 Ibid., xiv

 David Gunn, <Samson of Sorrows: An Isianic Gloss on Judges,= in Reading between the Text: Intertextuality in 

the Hebrew Bible, ed. Danna Nolan Fewell (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1992), 225-256.

 Webb, The Book of Judges, 405.
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4

remains silent on Samson9s motivations.

In 2001, Lori Rowlett9s article <Violent Femmes and S/M: Queering Samson and 

Delilah= explored an interpretation of Samson and Delilah9s dynamic through the lens of a 

specifically Samson9s shaving as part of this dominant/submissive dynamic, Rowlett con

that Samson9s gender performance is highly queer, and indeed that Delilah9s is as well. Rowlett 

specifically describes Delilah as having <either indeterminate gender or gender so 

ion,=

true of Samson as well. At this point, queer scholars generally pause to lament that Rowlett9s 

 Ibid., 416. Most scholars accept a compositional history of Judges that places much of its redaction, if nothing 

else, in the period of the Deuteronomistic History. Some argue that the original text of Judges itself may have 

belonged to the J corpus. 

 Smit and Fowl, Judges and Ruth, 163.

 Lori Rowlett, <Violent Femmes and S/M: Queering Samson and Delilah,= in Queer Commentary and the Hebrew 

Bible, ed. Ken Stone (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2001), 106-115. 

 Ibid., 109.

 Pnina Galpaz-Feller, Samson: The Hero and the Man: The Story of Samson (Judg 13-16) (Bern: Peter Lang, 

2006); Susan Niditch, Judges: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008); E.T.A. Davidson,  

Intricacy, Design, & Cunning in the Book of Judges (Philadelphia: Xlibris, 2008) and Butler, Judges are some major 

English examples of recent works that choose not to engage with Rowlett9s seminal queer reading. 
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who have drawn on Rowlett9s work to further elaborate Samson9s queer gender performance. 

Marco Derks extends Rowlett9s reading consider Samson9s story in terms of the many 

Wyrzykowska cites Roweltt9s work as <noteworthy= and, though she does not draw on it in the 

rest of her articulation of Samson9s gendered interplay with Israelite honour and shame, is 

clearly influenced by Rowlett9s reading.

Samson9s gender performance is very complex. Derks observes that per Judges 16:13 and 

other texts, Samson believes himself to be 8not like other men,9 and surmises from this that he 

was likely 8not like other boys9 as a child, his gender performance alway

towards foreign women. All of Samson9s love interests are Philistines, a clear violation of 

4 4

Though not the subject of this chapter, Delilah9s gender performance is also complex. 

hop, in which female performers are <almost all by default occupying and tran

role.=

 Steven D. Moore and Yvonne Sherwood, The Invention of the Biblical Scholar: A Critical Manifesto 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011), 117-118, describe the depth to which any scholar doing non-normative 

scholarship is marginalized in biblical studies, even if they work in a large subfield. 

 Marco Derks, <8If I Be Shaven, Then My Strength Will Go from Me:9 A Queer Reading of the Samson 

Narrative,= Biblical Interpretation 23 (2015):  569.

 Ela Lazarewicz-Wyrzykowska, <Samson9s Masculinity in Terms of Male Honour,= in Men and Masculinity in the 

Hebrew Bible and Beyond, ed. Ovidiu Creanga (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2010), 171-188.

 Derks, <8If I Be Shaven,9= 558. 

 Gafney, <A Womanist Midrash of Delilah,= 49.



101

identifiable figure who was fighting unfair bondage by an oppressor, applying <parts of 

Samson9s story to racially charged issues in the United States=

Black people in America, first slaves and then those living in the shadow of slavery9s memory. 

not surprising given that Samson9s conflict with the Philistines is fraught with racial 

Samson9s character. Bringing that into conversation with the complexity of Samson9s 

ich he doesn9t fit.

assumptions about the text. My assumptions about the text are that Samson9s disability is linked 

which disability plays a part, the seeds are present in Samson9s narrative to interpret him and his 

 Nyasha Junior and Jeremy Schipper, Black Samson: The Untold Story of an American Icon (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2020), 2.
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Samson’s Blindness

Seeing Is Believing?

