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PREFACE
a man is spoken of as the same person [oJ aujto;" levgetai] from childhood
until old age, yet . . . he is continually becoming a new person, and there
are things also which he loses—his hair, his flesh, his bones, his blood and
his whole body. . . . and also . . . in his soul . . . no one’s character, opin-
ions, desires . . . always remain the same. . . . And what is even stranger
[ajtopwvteron], we do not retain our identity in regard to knowledge.
—Plato, Symposium 207d–208a

For one thousand years he [the great god Zurvan] offered sacrifice in
order that he might perhaps have a son who would be called Ormazd. . . .
Then he pondered in his heart and said: “. . . do I strive in vain?” And
even while he reflected in this manner, Ormazd and Ahriman were con-
ceived in the womb: Ormazd through the offered sacrifice, Ahriman
through the doubt. When he became aware of this, Zurvan said, “Lo, two
sons are in the womb. Whichever . . . appears swiftly before me, him I
shall make king.” Ormazd, being aware of their father’s purposes, re-
vealed them to Ahriman . . . [who] pierced the womb . . . and presented
himself to his father. Zurvan . . . knew not who he might be, and asked
“Who are you?” And he said: “I am your son.” Zurvan answered him: “my
son is fragrant and bright, and you, you are dark and stinking.”
—Eznik of Kolb (Boyce 1984, 97–98)

Both of these epigraphs are concerned with identity and sameness
over time. And for that reason, they mirror the history of this book. In one
sense, I can speak of it as the same book Semeia Studies was ready to pub-
lish in 1991, under the title Justice and Human Nature in the Hebrew Bible.
Yet, like its author’s body, his soul, and his knowledge, the book has also
gone through a process of continual replacement since 1991. In fact, noth-
ing remains of the original book’s content and style. Then why can I speak
of it as “the same”? Because this version is what I wanted to write back
then, but apparently could not. When I took a good hard look at the first
version after the editors sent me their comments and suggestions, I felt like
the mother in Solomon’s judgment story, who says that she looked care-
fully at her baby in the morning light only to discover it was not alive, and
it was not the child to whom she had given birth. No, it’s even worse than
that. I felt like Zurvan when the dark and stinking Ahriman came up and
greeted him with “Hi, Dad!” Like Ahriman, the firstborn version of the book
was a product of doubt. I’d gone and written it, but all the while I suspected
that I, like Zurvan, was striving in vain. It took these intervening years of



hair, flesh, and bone loss, changes in character and emotions, as well as
the continual exchange of lost and found knowledge, for the book to take
on the identity I had intended it to have from the start. I needed to undergo
Platonic recollection of my past training as a comparatist and interdiscipli-
narian before that could happen, I had to more overtly link my choice of
academic specializations with my nonacademic concerns, and I had to
make use of a variety of styles in my writing.

Why was all this necessary? Because I had discovered that the prob-
lems I had been investigating kept directing my attention outside the
traditional boundaries of such a study. I, and many others, had written
about kings who were knowing, just, and powerful, but we had not fully
traced the complex dynamic network of relationships linking royal power
and knowing (in all senses of the word). I found that the exercise of royal
power involved matters that at first glance might seem specifically modern
and Western, for example, information management, gossip, and privacy.
I discovered that the king’s ability to define and maintain the boundary
between private and public played a crucial role in his management of the
flow of information, through which he is able to maintain power. It
become increasingly clear that, while the king may seem to be totally
independent and powerful, he is utterly dependent upon his courtiers to
demonstrate their loyalty by sharing information with him. The paradoxi-
cal nature of the king’s situation became more and more evident to me. He
is simultaneously powerful and helpless, knowledgeable and ignorant, an
idol and a potential scapegoat, an independent father figure and Freud’s
“His Majesty the Baby,” the child whose welfare depends upon his parents’
desire to recover their lost narcissism in him. These paradoxes also char-
acterize the adult narcissistic personality, a type of individual who often
becomes a leader. In fact, they might even characterize the personality of
Yahweh himself, the divine king and narcissistic father.

All of these issues—information management, gossip, the private-public
distinction, loyalty, scapegoating, narcissism, justice, and the possibility of
divine parental abuse—call for interdisciplinary analysis. All of them are
also best dealt with in a comparative manner. The specific nature of bibli-
cal knowledge, kingship, power, and narcissism becomes most perceptible,
if not palpable, when viewed in comparison with the same dynamics in
monarchies from different cultures and different periods. Moreover, to
come to terms with the psychological dimension of the king (or queen) in
each of us (as well as in the biblical characters and in Yahweh) requires
not only a comparative interdisciplinary approach but the use of inventive
styles that make it possible to communicate a kind of internal “kingship”
that is ordinarily too close to us to be easily acknowledged.

Ed Greenstein was the editor of Semeia Studies when I submitted my
original draft. I want to thank Ed, and Associate Editor Claudia Camp, for
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their continuing support of this book project through these long years. Also
there from the start, giving incisive and detailed feedback to whatever
manuscripts I foisted upon her, was my friend Diana Edelman. My friend
and former colleague Stephen Moore is the person who implored me to
find my “voice” as a writer and to add “sparkle” to my style; his feedback
has also been extremely helpful. To Danna Nolan Fewell go my thanks for
her continued encouragement over a number of years, beginning long
before she took over as editor for Semeia Studies. For that—and for laugh-
ing at all the right places during my SBL presentations—I am deeply
grateful. I also appreciate greatly the moral support offered me by Amy-Jill
Levine. And during the months when the book was approaching comple-
tion, the sensitive observations of my friend Jane Diao have proved
invaluable. For their help during the final phases of the publication
process, I would like to thank Rex Matthews of the Society of Biblical
Literature, Bob Buller, and my gifted student Vicki Jensen. Bob Buller also
deserves the credit for creating the indexes for this book. A Fairmount
College Summer Faculty Fellowship from Wichita State University gave me
the opportunity to complete the project.

I would also like to thank those who encouraged me to gain the kind
of background needed for a project like this, long before I began the writ-
ing. In the early 1980s, Michael V. Fox, Reuben Ahroni, and John Van
Seters insisted that it was not utterly ridiculous for me to attempt a mid-
career switch into biblical studies. I also want to thank the University of
Michigan Society of Fellows for having given me the opportunity to under-
take hubristically ambitious interdisciplinary projects early in my career.
However, I have dedicated the book to the great teachers of my graduate
school days in comparative literature, philosophy, and classics at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison. I had the privilege of becoming the
friend of all three, once we became colleagues at Wisconsin, as well as
later, when I joined Dick Bjornson at the Center for Comparative Studies
in the Humanities at Ohio State. Dick and Fannie Lemoine were brilliant,
dedicated scholars with incredibly generous souls, who are missed by all
who knew them. And I continue to treasure the friendship, wisdom, and
intellectual integrity of Robert Rehder.

An earlier version of chapter 6 appeared in The Age of Solomon:
Scholarship at the Turn of the Millennium, edited by Lowell K. Handy
(Leiden: Brill, 1997). Portions of chapter 7 incorporate, in revised form,
part of an article that appeared in Semeia 71 (1995) under the title, “The
King of Desire: Indeterminacy, Audience, and the Solomon Narrative.” An
article based on parts of chapters 10 and 11 of the book will appear in a
forthcoming issue of Biblical Interpretation, under the title “Divine
Narcissism and Yahweh’s Parenting Style.” The story of Zurvan and his
sons is discussed further in chapter 11, below.
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1
INTRODUCTION

THE KING’S PARADOXICAL TRAITS

First Trait: Sleeping with Eyes Open

The post which he held by this precarious tenure carried with it the title
of king; but surely no crowned head ever lay uneasier, or was visited by
more evil dreams, than his. For year in year out . . . he had to keep his
lonely watch, and whenever he snatched a troubled slumber it was at the
peril of his life. The least relaxation of his vigilance, the smallest abate-
ment of his strength of limb or skill of fence, put him in jeopardy; grey
hairs might seal his death-warrant. His eyes probably acquired that rest-
less, watchful look which, among the Esquimaux of Bering Strait, is said
to betray infallibly the shedder of blood.
—Frazer, The Golden Bough (1994, 11–12)

Frazer’s restless king has a hard time sleeping, and for good reason.
He’s in danger. He’s alone. He must remain vigilant and watchful at all
times. He must avoid infirmity and old age at all costs. And he must shed
blood—or at least look as if he had.

I doubt that most people would recognize this as the job description
for a king. And, indeed, Frazer is describing a seemingly atypical monarch,
the “king of the wood” at Nemi. This priest-king must constantly prowl
around a special tree in the sacred grove, to protect against a contender for
his position who might pluck a golden bough and then kill him. Not exactly
how one usually imagines kings spending their time, whether we are talk-
ing about ancient Near Eastern, biblical, or Greek kings—or, for that matter,
modern kings and leaders like James I, Louis XIV, or Bill Clinton.

Nevertheless, Frazer’s depiction of the king of the wood is an accurate
composite portrait of “the king” in a surprising number of ways. Take the
element of restless wakefulness, which Frazer introduces by alluding to
Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Pt. 2 (“uneasy lies the head that wears the crown”
[3.1.31]). Other Shakespearean kings agree.1 And Shakespeare’s Richard II

1 See, e. g., Henry VI, Pt. 3 2.5.49–54 and Henry IV, Pt. 2 4.5.23–31.



is well aware that kings may be assassinated if and when they do fall
asleep (Richard II 3.2.159). Such insights are nothing new. The Twelfth
Dynasty Egyptian pharaoh Amenemhet I warns his son of the need for
constant vigilance, and of the possibility of assassination when asleep—he
should know, for he himself was supposedly murdered in his sleep, before
he gave these instructions to his son (Lichtheim 1973, 136–37; cf. Grimal
1992, 161–64)2. Being assassinated during sleep is also a distinct possibil-
ity in the Bible—just ask David’s predecessor Saul and his rival Ishbosheth
(1 Sam 26; 2 Sam 4).3 Add to this the dangers of sleep for royal heroes like
Gilgamesh and Odysseus (and for the antihero Jonah), and it’s surprising
that all monarchs don’t have the tired, wrinkled, set-jawed look evident in
statues of Twelfth Dynasty pharaohs who look like they haven’t slept for
a week (see ch. 3, below).

From another angle, “the sleeping king betrays his trust,” as one
Shakespeare scholar puts it (Fraser 1962, 75). Insomnia is a royal duty for
the people’s sake, as well as for their own safety. Thus, the Egyptian
monarch’s proof of his diligent commitment to his god’s work is signaled
by his own lack of sleep, a theme echoed by the words of the biblical
“David” quoted in Ps 132:3–5.4 And Shakespeare’s vigilant King Henry V
not only recognizes his duty but envies the sleeping subjects to whom he
is actually subjected:

No, not all these, thrice-gorgeous ceremony,
Not all these, laid in bed majestical,
Can sleep so soundly as the wretched slave. . . .
What watch the king keeps to maintain the peace,
Whose hours the peasant best advantages. (4.1.283–85, 300–1)

2 Knowing Kings

2 Compare Creon’s question to his brother-in-law, King Oedipus: “do you think
anyone prefers the anxieties of being ruler to sleeping without craven fear—if he
has the same power?” (Sophocles, Oed. tyr. 584–586).

3 For Saul, see below, ch. 2; for Ishbosheth, see ch. 4. Even the besotted Ahasuerus
(Xerxes) of the book of Esther learns the prophylactic value of insomnia. When he
has the royal annals read to him, he is reminded of an earlier assassination plot
reported by Mordecai. When the king realizes that his loyal courtier Mordecai is
threatened by Haman, he suspects Haman is a plotter, and even accuses Haman of
trying to rape (vwbkl) the queen in the king’s own palace, with the king there (Esth
7:8)! (Verses from the Hebrew Bible are cited according to MT numbering.)

4 See, e.g., Ockinga 1980; cf. Seow 1989, 157–59. On other occasions, it is the
king’s courtiers who must prove both their diligence and their vigilance by staying
awake. Thus, in his “autobiography,” the vizier Rekhmire claims that he “knew not
slumber night or day,” and that he was “watchful”; indeed, he was “the ears and
eyes of the Sovereign” (16–17; N. Davies 1973, 81), long before Persian monarchs
appointed a “King’s Eye.”



The peasants who work during the day and sleep so well after dark seem
much more “natural” than the night-walking king, as though they were
enacting the natural human rhythms sketched in Ps 104.

In Henry’s view, it is the king who is not a “natural” human being; his
circadian rhythms are out of synch. He is an isolated outsider at the cen-
ter of the kingdom. Aristotle says that a being who by nature chooses to
live outside a polis must be either a beast or a god (h] qhrivon h] qeov"; Pol.
1253a). Yet the king at the center of the state might also be a member of
this little group, even when he does not enact his affinity with the beasts
by engaging in a feral fugue, like Gilgamesh and Nebuchadnezzar. From
the perspective of Aristotle and some Hellenistic thinkers (see Nussbaum
1994, 249–57), what beasts and gods have most in common is self-suffi-
ciency. Yet even in this select group of “outsiders,” the king is the odd man
out. The king’s self-sufficiency is merely an illusion, even though it is an
illusion that may be needed equally by himself and the people from whom
he is isolated.

Frazer’s king is also utterly alone. So is Rekhmire’s king, Thutmose III:
“He is alone by himself, without an equal” (18; N. Davies 1973, 81). Doesn’t
that aloneness suggest self-sufficiency? Not when one considers that from
another perspective kings never seem to be alone; they are constantly on
view, whether to the public or to their courtiers and servants. Yet, like the
American president Bill Clinton, the king is “confronted by the prisoner’s
paradox: an existence in which he is rarely by himself and yet always
alone” (Maraniss 1998, A1). The king’s dual status as totally public and
totally private is but the first of many royal paradoxes we will encounter. In
his study of “oriental despots,” Wittfogel declared that both the seemingly
all-powerful ruler and the people he controls are subject to the “total lone-
liness” and insecurity created by “polarized total power” (1957, 154–56).
Liverani (1990, 116–17, 121–24) talks about the motif of the king’s “loneli-
ness” as a way of conveying his bravery in battle and the hunt, as well as
his uniqueness (see further in ch. 11, below). But he also notes that when
kinglets like Rib-Hadda express their isolation it means precisely the oppo-
site. In general, a third possibility exists: that all kings are, in some areas of
their lives, both the lonely war hero pharaoh and the craven kinglet.

The very fact of the leader’s being surrounded by servants suggests
that he could become totally dominated, even as he is lauded for being
totally dominant. As Norbert Elias observes, “the more that is accumulated
by an individual [who approaches the monopoly position], the less easily
can it be supervised by this individual, and the more . . . he becomes
dependent on his dependents” (1994, 348). Elias devotes many pages to
describing the “interdependence” of the king and his courtiers in European
monarchies after the Middle Ages. The courtier is “compelled to observe
constant vigilance and to subject everything he says and does to minute
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scrutiny” (1994, 466). But the same is true, to a large extent, of the king as
well. Both king and courtiers are “enmeshed” in the same network of inter-
dependencies (1983, 136; cf. Bendix 1978, 7, 218–23). We’re not just talking
about Versailles here. As Liverani (1990, 287) puts it, “wherever a ‘Palace’
was located, it was a mesh in the network of interconnections.”

In a way, Frazer’s monarch is lucky. He is not interdependent. He has
no bureaucracy or tax districts to set up and maintain, no standing army,
no forced-labor projects to coordinate, no harem women and their sons
plotting his overthrow—and no opinion polls. There’s only one person out
there whose opinion matters, and he already knows what his opinion is.
Luckiest of all, he has no courtiers to betray his trust or to manipulate him
by taking advantage of the fact that he isn’t really omnipresent and omni-
scient. The servants who supply him with “legal ubiquity” (Kantorowicz
1957, 5) and total knowledge—the “King’s Eyes and Ears”—are also uniquely
suited to manipulate and topple their master. And, finally, although Frazer’s
king has to fear a rival in the shadows—the single serpent lurking in his
garden—other kings and courtiers must fear all types of informers, includ-
ing the diabolos, the Îa†an, and the rabitßu, upon whom they must also
depend (see further in chs. 3 and 8, below).

Frazer’s Rex Nemorensis (1994, 13) does not have to face the threat of
leaked information, seditious talk, and unlicensed gossip. The king’s role
as information manager in the ancient Near East may not be as familiar as
his roles as judge and battle-leader, but it is just as essential for his survival.
Frazer’s king has only one sword to fear; other kings have to worry about
the “sharp tongues” of many people, which cut like swords and razors
(e.g., Pss 52:4; 57:5). Thus, the wakeful Henry V is well-aware that, in spite
of his royal greatness, he can still be wounded by the words of every fool-
ish gossiper in the kingdom: “Oh, hard condition, /Twin-born with
greatness, subject to the breath/ Of every fool” (Henry V 4.1.250–52).
Dealing with the “breath” of unlicensed speech is such an important royal
duty, and so crucial for evaluating the nature of a king’s knowledge and
power, that we will have occasion to discuss it throughout the book.

Second Trait: The King As Microcosm and Micropolis

. . . the state of man,
Like to a little kingdom . . .
—Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, 2.1.67–68

. . .  ’twixt his mental and his active parts
Kingdomed Achilles in commotion rages 
and batters down himself.
—Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida, 2.3.183–85

4 Knowing Kings



The best man is the one who is the most kingly and a king over himself.
—Plato, Republic 580c

One question remains: Does Frazer’s isolated king also illustrate
monarchy5 on the most profoundly microcosmic level, namely, you and
me? This king is a lone individual forced to defend himself against an out-
side world that is seemingly paradisaical, but that is actually always hostile,
thanks to the Other out to destroy the king—the Other who might see the
king without the king seeing him. 

You, my reader, may be saying: “That’s not me, and that’s not my world!
When I was born my ‘Others’ were affectionate, attentive parents who
treated me as ‘His/Her Majesty the Baby,’ exactly as described by Freud: 

[Affectionate parents] are under a compulsion to ascribe every perfection
to the child. . . . [The child] shall not be subject to the necessities which
they have recognized as paramount in life. Illness, death, renunciation of
enjoyment, restrictions on his own will, shall not touch him; the laws of
nature and of society shall be abrogated in his favour; he shall once more
really be the centre and core of creation—“His Majesty the Baby”, as we
once fancied ourselves. (1914, 91)

“Now that,” you might continue, “sounds like a typical king. His defin-
ing traits are nearly identical to those of the English kings’ ‘Body politic.’
Frazer’s king must urgently avoid infirmity, old age, and death. In the tra-
dition of ‘the king’s two bodies’ the urgency has vanished: the ‘king, like
the Crown, never died . . . [was] never sick and never senile.’ Nor is the
king subject to ‘restrictions of will’ caused by folly—he not only can’t do
wrong; he can’t even think wrong. And laws of nature are also ‘abrogated’
in his favor.6 One big difference: the king’s Body politic is ‘devoid of
infancy,’ while Freud’s is an infant—or, at least, an infantile adult.”

“But,” I reply, “Frazer’s king—and you and I—have more in common
with the English king’s ‘Body natural’ than his Body politic. In fact, the Body
politic can serve to obscure and deny the reality of the Body natural. Same
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5 Although female monarchs such as Hatshepsut, Athaliah, Esther, Dido, and
Elizabeth I will be brought into the discussion, the primary focus of this study is on
male monarchs, both within and outside of the Hebrew Bible. For Sarah Kofman’s
argument that the royal trait of self-sufficiency is more characteristic of woman than
of man, see below. On the “gendering” of knowledge, see n. 46, below. 

6 Kantorowicz 1957, 4–5, 7, 378. For a study of “the king’s two bodies” in rela-
tion to Shakespeare’s King Lear and the Union controversy during the reign of
James I, see Axton 1977, 131–47. On Elizabeth I and the theory of “the queen’s two
bodies,” see Axton 1977, 11–25; and Monod 1999, 62–69.



for ‘the myth of the infant’s golden age’7 that Freud’s affectionate parents
try to foist on their helpless baby-king in order to restore their own lost nar-
cissism. We can’t afford to overlook these psychological tricks we play on
ourselves, especially because we’re currently immersed in a ‘culture of nar-
cissism’ (Lasch).”8

Of course, people may experience themselves as being royal tots and
Bodies Politic. However, to be a “microcosm” means that the person is
always both center and periphery, ruler and ruled, independent and
dependent, both Achilles the “kingdomed” batterer and the Achilles he
batters down. In reality, a number of varieties of monarchical micropoloi
are “experienced.” Probably the most powerful depiction of “the little king-
dom of man” in Western culture is that given by Plato. The city (polis) is
the soul (psyche) writ large (Rep. 368d–369b). In the Timaeus, Plato
describes the various faculties of mind and their location in the body, as
though the body were a city. The ruling and best part, the logistikon, is
housed like a monarch in the akropolis of the head, with the palace guard
in the lungs, and the mob in the stall, or manger, of the gut (70a–71a).9

Plato emphasizes the effectiveness with which information and commands
are transmitted from the akropolis and the speed with which data passes
to and from the ruler (through the narrow channels of the blood stream;
70b). Nevertheless, this ideal self-government can be easily disrupted by a
“civil war within the soul” (Plato, Rep. 440e; Laws 626e; cf. Prov 16:32).

The idea of the soul (and/or body) as a microcosm (and/or micropo-
lis) has a long and varied history after Plato (see Altmann 1969, 19–28; 
Le Goff 1989). It survives in many forms, including Elias’s “conception of
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7 The term is Bettelheim’s (1967, 15). He thinks psychoanalysis created this myth.
8 In addition to Lasch, see, e.g., Sennett 1977, 8–12, 323–36; and Lowen 1997,

196–228. For criticisms of Lasch’s influential view, see A. M. Cooper 1986, 125–27;
and Benjamin 1988, 137–41. Baudrillard (1993, 111–12) describes modern “neo-
narcissism” as “‘synthetic’” and “planned”; it involves “the optimal management of
the body on the market of signs.”

Many students of narcissism would agree with Alice Miller that the word narcis-
sism has “become part of everyday speech to such an extent . . .  that it is difficult
today to rescue it for scientific use” (1981, vi; cf. Benjamin 1988, 136). Miller points
out that the noun “can be used . . . to project a variety of meanings: a condition, a
stage of development, a character trait, an illness.” Later in this chapter, and in chs.
10 and 11, we will have occasion to discuss “narcissism” in all of these senses. In
most cases it will be possible to use the term in a precisely defined manner. For a
history of the ways in which the word narcissism has been used within psycho-
analysis and psychiatry, see, e. g., A. M. Cooper (1986). On the many meanings of
the term within the body of Freud’s work, see Baranger 1991, 109–11.

9 Cf. Rep. 560b–c; on the logistikon as king, see Taylor 1928, 500.



the individual as homo clausus, a little world in himself,” whose “true self
appears . . . as something divided within him by an invisible wall from
everything outside” (1994, 204). This closed person is the result of a “civi-
lizing process,” for which royal court society was a crucial catalyst. Plato’s
notion of the logistikon as ruler also has a long after-history, from the Stoics
(e.g., Arrian, Epict. diss. 4.1.86; 4.5.25–27; Marcus Aurelius, Med. 8.48) to
Freud (see, e.g., B. Simon 1978, 200–12).

However, with Freud the idea comes full circle, because his ego-king
(das Ich) is no longer “master [Herr] in his own house” (1917a, 11) let
alone the dominant center of the universe. In fact, he is a king whose typ-
icality resides in his vulnerability as information manager, in stark contrast
to Plato’s efficient logistikon. The “I” acts “like an absolute ruler [wie ein
absoluter Herrscher] satisfied with the information given him by his court
officials,” who does not bother to “go down to the people in order to hear
their voice” (1917a, 11). To feel sovereign, it has to believe that the high-
est of its courtiers and agencies have knowledge of everything happening
and that the reports it receives are both complete and trustworthy—exactly
what kings from Saul and Aristotle’s tyrants to Louis XIV, and American
presidents from Reagan to Clinton, want to believe. But it isn’t so. Freud
tells the ego, “you are not informed of all the important occurrences tran-
spiring inside you. . . .  the intelligence department [Nachrichtendienst]
often fails, and all the reports received by your consciousness are incom-
plete and untrustworthy” (1917a, 10–11). And when the ego isn’t truly
sovereign, it becomes a sycophantic, disingenuous diplomat, the slave of
internal and external tyrants (1925a, 219; 1933, 77–78; 1923, 56).

Neither are historical kings sovereign when it comes to information
management. Evidence is everywhere, from 1 Samuel to the topos of the
king’s ignorance in European satire (Embree, 1985, 121–23). In fact,
Freud’s monarchical psychai sound just like Norbert Elias’s court society,
where the court acts as a filter mediating everything that reaches the king
and everything that reaches the country from the king (1983, 42). The
courtiers must all shell, armor, wall, and mask themselves against one
another in order to survive (1983, 240–42, 253–55; 1994, 253). The king
may try to do so as well, but his exposed position in the center makes it
difficult. Berger and Luckmann even find such epistemological vulnerabil-
ity among despots in the realm of the oikos:

the reality of everyday life always appears as a zone of lucidity behind
which there is a background of darkness. . . . Even if, for instance, I am a
seemingly all-powerful despot in my family, and know this, I cannot know
all the factors that go into the continuing success of my despotism. . . .
There are always things that go on “behind my back.” This . . .  explains,
incidentally, why despots are endemically nervous. (1967, 44–45)

Introduction 7



Perhaps the death blow to primary narcissism occurs when His Majesty
the Baby learns that not even he can trust the information supplied by his
courtiers—that is, his parents. This typically occurs when his royal position
at the center of the family is threatened by the arrival of a sibling, and he
wants to solve the great sphinx-riddle: Where do babies come from? This
happened to Freud’s five-year-old patient Little Hans (1909a). When the
parents snuff out the child’s curiosity with stories about storks and such,
and dismiss his observations of the mother’s changing body, kids like Hans
receive this incomplete and unreliable information with “deep, though
mostly silent, mistrust” (1905, 197). Sometimes they “never . . . forgive [the
adults] for having deceived them.” Their “intellectual independence [dates]
from this act of disbelief” (1910, 79).10

Even if we grant that individuals can experience themselves as hav-
ing a “political” structure, why precisely should monarchy have priority
in our personal micropolis, instead of, say, a parliamentary democracy,
a military junta, or an amphictyony? There are many plausible reasons.
The king has been said to be the “the only grownup in the society”
(Sagan 1985, 327), and “the one person in whom character and role are
indistinguishable” (Braudy 1997, 344). According to Weintraub, the
“most common pattern” for political thought is to take “monarchy as its
main point of reference,” not just in various periods of Western history,
but in other civilizations as well (1997, 12). Indeed, “royal authority has
endured for the greater part of human history” (Bendix 1978, 21). In the
ancient Near East, kingship is not only the most common form of gov-
ernment, it is “the very basis of civilization” (Frankfort 1978, 3). Bottero
notes that the Mesopotamian ruler had “absolute primacy”; he was the
country’s “head, master, director, shepherd, and father” (1992, 144).
Buccellati (1996, 132) goes even further: “[in urbanized Mesopotamia]

10 The parental information management that, according to Freud, prompts such
mistrust in children, is considered by Postman to be responsible for the continuing
existence of the very notion of “childhood”: “Childhood . . . was an outgrowth of
an environment in which a particular form of information, exclusively controlled
by adults, was made available in stages to children. . . . The maintenance of child-
hood depended on the principles of managed information and sequential learning”
(1994, 72). From this perspective, father Yahweh’s response to the human building
initiative at Babel (Gen 11:1–9) could be viewed as an attempt at information man-
agement designed to treat human beings as perpetual children, with Yahweh
himself the only autonomous, fully informed, adult. As noted by Westermann
(1994, 551), God’s reflection in v. 6 is “colored . . . by consideration of the possi-
bilities that would now be open to people if all restrictions on information and
understanding were set aside. . . .  This must lead to the absolute autonomy of
humankind.” On Yahweh as a parent and his use of parental information manage-
ment, see chs. 8, 10, and 11, below.
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the king was not just a more powerful private individual, he embodied
a distinct organism.” In Egypt, “kingship was both the central institution
and the main focus of power” (Baines 1991, 128; cf. Avruch 2000, 257 
n. 19), and the king “was essential to world order” (Silverman 1991, 67).
In addition, kingship “provided a metaphor for the way others were to
conduct their lives” (Baines 1991, 128; emphasis added). And in spite of
the fact that the Hebrew Bible includes antimonarchical voices, “one can
hardly find any clear portrayal of a rival form of government” (Roberts
1987, 380). Finally, in ancient Greek tragedy and later Stoic drama, the
king has been called “political man generalized and raised to his high-
est potential” (Rosenmeyer 1989, 89).

Or perhaps monarchy has priority in the experience of the self-state
because those who feel this way are clinging to the notion of an inte-
grated self, one single point at the tip of our imaginary self-pyramid—in
spite of what we might sincerely say in print about the fictionality and
social constructedness of the “self” when we put on our scholarly per-
sonae. Or is it because we tacitly agree with Plato that monarchy is the
form of government from which the others derive—or devolve. Another
possibility: that parents do tend to treat their infants as His Majesty the
Baby, the center of creation. We will need to keep in mind all of these
possibilities as we proceed, although we still have a number of royal traits
to consider here.

Third Trait: Royal Dreams of Ocular Power

[The function of kings consists of] keeping an eye on the whole earth, of
constantly learning the news of all the provinces and of all the nations,
the secrets of all the courts, . . . of being informed of an infinite number of
things that we are presumed to ignore, of seeing around us what is
hidden from us with the greatest care, of discovering the most remote
ideas and the most hidden interests of our courtiers.
—Louis XIV, Mémoires (1970, 30)

a king is he who has laid fear aside . . . who, in safety established, sees all
things beneath his feet [qui tuto positus loco infra se videt omnia ].
—Seneca, Thyestes 348, 365–367 (1953, 120–23)

The epigraph from the Sun King’s Mémoires shows the flip side of
Freud’s information-hungry, Saul-like king. Frazer’s king could only dream
of exercising the kind of ocular control over his isolation that Louis rec-
ommends to the Dauphin in the epigraph. In reality, Louis’s king is no less
dependent upon information-gathering servants (the King’s Eyes and Ears)
than is Freud’s ego-king. In Louis’ ideal version, on the other hand, it is
the king’s own eyes and ears that exercise power by extending themselves
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automatically to great distances.11 Because Louis sees what others think he
does not see, he has been compared to Poe’s Dupin (Lockwood 1987, 559
n. 10), whom Daniel dubs a “detective god” (1967, 103–5). Nowadays a
detective can be a “private eye,” an extension of the eyes of any private
citizen who pays him or her, rather than a “King’s Eye” or a police depart-
ment controlled by the king or government.12

Yet, again, Louis claims to extend his own eyes, like an ancient sun
god whose light penetrates into the darkest corners and depths. So it
hardly seems a coincidence that Louis took the sun as his emblem, with
the stars forming “une espèce de cours” around it (quoted in Hoffmann: 25).
As Hoffmann puts it, “heliocentrism became the central myth of the new
community” (1997, 27) at this royal court. This may be a “myth” or fantasy,
but it is a real fantasy—that is, it has real effects on the king and his peo-
ple. All one needs to create charisma is to create the illusion of
omnipresence and omniscience. As Geertz remarks, “though a king could
not, like God, quite be everywhere at once, he could try, at least, to give
the impression that he was” (1983, 137). Liverani makes a similar point:
“knowledge is more important than action. . . . It is not so important to truly
control the world, as it is important to persuade the inner population that
we control the world. . . . what matters is the king’s prestige in the central
kingdom” (1990, 47). Of course, such “knowledge” is quite paradoxical:
the people must “know” something that isn’t “truly” the case in order for
the king to be able to rule as though it were truly the case. The king can
promote such knowledge among the people through symbolic activities
such as “royal reconnoitering tours” (Liverani 1990, 59).

10 Knowing Kings

11 Taken literally, this would require more miraculous elasticity for the king’s
bodily organs than that displayed by the Egyptian princess who, according to one
midrash, was able to extend the length of her arm (htma) and “send” it forth so
far into the river (rather than sending her maid [htma], as in Exod 2:5) that she her-
self was able to retrieve Moses’ baby ark (Exod. Rab. 1:23). According to some
Egyptologists, the reason that Twelfth Dynasty monarchs like Sesostris III are
depicted with such “huge ears” is to signify “the king’s capacity to hear his subjects’
petitions” (Parkinson 1999, 66; cf. 69 n. 40 and plate 9). However, given the fact
that Twelfth Dynasty portrayals of the pharaoh are usually taken to emphasize the
kings’ sleepless and suspicious vigilance, the large ears could also convey the
king’s need to be ever-alert and to remain open to any information he might be
offered by informers (see further in ch. 3, below).

12 The French Lieutenant General of Police was also “the king’s newsman,” a
modern version of the King’s Eyes and Ears (Farge 1989, 595). Later, one of Balzac’s
narrators refers to “the famous Eye adopted as a fearsome police emblem during
the Revolution” (Balzac 1972, 34). On the emergence of modern detective depart-
ments in relation to the situation of biblical “detectives,” see Lasine 1987, 247–49
and n. 5.



In his fantastic description of the all-powerful king, Louis exercises
ocular mastery over the entire world as much as an ancient Near Eastern
king or god, including Yahweh. For humans, the distance sense of vision
implies power and control. For Merleau-Ponty, “there is a fundamental nar-
cissism of all vision” (1968, 139), but the “aerial view of the panorama”
entails mastery as well: “the look dominates; it can dominate only things,
and if it falls upon human beings it transforms them into puppets that
move only by springs” (1968, 77). Divine kings have that kind of look, the
kind that turns humans into toys, if not bugs, as Bildad and Shakespeare’s
Gloucester will attest (Job 25:6; King Lear, 4.1.36–37; see Lasine 1988,
32–35, 42–43). Is the same true of all “dominant” human beings? 

Ocular mastery takes many forms. For example, Lucretius describes the
pleasures of detached beholding in this way: 

Sweet it is, when on the great sea the winds are buffeting the waters, to
gaze from the land on another’s great struggles, . . . because it is sweet to
perceive from what misfortune you yourself are free. . . . But nothing is
more gladdening than having sanctuaries, fortified and serene, built by
the teaching of the wise, whence you can look down on others, and see
them wandering . . . going astray . . . struggling night and day. (De Rerum
Natura 2.1–12; 1947, 237, translation slightly modified)

From one of the templa13 serena, Lucretius watches shipwrecks
serenely, rather than being exposed by one, like the prototypical human
infant he describes later (see below) or (in a bizarre variation) the bib-
lical Jonah.

The kind of visual mastery described by Louis is not detached or dis-
interested in the way described by Lucretius, or by Seneca in the
epigraph. Far from it. Louis’s fantasy is shared by a number of ancient
kings, as we shall see, but at this point it might be more helpful to cite
Anton Fugger, a kingpin of sixteenth-century merchant capitalism, rather
than another king. Fugger secretly consulted a crystal gazer named Anna
Meglerer so that she could help him control his massive trading empire.
With the aid of the knowing spirits trapped in the witch’s crystal, he could
instantly “see” what his subordinates were doing throughout his interna-
tional realm, while he remained invisible. As Lyndal Roper puts it, “With
this wonderful piece of early modern spy equipment, Fugger could see
without being seen—a powerful fantasy of perfect visual mastery over a
group of factors upon whose loyalty and devotion he was in real life
utterly dependent” (1994, 129).
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and “plateaus”; see Lasine 1977, 45–46, 124 n. 40. In all cases, however, the viewer
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As Roper’s statement acknowledges, ocular domination involves see-
ing everything without been seen.14 It is hardly a coincidence that the
Lydian king Gyges was traditionally considered by the Greeks to be the
first tyrant (see Drews 1972, 136–38) when one considers his involvement
with peeping and invisibility. In Herodotus (Hist. 1.8–12), Gyges is a
courtier who is forced by king Candaules to peep at the queen in her
boudoir. However, the queen sees him peeping. Rather than putting him
to death, the queen gives him the option of assassinating her husband and
marrying her. No idiot, Gyges chooses this option, and, because he’s no
idiot, he carries out the regicide when the king is asleep. In Plato (Rep.
359d–360c; 612b), the name of Gyges is associated with a magical ring that
grants the wearer the power to become literally invisible and therefore to
commit the most characteristic acts of tyrannical injustice with impunity.

Nevertheless, ocular domination is often taken to be more typical of
knowers and researchers—including detectives like Dupin—than of kings
(although royal knowers do exist and will be examined closely later). Take
the flâneur or the regal computer geek at the keyboard, who also craft
imagined worlds of simulated power that others take seriously and enter.15

According to Baudelaire, “the observer is a prince who enjoys his incog-
nito everywhere” (1961, 1160). Invisibility of the viewer is also a royal trait.
Kings who go in disguise to examine their subjects (like Shakespeare’s
Henry V [4.1.24.39–226]) are a well-known folktale motif (Burke 1978,
152). Gods do the same.16 All such exalted flâneurs are primarily investi-
gators, that is, researchers.

Baudelaire (1972, 244) calls the flâneur the public man and opposes
him to the egoists locked in their box and the lazy man confined like a
mollusc. For Plato, the mollusc is the lowest form of life (Tim. 91b). We
will find that the king also inhabits a box, a box that serves an essential
defensive function, similar to the function served by the images projected
by the leaders in Plato’s Cave from behind their puppeteer screens (Rep.
514b). Like the Wizard of Oz, if not David and Solomon, the most power-
ful kings are the ones who master the arts of simulation and dissimulation.

Because sight allows one to gain knowledge from a distance, it offers
the knower a kind of safety that must be surrendered if one wants to know
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14 In ch. 3 we will see that many ancient kings were not only aware of this fact
but made fuller “disciplinary” use of it than Foucault’s famous discussion in
Discipline and Punish might have led one to expect.

15 On the flâneur, see Tester (1994, 4–5); on the computer kings, see Roszak
(1994, 186–87) and Bogard (1996, 139: “exercising absolute power over images”).

16 And so do angels, at least in Wim Wenders’s film Der Himmel über Berlin;
these angels should be viewed as classic examples of the “invisible” urban flâneur.
In a literal sense, they are also King’s Eyes and Ears, with the “King” being God.



through intimate experience, that is, know in the biblical sense.
Nevertheless, on occasion kings may also resort to this investigative strat-
egy. A good example is Augustus, who, in spite of sponsoring a harsh law
against adultery, repeatedly engaged in it himself, ostensibly as a kind of
“research method.” According to Suetonius, the emperor’s friends excused
his apparently hypocritical and illicit behavior because it was motivated by
calculation, not lust. Specifically, he committed adultery “so that he could
the more easily acquire information about his rivals’ plans from the women
of their households” (Aug. 69; cf. Edwards 1993, 34–62).17

Mastery by “intercourse” involves penetrating others—in several pos-
sible senses—without being penetrated oneself; in this sense it is
analogous to ocular mastery. Ocular domination takes place insofar as we
inhabit a projective world, while relations between inside and outside
take place in topological space.18 To some extent, kings (and we all) can
choose the ocular or topological mode as our primary defense. Ocular
defenses obviously involve the King’s Eyes. Topological ones involve the
control of the flow of information and “leaks.” These don’t exist in a pro-
jective world, where everything, including information, is hors d’atteinte.
I am referring here to Sartre’s description of the imagination. Image-
objects are present in absence; these objets irreels are “out of reach,” “out
of touch” (1940, 162).

When it comes to evaluating royal power, we must distinguish
between the “irreality” of dissimulation and that of simulation. From
Tiberius, James I took the motto, “he who does not know how to dissim-
ulate, does not know how to rule” (see Goldberg 1983, 68). Dissimulation
is key to the survival of all courtiers, as well as their king. Put roughly (for
now), David’s vaunted “impenetrability” is closer to dissimulation than
simulation, while his son Solomon’s elusiveness has much more 
to do with simulation. David is not impenetrable because all humans 
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17 This is a particularly cold-blooded example of what Peter Brooks (1993, 97)
calls the “metaphysical Don Juan tradition,” citing the moraliste Duclos’s contention
that sexual inconstancy is “a result of the desire to know Truth.” Also compare
Aristotle’s advice to tyrants on the most effective ways of information gathering
(Pol. 1313a–1314a), discussed in ch. 3, below.

18 Elsewhere (Lasine 1977) I draw a distinction between two fundamentally dis-
tinct modes of human experience and knowledge. One is based on the model of
the body as a “kinesthetic amoeba” immersed in an enveloping fluid world in topo-
logical space. Topological experience is grounded in the biological processes of
metabolic exchange, which govern all traffic (Verkehr) between outside and inside.
The other mode of experience is based on the model of sight at a distance. Here
the world is experienced as before and present to a disembodied ocular knower in
projective space. Projective experience tends to defend against, and deny the fact
of, bodily immersion in the fluid world.



are19 but because David needs to be; like all those at court, he must be
a master of impression management. His mystique—his charisma—may
depend on it, and his narcissism may require it. 

Courtly dissimulation is complex, because it primarily involves a topo-
logical task for those immersed in this very fluid social world: control of
the flow of information. The projective task of remaining “deadpan,” that
is, of controlling visual appearance, is also necessary, but not so essential.
This is not to say that those fascinated with David are in that condition
because of his beauty. It’s more than skin deep. Maybe that is what the
Yahweh spirit granted him—his vaunted magnetism, his charisma. We are
told that David is a man after God’s own heart, a better man than his
“neighbor” Saul (1 Sam 13:14; 15:28; 28:17). How can we possibly resist
him, once we’ve heard that, even though we haven’t seen him, as others
in the text have?

Geertz connects charisma with the power of the center, and Yahweh
makes wherever David is located into the new center. And because David
is the center of Yahweh’s attention, the little man in his eye, Saul is always
marginal, no matter where he is. We know that Saul is often exposed, rel-
ative to David, whether he is defecating in a supposedly private place,
sleeping, or lying naked in a prophetic fit. If David is hors d’atteinte, it is
because people project their desires onto him (whether or not David know-
ingly orchestrates this), just as Samuel told Saul that all Israel had fixed all
their desire on him (1 Sam 9:20). In spite of God’s famous warning against
evaluating others by their external appearance (1 Sam 16:7), people tend to
evaluate David from outside and be drawn by his perceived “magnetism”
toward the inside, as readers have tended to do for many centuries.

In contrast, Solomon is not only impermeable but the parade exam-
ple of royal simulation. Even though he seems to be present and visible,
he is uniquely out of reach of the reader of 1 Kings and Chronicles.
Biblical kings do not use glass mirrors, but my later discussion (in ch. 6)
may suggest that if Solomon ever played the role of Richard II and looked
into a mirror, the glass would reflect an image as blank as a vampire’s. All
smoke and mirrors,20 like the Great Oz. Why? Because the narratives that
describe him merely simulate the reality of a potent imperial king, who
degenerates into a simulation of a despotic one. This makes Solomon our
contemporary, considering that we are now said to live in a postmodern
cyberspace in which “privacy and publicity dissolve into one another,”
and the self-enclosed system “does not connect to an outside” (Bogard
1996, 140, 152). Everything is “present but absent” and hors d’atteinte in
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19 Whether ontologically (as Alter and others assume) or epistemologically; see
Lasine 1986, 49–51.

20 On the mirror scene from Richard II, see ch. 10, below.



hyper/cyber-space; everything is simulated. Theoretically, in the Hebrew
Bible one can always be “reached,” at least by Yahweh or his creation.
Penetration and invasion from outside are always possible; just ask the loser
Saul about the h[r jwr, the “evil spirit” (1 Sam 16:14). If David and Solomon
are both out of reach, each in his own characteristic fashion, Saul is too eas-
ily reached, puppetized, and ultimately exposed to dismemberment.

Fourth Trait: Nightmares of His Majesty the Baby

The human child, like a sailor tossed out from the fierce waves, lies naked
on the ground, speechless, in need of every sort of aid to stay alive, when
first Nature brings it forth by labor from its mother’s womb into the shores of
light. And it fills the place with a mournful crying, as is appropriate for one
who has such troubles ahead in life. But the various sorts of cattle and wild
beasts grow up and have no need of rattles, nor does anyone have to speak
to them in the gentle broken speech of the fostering nurse, nor do they look
for different clothing for the changes of season. Finally, they have no need
of weapons, or of tall walls, to protect their own, since the earth itself sup-
plies everything to all of them, and Nature the artful maker of things.
—Lucretius, 5.222–234 (Nussbaum 1994, 254)

And when I was born, I began to breathe the common air, and fell upon
the kindred earth, and my first sound was a cry, like that of all. I was
nursed with care in swaddling cloths. For no king has had a different be-
ginning of existence; there is for all mankind one entrance into life, and a
common departure.
—Wisdom of Solomon 7:3–6 (RSV)

Lucretius and “Solomon” (and King Lear [4.6.174–79]) agree: all
humans cry at birth. Lucretius says that we have good reason to do so.
After all, didn’t Eliphaz say that humans are born for trouble as the sparks
fly upward (Job 5:7)? Assuming these authorities are correct, why is this a
particularly royal trait? Do baby kings cry more than other babies? Are they
more “shipwrecked” than the rest of us? The answer, sometimes, is yes.
Consider all the exposure birth stories of future kings. Quite a distinguished
group: Gilgamesh, Sargon, Oedipus, Cyrus, Cypelsus, Tenes, and others.21

In the Hebrew Bible, on the other hand, the leaders who are exposed in
this way are prophets, in other words, the very people often sent to
oppose kings.22 The parade example, of course, is Moses (although the
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Hist. 5.92; McGlew 1993, 61–74; and Vernant 1990a, 216–26; on Ten[n]es, see
Pausanias, Descr. 10.14.2–4; and McGlew 1993, 160–61.
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rabbis sometimes refer to Moses as “king,” usually on the basis of Deut
33:523). The inverted-world example is Jonah the anti-Moses, who is first
exposed in water when he is an infantile and narcissistic adult, only to be
rebirthed from the fish, his Ersatz ark. Now, there aren’t any exposure sto-
ries going around about me, so why are there so many about kings-to-be?
Is it because they are indeed more exposed and vulnerable—and danger-
ous—than the rest of us? Once again, the answer is yes.

Yet if the apocryphal Solomon claims that he was “nursed with care in
swaddling cloths,” the same cannot be said of exposed baby-kings—unless
they are either ensconced in a baby-sized ark (tebâ ) like Moses’, which, in
one modern retelling, is outfitted with goose feathers,24 or conveyed by
eagles or swans who still have their feathers attached.25 In a way, the
exposure stories could describe what kind of a childhood Frazer’s king of
the wood might have experienced. Frazer’s king is often viewed as a
scapegoat. Is being a scapegoat also a royal trait? René Girard (e.g., 1986,
18–19; 1987a, 84–93) is not the only one to think so. Just recall
Shakespeare’s Henry V and the wakeful pharaoh whom Liverani (1990,
125) describes as a king who suffers insomnia so that “everybody else can
sleep in a paradise-like atmosphere of peace and security.” In other words,
by sacrificing himself he ushers in peace for the community.

At this point, someone might ask why I should spend so much time
on a trait that in the Hebrew Bible is characteristic of prophets rather than
their traditional adversaries, the kings. True, we learn about Josiah becom-
ing king at eight years old, but we will never know if he had been
consistently cuddled as a baby. However, we do know that the infant Joash
was taken with his nurse from the bedchamber, and then hidden in the
house of Yahweh, to prevent him from being murdered (2 Kgs 11:2–3), just
as baby Cyrus was hidden in a jar (or beehive; Vernant 1990a, 470 n. 30),
Cypelsus a chest, and Moses an ark. This time, one royal murder in a bed-
chamber was averted. Also, in this instance the would-be murderer is not
a father-king. It is a woman, Athaliah, Joash’s grandmother, who was in the
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23 See, e. g., Exod. Rab. 40:2; 48:4; 52:1; Lev. Rab. 31:4; Num. Rab. 15:13; 18:2;
etc. On the unlikely possibility that the subject of “he became king in Jeshurun” in
Deut 33:5 is Moses rather than God, see, e.g., Coats 1988, 19–21.

24 In Hurston’s Moses: Man of the Mountain, Jocheved lines the basket lovingly
with one of her garments and then with goose feathers (38). However, the ark had
already begun to be more capacious and cozy in Josephus (it is shaped in the form
of a cradle, “spacious enough to give the infant ample room for repose” [Ant. 2.9.4
§220; Josephus 1930, 259]), and in one midrashic version a tiny canopy is put over
the child to shade him (see Ginzberg 1969, 2:265).

25 Eagle: Gilgamesh in Aelian (Rank 1964, 26–27); swan: Lohengrin (see Rank
1964, 60).



midst of establishing her reign in the same manner that Abimelech (Judg
9) and Solomon (1 Kgs 2) had established theirs. It is now obvious why
potential baby-kings are especially exposed and vulnerable. On the other
hand, the adult monarchs who seek their deaths could object that they are
the ones who are truly exposed and vulnerable. These babies are threats
to their regimes and, ultimately, to their lives. That’s the point: infant kings,
child kings, adult kings, queens, and queen mothers are all particularly
exposed and vulnerable. Kings (and the prophets who threaten them) are
threats from the moment they are washed up on the shore at birth or vom-
ited out by a fish, if not earlier, when oracles announce their impending
dangerous birth.

Of course, kings and prophets are not the only ones who are
dumped into the drink. According to Genesis, we all were, in the sense
that everybody’s ancestors came over from the old country on Noah’s
tebâ . Yahweh might have played the affectionate parent to the sea Yam,
swaddling this big, wet baby in clouds (Job 38:9), but in this instance he
chose to expose the humans made in his image in that same baby Yam.
Those in the tebâ dramatize in the “natural” realm the position of indi-
viduals surrounded by a hostile outside world. They are, most literally,
the ultimate insiders. Only a very tiny fraction of humanity is enclosed
and sheltered from this very hostile external fluid, boundary-collapsing,
world. Only father’s favorite Noah and his family are saved—and Ham,
one of the saved, has a curse put on his descendants almost immediately
after this. Why? Because Ham exposed Dad (or witnessed Dad’s
“exposed” state, whether wittingly or not). So, in effect, we are offered
a choice: Do we want to identify with the ark passengers or the drown-
ing victims, God’s favorite Noah (and later David) or hard-luck Ham
(and later Saul)? If we choose to side with the underdog and choose
Ham, the sobering lesson is that we are only saved and enclosed provi-
sionally, until or unless we expose “Dad,” even if the exposure is
accidental. Anticipating my later discussion (in ch. 10), I should add that
narcissists, who are notorious for being their parents’ special favorites,
also tend to describe the outside world as hostile, dangerous, and
devoid of love, much like the world that confronts Yahweh’s “special”
son Israel in the wilderness.

Concepts of what constitutes a safe vehicle for the self and the family
change over time and in different cultures. Phillipe Ariès calls the home of the
modern family a “turtle shell” (1979, 38) that protects its members from a hos-
tile outside world. Small wonder that Ariès compares “the private fortress of
the family car” (1979, 40) to Noah’s ark: “as the ark permitted Noah to survive
the flood, so the car permits its owners to pass through the hostile and dan-
gerous world outside the front door” (1979, 39). The automobile is also the
emblem of the modern individual, according to Baudrillard. It is “a technical
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extension of [one’s] own body” and serves as “a gigantic ‘character armour’”
against death (1993, 178). The tebâ has given way to the RV and the SUV. And
what about the safety features of the vehicles that transport kings and
prophets? Riding in a chariot certainly didn’t save Jehoram and Ahaziah from
assassination (2 Kgs 9), and in 1 Kgs 13 the man of God’s donkey did not have
an effective anti-lion airbag. So in the next section we will have to figure out
what does provide a king with turtle-shell or tebâ -level security.

Fifth Trait: The Self-Sufficient Sovereign, or, the King as Hedgehog
and Fox

There’s such divinity doth hedge a king
That treason can but peep to what it would,
Acts little of his will.
—Shakespeare, Hamlet, 4.5.121–23

The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog one big thing.
—Archilochus (Edmonds 1961, 174)

The hedgehog is a solitary animal that vigorously defends its territory. . . . It
is intolerant. . . .  There are many hedgehog legends because of their seem-
ingly indifferent manner [and] aloof appearance. . . . [It moves] about in its
territory constantly sniffing, investigating, and uncovering everything.
—Grzimek, Grzimek’s Encyclopedia of Mammals (1990, 462, 471, 460)

Women, especially if they grow up with good looks, develop a certain
self-contentment. . . .  The charm of a child lies to a great extent in his nar-
cissism, his self-contentment and inaccessibility, just as does the charm of
certain animals which seem not to concern themselves about us, such as
cats and the large beasts of prey. Indeed, even great criminals and hu-
morists, as they are represented in literature, compel our interest by the
narcissistic consistency with which they manage to keep away from their
ego anything that would diminish it.
—Freud, “On Narcissism: An Introduction” (1914, 88–89)

I ended the previous section with a question about the means used by
kings to protect themselves in a potentially hostile outside world from
which they must conceal their weakness and vulnerability. Hamlet’s uncle,
King Claudius, thinks that he is sufficiently protected by the “divinity” that
“hedges” a king, the aura of inviolability that goes with having a body
politic or mystical body.26 He assumes that he can keep potential assassins
at “peeping distance,” looking through a hedge that they are unable to 
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penetrate. Here the king’s mastery is not the result of his ability to see
everything; it is the result of enemies being able to look but not touch.27

Ironically, Claudius is in a perfect position to know that this fantasy is a bad
joke. The only reason he is the king is because he was able to penetrate his
predecessor’s “hedge of divinity” in order to murder him, as old Hamlet
slept in his orchard (1.5.59–79). If convincing your subjects of your invul-
nerability is one way of achieving security for a king, kings who believe
their own press clippings can end up like old Hamlet and, eventually,
Claudius. When the ghost of the old king tells Hamlet that he was murdered
while sleeping “upon my secure hour” (1.5.61), he means “secure” in the
sense of being unsuspecting, too sure of his own safety. A king who is over-
confident of his security can never be secure—especially when he’s asleep.

Among the ways in which kings seek to project an image of them-
selves as invulnerable is through being likened to strong, ferocious, and
seemingly self-sufficient beasts like lions, bears, and eagles.28 However, in
terms of the king’s actual defense mechanisms, the epigraph from
Archilochus points us toward the right animals. Quilled hedgehogs turn
their own hostile exterior surface out to the world. They live alone and
self-protected. Foxes proverbially use their wits, the deceptiveness of
appearances, and their mobility to deal with that outside world.
Hedgehogs are often described as appearing aloof and indifferent, like the
supposedly narcissistic and self-contained animals listed by Freud. But the
hedgehog’s quilled appearance and constant investigating suggest that he
is sufficiently cognizant of external threats to present a prickly contact
boundary to the world. This combination of defensive insularity and con-
stant vigilance might seem paradoxical, but it is a paradox that is typical of
most modes of defense. Are kings aloof in the sense that they belong on
Freud’s list of narcissistically indifferent beings, or are they (so to speak)
rolled into a ball for defensive purposes? 

When we think about a king like Homer’s Odysseus, we think fox.
Odysseus is polytropon (Od. 1.1), many-turning, not merely because of his
many travels but because of his many-turning nature: his Jacob-like abil-
ity to change identities, to wrestle, to deceive. But the polytropon is
actually both hedgehog and fox in the sense that he or she must deal
with—that is, have “intercourse”29 with—the “outside” in order to achieve
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in Das Schloss, when he looks at the supposedly majestic Klamm through a peep-
hole. See further in ch. 6, below.
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29 Images of intercourse are often used to describe flow across a topological
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what he or she wants to achieve. At the same time, the polytropon is cre-
ating a Wizard of Oz–like screen—a functional equivalent of hedgehog
quills, even if this involves nothing more than pointed remarks and
barbed comments. Nietzsche goes so far as to claim that life itself is
always on the side of the “most unscrupulous poluvtropoi,” precisely
because “life depends on appearance . . . simulation, deception, self-
deception [Blendung, Selbstblendung]” (Gay Science, §344; Nietzsche
1973, 258). Life favors deception the way Athene favors Odysseus
(Homer, Od. 13.287–332) and Yahweh favors Jacob and David. But is
Odysseus different from the shelled type of personality, in terms of
functioning? When he is “shipwrecked” and exposed for the last time,
even his tebâ fails him—that is, his raft, equipped with its half-decks
and its goddess-given gourmet food and wine (Od. 5.265–267). He even
has to shed the garments in which Calypso had clothed him (Od. 5.264,
343–344). Odysseus is a swimming fox, not a snug and dry baby Moses.

Can hedgehogs swim or, at least, go with the flow? Put differently, can
a hedgehog be a king, considering that the hedgehog is a hermit, has lit-
tle or nothing to do with any others of his own “race,” including Verkehr
in the biblical sense (Grzimek 1990, 462)? On the other hand, do foxes
want to be kings? Narcissists do “work” others, manipulate them in foxy
ways, but only in order to remain untouched at a deeper level, to be the
untouched toucher, the true center, a deity ruling a virtual reality. A king
might want to project a self-sufficient hedgehog image, but, in fact, he
must be foxy, because his defenses are always “really” permeable. A
hedgehog’s quills say “keep out.” A king who really kept all others out
would not last long on the throne, and he would be quite uncomfortable,
to boot. Shakespeare’s Prince Henry expresses the paradoxical discom-
fort perfectly: 

O Majesty!
When thou dost pinch thy bearer, thou dost sit
Like a rich armour worn in heat of day
That scalds with safety. (Henry IV, Pt. 2, 4.5.28–30)

Protective armor that scalds the wearer will not be worn for very long.30

Yet the king who merely sees from inside an air-conditioned fortress/shell
can’t really rule either, unless, like the Wizard of Oz, people think that he
can, that is, that his palace is a Panopticon. Even then, he’s only an unseen
movie director. Clearly, a king must master intercourse with the outside
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30 Our friend the hedgehog knows the problem well. The same quills that grant
him security against the jaws of large predators prevent him from scratching him-
self. Consequently, he is prey to all sorts of unpleasant (if not dreadful) skin
infestations from little critters. See Grzimek 1990, 469–70.



(especially in terms of managing information), not abstain from all relations
with the outside.31

The Stoics would seem to have something akin to a hedgehog view of
kingship, particularly those who claim that the person who has liberated
himself from dependence on the sometimes hostile outside world has
achieved “sovereignty” over himself. The metaphors used to convey this
regal self-sufficiency and freedom also tend to be in hedgehog language
rather than fox-speak. Thus, the defenses of this sovereign self-state
include “fortresses,” “walls,” “roofs,” “buffers,” and “skin,” all of which are
capable of repelling whatever the outside hurls against it—whether “mis-
siles,” “siege engines,” “blows of chance,” or “hailstones.”32 Admittedly,
Stoics like Marcus Aurelius (e.g., Med. 7.48; 9.30; 12.24) employ the lan-
guage of ocular withdrawal. Far from being a Stoic, Baudelaire also
addresses ocular withdrawal when he describes the stance of his poet-
flâneur. This figure “is able . . . to be at the very center of the world and
yet to remain hidden from the world” (Baudelaire 1972, 400, translation
modified). Epicurus would agree with the last phrase, which dovetails
nicely with his advice: Lavqe biwvsa"—live inconspicuously or invisibly (see
Plutarch, De lat. viv. 1128–1129). If invisibility is a royal trait, so is being in
the paradoxical situation of an individual who is simultaneously at the cen-
ter of the world and hidden from it.

Also having more affinity with the Stoics than one might expect is one
of Freud’s self-sufficient, independent beings. This is the humorist. While
all those listed by Freud “manage to keep away from their ego anything
that would diminish it,” Freud saw humor as “the triumph of narcissism,
the victorious assertion of the ego’s invulnerability. . . . It insists that it can-
not be affected by the traumas of the external world” (1927, 162). Here the
missiles aimed at the self are not so much deflected as transformed into
material for stand-up routines. Nevertheless, I doubt that humor would be
included in anyone’s list of the king’s defining traits.

Sixth Trait: The King As the Center of Paradox

. . . the center and core of creation—“His Majesty the Baby,” as we once
fancied ourselves.
—Freud, “On Narcissism: An Introduction” (1914, 91)
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31 Nevertheless, kings may portray themselves as needing nothing from the out-
side, because they are self-sufficient and already possess everything worth having.
For example, in the Amarna letters, King Burnaburiash II of Babylonia writes to the
pharaoh: “as I am told, in my brother’s country everything is available and my
brother needs absolutely nothing. Furthermore, in my country everything too is
available and I for my part nee[d] absolutely nothing” (EA 7:33–36; Moran 1992, 13).

32 See Seneca, Ep. 45.9–10; 53.12; 65.21; 72.5–6; 82.4–5; Arrian, Epict. diss. 4.5.25–27.



Narcissism and the evil-eye superstition illuminate each other. . . . both iso-
late the individual at the center of the community.
—Siebers, The Mirror of Medusa (1983, 85–86)

add another marginal group to the poor and outsiders—the marginal in-
sider. . . . The monarch and his court are often reminiscent of the eye of
the hurricane. . . . [In periods of crisis] crowds commonly turn on those
who originally held exceptional power over them.
—Girard, The Scapegoat (1986, 18–19)

There is no disputing the charisma that belongs to the king by virtue
of his position at the center of things. Geertz (1983, 146) speaks of “the
inherent sacredness of central authority” and notes the use of images,
myths, and other “symbolic forms” to guarantee that the charisma will be
experienced by those outside the center:

At the political center of any complexly organized society . . . there is . . .
a set of symbolic forms . . .—crowns and coronations, limousines and con-
ferences—that mark the center as center and give what goes on there its
aura of being not merely important but in some odd fashion connected
with the way the world is built. (1983, 124)

The idea that the power of the crown is linked to “the way the world is
built” is not new to biblical scholars. For example, Whitelam points out that
an essential function of royal ideology is to sell the idea of the king’s cen-
tral role in the cosmic order (1989, 128).33 Meyers notes that “the symbolic
role of the capital as center” is to be “a microcosm [containing] all the ele-
ments of the world” (1983, 422). And it is well known that one function of
ancient Near Eastern royal palaces (including the biblical Solomon’s) was
to serve as a world-omphalos theme park, featuring exotica of all kinds
(e.g., Solomon’s apes and peacocks [or baboons; µyykt]) and drawing gift-
givers from the periphery with a magnetism strong enough to make
Disney’s Michael Eisner green with envy (see, e.g., Meyers 1983, 420–22).

In spite of such apparent indications that the center is the supreme
comfort zone for a monarch, we have already had ample indication that
the center can also be a hot seat, if not a “scalding” one, at the very same
time. Even the notion that the king, as a representative human, is at the
center of the cosmos is not necessarily comforting or an indication of nar-
cissistic grandiosity on the part of either king or his subjects. Earlier I
referred to Freud’s account of the third blow to our narcissism: that the

22 Knowing Kings

33 Elsewhere Whitelam asserts that “the development of the state with the king
as the central symbolic figure represents a major stage in the evolution of political
systems” (1992, 4:40).



royal ego is not master in its own house. The earlier blows were dealt by
Copernicus and Darwin. In spite of all this, Freud would have to concede
Elias’s point that all the Copernican and Darwinian revolutions in the world
cannot totally dislodge the human experience of inhabiting a geocentric,
anthropocentric, and egocentric universe. 

To complicate things further, Lovejoy points out that at one time “the
geocentric cosmology served rather for man’s humiliation than for his exal-
tation,” because the medieval world was “diabolocentric” (1964, 102). In
this period, “a certain racial amour propre” was justified by the notion that
humans have “a unique share in the attention of Heaven” (1964, 102–3).
Yet even this is a double-edged compliment. It conforms nicely to the sen-
timent of Ps 8, but the regal Job has other sentiments in mind when he
asks the question “what is the human being [vwna]?” (Job 7:17). Job is not
exactly thrilled to have a unique share of God’s attention. Now, according
to Nietzsche, the human “will to self-belittlement [has] progressed without
stopping since Copernicus” (Genealogy, 3 §25; Nietzsche 1968, 422). Job is
quite willing to “belittle” his ego, in the hope that it will make God recog-
nize the absurdity of killing a fly with an ICBM, and back off long enough
for him to swallow his spittle (7:12–19). Job is seemingly alone (except for
his three deprogrammer-friends), yet he is under constant surveillance. He
talks about having been like a king, while his friends tell him that he is a
maggot, as they are (e.g., 25:6; see Lasine 1988, 32–33). Job is certainly
experiencing the paradoxes of the king’s position, even though he is not
“officially” a monarch. 

Earlier, I quoted Hoffmann’s description of the central myth of the
“heliocentric” king during Louis XIV’s reign. I noted that this myth has real
effects on both the people and the king. This marriage of the real and the
unreal is closely related to the relationship between the king’s two bodies.
Speaking of the divinization of Greco-Roman emperors, Paul Veyne pins
down this royal paradox:

The faithful did not consider their all-powerful master to be an ordinary
man, and the official hyperbole that made of this mortal a god was true
in spirit. It corresponded to their filial devotion. Swept on by the linguis-
tic tide, they experienced this feeling of dependence all the more strongly.
However, . . . they also knew that their sublime master was at the same
time a poor man, in the same way that at Versailles they made a cult of
the Grand Monarch and gossiped about his slightest movements. (Veyne
1988, 89; emphasis added)

Veyne acknowledges that this “plurality of truths [is] an affront to logic,”
but, let’s face it: logic has endured worse insults than this. Veyne also uses
the metaphor of perspective to make his point even more tellingly: “when
men depend on an all-powerful man they experience him as a man and
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see him from a valet’s perspective as a mere mortal; but they also experi-
ence him as their master and therefore also see him as a god” (1988, 90).
Veyne would not be surprised to note all the evidence we’ve collected on
the king’s simultaneous power and helplessness, his independence and
dependence, his corporate and personal identities.34

Leader-follower and master-slave relations are admittedly very complex
and subject to various interpretations;35 nevertheless, their paradoxical
nature is manifest. But where should one locate the center of the paradox?
Opinions differ. Observers of historical kings and kings in literature locate
the center of the paradox in different places. Thus, when tracing the idea
of the king’s ignorance in European satiric and didactic verse, Embree
stresses that the topos is based on “this paradoxical proposition—that the
most powerful person in the kingdom does not have the power to discover
the extent of his people’s plight or the extent of his officials’ corruption”
(1985, 121). Embree is focusing on the king’s vulnerability as information
manager. Commenting on Shakespeare’s Richard II, Ure notes “the shock-
ing paradox of the helpless king, the king who must” (see Shakespeare
1961, lxxxi). His focus is on the fact that a presumably powerful and free
king can be so weak and subject to coercion by his subjects. 

Scholars like Peter Schwartz (1989, 267) locate the “central paradox of
royal authority” elsewhere. Rather than stressing the king’s combination of
omniscience and ignorance, or power and helplessness, Schwartz high-
lights the fact that the monarch conveys “an ideal of maturity while
simultaneously expressing this ideal in grandiose, self-indulgent, and infan-
tile terms” (P. Schwartz 1989, 267; cf. Sagan 1985, 327–28; Rank 1993, 91).
The king is both mature father and immature infant. Kantorowicz would
say that both aspects make sense from the point of view of the king’s two
bodies: “from the same corporational premises there could originate two
diametrically opposed opinions: a king ever under age versus a king never
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34 Veyne might also have pointed to the “dual divine/human perspective on kings”
in ancient Egypt (Silverman 1991, 62). Silverman believes that the “perceived fluidity
of the human and divine components of the king’s nature” is due in part to the inter-
play between the king’s person (˙m), and his role as king (nswt) when he acts “in
the capacity of his office” (64, 67). And to his example of Louis being simultaneously
a cult object and an object of gossip, Veyne could have noted the female Pharaoh
Hatshepsut being both venerated and satirized in graffiti (Silverman 1991, 62). And
in the modern world, Adorno (1951, 289) observes that the “Fascist leader type” must
project a contradictory image: “While appearing as a superman, the leader must at
the same time work the miracle of appearing as an average person, just as Hitler
posed as a composite of King-Kong and the suburban barber.” For other examples
of leaders who project contradictory images, see chs. 6 and 11, below.

35 See Lasine 1992, 143–45 and the references cited on 151 (in n. 16).



under age. In either case, the intention was to emphasize the exceptional
position of the king and his rights” (1957, 378).

Schwartz, Sagan, and others like Girard would say that there’s more to
it than that. They all take some kind of “psychological” approach, return-
ing (consciously or unconsciously) to Freud’s notions of His Majesty the
Baby and primary narcissism. Once you go in that direction, you have to
acknowledge the paradoxes associated with infancy itself. For example,
Winnicott (1958, 163) posits an initial stage of infancy that “could be
described at one and the same time as of absolute independence and
absolute dependence. There is no feeling of dependence, and therefore
that dependence must be absolute.” In chapters 10 and 11, I will ask
whether this idea (and the related notion of an infantile “illusion of
omnipotence”) holds up under scrutiny. For now, it is sufficient to note
that Winnicott, like Ure, discovers paradox along the continua of inde-
pendence–dependence and power–helplessness. Other psychologists
focus on the paradoxical nature of the adult narcissist’s behavior. Thus,
Kernberg seeks to explain “the paradox of [the narcissist’s] relatively good
ego functioning and surface adaptation in the presence of a predominance
of . . . primitive defenses, and the lack of integration of object representa-
tions” (1985, 266).

Clearly, Freud’s narcissistic baby-king only has power because those
around the baby give the infant power over them. Does Freud believe that
adults with narcissistic personalities make effective kings? In a late essay
on three “libidinal types,” Freud does describe the narcissistic type as
independent and not easily intimidated. They are “especially suited to act
as a support for others, [and] to take on the role of leaders” (1931, 218).
Freud had described child investigators like Little Hans as solitary, alien-
ated, suspicious, and independent. The adult narcissistic type may be
independent, but only in the sense of having little or no emotional
investment in others. Slater (1968, 152) shrewdly observes that while lead-
ers who reach the throne on their own tend to have narcissistic
personalities anyway, those who had been born into hereditary monar-
chies are brought up in such a way as to keep them infantile, narcissistic,
and ultimately dependent upon those who “baby” them even when they
are adults. While biblical kings like the Saul of 1 Sam 22 illustrate the mis-
trust of “Little Hans” (or Freud’s ego-king who has been made to realize
that he is not master in his own house), it is kings like David and Ahab
who (from the available textual data) best approximate the adult narcis-
sistic type, His Majesty the Big Baby, so to speak. It is perhaps no accident
that David and Ahab offer the two clearest examples of pleonexia and
covetousness among biblical kings.

Sometimes, deciding who really holds the power in a monarchy (if
power can be “held”) seems like deciding under which walnut shell a 
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prestidigitator’s pea is hiding, or whether the chicken or the egg came first.
Even if the courtiers and the royal family painstakingly rear the future king
to be narcissistic and dependent, won’t he still control them when he takes
power, unless their control over the flow of information is very tight
indeed? This puzzle of royal power is well illustrated in Aristophanes’
Knights (1111–1150). The Chorus chides Demos (“the people”). Even
though Demos has had the powers of a tyrant delegated to him, he is nev-
ertheless led around by the nose by whatever false leaders flatter him the
most. Demos replies that he acts like a baby on purpose. He is not being
controlled by the leader he allows to steal from him. On the contrary.
Demos brings up (supports, nurses; trevfein, 1128) the ruler-thief, but with
the intention of squashing him flat when he is fully bloated. As the Chorus
then puts it, Demos nourishes and brings up (trevfei", 1136) these politi-
cians so that he can eat them when they are fat and ready. Demos concurs.
While he has seemingly allowed the rulers to steal for their own benefit,
he has kept his eye on them, so that when they have swallowed enough,
Demos will make them disgorge it all and take it himself.

Aristophanes’ version is unique in that both the ruler and the people
who supposedly pamper him are described as infantile and manipulative,
if not narcissistic. Nevertheless, the fundamental paradox of power is
well-expressed. Freud himself noted this paradox in yet another context.
In Totem and Taboo (1913, 43–48), Freud cites a number of kings whose
lives are a “contradiction”; while they are exalted and enjoy freedoms
and privileges forbidden to others, they are also isolated, endure special
restrictions, and are even treated as though they were criminals. They are
often kept under surveillance rather than conducting surveillance of the
people (1913, 41–44, 48).36 Freud is primarily talking about the tradi-
tional societies described by Frazer, but he also gives a few examples of
modern European monarchs (1913, 42–43). Both the “primitive” and
modern kings are made inaccessible by taboo, which, in the modern
period, takes the form of court ceremonial and etiquette (1913, 43). Freud
does not view the contradiction of the king’s position as the inevitable
result of the king’s placement at the center, where he is supposedly best
situated to see and control all but is actually dependent on others for
information. Instead, he traces the contradiction of the monarch’s posi-
tion back to emotional ambivalence. The leader is treated with the same
mixture of adoration and unacknowledged hostility as one’s father. Freud
believes that if we could hear the views of modern kings and rulers they
would affirm the existence of this simultaneous adulation and hostility
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36 While Plato describes tyrants as ending up living like prisoners (Rep.
579b), this is not because of the people; it is the result of the ruler’s own tyran-
nical Eros.



(1913, 51).37 From this perspective, the paradox of royal power is nearly
identical to the paradox of the royal scapegoat, who is simultaneously
adored and reviled by the people (see, e.g., Girard 1987a, 3–13).

For Girard, the seeming contradictions surrounding the position of the
king and other seemingly independent, self-sufficient beings are all expres-
sions of “the paradoxes of mimetic desire” (1987b, 343). The mimetic
process “implies that . . . the more narcissistic you become—or the more
‘egotistic,’ as it used to be said—the more you become morbidly ‘object-
directed’ or ‘altruistic’.” (1987b, 368). According to Girard, “the strategy of
desire . . . consists in setting up the dazzling illusion of a self-sufficiency that
we shall believe in a little ourselves if we succeed in convincing the other
person of it” (1987b, 371). To illustrate his theory, Girard points to sup-
posedly “coquettish” women on Freud’s puzzling list of self-sufficient
beings, while paying little attention to Freud’s other examples.38

Neither Freud nor Girard gets off scot-free for including women in this
company. Sarah Kofman chides “men like Girard (or Freud himself in most
of his other texts)” for conceiving of female self-sufficiency as “a pure strat-
agem.” Why do they do so? “Because they find woman’s self-sufficiency
intolerable” (1985, 62). This issue is too complex to be adequately addressed
here. However, at this point it is possible to conclude that the position of 
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37 Interestingly, most of the aspects of the king’s position described by Freud are
reflected in his own life. Freud’s disciple and biographer Ernest Jones came up with
the idea of surrounding the master with a select group of “loyalists,” a council that
Freud insisted be “strictly secret.” This group, which, with Freud, numbered seven,
was dubbed “the Committee” (E. Jones 1955, 153). In a letter of 1912, Jones wrote
that the Committee was to be “designed like the Paladins of Charlemagne, to guard
the kingdom and policy of their master” (quoted in Gay [1989, 230]; cf. E. Jones
1955, 152). It was to be a “dependable palace guard” (Gay 1989, 229). One might
say that its privileged members were distant relatives of the traditional seven
Persian courtiers who saw the face of the king. Even prior to the formation of the
Committee, Freud had referred to Jung as his “successor and Crown Prince”
(Roazen 1976, 227). When Jung and other followers went their own way, Freud
often experienced the defection as an act of disloyalty and betrayal. And when his
courtiers withheld the information that the lesions in his mouth were cancerous
(Gay 1989, 424–25; Kohut 1977, 65), Freud “found it hard to forgive the way the
full truth had been kept from him” (E. Jones 1957, 96). This is precisely the way
Freud himself described children’s difficulty in forgiving their parents for not shar-
ing the truth about where babies come from.

38 Girard hardly mentions the literary great criminals and humorists (1987b, 382)
and makes generalizations that totally ignore both them and the attractive women
(e.g., “Freud can only describe this blessed awareness [of self-sufficiency] through
recourse to beings that, though alive, are defective in self awareness—the wild
beast and the small child” [1987b, 383; emphasis added]).



the king, if not that of all human beings—female or male, funny or
morose—is riddled with paradox. We have now located the king’s ulti-
mate defining trait.

WAYS OF KNOWING KINGS: SLEEPING WITH EYES OPEN AS A
RESEARCH METHOD

With Pharaoh sleepless and vigilant, the boundary is sure: the hostile
forces will never prevail, the inner court will never be submerged by the
frightful chaos. The king’s watch is sure enough, everybody else can sleep
in a paradise-like atmosphere of peace and security.
—Liverani, Prestige and Interest (1990, 125)

fieldwork is . . . a strain. . . . you have to be up at daybreak, and then
remain awake until the last native has gone to sleep, and even sometimes
watch over him as he sleeps; you have to try to make yourself inconspicu-
ous, while being constantly present; see everything, remember everything,
note everything. . . . Above all, [the anthropologist] asks himself questions:
Why has he come here? With what hopes or what objectives?
—Lévi-Strauss, Tristes Tropiques (1992, 375–76)

Sunk deep in the night. . . . All around people are asleep. A little bit of
playacting, an innocent self-deception, that they are sleeping in houses, in
solid beds, under a solid roof, . . . in reality they have encountered one an-
other as they once did back then, and again later, in a desolate region, a
camp in the open [im Freien], a countless number of people, an army, a
nation [Volk], under cold sky on cold earth, thrown down where they had
earlier stood. . . .  And you are awake watching [du wachst], are one of the
watchmen [Wächter], you find the next one by brandishing a piece of
burning wood from the brushwood pile beside you. Why are you watch-
ing? Someone must remain wakeful [einer muss wachen], it is said.
Someone must be there.
—Kafka, “At Night” (“Nachts”; 1970, 309)

The knowers described in these epigraphs would make great panelists
at an interdisciplinary conference on the nature of knowing and being a
knower. They would have much to say to one another. But what would
they say to their audience of “sleepers,” in other words, us? If we add the
sociologist Erving Goffman to the panel, I know what he would say,
because he says it in the introduction to Frame Analysis, with typical frame-
breaking candor: “I can only suggest that he who would combat false
consciousness and awaken people to their true interests has much to do,
because the sleep is very deep. And I do not intend here to provide a lull-
aby but merely to sneak in and watch the way the people snore” (1974, 14).
If we want sparks to fly, we could also invite Plato, a philosopher who has
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definite ideas about knowing and sleeping and waking people up. Plato is
constitutionally unable to stand around like a flâneur watching people
snore. His sound bite for the C-Span video would be the warning he puts
in Socrates’ mouth: anyone who clings to phantoms known by opinion and
not by knowledge is “dreaming and dozing his present life away and won’t
wake up until he gets to Hades and falls asleep forever” (Rep. 534c).

So it is the sociologist and the anthropologist on the panel who would
seemingly rest content with observing the people they want to know
about. Plato (and his philosopher kings) would either lead them out of the
Cave kicking and screaming, or, at least, project a better class of slide show
on the walls of the Cave in which the “sleepers” are watching the shadow
plays projected by their politicians, orators, and poets. The pharaoh would
also control the spectacles watched by his subjects, using all the forms of
royal propaganda, including the image of himself as he who knows every-
thing to the ends of the earth. 

But why would an anthropologist see her scholarly task as being so 
similar to that of pharaohs and philosopher-kings? One could say that
Shakespeare’s Henry V going in disguise among his sleeping soldiers is
doing “fieldwork” of a sort. Lévi-Strauss’s fieldworker must be invisible but
omnipresent, seeing and remembering everything. As we have learned,
these are among the defining traits of kings. And who is this wakeful, watch-
ing anthropologist guarding and from what? Is she or he a shepherd of the
people? Isn’t this a grandiose job description for an academic of any sort?
Not for Lévi-Strauss, who elsewhere describes the “mission” of social anthro-
pology in a utopian society39 as a matter of “keeping watch” and “standing
. . . vigilant guard,” especially “in the most troubled times” (1983:30). He, like
the kings, takes the process of knowing by surveillance to have a crucial
social—and political—function. Perhaps this is the answer to his own ques-
tions: Why has he come here? With what hopes or what objectives?

In Lévi-Strauss’s account, anthropology is a vocation that requires an
ascetic, alienated way of life. It would be worthwhile to read Triste Tropiques
in light of Nietzsche’s description of science as the most devious expression
of the ascetic ideal (Genealogy, 3 §25; Nietzsche 1968, 420–23). Is it also an
“unnatural” life, in the sense in which I described the wakefulness of kings
like Shakespeare’s Henry V being unnatural? Nietzsche believes that asceti-
cism, and the wholehearted devotion to truth, are against life and therefore
against nature (Genealogy, 3 §11; Nietzsche 1968, 379–81).40
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39 In such a future, society would return to the “regular and quasi-crystalline
structure” of so-called primitive societies, which he calls “cold” because “their inter-
nal environment borders on the zero of historical temperature” (1983, 29–30).

