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Abstract

This thesis is a study of the first two chapters, or the Prologue,

in the Book of Job. The concentration is on the character of Job's wife

who ;s heard from only in 2:9. By studying the parallel structure of

chapters one and two in the Prologue to Job, the role of Job's wife

becomes highlighted. Her inability to rrt into this parallel structure

becomes the focus of this thesis as it is questioned why and how she

does not fit. and her purpose or role is examined. The first chapter

reviews the history of misogynist commentaries that portray Job's wife

in a less than favourable light. An examination of this history allows for

the feminist-critical study of Job's wife which follows in chapter two. In

pursuing the role of Job's wife, chapter three studies her character to

see how she does, or does not, fit structurally in the Prologue to the

Book of Job. Finally. chapter four examines the speech of Job's wife in

2:9 in detail to see if she can be reconstructed. Her character will be

revealed as one who, like her husband, experiences a range of

emotions and feelings, and who. also like her husband, can be said to

suffer. In summary, this thesis is a feminist-critical study of the often

underestimated character of Job's wife in Job 2:9.
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Introduction

The purpose of this thesis is to rCHtxamine the role of Job's wife

in the Masoretic text of Job in order to see how "probr~tic"she is for

Job. Such an examination will take into account the extent to which

Job's wife can be said to "suffer' and, as well, account for the presence

of Job's wife in terms of a narrative structure. The goal of this thesis will

be to shift focus from the negative portrayal of Job's wife as she has

been presented in the history of interpretation. By examining both her

role and her position in the narrative,l will try to show Job's wife in a

more sympathetic light, revealing not just the fact that she does have a

specific function in the book. but also showing what that function is.

The first chapter, "State of the Question", examines how Job's

wife has been vilified by various scholars, both early and modem. In the

early commentaries, the majority of scholars viewed her as a foolish and

insignificant character who played so minor a role that she was often

completely ignored. The chapter continues by examining modem

commentators who insist on portraying Job's wife in a negative light

Although they are not as blatantly misogynist as previous scholars, they

nevertheless do not cast Job's wife in the role of a sym~thetic

character. Ironically, some of these modem commentators are women

themselves.

Chapter two, "methodology" outlines a feminist Iiterary<:ritical

approach. By utilising the modem trends in feminist scholarship, and by



taking the feminist<:ritical approach, I oMll try to show how Job's wife can

be considered to playa prominent role in the Masoretic text of Job. A

key concern is the idea of female experience, and this will be applied to

the character of Job's wife as she is a female who experiences great

loss and suffering. This aspect of female experience will strengthen and

highlight the role of Job's wife and aid in the task of portraying Job's

oMfe in a sympathetic light. By taking the feminist<:ritical approach and

by using the concept of female experience, then, I will attempt to

reconstruct the negative portrayal that has so long been attributed to

Job's wife. and construct a new positive model whereby Job's wife may

be seen in a more sympathetic light.

Chapter three ouUines the narrative structure of the Prologue to

Job and gives a detailed description of the parallels found between

chapters one and two of the Book of Job. With the exception of2:9,

each verse in chapter one is mirrored by a parallel verse in chapter two.

By pointing out these paralJels, it will be possible to foreground Job's

wife. and show how, and why, she does not fit in a structural sense.

The fourth and final chapter focuses on exegesis. An exegesis of

Job's wife will provide an explanation of her role in the Masoretic text of

Job. This roJe will be explained not only in terms of the context of 2:9,

but also in terms of how she, through the ambiguity of her speech,

foreshadows the ambiguity and duality of God's character in the



theophany at the end of the Book: of Job. The duality of her words is

seen in the examination of the Hebrew word ra. and the various

contexts in which it is used in the Book of Job. Essentially, the main

focus of this thesis is to discover the purpose of the role of Job's wife in

the Masoretic text of Job. Such a discovery may also provide a useful

map to guide one in a reading of both the characters of Job and God.



Chapter 1

State of the Question

In the Prologue to the Book of Job, we hear for the first and only

time from a character who has been undermined, underexposed, and

very definitely underestimated. This character is Job's wife. She

speaks but once, and her one line of speech seems to have forever

cast her in a negative light She questions her husband's integrity and

urges him to curse God. Her only words are found in 2:9 which read "00

you still insist in your integrity? Curse God, and die."

