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Abstract

Abstract

This work explores the portrayal and significance of the mother figure in the Bible,
shedding light on the influence and importance of women in early biblical society. In
recent years, much research has been dedicated to the representation of female figures
in the Bible, with some scholars claiming evidence of biblical misogyny while others
dispute this view. The depiction and impact of mother figures on the status of women
have elicited diverse and, at times, conflicting opinions.

The debate surrounding the portrayal of mother figures runs particularly deep,
with some researchers arguing that positive depictions of motherhood and the
abundance of mother figures compared to other female characters align with a biblical
political agenda to define womenrs identity in relation to this role. To delve deeper into
this complex issue, this study examines the portrayal of mother figures in the Bible from
three different perspectives.

The findings reveal that, despite the patriarchal and androcentric nature of
biblical society, female figures are attributed with significant influence, not only on their
children but also on their surroundings. Some mother figures are depicted as initiators,
others as wise or influential, and some are even presented as independent from their
husbands. These portrayals suggest that the depiction of motherhood in the Bible is
neither a political trend, nor a sweeping one.

This work is comprised of three parts, each of which examines a particular
literary expression or portrayal of motherhood in the Bible. In the first part, attention is
directed to narratives that draw parallels between the character of a mother in a birth
story and that of her son in his adulthood, establishing a close connection between them.
The similarities are discerned by tracing congruous junctures in their lives or consistent
behaviors in closely related situations.

The portrayal of characters that display similarities teaches us about the
impression made by the mother figure, and may prompt a comparison between

characters. This section of the work highlights that the resemblance between mother and
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son arises from a narrative need in some instances, while in others it serves an aesthetic
or artistic purpose. Moreover, the authors may not have expressed their own views on
this literary design. Rather, the creation of similarities seems to have been a product of
the authors’ intuitive sense of the mother’s profound impact on her offspring.

The first set of similarities examined in this work are those between the
characters of Hannah and Samuel. Beyond their parallel characterizations, the work also
analyzes closely-related scenes whose artistic beauty indicates a deeper connection. For
instance, consider the depiction of Hannah in the Tabernacle of Shiloh as she approaches
the Holy of Holies to pour out her heart, bypassing Eli, the priest present there, while
praying for a son (Book of Samuel I, 1). This image mirrors another scene in the same
location years later, in which God appears to the son for whom she prayed, who similarly
bypasses the main authority present, though it is not Eli this time (ibid., 3). This
parallelism creates a bond between mother and son that serves as a confirmation of his
worthiness.

The subsequent mother-son story examined in this section is the birth narrative
of Moses, which draws similarities between Pharaoh’s daughter, other women in Moses’
infancy, and Moses himself. Besides the similar choices and character traits reflected in
Pharaoh’s daughter and Moses, there are parallel scenes that highlight the
intergenerational transmission. For instance, the scene of Moses being rescued from the
water (Book of Exodus, 2), where Pharaoh’s daughter defies the orders of the Egyptian
rule while saving a weak Hebrew, is closely related in a literary design sense to the
moment when the Hebrew slaves led by Moses cross the Red Sea and escape from the
clutches of the Egyptians (ibid., 14). This literary design, which depicts similarities
between the mother figure and the son, has an additional artistic function in this case,
drawing an analogy between the birth of the hero and the birth of the nation. The story
starts with a particular scenario portrayed by two figures, and gradually expands into an
entire national story.

The final mother-son relationship analyzed in this section is that of Manoah’s
wife and Samson. Similar to the previous examples, the mother’s personality, story, and
behavior are reflected in the character of her son, but in this case, through contrast. Both
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characters share certain elements, such as the abstinence bestowed upon them and their
report to their spouses about their abstention (Judges, 13-16). However, in this case, there
are contrasting elements designed to depict the figure of Samson in a negative light.

The second section of this work delves into stories in which the mother figure
plays a significant role in determining her son’s future, serving as a guiding force. It
presents two distinct types of influence and intention. The first type is an active
influence, where the mother figure vigilantly directs her son’s life through her choices.
Rebecca and Bathsheba exemplify this category, both displaying wisdom as they
actively influence their son’s paths. Rebecca ensures that Jacob receives Abraham’s
blessing, while Bathsheba persuades David to pass the throne to Solomon. These two
mothers play a decisive role in their sons’ futures, showcasing a captivating and active
aspect of the biblical concept of motherhood.

The second type of mother-son relationship is the passive type, in which the
mother figure exerts a significant influence on her son’s future; his entire story involves
her, without her necessarily taking any special action. Instead, it is her very being that
shapes her son’s story. For instance, Isaac was chosen simply because he was Sarah’s
son, and Joseph, who resembles his mother, receives preferential treatment that sets the
course for his future. The stories that fall into this category emphasize how a mother’s
stamp can be seen throughout her son’s life: in his behavior, life path, descriptions, and
relationships with other characters. This artistic design serves to bind the characters
together and highlights the extent to which a mother’s birth of her child was considered
a decisive factor in his future.

The third section of this work delves into stories in which the mother figures
remain anonymous. In such cases, the female character is predominantly defined by her
motherhood, which becomes one of the main details that readers know about her. In
these narratives, authors draw on associations, traits, and expectations associated with
motherhood to shape the character and advance the plot of the story.

In addition to the mother figure, the Bible contains other genotypes that writers
use in a similar way. For instance, when a king character appears without a specified
identity, the mere mention of their role as a king raises expectations in readers’ minds
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that serve to fulfill or dispel them. In other words, when a story refers to an unnamed
king, it is evident to readers that the biblical narrator merely mentioned the role to
convey their words. The role of a king in society comes with a set of expected qualities
and duties that shape the character in the story. Thus, readers may experience
disappointment when the role is not fulfilled as expected or satisfaction when it meets
or exceeds their expectations. This approach can also be used as a way to criticize or
reflect on a particular situation. The Bible contains numerous examples of genotypes
that carry within them a set of expectations, associations, and features that are sufficient
for authors to mention. One of the most prominent of these is the mother figure.

The anonymity of characters in biblical stories allows the narrator to shift
readers’ attention away from individuality and toward the specific roles they play in the
story. The focus is on the characteristics of these roles, which can be adapted to
stereotypes or deviate from them. In the cases that are examined in this chapter, the
anonymity of the mothers redirects the focus to their motherhood. These stories include
Solomons trial (1 Kings 3: 3), the story of the woman from France (1 Kings 17: 8-24), the
story of the widowed woman (2 Kings 4:1-7), the story of the Shunammite woman (2
Kings 4:8-37), the story of the cannibal women during the siege of Samaria (2 Kings
6:23-7:20), and the story of the woman who revived her son (2 Kings 8: 1-6).

The three parts of this work offer a perspective that cannot be overlooked,
proving that even though society placed men at the center, the male writers of history
shaped the opinions and outlooks of their times. Nevertheless, the mother figure
depicted in the Bible still holds a significant place, and this is true even without
considering the women who managed to lead during a patriarchal period. The mother
figure is attributed with influence and initiative, presented as independent and paving
the way for the realization of her desires, even in a reality where society’s laws do not
officially support her. Her influence extends well beyond merely bringing children into

the world and caring for them.
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