40 Joseph Conrad (1983, xxxii) suggests that it is unnatural for humans to do
research: “man may smile and smile but he is not an investigating animal.”



However, the panelist whose position may be the most unnatural is the
one whom I have not mentioned thus far, namely, the person addressed
by Kafka’s narrator. Except that here nature itself is illusory. That is, the
part of the “natural” that includes sleeping in houses, in a secure bed,
under a secure roof, things that humans make to protect and shelter them-
selves—the things that Lucretius said humans need that animals do not. All
of that human-built security is “a little bit of playacting, an innocent self-
deception.” But the narrator is not deceived. He knows the truth, and so
does the guard whom he is addressing. In “reality,” the great mass of peo-
ple who think that they are sleeping securely are actually sleeping out in
the open in a desolate region, under a cold sky on cold earth. Who are
these people? One Kafka scholar assumes that they are the biblical
Israelites in the wilderness (Robertson 1985, 216). But Kafka is not think-
ing of any one distinct group of people in one particular desert. His
sleepers are strange, like us. The security of their houses and beds is no
more real than the Cave inhabited by Plato’s prisoners, glued to the tube
like troglodyte couch potatoes. Is Kafka’s Wächter then a philosopher-king
or Platonic guardian? The narrator asks the guard a similar question: Why
are you awake guarding? The answer: it is said that someone must be
awake and guard; someone must be there.

In this case, the guardian’s job is not to rouse the people out of their
dreams or even to watch them snore. Apparently, it is to protect their
sleep—and their illusory security—from being disturbed. The guard is not
only sacrificing sleep, he is sacrificing himself as one who bears knowl-
edge of the unsettling truth in order that others are not burdened by it. He
is not alone; he is merely “one of” the guards. But the guards are still iso-
lated from one another. They merely signal each other with the burning
pieces of wood they wave. Is this the best image of the scholar, awake to
truths from which others must be protected? Talk about grandiose! As if
waving burning wood could be replaced by waving processed-paper off-
prints of journal articles.

There is no doubt that Lévi-Strauss experienced his brief fieldwork in
Brazil as a hero journey, a quest for discovery of the unknown.41 Kafka was
never so sanguine about the burden he bore as a knower. He hardly
thought of himself as being kinglike.42 Nevertheless, kings can be role
models for researchers, as long as we recognize that different kings (includ-
ing biblical kings) represent very different types of researchers. At this
point, it is necessary to leave our epigraphs and consider the many types
of researcher role models that have been offered in various narratives about
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41 For details, see Sontag (1966, 69–81), and Geertz (1973; 1988, 33–48).
42 In fact, he described himself as the slave of his father, whom he likened to a

tyrannical ruler; see ch. 11, below.



knowing, whether the narrative identifies itself as philosophy, literature, sci-
ence, psychology, history, scripture, or anything else. Having done so, I will
be able to situate myself among those types, and at the same time prepare
for our later assessment of the various biblical kings as knowers.

The first type is the knower as a riddle solver or puzzle solver. The
classic example is King Oedipus with the Sphinx’s riddle, a scene of
knowing that has been appropriated by knowers from Francis Bacon to
Freud and depicted by painters from Ingres and Moreau to Tansey.43 In
the Bible, the knower Solomon is a riddle solver when he decides the
case of the two harlots (see Lasine 1989a; 1993a44). In the modern 
academic world, Kuhn has been most influential in showing how “nor-
mal science” in general is a matter of puzzle solving. Most worrisome is
his conclusion (1976, 37) that one function of the paradigm in normal
science is to prevent questions from being asked that it cannot answer.
The paradigm supplies a “relatively inflexible box into which normal sci-
ence attempts to force nature.” New phenomena that “will not fit in the
box are often not seen at all” (1976, 24).45 The growth of information
theory has encouraged this notion of research as a matter of breaking
puzzling codes. Whether we are talking about the “genetic code” hidden
within DNA, “microhistory” (see, e.g., Burke 1993, 38–43), Sherlock
Holmes–style detective work and psychoanalysis (e.g., Ginzburg  1989,
97–102), or even the recent pathetic attempts to “crack” the nonexistent
“Bible code,” all such work assumes the significance of detail, even
seeming trivia. Anyone who spends a sizeable chunk of her or his life
poring over the text of the Hebrew Bible knows the powerful attraction
of this model.
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43 Bacon’s Oedipus (1858a, 755–58) is undergoing an ordeal with the Sphinx-
monster science. On Freud’s identification with Oedipus the riddle solver, and his
disciples celebrating that connection with a fiftieth birthday medallion, see Gay
1989, 154, 171, 442). Ingres painted two versions of Oedipus and the Sphinx, one
fifty-six years after the other. The second was painted the same year as Gustave
Moreau’s version (1864). Mark Tansey’s Secret of the Sphinx (Homage to Elihu
Vedder) features a white male wearing a suit and equipped with a reel-to-reel tape
recorder and earphones. Crouching, he holds a microphone up to the closed
mouth of an Egyptian Sphinx; see Garber, Walkowitz, and Franklin 1996, 1–4.

44 The discussion of all-seeing kings in ch. 3 will suggest an ideological function
for the judgment story that did not receive much attention in these earlier studies.
The story lets its audience know that even the most anonymous and marginal cit-
izens would be unable to keep any secrets from a panoptic king, who is capable
of unmasking the most deeply concealed private emotions and motives. 

45 We have already encountered a lot of “box”/enclosure imagery. Perhaps most
significant in this context is J. R. Saul’s account of current academic, bureaucratic,
and economic “life in a box” (1992, 466–98).



Another time-honored model is knowing by appropriating or assimi-
lating forbidden or dangerous knowledge. Here the most famous example
is Eve in the garden. But other examples abound, from Odysseus’s attempt
to learn the valuable knowledge possessed by the dangerous Sirens to
Faust’s pact with Mephistopheles and the experiments of Dr. Frankenstein.
A third type is knowing by penetrating46 and exploring hidden spaces,
both private, domestic spaces and those most foreign and distant. Ancient
knowers in this category include Gilgamesh, Odysseus, the Herodotus who
considered knowledge gained by autopsy to be the most reliable, Epicurus
“bursting through the narrow confines of the gates of nature” (Lucretius,
1.68–75), and Apuleius’s Lucius penetrating into the most private areas
after he has been transformed into an ass.47 In modern times, such know-
ers range from Descartes to Freud’s five-year-old “Little Hans” with his
unquenchable Wissbegierde, computer hackers (see Roszak 1994, 149),
and hard-boiled detective heroes.

A fourth type has been discussed already. This is knowing through the
distance sense of sight, the role preferred by monarchs like Louis XIV and
all those who seek to adopt a pose of disinterested detachment when they
do their knowing.48 A fifth category is knowing through the use of irony,
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46 Brenner associates knowing in the biblical sense with male penetration. Males
“are constructed largely as penetrators. . . . Men ‘know’ women: women might get
to the stage when they ‘know a man’ . . . but most of them do not” (1997, 178). The
outcome of the events in the garden of Eden point, in part, to “his [Adam’s] sexual
penetration (knowledge) of her” (1997, 180). Brenner does not pursue the rela-
tionship between knowledge, sexuality, and power beyond this point, in spite of
her book’s suggestive title (The Intercourse of Knowledge).

47 While Lucius is an ass in the stall, not a fly on the wall, he recognizes that being
an ass grants him the invisibility of a Gyges-style king and a perfect opportunity for
anthropological fieldwork: “[I indulged] my inborn curiosity, for everyone acted or
spoke as he pleased, without even noticing that I was there” (Apuleius 1962, 192).

48 Francis Bacon describes a form of “collective research” model that incorpo-
rates elements of the researcher-explorer and royal unseen seeing, but with an
emphasis on the way knowledge brings power and profit when it is tightly con-
trolled. In the “New Atlantis,” Bacon describes the inhabitants of Bensalem, an
isolated and hidden island, whose society has been based on scientific knowledge
since it was set up centuries earlier by a king named Solamona. This king founded
a governing order of wise men called “Salomon’s House,” after the biblical king
Solomon (1857, 145). This order is “the very eye of this kingdom” (137, 145). The
fellows of Salomon’s House allow none of their special knowledge to reach the
outside world, while they secretly leech out knowledge from the greater world in
order to enrich themselves. They also control what knowledge reaches their own
people: “[we] take all an oath of secrecy, for the concealing of those [discoveries]
which we think fit to keep secret” (165). In a way, Bensalem is the kind of exotic



play, pastiche, and other devices, in order to expose the ignorance of oth-
ers, to unmask falsehoods, to reveal the social constructedness of “reality”
and “the self,” or to break down constricting disciplinary and conceptual
fences. Writers who adopt such strategies range from Plato’s Socrates to a
wide variety of postmodern authors.

Someone who wants to analyze biblical kings would certainly seem to
have a number of investigative options. In this era of interdisciplinarity,
there is no lack of apparently compatible techniques just begging to be
applied to any problem at all. And this problem? Some sort of psychoana-
lytic approach? Freud has already made his entree here, so he, and many
other psychoanalysts, will be heard from when we discuss narcissism fur-
ther. And scholars in various fields have claimed many disciplinary
linkages to psychoanalysis. For example, psychoanalytic dream interpreta-
tion has been likened to both archaeology and detective work.49

Detectives have been compared to literary critics, historians, riddle solvers,
gossipers, and scientific researchers, as well as to archaeologists, kings,
and gods.50 For his part, the flâneur has not only been linked to detectives
but to archaeologists, hunters, and kings. And gossipers, as well as
researchers in general, have been called epistemophiliacs,51 because they
all have inquiring minds that want to know.
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society that research heroes like Gilgamesh and Odysseus “discover” at the end of
their worlds and from which they take back valuable knowledge. However, Bacon
has set things up in such a way that this return with a “boon” of knowledge is
impossible. Those who stumble upon the island almost always remain there, and
the very few who have returned to their ordinary world are not believed when they
recount their experiences. Bensalem actually reverses the heroic journey, by peri-
odically sending out its own secret agents to acquire knowledge from the larger
world (146; cf. Plato, Laws 951b–952d). In a sense, the “Merchants of Light” (Bacon
1857, 164) who conduct this unseen surveillance are the equivalent of King’s Eyes
and Ears. However, their mission involves industrial espionage as much as it does
political spying.

49 E.g., by Freud (see Gay 1989, 170–73; and Spence 1987, 113–19); also see 
D. Porter 1981, 239–44.

50 See D. Porter 1981, 226; Winks 1968, xiii–xxiv; Cawelti 1976, 88–89; Lasine
1987; Daniel 1967.

51 The flâneur-detective and flâneur-hunter analogies were first developed by
Walter Benjamin; see Shields 1994; Ferguson 1994, 31; Frisby 1994, 95. On the
flâneur as king, see Tester 1994, 4 (the flâneur/poet is the “self-proclaimed and self-
believing monarch of the crowd”). On the gossiper as scientific researcher, see Ayim
1994, 86–89; Mellenkamp 1992, 156, 169. On affinities between the literary critic and
the gossiper, see Ayim 1994, 90. On the knower in general as a hunter, see Ginzburg
1989, 102 and compare Sartre’s “Actaeon complex” (“the scientist is the hunter who
surprises a white nudity and who violates by looking at it”; 1943, 624).



Admittedly, not all scholars are in favor of an interdisciplinary (or even
an eclectic) approach to complex problems. Some contend that truly inter-
disciplinary research is difficult, if not impossible, while others think we
should “de-discipline” ourselves altogether.52 And while there appear to be
many methods to choose from, and many ways of combining methods, the
fact remains that we usually end up employing the paradigms and meth-
ods that we’re accustomed to use, perpetuating the biases of our academic
fathers and mothers as we proceed. Even when we experiment with
methodologies and jargons that are new to us, they soon accommodate
themselves to patterns of thought that may date back in our personal his-
tories as far as the crib, tebâ, or exposure on the cold earth. In that sense,
it seems inevitable that I will assimilate the biblical narratives to the reg-
nant patterns of my thought, training, and experience,53 no matter how
much I might rummage around in my own bricoleur’s tool kit.54
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52 Among the most prolific advocates of interdisciplinarity is Klein (1976). Among
those who believe interdisciplinary research to be difficult or impossible are Fish
(1994, 23–27, 231–42) and R. B. Schwartz (1988). The remark about “de-disciplining”
ourselves was made by Foucault; see Goldstein 1994, 3. On the necessity of (and
the problems inherent in) interdisciplinary work, see, among many others, Perloff
1995, 175–80. For two perspectives on the concept of academic “disciplines,” see
Perloff (1995, 176–77) and Goldstein (1984, 175–79).

53 As well as the countertransference feelings that I (like everyone else) experi-
ence as a reader; see ch. 10 below.

54 Recently, the terms “bricolage” and “bricoleur” have been appearing in a wide
variety of books in literary theory, anthropology, and sociology, particularly in those
devoted to cultural studies. The words have now been applied to a number of dis-
parate phenomena (the bricoleur’s workshop is even depicted in a witty painting by
Mark Tansey [Freeman, Robbe-Grillet, and Tansey 1993, 27]). Here is part of Lévi-
Strauss’s own characterization of the bricoleur: “the bricoleur is . . . someone who
works with his hands and uses circuitous means [des moyens détournés] compared
to those of a craftsman. . . . The bricoleur is adept at performing a large number of
diverse tasks; but, unlike the engineer, he does not subordinate each of them to the
availability of raw materials and tools conceived and procured for the purpose of
the project. His universe of instruments is closed and the rules of his game are
always to make do with ‘whatever is at hand’ [les ‘moyens du bord’], that is to say
with a set of tools and materials which is . . .  heterogeneous because what it con-
tains bears no relation to the current project, or indeed to any particular
project. . . .Without ever finishing his project, the bricoleur always puts something of
himself into it” (1966, 17, 21; translation slightly modified). In a footnote, the trans-
lator says that while the word “has no precise equivalent in English,” he is a “Jack
of all trades” or “professional do-it-yourself man,” with a “different standing from . . .
the English . . .  handyman.” However, on the English-language version of the web-
site for the French-owned chain of 340 “Mr. Bricolage” stores, bricoleur is rendered
“handyman,” and who would know better than Mr. Bricolage himself?



People who identify more with Little Hans than with His Majesty the
Baby, and with Lucretius’s shipwreck victim more than with Jonah, tend to
become the kind of researcher who specializes in asking pesky questions
such as “what is knowledge?” They do so only because they have to. More
like Kafka’s Hungerkünstler than Plato’s Socrates, they fast only because
they can’t keep any food down. Some genetic defect seems to prevent
them from swallowing whole many of the most popular academic assump-
tions, paradigms, and jargons of their time. Unable to emulate a
scroll-eating prophet, they end up putting together their own method-
ological mélange, bricoleur-style, using the available academic tools and
data that suit their immediate purpose and the problem at hand, leaving it
to others to unmask the illusions implied by their idiosyncratic practices.
At times, that will be my method here.55

Most of the chapters that follow deal in depth with a narrative about
a biblical king, the divine “king” Yahweh, or quasi-royal figures such as Job
and (according to some) Adam. Other sections take a broader approach,
offering comparative studies of kings from the ancient Near East, Greece,
and modern Europe. The style, presentation, and methodology vary from
chapter to chapter, the style ranging from the soberly academic to more
unusual styles designed to “defamiliarize” the texts, that is, to interrupt
habitual ways of perceiving the narratives in order to promote the forma-
tion of new perspectives.56 Throughout, we will often encounter our six
royal traits (if not others) and learn how they express themselves in the
specifically biblical context. My title, Knowing Kings, plays on several of
the senses in which royal knowledge will be investigated. These include
“knowing kings,” that is, kings who are “knowing,” or knowers. It also
alludes to the need to consider monarchical knowers “in the biblical
sense,” that is, as they are described in the textual world of the Hebrew
Bible, as opposed to nonbiblical portrayals of royal knowers. Finally, it
points to the issue of biblical kings who “know in the biblical sense,” that
is, the role played by their intercourse with women in their acquisition of,
and loss of, knowledge and power.

The textual analyses begin in chapter 2 with a study of Saul, the most
vulnerable and exposed of biblical kings. The relationship between loyalty
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55 This does not mean that I consider my combination of methods and
approaches to be arbitrarily chosen or ineffective. Quite the contrary, as one would
expect. Nor would I agree with Nietzsche that the “essence” of interpreting always
involves all of the following: “doing violence, pressing into orderly form, abridg-
ing, omitting, padding, fabricating, [and] falsifying” (Genealogy, 3 §24; Nietzsche,
1998, 109).

56 On the Russian Formalist concept of defamiliarization (or “making strange”),
see, e.g., Ehrlich 1981, 176, 180.



and royal information management is traced through 1 Sam 18–23, with
special emphasis on the roles played by Doeg the Edomite and David in
the fate of the priests at Nob. In this chapter, I directly address the four
main characters in this biblical drama in the second person. Chapter 3
widens the scope to make a detailed comparative analysis of royal infor-
mation management and the threat of gossip throughout the ancient Near
East and Greece. The chapter concludes with a nonbiblical “case study” of
Sophocles’ Oedipus, a king who is ultimately no more successful as an
information manager than was King Saul. In chapter 4, I trace the aspects
of the power-knowledge relationship in biblical narratives about kings.
The chapter begins by relating a bizarre dream populated by a number of
biblical kings. The dream serves to defamiliarize these monarchs, prior to
examining royal “bedroom behavior” in the Bible (e.g., the bedroom assas-
sination of Ishbosheth and the bugged bedroom of the king of Aram in 
2 Kgs 6) and suggesting a typology of knowing (and unknowing) biblical
kings. The chapter then proceeds to trace the themes of knowledge and
information management in the stories of David (2 Sam 15–16), Ahab (in
1 Kgs 18), and Zedekiah (in Jer 37–38).

In chapter 5, I begin with a discussion of the history of the terms pri-
vate and public and then engage in a comparative study of the ways in
which ancient and modern kings have manipulated the private-public dis-
tinction in order to maintain power and avoid the dangers of unlicensed
speech and gossip. With that background, I turn to the court and bedroom
intrigues reported in the Court History of David (2 Sam 3; 11–12; and 1 Kgs
1). I then consider what this analysis implies about the historical value of
the so-called Succession Narrative. Chapters 6 and 7 concentrate on
Solomon. In chapter 6, I investigate the role played by royal “invisibility”
and simulation in monarchical power, comparing the Solomon of Kings
and Chronicles to figures as diverse as Herodotus’s Deiokes, the Wizard of
Oz, and the mysterious Klamm in Kafka’s Das Schloss. Chapter 7 explores
the presentation of Solomon as the “king of desire” in 1 Kgs 3–11, with
special attention to the role of “intertextual indeterminacy” and the por-
trayals of royal wealth and desire in the surrounding cultures. The issue of
divine testing is then raised for the first time, in relation to God granting
Solomon the wealth and prestige that he apparently did not desire. This
section broadens into an intertextual analysis, when I compare Solomon’s
situation to that of the wealthy Hezekiah in 2 Chr 32, when he is aban-
doned and tested by Yahweh.

The last four chapters leave the kings of Israel and Judah in order to
examine the royal traits exhibited by Yahweh in the garden of Eden, the
book of Job, and other biblical texts. These chapters also continue to
address Yahweh’s manner of testing his favorite humans and his “parent-
ing style.” Chapter 8 analyzes the performance of Yahweh and Adam as
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information managers in relation to Eve and the role of the serpent as
courtier and informer. The fact that Eve is castigated as a gossiper and
made into a scapegoat in postbiblical tradition is taken very seriously,
although the style of the chapter is anything but somber. Chapters 9 and
10 both deal with Yahweh’s roles in the book of Job. Chapter 9 focuses on
the frame narrative. It begins with a discussion of the royal “unaccount-
ability” formula (“who can say to him, ‘What are you doing?’”). I then turn
to the issues of Yahweh’s accountability for his treatment of Job in the pro-
logue and his double role as victimizer and protector of victims. Special
attention is given to Yahweh’s claim that he had been “incited” by his
divine agent and prosecutor, haÎÎa†an, to move against his human courtier
Job “for nothing” (Job 2:3). I conclude the chapter by discussing the rela-
tionship between Job’s initial “patient” response to the divine testing and
his subsequent “impatient” attitude.

The next chapter goes beyond chapter 1 in offering an extended treat-
ment of narcissism in its various senses, all in relation to the behavior and
traits of kings and royal parents. It does so by presenting the transcript of
a biblical scholar’s session with his psychotherapist. This device allows me
to make a concise summary of the book’s main themes, while defamiliar-
izing them at the same time. It also collapses the distance between the
scholarly pose of detached investigator and my personal response as a
reader of disturbing biblical texts. Both literary theorists and psycho-
analysts have compared the interaction between therapist and patient to
that which occurs when a reader is in the process of reading a text. In the
first part of this chapter, I explore this analogy and show its importance for
expressing the ways in which readers must (or at least should) come to
grips with the ethical and personal issues that arise when they confront
troubling biblical texts. The patient’s account of his session begins with his
report of a dream. He then uses the confidentiality of the therapeutic set-
ting to share his view that the Yahweh of the Joban dialogues is not only
a king but a narcissistic (if not abusive) father to Job. He also points to
many other passages that display Yahweh’s parenting techniques, both
with individual creatures and with his “special” son Israel. By the end of
the session, the patient has provided us with a number of provocative
interpretations that are evaluated in the final chapter.

Chapter 11 takes up the challenge presented by the biblicist-patient by
engaging in a multifaceted investigation of Yahweh as king and parent. In
addition to asking whether the patient’s characterization of Yahweh actu-
ally holds up under scrutiny, I view God’s alleged abusiveness toward his
human children from the perspective of the rapidly growing literature on
current-day child abuse. This section of the chapter also considers the
views of theologians such as Blumenthal, Chastain, and Brueggemann,
who have already described Yahweh as either abusive or capricious. The
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next section looks at passages in which Yahweh is said to love or hate his
human children and takes into account psychological studies of parental
ambivalence, narcissism and emotional “splitting.” I then turn to a New
Testament example of parenting, in order to add another dimension to the
analysis; this is the famous parable of the “prodigal son.” The next sections
take nonbiblical texts that were discussed at the beginning of the book and
discuss them in this very different context, in order to shed added light on
the biblical passages. The following section analyzes Third Isaiah’s picture
of Yahweh as father, king, and blood-splattered warrior, by contrasting
Yahweh with two other divine (or semidivine) warriors, Ramesses II and
Homer’s Achilleus. Like Yahweh, they boast, in seemingly narcissistic fash-
ion, of having won a victory all by themselves, with no one helping. The
last sections of this final chapter make some tentative suggestions on an
even thornier issue: whether monotheism itself is the most dramatic exam-
ple of divine royal narcissism.



2
IN DEFENSE OF DOEG: LOYALTY AND INFORMA-

TION MANAGEMENT IN THE STORY OF SAUL

Secrecy lies at the very core of power. The act of lying in wait for prey is
essentially secret. Hiding, . . .  the lurking creature disappears entirely. . . .
[The despot of history] lies in wait . . . the ruler is always currently informed.
—Canetti, Crowds and Power (1981, 290, 292)

You do not love me. . . . you have not told it to me.
—Judges 14:16

I will speak about you to my father; if I see anything I will tell you. . . .  My
father does nothing either great or small without opening my ear about
it. . . .  If I should at all know that it was decided by my father that evil
should come upon you, would I not tell it to you?
—1 Samuel 19:3; 20:2, 9

The slave [dou'lo"] does not know what the master is doing; but I have
called you intimate friends [fivlou"],1 because I have made known to you
everything that I heard from the father.
—John 15:15

THE PLOT

David comes to Nob and obtains holy bread, Goliath’s sword, and any
information that might have been forthcoming if and when Ahimelech
inquired of God on David’s behalf (1 Sam 21:2–10; 22:15). Among those
present at Nob that day “restrained before Yahweh” is Doeg the Edomite,
chief of Saul’s herdsmen and apparently a courtier of special status (21:8;
22:9). Later, Saul accuses his courtiers of conspiracy because they had
failed to “open his ear” concerning his son going in league with the son of

1 In the LXX of Exod 33:11, Yahweh speaks to Moses face to face, as a man does
speaks to his fivlon. On this verse, and the term philos (intimate friend or affec-
tionate relative) in classical Greek, see further in ch. 11, below. According to
O’Day, given the way in which the word is used in the Fourth Gospel, “when Jesus
speaks of friends here, he is really saying ‘those who are loved’” (1995, 9:758).



Jesse or open his ear about his son establishing his servant against him to
lie in wait as an ambusher (bral) as at that day (22:8). Doeg then informs
the king that he had seen David coming to Ahimelech in Nob and that
Ahimelech had inquired of Yahweh for him, given him provisions, and
given him Goliath’s sword (22:9–10). After questioning Ahimelech, Saul
orders his runners to slay the priests because their hand was with the rebel
David and because they knew that he fled and did not open the king’s ear
about it (22:17). After his servants refuse to follow Saul’s command, the
king orders Doeg to fall upon the priests. Doeg then slays eighty-five
priests. In addition, he slays the citizens of Nob in the manner of the
˙erem: men, women, children and infants, oxen, asses, and sheep
(22:18–19). Abiathar, one of Ahimelech’s sons, escapes and informs David
about the priests being killed. David replies that the deaths are his respon-
sibility because he had known that Doeg would surely inform Saul (22:22).

SCENE I

You can’t trust your own son; you can’t trust those around you, even
your supposedly loyal courtiers. You’re supposed to be in the center of
things, in the know, inside the Beltway, surrounded by a loving people
who all train their desiring eyes on you (see 9:20). You’re supposed to do
whatever your hand will find (10:7). God’s spirit is supposed to empower
and inspire you.

But instead you feel alone and abandoned; those you need to trust still
surround you, standing while you sit, but they have ceased sharing infor-
mation with you, or, at least, they’ve managed and manipulated the
information they do offer you. They’re supposed to report everything to
you, accurately, but instead their disinformation disses you, and their
silence strips you of security.

You can’t trust your son—or your daughter. Your God won’t return
your calls (“hi, I’m not in right now, well, actually, David’s on the other
line; we must do lunch—don’t call me, I’ll call you”). And to top it off, it’s
your son-in-law whom your people love most—that is, your son-in-law/
military commander/music therapist. You are he who was asked for, but
you didn’t know what you were asking for when you accepted the job
from that edgy prophet.

You’re a victim of information disloyalty. You’re out of the loop. In
fact, the loop has become a noose, but not the Greek noos. In fact, being
out of the loop helped you lose your noos—you’re out of your mind. For
a king, ignorance is not bliss. You get no fresh information, not even gos-
sip, while David has cable and that ephod as a supermodem. David has
Netscape and he escapes; you, on the other hand, have no TV, just a scary
cable guy named Samuel, who made one house call at your request, but
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not at your house and not while he was alive—and he did not say what
you wanted to hear.

If you’d been interviewed the way that Pharaoh interviewed old Jacob,
you’d probably be asked, “What was the worst moment in your difficult,
spirit-driven, life?” You’d answer, “That’s easy. It’s when I realized that I
wasn’t the hunter of my enemy but the prey of my trusted servants. There’s
no feeling of abandonment and despair to match that moment. Every bite
of betrayed trust violates you and makes you vulnerable to a hostile world
that surrounds you.”

You felt like a Twelfth Dynasty pharaoh who’s afraid to fall asleep at
night. You were probably even afraid to go to the bathroom, lest you suf-
fer the scatological fate of a fat Moabite king (Judg 3:20–22)—it’s bad
enough getting your skirt shortened when you’re on the can in a cave 
(1 Sam 24:4–5). You felt like that Hittite king, Arnuwandas III, who imag-
ined himself abandoned and alone with not a single palace official left, and
his chamber-valet fleeing from the chamber (Liverani 1990, 191). You felt
like that Aramean king in 2 Kgs 6, who suddenly suspects his courtiers of
leaking his secret information to the enemy and not informing him of the
leakage—making him feel, for the moment, alone and betrayed.

You’re reconciled to fighting the Philistines one last time tomorrow,
and you probably can’t sleep. Ahaswerot used the chronicles detailing the
events of his reign as a soporific (Esth 6:1–2). With your luck, you’d get
the new revised version written by people with strange non-Israelite names
like Polzin, Miscall, Exum, McCarter, Reis, Brueggemann, Gunn, Edelman,
and Jobling. You’d read that at Nob you were “paranoid,” “deluded,” and
“demented” (McCarter 1980, 364–65), “see-sawing between paranoid rage
and maudlin self-pity” (Reis 1994, 69), “ranting and raving” against your
servants like Captain Queeg and going “berserk” like the United States in
Vietnam when you ordered the slaying of the priests (Brueggemann 1990,
158, 160). At the very least, you’d read that your accusations against your
servants were “clearly somewhat wild” and your judgment against
Ahimelech “reckless” (Gunn 1984, 87). Or that Doeg merely embodied
your “obvious royal blunders” (Edelman 1991, 166). And, to top it off, you
engaged in “epistemological rebellion”; you weren’t kept in the dark—you
simply refused to know your dynasty was rejected (Jobling 1986, 28).

So much for sleep and sweet dreams! You’d wish you had a chance to
set the record straight, to explain to these strangers what loyalty, sharing
information, and withholding information meant in your world. You’d lead
them back to the past through Louis XIV’s description of the king’s function
that I discussed in chapter 1. You’d rattle off a catalogue of ancient kings—
and their advisors—who saw such panoptic knowledge as a basic
requirement for rule and who claimed to have achieved it. You’d list other
monarchs who acknowledged that they could extend their powers of 
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perception only by extending their bodies to include their agents, as in the
saying, “the king has many ears and many eyes.” You’d cite the Neo-Assyrian
kings who made every citizen a king’s eye and ear by making them take an
oath obligating them to open the king’s ear about all that they saw and
heard. Basically, you’d have them read chapter 3 of this book. Finally, you’d
tell these modern scholars to review their own lives, to think about what it
was like when they felt alone and abandoned, out of the loop, betrayed, and
kept ignorant, like the proverbial husband who’s always the last to know.

Everybody but you and Ahimelech knew everything. David fled to
Adullam. That was no secret from David’s family, or to the four hundred
distressed, discontented, and indebted Michigan Militia men who gathered
around their new commander (1 Sam 22:2). It was only after David heeded
Gad and went to Judah proper that you, the king, with all your servants
around you, finally “heard” that David and the men with him were dis-
covered ([dwn). You responded to this belated (and vague) intelligence
report with outrage and hurt. You weren’t outraged because information
concerning David’s whereabouts had been withheld from you—that would
be one of your major grievances against the priests later (22:17). What con-
cerned you here was the failure of your servants to inform you about
David’s pact with Jonathan: “no one uncovered my ear when my son went
in league with the son of Jesse, and no one felt compassion [or pain] for
me, or uncovered my ear that my son established (µyqh) my servant
against me to lie in wait as an ambusher as at this day” (22:8; see Edelman
1991, 174).2

That accusation spoke volumes. Powerful kings commission agents to
keep an eye on their subjects and their vassals, while the kings themselves
remain invisible and inviolable—the kings certainly aren’t supposed to be
the ones “lurked upon” or ambushed! As Canetti observed, “secrecy lies at
the very core of power. . . . Hiding, . . . the lurking creature disappears
entirely. . . . [The despot of history] lies in wait . . . the ruler is always cur-
rently informed” (1981, 290, 292). You, the hunted king, felt yourself
surrounded by disloyal servants—the very people who should have been
your eyes and ears. You felt that your servants had even severed their emo-
tional bonds with you, so that they didn’t have the compassion to feel your
pain. This is in stark contrast to the loyal Ziphites later, who twice reported
David’s location to you, something you took as a sign of their compassion
(23:21; 26:1). Your own courtiers didn’t even measure up to the servants
of Achish, who had earlier informed their ruler of David’s identity (21:12).
They even told Achish about that damned song, the one praising David for
killing ten thousands in contrast to your thousands, a song that you
seemed unable to keep off the airwaves (21:12; cf. 18:7; 29:5).

42 Knowing Kings

2 On bra, see Samson in Judg 16:9, 12, and cf. Josh 8:4 and Judg 20:33, 36–38.



Your feeling that David was the one lying in wait as an ambusher was
actually something of a premonition. The fears you expressed in 22:8 were
realized in chapters 24 and 26. In both chapters David accused you of lying
in wait and hunting him down, as though he were a dead dog, flea, or par-
tridge (24:12, 15; 26:20). Yet it was he who was in the position of the
invisible lurker watching you at your most vulnerable, defecating and
sleeping. When you covered your feet you did so in the presence of a man
more tricky than Ehud. You slept like the royal victims Amenemhet I and
Xerxes II, except that this tardemâ was from Yahweh, so no one saw it, or
knew it, or awoke when David snatched your spear and water jar (26:12).
But David saw, David knew, David was awake. Here David was the one
who sent out spies to obtain accurate information about your whereabouts.
And in both these incidents one or more of David’s men did want to
ambush you (24:5, 8; 26:8). (At the same time, your vehement indictment
of your courtiers did have one positive effect for you: you seemed to be
somewhat better informed after your outburst.3)

Did Doeg’s report really cause you to go berserk? Hardly. You sum-
moned all the other priests in Nob, and you interrogated Ahimelech
before pronouncing judgment (22:11–18)—very much like the procedure
outlined in Deut 13:13–16. And just as you didn’t make your judgment on
the basis of one uncorroborated report, so in Deut 13:13–15 hearsay con-
cerning disloyalty to Yahweh must be corroborated by questioning
before punishment begins. The procedures outlined in loyalty oaths are
also quite similar, although the oaths don’t always require procedures for
investigating the truth of allegations.4 In some oaths, both those
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3 In addition to Doeg’s report, several other pieces of information are “reported
[dgyw] to Saul,” beginning with the fact that David went to Keilah with Abiathar and
the ephod (23:7; cf. 23:13; 24:2; 27:4).

4 While there exist no Israelite loyalty oaths of this type, scholars like Frankena
and Weinfeld assume that they must have been in force, either because of the num-
ber of ancient Near Eastern oaths (Weinfeld 1972, 89–90) or because their existence
would explain the wrath of Saul towards his courtiers in 1 Sam 22 (Frankena 1965,
143; cf. Weinfeld 1972, 99 n. 4). Frankena (1965, 143) notes that if Saul’s officials
did swear an oath of loyalty to their king, then it is their “negligence [that] caused
the death of the priests of Nob and their families who had helped David during his
flight.” If so, the deaths cannot be blamed on a treacherous Doeg or a berserk Saul.
The same conclusion can be drawn from Greenfield’s citation of 1 Sam 22:19 in
relation to Deut 13:13–16, a passage that describes the punishment of an Israelite
city that had become disloyal to Yahweh. Apropos of Deut 13:16, Greenfield (1965,
5) notes that “an excellent example of a rebellious city which was treated this way
was the priestly city of Nob.” It is hardly surprising that scholars who cite ancient
Near Eastern parallels and Deut 13 comprise most of the few who refrain from con-
demning Doeg and Saul in 1 Sam 22, because, from this perspective, Doeg appears



denounced as disloyal and those who fail to report what they have seen
or heard are to be brought to the king for questioning. And, like
Ahimelech, diviners are obligated to inform the king or risk punishment
(Parpola 1972, 31–32; see ch. 3, below).

SCENE II

You’re there that day, restrained before Yahweh. Are you standing
there, just minding your own business? You notice David talking to the
priest Ahimelech. Are you even close enough to hear what they’re saying
or to see that Ahimelech is trembling? You go back later to the king and
don’t mention what you saw. Why? Didn’t you think it was worth report-
ing? Did you forget? Were you being disloyal to your king? Didn’t you
realize that David was now the king’s enemy and that the best way to engi-
neer a coup is to control the country’s communications systems? Suddenly
you hear your king declare his desperate anger at being kept ignorant by
his courtiers. You respond by telling him about David speaking with
Ahimelech. Did you mention it then because you were sorry for Saul? Did
his impotent outrage remind you of your duty to fully and loyally inform
your sovereign?

Lots of questions, no possibility of definite answers. One can’t make
a judgment without adequate data. Or can one? Let’s say you had the
same unpleasant opportunity as Saul—the opportunity to hear how
future commentators would judge your fifteen minutes of fame. You’d
learn that you’re an informer, a denouncer, a sycophant. And to top it
all off, you’re an E-DO-MIIITE. . . . Nobody likes an informer, a snitch, a
stool pigeon, a fink, a diabolos,5 a Îa†an, a whistle-blower. And you
weren’t just standing there in Nob, you were lurking and skulking.
Those scholars with the strange names, and others called Alter and
Heller, declare that you’re a “skulking Edomite” who was “lurking in the
temple” (McCarter 1980, 349, 365) or “lurking in the vicinity” (Edelman
1991, 166). You’re an “eavesdropper” who was “lurking so that you
could witness the exchange between David and Ahimelech without, per-
haps, being noticed by them” (R. Alter 1981, 70). Even David himself
describes you as “skulking about”—in a modern novel, anyway (Heller
1985, 182). In other words, you’re kin to the wicked “skulkers” 
and “lurkers” of Ps 10. Psalm 52 actually begins by referring to you, 
not as a lurker, but as an informer. In so doing, it makes you into the
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in this book.

5 Cf. Josephus, Ant. 6.12.7 §267 on Doeg’s report to Saul.



prototypical treacherous defamer with a tongue like a sharp razor and a
relative of the destructive slanderers in Psalms who have tongues like
sharp swords (Ps 57:5; 64:4) or swords in their lips (Ps 59:8).6

Modern scholars echo these assessments. You are “treacherous” (Gunn
1984, 87)—or, “a treacherous piece of work” (Bartlett 1995, 18); you’re
“sinister” (McCarter 1980, 347), “ignoble” (Brueggemann 1990, 154), a
“ruthless henchman” (Pyper 1996, 175), an “unscrupulous foreigner” 
(U. Simon 1990, 17), a “dubious adventurer” (Axskjöld 1998, 54). You are
either “exceedingly eager” to inform and “excessively eager” to slay the
priests (Brueggemann 1990, 159–60), or slow to reveal what you saw at
Nob, either because you saw nothing amiss with David being at Nob
(Miscall 1986, 135) or because your ad hoc report is intended to “cleverly
deflect” the king’s anger from his servants (Gunn 1984, 87) or “to advance
yourself by this ill-advised intervention” (Brueggemann 1990, 159). And,
leaving all that aside, your “Edomite associations make you an untrust-
worthy entity” (Edelman 1991, 166, 175; cf. Hertzberg 1964, 181).7

6 These treacherous ones ask “for who does hear?” (59:8) and “who would see
them?” (64:6), implying that they can get away with their slander because they act
in secret, invisibly. It is because God is himself hiding, and therefore not watching,
that they can watch and act in hiding: “He [God] hides his face; he will never see
it” (Ps 10:11). According to Psalm 10, these evildoers sit in ambush in lurking places
(bramb), stealthily watching or lurking (wnpxy) for vulnerable victims, lying in wait
lurking (bray; cf. 1 Sam 22:8, 13) in secret (Ps 10:8–9). Because the superscriptions
to Pss 35, 52, 57, 59, and 64 relate their contents to David, and especially to events
related in 1 Sam 19, 22, and 24, Renaissance commentators read them as composed
by “David the slandered courtier,” who was cruelly wronged by Saul’s “followers,
flatterers, and yes-men,” including the “insidious murderer” Doeg (Prescott 1991,
167–72). In addition, Ps 52 says that Doeg “came to” Saul especially to inform on
David, although this is not stated in 1 Sam 21–22.

7 Hertzberg: “the brief mention of the Edomite at this point would certainly have
made the listener prick up his ears and think, ‘This means no good’.” This view
overlooks the declarations of Edomite brotherhood in Deut 2 and 23 and reads
Genesis in the conventional way, judging Esau/Edom negatively in order to salvage
a saintly Jacob out of all that fraternal treachery. Moreover, I do not agree that
Hadad the Edomite is a “bad guy” character in 1 Kgs 11:14–22 (Edelman 1995) or
that he is even negatively portrayed. The analogies with the Moses and Joseph sto-
ries (and even the Jeroboam parallels) suggest a positive evaluation. Only if one
assumes that David’s and Joab’s massacre is not heinous because David is David,
and that the narrator assumes that it is acceptable to exterminate Edomites–only
then would the parallels be antithetical.

Ironically, Doeg (LXX Doek) is not an Edomite in all versions. In LXX B, OL, and
Josephus (Ant. 6.12.1 §244) he is an Aramean/Syrian (i.e., switching a dalet with
a resh).
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Scholars also find treachery in what you reported and how you
reported it. Thus, you offered just enough information to make a damning
case, omitting Ahimelech’s cautious enquiries about the propriety of
David’s request (Gunn 1984, 87). Yes, I agree—you would have had to be
close to Ahimelech in order to be an ear-witness to his inquiries. But
there’s no textual evidence that you were. To learn about the three actions
you informed Saul about, you only needed to be an eye-witness at a
greater distance. It doesn’t even say that you were close enough to see that
Ahimelech was trembling when he first approached David (1 Sam 21:2).

Nevertheless, Edelman agrees with Gunn that you intended to build
“as damaging a case against Ahimelech as possible” (1991, 175), although
her reasons differ. She (and Gunn) seem to assume that for the ancient
audience and the narrator “the only truly questionable legal infraction”
potentially committed by Ahimelech is “his bending of the cultic rules by
giving David consecrated bread to eat,” a charge that you then “converted
. . . into what you felt would be an even more incriminating charge for the
king” (1991, 175–76). Edelman thinks that the reason that Ahimelech
focuses exclusively on the charge that he inquired of God for David is
because it’s the “least damning” (178), not the most.

Given such universal condemnation, it might seem pointless to
launch a defense for you. But how can one do otherwise? In 1 Sam 21–22
you demonstrated your loyalty by informing Saul, whether as an official
informer or simply as one of the king’s subjects. By the time David came
to Nob he has become a major threat to Saul’s kingship. David had made
a covenant with the king’s son that Saul rightly interpreted as signifying
the end of his dynasty, for it would result in David replacing Saul’s cho-
sen successor Jonathan as the next king (1 Sam 18:3–4; 20:13–17, 30–31;
cf. 23:17–18). Saul urgently needed to be informed about all this by his
loyal servants.

Someone might object, “All that just means that he’s a loyal lurker!” But
were you lurking? The narrator reports that you were present because of
sacral constraints that remain unexplained. That is all we know—there’s lit-
tle point in following those who suggest that your presence may have been
connected with an act of penance (Hertzberg 1964, 181) or a bodily dis-
charge (Reis 1994, 61). Only those already biased against you could
conclude that your mere presence constituted “lurking.” And even if it
could be shown that you were lurking, that wouldn’t necessarily have neg-
ative implications, from a monarch’s point of view. As Canetti suggests in
the epigraph, lurking secret agents give a ruler the power that comes from
being “always currently informed.” From the point of view of those being
spied upon, of course, such surveillance could easily conjure up the neg-
ative associations surrounding terms like “lurking” and “skulking.” In fact,
Oppenheim suggests that Mesopotamian descriptions of “the lurking of
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demons,” especially the crouching “ever-lurking rabißu,” represent the
“‘demonization’ of the informer, secret agent, spy or overseer of the king”
generated by the “traumatic effect of the secret surveillance of the individ-
ual” (1968, 176–77, 179–80). Of course, traumatizing the people in this
fashion is one way monarchs discipline and control their fearful subjects
even when the kings are physically absent.

From this perspective, your report about the priest inquiring of
Yahweh on David’s behalf was hardly your least damning charge, as schol-
ars have claimed. It was by far the most “damning” charge. Gunn (1984,
88) notes that the ephod Abiathar brings to David after the slayings at Nob
gives David “the possibility of direct access to information belonging to the
divine world of foreknowledge.” The ephod is therefore a source for the
kind of information kings require, a source far superior to that of any sin-
gle King’s Eye. This itself explains why you, the king’s loyal servant, began
with this charge and why both Saul and Ahimelech focused on this issue.

SCENE III

You’re standing there, waiting for the king to find someone to execute
you. You were trembling when you came to meet David—what are you
feeling now? You told Saul that you provided David with information from
Yahweh, but nobody seems to have informed you about what was really
going on at court. You knew David’s official titles and his legal relation to
the royal family, and maybe you knew that ten-thousand-dead song. But
you didn’t know anything else, including the fact that the king’s son-in-law
was now an enemy of the state. Didn’t any rumors, celebrity gossip, or
tabloids reach you? In your trusting ignorance, little did you know that you
were playing blind old Isaac to David’s Jacob.

From Saul’s perspective, you were doubly a traitor: you didn’t share
information concerning David’s whereabouts with the king, at the same
time that you did share information from God with the king’s enemy
David. You only dug your grave deeper with your three-part defense. You
began by asking who among Saul’s servants was as trustworthy as David,
the king’s son-in-law and honored captain of the bodyguard (22:14).
Earlier, Jonathan had praised David for his loyalty and service to Saul and
Israel, and it worked (19:4–5). But things had changed since then. Think
about it. What do being the king’s son-in-law, captain of the bodyguard,
and honored in the king’s house have in common? They are all situations
that demand extra loyalty to the king, because they are all positions that
give a disloyal subject the opportunity, the inside knowledge, and the
power to oppose—if not assassinate and replace—the king.

Your second defense (“have I today begun to inquire for him?” [22:15])
only compounded the problem. Your final defense (“thy servant knows
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nothing of all this, small or great” [22:15]) is all too true. By deceiving you,
David gave you what John Poindexter called “absolute deniability” (see ch.
3, below). In your case, however, deniability was a death warrant. Saul 
justified his capital verdict in two ways. The charge that the priests did not
uncover his ear about David’s flight (22:17) is true—but only because
David had led you to assume that his arrival and departure were for Saul,
not from Saul. Saul’s other charge, that the priests had allied themselves
with David (22:17), is also true—but only because David led you to assume
that allying yourselves with his mission meant demonstrating your alle-
giance to Saul, not breaking it.8

SCENE IV

You saw the priest come trembling toward you, and all at once you
knew how to get what you wanted. But you aren’t about to tell a bunch
of biblical scholars what you were really thinking and planning. Those
scholars have spent years labeling you impenetrable, inscrutable, and elu-
sive—you’re not going to spoil their fun now. They’ll have to remain as
clueless as Ahimelech; you’re holding on to your secrets.

You’re the fox who knows many things and the hedgehog who knows
one big one. Here the biggest thing to know is that one can tell who is
loyal to whom—who trusts whom—and who loves whom—by noting who
shares information with whom. Samson’s wife told her bridegroom: “You
don’t love me. . . . you haven’t told it to me” (Judg 14:16). Jonathan did love
you, and he did tell you everything. Right after your Goliath performance,
Jonathan demonstrated his love by making that covenant with you, and by
stripping off his robe, clothing, sword, bow, and girdle and giving them to
you (1 Sam 18:1, 3–4). But he also showed his loyalty and “delight in”
(19:1) you by telling you of his father’s intention to kill you. He told you
to go to a secret place and promised to keep you informed. No wonder
Saul accused Jonathan of establishing you against him as an ambusher! Of
course, to be effective, Jonathan also had to withhold information from his
father the king—not that this was anything new for Jonathan, considering
his Rambo-like exploits against the Philistines earlier.

Admittedly, you had to educate Jonathan on the art of information
management. Initially—and incredibly—he assumed that it would be
easy to determine his father’s intentions, because Saul uncovered his ears
about everything he did—big or little—and had no reason [!] to hide this
(20:2)! You quickly wised him up, pointing out that it was precisely
because Saul knew how Jonathan felt about you (20:3) that he wouldn’t
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let his son know his intentions. Once you clued Jonathan in, you used
him to orchestrate a kind of “loyalty test” for Saul. You knew that kings
tend to keep potential rivals at court, where they’re subject to surveil-
lance and out of contact with their families and supporters. Their children
may even be educated with the king’s kids, to make sure they learn to
see things the king’s way (see ch. 3, below). In your case, Saul initially
let you go back to Jesse—in fact, he asked your father for permission to
keep you at court (16:19, 22). But on the same day that Jonathan’s soul
became knit with yours, Saul took you and would no longer let you go
home to your father’s house (wyba tyb; 18:2). Of course, Saul did send
you away as captain of a thousand, and he did chase you out of town
with assassination attempts. But you wanted to see how Saul would react
to your absence when your presence was expected at the king’s table
during the new moon meal. If Saul missed you, Jonathan was to tell the
king that you had returned home. Saul did not become angry when you
were absent the first night or even ask Jonathan why you weren’t there
(20:24–26). Only when he asked on the second day and Jonathan
answered as you directed did Saul become angry (20:27–29). What
angered him was not merely the disloyalty implied by your absence and
your visit with your family but that Jonathan’s information loyalty to you
constituted disloyalty to himself. Saul knew one big thing too, namely,
that this was a zero-sum game. He knew that your loyalty pact with
Jonathan would result in your succeeding to the throne and thereby end
his hopes for a dynasty.

Clearly, by the time you showed up in Nob, you knew all about infor-
mation management, loyalty, and power. When the trembling Ahimelech
first approached you, he asked you a straight question: “Why are you
alone, and no man [vya] with you?” (21:2). You didn’t give him a straight
answer: “The king has commanded me on a matter, and has said to me,
‘Let no vya know anything about the matter on which I have sent you’”
(21:3). Even your cover story was all about managing information. As a
secret agent of the king, you had to be someone who was intensely loyal
and close to Saul. By sharing this with the priest, you took him into your
confidence, thereby making him part of your fictional mission. Of course,
in reality you were conning him, taking him down the garden path.

Saul’s fictional order to “let no vya know” is ironic for several rea-
sons. While you were supposedly making Ahimelech an insider by letting
him know, you were also letting another vya know—Doeg, “an vya of
the servants of Saul.” Of course, you weren’t letting Ahimelech know
anything. In contrast, by letting Doeg know of your interaction with
Ahimelech, you were letting an vya who did do the king’s real business
know about your real business with Ahimelech, who had no idea what
this real business really was! The fact that you did nothing to prevent or
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counter this information leak is what led directly to the deaths at Nob, as
you (uncharacteristically) admitted in 22:22.

The extent of your guilt becomes most glaring when your actions are
viewed in terms of the relationship between loyalty and information. At the
same time, it is precisely because you were the best at managing the flow
of information and truth for your own purposes that it is you and not Saul,
Jonathan, or Ahimelech who is alive at the end of the book. And it is
because you were a master of “impression management” (Goffman 1959,
208–37) that readers of the narrative are generally no more aware of your
villainy than was Ahimelech, hailing you as the hero of the book as though
they were Ahimelech or Jonathan praising you to a sceptical Saul—unless,
of course, they recognize your guilt and still remain loyal and loving, echo-
ing loyal O. J. Simpson supporters by declaring, “GUILTY OR NOT WE
LOVE U9 DAVID!!”
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3
ROYAL POWER AND INFORMATION

MANAGEMENT IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST
AND GREECE: A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

The last chapter was a biblical “case study” of royal information man-
agement. It suggested how the participants in such an information system
might experience their various roles, from the masterful manager David
and loyal informer Doeg, to the unknowing dupes Saul and Ahimelech.
Nevertheless, that remains but one example. This chapter offers a com-
parative analysis of a variety of cases from different cultures and periods,
all of which illustrate both the knowing monarch’s dream of control and
the nightmare of royal ignorance. The cumulative effect of such diverse
evidence is to underscore the fact that information management is just as
crucial for historical kings as it is for the royal ego described by Plato,
Freud, and others (see ch. 1, above). To complete the picture, the chapter
concludes with a nonbiblical “case study” of Sophocles’ King Oedipus,
whose success as information manager (and whose scapegoat function)
parallels Saul’s.

“A BIRD IS A WORD”: MANAGING KNOWLEDGE IN MOTION

Even in your conscious thoughts [˚[dmb] do not curse the king, and do
not curse a rich man even in your bed chamber [˚bkvm yrdjbw], for the
birds of the sky will carry the voice, and a winged creature will report
the matter.
—Qoheleth 10:20

Their e[yes] and their ears are near your mouth. Watch yourself. . . . watch
your mouth and over what you h[eard] . . . harden (your) heart. For a bird
is a word and he who sends it forth is a person of no hea[rt].
—Aramaic Proverbs of Ahiqar, 6.3–4

as for the official in public view, the (very) winds and waters report all
that he does; so, behold, his deeds . . . cannot be unknown. . . . Behold, it
is the official’s place of refuge to act in conformance with the regulations.
—Rekhmire (ANET 213)



“The king has many ears and many eyes.” . . . people are everywhere
afraid to say anything to the discredit of the king, just as if he himself
were listening; or to do anything to harm him, just as if he were present.
—Xenophon, Cyropaedia 8.2.12 (1953, 337)

The appeal to bird and wind metaphors in these texts highlights the
key factor of speed in the transmission of information. In addition, birds
(and of course wind) are impossible to grasp and control (hence the
prominence of avians in Yahweh’s catalogue of creatures that evade
human control in Job 39). It’s not surprising, then, that in one postbiblical
tradition King Solomon not only has a royal bird’s-eye view of the world
but an actual hoopoe bird to act as the King’s Eye!1 Of course, gods don’t
need birds, wind, or King’s Ears to make them aware of intimate goings on
among humans. Thus, the prayer for the coronation of King Assurbanipal
warns listeners that “he who thinks disrespectful thoughts of the king, a
whirlwind will crush him” (35; Foster 1993, 714). Rather than being a
means of conveying information to the king about the seditious talk, in this
instance the wind is a punishment threatened by gods who already know
that their royal protégé is being verbally attacked.2

With or without avian or Aeolian aid, the all-too-human king must
know how to control fast-flying information. Information has been defined
as “knowledge in motion between persons” (Paine 1970, 186; cf. Paine
1967, 282–83) and “a transfer of knowledge” (Machlup 1983, 642).
Information is knowledge on the move. It is appropriate that Rekhmire
speaks not only of wind but of the waters as a means of relaying infor-
mation. Why? Because, in current English at least, information “flows,” and
it can be “leaked.” It moves as a liquid. All this moving and “transferring”
of knowledge has also been described with economic metaphors, as a kind
of exchange or Verkehr.3 Information is “currency” that is traded, withheld,
and doled out (J. R. Saul 1992, 474; Spacks 1986, 68). It is not knowledge
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1 In these (mostly Islamic) legends, Solomon has a variety of animal assistants, one
of which is the hoopoe. The bird reports to Solomon the existence of a wealthy
queen in Sheba who does not acknowledge him or God (see, e.g., Qur’an 27:15–44).

2 In sixteenth-century England, more prosaic punishments were decreed for such
offenses against the king. Legislation of 1555 “imposed heavy punishments of pillory
and fine for speaking ‘false, sedicious and sclaunderous news, rumours, sayenges
and tales, ageynst our most dreadd sovereigne lorde and king, . . . of whome we ar
forbidden to thincke evill and muche more to speake evell’” (A. Fox 1997, 599).

3 On the sexual and nonsexual meanings of Verkehr, see ch. 1. Seow (1997, 333)
suggests that [dm in Qoh 10:20, which is usually rendered “thoughts,” may have
“sexual connotations, as the root yd< so often does.” If so, [dm “would refer liter-
ally to a place of ‘knowing’ in the sexual sense” and be “a synonym for the
bedroom.” Seow (328) translates ˚[dmb with “in your intimacy.”



itself that is power; the power comes from controlling the movement of
knowledge. As J. R. Saul puts it, “[the power of the elites] depends not on
the effect with which they use [their] knowledge but on the effectiveness
with which they control its use” (1992, 8; emphasis added). This traffic in
knowledge can even include “offering misleading information” (474), that
is, counterfeit knowledge. 

What Saul (1992, 8) goes on to say about modern authority applies to
ancient monarchies as well: “uncontrolled words are consistently more
dangerous to established authority than armed forces.” These rulers must
control the flow of information reaching the palace and prevent the “leak-
ing” of state secrets. One reason that kings fear gossip—both gossip within
the court and gossip among the populace in the public domain—is that it
represents the flow of information outside the control of the monarch and
his agents. Just as they want their subjects to be visible to them while they
remain invisible, they want all information concerning what others say to
flow exclusively to them, while their private speech remains inaudible to
the public. In the monarch’s dream of control, the flow of information is
almost exclusively centripetal. And just as kings present a carefully crafted
image of themselves to their subjects, they dream of managing and con-
trolling whatever information they allow to flow centrifugally.

The fact that kings are aware of the importance of controlling the flow
of information is evident from the emphasis given to the roles played by
informers and spies in historical and bureaucratic writings composed at
the court, as well as in loyalty oaths, royal correspondence, and divina-
tory texts. The destructive power assigned to gossip and rumor is equally
evident. Accounts of succession struggles and harem conspiracies, letters
sent to the king reporting cases of slander, and the advice given by (or to)
monarchs in wisdom literature all testify to a pervasive fear of uncon-
trolled information, a fear that can turn the king’s dream of control into a
nightmare. In the nightmare, uncontrolled malicious and slanderous
speech pollutes the stream of information flowing to and from the palace.
The results can be catastrophic. As Sirach puts it, the “third tongue” can
demolish great cities and turn the dynasties (oijkiva") of the great upside
down (28:14).4

Earlier we examined Louis XIV’s fantasy of panoptic knowledge and
control. That dream is not his alone; in fact, one could say that Louis is
describing the collective dream of all kings, the royal wish-fulfillment
dream par excellence. Similar depictions of royal knowledge and control
can be found in a wide variety of ancient Near Eastern and Greek writings,
as well as in texts written long after Louis’s time. For example, Rekhmire
proclaims that “his majesty knew that which occurred; there was nothing
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which he did not know” (ARE 2:267). Thutmose III himself attributes his
success to his father Amon, who “knows heaven, and knows earth, he sees
the whole earth hourly” (ARE 2:226). Anticipating Louis’s claim of godlike
insight into the secrets of his courtiers and subjects, Isocrates has King
Nicocles of Cyprus tell his people, “let none of you imagine that even what
he secretly thinks in his own heart will be hidden from me; nay, let him
believe that, though I may be absent in body, yet my thoughts are present
at what goes on; for, being of this opinion, you will be more restrained in
your deliberations on all matters” (Nic. 51; 1961, 107).5

The king at the center of this dream of monarchical omniscience needs
a dream home. Herodotus’s Deiokes had his palace in Ecbatana constructed
within seven concentric walls, outside of which the people were obliged to
live (Hist. 1.99). He then inaugurated the practice of prohibiting anyone
from having admittance to the king except through messengers, so that he
might remain invisible, while the spies and eavesdroppers he put through-
out his realm kept the people “visible” to him (1.100; see further in ch. 6,
below). Pseudo-Aristotle improves this royal dream-house. He describes the
king of Persia living “invisible to all” in a marvelous palace in Susa or
Ecbatana. Among the leaders serving in various capacities at the surround-
ing wall and its many gate-towers and gateways were the “guardians of
each outer wall, called Guards and Eavesdroppers [wjtakoustai;], so that
the King himself, who had the name of Master and God, might see every-
thing and hear everything” (Mund. 398a14–20; 1955, 389 [trans. slightly
modified]).

Pseudo-Aristotle’s dream palace reveals how Louis, Rekhmire, and
Nicocles can claim to know and see and hear everything in their realm,
including the secret thoughts of their subjects. Here the king’s body includes
the eyes and ears of his agents, whether they are stationed at the palace wall
or dispatched like the spies sent by Deiokes throughout his domain.6 Both
illustrate our epigraph from Xenophon: “The king has many ears and many
eyes.” Xenophon stresses that King Cyrus listened to anybody who may have
heard or seen anything worthy of his attention and rewarded them liberally
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5 And if their thoughts cannot be hidden from the king, neither can their move-
ments. In an Amarna letter from Tagi to the pharaoh, this vassal proclaims: “Should
we go up into the sky, or should we go down into the netherworld, our head is in
your hand” (EA 264:15–19; Moran 1992, 313). It is equally impossible to hide or
escape from King Yahweh in the sky or in Sheol (Amos 9:2 and Ps 139:7–8), a fact
that Jonah had to learn the hard way.

6 Such spies may even be sent to the homes of the king’s courtiers. Richard II of
England possessed a treatise (De quadripartita speculum regis specie libellum) that rec-
ommends that “prior to appointing lords to his council, a king should first infiltrate
their households to discover what they say in secret about him” (Bennett 1999, 43).



(Cyr. 8.2.10–11), although he also concedes that there was one official
known as the King’s Eye (8.6.16; cf. Herodotus, Hist. 1.114). And the epi-
graph echoes Nicocles in believing that informers cause all the people to be
“afraid to say anything to the discredit of the king, just as if he himself were
listening; or to do anything to harm him, just as if he were present.”

Behind the claims of omniscience made by Louis, Rekhmire, and
Nicocles is a similar dependence on spies and informers.7 Louis’s inten-
dants “acted as the government’s eyes and ears throughout France” and
were themselves kept under close surveillance (D. L. Smith 1992, 22).
According to Saint-Simon, Louis “had spies and reporters everywhere and
of all descriptions” (1966, 255). Being “even more interested in gossip than
people imagined,” Louis ordered extra members of the Swiss Guard and
had them secretly “prowl around morning, noon, and night on all the stair-
cases and in the corridors, passages and privies,” taking notes and making
reports (Saint-Simon 1967, 277–78). An important official in the courts of
Egyptian kings was the “chief of secrets,” a position that could be divided
into “chief of secrets of secret missions,” “chief of things that only one man
can see/hear,” and “chief of the king everywhere” (Grimal 1992, 90).
Thutmose’s vizier Rekhmire himself bore the title “chief of secrets” (ARE
2:290). Even Isocrates’ seemingly omniscient mind-reader Nicocles has to
concede his dependence on informers when he tells his people “Do not
keep silent if you see any who are disloyal to my rule, but expose them;
and believe that those who aid in concealing crime deserve the same pun-
ishment as those who commit it” (Nic. 53; 1961, 107). For his part, Aristotle
advises tyrants to “have spies like the women called ‘talebearing provoca-
trices’ [potagwgivde"] at Syracuse and the eavesdroppers [wjtakousta;"] that
used to be sent out by Hiero . . . (for they speak less freely due to fear of
such men and are less likely to escape notice if they do speak freely)” (Pol.
1313b11–17; 1959, 460). While Xenophon’s Cyrus rewarded informers,
Nicocles threatens punishment for failing to denounce disloyal subjects.
Whether one uses the carrot or the stick, however, the fact remains that
what prompts the self-discipline of the king’s subjects is fear of spies and
informers, the king’s many ears and eyes.

Dreaming with a bird’s-eye view, Louis XIV envisions a king who exer-
cises control over his domain with seemingly godlike detachment and
security. Seen from his subjects’ worm’s-eye view, however, this dream is
based on the harsh realities of surveillance and denunciation by wakeful
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humans on whom the monarch is utterly dependent. The monarch who
aspires to panoptic knowledge must depend on others to be his eyes and
ears. Yet the informers upon whom he must place his trust have been
made to live and to make their denunciations in a climate of total distrust.
This is hardly a comforting thought for any kind of leader. Referring to the
French Revolution, one scholar recently remarked that “denunciation . . .
was the democratization of surveillance” (Baker 1994, 200), but it is evi-
dent that pandemic denunciation also plays a key role in states led by a
single ruler. Josef Stalin could have been following Aristotle’s and
Isocrates’ examples when he made one of his central goals “the disinte-
gration of family loyalty,” isolated everyone, encouraged children and
relatives to denounce their parents, and, like Assyrian loyalty oaths mil-
lennia in the past, required that a citizen “must report everything he sees
and hears” (Conquest 1973, 378–79).

The instruction Pharaoh Amenemhet I wrote for his son and successor
Sesostris (see ch. 1, above) contrasts dramatically with the instruction of
Louis XIV for the Dauphin. The relationship between knowledge and trust
stands out in this text. Amenemhet, who was attacked and probably killed
by conspirators when he was asleep (see, e.g., Grimal 1992, 161–64; contrast
Quirke 1992, 74), tells his son that when he lies down, he must guard his
heart himself, for no man has adherents in the day of distress. Because oth-
ers have betrayed his trust—including women and those he has aided and
nurtured in the palace (Lichtheim 1973, 136–37; cf. ANET 419 n. 11)—he
advises his son not to trust even his brother, friend, or intimates. Nor is he
to trust “subjects who are nobodies,” because of their “plotting one is not
aware” (Lichtheim 1973, 136; cf. 138 n. 3). Sesostris must remember what has
happened in the past, because “success will elude him who ignores what he
should know” (137). What he most needs to know, it seems, is that he can-
not count on the loyalty of even his courtiers and his family. A number of
scholars have found a reflection of this ever-watchful, sleepless, suspicious,
and bitter monarch in extant statues of Twelfth Dynasty kings, including
Sesostris III and Amenemhet III. The faces of the kings typically feature hol-
lows under heavy-lidded eyes, furrowed brows, and deep creases at the
corners of the mouths (see the cover of this book; also Wilson 1958, 132–33;
W. S. Smith 1981, 185–86; Hayes 1990, 175–76, 197–99). These are the faces
of monarchs who cannot relax their vigilance long enough to fall asleep and
have Louis’s dream of royal omniscience and control.

Suspicions about the loyalty of family, friends, and courtiers also char-
acterize Neo-Assyrian texts that direct the king’s subjects to act as his eyes
and ears. For the most part, these directives are embedded in loyalty oaths
and treaties. In a letter to Assurbanipal, one of the king’s servants notes
that “in the oaths it is prescribed, ‘All that you see, and hear write me’”
([ina libbibi] adie iSSá†ir umma mala tammara ù taSimma’ Suprani; ABL
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831, rev. 2–5; Pfeiffer 1935, 178–79). This formula is also cited in another
letter, in which the writers denounce certain soldiers and let the king know
that they are bringing the culprits and the witnesses to the king for ques-
tioning (ABL 472; Pfeiffer 1935, 59).

Examples of the oaths themselves are also in existence. In a loyalty oath
to Assurbanipal imposed by his grandmother Zakutu, the royal family,
courtiers, and the whole nation are told to “come and inform” Zakutu ([uzni]
. . . latupattaniu; lit. open the ear) if they should hear of any not-good word
or plan of rebellion against Assurbanipal (ABL 1239, rev. 2–17; Parpola and
Watanabe 1988, 63–64). Not only must they inform if the rebels are the king’s
brothers or the royal line; they must do so if the rebels are the informer’s
own brothers or friends (rev. 18–27). Assurbanipal’s treaty with Babylonian
allies (ABL 1105) has a different focus. Depending on how one reads the
text, the allies either swear not to conceal or hide any message or messen-
ger sent by the king’s rebellious brother Samas-sumu-ukin (6–9, Parpola and
Watanabe 1988, 65), or swear that they have concealed and will continue to
conceal information from enemies of Assurbanipal (Grayson 1987, 141, 144).
When they have heard or seen a conspirator who speaks not-good words
against Assurbanipal, they will put him in irons and take him to the king
(12–16; Grayson: 141, 144). The oaths also stipulate that those who have
seen or heard something but do not tell the king will themselves be sum-
moned and questioned (ABL 656; see Weisberg 1967, 36).

It is the so-called vassal treaties of Esarhaddon (VTE) that are most
insistent about the people reporting and not concealing anything they
might have heard that could endanger Esarhaddon’s sons Assurbanipal and
Samas-sumu-ukin. The existing composite text is primarily a loyalty pact
rather than a vassal treaty, a pact that, like the later Zakutu treaty, was
imposed on the entire nation (see Parpola and Watanabe 1988, xxx;
McCarthy 1981, 116). The occasion is the irregular accession of the
younger son Assurbanipal to the Assyrian throne, a situation that, like the
irregular accession of his father Esarhaddon, invited rebellion by rival
members of his family and the court. The treaty repeatedly stresses that if
you hear of any such plot “you shall not conceal it but come and report it
to Assurbanipal” (VTE 73–82, 108–122, 500–506; cf. 130–146 [“you shall
open the ear”]; Parpola and Watanabe 1988, 31–50). The list of persons
who might be plotting not only includes enemies, allies, courtiers, schol-
ars, prophets, and ecstatics, but the members of the crown prince’s family,
including his brothers, uncles, and cousins. While his brothers might lead
others to slander (karßu, 323; cf. 332, 341) the crown prince, plotters might
also slander his brothers in order to cause strife and division within the
royal family (VTE 318–372). And as was the case with the Zakutu treaty,
the informer must be prepared to denounce his own brothers as well as
his own sons and daughters (VTE 115–116).

Royal Power and Information Management 57



Only the extispicy texts that ask the god Samas whether certain indi-
viduals and classes will rebel against Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal have
more exhaustive lists of potentially disloyal people surrounding the king.
These include not only the relatives of the king and all officials, both
bearded and eunuch, but all military personnel, foreign nationals as well
as their brothers, friends and guests, all cooks, lackeys, craftsmen, tailors,
and so on (Starr 1990, 148–49, 152). Whatever the results of their inquiries,
Assyrian diviners were obliged to inform the king or risk punishment
(Parpola 1972, 31–32).

According to Paul Garelli (1973, 202), members of the Assyrian court
did not hesitate to denounce or even calumniate their rivals because they
had to compete for the attention of the king. The texts just cited lend sup-
port for Garelli’s claim that the system “secreted” coteries and intrigues. He
also notes that the archives at Nineveh are “glutted” with denunciations
(202) and claims that an “atmosphere of delation” ruled in the court (206).
At times an individual might even write the king to denounce others for
their unfounded denunciations of the writer (e.g., ABL 716; Pfeiffer 1935,
145–46; Oppenheim 1967 179–81)! Given this climate of distrust, suspected
disloyalty, and intrigue—a climate one might have thought more charac-
teristic of the court of Louis XIV than the court of Esarhaddon or
Assurbanipal—it should not be surprising that Assyrians in responsible
positions had to “submit to a triple, nay, quadruple surveillance”: in addi-
tion to the surveillance that accompanied the adê agreements, they had to
render an account of their activities to their superiors at every level of the
administrative pyramid (Garelli 1973, 206).

Clearly, the ways in which Assyrian, Egyptian, and Greek texts envi-
sion the monarch’s dream—and the devices needed to make that dream a
practical reality—are remarkably similar.8 However, they are also remark-
ably similar to a recent dream of social and political control that is not only
said to be fundamentally different from the power exercised by monarchy
but to have replaced it. This is Foucault’s now-familiar notion of panopti-
cism, the architectural symbol of which is Bentham’s Panopticon. The
Panopticon is a circular structure consisting of cells along the periphery,
from which all inmates can be watched by a supervisor in a central tower
(Foucault 1979, 200). Because of the arrangement of windows and light,
“in the peripheric ring, one is totally seen, without ever seeing; in the cen-
tral tower, one sees everything without ever being seen” (1979, 202). While
Foucault considers such unseen surveillance to be an innovation opposed
to the monarchical use of spectacle, it is profoundly characteristic of

8 Two new studies of ancient “information gathering” and “intelligence” have just
appeared, one on Amarna Age Egypt and Palestine (R. Cohen 2000) and one on
classical Greece (Russell 1999).
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monarchical power. The walls of the Panopticon could just as well be the
walls surrounding the palace of the unseen Deiokes or the palace gates
along which the people are to remain “always visible,” as Aristotle puts it
in his advice to tyrants. In fact, one could say that the monarchical state is
the Panopticon writ large.

As far as the invisible observer is concerned, Foucault notes that in the
central tower the director may spy on all his subordinates, while inspec-
tors can in turn observe the director (1979, 204). Again, this is little
different from the three or four levels of surveillance to which Assyrian
officials had to submit or the close surveillance of Louis XIV’s intendants.
Foucault even finds that the eighteenth-century police, who were admit-
tedly “in the hands of the king,” actually added a new disciplinary function
to monarchical power by linking it “to the lowest levels of power dissem-
inated in society” (214). Yet when Foucault describes the dissemination of
power with the police, his account is identical to the ancient accounts of
the capillaries of monarchical power discussed earlier: “this power had to
be given the instrument of . . . omnipresent surveillance, capable of mak-
ing all visible, as long as it could itself remain invisible. . . . thousands of
eyes posted everywhere” (214). These “eyes” included observers, secret
agents, informers, and other spies (214).

Foucault’s advocates might object that what is truly new about panop-
ticism is “disciplinary power, a system of surveillance that is interiorized to
the point that each person is his or her own overseer” (Sarup 1989, 74).
Yet, how different is this phenomenon from the self-discipline of the sub-
jects described by Xenophon, Isocrates, and Aristotle, who restrain their
thoughts, words, and actions just as if the absent king were present, and
who end up having little spirit of their own? It seems that the monarchical
dream of control is still being dreamt, no matter whether there is an invis-
ible king sleeping behind palace walls or an anonymous observer in the
central tower of the Panopticon.

THE NIGHTMARE BIRD FAMA: UNCONTROLLED SPEECH AND HAREM
CONSPIRACY

A Thousand busy Tongues the Goddess bears,
And Thousand open Eyes, and Thousand list’ning Ears.
—Pope, Temple of Fame, 268–69 (1942, 259)

Gossip [Fama], an evil which nothing outstrips in speed; she grows from
her swiftness, she acquires strength by moving; . . . a monster to be
dreaded, huge; and, as many as are the feathers on the body, so many,
amazing to tell, are the eyes . . . which watch below her, so many the
tongues, so many the mouths that tattle, so many the ears she causes to
prick up . . . and [she] does not close her eyes in sleep. . . . she sits at
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watch high on a roof or lofty tower, and terrifies great cities, as much a
messenger of what is false and distorted as of the truth.
—Virgil, Aeneid 4.174–175, 181–183, 185 (Dyer 1989, 31); 186–187 (Virgil

1965, 75); 188 (Virgil 1972, 348, modified)

Foucault’s version of the monarch’s dream featured “thousands of eyes
posted everywhere” in the service of omnipresent surveillance. Virgil’s
goddess Fama (Gossip or Rumor), as Pope describes it, also features “a
thousand open eyes.” However, these eyes and the thousand listening ears
are not the king’s eyes and ears, directing the flow of information exclu-
sively to the monarch in his palace. On the contrary, Fama reverses the
direction of the flow from the palace to the periphery, making public the
private secrets of the ruler. The “dreaded monster” Fama is the king’s worst
nightmare, an avian Goodyear blimp from hell.

In this case it is Queen Dido’s nightmare, for Gossip is spreading
abroad word of her love affair with the hero Aeneas. With the publicity
comes shame. This is not because Dido’s indulgence of her private desires
has led the queen to neglect her royal duties, as is commonly—but incor-
rectly—assumed (see 4.260, 265–267; cf. Rudd 1990, 149–51). This
assumption is promoted by Fama herself. Gossip, says Virgil, “acquires
strength” by moving; that is, the news being disseminated grows, but only
in a specific direction. Gossip tendentiously interprets the actions of pub-
lic figures in terms of personalities rather than issues, magnifying the role
of lust and deception even as it deplores lust and deception. Hence, gos-
sip is the messenger of what is false and distorted as well as of what is
true. This is particularly true concerning intrigue and conspiracy in the
royal court. In this instance, the shame brought on Dido comes from the
fact that in “marrying” Aeneas she has violated the oath of loyalty she had
made to her deceased first husband Synchaeus, the victim of Dido’s devi-
ous and disloyal brother Pygmalion the ruler of Tyre, who murdered
Synchaeus to acquire his vast wealth (1.340–364; 4.15–29, 552). Because
Dido had vowed never to marry again, and now considers herself married
to Aeneas, she joins her brother in being disloyal to Synchaeus. In the
king’s dream of control, loyalty oaths ensure that news of disloyalty
throughout the kingdom will be sent to the ruler in the palace. In contrast,
Queen Dido’s violation of her own loyalty oath leads to gossip spreading
throughout the kingdom from the palace.

Yet the news that is actually disseminated through the kingdom does
not focus on the queen’s oath. Rather, the lurid account broadcast by Fama
alleges that Dido and Aeneas are warming the winter with their sensual
lovemaking, forgetful of their kingdoms (4.193–194). It is this distorted
account that infuriates the African king Iarbas, a rejected suitor who sees
himself as Dido’s benefactor and ally. Iarbas now feels himself wronged by
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a woman who rejected him in favor of a perfumed Paris with a half-male
crew. This is just one of the elements that he adds to his augmented and
distorted version of the gossip when he indignantly prays to Jupiter
(4.206–218). As a result, when Jupiter turns his divine eye to the palace
walls and sends his swift messenger Mercury to Aeneas with orders to
abandon Dido, he does so not as a divine king who has been an eye-
witness to the events, or even as a king who has been correctly informed
by one of his human agents. On the contrary, he “sees” the two lovers with
the eyes of Gossip—and Iarbas—and sees them as forgetting their better
fame (4.221).

The role played by Fama in the story of Dido and Aeneas shows how
easily the monarch’s dream of control can be turned upside down. Most
of the elements of the dream are still present, but they serve inverted
functions. Instead of the King’s Eyes and Ears directing the flow of infor-
mation centripetally to the palace, the eyes and ears of gossipers spread
information centrifugally from the palace walls, transforming the infor-
mation as they proceed. While the information flows in opposite
directions and with opposite effect, in both cases it moves with amazing
speed. Soldiers who took a loyalty oath to Eumenes I promise that, if
someone should hear of a person plotting rebellion, “he will inform as
fast as possible” (Weinfeld 1976, 388). Pseudo-Aristotle claims that thanks
to the Persian kings’ Eavesdroppers, couriers, scouts, and messengers,
“the King knew the same day all that was news in Asia” (6.398a34–35;
1955, 389). Oppenheim is even more hyperbolic when he asserts that the
King’s Eyes and Ears described in Greek and Mesopotamian texts keep
the king “constantly informed and aware of every . . . disloyal act the very
moment it is committed” (1968, 175; cf. 180). Virgil’s Gossip displays
equally astounding speed. In fact, “nothing outstrips [her] in speed”—she
even “grows from her swiftness.”

This fact is well known to Memucan, the high official of King Ahasuerus
(Xerxes) in the book of Esther. Memucan advises the king that an act just
committed by Queen Vashti poses an immediate and serious threat to the
entire empire: “Not only has Queen Vashti done wrong to the king, but also
to all the officials and all the peoples who are in all the provinces. . . . For
this deed . . . will go out to all women. . . . they will say, ‘King Ahasuerus
commanded Queen Vashti to be brought before him, and she did not
come.’ This very day the princesses . . . who have heard of the queen’s deed
will say this to all the king’s princes” (1:16–18; NRSV modified, emphasis
added). Memucan raises the frightening specter (for his male audience) of
gossip about the queen’s refusal spreading swiftly through the empire out
of the king’s control, from one female to the next. This, he imagines, will
cause the gossipers to feel contempt for their husbands (1:17–18), precisely
the kind of self-righteous moral judgment that is characteristic of gossip.
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Royal fear of uncontrolled and uncontrollable speech is also evident in
a variety of other ancient Near Eastern texts, albeit without the baroque
touches of Virgil’s Fama and the panicky tones of Memucan’s vision. Even
divinatory texts exhibit deep concern about uncontrolled speech and infor-
mation flow. One prediction says that a Satammu (palace steward or
intendant) will not cease to divulge (secret) matters (Bottero 1973, 141).
This text knows that information is liquid, and can therefore be leaked.
Similarly, Bottero (142) interprets references to the namzaqu, the “woman
who delivers the key,” as denoting a gossip or busybody (commère) who
will have improperly handed over the key to the palace or main gate to an
enemy, for whatever reward. In general, Bottero finds that the dossier of
spies in the oracular literature is rather hefty, whether it is a matter of “peo-
ple of the tongue” (Sa liSânim), those who listen (Sa uzni; lit., people of
the ears), or those who observe (Sa daqilti). Finally, these texts are also
aware of uncontrolled speech in the nation at large. When it takes the form
of public conversation and palaver, or rumor and hearsay (on-dit), it is
called “mouth of the country” (pî mâtim; 145–46).

However, it is in the treaties and loyalty oaths that the dangers of gos-
sip, rumor, and calumny are most urgently expressed. For example, in their
zeal to prevent any kind of plotting against Assurbanipal and Samas-sumu-
ukin, the vassal treaties of Esarhaddon focus primarily on the problem of
uncontrolled speech. Any “improper, unsuitable or unseemly word” hostile
to Assurbanipal must be reported by the hearer (VTE 73–82; cf. 108–122,
147–152, 502, and above). The same is true of “malicious whispers” or those
who “spread rumors” (VTE 500; Parpola and Watanabe 1988, 50; Weinfeld
1972, 93 n. 8). Those accepting the treaty must not engage in slander or say
any evil word about the royal family (VTE 270, 360–372). Esarhaddon’s
accession treaty indicates that loyal subjects must not only report those who
speak not-good words about the king; they themselves must “(only) speak
good of [the king]” (rev. 8; Parpola and Watanabe 1988, 22).