(J'I:]\~1U~V'WlD""''IJD< '0-.:»011)' For these few lines,

Job's wife has been vilified by the majority of scholars. This chapter will

outline and explain the views of scholars who have commented on the

role of Job's wife in the Book of Job in order to understand from

whence the view of Job's wife as a loathsome companion to the pious

and upright Job has arisen.l My study of the views of scholars

'For the purpose of this study I will be using The New Oxford
Annotated Bibfe wjIh the Apocrypha. New Revised Standard Version (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), unless otherwise indicated. I will also
be using the C'DI'D'I tJltP.1:I iT'I'II\ BibUa Hebraica Stuttaartensj;J K. Elliger
and W. Rudolph (eds.)(StulIgart: lleuCsche Bibelstittung, 1967n7, a critical
edition) when I make reference to the Hebrew text.

lAsflghtly different portrayal of Job's wife can also be found in the
Septuagint (LXX) or Greek translation of the Book of Job. In this study,
however, reference will be made solely to the Masoretic text of Job.
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commenting on Job's wife win take into account both earty and modem

commentators.

History of Interpretation

Early Commentators

Saint Augustine (354-430) often referred to !he Book of Jot> when

delivering his homilies. It is in his homily on Psalm LVI, though, that he

expressly refers to Job's wife, and to the temptations of Job in the

Prorogue to the tale. According to Augustine, although Satan, the

tempter, took away all that Job had (his animals, his servants, his

children, his wealth) he was not merciful enough to take away Job's

wife.s Satan permitted Job's wife to live, to use her as his aide and his

partner as he tempted Job. For Augustine, Satan could depend on the

help of Job's wife just as he could depend on the help of Eve to

deceive Adam in the beginning of the Book of Genesis.4 Augustine's

Although Job's wife has a longer speech in the LXX, I will not be using the
Greek translation of the Book ofJob because the majority of commentators
that I make reference to deal solely with the Masoretic text

3 Philip Schaff (ed.), A Sefcct Library of the Nicene and POIt-Nicene
Fathers of the Christian Chw:h Volume VIII, Saint Augustine: Expositions
on the Book of Psalms. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1969-1975), p.224.

• Schaff (ed), Saint Aygustine' Expositions on the Book of Plalms
Vol. VIII, p.224.



attitude toward women implies that a woman's purpose on the earth is

to tempt man and aid Satan in bringing about the: demise and inevitable

destruction of all men. He believes that Job's wife is just like Eve

because both women cast negative shadows upon their husbands. As

Augustine writes, "Merciful do ye deem the devil, that he left him a wife?

He knew through whom he had deceived Adam".s The only difference

between the women is that Eve succeeds in tempting Adam whereas

Job's wife tails in tempting Job. Augustine comments tMt even though

Job was suffering and in a great deal of pain, he was still lucid enough to

respond to his wife and make her aware of her wrongs. For even though

Job was

with wound smitten from head even unto feet, whole
nevertheless within, he made answer to the woman
tempting, out of the light of the living, out of the light of his
heart 'thou hast spoken as though one of the unwise
women', that is, as though one that hath not the light of the
living.'

Job's wife speaks these words only because she cannot and is not wise

enough to see into her husbancrs heart and soul. She sees only the

physical features ot her husband, his sores and disease. She does not

S Schaff (ed), Saint Augustine' Expositions on the Book of psalms
Vol.VIII, p.224.

, Schaff (ed), Saint Augystine: Expositions on the Book of psalms
Vol.VlII, p.224.



love her husband enough to see her husbancrs interior beauty as God

can. In Augustine's words, "for then she might more have loved her

husband, if the interior beauty she had known, and had beheld the place

where he was beautiful before the eyes of God".1 Thus, according to

Augustine, Job's wife is a foolish woman.'

Saint John Chrysostom (354-406), like Augustine, also spoke a

great deal about the Book of Job, and he shares many of the same views

of Augustine. Chrysostom, though, devotes time to expressing his

rather strong views on the female gender as a whole. Using the same

example of Eve and the serpent as did Augustine, Chrysostom says that

women are easily deceived, "for it is the part of woman to be deceived".'

Eve was easily deceived, according to Chrysostom, because she was a

woman. Women, therefore, are subject to men, and they should be, for

"equality of honour causeth contention", and this is due to the deceit

that was seen in the first woman, Eve." Woman was not subject to man

1 Schaff (ed), Saint Aygystine' Expositions on the Book of psalms
Vol.VlII, pp.224-25.

'Schaff (ed), Saint Augystin«' Expositions on the Book of psalms
Vol. VIII, p.224.

