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The harlot metaphor and feminist interpretation

It would be impossible in an appendix to do justice to the nuanced variations and the significant bibliography of feminist biblical interpretation today; 

at the same time, it would be discourteous not to acknowledge something of the work being done in this area. 

One may at least take a sounding of feminist interpretation relevant to our study. 

Striking a course, therefore, which will likely please no one, I intend here to respond briefly to critique of the harlot metaphor in Hosea, Jeremiah and Ezekiel — the point at which modern sensitivities may well be keenest 

· recently proposed by Athalya Brenner and Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes 

(1993: 167—193).

While some feminist biblical interpreters see the Bible as authentically egalitarian but too long misunderstood by patri​archal scholarship, others have given up on the Bible as hopelessly misogynist, at least at certain points. 

To be redeemed, the biblical text must be deconstructed. 

The authors surveyed here sympathize with the second approach.

With regard to Hosea, van Dijk-Hemmes notes that numerous male interpreters have construed Hosea 1-3 as a parable of divine grace and forgiveness, reflecting well on God. 

According to van Dijk-Hemmes, however, the text reveals ‘sexual violence’. 

The metaphorical wife is ‘victimized’ by her husband. 

Because the wife expresses ‘her desire for her lover’, she is ‘transformed into a harlot who shamelessly goes after her lovers (in the plural!)’. 

The ‘male, misogynist metaphorical language’, in calling people to return to Yahweh, is ‘also, and simultaneously, an example of propaganda, addressed to men, extolling an ideal patriarchal marriage’.

Turning to Ezekiel 23, van Dijk-Hemmes premises her remarks with the idea that metaphors require their readers to ‘participate in the construction of the metaphorical meaning’ of the text, allowing her to distinguish between a male ‘readerly response’ to Ezekiel 23 and a female one. 

The literary strategies deployed in the text ‘organize or mobilize’ each reader’s perception. 

Taking verse 48 as addressed to literal women, van Dijk-Hemmes reads the chapter as a warning to them. 

What then is its message? 

Van Dijk-Hemmes sets out to explore the question by accepting as her point of departure ‘a significant congruence between biblical and especially prophetic texts on the one hand, and modern pornographic depictions of female sexuality on the other hand’, in both of which female sexuality is featured as ‘a symbol of evil’. 

The function of pornography is to preserve ‘male domination through a denial, or misnaming, of female experience.

Van Dijk~Hemmes notes that the target audience of the oracle is ‘required to hear the text via Ezekiel’s (fictive) ears’, that is, through a filter of male perceptions and interests. 

But she sees underlying the passive verbs of verse 3b 

(‘their breasts were caressed . . . their virgin bosoms were fondled’) male sexual molestation of the girls in Egypt. 

Where Ezekiel and a male reader may see female sexual profligacy, a female reader sees male sexual abuse. 

Far from sinning in Egypt, Israel was oppressed; but within an androcentric frame of reference the victim is blamed for her own suffering. 

The reader of the biblical text, at verse 8 and elsewhere, is ‘seduced’ into perceiving the abuse of Oholah and Oholibab in Egypt as something which all their lives they perversely enjoyed.

While most interpreters have failed to save themselves from its degrading influence, so successful is the male text’s strategy, a feminist participating in the construction of the metaphorical meanings renders the male reading unnecessary. 

Thanks to a feminist reading, it is now possible to discern a pornographic interest in keeping female sexuality ‘an object of male possesion and control’.

Van Dijk-Hemmes acknowledges that the whole people of Israel, male and female alike, are drawn into the metaphor of Oholah and Oholibah. 

The ‘androcentric-pornographic char​acter of this metaphorical language must indeed be experi​enced as extremely humiliating by an M [i.e., a male] audience forced to imagine itself as being exposed to violating enemies’. 

It is the nature of the metaphor, however, which gives male readers an escape through identifying with the wronged husband or with the ‘righteous men’ of 

verse 45. 

Female readers are provided with no such expedient for moderating the power of the text’s accusations. 