Because the treaties consistently target gossip, rumor, and slander as
the secret weapons that are consistently employed by conspirators, they
are in effect “arms control treaties.” The need for such control is under-
scored in Esarhaddon’s own account of his irregular succession to the
throne. By choosing the youngest son among his elder brothers (A.I.8–11;
Borger 1956, 40), Sennacherib prompted the very sort of family rivalry and
strife that the later loyalty oaths and vassal treaties of his chosen son
Esarhaddon are so desperate to prevent. Esarhaddon reports that his broth-
ers used evil gossip (liSân lemuttim; lit. evil tongue), slander (karßi), and
lies (taSqirti) behind his back to alienate his father from him (A.I.25–29;
Borger 1956, 41). He is quick to add that “secretly” his father still intended
to make Esarhaddon his successor (A.I.30–31; Borger 1956, 42). After flee-
ing and hiding in a secret location, his brothers fought one another in
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Nineveh like butting goats, as the gods looked on. Because the Assyrians
had taken a loyalty oath (adê; A.I.50; Borger 1956, 43) to protect his king-
ship, they did not aid his brothers (just as those addressed by the later
vassal treaties are admonished not to join any plots against Assurbanipal
[e.g., VTE 173–179, 214–225]). Fortunately for Esarhaddon, the news of his
brothers’ evil deeds reached him immediately (urruHiS; A.I.55; Borger 1956,
43)—that is, with the speed of a rumor—so that he could pray to the gods
and follow their advice to attack his enemies without delay.

A similar concern over the threat posed by uncontrolled speech is
expressed in Egyptian texts, including accounts of succession struggles and
harem conspiracies. I have already alluded to the conspiracy directed
against the Twelfth Dynasty pharaoh Amenemhet, who was not so lucky as
Esarhaddon. Is it merely a coincidence that the curses in the Egyptian exe-
cration texts, which date from the middle of the Twelfth Dynasty, lay great
emphasis on the danger presented by “every evil word, every evil speech,
every evil slander,” uttered by every male, female, official, or eunuch who
“may talk of fighting, or who may talk of rebelling” (ANET 329)?

Records of the later conspiracy against Ramesses III show that it is
indeed no coincidence. Like the account of the harem conspiracy against
Amenemhet I, the plot against Ramesses III is also reported by the king
himself in a text that was probably composed after his death, during the
reign of his successor. However, in this case the text (as well as the evi-
dence provided by the king’s mummy) suggests that the conspiracy failed
(see Gardiner 1961, 291–92; Grimal 1992, 276). The most complete report
of the event is the description of the conspirators’ trial (ANET 214–16; cf.
de Buck 1937). The number of conspirators is extraordinary. The instiga-
tor of the plot is Tiy, a second wife of Ramesses, who is attempting to
secure the succession for her son Pentaweret. The twenty-eight defen-
dants, who either participated or failed to report their knowledge of the
conspiracy, include a number of high-ranking harem officials and “the
women of the harem,” as well as the wives of the doorkeepers and a troup
commander suborned by his sister who had sent him a message from
within the harem (de Buck 1937, 154–55; ANET 214–15). For the plot to
succeed, the conspirators had to be able to pass information between the
ultraprivate zone of the harem and the world outside. To do so they had
to disable whatever mechanisms the king had put in place to prevent
unwanted access to whatever he wanted to keep secret. Two fragmentary
papyri describing the harem conspiracy claim that the rebels attempted to
use magic scrolls and wax figurines to disable the harem guards so that
they could not detect or resist the passage of short messages in and out of
the harem (ARE 4:221; see Wilson 1958, 269 and contrast Goedicke 1963).
For reasons left unstated, the plot failed and the pharaoh gained full
knowledge of the conspiracy before it was too late. With this knowledge
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ended the threat to royal control over the flow of information—and
thereby the threat against the life of the king himself.

While the monarch’s dream of control typically stresses the people’s
visibility and the king’s invisibility, the plot against Ramesses III implies
that the monarch must also control oral communication by his visible sub-
jects, especially across the boundary that separates the king’s invisible
private realm from the world outside. The Panopticon suggests a radical
way for kings to meet this royal need. According to Foucault (1979, 200),
the side walls that separate the inmates in their individual cells along the
periphery prevent each from coming in contact with “his companions.” As
a result, “he is seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information,
never a subject in communication.” A king who could put his people into
such individual cages could prevent them from ever becoming “subjects in
communication.” Communicating information is the prerogative of sub-
jects, not the subjected. The ruler of such a Panopticon-like kingdom
would not have to fear seditious gossip among his visible, caged subjects.
He would not need spies to mingle among the people listening for sedi-
tious talk or loyalty oaths to force the people to report everything they
might hear to the king, because the people would not be able to hear any-
thing new about which they might inform him. However, considering that
the zealous agents of the Russian Tsars and Josef Stalin could not prevent
isolated prisoners from communicating with one another by means of a
complicated system of tapping on the plumbing and walls (Conquest 1973,
398), this method of preventing uncontrolled speech would seem to be just
another unrealizable royal fantasy.

Taken together, the many texts already cited imply that the king can
best avoid a nightmarish loss of control by using the King’s Ears and Eyes
to know his subjects (while remaining invisible and unknowable to them)
and by directing the flow of information to himself (while interrupting
attempts by the people to reverse that flow). Amenemhet I and Ktesias’s
Xerxes II (König 1972, 18), who were asleep and therefore unaware of
their subjects’ plotting, fall prey to a conspiracy, while kings like Ramesses
III and Artaxerxes II are informed in time and survive to punish the plot-
ters. These events show the value of the advice given to King Merikare by
his father: “Those who know that he knows will not attack him” (Lichtheim
1973, 99). Moreover, kings like Thutmose III not only “know that which
occurred” but control the knowledge acquired by their vassals, educating
them to see with the pharaoh’s ideological eyes. Thutmose III did so by
initiating the policy of taking the children and brothers of conquered chiefs
as hostages to be brought up in the royal court (ANET 239, 242; cf. Redford
1992, 198–99, 224). In some cases they may have been housed and edu-
cated along with the children of the king and the high nobility (Schulman
1986, 128; cf. 1 Kgs 11:20), a practice that may have antedated Thutmose’s
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reign (Kitchen 1973, 274 n. 185). Later Assyrian kings did much the same
thing (see Parpola 1972, 33–34). For example, Sennacherib installed on the
throne of Babylon a Babylonian native “who had grown up in my palace
like a puppy” (Parpola and Watanabe 1988, xxi).

DENIAL AIN’T JUST A RIVER IN EGYPT

But is it always in the king’s best interest to “know that which
occurred”? Are there situations in which the king is better off not know-
ing—or, at least, denying that he knows? In general, when servants of
monarchs like Assurbanipal write to the king and say “the king does not
know it” (ABL 415, obv. 10; Pfeiffer 1935, 127; ABL 716), or describe events
occurring “without the king knowing about it” (ABL 716; Oppenheim 1967,
180), they assume that these are situations about which the king should
know. Yet the same Ramesses III who knew of the plot against him in time
to save himself stresses the fact that he did not know about the trial of the
conspirators: “As for the matters which the people—I do not know who—
have plotted, go and examine them . . . and they caused to die by their
own hands those whom they caused to die, though [I] do not know [wh]o,
[and they] also punished [the] others, though I do not know who” (de Buck
1937, 154, 157; Breasted [in ARE 4:213]: “without my knowing it”). Gardiner
(1961, 291) remarks that the passage reads “like an apologia on Ramesses
III’s part.” If it is indeed an example of court apology, it is an apology that
defines innocence in terms of ignorance, not the king’s initial ignorance of
the plot but his ignorance of the punishment (whether one understands his
ignorance as referring to the identity of the punished or the fact that the
punishment occurred).

In effect, Ramesses disclaims any responsibility for the punishment
of the conspirators by invoking the notion of deniability: he is not
responsible because he did not know. The concept of deniability has
recently become familiar due to the Iran Contra hearings held during the
administration of the American president Ronald Reagan. The term “plau-
sible deniability” used by Reagan’s representatives goes back to a 1955
National Security Council directive on the CIA (Draper 1992, 6–7). Its pur-
pose was to allow the government to plausibly disclaim any
responsibility for covert operations that had been uncovered. The CIA
itself was established by President Harry Truman to be the equivalent of
the Eyes and Ears of the king. According to Truman, it was “set up . . .
for the sole purpose of getting all the available information to the
President.” If it was not the President’s Eyes or Ears, it was his arm, his
“intelligence arm” (Draper 1992, 7). The original CIA policy on plausible
deniability did not include denying knowledge or responsibility within
the United States government, although that is how it was used during
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Reagan’s term in office. However, Reagan’s main apologist, John
Poindexter, had to admit under questioning that he did not give the pres-
ident plausible deniability, but what Senator Nunn dubbed “absolute
deniability” (Draper 1992, 562). That is, the president could honestly
deny knowledge of significant actions taken by his own agents because
the president’s Eyes and Ears never made him aware of them. In other
words, Poindexter is like Jezebel, who did not inform Ahab of the means
by which she obtained for him Naboth’s vineyard (1 Kgs 21:15–16). (Of
course Ahab did not ask her how she had done it, thereby establishing a
precedent for later governmental “don’t ask, don’t tell” policies.) If
Poindexter’s testimony was truthful (which cannot be taken for granted;
see Hertsgaard 1988, 335–36), he managed to reverse the original pur-
pose of both the King’s Eyes and Ears and the CIA; instead of making
sure that all essential information will flow to the king, he took it upon
himself to stop that flow. As a result, Reagan merely committed “the sin
of inattention” (John Chancellor quoted in Hertsgaard 1988, 327).

In general, deniability is an “ability.” The ability to deny requires effec-
tive royal control over the private-public boundary and the ruler’s visibility.
Thus, even deniability testifies to royal power, if the king actually does
possess the information hidden in his private realm, and if he is able to
plausibly deny having this (guilty) knowledge. If his invisibility is truly
effective, he need not know—any more than an observer need actually be
watching the inmates every second in the central tower of the Panopticon,
as long as the king’s subjects must assume the king does know—or at least
are unable to determine whether the inscrutable monarch does or does not
know. As long as his knowledge is hidden, the king need not share
Deiokes’s fear that anyone who could see him up close might find that he
knows nothing more than anyone else.

Absolute deniability is a different matter. Leaders who deny all
knowledge of crucial affairs in their own government—that is, leaders like
Ramesses III, Reagan, and the David of 2 Sam 3 and 1 Kgs 1—jeopardize
a four-thousand-year-old dream of monarchical power and risk being
viewed as the kind of king who is kept unknowing by his manipulative
courtiers and family, like the older Louis XIV and, perhaps, like the David
of 1 Kgs 1 (see ch. 5 below). Repeated and emphatic admissions of royal
ignorance like those made by Ronald Reagan are truly remarkable, not
merely for the reasons just given, but because leaders still have at their
disposal the old idea that “the king can do no wrong.” This maxim
assumes, in Blackstone’s formulation, that “the king cannot misuse his
power without evil counsellors” (quoted in Kutler 1990, 473). From this
perspective it is the advisors who are responsible, like Rehoboam’s young
advisors in 2 Chr 13:7 (cf. Josephus, Ant. 8.11.2, §277). While Reagan did
blame his underlings, it was not because they had given him bad advice.

66 Knowing Kings



That would have required that Reagan admit that he did know what they
were up to, and it is that admission that seems to have been this leader’s
greatest fear.

A NONBIBLICAL CASE STUDY: SOPHOCLES’ KING OEDIPUS

While Oedipus has the same fate as information manager as does
Saul, his life has a surprising number of features in common with the life
of Saul’s bête noire David. Here are eight areas of similarity, some closer
than others: (1) Both kill a “monster,” getting a woman of the royal fam-
ily and eventually the throne as prizes. (2) Saul also tries to kill David, as
Laius does with Oedipus. In a sense, David has two families (as does
Oedipus), because David’s parents play no active role at all, while Saul
(who calls him “son”) and Jonathan do. In fact, Jonathan plays a much
more essential role than do David’s biological brothers. David doesn’t kill
his father, but his men threaten to kill his “foster-father” (and father-in-
law) Saul twice. (3) David, like Oedipus, hurls a legal curse that
ultimately comes back to him as the criminal. David obviously knows
what he has done but acts as though he hadn’t done anything, while
Oedipus really doesn’t know. Instead of the Sphinx’s riddle and the ora-
cle, we have Nathan’s parable and God’s oracle. Both crimes involve
tabooed sex and murder, and in both cases the murdered man is husband
of the woman who had (or will have) intercourse with the killer-king. (4)
Both have cases of incest in the family. (5) In both cases there is fratri-
cide in next generation and fratricidal “civil war.” (6) In both cases
daughters must die barren and unmarried (Antigone and Ismene [Oed.
tyr. 1502]; Tamar [2 Sam 13:20]). (7) David is cited as the cause of a
plague and as its cure, after he, like Oedipus, accepts the scapegoat role.
In 2 Sam 24 David is more like Oedipus than ever, because he is subjec-
tively innocent, and he is acting as a public servant who will sacrifice all
to save his people.

The eighth similarity concerns David and Oedipus being manipulated
by information givers; to that extent, they both resemble Saul in this case.
Both old David and middle-aged Oedipus are manipulated through infor-
mation transmission by a prophet and a wife. In a sense, Oedipus is in the
position of both King David and Louis XIV when they were old and infirm
(see ch. 5). If the prophet Nathan controls the information David receives,
so does the prophet Teiresias. And if the royal wives Bathsheba and
Maintenant attempt to manage the information that reaches King David
and King Louis, the same is true of Oedipus’s wife/mother Jocasta, once
she realizes who Oedipus really is.

By fifth-century Athenian standards, Sophocles’ Oedipus would seem
to be a perfect candidate for master knower and information manager. He
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is the quintessential scientific investigator, a point reinforced by the termi-
nology applied to him (and used by him) in the play (see esp. Knox 1971,
116–38). Of course, he’s also a legal investigator and detective, for he is
investigating a murder committed decades earlier, namely, the slaying of
his predecessor as king. His drive to uncover the truth is total: “I shall go
to any length in the search” (Oed. tyr. 266). He seeks clues and relentlessly
questions anyone who might shed light on the case. He will resort to any
method in order to extract information from them. When interrogating the
professional seer Teiresias, Oedipus shows his pride in the fact that he is
neither an expert nor professionally trained. Oedipus earned his reputation
for intelligence and problem solving by answering the riddle of the Sphinx,
something that he accomplished “with no instruction,” as an old priest
points out near the beginning of the drama (Oed. tyr. 38). In his bitter argu-
ment with Teiresias (Oed. tyr. 391–399), he points out that the old prophet
could not solve the Sphinx’s riddle, while he, “Mr. Know-nothing Oedipus”
did so using “thought” (or, “the ability to figure things out”). He’s dripping
with sarcasm here. “Mr. Know-nothing Oedipus” is so assonant in Greek
that it sounds almost like a jingle (ho meden eidos Oidipous; Oed. tyr. 397);
his point is that he, the supposedly ignorant one, ended the crisis using
only his intelligence. Yet the joke is on Oedipus. This ostensively objective
investigator, who will sacrifice anything to discover the truth, doesn’t have
a clue that he is the murderer he seeks. He can’t even see that his own
name, which means both “swollen foot” and “knows-a-foot,” points to his
true identity and, ultimately, to his culpability. He is blind to the relation-
ship between his personal life, including his marriage, and the reality of
his situation. He has no trace of personal jealousy. His lack of interest in
even the basic facts about his wife’s former husband, the murder victim,
keeps him from recognizing that Jocasta’s first husband was his own father.
He hasn’t even bothered to tell Jocasta that doubt had been cast on the
identity of his parents or that the oracle had declared that he would com-
mit incest and patricide (Oed. tyr. 769–800).

In a sense, Sophocles’ play both glorifies the ideal of disinterested sci-
entific investigation and total commitment to one’s research at any cost and
debunks that ideal at the same time. By being so detached, impersonal, and
cerebral, the great knower doesn’t even know who he is, to whom he’s
married, who his parents are, whom he killed, the meaning of his own
name, why Teiresias didn’t unriddle the Sphinx, and so on. Even his
assumption that it was his thinking that solved the riddle is mistaken. It was
actually his unique personal qualifications. The riddle asks what creature
walks on four legs in morning, two legs at noon, and on three legs in the
evening. The answer is the human being. Oedipus has reason to be more
aware of this than anyone. When he was an infant his ankles were pierced
together and he was to be abandoned on a mountainside, crawling until the
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gods killed him. As an adult, he stood on his own two feet more than any-
one, precisely because of his independence and his reliance on his own
powers of thought. And by the end of his play, he will need a third leg
more than anyone who can see, for he blinds himself and is in need of a
stick or cane.

While the successful tyrant manages to keep well informed thanks to
loyal agents, and to keep the people from knowing what he does not want
them to know, Oedipus is committed to sharing all information with the peo-
ple and it is he, the tyrant, who is ill-informed. He is out of the loop—out of
all loops. When Oedipus refers to himself as “I, know-nothing Oedipus,” he
is speaking ironically, but he is being accurate. He has been kept ignorant by
his Corinthian foster parents, the Corinthian shepherd who accepted him as
an infant, the Theban shepherd who handed him over, and by Teiresias.

From the perspective of a Greek monarch, Teiresias’s refusal to share
the information he possesses is a sign of treasonous disloyalty, especially
because the prophet lets Oedipus know that he does possess crucial
information. Oedipus concludes that Teiresias must be part of a conspir-
acy; he can imagine no other reason for his silence.9 Oedipus’s suspicion
of conspiracy is not a sign that Oedipus suffers from the kinds of paranoid
fears and distrustfulness described by Herodotus’s and Plato’s tyrants.
There is no sign that Oedipus had ever viewed Creon as a rival or tried to
destroy him. Nor is there any indication that he had ever challenged the
prophet’s authority. Given the history of tyrants in Greece (as recorded by
Herodotus and others), Oedipus’s conclusion was reasonable, even if his
refusal to listen to Creon’s defenses is not.

However, while David and the Louis XIV described by Saint-Simon
seem to accept much of the information they are fed by these “significant
others,” Oedipus starts being suspicious of all information givers once he
takes on the role of investigator. Is Oedipus’s investigative zeal and curios-
ity sparked by the fact that others have consistently withheld information
from him or lied to him? The first time there is any evidence that he has
been deceived (when the drunk at the feast relays the truth, and it seems
to generate gossip) Oedipus is nagged by the idea and goes to investigate.
Was he a curious person before this? The play doesn’t say. In a sense
Oedipus comes into existence as a person at this moment (Teiresias implies
as much when he says, “Today will give you birth, and ruin as well”; Oed.
tyr. 438) There’s no evidence that Oedipus ever wondered why he didn’t
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9 Oedipus uses the verb suvnoida to refer to what Teiresias knows (Oed. tyr. 330);
this verb is often used of knowledge about a person that can be used as a witness
against him and that is shared with someone else. Oedipus cannot believe that
Teiresias would not share such knowledge, especially at this critical moment, but
Teiresias merely replies, “I’ll tell you nothing.”



look more like his “parents.” We know he hasn’t been curious about his
wife’s first husband/his predecessor in office.10 But didn’t anyone ever ask
him, “Say, did you know that you look a lot like King Laius?” Jocasta seems
to notice this for the first time when Oedipus finally asks her about Laius’s
appearance during his investigation.11

All this implies that everyone around Oedipus has been great at keep-
ing secrets, especially his adoptive parents and the two shepherds. Yet how
did the drunk come to know the truth? Why did it take so long for this fact
to get back to Oedipus, if an unnamed courtier knew it? When Oedipus is
nagged by the words of the drunk, did he ask himself, “How many other
people have known this all along?!” According to the saying, “the husband
is the last to know.” In this case, the last to know is the husband/son/
adopted child/father/brother/nephew/brother-in-law! No wonder Oedipus
zealously wants to get at the truth once he realizes he’s been duped by
those he trusted, and no wonder he is suspicious of information givers
from this point on. Yet he is not sufficiently careful about the first infor-
mation he gathers after hearing the drunk’s gossip. He is gratified by his
adoptive parents’ angry response but nevertheless seeks information from
a divine source at Delphi. In spite of the fact that the priestess (the Pythia)
at Delphi can give oracles that are ambiguous or even “counterfeit” (kivb-
dhlo"),12 Oedipus does not recognize the ambiguity of the response he
receives from Apollo.

Finally, while Oedipus commits incest and parricide, crimes that are
said to be typical of tyrants, he does so in a very atypical way. Unlike the
tyrants described by Herodotus and Plato, Oedipus is not motivated by a
personal desire to commit these deeds (i.e., he has no inkling of an
Oedipus complex). Nor does he commit them because he feels he can do
anything at all with impunity, like a god. In fact, when these events occur
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10 Whether or not this is because Oedipus is so totally a “public servant” that he
doesn’t pay attention to his personal situation or feel emotions like jealousy; see
ch. 4, below.

11 Had she suspected, or is it true that “believing is seeing” (Gombrich 1969,
210)? That is, she believes her child is dead, so Oedipus couldn’t possibly be her
son, so he couldn’t possibly look like her former husband.

12 Herodotus, Hist. 1.66; 1.75; 5.91. Real oracles, as opposed to those in tragedy
and in Herodotus, were asked questions that prompted a yes or no answer and
were therefore less ambiguous (Vidal-Naquet 1990, 317). This reflects the proce-
dure used when consulting the ephod, Urim, and Thummim, as envisioned by
McCarter (1980, 250, 371) in relation to 1 Sam 14:41; 23:9–12. Just as “historicizing”
interpreters of 2 Kgs 6 like Gray assume that Elisha’s real source was “an efficient
intelligence service” (see ch. 4, below), so have some classical scholars concluded
that the reputation of the Pythia and the oracles “must have rested partly on an
excellent intelligence service” (Dodds 1951, 74).



in Oedipus’s case, he does not even know that he is committing parricide
and incest.

The process by which Oedipus discovers the incest can be traced by
noting references to the bed on which it occurred. At the beginning of his
investigation, Oedipus does not hesitate to point out that he now has his
predecessor’s power, the bed (levktra), and the wife who shares their seed
(Oed. tyr. 260; cf. 460). Later, when he realizes that he may be the one who
assassinated the former king and that the curses he has pronounced may
fall upon himself, Oedipus shudders to think that he stains the dead man’s
bed (levch) with his hands (821). When he learns that his Corinthian
“father” has died, Oedipus takes heart, scoffing at the prophecies, although
he feels that he still must avoid his mother’s bed (levktron; 976). In
response, Jocasta, his unknown mother, recommends that he ignore fate
and incest, noting that men have often slept with their own mothers in
their dreams (981–982). When the whole truth finally comes to light,
Jocasta rushes to the marriage bed (levch; 1243), mourns the bed (eujnav";
1249) on which she had “bred double,” and hangs herself, after the fash-
ion of the Sphinx who, in one tradition, disposed of males by throttling
them in a sexual embrace.

Whatever else Oedipus tyrannus might tell us about kingship and
knowledge, it certainly exhibits the full range of dangers that can attend
“knowing” someone in bed, that most private of spaces in most royal
palaces. In the next chapter, we will encounter a number of dangers that
confront biblical kings (and biblicists!) in bed. In chapter 5, we will return
to Oedipus and David, and view their bedroom behavior in terms of the
private-public distinction. We will find that the dangers I have been dis-
cussing are especially great in two situations that are mirror images of each
other: first, when the king, like Oedipus, is so totally public-minded that
he ignores his own private life, and second, when the king, like David,
becomes so guided by his private emotions and personal survival that his
public duties are ignored and he nearly loses his kingdom.
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4
ROYAL POWER AND KNOWING

IN THE BIBLICAL SENSE

Having outlined royal traits and tracked instances of royal information
management (and mismanagement) throughout the ancient Near East and
Greece, it is time for me to ask how these themes manifest themselves in
the Hebrew Bible, not merely in the case of Saul and the priests at Nob,
but in general. This chapter is devoted to the relationship between royal
knowing and power in its specifically biblical form. However, when I sat
down to write it, I fell asleep and had a dream. It was kind of an incuba-
tion dream, in the sense that it helped to hatch this chapter.

I dreamt that I was sitting in a waiting room. I looked up at the peo-
ple around me because none of the magazines was new; the most recent
were Esther and Daniel. What a motley group! Every stratum and style of
humanity from high-court officials to prostitutes, all waiting on, or waiting
for, the king. One minute a phalanx of FedEx guys comes flying out of the
king’s private chamber carrying letters ordering the annihilation and plun-
dering of “a certain people” within the kingdom, and everybody—not just
here but all over the capital—scratches their bewildered heads. Meanwhile,
the king and whoever’s advising him are sitting down to have a drink
together. Who is in there advising him, anyway? 

Then there are those four guys in the cool chamber above the waiting
room, with that teenager craning his neck to hear what’s being said. One
of the four isn’t only scratching his head; he’s scratching his whole body—
he’s full of sores and looks terrible. I can’t hear everything they’re saying,
but the sick, impoverished one can’t make head or tail of a different com-
mand invisibly given and surreptitiously carried out by the king and his
agents. Apparently the king had a courtier kill the man’s whole family and
almost all his servants, give him those diseases, and confiscate his property
so that he could no longer rescue the poor and homeless people he used
to help when he was richer than the guys he’s talking to. From the way
they act, the other guys are loyal advisors of the king. They talk as if they
know exactly what the usually invisible and inscrutable king is thinking,
although they keep saying that nobody knows the king’s thoughts. You
would think they were as at home in the king’s private chamber as that 



bed-warmer woman who was brought to the king a minute ago. They act
as though they too are privileged flies on the king’s bedroom wall,
although the only bugs they talk about are human maggots and worms.
They keep telling the sick guy that what happened was all his fault, and if
the king did order it, the guy had it coming. They are even quoting from
their English law dictionary, chanting “the king can do no wrong.”

Leaving the men’s room and returning to the main waiting area, I spot
a flock of cosmeticians filing through the room and being ushered inside.
Some of them carry enough perfume and oil to take care of the entire pop-
ulace of Paris for a year, but apparently it’s all for the contestants in the
king’s “Be the next Ms. Persia” pageant. Others are mumbling something
in Babylonian about needing to give the king an emergency haircut and
pedicure before he climbs over the palace walls toward the forest. One is
even rushing in a bottle of salad dressing.

They aren’t the only ones to get immediate access. Those two call girls
are going in next. Good! I was afraid that baby’d get yanked apart like the
two branches of a wishbone. It seems like women get preferential treat-
ment here. There goes a smart-looking old woman, after being dropped
off by some tough-looking military muck-a-muck who promptly vanished.
Now she’s coming back out, smiling, Mona Lisa–like. Even that famished
woman is getting in, the one exuding the moral outrage of a plaintiff on
the “People’s Court” show, furious that her dry-cleaner friend ruined her
new suede coat. Only here it’s not about a coat—she’s demanding that the
king make her friend cough up her son, so the two women can do lunch.
Now she’s coming back out, and she’s not smiling.

Maybe women aren’t so privileged after all. It seems the queen “just
said no,” and soon another exodus of FedEx men comes pouring out, part-
ing the seas of waiting humanity as they sweep along—this time carrying
an order that women must obey their husbands and speak to them only in
the language of football. The hum of head scratching is audible again,
inside and outside the waiting room.

And then over there, by the ficus benjamina, that naked man and
woman are scratching their heads about some fruit tree. Apparently they
received an order from the king not to touch it or at least not to eat it. They
hardly seem like courtiers, and their nakedness isn’t at all like the guy with
the skin sores. But there is a very tall, sinewy, too-smart-for-his-own-good-
looking courtier giving them advice about the king—just like the three
deprogrammers brainwashing the guy with the sores. I wonder if this slick,
tall courtier is the one who advised the king to turn the sore guy’s world
upside down. Actually, if he weren’t so shriveled up and sick, the man with
the sores could pass for a king himself.

The king’s certainly getting some interesting advice. It’s never boring
here. Now some loud frat boys are barging through with their music
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thumping, on their way to counsel the king. Later they come out laughing
among themselves, carrying freshly painted signs that look like the ones
candidates put their political slogans on. My little thing is thicker than my
father’s what?! Whip whom with scorpions?! Maybe it’s time to rethink that
maxim about the king doing no wrong. That’s interesting. No more advi-
sors have gone in or out for a long time, neither the loud kind nor the
whispering ones. Here come two FedEx men with packages ordered by
the king without the help of counselors. Two golden what?! Put them
where?! Sabbath services on Monday night? Instead of football? That’ll
cause some helmet scratching.

Just when things are calming down again, a rather mangled man comes
limping in. He looks like he could use a pedicure too—and a shave. He’s
obviously here to testify to the king on a judicial matter, just like those pros-
titutes and that hungry woman. I just hope he doesn’t want to slice or eat
anybody. He was only in the inner chamber for a minute or less, and he
wasn’t exactly smiling when he came out; it was more like the beatific obse-
quious smile he carried in with him had frozen into stunned puzzlement.

Everything seems quiet now, and I’m guessing that the king might
have gone to bed; he’s certainly been working overtime. But some tip-
toeing lackeys emerging from the inner chamber are whispering
something about needing a cure for the king’s insomnia. The next thing
I know they’re carting in loads of the king’s own royal annals to read
to him. And I’d thought that knowing in another biblical sense was the
best soporific!

All of a sudden, I look out one of the windows and see a rabbinical stu-
dent racing like a meshugga through the waiting room of an adjacent
building and pouring Puritan oil on the head of some heavy dude who’s
obviously packing. Now he’s zipping out just as fast—shades of guru Ji being
crowned with a cream pie by some nut in Detroit. The dude’s buddies in the
waiting room ask him who that nutcase was and what he said, and before
you know it, the room’s exploding with “Long live the king!” The newly
creamed king is extricating himself from the circle of well-wishers, and now
he’s zooming out to the parking lot. He jumps in his car, and peels rubber
like a meshugga out for a Sunday drive of royal road rage.

The dream-images are starting to break up, but I can still see a man
in the corner of my waiting room, a foreign-looking guy with a south-
eastern accent. His hat has a Bozrah University logo on it, a reddish
figure in the belligerent stance of Wisconsin’s Bucky Badger, but this
mascot is human, a ruddy outdoorsy man with a built-in hair coat. The
waiting man looks like a royal courtier, but right now he seems to be
waiting for the king’s priest rather than for the king himself. As I wake
up I can here a loud chorus of academic voices chanting in unison: “He’s
lurking; he’s lurking.”
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My first thoughts after I awoke were identical to those of Plato’s
Glaucon when he had listened to Socrates’ description of the Cave. He said,
“a strange image . . . and the prisoners are strange.” Socrates replied, “like
us” (Rep. 515a). The behavior of the people in the dream was certainly
strange enough to qualify as real, at least in terms of my own reality con-
cept. And it was obviously all about biblical kings. But at the same time, the
monarchs were distorted and superimposed on top of one another—both
the human kings and the divine one—forming a bizarre composite portrait
of “The King,” an amusement-park “mirror for princes” or monarchical Marx
Brothers movie. An oneiric example of “defamiliarization,” to be sure.

Although the stories of many biblical kings were folded into the dream,
a number of royal traits showed through repeatedly. There was the contin-
ual distinction between those who have access to the king and the outsiders
who can only guess at what motivates the often weird-sounding decisions
emanating from inside the Beltway. There was the continual emphasis on
the flow of traffic between inside and outside, with the vaunted speed of
FedEx overnight. There were repeated occurrences of the king playing a
judicial role, with mixed reviews by the litigants. There was a fleeting
glimpse of the British legal principle of the king being unable to do wrong,
which we’d earlier traced back to the notion of the king’s two bodies. There
was a reference to a king who behaved tyrannically, using forced labor and
overtaxation, and an allusion to a king who initiated cult reforms that
seemed puzzling to some outsiders. There was one king who leaves the
throne—not in disguise in order to examine his subjects—but to remain far
from humans on a kind of vegetarian feral excursion. Royal insomnia made
one appearance, while the king’s complex relationship with advisors and
secret agents made several. There were also allusions to informers and
spies. That lone man at the end of the dream, from Bozrah U., must have
been Doeg the Edomite, the scapegoat-villain of our chapter 2.1
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1 In order of appearance, then, the kings were Ahasuerus (Xerxes) in Esth 3; the
regal Job; David (with Abishag; 1 Kgs 1); Esther preparing for the king (Esth 2);
Nebuchadnezzar (Dan 4); Solomon (1 Kgs 3); David (with the wise woman and
Joab; 2 Sam 14); Jehoram of Israel (with the cannibal mother; 2 Kgs 6); Ahasuerus
again (Esth 1); King Yahweh with courtiers Adam, Eve, and the serpent (Gen 3);
Rehoboam (1 Kgs 12); Jeroboam (1 Kgs 12); David (with Mephibosheth; 2 Sam 19);
Ahasuerus (Esth 6); Jehu (2 Kgs 9); and David (with Doeg; 1 Sam 21–22).

The dream also refers to an incident involving a certain guru Ji. In order to check
my memory of this event, and thereby establish the “historicity” of this dream ele-
ment, I contacted David Crumm, a religion writer for the Detroit Free Press. After
some investigation, Mr. Crumm found a long-time Free Press reporter (Bill McGraw)
who recalled the incident vividly, so vividly, in fact, that I cannot resist quoting Mr.
Crumm’s report to me at some length: “Apparently the incident took place back in
1970 or 1971. It did involve a Guru named Ji and a high-profile visit he paid to



The dream didn’t just defamiliarize these biblical narratives; it also
highlighted their built-in potential for absurd satire. I have a hard time
imagining an Assyriologist having an analogous experience after spending
the evening poring over Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions. On the other
hand, Herodotus must have had recurring dreams about the antics of his
Candaules (Hist. 1.8–12), Amasis (2.172), and Amestris (7.114, 9.109–112),
if not his many other risible and raging royals. Nevertheless, it was high
time I got out of bed and got down to business, cataloging the experiences
of biblical kings when they were in bed—and in all the other private areas
to which my dreaming observer-self was apparently not given access.

KINGS IN BED AND ON THE THRONE: TYPES OF ROYAL KNOWING IN
THE HEBREW BIBLE

They came into the house, and he [Ishbosheth] lay in his bedchamber
[wbkvm rdjb], and they struck him and killed him and beheaded him. . . .
[David said] “wicked men have murdered a righteous man in his house,
upon his bed.”
—2 Samuel 4:7, 11

Pharaoh said . . . “I do not know Yahweh.” . . . Yahweh spoke to Moses . . .
“say to [Pharaoh], ‘. . . frogs . . . shall come into your house, and into your
bedchamber [˚bkvm rdjbw], and into your bed. . . . ’ ” . . . Moses said . . .
“ that you may know that there is no one like Yahweh, the frogs will leave
you and your houses. . . . ”
—Exodus 5:2; 7:26, 28; 8:5–7
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Detroit. Apparently the city officials here were enough in awe of this guy that they
invited him over to the City Council chambers and there was going to be some kind
of welcoming proclamation given to him. In any case, a young would-be anarchist
named Pat Riley (I think that was his name) showed up with a cream pie and hit
Ji square in the face. . . . But that’s not the end of the story. Riley apparently, some
years later, traveled out West (I think that’s what Bill said) and once again encoun-
tered some followers of Ji. He got to talking with them and they actually lured him
into some kind of meditation technique they wanted him to try. While he was
doing it and his eyes were closed, they attacked him with hammers and nearly
killed him. They damaged his skull so severely that he had to have a steel plate
put into his head. Today, he’s a cab driver in Detroit—still alive and actually you
could talk with him, if you want. I think my friend here has a number for him.
Apparently he remains a good-humored, countercultural kind of guy. At one point,
some reporter re-interviewed him about the whole pie incident and the nearly fatal
aftermath of it—and he actually joked about it. He said something like: ‘Hey, it’s
not all bad having a steel plate in your head. I don’t need a radio anymore to tune
in my favorite station!’” (e-mail communication, May 25, 1999).



Elisha . . . tells the king of Israel the words that you [king of Aram] speak
in your bedchamber [˚bkvm rdjb].
—2 Kings 6:12

These epigraphs, together with Qoh 10:20 (cited above in ch. 3), con-
stitute the only four examples of the expression bkvm rdj (“bedchamber”)
in the Hebrew Bible. Together they illustrate several of the roles played by
royal knowledge and information management in the Hebrew Bible.
Significantly, though they refer to the king’s bedroom, none of the pas-
sages describes the king in the act of knowing a woman in the biblical
sense. In three of the four passages, the bedroom marks a king’s vulnera-
bility: the unsuspecting Ishbosheth unable to prevent being assassinated in
bed, a fate experienced by a number of ancient Near Eastern kings and
feared by many others; the Pharaoh unable to prevent Yahweh’s invading
his most private room with frogs; and, as we have seen, the king of Aram
unable to prevent secret information from being acquired by his enemies,
including information restricted to the privacy of his own bedchamber. In
all three passages, the vulnerable, uninformed king is the loser in a con-
test with a more powerful and knowing king. In 2 Sam 3–4, David is the
“winner”; as we will discuss in chapter 5, his repeated claim to ignorance
is at least open to question. The loser pharaoh’s proud ignorance of the
divine sovereign Yahweh (“I don’t know any Yahweh”; see Exod 5:2)
ensures his loss and death. In 2 Kgs 6, King Jehoram of Israel is a winner
only because of the powerful and all-knowing prophet-informer Elisha.
Together, these three very different cases show that the king with superior
knowledge and information possesses the power to win a zero-sum game
when two monarchs are in competition.

In contrast, the fourth text presents a king (Qoheleth) who is address-
ing subjects on behalf of all monarchs. He describes a king who is
invulnerable because he is able to acquire private knowledge about his
vulnerable subjects, not merely knowledge of curses made in their bed-
rooms (he assumes any rich man can do that), but even curses against the
king made in the privacy of their thoughts. This is precisely the claim made
by Isocrates’ King Nicocles of Cyprus and our other would-be omniscient
kings. Qoheleth stresses the speed at which this dangerous information
will be transmitted to the king, with birds as the swift informers. This image
of birds carrying information to the king recurs in Solomonic folklore and
is often used to convey the speed at which gossip and rumor are trans-
mitted (see above on Virgil’s Fama).

These texts show that monarchs need to be informed in order to stay
in power, whether they need to know in advance of assassination plots, of
the leakage of secret military plans, or of the power of a hitherto unknown
deity. While kings have a great need for knowledge, their very position
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makes it difficult for them to acquire what Herodotus would call the best
kind of information: autopsy, that is, seeing with their own eyes. To the
extent to which they remain on the throne in the capital of their kingdom,
they are pretty much restricted to what Herodotus considers the second-
and third-best means of acquiring knowledge and information: reports
from eyewitnesses and hearsay (see Herodotus, Hist. 2.29, 99; 3.115). To
the extent that they remain in their private space in the center, it is impos-
sible for kings to become the kind of investigative knower or researcher
typified by kings like Gilgamesh. It is even difficult for kings to acquire any
reliable information, if they take at face value all the reports given them by
their informants, including courtiers and the King’s Eyes and Ears. As men-
tioned earlier, Freud believes that it is equally dangerous for the ego to act
like a complacent absolute ruler who trusts the information given to him
by his courtiers and therefore doesn’t bother to do his own research by
going down among his people to hear their voice.

Biblical texts furnish examples of at least six types of royal knower, or,
at least, six ways in which knowledge (and the lack of it) plays a key role
in their careers:

The king as “panoptic,” or all-knowing. The two biblical kings who come
closest to approximating this type, the type idealized by Isocrates, Louis XIV,
and the other monarchs already discussed, are David and Solomon. Of
course, David at times must rely on God’s reports, either directly or
through the medium of Abiathar and the ephod, or on information sup-
plied by human beings. In 2 Sam 3 and 1 Kgs 1, David actually wields
power by acting as though he were ignorant of key events. Most strikingly,
David is surprisingly uninformed when Absalom is preparing his rebellion
(see below). For his part, Solomon comes closest to demonstrating
Yahweh’s ability to see into the hearts of every human being (the ability
that Qoheleth predicates of all kings) when he adjudicates the dispute
between the two prostitutes. However, he does not see into their hearts or
hear their private thoughts; rather, he “extracts” information about their
true natures with a ruse, just as Samson’s wife and Delilah extract Samson’s
secrets through their techniques. Even later, when Solomon has his world-
wide reputation for wisdom, that wisdom is not shown to be panoptic in
nature (see ch. 6, below).

As I will discuss later, the biblical personage who comes closest to
demonstrating panoptic knowledge is Elisha. This prophet is not only able
to convey God’s wishes and judgments, but secret military intelligence
about enemy troop movements. The fact that Elisha helps his marvelous
deeds to become known outside Israel (see, e.g., Cogan and Tadmor 1988,
75) suggests that the tales of his deeds are functioning in the manner of
royal ideology. In the end, however, the sovereign Yahweh co-opts all
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human kings who would profess to be panoptic, even though kings who
seek information from him by means of dreams, Urim, or prophets are
attempting to make God into their King’s Eye. In addition, it is Yahweh who
best demonstrates royal unaccountability, inaccessibility, and inscrutability.

Kings who do not know what they need to know and are therefore helpless
(including kings who are unable to keep their secret information private).
There are many examples of this type of king in the Hebrew Bible. We
have already witnessed Saul’s painful inability to discover what he needs
to know, and the predicament of the king of Aram (in 2 Kgs 6) will be dis-
cussed later in this chapter.

Kings who think they know and/or control more than they do. Whether this
is called conceit of wisdom or, with Plato, doxosophia (e.g., Phileb. 49a, d;
cf. Symp. 204a), this type of royal hubris (u{bri") is illustrated by the two
pharaohs of Exodus, as well as by Rehoboam, when he follows the idiotic
advice of his young counselors (1 Kgs 12:6–14).

Kings who employ counselors in order to make decisions from known data.
This type is relatively rare in the Hebrew Bible, the prime examples being
David in 2 Sam 15–16 and Rehoboam in 1 Kgs 12 (on this see Polzin [1993,
169–75], whose approach to 2 Sam 15–16 differs from the one I give
below), although Ahasuerus’s emergency meeting in Esth 1 certainly qual-
ifies, as does his consultation with Haman in Esth 6:1–10.

Kings who get off the throne in order to acquire knowledge or experience first-
hand. As I mentioned in chapter 1, there is a well-documented type of folk
story that the motif index dubs “king in disguise to learn secrets of subjects,”
although the purpose is usually to ensure that justice is being done or to
share the life of ordinary people, not to “snoop” (Burke 1978, 152). When
one thinks of a biblical king who leaves the throne, gains experience, and
hears the people’s voice, the David of 2 Sam 15–17 comes to mind, although
David certainly does not flee Jerusalem for these reasons (see below). Nor
can it be said that the Nebuchadnezzar in Dan 4 left the throne in order to
acquire knowledge, although knowledge of Yahweh’s sovereignty is the out-
come. Nebuchadnezzar’s wildness does not signal that he is being initiated
into a counterreality, as is the case with the “wild” Gilgamesh when he iden-
tifies with his deceased double Enkidu. Nebuchadnezzar does not have
experiences with people or “the Other”; he doesn’t even have the faculty of
reason that would allow him to learn from experience.

Kings in bed; kings who know in the biblical sense. In the Hebrew Bible,
there are at least twelve examples of kings (or heirs apparent) who are
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described as being in bed. However, these passages often involve types of
activity other than knowing someone in the biblical sense. These are the pas-
sages, with the addition of Sophocles’ Oedipus for comparative purposes:

1. 1 Sam 19:13, 15–16
2. 1 Sam 26:7
3. 1 Sam 28:23
4. 2 Sam 4:7, 11
5. 2 Sam 11:2, 4 (contrast Uriah in v. 13)
6. 2 Sam 13:5
7. 2 Sam 16:22
8. 1 Kgs 1:1–4, 15–48 (note bkvm in v. 47)
9. 1 Kgs 21:4
10. 2 Kgs 1:4
11. 2 Kgs 8:7–15
12. 2 Kgs 20:1–7
13. Oed. tyr. 260, 821, 976 [cf. 981–982], 1243, 1249

Six of these passages deal with the transmitting or withholding of infor-
mation (nos. 1, 3, 8, 9, 11, 13), four with assassination (nos. 1, 2, 4, 11),
four with illness or infirmity (nos. 8, 10, 11, 12), two with feigned illness
(nos. 1, 6), and three with the king being “mothered” (nos. 3, 8, 9). Only
four involve actual sexual intercourse (nos. 5, 6, 7, 13). As noted earlier in
regard to the passages in which the phrase bkvm rdj appears, most of
these situations (assassination, illness, the king having information with-
held, the king being mothered) involve vulnerability, weakness, and
passivity, if not death. And, as was the case in the earlier texts, a number
of these passages involve two kings (or princes) who are in competition
(nos. 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 11).

The relatively few examples of biblical kings and princes “knowing
someone in the biblical sense” all involve David or his sons. All of them
have inappropriate or tabooed women as the sexual partner, and all are
punished with death (in every case a son of David dies, rather than the
king himself). Even the two examples in which intercourse is noticeably
absent involve either David (no. 8) or the man whose wife David has
recently impregnated (no. 5; v. 13). In the case of Oedipus, the king has
no more knowledge of whom he was knowing in the biblical sense than
does the “newlywed” Jacob in Gen 29:21–25. When Oedipus finally dis-
covers the identity of his partner, the marriage bed quickly becomes the
scene of a suicide.

Women play significant roles in at least five of the biblical passages
(nos. 1, 3, 6, 8, 9), even though intercourse occurs only in number 6,
Amnon’s rape of Tamar. In the other four cases, the males are passive and
the women (three of whom are wives) are active. In biblical texts involving
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men other than kings in bed, women tend to play an even larger and more
powerful role. This is true in five of these six cases: Gen 27; 29; Judg 4; 16;
Ruth 3; and Jdt 12–13. Almost all of these situations involve elements of
deception (a type of information management), and, in all but Gen 29, it is
the woman who controls the information and therefore the male. While
assassination and illness are also present as themes in some of these pas-
sages, the red thread that runs through all nineteen of the texts listed in this
section is control of knowledge and information.

Only in the case of Samson and Delilah (and Samson’s wife earlier) is
there an obvious link between knowing a powerful male in the biblical
sense and getting secret knowledge from him in the process. There are no
biblical examples of such “sexually transmitted information” in relation to
kings, although scholars like Gray surmise that Israelite women who were
taken as prisoner by the Arameans and made concubines might have
become the source of “a leakage of secrets from the bedchamber,” a leak-
age that helped to sustain Elisha’s “efficient intelligence service” (J. Gray
1970, 515, 513). Rather than leaking knowledge exclusive to themselves,
biblical kings more commonly have information withheld from them or
have disinformation given to them (nos. 1, 3, 8, 9, 11).2 The very fact that
the monarchs must depend so heavily on information being reported to
them by others makes it difficult for a situation analogous to Samson’s to
arise. The fundamental point is that kings do not need to possess secret
knowledge in reality; they merely need others to think that they do.

EXAMPLES OF ROYAL KNOWLEDGE AND INFORMATION MANAGEMENT
IN BIBLICAL TEXTS

2 Samuel 15–17

While different aspects of David’s career were cited to illustrate most
of the types of royal knowing listed above, the cases in which he displays
mastery of information management (with or without divine help) include
the most famous events of his reign, as depicted in Samuel and Kings (see
ch. 5, below). Yet David is hardly panoptic. He is not generally depicted
as a king to whom all report everything that they see and hear or as a king
concerned with “keeping an eye on” the people as a whole. In fact, the
story of Absalom’s rebellion presents a David who is often the opposite of
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a panoptic king. Admittedly, David is informed about Absalom’s actions
once the rebellion has begun, and Joab does inform the king about the
condition of the people after the rebellion has been quashed. Nevertheless,
in 2 Sam 15:1–12 David is astoundingly uninformed about Absalom’s sedi-
tious behavior, even though it is precisely the kind of activity that ancient
Near Eastern kings most want to be informed about—the same kind of
activity in which Saul had thought David had been engaged and about
which Saul believed himself to be uninformed. 

Verses 1–12 of chapter 15 report a long series of frequent activities by
Absalom that highlight his efforts at communication with the people (he
apparently took Freud’s advice about listening to the voice of his people,
even if his father did not). Absalom here displays mastery of “impression
management” (see Goffman 1959, 208–37) in relation to the people (vv.
1–6) and information management in his manipulation of David (vv. 7–12;
cf. 13:24–27). These activities had to take place over a long period of time,
yet no one apparently informs David about any of them. Absalom’s initial
act of acquiring the chariot, horses, and fifty runners is by its very nature
public; it’s the very same act that is urgently and quickly reported to David
in 1 Kgs 1, when it is done by Adonijah! Brueggemann (1990, 301) notes
that “one has an image of constant street parades in Jerusalem, calling
attention to this prince and heir.” While this “image” seems a bit exagger-
ated to me, it does underscore the publicity of the act and the puzzling fact
that David is either unaware of it or does not grasp its political significance.
Similarly, Hertzberg observes that reports of Absalom’s gladhanding of cit-
izens in his campaign for judge “will have run like wildfire through the
villages” (1964, 337)—yet again, apparently not through the halls of the
palace to the throne room. Oddly, these commentators and others do not
remark on David’s ignorance of such long-term seditious behavior; instead,
they note David’s quick response of taking flight after he receives the
“news” of the conspiracy. This is not even yesterday’s news; it’s news from
the previous four years, if not longer (15:7 LXX Luc; 14:28)! It’s the first time
David hears about it, and it’s already time to flee the capital. David needs
to fire all the members of his CIA and FBI.

In the courtiers’ defense, 2 Sam 12 and 14 may indicate that giving
bad news to David may be a delicate matter, but that is still no excuse. In
a sense, all of David’s courtiers, including Joab, seem to have been dis-
loyal as regards this crucial matter, for loyalty and reporting information
are synonymous. The fact that David doesn’t learn about all this on his
own shows how insulated and isolated he has become. If he had gotten
off the throne and gone to the gate, he could have heard Absalom’s Spiel
for himself. Of course, if he had done that, Absalom would have had no
grounds on which to appeal to the people in the first place. David’s total
ignorance of Absalom’s information-management activities is shown by
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Absalom fooling David about his true reason for going to Hebron. The
king apparently did not learn any lesson from Absalom’s previous success
at manipulating him with false information, in the matter of the
sheepshearing feast that became the scene of Amnon’s assassination.
Fittingly, Absalom succeeded in that instance because David did not want
to get off his throne to go to the feast himself, a fact that Absalom had
anticipated and used to manipulate his father.

Ironically, the long series of information-management blunders by
David’s Eyes and Ears forces David to relearn his information-management
skills after he is forced out of Jerusalem. It almost seems that he had to lose
his information-handling power in order to regain it. And regain it he does.
He immediately begins to improve his impression-management technique
with Ittai and then lays the foundation for an underground news source in
Jerusalem with Zadok (15:27–28). A few verses later we are told that this net-
work will be put to use by David’s newly recruited double agent Hushai, who
will relay secret information he has heard in the private space of the palace
(15:35–36). Here, at last, David is telling trusted citizens to report to him
everything they see and hear, in quintessential ancient Near Eastern form.

If one grades monarchs according to their information-management
abilities, the David of 2 Sam 13:6–15:12 deserves an F. Once he is off the
throne, David shoots up to an A+, for in addition to creating a secret infor-
mation network, and enlisting a double agent/spy, he also instructs that spy
to disseminate disinformation (thereby anticipating John Poindexter by mil-
lennia) and, at the same time, communicates with Yahweh, so that the Lord
might achieve the same result using his own devices.

The narrative that describes the effective passage of private information
from Hushai to David in 2 Sam 17 puts great emphasis on all the human
links in the chain of secret communication. It’s all here: the double agent
passing on false advice at Absalom’s “court,” priests [secretly?] loyal to David
and their messenger-sons, the unnamed servant woman who carries
reports3 and is loyal to the messengers. This woman’s actions even recall
another spy story, that of Rahab, who also hides spies and gives a false
report to a king, as well as the story of Michal lying to King Saul in 1 Sam
19. In addition, we have the r[n who shows loyalty to Absalom when he
sees the priests’ sons and informs Absalom (v. 18). All these scenes call
attention to the elements of loyalty and risk, and the need for speed, in the
process of reporting secret information by human channels—all in stark
contrast to the long preceding period when David was monumentally unin-
formed about the events that led directly to this crisis.

At the same time, the process initiated by Hushai, Abiathar, and Zadok
functions in the same way as the process by which Yahweh had informed

84 Knowing Kings

3 Assuming that it is the same woman in vv. 19–20 as in v. 17.



David earlier, either directly or through Abiathar’s ephod. The fact that
Abiathar plays a role in both cases highlights their functional equivalence.
David’s immediate flight in response to Hushai’s warning not to spend the
night in his present location (17:16, 21)4 recalls his earlier response to
Yahweh’s warning through Abiathar’s ephod, when David was being pur-
sued by his father-in-law and not his son (1 Sam 23:11–13). While 2 Sam
15–17 showcases both “dual causality” (with David simultaneously using
human cunning and appealing for direct divine action) and the role of
human beings who function in the same way that God does elsewhere, the
primary emphasis is definitely on the human element in controlling and
transmitting information.

1 Kings 18

The story of Obadiah in 1 Kgs 18:1–16 illustrates both the crucial role
played by information management in royal courts and the misreadings that
can be produced by commentators who do not take this historically attested
factor into account when they interpret Samuel–Kings. At the beginning of
the chapter, Yahweh tells Elijah to present himself to Ahab, and Elijah sets
out to do so (vv. 1–2). Elijah is not ordered to present himself to Obadiah.
Nor is he told to make Obadiah his go-between with Ahab. In terms of
Yahweh’s command, the narrative could move from verse 2 to verse 17
(when Elijah presents himself to Ahab) without any disruption. This means
that verses 3–16 can be viewed as an integral unit, one that focuses exclu-
sively on the issues of information control and loyalty in relation to Obadiah.

The Obadiah narrative begins with Ahab calling for Obadiah, ordering
him to go in search of water and grass to keep the horses and mules alive.
They then divide the land between them and go off separately, each by
himself (vv. 3, 5–6). The narrator interrupts this scene (in which Obadiah
remains silent) by telling us that Obadiah feared Yahweh greatly and
demonstrated that fear by hiding and feeding a hundred prophets in caves,
so that Jezebel could not “cut them off” (vv. 3–4). In verse 7, Elijah encoun-
ters Obadiah, and the latter falls on his face, calling Elijah “my lord.” The
prophet then orders Obadiah to go and inform “your lord” that Elijah is
here (v. 8). Obadiah asks how he might have sinned, considering that
Elijah intends to deliver him into the hand of Ahab, to put him to death (v.
9). Swearing by Yahweh, Obadiah informs Elijah that Ahab has sent to
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every nation and kingdom in search of him, and when each reported that
Elijah was not there, Ahab had made them swear an oath that they had not
found him (v. 10). With that background, Obadiah explains that if he were
to go to Ahab and announce that Elijah is here, the spirit of Yahweh might
carry the prophet to some unknown place, and when Ahab could not find
him, he would put Obadiah to death (vv. 11–12). Obadiah protests that he
has been loyal to Yahweh from his youth and asks Elijah if the prophet has
not been informed of Obadiah’s loyal deed of saving the hundred prophets
(v. 13). After Obadiah reiterates that Ahab would put him to death, Elijah
swears that he will indeed show himself to the king that day (v. 15).
Obadiah then informs Ahab, and Elijah appears as promised (v. 16).

It is clear from this summary that Ahab trusts his courtier to go off
alone on the mission that the king finds most urgent. However, it is
Obadiah’s loyalty to Yahweh that is stressed by the narrator and by
Obadiah himself. Nevertheless, many commentators assert that Obadiah
is “ambivalent” (Walsh 1996, 239, 242, 260), that he displays a “conflict of
loyalties” (Nelson 1987, 118), or that “the tension between [his] desire to
serve Yahweh and his desire to serve Ahab” illustrates his “torn loyalties”
(Hauser and Gregory 1990, 25). Some contend that Obadiah’s reason for
fearing that Ahab will kill him in verse 12 is “an excuse to cover up the
real reason,” namely, the fact that he is a “closet Yahwist” (Hauser and
Gregory 1990, 27), in spite of the fact that the text gives no indication
that Obadiah attempted to conceal (or needed to conceal) his faith in
Yahweh. Others suggest that it is unclear whether Obadiah is sincere or
merely giving an excuse in verse 12 (e.g., G. Jones 1984, 313). Finally,
Obadiah’s use of the phrase “my lord” in reference to Ahab has also been
taken as a sign of his split loyalties (e.g., Nelson 1987, 118).

All of these interpretations fail to take into account the relationship
between information control and loyalty in the ancient Near East, as well
as the special requirements of Obadiah’s position. Scholars who think that
Obadiah’s reason in verse 12 is an excuse or a cover-up tend to view him
as a “fainthearted” man with “flustered fears” (Hauser and Gregory 1990,
27; Nelson 1987, 118). Yet, given extensive evidence from ancient loyalty
oaths, as well as other ancient Near Eastern data we have reviewed,
Obadiah’s fears are entirely reasonable and well-founded. Courtiers, if not
all citizens, are bound by oath to inform the king of whatever they see or
hear. Failure to do so is usually punishable by death. If Elijah were to van-
ish after Obadiah had reported his presence, Obadiah could easily be
judged to have given the king a false report and be subject to execution.5
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To show that this is the appropriate context in which to evaluate verse 12,
one need only refer to the background with which Obadiah provided
Elijah in verse 10. Ahab had asked foreign nations and monarchies to
report to him, and when they told him that they had not found Elijah,
Ahab made them swear what amounts to a loyalty oath in order to verify
their statement. Concerning Obadiah’s worry that the spirit of Yahweh
might whisk Elijah away somewhere, there is enough evidence of Elijah’s
mysterious movements in 1–2 Kings to suggest that it is not far-fetched for
Obadiah to view him as an ancestor of the spy-hero, the Scarlet
Pimpernel: “they seek him here, they seek him there, that damned elusive
Pimpernel” (The Scarlet Pimpernel, film, 1935).

Clearly, Obadiah is afraid of being viewed as disloyal by the king he
supposedly serves. Ironically, his fear concerns an act that would actually
be a loyal one but that would appear disloyal if Elijah were to disappear.
That is, Obadiah is afraid that Elijah might be disloyal to him. It is to allay
these fears that Elijah swears he will show himself that day (v. 15). Even
more ironic is that there is no mention of Obadiah having been afraid
when he was actually disloyal. If Elijah can hide himself from Ahab,
Obadiah successfully hid a hundred prophets from Jezebel and presum-
ably her husband—an act of gross disloyalty to the king. Far from being
afraid that this act of disloyalty might be exposed, Obadiah expects that
someone has already told Elijah about it (v. 13).6 A final irony is that if
Obadiah were put to death for allegedly giving a false report about Elijah,
he would no longer be able to engage in secret acts of loyalty to Yahweh,
such as rescuing his prophets.

Even if one leaves all this evidence of Obadiah’s total loyalty to
Yahweh aside, there is absolutely no evidence for the view that Obadiah’s
loyalties are nevertheless divided or “torn.” Ahab’s trust in Obadiah is sim-
ply misplaced. Nowhere is it said or implied that Obadiah “desires” to
serve Ahab. We see Obadiah going in search of water and grass, as Ahab
commanded. Does that prove his loyalty to Ahab? Hardly. If Obadiah is to
retain his key position at the center of power, he must at least give the
appearance of serving the king, precisely so that he might be in a position
to aid others loyal to Yahweh (cf. the value for David of his court “spy”
[and disloyal son and courtier] Jonathan). Besides, searching for fodder and
water is, in itself, a relatively neutral and innocuous act. What about
Obadiah’s use of “my lord” in relation to Ahab (v. 10)? For one thing, Oba-
diah is here echoing Elijah’s reference to Ahab as Obadiah’s “lord” in verse
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8. For another, it is likely that a courtier would refer to the king in this
manner whether he were loyal to the king or not.

2 Kings 6

If Obadiah fears that Ahab would take an unsubstantiated report of
Elijah’s presence as a sign of his disloyalty, the king of Aram fears that the
leakage of secrets from his counsel meetings is a sign that one of his
courtiers has been disloyal to him. Kings like Saul fear that their courtiers
are keeping information from them; the king of Aram fears that his
courtiers are not keeping his information secret. More than once or twice,
the king of Aram plans to move troops to a specific place, and Elisha
informs the king of Israel, who takes appropriate countermeasures (vv.
8–10). The heart of the king of Aram is agitated; he calls his courtiers and
asks, “Will you tell me which of us is for the king of Israel?” (v. 11). This
might seem like a rather naive question, asking a traitor to reveal himself
in public. It may also be naive to expect another courtier to denounce the
traitor, because he who does so shows that he too has been disloyal,
because he had this crucial knowledge and did not report it earlier to the
king. The question also illustrates the feelings of desperation and isolation
experienced by a king who feels that he has not been fully informed by
his trusted servants. One of “us” is not for us, but for my enemy. All of
“you” need to inform “me.” The uninformed king is alone and vulnerable.
“You” are together and know what is going on; I am alone and in the dark.

The courtier who answers actually supports the king’s accusation of
disloyalty in the very act of denying it. He says that it is not they who have
given the secret information to the enemy; it is Elisha, who even tells the
king of Israel the words the Aramean king utters in his bedchamber (v. 12).
If the courtier already knows this, why hasn’t he told his king, the same
way that Elisha tells the king of Israel what he knows? As we have seen,
Doeg has been accused of being too slow (and too fast! ) in reporting to
Saul David’s presence at Nob. That case is complex and somewhat
ambiguous. Here, however, the courtier’s dilatory behavior seems clearly
disloyal. This is not acknowledged by the Aramean king, however.7 The
king merely orders his men to go and see where Elisha is, so that he may
send and take him. Locating Elisha seems to be no problem; the king is
told that the prophet is in Dothan (v. 13; the narrator does not say whether
this information was difficult to obtain or ready at hand).
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If the king of Aram is in an analogous position to Saul and Ahab,8

Elisha is in an analogous position to Abiathar’s ephod and David’s secret
communications network in 2 Sam 17. In all three cases, top secret infor-
mation about the movements of one king (or would-be king) are
reported to another. Elisha’s prophetic insight, the priestly device of the
ephod (and presumably the Urim), and the human spy network all func-
tion equivalently.

This fact may have influenced the way in which the history/narrative
relationship in 2 Kgs 6 has been understood by commentators. In the case
of 1 Kgs 18, commentators who did not take into account the historical link
between sharing information and loyalty tended to misconstrue the narra-
tive. Here the functional equivalence of the three methods of transmitting
information may have contributed both to historical explanations of
Elisha’s feats and to dismissals of such explanations as “historicizing.” As
mentioned earlier in relation to Samson, John Gray believes that Elisha’s
amazing knowledge about the enemy really means that he had organized
“an efficient intelligence service” (1970, 513). Gray surmises that Elisha had
access to information through his mobility, through his “local contacts,”
and through secrets leaked by Israelite women prisoners who had become
maids and concubines (513, 515). In regard to this last source he alludes
to evidence from “recent wars” (515–16). In other words, Elisha’s knowl-
edge stands for or represents the acquisition of knowledge by human
means, including information acquired through knowing in the biblical
sense in the palace bedrooms. Montgomery and Gehman do not go as far
as Gray, but they also draw an analogy between Elisha’s famous deeds and
recent wars, specifically, “the fame of underground reports” in World War
I and World War II (1951, 381).

Cogan and Tadmor, on the other hand, find Gray’s “kind of historiciz-
ing” to be “wide of the mark,” adding that this deprives Elisha of his
“prophetic qualities” (1988, 75 n. 1). For his part, Gwilym Jones merely notes
that the text does not need to be “justified” by using Gray’s approach,
because the “parapsychological knowledge” predicated of Elisha “obviously
contains an exaggeration” (1984, 425–26). In other words, Jones prefers a
psychologizing interpretation to a historicizing one. He does not add that
hyperbole and exaggeration characterize ancient and modern royal propa-
ganda about the king’s ability to gain information from bedrooms and even
the minds of the occupants (see the discussion of Qoh 10:20 in ch. 3, above).

Neither the pro- or antihistoricizing scholars cited here consider
whether the ancient audiences of 2 Kgs 6 would view Elisha’s knowledge
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as standing for human spy networks or as prophetic second-sight. As far
as the ideal narrative audience9 is concerned, it is doubtful whether that
audience would take Elisha (or the ephod in 1 Sam 23 and 30) as merely
standing for the kind of human spy network described in 2 Sam 17. The
same would be true for the authorial audience, as long as they accepted
the reality of God as being able to know everything and as working mira-
cles, the mode of reality promoted by many biblical texts. In 2 Kgs, Elisha’s
“reality” is based on his own miraculous powers, including his power in
matters of knowledge acquisition and political information management.
One need only think of 2 Kgs 8:7–15, where Elisha’s transmission of his
special knowledge to Hazael leads directly to the assassination of the king
of Aram. The king is replaced by his assassin, the very man to whom Elisha
had confided this dangerous information. Hazael transformed the knowl-
edge he received from Elisha into power in the most human, and the most
direct, way possible.

Jeremiah 37–38

The interaction between King Zedekiah and the prophet Jeremiah
demonstrates the life-and-death importance of knowing when to share
information, when to withhold it, and when to disseminate disinformation.
The king asks Jeremiah for information (rbd) and tells him not to hide
anything from him. If Jeremiah complies, the king will not put him to
death, as Jeremiah fears, regardless of what the prophet might say
(38:14–16). Later, Zedekiah predicts that his courtiers will do the same
thing: ask Jeremiah for information (about Jeremiah’s conversation with the
king), tell the prophet not to hide anything, and add that they will not put
him to death if he complies (38:25). The king then reverses roles with the
advisor Jeremiah, advising him to answer the courtiers with disinformation
rather than refusing to talk (38:26). The courtiers do approach Jeremiah
and ask him, and the prophet replies as the king directed. The strategy
works: “and they were silent with him because the rbd had not been
heard” (38:27).

This scene is instructive for several reasons. With both king and
courtiers, sharing secret information is presented as a way for the informer
to avoid being killed. All information must be shared (“don’t hide any-
thing” [38:14, 25; cf. 1 Sam 3:17; 2 Sam 14:18]). However, the courtiers add
the implicit threat that if Jeremiah does not comply they will kill him, while
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the king makes no such threat.
At the same time, Jeremiah fears he will be killed if he does comply.

Zedekiah allays this fear by swearing a secret oath not to kill Jeremiah if
the prophet shares his information with him (38:16). This is a variation of
the normal loyalty oath, in which subjects swear to report all information
to the king (often with implicit or explicit threat of death for noncompli-
ance). In other words, instead of the usual “if you don’t tell, you will die,”
we have “if you tell, you won’t die.” An even greater deviation from the
norm is that in this instance the one who swears is the king, not a subject
of the king.

The element of secrecy is stressed both here and in the king’s earlier
request for information in chapter 37. Matters are to be conducted in secret
(rtsb; 37:17; 38:16). The king also tells Jeremiah that he should “let no
man know” about their communication; if he obeys, he will not die (38:24).
In this case, withholding secret information, rather than sharing it, is the
key to staying alive. The key in all these cases is to retain control over the
flow of information. By telling Jeremiah to give the courtiers false infor-
mation about their tête-à-tête, Zedekiah keeps Jeremiah alive, at least as
long as the courtiers remain unaware that they have been lied to. In fact,
Jeremiah’s answer effectively ends their oral communication with him
(“they were silent with him”). Zedekiah’s strategy also serves his own inter-
ests. Having Jeremiah withhold the truth by sharing a falsehood, he
ensures that his courtiers remain uninformed and presumably off-balance.
While in most cases courtiers attempt to control the king by withholding
information from him, or “leak” secret information about the king to oth-
ers, here the king attempts to control his courtiers by keeping them “out
of the loop.”

The narratives surveyed (and dreamt about) in this chapter give some
indication of the pervasiveness and subtlety of royal information manage-
ment in the Hebrew Bible. However, if we want to assess the role played
by the king’s manipulation of the private-public distinction, we must exam-
ine the history and operation of that distinction in various settings, before
zeroing in on the crucial role played by privacy in the David narrative. This
will be our task in the next chapter.
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5
INVADING DAVID’S PRIVACY: POWER, GOSSIP,

AND THE PRIVATE-PUBLIC DISTINCTION

PRIVATE LIFE AND A LEADER’S PUBLIC PERFORMANCE

If we are going to discuss the private lives of any kings, biblical or
nonbiblical, our first duty is to admit that the terms private and public are
extremely complex and that the concept of privacy has changed consider-
ably over the centuries. It might therefore be helpful to begin by listing the
most common understandings of the terms.1 The private has been
described as that which is hidden, inaccessible, invisible, unaccountable,
home- (oikos) and family-related, secluded, personal, protected from the
public, independent, individual, and as that which is one’s own (idion).
Over time, the meanings have tended to shift from privacy in the sense of
being “deprived” (e.g., of participation in public communal life) to being
“privileged,” that is, able to enjoy rights, benefits, and intimacy to the
exclusion of others (or by excluding others) in the community (see
Williams 1983, 203–4). In contrast, the public is that which is open, acces-
sible, visible, accountable, state (polis)-related, collective, and that which is
common to all (koinon). The concept of the public has also shifted over
time. In fact, Ariès (1989, 9) offers a “dual definition of the public.” The
first definition centers on changes in “sociability” over the centuries, and
the second focuses on the state (making the private whatever falls outside
the state’s purview).

Where does the king fit in to all this? He is the quintessential public fig-
ure, but most kings also jealously guard their privacy and invisibility. And
if the king is the only true individual (see ch. 1), only he can be totally pri-
vate. Privacy can also imply being secluded and alone, and we have already
talked about the unparalleled aloneness of the king. Kings also attempt to
sustain a cognitive societal boundary between private and public that will
allow them to maintain their power and security. The Roman imperial con-
cept of “sovereignty,” as characterized by Weintraub (1997, 11), is a

1 See especially Arendt 1958, 22–78; Williams 1983, 242–43; Sennett 1977, 17–18;
and the essays in Weintraub and Kumar 1997. Other scholars are cited in the dis-
cussion itself.



clear-cut example: “a centralized, unified, and omnipotent apparatus of rule
which stands above the society and governs it through the enactment and
administration of laws. The ‘public’ power of the sovereign rules over, and
in principle on behalf of, a society of ‘private’ and politically passive indi-
viduals who are bearers of rights granted to them and guaranteed by the
sovereign.” Weintraub believes that this notion of sovereign accords with the
common tendency for political thought to make monarchy its “main point
of reference” in this and other civilizations (1997, 12).

At the same time, we must not lose sight of the fact that monarchy is
a complex and Protean phenomenon that feeds on paradox. For example,
the king creates a private realm as “not-me,” yet his location at the center
of the public realm is the most private and exclusive position of all. In one
sense, he is alone on the point of the pyramid of power, while in another
his “body politic” is coextensive with the state as a whole. This is what
Buccellati means when he says that “the king was not just a more power-
ful private individual, he embodied a distinct organism” (1996, 132). He
also remarks that “the Assyrian Empire was an extended palace of the
king” (151). Does this mean that the palace represents all public space or
merely that these kings attempt to keep the people under surveillance as
Louis XIV spied on his corralled courtiers at Versailles? Perhaps it implies
that Assyrian kings ran the country the way an Assyrian father would run
his household. For someone like Arendt, this notion of “nation-wide
‘housekeeping’” is quite modern and a way of looking at the public realm
that is antithetical to ancient Greek practice (60; cf. 28–49). In either case,
paradox remains. The very fact that the Assyrian kings administered royal
(and therefore public) property at their own discretion has itself been cited
as evidence that it should be “considered to be the first truly private prop-
erty” (Hudson 1996, 10).

Of the opposed private and public traits listed above, we have already
become very familiar with the distinctions between the hidden and the
open, the visible and invisible, the accessible and the inaccessible. Or to
use the animal emblems employed in the introduction, the opposition
between the hedgehog and the fox. There we concluded that a successful
king must be both, at least to some extent. When it comes to the king’s
private life and its effect on the ruler’s public performance, we will find
once again that the opposition between the visible and the invisible—the
hidden and the open—are most crucial for the analysis.

In his 1984 book Privacy, Barrington Moore notes a “recent” tendency
among “an educated but very influential elite” in “Western circles” to
“bracket sexual preference and the use of alcohol as purely private matters
which have nothing to do with a person’s performance of a public role . . .
in politics.” Indeed, “newspaper reporters have been inclined to be very
discreet about the . . . sexual behavior of high government officials”
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(Moore 1984, 153–54). Suddenly, 1984 C.E. seems eons ago. Actually, one
could argue that the attitude Moore is describing was not always in evi-
dence even when he published his work. In 1977, Richard Sennett had
argued that a culture of personality has developed since the mid-nine-
teenth century that focuses “on what the person felt, rather than on what
he did” (1977, 269). Sennett emphasizes the way modern leaders use their
“secular charisma” to divert the people’s attention from their public deeds
to their personal motives and authenticity (265–75). He believes that “the
electronic media play a crucial role in this deflection, by simultaneously
overexposing the leader’s personal life and obscuring his work in office”
(265). Journalist Michael Janeway lends support to Sennett’s view of the
media’s role when he traces the current interest in leaders’ personalities to
the fact that “government doesn’t work.” This leads top government offi-
cials to “act out roles,” and “the more the job description has to do with
image, . . . the more the press is of a mind to treat office-holders . . . as ‘per-
sonalities’” (Janeway 1993, 115).

At the same time it is clear that many people currently exhibit great
interest in their leaders’ personal motives and private lives without being
manipulated to do so by those leaders or the media. Ancient and early
modern texts show that this form of curiosity is nothing new. In his
“Precepts of Statecraft,” Plutarch remarks that “men in public life [are not
only] held responsible for their public words and actions, but people busy
themselves with all their concerns: dinner, love affair, marriage, amuse-
ment, and every serious interest” (Mor. 800d–e; 1960, 171). If the people
discover “small faults” in the lives of leaders they will “appear great”
because the majority regard governing and public office “as a great thing
which ought to be clean of all eccentricities and errors.” (1960, 171).
Writing in the late sixteenth century, Montaigne notes the same interest in
observation and severe judgment: “the great are watched even to their
expressions and thoughts, since all the people think they have a right and
an interest to judge them; moreover, blemishes are magnified according to
the eminence and brightness of the place where they are located”
(Montaigne 1958, 194). Clearly, these observers of “the great” assume that
private behavior is so intimately linked with a leader’s public performance
that it must be judged far more rigorously than would be the case with
ordinary people.

It seems likely that these observers would also agree with Aeschines’s
contention that “the man who is wicked in his private relations (oJ ijdiva/)
would never be found trustworthy in public affairs” (Aeschines, Ctes. 78;
1948, 371; cf. Tim. 30; 1948, 29). Nevertheless, both ancient and modern
observers acknowledge that in some cases personal peccadilloes are toler-
ated, ignored, or even admired, if there is general satisfaction with the
leader’s public behavior. Thus, Isocrates’ Nicocles notes “that those kings
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also are highly thought of by the multitude who are just in their dealing
with their citizens, even though they provide themselves with pleasures
from outside their households” (Nic. 37; 1961, 99).2

Examples ancient and modern suggest that the public can react in a
variety of ways to reports of a leader’s private failings and sexual trans-
gressions. While they sometimes renounce or do away with leaders who
commit such offenses, in other cases they continue to support them in
spite of—or even because of—these private transgressions. The career of
one extraordinary leader can furnish us with excellent examples of all
these seemingly contradictory attitudes. This is Alcibiades, the charismatic
fifth-century Athenian aristocrat whose leadership and generalship played
such a key role in the conduct of the Peloponnesian War. All sources agree
that Alcibiades’ private life was characterized by extravagant behavior that
violated social and moral norms. Orators and comic poets attacked his
sexual conduct, including his adultery and wife-stealing (see Ostwald 1986,
116–18, 298). Thucydides reports that he indulged desires even though
their satisfaction cost more than he could afford (6.15.3). Plutarch (Alc.
16.1.4) singles out his hubristic indulgence in drunkenness and lewdness
as well as his lavish expenditures and domineering conduct.

If ever a private life were to affect a leader’s public performance—or at
least the public perception of that performance—this would be it. Yet the
popular response to Alcibiades’ personal life was just as complex and con-
tradictory as the man himself. According to Thucydides, his political rival
Nicias attacked his policies by claiming that they were motivated solely by
self-interest. Nicias charges that Alcibiades’ desire to live a brilliant personal
life could endanger the state, for such people do harm to public affairs (ta;
dhmovsia) while they waste what is their own (ta; i[dia; 6.12.2). Thucydides
himself seems to agree. He repeatedly claims to know that Alcibiades’
motives for public actions were actually selfish and personal. And after
describing Alcibiades’ personal excesses, he declares that it was this sort of
thing that later brought about the downfall of the Athenian polis (6.15.3–4).3

Yet Thucydides does not attribute this disastrous outcome to the effect
Alcibiades’ private behavior had on his ability to lead. On the contrary,
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“publicly he managed the conduct of the war most excellently” (6.15.4);
even much later Alcibiades benefitted the state more than anyone else
could have done, because of his unique abilities as a leader (8.86.4).

Ironically, Alcibiades’ private conduct had disastrous public effects be-
cause it frightened the people enough to remove him and entrust their affairs
to inferior public servants who soon brought about the ruin of the state:

For the masses, afraid of the magnitude of his personal lawlessness [to;
eJautou' sw'ma paranomiva"] in his manner of living . . . became hostile to
him on the ground that he was aiming at a tyranny; . . .  in his private life
[ta; ijdiva/] every man had been offended at his practices. (6.15.4; 1966, 209,
211 [trans. modified])

While the ultimate outcome of Alcibiades’ private behavior might have
been his removal and his near-scapegoating, this does not occur until after
his political foes use his private life to substantiate the trumped-up charge
that Alcibiades was involved in a religious transgression, the desecration of
the herms (6.28). In fact, Plutarch claims that prior to his removal the peo-
ple were actually quite tolerant of Alcibiades’ private excesses, describing
them with euphemisms and writing them off with a “boys will be boys”
rationalization (Alc. 16.3). What leads to such apologetics is the Athenians’
appreciation of Alcibiades’ financial support for public enterprises,
together with his exalted pedigree, oratorical skill, personal attractiveness,
and military ability (16.3). In this instance, popular approval of a leader’s
public actions and enviable personal traits lead to tolerance of his private
peccadilloes, rather than the objectionable private behavior leading to dis-
approval of his public performance.

Kings As Totally Public

If many of these thinkers disagree about the ways in which wealth,
power, satiety, and personal desire will affect a leader’s public perform-
ance, they all seem to assume that the ideal leader will be totally devoted
to his or her public role, totally detached from private desires and goals.
Studies of powerful kings like Louis XIV and James I often do describe
these leaders as being so totally enveloped in their public role that they
no longer have any trace of a private life. Speaking of Louis XIV, Castan
observes that “the king devoured the man, dispossessing him of privacy
even in death”; he enjoyed little intimacy and still less family life (1989,
403, 419). Referring to James I, Goldberg notes that “the king, so fully a
public person, scarcely even had . . . a moment to himself; his most inti-
mate bodily functions, his dressing, undressing, and going to bed, were
attended, public events” (Goldberg: 150 1983, cf. Castan [1989, 420] on
Louis XIV’s levers). In a prefatory letter to the Basilikon Doron, James I
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describes the king’s public exposure in terms that are the exact reverse of
Louis XIV’s panoptic dream: “Kings . . . are as it were set (as it was said
of old) upon a publike stage, in the sight of all the people; where all the
beholders eyes are attentively bent to looke and pry in the least circum-
stance of their secretest drifts” (quoted in Goldberg 1983, 113–14).
Similarly, Montaigne (1958, 194) attributes to King Alfonso XI of Castile
the comment that in one respect “asses were better off than kings: their
masters let them eat in peace, whereas kings cannot obtain that favor of
their servants.” Montaigne (1958, 702) sums up the problem nicely in his
essay “Of the Disadvantage of Greatness”: “Their royal status stifles and
consumes their other real and essential qualities; these are sunk in roy-
alty. . . . It takes so much to be a king that he exists only as such.”

The fact that kings may be “sunk in royalty” so much that the “king
devours the man” does not guarantee that they will prove successful in their
public performance, even when their devotion to their public role annihi-
lates all remnants of personal desire and private life. The best example is the
consummate public servant, Sophocles’ King Oedipus, who has already
been discussed as a king manipulated by the information managers who sur-
round him. According to Benardete (1964, 3), “Oedipus is the completely
public man. He has an openness and transparency that leave no room for
the private and secret.” His “utter publicity” stems from “his being only what
he is as ruler of Thebes” (4). Oedipus continually stresses that he wants all
new information concerning the unknown regicide who has caused the
plague to be broadcast for all to hear (e.g., Oed. tyr. 93). He points out that
he himself, and not some messenger, came to speak with the supplicants
who want him to save the city as he earlier saved it from the Sphinx (Oed.
tyr. 7–9). He calls this assemblage of old men and youths his “children”
(Oed. tyr. 1) and tells them that he is more sick than any of them, because
“your grief comes to each alone, . . . but my soul laments for the city, for
myself, and for you, all at once [povlin te kajme; kai; s∆ oJmou']” (Oed. tyr. 59–64).