'Philip Schaff (ed.), A Select Ubrary of the Nicene and post-Njcene
Fa1bers oftbeChrjstianCbun;h Vaumexn. SaintChrysostom: Homilies on
the Epistles of Paul to the Corinthians. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William 8.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1969-1975~p.384.

IISchaff (ed). SaiJtChrysostpm' Homilies on the Epistles of paul to
tbeCodntbjans Vol. XII, p.150.
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in the beginning, but woman made herself subject to man because she

abused her privileges. As Chrysostom says:

She was not subjec.ted as soon as she was made; nor, when
He brought her to the man, did either she hear any such
thing from God, nor did the man say any such word to her:
he said indeed that she was 'bone of his bone and flesh of
his flesh':(Gen. 2:23) but of rule or subjection he no where
made mention unto her. But when she made ill use of her
privilege and she who had been made a hetper was found
to be an enSNIIJ'eI'" and ruined all, then she is jusUy told for
the futul"e, 'thy turning shall be to thy husband.'(Gen. 3:16).11

Therefore, it is woman's own fault that she is subject to man, for she

brought it upon herself.

After realising Chrysostofn's strong attitudes towards women, it is

not surprising to discover his negative feeling towards Job's wife.

Chrysostom writes that Satan deliberately spared Job's wife from the

calamities that befell Job because Satan could use her to "tempt and

ensnare" Job.12 Furthermore.. Satan did not permit her to speak or react

to the loss of her children or her wealth until he thought she could take

no more. Chrysostom explains why she did not speak out earlier:

Whereas if she had approached him at the beginning of his
misfortune. neither she would have round him so unnerved,
nor would she have had it in her power to swell out and
exaggerate the misfortune by her words. But now when

t1 Schaff(ed~SaintChMostom' Homilies on the EPisttn of payl to
the Corinthians Vol-XII. pp.150~1.

t!Scha1f(ed.), SaintChrysos1Drn· Homilies on the Epistles of paUl to
the Corinthians Vol. XII, p.166.



she saw him through the length of time thirsting for release,
and desiring the termination ofwhat pressed on him
vehemenUy then she doth come upon him.u

Chrysostom believes that this is the perfect time to allow Job's wife to

speak: "And observe his craft" Chrysostom writes of Satan, as "he

suffers her to be siJent and quier until he finally brings Job's wife to her

husband, "seasoned and worn"." Only after Job is amictecl from head to

toe with a terrible skin disease does Satan aflow her to speak. If Job's

wife had spoken to her husband at any point before this, Job would have

been stronger, and Satan might not have achieved the results he both

hoped for and expected. Chrysostom portrays Job's wife as a puppet or

pawn of Satan. This coincides with Chrysostom's overall view of women,

for women are neither wise nor strong enough to be able to think, act, or

speak on their own. The words that Job's wife speak to her husband

reveal what Chrysostom calls her "crafty wickedness" as she attempts to

persuade Job to tum his back on God and curse Him."

Chrysostom, however, seems to contradict himself here. If women

':rschatf{ed~Saint Chrysostom' Hommes on the EpisUes of paul to
the Cgrinth;ans Vol.XII, p.166.

14Schaff{ed~ Saint Cbrvsostom· Homilies on the Epistlu of paul to
the Corinthians VoLXlI, p.166.

''Schatf(ed~Saint CbcvSQJtom· Homilies on the EpisUU of Paul to
the Corinthians Vol. XII, p.166.
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cannot speak or act on their own, how an they also be crafty? The

adjective "crafty" describes oil shrewd character, someone who is able to

think and have ideas. This goes against Chrysostom's view of women if

he feels they are weak and subject to men. We must also make note of

the fact that the person trying to convince Job to curse his God is a

worn.n. Chrysostom continues to assume he intimately knows Job's

character by saying that before Job turned to rebuke his wife. Job was

determined not to be weakened by her devices. As Chrysostom says,

"she no doubt expected to excite fountains of tears"." So. when we

consider the list of things which caused Job to suffer, we should also

add to that list the "devices of his wife". for she also caused him

suffering and grief. According to Chrysostom, most women have the

tendency to do this, for he says "Many (men) at least even without

external accidents have been cast down by the counseJ of woman

alone".17 Furthermore, Chrysostom writes "For when the wife of Job

speaks, a Devil is atworX".1I Chrysostom may not just be referring here

to Job's wife working with the Devil, nor is he just implying that the Devil

f1Schaff(ed), Saint Chrysostom· Homilies on the Epistles of paul to
the Corinthians Vol. XII, p.167.