As noted, Samson9s life is characterized by three instances in which he fell in love with 

happens first in Judges 14, when he <saw a Philistine woman= in Timnah (J

her against their own wishes. He immediately comes into conflict with his unnamed wife9s 

formula changes however, when he <falls in love= with Delilah (Judg.16:4), an ambiguously 

racialized woman in the valley of Sorek. This begins the path to Samson9s eventual doom as he 

aware of his community9s restrictions against exogamy, he does not show it,

for him by punishing him for every relationship. At the end, as he is blinded after Delilah9s 

Samson9s relationship with his Israelite identity is intimately tied to his disability and his 

12). Samson9s retaliation 
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bribe Delilah into seeking out Samson9s 

of God9s judges and t . However, from the Philistines9 

they had him in their grasp. Samson9s 

rightfully) recognize that Samson9s eyesight has been the originating factor in all his violence 

Samson9s blindness, however, is not only caused by the Philistines. 

It is not clear why this is the case, but it is likely tied to Samson9s insistence on being 

 J. Cheryl Exum, Fragmented Women, 177.
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hair, whereas the other prohibitions were aimed at Samson9s moth

interpretive debate about the validity of reading Samson as a <real= Nazarite, which Butler 

Breaking his vow to God as a Nazarite might well have caused God9s anger4

passed off as someone else9s doing,

stipulated that <no razor is to come on his head= (Judg 14:5), not that Samson himself may not 

before being blinded as well, but for the time being it bears noting that Samson9s vow has been 

broken, and that God had <turned away from him= (Judg 16:20).

reader should conclude that Samson9s blindness is resultant from God9s displeasure, but there is 

Neutering a Wild Man

 Butler, Judges, 324-325.

 Alter, Ancient Israel, 180. 

 Incidentally, the reader will note that Samson <did not know= that God had abandoned him, and in the very next 

sentence he is blinded. 
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way of living one9s life, and therefore is an adequately terrible thing to inflict upon one9s 

Second, all of Samson9s issues with the Philistines began when <at Timnah he 

Philistine woman= and wanted her for his wife (Judg 14:1

For Samson9s character

well the reader will understand the removal of Samson9s eyes as the nadir of Samson9s character 

arc, leading on to his triumphant destruction of the Philistine9s temple and his killing of three 

gouging out one9s eyes was also sometimes <a punishment for a rebellious vassal.=

4

 Butler, Judges, 352.

 Alter, Ancient Israel, 192.

 Kleege, Sight Unseen, 24.

 With the possible exception of Leah9s 8weak eyes9 (Gen 29:17), but the meaning of this phrase is never made 

clear to the reader and were Leah blind, one might expect the biblical narrator to have been clearer on this fact. 
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well be easy to understand why. Given that Samson9s hair is removed, which is also a symbolic 

broader culture understanding of what disability 8means.9 

the author of sight and blindness (Exod 4:11), and upon Mobley9s argument that Samson is an 

ould, by the Hebrew Bible9s own internal logic, have been relegated 

nor is the story geared towards providing a message that Samson9s way of life is undesirable 

 Exum, Fragmented Women, 57. Cf Derks, <8If I Be Shaven,9= 569, who describes in detail how Samson9s hair 

becomes a critical part of his masculine gender performance.

 Ibid., 75-76.

 Mieke Bal, Lethal Love: Literary Readings of Biblical Love Stories (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 

University Press, 1987), 62.

 Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A Commentary, trans. John. J. Scullion (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing 

House, 1985), 417.  
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were women in a time when women did not lead. Jonah actively resisted God9s call to prophecy 

4

test kings in Israel9s history, David and Solomon, were younger sons (1 Sam 16:12; 2 Sam 

Many of the 8heroes9 of Bible are people who would, in the culture in which the stories 

In many ways, then, it is Samson9s very unsuitability as a hero that makes him appealing 

 Of course, the reversal of primogeniture in the J narratives is likely the creation of a retroactive precedent for 

Davidic and Solomonic rulership.

 I have given examples only from the Hebrew Bible, but this theme of unlikely heroes is carried over into the New 

Testament as well. 