Here is a king who is not only “sunk in royalty” but experiences the
state as his oikia and himself as the paterfamilias. This should come as no
surprise in light of our earlier discussion of Oedipus’s abysmal ignorance
about intimate matters involving his actual household, that is, his wife and
children, and his private self. In one sense, Oedipus’s detachment from
personal emotions and his total absorption in his role as king do seem to
contribute to his success as a public servant—at least until the arrival of the
plague that turns out to be caused by his private and political crimes.
Benardete (1964, 7) asserts that Oedipus’s “crimes have their origin in the
privacy of the body. . . , and they are detected through his body; but his
own lack of privacy, which perfectly accords with the absence of all desires
in Oedipus, leads him to look away from the body.” Oedipus’s obliviousness
to everything private, including private emotions, keeps him from recogniz-
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ing that the swollen ankles that gave him his name are the symbolon (Oed.
tyr. 221)—the knuckle-bone clue—he needs to lead him to the criminal.

Perhaps one moral of this story is that a leader who lacks privacy and
desire may not succeed as a public servant, because every leader has a pri-
vate history, a body, and a personal life, which, if ignored, may come back
to rewrite public history, undermine the body politic, and threaten the life
of the city. Even if one follows Girard (1987a, 68–88) and views Oedipus
as a scapegoat who is willing to accept all responsibility for the plague by
pleading guilty to what Girard believes are false charges of incest and pat-
ricide, the fact that he is so oblivious to his own personal life makes it
easier to attach these particular crimes to him. Along with adultery and
cannibalism, incest and patricide destroy the distinctions that define and
support the private realm, including the concepts of family and the body.
And because these acts undermine the stability of the private sphere, they
also destroy the boundary separating the private and the public, thereby
threatening the public realm as well (see Lasine 1991a, 29–35; 1993, 178).
When the alleged perpetrator of these actions is the king, the resulting cri-
sis is as fully political as it is personal.

Kings As Managers of the Private-Public Distinction

If Oedipus’s kingship is characterized by openness and visibility, the
typical tyrant acquires and maintains power through invisibility and secrecy.
The parade example is Gyges, the Lydian king who “was widely regarded
as the first tyrant” in antiquity (Drews 1972, 138; see ch. 1, above). In both
Herodotus and Plato, the power of Gyges (or his ancestor) is based on his
ability to remain invisible while invading others’ privacy and seeing what
should not be seen. And in both cases the result is the murder of a king,
marriage to the murdered king’s wife, and appropriation of the kingdom—
in other words, the same series of acts committed unwittingly by Oedipus.
Plato’s Glaucon believes that even a just man who was given Gyges’s power
of invisibility would violate the privacy of others in ways characteristic of a
tyrant, including taking “what he wanted from the market without fear” and
going “into houses and [having] intercourse with whomever he wanted”
(Rep. 360b; 1968, 38). Later in Republic Socrates asserts that the man ruled
by Eros tyrannos may commit incest or a blood-polluting murder as well
(Rep. 571c–d; 574e–575a). The actions of the invisible tyrant illustrate what
the Greeks call pleonexia, the desire for “more,” when acquiring more
comes at the expense of another (Rep. 359c; see Vlastos 1971, 71, 75). Of
course, not all tyrants become invisible thanks to a magic ring (Rep.
359d–360b) or by peeping at a queen from behind a door in her private
chamber at the insistence of her husband (Herodotus, Hist. 1.9–10). We will
discuss several more mundane methods in the next chapter.
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However, even visible kings are not necessarily knowable. As noted by
Castan (1989, 419), the fact that Louis XIV lived on view amid public places
and had little intimacy and still less family life resulted in his becoming the
“inscrutable master of himself and his realm.” Admittedly, James I likens his
breast to a “Christall window” (Goldberg 1983, 114) and describes the king
as being viewed by prying beholders. Yet James also fears that the people
may misinterpret the king’s inward intention because they “seeth but the
outward part” (114). Goldberg shows that James I actually used the rheto-
ric of the arcana imperii to conceal his “inward part”: “the king’s retired
mysteries clothe royal pleasures; beneath his assertions of the inscrutability
of the royal will are secret desires and delights,” such as his frequent
absences from court, pleasure jaunts, and disinclination to take seriously the
business of state (82–83). When the king does appear in public it is “his
own unobservability” that is on display, for public figures “create the pri-
vate as that which is displayed but cannot be seen” (150, 153).

The managed inscrutability of kings and other public figures creates
problems for a public that is intensely interested in their leaders’ private
lives and sexual sins. According to Mellencamp (1992, 156), gossip also
“searches for the authentic behind the representation,” only to discover
“the impossibility of knowing: we are intimate with the public persona, the
familiar tics, habits, and performed behavior, yet can never know the ‘real’
person.” This itself promotes “epistemophilia” (169). However, the
unknowability of public persons is not the only factor that triggers the
drive for knowledge. In his description of individualism and privacy in late
ninteenth-century Europe, Corbin notes that “fears of violation of self and
its secrets produced a tremendous desire to unmask others and penetrate
their secrets” (1990, 473). Such explanations of epistemophilia are consis-
tent with the biblical accounts of what one critic of detective fiction (Brand
1985, 43; see Lasine 1987, 248) calls “epistemological anxiety,” that is, anx-
iety over the inability to decipher the private motives and thoughts of one’s
fellows, a cognitive failing that makes one vulnerable to others’ duplicity
and maliciousness. In other words, know others before they can know you.
And who is in a better position to violate an ordinary person’s privacy than
inscrutable leaders who employ spies and informers to make others visi-
ble to themselves—a practice characteristic not only of Deiokes but of later
kings like Louix XIV (and queens like Elizabeth I; see Archer 1993, 45–49).

As mentioned earlier, Aristotle is among those who advise tyrants to
make full use of spies and eavesdroppers (Pol. 1313b11–14).4 He also rec-
ommends that the ruler should arrange “for the people in the city to be
always visible and to hang about the palace-gates,” where they have the

4 Aristotle cites the tyrant Periander of Corinth and Persian monarchs as his
sources for many of these practices (Pol. 1313a38–39).
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least opportunity to conceal what they are doing (Pol. 1313b7–8; 1959,
459–61). In addition, the ruler should prohibit all sorts of social and polit-
ical gatherings among his people and, in general, make them unknown
(ajgnw'te") to one another as much as possible, for such knowledge
increases mutual confidence (1313b1–6). In fact, the ruler should actively
undermine confidence between friends and family members and encour-
age mutual distrust (1314a18). He should set his people “to accusing
[diabavllein] one another, ... cause conflict between friend and friend” and
encourage the power of women in the home, so that they will inform
against the men (1313b17–18, 34–35). The tyrant must also distrust his
friends more than anyone (1313b31–32; cf. Plato, Rep. 567d–568a; 576a). If
a tyrant keeps the people under constant surveillance, prohibits free social
intercourse, sows distrust, discourages open expression of one’s thoughts,
and encourages informers, the people will become used to having little
mind of their own because they will always be acting in a servile way
(Aristotle, Pol. 1313b8–9). In so doing, the tyrant can effectively destroy
any feeling of community among the people, and eliminate the public
realm as a space for productive interchange.5

Aristotle goes on to counsel the tyrant that he should not parade his
vices to the world (1314b31). In addition, he should be viewed collecting
taxes and requiring public services only for state purposes, as if these
funds “belong to the public and not himself” (1314b14–18). This advice
implies that the tyrant actually does the opposite of what this display
implies; that is, he treats public funds as if they were his private posses-
sions. So when Aristotle interprets Jason of Pherae’s statement that “he felt
hungry when he could not rule tyrannically” to mean “that he did not
know how to live as a private citizen” (Pol. 1277a24–25), he is saying that
Jason does not know how to live without treating the public’s funds as his
own private possession. Aristotle’s emphasis on the tyrant being viewed as
if he were a true public servant implies that a leader may seek invisibility
not only to hide his private vices but to be in a position to display to his
people a convincing image of public virtue.

PRIVACY, GOSSIP AND ROYAL INFORMATION MANAGEMENT IN THE
COURT HISTORY

One does not have to be a professional reader of the Bible to note that
the Court History of David is “largely a chronicle of throne and bed,” as
Rosenberg (1986, 124) puts it. Actually, it is often more bed than throne, for,

5 Some of the writers who have traced the history of the public-private distinc-
tion (e.g., Arendt and Sennett) have concluded that it is the modern Western world
that has experienced the end of “the public realm.”
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as Whybray (1968, 16) points out, “the author lets us into many secrets
about private motives, [while] the public and political aspects of David’s
reign are extremely meagerly dealt with.” This emphasis on the private and
personal raises a number of complex issues involving the relationship
between leaders’ personal desires and their political duties. How relevant is
a king’s private behavior to his public performance? Do kings and other
public figures have any right to privacy, or must they accept Teresa of
Avila’s conclusion that “nothing is private in the life of the great” (quoted in
Castan 1989, 403)? Why has there been so much popular interest in learn-
ing the details of leaders’ private lives, from ancient Israel and Greece to
the present day?

Such questions are especially urgent at a time when morbid, obsessive
curiosity about the private lives and sexual sins of leaders has become the
norm. The very fact that this international obsession has become an
accepted part of our social machinery helps to explain why some present-
day nonprofessional readers of the Court History view the story of King
David as surprisingly modern and why they might describe it as having a
“soap-opera” or “tabloid” quality. Such labels are not as outlandish as they
might seem at first glance. Elite journalists like A. M. Rosenthal of The New
York Times distance themselves from tabloid journalism by lamenting that
they “did not become a newspaperman to hide outside a politician’s house
to find out whether he was in bed with somebody” (quoted in Janeway
1993, 119). Yet this is precisely where the narrator of 2 Sam 11 and 13
places his readers! Is the author of the Court History addressing an audi-
ence of “inquiring minds [who] want to know”? Whybray actually goes a
step further when he asserts that the narrative takes “the reader . . . into
corners and private rooms to spy upon secret meetings and to listen to inti-
mate and secret conversations” (1968, 15; emphasis mine). Here the reader
actually works for the National Enquirer. It is the reader who ultimately
invades David’s privacy and witnesses the exposure of his shameful deeds.

Elite biblical scholars often envision the author, rather than the
reader, to be little different from a tabloid journalist or a professional
gossiper. Whybray (1968, 16) and many others suggest that the origin
of all the private information we receive in 2 Samuel is “common court
gossip” (Weingreen 1969, 265). M. H. Segal speculates that “the writer
was one of David’s closest servants, always in attendance. . . , with a
personal and inside knowledge of . . .  both public and private affairs”
(quoted in M. Sternberg 1985, 62). The fact that the reader is informed
about David’s unethical and criminal acts is thought to ensure a tenth-
century date and an origin in court gossip, “because the things [David]
did were publicly known and could not be baldly denied” (McCarter
1984, 15). Leaving aside the fact that political leaders do “baldly” (and
“plausibly”) deny things that are publicly known or believed, it is clear
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that these commentators have tremendous respect for the power of gos-
sip and do not put much faith in a monarch’s efforts to control the flow
of information. They assume that the most the apologetic narrative can
achieve is spin control. As Whitelam (1984, 62, 64) puts it, the Court
History is an exercise in “image-projection” and propaganda. Whether
or not one accepts the notion of a tenth-century date, conjectures about
eye- and earwitnesses supplying the historian with court gossip do call
attention to the fact that the reader is presented with data that in “real
life” could only be gathered from a self-effacing Watergate-style “Deep
Throat” inside the house of David or from the self-renewing spring of
popular gossip.

The control of gossip and the maintenance of a firm boundary
between the private and public realms play a much larger role in the suc-
cess of kings than one might expect. If one is to appreciate this fact, one
must go beyond the superficial use of the concepts of privacy and gossip
found in existing studies of the Court History. Only then can one appreci-
ate why kings like the biblical David focus on problems of information
management and are presented as personally impenetrable.

According to Spacks (1986, 262), gossip occupies “a liminal position”
between public and private: “blurring the boundaries between the per-
sonal and the widely known, it implicitly challenges the separation of
realms.” As Bergmann puts it (1993, 118), gossipers are “border-runners.”
Spacks also notes that gossip “interprets public facts in private terms”
(1986, 262). This is precisely the purpose assigned to the private data in
the Court History by Whybray (1968, 16), who notes that “it is almost
entirely by means of . . . private scenes that [the author] gives his inter-
pretation of . . . the principal personages.”

Finally, gossipers typically seek personal knowledge about people in
order to make judgments about them. Gossip has been described as “a
prime vehicle for moral evaluation” (Bok 1984, 92). It is characteristically
self-righteous or moralistic (e.g., Bergmann 1993, 99–100, 122, 129;
Spacks 1986, 136). As noted by Bergmann (1993, 128; 134), gossip
“relentlessly and remorselessly penetrates” the facade of reputation in
order to seek out “private mistakes and flaws” and turn them into “pub-
licly relevant” flaws. Apparently, most gossipers would agree with
Aeschines’ contention that “the man who is wicked in his private rela-
tions would never be found trustworthy in public affairs” (Aeschines,
Ctes. 78; 1948, 371; see above).

If gossip tends to invade privacy in order to discover and judge a
person’s character, kings seek to maintain their power by creating a pri-
vate zone in which they and their family members can remain invisible
to their subjects, by publicly displaying themselves to their people
while remaining personally impenetrable, and by controlling the flow
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of information going to and from their court—including information that
evaluates their actions and character. In so doing they illustrate most of
the senses given to the term private since the ancient period, namely, the
invisible, the inaccessible or privileged, the personal, and that which is
related to family. Kings control the flow of information and inhibit gos-
sip by stationing loyal agents—the King’s Ears and Eyes—throughout
their realm, who not only keep them informed but lead the people to
control their speech so that they say or do nothing to harm the kings or
their dynasties. Put another way, the ideal monarchical state is Bentham’s
Panopticon writ large.

The managed inscrutability of kings and other public figures creates
problems for a public that is intensely interested in their leaders’ private
lives and sexual sins. Even the modern charismatic leader discussed by
Sennett burdens his followers with “making sense of him as a person in
order to understand what he is doing once in power,” although “the very
terms of personality are such that they can never succeed in that act”
(Sennett 1977, 265). Sennett contends that “suicide in modern politics lies
in insisting that ‘you need know nothing about my private life; all you need
to know is what I believe and the programs I’ll enact’” (270). This focus
on the personal can even take priority over the gossiper’s penchant for
moral judgment; thus, popular reaction to the private failings of leaders
from David and Alcibiades to JFK and Bill Clinton has ranged from moral
condemnation to indifference to increased adulation (with the exception
of the last-named leader).

Our survey of nonbiblical perspectives on leadership and private life
indicates that the private desires and sexual misconduct of leaders can be
interpreted as having a variety of effects on their public performance.
Moreover, the people who are so intently interested in their leaders’ pri-
vate lives respond to such behavior in a number of different ways. The
narrator of the Court History is just as interested in David’s love affairs
and marriages—and just as likely to watch and judge even his expres-
sions and thoughts—as are the observers of the great described by
Plutarch, Montaigne, and students of modern tabloid journalism. But do
David’s people and the narrator of 2 Samuel agree with Aeschines that
the man who is wicked in his private life cannot be trustworthy in pub-
lic affairs? We cannot know whether the people or members of the court
were as tolerant of David’s sins against Bathsheba and Uriah as were the
followers of Plutarch’s Alcibiades, because their response (if any) is not
reported. We do not even know who—in the textual world of 2 Samuel—
was aware of these actions, other than Joab and David’s anonymous
agents. Nevertheless, the narrator provides sufficient information for
readers to gauge the impact of David’s private actions as a husband and
father on his public conduct as king.
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The Court History also furnishes much data on David’s visibility and
invisibility as king. His leadership style rarely approaches the openness
and publicity of Oedipus, who, like David, attained power by defeating a
monstrous, seemingly invincible foe and married a tabooed woman after
killing her former husband (see ch. 3, above). On the other hand, David
occasionally approaches James I’s king who is displayed but not seen—
either by the people in the story or by the readers of that story. After
examining the texts that focus on these aspects of David’s private life, I will
conclude by grappling with these key questions: How are we expected to
respond to all the data given—and withheld—about David’s private life
and personal emotions? Are we to view his private conduct as shameful,
so that we might condemn the king in a way that was not possible for his
followers in the text?

Tyranny, Secrecy, and Sin in the Story of David and Bathsheba

This was a war we had today, not a family quarrel.
—Joab to David, in Heller, God Knows (1985, 372)

As we have seen, the typical Greek tyrant acquires and maintains
power—and then abuses that power in order to indulge his illicit
desires—by means of invisibility and secrecy. From this perspective,
David’s actions toward Bathsheba and Uriah are a parade example of
tyrannical behavior. Like the tyrants described by Aristotle (Pol.
1277a24–25), David “does not know how to live as a private person,”
because he uses his public power to treat what rightfully belongs to 
private citizens as if it were his own. Like Gyges and his ancestor, David
commits his crimes in secret, presumably invisible to all but those
who act as his agents. The same is true of other biblical sinners.
Deuteronomy 27:24 curses the man who slays his neighbor “in secret.”
According to Ps 10, the wicked one slays the innocent and seizes the
poor in “secret places” (vv. 8, 9). This evildoer arrogantly assumes that
God will never see or punish him (vv. 6, 11; cf. Ps 94:7). Like David, he
acts as though he has forgotten the reality of constant divine surveil-
lance. As Goldberg said of James I, “even the opaque king has an
audience, God” (1983, 149).

Several biblical texts insist that other humans will also see their sins,
in the sense that the crimes committed in secret will be exposed or pun-
ished in public. Proverbs 26:26 states that a deceiver’s “wickedness will be
uncovered before the assembly” (McKane [1970, 253]: “in public”).
According to Elihu, God smites the wicked “in a place of spectacle” (Job
34:26). Proverbs 6:32–34 is particularly relevant for a discussion of 2 Sam
11–12: “He who commits adultery . . .  will get wounds and dishonor [ˆwlq]
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and his disgrace [hprj]6 will not be wiped away,” thanks to the jealous
husband’s fury.

The David who is on view prior to 2 Sam 11 is a public figure who
inspires universal desire and approval. He is introduced as a figure whom
everyone desires and “loves,” in every sense of the word (1 Sam 16:21;
18:1, 3, 16, 20, 22; 20:17; 2 Sam 1:26; 19:7; see Thompson 1974). When all
the people take notice of David’s very public lament for Abner, “it was
good in their eyes, as everything the king did was good in the eyes of the
people” (2 Sam 3:36; emphasis mine). On the other hand, very little ref-
erence is made to David’s private desires and loves. While Abner had told
David that he would gather all Israel for him so that “you may reign over
all that your soul desires” (2 Sam 3:21), this ultimately occurs because of
Yahweh’s many gifts to the desirable David, the “man after his own heart”
(see 1 Sam 13:14).

Yet it is precisely when David has received Yahweh’s gifts of power,
security, and women that he becomes insatiable and criminal. When
Yahweh condemns David for his actions against Bathsheba and Uriah, he
does not consider the possibility that it was his gifts to the king that led
David to violate his commandments against coveting, adultery, and mur-
der: “I anointed you king. . . . I delivered you out of the hand of Saul. . . .  I
gave you the house of your master, and the wives of your master into your
bosom, and I gave you the house of Israel and Judah; and if that were too
little, then I would add to you more and more such as these” (2 Sam 12:8).
Given the statements on satiety in Deuteronomy and other biblical texts
(see ch. 6), it should hardly have come as a surprise that a man who had
been given his master’s wives would go on to “take” more women who
belonged to another (2 Sam 12:9–10; cf. 1 Sam 8:11–19). Like the ancestor
of Gyges described by Plato’s Glaucon, David is driven by pleonexia.
David does not desire what he lacks; he has many wives. Nor is it that he
simply desires more. Rather, he desires what belongs to another. 

Yahweh’s punishment of David underscores the element of secrecy in
David’s sins, partly by highlighting the fact that the punishment will be
public and shameful, visible not only to God but to the people from whom
he had hidden his sinful acts: “I will take your wives before your eyes, and
give them to your neighbor [or “another” ([r); see Weinfeld 1972, 131],
and he will lie with your wives in the sight of this sun. For you did it
secretly [rtsb], but I will do this thing before all Israel and before the sun”
(2 Sam 12:11–12). The punishment will occur “before the eyes of [yny[l]”
the sun and of all Israel, while the adultery occurred after sunset (2 Sam
11:1–4), hidden from the eyes of all Israel. This prediction is fulfilled when
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Absalom publicly goes into his father’s concubines “in the sight of all
Israel” on the top of the house (2 Sam 16:22). In effect, Yahweh’s punish-
ment emphasizes David’s transgression of the private-public boundary by
reenacting it in reverse, with David in the role of the person whose pri-
vacy is invaded and whose property (i. e., the concubines) is violated.

Ahithophel had advised Absalom to commit this act in order that “all
Israel will hear that you made yourself stink [tvabn] with your father” 
(2 Sam 16:21; emphasis mine). The fact that both Yahweh and the narra-
tor of chapter 16 stress the people’s seeing David’s disgrace (2 Sam
12:11–12; 16:22) suggests that part of the purpose of this public punish-
ment is to shame David, for sight is an essential element in the experience
of shame. This emphasis is shared by the Septuagint’s version of
Ahithophel’s statement in 16:21: “all Israel hearing that you put to shame
[kath/vscuna] your father.” Like the MT, this reading stresses that Absalom’s
breach with his father is beyond repair. Unlike the MT, however, it shifts
the emphasis from public knowledge of the odium Absalom’s action will
engender in David to the fact that Absalom will be publicly humiliating
David, the king who cannot keep his own women safe in his private
dwelling, and that this disgrace will become public knowledge.7

In the Hebrew Bible, adultery is “an affront to the deity” (Milgrom 1990,
348), which God will punish if the clandestine adulterers are not exposed by
other human beings. Milgrom (1990, 349) notes that this “great sin” is one of
the sexual offenses for which God banishes the Israelites from their land and
sentences them to death (see Lev 18:20, 25, 28). It is therefore related to
other abominable acts8 that lead to exile, including incest and the shedding
of innocent blood (see Lasine 1993, 178–79). Because these crimes all
threaten fundamental cultural categories, they are often attributed to leaders
during periods of social crisis, so that the social chaos can be blamed on one
scapegoat whose elimination promises to restore the society’s system of dif-
ferences. However, David’s adultery with Bathsheba and his shedding the
blood of Uriah with the sword of the Ammonites do not occur during a
period of social crisis; on the contrary, they occur during a period of relative
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security for king and kingdom. By taking Bathsheba and killing her husband
David has undermined the very cultural categories a king is to stabilize and
maintain (see, e.g., Prov 29:4). He has also transgressed the boundary sepa-
rating the private and the public, as that boundary is drawn in biblical texts.
Like the tyrants described by Aristotle, he “does not know how to live as a
private person,” because he uses his public power to treat what rightfully
belongs to private citizens as if it were his own.

Gros Louis (1977, 28) also stresses the appropriateness of the punish-
ment announced in 2 Sam 12:11–12. In fact, he believes that “it is almost
as if the narrative is emphasizing to us the private nature of David’s sin,
having the Lord make it public because David is a public figure.” As I
noted earlier, one could also say that the punishment emphasizes David’s
transgression of the private-public boundary by reenacting it in reverse.
However, one cannot say that “disturbing sex scenes” like the story of
David taking Bathsheba show that “politics are sexual, and sexuality is
political” and that 2 Sam 12:11–12 itself “claims their synonymity” (R. M.
Schwartz 1989, 201). For Schwartz, to say “that the private acts of David
have public consequences” is to engage in a “misguided quest” for such
causality (201). In a revised version of her paper, she adds that “it is
anachronistic to even understand [politics and sexuality] as two different
spheres of life” (1991, 46). However, all of the ancient and modern texts
we have been discussing recognize some distinction between public and
private, although they might define them in different ways, and have dif-
ferent ideas about the ways in which the boundary separating them can be
obscured or transgressed. And just as the meanings of “public” and “pri-
vate” have changed over time, so have the meanings of “sex” and “sexuality”
(see Foucault 1978; Posner 1992, 37–69). Therefore, to claim that politics
and sexuality are simply “synonymous” is to leave oneself open to the
charge of being ahistorical and anachronistic.

David’s Inscrutability and the Reader: David’s Role in the
Assassination of Abner

Would anyone observing me that day have guessed that these lofty trib-
utes were for the death of a human who, alive, had meant as much to me,
precisely, as a stone in my shoe, or a frog in my throat?
—David, in Heller, God Knows (1985, 264)

Earlier I discussed gossip as a way to negotiate the boundary between
public and private and as a means of demystifying the inscrutability of
leaders. Spacks (1986, 262) contends that gossip “implicitly challenges the
separation of realms (‘home’ as opposed to what lies outside it) assumed
in modern times.” However, challenging the separation is not the same
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thing as making public and private, or polis and oikia, synonymous. Spacks
is closer to the mark when she says that “gossip interprets public facts in
private terms” (262). Gossipers are epistemophiliacs for the same reason
that biblical speakers express “epistemological anxiety.” Biblical texts pro-
vide ample evidence that the citizens of urban monarchical Israel also
experienced grave concern over their inability to decipher the private
motives and thoughts of their fellows, a cognitive failing that made them
vulnerable to others’ duplicity (see Lasine 1989a, 72–74). The story of
Solomon’s judgment responds to such anxiety by illustrating how a human
being with “godlike” wisdom about human nature might be able to over-
come human cognitive limitations and expose hidden evils like the deadly
envy and spite that drove the bereaved mother. In this story the royal judge
conceals his thoughts and devices from the anonymous prostitutes, appar-
ently only for the public good. He is the agent of openness and publicity
(meaning that his subjects’ minds are potentially open to him too), whose
own inscrutability and private emotions are not a problem—as yet.

But what of Solomon’s father David? Referring to the private-public
distinction in the Jacobean period, Goldberg (1983, 149) remarks that
“even the opaque king . . . stands beneath [God’s] searching and observing
eye.” David stands beneath the observing eye, not only of God, but of a
narrator who may or may not share his much-discussed omniscience with
us, his interested and anxious public. Scholars like Exum and Ackerman
stress David’s impenetrability and, in some cases, the “opaque quality” of
a text “woven by an artful narrator” who “leaves many possibilities for us
to ponder” (Ackerman 1990, 47). That is, David does retain his privacy with
readers in the sense of invisibility or inscrutability. In a way, the reader is
placed in the position of the typical courtier described by writers like Saint-
Simon and La Bruyère, who must discern what the king and the other
courtiers feel and know by interpreting their staged performances and
looking for ways to penetrate their facades. Readers must make determi-
nate judgments about David even when the reports of his thoughts and
behavior are indeterminate. David’s response to Nathan’s parable and his
actions (or lack of action) in relation to Amnon, Tamar, and Absalom all
testify to his vacillating personal emotions and his failure in his public role
(see Lasine 1984a). And while some commentators find the dispute
between Mephibosheth and Ziba to be too ambiguous for either David or
the reader to solve, the narrative does allow one to conclude that David
mishandles the case, in stark contrast to Solomon’s successful resolution of
the harlot dispute (see Lasine 1989b).

Even when definite motives and feelings are attributed to David, read-
ers may conclude that David remains inscrutable and the “truth” a mystery.
Take Abner’s assassination. The story begins with Ishbosheth demanding to
know why Abner has been sleeping with his father’s concubine. Far from
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implying that he did so as a political maneuver (or even admitting that he
did so at all), Abner’s response points to the political benefit he has brought
to Saul’s house and expresses outrage over Ishbosheth’s charge “concern-
ing this woman,” that is, a merely personal matter (2 Sam 3:7–8). The
narrator then describes Abner’s apparent shift of political allegiance from
Ishbosheth to David (3:12–21). He makes a “personal deal” (VanderKam
1980, 532) with David (vv. 12–13) and later “speaks personally” (McCarter
1984, 116) with the Benjaminites and with David (v. 19). Joab only learns
of Abner’s visit after Abner has been sent away in peace (v. 23). Joab imme-
diately confronts David, telling him that he knows Abner has come to
seduce him and to know David’s comings and goings and to know all
David is doing (v. 25). David is not said to respond to these charges;
instead, the narrator notes that Joab sent messengers after Abner, and
“David did not know it” (v. 26). After Abner returns, Joab takes him aside
to speak to him “privately” (ylvb) and assassinates him, ostensibly because
Abner had slain Joab’s brother (v. 27). This basically private (i.e., family)
motive is the only reason given for the slaying, both in verse 27 and in verse
30. When David hears of this, he lets it be known that he and his kingdom
had nothing to do with this act and makes a “harsh and apparently public
denunciation of Joab” (McCarter 1984, 117), consisting of a dreadful curse
against Joab and his ba tyb (vv. 28–29). David then makes “all the people”
(vv. 31, 32, 34, 35) the audience as he displays his “highly visible grief”
(VanderKam 1980, 533) in his lament for Abner. “All the people” take notice
of David’s fasting for Abner; it is good in their eyes, as “all the king did was
good in the eyes of all the people” (v. 36). All the people and all Israel then
“know” that it was not David’s will to slay Abner (v. 37).

The narrator’s account seems unambiguous when it comes to the feel-
ings and motivations of the characters at key points in the story. Thus, it is
definitely Abner’s great anger at Ishbosheth (v. 8) that prompts his offer to
David. It is definitely Joab’s desire for blood-vengeance that leads him to
slay Abner, even though Joab tells David that Abner is a treacherous spy.
David definitely does not know of Joab’s plot to slay Abner and weeps at
Abner’s grave (vv. 26, 32). To take the narrator’s report at face value, how-
ever, means that we must ignore many questions raised by his account.
Would David be so eager to make a covenant with a man who has already
betrayed one royal figure, especially when David once told that very man
that he deserved death for his failure to guard Yahweh’s anointed (1 Sam
26:16)? Would David really grieve so strongly at the death of such a person?
Isn’t it more likely that David would “know” that Abner might possibly be
a spy, especially considering the fact that David himself once engaged in
similar activity with Achish king of Gath (1 Sam 27) and the Ammonites still
think David capable of the same hidden agenda long after the death of
Abner (2 Sam 10:3)? Could David have been oblivious to the fact that the
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simultaneous presence of Abner and Joab would generate a crisis in David’s
inner circle, not just because they would be rivals for the same post, but
because of the blood feud that began with Abner’s slaying of Joab’s brother?
Wouldn’t David realize that the death of Abner would strengthen his posi-
tion? And, finally, wouldn’t David realize that making a public display of his
grief would conveniently serve to allay any popular suspicion of his com-
plicity in Abner’s death (see Hertzberg 1964, 261 on v. 37)?

Questions like these have prevented many commentators from playing
their readerly role as members of what Rabinowitz (1977, 134) calls “the
ideal narrative audience,” the audience that accepts “uncritically” what the
narrator has to say. Many scholars assume that the author is writing “court
apologetic” (McCarter 1984, 11, 121) or propaganda (Whitelam 1984, 76).
For propaganda to succeed, readers must not be aware that they are read-
ing propaganda; that is, they must adopt the role of the ideal narrative
audience. In this case, they must remain unaware of what the scholars sus-
pect, namely, that the assertions of David’s ignorance and innocence cover
up a totally different reality. Scholars who believe that they have uncov-
ered the tendentiousness of the narrative, however, can then turn the
narrator’s definite statements about David’s and Joab’s knowledge and
intentions upside down. The stress on Joab’s private motive for killing
Abner and the insistence on David’s innocence become evidence that Joab
did have a political motive for slaying Abner and that David was a co-
conspirator in Abner’s death. As VanderKam (1980, 533), Gunn (1978, 96),
Exum (1992, 105), and Ahlström (1993, 465) all put it, the narrator “protests
too much.”

Of course, one can argue that the author expected his hypothetical
audience to recognize this excessive protestation and to conclude that they
should take the narrator’s protests as ironic (David didn’t know—yeah,
right! ). Or one can simply ignore the narrator’s assertions and the question
of Tendenz, like the rabbis9 who declared that all of David’s curses against
Joab “were upheld against the seed of David, for he did not curse justly,
for it was in his intention to order him killed, and so he did” (quoted in
Rosenberg 1986, 246 n. 65). In the end, however, we have no way of deter-
mining whether or not the author is addressing an audience that was
expected to take the narrator’s word at face value—as all the people are
said to have taken David’s public display of grief at face value—or an
audience that would assume a private truth that was the opposite of this
public image.

Ultimately, debates about the authorial audience and propaganda must
return to the private-public distinction. If this narrative were being
recounted by the press secretary of a post-Watergate American president to
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an audience of network reporters and gossip columnists, that episte-
mophiliac audience would immediately echo Senator Baker’s question
concerning Richard Nixon: “what did the President know and when did he
know it?” (see Kutler 1990, 361, 370, 535). They would assume a private
agenda behind the public facade. The press secretary of 2 Samuel repeat-
edly says that David did not know of Joab’s plot; the scholarly and
rabbinical press assume he did know. When one of Freud’s patients insists
that the person in his dream was not his mother, Freud (1925b, 11)
“emends this to: ‘So it is his mother.’ In our interpretation, we take the lib-
erty of disregarding the negation.” Interpreters who read 2 Sam 3 as
propaganda take the liberty of disregarding the narrator’s negations and
emend the historical record accordingly. If the press secretary presented
the same report at a convention held by the president’s own party, rather
than at a press conference—or a meeting of the psychoanalytical associa-
tion—everything the secretary said about David would again be good in
the eyes of all the assembled people.

When David displays himself to all the people, he directs their atten-
tion away from whatever political machinations resulted in Abner’s death
and toward the mystery of his own personality and feelings, in precisely
the same way as the politicians analyzed by Sennett. David’s “live” audi-
ence in the textual world of 2 Sam 3:32–37 see David and “know” that
David did not intend Abner’s murder.10 But what about the reading audi-
ence of 2 Sam 3, who are privy to the narrator’s account of behind-the-
scenes activity? The commentators discussed earlier scrutinize the David
who is put on display by the narrator and “know” that David was complicit
in Abner’s death. In addition, they assume that the historical David failed
to prevent “the court or urban elite” from suspecting his complicity,
because it is their rumors and suspicions that made the apology necessary
(Whitelam 1984, 71).

Scholars like Rosenberg go so far as to place the David of 2 Sam 11 “at
the center of a vast network of anonymous gossips, informers, and emis-
saries.” This court society “renders David all the more vulnerable to public
scandal, and thus necessitates the . . . coverup” that leads to the deaths of
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Uriah and the soldiers with him (1987, 134; cf. M. Sternberg 1985, 202). Here
it is David, and not the narrator, who is responding to gossip and rumor.

David’s alleged fear of “public scandal” could also be understood as a
fear of being shamed. Goodfriend (1992, 1:85) points in this direction
when she suggests that the fear of disclosure that led David to kill Uriah
“was prompted certainly by the expected popular censure of his deed
(Prov 6:33).” I have already noted that Prov 6:32–34, Prov 26:26, and other
texts express the belief that adulterers and other clandestine criminals and
deceivers will be exposed in public. Such exposure would not only shame
the sinner but assuage the “epistemological anxiety” experienced by peo-
ple who are unable to see through the sinner’s public facade. For the
people within the story world of the Hebrew Bible, the unmasking and
shaming of secret sins usually remains an unfulfilled desire. David, for one,
is not publicly exposed as a murderer and adulterer in 2 Sam 11–12. Nor
is he explicitly said to feel shame when Absalom violates his concubines.
But readers of 2 Samuel are not within the story world. We see the tyran-
nical David who commits shameful and criminal acts in private. And if
Goodfriend is correct, we, the reading public, are also the realization of his
worst fear: being shamed by public scandal.

Penetrating David’s Facade: Information, Intrigue, and Deniability
in 1 Kings 1

Power is impenetrable.
—Canetti, Crowds and Power (1981, 292)

A perfect courtier [is] impenetrable. . . . [A good ruler] must be secret,
close, and impenetrable in his motives and plans.
—La Bruyère, Characters (1963, 116, 171)

David’s personality is complex, elusive, and impenetrable.
—Exum, Tragedy and Biblical Narrative (1992, 142)

Gossip . . . is not deceived by the . . .  facade with which the subject sur-
rounds himself. Relentlessly and remorselessly it penetrates its subject’s
private mistakes and flaws.
—Bergmann, Discreet Indiscretions (1993, 128)

The story of Joab’s assassination of Abner is not the only part of the
Court History in which claims are made about the inscrutable David’s
ignorance, claims that readers may have difficulty taking at face value.
Another such text is 1 Kgs 1–2. Here too the events about which David is
apparently uninformed involve conflict between rivals when David is
physically or mentally absent, ending with one rival causing the death of
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his double. The story begins with David not “knowing” the beautiful
Abishag (1:4). According to Nathan, and then Bathsheba, David also does
not know that Adonijah is reigning (1:11, 18). And later, after Solomon has
ordered the death of his rival brother Adonijah, he evokes David’s earlier
case of ignorance, reminding Benaiah that David had not known about
Joab’s slaying of Abner and Amasa (2:32). Put another way, the narrator
of 1 Kgs 1–2 is describing an aged and bed-ridden King David who has
not been informed about the intrigues and conspiracies being planned by
his own courtiers and family members. In this sense, David is now in the
role of the uninformed Saul whom he had earlier outfoxed, thanks to his
mastery as an information manager and Saul’s disloyal courtiers and fam-
ily members (see ch. 2, above).

If one takes the statements concerning the elderly David’s ignorance
of Adonijah’s activities at face value, the King’s Eyes and Ears have not
been doing their job, to put it mildly. Is it possible that Bathsheba and
Nathan were the first and only ones to belatedly inform David of acts that,
from their perspective, were tantamount to a coup? Could David have been
totally ignorant of the fact that Adonijah had exalted himself, declaring “I
will be king,” that he had procured chariots and runners, and that he was
hosting a feast to which Nathan, Benaiah, and Solomon had not been
invited (1:5, 9–10)? David himself cannot answer these questions for us,
because the narrator does not record how the king responded to
Bathsheba’s and Nathan’s remarks concerning Adonijah. Bathsheba actu-
ally makes several strong statements to which David does not respond. Her
claim that David does not know of Adonijah’s reigning follows a question
concerning David’s alleged vow to make her son Solomon his successor
and precedes a reminder that “the eyes of all Israel” are on David because
he has not let them know who will be his successor (1:17–20). The narra-
tor tells us that Nathan entered while Bathsheba was still talking to the
king, but he does not tell us what David might have been saying when
Nathan entered (1:21). After Nathan speaks, David calls for Bathsheba, but
he merely tells her that he will keep his vow concerning Solomon that very
day, then calls Zadok, Nathan, and Benaiah to begin the process (1:31–35).
Not one word about Adonijah is recorded.

A number of commentators have noted that Adonijah’s behavior might
be quite innocent. The heir apparent Adonijah may have simply been
establishing himself as coregent, while his feast may have been nothing
more than a celebration intended to consolidate his party (G. Jones 1990,
47–48). If so, Nathan and Bathsheba may be engaging in their own “court
cabal” (Montgomery and Gehman 1951, 74) or “counterconspiracy” (Long
1984, 36), putting Adonijah’s actions in the worst possible light and fabri-
cating deeds that are not confirmed by the narrator (e.g., Nathan’s
allegation that Adonijah’s followers had declared “Long live King

114 Knowing Kings



Adonijah” [1:19]). Their motive would be to manipulate the confused David
into accepting their unconfirmed claim that he had sworn to make
Solomon his successor, thereby assuring their personal safety with the new
king (see 1:21).

A good example of such manipulation is Nathan’s pretense of igno-
rance. According to his own words, Nathan is the only personage in
chapter 1 besides David who has not been informed of actions that
allegedly involve Adonijah’s accession to the throne. When he breaks in
on Bathsheba’s audience with the king, Nathan does not act as an informer
making his king aware of a political danger. On the contrary, he speaks as
though David knows everything and he, Nathan, knows nothing, because
David has not informed him. Nathan pretends to believe that Adonijah
would not have acted as he did if David had not secretly made him the
next king, leaving his courtiers in the dark (“Is this thing done by my lord
the king, and you have not made known [t[dwh] to your servant who
should sit on the throne . . . after [you]?”; 1:27). On the surface, this flatters
the king in typical courtly fashion by assuming that David is in control, that
he knows all, that he has the royal prerogative of informing or not inform-
ing his servants, and that his son would only act in this fashion if he had
his father’s permission. However, readers of this speech are aware that
from Nathan’s point of view David could not have permitted Adonijah to
reign, because he did not even know Adonijah was reigning (v. 11). The
thrust of Nathan’s feigned ignorance, therefore, is not to flatter the king but
to confuse him further and to show him how out of control he really is.

If the elderly David really is as uninformed as Nathan and Bathsheba
assume, and thus ripe for manipulation, he is very like the aged Louis XIV.
Many commentators actually do describe the David of 1 Kgs 1 as being in
the same situation, and in the same state of mind, as the pathetic Louis.
Like David, Louis went from being a supposed master of information man-
agement to being manipulated, deceived, and kept ignorant by his
ministers, and especially by his “Solomon” and “Bathsheba.” These are the
Duc du Maine, Louis’s favorite son from his relationship with an already
married woman, and Mme de Maintenon, Louis’s privately wed morganatic
second wife whom du Maine viewed as a mother. Together they induced
Louis to change his will, making the now-legitimized Duc du Maine capa-
ble of succession if the legitimate collateral branches of the family were to
die out. To achieve this end, the son and his “mother” controlled what the
king heard and knew, manipulated his moods, and defamed with false
rumor and gossip the Duc d’Orleans, Louis’s nephew and regent by
birthright (see Hatton 1977, 235–38; Saint-Simon 1968, 241–48, 350–57). In
addition, Mme de Maintenon would confuse the king by controlling what
he was told by his ministers, while she “played the simpleton” (as
Bathsheba may be doing in 1 Kgs 2:13–22). Thanks to such manipulations,
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the unknowing king would believe that he had avoided being influenced
by his ministers, while in fact “he was entirely ruled by them” (Saint-Simon
1966, 281–82).

Few (if any) of the scholars who recognize the tendentiousness of
Nathan’s and Bathsheba’s reports concerning Adonijah and Solomon go on
to challenge the pair when they claim that David “does not know” what is
going on in his own realm. Yet the narrator provides no more confirma-
tion of David’s ignorance than he does of Adonijah’s alleged conspiracy. It
is therefore possible that the David of 1 Kgs 1 does know about his son’s
chariots, horsemen, and feast but finds nothing unsettling about it. It may
be that the only thing that David doesn’t know is how to see and interpret
Adonijah’s actions in the same way as do Nathan and Bathsheba. If this is
the case, one can dispense with the dubious notion that no one in David’s
court, family, or military (including the serviceable Benaiah) had thought
to inform their king of such significant events. 

If the David of 1 Kgs 1 is not ignorant and confused, why would he
keep his awareness of events so secret, and why had he not declared a
successor or coregent earlier? The violent deaths of such ancient Near
Eastern kings as Amenemhet I and Sennacherib in harem conspiracies sug-
gest an answer. Both Amenemhet and Sennacherib had declared a younger
son to be their successor, either as heir apparent or coregent; Amenemhet
had actually inaugurated the practice of coregency in Egypt (see Grimal
1992, 60; B. Porter 1993, 16–26). In both cases the declaration prompted
rival parties in the royal family to engage in disloyal and devious actions
that led to the assassination of the reigning king. When one takes these
cases into account, one can understand why David might have wanted to
exercise caution and patience before choosing any son as his successor,
particularly a younger son like Solomon who had as a rival claimant an
elder brother backed by a large and established party within the court and
the army. A premature or precipitous declaration could easily cause the
deaths of both the king and his chosen son.

Bathsheba herself hints at another reason when she tells the king
that “the eyes of all Israel are upon you” (1:20). By holding back his
thoughts on the succession and his opinions on events that were taking
place, David keeps attention on himself and he keeps others guessing.
As one character in Stefan Heym’s novel The King David Report puts it,
David “saw quite well how they were watching him, waiting for a word
from him that they might use in the struggle for his succession: that
word was all that was left him of the sway he had held over Israel”
(Heym 1973, 24). Heym’s David already knows what modern leaders are
thought to have discovered: the value of keeping the people focused on
their personalities rather than on their actions and the issues raised by
those actions. This does not mean that leaders must surrender their
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invisibility and impenetrability in order to expose their “true” personali-
ties (if any). On the contrary, it is the impenetrability that keeps the
people guessing.

David’s impenetrability and ostensible ignorance are indistinguish-
able from the “deniability” that saved Ronald Reagan from the threat of
impeachment. Because Poindexter and Reagan’s other aides allegedly did
not inform him of what they were doing in the palace basement, the
president could honestly and absolutely deny knowledge of significant
actions taken by his own agents. Just as Reagan was given deniability in
the Iran Contra scandal, 2 Sam 3 and 1 Kgs 1 give David either plausible
or absolute deniability, depending on whether one believes that David
actually did know what Joab, Adonijah, and Nathan and Bathsheba were
up to.

Clearly, the fact that readers have been granted an insider’s access
to the private zones of David’s palace does not provide them with def-
inite information about the king’s thoughts, motives, or degree of
knowledge. But why would the narrator put readers in the position of
a courtier who is “out of the loop”? The narrator’s strategy bears some
resemblance to the device Goffman (1974, 474) calls “insider’s folly.”
This technique can be employed whenever one wants to grant some-
one “a glimpse behind the scenes [in order to induce] the belief that
you are seeing the backstage of something.” A relevant example for the
present discussion is the secret agent’s “reserve story,” a “cover tale an
[intelligence] agent can provide the moment his initial cover story is
broken and he seems beyond any further fabrication” (478). In other
words, the cover tale grants the agent plausible deniability, which it
enhances by giving the person who has broken the cover story the
impression that she or he has penetrated to the backstage area where
the behavior of the exposed agent must be genuine, unscripted, and
unstaged. Thus, in 2 Sam 3 and 1 Kgs 1 the narrator may be giving the
audience a “glimpse behind the scenes” in order to win their trust and
incline them to believe that whatever David and his courtiers say in this
private backstage setting must be the true inside scoop. The fact that
the narrator seems to expose David’s profound ignorance may actually
increase the impression of genuineness. The revelation that David, like
Ronald Reagan, had committed “the sin of inattention” is itself so com-
promising that there must surely be nothing left to hide. Yet this inside
scoop may be nothing more than the narrator’s cover story, designed
to satisfy the reader’s epistemophilia, preempting any further attempts
to penetrate David’s—and the narrator’s—facade. If this is the case, the
narrator is arousing and then co-opting the gossiper’s instinct for
inquiry and moral evaluation, in order to keep David invisible and
impenetrable.
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THE HISTORIAN AS INFORMER AND THE READER AS KING

The Historian As Gossiper and the Narrator of the David Story

Issues don’t exist anymore, but personalities do.
—Robert Darnton (Lapham 1986, 48) 

History is merely gossip.
—Character in Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan (1930, 125)

He lies like an eyewitness.
—Russian proverb (Conquest 1973, 177)

The focus on impenetrable personalities in 1 Kgs 1 and other polit-
ical texts characterizes not only the world of kings and courtiers but also
the private realm where information can flow as gossip. If kings attempt
to create an impenetrable facade, gossip penetrates facades. As already
discussed, gossip seeks out private flaws that it makes publicly relevant.
If there is one thing about which students of gossip agree, it is that gos-
sip “supplies a weapon for outsiders—directed at the facade of
reputation people construct around themselves” (Spacks 1986, 45).
People who gossip know “the importance of not taking everything at
face value”; this creates a desire “to go beneath the surface of what is
said and shown” (Bok 1984, 90) and to speculate about “the subject’s
motives” (Bergmann 1993, 100). According to Mellencamp, it is “our lack
of personal knowledge [that] paradoxically triggers an epistemophilia
and a scopophilia . . . a desire for intimacy which points to our lack of
knowledge” (1992, 169).

Most analysts of gossip find that an interest in moral evaluation, if
not a self-righteous or moralistic attitude, also fuels the desire to pene-
trate facades (e.g., Bergmann 1993, 99–100, 122, 129; Spacks 1986, 136;
Bok 1984, 92). Collins (1994, 110) puts it this way: “when the individual
herself determines by which aspects of her life she is to be judged,
hypocrisy and self-deception flourish. Precisely because gossip may
refuse to take the individual on her own terms, to respect her definition
of the split between public and private, it is particularly good at uncov-
ering these vices.” In the case of journalistic gossip, such violation of
other people’s privacy is itself hypocritical, for such gossip “[makes]
public what it insists is private” (Spacks 1986, 67). This is typical of gos-
sip’s “equivocal character”: “gossipers are border-runners who in their
exciting excursions into the zones of the improper do not simply ignore
the boundaries of the domains of virtue and vice, but recognize and dis-
dain them at the same time” (Bergmann 1993, 118).
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Reports of political court intrigue and harem conspiracy typically
reflect, not only the gossiper’s interest in making private moral flaws pub-
licly relevant and “interpreting public facts in private terms” (Spacks 1986,
262), but the gossiper’s ambivalence concerning the violation of the pri-
vate-public boundary. A good example is Ktesias, the Greek doctor who
lived at the court of the Persian king Artaxerxes II and who is the sole
source for many of the events he describes. Ktesias presents himself as an
eyewitness (aujtovpth") to most of what he reports and an earwitness
(aujthvkoo") to Persian informants for the rest (no. 1; König 1972, 1). As
noted by Sancisi-Weerdenburg (1983, 31), Ktesias is “predominantly inter-
ested in personalities and then mainly in their plotting and intriguing
against each other and against the king.” In fact, Ktesias’s “interest in
Persian affairs [is] apparently limited to events on a personalistic level. . . .
his Persian empire is the court” (Sancisi-Weerdenburg 1987, 35). Thus,
Ktesias focuses on events such as the assassination of the drunken and
sleeping Xerxes II, the machinations of the eunuchs at the court of Darius
II and those of his cunning and ruthless wife Parysatis, and the plot to take
over the throne by the eunuch Artoxares, who was informed on by his
wife after he ordered her to make him a false beard and moustache so that
he could impersonate a male (nos. 45, 48, 49, 53; König 1972, 18–21).

Sancisi-Weerdenburg believes that Ktesias highlighted events occur-
ring in the harem and court because he “was struck by the intermingling
of official and private affairs” (1987, 38). Having come from Greece,
where the division between family affairs and the state had recently
become clearly delineated, he naturally viewed “the intrusion of family
affairs on the official level of the state [as] morally wrong” (1987, 38). In
other words, Ktesias is just as fascinated by what he condemns as the typ-
ical gossiper. Considering that Ktesias’s source is often considered to be
“kitchen gossip” (Drews 1973, 107), this should come as no surprise. To
some, Ktesias’s presumed dependence on gossip undermines the doctor’s
claim to have been an eye- and earwitness to events. Referring to
Ktesias’s writings on India, Lucian parodies Ktesias’s self-presentation,
asserting that Ktesias wrote on matters “that he had never seen himself
nor heard from anyone else with a reputation for truthfulness” (Ver. hist.
1.3; 1953, 251). To others, however, Ktesias remains a valuable source
with access to real inside information (e.g., the scholars cited by Sancisi-
Weerdenburg 1987, 36–37). Sancisi-Weerdenburg asks the key question:
“can an informant be trusted just because he has been on the spot?”
(1987, 37). While she does not cite the Russian proverb “He lies like an
eyewitness,” Sancisi-Weerdenburg rightly notes that Ktesias “was seeing
what he was taught to see as, later on, he was to tell what he was
expected to tell. In a certain sense, no autoptes ever escapes such a ver-
dict” (1987, 37).
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Textual evidence from ancient Greece indicates that bias in a writer of
contemporary history was expected. Plutarch criticizes those whose
research (iJstoriva) into the deeds and lives of their contemporaries is
biased, defiling and distorting the truth “partly through envious hatred and
partly through fawning flattery” (Per. 13.12; 1958, 47). Luce (1989, 25)
notes that contemporary historians were in a no-win situation: “If they pub-
lished a favorable picture of an autocrat during his lifetime they laid
themselves open to charges of flattery and self-promotion; if the account
was critical, they risked punishment.”

These comments reveal the similarity between the historian and the
informer. Like the King’s Eyes and Ears, the court historian may claim to
have been an eye- and earwitness to contemporary events. And just as
informers (and gossipers) make judgments and accusations, so do histori-
ans who are “expected to make suitable pronouncements on the
goodness and badness” of those on whom they report (Luce 1989, 21).
And in each case the accusation may be true or false; the informer (dia-
bolos) can also be the slanderer. Plutarch had listed envy and flattery as
causes of bias in history writing. In his essay on slander (diabolhv), Lucian
cites envy, rivalry, and flattery as motivations for slander, especially in the
courts of kings (Cal. 2–5, 10; 1953, 362–67, 372–73). Plutarch himself is
well aware of the connection between slandering historians and inform-
ers. His comments on historians are prompted by his account of the way
Pericles and Pheidias were sacrificed “to the evil deity of popular envy”
when Pericles was accused of committing wanton adultery with the aid of
Pheidias (Per. 9–11). Therefore, just as the king must assess the reliabil-
ity of the reports he receives from his informers, readers must evaluate the
reliability of the accounts they receive from their diabolos, their historian-
informer. Is their informer an honest insider, a gossiper, or one who “lies
like an eyewitness”?

The same issues that arise when attempting to evaluate the writing of
a contemporary historian like Ktesias must also be dealt with when assess-
ing 1 Kgs 1 and the Davidic Court History as a whole. This is particularly
true if one shares the common assumption that the author was an insider
at David’s court who begins 1 Kings 1 with “an apparently gossipy detail
of harem history” (Montgomery and Gehman 1951, 68), and who often
depended on “common court gossip.” The author does have many of the
same interests as Ktesias and other gossipers. Like gossip, the narrative
serves as “a prime vehicle for moral evaluation” (Bok 1984, 92). Much
emphasis is given to the personalities, desires, and motives of the charac-
ters, because it is their personal and private flaws that are shown to
determine the course of public and political events. An exception is David,
whose personality and motives cannot be fathomed because the narrator
often allows the king to remain impenetrable. The gossiper’s interest in
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crossing the boundary separating public and private is actually thematized
in the narrative, especially when David transgresses that boundary to
appropriate Bathsheba. As discussed earlier, Yahweh gives full emphasis to
this transgression in his announcement of David’s punishment (2 Sam
12:11–12; 16:22).

If David transgresses the private-public boundary, the narrator who
informs readers of this fact himself engages in the kind of “border-running”
between public and private that characterizes the gossiper. It is this bound-
ary violation that most attracts the attention of scholars who believe that
the narrative has its source in court gossip. At times the reader is like the
fly on the wall, a silent witness to private conversations and actions—not
unlike Abishag, who is present but totally ignored when Bathsheba and
Nathan make their appeals to David (see 1 Kgs 1:15). However, because
David’s thoughts and motives remain so elusive, being granted an insider’s
access to the private zones of the palace does not mean that the reader will
gain definite information about the king’s thoughts, motives, or degree of
knowledge. Once again, it appears that the reader is placed in the position
of the typical courtier, who must discern what others feel and know by
interpreting their staged performances and looking for ways to penetrate
their facades.

History, Gossip, and the Date of the Court History

I [told the king that] I had listed the various possibilities of dealing with
undesirable matter: (a) tell it all, (b) tell it with discretion, (c) don’t tell
it. To tell it all . . . was obviously unwise; people were quick to draw
the wrong conclusions from facts and to form wrong opinions of per-
sons whom we wished to be highly regarded. Not to tell it . . .  was
equally unwise; things had a way of being noised about and people
always picked up what they were not supposed to know. This left us
with possibility (b): tell it with discretion. Discretion, I said, was not the
same as lying; surely the Wisest of Kings, Solomon, would never con-
done lying in a history of his father King David. Discretion was truth
controlled by wisdom.
—Ethan the historian to Solomon, in Heym, The King David Report (1973,

84; cf. 42, 244–45)

Narratives like 1 Sam 18–23, 2 Sam 3, and 1 Kgs 1 do not furnish any
unequivocal clues as to their date of composition, authorship, or purpose.
Nor are there any extrabiblical data concerning David and his regime that
might help one to fix a date or to determine the Tendenz of the story. All
speculation as to date and authorship must ultimately be based on a
scholar’s interpretation of the story itself. Randall Bailey is therefore correct
when he concludes from his survey of proposed dates for the Court
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History that “all of these positions about dating and authorship are predi-
cated upon particular views about the genre and function of the materials”
(1990, 30). However, the present study suggests that we can be quite a bit
more specific about the importance of genre and function for a discussion
of dating. In fact, we can say with some confidence that a scholar’s views
on genre, function, dating, and authorship are, to a large extent, all based
on her or his assumptions concerning information management, gossip,
and the presentation of David’s personality—whether this is acknowledged
by the scholar or not. A brief review of the arguments for proposed dates
will demonstrate this fact.

Many scholars believe that the Court History originated in David’s
reign. As “evidence” they point to all the private and personal information
given by the narrator and to the fact that much of this information puts
David in a negative light. The intimate details are viewed as realistic and
taken as evidence that the author must have been “a master historian
informed by an eyewitness” (Lods, quoted in Montgomery and Gehman
1951,  69), if not “one of David’s closest servants, always in attendance”
(M. H. Segal, quoted in M. Sternberg 1985, 62; see above). The fact that the
reader is informed about David’s unethical and criminal acts ensures a
tenth-century date, for “it can hardly be assumed that somebody would
later have dared to expose David in this way without sound evidence”
(Rost 1982, 104). However, the negative information is included not
because the narrator is hostile to David but “because the things he did
were publicly known and could not be baldly denied” (McCarter 1984, 15). 

Leaving aside the fact that political leaders do “baldly deny” (and “plau-
sibly deny”) things that are publicly known or believed, one must ask how
these scholars can assume that David’s adultery with Bathsheba, his murder
of Uriah, and the intrigues that ensured Solomon’s succession were “pub-
licly known” when the narrator describes them as private, notes David’s
efforts to keep the Bathsheba-Uriah matter secret, and gives no hint that any
of David’s “cover stories” were exposed. The answer is that these com-
mentators argue as though they have tremendous respect for the power of
gossip and do not put much faith in a monarch’s efforts to control the flow
of information. It is respect for uncontrollable gossip that leads Heym’s his-
torian Ethan to advise against withholding “undesirable matter” from the
King David Report: “things had a way of being noised about and people
always picked up what they were not supposed to know.” Scholars like
Weingreen and Whitelam share this assumption. Weingreen (1969, 265)
contends that David’s crime against Bathsheba and Uriah “was not a well-
guarded secret, but must have been common court gossip.” Whitelam
(1984, 62, 70) suggests that “the various political machinations involved in
the power struggle” leading to David’s seizure of the Saulide throne and
“many of the incidents such as the damaging circumstances surrounding the
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death of Uriah” might have been widely and well known, at least “within
court circles or among the élite in the main urban centres of power.”

Some commentators specify the harem as the source for such secret
political news, and a few go so far as to target women as the reader’s Eyes
and Ears, if not the author’s. For example, the Chadwicks claim that most
or all of the Court History is “of feminine provenance”; it has been “com-
posed either by women or for the entertainment of women” (1936, 649; cf.
650). Thus, 1 Kgs 1 comes from Bathsheba and “a large part . . . of the story
of David is derived from saga inspired by Bathsheba in Solomon’s court”
(762). Gunn (1978, 62) finds that the Chadwicks’s “interesting suggestion
of a link with the harem . . .  remains well within the bounds of possibil-
ity.” Carlson (1964, 136 and n. 2) agrees. He believes that the Chadwicks’s
notion of a source based on orally transmitted “court sagas” composed for
the entertainment of harem women “draws attention to points of view that
are worth exploring,” even if the Zadokite priesthood was more likely to
have transmitted such material. Even Burke Long thinks that “it is perhaps
not too farfetched” to connect the author-editor of 1–2 Kings with “those
highly placed courtesans of Judah’s last few kings who seemed to have had
a vested interest in transmitting the traditions of Jeremiah with a pro-
Yahweh and pro-Babylonian slant” (1984, 32).11

It is quite possible that such readiness to cite women as the transmit-
ters, if not the authors, of the information related in the text is based on
the age-old male assumption that it is only women who gossip. Evidence
of this attitude can be found in many cultures from the ancient period to
the present (see, e.g., Bergmann 1993, 59–67; Emler 1994, 118–20). Rysman
(1977, 179) suggests that the reason female gossiping came to have nega-
tive associations is that these associations constituted “a way of controlling
female solidarity.” The fact that this solidarity can help to create a cen-
trifugal flow of information out of “urban power centres,” and out of the
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control of the males who exercise power in those centers, is what panics
Memucan in Esth 1:16–18. It may also be the reason why male biblical
scholars are so uncharacteristically prepared to grant the possibility of
female authorship for this part of the Deuteronomistic History.

The Chadwicks’s suggestion that the Court History might have been
composed for the entertainment of women is one example of an assump-
tion shared by a number of those who argue for a date of composition
during David’s (or Solomon’s) reign. These commentators assume that the
history not only has its source in court or harem gossip but was aimed at
this same audience. For example, Whitelam argues that David and his suc-
cessors had to “present an interpretation of the general situation which held
the assent of . . . those parts of the population which were a threat or poten-
tial threat to his ambitions” (1984, 62). The Court History is an exercise in
“image-projection” and propaganda aimed at the elite minority in the cen-
ter of power (62, 64). Whitelam does not discuss exactly how the
ideological message would have been delivered to this audience. However,
when Barbara Nevling Porter (1993, 106–10) imagines how such an apolo-
getic document (in this case Esarhaddon’s account of the struggles
surrounding his accession) might be communicated to this elite target audi-
ence, she envisions a process that resembles the informal communication
of gossip more than it does the official presentation of a written piece of
propaganda. Porter suggests that members of the court might have become
the first audience for the official royal interpretation encapsulated in the text
by means of “oral transmission and informal discussion.” During this
process “the official version . . . would have percolated through the king’s
court, reaching the bureaucrats, military officers, professional advisors, . . .
royal relatives and others present at the court” (1993, 110 n. 236). The
metaphor of “percolation” captures very well the subtle process through
which informal modes of communication such as gossip disseminate infor-
mation and again suggests the difficulty experienced by official sources
when they seek to prevent the flow of uncontrolled information and the
leaking of secrets.

Scholars who argue for a tenth-century date of composition are not the
only ones to take seriously the issue of information management. This fac-
tor may be granted equal importance by those who argue for a late date.
For example, Ahlström (1993, 491) contends that the Court History was
“most probably not written by a person contemporary with the events
because there is an anti-Davidic tendency in it.” Ahlström asks where such
literature would have been preserved in an autocratic state and “how
would it have been distributed and circulated so that the king would not
have known about it and executed the narrator [sic]?” (491; cf. 51 on the
reason for the lack of criticism of Akkadian kings in royal inscriptions). In
this case it is not the impossibility of the king keeping his secrets that is
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envisioned, but the impossibility of keeping the king from being informed
about his critics, whom Ahlström seems to assume would have been
treated by the king as disloyal subjects and punished accordingly. This is
precisely the problem that, according to Luce, faced Greek contemporary
historians critical of their leader: “if they published a [critical account] of an
autocrat during his lifetime, . . . they risked punishment” (Luce 1989, 25).
The way this problem was solved supports Ahlström’s argument: “a com-
mon solution was to withhold publication until after the autocrat had died”
(Luce 1989, 25).

These examples are sufficient to indicate that the issue of information
management must be taken into account whenever any date is being pro-
posed for 1 Sam 18–23, 2 Sam 3, 1 Kgs 1, or the Court History as a whole.
But precisely because phenomena associated with the king’s dream of con-
trol and his nightmare of uncontrolled gossip must play a role in any
proposed date and setting for these narratives, even a detailed analysis of
these phenomena cannot in itself lead to any definite conclusions con-
cerning one particular date or author. We cannot even determine the extent
to which the Court History illustrates any of the three strategies Ethan out-
lines to Solomon in the epigraph to this section. In the quoted passage,
Ethan opts for “telling it with discretion” and defines discretion as “truth
controlled by wisdom.” Perhaps the biblical Court History is “wisdom lit-
erature” in this sense. Or perhaps it is more akin to gossip, which
Bergmann (1993, 151) defines as “the social form of discreet indiscretion.”
If so, it has incorporated those things that Ethan says have “a way of being
noised about,” so that penetrating readers with inquiring minds may ulti-
mately be able to pick up “what we are not supposed to know.”

Invading David’s Privacy 125





6
SOLOMON AND THE WIZARD OF OZ:

POWER AND INVISIBILITY IN A VERBAL PALACE

It is the glory of God to conceal things;
and the glory of kings is to penetrate [rqj] things.
. . .
And the heart of kings is impenetrable [rqj ˆya].
—Proverbs 25:2; 3b

He who does not know how to dissimulate,
does not know how to rule.
—Motto of James I, alluding to Tiberius (Goldberg 1983, 68)

Power is impenetrable
—Canetti, Crowds and Power (1981, 292)

INVISIBILITY AND POWER: DEIOKES, THE WIZARD OF OZ,
AND KING SOLOMON

Once there was a Median judge named Deiokes who was in love with
royal power (Herodotus, Hist. 1.96). When a gathering of Medes responds
to an outbreak of lawlessness and injustice by declaring “Come, let us set
up a king for ourselves”1 and choosing Deiokes, Deiokes immediately has
the people build seven concentric ring walls around his royal palace, with
the people dwelling outside (1.98–99). He then establishes a new rule, “that
no one should come into the presence of the king, but all should be dealt
with by . . . messengers,” so that “the king should be seen by no man” (1.99;
1981, 131). Deiokes’s motive is to prevent any nobles of his own age and
similar background from seeing him and plotting against him because they
discovered they were his equal (1.99). By remaining invisible, he hopes that
they would assume that he had become different (i.e., superior) to them.2

1 Herodotus, Hist. 1.97; 1981, 129. Note the uncanny resemblance to the situa-
tion in 1 Sam 8, especially v. 5.

2 Compare the strategy adopted by Shakespeare’s King Henry IV: “By being sel-
dom seen, I could not stir but like a comet I was wondered at. . . . Thus did I keep



Once there was a Wizard in Oz who was viewed by his people as both
wise and powerful (Baum 1958, 9, 61, 64). However, the people’s knowl-
edge of Oz’s power and knowledge is hardly direct, for no one outside the
palace has seen him. Like King Solomon’s “descendant” Haile Sellassie I,
the Wizard sits behind a screen when inside the palace, so that “even those
who wait upon him do not see him face to face.”3 The Wizard’s motive is
identical to that of Deiokes. After his balloon accidentally lands in this
country, his descent from the clouds leads the people to take him for a
great wizard. To maintain this illusion, he has the people build Emerald
City and his palace, so that he can “shut [himself] up and . . . not see any
of [the people]” (Baum 1958, 113). Invisibility is power: “I will not see even
my subjects, and so they believe I am something terrible” (110; emphasis
added). The people fill in the gaps created by his invisibility with the
assumption that he possesses great power and wisdom.4

Traditionally, royal ideology forbids citizens from penetrating the
arcana imperii, the secrets of political power (see Ginzburg 1989, 63;
Goldberg 1983, 68). With invisible leaders like Deiokes and Oz, the
arcana imperii become identified with the person of the leader himself.
Deiokes and Oz have learned the power inherent in invisibility or, at least,
in managed inscrutability.5 Even when such leaders are visible, they
remain inscrutable. Everyone who views them may see a different being.
For example, Dorothy and her friends are told by the farmer that Oz is a
great wizard who “can take on any form he wishes,” appearing differently
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my person fresh and new, my presence, like a robe pontifical, ne’er seen but won-
dered at” (Henry IV, Pt. 1, 3.2.46–47, 55–58).

3 Baum 1958, 60–61; cf. 11, 67, 69. According to the revised Ethiopian constitu-
tion of 1955, the ancestry of emperor Haile Sellassie I traces directly back to
Menelik I, son of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. The person of the emperor
has a quasi-sacred separateness. He is shielded by a screen from the gaze of the
populace and does not eat in public. At times, his face was even veiled, and he
spoke through an intermediary called “mouth of the king” (Ullendorff 1974, 105–6).

4 The power of invisibility sought by Deiokes and Oz resembles the force
exerted by Big Brother in Orwell’s fantasy world of 1984. Here too the people trace
“all knowledge, all wisdom, . . . all virtue” back to their leader, even though
“nobody has ever seen Big Brother.” While pictures of Big Brother saturate the
landscape, with captions reading “Big Brother is watching you,” this ostensibly
panoptic leader does not even exist as a person (Orwell 1983, 5, 214). Instead, the
idea and image of this invisible ruler act as a “focusing point for love, fear, and rev-
erence” (171).

5 As we discussed in ch. 3, in order to remain powerful, invisible leaders must
at the same time make their followers visible to themselves. Thus, Oz claims to be
like a panoptic, omnipresent king or deity (Baum 1958, 108), and Deiokes has spies
and eavesdroppers everywhere (Herodotus, Hist. 1.100).



to everyone (Baum 1958, 60–61). When they are granted separate individ-
ual audiences with Oz, they do not converse with him through the screen.
Instead, each sees a different, visually entrancing, manifestation, none of
which is the true Oz. This elusive Wizard is analogous not only to the
European stereotype of shape-shifting witches and wizards but to such
famous and powerful leaders as Alcibiades and Napoleon. According to
Plutarch, Alcibiades possessed one special gift that, more than any other,
attracted followers to him. He could “submit himself to more transforma-
tions than a chameleon” (Alc. 23.4; Scott-Kilvert 1960, 267). Thus, in Sparta
he was an austere athlete, in Ionia a hedonist, in Thrace a heavy drinker,
and so on. In other words, he “assumed whatever manner or exterior was
appropriate to the situation” (Alc. 23.5–6).6

Just as the Wizard of Oz and Alcibiades appear in a variety of different
forms, scholars describe Solomon and his reign in so many varying ways
that one could almost conclude that the king himself was a shape-shifter.
Solomon may appear to be wise—or “decadent” (Noth 1960, 216), a
“philosopher king” (Parker 1992, 76, 89)—or a “typical oriental despot”
(Clements 1974, 403; cf. Crenshaw 1981, 53), a sultan (Kittel, in Donner
1982, 205) or a pharaoh (Heaton 1974, 28). To some, the account of his
accession in 1 Kgs 1–2 appears to be pro-Solomonic, while others see this
tale of court intrigue as a “searing indictment” (Hoppe 1992, 3:561) of the
monarchy. The fact that Yahweh grants Solomon the riches and honor he
did not request may be perceived as an example of “the blessings of free,
unsolicited grace” (DeVries 1985, 53) or as a divine “trap” to “unbalance
Solomon with temptation that the latter had avoided” (Eslinger: 137).
Solomon’s use of thirty thousand Israelites in the corvée may be viewed as
an example of the tyrannical rule forecast by Samuel, or as an example of
“the justice of Solomon’s rule” (Parker: 80–81). Some see negative reports
about Solomon in 1 Kgs 9 (Noth, 1991:97; Brettler 1989, 95–97) or as early
as chapters 3–5 (Eslinger 1989, 129–43; Walsh 1996, 69–101). In others’ eyes,
the narrator appears to be offering an “unambiguous” portrait of Solomon’s
reign as a “golden age” or “utopia” as late as 1 Kgs 10 (Knoppers 1993, 77,
111, 126, 134; cf. Jobling 1991, 60, 67).

Solomon’s motives for building his palace do not seem to parallel those
of Deiokes and the Wizard. Nor does Solomon express a need to hide from
his people. Yet an analogy does exist, once one realizes that Solomon is
being kept hidden from readers of 1 Kings, not from the people in the story.
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6 Similarly, Napoleon allegedly told the Council of State that “it was by becom-
ing a Catholic that I terminated the Vendeen war, by becoming a Mussulman that
I obtained a footing in Egypt, by becoming an Ultramontane that I won over the
Italian priests, and had I to govern a nation of Jews I would rebuild Solomon’s tem-
ple” (quoted in Le Bon 1977, 69).



In what follows I will argue that readers of Kings and Chronicles are locked
out of Solomon’s psyche in the same way that citizens are locked out of a
palace where a king or tyrant remains invisible, and perhaps for similar rea-
sons. The text functions as a verbal palace, with the king mysteriously and
provocatively concealed inside. Readers are therefore prevented from
knowing Solomon, the ultimate knower. While we have found ample evi-
dence that our “inquiring minds want to know” about the personal lives of
leaders, this text, and therefore Solomon, remain impenetrable. We are
interested in his personality but are forced to give him one, just as God gave
him wisdom, wealth, and honor. Speculations about Solomon’s personality
and knowledge reflect readers’ assumptions of what a magnificent and wise
king must be like, whether they take their cues from Deut 17 and 1 Sam 8,
from traditional descriptions of invisible, all-knowing leaders from the
ancient Near East, from the France of Louis XIV, or from modern fantasies
about the Wizard of Oz and Kafka’s protean official, Klamm (see below).

SOLOMON’S INVISIBILITY IN 1 KINGS 3–11: THE SCREENING EFFECT
OF INDETERMINACY

This is what the sovereign displays in public, his own unobservability, ob-
served in his spectacles.
—Goldberg, James I and the Politics of Literature (1983, 150)

In the Solomon narratives, it is the narrator who is the wizard. The way
the narrator describes Solomon and his reign is what allows the king to
appear so differently to different readers. In The Wizard of Oz the dog Toto
upsets the screen, exposing the mechanism that produced the Wizard’s pro-
tean appearance. If Solomon is “screened” by the narrator, we must
investigate the nature of this screen and see whether it too can be upset and
made to reveal the source and function of Solomon’s protean appearance.

One way to gauge the extent to which the character of Solomon is hid-
den from readers of 1 Kings is by contrasting this account of his life with
those of his two royal predecessors. For example, Solomon is the first king
of Israel whose physical appearance does not play a role in his early
career. In fact, his appearance is not even described, let alone praised as
extraordinarily attractive, as is the case for Saul and David. In spite of his
thousand wives and concubines, readers do not witness any illuminating
exchanges between the king and his famous loves, as one is allowed to
follow David’s interactions with Michal, Abigail, and Bathsheba. None of
Solomon’s many wives is said to love him as David was loved by Michal.
None pursues and flatters Solomon, as did David’s wife-to-be Abigail.

In fact, of Solomon’s one thousand wives and concubines only
Pharaoh’s daughter receives any attention at all in 1 Kgs 3–11, and
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remarkably little is said about her or about Solomon loving her. This is
most evident when one compares the narrative with other accounts of
diplomatic marriages. When the Egyptian king Ramesses II first saw the
Hittite princess who was to be his diplomatic bride he perceived her god-
like beauty, and “he loved her more than anything” (ANET 258). Similarly,
when Amenhotep III requested the Mitannian king Tusratta’s daughter as
a bride, Tusratta enthusiastically agreed to send her, telling the pharaoh
that “he will find that she is exactly what his heart desired” (EA 20:29;
Schulman 1979, 184 n. 357). In contrast, the arrival of Pharaoh’s daughter
is not even reported in 1 Kings, let alone Solomon’s reaction to her (see
further in ch. 7, below). In view of the fact that a marriage between a
daughter of an Egyptian king and a foreign monarch is almost unprece-
dented (Schulman 1979, 179–80), this silence is particularly striking. While
1 Kings does describe the arrival of one royal woman from another land,
that report concerns the only woman in 1 Kgs 3–11 whom Solomon is not
said to love: the Queen of Sheba.

While Solomon’s many marriages might lead one to imagine that the
halls of his palace would echo continuously with the pitter-patter of little
feet, we hear nothing about any sons of Solomon in all of 1 Kgs 3–11, let
alone overhear conversations between father and sons such as occurred
between Saul and Jonathan and between David and his sons Amnon and
Absalom. Those conversations give readers valuable information regarding
the character of the kings, even if all readers do not draw the same con-
clusions from the reports. In the same way, we are unable to learn about
Solomon by listening to his confrontations with strong, named, prophets
like Samuel and Nathan. There are no such prophets in 1 Kgs 3–11.

Nor are readers granted access to Solomon’s private thoughts or feel-
ings in 1 Kgs 4–11, in spite of the fact that these eight chapters focus on
Solomon’s administration of his empire, his building projects, his interna-
tional relations, and, ultimately, his harem. While readers hear Solomon
speak at length when he is on public display at the dedication of the tem-
ple (1 Kgs 8:12–61), they never hear the words spoken by Solomon to any
individual in face-to-face conversation. Nor does he address any “long-
distance” quoted speeches (i.e., messages or letters) to an individual
Israelite or to his foreign wives. In fact, the only individual to whom
Solomon’s quoted words are addressed in these chapters is Hiram of Tyre,
to whom Solomon “sends word” from Jerusalem (5:16 MT). Even in the
report of Solomon’s verbal and economic exchange with the Queen of
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7 Moran (1992, 47) renders the line “[She] has been fashioned according to my
brother’s desire.” In Moran’s translation (1992, 44, 46–47), Tusratta declares “May
Sauska and Aman make her the image of my brother’s desire” (adi Sunu-ma) in
EA 19:24 (cf. 20:27).



Sheba, it is only her words that are quoted directly, and then at some
length (10:6–9). Only once does the narrator even report that Solomon
responded to her with speech (10:3). No mention is made of Solomon
responding to either Hiram’s complaint after 9:15 or to the queen’s praise
after 10:9. Solomon does not even reply to Yahweh’s warnings at 9:9 or to
his condemnation speech at 11:13. This absence of royal direct speech in
dialogue is almost unique in 1–2 Kings. All the other kings whose reigns
are described at length are quoted in such situations, with the exception
of the one-dimensional villain Manasseh.8 The blank spots in the narrator’s
portrait of Solomon invite the audience to engage in ventriloquism and
mind-reading. Those who accept this invitation can then project their bib-
lical Solomon onto the blank screen of history, for Solomon is not
mentioned in any contemporary extrabiblical document or artifact (Garbini
1988, 17, 30–32; Ishida 1992, 6:105).9

While Solomon’s personal character remains hidden from readers, at
least we can still point to the king’s reputation for knowledge and wisdom
as his distinguishing trait. Or can we? Gilgamesh and Odysseus, the most
famous knowers in ancient Near Eastern and Greek epic, penetrate to the
far reaches of the earth, crossing boundaries behind which the secrets of
life and death, and past and future, had remained invisible. They see the
cities of many men and know their thought, discover the hidden and bring
back knowledge from before the flood. They learn through experience,
hard experience. Even the swollen-footed Oedipus, who “learned the hard
way” more than anyone else, had traveled many wandering roads of
thought (Sophocles, Oed. tyr. 67). Can we say the same of Solomon? Only
the “Solomon” of Qoheleth, he who “has been king over Israel in
Jerusalem” (1:12). Qoheleth applies his heart and wisdom to investigate and
search out everything done under heaven (1:13). This includes investigat-
ing the effects of wealth, pleasure, luxury, and women (2:1–10), all things
that the Solomon of Kings has at his disposal but with which we do not see
him interacting in a way that might grant him “learning by experience.” The
Solomon of Kings has knowledge; he doesn’t achieve it. He is given wis-
dom; he is not given an education. Solomon receives knowledge; he doesn’t
earn it. He is given the knowledge that Eve and Adam take. He undergoes
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8 They include Jeroboam, Rehoboam, Ahab, Jehoshaphat, Jehoram of Israel,
Hezekiah, and Josiah. On the function of direct quotation in the Jeroboam narra-
tive, see Lasine 1992, 139–45. On the significance of Manasseh’s “silence,” see
Lasine 1993b, 164–67, 173–75.

9 In the next chapter, we will see that the narrator also keeps Solomon’s personal
character hidden from readers by describing the king’s activities in terms that are
so typical of ancient Near Eastern royal ideology that the description is almost an
extended cliché.



no youthful learning by experience, no Bildung. He is acquisitive, not
inquisitive. With the possible exception of the judgment story, he is not
driven to discover what had lain invisible; instead, he remains invisible.