17Schaff(ed), Saint Chrvsostomo Hommq on the Epistles of payl to
the Corinthians VoLXlI, p.167.

"Sc:haff(ed), Saint ChMo5tDm· Hommes on the EPistles of Paul to
the Corinthjans Vol. XII, p.2t2.
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is working through her. By suggesting that .Job's wife is "a devil at

work", Chrysostom implies that Job', wife is a devil, essentially saying

that she is an evil and vile woman who is crafty and wicked, and is only

interested in the downfall of her husband. ChrysostDm is very clear

here about his opinion of Job's wife, and also about women in general.

As with Augustine and Chrysostom, Gregory the Great (ea 540-604)

also gives a negative portrayal of Job's wife. As Ann Asten summarizes,

the few mysterious words spoken by Job's wife in 2:9 "[have] earned

(her) a prominent position in misogynist literature. a position secured for

her by Saint Gregory the Grears inftuential sixth-c:entury commentary

MoraUa in lob.n1' Gregory urges us to take note of the fact, as did

Augustine and Chrysostom, that, with God's permission, Satan, being a

shrewd and crafty character, took away from Job all that he had. Satan,

however, proved himself to be even more cunning when he let Job's

wife remain alive to play the role as his abettor. Job's wife, however,

cannot be said to be acting of her own volition. Just as Chrysostom's

description of Job's wife brought to mind a pawn, or puppet, so does

Gregory's description of her. Gregory says:

Now the woman is close to the man and joined to him.
Therefore he [Satan] fiXed his hold on the heart of the

"Ann AsteII, "Job's Wife, WalWs Wife, and the Wire or Bath" from
Raymond..Jean Frontain and Jan Wojcoil(s Old Tutarntnt Women in
Westlm Uter;lture (Conway, Aft UCA Press, 1991 J, p.93.
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woman, and as it were found in it iI ladder whereby he might
be able to mount up to the heart of the man. He seized the
mind of the wife, which was the ladder to the husband.2I

Satan even cleverly chose just the right time for Job's wife to speak to

her husNnd. According to Gregory, this perfect time came right after

everything was taken from him, when he was afflicted wfth a skin

disease, and it seemed that nothing efse could go wrong. "Thus after

the losses of his goods, after the death of his children, after the

wounding and rending of his limbs, the 04d foe put in motion the tongue

of his wif....n

The comparison of Job's wife to Eve. it seems, was a common

theme among the earty commentators. Gregory links Job's wife with Eve

in the description of an archetypal temptress, and Gregory befieves the

words of Job's wife are strikingly similar to those found in Adam's

temptation by Eve.u Unlike Augustine and Chrysostom, though, Gregory

goes further in analysing the exchange between Job and his wife.

Gregory detects "an eroticism not apparent in the literal meaning of

their words".ZJ Satan is eager to conquer Job's soul, so he uses the

2fQregory the Great, Morals on the Book of Job (Oxford: John Henry
Parker, 1844), p.137.

Z'lGregory the Great, Morals on the: Book of Job p.138.

uAste:lI, "Job's Wife, Walter's Wife, and the Wife of Bath", p.M.

UAstell, "Job's Wife, Walter's Wife, and the Wife of Bath", p.M.
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heart of Job's wife as a ladder and uses her affection for her husband to

try to reach the heart of Job.It After all tturt has happened, Job appears

wlnerable before his wife., the person to whom he is closest. Wrth her

words. she may be able to conquer his heart and soul. With his power,

Satan enables Job's wife to move her tongue and speak. Gregory

identifies the words spoken by Job's wife as being related, and close, to

her body and its "carnal allurements".H From all that.Gregory has said,

it is evident that he sees Job's wife, and women, only in terms of sex,

..00 believes a woman will use her sexual power to achieve whatever

she wants. Despite this, however, Job's wife does not succeed. She

speaks foolish words, and therefore is a foolish woman.

Augustine, Chrysostom, and Gregory all portray Job's wife as a

character who works hand in hand with Satan. Satan takes away all that

Job has, and uses Job's wife to continue with the evil he had begun.

According to these three eany commentators, Job's wife worked

intimately with Satan to try to achieve the resutts Satan desired.