 The text, of course, is concerned only with Israelite individuals, and not with the thousands of Philistines who 

were killed in the effort of making this point.  
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Samson’s De(con)struction 

Õ ½ì µë י¹ ¼Úãýí µâ ¹íà »ÕÙ½ÚÙµÞì ¼âÕ¾י ¼ÚÞ½ä ¾Ø·ÕÙ ¹ÚÙµÞÞ ¹ä ºì µß½ÛÕ½äÞ ¹ä ºë µ× ¼Ü µÚÕ½äÿ ¼Õá¼ç¼å ¼ÙÙ»× ¼ÙáÞ ¹Ùý ¶Õ ½ÙÙ ½â µë½å ¹Õ µÚá ¼ë µäת ¼Ü ¼ÕÞ ºת µí ¹â
Þ¼äÞ ºçáÞ ¹ï µí ¹à µå ¹â

God authored Samson9s blindness as 

punishment for Samson9s breaking of his Nazarite vows, as I discuss above, I do in fact argue 

that Samson9s blindness, while perhaps authored by God and perhaps related to the breaking of 

function as one. The Philistines, long victims of Samson9s gendered violence, certainly seem to 

that they make, for narratively Samson9s blindness does not function that way. Blinding the 
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many of Samson9s plans have in the past, it is no less impulsive than the others. Narratively 

speaking, Samson9s blindness does not work in the way blinding as a punishment should, 

The third and final mistake that the Philistines make in regard to Samson9s blindness is 

have thought this; I mentioned above that Samson9s sight seems to be t

4 4

John Hull, <As is so often the case, [the Philistines] exaggerate the impact of his blindness.=

 Bernidaki-Aldous, Blindness in a Culture of Light, 190-191. 

 Note that my reading does not imply that Samson himself necessarily understood blindness as a positive, trapped 

as he was in a cultural environment when such an assessment of physical ability would have been unheard of. He 

does state that he wants revenge for having been blinded, and as much as it would be nice for Samson to come to 

terms with his new life as a blind individual, I have already shown that Samson is not an ideal hero for anyone, so 

why should the disabled community to which he now belongs be any different? Rosalyn Benjamin Darling 

comments that theoretical exercises in disability theory do not necessarily lead to a measurable increase in positive 

self-identities among disabled individuals (Rosalyn Benjamin Darling, Disability and Identity: Negotiating Self in a 

Changing Society (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2013, 4). Samson still understood that, being blind, he 

now belonged to a stigmatized group and it would not be surprising for him to have felt negatively about that. 

 John M. Hull, In the Beginning, There was Darkness: A Blind Person’s Conversations with the Bible (London: 

SCM Press, 2001), 17. 
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16:26: <and Samson said to the attendant who held him by the hand, 8Let me feel the pillars on 

which the house rests, so that I may lean against them.9= Samson knows

be pillars supporting to the bulk of the building. <Given the opportunity,= writes disability 

scholar Julia Miele Rodas, <always get directions from a blind person.=

capable of. And the Philistines die at Samson9s 

Samson ask God for his strength back, <only this once= (Judg 16:28), so he can have his revenge. 

4if God does not answer or refuses Samson9s request, 

 Julia Miele Rodas, <On Blindness,= Journal of Literary & Cultural Disability Studies 3.2 (2009): 121.

 The NRSV translates the term as 8attendant,9 but the Hebrew term is é ·ç ּ뱟·å ·Ø, which can also be translated 8the boy,9 

and most interpreters seem to accept that it was a young person who helped Samson in this case. The contemporary 

reader, versed in classical writings, cannot help but recall Tiresias the seer and the young attendan t who helped him 

mobilize, especially when considering that Samson is holding on to an insight that the Philistines do not suspect him 

of having made. 
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4

tell the reader that <[h]is father and mother did not know that this was from the Lord= (Judg 

Samson9s potential consent to his own blinding presents an interesting interpretive 

met Delilah. After all, Samson9s biggest liability in life was always his ability to see. He saw the 

Lawson Younger notes, <Samson is a man dominated by his senses, not logic,= and goes on to 

say that <these carnal procl

would know better.=

does not 8see9 Delilah, but 8loves9 her (Judg 16:4). Has he already become aware at this poi

 Interestingly, the text does not actually state that God answered Samson9s call or returned Samson9s strength to 

him. The reader is left to infer this information based on Samson9s sudden ability to destroy a building with his bare 

hands. 

 Hull, In the Beginning there was Darkness, 11. 