The absence of information regarding young Solomon’s experiences
and education is just as unusual as the other gaps in his biography. To cite
just a few contrasting examples, we hear no tales of Solomon’s formative
years analogous to the wise Joseph’s experiences with his brothers or the
Egyptians. Nothing like Moses’ early career as killer, fugitive, or shepherd.
Nothing similar to David’s “education” as shepherd and animal-fighter. And
nothing analogous to the early years of his future enemy Jeroboam, the
self-made, industrious leader. For all we know, Solomon might have been
sent away to a boarding school for children of the very rich in Switzerland.
His absence from all of 2 Samuel after the report of his birth is total and
mysterious. In a sense, Qoheleth’s “adult education” retroactively grants
Solomon the learning by experience he does not receive as the “young lad”
king of 1 Kgs 3:7.10

Here one might object that we can learn much of Solomon’s charac-
ter from the fact that he asks God only for judicial wisdom in his dream
at Gibeon. Considering that one of the king’s main responsibilities is to
establish and maintain justice, Solomon is asking for “work-related”
knowledge. He does not even ask for the kind of panoptic knowledge of
his people’s actions and words that ancient monarchs sought so strenu-
ously to acquire. As far as intelligence concerning foreign monarchs is
concerned, the leaders about whom Solomon might want to be informed
come to him of their own accord! Nor has he any need to journey to
remote exotic locales, such as Gilgamesh, because everything exotic and
remote is brought to him as a gift, without any effort on his part. Even in
the story of the two harlots, where Solomon does display the working
equivalent of panoptic knowledge of his subjects’ hearts, he does not do
so by “exploring” or investigating the women—he significantly chooses
not to do so. And unlike Nicocles and the other kings we discussed ear-
lier, he does not simply tell us (or them) that he can read his subjects’
minds. Instead, he employs a ruse that leads to their true natures being

10 Readers of Samuel–Kings are not even granted enough information about the
future king to determine whether his case supports the Athenian in Plato’s Laws.
Plato has the Athenian contrast the bad Persian kings Cambyses and Xerxes to their
fathers Cyrus and Darius. The difference is that the fathers were not brought up in
an environment of incredible wealth and luxury. No child of excessively rich mon-
archs who is raised amid royal pampering will ever excel in areté; usually they will
live an evil life (696a). While the career of Rehoboam might seem to fit this sce-
nario (and perhaps that of Adonijah as well), we simply cannot be sure about
Solomon. See further in ch. 10, below.
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“brought to him” from deep inside, as though their unguarded words in
verses 26–27 were gifts brought from remote Sheba. However, the empha-
sis on the king’s judicial sagacity in 1 Kgs 3 is a bit of misdirection, a red
herring, because the king’s wisdom is not juridical in nature anywhere
else in 1 Kgs 1–11.11

In fact, the nature of Solomon’s “wisdom” becomes increasingly inde-
terminate as the narrative proceeds. By 1 Kgs 10 it has become empty of
content; it is no longer judicial, proverbial, or economic. It is simply that
indeterminate element of Solomon’s “character” that makes him desir-
able, attracting gift-bearing admirers like a magnet. Back in 1 Kgs 5 the
giving of tribute by the kingdoms was not said to be spurred by
Solomon’s wisdom (5:1 MT), and the visits by foreign dignitaries who
came to hear his wisdom are not said to include the giving of tribute or
gifts (5:14 MT). In 1 Kgs 10, on the other hand, when “all the earth” comes
to hear the wisdom of the king who exceeds all others in riches and in
wisdom, every visitor brings a lavish gift. The report of the visit by the
Queen of Sheba reinforces the idea that Solomon’s wisdom simply rep-
resents his wealth-enhancing desirability. The queen serves as a focalizer,
through whose eyes the narrator invites readers to view and evaluate
Solomon’s wealth-wisdom.

Solomon possesses wisdom in the same sense as he possesses gold,
silver, and wives: in huge quantities. His wisdom is quantified and mar-
keted in the form of proverbs and lectures on botany and zoology (1 Kgs
5:12–13). He “speaks” these pieces of wisdom, but readers do not hear
them, just as readers do not hear what he says to his many (politically valu-
able) foreign wives. Again, the contents are empty. The desirable wisdom
and wealth described in 1 Kgs 4–10 could be found in a travel brochure
for a golden age paradise. In a sense, the wealth becomes an icon for the
wisdom. As such, it is no less vacuous than the images used in marketing
consumer products like perfume, beer, and catsup; the products bear no
real relationship to the icons used to advertise them.12 Solomon himself
remains empty of personality, although (or because?) he is the object of the
entire world’s desire.13 We will address that “because” in the next chapter.

11 On the judgment story as a “folktale sound bite,” see especially Lasine
1993a, 42–47.

12 According to Ernest Sternberg (1995, 84–85), in a “postmodern iconic” econ-
omy consumer desires are triggered by images that carry no information.
Images—simulacra—do the selling. The desirable images convey no information;
they have no real content.

13 In this respect, Solomon reminds me of Roger Moore as the movie character
James Bond. When Moore replaced Sean Connery as Bond, one critic (whose name
I’ve long since forgotten) referred to him as “a hole in the middle of the screen.”
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SOLOMON’S INVISIBILITY AND POWER IN 1 CHRONICLES 22–
2 CHRONICLES 9

When I was a child, there was school. . . . I am a smart scribe whom noth-
ing escapes.
—The Sumerian king Sulgi (Civil 1990, 2:304–5)

Scholarly perceptions of the Chronicler’s elusive Solomon do not dif-
fer as widely, or as profoundly, as is the case with 1 Kings. On the other
hand, the unique status of Chronicles generates a cause for indeterminacy
absent from Kings. This is because all readers must choose whether to read
Chronicles in the light of Samuel–Kings (e.g., Willi 1972, 66; Ackroyd 1991,
339, 341; Childs 1979, 646–47) or as what has recently been called “inde-
pendent” literature (Sugimoto 1992, 63, 74; cf. Fishbane 1985, 382). Was the
Chronicler expecting his audience to have some version of Kings in mind
when reading his Solomon story? If so, did he expect those readers to har-
monize the two accounts as they proceeded (Greenstein 1988, 352–53) or
to replace the Kings version with his own? Most commentators tend to dis-
cuss passages in Chronicles in terms of the extent to which they agree with
or deviate from Kings, although others do attempt to describe the contents
of Chronicles as though Samuel–Kings did not exist (e. g., Wright 1993,
87–88). I will do a little bit of both.

The Chronicler provides even less insight into Solomon’s character
and inner life than was the case in Kings. There is no direct quotation of
Solomon’s words anywhere in 1 Chr 22–29, in spite of the fact that three
of these chapters (22, 28, and 29) focus on Yahweh’s choice of Solomon
to build the temple as David’s successor and the affirmation of this choice
by David and the people. This silence is even more striking when one
notes that David repeatedly exhorts Solomon to “arise and act,” “arise
and build,” or “be strong and act” (22:16, 19; 28:10, 20). Instead, David,
the mentor and “fundraiser” (Tarr 1987, 500), does all the talking to young
Solomon in private, and all the talking about Solomon in increasingly
public forums.

As was the case in Kings, young Solomon is not said to receive an
education, even though he no longer seems to possess the political “wis-
dom” (1 Kgs 2:6; cf. 2:9) that allowed the Solomon of Kings to establish his
kingdom and remain in power without much guidance from his father. In
Chronicles David justifies his exhaustive preparations for the building of
the temple by stressing his son’s lack of education, twice describing
Solomon as young and inexperienced (or “tender”; ˚rw r[n; 1 Chr 22:5;

Bond is found to be irresistibly desirable to every woman (and most men) in the
film. Yet if viewers bracket out their desire, Moore’s Bond is exposed as a cipher.
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29:1; cf. 2 Chr 13:7). Rather than eliminate his son’s lack of experience by
arranging for him to get the kind of formal schooling obtained by ancient
kings like the Sumerian Ur-Nammu’s son Sulgi,14 David commands the
princes of Israel to help his son (1 Chr 22:17)15 and hands Solomon the
“blueprints” for the temple (28:11).

Nor does David attempt to increase his son’s understanding by com-
posing instructions for his son/successor, in the manner of so many other
ancient Near Eastern kings. Instead, he merely tells Solomon that he hopes
Yahweh will give him “discretion and understanding” (hnybw lkc) so that he
might know God, keep his laws, and prosper (22:12; 28:9; cf. 29:19). While
David does not target judicial understanding, readers of Chronicles may
come away with the impression that it is David who inspired Solomon’s later
request for judicial wisdom and knowledge. When God finally asks Solomon
what he wants after David’s death, the new king requests wisdom and
knowledge to go out and come in before the people and to judge them 
(2 Chr 1:10). While God tells Solomon that he has granted him his request
(1:12), readers are not given the opportunity to witness Solomon acting with
judicial wisdom.16 For these reasons, readers would be hard pressed to spec-
ify the precise nature of Solomon’s special wisdom, let alone determine the
senses in which it might be unique or incomparable.17

Scholarly disagreement about the characterization of Solomon in 1 Chr
22, 28–29 usually centers on the issue of whether David is being elevated
at the expense of Solomon or vice versa. Some note that David is the one
who actively prepares everything for the temple, including funds, while
Solomon apparently just listens to his father expatiate on his extensive
preparations and his great generosity. All that’s left for Solomon to “arise
and do” is to keep fundraising and follow his father’s game plan (see, e.g.,
Curtis and Madsen 1910, 259). Others argue that it is Solomon who is 
glorified at David’s expense.18 They point out that Solomon is now
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14 This difference goes unnoticed in S. N. Kramer’s “comparative portrait” of
Solomon and Sulgi (1991, 193–95).

15 Apparently they are not to help him personally, for Solomon is not mentioned
in David’s quoted exhortation to the princes (22:18–19)

16 The Chronicler does expand one reference to Solomon’s wisdom, however,
when he has Huram bless Yahweh for giving David a son who possesses wisdom,
knowledge, discretion, and understanding (hnybw lkc [dwy µkj; 2 Chr 2:11). Yet
Huram goes on to use the same language when praising Huram the craftsman as one
who also possesses wisdom, knowledge, and understanding (hnybw [dwy µkj; 2:12).

17 While God says that he is giving Solomon incomparable wisdom in 1 Kgs 3:12,
this is not said in the parallel passage in Chronicles (2 Chr 1:12).

18 E.g., Braun 1973, 512; McConville 1984, 109; cf. Dillard 1987, 3. On Braun’s
view, see DeVries 1989, 228.



Yahweh’s chosen temple builder, while David is disqualified due to the fact
that he shed so much blood (22:8; 28:3). In other words, the “man of wars”
(28:3) is eclipsed by the “man of rest” and peace (22:9), even if David’s wars
prepared for that peace. And while David is the active party in chapters
28–29, his activity is focused on grooming the people to view Solomon—if
not himself—in an adoring fashion. David’s other sons join in as well. Like
Esarhaddon’s brothers, who all witness Sennacherib’s designation of their
younger brother as his successor and take a solemn oath to support him
(Borger 1956, 40 [1.8–11]), all of young Solomon’s brothers give a hand in
support (29:24). Finally, in 29:25 the narrator declares that Yahweh magni-
fied Solomon greatly, giving him royal majesty the likes of which had not
been bestowed on any king before him [in Israel, MT]; cf. 2 Chr 1:12).

The theme of magnification recalls Yahweh’s public-relations work on
the image of Moses’ successor Joshua, as do the repeated admonitions to
Solomon and Joshua that they be strong and courageous and not be afraid.
However, likening David and the magnified Solomon to Moses and the
magnified Joshua strengthens the case of those who view 1 Chronicles as
elevating David more than Solomon. Joshua is no Moses, even though
Yahweh grooms him to appear Moses-like to his people. As the rabbis put
it, Moses is the sun and Joshua the moon (e.g., b. B. Bat. 75a); any light
reflected by Joshua has its source in Moses’ charisma.

In 2 Chronicles Solomon is no longer silent, although his words are
not directly quoted until he responds to Yahweh’s gift offer. After that he
is quoted on only three occasions: in writing to Huram, in his temple
speeches, and in offering a cultic rationale for moving his otherwise
unknown Egyptian wife (2 Chr 8:11). On the other hand, Solomon’s abbre-
viated response to Yahweh’s offer and his letter to Huram are both more
assertive and business-like than their counterparts in 1 Kings. Solomon no
longer claims help from Yahweh because he is a little child. Perhaps this
is because David has already provided help when he still viewed his son
as an inexperienced child—a child who was seen but not heard. Similarly,
the Solomon who takes the initiative to contact Huram and set the terms
of their building-materials contract does not feel any need to assure Huram
that his borders are secure and that he has no enemies. Nor does he
explain to Huram why David was unable to build the temple. On the con-
trary, Solomon is the more powerful party both here and later, when it is
Huram who extends the borders of Israel by giving twenty cities to
Solomon, not the other way around (2 Chr 8:2; cf. 1 Kgs 9:11).

The Solomon of 1–2 Chronicles is all business, that is, temple business.
He has no private life or private desires. Gone are the thousand loves of his
life. Here he has only two wives—and we learn of them only incidentally.
We learn of Pharaoh’s daughter only because of Solomon’s concern not to
defile the area in which the ark resides and of the second wife thanks only
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to his son Rehoboam’s later regnal resume, which includes both his mother’s
name (Naamah) and her ethnic identity as an Ammonite (2 Chr 12:13).

The fact that this obedient Solomon has only two wives and one named
child is significant. In Chronicles a large number of wives and children is a
reliable indicator of success and divine approval. Thus, Solomon’s father
David had many wives and concubines and nineteen sons (1 Chr 3:1–9;
14:3–7). Solomon’s son Rehoboam is even more prolific; he has eighteen
wives and sixty concubines, including his wife Maacah, whom he loved
most of all. These women give birth to twenty-eight sons and sixty daugh-
ters (2 Chr 11:18–21). In this key sense, Solomon’s own peaceful, obedient
kingdom is sterile and unproductive, even more than was the case in Kings.

The Chronicler’s Solomon is not only magnified but blameless.
Considering that we are told so little about Solomon’s personality and per-
sonal life, it is hardly surprising that no personal sin is attributed to him.
The good news for this blameless and sterile Solomon is that he has no
external enemies at the end of this career, precisely because he has no mul-
titude of wives to incite him to idolatry. Nevertheless, rebellion breaks out
in the northern half of Solomon’s peaceful united kingdom immediately
after his death, when his “young and tender-hearted” (i.e., faint-hearted or
irresolute) son takes the throne (bblA˚rw r[n; 2 Chr 13:7; cf. 12:13). When
it comes to the cause for the rebellion, the narrator is neither ambiguous
nor vague: the blame is laid squarely on the shoulders of a Jeroboam who
has been stripped of his divine mandate and on the people who here have
no good reason to complain of excessive taxation. Because of the narrator’s
silences—he never says that Solomon used his own people for the corvée,
never says that he formed administrative tax districts to support his extrav-
agant court and his building projects, and never says that he had to sell off
part of the Holy Land—it is the sheer perversity of Jeroboam and the
Israelites that is—by default—totally responsible for the disastrous schism
following the death of this idealized “man of rest.”

CONCLUSION: SOLOMON AND KAFKA’S KLAMM

Some individuals have seen him, everybody has heard of him, and out of
glimpses and rumors and through various distorting factors an image of
Klamm has been constructed which is certainly true in fundamentals. But
only in fundamentals. Otherwise it fluctuates, and yet perhaps it does not
fluctuate so much as Klamm’s real appearance.
—Kafka, Das Schloss (1946, 257)

Once there was a castle official named Klamm. In the village below the
castle the people say that Klamm is enormously powerful. A man named K.
seeks an audience with Klamm as urgently as Dorothy sought an audience
with the Wizard. Yet Klamm is as elusive and protean as any panoptic king.
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While no one can hide from him, he is rarely seen and never speaks to any-
one in the village. The two letters that K. receives, apparently from Klamm,
are so ambiguous that K. and others engage in intense literary analysis trying
to tease out their meaning and intention. When Klamm is seen, it is only for
a moment. Even in those moments they are never capable of “really seeing”
him (1946, 74). According to a character named Olga, “a man like Klamm,
who is so much sought after and so rarely accessible, easily takes on differ-
ent shapes in people’s imagination” (265). Indeed, he is reported to have one
appearance when he comes into the village and another on leaving it, one
when he is alone and another with people, and so on.

Given Klamm’s inscrutable and protean nature, how can one construct
an image of him that is even “true in fundamentals”? According to Olga, the
differences in Klamm’s appearance “aren’t the result of magic”—in other
words, Klamm is no more a wizard than is Oz. She believes that they are
the result of the momentary mood of the observer—the viewer’s “countless
gradations” of hope, despair, or excitement—and by the fact that Klamm is
usually seen only for a moment (257–58). This, she concludes, would be a
sufficient explanation for anyone not personally interested in the matter. For
her and K., however, it is a life-and-death matter.

In a sense, readers of the Solomon narratives share the predicament of
K. and Olga, whether they are seemingly disinterested scholars or
observers for whom the question of Solomon’s personality is as urgent and
vital as Klamm’s is for K. and Olga. Solomon appears one way in Kings
and another in Chronicles, not to mention the variety of different ways he
appears to different commentators. Are these varying images of Solomon
also a function of the observer’s “momentary mood” (or ideology, or
hermeneutical habits)? Scholars would not like to say so. Yet if the texts
describe the king in such a way that the “real” Solomon (both the literary
Solomon and the historical personage) remains invisible, it is unlikely that
any academic attempt to bracket out subjective factors will produce an
“objective” portrait of the king. The lack of extrabiblical information on
Solomon and the lack of certainty concerning the date and social context
of the narratives19 only decrease the likelihood of constructing an unam-
biguous image of the king that is “true in fundamentals.”

While the elusiveness of the biblical Solomon might be distressing to
readers who want to penetrate the king’s public facade, the narratives
themselves seem designed to keep Solomon hidden, thereby encouraging
a variety of subjective responses to the texts. This is hardly surprising, con-
sidering the function served by invisibility and protean appearance for
leaders like Deiokes, the Wizard, and many others. Whether they are called
“court apologetic” or propaganda, the narratives create an indeterminate

Solomon and the Wizard of Oz 139

19 On this, see ch. 7, below.



image of the king that bypasses the dilemma faced by court historians who
must otherwise affirm or deny unflattering facts about their monarchs. The
solution represented by these narratives is not unlike the strategy called
“telling it with discretion” in Stefan Heym’s novel The King David Report,
which we discussed in the last chapter. Rather than telling all the “unde-
sirable matter” about Solomon’s father or denying it (when the audience
might learn about it anyway through unofficial channels), Ethan chooses
to tell it with discretion. Discretion is “truth controlled by wisdom” (Heym
1973, 84). In this case, to be discreet and wise means to show a king who
is neither invisible nor totally visible. Instead, the king is presented as
being discreetly inscrutable, capable of being viewed in many different
ways. This means that scholars cannot even determine whether the recon-
structions they produce from these textual “glimpses” and age-old “rumors”
are even “fundamentally” true. What can be determined, however, is that
the narratives constitute one of the most unique and complex examples of
political rhetoric in ancient literature. And best of all, this rhetoric—
Solomon’s verbal palace—is visible and therefore available for analysis, if
only from the outside.
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7
THE KING OF DESIRE: INTERTEXTUALITY AND

CHARACTER IN THE SOLOMON NARRATIVE

In the last chapter, I emphasized the ways in which the narrators of the
Solomon narratives grant the king “invisibility” by withholding information
concerning his thoughts and “private” life. In this chapter, I will ask whether
Solomon is also made inaccessible through the opposite narrative strategy:
giving too much information to the reader. I am not talking about the text
exhibiting indeterminacy caused by “ambiguity” (contradictory or ill-fitting
information), in addition to the indeterminacy caused by “vagueness” (too
little information), although both types are indeed present.1 Instead, I am
talking about the “glut” of statements that describe Solomon and his rule in
terms that would be very familiar to an elite audience from royal inscrip-
tions and other textual genres produced by the surrounding cultures.
Nowadays, social critics and historians use the term “data glut” to refer to a
“new variety of politics” in which “governments do not restrict the flow of
information but flood the public with it” (Roszak 1994, 162–63). Why? So
that “a statistical blizzard numbs the attention” and the citizen “shuts off his
value-weighing perceptions the moment he hears a number” (Roszak 1994,
163; J. R. Saul 1992, 141–42). I am not suggesting that the ancient writers
“flooded” the Solomon narratives with literary clichés and quantitative data
in order to “numb our attention” to Solomon’s faults and to “shut off” our
evaluative urges. However, I will ask whether Solomon is described with so
much stereotypical abundance that we learn nothing at all about “him,” in
the sense that we are able to learn something about the personalities and
thoughts of other biblical kings. If this turns out to be the case, we would
be talking about what might be called “intertextual indeterminacy.” This
would remain true whether or not these intertextual allusions and quantita-
tive lists also served to grant the narratives verisimilitude or an aura of
historicity (see, e.g., Long 1987, 12–14; Walsh 1996, 90–91).2

1 For the distinction between vagueness and ambiguity, see Lasine 1986, 70 n. 1.
2 Of course, one can go a step further and take the administrative lists, names,

and numbers as indicative of actual historicity, requiring the author to be a mem-
ber of Solomon’s court with “firsthand knowledge.” For a recent example, see
Lemaire 1995, 116 and n. 73.



In order to investigate this possibility, I will concentrate on one major
theme in 1 Kgs 3–11: Solomon’s desires. This theme is crucial not only
for evaluating the king’s personality and private life but for determining
the ethical implications of Yahweh’s fostering of Solomon’s desire and
granting Solomon gifts he did not desire. I will begin by asking what
readers familiar with Deut 8, Deut 17:14–20, 1 Sam 8:11–17, and the
Court History would expect to be the result of God granting unprece-
dented wealth and prestige to Solomon. What would the statements on
wealth and desire in later texts attributed to Solomon (i.e., Qoheleth,
Psalms, Wisdom of Solomon) prepare one to expect? In particular, what
would other ancient Near Eastern texts on the subject suggest as the out-
come—or, for that matter, descriptions of the golden age from “classical
mythology” such as those to which Jobling (1991, 58–60) refers when
investigating the Solomon narrative? And what about the many statements
on desire, wealth, satiety made by other classical writers (including Plato,
whose philosopher king Parker [1992, 75–76] compares and contrasts
with Solomon) and later thinkers? Would the narrator’s “data-glutted”
account of Israel’s happy prosperity in 1 Kgs 4–10 seem so extreme that
postmonarchic (and even monarchic) audiences would have viewed it as
unbelievable and therefore blatantly tendentious?

This chapter will conclude with an assessment of Yahweh’s influence
on Solomon’s career. Should readers of 1 Kgs 3–11 conclude that Yahweh
served as Solomon’s “enabler,” encouraging the young obedient king to
develop and satisfy a desire for incalculable wealth and opulence, in spite
of the fact that Moses and Samuel had warned against the misuse of wealth
and power by monarchs and described the danger of satiety for all the
people? Is Yahweh testing Solomon with success, as he does later with
Hezekiah? Or is he tempting Solomon with dangerous gifts that he knows
are certain to make the king insatiable?

“INTERTEXTUAL INDETERMINACY” IN THE SOLOMON NARRATIVE

Readers of the Solomon narrative may have to look no further than its
first verse to find an example of intertextual indeterminacy, especially if
they are reading the present text of Genesis–Kings as one narrative com-
plex. According to 1 Kgs 3:1 Solomon becomes Pharaoh’s son-in-law,
taking Pharaoh’s daughter and bringing her into the city of David. While
some texts in Exodus and Deuteronomy seem to guarantee that this mar-
riage would be condemnable, others suggest that the alliance may not be
an egregious sin, and analogous ancient Near Eastern texts describe such
diplomatic alliances as laudable. Even if one assumes that ambivalence
toward Pharaoh’s daughter in 1 Kgs 3–11 is the result of a series of redac-
tional stages through which the marriage “evolved” from praiseworthy to
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condemnable (S. Cohen 1984–1985, 26), the fact remains that the resulting
portrayal is ambivalent and therefore indeterminate.

The fact that the issues raised by the marriage are crucial (especially
in light of 1 Kgs 11:1–8) suggests that one must choose among these com-
peting intertexts. For if we find that Solomon is violating the laws
governing exogamy and those prohibiting royal intercourse with things
Egyptian (Deut 17:16), this means that Yahweh blesses Solomon with wis-
dom, wealth, and honor even after Solomon has violated Yahweh’s own
laws. If so, Yahweh’s motives become problematic at best. On the other
hand, the relative leniency toward Egyptians in the laws governing the
presence of foreigners in the lhq via intermarriage (Deut 23:8; see
Milgrom 1982, 173) suggests that the marriage to Pharaoh’s daughter may
not constitute a direct violation of the law of Deut 7:1–3, which also
refrains from mentioning marriages with Egyptians. And while the
pharaohs of Exodus are tyrannical and villainous, this does not mean that
readers of 1 Kgs 3:1 will necessarily identify this new pharaoh as “the arch-
villain,” as Eslinger assumes (1989, 129). One cannot simply reduce all
Egyptian kings in the Bible to one “anathematic opponent” of Yahweh
(129). This caricature does not jibe with the portrayal of the pharaoh in
Gen 41–50, a narrative whose wise hero Joseph bears a number of simi-
larities to Solomon, or with the presentation of another pharaoh’s daughter
in Exod 2:5–10. Finally, readers who interpret Solomon’s marriage solely in
terms of extrabiblical data concerning the rarity of diplomatic marriages
between the Egyptian king’s daughter and alien monarchs3 (and assume
that ancient readers did the same) will also tend to judge the marriage pos-
itively. However, they too must ask why such a momentous international
event is described in such a cursory and cryptic manner.

Consciously or unconsciously, readers make choices concerning the
genre of the text they are reading. In so doing, they expand the intertextual
matrix of their reading by linking the text with biblical and extrabiblical lit-
erature that is perceived as belonging to the same genre. However, it is often
difficult or impossible to reach a consensus about the genre (or genres) of a
text, or if the text is an example of any genre at all. Readers who note the
affinities between 1 Kgs 3–10 and ancient Near Eastern royal inscriptions,
incubation reports, and building inscriptions may conclude that they should
read the biblical text in terms of the genre conventions that govern such
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texts. However, in the immediate context of the Deuteronomistic History
these features could also be interpreted as examples of parody, irony, or
hyperbole.4 For example, does the portrait of Solomon conform to the typ-
ical image of the ancient Near Eastern imperial ruler to such an extent that
it can be read as a caricature of that image, like the reductive portrait of
Manasseh as the limiting case of villainy in 2 Kgs 21 (see Lasine 1993b)? Does
the fact that these international textual affinities show Solomon to be a king
“like all the nations” around Israel ensure that this ostensibly positive depic-
tion is ironic, given the warnings of Deut 17:14–20 and 1 Sam 8:5–20? Or is
it only modern historical scepticism, a modern unwillingness to suspend dis-
belief when reading imperial propaganda, and modern uneasiness with
social stratification and national service programs that make the Solomon of
1 Kgs 4–10 seem unbelievable or condemnable and his depiction ironic?
Once again, to “read” the text interpreters must make determinate judgments
about the significance of the undeniable affinities between 1 Kgs 3–10 and
other ancient texts. In particular, what would readers familiar with these
other texts expect to be the result of God giving Solomon so much wealth
and power? Does 1 Kgs 3–11 fulfill these expectations?

Expectable Positive Effects of Royal Wealth and Honor

For the German philosopher Schopenhauer, enormous wealth and
power are absolutely necessary if a king is to rule justly. In fact, this is the
“fundamental idea” of monarchy:

because men remain men, one must be placed so high, and be given so
much power, wealth, security, and absolute inviolability, that for himself
there is nothing left to desire, to hope, or to fear. In this way, the egoism
that dwells in him, as in everyone, is annihilated, as it were, by neutral-
ization; and, just as if he were not a human being, he is now enabled to
practice justice, and to have in view no longer his own welfare, but only
that of the public. (Schopenhauer 1966, 595)

While Schopenhauer makes what is perhaps the most extensive argument
on behalf of monarchical wealth and power, he is not the first to stress the
link between personal wealth and disinterested rule. In De Monarchia,
Dante argues that the extreme opposite of justice is greed, and “where there
is nothing left to desire, greed is impossible. . . . a universal ruler has noth-
ing left that he still desires, for his jurisdiction is bounded only by the
ocean” (1.11; 1957, 14). Dante uses the idealized “Solomon” of Ps 72:1 to
support his argument (1.13) and refers to the “Solomon” of Qoheleth when
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warning against the insatiable nature of the desire for wealth (Banquet
4.12.8). Nevertheless, it is the Solomon of 1 Kings to whom Dante assigns
a privileged place in his Paradiso, precisely because he responded to God’s
invitation by asking for kingly wisdom (Paradiso 10.112–14; 13.92–108).

The idea that wealth and power create just, public-minded kings by
eliminating their personal desires actually goes back to the man whom
Dante calls “the Philosopher.”5 In the Ethics Aristotle argues that kingship
is a better form of constitution than aristocracy or republic, but that “a man
is not a king if he . . . is not better supplied with goods of every kind than
his subjects.” Because “a man so situated lacks nothing,” he “will not study
his own interests but those of his subjects.” (Eth. nic. 1160a35–1160b5;
1934, 491). Readers who share the view of royal wealth and power
expressed by Aristotle, Dante, and Schopenhauer will certainly expect
Solomon to remain a successful and just king when he receives the wealth
and honor that God has promised him.

Expectable Positive Effects according to the Hebrew Bible and
Ancient Near Eastern Texts

After Solomon goes to sacrifice at Gibeon Yahweh appears to him in
a dream and says, “Ask what I shall give you” (1 Kgs 3:5). Readers of the
royal psalms will not find this divine invitation to be unusual or be sur-
prised to hear that it resulted in good things for king and kingdom. In Ps
2:8 Yahweh tells his son the king, “ask of me, and I will give the nations
for your inheritance and the ends of the earth for your possession.” The
speaker in Ps 21 describes a king who has already made such a request of
the Lord and who has already been given his “heart’s desire” (wbl twat):
“He asked life of you, you gave it to him. . . . honor and majesty you lay
upon him” (21:3, 5–6). And in Ps 72, a psalm “of Solomon,” the king to
whom God gives his justice will rule in peace and prosperity, having
dominion “from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth”
(vv. 1, 7–8). Kings will render tribute (hjnm), and the kings of Sheba and
Seba will offer gifts (v. 10). In the same vein, readers of Prov 3:16 will not
be surprised that Yahweh’s gift of wisdom also helped Solomon to acquire
riches and honor, for Wisdom has riches and honor in her left hand (cf. 
1 Kgs 3:13) and long life in her right hand (cf. 1 Kgs 3:11).

Similar divine invitations and divine gifts are reported in many ancient
Near Eastern texts. For example, the Canaanite goddess Anat tells Aqhat,
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“Ask for silver and I will give to you, [gold, and I w]ill deliver it to you. . . .
Ask life and I will give (it) you” (CTA 17.6.17–18, 27; Seow 1984, 149–50;
Gibson 1978, 108–9). When the Canaanite god El visits Kirta in his dream
and asks him whether he desires the kingship of the bull his father, the king
also gets what he desires. Although his desire is for sons and not for wis-
dom, Kirta is similar to Solomon in not asking for silver, yellow metal, slaves,
horses, or chariots (CTA 14.1.38–58; 14.3.138–55; Gibson 1978, 83–86).

In general, ancient Near Eastern kings who claim to have received the
blessings of life and wisdom from the gods describe their regimes as bliss-
ful, just, and prosperous. According to his son Barrakkab, Panammu
possessed silver and gold because of his wisdom and his righteousness
(line 11; Gibson 1975, 81). Because grain was plentiful and inexpensive,
“then did (the land) eat and drink” (9–10; Gibson 1975, 79). Azitiwada
claims that he extended the boundaries of his land, used his righteousness
and wisdom to bring about peace, and made the land so prosperous that
all the people “had plenty (of grain), and fine food, and a gracious life, and
peace of mind” (A.2.8; cf. A.1.1–2.6; Gibson 1982, 49). During the early
years of Naram-Sin’s reign the city of Agade was filled with wealth and joy,
“all lands lived in security,” and “their people witnessed (nothing but) hap-
piness” (38–39; ANET 647–48). The pharaoh Hatshepsut claims to have no
enemy in any land (Lichtheim 1976, 28–29). And in Egypt during the reigns
of Amenhotep III and Amenhotep IV “gold is as dust,” according to the
Mitannian king Tusratta and the Assyrian king Assur-uballit (EA 16:14;
19:59-61; 27:106, Knudtzon, Weber, and Ebeling 1964, 129, 141, 239).6

Tusratta goes so far as to claim that Egypt contains whatever is desirable
in greater quantities than dust (Knudtzon, Weber, and Ebeling 1964, 149).
Similarly, the Assyrian Sargon II brags that he heaped up goods without
number in his city Dur-Sarrukin, so that people in Assyria valued the price
of silver equal to that of copper (233–34; Lie 1929, 39).

God-given wisdom, righteousness, and longevity are not the sole means
by which these kings achieve their great prosperity; human-given tribute and
gifts are said to play a role as well. Such contributions can be freely offered
presents as well as compulsory tribute or taxation. Ishme-Dagan of Isin
declares “Of themselves they [foreigners] bring . . . their gifts” (265; Römer
1965, 53). Esarhaddon says of one donor, “year by year, without cease, he
came to Nineveh with his heavy gifts [tâmartu] and kissed my feet” (Postgate
1974, 126). Temples and palaces also attract gifts, especially when they are
being constructed or dedicated. The Gudea cylinders describe how trees, gold
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dust, silver, and copper were brought from distant lands for the construction
of the Eninnu temple for Ningirsu (Jacobsen 1987, 406–8). The Sumerian
Hymn to Enlil praises the temple Ekur, claiming that “all the lords and princes
bring there their pure gifts” (ANET 573). And Pharaoh Amenhotep III relates
how the great temple he erected in the viewing place for his father Amun
received gifts of silver, gold, and costly stones in enormous quantities from all
foreign countries (Lichtheim 1976, 45). In addition, a number of these kings
engage in trade with one another, granting each other’s wishes and satisfying
one another’s wants and desires (see Hurowitz: 186–87).

One more index of kingly prosperity and power deserves mention: the
royal harem. When Amenhotep III commissioned scarabs to announce the
arrival of a new Mitannian royal wife, one of the “wonders” he mentions
along with the princess are the 317 harem women who accompany her
(Schulman 1979, 192). In addition to arranging diplomatic marriages for
himself, the pharaoh has the power to demand that vassals send him their
daughters (EA 99; 187; Moran 1992, 171; 269). His prosperity also allows
him to “special order” women, such as the forty “extremely beautiful
female cupbearers in whom there is no defect” he acquires from his vas-
sal Milkilu of Gazru (EA 369; Moran 1992, 366).

Actual Positive Effects in 1 Kings 4–10

On the surface, the report of Solomon’s prosperous reign seems to
meet all the expectations raised by these biblical and extrabiblical texts. Like
Azitiwada and the king of Ps 72:8, Solomon greatly extends the boundaries
of his rule (1 Kgs 5:1, 4 MT). Like Hatshepsut he has no enemies (1 Kgs 5:18
MT). And like Naram-Sin and Azitiwada he brings peace of mind, security,
and happiness to the land (1 Kgs 5:4–5 MT) so that the people of Judah and
Israel can eat, drink, and make merry (1 Kgs 4:20) as did Panammu’s peo-
ple. As was the case with Panammu, Solomon is wealthy because of his
wisdom; he displays the “wide understanding” sought by Sargon and his
successors (1 Kgs 5:9 MT; ARAB 2:127, 670). Like many of these kings,
Solomon receives tribute from all lands (1 Kgs 5:1 MT) and engages in trade
with another monarch who satisfies his desires (1 Kgs 5:22–23 MT). As was
the case with Gudea, to whom a god also appeared in dreams (Jacobsen
1987, 389–403), trees and precious metals are brought to Solomon from for-
eign lands for the erection of a temple (1 Kgs 5–6 MT; cf. 10:14–25). In
addition, a steady stream of freely offered gifts arrives from “all the earth,”
because all want to witness Solomon’s God-given wisdom (1 Kgs 10:24–25).
If Ps 72:10 predicted gifts from the king of Sheba, Solomon receives the gift
of spices, gold, and precious stones from the Queen of Sheba (1 Kgs 10:2).
Finally, just as silver was so common as to be equal in price with copper
in Sargon’s city and gold was like dust in Amenhotep’s Egypt, silver was
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like stones in Solomon’s Jerusalem (1 Kgs 10:27) because of the overabun-
dance of gold acquired by the king (1 Kgs 10:21; cf. 10:14).

Only in the case of Solomon’s enormous royal harem does an
expectable positive result turn out to be negative. Deuteronomy 17:17 pro-
hibits the king from multiplying wives for himself, “lest his heart turn
away.” The alien origin of the wives (including Sidonian and Hittite) only
multiplies the problem (cf. 1 Kgs 11:1–2 with Exod 34:11–16; Deut 7:1–4;
23:4; Judg 3:3–6). In this context, the size of the royal harem signals cor-
ruption rather than prosperity or splendor. While the acquisition of foreign
princesses and concubines by monarchs like Amenhotep III illustrates the
king’s power over other nations, in 1 Kgs 11 foreign wives represent the
power of foreigners over the king of Israel, as they turn his heart away to
their gods.

Expectable Negative according to Greek Texts

Earlier, I traced Schopenhauer’s sanguine view of royal wealth and
power back through Dante to the fourth-century Greek philosopher
Aristotle. Their king who needs nothing is remarkably similar to His
Majesty the Baby, the infant king we discussed in chapter 1. In the psycho-
analytical fantasy of the infant’s “golden age,” the child is also without
needs. In fact, it is in “a state in which one does not even need to need”
and is, in that sense, omnipotent (Glatzer and Evans 1977, 89). However,
in chapter 10 we will investigate the behavior of adults who are labeled
narcissistic. When we do, we will discover that the so-called “narcissistic
libidinal type” of person does often become a leader, but not a leader who
has no needs to fulfill. Far from it. Such people are neither self-sufficient
nor free from envious desire. Thus, this modern psychological model sug-
gests that we should lower our expectations for a king who has no need
to need. But what do ancient psychological models suggest?

The vast majority of ancient Greek authors also tend to be much less opti-
mistic than Schopenhauer and company. As Aristotle himself puts it in the
Politics, “he who urges that man should rule [as opposed to law, God (to;n
qeovn), or intellect] adds also an element of the brute [qhrivon]; for desire
[ejpiqumiva] partakes of such element, and temper [qumov"] distorts rulers and
even the best of men” (1287a29–34; 1986, 101). The idea that desire leads to
insatiability, hubris (u{bri"), envy and injustice in even the best rulers had
already been expressed by Herodotus and Plato. In Herodotus’s famous con-
stitutional debate, Otanes asserts that even when the power to act with
impunity is given “to the best man of all” the good things the king possesses
“breed hubris in him, and, sated, he commits many reckless deeds, some from
hubris and some from envy” (Hist. 3.80). While “the tyrannical man ought to
be free from envy, possessing as he does all that is good,” the opposite is the
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case. In fact, he meddles with or removes ancestral customs and observances,
forces women, and kills men indiscriminately without trial (3.80).

Similarly, Plato contends that the age of Kronos was blissful because
“Kronos was aware of the fact that no human being . . . is capable of hav-
ing irresponsible control of all human affairs without becoming filled with
hubris and injustice” (Laws 713c; 1926, 285). In the Statesman (301d), he
had implied that this was not only Kronos’s view but that of humans them-
selves. Even the younger, less cynical Plato of the Republic (417a; cf. 547b)
believed that the only way to breed a truly disinterested golden age ruler
was to keep him as far away from gold as possible. In fact, gold and sil-
ver are taboo for the guardians who will become philosopher-kings: “for
them alone . . . it is not lawful to handle and to touch gold and silver, nor
to go under the same roof with it, nor to hang it from their persons, nor
to drink from silver or gold” (1968, 96). Such a king is the exact opposite
of a tyrant. The tyrant is “the man of desire” (1968, 421), who is himself
ruled by the tyrant Eros (oJ [Erw" tuvranno"; Rep. 573b; cf. 571a–579e).

Greek warnings about the dangers of satiety (koros) and pleonexia
(injustice, in the sense of wanting more, when that “more” belongs to some-
one else) are not limited to discussions of rich and powerful kings. For
example, Solon asserts that koros breeds hubris whenever wealth “attends
on men whose minds are not well balanced” (5.9–10; Freeman: 209). Good
rulers check koros and confuse hubris (3.35). Later writers like Epicurus con-
tinually admonish their readers not to encourage unlimited desire or wealth.
In a letter, Epicurus offers this advice: “if you wish to make Pythocles rich,
do not give him more money, but diminish his desire” (U 135; 1926, 126–27;
cf. Horace, Odes 2.16). The danger is insatiability. As Epicurus puts it, “noth-
ing satisfies the man who is not satisfied with a little” (U 473; 1926, 137).

For Greek and Roman authors, it is excessive wealth and satiety that
turn golden ages into iron ages. The citizens of Plato’s gold-filled Atlantis
enjoyed a blissful existence until their human element became dominant
and they became “filled with unjust pleonexia and power” (Critias
120–121b). For Ovid and Lucretius, one trait of the iron age is “the
accursed love of possession.” Another is the introduction of mining, which
uncovers the wealth hidden in the bowels of the earth. This became an
“incentive to evil,” especially when “noxious iron and gold more noxious
were produced” (Ovid, Metam. 141–142; cf. Lucretius, 5.1108–1114).
Ironically, depictions of “golden ages” do not include gold or stress wealth;
in fact, “the discovery and use of gold was a characteristic of the degener-
ate iron age, and was . . . a major factor in the destruction of earlier
happiness” (Guthrie 1957, 72). When one views the references to
Solomon’s awe-inspiring holdings in gold and silver in terms of such texts,
one cannot help expecting Solomon’s golden age to become “a degener-
ate iron age” before very long.
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Expectable Negative Effects according to the Hebrew Bible

David: “A king is not supposed to need anything.”
Bathsheba: “Only a fool would suppose that.”
—David and Bathsheba (film; 1951)

If Schopenhauer’s notion that a wealthy and powerful king will be just
and public-minded would lead one to forecast success for Solomon,
Deuteronomy suggests quite a different outcome. In contrast to Schopen-
hauer, who believes that a wealthy king will be just because “for himself
there is nothing left to desire,” Deut 17:16, 17 explicitly prohibits a future
king from multiplying horses, wives, and silver and gold “for himself.”
Deuteronomy 17:14–20 assumes that making a king personally rich makes
him insatiable and arrogant, rather than “annihilating” egoism and desire, as
Schopenhauer supposes. This idea had already been made explicit in Deut
8, when Moses alerted his audience to the dangers of prosperity in a land
filled with a variety of desirable foods and metals such as iron and copper
(8:8–9). Moses warns that when they have become sated with food and
multiplied their silver, gold, and all their other possessions, they might
become arrogant and forget Yahweh their God (8:12–14; cf. 11:15–16 and
Hos 13:6). Later Yahweh tells Moses that the people will indeed eat their
fill, grow fat (LXX: korhvsousi), and turn to other gods (Deut 31:20; cf. 32:15).

The fact that Yahweh gives Solomon riches “because . . . you have not
asked for yourself long life; nor have you asked riches for yourself” (1 Kgs
3:11) would seem to accord with the values expressed in Deut 17:16–17.
However, if Yahweh is assuming that an older, wealthy King Solomon will
not desire more riches for himself because the young Solomon did not do
so, Deut 8 and Hos 13 suggest that this assumption is unwarranted. So
does Ezekiel’s condemnation of the king of Tyre. Ezekiel tells the king, “by
your wisdom and your understanding you have amassed wealth for your-
self, and have gathered gold and silver into your treasuries” (Ezek 28:4
NRSV). His realm was Eden, the garden of God, filled with precious stones
and gold (28:13). In itself, this account of a royal golden age is indistin-
guishable from the claims of the kings discussed earlier. Zechariah 9:3
increases the typicality of this picture by asserting that Tyre “heaped up sil-
ver as the dust and fine gold as the mud in the streets.” However,
Zechariah’s similes carry a negative implication lacking in Sargon’s decla-
ration that silver was valued as copper in his city and Assur-uballit’s claim
that gold was like dust in Egypt. Viewed together with Ezekiel’s condem-
nation of Tyre, the implication is that, while wisdom brings wealth,
wisdom can also be corrupted by wealth.

Similar views are expressed by “Solomon” himself. “Solomon” (that is,
Qoheleth) contends that “the appetite is never filled” (Qoh 6:7) and that a
toiler’s “eye is never sated with wealth” (4:8). And in the Wisdom of
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Solomon, “Solomon” says of wisdom, “Neither did I liken to her any price-
less gem, because all gold is but a little sand in her sight, and silver will
be accounted as clay before her” (7:9 NRSV). While Sargon and the narrator
of 1 Kgs 10:27 compare silver to copper and stones in order to communi-
cate its loss of value due to its abundance, “Solomon” likens silver to clay
because of its lack of value relative to wisdom. As “Solomon” puts it in
Proverbs, wisdom “is more profitable than silver, . . . and nothing you
desire bears comparison with her” (3:14–15). According to these texts,
when a king gathers wealth “for himself” while losing sight of its insignif-
icance relative to wisdom, he risks becoming like the king of Tyre, to
whom Ezekiel says “your heart became proud in your wealth. . . . you cor-
rupted your wisdom for the sake of your splendor” (Ezek 28:4, 17).

Because these legal, prophetic, and wisdom texts all lead one to
expect that God’s gifts of wealth and honor would have a negative impact
on Solomon’s regime, one might well ask if any biblical narratives also
create this expectation. The best places to look for an answer are the sto-
ries of Solomon’s predecessors, Saul and David. Saul’s appearance is
preceded by Samuel’s diatribe against monarchy (1 Sam 8:11–17), in
which the king is portrayed as a prototypical coveter, taking the property
of the people for himself and his servants and ultimately making the peo-
ple his slaves. If Saul does not conform to Samuel’s depiction of a despot,
it is not because Samuel’s polemical portrait obscures the actual benefits
of a centralized administration and taxation to subsidize an army for
national defense (see, e.g., McCarthy 1982, 83; Talmon 1986, 22–24,
62–67). One simply cannot know whether wealth, power and security
would have led Saul to become insatiable and unjust because he never
achieves the necessary degree of wealth, power, or security. Rather than
focusing on Saul’s desires, the narrative emphasizes the fact that “all the
desire of Israel” was “on” Saul (1 Sam 9:20).

While the story of David also describes a king on whom all the desire
of Israel is focused, the nature and significance of this desire is totally dif-
ferent from the desire directed toward Saul. As discussed in chapter 5,
David is introduced as a figure whom everyone desires and “loves.” I also
noted that when Yahweh condemns David for his actions with Bathsheba
and Uriah, he does not consider the possibility that it was the gifts he had
given David that led the king to violate his commandments against covet-
ing, adultery, and murder. Given the statements we have examined in
Deuteronomy, 1 Samuel, Hosea, Ezekiel, and other texts, it should hardly
have been surprising that a man who had been given his master’s wives
would go on to “take” (2 Sam 12:9–10) more women who belonged to
another. Clearly, Yahweh’s experience with David furnishes more evidence
that gifts of wealth and power only increase the likelihood that a king will
become insatiable and unjust.
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Actual Negative Effects in 1 Kings 4–11

In light of Plato’s contention that a ruler must avoid all contact with
gold and silver if he is to avoid becoming infected with pleonexia,
Solomon’s actions in 1 Kgs 4–11 put him on the road to becoming a tyran-
nical “man of desire” rather than a philosopher-king who has mastered his
personal desires. Plato’s guardians cannot drink from gold and silver ves-
sels; all of Solomon’s drinking vessels are made from gold (1 Kgs 10:21).
Plato’s future kings cannot go under the same roof with these metals;
Solomon “made” all the gold objects for the holy place (bhz appears seven
times in 1 Kgs 7:48–51) and all his gold shields (1 Kgs 10:16–17). While it
is unlawful for Plato’s rulers to touch or handle gold and silver, 636 talents
of gold come to Solomon annually (1 Kgs 10:14).

But does Solomon actually exhibit the traits of a tyrant in 1 Kgs 4–11?
Solomon certainly does achieve satiety, the early warning sign of monar-
chical hubris described with equal precision by Deuteronomy and Solon.
Yet, of the tyrannical traits listed by Herodotus’s Otanes, Solomon only dis-
plays the tendency to “remove ancestral customs and observances,” if one
takes as “ancestral” the laws against intermarriage and syncretism in
Deuteronomy. It is his father David who “forces women and kills men
indiscriminately without trial,” not Solomon himself. David, who is never
said to love a woman, covets and takes the woman who becomes
Solomon’s mother, while Solomon loves a thousand women (1 Kgs 11:1–2)
but covets none. Finally, in spite of the innumerable gifts with which he is
continually inundated, Solomon is not shown to be akin to Hesiod’s “gift-
eating kings” (basilh'" . . . dwrofavgoi) who are bribed into making crooked
judgments (Op. 264; cf. 39, 221).

On the other hand, many readers of 1 Kgs 4–11 (e.g., Clements 1974,
403) believe that it is Solomon, not Saul, who most conforms to Samuel’s
polemical portrait of a tyrant, that is, a king who exhibits hubris and
pleonexia by taking what belongs to others. According to this reading,
Solomon’s use of taxation and the corvée increasingly leads to more per-
sonal wealth at the expense of the public interest rather than promoting the
public interest by annihilating personal desire, as Schopenhauer predicted.

Can We Determine Whether There Was a Solomonic “Golden Age”?

I do not know of any biblicists who have described the account of
Solomon’s “golden age” as a narcissistic wish-fulfillment fantasy. However,
for those scholars who do not view Solomon as an Israelite tyrant, the
extrabiblical parallels to 1 Kgs 3–11 show that Solomon is in the ancient
Near Eastern monarchical mainstream. From their perspective, the narrator
(if not the preexilic author) is depicting either an age of enlightenment or
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a golden age, and the positive account of Solomonic prosperity is either
historically plausible or an appropriate and oft-used propaganda device.
For example, Meyers justifies Solomon’s building activities and accumula-
tion of goods by arguing that they were required in order to communicate
an important message: Israel, and its “cosmic center” Jerusalem, has the
right to dominate. The “immediate audiences” for this message were the
representatives of conquered peoples at the capital and palace officials
(1983, 421–24). Solomon’s foreign wives played a part by bringing with
them more members of the target audience (421). And to the extent that
Solomon had to maintain Jerusalem as an empire, his policies on taxation,
tribute, and the corvée are also justifiable (424; cf. 427).7

In contrast, scholars who are negative about Solomon tend to say lit-
tle about specific ancient parallels, preferring to characterize the narrative
as projecting a false image of a golden age designed to cover up the fact
that the empire maintained itself through coercion and exploitation. They
do so on behalf of their own vision of the true golden age that ended
when Solomon introduced imperial rule. These scholars also tend to
assume that the narrative reflects historical reality, although their assump-
tions about the realities of monarchy differ totally from the views held by
commentators who are positive about Solomon. According to Mendenhall
(1975, 160), Solomon turned Jerusalem into “a thoroughly paganized Syro-
Hittite regime” that “eroded” the “basic principles of the new religious
ethic that stems from Moses.” Taking his lead from Gottwald,
Brueggemann (1992, 5:971) finds Samuel’s denunciation of monarchy to
be a “discerning” and realistic portrayal of the perils of Solomon’s monar-
chy: “to embrace monarchy is to embrace the very exploitative, rapacious
power of a legitimated state from which Moses and Joshua had emanci-
pated Israel.” Gottwald later attempted to distance himself from this
scenario: “Unlike . . . Mendenhall, we do not moralize or absolutize tribal
Israel as ‘a golden age’ and the monarchy as a fall from grace” (1986, 7).
While he insists that his view of “communitarian” tribal Israel does “not
posit an ‘idyllic,’ perfectly just society of absolute equals . . . [or] a mere
nostalgic ‘ideal’ or religious ‘vision’” (1992, 6:83), the terms in which
Gottwald continues to describe the aspirations of tribal Israel and the
alleged realities of Solomonic Israel still encourage one to view Solomon’s
regime as a “fall from grace.”
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While other ancient texts indicate what one might expect to be the sig-
nificance of Solomon’s wealth and power, they obviously have not led
scholars with differing ideologies to agree about the ideology of the text
or the ways in which actual ancient audiences may have evaluated the
intertextual matrix of 1 Kgs 3–11. Key questions remain: Would the target
audience view the account of Solomon’s wealth and prosperity as yet
another example of a god giving a king the means to make his country
prosperous and blissful? Would they take any of these texts as historically
accurate or judge them to be blatantly self-serving and propagandistic?
Would they expect royal wealth to lead to justice, as described in Ps 72, or
would they view Solomon’s riches and his policies as signs of the insatia-
bility, arrogance, and injustice described in Deuteronomy and Ezekiel? Do
the optimistic views of Dante and Schopenhauer and the pessimistic views
of Solon, Plato, and Aristotle represent widespread human attitudes and
expectations that might also be shared by ancient Israelite audiences? One
way to address a few of these questions is to examine more closely the
way Solomon’s desires are represented in the narrative.

SOLOMON’S INVISIBLE DESIRES

the king’s heart is inscrutable. For multitude of jealousies, and lack of
some predominant desire . . . make any man’s heart hard to find or sound.
Hence it comes likewise that princes many times make themselves de-
sires, and set their hearts upon toys: sometimes upon a building,
sometimes upon erecting of an order.
—Bacon, Of Empire (1858c, 419)

When you think about the way in which Solomon’s situation is repre-
sented in 1 Kgs 3–11, it may seem as though he hardly had any choice but
to become sated with desirable objects. He’s at the center of a monarchi-
cal world in which the seminal principle governing the exchange of goods
is the mutual satisfaction of desire. Hiram king of Tyre fulfills all Solomon’s
desires (5:22, 24 MT; 9:11).8 The Queen of Sheba tells Solomon, “blessed
be Yahweh your God who has taken pleasure in you” (10:9) and then gives
him an enormous quantity of desirable gifts (10:10). For his part, Solomon
(5:23, 25 MT) fulfills the desires of Hiram (at least initially; cf. 9:12–13) and
gives the Queen of Sheba all her desire, whatever she asks (10:13; cf. 3:5,
13). In addition, Solomon fulfills all his own desires for his own pleasure
(9:1, 19). The narrator not only stresses the fact that Solomon’s wealth—
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and wisdom—exceed that possessed by anyone else (5:10–11 MT; 10:7, 12,
23–25) but the fact that the very people who are most impressed by his
unequaled wealth and wisdom give him even more.

The Queen of Sheba shows that when someone is attracted to
Solomon’s visible wealth and wisdom, she or he may also assume that oth-
ers experience the same desire. When she “sees” all of Solomon’s wisdom
and the various examples of his wealth and power, the sight takes her
breath away (10:4–5). With her next words she enthusiastically affirms the
truth of the reports she had received about Solomon’s “deeds and wisdom”
and his “wisdom and prosperity,” but now that her eyes have seen it she
realizes it far exceeds what she had heard (10:7). She then imagines how
blessedly happy (yrva) his wives (LXX) and servants must be, because they
can continually be in his presence, hearing his wisdom (10:8). This rhetor-
ical strategy is an invitation to readers, asking them to join this mutual
admiration society. To put it in terms of Girardian “triangularity of desire”
(1966, 1–52), readers are being invited to desire what these other desirable
people desire. And if they do respond in the same way, their response
would be in full accord with the many ancient Near Eastern reports of awe-
inspiring royal wealth, prosperity, and divine favor.

While the account of royal gift giving in 1 Kgs 10 is in accord with other
ancient Near Eastern texts, it goes far beyond them. Solomon is depicted as
though he were at the center of a Hegelian heaven. Here is a subject who
has gained recognition and fame by requiring others to recognize his desire,
that is, by having others desire what he desires (see, e.g., Butler 1987, 57–58,
76–78). At the same time, the description of Solomon’s wealth in 1 Kgs 4–10
includes elements that would lead one to expect that Solomon will fall from
this heavenly state. By describing Solomon as the object of everyone’s desire,
the narrator has portrayed a Solomon who is force-fed the ingredients of
hubris as though he were a royal veal calf. It is therefore remarkable that
Solomon never engages in the kind of violence against others that is the hall-
mark of a true tyrant. Nor does he suffer the alternative fate typical of the
tyrant; that is, he never becomes the scapegoat of those who fatten him up
(namely, everyone else in the story, from the corvée workers to foreign
monarchs to Yahweh). The narrative does not describe a king who fulfills
the people’s desire for unanimity, whether as their idol or their scapegoat
(see Girard 1987a, 10–18; Lasine 1993b, 176–83). The people of Israel are
therefore not akin to Aristophanes’ Demos (“the People”), who confesses
that he likes to feed and maintain one leader at a time so that the fattened
political idol can be sacrificed and devoured by the people (Eq. 1111–1150).

Among Greek writers the tyrant is traditionally described as being in per-
petual fear of enemies and envious of others (e.g., Herodotus, Hist. 3.80;
Plato, Rep. 579b–580a). That the wealth and power of a king also inspires the
envy of others is hardly surprising; as Barrakkab puts it, “My brother kings

The King of Desire 155



were envious because of all the good fortune of my house” (Gibson 1975,
90). In turn, envy leads to what Girard calls “mimetic rivalry” (e.g., 1987b,
338–47). Taking the envied person as a model the envious person identifies
with the model’s desires. At that point, the model also becomes an obstacle
preventing the acquisition of the desired object—in short, an enemy. Yet, in
spite of the fact that Solomon possesses most of what others would want to
possess, he is not said to be envied by anyone, let alone hated by anyone.
In fact, his regime is characterized by the absence of any adversaries (1 Kgs
5:18 MT), at least until 1 Kgs 11. Soggin is correct to find it “strange” that “our
sources report no resistance to the actions of Solomon by traditionally minded
circles in Israel” (1977, 369). Yet the strangeness is far greater, for there is no
resistance from any circle—in fact, there is nothing but assistance from all cir-
cles, from the center of Jerusalem to the periphery of the empire. Only at the
beginning and the end of the narrative is there mention of any rivals or ene-
mies. And these do not model themselves on Solomon; in fact, Adonijah and
Jeroboam are described as potential doubles of David. Only Rehoboam is
portrayed as imitating Solomon’s desires, explicitly outdoing his father in
tyrannical traits such as taxation, forced labor, and coercion, the very traits
that are muted in the Solomon narrative itself.

If the narrator of 1 Kgs 4–10 emphasizes the satisfaction of all Solo-
mon’s desires, unimpeded by rivals and enemies, the report of Solomon’s
acquisition of his many wives in 1 Kgs 11 is followed by condemnation
and a list of enemies. According to 1 Kgs 11:1–8, Solomon is condemned
because he married women from proscribed nations and allowed them to
turn away his heart to other gods. While it is tempting to understand the
primary function of his foreign wives as aiding his international economic
and political policies, the narrator never makes this explicit. In fact, the
only foreign woman who is described as being engaged in any kind of
economic Verkehr with Solomon is the Queen of Sheba, the only woman
in 1 Kgs 3–11 who is not Solomon’s wife, concubine, or daughter.

Instead, 1 Kgs 11:1–2 describes Solomon’s wives and concubines in
terms that suggest personal desire as much as they do economic exchange.
When the narrator states that Solomon “loved many foreign women” (1 Kgs
11:1) and repeats that “Solomon cleaved to these in love,” he allows read-
ers to hear a note of personal love beyond the legal nuances of the verbs
bha and qbd (on which, see Moran 1963). While this note is muted in Neh
13:26, which stresses the foreignness of the women, it is amplified in the
LXX of 1 Kgs 11:1, which omits the element of foreignness, simply calling
Solomon a “lover of women” (filoguvnh"). In Sirach this note is both ampli-
fied and extended. Here Solomon is told: “you heaped up gold like so
much iron, amassing silver as though it were lead, and you gave to women
your loins and gave them dominion over your body” (47:18–19; see Skehan
and Di Lella 1987, 528). As noted by Beentjes (1984, 9, 11), this is “a quite
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personal picture of Solomon,” which “underlines the sexual behaviour.”
Josephus stresses this aspect of Solomon’s behavior even more, claiming
that the king “became madly enamoured of women and indulged in
excesses of passion” (th;n tw'n ajfrodisivwn ajkrasivan) (Ant. 8.7.5 §191). Even
Solomon’s desire for foreign women is motivated by insatiable passion
rather than the desire to make international treaties: “not satisfied [hjrevsketo]
with the women of his own country alone, he married many from foreign
nations as well, . . . and he began to worship their gods to gratify his wives
and his passion [e[rwti] for them” (Ant. 8.7.5 §§191–192).

While 1 Kgs 11 suggests that Solomon felt personal desire for his
wives, remarkably little is said about the wives and Solomon’s passion for
them in 1 Kgs 3–11. We’ve already noted the narrator’s silence regarding
the king’s marriage to Pharaoh’s daughter and contrasted that report with
other accounts of diplomatic marriages. However, the aridity of Solomon’s
loves is equally striking when it is compared to those of his father. None
of Solomon’s many wives is said to love him as David was loved by Michal.
None pursues and flatters Solomon as did David’s wife-to-be Abigail. Of
the six wives who are listed as giving birth to David’s sons at Hebron in 
2 Sam 3:2–5, three are already known to readers—and readers will soon
learn in detail how David came to make Solomon’s mother Bathsheba his
wife. In contrast, of Solomon’s one thousand wives and concubines only
Pharaoh’s daughter receives any attention at all in 1 Kgs 3–11. It is there-
fore difficult to view the women as objects of desire acquired through the
expenditure of effort and will.9 And nowhere in 1 Kgs 3–11 is anything
said about sons resulting from any of Solomon’s many marriages. All the
prosperous king is said to produce in chapter 11 are “high places” (twmb)
for the gods of his foreign wives (11:7–8).

Thus, while most of Solomon’s thoughts and feelings remain indeter-
minate, readers may be given all the data they need to determine the
nature of his unexpressed desires. Even though the king’s desires are rec-
ognized by all others, his enormous stores of goods and women ultimately
seem to represent the sterility of those desires. As noted by Goodheart,
“when desires are unbound, free to ‘imagine’ their course irrespective of
obstacles and resistances . . . they exhaust themselves . . . and terminate in
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the experience of nullity” (1991, 139). While Solomon’s behavior finally
gives birth to adversaries and rivals in chapter 11, they arrive too late to
prevent his desire from becoming illimitable and too late to intensify it
through rivalry (see, e.g., Girard 1966, 17–26). If the fulfillment of Solo-
mon’s desire does result in a sterile and empty paradise, Solomon’s
insatiability is being indicted in chapters 4–10 as well as in chapter 11, even
though this indictment lacks the vehemence of Ezekiel’s condemnation of
the insatiable prince of Tyre. If so, the explicit condemnation in chapter 11
serves to splice together the indictment of insatiability and the indictment
of idolatry through intermarriage by emphasizing both the enormous num-
ber and the foreignness of Solomon’s wives.

If these conclusions sound tentative, it is because so much remains
uncertain about the audiences for which 1 Kgs 3–11 was rhetorically
designed. One cannot identify the audiences if one cannot date the text,
and without knowing the audience one cannot determine the social func-
tions the narrative might have served. If one assumes the narrative was first
read or heard in the monarchical period, one might argue that it is an
example of preexilic propaganda designed to promote the interests of the
monarchy. Even if one dates it as late as the Persian period, one can assign
it a similar function, namely, to promote the interests of the “ruling caste”
and priestly elite in Yehud (P. R. Davies 1992, 113–20). Alternatively, if one
assumes the narrative functioned as theodicy, one can say that it justified
the splintering of the united kingdom (if the text is preexilic) or that it
instilled hope concerning the restoration of the temple or the advent of a
more humble and continent Davidic king (if the text is exilic or postexilic).
As long as the date of the narrative remains indeterminate, so will its social
function. If the narrative is not addressing an audience that was in the
midst of a social crisis, however, it is likely that different members of the
audience responded to the account of Solomon’s wealth and the repre-
sentation of his desires in a variety of different ways.

DETERMINING YAHWEH’S CHARACTER AND MOTIVES IN THE
SOLOMON NARRATIVE

It is a well-known fact that in this world pride does not go before a fall—
that is: some may fall in their own pits, but hardly ever without somebody
else pushing them. . . . in Isaiah there is one who pushes: Yahweh.
—Jensen, The Fall of the King (1991, 135)

Divine Testing and Divine Justice

As I have already suggested, the many biblical and extrabiblical texts
that warn against the negative effects of wealth and satiety raise serious
questions about Yahweh’s actions in 1 Kgs 3. Should Yahweh have known
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better than to give Solomon so much wealth? Is it he who bears the primary
responsibility for Solomon’s eventual sins? One possible answer is sug-
gested by a talmudic simile based on the passages from Deuteronomy and
Hosea cited earlier. The issue is Yahweh’s role in the sin of the golden calf:

Thus spoke Moses: . . . Sovereign . . . , the silver and gold which Thou
didst shower on Israel until they said, Enough, that it was which led to
their making the Calf. . . . R. Hiyya b. Abba said: It is like the case of a
man who had a son; he bathed him and anointed him and gave him
plenty to eat and drink and hung a purse round his neck and set him
down at the door of a bawdy house. How could the boy help sinning?
(b. Ber. 32a; Epstein 1935a, 195–96)

Given the dangers of excessive wealth and prosperity, readers of 1 Kgs
3–11 might respond to Yahweh’s gifts to young Solomon by asking the
same question: “How could the boy help sinning?”

Few scholars seem comfortable with the idea that Yahweh might
have been irresponsible in exposing Solomon to the dangers of exces-
sive personal wealth. Even fewer entertain the idea that Yahweh might
have been tempting Solomon to become insatiable and arrogant and
therefore condemnable. Most readers are more happy with the Yahweh
who acts according to the principle that “a person is led down the path
he chooses to pursue” (Num. Rab. 20:12) than with a Yahweh who leads
Solomon down a perilous road he had just chosen not to pursue.
Eslinger is an exception to this rule. Noting that wealth and honor are
“potential traps for human weakness,” Eslinger asks why God would
“unbalance Solomon with temptation that the latter had avoided” (1989,
136, 137). His answer is that God has “sinister” intentions; in fact, he is
setting a “trap” for the king (143; 138; cf. 150). Yahweh “helps him along
his road to ruin” in order to “end the unconditional promises that he
made to David” (140, 147). Moreover, Eslinger’s Solomon seems to be
asking for punishment. In spite of the lack of information concerning
Solomon’s thoughts and feelings in 1 Kgs 3–11, Eslinger has no doubts
about his character. Although he claims that “there can be no certainty
about Solomon’s hubris” in 1 Kgs 3:1–15, Eslinger goes on to sketch a
cunning and manipulative character who is driven by “an Eve-like will
to power” (135). This “sycophantic” and “unctuous” Solomon plays upon
God’s sense of covenantal obligation before slipping in his “surreptitious
request” to play a “Moses-role” as judge, a request that he couches “in
a studied naïveté” under the “guise of innocence” (132–33, 135). Even
his judicial wisdom (1 Kgs 3:16–28) is questionable (138–40). Having
established Solomon’s character in 1 Kgs 3, Eslinger is able to interpret
later passages in terms of that character (e.g., “given Solomon’s person-
ality” [141]).
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One might ask how Eslinger achieves such a determinate reading of
Solomon’s request, God’s bonus gifts, and the king’s personality, given the
lack of access into Solomon’s thoughts and the complex intertextual net-
work of which 1 Kgs 3:1–15 is a part. One reason is that he leaves out of
account all the other biblical and extrabiblical examples of gods giving
kings whatever they desire, even though educated readers of 1 Kgs 3–11
in the postmonarchical period would be familiar with many of these texts,
as well as biblical texts that suggest a less negative assessment of
Solomon’s marriage with Pharaoh’s daughter (see above). Another reason
is that Eslinger bases his debunking of the characters Solomon and Yahweh
on the assumption that the narrator continually communicates his negative
view of Solomon and Yahweh by means of irony. Yet one cannot confirm
or disconfirm the presence of irony without taking into account other key
factors, such as the authorial audience’s knowledge of literary conventions,
rhetorical devices and relevant historical events and the different ways in
which readers evaluate ethical literature in their roles as members of the
authorial and narrative audiences (see Lasine 1989a, 52–58; 1992, 138–39).
Eslinger has little to say on these issues, apart from dismissing the usual
theories about the “trite” function of the Deuteronomistic History as theod-
icy (1989, 225–30).

Most scholars would add that the ancient audiences would not be
receptive to a critical view of Yahweh, if the response to David Gunn’s
depiction of God’s “dark side” in the Saul narrative is any indication. Gunn
does not explicitly state that Yahweh felt rejected by the people’s request
for a king and therefore chose Saul as king because he knew Saul would
fail. However, he does argue that “Saul when ‘tested’ is bound to fail”
(1984, 71), that the ambiguity of Samuel’s words to Saul in 1 Sam 10:8
become the “trap” in which Saul is caught (67), that Yahweh is “over-eager
to condemn Saul” (124), and that Saul is “kingship’s scapegoat” (125).
Ackerman’s response to Gunn’s interpretation of Yahweh is typical: “I can
find no warrant for inferring that any of the original readers for whom [the
Saul narrative] was intended would be expected to raise the issue of God’s
justice” (1982, 439). Far from considering that Yahweh might be shown to
be cruel or vengeful with Saul, Ackerman’s ancient authorial audience
would not even raise the issue of God’s justice.10
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But can we be so certain that ancient audiences would be expected to
swallow their theodicy whole, like a bitter pill that one hurries to swallow
before it begins to dissolve in one’s mouth? One need not assume that any
criticism of Yahweh or his kings need be as virulent and extreme as
Eslinger’s interpretations suggest. Elsewhere I have suggested that 2 Kgs
3–6 gives readers ample reason to sympathize with King Jehoram in
besieged Samaria and to question the justice of Yahweh’s (and Elisha’s)
actions (Lasine 1991a, 40–49). And 2 Kgs 21 leaves open the possibility that
even the arch-villain Manasseh can be viewed as a scapegoat (see Lasine
1993b, 173–83). The question is whether the ancient audiences of 1 Sam
8–15; 2 Kgs 3–6; 2 Kgs 21 (or 1 Kgs 3–11) actually did challenge Yahweh’s
justice or recognize the possibility that Yahweh could be fashioning scape-
goats when he prepared his kings for office.

Against Ackerman, it can be argued that at least some ancient read-
ers—and illiterate hearers—of these texts might have been ready, willing,
and able to question Yahweh’s justice. Crenshaw finds evidence for the
“popular rejection of God’s justice” in prophetic quotations; in fact, he
finds that the “questioning of God’s justice . . . [has] more affinity with pop-
ular religion than with official Yahwism” (1970, 393–94).11 Moreover, this
phenomenon is attested in other cultures. For example, evidence from
ancient Greece suggests that during certain periods people commonly
assumed that their gods were capable of bestowing excessive wealth on
kings and later tempting them (or deceiving them or driving them mad) in
order to destroy them. Thus, in Aeschylus’s Persae the Chorus and several
characters express the view that great success and wealth bring disaster,
because of the envy (fqovno") of the gods. Winnington-Ingram notes that
these opinions were “common beliefs of the average Greek” (1973, 214).
However, one character has a different view. This is the ghost of Darius,
who believes that his son Xerxes was exposed to temptation as punish-
ment for hubris. According to Dodds, it is this character who speaks for
the author: “Aeschylus himself knows better” (1951, 39) than to attribute
Xerxes’ misfortune to divinely sent madness or deception (ate) or an evil
demon. Like Solon and the other Greek thinkers cited earlier, Aeschylus
assumes that success produces insatiability (koros), which generates
hubris; it is the hubris that prompts divine temptation and punishment.
Here a god uses temptation only to punish a person who has already suc-
cumbed to the temptations of wealth and prosperity.

Dodds calls this transformation of success into koros and hubris “a
moral link” that is inserted “between the primitive offense of too much
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success and its punishment by a jealous Deity.” This “moralization of
phonthos tends to transform Zeus into an agent of justice” (1951, 31). In
other words, the notion that fulfilled desire generates insatiability and
hubris is an example of theodicy by psychology. It is also an example
of ideology that undermines itself. For if the deity is aware that extreme
wealth produces koros and hubris that trigger divine temptation and dis-
aster, the deity is already tempting the subject to destroy herself or
himself just by granting that person extreme wealth and success. The
god creates the unquenchable desire for more. If so, the “common belief
of the average Greek” that extreme wealth and success bring disaster is
right on the mark. The same is true for the belief that it must be the jeal-
ousy of the deity that motivates the dangerous gifts of extreme wealth
and power.

In Republic 380a, Plato quotes a fragment from Aeschylus in which a
god is said to implant the cause in mortals when he wants to utterly
destroy a house. Plato will not allow such ideas into his republic unless it
is added that the mortals needed punishment and benefitted from it,
because the gods are just and good. In other words, Plato also knows bet-
ter than the “average Greek” whose views are reflected in the fragment. Do
biblical scholars who deny that ancient readers of the Saul narrative would
even raise the issue of God’s justice also “know better” than the average
Israelite? They certainly know better than to entertain the possibility that
Yahweh would tempt or trap Saul—or Solomon. And they know better
than to assume that the ancient authors and redactors would be any dif-
ferent from Plato’s Socrates; if Plato would not allow such seditious notions
in his Republic, the literate elite who produced Joshua–Kings would hardly
allow them in their History. But what kind of “knowing better” is this? Is
this not another example of knowledge in the service of theodicy (i.e., ide-
ology), whether or not such knowledge is presented in scholarly dress?

Yahweh’s Testing of Hezekiah and the Tempting of Solomon

In order to answer such questions, we have to consider specific exam-
ples of divine testing in biblical texts and determine whether any of the
tests are actually traps. If someone attempts to test someone else by giving
that person a desirable object, that procedure will turn into a trap if the
desired object functions as bait, in other words, when acquiring the object
causes destruction rather than the fulfillment of desire. Thus, if extreme
wealth is certain to lead to koros and hubris, then the use of wealth in a
test transforms it into a trap. God does lay traps (vqwm; Josh 23:13; Judg
2:3; Isa 8:14), but they do not ordinarily involve trapping humans with
unparalleled wealth and power. God usually tests humans with pain, mis-
fortune, or the threat of both (e.g., with Abraham, Job, the wilderness
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generation [Deut 8:2], and the Israelites in Canaan [Judg 2:22; 3:1, 4]). In
the cases of Abraham and Job, testing follows a period in which both were
given wealth and success by God, and both are rewarded again after they
have completed their ordeals successfully. But are there any instances in
which the granting of a reward is itself the test? Does God test with wealth
and prosperity rather than with the loss of wealth or life?

The only king who is explicitly said to be tested by Yahweh is the
Chronicler’s Hezekiah. According to 2 Chr 32, Hezekiah’s faith and forti-
tude in the face of Sennacherib’s invasion is followed by wealth and honor;
many bring him valuable gifts, and he is exalted in the eyes of all nations
from that time on (v. 23; cf. Solomon in 2 Chr 9:23–24). We then learn that
his heart was lifted up in pride. After being punished for his pride,
Hezekiah humbles himself for that pride of heart and is rewarded with
“exceedingly great riches and honor” from God (2 Chr 32:25–27, 29; cf.
Solomon in 1 Kgs 3:13). Hezekiah makes treasuries for his Solomon-like
possessions (silver, gold, shields, 2 Chr 32:27; cf. Solomon in 2 Chr 9:16;
12:9) and, like Solomon, builds towns for himself (2 Chr 32:29). It is at this
point that the Chronicler makes a fleeting reference to the visit of the
Babylonian envoys and adds “God abandoned [wbz[] him to test him
[wtwsnl] to know all that was in his heart” (v. 31; cf. Deut 8:2). While the
text does not state that the king passed the test, the fact that the conclud-
ing regnal resume refers to his acts of piety and the honor done him by all
the people at his death suggests that he did so.12

In the last chapter, I noted the ongoing debate over the question
whether the Chronicler expected his audience to have some version of
Samuel–Kings in mind when reading passages in Chronicles. When it comes
to 2 Chr 32:24–31, it is difficult to disagree with Ackroyd’s conclusion that
“we should be totally at a loss to understand the matter if we did not have
the earlier narrative” (1991, 326; cf. Dillard 1987, 258). Now, readers who
do fill in the blanks by going back to the fuller account of the Babylonian
visit in 2 Kgs 20:12–19 might have difficulty in concluding that Hezekiah
passed the test after all. According to this report, Hezekiah displays pride,
arrogance, and complacency that belie his self-characterization as whole-
heartedly obedient to Yahweh (2 Kgs 20:30; cf. Solomon in 1 Kgs 8:23, 61;
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11:4, 9). In a scene reminiscent of the Queen of Sheba’s visit, foreign dig-
nitaries bring a present (hjnm; 2 Kgs 20:12), and the king displays his
wealth: his treasuries, silver, gold, armor—everything in his house and in all
his dominion (2 Kgs 20:13). In Chronicles the treasuries and towns
Hezekiah made “for himself” (2 Chr 32:27, 29) are justified by the conclud-
ing explanation: “for God had given him very great riches” (32:29). In Kings,
on the other hand, the description of his treasure recalls the prohibition of
personal wealth in Deut 17:17. As noted by Hobbs (1985, 294), it is a way
of “representing hubris on the part of Hezekiah.” The punishment for this
arrogance is announced by Isaiah: exile for his “sons” and the removal of
all his accumulated wealth to Babylon (2 Kgs 20:16–18). Hezekiah’s
response to this verdict combines submission with complacency (v. 20).

If one reads 2 Kgs 20:12–19 in terms of the Chronicler’s claim that God
left Hezekiah to test him, this is a case in which Yahweh tests a human by
giving him wealth and honor. Curtis and Madsen combine portions of 
2 Chr 32:30 and 32:3113 in a way that supports this reading: “And Hezekiah
prospered in all his works and so God abandoned him . . . in the case of
the ambassadors” (1910, 492; emphasis added). Now, the Chronicler’s
Hezekiah is wealthy both before he falls ill (32:23) and after wealth and
prestige have gone to his head and triggered Yahweh’s wrath (vv. 24–25).
At whatever precise moment Hezekiah is “abandoned” by God, the king is
abandoned as a wealthy, prestigious king in a palace, not as a newly
impoverished sick man on a dung hill, and not as an ostrich egg on the
freeway (Job 39:14–15; see ch. 10, below). At the very least, the Chronicler
implies that a wealthy king can theoretically pass such a test. On the other
hand, 2 Kgs 20 shows a king whose personal wealth prompts arrogance
sufficient to call forth a prediction of exile to Babylon—just as Solomon’s
sins begin the long process that results in the Babylonian exile.14 Anyone
who reads Kings and Chronicles together could easily conclude that if God
used riches and international prestige to test Hezekiah’s heart, he may have
used the same means to test Solomon. That is, he may have given Solomon
the kingdom and the wisdom to acquire unparalleled riches and honor in
order to see how he dealt with the fulfillment of his desires—including the
desires awakened by the test itself.

According to Japhet, the brief reference to Hezekiah being tested in 
2 Chr 32:31 “indicates that the Chronicler was familiar with the idea that
human beings were sometimes tested by God” (1989, 194). The Asa and
Jehoshaphat narratives also include “trials [that] test moral fibre” (195). In
Chronicles, riches and honor can also be a “hidden test” that “may lead to
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disaster” (Japhet 1993, 747). Citing Deut 8:11–17 and 32:15 in connection
with Rehoboam, Japhet notes that “material strength and security make the
people confident and tempt them to assert their own powers” (676) and
that “material prosperity has inherent dangers” (747). And commenting on
Uzziah’s pride Japhet remarks that “it is the Chronicler’s conviction that the
integrity to withstand this fatal hybris was a virtue with which only very
few kings were blessed” (884; emphasis added). While the Chronicler’s
Solomon seems to be one of the very few who is able to resist the temp-
tation of wealth and satiety and pass the test, the Solomon of Kings is
clearly not.

One midrash depicts a Solomon who mistakenly thinks that he is one
of the few exceptions to the rule:

Said R. Isaac: Why were the reasons of the Torah not revealed? Because
in two verses where they were revealed they caused the greatest in the
world to stumble. Thus it is written, “he shall not multiply wives to him-
self, that his heart not turn away,” and King Solomon said, “I shall
multiply and not turn away.” It is written: “. . . when Solomon was old, . . .
his wives turned away his heart.” It is written: “he shall not multiply
horses for himself, that he cause the people to return to Egypt.” King
Solomon said: “I shall multiply horses and not cause the people to return
to Egypt.” And it is written: “And a chariot went out of Egypt.” (b. Sanh.
21b; Epstein 1935c, 118, slightly modified).