However, no mention is made of Job's wife until 2:9. In the dialogues

between God and Satan in the Prologue, God allows Satan first to

destroy Job's material possessions and family, and then to destroy Job's

-rhefoOowing description is taken from Astell's article "Job's Wife,
Walter's Wife. and the Wife of Bath", p.M.

t:5Astell, "Job's Wife, Walters Wife, and the Wife of Bath", p.M.
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health. In tact. neither God nor Satan mention Job's wife at all. No

reference is made to her in chapter one of the Prologue, and her brief

appearance in 2:9 is all we hear from Job's wife. If Job's wife worked so

closely with Satan, would she not at least be mentioned or referred to.

however obscurely. before her appearance in 2:91 Yet these eany

commentators insist on linking Job's wife with Satan, even though there

is no evidence to prove such a partnership. This type of

characterization of Job's wife continues with the opinions of

commentators who follow Augustine, Chrysostom, and Gregory, and the

opinions of these men will be examined next.

In his Literal Exposition on the Book of Job Thomas Aquinas

(1224-1274) attempts to present a commentary to his readers which

explains the Book of Job in a literal sense in order to explain the

suffering of Job. When a person is sick or suffering from some form of

mental or physical anguish, the people around that person who love and

care for him or her usually do their best to keep them comfortable and

peaceful. Such is not the case with Job. According to Aquinas, "only

exasperating words are spoken to the afflicted Job, so much more

provoking as they are proffered by a person close to him" namely, his

wife.2I The devil left Job's wife alive so that through her, he would be

»rhomasAquinas,Thcl.i!lH'3J Exposition on Job (AUanta, Georgia:
Scholars Press, 1989), p.M.
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able to "upset the mind of a just rnan".U Job's wife speaks to her

husband words of "derision" ("Why are you holding fast to your

integrity?") which are followed by words of "perverse suggestion"

("Curse God"), and her final words are those of "desperation" ("And

dier'V' Not only was Job's wife cruef enough to insult het'" husband's

intelligence by speaking such foolish words, she also insulted God

because she was "speaking against divine wisdom",.,. For this, Job's

wife deserves the sharp rebuke she receives from her husband. It is his

duty to put her in her place, and to make her understand how irrational

she sounded. Aquinas praises Job's admonishment of his wife in the

next verse. 2:10; "But he said to her.'You speak as any foolish woman

would speak. Shall we receive good at the hand of God. and not receive

the bad?". In Job's rebuke to his wife, Aquinas feels that Job

exemplifies the "perfect wisdom of man", and shows his wife that such

intelligent thought can only come from a man, .and therefore a woman is

not capable of being as rational as a man.- As a result, Aquinas believes

that we should not be surprised that such thoughUess and foolish words

could have come from the mouth of a woman. This sentiment was also

21Aquinas, The Utera' Exposition 00 ,Job p.M.

lIAquinas, The Uteral ExPOsitioo 00 Job p.H.

lIAquinas, The UtIca' ExPOsjtioo on Job p.M.

-AqUinas, The Ljtcral Exposition on Job p.95.
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expressed by Augustine. Chrysostom, and Gregory.

John Calvin, like many other early commentators, believes that he

understands why Job suffers. Calvin believes that -God afnicts those

whom He loves" and proof of this can be seen not only in the afflictions

of Job, but also in those of Abraham, David, and Christ." When Calvin

continues to describe the affliction and anguish suffered by Job, he

includes that Job was "tormented by his wife", and this added

considerably to his physical and spiritual pain and temptation.tt More

evidence of Calvin's views on Job's wife can be found in his

commentary on 2:9 in his Sermons on Job. Calvin says that "Job's wife's

comments to him provoke him to despai.....» Because it was his wife

who spoke these words to Job. Calvin says it was a "double war unto

Job, when besides the possibility of being tempted in himself, his own

wife provoked him to de.spair".34 Calvin continues to give his own

description of Job's wife. Calvin does not see Job's wife as a person, or

as a woman who has suffered a loss as great as her husband. His

contempt for Job's wife is obvious when he depicts her as "an

JfSusan E. Schreiner, 'ltr'bere Shall WjIdom Be Found? (Chicago and
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), p.16.

uSchreiner, Where Shall Wisdom Be Found? p.104.

#John Calvin, Sermons on Job 16the 17th century Facsimile Editions.
(Edinburgh: The Banner ofTruth Tru.t,1993), p.39.

