
What has Jacob to do with Jerry Springer? Reading the Hebrew Bible in Light 
of Modern Views of Domestic and Family Abuse 

 
1. Introduction 

 “Crazy Cousin Crushes,” “Lesbian Step-Sister Hook-up,” and “Sorry Sis, Your Man is 
Fair Game,” all topics in the most recent season of the Jerry Springer Show, illustrate 
the gulf that exists between segments of modern American population (not to 
mention its sickly voyeuristic nature).1 One almost wonders what hope is left for 
familial relationships in the modern world. However, it remains to be seen that 
there has ever been a time where family relationships have been as pristine as some 
want to believe about the golden years of, say, the Leave it to Beaver era. As we read 
ancient Israel’s Scripture, we even find stories almost as shocking as those featured 
on Jerry Springer.  Titles such as “I seduced my father-in-law” (Gen 38) or “I slept 
with my wife’s best friend” (Gen 16) are as at home in the Bible as they are on Jerry 
Springer.  

How, then, do we deal with Hebrew Bible texts that contain violence and abuse 
which is abhorrent in modern Western culture? Many sociological approaches have 
attempted to give voice to the voiceless in these texts. This has highlighted the 
impact of abuse either according to ancient or modern definitions. At the same time, 
exegetes have questioned what kind of response these texts demand. Answers range 
from rejecting or ignoring the violence found in the text in favor of theological 
readings to readings that privilege our own social norms and reject the text itself. 
This paper will explore methods of evaluating biblical texts and seek to provide 
useful categories for discussing ancient domestic and family abuse (DFA)2 in light of 
both ancient and modern understandings.   

Renita Weems said, “In the Genesis story of the social, economic, and sexual 
exploitation suffered by an Egyptian handmaiden Hagar at the hands of her Hebrew 
mistress, African American women interpreters find a story with haunting parallels 
to their own.”3 My research idea arose out of curiosity at what Hagar herself would 
voiced compared to the voice she is given by modern readers.4 I would like to survey 

                                                        
1 http://www.jerryspringertv.com/videos. Accessed Oct 28, 2015.  
2 The U.S. Bureau of Justice and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention use the term 

“intimate partner violence,” and this term includes ex-partners and pre-married couples. Barnett, Miller-

Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 23.  
3 Weems, “Do You See,” 33.  
4 Weems draws specific attention to the fact that “The slave Hagar was never asked her opinion” 

regarding the “forced” union with Abram. Weems, “Do You See,” 34. It is possible in some interpretations 

to recognize Hagar was likely protected and even prospered in some ways. The surrogate motherhood is 

attested throughout the ancient Orient and laws existed to protect the rights of the slave. Wenham, Genesis 

16-50, 7. Thompson surveys legal texts from the ANE that parallel the practice of surrogate motherhood. 
Many include prescriptions for correct treatment of the slave as well as mandate the equal inheritance rights 

of the surrogate child. Thompson, Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives, 252-269. Matthews and 

Benjamin suggest that Hagar is the protagonist in the story, and her goal is to obtain land and descendants, 

which she ultimately does. Matthews and Benjamin, Social World, 33. Matthews and Benjamin also 

suggest Gen 21 is not an example of Sarah driving Hagar away but is instead an example of the (legal) 

http://www.jerryspringertv.com/videos


types of DFA in contemporary society with parallels in the Hebrew Bible before 
considering a reading strategy that may aid reading an ancient text that is radically 
different from our modern setting.  

2. DFA in Contemporary America 

It may be surprising to find out that many forms of DFA are still without an agreed 
upon definition. This is at least partially due to the fact that study of family abuse is 
a relatively recent phenomenon. At its core, “family violence includes family 
members’ acts of omission or commission resulting in physical abuse, sexual abuse, 
emotional abuse, neglect, or other forms of maltreatment that hamper individuals’ 
healthy development.”5  

As a brief survey of types of DFA, I would suggest the categories of abuse between 
spouses, between parent and child, and between other family members in the home. 
(some definitions and brief comments are in footnotes and we can discuss specifics at 
the end if anyone likes) 

While other cultures practice different forms of marriage, marriage today, at least in 
America, takes the form of serial monogamy.6 Between spouses, abuse takes the 
form of sexual assault,7 physical assault, stalking,8 and psychological abuse.9 And 