This text seems to operate on the assumption that what the “greatest in the
world” doesn’t know won’t hurt him. It is not Yahweh but the laws of the
king in Deuteronomy that cause Solomon “to stumble” (especially, it would
seem, the law telling him to read these dangerous laws [Deut 17:19])!
Solomon should have known better than to assume that he could resist the
temptations of wealth, honor, and power—unless he was already suffering
from hubris. But what about Yahweh’s role? Did Yahweh also think
“Solomon will multiply and not turn away”? Did Yahweh give Solomon
wealth, honor and wisdom after he married the Egyptian king’s daughter
because he thought “Solomon will multiply horses and not cause the peo-
ple to return to Egypt”? While the narrative does not allow a definite
answer to such questions, it does allow one conclusion: if Yahweh did
think in this way, he too should have known better. In the next three chap-
ters, we will investigate other cases in which Yahweh tempts, tests, or traps
people. In these cases, the people put under the divine king’s microscope
are the neonate courtiers Adam and Eve, and the loyal courtier Job, “the
greatest of all the children of the East” (Job 1:3).
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8
GOSSIPING ABOUT GOD: ROYAL

INFORMATION MANAGEMENT AND
SCAPEGOATING IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN

According to informed sources, there’s a king in the garden of Eden.
Most reports say it’s Adam.1 He is raised from the dust like a king being
enthroned. Like a king, he is made in the image of God and exercises
dominion. He lives in the center of the world, as in a royal capital. Adam
only loses this royal status when he attempts to acquire the knowledge and
wisdom that is the prerogative of a king. He is stripped of the royal robe
and becomes a serf (John Chrysostom, quoted in Warner 1976, 52).

James Kennedy thinks it is Yahweh who is the king. It is he who
makes the garden, and it is he who maintains control of knowledge (1990,
4–7). Adam and Eve are peasants in revolt. But what kind of knowledge is
God controlling? Kennedy takes it to be “humanistic knowledge” (6) and
gives examples that sound like departments in a liberal-arts college.
Educating the peasants is dangerous because it can increase their “aware-
ness of a world beyond the confines of their immediate environs and open
up behavioral options and alternative styles of living” (6). This sounds like
Gen 3 is an allegory warning parents of what might happen if they send
their kids away to school. Kings might fear peasants rebelling, but they are
unlikely to rebel because they just ate a course in analytic philosophy.
What about a science course? Nietzsche contends that Gen 3 exposes God’s
“hellish fear of science”: “It is all over with priests and gods when man
becomes scientific” (Antichrist, §48; Nietzsche 1969, 224–25).

Why don’t we drop the educational model and ask what kings fear
most. What kind of knowledge do they most want to control? We know the
answers by now; they’re the same whether we’re talking about Neo-
Assyrian kings, King Saul, ancient Greek tyrants, or Louis XIV. It’s
knowledge about what’s going on inside the palace gates and knowledge
about what the citizens outside are saying to one another about the king.
Actually, it is information that needs to be controlled. Kings want to plug

1 E.g., Wyatt 1981, 14–17; Brueggemann 1972, 2–5; Engnell 1969, 110–19; against
this idea, see, e.g., Wallace 1985, 161–63; Landy 1983, 355 n. 162.



up news leaks. All information flowing from the center must be shaped
before press conferences can be scheduled. On the other hand, kings must
prevent uncontrolled speech among the citizenry, whether it be gossip,
slander, or seditious talk. They control information from within by pre-
senting a facade that renders them impenetrable to the people—if not
invisible and inaudible.

If Yahweh is the king in Gen 3, he would not seem to need the eyes
and ears of others to tell him what’s going on. Nor would Yahweh seem
to need palace (or garden) walls to grant him invisibility, as though he
needed to hide some scandalous or deflating secret. After all, we’re not
talking about the Wizard of Oz—are we? If God can see and hear every-
thing while remaining invisible to his subjects, he has all the tools for
successful information management. Are information leaks even possible
in this setting? And if they are, is it King Yahweh who has cause for fear,
or the gossipers? Is the garden story a cautionary tale about the disastrous
consequences of gossip, in the sense that, say, Apuleius’s Golden Ass
warns readers about the dangers of unbridled curiosity?

Who then is the dangerous gossiper in Gen 3? Predictably, the major-
ity of commentators have assumed from the start that the villain—or the
fool—must be the only female in the story. Here are some typical
charges: Eve softened up Adam with her cajoling words and broke him
as if he were a plaything (Tertullian, quoted in Warner 1976, 58). The ser-
pent questions Eve “of much idle prattle, as women they delight to talke
and tattle” (Peyton 1967, 269). Eve is guilty of unwise speaking and lis-
tening.2 She began as advisor but ends up as an eavesdropper, like the
snake; in fact, she is “Adam’s snake” (Gen. Rab. 20:11). She is a temptress
(see, e.g., Higgins 1976). Because of Eve and her imitators, women have
“slippery tongues, and are unable to conceal from their fellow-women
those things which by evil arts they know” (Malleus Malificarum, pt. 1,
ques. 6; Krämer and Sprenger 1928, 44). In some of the indictments, Eve’s
supposedly deadly words are described as liquids—liquid poisons. Thus,
Eve “destroyed life’s gathered crown,” illustrating “the deadly poison
that the proud tongue of an evil woman has.”3 The poison may be
described as beer or wine. In one text, Eve prepared a brew for Adam
(Guthlac 980–85; see Evans 1968, 149–50); in another, it is the wine she
pressed for humankind that poisons them (Ephrem of Syria, quoted in
Warner 1976, 60).4
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Let’s slow down for a minute. Is there any special reason why Eve
would be described not only as a tattler but as a kind of bartender and poi-
soner? Studies of the social dynamics of gossip do recognize the function
served by people like bartenders. They often serve as confidantes for
patrons; Robert Paine calls them “knowledge bankers” (1970, 186–87).
Gossipers participate in an economic system in which the currency is
information. Knowledge bankers (bartenders, clergy, psychologists) accept
deposits of information from their clientele; they are trusted to keep it out
of circulation and not broker it for profit. Who holds the most power in
this system? Those who control the dissemination of the information.

In the economic system of the Hebrew Bible, it is Yahweh who most
effectively controls the dissemination of knowledge and regulates its use.
In a sense, he is the head of the Federal Reserve or the World Bank. What
kind of a banker is Eve? It would be more accurate to call her an appren-
tice teller, using teller in both senses of the term. As everyone knows, she
tells too much when responding to the serpent’s initial statement (Gen 3:3).
We have no record of God telling Adam anything about not touching the
tree. So is she handing out counterfeit currency?

One remarkable midrashic tradition has it that Adam never doled out
all the true information to Eve in the first place, so that her bank’s assets
were suspect even before the serpent stepped up to the teller’s window:
“Adam . . . did not wish to speak to Eve the way the Holy One . . . had spo-
ken to him” (’Abot R. Nat. 1). Instead of giving her God’s exact words, he
told her just what she reliably reports to the serpent. In other words, it is
Adam who first planted the seeds of disinformation. In this scenario, Eve
receives unreliable information from both male speakers in the garden:
Adam and the serpent.

Yet, from another perspective, it is the fruit of the tree that informs Eve.
What kind of tree is it that can dispense information so powerful that it
must be classified “top secret”? Writing on gossip, Maryann Ayim (1994, 99)
provides a clue when she declares, “like that ill-fabled tree in the Garden
of Eden, gossip promises us knowledge of good and evil. Like that same
tree, it threatens us with expulsion if we are caught.” We need go only a
step further to identify the tree: it must be a vine, a grapevine! Eve heard
it through the grapevine.

Here someone might say, “Stop focusing on Eve and the tree; it’s the
serpent who is the true gossiper.” It is he who first talks like a gossiper to
Eve. I am not simply referring to the view that he “questioned her of much
idle prattle.” What he says is neither idle nor prattle. The serpent tries to
look behind God’s prohibition, in order to expose his motives for making
it. And he does so in order to make a value judgment about God’s behav-
ior. We’ve already discovered that such interest in penetrating facades in
order to unmask and evaluate the subject’s motives is a defining trait of the
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gossiper. Gossipers are epistemophiliacs, driven to know precisely what the
subject wants to keep hidden; they never take a person at face value. The
serpent refuses to take God’s prohibition at face value. Instead, he insinu-
ates that God’s motive is to keep valuable knowledge of good and evil out
of circulation. If the woman assimilates this hoarded knowledge, it will
greatly inflate her power. From this perspective, it is hardly surprising that
some commentators believe the serpent symbolizes curiosity (see
Westermann 1969, 237). To my knowledge, none has claimed that the ser-
pent symbolizes gossip; however, at least one writer has personified Gossip
as a serpent, although without reference to Gen 3 (Le Gallienne 1912, 123).

The serpent’s method of insinuation is also typical of the gossiper.
According to Paine, it is part of the gossiper’s art to “distribute and circu-
late some information when managing it, . . . to make their definition of the
situation prevail” (1967, 283). In order to have his definition of the situa-
tion prevail, the serpent tells Eve that if they eat from the tree they will
become like God, knowing good and evil. The accuracy of this informa-
tion is confirmed by God himself in verse 22. However, this does not mean
that the serpent’s information-currency has “In God We Trust” printed on
it. As Maimonides acutely observed, “the evil tongue can ruin the world
even if what is said is true” (Code De <ot 7; 1937, 56a; emphasis mine). In
this sense, the serpent is like Homer’s Sirens, who accurately report their
panoptic knowledge of the past and present world to their listeners (Od.
12.184–191) but do so in such a way that those who drink in their flowing
speech end up dead.

While the serpent indeed displays traits shared by all gossipers, he
also exemplifies a specific type of gossiper, one to which both the King’s
Eye and court gossiper belong. This is the informer. God suggests there is
an informer in the garden when he asks Adam, “Who told you that you
were naked?” (3:11). Of course, we know that the tree told them.
However, when the serpent informs Eve—“a citizen”— that they would
become like God, he becomes a disloyal informer, a Îa†an, a diabolos.
Now, a Îa†an or diabolos is not necessarily a disloyal slanderer; at first
these terms denote any informer or accuser, even when the accusation is
true (see, e.g., Tur-Sinai 1957, 39–44; Oppenheim 1968, 176–77; LSJ, ad
loc.). However, even though the serpent seems to tell Eve the truth, the
fact that he is telling her at all shows him to be disloyal. In fact, he
becomes precisely the kind of courtier a King’s Eye would accuse to a
monarch! Eve does eventually accuse the serpent to King Yahweh, but
only after the damage has been done.

Like Eve, the serpent has been described as both bartender and poi-
soner. Francis Bacon accuses the serpent of “infusing venom” (1858d, 20).
In the Apocalypse of Moses, Eve says the serpent “sprinkled his evil poi-
son on the fruit” before he gave it to her (Apoc. Mos. 19:3). Psalm 140:4
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mentions those who have sharpened their tongue like a na˙aS; the venom
of vipers is under their lips. According to Josephus (Ant. 1.1.4 §50), God
himself puts poison beneath the tongue of the serpent in the garden, after
depriving him of speech. Here poison replaces deadly words. While the
serpent is fated to eat dust in Gen 3, only in Josephus is it clear that this
punishment shuts him up. In this sense, the dust functions like the
medieval torture device called “branks.” This iron mask has a spike or
pointed wheel that was forced into the mouths of female gossipers (see
Emler 1994, 119).

Although I said poison replaces deadly and sharp words in Josephus,
I might just as well have said it represents them. This is not a unique occur-
rence. In Genesis, Potiphar’s wife uses words in her attempt to seduce
Joseph; in the Testament of Reuben she uses magicians and pharmaka
(4:9). Reuben claims that all women use enchantment, poison, and decep-
tion to conquer males (5:1–3).

Words, the sharpness of knives, poison—what exactly is the connec-
tion? My answer will require a series of sudden segues. Deadly words are
often represented by the tongue. In reference to gossip, the tongue may
be described as a knife or sword (e.g., Ps 52:4; see ch. 2, above), as poi-
son (e.g., Ps 140:4; Jas 3:8), as sharp (see below, on accused witches), as
evil (e.g., Maimonides, Code De <ot 7.2), as proud (St. Columbanus, above),
or as slippery (Malleus Maleficarum, above). Perhaps the best way to illus-
trate the identity of knives and words is to quote from The British Museum
Book of Ancient Egypt: “women did not take part in activities that involved
wielding blades, . . . presumably because this would threaten male domi-
nance. . . . Women were also generally excluded from washing clothes,
because crocodiles threatened the riverbanks” (Quirke and Spencer 1992,
22). The first time I read this something smelled funny: Why would the
same males who are so afraid of armed women suddenly be so solicitous
of their welfare when it comes to doing the laundry? While it is true that
women are not described or represented wielding blades or doing laun-
dry, no reasons are given in existing sources.5 However, the two apparent
prohibitions fit together perfectly, once one notes that, in at least one other
culture, state authorities have attempted to prevent women from gossiping
by replacing traditional washing places with mechanized washhouses.6
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5 Thus, Gay Robins (1993, 120–21) notes the evidence of these peculiarities, but
makes no attempt to provide a motivation for either one.

6 See, e.g., Bergmann 1993, 59–66, and esp. 165 n. 42, citing Michelle Perrot. Cf.
Perrot 1990, 193. Perrot is describing situations in Second Empire France
(1852–1870). The women boycotted the mechanized laundries, which were then
removed.



Their assumption is that men can be just as mortally wounded by mali-
cious gossip as by a knife. And poison? Same thing. It is hardly
accidental that in medieval Germany women were forbidden to pursue
the pharmaceutical profession. In Luther’s day, women who continued
to prepare traditional medicines were suspected of witchcraft (see
Brauner 1995, 55).

The weapons of poison and gossip have something crucial in com-
mon: they are prepared and practiced out of the sight and hearing of
males, in the private sphere assigned to women, and then used to unman
them. Any man going home from a day in the public realm to eat food pre-
pared by his wife could become a guest at the witch Circe’s table, eating
and drinking a drugged meal. The effect could be as deadly as a rest stop
at Jael’s house (Judg 4:17–22), where milk functions like a drug and a tent
peg like a knife.

Circe’s name (“Kirke”) probably comes from kirkos, which has a sec-
ondary meaning of “circle,” like kuklos. Let’s shift to another kuklos, the Ku
Klux Klan (yes, that is where the name comes from). In mid-America in the
1920s, the women of this self-proclaimed “Invisible Empire” exerted enor-
mous political and economic power through gossip; one leader declared a
political victory a “victory of gossip.” She proudly proclaimed that their
power was attributable to “a poison squad of whispering women,” which
could spread any gossip over the entire state of Indiana in twelve hours
(quoted in Blee 1991, 115). No wonder Memucan feels so threatened in the
book of Esther, when he describes for Ahasuerus the lightning speed with
which women are spreading throughout the empire the news of Queen
Vashti’s refusal to obey her husband (1:16–18; see ch. 3, above). What
makes the Clanswomen’s poison so politically potent is the fact that
women’s gossip is assumed by men to be apolitical (Blee 1991, 149).
Although they were generally relegated to the private realm, these women
managed to arrogate to themselves many of the keys to royal power,
including invisibility, information management, and the ability to touch all
parts of their realm almost instantly.

Invisibility, secrecy, and the ability to speed through the air are also
power sources for witches. Perhaps we are now in a position to understand
how Eve the gossiper, bartender, and poisoner became Eve the ancestress
of witches and destroyer of Adam and Christ. Many of the accusations made
against Eve are also made against witches. Accused witches had only the
power of their language to defend themselves. As Larner puts it, “where
men might use knives, women used words” (1984, 86). Hence they are
accused of having “sharp tongues” and of being scolds (Brauner 1985, 19).
According to Briggs (1989, 60), “masculine fears of the whole world of fem-
inine gossip” led misogynistic stereotypes to become established as witch
trials went on. Emler (1994, 119) goes so far as to suggest that witches were
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burned for gossiping. And in many cases, it was women’s gossip that led to
accusations of witchcraft against a fellow-woman outside the gossip circle.7

So Eve and witches gossip and have sharp, deadly tongues. But maybe
all women do. Maybe all women are Eve, and all women are witches. Many
have said so. In her study of European witch-hunting, Elspeth Whitney
found that two equations defined the atmosphere of this culture: “witch =
woman” and “every woman is an Eve” (Whitney 1995, 88). Another scholar
found Baldung’s satires of witches to be aimed at all women: “witchcraft is
merely an extreme manifestation of female vice and folly” (Hults 1987, 272).
Even earlier (1487), the Malleus Maleficarum describes Eve as the first to
display universal female traits such as the slippery tongue, credulousness,
deceptiveness, carnality and feebleness of mind and body (1.6–7; Krämer
and Sprenger 1928, 43–48), all of which predispose women to witchcraft.

However, the Dominican authors of this “hammer of witchcraft” seem
unable to eliminate all traces of threatening female power in their indict-
ment of women’s feebleness and vice. They must concede that gossiping
women are communicating “things which by evil arts they know.” The
authors also fear woman’s voice when it is directed to men: “in her speech
she stings while she delights us. Wherefore her voice is like the song of
the Sirens” (Malleus 1.6; Krämer and Sprenger 1928, 44, 46).

So women are both feeble and powerful, stupid and in possession of
dangerous knowledge, credulous and capable of deceiving credulous
males. This paradox has not gone unnoticed by students of the European
witchhunts (e.g., Hults 1987, 266–67; Whitney 1995, 85–86). Nor has the
presence of this paradox in the early church fathers been ignored, what
Marina Warner (1976, 59) calls “the contradiction between the accepted
passivity of women and their marked evil hegemony.” This same para-
doxical fear of female power and knowledge, combined with insistence on
female triviality, idleness, and feebleness, characterizes male attitudes
toward female gossipers from ancient Greece to Western society today
(see, e.g., D. Cohen 1991, 146 n. 56, and passim).

What kind of knowledge can generate so much fear that kings attempt
to control women’s speech, communities engage in witch-hunting, and
male authorities even prevent women from doing laundry together? This
is the question with which I began: What kind of powerful knowledge is
King Yahweh keeping from Eve and her husband? Now, we know it
resembles royal knowledge in its secrecy and ability to be transmitted
instantly. Even the necromancy practiced by “wise women”8 and witches

7 See, e.g., Briggs 1989, 77–78, 88; Larner 1984, 89; Roper 1994, 207; Whitney
1995, 88.

8 Apart from the “wise women” of the Hebrew Bible (2 Sam 14; 20), women
who were thought capable of communicating with the knowledgeable dead were
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fits this pattern. Necromancers gossip with the knowledgeable dead (see,
e.g., Bottero 1992, 266, 283), eliciting the kind of penetrating and exten-
sive information that is unavailable to the living, the kind offered by
Sirens and serpents. King Saul knew what he was doing when he specif-
ically asked his courtiers to locate a woman who was a master of ghosts
(1 Sam 28:7). One term used for the ghost (or possibly the woman 
herself), is simply, the “Knower” (yn[dy; 28:3, 9; see Schmidt 1996,
147–58, esp. 154).

The kingpins of the business world also benefit from female knowl-
edge and witchcraft. As I mentioned in the first chapter, the greatest
German merchant capitalist of the sixteenth century secretly consulted a
crystal gazer to help him control his massive trading empire. With the aid
of this witch and the knowing spirits trapped in her crystal, he could
instantly “see” what his subordinates were doing throughout his interna-
tional realm, while he remained invisible.

Now Yahweh has panoptic knowledge already, his subjects cannot
see his face and live (Exod 33:20), and he keeps “the secret things” to
himself (Deut 29:28). Nevertheless, given woman’s supposed ability to
communicate with the dead and with all things bodily and earthly,9 she
might actually present a danger for the already omniscient divine king.
Therefore, women must be taught not to tap into the knowledge hidden
in that notorious tree, or they might start communicating it to others and
transform the tree into a grapevine. Like Ahasuerus, Yahweh has to pass
a law making women obey their husbands, so they can’t rival Yahweh’s
monopoly on the flow of information.

That means that Eve must be the fall guy, the scapegoat. Think about
it—she’s really the only one in the story who is truly open, truly naked.
Only her motives and intentions are penetrated and exposed to public
view, the way gossipers try to penetrate and expose the motives of their
targets. The motives of the serpent, Adam, and Yahweh all remain hidden,
mysterious—and private. Eve’s transparency signals her vulnerability.

Being a woman, Eve is a ready-made scapegoat. Scapegoats resemble
gossipers and witches in one important respect: they are a paradox—
allegedly feeble, yet powerful. According to students of scapegoating, such
as René Girard (e.g., 1986, 17–18), the scapegoat is usually marginal and 
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considered wise as well. Late second-millenium personal letters from Egypt refer
to such women as “rekhet,” or, “knowing one” (Pinch 1995, 56). The same is true
of female spell-casters and accused witches in early modern Europe. In France
they were referred to as penseurs de secrets and sages et prudent crones
(Muchembled 1985, 66, 90; cf. Burke 1978, 107–8).

9 On women’s special connection with the bodily and earthly, see, e.g.,
Muchembled 1985, 66–67.



vulnerable, without a “support system,” so that all others can unanimously
agree that he or she is the sole cause of chaos. This vulnerability also
means the scapegoat will be unable to resist accepting the communities’
view of her. Even though the scapegoat is usually vulnerable and weak,
she is also assumed to wield enormous power—the power to pollute the
community with her crimes, and the power to save the community by
being expelled or sacrificed.10

The many traditions that describe Eve as a feeble and foolish gossiper
are describing the vulnerability of a potential scapegoat. The fact that only
Eve’s motives are exposed by the narrator shows not only her vulnerabil-
ity but her difference from all the other players. The many traditions that
blame Eve for bringing death and sin into the world are acknowledging
the destructive power of the scapegoat. Eve herself sometimes agrees,
making the verdict unanimous. In one medieval Irish poem she confesses,
“it was I who violated Jesus in the past; it was I who robbed my children
of heaven; it is I by right who should have been crucified.”11 The ultimate
scapegoat is one who is labeled a scapegoater by her victimizers. By claim-
ing that she violated Jesus, Eve identifies herself with the scapegoaters who
sacrificed the Savior.

Eve must be sacrificed to keep order in the court, Yahweh’s royal
court. The power of the king resides in his monopoly on information man-
agement. His people must assume that he is in possession of special secret
knowledge if he is to keep control—whether he actually possesses any
knowledge worth knowing or not. It is the secrecy that grants the power,
not the content of the knowledge. Eve and Adam had to learn this the hard
way. The fruit was empty calories, a Twinkie, not an apple. All they
learned from it was their visibility and their inability to hide from a panop-
tic king. They learned the lesson that a panoptic king wants all his subjects
to learn, and were promptly expelled from court. From that point on, all
humans have been marginal, in the sense that they are excluded from the
center of power and knowledge. To be more precise, humans remained
marginal until they realized that the garden tool of gossip works just as
well outside the center. We’ve been gossiping about God ever since.
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10 In ch. 11, we will be examining the troubling topic of parental child abuse
and similar forms of victimization and scapegoating, including the paradoxical
fact that children may view their parental abuser as a god. It is therefore worth
noting that, at one point, Freud believed that seduction in childhood underlay not
only the symptoms of his patients but medieval ideas of possession and of exor-
cism. In order to study more closely what he sardonically called the “stern
therapy of the witches’ judges,” he purchased a copy of the Malleus Maleficarum
(Krüll 1986, 45–46).

11 Anonymous; quoted in Warner (1976, 50).





9
THE DEVIL MADE ME DO IT:

ROYAL UNACCOUNTABILITY IN THE
FRAME NARRATIVE OF JOB

The king’s word is authority, and who can say to him, “What are you doing?”
—Qoheleth 8:4

The king can do no wrong.
—Kutler, The Wars of Watergate (1990, 473; cf. Black 1979, 782; Kan-

torowicz 1957, 4)

ROYAL INACCESSIBILITY AND THE QUESTION OF ACCOUNTABILITY

Even the most inaccessible of the kings we have discussed do not
eliminate all information traffic between inside and outside, private and
public. Instead, they attempt to control the traffic. They may also attempt
to be inaccessible to moral judgment from the outside. That is, they may
claim not to be accountable for their actions. This is what Qoheleth is sug-
gesting when he says that “the king’s word is authority [ˆwflv], and who
can say to him, ‘What are you doing?’” (8:4). One should keep the king’s
command, because of the loyalty oath (µyhla t[wbv; with Crenshaw
1987, 150; pace M. V. Fox 1989, 246). After all, the king is pampered; he
does everything that delights him (8:3).

The formula “Who can say to him, ‘What are you doing?’” appears
(with slight variations) in two other contexts, in both of which the unac-
countable “king” is the divine sovereign, Yahweh. One of the passages is
Dan 4:32. King Nebuchadnezzar had been at ease in his palace when he
had a frightening dream (4:1–2). A year after Daniel has explained the
meaning of the dream, Nebuchadnezzar is walking on his palace and
applauds himself on the great city he has built with his power, for the sake
of his glory (v. 27). At this very moment of narcissistic self-congratulation,
the promise of the dream is fulfilled. The king is driven from his throne
and made to live and act and look like a wild beast. It is when his reason
is returned to him at the end of the appointed time that Nebuchadnezzar
acknowledges the Most High as the one who can do as he wants and to
whom no one can say, “What are you doing?”



In the book of Daniel it is a human king who recognizes the Most
High as unaccountable. The other time this formula is used in reference
to God, it is not voiced by a king, but by the regal figure1 Job (9:12).
However, in Job’s mouth, it is less an affirmation of loyalty to the idea of
the king’s unaccountability than a complaint or accusation. In the pro-
logue, Job had indeed behaved like the kind of loyal courtier that kings
want to have around them. He accepts unquestioningly whatever the sov-
ereign dishes out. Yet, what Yahweh dishes out here may be as bizarre as
the edicts emanating from the fortress of Shushan in the book of Esther,
the kind of stupifying monarchical behavior that leaves the citizenry per-
plexed (Esth 3:15). (We can only imagine what the people of Babylon
thought when they realized their feral king was growing his nails as long
as those of the inaccessible industrial king, Howard Hughes.) From this
perspective, the proposals of the courtier haÎÎa†an are analogous to the 
proposal made to Ahasuerus by Haman (who happens to be described 
as diabolos in LXX Esth 7:4, 8:1; see Gammie 1985, 12). Job is never
granted access to the information about the divine council meetings that
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1 For Job’s “royal traits,” see, e.g., Caquot 1960; Perdue 1991, 189–93. The argu-
ment is often overstated. The best case can be made for ch. 29, although even here
it can be argued that Job is a chief or sheikh rather than a king (see, most recently,
Dell 1998, 163). Job says that when he took his seat in the broad place, the µyr[n
hid and the aged got up and stood (v. 8). He is treated with the deference shown to
King Solomon in Wis 8:12. That is, the princes restrained themselves from talking and
the voices of the nobles (µydygn) were “hidden” (Job 29:10). Men kept silent for his
counsel (ytx[; v. 21) and waited for him as for the rain (v. 22). In v. 19, Job had
spoken of the lf lying on the branch all night. In Prov 19:12, a king’s favor is like
the lf on the grass/vegetation. Job had carried out some of a king’s central duties:
protecting the weak and marginal, investigating judicial matters, and enforcing justice
(29:12–17). Job’s regal self-portrait is complete when he declares that he had sat as
head and dwelt like a king among the troops (v. 25; see further in ch. 10, below).
Finally, when Job ends his oath of clearance in Job 31, he says he would wear his
indictment scroll as a crown (v. 36) and approach God as a prince (dygnAwmk; v. 37).
However, when Job lists crimes of which he is innocent, the offenses he targets are
not specifically those a king might commit. For example, when he claims that he did
not make gold his hope (v. 24), Job does not specify the misappropriation of royal
funds or amassing personal wealth in the manner prohibited by the law of the king
(Deut 17:17) and illustrated by Solomon and Hezekiah. Nor is Job’s denial of adul-
tery (vv. 9–12) linked to the abuse of royal power illustrated by David’s sin with
Bathsheba. And the punishment Job would call down on himself if guilty is not the
kind with which David was cursed in 2 Sam 12, and it is not national in scope.
Finally, when Job mentioned the fates of kings and princes back in 3:14–15, he did
not talk as though these were fellow monarchs whose ruin parallels his own.
Similarly, when he listed types of leaders manipulated by God in 12:17–21, he did
not add himself to the list as yet another king undone by God.



we are privileged to read in chapters 1–2, the transcript of the biblical ver-
sion of the Nixon “White House tapes.” Nevertheless, by chapter 9 Job is
no longer content to remain out of the loop. He is no longer content with
the idea that God should have full control over the dissemination of infor-
mation, let alone unaccountability for the actions he has taken against a
loyal servant. Job accounts for his actions, and his life, throughout the
book, and he finally succeeds in having Yahweh give up his executive
privilege and give an account of himself, although Yahweh’s account may
seem rather perplexing in its own right.

YAHWEH’S ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE FRAME NARRATIVE OF JOB2

. . . and he still holdth fast his integrity, although thou movedst me against
him to destroy him without cause. Said R. Johanan: Were it not expressly
stated in Scripture, we would not dare to say it: [God is made to appear]
like a man who allows himself to be persuaded against his better judgment.
—b. Baba Batra 16a (Epstein 1935b, 78)

René Girard’s work on Job (1987a) represents the most sustained
attempt to come to terms with the roles of collective violence and scape-
goating in the book (see Lasine 1991b). However, even he fails to
appreciate the antiscapegoating (or, in his terms, the “anti-mythical”) thrust
of God’s speeches, the prologue and the epilogue. This thrust is discernible
only when one interprets these passages as functionally integrated with
the dialogues rather than as attempts to annul or obscure the message of
the dialogues. The prologue serves this function in a surprising fashion: by
confronting readers with the possibility that their God may be a victimizer,
not a protector of victims. In fact, Job 1–2 presents a God who is so bla-
tantly a persecutor that readers are immediately challenged to side with the
victim Job against both God and his agent the Îa†an. Furthermore, the fact
that readers are made aware of the cruel wager and experiment in heaven
puts the audience in the position of co-conspirators, a position they must
then accept or reject.3 When the audience with its guilty knowledge 
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2 This portion of the chapter is based on the second part of a paper I gave at
the 1991 meeting of the Colloquium on Violence and Religion at Stanford
University, a group devoted to the study and use of Girard’s theories. The first part
was published as Lasine, 1991b. The presentation raised such a “violent” ruckus
that I was too chicken to publish the rest of it until now.

3 As stressed by literary theorist Shoshana Felman and psychoanalyst Dori Laub
(1992, xvi, 72), “witnessing” to the testimony of trauma survivors (such as Holocaust
survivors)—and to “traumatic narratives”—are activities “fraught with dangers” and
“hazards.” As Laub puts it, listeners may experience “a range of defensive feelings”
designed to protect them “from the intensity of the flood of affect” directed toward



witnesses Job’s view of his new situation vis-à-vis God, a view he formu-
lates without the benefit of our superior insight, he may appear to be more
vulnerable than ever. In fact, he may appear to be a successful scapegoat,
not the “failed scapegoat” Girard believes him to be later (1987a, 35). While
Job may passively accept his fate at this point because he believes his
rights are defined solely by his status as a creature made by and belong-
ing to God, the scenes in heaven tell the audience that the God who has
permitted the tormenting of Job is not a benevolent slaveholder or suzerain
but a deity who cannot be relied upon to follow his own better judgment.

Put polemically, one will not go too far afield if one views the pro-
logue as a dramatic representation of the consequences that follow from a
specific mistaken notion about God’s way of interacting with human
beings—a representation the audience is expected to recognize as the
depiction of a theological mistake. By projecting the way a rather inane
persecutor-God might affect his favorite human’s life, the narrator of the
prologue shows his readers that it is wrongheaded for humans to evade
their personal responsibility for their life circumstances by projecting
responsibility for those circumstances onto an absent divine Cause. The
prologue imagines a God who cannot be trusted to follow his own rules
of conduct (as humans down below choose to understand those rules) to
the point of tormenting his favorite servant “without cause” (µnj 2:3; 9:17;
cf. 1:9), that is, gratuitously.

The fact that the deity complains that he has been “incited” (yntystw;
2:3) by one of his heavenly “sons” to afflict Job without cause (i.e., to no
effect, because God already knew that Job would continue to display this
kind of piety under pressure) is often ignored, downplayed, or explained
away by scholars.4 But it won’t go away. tws is the same verb used to
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them (Felman and Laub 1992, 72–73). Why? Because “as one comes to know the
survivor, one really comes to know oneself. . . .  The survival experience . . . is a
very condensed version of most of what life is all about: it contains a great many
existential questions, that we manage to avoid in our daily living, often through
preoccupation with trivia. . . . The listener can no longer ignore the question of
facing death; . . . of the limits of one’s omnipotence; . . . the great question of our
ultimate aloneness; our otherness from any other” (72). In Freud’s terms (see ch.
1, above), one could say that the Holocaust provided the final blow to human
narcissism. Witnessing can make listeners feel that blow. This includes readers of
the book of Job. On ways in which listeners and readers “protect themselves”
from accounts of child abuse (both inside and outside the Bible), see chs. 10 and
11, below.

4 For a recent example, see Clines 1989, 5, 43. A notable exception is Whybray
1996, 106–7; cf. Handy 1993, 117 and the sources cited in Penchansky 1990,
110–11 nn. 63 and 65. Noll, who characterizes the Yahweh of the David “tale” as



describe people who are incited, or enticed, by their family or friends to
worship other gods (Deut 13:7). It is also used of Ahab being incited to sin
by Jezebel (1 Kgs 21:25) and David being incited to commit a sin by none
other than Yahweh himself (2 Sam 24:1; contrast 1 Chr 21:1)! Here, Yahweh
claims to be the incited one and blames his courtier: “the not-yet devil
made me do it!” This exculpatory maneuver is just about as transparent as
that of Adam, when he blamed Yahweh for giving him the fruit-giving
woman to be with him (“the woman whom you gave to be with me, she
gave me” [Gen 3:12]).

At the very least, Job 2:3 shows that the persecution of Job is some-
thing that this all-too-humanlike deity did not want to occur or at least did
not feel was necessary to make his point. Yet immediately after expressing
these opinions God is incited again by his Prosecutor’s critique of the
experimental setup. So God agrees to up the ante and make a wager that
is certain to increase the torment inflicted on his favorite servant! Such
divine fatuousness renders pointless the ongoing debate about whether the
prologue is primarily concerned with piety as the cause of reward, sin as
the cause of pain, or the possibility of disinterested piety. For readers of
the prologue, any future guesses about the relationship between one’s
prosperity and one’s degree of suffering must include the possibility that
the only cause may be God’s being bamboozled into making a sucker bet.
The prologue reduces to absurdity the enterprise of attempting to figure
out the causes of one’s happiness or suffering in terms of divinely delib-
erated agendas.

From the worm’s-eye perspective of humans down below, Job’s ini-
tial response may nevertheless be correct. He refers all that has happened
to him to divine causation without speculating on what precipitated these
effects. For the Job of the prologue, the only decision to be made is
whether to accept what has happened and the God who caused it or to
follow his wife’s advice to “bless God and die” (2:9), that is, to incite his
Creator into committing assisted suicide. This is the vertical dimension of
human life and a decision between him and God alone. For readers of the
prologue, on the other hand, who can translate the seemingly “natural”
calamities suffered by Job into the capricious acts of a violent God, there
is no question about who deserves one’s allegiance and who should be
rejected, in spite of the fact that commentators rarely acknowledge the
extent of this God’s violence, including the violence he is incited to com-
mit and later regrets. For example, it is rarely pointed out that the victims
of Yahweh’s probing of Job’s character include not only Job’s children,
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“capricious” and “impish” (see ch. 7 n. 9, above), says that the book of Job also
presents “a deity very near caricature” (1999, 38). Yahweh’s “capriciousness” is dis-
cussed further in ch. 11, below.



servants, and his suffering wife but all those for whom Job had provided
sustenance, legal support, and shelter (29:12–17; 31:16–20, 31–32) before
Yahweh took away Job’s ability to do so. The prologue dares readers to
reject the actions of this deity.

From Job’s earthly and ignorant vantage point, all may have ended
with his passive acceptance of the “acts of God” that, like cancers and car
wrecks and broken necks, can rewrite one’s life-story in mid-sentence
without cause or reason—if it were not for the arrival of the friends. Girard
(1987a, 3–4) is certainly correct to stress the fact that the arrival of the
friends eclipses all other causes of sufferings for Job. Girard (49) specu-
lates—with no evidence whatsoever—that Job must be a man who has
worked himself up from the ranks and who has by some unspecified early
success earned the deadly envy of his confreres. However, the prologue
presents a different picture. The friends are attracted by the series of
calamities that befall Job, not by his success.

The behavior of this representative crowd toward Job causes him to
experience the one type of suffering that Yahweh and haÎÎa†an did not
explicitly plan to inflict upon him. Did they refrain from doing so because
this kind of suffering is sure to follow without divine assistance, given the
nature of human beings in groups? As Freud dryly observes,

We are threatened with suffering from three directions: from our own
body, . . . from the external world, . . . and finally from our relations to
other men. The suffering which comes from this last source is perhaps
more painful to us than any other. We tend to regard it as a kind of gra-
tuitous addition, although it cannot be any less fatefully inevitable than
the suffering which comes from elsewhere. (1930, 77)

Ironically, while Job does not dwell on many of the specific disasters that
Yahweh permits haÎÎa†an to bring down on him, he is quite certain that
it is God who has caused him to be persecuted by his fellows (e.g., 17:4;
19:13). They “pursue him like God” (19:22), imitating God’s persecution of
him. Given the consistently pessimistic assessment of uncontrolled human
group behavior in the book, one cannot argue from the silence of the pro-
logue that God did not intend Job to suffer deeply because of his fellows,
only that he had no need to prompt their victimization of Job. They were
certain to follow in his divine footsteps (cf. Girard 1987a, 16).

This complex presentation of divine and human causation of com-
munal behavior is echoed by the lament in Jer 20. While the similarities
between Jer 20:14–20 and Job 3:1–2 are often noted, the way in which
Jeremiah understands his suffering at the hands of Yahweh and his fellows
in 20:7–12 is also similar to the situation in Job. Jeremiah, like Job, feels
“surrounded” ( Jer 20:10; cf. Job 16:13; 19:12) by the violence of others
who yearn to denounce him (Jer 20:10; cf. Job 17:5). If Yahweh has
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“seduced” and prevailed over him (Jer 20:7), he also quotes his closest
friends as saying “Maybe he will be seduced, and we shall prevail against
him,” as they await his fall (20:1). When Jeremiah cries “Violence and
spoil” (20:8; cf. Job 19:7), he does so in response to the pain he is endur-
ing at the hands of God and humans. This double source of pain is not
merely due to the fact that Yahweh makes Jeremiah deliver oracles that
cause him to be attacked by his fellow-citizens. The fact that Jeremiah
uses the same words to describe his friends’ waiting for him to be seduced
and Yahweh’s seduction suggests that his friends are waiting for Jeremiah
to be victimized by God so that they can imitate this violent God and join
the deity in attacking the abandoned prophet. In other words, they are
waiting to jump on the divine bandwagon. This passage begs for a
Girardian interpretation.

The passage also recalls the words of Camus’s guilt-obsessed lawyer
Clamence, who describes what he believes an individual must do when
faced with a group of family or friends who are always hungry for sacrifi-
cial violence:

We are obliged to take the same precautions as the animal tamer. If,
before going into the cage, he has the misfortune to cut himself with his
razor, what a feast for the wild animals! I realized this all at once the day
I had the suspicion that perhaps I wasn’t so admirable. . . . In my eyes my
fellows [semblables] ceased to be the respectful audience to which I was
accustomed. The circle of which I was the center broke and they lined up
in a row as on the judge’s bench. From the moment I grasped that there
was something to judge in me, I understood, in short, that there was in
them an irresistible vocation for judgment. (Camus 1956, 77–78)

Although the defining traits of Camus’s speaker are mauvaise foi and
manipulativeness, his perspective on the group’s desire to judge a vulner-
able friend is illuminating when applied to Job and Jeremiah. The friends
of these biblical personages, like the other members of the community, are
deeply threatened by the message they are hearing from Job and Jeremiah.
The more they perceive the two as suffering at the hands of their venge-
ful God, the more they are willing to exercise their own “irresistible
vocation for judgment.” The more the isolated victim accepts the idea that
“there is something to judge” in him, the more effective the sacrificial
mechanism can be. This point is central for Girard, who correctly describes
Job as “a failed” scapegoat—in contradistinction to “successful” scapegoats
such as Sophocles’ Oedipus—because Job refuses to grant unanimity to the
community’s judgment that he is guilty (1987a, 35). Instead, Job insists on
his integrity and thereby exposes the friends’ strategy of victimization.

Clearly, the book of Job describes not only the way the powerful
oppress the most marginal individuals in the society but the way the entire
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community can unite to attack even the very individuals they had venerated
most, once those people are viewed as vulnerable and guilty in a way that
threatens the community’s basic concept of God and justice. Job’s attack on
the friends focuses on their participation in such victimization and on their
comforting assumption that God shares their perception of vengeance and
guilt. After God responds to Job’s suit by letting him know it is Job’s duty to
abase the arrogant insofar as he is able (see Lasine 1988, 38–43), he begins
by giving Job control over the life and death of these friends. When Yahweh
tells the friends that Job must intercede on their behalf to prevent Yahweh
himself from doing nebalâ (hlbn; usually translated “folly”) to them, he is
implying that such divine action would be appropriate because the friends
have been guilty of doing nebalâ (42:8). Yahweh’s use of this term associates
the friends’ actions with communal violence and the sacrificial mechanism,
for nebalâ consistently appears in passages that describe some sort of sacrifi-
cial violence, victimization, or vengeance, usually collective in nature.5

In praying for the “foolish” friends at Yahweh’s direction, Job is play-
ing the intercessory role of a powerful prophet like Abraham. In his
account of his earlier life Job describes himself as being similar to a pow-
erful, just king who protected the disenfranchised in the society and broke
the jaws of the unrighteous as he believes God should do. However, once
Job becomes the advocate of the silently suffering masses he sees from the
dust, who cling to the rock for want of shelter (24:1–12), he no longer
speaks as someone whose self-image is that of a powerful force in the cen-
ter of society (see Lasine 1988, 37). While Job’s actions at this point fulfill
Aristotle’s definition of justice as the only virtue that puts another’s good
ahead of one’s own (Eth. nic. 1130a4), they also illustrate Levinas’s belief
(1974, 203) that “the forgetting of self drives justice.” The more Job eludes
the friends’ attempts to pin him down and to force him to see himself as
guilty, the more he forgets himself, shifting his attention to the plight of
countless other innocent victims who have not captured the spotlight by
their appropriateness as a potential scapegoat.

What first incites the friends against Job is not the rise to power and
success postulated by Girard but Job’s curse of his birth-day (3:1–3). This
imprecation becomes an attack on the cosmos as God has created it when

184 Knowing Kings

5 In narrative texts other than the prologue to Job, the noun hlbn appears only
in the accounts of the rapes of Dinah and the concubine, both of which lead to
extravagantly violent unholy battles (Gen 34:7; Judg 19:23, 24; 20:6, 10); the account
of the rape of Tamar, a crime that also initiates a cycle of vengeance and murder 
(2 Sam 13:12); the story of the possible scapegoat Achan (Josh 7:15); and the story
of David’s near massacre of the aptly named Nabal and all the males in his employ
(1 Sam 25:25). Yahweh’s use of hlbn in Job 42:8 also echoes Job’s earlier statement
to his wife: “You speak like one of the ‘foolish women’” (twlbnh; 2:10).



Job proceeds to curse that day by inverting the “Let there be light” of the
creation story in Genesis into “Let there be darkness” ˚vj yhy; 3:4). God’s
cosmos allows those who are in constant torment to live on in pain, rather
than allowing them to find relief in death, where the oppressed are finally
free of their oppressors (3:17–22). As a number of scholars have observed,
God’s later speeches respond to specific charges uttered by Job in chapter
3, just as 38:12–15 and 40:9–15 respond to 24:1–17 and 29:17, respectively.6

If the friends’ response to Job begins with Eliphaz’s first speech,
Yahweh’s response does not begin until Job’s debate with his friends has
led him to forget his personal grievance with God. Job gradually becomes
an impassioned advocate for the multitude of silent sufferers he perceives
from his new vantage point in dust and ashes. Job’s increasingly urgent
desire to stop those who oppress these victims is accompanied by
increasing violence on the part of the friends who are oppressing him.
The more Job resists the friends’ desire to make him their scapegoat, the
more he seeks the abasement of all proud oppressors. Because God has
incapacitated him, he calls on—and expects—God to “break the jaws of
the unrighteous” as he himself had once done, for there is again “no
man” to intervene (see Isa 59:15–16 and Lasine 1988, 40–41). In his
speeches God allows Job to see for himself that it is only humans, and
not God, who can be depended upon to abase the arrogant. It is only
after Job has been made privy to this fact that he is restored to his for-
mer place of power.

Does this interpretation make the Job of the dialogues into a persecu-
tor? According to Girard, “every persecutor believes he knows the true god
of victims: for them he is their persecuting divinity” (1987a, 154). When Job
“argues universally” that there is “injustice everywhere,” is he truly “laps-
ing” into the community’s notion that the deity is a “mimetic God who
demands victims,” as Girard contends (134–35)? But isn’t he correctly
acknowledging the ubiquitous victimization that characterizes the human
social world as it appears from the worm’s-eye view? His one perspectival
error is corrected in the divine speeches and the epilogue. That error is his
assumption that God should intervene forcefully and swiftly to persecute
all persecutors. This error is corrected not by a demonstration that it is
unnecessary or evil to prosecute/persecute the persecutors, but that such
action is the responsibility of humans like Job, not God. Rather than being
a “God who demands victims,” he is a God who demands that his human
creatures act with urgency to rescue victims, even when this means using
the victimizers’ methods (see Lasine 1988, 30). Justice, regarded as the
virtue that puts another’s benefit ahead of one’s own, might require one to
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graph is fully worked out and defended in that article.



risk becoming a double of the persecutors, impaled on the horns of the
means-end dilemma.

This alternative understanding of the book’s message concerning vic-
timization is supported not only by the God-speeches but by the epilogue,
the one alleged “addition” to the dialogues not yet discussed. However,
one might well ask how the epilogue could support this reading of the
book when it says absolutely nothing about Job using his increased insight
into the plight of the poor to better their situation.7 It is clear that the
restored Job is in a position to restrain escalating cycles of sacrificial
vengeance through his doubled wealth, quasi-regal leadership, and the
contribution he could make to the judicial system. Yet, far from doing so,
he is not even said to do any of the things for others that he claimed to
have done before Yahweh tested him! In fact, he seems more “hedged in”
by wealth than ever.

This impression is reinforced by the narrative angle of the epilogue.
After having heard Job report his ideas and his deepest feelings through-
out the dialogues, the audience is suddenly prevented from gaining access
to Job’s innermost thoughts and emotions. Nor has Job become a “focal-
izer,” through whose eyes we see and judge the others who are present.
Readers are forced to observe the family festivities from “outside” in every
sense. (We are not even told if Job’s health is restored.) One wonders what
Job is really feeling as he endures a celebration attended by the very fam-
ily members and friends who were so conspicuously absent during his
ordeal—and whose absence was at the heart of his victimization (see
19:13–19 and above on 19:12). According to Habel (1985, 585),

there is no reason to dub Job’s table companions fair weather friends even
though he berated all his relatives and companions for rejecting him as a
man accursed (19:13–19). Here their presence marks a celebration of Job’s
restoration which is appropriate as a closure for the narrative plot.

No reason? This interpretation denies all seriousness to the sacrificial vio-
lence Job has endured from his fellows and reduces the reason for the
friends’ presence here to that of a handy device for attaining narrative clo-
sure. Yet it is precisely scenes like this that make it impossible to achieve
closure on the important themes of the book.

Although it is incapable of proof, I would like to believe that readers
are meant to be astounded by Job’s apparent indifference to the presence
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7 In stark contrast to the biblical Job, the Job of the Testament of Job resumes his
“good works for the poor” as soon as he is restored (44:2). He even asks each of
his friends and acquaintances to give him “a lamb for the clothing of the poor who
are naked” (44:4; Spittler 1983, 863).



of the very people whose previous absence had so deeply wounded him
and by his apparent unawareness of the irony inherent in their offering
him money precisely when he has no need of it. When these aspects of
the epilogue are viewed together with Job’s seeming obliviousness to the
plight of the myriads of homeless sufferers whose predicament he had so
eloquently reported to the friends and God—as well as his obliviousness
to the whereabouts of his absent wife—it becomes clear how many bewil-
dering questions are left open by the epilogue. If these features give an air
of unreality to the epilogue (at least for audiences who expect the charac-
ters to act in a way consistent with their previous behavior in the story, if
not with the way readers assume people “really” act), this ambiance is only
heightened by the seeming artificiality of the “children” Job gets to replace
the children killed as part of Yahweh’s testing of their father. Job’s original
children were “born to” him (1:2); these he “has” (42:13). No mention is
made of their having been born, let alone of the identity of their mother.
The only children described with any detail are the girls, and they are
described as physical possessions rather than as people. What is notewor-
thy about them is their physical beauty, their names (which refer to
physical beauty or aids in beautification), and the fact that Job gave them
an inheritance along with their brothers (42:14–15). As presented by the
narrator, they are just as superficial and fabricated as the consolation and
comfort offered by the newly restored friends and family at the home-
coming party (42:11), if that commiseration at all resembles the earlier
consolation and comfort provided by Job’s three friends (2:11).
Significantly, those who are again near (if not dear) to Job console him for
“all the evil Yahweh had caused to come upon him” (42:11), not for all the
“evil” their own abandonment and victimization had caused Job.
Compared to the homecoming of a suffering hero-liminar like Homer’s
Odysseus, Job’s nostos8 is indeed a homecoming in an inverted world.

Because of the epilogue, there is no closure on the issue of social jus-
tice in the book of Job—at least not until readers decide for themselves
what kind of closure must be made. The sense of astonishment fostered
by the epilogue may well prompt the audience to make sense of what is
going on, even if Job himself seems to have no interest in doing so.
Closure must be made, not only to solve the riddle presented by the pro-
tagonist’s possibly condemnable indifference to others, but because the
problem of social injustice is too urgent for readers to leave all the ques-
tions raised by the epilogue in permanent suspense. The disinterestedness
of the divine bird’s-eye view is just as inappropriate for readers of the book
of Job as it is for the Job of the dialogues.

The Devil Made Me Do It 187

8 Literally, “homecoming.” The Greek term can denote a literary genre devoted
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Are readers being challenged to repudiate the Job of the epilogue? Are
they being led to declare, “If I had experienced what he did, and had his
insight into the workings of the universe and the human part in the moral
ecology of the social world, I would kick out all those scapegoating hyp-
ocrites. Then I’d offer most of my wealth to the poor, keeping just enough
to maintain a position of social preeminence that would allow me to accept
God’s challenge and abase as many powerful oppressors as I could. Even
following Jehoram’s lead [in 2 Kgs 6:24–33] by tearing my clothing and cry-
ing out to God in frustration and anger at a world gone topsy-turvy would
be preferable to accepting such a sterile, insulated existence.”

While the most bizarre aspects of the epilogue serve to force readers
to make a definite judgment about Job and human ethical responsibilities,
this is not the first time the book has raised the issue of the ethics of read-
ing and called for readers to make judgments. In fact, this is a major
function of the complex juridical metaphor that pervades the book (see
Lasine 1990, 188–91). Scholars typically explain legal metaphor in Job as
a means of organizing narrative and theological components of the book
in a creative and dramatic way (Habel 1985, 54) and, on a deeper level,
as a forceful way of communicating “the bankruptcy of conceiving the
man-God relationship along the lines of legal justice” (Dick 1979, 50). In
contrast, Cox asserts that the legal metaphor serves as “a vehicle for
involving the reader in the affair . . . [as] the ‘judge’” (1987, 21). He argues
that the prologue has established the reader in the position of being the
only one who stands outside the action, and that in the end the reader is
“called on to decide: who is ‘in the right’.” Why? Because the epilogue is
“nothing more than a conventional ending” that “solves nothing” (15).
Rather than simply give up on the epilogue in this fashion, I would sug-
gest that it prompts readers to “become involved in the affair” precisely
because it is so “unconventional” in terms of the denouement the dia-
logues have led readers to expect. And if readers of Job are being put in
the role of judge or jurors, it’s not merely to involve them in making dis-
interested decisions about “who is in the right.” It’s to decide what would
be the right thing to do if the narrated events were taking place in their
own world (see Lasine 1989b, 56–58).

This is not to deny that the book may offer more than one possible
meaning to its readers or even that intellectually it is like “a tangram, one
of those puzzles with pieces that fit together in countless ways,” as Alan
Cooper (1990, 74) puts it. Human beings are constantly forced to make
determinate decisions in their daily lives even when the information on
which these decisions must be based is vague or ambiguous. Texts that mir-
ror this indeterminacy are like ambiguous figure drawings rather than
tangrams. Rather than remaining detached game players, readers are forced
to “practice” such ethical choices by revealing their own assumptions and
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expectations about reality and moral values. The distinction between read-
ers as spectators watching a drama and jurors observing a trial is again
relevant here. Kafka captures the essence of this distinction in his diary,
when he illustrates moral agency by making an analogy with an audience’s
response to a whipping scene in a stage play. He notes that if an actor goes
beyond the script in his excitement and really whips another actor, “the
spectator must become a person and intervene” (1951, 220). Readers of the
book of Job are prompted to take a definite stand on the suffering of the
innocent and on Yahweh’s attitude toward that suffering, in spite of the fact
that the book does not tell its audience in dogmatic terms what stand is cor-
rect, or even if there is one correct stand, when the issue is viewed solely
from a detached theoretical perspective.

According to one midrashic tradition, Job was originally afflicted
because he remained silent and did not intervene on behalf of helpless vic-
tims (the doomed male Israelite babies) when he was one of Pharaoh’s
counselors (b. So†ah 11a; b. Sanh. 106a). In a late version of this tradition,
Job responds to the pharaoh’s request for advice by saying “Let the king
do as seems good in his eyes” (Sepher Ha-yashar 68.43). Considering the
apparent indifference of the Job of the epilogue to the plight of the help-
less victims he had perceived when he was in dust and ashes, one might
wonder whether he is leaving himself open to be afflicted all over again.
Nevertheless, readers of the book of Job can retain the lesson of the dia-
logues, even if the Job of the epilogue seems to act as though he had never
learned it. For readers who have learned this lesson from the dialogues,
the epilogue offers an opportunity to test their abilities to detect and indict
indifference to the plight of the victims whose very existence may be dis-
creetly ignored, whether by the narrator, the “restored” Job, or by all who
persecute through passivity.

The Devil Made Me Do It 189





10
ROYAL NARCISSISM: THE KING ON THE COUCH

“Spare me that word ‘narcissism,’ will you? You use it on me like a club.”
“The word is purely descriptive and carries no valuation,” said the doctor.
“Oh, is that so? Well, you be on the receiving end and see how little ‘val-
uation’ it carries! . . . You’ve got a psychology, too, you know.”
—Roth, My Life As a Man (1975, 258)

In this chapter and the next, I will be using “that word ‘narcissism’”
many times. While our previous discussion in chapter 1 focused on Freud’s
concepts of “primary narcissism” and His Majesty the Baby, here we will
also ask whether there are occasions when royal—and divine—narcissism
should be viewed as a form of pathology. We will therefore become famil-
iar with what is now dubbed “narcissistic personality disorder.” And
because human and divine kings also tend to be parents, we will pay spe-
cial attention to narcissistic parenting practices in royal households. In
extreme form, such parental behavior can constitute child abuse, some-
times subtle and sometimes blatant. For this reason, we will ultimately
have to wrestle with the question of whether the divine king Yahweh is an
abusive parent to his special child Israel.

The epigraph from Roth’s novel reminds us that interpreting behavior
as narcissistic is a tricky business. As noted in chapter 1, the word narcis-
sism has been used in so many ways that one must be careful to define
and illustrate the sense in which one uses the term in any specific instance.
Peter Tarnopol, the fictional patient (“analysand”) in My Life As a Man,
feels that his analyst has been using the term “like a club,” that is, using it
judgmentally and reductively whether it applies or not (see, e.g., 217, 246).
The analyst, Dr. Spielvogel, assumes that Tarnopol’s mother had been a
“phallic threatening” figure, especially in contrast to his “ineffectual” father
(219–22, 246). Yet Tarnopol insists that his mother had adored and wor-
shiped him, leading him through his childhood years like a “young prince
. . . toward the throne” (218). In other words, he was His Majesty the Baby,
while the doctor sees him as Lucretius’s shipwrecked child who had felt
helpless, vulnerable, and profoundly anxious and therefore idealized his
mother as a defense against the “pain such a mother might so easily inflict”
(221). Two totally different stories about the same life, both based on mod-
els of infantile experience that, in chapter 1, we found to be intimately



connected with the paradoxical situation of the king. Which story is cor-
rect? Or is correctness out of the question when interpreting lives,
especially lives read as texts?

In the epigraph, the doctor insists that his use of the term narcissism is
purely descriptive. Tarnopol suggests that if Dr. Spielvogel were on “the
receiving end,” he’d change his tune. After all, “you’ve got a psychology,
too, you know.” Tarnopol could have gone a step further and asked
whether the way the doctor has heard his life story might also have been
influenced by the doctor’s psychology. Although Roth is a veteran in the
battles of psychoanalytic interpretation,1 he does not allow Tarnopol to
consider the roles played by transference and countertransference in his
debates with Dr. Spielvogel. Although the characteristics and functions of
transference are understood differently by different analysts, the term basi-
cally refers to feelings and images associated with the analysand’s earlier
emotional attachments to others (either negative or positive), which are
now projected onto the figure of the analyst. The analysand is sometimes
described as unconsciously attempting to manipulate the analyst into play-
ing the role of an incorporated other, usually a parent. Countertransference
involves the feelings prompted in the analyst by aspects of the analysand’s
personality and behavior, including feelings and images associated with the
analyst’s past, which remain psychological “unfinished business” in the
present. Depending upon the therapeutic model or individual therapist, the
complex processes of transference and countertransference are viewed as
either an obstacle or an essential aid to therapy, if not both.2 In the case of
Roth’s novel, the analysand knows nothing about his doctor’s life outside
the consulting room (1975, 224–26). Apparently the doctor has followed the
rules dictating neutrality in the analyst, which can mean anything from
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1 In fact, his portrait of Dr. Spielvogel is based on the actual psychoanalyst he
was seeing at the time; see Berman 1985, 262–69. Freud himself referred to trans-
ference as a “battlefield” (letter to Eitingon, quoted in Gay 1989, 301; cf. 690).

2 Freud’s basic statements on transference are contained in a series of papers on
technique published between 1912 and 1915 (see, e.g., Freud 1912b; 1915).
Discussions of countertransference are rare in Freud’s work; most can be found in
the 1915 essay (1915, 160–61, 165–66, 169–70). Among analysts who specialize in
narcissistic personality disorders, Kohut differentiates between what he calls “ide-
alizing” and “mirror” transference. The former arises from the “therapeutic
mobilization of the idealized parent imago,” while the latter arises from the mobi-
lization of the patient’s “grandiose self” (1971, 28). Some analysts contend that
“transference elements enter to a varying degree into all relationships,” even non-
clinical ones, including the element of manipulation (Sandler 1976, 44). For a view
of countertransference that incorporates ideas from both classical psychoanalysis
and object relations theory, see Winnicott (1958, 194–203; 1965, 158–65). The views
of other theorists will be considered below.



maintaining a “professional attitude” (Winnicott 1965, 160–62) to being a
“mirror” (Freud 1912a, 118; Sandler 1976, 43), a “blank screen” (Fink 1997,
32), or a “dummy” (le mort), as the term is used in the card game of bridge
(Lacan 1977, 229–30; see further below).

Nevertheless, Tarnopol has projected several characteristics onto his
analyst, all of which are reminiscent of the traits of the king we outlined in
chapter 1. To the patient, Spielvogel appears to possess dazzling “immunity
to criticism” and “imperviousness.” His admirable “armor” and “impreg-
nability” are “a condition to aspire to” (Roth 1975, 265). To Tarnopol, the
doctor has a “rhinoceros-thick” hide, while his own is so thin that one could
“shine a flashlight” through it (267). In other words, Tarnopol views the
doctor in terms of the kind of armored self-sufficiency and invulnerability
that we earlier found to be characteristic of narcissistic, royal and Stoic fan-
tasy. Analysts are often viewed by their patients as possessors of
“unattainability and self-control”; they are “the abstinent, knowing, impen-
etrable physician” (Benjamin 1995, 151). In a typical case, one of Kernberg’s
patients thought that the analyst displayed “olympian untouchability”
(Kernberg 1985, 281). The patient Tarnopol continues to view his doctor in
this fashion even after he realizes that the analyst does not possess another
characteristic that patients attribute to their doctors; Spielvogel is not a per-
fect “God-like . . . all-knowing Other” (Fink 1997, 35; Kernberg 1985, 280;
Ornstein 1991, 189), an omniscient figure “who can see what is hidden”
(Benjamin 1995, 149). Tarnopol is painfully aware that Spielvogel is not “the
subject supposed to know” (le sujet-supposé-savoir), as Lacan puts it (1977,
111 n. 96; 1981, 232–33). Nevertheless, he does not dismiss the doctor as a
“humbug,” as Dorothy and her friends call the Great and Terrible Oz after
his “blank screen” has been tipped over, temporarily disrupting their “ide-
alizing transference” of the Wizard (see Baum 1958, 109 and ch. 6, above).3

The fact that Tarnopol continues to admire and emulate the doctor’s
“impregnability” may be more an indication of his own narcissistic ideal
than a pose of regal self-sufficiency on the part of the analyst.

The questions raised so far have urgent relevance for the investigation
we will be undertaking in these last two chapters, if we accept that there
is an analogy between the analytic situation and that of readers of both the
Bible and scholarly books about the Bible, like this one. Among psycho-
analysts, Roy Schafer has argued most vigorously and extensively on behalf
of this analogy, although his central concern is the way that analysts 
and creative writers both present a kind of “second self.”4 In contrast, 
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3 The similarity between Oz and Lacan’s sujet-supposé-savoir has also been
noted, in passing, by Garber 1998, 21.

4 Schafer believes that the way in which analysts present themselves to patients
(their “second self”) is similar to the distance between a creative writer and the 



psychoanalytic literary critic Jeffrey Berman stresses the “interactional
nature” shared by the patient-analyst relationship and reading. The differ-
ence is that the therapeutic process involves a “double act of reading: the
patient attempts to read the analyst as if he were a text . . . , just as the ana-
lyst is seeking to decipher the patient’s text” (1985, 21).5
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second self or implied author they present in their works (1983, 44). While his basic
analogy is between analyst and author, he also contends that the analyst is in a
position analogous to that of an informed reader of literature, one with interpretive
competence (49). Finally, as the analysis progresses, the analysand becomes “coan-
alyst” and “coauthor,” as he or she becomes a more daring and reliable narrator
(222). The literary critic’s position in this analogy has also been considered. Writing
from a Lacanian perspective, Jane Gallop suggests that while a psychoanalytic critic
may want to identify with the role of “someone who knows,” in the “relation of
transference [she] is no longer analyst but patient” (1985, 29, 30).

5 Among biblical scholars, David Jobling has recently employed the concept of
transference to analyze 1 Samuel (as well as to explain to himself his “bondage”
[1998, 24] to this biblical book). Jobling uses the term transference to “trace the ways
in which the dynamics in the text are reproduced in the interpretation of the text. . . .
the transferential reading has to be a reading of the self” (23). He believes that
Josipovici is expressing this concept when he asserts that the Bible “ ‘is actually about
many of the critical and hermeneutical issues’ that arise when we try to read it” (289).
The quote from Josipovici suggests that reading the Bible is a process of mirroring;
we see in the text a reflection of what we bring to it. Jobling’s definition of transfer-
ence implies that our interpretations also mirror something that is “in” the text and is
able to come out and speak through the critic’s transferential response. Jobling (249)
believes that his transference experience has enabled him “to discern dimensions of
meaning in 1 Samuel that I would not otherwise have seen.” This view of transfer-
ence is somewhat akin to what Stephen Moore calls the deconstructive tradition in
psychoanalytic literary criticism, the “myth of the prescient text.” Here, the critic
becomes “enveloped in the folds of the text even while attempting to sew it up” 
(S. Moore 1992, 28). For a study of the ways in which Hebrew Scripture addresses
(and mirrors) individual readers, see Lasine 1984b, 128–31.

Rashkow asserts that “transference [is] an activity quite similar to that of reading”
(1993, 35–36). In fact, “the relationship of a reader and a text replicates that of analyst
and analysand” (36). Rashkow bases these strong claims on the supposedly shared
element of repetition: “transference is a repetition linking the analyst to the analysand.
Similarly, reading is a repetition of the text it seeks to analyze” (36). Although
Rashkow cites only Lacan in her brief description of “the psychoanalytic account of
transference” (36; emphasis added), not all psychoanalysts would accept that trans-
ference is repetition; in fact, Lacan himself balks at the idea. Although he does not
deny that there is an element of repetition in the transference, Lacan contends that
“the concept of repetition has nothing to do with the concept of the transference”
(1981, 33; cf. 128–29, 143). It should also be noted that Rashkow does not consider
the factor of countertransference when she compares analyst and reader.



If we attend to the way that some theorists describe the analytic situa-
tion, analyst-analysand interaction might be more complicated than Berman
suggests. According to these accounts, the analyst and patient are not alone
in the consulting room. Herman (1997, 141) believes that transference with
traumatized patients involves a “triad”; the “third image is the victimizer.”
For Lacan, the analysis consists in distinguishing the person lying on the
couch from the person who is speaking; “with the person listening, that
makes three persons present.” Actually, the “situation is not three-way, but
four-way, since the role of the dummy, as in bridge, is always part of the
game” (Lacan 1968, 100). This fourth player is the partner of the analysand,
“whose hand the analyst, by his tactics, will try to expose” (Lacan 1977,
229). In Kristeva’s version, transference love also involves three people, the
subject, his real or imaginary love object, and “the Third Party, the stand-in
for potential Ideal”; the analyst plays this role of “the Other” (1987, 13).
Working with an entirely different approach than Lacan, Schafer (1983,
42–43, 52, 57) also arrives at a total of four, because both analyst and
analysand organize and present a “second self” to the other, although these
constructed selves are no more fictional than the selves they present out-
side the analytic situation. Put together, these accounts might well leave one
with the impression that all therapy is group therapy and that an analytic
consulting room is more crowded than Groucho Marx’s tiny cabin in the
famous “stateroom scene” from Night at the Opera. A patient may project a
mirror image of a grandiose self onto the analyst, an idealized version of a
parental figure, an unsettling image of a victimizer, and/or a fabricated ver-
sion of himself or herself, designed to attract, fend off, or manipulate the
analyst—that is, the analyst as an ordinary person, the analyst as screen
onto which the patient is projecting feelings and images, the analyst’s “sec-
ond self” in her or his “analytical attitude,” and/or the analyst whose
presentation is affected by her or his countertransference feelings.

Clearly, any analogy between the analytical process and the act of
reading must acknowledge the kinds of complexity and nuance that make
it seem as though there are phantomlike third and fourth parties in the
consulting room, even if we leave aside the fact that a reader also plays
more than one role when reading.6 Nevertheless, if we want to analyze
royal figures in the Hebrew Bible in terms of narcissism, including King
Yahweh, it is particularly important that all these complexities be taken into
account, for several reasons. First, narcissistic patients make the problem
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6 Narratologists have offered a number of different labels for the various narra-
tive personae. See especially Rabinowitz (1977), whose “typology of audiences”
includes the reader’s role as member of the authorial audience, the actual audience,
the narrative audience, and the ideal narrative audience; cf. Lasine 1989b. Schafer
himself (1983, 44, 53) mentions only Booth’s notion of the “implied author.”



of countertransference even more acute. Such patients tend to ignore or
denigrate the therapist and her interventions, demand total attention with-
out any reciprocity, arouse narcissistic anxieties in the analyst, and display
cold grandiosity that can arouse a retaliatory anger in the therapist (A. M.
Cooper 1986, 131; cf. Saretsky 1980, 85–88; Schafer 1983, 147). And
because a narcissistic patient will either derogate or idealize the analyst,
rather than there being three or four persons in the consulting room, there
are not even two! As Modell (1986, 302) puts it, in the opening phase of
analysis, there is an “illusion that there is only one person in the consult-
ing room—either the analyst is not there or the patient is not there.”
Ironically, the same countertransference feelings that make life especially
difficult for analysts who deal with narcissistic patients are especially help-
ful in promoting a cure. According to Kernberg (1985, 247), “because these
patients treat the analyst as extensions of themselves, or vice versa, the
analyst’s emotional experience reflects more closely than usual what the
patient is struggling with internally, and thus the use of countertransfer-
ence reactions is particularly revealing in treatment.”

Second, and more important, the analytic models that stress the com-
plexities of countertransference have profound implications when the
analogy with reading is taken seriously. As long as we assume that the
reader as analyst can easily maintain a detached “professional” attitude
when reading literature—even literature that addresses one as personally
as does the Hebrew Bible—we will never be able to come to terms with
narcissism in Scripture, especially if the most serious example of narcissism
in the text turns out to be none other than the God who presents himself
to us as our parent as well as our king. If narcissistic patients can make
their analysts feel angry, rejected, or inflated with self-importance, how
would—or should—a narcissistic divine parent make his children feel
when they read about the way he alternately adores and destroys his “spe-
cial” children, our ancestors. After all, we’ve “got a psychology, too.”
Should we retain our ideal image of this parent, or should we conclude that
there is a third party present as we read, a party who is none other than
the image of our divine victimizer? And if we are indeed children of a nar-
cissistic parent, what kinds of defenses will we have developed in order to
cope with that fact, and how do they affect the way in which we read our
family history in the Bible? With which family members will we identify,
and whose suffering will we choose to justify or ignore?7

Earlier I noted Jobling’s emphasis on “transferential reading” as a
process of mirroring. Now, if what “you” see in the textual mirror is a 
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7 On the difficulty and “dangers” of “witnessing to” the testimony of trauma sur-
vivors—and of reading “traumatic narratives” like the book of Job—see ch. 9, n. 3,
above.



narcissistic, abusive God, then you’d better make up your mind whether
what you are seeing is an illusion, a reflection of your self and your past
life, or something that is all too real and that demands an urgent ethical
response. In order to make that decision, one needs to know something
both about oneself and about the text one is reading. When the text at
issue is the Bible, which addresses “you,” the reader, in an eternally pres-
ent tense whenever you read it, and which makes strong claims of
relevance to “your” life, the urgency is heightened further.8 Here someone
might remind us that we are looking into a mirror that is well over two
thousand years old and that was crafted in a culture that is much different
from that of most of those who are currently looking into it. Does the mir-
roring process act as a kind of purifying filter, reflecting elements that
reader and text have in common, while blocking out all the rest? Or does
the mirroring reduce what is seen to a function of that specific viewer-
reader’s mind?9

These are the kinds of difficult personal and theoretical issues that
cannot be avoided if we take seriously the analogy between the ana-
lytic situation and the act of reading. In the remainder of this chapter,
I will attempt to grapple with these issues by presenting an account of
a possibly narcissistic biblical scholar attempting to tell his therapist
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8 See Deut 30:11–15, 19; 32:47; and Lasine 1984b, 131, 135 n. 44; 1989b, 56–58.
9 Regardless of how one answers these questions, the fact remains that the Bible

is a collection of ancient texts. Does viewing it through the optic of modern,
Western disciplines such as psychoanalysis and literary theory merely increase the
extent to which it becomes nothing more than a mirror of the interpreter’s self? The
analogy between psychoanalysis and reading avoids the charge of anachronism as
long as it is restricted to the way in which the text mirrors the reader when he or
she is reading “now.” What about Jobling’s claim that the reader’s transference reac-
tions tell us something about what is actually “in” the text? Do readers who apply
intellectual models from the modern West necessarily produce reductive mirror
images of the text? Do they necessarily distort or fail to reflect those aspects of the
text that are most radically foreign to their ways of thought, expertise, and culture?
The answer, I think, is no. Many ancient (and modern) texts transcend the culture
that gave them birth and are reborn in different form in the minds of readers whose
native language (and DNA language) has nothing in common with that of the orig-
inal producers of the texts. Nevertheless, scholarly comparative analyses must be
made carefully and with adequate familiarity with all the materials involved.
Comparative studies of this nature encourage even the most historically minded
scholars to look at the ancient material from a fresh perspective and thereby help
them to avoid reductiveness in their own interpretations. Psychoanalytic models
and concepts (including narcissism) have already been applied to ancient Greek
texts by a number of scholars (e.g., Slater 1968; B. Simon 1978; Walcot 1996; see
ch. 11, below), with varying degrees of effectiveness and insight. 



about problems he is having with his research. This patient bears some
resemblance to the author of this book, in the sense that patient, ther-
apist, and author construct a “second self” for specific purposes in
Schafer’s schema. The fact that this speaker is a “patient,” that is, an
analysand as well as a textual analyst, raises the question whether his
criticisms of Yahweh as a parent should be dismissed as negative trans-
ference or as reflecting a dynamic that is actually present “in” the text.
In the next (and final) chapter, the difficult and controversial issues
raised by this biblicist patient will be taken seriously and investigated
from a number of different angles. In this way, the “fictional” case his-
tory to which we now turn will become a means to read Yahweh’s
biblical self-presentation.

I

I am a king by nature,
ruler to whom one does not give.
I conquered as a fledgling,
I lorded in the egg,
I ruled as a youth. . . .
I was nursed to be a conqueror.
—Pharaoh Sesostris I (Lichtheim 1973, 116–17)

an organization which was a slave to the pleasure principle and neglected
the reality of the external world could not maintain itself alive for the
shortest time, . . . the infant—provided one includes with it the care it re-
ceives from its mother—does almost realize a psychical system of this
kind. . . . A neat example of a psychical system shut off from the stimuli of
the external world, and able to satisfy even its nutritional requirements
autistically. . . , is afforded by the bird inside the egg with its food supply
enclosed in its shell; for it, the care provided by its mother is limited to
the provision of warmth.
—Freud, Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning

(1911, 219–20 n. 4)

I’ve got to finish this book; it gets more personal the more I work on
it. I know you think it’s ridiculous, but I still believe that the king’s situa-
tion isn’t altogether different from mine—or yours, for that matter: with you
sitting there like Moses in a pope’s tomb, I could take a picture and use it
for the cover of my book. You know my Spiel; there’s something quintes-
sentially human about that situation. Haven’t you read the sections I
e-mailed you? Don’t answer; I know. I don’t really want to talk shop, but
these kings are starting to invade my dreams. Last night I dreamt I was an
infantile, momma-pampered prince, a kind of Richard II, infused with self
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and vain conceit, as if this flesh that walls about our life were brass impreg-
nable. Yes, the Shakespeare play.10 Allowed my little scene, my chance to
monarchize, be fear’d and kill with looks. But then King Death arrived, and
with a little pin he bore through my castle wall, and farewell king!

I thought I’d exploded, but my body was still there—not the Body cor-
porate, just the Body natural. My physical body remained, stripped of its
wall of brass flesh. I was more naked and helpless than the day I was born.
I was Lucretius’s neonate birthed by the sea as a shipwrecked sailor aban-
doned on the shore—not Job, who had parental knees and breasts to
receive him at birth. Then the Bible took over. I was as naked as Saul,
stripped of clothing, and all loyalty he might have expected from son,
daughter, courtiers, prophet, Urim, and God. And stripped of the solace of
dreams that tell him what to do now. 

A moment later I was Saul when he was younger, trying and trying to
please my father, but Dad wasn’t Kish, he was, in turns, Samuel and
Yahweh. Whatever I did wasn’t enough. It was almost as though they 
didn’t want it to be enough. They demanded perfection, without modeling
it. I was obsessed with Dad’s darling David, who got strokes no matter
what he did. I wished I was even that big baby Ahab, sulking and wolfing
down Prozac until Mom stole that other boy’s toy for him. I couldn’t even
look for the place where Kish parked his she-asses without getting into
trouble. I kept asking myself, what do they want from me? Why did they
single me out in the first place? Me, a nagid? I barely say hello to Samuel
before he’s telling me all Israel’s desire is focused on me. Hi, my name’s
Samuel and you’re on Candid Camera! God’s made you the star of The
Truman Show! Good Lord! I felt like shrinking into bug-size, but in the
dream I was much taller than I really am, too tall even to hide behind the
scenery when the show started. And thanks, impresario Samuel, for mak-
ing the audience feel so damned guilty about having a king, just before
bringing me out on stage!

Stage fright woke me up then, but I did manage to fall back to sleep.
Right away I started to feel itchy. You know that I never had kids, but sud-
denly I’d had ten of them stolen from me. No chance to see myself in
child-mirrors; no chance to live again, through them. I’d always been a
good son and discreet courtier, but somehow it was my own father—the
King—who’d stripped away my family, turned me into a homeless person,
and given me the itch. All my years of compliance and being a pleaser—
for nothing. I’d felt like the center of Dad’s world, hedged in so that nothing
could hurt me—and now I was hedged in a world of hurt! I was a biblical
Lear in the storm. I wanted to shatter Dad’s world, shiver his egg,11 go
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10 See Richard II 3.2.164–70.
11 See Richard II 4.1.289; King Lear 1.4.148–54; and ch. 1, above.



postal, turn his palace upside down like wiping a dish. I feel omnipotent—
a mighty mouse capable of turning “let there be light” into “that day—let
there be darkness!”

No, it wasn’t that. I wasn’t dreaming about my father; it was the father,
Job’s divine father. Just like the other dream; I kept asking myself, what
does he want from me? Even if I’d given him a hard time in presentations,
I didn’t see him at any biblical conferences. I was just another academic
,îSôn12 in Dad’s eye, but in the dream he seemed to think that I was some
kind of nuclear threat. I couldn’t possibly be a bugbear to him, but in the
dream I was the bug he’d bet on in a race, and he’d bet the farm on me—
bet his self-image on me.

I think I started to wake up at that point, but then I settled back down,
because nothing hurt any more. I’d become the apple of Dad’s eye again.
I was king in Jerusalem and had the leisure and the money to test out my
libido on women, wine, and song, all in the name of “scientific research.”
I thought: finally some wish-fulfillment! But when I reached for the wine
list, I started to awaken again. I must have still been half asleep, because
I was standing in the bathroom, looking at my mystified face in a hand mir-
ror. A deposed Jewish Richard II no longer believing his parental press
clippings. Then the alarm went off, the flattering glass13 dropped, shat-
tered, and I really woke up.

II

How did I feel? I felt like it was time to admit out loud that my aca-
demic writing has been a way of dealing with things that bug me, deep
down. Take the topic of kings. I must have chosen it for a reason; after all,
it’s absorbed an awful lot of my time for years. I’m sure, now, that it has
to do with the king being a bundle of contradictions, powerful and inde-
pendent—and also totally dependent on others, invisible to public
view—and also totally visible, the most developed individual and father
figure in the kingdom, and also the most infantile.

I know that you have little use for Freud, or all classical psychoanaly-
sis for that matter, but I’m going to use Freud and other analysts to convey
what I’m trying to say. I can see that your cognitive therapy can be useful
in some situations, but not in this one. Yes, I know that it traces its roots
back to Stoicism,14 especially to Epictetus’s line that what disturbs our
minds isn’t events but our judgments on events (Ench. 5). Yes, distorted
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12 That is, a “little man” of his eye, traditionally translated “the apple of his eye”;
see Deut 32:10 and below.

13 See Richard II 4.1.265–91.
14 See R. Montgomery 1993, 7–9, 12–17; cf. Pies 1997, 30–32.



thinking. But to me the stoic attitude is part of the problem, not a real solu-
tion. That is, it’s an expression of one end of the royal fantasy: the yearning
for independence and inviolability. All your emphasis on “correcting dis-
torted thinking” and acting “realistically”15 sounds nice as long as we all
agree on what “correct” thinking and “reality” are. Of course I agree that
there is such a thing as illogical thinking that leads to self-defeating and
destructive behavior, whether or not it’s the thinking that prompts negative
emotions and behavior, or the other way around. Yes, I’ve done my share
of it. But there are also unpleasant and illogical realities that really can
defeat the self and that humans tend to ignore or deny. Therapy is perfectly
situated to aid the denial process by labeling emotional responses to
socially denied realities as distorted or incorrect. Sometimes you remind me
a little of the psychiatrist in Invasion of the Body-Snatchers.