 K. Lawson Younger Jr., Judges, Ruth. NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 300.
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regardless of what the narrator reports, but the omission of the word so tied to Samson9s 

Sight was Samson9s 

person, not only because he is underestimated, but because the visual world was Samson9s 

interpretation of disabled narratives. The first is what is known as an <overcoming= narrative, in 

or through the simple completion of a task that allows them to pass as <normal.=

4 4

narrative one must avoid is the <supercrip= narrative, in which a disabled person, through or 

extraordinary, or, as Eli Clare points out, some disabled people <lead entirely ordinary lives and 

ill become supercrips.=

disability merely maximizes the value of Samson9s queerly gendered behaviour. No longer able 

 Eli Clare, Brilliant Imperfection, 8-10.

 Eli Clare, Exile and Pride, 8.
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After Samson9s death, the Israelites who have spurned, avoided, and marginalized him 

to keep him on the outskirts in order to force him to conform. It is not Samson9s intersectional 

ending. Cheryl Exum is one scholar to have noted that Samson9s story refuses to deliver on the 

promise made in Samson9s miraculous birth. Gary E. Yates and Jillian L. Ro

he is a <parody= of Moses, their narratives being paralleled in ways as to <denounce= Samson as 

 Mahri Leonard-Fleckman, <Samson and Our Reactions to the Strongman,= World & World 37.7 (Summer 2017): 

221.

 Gary E. Yates and Jillian L. Ross, <Samson: An Anti-Moses Deliverer,= Bibliotheca Sacra 178 (Fall 2021): 418. 

One of the parallels Yates and Ross note is that Samson is blinded whereas Moses9s eyesight <had not dimmed= at 

his death (432), a comparison Samson shares with Isaac. In a separate article, Ross has also argued that Samson9s 

entire family parodies Genesis family structures as a way of finding all of them wanting compared to those 
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condemned for this failure. Exum argues that the text supports Samson only <beginning= Israel9s 

fact that the promise of Samson9s birth and an adulthood that does not deliver on what his family 

Before Samson was born, his father was asking <what is to be the boy9s rule of life; what is he to 

do?= (Judg 13:12) and though we do not know what Manoah9s assumptions were, Samson9s 

community were almost certainly not living up to his father9s expectations, even before his 

The Book of Judges contains no judges after Samson9s death. The two central figures 

Samson9s death is the end of the rulership of judges in Israel. In trying to punish an unruly, 

disabled, and queer body, the present version of Judges appears to support not Samson9s 

4 4as he pleases. Samson9s refusal of the 

4

4has echoes of Lee Edelman9s 

inhabiting the patriarchal world. Jillian L. Ross, <Typecasting the Samson Family: Genesis Parodies in Judges 13 -

14,= Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 62.2 (2021): 237-252.

J. Cheryl Exum, <The Theological Dimension of the Samson Saga,=

 Olson, New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. II: Judges (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 840.

 Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).
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Conclusion

him. The reader is set to assume that Samson9s strength comes from the Nazarite vow he never 

Philistines per God9s

Samson9s disability and his shearing are linked; someone puts a stop to his attempts to 
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8supercrip9 or 8overcoming9 narratives that are so c

heteropatriarchy is a clear throughline in Samson9s story. It has no room for anyone who doesn9t 
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Conclusion

Then God said, <Let us make humans in our image, according to our likeness…= (Gen. 1:26)

Disability is a societal restriction placed on a non-normative body. That body moves 

differently, acts differently, belongs to the wrong person, is too similar to something else, is 

uncomfortable to look at. It is a master category of exclusion that co-creates many others. 

Sexuality, gender, race and animality are all so heavily run through with disability that they 

cannot be easily or reasonably separated. The role of disability in the biblical texts is nearly 

always to construct a character whose body is unruly and therefore in need of discipline, but 

rarely is disability the only vector along which that unruliness manifests. This dissertation has 

examined the role of disability as a fence for normate bodies in Hebrew Bible narratives. 

Disabled characters in these stories function as inciting incidents, as plot-relevant stumbles for 

the otherwise clean progression of God9s intentions for the people of Israel, and as foils for the 

best laid plans of the human characters. However, for all that disabled characters are consistently 

framed negatively, as being in possession of bodies the audience does not and should not want, 

their status as the determiners of appropriate embodiment empowers them and causes them to 

become the central, irreplaceable characters in the narratives they occupy. An interpretive history 

of ignoring such characters or interpreting them as weak, stupid or in need of divine intervention 

exists because of stereotypes about disability that are so societally ingrained that they read as 

neutrality when employed. In this dissertation I have argued that disabled characters such as 

Isaac, Sarah and Samson need not be read as weak and passive characters in the stories in which 

their bodies malfunctioning is the focus.