For them, ‘the metaphorization of woman in Ezekiel 23 performs first and foremost a violent speech act’ worse than that in Hosea.

Brenner introduces her critique by proposing that readers ‘avoid falling into that trap of complicity with the text’ by making allowances for it as prophetic. 

It is thereby ‘too easily privileged’ as superior to ourselves. 

Brenner prefers to approach Jeremiah not as prophecy but as poetry, and ‘poetic-textual authority is easier to undermine than so-called prophetic authority’.

Arguing briefly that the husband—wife metaphor is a device used for propagandistic purposes, Brenner then goes on to define pornography in such a way that Jeremiah’s literature falls within that category, in agreement with van Dijk-Hemmes. 

Brenner states, 

‘If contemporary pornographic literature is found to contain anti-female bias, the same should apply to pornographic biblical literature.’

To defend her charge of biblical pornography, Brenner finds in Jeremiah 2-5 the perception of female sexuality as ‘irregular, abnormal’, ‘animalistic’, and associated with bestial​ity. 

Male sexuality, by contrast, represented by God’s behaviour, is praiseworthy both socially and morally’. 

She finds as the most striking and original feature of Jeremiah 2 ‘the animalization of the metaphorized woman-in-the-text’, which amounts to ‘dehu​manization’ and ‘misogyny’.

The function of Jeremiah’s text is to call the community to ‘accept the validity of the poet’s (male) perspective for his God and for yourselves’. 

The biblical text, defined as pornography, deals with ‘the objectification and degrading of “woman” in a manner that makes the abuse of females acceptable or even commendable’, it ‘restricts female sexual choice to an actual state of slavery’, and it ‘stresses the nature and meaning of male power’. 

The cause of it all is ‘male insecurity and need to affirm and reaffirm gender control in the face of change’. 

‘This [i.e., Jeremiah, Hosea and Ezekiel] is M literature, not just androcentric but truly phallocentric and woman-suspicious.’

Brenner compares P. Reage’s Story of 0 (1972), ‘a modern piece of literary pornography’, with ‘Jeremian pornography’. 

She summarizes the plot and message of the Story of 0 as follows:

0, the focal figure of the narrative, is a young woman in love. 

She remains anonymous throughout the book:

all the other characters apart from her, females and males alike, do have names. 

The story charts her journey from being a loving person to becoming a naked, abused sex object whose spiritual or physical death is imminent by choice. 

And yet, the literary 0 -and its authorial parent? 

-celebrates her situation. 

At the end of her story 0 is a non-person, a womb controlled by her lovers and open to all, an Orifice -and by her own testimony she views her condition as the uttermost condition she can achieve this side of death. 

No matter whether her death is symbolical, or will be realized shortly. 

Through an intense didactic effort on the part of her male mentors, through physical punishment ranging from beating to group rape to other sadistic forms of physical and mental violation, she becomes reeducated. 

Now naked, with a chain through her genitals for all to see, publicly displayed as a (positive!) lesson for other nubile females, she has fulfilled her destiny. 

She has come to realize that the punishment is no punishment, that the physical marks on her body are no mere torment marks. 

They are her masters stamp, she finally belongs. 

Through whoredom she has achieved chastity, through sadomasochism an understanding and fulfillment of her latent female nature. 

She is ready. 

She is to be reborn as a male-acceptable, submissive female who is devoted to the idea/praxis of her gender

-the predetermined bondage of love. 

In short, she has attained selfhood.

Brenner affirms that in Jeremiah, Hosea and Ezekiel ‘this fantasy’, such as is illustrated in the Story of 0, ‘reaches its ultimate’. 

‘The (male) fantasy of (male) domination is acted out as total through the equation of male power with divine power. 

Further, ‘The (male) fantasy of (female) submission becomes total and totalitarian through the required recognition of male/divine authority.’ 

‘The choice of metaphor is deeply rooted in (male) infantile fantasy.’ 

In both the Story of 0 and the biblical text, ‘verbal violence parading as rational wisdom, social and personal, is discernible’.