                                                                                                                                                                     
practice of trial by ordeal, likely due to Hagar’s failure to respect the order of Abraham’s family/house. 
Matthews and Benjamin, Social World, 35. Even Phyllis Trible notes that upon conception, Hagar, if only 

in her own mind and for a short time, attained a degree of mutuality with Sarai. Trible, Texts of Terror, 12.  
5 Roger Levesque. Cited in Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 23. Definitions for 

specific instances or types of DFA are difficult to reach unanimously. Issues include defining the family 

unit and defining violence. Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 22-23. Additionally, the 

dialogue can be frustrated through the sometimes extreme word violence, while the milder word abuse may 

trivialize the act. Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 64. “A government-convened panel of 

experts suggests defining violence against intimate partners as consisting of three kinds of behaviors: (a) 

physical violence, (b) sexual violence, and (c) threats of physical and/or sexual violence. The panel 

concluded that abuse should be defined broadly to include the above three types of violent behaviors and 

two more forms: (d) stalking and (e) psychological/emotional abuse.” Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin 
Family Violence, 23. 

6 However, the Supreme Court Obergefell vs. Hodges case, Chief Justice John Roberts’ dissenting 

statement noted how close the argument in favor of marriage equality was to arguments in favor of plural 

marriages. Deboer, “It’s Time to Legalize Polygamy.” 
7 Sexual assault “places sex related behaviors on a continuum from unwanted sexual contact 

through sexual intercourse, and it usually connotes violence. Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family 

Violence, 322. 
8 Stalking is “a pattern of repeated and unwanted attention, harassment, contact, or any course of 

conduct directed at a specific person that would cause a reasonable person to feel fear.” The Office for 

Victims of Crime, cited in Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 342. 
9 Psychological abuse is believed to be “the most common form of partner abuse.” Barnett, Miller-

Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 422. Richard Tolman’s “Psychological Treatment of Women 
Inventory” divides types of behaviors into categories of dominance-isolation and emotional-verbal, 

including behaviors such as isolation, economic abuse restricting access to finances), degradation, rigid 

sex-role expectations, withholding of emotional responsivity, monopolization (where abuser must be center 

of abused’s life), and psychological destabilization (abuser attempts to make abused feel crazy). Barnett, 

Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 423. 



while most abuse within marriage is female victimization, male victimization is also 
a real issue.10  

Parental abuse of children also takes multiple forms, including child neglect,11 child 
psychological maltreatment,12 child physical abuse,13 and child sexual abuse.14 

Other forms of abuse within the home most notably consist of elder abuse.15 Other 
forms of abuse (or specifications of abuse mentioned above) include marital rape 
(Deut 22 makes it hard to distinguish b/w marital and non-marital rape), sibling 
abuse (Joseph’s brothers), and dating aggression/sexual assault (rape of Dinah) 

3. DFA in the Hebrew Bible 

It is difficult to compile a list of types of abusive behaviors practiced within the 
Hebrew Bible, not to mention practices that were then considered to be abusive. 
Rather than focusing on issues of abuse and violence, the principles of honor and 
shame were of chief importance. Following John Pilch and Bruce Malina I mention 

                                                        
10 Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 462-463. 
11 While there is some disagreement regarding the basic needs of children, a limited definition 

might include, “Neglectful behavior by a caregiver that constitutes a failure to act in ways that are 

presumed by the culture of a society to be necessary to meet the developmental needs of a child and which 

are the responsibility of a caregiver to provide.” Straus and Kaufman Kantor. Cited in Barnett, Miller-

Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 85. More specific definitions might include provision of elements such 
as supervision, nutrition, personal hygiene, nurture, education, and safe housing. Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and 

Perrin Family Violence, 85. 
12 Child psychological maltreatment has been overlooked until fairly recently, so it has received 

little attention. Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 105. The consensus is that psychological 

maltreatment is defined based on behavior of parents or caregivers rather than their affects on children. 

Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 106. The American Professional Society on the Abuse 

of Children defined psychological maltreatment as repeated behavior on the part of a parent of caregiver 

that conveys to the child, “that they are worthless, flawed, unloved, unwanted, endangered, or only of value 

in meeting another’s needs.” Cited in Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 106. 
13 Awareness and definitions of child physical abuse have been developing rapidly in the last fifty 

years. Currently the definition used by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services consists of two 
standards. The harm standard “recognizes children as CPA victims if they have observable injuries that last 

at least 48 hours.” The endangerment standard “recognizes children as abuse victims if they are deemed to 

be substantially at risk for injury.” Cited in Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 141. 
14 Surprisingly, “child sexual abuse has never been unequivocally defined.” Haugaard. Cited in 

Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 196. Some of the issues involved include determining 

age of consent, defining noncontact sexual abuse, and issues regarding the intent of the abuser. Barnett, 

Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 197-198. While a brief definition is simply “any sexual activity 

with a child below the age of consent.” Berliner, Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 199. In 

addition to the issues mentioned previously, one must also take the cultural context into consideration. 