When one reads these stories without negative presuppositions about disability in place, it 

is possible to eschew traditional negative interpretations of disabled characters and read them 

positively or at least neutrally. In many cases, it is also possible to interpret disabled characters as 

not only powerful but as the most powerful characters in their stories. For example, the deception 

of Isaac in Genesis 27 revolves entirely around Isaac and what he does and does not know; the 

entire narrative hinges on whether or not he understands what his wife and son are doing. Isaac 

has complete control over every other character in the narrative, all of whose actions are 

circumscribed by his own decisions. Negative readings of Isaac9s story and all the others in this 



118

dissertation are interpretations and they come from interpreters. That negativity is very rarely 

present in the text and must be read into it. My interpretations refuse to read negativity into the 

text and refuse to reduce it to a prooftext for ableism. The biblical text is far too complicated for 

that, and my interpretations allow it to be that way without attempting to tame it to support my 

own agenda.

The value of interpretations like mine is in their refusal to bow to traditional ableist 

readings that insert preconceived negative understandings of disabled people into the text. They 

work to reduce the stigma disabled people in the real-world face due, in part, to a long literary 

history of disabled characters who are weak, passive, stupid, evil, exist only to be pitied, or who 

overcome their disability in a heartwarming tale of the human spirit. The Bible is not the only 

source of such stereotypes, but as a foundational text of Western literature, of course its texts and 

the interpretations of those texts have widespread influence over how people should understand 

the world.

Using techniques from literary biblical studies and interpretive frameworks from 

disability studies, in this dissertation I have re-examined several key disability-focused biblical 

texts, considering how disability works in the narrative, how it is tied up with other marginal 

identities, and how these are being used to construct the normate body of biblical Israel. First, I 

reconsidered Isaac and his supposed deception in Genesis 27. In this chapter, Isaac9s disability, 

age and rhetorical similarity to nonhuman animals all conspire to put him apparently on the 

outskirts of his society despite occupying the patriarch9s tent. Rebecca9s attempt to deceive him 

apparently succeeds, but I contend this was not because Isaac was stupid, but because the 

deception was actually of Jacob, in order to encourage endogamous marriage. Isaac9s animality 

informs his disability and vice versa, and he demonstrates considerably more agency than one 

might expect for someone who doesn9t get out of bed for the entire story. I interpret this story as 

a critique of both typical assumptions of blind people and of typical treatment of nonhuman 

animals, who are regularly killed to further the goals of the human characters.

In the next chapter, I considered the female disability of barrenness with regard to 

traditional narratives about the lineage and founding of Israel throughout Genesis and later 

Deuteronomistic Historical texts. Women are always disabled relative to their gender in the 

Hebrew Bible, because their gender seems to be considered the only important thing about them 

most of the time. Gender and disability collide in these stories to create female characters whose 
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bodies cannot do the one thing they are meant for4producing male children. Created as a way to 

wrest reproductive power from the wombs of women and put it into the hands of men, these 

stories attempt to cast women as the problem in reproductive failure, but invariably demonstrate 

that Sarah, Rachel, Leah, Hannah and Samson9s unnamed mother are the figures in their stories 

with the most power, for without them and their agency, no children would ever be born. Indeed, 

I argue that by disabling all the female characters, the Priestly editors ultimately neuter all the 

male characters, evacuating them of power in reproductive matters. This argument has relevance 

into our modern period in which the bodies of women are politicized and policed, reproductive 

health being decided by men rather than women. Critiquing the role of biblical interpretation in 

creating rhetoric that women should not be trusted with procreation undermines modern-day 

arguments making the same claim, and demonstrating women9s power in matters of childbirth 

creates a space in which the politics of male authority figures legislating women9s health is laid 

bare for the desperate power grab it is.

Finally, I analysed Samson in Judges 13-16, and primarily in the last chapter of his life, 

during which his lover Delilah had him bound, shaven and blinded, ultimately leading to his 

death. In this chapter I argued that Samson is a queer figure whose excessive masculine gender 

performance is non-normative sexual activity. Everything from Samson9s behaviour with his 

family to his relationship with Delilah is queer, and that he is disabled at the end of his life is not 

a coincidence. Disability and sexuality are co-constructed in Samson, who embodies everything 

an Israelite should not be, but is also a central figure in the tradition9s history. Samson is a 

cautionary tale who destroys not only the Philistine temple, but also the cycle of judges, but is 

also the man who God chose to lead Israel during a very tumultuous period. My interpretation of 

Samson is he became more effective after his blinding, not less, and that in his case, being 

disabled was in fact better than being able-bodied had been for him. Samson bringing an end to 

the Judges cycle reflects a queer desire to alter society to fit him, rather than allowing himself to 

conform to what his family and culture want him to do. His disability is a key part of that refusal 

to conform, as his body only grows less normative over time. Only after his death is Samson 

welcomed into the body of Israel, because he would never consent to joining it in life.