Brenner, in personal response, sees two alternatives before her: 

‘to identify with the male/poet/God’s viewpoint; 

or to object to the kind of pornographic/religious pseudotranscend​ence prescribed by the metaphor, thoughtlessly if not necessarily unconsciously, for persons of my gender’. 

She concludes that she

… can resist this fantasy by criticism and reflection. 

But I do so against odds, for I myself was raised and educated to comply with that fantasy and adopt it as my very own. 

Like other F [i.e., female] readers, I deconstruct myself by having to fight a wish to reciprocate or even appropriate M fantasy.

How may one respond to this way of construing the prophetic metaphor? 

First, this proposal should be seen in connection with a larger move toward the deconstruction of biblical texts which contemporary concerns find uncooperative or offensive. 

This trend in biblical studies is itself part of a still larger drift toward nihilistic hermeneutics in the academic world at large. 

As the once-great edifice of modern certainties crumbles into the bits and pieces of postmodern radical subjectivism, knowl​edge implodes into the self, defined within some demographic or partisan collectivity. 

The truism that perspective influences perception, too grudgingly acknowledged by modernism, becomes the major premise of postmodernism. 

But the new outlook contains nothing within itself to moderate its own radical tendency to accelerate toward extremist denials of modest, but valid, objective understanding. 

One’s views are confined to one’s self, however the self is configured -sexually, politically, ethnically, religiously or historically. 

As a result, fair-​minded exchange between widely differing but mutually sympathetic minds breaks down, with raw political power replacing reasonableness.

Secondly, a misogynist reading of the biblical text takes offence where none is given. 

This is not a matter of personal hypersensitivity, however; it is a function of interpretative theory, once it is allowed that a text may be confronted with a hermeneutic of suspicion. 

But this hermeneutic is simply unfair. 

The text itself gives no indication of the prophets’ inner motives and attitudes. 

Were Hosea, Jeremiah and Ezeltiel *misogynist? 

*[An aversion to marriage and the married state]

They had no personal interest in advancing a system of male domination. 

They were unpopular with their contemporaries, among whom doubtless were men of an oppressive nature, for such men (and women) appear in every age due to human sinfulness. 

The prophets were challenging that sinfulness, not reinforcing it. 

That is why they suffered. 

To brand them as misogynist by reading one’s own concerns in their texts is to assume the very point which has yet to be proved 

-and that is unfair-minded, trigger-happy judgmentalism.

Moreover, a metaphorical image is a carefully nuanced and delicately effective contrivance for conveying a certain, limited message, while also withholding all the conceivable implications. 

One hastens to concede that human language labours with ambiguities, and figurative language takes even greater risks by reaching for higher beauty, more compelling power or an ironic twist. 

In the book of Hosea, God is likened to a moth and dry rot (5:12). 

In Jeremiah, he is compared with a confused man (14:9) and a dangerous lion (25:38; 49:19). 

But is not the scope of each figure’s intended message discernible in its context? 

Let there be no misunderstanding. 

The abuse of women is real, and I stand with van Dijk-Hemmes and Brenner in condemning it.
 

But it is not true that the metaphor of the harlot is ‘verbal violence’ toward women any more than the metaphor of dry rot is an attack on God. 

There is only partial conceptual overlap between metaphor and reality, as much or as little as an author wishes to use for accomplishing his purpose. 

And he expects the reader to be fair-minded in making all due allowances in such Imaginative discourse, lest unintended entailments, violating the author’s convictions, be mistakenly dragged in through inter​pretation. 

If the reader suspects that the figure deserves to be condemned as immoral, that judgment can only be due to the reader’s assessment of the author’s own personal moral character, not of the image itself.

Thirdly, the harlot metaphor is an apt figure for the sin it

points to. 

I affirm this, because I believe that in actual reality God is a perfect ‘husband’ to his people,
 our sins really are a betrayal of him, and thus a moral category exists for which the image of a harlot is a reasonable fit. 

It is not the only metaphor useful for directing our thoughts toward this moral category; but when God’s love is primarily in view, our ‘harlotry’ is a meaningful description of our rejection of his love for the love of others.