Look, let me keep hogging the microphone today, so I can go through
all this one time, using my own frames of reference. Did you look at the
short e-mail I sent this morning, the one with the two quotes, one from
the Egyptian king Sesostris and the other from Freud? Good. Why those
two? It’s the eggs. I wanted to organize my thoughts around something
simple, a pregnant image, so to speak, so I wouldn’t lose track of what I
wanted to say. First, there’s the king-in-the-egg stage. The king is sup-
posedly self-sufficient and self-contained. Sesostris I makes no bones
about it: “I lorded in the egg.” Just like Freud’s bird-in-the-egg-like infant.
Maternal care is “limited to the provision of warmth.” More or less what
old hypothermic David got from Abishag, who was young enough to be
his granddaughter. Now, Ferenczi alludes to Freud’s egg comment and
says that insofar as we have a mental life in the womb we think we’re
omnipotent and have nothing left to wish for (1950, 218–19).16 We don’t
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15 Beck et al. (1979): “the individual’s affect and behavior are largely determined
by the way in which he structures the world. . . . [the therapy is designed to] iden-
tify, reality test, and correct distorted conceptualizations and the dysfunctional
beliefs (schemas) underlying these cognitions. The patient learns to master problems
. . . by . . . correcting his thinking [and acting] more realistically” (3–4). For the recent
history and development of cognitive (and “cognitive-behavioral”) therapy, see
Kuehlwein 1993, 1–24; Rachman 1997, 12–23. For an attempt to apply cognitive
therapy to the treatment of narcissistic personality disorder, see Peyton and Safran
1998. Although Peyton and Safran do not use the terms transference and counter-
transference, the interplay they describe (392–93) between narcissistic patient and
therapist is identical to that denoted by transference and countertransference, as dis-
cussed above. Cognitive therapy has also been translated into the now-ubiquitous
language of information theory; here therapy becomes a matter of corrrecting or
“modifying” “biases in information-processing” (Mathews 1997, 49–54, 61–2).

16 Perhaps the most extreme expression of this psychoanalytic view is
Grünberger’s comment that “God is the omnipotent fetus before becoming the



even need to need; we’re that self-sufficient (Glatzer and Evans 1977, 89).
But that’s also Schopenhauer’s ideal king, who’s given so much power,
wealth, and security that he’ll not need to need—that’s why he won’t need
to take other people’s vineyards and Bathshebas.

But there are also insufficient and very vulnerable egg-kings, the eggs
the ostrich mom abandons on the fast lane of the interstate during rush
hour, according to Yahweh in Job (39:14–16). No motherly nurturing there!
Just like the kings Oedipus and Cyrus, and, with a twist, Moses. Exposure
for death, followed by nurturing from foster parents: a nice way to tame
the paradox of our double heritage—mother-born and earth-born.17 It also
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Father (or mother) in the various mystical systems” (1991, 219). His linkage of
omnipotence, divinity, and the fetal condition naturally leads to the conclusion that
“the human child is a fallen god who has to confront a narcissistic trauma inherent
in the human condition just at the moment when the vicarious means of continu-
ing in the prenatal state fail” (220).

According to some feminist scholars, the fetus has recently been described and
depicted in American culture in ways that we have found (and will continue to find)
in descriptions of gods, kings, and narcissists. These scholars refer to a fetal “astro-
naut floating in space” (2000, Oaks: 87), who is “self-created,” “self-willed,” and
“resting serenely” (Stormer 2000, 128, 130). This “idyllic” image expresses “self-evi-
dent sovereignty” and resembles “a self-conceiving body politic” (128, 130, 134).
Here the fetus is “utterly alone” and “autonomous,” as though the woman in whom
it resides, the doctor, the family, and the community had all been “erased” (Stormer
2000, 128, 129; Oaks 2000, 63). Such images embody “entitlement” (Stormer 2000,
129–30), a telltale sign of narcissism (see below, and compare the image of the iso-
lated, narcissistic divine warrior [see ch. 11, below]). Taken together, these
descriptions suggest that the idyllic condition of His Majesty the Baby fabricated by
parental narcissism has now been projected back into the womb. While the scholars
quoted here focus on the rhetorical uses to which these images are put in debates
over abortion and the responsibilities of pregnant women toward their fetus, the
image of the “public fetus” as a godlike “entitled Man alone in command of his envi-
ronment” (Stormer 2000, 134, 130) may express the narcissistic fantasies of
contemporary American culture as a whole, as well as the feelings of “vulnerability”
(Oaks 2000, 63–64) that those fantasies are designed to obscure (see ch. 1, above).

17 This double heritage is mostly painfully expressed in the image of Mount
Cithaeron in Sophocles’ Oedipus tyrannus. When Oedipus learns that he is not the
son of the king and queen of Corinth but had been found as an infant on Cithaeron,
he declares that Chance (Tuvch) was his mother (Oed. tyr. 1026; 1080–1082). The
Chorus immediately announces that it will celebrate Cithaeron as Oedipus’s “nurse
and mother” (trofo;n kai; matevr∆; 1090–1092). However, after Oedipus learns who
his biological parents really are (and, therefore, that he has committed patricide and
incest), he asks why Cithaeron had received him at all and wishes that the moun-
tain had killed him immediately (1391–1392). Shortly thereafter, the now-blind king
asks that he be exiled to “this mountain of mine,” because his mother and father
had intended Cithaeron to be his tomb (1451–1453).



highlights the twin hazards that follow birth: the hazard of being exposed
by an unfeeling parent and the hazard of being treated as a king by Mom
and Dad.

The egg-king most in need of therapy is the geriatric chick in the egg.
No, King David isn’t a good example of what I mean here. Take King Lear.
He thinks egglike self-sufficiency is an appropriate retirement plan for a
king, allowing him to “unburdened crawl toward death” (1.1.37–40) with
Cordelia providing the maternal warmth as his nurse (“I . . . thought to set
my rest on her kind nursery”; 1.1.123–24). His Majesty the Baby in second
childhood. What he ends up doing is to cut his kingdom in the middle and
“eat up . . . the two crowns of the egg,” as the Fool puts it (1.4.151–52).

Then there’s the paradoxical egg I can best relate to, the one who’s
both powerful king and breakable baby; the Humpty Dumpty type.
Humpty’s traditionally assumed to be a king; it’s even been suggested that
he might be based on Richard III (Shannon 1980, 32–34). In one version,
he’s a foundling put on the wall by his princess-rescuer (see Shannon 1980,
19–20); in Carl Sandburg’s, he’s lifted onto the wall by other eggs, who
laugh at giving this egg a great fame.18 In Through the Looking-Glass, the
high wall is so narrow that Alice “quite wondered how he could keep his
balance” (Carroll 1963, 261). The fact that he’s also a kid led Winnicott to
come up with “the humpty-dumpty stage” of child development. The wall
on which he is “precariously perched” is the child’s mother, who “has
ceased to offer her lap” (Winnicott 1965, 75; cf. 1958, 226). The child
Humpty knows he has a skin—a contact boundary with the world—a
shell—but he won’t learn how breakable it is until he practices falling off
the mother-wall.

But my question, Doc, is why the little boy/child-egg is treated like a
king. You know the old joke? A guy goes to a psychiatrist and says, “Doc,
my brother’s crazy; he thinks he’s a chicken.” The doctor says, “Why don’t
you turn him in?” The guy says, “I would, but we need the eggs.”19 The guy
doesn’t do anything to end his brother’s delusion. On the contrary—he
“enables,” as you like to say, and perpetuates it. Why? Because delusions
lay real eggs—they yield real benefits, for others, anyway. Same for the idea
that babies are kings and that kings should be treated like omnipotent
babies. Queen-mother chickens don’t lay eggs, they lay egos. And the peo-
ple need their kids and their kings to have impossibly big egos, or, at least,
to appear to have them, or to act as though they had them. One of your
analytically oriented colleagues agrees. He says that narcissists “have a need
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18 In his poem, “From Two Commentaries on Humpty Dumpty”; Shannon 1980,
62–63.

19This version of the joke is the one told by Woody Allen’s character in his 1977
film Annie Hall.



for omnipotent others” (Bursten 1986, 381; cf. Kohut 1971, 8–9). A historian
agrees too. He thinks that “the function of kings [is] to have people in the
world who [don’t] have to give up anything” (Sagan 1985, 327).

Do you think the baby believes it’s a king?—if it could think or had a
discrete, congealed self to think about. Ferenczi does: “all children live in
the happy delusion of omnipotence” (1950, 232). My childhood says the
opposite. It’s the parents who maintain the “happy delusion” that their spe-
cial kid is His Majesty the Baby—smarter, cuter, and bigger than everybody
else’s baby.

What really galls me is that the parents and royal subjects who “adore”
the infant-king also place him precariously on the wall, inviting a tumble!
Do they need to smash this egg as well as deify it? We’re told that all of
Humpty’s horses and men couldn’t put him together again. I think they
could have re-membered his Body politic—if they’d wanted or needed to.
There’s always the crazy-glue of sacrificial violence—of mimetic mass mad-
ness—to bring people together. The Levite might have dismembered his
tumbled concubine, but the sacrificial violence it sparked glued all the
kingless tribes of Israel together as “one man” against brother Benjamin.
And if a people empower a pampered tyrant to be their omnipotent king,
look out! Francis Bacon (1858b, 431–32) says that great self-lovers “waste
the public.” They won’t hesitate to “set a house on fire, just to roast their
eggs.” That’s exactly what happens when the Shechemites make
Abimelech their king. Abimelech not only sets their city on fire but roasts
them inside it! Headline: “Bramble-king burns down cedars of Lebanon”
(see Judg 9:15, 49).

Now, you’ve heard me talk about Freud’s His Majesty the Baby. This
kid probably can’t imagine being toppled and cracked, given the special
kinds of hen-warmth his adoring parents give him. They act as though the
child won’t be touched by illness, death, or restrictions on his will. He’s
the center and heart of creation. Freud’s really less interested in the infant
than in his parents. But he’s not simply chewing them out for spoiling
their kid. That’s Plato’s thing. Plato thinks it’s a fatal mistake for kings like
Cyrus to allow their sons to be overpampered and undisciplined from
infancy on. Women raised them, “treating them as the special favourites
of Heaven, and forbidding anyone to oppose them in anything, and com-
pelling everyone to praise their every word and deed” (Laws 694d; 1926,
227). King Lear proves Plato’s point. He orders his daughters to compete
to decide who can warm his ego the most. Why such folly? Because he’d
been pampered, just like Cyrus’s sons. Lear says “they flattered me like a
dog and told me I had the white hairs in my beard ere the black ones
were there. To say ‘ay’ and ‘no’ to everything I said ‘ay’ and ‘no’ to was
no good divinity. . . . they told me I was everything; ’tis a lie, I am not
ague-proof” (4.6.96–104). Even Lear needs a flu shot. He repents having

204 Knowing Kings



been deluded into believing he was His Majesty the Baby; it didn’t pre-
pare him for a hostile world whose infantile gods are like wanton boys
torturing human flies for sport.20 Lear’s living in an ancient “pagan” world;
it’s a lot scarier to ask whether our world is governed by infantile divine
powers when you’ve got the biblical God hovering overhead.

III

I’ve hardly used the word “narcissism” today, but that’s really what I’ve
been talking about. For Freud, the heart of narcissism is self-sufficiency
(which, for him, is associated with inaccessibility, impregnability, and the
“blissful isolation” of the womb).21 All that ends at birth. Parents try to keep
the prenatal feeling of inviolability on “life support” by serving as the infant’s
adoring courtiers. For selfish reasons: to revive and restore their own lost
feelings of narcissism in the mirror of their pocket-sized prince. For the baby,
the lack of self-sufficiency translates into fear of the loss of love or the loss
of the object. Many never become sufficiently independent of other people’s
love and so remain infants forever. Codependent? I suppose—sort of—but
there’s more to it than that; just bear with me a bit longer.

There’s another constant in Freud: the idea that the external world is
essentially hostile and alien. We’re bombarded by external stimuli so much
that developing a shield against stimuli (Reizschutz) is an almost more
important task than receiving stimuli (1920, 27). We’re constantly project-
ing unpleasure outside, in order to form a pure pleasure-self. Bailing out
fouled water from our little ego-boat into the world sea. But we also envy
the sea. We want to become one with it again. In fact, the mystical “oceanic
feeling” is an effort to restore the primal condition of “limitless narcissism”
(1930, 72). For Freud, a lot of what we do as adults is an attempt to restore
the bliss of the fetal condition and the royal state of His Majesty the Baby,
mostly because the external world can be such a bitch, to say nothing of
other people or one’s own fallible material body (1930, 77). And he says
it so dryly and matter-of-factly that it takes the sting out of thinking that he
may be right.

In his essay “On Narcissism,” Freud also lists examples of perpetual
narcissists, self-contained, inaccessible, and indifferent to others. It’s quite
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life,” the “primal state of . . . total narcissism,” with a “self-sufficing ego” (1917b,
417) and “by being born we have made the step from an absolutely self-sufficient
narcissism to the perception of a changing external world” (1921, 146; cf. 121).
Freud (1930, 83) also speaks of the “narcissistic man, who inclines to be self-suffi-
cient” (der eher selbstgenügsame narzisstische).



a list: women (especially good-looking ones), cats, some large beasts of
prey, great criminals in literature, and humorists (1914, 88–89). Kings are
noticeably absent. Noticeable to me, of course, because I’m writing about
them. But without much effort you can find kings hiding in his
metaphors—for example, when he describes how we forge inner armor
against the arrows of the external world. Among other things, he says the
royal ego is housed in a citadel guarded by a garrison, to keep out the rab-
ble rapping at the gates for admission.22

That’s Freud, but it’s also Plato—and, yes, Epictetus as well. Plato
explicitly describes the wall of our inner citadel as “kingly.” And Stoics like
Seneca say we can make our inner fortress and wall and our skin majes-
tically indifferent to the missiles, siege machines, and hailstones aimed at
them from outside. External blows merely graze the skin.23

Now, that part isn’t Freud. Freud’s metaphors highlight the monarch’s
radical dependency and vulnerability. Take his three blows to human nar-
cissism. First Copernicus knocked us out of the center of the cosmos, then
Darwin pushed us off our throne above the animals, and now Freud deliv-
ers the knockout punch: we aren’t even master in our own house.
“We”—“das Ich”—act “like absolute rulers satisfied with the information
given us by our court officials,” but we shouldn’t be. The reports the ego-
king receives from its intelligence department and courtiers are
“incomplete and untrustworthy” (1917a, 10–11). Same for historical kings.
Evidence is everywhere, from Saul’s story to the topos of the ignorant king
in European satire. In fact, Freud’s ego-kings are most at home in Norbert
Elias’s court society, where the court is a filter mediating everything reach-
ing the king.

And the child-king can’t trust his information givers, either. When Mom
and Dad snuff out his curiosity with stories about storks and such, kids like
Freud’s Little Hans receive this unreliable information with deep, often last-
ing, mistrust. The good news is that his “intellectual independence [dates]
from this act of disbelief” (1909a, 79).

So you could say that we’ve got a psyche, polis, and oikos24 isomor-
phism here: in each case, lone royal knowers must learn to mistrust
mediated information, if they are to become independent and truly pow-
erful. If you want to bet on which kings will be the winners and losers,
just ask which ones control information and which don’t. Or, in the Bible,
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1932, 221; 1933, 110).

23 The references for these passages are given in ch. 1, above.
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Plato (see ch. 1, above), but also between both and the household/home/family
(the oikos; see, e.g., D. Cohen 1991, 76–77; Arendt 1958, 24; and ch. 5, above).



ask which does father-Yahweh protect by keeping them informed, and
which does he expose by keeping them ignorant? David ensconced in his
covenant-egg, or Saul’s ostrich egg splattered on the freeway? Which does
he treat as special?

But to me the deepest paradox is still that kings and egos and pam-
pered babies are simultaneously powerful and weak, hedged in and
vulnerable. That’s why Winnicott can say that the infant’s condition is “at
one and the same time [one] of absolute independence and absolute
dependence” (1958, 163). And kings? Take Bill Clinton. During the
Lewinsky fiasco a Newsweek article already diagnosed him as a “classic . . .
narcissist” (Clemetson and Wingert 1998, 46). Now, as president he has the
isolation of a fetus, but is it blissful? President Taft called the White House
“the loneliest place in the world” (Maraniss 1998, A1). Nowadays, the pres-
ident is hedged in by thirty-five Secret Service agents and a ring of a
hundred uniformed agents. He’s never alone. This does represent the
power of the White House, but it’s also a panopticonesque prison. Clinton
himself called the White House “the crown jewel in the American penal
system” (Maraniss 1998, A1). Yet Clinton the prisoner has also been pow-
erful. If he weren’t, how could he have remained perched on his royal wall
with so many Rupert Murdochs trying to push him off? And whenever he
did fall, Humpty-like, his ratings in the polls didn’t, and all the king’s men
did manage to put him back together.

Winners and losers: kings like Deiokes are able to surround them-
selves and their palaces with seven ring walls, while the castle wall of a
king like Richard II can also be penetrated by Death with just a pinprick.
Maybe we’re all Richards in that sense. Epicurus thought so: “when it
comes to death all mortals live in a city without walls” (Vatican 31; 1926,
110). But it’s also true that many of the defensive walls erected by kings and
ordinary people do function as effectively as a hedgehog’s pin-pricking
quills or Deiokes’s walls. The paradox is just easier to spot with special
representative individuals like kings.

In the end, the ego, the baby, and all kings are treated as special,
although narcissistic “specialness” is a mixed blessing at best. First of all,
narcissists are made, not born. Lowen said it: “if a boy thinks himself a
prince, it’s because he was raised in that belief” (1997, 21). He calls the
promise of specialness a “seductive lure” used by parents to “mold the
child” into their image of what the kid should be (105). Why is the bait
compelling? Because the kid was actually deprived of true closeness with
the mother in infancy. That’s why Kernberg (1985, 235) thinks it’s some-
times “the cold hostile mothers’ narcissistic use of the child which [makes]
him special” and sends him searching for admiration. 

To survive in such a manipulative environment, Winnicott says that
such children hide their true self and develop a false self that complies
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with the parents’ expectations. They might grow up with the so-called
“Nobel prize complex” (Tartakoff 1966)—feeling singled out for special
recognition—and brimming with entitlement feelings, but Kohut and
Kernberg think that on a deeper level they imagine the world “as being
devoid of food and love,” filled with “dangerous, sadistically frustrating,
and revengeful objects,” and they imagine themselves as “hungry wolves
out to kill, eat and survive” (Kernberg 1985, 276, 311; cf. Kohut and Wolf
1986, 187). If they are narcissistically “self-absorbed,” it’s “because of the
fear of falling apart” (Robert Lifton, quoted in Brooks and Woloch [2000,
231])—that is, fear that their self will shatter like Humpty’s shell.

So the paradox: pampered chicks-in-the-eggs, and baby-kings who
feel themselves abandoned and vulnerable in a hostile world, by ostensi-
bly affectionate, but actually cold and untrustworthy, parents. It’s the
mother, not the father, who’s usually blamed by the experts: the unreliable
mother, the “not-good-enough” mother.25 This sounds suspiciously like
sexist scapegoating—even if it does give me flashbacks of my own past.

IV

What I do know for sure is that the parent who most fits the literature
is not a mother—at least not most of the time. It’s the paternal God of my
fathers, Yahweh.

—How could I say such a thing? Did I forget Deuteronomy 32?—
Yahweh found Israel in the wilderness, encompassed the baby, bestowed
attention on it, guarded it as the little man in the eye, bore him as an eagle
bears her young, suckled him (vv. 10–13), and so on. . . . True. But read
the fine print: when the baby later forgets the God who suffered labor
pains with him (lwj, po<lel; v. 18), Yahweh’s response is to heap disasters
on her flawed son (v. 23).

No, I haven’t forgotten the biblical voices who say Yahweh had been
a protective fortress, shelter, or tower of strength for them, or who claim
to have taken refuge in the covert of his wings (e.g., Isa 25:4; Pss 61:4–5,
62:7–8, 71:3, 6). But I also haven’t forgotten the voices who cry that
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25 In one recent collection of “essential papers” on narcissism, reference is made
to “unreliable mothers” in at least six of the essays; see Morrison 1986, 133, 181–83,
187, 297, 309–10, 325–28, and 396. The phrase “not-good-enough mother” is
Winnicott’s (e.g., 1965, 145). One classical scholar has actually attempted to trace
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Augustine, back to frustrated and over-protective, if not seductive, mothers. He
concludes by affirming the view that Augustine’s mother Monica is but “the last of
a long line of terrible mothers [!] stretching all the way back to Thetis in Homer’s
Iliad” (Walcot 1996, 129; cf. 122–23, 128). See further in ch. 11, below.



Yahweh has knocked down or breached their protective walls—or
walled up their paths to hinder them (e.g., Job 16:14; 19:8; Hos 2:7 MT;
Lam 3:5, 7–926).

Yes, Yahweh does claim to be reliable and trustworthy, and he does
say he’ll never abandon his people. Now that you’ve dropped your thera-
peutic neutrality, let’s take this all the way. You’re trained in Bible too. You
know Isa 49. It’s very dramatic. Zion charges that Yahweh abandoned
them, and Yahweh says that even if a woman could forget her nursing
child, he himself will not forget Israel (vv. 14–15). But go another five
chapters, where Yahweh concedes that he did abandon his child for a brief
moment (Isa 54:7–8). Brief from whose point of view? 

And yes, the speaker in Ps 27:10 does believe that Yahweh will “gather
him in” even if his mother and father abandon him, and Ps 103:13–14 does
compare Yahweh’s compassion for those who fear him to a father’s com-
passion for his kids. But note that “who fear him” part. Does that mean
“those who are compliant”? Those who give the parents what the parents
need—compliance with their expectations, including the expectation that
their kid be special, or else? What do such parents do when their seem-
ingly obedient and compliant kids turn out to have minds of their
own—like Job?

Trust is a huge factor in all of this. The speaker in Ps 22:10–11 says
Yahweh made him trust when he was on his mother’s breasts. He’s been
“cast upon” Yahweh from the womb. The speaker in Ps 71:6 says he’s
leaned upon Yahweh from the womb. But other psalms stress the speaker’s
vulnerability to evil oppressors, like the enemies who collectively batter
the speaker of Ps 62:4 as though he were a leaning wall. With his own wall
leaning, he needs to lean upon Yahweh. God is his high tower (vv. 7–8).
But how often does being “cast upon Yahweh” mean being hedged in and
protected like the chick in an egg, and how often does it mean being one
of Lucretius’s castaway infants, who have to build their own walls to pro-
tect themselves in a harsh world?

In my world—and in the biblical one—the deeper truth is that of expo-
sure, not protective enclosure. I can’t get past Ezek 16. Here’s that sequence
again: first, exposure by natural parents, and then rescue by a nurturing fos-
ter parent. This time, Yahweh isn’t the natural parent; they’re Amorite and
Hittite (v. 3). When the infant was abandoned, it wasn’t cut, cleaned, salted,
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or swaddled (v. 4). It wasn’t cast upon God—it was simply cast out into the
face of the field (v. 5), exposed—literally and figuratively. That’s when
Yahweh the rescuer passes by (v. 6). But he doesn’t hang around to do any
parenting. When he passes by again it’s years later, and the kid is still naked
and caked with blood, although she’s got potential, being nubile and attrac-
tive (vv. 7–8). Then Yahweh acts sort of like a bachelor father, but he’s
really more like an eager groom prepping his teen bride-to-be (vv. 9–12), a
kind of Woody Allen without the whining. And when the bride starts mess-
ing with the Sun Devils football team in the car Daddy gave her—that’s
when his narcissistic rage gets clinical (vv. 37–41).

The birth of the hero plot line here is disingenuous, because, ulti-
mately, Yahweh is Israel’s birth mother and father as well as foster-parent.
He’s good cop and bad cop. He protects, and then he’s the kind of par-
ent from whom children need protection. Same in Hos 2:5–6 (MT): Yahweh
furious with wife Israel, threatening to strip her naked and expose her as
in the day she was born. Again the rage: he’ll kill her with thirst, have no
pity on her children. But then another switch: he decides to seduce her in
the wilderness, so she’ll respond as in the days of her youth (vv. 16–17 MT).
To me this sounds like the fantasy of an abusive husband whose wife
walked out on him. Or a parent trying to re-seduce an alienated child with
the lure of intimacy. The ambivalence—the bouncing between extremes—
isn’t that also a telltale sign of narcissism?

Yahweh is continually giving Israel mixed signals. First he singles them
out, says they are special, or that they can possibly be special, or that
they’re not special. Take Deut 9: they’re not being favored or chosen to
occupy the promised land because they’re so cool; they aren’t cool, they’re
stiff-necked (v. 6). It’s because the aboriginals are even worse (vv. 4, 6).
Or it’s because of an oath to their “fathers” who were cool (v. 5). They were
adequate mirrors for me; they were His Majesty The Baby, but I won’t nur-
ture you because you’re bad—or, I did nurture you but you were bad so
I stopped, or I may stop, or I may start being nice again, or I might aban-
don you where I found you, or. . . . You get the idea. As a result, Israel can’t
point to its own merit—they’re dependent upon Dad’s whim for their spe-
cial status to continue. In fact, pointing to their own merit and achievement
is considered faithlessness to father (e.g., Deut 8:17–19). All this ensures
that Israel will need Dad as their mirror, but one in which they can only
reflect his image of their ideal compliant selves or their failure to live up
to that ideal.

This obsession with Israel being special is the most flagrant sign of
Yahweh’s parental narcissism. Right off the bat, in Exod 19, he brings Israel
to him on eagle’s wings and says that if the children of Israel really listen
to him, they will be his special possession (hlgs; vv. 4–5; cf. Deut 7:6–8;
Mal 3:17). One scholar says that the Bible has no real answer as to why
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Yahweh singled out Israel in the first place; the special relationship is a
mystery (Machinist 1991, 206). The mystery disappears when Yahweh’s
own narcissistic nature is taken into account.

Why does Yahweh make Israel so special? I can answer that. It’s a mat-
ter of need. No, not in the way that Heschel understands “God in need of
man.” Heschel (1951, 215, 241–44) takes pride in the biblical God not being
self-sufficient. In fact, “our need of Him is but an echo of His need of us”
(248). Sounds like codependence to me, but Heschel thinks it’s utterly
benign. I agree—Yahweh isn’t portrayed as really being self-sufficient any
more than any other narcissist is really self-sufficient—although Job’s friends
think he is. It’s that Yahweh needs humans as mirrors. The hermetic tract
Poimandres isn’t too far off. It portrays God creating anthropos as an equal
and adequate mirror image (§§12–15). Here, theos is a lover of his own per-
fection, a self-lover (§§12; 14)—what most nonpros mean by “narcissist.” He
can only be self-sufficient when his human mirror is his equal (i[son; §12).27

The problem is that humans can’t mirror Yahweh as equals, even if he
did make them in his image and likeness, and a little less than God. And
when Yahweh doesn’t see the perfect beauty of a Narcissus in his human
mirrors, then he, like King Richard, smashes his mirror and we collectively
cry “ouch.” He topples Adam and Cain and Noah’s neighbors but keeps
putting humans back together again. The difference between Yahweh and
Richard is that the mirror Richard breaks is a flattering glass,28 while
Yahweh breaks his unflattering human mirrors.

V

Here, Doc, is the great irony: the most perfect mirror Yahweh ever pro-
duced is also the one he smashes most utterly—Job. Why? The book
suggests a lot of highfalutin theological answers—I’ve given some myself
—but now I suspect that they’re just red herrings and Holzwege. The too-
obvious answer is the right one: Yahweh is a cold, narcissistic parent and
child abuser here. 

But, you say, look at how desperately he tries to prove that Job is per-
fect and unique. But prove to whom? Not to himself, surely; he and the
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narrator both seem pretty convinced from the start. To haÎÎa†an? He isn’t
even around at the end for God to say “I told you so.” So who is the audi-
ence for this messy proving business? Is this unspecified audience a
Lacanian mirror for God? Does Yahweh need to be on TV in order to be
(see Braudy 1997, 603)? Is that why he, like Nixon, allowed incriminating
tapes to be recorded in Job 1 and 2?

Think about those first two chapters. In effect, Yahweh is bragging to
the neighbors—his courtiers—about this perfect specimen of his, perfect
like an English king or His Majesty the Baby. The neighbor says, “of
course, you cast him in the prequel to the movie The Truman Show—
you’ve hedged him in and made his wealth break out in the earth. Now
introduce him to life outside the womb, outside plush lily-white gated com-
munities. Let him experience the other human reality—human birth
without the swaddling illusions of narcissism and omnipotence. Expose
him as you did unswaddled Israel. He’ll diss you as much as she did.”

Not at first, he doesn’t. Patient Job still identifies with Dad in spite of
all the abuse and proudly chooses to affirm Dad’s property rights and
reduce himself to nothing more than the function of Father’s whims. He’s
been toppled, smashed, and exposed to pain, but he still thinks of himself
as born from the shelter of a maternal womb.

But after his friends’ arrival, impatient Job no longer says “naked came
I from my mother’s womb” (1:21); instead, he talks about his own womb
(3:10). Ironically, the tomb now takes the womb’s protective function.
Only in the tomb does he envision the peace and blessed isolation of the
bird in the egg and the foetus in the womb. In between birth and death
there is only the exposed existence of Lucretius’s shipwrecked sailors and
other examples of “unaccommodated man.”29

Job is a perfectly loyal courtier in the prologue. But then he starts talk-
ing in a way that any king would call seditious. Job no longer accepts the
executive-privilege notion. He becomes a whistle-blower for the silent
majority of sufferers, and he wants to Ken Starr with God. This unflatter-
ing mirror is talking back, and doing some illusion-shattering himself.

Job had also been a kind of vassal-king before all this hit the fan. He’d
been surrounded by a circle of admirers who kept their traps shut when
he talked, just like the courtiers of the apocryphal Solomon (Job 29:9–10;
Wis. 8:12). He says that he’d sat as the people’s head and dwelt as a king
in the middle of his troops (Job 29:25). Now, however, instead of being sur-
rounded by his own royal troops, Yahweh’s troops have surrounded his
tent (19:12). God has thrown up siege works against him and encircled him
with his archers (19:6; 16:13). Job cries: “He breached me, breach after
breach” (≈rpAynpAl[ ≈rp ynxrpy; 16:14). He feels himself to be a polis
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29 King Lear, 3.4.105; see Lasine 1988, 45.



under divine siege, a one-man tent-city, with tent walls that aren’t just lean-
ing—they’re already jerichoed. Like Richard, King Job’s impregnable castle
wall is punctured with a pinprick. In fact, Richard’s words answer the ques-
tion Job himself had already asked: “Is my flesh of brass?” (6:12; Richard
II 3.2.167–68). Job’s skin can’t repel Yahweh’s missiles and hail, Stoic-style.
It’s shriveled with sepsis and crawling with Septuagint worms (LXX Job 2:9;
cf. 7:5). Yahweh not only exposed him on the highway like an ostrich egg;
he ran him over repeatedly with his Abrams tanks, like Jehu, after Jezebel’s
blood had splattered onto her palace wall on her way down to the street
(2 Kgs 9:33).

Job is living the topos of the ignorant king now, and he doesn’t like it.
He wants to be in the loop, even if it becomes a noose for him. Yahweh
finally seems to restore Job to the position of the privileged courtier who
gets to see the great king’s face; at least that’s what Job experienced. But
look what Yahweh says when he finally talks to his disaffected son and
courtier. His words are proudly unparental and uncaring. The conven-
tional reading is that he’s dealing a cosmological blow to Job’s alleged
anthropocentrism (see Lasine 1988, 29–33). But look again. Yahweh, the
exposer, is not doubling in the role of the foster-parent rescuer. He’s not
returning in order to swaddle, salt, or pamper exposed Job. No, he comes
to remind Job who’s the real narcissist in the family and to rub salt in his
wounds by talking about swaddling baby Yam, who, like Job, is also
“hedged in” by God (˚syw; 38:8). Job thinks that it’s Yam who deserves all
this negative attention, not he. He’s no sea or sea monster (7:12)—or even
baby Oedipus. He’s no threat. Yahweh doesn’t need one of those fancy
nursery monitors that allow parents to see and hear what’s going on in the
baby’s room twenty-four hours a day!

Yet, after all this talk of cosmos and sea, in the end Job’s universe is
no bigger than the living room where his coming-home party is held. A
materialistic microcosm, full of Hollywood hugs from phony fair-weather
friends and relatives who didn’t know him when he was down and out—
a place where the women are called qeren happûk (42:14)—“Revlon Eye
Makeup Kit.”30 We’re locked out of Job’s emotions, viewing all the glitz
from outside his window. We’ll never know whether he’s now all image
and no substance. If I were Job, with posttraumatic stress syndrome ooz-
ing out of every pore, I’d go postal living in all that plastic and silicone.
This isn’t the nostos of a rich hero-king like Odysseus, with a Penelope-
like wife waiting patiently by a marriage bed fashioned out of an olive-tree
stump (Homer, Od. 23.177–204—finally, a royal bed that symbolizes sta-
bility and trust, not assassination and betrayal!). No, this poor biblical
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30 Literally, the phrase means something like “horn of eye makeup.” See the
commentaries on Job 42:14.



bastard went through Lucretius’s shipwreck, Lear’s storm, and Oedipus’s
foot surgery only to end up in the home version of a narcissist’s theme
park, a mini-Disney World.

Me? Right now I feel like it’s better to stay outside in the storm and
nonstoically take my lumps from the hailstones, rather than to be in the
shoes of these ideal scapegoat-kings. The weather is worse inside the
palace. Girard called the king and his court “marginal insiders” who are
often like “the eye of a hurricane” (1986, 18; see ch. 1, above). I don’t want
to be sitting on the throne when the once-adoring crowd decides to turn
on me. Just leave me out of the whole thing. Our time’s up anyway, isn’t
it? This is a good place to stop.
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11
DIVINE NARCISSISM AND YAHWEH

AS PARENT AND KING

I

Israel is the familia (suite or bodyguard) of the King (God), whence it is
incumbent upon them to imitate the King.
—Rabbinic sage Abba Saul (Tôrat Kohanîm 86c; Schechter 1961, 200)

God, as agent in our sacred texts, does indeed act abusively. . . . God, as
described in the Bible, acts like an abusing male: husband, father and lord.
—Blumenthal, Who Is Battering Whom? (1993b, 79)

Frank Sinatra, Jr: the very name is enough to strike terror into the hearts
of men and boys with famous fathers. . . . In a world full of men no one
would want to be, Frank Sinatra, Jr. must rate in the top ten.
—Selgin, The Right Song, the Wrong Face (1995, 1–2)

In the nine sections of this final chapter, I will examine the charges just
made by the biblicist patient from a variety of perspectives. Whatever his
monologue might say about him, what does it say about the biblical
Yahweh and what Jobling (1998, 23) called the “dynamics in the text”? The
patient claimed that we—the readers of the Hebrew Bible—are put into the
position of children, children whose father is narcissistic in nature. At this
point, it is clear that when we think of narcissism we should not merely
think of someone looking admiringly at his reflection in a pool of water.
We should also think of a parent looking adoringly at “the little man in the
eye” (Deut 32:10), the mirror supplied by the child His Majesty the Baby.
Several rabbinic passages claim that when Yahweh spoke mouth to mouth
with his adult servant Moses, it was ha;r ]m', “(as) in a mirror” (Num 12:8).1

1 And not ha,r ]m', “clearly.” See Lev. Rab. 1:14 and b. Yebam. 49b, Milgrom
(1990:96, 310), Strack and Billerbeck (1926, 3:452–54), and Allison (1993, 227).
On divine mirror-narcissism in the hermetic tract Poimandres, see ch. 10,
above. The metaphor of “mirroring” is used in many ways by various psycho-
logical theorists. See further Stern (1985, 144–45) and the studies cited in nn.
3 and 5 of Lasine 2001. Note 4 of that article also describes the manner in 



Nevertheless, the predominant mode of divine narcissism in the Hebrew
Bible involves Yahweh the parent using his child as a mirror.2 And, as the
biblicist patient proclaimed, such mirrors can end up cracked or smashed
to bits. So the question becomes: Do we—must we—relate to the biblical
God as children relate to a parent who might at any moment pamper, aban-
don, or annihilate them? And if so, what should we do with that knowledge?

Readers of the Hebrew Bible are introduced to a royal God3 and, to
that extent, are also invited to relate to him in the way that a king’s subjects
relate to their sovereign. The metaphors of king and father work together
to identify us as members of “the royal family,”4 descendants of Yahweh’s
special patriarchs and his special kings. And that means that we might be
treated with all the ambivalence, suspicion, rivalry, and strings-attached love
that characterize the attitude of a king when he views members of the royal
family as competing to succeed—or overthrow—him. Depending on the
nature of the king and the “family dynamic,” it may also mean that the
father will simultaneously want his privileged children to be better than he
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which the metaphor of the “little man [or woman] in the eye” is used by Plato
and Ovid.

2 As I argue below, there is a fine line between a parent being there for the child,
enabling it to experience “the fiction of omnipotence,” and pampering the child in a
way that really expresses and reflects the mother’s anxiety and her own dread of
being helpless, an attitude that the child will then see and incorporate into herself or
himself. Even young babies can tell the difference between true mirroring—seeing
their budding selves in a mother’s face looking at them—and seeing their mother’s
face that is really looking inward to herself, thereby depriving the baby of being able
to use the mother as a necessary mirror in which to “grow” his or her own self. This
is what Winnicott is getting at with his use of the Humpty Dumpty story.

3 Mettinger believes that “the designation of YHWH as ‘king’ expresses one of
the central Israelite notions of God” (1986, 148). In fact, it may even be “the cen-
ter of the Old Testament understanding of God” (1988, 92).

4 Bottero (1992, 27–29) applies the metaphor of family to our relationship with our
Mesopotamian cultural ancestors. However, in the Hebrew Bible the metaphor is, in
part, a rhetorical strategy that functions to define how readers should relate to (and
judge) their ancient family members in the text. See Lasine 1989b and ch. 10, above.

Attempts to describe the dynamics within actual ancient Near Eastern families
(Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Palestinian, and Greek) suggest that there is too little
direct, unequivocal evidence for any definite conclusions to be drawn about chil-
dren’s actual experiences with their parents. See, e.g., Duby 1996, 317; Glassner
1996, 117–19; Forgeau 1996, 152–54; Postman 1994, 5–6. Hagedorn’s recent
sketch of the ancient Israelite model of “parenting styles” (2000, 112) is based on
generalizations about honor, shame, and loyalty in “Mediterranean culture,” sup-
plemented by quotations from Greek literary sources, biblical and Egyptian
instructional literature, and biblical and Platonic law (111–16, 120).



and need them to fail at reaching that goal. He may support and undermine
them, even if in some cases the double attitude manifests itself in “splitting,”
in this case, splitting between supported son-kings like David, who func-
tion as his narcissistic mirrors, and undermined ones like Saul, the flawed
mirrors whom he eventually humiliates or smashes.

According to Abba Saul in the epigraph, “Israel is the familia (suite or
bodyguard) of the King (God), whence it is incumbent upon them to imi-
tate the King.” Does that include imitating abusiveness? David Blumenthal’s
biblical God acts like an abusing male (1993b, 79).5 Blumenthal assumes
that the way we envision God is necessarily shaped by the way we have
viewed our parents and experienced childhood (1993a, 13). Once one
accepts the premise that the Hebrew Bible’s target audiences are to view
themselves as children of a parental God, readers must face—or evade—
the possibility that their royal biblical father can be an abusive narcissist,
who may seek the loyalty and submission he needs from his children by
breaking their spirit, by burdening them with feelings of guilt and inade-
quacy, or by keeping them cravenly dependent upon him.

If any of this is true, should we then “tame” this biblical God, whom
even scholars like Brueggemann (2000, 28) describe as having a “wild
dimension”? Perhaps not, if one wants to argue that the biblical Yahweh
does truly reflect the spectrum of human behavior in the world. From this
perspective, an all-good and merciful God is a child’s fantasy of an ideal
perfect parent, like the parental god imagined by abused children as a cop-
ing device. Paradoxically, even though Dad or Mom is abusive, the
children may view their parental abuser as a god. This is how one psychi-
atrist (Herman 1997, 92) describes the double perspective of the victim:6

The repeated experience of terror and reprieve . . . may result in a feeling of
intense, almost worshipful dependence upon an all-powerful, godlike author-
ity. The victim may live in terror of his wrath, but she may also view him as
the source of strength, guidance, and life itself. The relationship may take on
an extraordinary quality of specialness. Some . . . voluntarily [suppress] their
own doubts as a proof of loyalty and submission. (emphasis added)

This description sounds suspiciously similar to Yahweh’s relationship with
the children whom he repeatedly tests in the wilderness, the very children
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5 Blumenthal’s focus is on the God of the Hebrew Bible. However, Christian fem-
inist theologians have also pointed to parental abuse in the New Testament. As
Brown and Parker put it (1989, 26), “the predominant image or theology of the cul-
ture is of ‘divine child abuse’—God the Father demanding and carrying out the
suffering and death of his own son.”

6 Herman is speaking here about battered women’s perceptions of their batterer.



whom he had earlier singled out specifically to be his “special possession”
(Exod 19:4–5; Deut 7:6–8; Mal 3:17; see above). Yahweh’s efforts to “disci-
pline” Israel “the way a man disciplines his son” (Deut 8:5) are perfectly
suited to make his children view him in this manner: as the source of
strength and life to whom they must submit and remain loyal and whom
they must worship.

In spite of the many blatant examples of divine abusiveness listed by the
biblicist on the couch, this aspect of Yahweh’s behavior usually remains
unnoticed by many readers, as though it were hidden in plain sight like
Poe’s purloined letter. How is this possible? Jennifer Freyd not only thinks
it’s possible; she thinks it is often necessary and inevitable, especially for
abused children. Childhood sexual abuse is “the core betrayal trauma” (1996,
3). Because children need to trust their parents and caregivers, they “must
block awareness of the betrayal, forget it, in order to ensure that [they]
behave in ways that maintain the relationship on which [they] are depend-
ent” (74). In the short run, at least, “such knowledge isolation may be
necessary for survival” (69). As a result, “we can simultaneously not know
and know about a betrayal.” In short, “to know is to put oneself in danger.
To not know is to align with the caregiver and ensure survival” (165).

Freyd’s description of children coping with abuse should be familiar to
us, because it is based on the relationship between information management,
trust, and betrayal, issues that we have found to be crucial to the way in
which kings attempt to ensure loyalty and maintain dominance and power.
Freyd would certainly not dispute that abusing parents are also masters of
information management.7 The ways in which parents, and the communities
in which they live, “cover up” abuse through a conspiracy of silence, dis-
seminating disinformation or blaming the victim, have been carefully studied.
Judith Herman notes that it is very tempting to take the side of the perpetra-
tor. “All the perpetrator asks is that the bystander do nothing.8 . . . The 
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7 In fact, she has experienced this firsthand, from her own parents; see Haaken
(1998, 21–31, 34).

8 King David’s silence and inaction after Amnon rapes Tamar becomes even
more significant when viewed in this light (2 Sam 13:21). The very brevity and
terseness of this verse underscore the fact that Tamar is further victimized and
betrayed by her silent “bystander” father. The LXX breaks the silence by adding:
“and he did not grieve [ejluvphse] the spirit of Amnon his son, for he loved him,
since he was his firstborn.” The addition seems to be based on the later mention
of David’s pampering of (and/or lack of concern for) Adonijah: “and his father
never at any time rebuked [ejpetivmhsen; for MT /bx;[}, ‘grieved/pained’] him” (1 Kgs
1:6, LXX L; LXX B has ajpekwvlusen, apparently representing Hebrew rx[ (“restrain”)
rather than bx[]). On the pampering and abandonment of royal sons by their
fathers, see chs. 6 and 10, above.



victim . . . asks the bystander to share the burden of pain. The victim demands
action.” Thus, there is a “conflict of interest between victim and bystander
. . . . the community wants to forget . . . and move on” (1997, 8).9 Herman
could easily be describing the conflict between Job and his community, as
Kimberly Chastain has pointed out (1997, 170–73). Herman (1997, 101)
emphasizes that the victim herself may attempt to absolve the parent of
responsibility, like a Girardian scapegoat accepting the identity given unani-
mously by the accusing community. In this instance, what Freyd calls
“knowledge isolation” is achieved by the victim accepting the guilt pinned on
her by her victimizers.10 In the book of Job, this often daunting task of denial
is performed by Job’s friends; Job himself refuses to participate. 

Even the youthful perpetrators of the Columbine slaughter went out of
their way to exonerate their parents (Denver Post online). In a video tape
made prior to the shooting, one of them quotes Shakespeare’s The
Tempest: “good wombs give birth to bad seed” (1.2.119).11 Alice Miller
asserts that killers and other criminals who were once abused typically
insist that their mothers were loving, and if their fathers had beaten them,
it was because they “had been bad and deserved it” (1991b, 25). Miller
would take it for granted that the Columbine killers had been somehow
abused. She insists that “all destructive behavior has its roots in the
repressed traumas of childhood” and that “a full one hundred percent” of
inmates in American prisons had been abused as children (1991b, 25,
138).12 Shakespeare’s reference to “bad seed” might also put one in mind
of father Yahweh’s reference to his people as “a seed of evil-doers”
(µy[rm [rz) in Isa 1:4 (on the phrase, see G. B. Gray 1912, 15). Who first
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9 Recent mass killings at American schools, including Columbine High School in
Colorado and Westside Middle School in Arkansas, provide further examples.
Parents of the victims who have continued to speak out about these traumatic
events or used them as a reason to argue for tighter gun control have been criti-
cized harshly and even threatened for their failure to “move on” (Callahan 1999, 1).
On the “second injury” to victims that results from the perceived lack of concern
or assistance on the part of the community, see Chastain (1997, 162).

10 Alice Miller makes a related point using the Bible as her example: “Sparing
the parents is our supreme law; under its sway the Abrahams of this world sacri-
fice their Isaacs over and over again, unless God, touched by His sons’ obedience,
should take pity on them” (1998, 209–10).

11 Plato’s Socrates agrees that parents cannot pass along their virtues to their
son—not even famous parents like Pericles (Men. 93a–b; Prot. 319d–320a; Alc. 1
118d–119a)—no matter how diligently they seek to teach them (cf. Men. 95e–96a;
Prot. 319d–e). For Socrates’ own sons, see Xenophon, Mem. 2.2.

12 For a balanced assessment of Miller’s controversial views, see Haaken (1998,
78–79). Miller’s ideas are applied to the religious abuse of children by Capps (1995,
3–20, 78–95 and passim).



planted this biblical seed? Yahweh didn’t create his world, or people, by
spilling his seed13 or his tears, like the Egyptian Re or Atum. But he did
go through labor pains in delivering both her son Israel and the world as
a whole (Deut 32:18; Ps 90:1–2). Can bad seed issue from Yahweh’s womb?
How good a parental role model and teacher is Yahweh?

It’s difficult being the son of a powerful, famous father like Yahweh. Call
it the “Frank Sinatra Jr. Complex.” As Selgin puts it in our epigraph, “the very
name [of Frank Sinatra Jr.] is enough to strike terror into the hearts of men
and boys with famous fathers.” No father in the Hebrew Bible is as famous
(or as concerned with his fame) as is Yahweh. Yahweh’s special kids, whom
he picks to take over the family business of domination and kingship (Gen
1:26–28; Ps 8) are like all such children who are expected to step into their
father’s shoes. They have to listen over and over—when they get up and
when they go to bed, when they’re on a walk, and when they’re having sup-
per (cf. Deut 6:6–7)—to the tale of how Dad built up the business with his
own two hands, alone, from scratch, from tohus and bohus. Or, in the heroic
war-story versions, by winning it through combat with primordial monsters
(e.g., Ps 74:12–17). And to make it worse, these kids “look like” Dad; they
represent him. That is, they are created “in his image.” Whatever else that
might mean, in family terms this kind of mirroring means that if Dad is nar-
cissistic, he will view their bad behavior as reflecting on himself.

There are two basic metaphoric clusters surrounding the figure of
the child who follows in Yahweh’s royal footsteps, one positive and one
very negative. The first is the king as judge, battle leader, and trampler
of rival gods. That’s Yahweh’s “legitimate” business that the son is to
take over. The second is the king as arbitrary tyrant and insatiable nar-
cissist. When the sons start showing this flip side of the king’s position,
it reflects badly on their royal father. In fact, it might suggest that maybe
the kid also got this side from Dad; maybe he’s mirroring something in
the family gene pool.

Perhaps most unsettling for a child is the abusive parent’s disturbing
doubleness. In Chastain’s words, “the father who terrorizes the night is the
playful, affectionate father of the morning. . . . The mother who comforts
the terrified child is also the one who responds, ‘Oh honey, you must
have been dreaming,’ causing the child to doubt her perception of real-
ity” (1996, 164). Freyd speaks of abused people who describe themselves
as having been split between a normal “day child” and an abused “night
child” (160; cf. 76). The biblical Job would find this form of doubleness
to be very familiar. His indictment of Yahweh highlights the fact that God
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13 E.g.: “I [Re] was the one who copulated with my fist, I masturbated with my hand”
(“Repulsing of the Dragon and the Creation,” ANET 6); “Amun-Re, King of the Gods,
. . . who formed the land with his semen” (“Khonsu Cosmogony”; Lesko 1991, 105).



has created night-walking criminals to break his laws, while his good,
compliant children obey these laws during the daylight business hours.
Yahweh’s response to this accusation does not deny this basic split in the
temporal fabric of his realm (see Job 24:13–17; 38:12–15 and Lasine 1988,
34–35). Moses also experienced the night-and-day difference between a
diurnal deity who singles out and nurtures a special emissary14 and the
nocturnal divine attacker who seeks to kill this same special child (Exod
4:24–26; cf. v. 19). As for the hypothetical mother’s “You must have been
dreaming,” Job would hear in this a clear echo of Zophar’s appeal to the
unreality of dreams as a way of dismissing Job’s victimization by God (Job
20:8; cf. Ps 73:20). While abused children often view their parents with
adoring eyes, through the adult eyes of the biblical narrators Yahweh
appears as both the heroic king and the unreliable parent whom Jeremiah
calls a “deceitful brook” (15:18).

II

Do not hate your brother in your heart.
—Leviticus 19:17

I loved Jacob, and Esau I hated.
—Malachi 1:2–3

According to Blumenthal (1993a, 19), one of Yahweh’s “personalist
attributes” is that he is “partisan.” If “God has personality, of course God has
preferences.” Moreover, “to be partisan is to be loyal and to demand loyalty.”
As his example, Blumenthal cites “the election of the Jews.” Their “special-
ness” has caused some Jews to rejoice and others to be embarrassed.
Blumenthal adds that “there is no real reason for one’s preferences.”15 Like
the readers who dismiss David’s crimes with “he’s only human,” as though
all humans murder and commit the other crimes of which David is guilty,
Blumenthal’s argument has the effect of “naturalizing” and thereby excusing
Yahweh’s preferential treatment of some of his children with a simple, “he’s
only human—at least, as he’s depicted in the Bible.”

In Mal 1:2–3, Yahweh declares “I loved Jacob, and Esau I hated.” He
says “hate” (anc), and he means hate.16 Although Yahweh had earlier told
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14 Even here, the nurturing father’s message concerns his intention to slaughter
other children if his demands are not met by his royal rival Pharaoh.

15 In this respect, Blumenthal echoes Peter Machinist’s view of Israel’s special-
ness, which we challenged in ch. 1.

16 See Redditt (2000) for a review of commentators’ attempts to soften the mean-
ing of “hate” in this context and reasons for taking the word literally. Redditt (175)



his children, “Do not hate your brother in your heart” (Lev 19:17), his
parental hatred toward one of his children is apparently another matter.
Blumenthal does not cite this example of divine partiality. However, he
does quote a survivor of abuse who contends that “any [family therapist]
would recognize immediately the pattern of pathology that God established
in His family. . . . He showed extreme, irrational preferences and provoked
the child-Cain to a rage” (Blumenthal, 1993a, 199). Although the survivor’s
other examples are also taken from Genesis, she might have noted that
Yahweh shows preference for the Levites precisely because of their will-
ingness not to “acknowledge” their human fathers, mothers, and children in
order to follow their divine father’s dictates (Deut 33:9; cf. Luke 14:26), even
when this meant slaughtering their sons and brothers (Exod 32:25, 29; see
Lasine 1994, 212–14). Such an extreme demand on the part of a human
being would be taken as evidence of a severe personality disorder. If the-
ologians like Blumenthal are going to be so accepting of Yahweh as a
“personality,”17 with all that may imply, they have to consider that this per-
sonality can also be “disordered” or “pathological.” Blumenthal’s ultimate
diagnosis is that “God is abusive, but not always”—merely “from time to
time” (1993a, 247). Is Yahweh then capricious as well as abusive?

Abusers do cultivate capriciousness as a tool to impose domination. As
Herman puts it, “in the abusive family environment, the exercise of parental
power is arbitrary, capricious, and absolute” (1977, 98; cf. 77–78, 100).
Brueggemann and others have come right out and said that Yahweh is
“capricious” (2000, 21, 26, 30).18 At the same time, Brueggemann continues
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believes that anc primarily designates revulsion. Marshall (1978, 592) contends that
anc “has the sense ‘to leave aside, abandon’” and that this sense may also be pres-
ent in Luke 14:26: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and his
mother, . . . he cannot be a disciple of mine.” We have already discovered that
“hateful” abusive parenting leaves the child feeling abandoned (see further below).
More typically, Nolland (1993, 762) believes that Jesus’ use of “hate” in Luke 14:26
is simply a case of “typical Semitic hyperbole.” However, even he admits that “the
language of hate is intended with all seriousness in such Old Testament verses as
Ps 139:21–22.” See below for discussion of Yahweh hating Israel in Deut 1:27; 9:28
and Jer 12:7–8; 22:5 (in connection with Jesus’ allusions to Jeremiah when he
expresses his Yahweh-like ambivalence toward Jerusalem in his role as “mother
bird” [Matt 23:37–39; Luke 13:34–35]).

17 Muffs would certainly agree with Blumenthal on this point. He asserts that
Yahweh is “probably the most [highly] articulated personality . . . of all Near Eastern
deities” (1992, 63). 

18 Cf. Noll (ch. 9 n. 4, above) and contrast Balentine (1983, 147): “It is not a ques-
tion of divine caprice but rather of human disobedience.” The adjective “capricious”
is usually applied by scholars to the behavior of Mesopotamian and other so-called
“pagan” gods (see, e.g., Finkelstein 1958, 439).



to offer hope that Yahweh might act with less “brutality” (40) in the future,
precisely because his character is not only “unsettling” (27, 30, 35) but
“unsettled” (28). By this he means that Yahweh’s darker traits “are live and
present in the past of this God” (40). These “ ‘past texts’ are enduringly
painful memories still available to the character of Yahweh, mostly not
operative, but continuing to work even in the present” (38).

Although Brueggemann does not mention Jean-Paul Sartre, he
seems to have made peace with Yahweh by employing a distinction sim-
ilar to Sartre’s description of human existence in terms of “facticity” and
“transcendence” (1943, 91–106). We cannot evade the facts of our past,
but we can never be identical to the sum of our past actions. As long as
we are still alive, we also reach out into the future, in terms of our plans
and intentions. When we play off one aspect of our temporal identity
against another, or attempt to deny one dimension altogether, we are
committing mauvaise foi or bad faith. Is Yahweh saying, “I’m not really
an abusive God; the real me is what’s coming in the future”? Or, are we
trying to make him say that, practicing mauvaise foi on his behalf, like
Job’s friends?

This concept of bad faith—playing off one aspect of one’s temporal
identity against another—is something that abusive parents are uniquely
positioned to put into practice. The “daytime” father can disown or deny
the “nighttime” father. Blumenthal (1993, 240) cites Ellwood’s description
of the biblical God as the “nurturing betrayer” or the “betraying nurturer.”
When the two terms are welded together in a powerful parental figure, this
double identity cannot help but confuse the children who are totally
dependent upon such a god or parent. Bad faith helps abusers to escape
accountability for the “night side” of their double character. Abusers also
cultivate capriciousness as a tool to impose domination. As Herman (1977,
77) points out, those who practice psychological domination increase fear
“by inconsistent and unpredictable outbursts of violence and by capricious
enforcement of petty rules.”

As long as the child views her parent’s “daytime” self as perfect and
all-powerful, she will be unable to “hate” the bad-faith parent properly.
Benjamin (1988:214) argues that the notion of the all-giving and perfect
mother “expresses the mentality of omnipotence, the inability to experi-
ence the mother as an independently existing subject.”19 This idealization
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19 Benjamin highlights the role of omnipotence in narcissism. When the child
becomes aware of her helplessness in relation to parents’ power (which Benjamin
dubs “the great fall from grace”), it is a shocking “blow to the child’s narcissism,”
which the child seeks to repair through identification with the person who embod-
ies the power (Benjamin 1988, 101). Such identification is a circuitous way for the
child to prolong the experience of omnipotence in relation to the father, even after



“testifies to the failure of destruction; hate has not been able to come forth
and make the experience of love less idealized and more authentic.”
Confusion is inevitable: “since the child has not been able to engage in
successful destruction, he is less able to distinguish the real person from
the fantasy.” Benjamin is not speaking about abusive parents or abused
children, but parenting in general. Her understanding of the productive
purpose of hate builds on Winnicott’s work. Winnicott once declared that
“the mother hates her infant from the word go.” And the human child
“needs this hate to hate” (1958, 201, 202).

From this perspective, Yahweh’s demand for total love (Deut 6:5) is
an example of enforced idealization that precludes his children from
experiencing the kind of hate needed to make love authentic. Although
Yahweh promises swift destruction to those who hate him (Deut
7:10)—and who therefore “destroy” him in Winnicott’s sense—biblical
narrators also show him acting hatefully toward his children.20 Yahweh
is a father who describes himself not only as compassionate and mer-
ciful but as jealous and wrathful. No wonder he might seem to be
confusingly ambivalent to his children,21 including the readers of the
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mother has ceased providing the fiction of omnipotence. While a human mother
can (and should) fail at providing unbreaking womblike protection and presence
(and thereby surrender omnipotence), omnipotent Yahweh refuses to give up
omnipotence. Given his commitment to his idealized perfect image, he must blame
his children for his lapses in protection and attention, by charging them with hav-
ing rejected him.

20 Job, for one, believes that God actively hates and persecutes him (16:9; for
the meaning of µfc here, see, e.g., Driver and Gray 1921, 2:105). It is rarely
pointed out that Yahweh is never said to love Job. In fact, the root for “love” (bha)
appears only once in the entire book, when Job himself laments that those whom
he had loved have turned on him (19:19). 

21 Job illustrates the plight of such children when he imagines God hiding him
in Sheol until his rage turns back, at which point God would remember and yearn
(πsk) for him. God would then call, and Job would answer (14:13–15). While
Clines is correct in assuming that the adult Job knows this to be a “hopeless . . .
impossible dream” (1989, 330–31), children might need to hope that an abusive
parent could be caring even while raging against them. Job’s wish for the angry
Yahweh to shelter him from his own anger recalls Yahweh’s reluctance to go up
among the children of Israel after the golden calf incident: “if I go up among you
for one moment, I shall consume you” (Exod 33:5; cf. v. 3). Yahweh has to steer
clear of his children because they “push his buttons”; they might make him lose his
temper and destroy them even though he doesn’t want to do so. The same logic
can be found in 1 Sam 18:10–15, if one is willing to assess Saul’s motivation gen-
erously. Under the influence of an evil spirit from God, Saul attempts to kill David.
He is afraid of David because Yahweh is with him and has “departed” (rws, qal )
from Saul. Does Saul attempt to kill David again? On the contrary, he makes David



biblical family album who are belated witnesses to his behavior as a
single parent.

The child who has been allowed to hate and destroy his parents makes
a crucial discovery: “that he has destroyed everyone and everything, and
yet the people around him remain calm and unhurt” (Benjamin 1988, 212).
This is not the experience that Homer’s childish Achilleus is seeking when
he wishes for the destruction of his own people, as we shall see in section
VII below. If human parents can allow their children to have this experi-
ence, is the same possible for a god like Yahweh, who is omnipotent? Is
this what the flood was all about? When infanticidal fathers express their
hate for their kids, the children can really die, as when the “nighttime”
father Yahweh visits destruction on the Egyptian children in the so-called
“night of watching [µyrmv lyl] unto Yahweh” (Exod 12:42). Oedipus’s
father Laius is far less successful at infanticide, although he tries hard
enough. Now, Benjamin (1988, 142) defines the oedipal father as the one
who cannot give up omnipotence. This would make all-powerful father-
gods like Yahweh oedipal by definition. Benjamin describes “the oedipal
son” as the one “who cannot bear his wish to unseat his father, because its
fulfillment would deprive him of the authority who protects him.” This puts
the “oedipal son” in the position of Freyd’s abused children, if not
Yahweh’s special child Israel, needing to remain dependent on the father
whom they might otherwise have wanted to hate or “unseat.”

III

His elder son was in one of the fields; and when he came and ap-
proached the house, he heard music and dancing. He called one of the
slave boys [paivdwn] and inquired what this might be. He said to him,
“Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because
he received him back in good health.” He was angry and refused to go in.
His father came out and pleaded with him. But he answered his father,
“Look, for all these years I have slaved [douleuvw] for you, and I never dis-
obeyed your command; yet you never gave me even a goat so that I
might make merry with my friends. But when this son of yours came
back, who has devoured your livelihood [bivon] with prostitutes, you killed
the fatted calf for him.” He said to him, “Child, you are always with me,
and all that is mine is yours. But it was necessary to make merry and re-
joice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life, lost
and has been found.”
—Luke 15:25–32
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“depart” (rws, hip <il) from him, thereby protecting David from his fits of rage, and
also increasing David’s opportunity for success and independent action by making
him commander over a thousand (on Saul’s character, see ch. 2, above).



It may be easier to grasp the nature of parental partiality, divine hatred,
and Yahweh’s double identity as “betraying nurturer” by reading the so-
called prodigal son parable against the grain. A man has two sons. The
younger demands his portion of the estate from the father, leaves home for
a distant land, and squanders his property in dissolute living. His resources
spent, a famine forces him to work as a hired hand feeding pigs. The
younger son eventually realizes that his father’s hired hands have plenty to
eat and decides to go home. He rehearses the speech he intends to make to
his father, in which he will declare that he has sinned and no longer deserves
to be called his son, asking only to be treated as one of the hired hands.
When he returns, his father runs out to meet him and calls for the best robe
to be put on the son, as well as a ring and sandals. The son stops his speech
before mentioning the request to be a hired hand. The father orders the fat-
ted calf slaughtered for a celebratory feast. It is at this point that the elder
brother returns and the conversation given in the epigraph takes place. He
is angry and feels slighted. His anger is directed to the father, not to his
brother. Like Cain, this elder brother focuses on the fact that his father is
treating him unfairly. He feels that his constant obedience has been taken
for granted, while his prodigal younger brother is being treated as “special.”

What kind of parenting are we witnessing here on the part of the
father, who is often likened to God (e.g., Fitzmyer 1985, 1085; Culpepper
1995, 9:302) and who is said to be associated with “kingly motifs” (Marshall
1978, 606)?22 The parable brackets out all hint of how the family felt about
one another, including the emotional background that led to the younger
son’s desire to receive his patrimony and leave. In fact, the only stated rea-
son for the younger son wanting to return is economic. He plans to tell his
father that he has sinned, and does tell him (v. 21), but we are given no
information that indicates whether or not this was a ploy designed to
ensure that his father would take him back. The fact that he never com-
pletes his speech is usually taken to mean that his father interrupted him;
however, he could also have realized that his father was offering him a
much better deal, so it would be wiser to keep his mouth shut (pace
Nolland 1993, 785; Fitzmyer 1985, 1089; Marshall 1978, 610). Other infor-
mation about the family dynamic is also lacking. Is there a mother around
somewhere? What’s her opinion on all this? Are the two boys even sons of
the same mother? How come no one informed the elder son that there was
a welcome-home party going on? Is he out of the loop among his own
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22 However, Marshall disagrees with Rengstorf’s view of an original “ ‘kingly’ ele-
ment in the parable that has been edited away” (1978, 606). The father’s giving of
the best robe to the younger son (v. 22) has been compared with similar acts by
two biblical kings: the pharaoh of the Joseph story (Gen 41:42; Drury 1985, 144)
and Xerxes in the book of Esther (Esth 6:6–11; Nolland 1993, 785).



family and servants? In spite of these unanswered questions, the story
implies a family drama worthy of King David’s court. While many com-
mentators take the point of view of the father, and Alice Miller takes the
prodigal’s return home as a tragic surrender to the father,23 the obedient
elder son’s plight has gone relatively unlamented.24

In fact, the elder brother is usually made into the villain. He is often said
to exemplify the “murmuring” and “blind self-complacency of the Pharisee”
and to represent “the Jews” (Plummer 1990, 371, 377–78). He “represents all
of us who think we can make it on our own” (Culpepper 1995, 9:305). His
charge that he has been treated unfairly merely shows his “childish selfish-
ness and jealousy” (Tolbert 1979, 104). Though some concede that the elder
brother “has been a model son” (Nolland 1993, 790), his compliant behav-
ior is usually discounted by readers and commentators, just as it seems to be
discounted by the father. Commentators like to speculate on what the elder
son’s duties and rights would have been in a typical Jewish household dur-
ing this period and then find him remiss for not preventing his younger
brother’s earlier departure. They see him as petty and greedy. Deuteronomy
21:16 is cited as an indication that firstborns would expect to get a double
portion of the father’s estate. Yet the elder brother isn’t concerned with prop-
erty or wealth. He misses the recognition he has never received from his
father,25 as well as the lack of support for his own growth and autonomy.
He isn’t complaining that he was never pampered like His Majesty the Baby
with royal clothes and fatted-calf menus; he laments that his father has not
recognized his years of loyal service with even a modest party that he could
have enjoyed with his own friends, something that might express that he had
a life of his own, with companions of his own choosing.26
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23 Miller (1998, 201–2) cites therapist Helm Stierlin’s interpretation of the para-
ble as an example. She faults him for identifying with the father’s interests and for
failing to notice that it is only through obedience that the son finds his way back
to his father: “Stierlin does not realize that a restoration of harmony is being cele-
brated here only at the price of the son’s acquiescence in his father’s definition of
everything that separated his son from him as ‘death’.” Miller herself fails to notice
the predicament of the ever-obedient elder son.

24 Except, perhaps, in entertainments designed to placate the obedient elder
sons of this world, like Frank Capra’s film, It’s a Wonderful Life.

25 See Benjamin (1995, 123) on the importance for a child’s development of “the
father as a symbol of recognition.”

26 If this is the (unstated) basis for Culpepper’s claim that the elder brother “rep-
resents all of us who think we can make it on our own,” it is clearly inadequate.
Culpepper finds such a drive for autonomy to be condemnable, but what, in terms
of family relations, is the alternative? Craven dependence on one’s parents? (It also
seems odd to characterize the elder brother for wanting to “make it on his own,”
when it is the younger brother’s desire to do precisely this that begins the story.)



This tale can be read as a parable about controlling parents who
appreciate sons who “hate” them, leave home, display autonomy, through
whom they can rekindle their own narcissism by proxy, as opposed to the
slavishly obedient, compliant, too-easily controlled son. In this sense, Saul
is an elder son of Yahweh. On the other hand, Yahweh affirms the “cor-
rectness” of the feisty Job who had accused God of abandoning him. Yet
Job never left God in order to go his own way, as did the prodigal. He was
totally obedient until Yahweh sent him packing (so to speak). Far from
being a wastrel, Job and his property are “wasted” by God, not by himself.
In fact, they are made to waste away precisely because he was the most
obedient, stay-at-home son of all, rather than the most prodigal. By crush-
ing his obedient servant whom he himself has prodigalized, Yahweh ends
up affirming and rewarding this unhealthy27 prodigal in the same way as
the father did in the parable.

The spurned elder son in Luke resembles the elder brother Esau in
Genesis, who has also been maligned, not just by ancient commentators,
but by modern ones who malign Esau and the elder brother in the para-
ble at the same time: “our elder brother is just as jealous as Esau” (Derrett
1970,120). Yet Genesis makes it clear that Esau cares as little about wealth
and property as does the elder brother in the parable (see Gen 33:9; cf.
25:32–34). He too strives to be obedient to his parents’ wishes (Gen 27:3–5;
28:7–8). And in Gen 33, Esau actually plays the additional role of the father
in the parable, for it is he who welcomes back the “prodigal” Jacob,
although this time the prodigal is anything but destitute.

The heart of the Jacob-Esau story is the stealing of the blessing in Gen
27. Here, the mother Rebekah is the agent of father Yahweh’s prior pref-
erence for the younger son (25:23). Her machinations express and enact
Yahweh’s “hatred” of Esau, in what is very much a zero-sum game.
Interestingly, while we are told that Rebekah loved Jacob, we are not told
that she hates Esau (even though Jacob himself is later said to “hate” one
of his wives [29:31, 33]). Nevertheless, Rebekah treats Esau in a hateful
way, the way in which Yahweh led her to treat him by means of his ora-
cle. Admittedly, Rebekah enacts Yahweh’s preference using skills with
which her family seems uniquely endowed: deception and information
management.28 While Yahweh too possesses these skills, the rabbis make
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27 While the servant in the parable makes a point of the prodigal returning “healthy”
(v. 27), we are never explicitly told that father Yahweh restored Job’s health.

28 She overhears Isaac’s directions to Esau and is later informed of the words that
Esau uttered to himself (27:5, 41–42). And in both cases, when she repeats what
she has heard to Jacob, she adds to or changes the information, leaving open the
possibility that she does so in order to manipulate Jacob into doing what she wants
him to do (27:7, 42–43).



special note that this is one of the four areas in which we should not imi-
tate God (see Schechter 1961, 204–5).29

IV

For one thousand years he [the great god Zurvan] offered sacrifice in
order that he might perhaps have a son who would be called Ormazd. . . .
Then he pondered in his heart and said: “. . . do I strive in vain?” And
even while he reflected in this manner, Ormazd and Ahriman were con-
ceived in the womb: Ormazd through the offered sacrifice, Ahriman
through the doubt. When he became aware of this, Zurvan said, “Lo, two
sons are in the womb. Whichever . . .  appears swiftly before me, him I
shall make king.” Ormazd, being aware of their father’s purposes, re-
vealed them to Ahriman . . .  [who] pierced the womb . . .  and presented
himself to his father. Zurvan . . .  knew not who he might be, and asked
“Who are you?” And he said: “I am your son.” Zurvan answered him: “my
son is fragrant and bright, and you, you are dark and stinking.”
—Eznik of Kolb (Boyce 1984, 97–98)

In analysis, the small and lonely child that is hidden behind [the] achieve-
ments [of the narcissistically disturbed patient] wakes up and asks: “What
would have happened if I had appeared before you, bad, ugly, angry,
jealous, lazy, dirty, smelly? Where would your love have been then? And I
was all these things as well. Does this mean that it was not really me
whom you loved, but only what I pretended to be? The well-behaved, re-
liable, empathic, understanding, and convenient child, who in fact was
never a child at all? What become of my childhood? Have I not been
cheated out of it? . . .  From the beginning I have been a little adult. My
abilities—were they simply misused?”
—Alice Miller, Prisoners of Childhood (1981, 15)

I began the preface to this book with a different story about a father
who had a rejected elder son and a favored younger son. In this story, the
Persian god Zurvan is a father who intends to make a king of his soon-to-
be-born son. The son who presents himself fresh from the womb is not His
Majesty the Baby, as Dad had expected. Zurvan would have trouble resus-
citating his lost narcissism on this kid. The dark, stinking Ahriman is a
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29 Rebekah’s maneuvering is also reminiscent of court intrigue during a succes-
sion crisis. We have already analyzed similar situations in 1 Kgs 1 and in
Saint-Simon’s account of Louis XIV’s last days (see ch. 5, above). In 1 Kgs 1, David
may not be as infirm and passive as it seems at first glance. In this instance, there
is no mention of an explicit divine preference between David’s remaining sons
(unless we go back to the name Jedidiah [“beloved of Yahweh”] in 2 Sam 12:25).
In 1 Kgs 1 Yahweh is not playing the role of the true controlling father, and
Yahweh’s agent Nathan does not need to prompt Bathsheba to play Rebekah’s role.



grotesque mirror, made through splitting within the image of god, splitting
said to be caused by divine father’s doubt. The son whom Zurvan desired is
a fragrant and bright mirror, and compliant and obedient as well, no doubt.

I have no idea whether Alice Miller ever heard of Zurvan and his
twins, these Zoroastrian cousins of the twins Jacob and Esau. In either
case, the complaint she puts in the mouth of her “well-behaved” and “reli-
able” modern child in the epigraph highlights the narcissistic disturbances
in this Persian cosmic family. In effect, Miller’s modern model child asks
his dad: “What if I had appeared before you as Ahriman, not Ormazd?
Would you have loved me then? Because I am Ahriman as well as Ormazd.
I’ve formed myself according to the idealized image you had of me when
you sacrificed to make my birth possible, just as a divine potter might form
his self-portrait from the clay of the ,adamâ. But ‘I,’ the self you need to
see in me, isn’t real. The real me is less Ormazd than Ahriman, the true
firstborn whom you rejected.” At least the human father Isaac accepted his
Ahriman. It took a conspiracy between Ahriman-Esau’s mother and their
patriarchal god to remove him, in favor of the gifted, special Ormazd-
Jacob. And this biblical Ormazd was later tutored in the master arts of
information management and deception by his mother’s family, not the
family of the father Isaac, who as a child had himself been put into a trau-
matic situation on the altar by his father Abraham.30

In terms of compliance, the younger son Ormazd is analogous to the
elder son in Luke’s parable, while he is analogous to the younger son in
terms of paternal preference. Could it be that the father in the parable
strove to produce Ormazd-like sons, but nevertheless identified with, and
ends up excusing, Ahriman-like behavior? In other words, while it might
seem logical for fathers to prefer compliant child-mirrors (a message the
Zurvanian story seems to reinforce), the Lukan parable suggests that this is
not the case. Even the well-behaved narcissistic child-mirror described by
Miller does not feel that he is loved by the father for himself. One cannot
build an autonomous life for oneself if one is nothing more than a mirror
for a parent’s split self-image. A father who desires this for his child is not
only a narcissist, but a tyrannical ruler.

V

The selfishness of parents—the true parental feeling—knows no bound-
aries at all. . . . These are the two parental means of upbringing, both born
out of selfishness: tyranny and slavery in all of their gradations, whereby
the tyranny can express itself very tenderly . . .  and the slavery very
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30 For a provocative, but uneven, treatment of Isaac as abused child, see Delaney
1998).



proudly (“You are my son, therefore I will make you into my savior”), but
they are two horrible means of education, two anti-educational means,
designed to stomp the child back into the ground out of which it came.
—Kafka, Briefe 1902–1924  (1958, 344–45)

[In the rapproachment stage, the infant] will tyrannically enforce his de-
mands if he can. . . . To the child, it now appears that his freedom consists
in absolute control over his mother. . . .  [If the mother cannot set limits and
recognize the child’s will], omnipotence continues, attributed either to the
mother or the self; . . . she is likely to appear not as a person but as an all-
powerful figure, either omnipotently controlling or engulfingly weak. . . .
The point here is not to dismiss fantasy, play, or the narcissism of Her or
His Majesty, the baby, but to acknowledge the necessity of struggle.
—Benjamin, The Bonds of Love and Like Subjects, Love Objects (1988, 34;

1995, 38, 90)

Writing in reply to his sister Elli’s questions concerning the education
of children, Kafka sketched a picture of the parent-child relationship that
is based entirely on royal power relations between a dominating tyrant and
his slavish subjects. His depiction stresses the reversibility of these rela-
tions—either party can play the role of tyrant or slave. It also shows that
narcissistic mirroring is at the root of this power struggle. Kafka gives the
example of the father who finds in the child things that he loves in him-
self or for which he yearns. In this case, everything else about the child is
a matter of indifference to him. He clings to the beloved element, ulti-
mately lowering himself to the status of his slave (er erniedrigt sich zu
seinem Sklaven; 1958, 345–46).

That Kafka would use a metaphor of kingship to express family rela-
tions is understandable, considering that he describes his own father as
possessing many of the royal (and divine) traits we’ve discussed. In his
famous “Letter to his Father,” Kafka describes his father Hermann as a
“tyrant” (1953, 169, 186) who “ruled the world” from his easy chair
(169). To the child Franz, everything he shouted was a “command from
heaven” (172). He was inscrutable (rätselhaft; 169, 177), inaccessible
(unangreifbar; 177), and unaccountable (169, 173, 210). He possessed
the mistrust that is an “emblem of the ruler” (196). Through his “regime,”
he made his son feel like a completely defenseless “slave” (172, 173),
like “a nothing” (165, 167), like a worm (202), like hunted prey (182),
like filth (212). In other words, his son was totally subjugated and humil-
iated. In addition to all this, Kafka (186–88) describes his father’s way of
dealing with his employees as that of a verbally abusive narcissistic
tyrant with a lust for domination (Herrschsucht) and an annihilatory
desire as strong as that of Homer’s Achilleus, who wants no one else left
alive when Troy is taken except for himself and his alter ego Patroclus
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(see section VII, below). At home, Hermann Kafka would revile all the
“nations” (the Czechs, the Germans, and the Jews, that is, all the groups
with whom he might have contact), so that “ultimately no one else was
left except for himself” (169).

One might dismiss Kafka’s remarks as products of a time and place
where kingship was still the prevailing form of government in his patriar-
chal society.31 Freud, who formulated his ideas in the same cultural milieu,
went so far as to equate the characteristics of the father, the great man, and
the leader. In fact, the father is the great man (der grosse Mann) in child-
hood. Their traits are identical, in particular their independence
(Selbstständigkeit), autonomy (Unabhängigkeit), and their “divine uncon-
cern [göttliche Unbekümmertheit ] which may grow into ruthlessness.” One
must admire the great man–father, one may trust him, but “one cannot
avoid being afraid of him too” (Freud 1939, 217). In an earlier work, Freud
had described the leader in identical terms, with one significant addition:
“the leader himself need love no one else, he may be of a masterful nature
[von Herrennatur sein], absolutely narcissistic, but self-confident and inde-
pendent [aber selbstsicher und selbstständig]” (1921, 138).

The leader is absolutely narcissistic, “but self-confident and independ-
ent.” Interestingly, Strachey’s translation omits the intriguing “but.” Is Freud
acknowledging the fact that narcissists are not really self-confident and
independent and implying that leaders only appear to be? Is Freud in
agreement with Tolstoy, who believes that “a king is the slave of history”
(1957, 718) and that Napoleon’s role as leader is to “appear to be in
supreme control” (933; emphasis added).32 That is how Adorno seems to
understand Freud’s statement: “in order to allow narcissistic identification,
the leader has to appear himself as absolutely narcissistic” (1951, 289;
emphasis added). And while Freud had said that the leader “need love no
one else,” Adorno asserts that “the leader can be loved only if he himself
does not love” (289). This would seem to invalidate Freud’s composite por-
trait of the father-leader. What becomes of the modern idea of the family
if father and children cannot love one another reciprocally?

Of course, one might ask whether there is room for reciprocal love in
Kafka’s description of family life as a tug-of-war between tyranny and slav-
ery. Jessica Benjamin uses language very similar to Kafka’s when she
describes parent-child relations, although she, like Freud, invokes the con-
cept of narcissism in her analysis. Benjamin is also heavily influenced 
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31 Alternatively, one might want to write them off as the impressions of an
abused child with an overfertile imagination. On Kafka as an abused child, see
especially A. Miller 1998, 240–97.

32 For the role of “appearance” in a leader’s exercise of power, see chs. 1 and 6,
above.



by Hegel’s chapter on master/slave (Herr/Knecht) relations in his
Phenomenologie. The child who is going through a “rapproachment crisis”
is “ready to be the master in Hegel’s sense” (34). For the mother, this crisis
involves a “blow to her own narcissism,” because she cannot make a per-
fect world for her child. If she responds to this failure by “self-obliteration”
and permissiveness, the child will experience her behavior as abandon-
ment. In this case, the parent is no longer acting as an “other” who sets a
boundary to the child’s will. Only the child exists; the “other” is effaced.
Alternatively, the parent may be unable to tolerate the child’s independ-
ence, let alone surrender to it. When this occurs, the child will either feel
that the price of freedom is aloneness or that freedom is not possible. If the
child does not want to do without approval, she must give up her will
(35–36; cf. 39, 70–71). When either the child or the parent exercises
“omnipotent” control, “the state of omnipotence, with its absence of ten-
sion, gives birth to domination. . . . the underlying wish to interact with an
equivalent center of desire, does not emerge” (73). In this “negative cycle
of recognition,” aloneness is only possible “by obliterating the intrusive
other,” and attunement is only possible by surrendering to the other (28).