Taken together, the chapters of this dissertation surface readings of disabled characters 

who are complex, agentive and very aware of their own cultures and their positions within them. 

Disability and other marginalities intersect with these figures to construct the boundaries of 
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ancient Israel, but my readings show how those boundaries are on shaky foundations indeed, 

because the liminality and ambiguity of the bodies that constructed them makes them inherently 

porous and malleable. Why, then, if our own societal boundaries are partially based on biblical 

suppositions about disabled people, should our own boundaries be as they are? I argue that our 

constructions of normativity are just as porous as those in the texts upon which they are partially 

based, and that any claim we make to their inevitability, rigidity or unchangeability are only 

excuses not to re-imagine our own presuppositions.

This dissertation operates in the intersection between biblical and disability studies. 

These are two fields that have been in conversation for several decades, but the contributions of 

each to the other have not been explored to their full potential. Disability scholars have tended to 

overlook religions generally in their analyses, and biblical studies scholars rarely engage 

meaningfully with disability as an interpretive standpoint. Both of these things are slowly 

changing, and this dissertation is positioned to urge further collaboration between the two fields, 

arguing for the centrality of disability in the understanding of humanity constructed in various 

Hebrew Bible texts, and therefore in biblical understandings of human experience. I have put 

forward novel interpretations of various stories across several Hebrew texts, not to position 

myself or my interpretation as authoritative, but to demonstrate that the stories of disability in the 

Bible can be read counter to the dominant cultural interpretations of disability as an inherently 

undesirable and negative trait for a person to have, and to highlight that the text nearly always 

contains the tools to undo even the presumed intent of the original authors. When disability is 

foregrounded in interpretation, this dissertation has argued, tensions in the text that are not 

otherwise obvious surface, and understandings about what a <normal= human body is become far 

more porous than traditional readings would typically admit.

This dissertation focuses almost entirely on the biblical text itself and scholarly 

interpretations of that corpus. The full reception history of the text, the way it has been used by 

people in different time periods as both marginalizing and liberatory outside of the academy, is 

something I gesture to but do not engage with in considerable depth directly in this dissertation. I 

am also concerned mostly with the Hebrew Bible texts of what is often called the Christian 

Bible; I have engaged mostly with Christian or secular biblical interpretations, and only 

superficially with Jewish interpretive traditions, which is an entire field of study in its own right. 

I have also entirely omitted the New Testament from my consideration for this dissertation. All 
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of these are avenues for potential future research, as are several Hebrew Bible stories I neglected 

or touched on only very briefly. For example, Moses9s speech impairment (Exod 4:10) combined 

with his complex ethnic and cultural background, or King Saul9s disabling mental illness (e.g. 1 

Sam 16:14-17) in conjunction with his failure to obey ritual requirements, are both fruitful 

grounds for interpretation in this vein. The Bible is full of disabled characters, many of them 

very prominent, and foregrounding those disabilities without the prejudices that are attached to 

them will allow interpreters to read the text in a way that doesn9t marginalize people but instead 

suggests ways in which the Bible can be used to challenge cultural ableism.

The Bible is a foundational document for western culture, and the way in which it is read 

matters. The text cannot speak for itself and every person who reads it can say what they think it 

means and why. Historically, most people have said it means a sequence of very negative things 

about disabled people. In this dissertation I have shown that it does not have to mean that, and 

that when a reader does not assume prejudicial things about certain groups of people when 

approaching the text, it can even mean positive things about those same people. The multiplicity 

of possible meanings that can arise from the biblical text seems endless. It is the responsibility of 

everyone who reads this important text to consider why they are reading as they are4what 

presuppositions they are bringing to the text, what has informed their reactions to different types 

of characters, and why they think the things they do even in absence of textual evidence. The real 

people who our readings of this text touch deserve that care, especially when they have been 

denied it for so long.
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