Wurtele and Miller-Perrin note that, when defining CSA, attention must be given to “the historical period 

in question, the cultural context of the behavior, and the values and orientations of specific social groups. 

Cited in Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 200. 
15 While disagreement sometimes arises over definitions of elder, dependency, self-neglect, and 

institutional abuse, the American Psychological Association defines elder abuse as “the infliction of 

physical, emotional, or psychological harm on an older adult. Elder abuse can take the form of financial 

exploitation or intentional or unintentional neglect of an older adult by the caregiver.” Barnett, Miller-

Perrin, and Perrin Family Violence, 586. 



some ways this manifest itself in the family. Modern American society is 
individualistically oriented and is based on an orientation toward individual 
achievement, whereas Mediterranean society is kinship oriented. While both 
societies see kinship relationships as independent of individual choice, American 
society allows the individual to dismiss kinship relationships while Mediterranean 
society sees these relationships as God given and sacred. With regard to 
interpersonal relationships, American society values that which promotes open and 
sensitive relationships in contrast to that which creates fragile and vulnerable 
relationships. In Mediterranean society, “Anything that creates more obedient, more 
closed, more passive, more compliant relationships points to achievements of which 
group members may be proud. And anything that renders those same relationships 
permanent and unwaveringly impermeable is seen to further support those 
achievements.”16 It is within this framework that abuse likely occurred, and within 
which is should likely be evaluated. My comments below regarding abuse in ancient 
Israel will consist of comments regarding ancient perceptions as well as modern 
reflections.  

While Western marriages are typically serially monogamous, at least three types of 
marriage are found in the Hebrew Bible (and may be a cause for abuse that arises 
within those marriages17): Polycoity (“a form of marriage in which a man takes as 
secondary wives other women who are of lower status than his primary wife,” such 
as with Abraham and Hagar), polygyny (“a form of marriage in which a man may 
have more than one wife at a time but the women are of equal status,” such as with 
Jacob, Rachel, and Leah), and serial monogamy (“marriage with only one spouse at a 
time,” such as with Abraham, Sarah, Keturah).18 

Focusing on female victimization, Renita Weems’ Battered Love: Marriage, Sex, and 
Violence in the Hebrew Prophets is an outstanding resource. Her approach is to show 
that husband against wife violence was common and/or accepted in ancient Israel 
due to the prevalence of this kind of terminology in the images and metaphors used 
by Israel’s prophets. God’s violent judgment against adulterous Israel is 
understandable because Israelite men accepted as warranted a similar degree of 
violence against their own promiscuous wives/daughters. Were this not so, a large 
portion of the words of the prophets would have not have elicited the response 
necessary to inspire repentance.19 To quote Weems, “Violence against women in the 

                                                        
16 Pilch and Malina, “Introduction,” xxxv-xxxvi. 
17 Pilch notes, “In ancient Mediterranean society there is a high level of conflict inherent in the 

family, especially in the polygynous type. Many impinging activities cause friction between women and 

men, older and younger generations. Family members are more intensively involved in each other’s 

activities, so that injury experienced inside the family is greater than the same injury outside the family.” 

Pilch, “Family Violence,” 321. 
18 Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 54. 
19 Weems, Battered Love, 41. Weems states, “Therefore, there is no reason to believe that the 

rhetorical world the prophets proposed to ancient Hebrew women through the marriage metaphor was 

purely a creation of the prophets’ literary imagination. There is no reason to suspect that the marriage 

metaphor had no basis in Hebrew social reality. In all likelihood, the world of romance and rape taken for 

granted in the prophets’ sexual rhetoric was not a world inconceivable to ancient Hebrew women. Indeed, 



Bible is virtually always cast in sexual terms. Women are punished with rape, 
beating, exposure of their private parts, and mutilation of their bodies – and often 
these things take place at the hands of men who are related to them.”20 

It seems as if physical, and even sexual, violence against women was commonplace. 
Evaluating emotional and psychological abuse may be more difficult. Joseph 
Blenkinsopp, surveying family values and deviance, notes that the phrase, “these 
things are not done in Israel” almost always had to do with sexual offences, and 
control and hierarchy were highly valued. These contribute to the fact that women 
were constantly treated as outsiders that had to be controlled.21 Interestingly, 
noting that “the fact that the young woman generally had no say in the choice of a 
partner, the constant proximity of members of the husband’s household of origin, 
and, not least important, the lack of private space must have discouraged emotional 
warmth and intimacy.”22 However, the difficulty comes in trying to distance our own 
understanding of emotional abuse and identity and value in a relationship. Were 
these not part of Israelite thought, it may be difficult to suggest Israelite women 
conceived of these situations as abusive.  