Last, the (appropriately) personal nature of Brenner’s conclusion allows me to respond personally as well. 

Our human existence is like a Rorschach test. 

Its meaning is not self-evident. 

It allows for various interpretations, and competing proposals have stimulated dialogue for ages. 

This dialogue began in the garden of Eden. 

According to God, Adam and Eve, living within the circle of their God-ordained existence, were enjoying the richness and fullness of life, outside that circle lay the regions of death. 

According to the serpent, Adam and Eve, living within the circle of their God-ordained existence, were at risk of death; 

outside that circle lay the opportunities worthy to be called life. 

Two opposed readings of reality claimed the allegiance of Adam and Eve. 

They had to choose. 

Is our perception of our existence, as defined by the word of God, true to reality and the key to life? 

Or, is our perception of our existence, as defined by some other word, truer to reality and the real key to life? 

Each of us must choose as well.

I am persuaded that the biblical interpretation of reality is not a metanarrative giving privileged status to male domination or any other human ideology; 

it is the only explanation of the human plight which is not tilted toward the advantage of some special interest, except God’s. 

And we are most dignified when He is most glorified. 

But if I subject Scripture to ‘gender nuanced’ deconstruction, I risk imposing my own cultural imperialism upon the biblical text. 

And why should anyone accept that metanarrative? 

Deconstruction subverts all persua​sion, including its own. 

Rejecting all self-defeating hermeneu​tics, one must dare to make meaningful, sharable contact with external reality as it is, even if one’s perception of it is incomplete and imperfect. 

And I believe that such knowledge is both possible and obligatory, because God is there to illuminate the human mind.

That is why I remain optimistic. 

Where reasoned argument fails, regeneration succeeds.

Jesus said, ‘You must be born again’ 

(Jn. 3:3). 

Deconstructing feminists, and all others, this author included, must be born again, or we will not see the kingdom of God. 

It is there. 

It is real. 

But we can fail to see it. 

Each of us needs illumination through personal renewal by the Holy Spirit, and it makes a hermeneutical difference.

The one without the Spirit does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual person judges all things, but is himself to be judged by no one. ‘For who has known the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?’ But we have the mind of Christ 

(1 Cor. 2:14-l6).

Personal illumination from the Holy Spirit of God establishes a commitment to objective truth. 

It places one within an interpretative framework where God’s eternal, unchanging Word speaks judgment and salvation to the human soul with such power and clarity that the message is not deflected as sexist conquest or any other human game but is gladly welcomed as divine liberation from the prison of self.

Without the rebirth Jesus offers, one runs the risk of curing to an even harder temper the concrete of self-trust encasing the natural human soul. 

In a sense, one may trade one casing for another. 

One may be ‘reborn’ from traditional female subser​vience to feminist female defiance. 

One may be ‘reborn’ from cocksure male domination to timid male grovelling. 

One can modify one’s self as times change and fashion dictates. 

But one can never break out of the failed cycle of merely human solutions contrived to solve our real human problems.

If we perceive the Rorschach pattern of life as a lonely fight for survival without the consolations of divine succour, so that we barricade ourselves within the apparent safety of the self, we discover too late that the lock on the door operates only from the outside. 

All we have left is an endless reconfiguring of the autonomous self and we are incapable of release into the light and freedom of God’s larger conceptual world. But, in the mercy of God, the biblical gospel intrudes its way into our prison as a blessed subversive agent, alerting us that that larger world really is out there and that God is able to break the lock of our self-imposed confinement, if only we will trust him enough to rise and follow.



When anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is removed

(2 Cor. 3:16).

� I apologize to the reader for the heart-breaking and offensive content of this quotation, but it is material to the presentation being reviewed here.


� This appropriate concern is well expressed in Brenner & van Dijk-Hemmes (1993: 192f. n.13).


� We recall Paul’s point in Eph. 5:3l-32 that the profile of ultimate reality is a marriage in which Christ is honoured and we are loved with a love that satisfies our own aspirations for nobility. This passage is the hermeneutical intersection through which all theological questions related to marriage, manhood and womanhood and human sexuality must pass.