Kafka, who also associates freedom with aloneness,33 makes it quite
clear that as a child he felt like an obliterated slave in his relationship with
his father, the royal Herr. And the adult Kafka certainly felt as though he
had been “obliterated” and abandoned by his tyrantlike father. According
to Lowen (1997, 75–77), narcissistic parents typically use force and humil-
iation to control their children, in order to maintain their child’s inflated
view of them and, thereby, their inflated view of themselves. Using humil-
iation also allows such parents to punish the children who fail to provide
the kind of flattering mirrors they need. The use of humiliation is appro-
priate for narcissistic parents, because it is a feeling with which they
themselves are very familiar (see A. Miller 1981, 64–76). As Kohut puts it,
“the ego may wallow in a state of humiliation when it fails to live up to its
ideals” (1986, 68). Bursten (1986, 396) cites the craving personality and
connects it to the helplessness of the baby and the humiliation of being
weak. Finally, A. M. Cooper (1986, 140) notes that the narcissist derives sat-
isfaction from mastery of his own humiliation.
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33 And, at times, both together with a combination of narcissism and hopeless-
ness, as in this scene from The Castle, involving the novel’s main character (and
focalizer), the land surveyor K.: “It seemed to K. as if people had now broken off
all connection with him, and as if he were now certainly freer than ever, . . . as if
he had fought for this freedom for himself, as no other person could have, and no
one could touch him or drive him away, or even speak to him; but—and this con-
viction was at least just as strong—as if at the same time there was nothing more
senseless, nothing more desperate than this freedom, this waiting, this invulnera-
bility” (1946, 157).



Now, Yahweh does use humiliation as a punishment tool; a number of
passages in Isaiah and other books make that clear.34 Is it for the same rea-
sons? In a letter, Kafka once envisioned a situation where God would have
called the “wrong” Abraham to sacrifice his son, in order to teach a lesson
through humiliation:

It is as if the best student were solemnly to receive a prize at the end of
the year and in the expectant silence, the worst student, because of a mis-
take in hearing, comes forward from his dirty back bench and the whole
class cracks up. And perhaps it is no mistake in hearing, his name was
really spoken, the teacher’s intention is that the reward of the best should
at the same time be a punishment of the worst. (1958, 334)

One could argue that this is precisely what Yahweh did by calling “the
worst student” Saul before the “best” student David in his royal zero-sum
game. Kafka himself actually describes the humiliation of a Balaam-like
character. In The Trial, he describes the lawyer Huld’s grotesque humilia-
tion of the merchant Block in terms that precisely echo Yahweh’s treatment
of Balaam in Num 22 (see Lasine 1985).

These retellings raise a troubling question: How often is Yahweh’s
alleged “humbling,” disciplining, and chastising of his sons really a matter
of humiliating them to support a habit of narcissism? Considering that nar-
cissistic leaders from ancient kings to modern totalitarian dictators like
Stalin have relished humiliating their adversaries,35 the possibility that this
technique would be in Yahweh’s royal repertoire does not seem unlikely.
Whom does Yahweh “obliterate,” and with which of his children does he
actually play the slave role? The first question is easy to answer; Job cer-
tainly felt obliterated and humiliated (e.g., Job 19:5–6 [hrpj36]; 30:1–15),
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34 lpv: Isa 2:9, 11, 17; 5:15; 25:11; Job 40:11; Prov 29:23; hn[: Deut 8:2, 3, 16; 
1 Kgs 11:39; [nk: Job 40:12; llq: Job 40:4 (compare and contrast 3:1). On hprj
(Job 19:5), see n. 36 below.

35 For ancient kings, see, e.g., the inscriptions of Assurna"irpal II (which include
the familiar motif of “the strong male, who treads upon the necks of his foes”
[Grayson 1991, 221; cf. Josh 10:24]) and, in the Bible, Adoni-Bezek (Judg 1:6–7) and
the Ammonite kings Nahash and Hanun (1 Sam 11:2 [see n. 36, below]; 2 Sam
10:4–5). On Stalin, see especially Fromm (1975, 317–22). Khruschev described
Stalin’s character as “capricious and despotic” (Conquest 1973, 117). Stalin’s man-
ner of humiliating his friends and subordinates illustrates both traits; see Conquest
1973, 117–22. On Yahweh’s capriciousness, see section II, above.

36 hprj is used by Tamar (2 Sam 13:13) to describe the disgrace she anticipates
suffering if Amnon rapes her; as it turns out, she is sexually abused and then fur-
ther humiliated (13:14–19). The God-abandoned speaker of Ps 22:7 (MT) uses hprj
to convey the disgrace he suffers being a “worm and no man.” hprj is also



and there are many examples of humans obliterated by the thousands
through the wrath of Yahweh the divine warrior-king (see below). At first
glance, the second question seems outrageous and certainly more difficult.
However, like the father in Luke’s parable, we’ve found that Yahweh does
seem to appreciate feisty child-mirrors like Moses and the “impatient” Job
more than obedient “good little boys” like Esau (see Gen 27:1–5; 28:8–9),
Saul, and Balaam, who so mechanically do what Yahweh wants, and are so
eager to please Dad, that Dad gets as little satisfaction out of it as Hegel’s
Herr gets from his Knecht. With disobedient sons like David and Solomon,
on the other hand, Yahweh’s behavior approaches that of the permissive,
“slavish” parent more than it does the tyrannical one (see chs. 5–6, above).

VI

Sunk deep in the night. In the way one sometimes sinks one’s head in
order to reflect, to be that utterly sunk in the night. All around people are
asleep. A little bit of playacting, an innocent self-deception, that they are
sleeping in houses, in solid beds, under a solid roof, stretched out or
curled up on mattresses, in sheets, under the covers; in reality they have
encountered one another as they once did back then, and again later, in a
desolate region, a camp in the open [im Freien], a countless number of
people, an army, a nation [Volk], under cold sky on cold earth, thrown
down where they had earlier stood, forehead pressed on an arm, face
toward the ground, quietly breathing. And you are awake watching [du
wachst ], are one of the watchmen [Wächter ], you find the next one by
brandishing a piece of burning wood from the brushwood pile beside
you. Why are you watching? Someone must remain wakeful [einer muss
wachen], it is said. Someone must be there.
—Kafka, “At Night” (“Nachts”; 1970, 309)

Behold, he who watches over [rmwv] Israel
will neither slumber nor sleep.
. . .
Unless Yahweh watches over [rmvy] a city
the watchman [rmwv] remains wakeful37 [dqv] in vain.
(Luther: wacht der Wächter umsonst)
—Psalms 121:4; 127:1

Earlier, the biblicist in therapy mentioned that narcissistic patients often
view the outside world as cold, empty, and hostile. One could explain this
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employed by Nahash the Ammonite to describe the disgrace he intends to inflict
on the men of Jabash-Gilead by gouging out all their right eyes (1 Sam 11:2).

37 Both Hebrew dqv and German wachen can mean “be awake” and “watch,
guard.”



as the result of childhood feelings of being abandoned by the mother who
does not set boundaries to the child’s tyrannical will, as Benjamin puts it.
At first glance, this makes His Majesty the Spoiled Baby akin to people who
have suffered severe trauma. They too feel “utterly abandoned” and
“utterly alone.” Robbed of their “sense of basic trust,” they feel “cast out of
the human and divine systems of care and protection that sustain life”
(Herman 1997, 52).38 However, this might not be the only kind of upbring-
ing that could result in such a vision of the external world and their own
placement in it. Alice Miller cites child-rearing manuals that implore par-
ents to instill Stoicism in their little children (1983, 29). In chapter 1, I noted
that the Stoic ideal of self-sufficiency is based on an experience of the
external world that is very similar to that described by the narcissistic
patients described by psychoanalysts such as Kernberg and Kohut. When
parents heed the advice of experts who tell them to make little Stoa out of
their children, they are creating for their kids an unpredictable, hostile out-
side world in which they feel abandoned and isolated, rather than a
parental refuge and protection from an objectively hostile outside. In this
instance, Lucretius’s shipwrecked infant, whom we discussed in chapter 1,
is dumped on a “shore” that is actually located in the center of the family
unit. Such children live in a state of “internal exile.” When they view the
outside world as cold and abusive, are they merely perceiving a projection
of their abusive family situation? Or does marginalization and victimization
within the family offer them an unwelcome window into the true bitter-
ness of the world outside, a bitter truth that families may be designed to
block out?

The first epigraph to this section was used in a different context at the
beginning of this book, but it can help us to answer this last question. In
chapter 1, I compared Kafka’s unsleeping watchman with Liverani’s wake-
ful and vigilant pharaoh and Lévi-Strauss’s watchful anthropologist-hero.
In the present context, Kafka’s piece illustrates a different aspect of the
complex network of ideas we have been tracing throughout the book.
The narrator describes a world of play-acting, innocently self-deceived,
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38 While Herman does not mention biblical examples, her comments sound like
a description of the traumatized Job. This is also true of her contention that sur-
vivors of trauma seek from witnesses “the willingness to share the guilty knowledge
of what happens to people in extremity” (1997, 69). A major function of the pro-
logue to Job is to make readers deal with their “guilty knowledge” of what has
transpired in the invisible divine halls of government (see ch. 9, above). As read-
ers of the Hebrew Bible as a whole, we must also ask how much “guilty
knowledge” we are given about God’s abused and abandoned children throughout
the biblical corpus. What kind of witness or “bystander” we become depends upon
how—and whether—we handle this guilty knowledge.



sleepers. What is their innocent illusion? That they are like Freud’s chick,
safe in its egg. They are curled up or stretched out on mattresses within
their eggs, on solid beds, under the covers and under solid roofs. A solid
world of enclosures, a determinate world with walls. What is the “reality,”
according to the narrator? That they are exposed in a desolate region in
the open, thrown down on cold earth under a cold sky, face down. A
world with no womblike warmth, no walls, no inside.

In this indeterminate world there also seems to be a temporal indeter-
minacy. It is a world with a history, albeit a vague one. This is not the first
time that the people camped in this desolation have encountered one
another in this way. When? Who? What nation? What army? We are left in
the dark. At this point the narrator addresses a familiar “you,” who is awake
watching. A “you” within the world of the story, presumably, if not “you,
the reader,” who is awake reading his words (and mine). Which nocturnal
world is the Wächter watching? Does he see a world of sleepers enclosed
in their solid dwellings or a world of countless people exposed to the cold
out in the open? Or both? Does this watchman know what the narrator
knows? That those asleep in their houses are really lying out in the cold?
The watchman is not alone. He locates the next one by brandishing burn-
ing brushwood. This is the only act of communication between people in
the story. The narrator asks the watchman why he is watching. He does not
ask him what he is watching for—or what threat he is watching against. The
only answer seems to be a traditional one: “it is said” that someone must
watch, someone must be there. A tradition requires history, but, as is usual
with Kafka, it remains unclear whether the watchman—or anyone else—
still knows the reason for the tradition, knows why someone must watch,
knows why someone must be there, wherever “there” is.

One might well ask how this nebulous bedtime story might relate to
the problems being discussed here. Sure, kings stay awake and watch over
their sleeping followers; we already discussed Shakespeare’s Henry V
doing that in the first chapter. Is that all there is to it? Not quite. In the first
chapter, and again in chapter 10, we explored an opposition between the
insulated world of Freud’s His Majesty the Baby and Lucretius’s picture of
the “shipwrecked” baby exposed on the shore. Kafka’s narrator is setting
up a similar opposition. The narrator sees human reality as quite Lucretian;
the people aren’t tossed out of the sea onto the shore, but they are thrown
down on the cold earth. The humans whom Lucretius describes lack the
natural protections and insulation of other animals. Unless they fabricate
clothing and walls to protect themselves, like Kafka’s sleepers, they are
exposed to the elements. Freud’s affectionate parents, who treat their child
as His Majesty the Baby in order to prolong its “chick-in-the-egg” stage
(and to resuscitate their own lost narcissism through the child’s perform-
ance), are, in Kafka’s words, engaging in play-acting and an innocent
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self-deception. But is it an “innocent” one? In this chapter and the last one,
we have learned that in many cases it is not at all innocent.

What about the limiting case, when the parent is divine? Yahweh con-
tinually talks about being a nurturing parent who encloses and protects
his human child like the little man in his eye. Is that an innocent self-
deception? Are Yahweh’s expectations for his human children realistic
ones? And what about the expectations he sets up in his children? We are
led to expect consistent, reliable, “good enough” parenting. Admittedly,
we are warned that we will be punished when we disappoint our divine
father’s expectations. But what about Job, who fulfilled Dad’s expectations
better than anyone? Could there be a better example of the insulated chick
in the egg than the Job whom Yahweh hedged in with prosperity? On the
other hand, could there be a better example of Lucretius’s exposed
humans than Job out on the ashheap? Of course, in Kafka’s terms Job goes
from being a sleeper in a solid house to being thrown down on the cold
earth after a solid house caved in on his children. In the book of Job,
worlds collide: the world of safe sleepers and the world of cold refugees
from who knows where. Job is forced into the role of the Wächter, once
he becomes aware of the many other exposed, abused, and victimized
people out there in the open. Job’s friends, on the other hand, are still
asleep and are bound and determined to pull Job back into their stage-
play world of walls and platitudes. As self-deceptions go, their brand may
be the least “innocent” of all.

The epigraphs from Psalms remind us that Yahweh too plays the role
of unsleeping Wächter, for Israel at least. Kafka’s story ends on the note
that “someone must remain wakeful [einer muss wachen]”; Ps 127:1
declares that if Yahweh is not watching over a city, “the watchman remains
wakeful [Luther: wacht der Wächter ] in vain.” Indeed. We have already dis-
cussed a number of occasions when, far from watching over his special
child Israel, Yahweh abandons him. On the other hand, Yahweh the
watchman can also be an oppressive force when he is on duty. After Job
has been exposed, he asks God if he is the sea, or a sea monster, that God
has set a guard (Luther: Wache) over him (7:12; cf. 7:20). In the next sec-
tion, we will examine Third Isaiah’s startling depiction of Yahweh as a
bloody warrior challenged by a watchman as he comes from Edom (Isa
63:1–2), perhaps one of the Wächter whom King Yahweh had commis-
sioned to act as “remembrancer,” to prevent him from resting until he
established Jerusalem (62:6–7). Earlier, Second Isaiah had imagined
Yahweh as a king returning victoriously to Zion, with the Wächter singing
for joy (52:7–10; see Mettinger 1986, 153–56). Given our examination of
Yahweh’s royal parenting style, however, we must ask whether his watch-
ing children should be quite so joyful when they see Dad coming home
from work covered in the blood of the peoples he has just trampled. 
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Is this what his children expected when they longed for the return of
Yahweh to Zion (40:10; cf. Sawyer 1993, 75)? It is from Edom that the war-
rior Yahweh returns, as he had done in the past (Judg 5:4). Edom—home
of the elder son Esau and of the fall guy Doeg (see ch. 2, above). And look
what happened to Job, that traditional Edomite king (LXX Job 42:17d; see
Dhorme 1984, xvii–xx)! According to Job, warrior Yahweh has obliterated
his psychic city, destroying his defenses breach after breach (see Job 16:14;
19:10–12). Now, while Yahweh set a watch on Job, Job himself has been
on the watch for the appearance of the divine father who has abandoned
him. When Yahweh finally comes, he does so in precisely the stormy39

fashion that Job had feared (9:17; 38:1; 40:6); he certainly knows his old
man. Nevertheless, Yahweh’s verbal assault on his son is enough to flatten
Job’s psyche in a more subtle way. It reduces Job to acting like a humili-
ated and obedient child who is forced to admit once again that he has no
knowledge or rights in relation to his omnipotent and abusive father.

VII

For as to her unwinged young ones the mother bird brings back
morsels, wherever she can find them, but as for herself it is suffering,
such was I, as I lay through all the many nights unsleeping,
such as I wore through the bloody days of the fighting,
striving with warriors for the sake of . . . [booty] women. . . .
Father Zeus, Athene and Apollo, if only
not one of all the Trojans could escape destruction, not one
of the Argives, but you [Patroclus] and I could emerge from the slaughter
so that we two alone could break Troy’s hallowed coronal.
—Homer, Iliad 9.323–327; 16.97–100 (1951, 206–7, 332–33)

“What is this, father Amun?
Has a father ever neglected his son? . . .
I am among a host of strangers; 
All countries are arrayed against me,
I am alone, by myself, no other with me!
My numerous troops have abandoned me. . . .
Behold, Amun gave me his strength. . . .
He caused every distant land to see
My victory through my strong arm. . . .
I attacked millions of foreigners, while I was alone [iw.i w <.kwi].”
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39 Retaining the MT for 9:17, rather than revocalizing hr[c (“tempest/whirlwind”)
in order to produce the meaning “hair,” even though the other appearances of this
term for “tempest” in Job (38:1; 40:6) use the more common spelling hr[s, not
hr[c. For commentators who favor revocalization here, see Clines (1989, 218).



[The Hittites said] “No deeds of man are these his doings,
They are of one who is unique [w< w<ty]. . . .
I killed among them . . . they . . . lying flung down in their blood in one

place.”
—Ramesses II Qadesh inscriptions40

“Who is this who comes from Edom [µ/da]?”
“I who speak in righteousness, mighty to save, . . . ”
“Why is there red [µda] on your clothing,
and your garments like his who treads in the winepress?”
“I have trodden the trough of the winepress alone,
And from the peoples41 there was no man with me,
And I trod them in my anger, . . .
And their juice is spattered against my garments, . . .
And I looked, and there was none to help, . . .
Therefore my own arm brought salvation to me.” . . .
“Where are your jealous zeal and your might,
the moaning of your inner parts and your womblike42 compassion? . . .
For you are our father . . . you, Yahweh, are our father.”
—Isaiah 63:1–3, 5, 15–16

Three divine (or at least semidivine) warriors. Each fighting alone
against a mass of others, violently causing their victims’ blood to flow. Each
feeling abandoned, disappointed, disgraced, or betrayed by others. Each
identified by their membership in a family, whether as son, father, or
mother. Each seemingly open to the charge of being a narcissist. And each
is a king. One is the returning warrior Yahweh, of whom we were just
speaking. The others are Homer’s Achilleus and the Egyptian king
Ramesses II. These three figures are significantly similar in some ways and
even more significantly different in others. By examining them as family
members, kings, and narcissists, we will be better able to locate warrior
Yahweh’s distinguishing traits in all these roles.

The epigraph from Homer’s Iliad quotes the warrior Achilleus.
Achilleus has withdrawn from the battle against Troy because Agamemnon
has “degraded” or “disgraced” (ajsuvfhlon) him, treating him as though he
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40 Poem, lines 92–93, 111–114, 196–197, 266, 158–159, 291–294; Lichtheim 1976,
65–70; Morschauser 1985, 141, 146, 190; Gardiner 1960, 13. On w< w<ty, see
Gardiner (1960, 21). Morschauser (1985, 153) renders the phrase “a truly Unique
One.” On the translation of line 93 (is p0.n it Hm ˙r s0.f ), see Morschauser (1985,
146) and Gardiner (1960, 19–20).

41 1QIsaa: “from my people” (ym[m).
42 See Gruber (1992, 5–6) on Trible’s assumption that ancient Hebrew speakers

“were fully conscious of the etymological relationship of the verb ri˙am ‘be com-
passionate’ and the noun re˙em ‘womb’” (5 n. 5).



were a dishonorable refugee (Il. 9.647–648; 16.59). In the first part of the
epigraph, Achilleus is in the process of refusing the overtures of the
embassy sent to persuade him to return to his army. The second part is
taken from a later scene. Achilleus has agreed to the request made by his
best friend and alter-ego Patroclus, namely, that Patroclus be allowed to
dress in Achilleus’s armor and go into the fighting, so that the Trojans will
think it is Achilleus (16.40–43; cf. 11.795–800). Just as the enemy is sup-
posed to imagine that it is Achilleus himself who is fighting, Achilleus
himself imagines that all members of both armies—the Trojans and his own
Argive army—might be destroyed, so that “we two alone,” that is, he and
his mirror image Patroclus, might “breach the strong battlements [krhvdemna]
of Troy” (Nagler 1974, 53).43 As Janko (1992, 329) puts it, “as far as
Achilleus is concerned, the enemy, and the Greeks who allowed his humil-
iation, can both go to the devil.”

Because Achilleus is imagining himself and his “buddy” fighting
together, it might seem as though this situation is not really analogous to
those of Ramesses II and Yahweh. The analogy would be weak even if
Patroclus were nothing more than a representation of Achilleus’s “humane
side,” as is sometimes suggested (e.g., Whitman 1965, 199–200). However,
this is not what Patroclus signifies in Achilleus’s fantasy. Achilleus is not
dressing up Patroclus to act out Achilleus’s own kinder, gentler side.
Rather, he is making Patroclus into a projection of his own fierce martial
self. And this is precisely how Patroclus behaves in battle. In effect, when
Achilleus imagines “we two alone” in battle destroying everyone else who
is left to be killed, he really has in mind two versions of himself.

When Achilleus likens himself to a bird in the first part of the epigraph,
he is recalling his past fighting, not imagining a future scene of annihilat-
ing all others by himself. At first, it might seem odd to hear this
iron-hearted warrior-king describing himself as a mother bird feeding her
chicks.44 It might seem even stranger when we realize that Jesus also
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43 As Nagler points out, because krhvdemna also denotes “veil” and sometimes sig-
nifies “chastity,” Achilleus is envisioning a rape of the city (Nagler 1974, 53; cf. Pucci
1998, 17).

44 The image of kings as parental birds caring for their young can also be
found in Aeschylus’s Agamemnon: “crying . . . like eagles in pathless places 
[ejkpativoi"], circling in pain for their children [paivdwn], very high above their bed
[lecevwn] . . . their toilsome watch over their young ruined and in vain [ojlevsante"]”
(49–54; cf. Homer, Od. 16.216–218). Here the image of parental grief is combined
with the traditional Greek use of the eagle (or vulture) as an emblem of the king’s
loneliness and remoteness (e.g., Horapollo, Hieroglyphica 2.56; see Headlam
1902, 436; on the loneliness and isolation of kings and their burdensome task of
watchful vigilance, see chs. 1 and 10, above). The precise meaning of this
Aeschylean passage is debated; see Aeschylus 1962, 29–34; 1968, 71–73.



described himself as a mother bird wanting to nurture chicks (see below).
The “morsels” in Achilleus’s case, however, are “warrior food,” that is, cap-
tured women, representative of the booty that Achilleus’s prowess has
made it possible for his people to gain. Far from increasing his similarity
to Yahweh and Jesus as mothers, the image of Achilleus as a mother bring-
ing back women for his men recalls a very different “maternal image,” the
one envisioned by Sisera’s mother and her ladies in Deborah’s song, with
the soldiers dividing up “one womb, two wombs, for the head of every
warrior” (Judg 5:30). Yet mother Achilleus does suffer for her children,
fighting all day and enduring sleepless nights.45 Achilleus later returns to
the idea of himself as mother, just before Patroclus asks Achilleus for per-
mission to impersonate him. Patroclus is weeping because of all the
comrades who have been wounded or killed thanks to Achilleus’s refusal
to fight. Achilleus mocks him by likening him to “some poor little girl . . .
who runs after her mother and begs to be picked up and carried, and
clings to her dress” (Homer, Il. 16.7–9; 1951, 330). One can only wonder
what kind of a mother Achilleus would have really made.

This raises the question: What kind of mother did Achilleus have?
After all, it is difficult not to apply the term narcissistic to his grandiose
destructive fantasy, as has been recognized by Slater and MacCary.46 If so,
what role—if any—might his parents have played in the development of
his apparent narcissism? In the Iliad, Achilleus’s goddess-mother Thetis
comforts her son (e.g., 1.360–363) and watches after him (as his grandfa-
ther Zeus puts it, “always his mother is near him night and day”;
24.72–73). She also acts as his informer, cluing him in on Zeus’s intentions
(17.408–409). Thetis herself refers repeatedly to how she had nurtured
[qrevyasa] Achilleus (18.57, 437). In one of these passages, she tells the
god Hephaistos the history of her marriage. Zeus has caused her “many
grim sorrows” because “he gave me to a mortal, . . . and I had to endure
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45 Achilleus does not say whether he stays awake in order to remain vigilant or
to protect himself, like the kings we discussed in ch. 1.

46 Slater (1968, 36): “perhaps the most dramatic demonstration of Homeric [sic]
narcissism is Achilles’ willingness to sacrifice his comrades to his own glory.”
MacCary (1982, 87) views Achilleus as a literary embodiment of Kernberg’s portrait
of the narcissist, especially in the “strange contradiction between apparent strength
and actual dependence on others.” Rather than focusing on the parents attempting
to recover their lost narcissism through their child, MacCary works with the assump-
tion that the narcissistic child is attempting to regain what Freud described as the
“chick-in-the-egg” existence and that the mother serves primarily as the child’s mir-
ror. For MacCary, Thetis functions as Achilleus’s “all-powerful” and “all-bountiful”
mother “to whom he constantly turns for reassurance of his own existence.” While
she is constantly available, the father is aged, weak, and absent (22, 166).



mortal marriage though much against my will. And now he, broken by
mournful old age, lies away in his halls. . . . For since he has given me a
son to bear and raise up [trafevmen] . . . I nurtured him (18.430–438; 1951,
386–87). According to her own testimony, then, Thetis was primarily
responsible for raising her son, while the husband she hadn’t wanted
became increasingly decrepit and immobile.

This is indeed a marriage made in heaven—particularly for Philip
Slater, considering his well-known theories concerning ancient Greek
mothers and their sons. Slater contends that “stories that reflected an
entirely narcissistic attitude of the mother toward the child appealed to the
Greek mind (1968, 33). He describes ancient Greek women as imprisoned
and isolated by “indifferent and largely absented” husbands. This caused
some of the mother’s sexual longing to be turned upon her son. Therefore,
“along with, and in direct contradiction to, her need to belittle and dis-
courage his masculine striving, she attempted to build him up into an
idealized replacement of her husband” (31). Due to this “deeply narcissis-
tic ambivalence,” the mother “does not respond to the child as a separate
person, but as both an expression of and a cure for her narcissistic
wounds” (33). While Slater does cite the myth of Thetis and Achilleus as
an example of “maternal ambition for the son” (31), he does not examine
any of the versions of their story. And while Walcot pays more attention to
information about Thetis in the Iliad, he concludes only that Thetis is
“ambitious for her son” and “obviously . . . over-protective” (1996, 119).

These commentators are suggesting a mother-son relationship in
which Achilleus is in the position of His Majesty the Baby. Surprisingly,
later tradition turns this picture totally upside down, so that Achilleus is
more like one of Lucretius’s shipwrecked infants than Freud’s pampered
child, even though Thetis is portrayed as being equally narcissistic in
these seemingly contradictory examples of mothering. According to
Apollodorus, Peleus had married Thetis after he seized her and managed
to hold on in spite of her shape-shifting. After Thetis has a baby, she
wishes to make it immortal. She secretly attempts to use fire to destroy the
mortal element he had inherited from his father and anoints him with
ambrosia during the day. Peleus sees the child writhing on the fire and
cries out. Thetis, “thus prevented from accomplishing her purpose, aban-
doned [ajpoleivpw] her infant son and departed to the Nereids.” Peleus then
brings the child to Chiron, who feeds him on lion innards, wild swine, and
the marrow of bears, and names him Achilles, “because he had not put
his lips to the breast” (Library 3.13.5–6; 1956, 67–71; cf. 1997, 129).
Apollonius Rhodius’s version of the story makes Thetis even more abu-
sive. She angrily snatches up the baby, throws him screaming to the
ground, and angrily leaps into the sea, never to return again (Argon.
4.867–879; 1961, 352–55).
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In these stories, when Thetis realizes that she will not be able to make
her son her immortal mirror-image, she simply abandons him and returns
to her immortal relatives. Far from being an example of maternal compas-
sion and love, Thetis now recalls the mother described by Kernberg,
whose cold hostile narcissistic use of the child sends him out seeking
admiration. Although the verb for abandonment (ajpoleivpw) used by
Apollodorus sometimes refers to wives deserting husbands rather than to
exposing a child, in these stories it sounds more like Thetis is deserting her
“little man,” in Slater’s sense, more than she is leaving Peleus. In the end,
however, baby Achilleus is abandoned by both parents, for Peleus leaves
him with Chiron after his wife leaves the family.

These are hardly Freud’s “affectionate parents” trying to recover their
lost narcissism through their baby. For that, we need a king like the
Sumerian Sulgi, whom the goddess Ninsuna took as a child to her divine
throne, fondled at her breast, and told of his specialness: “Shulgi, you sacred
seed . . . on my holy lap I raised you, . . . you are the best that fell to my por-
tion” (Jacobsen 1976, 158–59). Apollodorus’s Achilleus is at the other end of
the spectrum. He gets his name—his identity—from the fact that he never
had the chance to put his lips to a maternal breast. Nevertheless, the most
telling point is that in both the Homeric His Majesty the Baby version and
the post-Homeric “Lucretian” versions, the future warrior-king is depicted as
the son of a narcissistic mother, thereby highlighting once again the ambiva-
lence and paradox characteristic of narcissism.47

At first glance, the speaker in the next epigraph seems to have done
what Achilleus could only dream of doing: slaughtering a whole army
totally by himself. This warrior is the Nineteenth Dynasty Egyptian king
Ramesses II. The quotations are taken from his Qadesh inscriptions, which
describe the crucial battle between the Egyptians and the Hittites during
the fifth year of Ramesses’ reign, roughly 1285 B.C.E. Ramesses had this
event recorded in three different forms: a pictorial record, and the so-
called “Bulletin” and “Poem,” each of which differs from the others in the
precise information it offers or does not offer. Ramesses had most or all
of these records displayed on ten public buildings, in a total of five tem-
ples,48 so that it was, in Goedicke’s words, “without question the most
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47 In this light, we might reconsider Homer’s image of Achilleus as Patroclus’s
“mother” and his companion as his “little girl.” Taken literally, mother Achilleus is
dressing up her child in her own clothes, so that she can go out to fight and die while
impersonating the “parent.” Although we are already well beyond the limits of rea-
sonable speculation on the psychological dimensions of fiction, I cannot help but
suggest the possibility that Achilleus may, in fantasy, be reenacting his experience of
childhood by playing the role of his own mother, with Patroclus as his child-self.

48 Karnak, Luxor, Abydos, the Ramesseum, and Abu Simbel; see Grimal 1992, 253.



extensively advertised event of ancient Near Eastern history” (1985, 111; cf.
Grimal 1992, 253). Thus, the grand feats of military prowess described in
our epigraph were disseminated in equally grand fashion. No wonder that
Ramesses has been described as exhibiting a “craze for self-advertisement”
and “self-glorification” (Gardiner 1961, 256, 261), “megalomania” (Lesko
1991, 111), and “excessive self-regard” (E. Otto, quoted in Goedicke 1985,
77–78 n. 3).

One big problem: the battle did not result in an Egyptian victory.49

Moreover, Ramesses’ inscriptions include the information that he person-
ally had been fooled by false informers, spies for the Hittites posing as
deserters. In other words, he was a victim of disinformation and deceit,50

like Joshua when he was tricked by Gibeonite emissaries (Josh 9:3–27).51

However, I doubt that Joshua followed Ramesses’ lead, renting billboard
space throughout Canaan broadcasting the fact that he too was unable to
prevent others from manipulating the information he was fed. Moreover,
the inscriptions make it clear that Ramesses made a serious tactical error in
stringing out his army so much that a force of Hittite chariots could rout
one of the four contingents. In addition, Ramesses highlights the fact that
his troops have abandoned him and that even his personal deity, his
“father” Amun, had been neglecting him (see Morschauser 1985, 143).
Throughout our investigation, we have encountered ample evidence to
show that the lapses acknowledged by Ramesses involve many of the most
important duties of the king: skillful information management, military
skill, ability to maintain the loyalty of his followers, and consistent support
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49 Nevertheless, scholars continue to make wildly divergent assessments of the out-
come. For some (esp. specialists on the Hittites), there is “no question”: it was “a
decisive victory for the Hittites” and their king Muwatallis II (Gurney 1990, 28; cf.
MacQueen 1986, 49, 57) and “a disaster for the Egyptians” (Pitard 1998, 63). Others
contend that it was “probably a draw militarily” (Ahlström 1993, 273) or that we sim-
ply do not know whether either side was victorious (Drews 1993, 133). As for
Ramesses’s own account, it became “a kind of archetype of Egyptian victory over for-
eign countries” (Grimal 1992, 253). This variety of opinion is itself testimony to the
indeterminacy created by the fact that the battle is reported in three different forms
that include differing information and that collectively put together competing views
of the king that would rarely be found together in any one text or series of drawings.

50 Liverani (1990, 178) believes that the spies’ deception was ineffective and the
entire episode is “irrelevant.” Modern critics have “partly been taken in by
Ramesses’s propagandistic account” of the Hittite ambush: “the Egyptians could not
seriously believe to reach Aleppo without meeting any resistance! . . . of course,
each of the two armies knew where the other was.”

51 On King David’s use of Hushai as a double agent to deceive Absalom, see ch.
4, above. For accounts of fake deserters and fugitives in ancient Greek sources, see,
now, Russell (1999, 122–27, 221–23).



from his god. Thus, it would be hard to overstress the seriousness of these
admissions; in this light, the fact that they are included in the inscriptions
is even more surprising. Thus, for whatever reason, the inscriptions record
the king’s most humiliating moments as well as his most grandiose acts of
valor and strength.

What might this reason be? Scholars have suggested many answers,
some more plausible than others. Wilson (1958, 245–47) assumes that “the
ecstatic celebration of [Ramesses’] superhuman courage and prowess” and
the “blatant advertising” were designed to “drown out” and “cover up” the
fact that Ramesses walked into a trap and “was a stupid and culpably inef-
ficient general.” While the “sheer physical weight of his insistence distorts
a setback into a stunning triumph,” it also shows that Ramesses “protests
too much.” This last phrase is reminiscent of all the scholars who said the
same thing about the narrator of 2 Sam 3, who insists that David had no
knowledge that Joab was going to assassinate Abner (see ch. 5, above).
Wilson’s approach avoids a simple question: Why didn’t Ramesses simply
omit all mention of the negative aspects of the event? When similar ques-
tions are asked about the Davidic Court History, the usual answer is that
an apologetic was necessary because the events were too well known to
the contemporary audience to be ignored. Goedicke (1985, 78), for one,
doubts that the Qadesh inscriptions were “intended in an apologetic vein.”
Due to mass illiteracy, those who might have been influenced by an apol-
ogy were “extremely limited in number.” And by the time the campaign
was advertised, the campaign of Year 8 has been successfully completed,
so that “there would not have been any reason to remind anyone of a less
glorious affair” (79–80 n. 9). Goedicke speculates that there must have
been unrest in the military establishment, especially in the Theban region.
This prompted Ramesses to advertise his severe punishment of his troops
at Qadesh, particularly around Thebes, as a warning to other potentially
disloyal followers (109–15).

While Goedicke’s proposal is problematic  and no other completely
convincing hypothesis has been offered,52 we can provide a fresh per-
spective by continuing with our comparison between Ramesses, Achilleus,
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52 Morschauser is very cautious about offering any conclusions. He believes that
Ramesses’ speeches, at best, offer a “slim clue” as to the identity of the “wide pub-
lic” to which the inscriptions were directed (1985, 206 n. 578). Ramesses’ allusions
to disparaging talk and the references to Thebes and Amun “might suggest that
there may have been some criticism of the king among certain Theban circles”
(emphasis added). The tentativeness and vagueness of Morschauser’s statement
(and the fact that it is relegated to a footnote) are notable. He makes no mention
of Goedicke’s proposal, even though his study appears in the same volume as
Goedicke’s and Goedicke had made comments and suggestions to him as he was
writing his paper (123 n. 1).



and Yahweh, focusing on those parts of the inscriptions that further the
comparison. While Achilleus depends upon his divine mother Thetis for
information and support, Ramesses depends on his “father” Amun.
Morschauser (1985, 145) believes that the king is primarily concerned with
the legal ramifications of the terms “father” (it) and “son” (s0), rather than
their familial implications. The king’s “exercise of this role as son of Amun
. . . provides a model of the ideal ‘servant’ . . . [and] a prototype of loyalty”
(197). By showing himself in this light, he “carefully stress[es] his subordi-
nate role to Amun” and thereby “de-emphasizes” his own responsibility
regarding the Qadesh campaign (145). To that extent, the text is apolo-
getic, because it shifts responsibility from the king to his divine father. And
because Ramesses had fulfilled his duties toward Amun, he had the right
to expect the god to reciprocate.53

Morschauser’s perspective reminds us that Ramesses is not simply
trumpeting his military might—or his blunders—in the inscriptions. By
showing himself to be the ideal servant of his god, he is showcasing his
piety. Morschauser believes that Ramesses’ self-presentation is “character-
istic of an attitude of ‘personal piety’ during the Ramesside period” (145;
cf. 197 n. 543). Baines agrees that this was a period of “public elite piety”
and suggests that this “royal dramatization of pious relations, personal loss,
suffering, and divine succor . . . could have been intended in part to show
that the king, like his subjects, must experience suffering” (1991, 192–93).
From this point of view, one of the king’s intentions with the inscriptions
may have been “to channel through himself the increasing tendencies
toward piety in the wider society” (193) and thereby take control of a cul-
tural trend. In other words, it was in the king’s political interest to show
himself as being vulnerable and abandoned.

The way in which Ramesses describes the ingratitude of his troops is
similar to his grievance with Amun. He goes over his “personal history”
(Morschauser 1985, 175) with his troops (and possibly vassals54), showing
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53 Ramesses exhibits the same attitude when he puts himself in the role of father
in another inscription: “I speak to you, all you men, you mighty ones of the earth,
and all my soldiers: . . . For you I do fine deeds, as would a father” (Morenz 1973,
41). For an example of a pharaoh being addressed as “father” by his vassal Rib-
Hadda, see n. 64, below.

54 The identity of these troops is debated. Morschauser believes that Ramesses’
rebuke is primarily addressed to the chiefs (wr.w) of one of his four army divisions,
the P’re (1985, 170–71; on wr.w, also see Gardiner 1960, 33). He argues that these
“chiefs” are Semitic Palestinian allies (h 0rw.w) who formed an auxiliary unit within
P’re (172–75, 194, 197, 200). Their “lack of bravery” showed their “ingratitude and
faithlessness”; it was “dangerously symptomatic of their overall lack of trust in
Ramesses as their suzerain” (197). In contrast, Goedicke believes that Ramesses is
engaging in a “wholesale condemnation of his troops,” who displayed cowardice



how he had placed himself under obligation to them and treated them
loyally (Lichtheim 1976, 67–68), so that he had the right to expect them
to reciprocate, just as he had the right to expect Amun to do. While
Morschauser emphasizes the legal dimension of these relationships, this
does not exclude the personal, familial side, any more than the political
use of the word love in the David and Solomon stories excludes the per-
sonal meanings of the word (see chs. 5 and 7, above). When Ramesses
feels that he has been let down by his personal god and by the troops
whom he personally treated so well, he does take it personally. As we saw
when discussing ancient Near Eastern loyalty oaths and Saul’s disloyal
courtiers in chapters 2 and 3, this kind of betrayal hurts most when it
comes from those you have reason to trust most, and in many cases,
including Saul’s son Jonathan and Yahweh’s son/wife Israel, this means
the family.

This picture of Ramesses as a victim of parental neglect and betrayal
by his army is closer to Lucretius’s image of the shipwrecked infant than it
is to being an example of His Majesty the Baby, such as Sulgi on the god-
dess Ninsuna’s lap. Of course, Ramesses also had occasion to show himself
in the latter role as well. In the Abydos inscriptions, Ramesses claims that
his father “magnified” him while he was a child: “he gave me the land
while I was in the egg. . . . then when my father appeared in glory before
the people, I being a babe in his lap, he said concerning me: ‘Crown him
as king that I may see his beauty while I am alive’” (Gardiner 1961, 257;
cf. ARE 3:109). Whether or not Ramesses served as coregent with his father
Seti I (as is still debated), nothing of Seti’s parenting style is known apart
from this example of royal propaganda.

Thus, if we are going to decide whether Ramesses is being portrayed
in his inscriptions as a narcissist, as is Achilleus, we will have to do so with-
out the benefit of the kind of information we heard from Achilleus’s
mother Thetis. Are the inscriptions primarily designed to show Ramesses’
“specialness” and uniqueness? In a sense, yes. He is the model of a loyal
leader of his troops and loyal son to his personal deity. When Amun
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in battle (1985, 93–94, 98). As for the “high chiefs” who come to congratulate
Ramesses after he has driven off the Hittites, they were probably not those who
panicked in battle, even though Ramesses excoriates them (99). Goedicke then
makes a radical proposal: when Ramesses goes into battle the next day, he is not
fighting Hittites, but his own soldiers. His “massacre” of some of those who had
exhibited cowardice “constitutes the earliest attested case” of decimatio, “i.e. the
killing of every tenth solder as punishment for dastardliness in the face of the
enemy” (100–2; cf. 114). While bold and rather ingenious, Goedicke’s theory is
incapable of proof and has not won wide support. See, e. g., Liverani’s critiques of
Goedicke’s basic approach to the inscriptions and his conclusions (1990, 177 n. 21,
178–79 nn. 25–26). 



responds to Ramesses’ complaint that he has neglected his son by giving
him the strength to attack “millions of foreigners” alone, the god is vali-
dating the king’s loyalty and allowing his uniqueness to be visible to all,
including the Hittites who refer to this unstoppable warrior as “one who is
unique.” However, we cannot go further. The fact that Ramesses does
enact what for Achilleus is a narcissistic fantasy does not make Ramesses
a narcissist.55

On the other hand, the complex portrayal of Ramesses at Qadesh is a
perfect representation of royal paradox. The king possesses godlike power
and all-too-human weakness and vulnerability. He is both a courageous
warrior with superhuman prowess at killing myriads of enemy soldiers sin-
glehandedly and an obtuse general gulled by enemy double agents, who
left his army strung out and vulnerable to enemy ambush. He boasts of
having power granted to him by the god Amun and accuses Amun of hav-
ing ignored him and left him alone. He is both an effective leader and a
king who accuses his soldiers of having abandoned him, leaving him all
alone to face the surrounding foe. The fact that there are three different
versions of the battle itself enhances the impression of the king’s para-
doxical nature and elusiveness. This is not to say that Ramesses perceived
it to be in his interest to portray himself as an Egyptian analogue to the
later European notion of the king’s two bodies.56 Nevertheless, the fact that
he is depicted in this fashion could very well have served his interest, by
allowing those who knew the inscriptions to “mediate” the seemingly con-
tradictory aspects of their monarch.

Does Third Isaiah’s warrior Yahweh also show himself to be a mass of
royal contradictions? Does his account of Yahweh’s lone victory resemble
that of Achilleus, in terms of indicating the warrior’s narcissism? One thing
stands out immediately: this warrior king is not a son, as are the others.
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55 However, the uniqueness of the deadly warrior Ramesses does recall Canetti’s
portrait of the lone “survivor,” a figure who displays several of the narcissistic traits
we have discussed: “the essence of the situation is that he feels unique. He sees
himself standing there alone and exults in it. . . . The dead lie helpless; he stands
upright amongst them, and it is as though the battle had been fought in order for
him to survive it. . . .  It is a feeling of being chosen. . . .  He is the favoured of the
gods” (1981, 227–28). The heroic survivor feels more secure with each enemy
killed; his “invulnerability armours him more and more completely” (229).

56 Speaking about Egyptian kingship in general, Morenz (1973, 37–40) employs
the phrase “the king’s two bodies” to describe the “astonishingly consistent dis-
tinction [that] was drawn terminologically between the divine character of the
royal office and the human nature of the person holding it” (37; on the terminol-
ogy, see Silverman 1991, 67–68). However, Morenz does not refer to the doctrine
of “the king’s two bodies” in later European tradition (see ch. 1, above, for an
account of that doctrine).



And while Yahweh can be a mother and a bird caring for chicks, as
Achilleus describes himself, the last part of our epigraph shows that, in this
instance, Yahweh is definitely a father and a king. In fact, Tomasino (1993,
85) points out that with the exception of Isa 45:9–11 the references to
Yahweh as father in Isa 63–64 constitute the only uses of the father-son
metaphor in all of Isaiah since 1:2, 4, where Yahweh refers to his sons as
“a seed of evil-doers” (see above).57 And while the root ˚lm for king does
not appear in Isa 56–66, “several passages are saturated with royal divine
imagery” (Brettler 1998, 106). Brettler’s example is Yahweh’s statement that
“heaven is my throne” in 66:1; he does not mention58 that when Yahweh
had set watchmen on the walls of Jerusalem, he had done so in order for
them to be his “remembrancers” (µyrkzmh), a term used for one of the
king’s officials (Isa 62:6; see, e.g., 2 Sam 8:16; 1 Kgs 4:3; 2 Kgs 18:18). And
as we noted in the previous section, the royal figure for whom the watch-
men are waiting in Isa 52:7–10 turns out to be the divine king and father
of chapter 63, who returns in blood-splattered clothing.

In Achilleus’s case, the narcissistic fantasy required his victory to be
accomplished by himself, with only himself and his mirror Patroclus left
alive at the end. Ramesses, on the other hand, wanted and expected help
from his troops and vassals. Ramesses’ attitude is shared by Yahweh in Isa
63. After announcing that “there was no man with me” when he conducted
the slaughter alone, he adds, “I looked, and there was none to help.” He
wanted human help, but it wasn’t there. This shocks and appals him
(µmwtva; v. 5). Sawyer (1993, 78–79) renders the word “panic-stricken” and
“horrified,” and sees it as an indication of “emotional devastation.” Rather
than viewing Yahweh as horrified at “the enormity of the task to be done”
(79), our investigation of loyalty in the royal setting suggests that King
Yahweh, like Ramesses, is shocked at the monumental ingratitude of the
people whose loyalty he had expected and earned. From whom, then, had
he expected this help? As we’ve seen, Yahweh often feels that his special
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57 Some commentators seem unwilling to grant that Yahweh is presented as a
“father” in anything other than one narrowly defined sense, although they do not
agree on what that sense might be. For example, Westermann asserts that “man is
not God’s child, but his creature. . . . what makes him Israel’s father is the fact that
men may call upon him, and that he can turn in grace towards his chosen people
(1969, 393). Similarly, Mettinger claims that “when God is denoted as ‘father’ in
such passages as Jer 3:19 or 31:7–9, the metaphor does not seem to be oriented
towards the issue of divine gender. . . . When God liberates his people from
bondage and allots them their inheritances, he is acting like a father” (1988:206).
In contrast, we have found that Yahweh’s behavior as parent is complex and of
critical importance in several senses.

58 Either in the cited article or in his 1989 book God Is King.



children of Israel have let him down. In this case, he says that there was no
one “from the peoples” with him. Some commentators think that Yahweh
is referring to foreign nations (e.g., Whybray 1975, 253–54; cf. Gosse 1990,
109). Westermann (1969, 384) believes that the reference is to “a single
entity, the eschatological ‘foe’.” Others look within Judah and seek a figure
who might have helped in the way that Cyrus had earlier; Hanson (1995,
234) points at Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel, even though there is no bibli-
cal evidence of massive disappointment with these governors. We should
note that 1QIsaa reads “from my people” in verse 3, not “from the peoples.”
While some scholars believe that this reading is “hardly appropriate”
(Whybray 1975, 254), it cannot be excluded. Achtemeier (1982, 107) is wise
to allow for both possibilities: “he had no helper . . . from foreign nations
(cf. ‘peoples,’ v 3b) or from Judah to rely on.”

This should lead us to the next question: Whose blood has he been
shedding so copiously? In verse 6 he declares, “I trampled down peoples
in my anger.” “Peoples”—same word as in verse 3 (µym[). No one from
“the peoples/his people” helped him, and it is “peoples” whom he tram-
pled. This vagueness might seem puzzling if Yahweh hadn’t already spent
a lot of time in earlier books crushing both other nations and his own
people. As mentioned above (n. 54), Goedicke believes that the slaughter
Ramesses conducted on the second day of the fighting was against his own
troops. While Goedicke’s hypothesis lacks support, it brings to mind the
Levite slaughter in Exod 32:25–29. Here Yahweh rewards the slaughterers
because they disregarded their own fathers, mothers, and children in favor
of him (Deut 33:9). Even assuming that all the blood on Yahweh’s cloth-
ing is from his non-Israelite children, how confident can his special
children be that Daddy won’t bring his work home with him and turn on
his own “people” again, when they fail to meet his expectations? In the
worst-case scenario, Yahweh would annihilate all his people, from what-
ever nation, and be the only one left standing. In other words, only he is
capable of enacting the half-divine Achilleus’s fantasy. In fact, Isaiah envi-
sions a situation with which Achilleus could readily identify: “the loftiness
of the human being [µd:a;h;] will be bowed down, and the haughtiness [µWr]
of men shall be brought low [or: humiliated], and Yahweh alone will be
exalted on that day” (2:17, emphasis added; cf. Isa 5:15–16).

Such images of rampant divine violence might seem contradictory to
the accounts of Yahweh as a nurturing parent. In chapter 10, the biblicist
patient found the dissonance between these two basic images to be very
troubling. Yet even Achilleus has no problem combining fantasies of total
destructiveness and portraits of himself as a mother. In fact, Achilleus’s
comparison of himself to a mother bird nurturing her wingless chicks
invites us to examine one last example of divine parenting in the Bible, an
example that takes us beyond the borders of the Hebrew Bible and then
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quickly returns us to it. These are the passages where Jesus describes him-
self as a mother bird who had often wanted (hjqevlhsa) to gather
Jerusalem’s “children” together as a bird gathers her brood under her
wings, but they didn’t want (ojuk hjqelhvsate) it. As a result, their “house” is
abandoned and forlorn (Matt 23:37–39; Luke 13:34–35). 

The image of Jesus as a mothering bird became a powerful emblem
of his compassion in the writings of some medieval monks and nuns (see
Bynum 1982, 110–35, 189–90). However, when the cited passages are
looked at in their entirety, Jesus begins to resemble his father not merely
in being a nurturing bird (Deut 32:11) but in being the kind of parent
who abandons or destroys children who don’t act according to her
wishes, who don’t want what she wants. Jesus’ statement that “your
house is abandoned and desolate” is an allusion to Yahweh’s words in
Jeremiah: “I have abandoned [bz[] my house, . . . given the beloved of
my soul into the palm of her enemies. . . . She has raised her voice against
me: that is why I hate her” (12:7–8; see Holladay 1986, 383). The chil-
dren refused to comply with parental wishes, by abandoning (bz[) the
covenant that codifies those wishes (Jer 22:5–9), so their nation is
destroyed and rendered desolate. Because the child “raised her voice
against” her parent, she becomes an object of hatred instead of the
beloved child of the parent’s soul.

Earlier, the biblicist patient pointed to such rapid switches from love
to hate as an indicator of narcissism. When Yahweh believes that his
ungrateful, disloyal children have abandoned him (e.g., Deut 31:16; Jer
1:16 [MT]), he does the same to them (e.g., Deut 31:17; Isa 54:7).59

Deuteronomy, which concludes shortly after Moses’ image of Yahweh as a
bird spreading out its wings to protect its young (32:11), begins with
Moses’ statement that the Israelites accused God of bringing them out of
Egypt because he hated them (1:27). Could there be some basis for the
people’s scandalous allegation? After all, Moses later tells Yahweh that the
Egyptians would conclude the very same thing: that Yahweh hated the
Israelites and therefore brought them out to put them to death in the
wilderness (Deut 9:28).

Given Yahweh’s ambivalence, it should not be surprising that Isa 63,
which begins with the return of the bloody royal father, goes on to praise

59 As noted above, when Apollodorus describes Thetis abandoning her son
Achilleus, he used the verb ajpoleivpw, which is also used for wives deserting hus-
bands. When the LXX describes husband Yahweh deserting wife Israel in Isa 54:5–7;
62:4, the verb is kataleivpw (translating bz[). However, in Isa 49:14–15, where Zion
speaks as Yahweh’s child, and in Isa 60:15, the verb is ejgkataleivpw (Hebrew also
bz[), the same verb used in Ps 22:1 LXX/Matt 27:46, which are perhaps the most
famous biblical examples of a child feeling abandoned by Yahweh as a father.



Yahweh for his womblike compassion and fidelity (63:7–9) and then 
immediately proceeds to recount that the children’s “rebellion” turned
him into an enemy who fought against them (v. 10). It is only then that
the children speak, uttering the words that conclude our epigraph:
“Where are your jealous zeal and your might, the moaning of your inner
parts and your womblike compassion? . . . for you are our father . . . you,
Yahweh, are our father” (vv. 15–16). The question put by Ramesses, “Has
a father even neglected his son?” is answered by the Hebrew Bible with
a resounding yes.60

VIII

The relationship of father to sons has the form of kingship, since the
father’s care is for his children. And that is why Homer calls Zeus “father,”
for paternal rule is the ideal of kingship.
. . .
It would be eccentric [a[topon] for anyone to claim that he loved [filei'n]
Zeus.
—Aristotle, Ethica nicomachea 1160a25–28; Magna moralia 1208b31–3261

Zeus [is the “father of gods and men”] in that he wields the power associ-
ated with the headship of a family; they are not his children in the sense
that he regards them with a father’s love. . . . Zeus has no special partiality
for men. Hesiod and other early writers don’t reproach him for this. . . .
they wouldn’t have thought it reasonable to expect Zeus to have their in-
terests at heart in preference to his own.
—Lloyd-Jones, The Justice of Zeus (1983, 32–33)

[In a monotheistic religion] the possibility of a real rival is beyond con-
ception. . . .  this deity is in no way limited by any external forces which
could restrict the full expression of his own personality. . . .  This god may
then be conceived of as being motivated in his decisions by the highest
ideals and never by the baser or selfish impulses which inhibit the real-
ization of these ideals by man and polytheistic deities alike. He is
therefore completely free to give his complete and unselfish attention to
all that goes on in the universe. By the same token he is in a position . . .
to guarantee man’s well-being if his will is complied with.
—Finkelstein, Bible and Babel (1958, 439)
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60 In the Mesopotamian context, Jacobsen (1976, 160) cites an Old Babylonian
letter aimed at the writer’s personal god: “To the god, my father, speak! . . . Why
have you neglected me (so)?”

61 For texts and translations, see 1934, 492–95; 1962, 650; Dodds 1951, 35. While
attributed to Aristotle, the Magna moralia is usually assumed to have been “com-
piled by a Peripatetic of the next generation” (Rackham in Aristotle 1934, xviii).



[In personal religion] the aspect that first strikes one is the self-abasement
of the penitent. . . .  [It] would be pointless were it not for an underlying
conviction . . .  that God still cares deeply and personally about him. . . .
The penitent becomes so centrally important in the universe that he can
monopolize God’s attention, . . .  and before this onslaught of unlimited
ego, . . .  God . . .  dwindles to “the God of my salvation.” As in love that is
only need-love, the beloved ceases to be a person in his own right and is
seen only as a means of gratifying desires in the lover, so here God is in
danger of becoming a mere instrument for relieving personal needs in
one individual.
—Jacobsen, The Treasures of Darkness (1976, 150)

Clearly, the speakers in Isa 63:15–16 expect their divine father to feel
compassion and to act on those feelings by rescuing them. They are not
basing their expectations on the do ut des principle that seems to govern
Ramesses’ relationship with Amun (Morschauser 1985, 175). But are such
expectations reasonable when one is dealing with a father who is also a
god? In the first epigraph, Aristotle assumes that fathers relate to their sons
as kings do to their subjects (cf. Eth. nic. 1161a11–20), and that paternal
rule includes caring (mevlei) for the children (Eth. nic. 1160b26). Yet,
according to the Magna moralia, it would be eccentric for anyone to claim
that he loved Zeus.62 In the next epigraph, Lloyd-Jones adds that Zeus
does not regard humans with a father’s love; in fact, Zeus “has no special
partiality for men.” His role as father is based on the power that comes
with heading a family, not on love or compassion. Zeus is not a philos, an
intimate friend or affectionate relative of humans, in the way that a human
father is related to his son or even in the way that a human king is related
to his human subjects (Aristotle, Pol. 1259b11–17; on philos, see Vernant
1990b, 100–2 and D. Cohen 1991, 84–85). For these reasons, the early
Greek writers “wouldn’t have thought it reasonable to expect Zeus to have
their interests at heart in preference to his own.”

One might object that God Yahweh does have our interests at heart,
precisely because his rule is disinterested. The epigraph from Finkelstein
argues that such disinterestedness stems from the nature of monotheism.
Because a single God has no rivals and nothing preventing him from “the
full expression of his personality,” he is not hampered by the “baser” and
“selfish” impulses that characterize humans and polytheistic deities. His
attention to the universe is “complete and unselfish.” And he is also in a
position to “guarantee man’s well-being.” In chapter 7 I discussed
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62 While Dodds (1951, 35) cites this statement as representative, Lloyd-Jones
asserts that it actually represents only “a sophisticated city-dweller of the late fourth
century.” He believes that “ordinary people felt affection for the gods whose cults
were familiar to them, and particularly for their own tutelary deities” (1983, 193).



Schopenhauer’s notion that a king is given so much power and security
that he can be a totally disinterested judge. Finkelstein’s view of a
monotheistic God is equally naive, especially because the God he has in
mind is Yahweh. Finkelstein is not taking account of Yahweh the father,
who expresses himself through his children, his special human mirrors. His
children often inspire him with jealousy and hate—hardly “unselfish” emo-
tions—and they can also evade his parental demands by following rival
“no gods.” Even Finkelstein’s statement that Yahweh is in a position to
guarantee the well-being of his children has a catch to it: “if his will is com-
plied with” (emphasis added). That’s a big “if,” as we’ve already seen.
When Yahweh’s expectations for his children are not met, Yahweh’s “full
expression of his own personality” is hardly disinterested.

Our third epigraph provides another perspective on the roles of caring,
love, and selfishness in relations between divine parents and their human
children. Jacobsen’s subject is the “polytheistic” gods of Mesopotamia, but
here he is focusing on the metaphors that characterize personal religion.63

While the human penitent might practice self-abasement before his per-
sonal god, he nevertheless assumes that the god “cares deeply and
personally” about him. Jacobsen views the penitent’s attitude as being hyp-
ocritical, selfish, and manipulative. The ostensibly humiliated penitent
assumes that he is “so centrally important in the universe” that he monop-
olizes his god’s attention. The god “dwindles” before “this onslaught of
unlimited ego.” Jacobsen likens this attitude to “need-love,” where the
beloved is merely an object used by the lover. His penitent sounds suspi-
ciously like a narcissist. He is incapable of loving others; he merely uses
and exploits them. He displays “unlimited ego.” Versnel (1981, 17–21)
invokes the concept of Gebetsegoismus (“prayer-egoism”) when speaking of
ancient Greek and Roman prayers; the term is an even more appropriate
description of the attitude sketched by Jacobsen. The penitent seems to
have followed the advice given by the slave to his master in the Babylonian
“pessimistic dialogue”: “You may teach a god to trot after you like a dog”
(ANET 438, 601; cf. Bottero 1992, 251–67).

However, Jacobsen’s penitent is not merely a narcissist but the narcis-
sistic child of a divine parent. Jacobsen (1976, 158) notes that in
Mesopotamia the image of the god as divine parent is unique to personal
religion. While this image seems best suited to the relationship between
human kings and the god, and most cases do involve royal sons, there are
exceptions (158–60; cf. Saggs 1978, 170–72). We have already had occasion
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63 As noted by Muffs (1992, 63), a personal god “may be either (a) a god who
is concerned with my person or (b) a god with a clearly articulated person(ality).
Jacobsen clearly opts for the first meaning . . . a personality-less ‘personal’ god.”
Muffs goes on to point out that Yahweh is a personal god in both senses.



to trace narcissistic behavior in children back to their parents—could that
be the case here as well? The penitent makes the god “dwindle,” like the
parents described by Benjamin, who “obliterate” themselves rather than
counter their “tyrannical” child’s will. The penitent assumes that he is “cen-
trally important in the universe.” In the case of Freud’s His Majesty the
Baby, it was not the child but his affectionate parents who attempt to make
him “the centre and core of creation” (1914, 91; see ch. 1). They do so in
order to recover their lost narcissism through their child. As the biblicist
patient pointed out, “if a boy thinks himself a prince, it’s because he was
raised in that belief” (Lowen 1997, 21). If human children have “unreason-
able” expectations of love and caring from their divine parent, we must ask
where they got those expectations from in the first place.

Jacobsen’s penitents do not merely act like spoiled, egotistical princes;
they also feel humiliation and practice self-abasement, just like the abused
children we discussed earlier. The penitent believes that his god still cares
deeply for him even though he feels abased and humiliated.64 Is it possible
that the divine parent cares because the child has abased himself, not in
spite of it? In other words, the parent-god can afford to be generous and
caring now that the child has surrendered his will (see above on Benjamin).
Admittedly, Jacobsen’s penitent uses his god; Jacobsen does not describe
the god needing and using the abased penitent. In the Mesopotamian con-
text, that involves a different metaphor, that of the master and slave.
Humans were created as slaves, to provide the gods with sustenance and
to support their temples. Of course, this too has a flip side: “if men had to
labour to support the gods, . . . the gods were dependent upon men. In the
last resort, man was lord of all” (Saggs 1978, 170). In the case of Yahweh,
however, we have found that the needs that humans serve are much more
“personal.” Here the human children are needed as mirrors for the deity.
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64 Avruch (2000, 257 n. 21) finds the same combination of self-abasement and
belief in paternal caring in the very different context of the Amarna letters (EA 73;
82). Rib-Hadda writes to Pharaoh, referring to himself as “your son,” and says “I
fall at the feet of my father” (EA 82:1–4; Moran 1992, 152). At the same time, he
warns Pharaoh that the “violence done to me is your responsibility, if you neglect
me” (EA 82:31–33). Avruch believes that Rib-Hadda is combining “kinship with
self-abasement”; he is “deeply hurt” because he “genuinely expects more paternal
succor from the lord to whom he has given such filial fealty.” I would suggest that
Rib-Hadda’s use of the “root metaphor” of the family should not be taken so liter-
ally. Rib-Hadda displays a complex personality in his many letters. While some
scholars compare his self-presentation to the figure of the “righteous sufferer” and
the loyal vassal victimized by his disloyal peers (see Moran 1985), others suggest
that he may simply be “a tiresome fellow” (James 2000, 121), a rather neurotic
complainer who pesters the king instead of following normal diplomatic proce-
dures (e.g., R. Cohen 2000, 96; Na’aman 2000, 132–33).



Jacobsen (1976, 161) explains the “paradoxical character of personal
religion”—its combination of “conspicuous humility” and inflated self-
importance—in terms of relations among human parents and their
children. Within human experience, “even the highest, greatest, and most
terrifying personages in society have a mild, human, and approachable
side in their relations to their children. Children, in their . . . certainty of
being loved, can overcome . . . the terror and awe of power and status.”
This allows the parental metaphor of personal religion to serve as a “psy-
chologically possible bridge” to the terrifying cosmic powers: “the
possibility that even the cosmic powers could . . . have an unfrightening,
loving, ever-forgiving side toward their little human children, is psycho-
logically conceivable.” Jacobsen then points to human child development
in order to contrast divine and human parenting.65 He notes that “there is
a stage in childhood when parents are all-powerful and divine to the
child,” but the child eventually adjusts to the “disturbing realization” that
parents are after all human, with human limitations (1976, 161). Divine
parents, on the other hand, must remain divine. Therefore, “experience
could not but drive its cruel wedge ever more deeply between the dis-
passionate, terrifying, cosmic aspect of the divine that governs the way
things really are and really happen, and the personal, concerned, angry,
forgiving, loving aspect in which I, the individual, matter so profoundly”
(161–62, emphasis added).

Jacobsen’s sketch of parent-child relations begins with the assumption
that even the “most terrifying” people have a mild side in their relations to
their children and that children can be certain of being loved. Would that
were the case! When he comes to divine parenting, Jacobsen associates the
way things “really” happen with the terrifying aspect of the divine, not with
the loving, caring aspect. He does not seem to consider the possibility that
human parents can be just as terrifying, indifferent, or abusive to their chil-
dren as any cosmos governed by a god. The developmental process alluded
to by Jacobsen, during which the child adjusts to the “disturbing realization”
that parents are limited humans and not gods, is itself fraught with danger
when the child’s parents are narcissistic. Admittedly, what Kohut calls the
“idealized parent imago” is a normal and necessary part of child develop-
ment (Kohut 1986, 64–66). If parents have provided their child with a strong
sense of self, the child can tolerate “inevitable disillusion” (Kohut and Wolf
1986, 182) and the mother playing her role as “the one who disillusions the
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65 Like Jacobsen, Dodds appeals to aspects of child development in order to
explain the paradoxical combination of traits attributed to a paternal god, in this
case, Zeus pater: “It was natural to project onto the heavenly Father those curious
mixed feelings about the human one which the child dared not acknowledge even
to himself” (1951, 47).



infant” (Winnicott 1992, 145).66 However, if narcissistic parents refuse to
permit the child to gradually discover their shortcomings, the result will be
traumatic, because “the ultimate confrontation with the parent’s weakness
cannot be avoided” (Kohut 1986, 66 n. 6). Jacobsen describes the normal
process of development as being impossible when the parents are divine,
because gods will never have human limitations and weaknesses. They
cannot give up the illusion of omnipotence, because it’s not an illusion with
them. Their “reality,” according to Jacobsen, is to be cosmically terrifying
and unconcerned with humans. With divine parents the illusion is not
omnipotence and perfection; the illusion is that they are personal, caring,
and loving. In Jacobsen’s cosmos, His Majesty the Baby may suddenly real-
ize that he is Lucretius’s shipwrecked sailor.67

Jacobsen’s depiction of Mesopotamian divine parents does not coin-
cide with the biblical portraits of Yahweh as parent. Yahweh never ceases
to insist that he loves and cares for his special children. He continues to
give his children the expectation that if they are obedient they will enjoy
the security of the chick in the egg. Yet, at the same time, he manifests a
number of “human” weaknesses and limitations, including narcissism. And
like Kohut’s narcissistic parents, he will not permit his children to gradu-
ally discover and acknowledge his less-than-ideal qualities.

Ironically, it is the children of abusive parents who may idealize their
parents the most and for the longest time (see Herman 1997, 106, and
above). In such cases, idealization functions as denial, allowing the abused
child to endure in the abusive situation. Benjamin (1988, 136) believes that
paternal idealizing generally functions to mask fear of the father’s power.68

She is influenced here by Freud’s account of the Oedipal stage of devel-
opment, in which the son’s ambivalence toward the father is a result of
having identified with him. This includes identifying with the father’s desire
for the mother, which turns the father into a very dangerous rival. As noted
in section IV above, Freud describes the traits of the father, the “great
man,” and the leader in almost identical terms, terms that characterize the
narcissist. His portrait of the father/great man included a passing reference
to this figure’s “divine unconcern” growing into “ruthlessness.” One must
admire him, but “one cannot avoid being afraid of him too” (1939, 217).
Freud proceeds to note the presence of such a “mighty prototype of a
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66 Such “de-adaptation” is “the second part of the maternal function, the first
being the giving of opportunity to the infant for an experience of omnipotence.
Normally, the mother’s adaptation leads on to graduated adaptive failure”
(Winnicott 1992, 145; cf. 1958, 240; 1965, 87).

67 For Jacobsen, this discordance is what leads to the problem of the so-called
“righteous sufferer” (1976, 162).

68 She adds that the fear is displaced onto the now-dangerous mother.



father” in Moses as well as in Moses’ God, a “wrathful temper” (Zorn-
mütigkeit) being among their shared paternal traits. Ruthlessness and
wrathful temper, combined with total power over the child, would be
enough to make any child feel ambivalent toward the father/god and
attempt to deny the terrifying aspects of his personality by idealizing him.

IX

He had no mother, . . . he had no father who had begotten him, and who
might have said: “This is I!” Building his own egg, . . . the divine god . . .
came into being by himself.
—Leiden Hymn to Amun, Stanza 100 (iv 9–11, ANET 368)

Eternal One, Mighty One, Holy El, God autocrat
. . .  unbegotten, self-perfected, self-devised,
without mother, without father, ungenerated
—Apocalypse of Abraham 17:8–10 (Rubinkiewicz 1983, 697)

the Father of All, the Creator of All, has neither father nor mother nor be-
ginning of days, or end of life (for this is agreed to by everyone).
—Epiphanius, Panarion 55.9.11–12 (Horton 1976, 106)

One thing that King Yahweh’s children never learn about their father is
his family history. Genesis 1 and Second Isaiah are insistent about Yahweh
being alone at the start of things. The God of Israel is “self-originate,” “with-
out mother, [and] without father,” as the Apocalypse of Abraham (first to
second century C.E.) puts it. Around three hundred years later, Epiphanius
assumes that “this is agreed to by everyone.”69 Nor does the God of Israel
have a wife, as does the Babylonian Anu70 (unless we believe the tabloids
from Kuntillet <Ajrûd71). Like the depictions of Yahweh as a lone father who
uses his children as mirrors and as a king who commissions portraits of
himself as a glorious lone warrior, this aspect of Yahweh’s aloneness sug-
gests the narcissistic desire to make the self absolute and omnipotent.
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69 Epiphanius is refuting the heretical view that the priest Melchizedek is
described in Heb 7:3 in terms that fit the “Father of All.” According to this verse,
Melchizedek is “without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither
beginning of days nor end of life.” See Horton 1976, 105–13; Attridge 1989, 190–95.

70 Anu’s wife is named Antu[m]; see, e.g., Gilgamesh 6.82 and the ritual text
translated in ANET 338–39. Saggs (1968, 329) refers to Anu as “often a rather shad-
owy figure” and to Antum as his “even more shadowy consort.”

71 On the controversy concerning the meaning and significance of the inscrip-
tion “to the Yahweh of Samaria and his asherah,” and its relationship to the
drawings that accompany it, see, e.g., McCarter 1987; and Dever 1990, 144–49.



Jessica Benjamin gives this desire a voice: “I want to affect you, but I want
nothing you do to affect me; I am who I am” (1995, 36; 1988, 32). According
to Benjamin, narcissistic omnipotence is exhibited by the insistence on
being one (“everyone is identical to me”) and all alone (“there’s nothing
outside of me that I don’t control”; 1995, 36). The claim that there is noth-
ing outside beyond my control is typical of Egyptian royal ideology (e.g.,
Liverani 1990, 59–65). But it is also typical of Yahweh. In fact, Benjamin’s
entire description sounds like a paraphrase of Exodus, Deuteronomy, and 
Second Isaiah: “I am who I am” (Exod 3:14); “Yahweh our God is one
Yahweh” (Deut 6:4);72 “there is none else, beside me [ytlwz] there is no
God” (Isa 45:5; cf. Deut 4:35, 39);73 “I, I [ykna ykna] am Yahweh, and
besides me [yd[lbm] there is no savior” (Isa 43:11); “Yahweh, the king of
Israel . . . I am the first, and I am the last” (Isa 44:6); “I make peace and cre-
ate evil, I, Yahweh do all these things” (Isa 45:7).

As the epigraph from the Leiden papyrus illustrates, Yahweh is not the
only deity in the ancient Near East who lacks parents. Like Yahweh, the
Amun of Ramesses II74 was not forced to become a mirror for a narcissis-
tic divine father who looked at him and declared “This is I!”75 Unlike
Amun, however, Yahweh offers no alternate explanation of his origin, not
even to Moses, the human mirror with whom he is on the most intimate
terms. Nothing about building his own egg. Nothing, in fact, about his
coming into being in any fashion.76 All we get is “I am that I am” (Exod 3:14).
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72 Scholars like Driver (1902, 90) and Weinfeld (1991, 337) believe that when
Moses declares “Yahweh our God is one Yahweh” in Deut 6:4, “one” (dja) implies
not only unity but aloneness and uniqueness.

73 Also Isa 45:6, 18, 21, 22; 46:9.
74 The Leiden papyrus I 350 dates from the reign of Ramesses II (ANET 8). On the

growth of Amun-Re into a powerful universal deity and “King of the Gods” during
the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties, see, e.g., Lesko 1991, 104–6; Wilson 1958,
170–71. On Amun/Amun-Re as the “vizier of the poor” and champion of the dis-
tressed, see Lichtheim 1976, 111; ANET 380; Morenz 1973, 104–6. At his magnificent
(if not narcissistically grandiose) temple at Abu Simbel, Ramesses II put a statue of
himself seated to the left of Amun-Re in the inner sanctuary. In light of our discus-
sions of Freud’s views on narcissism, kings (including himself), and “the great man,”
it is worth noting that Freud had a Twenty-Sixth Dynasty statue of Amun-Re on his
desk (now in the Freud Museum, London) and a large picture of the Abu Simbel tem-
ple on the wall of the study in which the desk was located (Gay 1989, 171).

75 Assmann believes that this declaration means that “the father recognizes him-
self in his child and knows the child as his child” (1998, 263 n. 88; cf. Erman 1966,
299), in other words, exactly the opposite of what occurred when Zurvan looked
at Ahriman and declared, in effect, “This is not I!!” (see above).

76 In other words, Yahweh has neither “parentage” (Whybray 1975, 37) nor
“nativity” (Levenson 1988, 5).



And while Amun-Re is called “King of the Gods” (e.g., ANET 25, 376), King
Yahweh’s brand of divine royalty and self-sufficiency denies even the exis-
tence of gods over whom he might rule.

At the same time, we have found that narcissists are never self-sufficient,
no matter how much they might claim to be. Whenever we viewed
Yahweh as a narcissist, it highlighted his need for others, even when he
trumpets that he alone is God and there is no other. And it is precisely in
his behavior as father that Yahweh most clearly displays this neediness—a
kind of need that is hardly what Heschel had in mind when he spoke of
“God’s need of man.”77 Yahweh is not a narcissist because he is absolute and
self-sufficient; he is a narcissist precisely because he is not self-sufficient.
Narcissists cannot declare “I am that I am” in good faith. Yahweh, who pos-
sesses “personality,” cannot evade his “being for others”—or mauvaise
foi—any more than Sartre’s incomplete humans can. In fact, for Sartre
human reality is expressed in the opposite formula: “I am not what I am”
(1943, 92; emphasis added).78

The quintessential narcissistic fantasy does not feature the uniqueness
or aloneness of a king, not even a king who alone “rules over the gods,”
as one Ugaritic text puts it (Weinfeld 1991, 338; cf. Ps 82)—unless that king
is also a father. As we discussed in chapter 1, kings inevitably become
enmeshed in a net of interdependence. Only in the closed world of the
patriarchal family is this fantasy potentially realizable.79 This kind of fam-
ily is a reduced world where the ultimate authority of one person is
imaginable. The world of the Hebrew Bible is such a family world, totally
controlled by one father-king. At the same time, the text undermines this
fantasy from start to finish. Genesis is particularly adept at exposing the
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77 See the biblicist patient’s remarks on Heschel in ch. 10, above. Heschel (1951,
241) believes that “God is in need of man for the attainment of His ends, . . .
because [God] freely made him a partner in His enterprise.” He quotes R. Simeon
ben Lakish’s view (Gen. Rab. 30) that God needs our honor (243). If we under-
stand God’s “enterprise” as involving his use of us to mirror his “honor,” Heschel’s
account is compatible with that given here.

78 Humans can never be self-identical because human being has the “double
property . . . of being a facticity and a transcendence” (1943, 91). On these two
dimensions, and the ways in which bad faith (mauvaise foi) attempts to avoid
acknowledging and synthesizing them, see above.

79 Levenson (1993, 37) contends that the God of Israel is “in no way enmeshed
in familial relationships. . . . he has no wife and no children, but exercises his uni-
versal dominion in solitary majesty.” While I agree that Yahweh is generally
depicted as exercising his power in “solitary majesty,” without being enmeshed in
the kind of interdependence that characterizes the relationship between kings and
their courtiers, his relationship with his human children does involve a complex
network of emotional, and narcissistic, interdependencies.



folly of the “father is in control”/“father knows best” fantasy. It’s as though
the family history is not being told solely from Dad’s point of view, but
from Mom’s, the kids’, the servants’, and the ethnic neighbors’ who live on
the wrong side of the tracks or on Father’s favorite fishing spot.

Nevertheless, biblical monotheism could still be considered the supreme
expression of divine narcissism in the sense that the divine head of the 
family has no family background himself. Yahweh remains self-sufficient in
the sense that he owes nothing to incorporated images of his parents, no
genetic debt to his forebears, no siblings in comparison with whom he might
look bad. (And he’s impervious to psychoanalytical probing into his past,
because we’re given no information about his childhood—if he had one.
There’s no “Infancy Gospel of Thomas” for Yahweh.)

Yet, even though he claims to be the only God who exists or ever
existed, Yahweh is contrasted with a divine Other, the Elohim who are
shown stripped of power and humiliated. And even when their existence
is denied, the gods of the nations and their idols remain Yahweh’s rivals.
In spite of all the gifts that Yahweh gives to his special human children,
they still run away from home in order to cling to these foster parent/false
gods—these pieces of wood and stone whom they call “my father” (Jer
2:27)—even though these unreal parental mirrors80 are powerless to nur-
ture and protect them. For that reason alone, Yahweh can never rest
supremely secure, indifferent to his children and his unreal rivals.

In terms of narcissistic divine parenting, it would seem that monothe-
ism and polytheism have entirely contrasting “family values.” According to
Jan Assmann, in ancient polytheisms “nobody contested the reality of for-
eign gods and the legitimacy of foreign forms of worship” (1998, 2–3; cf.
44–47), an attitude that is diametrically opposed to that found in Mosaic
“counter-religion.”81 Not even the “oneness/singleness/uniqueness” of
Amun-Re excludes the existence of other gods (193–94). Whatever one
thinks of Assmann’s wide-sweeping formulations, our discussion of the
use of royal and parental metaphors in biblical and ancient Near Eastern
texts reveals a similarly stark contrast. Only Yahweh is a parent to his

262 Knowing Kings

80 If humans are made in Yahweh’s image, when they worship idols they start
to mirror the detestable objects of their affection (Hos 9:10; Ps 115:8; cf. Jer 2:5; 
2 Kgs 17:15).

81 Assmann contends that “we are still far from a full understanding of polythe-
ism” (1998, 217), because Judaism and Christianity have replaced any authentic
traditions of polytheism with “a polemical counter-construction” of paganism and
abomination (216–17; cf. 2–4). He believes that ancient polytheisms “functioned as
a means of intercultural translatability,” producing “a coherent ecumene of inter-
connected nations.” Mosaic religion, on the other hand, repudiated everything
outside itself as paganism and, in so doing, “functioned as a means of intercultural
estrangement” (3).



human children in the sense that he needs them as his narcissistic mirrors.
One might object that it is better to be created in the image of a single,
royal divine father than to be created in order to bear the burdens of a
royal court82 comprised of many gods, as in Mesopotamian tradition.83

Perhaps, but polytheism also removes a burden—the burden of being
used as human mirrors for the one and only biblical God, the jealous and
demanding father and king.84 And since we can’t choose our parents, we
who are Yahweh’s children must bear this burden—or catch the first boat
bound for Tarshish.
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82 As Bottero (1992, 224) puts it, here “human life has no other sense, raison
d’être, or goal than service to the gods—just as the subjects in a state have no other
goal than service to the ruler and his household.”

83 E.g., Atrahasis 1.189–243 OB; Enuma Elish 6.1–36. See Foster 1993, 165–66,
384–85.

84 In his essay, “In Praise of Polytheism,” philosopher Odo Marquard offers a
very different contrast between monotheism and polytheism, expressed through
political, but not family, metaphors. He contends that monotheism dominates indi-
viduals by negating other gods and “liquidating” their “many stories/histories”
(Geschichten) in favor of the only story that is needful: the Heilsgeschichte (1979,
48; cf. 46). In contrast to this “monopolistic myth” (47), “the great humane princi-
ple of polytheism” effects a “separation of powers in the absolute,” and offers a
“plurality of Geschichten” (50; cf. 46, 53–54). As long as many gods were power-
ful, the individual had room to maneuver, because he could always be excused in
relation to each god through the service he owed another and thus be moderately
inaccessible (54–55). Monotheism, on the other hand, demands total service and
obedience to the sole God. Here one can only establish individuality through
inwardness, countering omnipotence with “ineffability” (55). In chs. 1 and 6, we
discovered that inaccessibility and silence are both ways in which kings also exer-
cise power. In the present context, however, the key point is that Marquard’s
contrast between biblical monotheism and polytheism is weakened by the fact that
it does not take into account the biblical God’s individual personality and his com-
plex familial ties with his human children/courtiers/servants.
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