Even less than abuse of spouses, parental abuse of children is difficult to 
demonstrate in the Hebrew Bible. Naomi Steinberg’s The World of the Child in the 
Hebrew Bible is a fantastic source for understanding the concept and role of children 
in Israel. To briefly summarize a large portion of her early argument, “the 
contemporary idealization of childhood as a period of protected physical and 
emotional well-being” is a modern value not found in antiquity.23 Steinberg asks, “If 
we assume that children were important in biblical Israel, how do we understand 
the fact that they are not offered protection in the laws of the Hebrew Bible?24 This 
question serves to highlight the difference between Israel’s treatment and our own, 
especially when considered to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
in a world where it was conceivable that women could be made to marry their rapists, it is quite possible 

that women also found themselves having to reconcile with husbands who battered and mutilated their 

bodies.” Weems, Battered Love, 87. Weems points out that some measure of care was taken to keep women 
from being falsely accused of adultery in the rite found in Num 5:11-31.19 However, as Robert Cargill 

points out, not only is this rite designed to induce an abortion in the guilty female, prior to a guilty sentence 

the woman is shamed, disheveled, and forced to drink a potion of dirty water and help perform sympathetic 

magic. Cargill, “On God Ordained, Abortion-inducing Magic Potions.” 
20 Weems, Battered Love, 2. 
21 Blenkinsopp, “Family in First Temple Israel,” 83-84. 
22 Blenkinsopp, “Family in First Temple Israel,” 77. 
23 Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 20. Noting it was the advent of capitalism 

that separated the worth of children from their economic contribution, Steinberg lists the value of children 

in ancient Israel as 1) continuing patrilineal descent, 2) a source of economic income, and 3) giving women 

status as mother, aided husband in providing for family, and providing for parents in their old age. 

Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 51-52. 
24 Concerning Exod 21:22-25, when two fighting men injure a pregnant woman, after surveying 

the difficulty in interpreting the passage, Steinberg concludes that the fetus has no legal rights, but as 

property it had economic value to the father. This is based on the fact that if the wife is not seriously 

injured but still miscarries, compensation is monetary, while if the mother dies the punishment is lex 

talionis. Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 106-117. 



While some texts (Exod 22:21-22; Deut 14:28-29; and 24:19-21) suggest “the 
possibility that the abandoned/orphaned child in ancient Israel was the object of 
social welfare legislation,”25 that does not detract from the fact that the child served 
the purpose of the parent, frequently or entirely from an economic standpoint.  

Following Lawrence Stager’s estimates that only 2 out of 6 Israelite children reached 
adulthood, Steinberg suggests that parents may have practiced some form of 
infanticide in addition to having children for the purpose of paying off a debt, or 
selling a deformed child in favor of keeping a healthier one.26 The Code of 
Hammurabi (Law 117) allowed for a father to sell his child to cover a debt or 
obligation. 2 Kings 4:1 illustrates the same was likely the case in Israel.27 Sons could 
be dedicated to temple service or trained for professions such as soldiers or priests 
to alleviate the financial burden on the household. 28 The biblical text tells little 
about the fate of daughters born to poor families. Options include infanticide or 
abandonment. The lack of a dowry (or lack of dowry for more than one daughter) 
meant a daughter might be given to someone undesirable (much older, deformed). 
Similarly, a father could sell daughter into slavery (Exod 21:7-11) but not into 
prostitution (Lev 19:29).29 

4. Dialogue between contemporary and ancient views of DFA 

Renita Weems may provide an appropriate response to the social norms contained 
in the Hebrew Bible when, at the end of her study, she reflects on the marriage 
metaphor and is uncertain whether it has any redeemable value to the modern 
reader.30  

At this point, it seems appropriate to evaluate in what way modern readers 
can/should read an ancient text that is at such great odds with modern sensitivities. 
The spectrum of moralism to relativism seems like a helpful starting place.  

Moral or cultural relativism holds that different societies abide by different moral 
codes,31and  vulgar relativism suggests that “it is morally wrong to pass moral 
judgment on other societies” since morality is only determined by what is right or 
wrong in a society.32 Thus, at this end of the spectrum, judging ancient societies, and 
thus the biblical text, is not an option.  

                                                        
25 Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 62. 
26 Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 58-59. This point was made most clear when 

highlighting the burden a dowry could be on a poor family. Meyers suggests ancient Israelite families had 

5-6 surviving children out of 7-8 births. Meyers, “Family in Early Israel,” 28. Dever concludes that the 

bayit, the smallest family unit, likely consisted of parents and 2-3 surviving children. Dever, Lives of 

Ordinary People, 157-158. 
27 Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 51-52. 
28 Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 62. 
29 Steinberg, World of the Child in the Hebrew Bible, 63. 
30 Weems, Battered Love, 99, 145 n. 18.  
31 Risse, Global Political Philosophy, 40. 
32

 Fricker, “Relativism of Blame,” 153. 



At the other end of the spectrum there is a moral universalism, where values and 
norms are believed to apply across cultures, even when cultures do not accept 
them.33 As with any debate, there are a number of shades and nuances between the 
poles, and I would like to look at one specifically.  

Miranda Fricker, Professor of Philosophy at the University of Sheffield, has proposed 
something she calls the “relativism of blame,” in response to which comes what she 
calls “moral-epistemic disappointment.” The relativism of blame is close to the 
moral relativism end of the spectrum. Fricker is concerned with structural norms 
that relieve the agent from guilt for acting in a manner we today would consider 
immoral. A helpful principle is that “‘ought’ implies ‘can.’”34 If social constraints do 
not allow the individual to act in a certain way, that individual is in a sense incapable 
of acting contrary to those constraints. However, Fricker does not suggest that all of 
a society must endorse or reject a behavior before an agent is relieved of blame. 
Instead, she allows for degrees of blame (even allowing for a blame level of zero!) 
that result from the degree to which a certain practice was, or was becoming, out of 
the norms of acceptable practice.35 To use an appropriate example, Sarai was not 
blameworthy for giving her slave to Abram because this was an acceptable ancient 
practice and there was no social pressure or movement away from this practice.36  

Fricker does allow for a degree of moral appraisal of those from different social 
contexts. This she calls “moral-epistemic disappointment.”  When an agent is not 
blameworthy (they are acting within the accepted cultural norms), they may still 
disappoint observers when they do not pick up on the transitions and cues available 
to them. This can be easily demonstrated when, on self-reflection, we realize “I 
should have known better.”37  

The purpose of blame, for Fricker, it is that it allows those of us who have the benefit 
of modern sensibilities to make sense of the past.38 We would certainly recognize 
certain behaviors today as reprehensible, though they were not thought to be so in 
the past or in different cultures. The notion of blame within relativism allows 
modern observers to retain modern views on abhorrent actions without passing 
judgment from a moral high horse on an entire culture. Moral-epistemic 
disappointment allows us a category by which to evaluate behaviors within a 
society that did not share modern sensibilities.  

                                                        
33 Risse, Global Political Philosophy, 42. 
34 Fricker, “Relativity of Blame,” 165. Fricker is aware of the vague nature of the notion of 

structure, though she does not regard this as a weakness but a fact that requires observers to evaluate the 

context under question. Fricker, “Relativity of Blame,” 167-168. 
35 Fricker, “Relativity of Blame,” 166. 
36 One difficulty with applying Fricker’s proposal to the biblical text is that in many instances it is 

very difficult to pinpoint when certain actions or behaviors began  to change.  
37 Fricker, “Relativity of Blame,” 174. Again, Fricker is aware of the subjectivity of “sufficiently 

available” reasons for an agent to act different than the rest of their culture. And again, Fricker willingly 

accepts this ambiguity, welcoming its persistent motivateion to evaluate each and every instance on its 

own. Fricker, “Relativity of Blame,” 174-175. 
38

 Fricker, “Relativity of Blame,” 172. 



The question moves from “was this acceptable at that time?” to “how acceptable was 
this at that time?” a small move, perhaps, but a move nonetheless. Most importantly, 
it is a move that forces the observer to do more than simply accept whatever was 
done in another culture/time as right, as well as one that forces the observer to 
evaluate just how much the observed can even be held blameworthy, and in what 
way we can be unsatisfied with the choice they made.   

As we become better readers of an ancient text, I think Miranda Fricker’s categories 
of relativistism of blame and moral-epistemic disappointment will help us pass 
appropriately evaluate elements of a culture that did not share the same values as 
we do today.  
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