~alvin, Sermon. on Job p.39.
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instrument of Satan". "as a Shedevil, CK as a fiend of helr.U tf she wants

to be a good wife, which is what a m.n like Job deserves, she should not

have spoken such foolish words. Instead, she should "pray God, that

her husband may guide her...and be always able to instruct her".- It is

~ enough that Job had to endure such loss and suffering, but even

beyond that, he had to endure the torment caused by his wife.J1 Worse

than that, though. according to Calvin, is that Job's wife is not moved at

all by her husband's situation.- Calvin portrays Job's wife as a cold,

unfeeling person who does not care about her husband, the father of

her children. In fact, Calvin says she "showed herself to be like a

savage beast in this situation"." Once Calvin's opinions about Job's

wife have been read, it is obvious how he feels about her character. His

opinions are strikingly similar to those of Augustine, Chrysostom.

Gregory, and Aquinas.

All of the earty commentators which were previously discussed

essentially hetd the same beliefs about Job's wife. According to them,

~alvin, Sermons on Job p.40.

"Calvin, Sermons on Job p.41.

:poJohn CaMn, Sermgn. frpm Job (Grand Rapids, Mich.:Baker Book
House, 1962), p.4.

-Calvin, Sermons from Job p.107.

-Calvin, Sermons frpm Job p.107.
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she was an evil and wicked woman who cared nothing for her husband

and was only concerned with her own well being. These eany

commentators insisted on linking Job's wife with Satan. regardless of

the fact that there was no evidence to prove such claims. By continually

casting Job's wife in the role of Satan's aide, these men reinforced a

negative portrayal of Job's wife. leading unsuspecting readers of the

text to believe that Job's wife was actually a bad person, a foolish

woman, and basically an insignificant character. This negative view of

Job's wife was carried on by generations of commentators, and only

recentty have scholars begun to examine the role of Job's wife more

closely. Yet even in these modem times, some scholars persist in

characterising Job's wife as the evil and vile woman that early

commentators described so long ago. It is now to these modem

commentators and their views that we will tum.

Modem Malt Commentators

In the previous pages I have explained the negative opinions of

Job's wife by the early commentators. Modem day commentators,

however, have followed in the wake of the opinions which were

expressed by urty commentators such as Augustine, Chrysostom,

Gregory, Aquinas, and Calvin. Even though the attitudes toward women

have changed over the centuries, some recent scholars on the Book of
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Job still cannot excuse or justify the actions of Job's wife. And, unlike

the earfy commentators, who were all men, some of these recent

scholars are., ironically, women themselves.

Although it may be surprising to hear negative comments made

toward Job's wife by modem female commentators, it may be less

surprising to hear them come from recent male commentators. Even

though the words used to describe Job's wife by modem male

·commentators may vary, and although they are not as blatantfy

misogynist as previous scholars, they nevertheless do not cast Job's

wife in the role of a sympathetic character. The underlying meaning of

their words remains the same when some of these recent scholars

repeat the same descriptions that men like Augustine, Aquinas, and

Calvin used in a "less enlightenedn age.

Driver and Gray, in their commentary on Job, only mention Job's

wife briefly, as do most commentators, but the little they do say is not

favourable. As many other commentators before them have done, they

compare Job's wife to Eve and repeat Augustine's description of her as

a "diaboli adiutrix", or the devirs helpmate.... The only possible way that

Job's wife can be seen in a positive light is if she is compared to Job.

-Samuel Rolles Driver and George Buchanan Gray, A Cdti<;a! and
Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Job (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark.
1964, origiNlUy published in 1921), p25.
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Her negativity serves to exemplify the piety and righteousness of Job's

character.'" Job's wife makes it even more obvious just how pious Job

is, because his positive character can be seen in contrast to the

negative character of his wife. Her poor character flaws only enhance or

emphasise all of the positive attributes of Job's character. Therefore,

Job's wife does something positive by making the reader aware of her

negativity.

Meir Weiss regards the words spoken by Job's wife to her

husband as a "new trial" for Job, over and above the one with which he

already has to contend. The immensity of this new trial is increased not

only because of what she says, but also because of who she is: his

wife.~ As his wife, she is expec1l!d to be fully supportive of her

husband. regardless of what decisions he may make. Weiss believes

that Job's wife is neglecting her "wifely" role or duties. She fails to

support her husband when he needed her the most, and her lack of

support only serves to increase the strain Job is experienc:ing.oQ Weiss

echoes the words that were spoken by the earlier commentators.

"Cliverand Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book
llLl2Jl, p.25.

UMeir Weiss, The Story of Job', beginning' Job 1·2' A Literary
AIWxJa (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, The Hebrew University, 1983),
p.6S.

OVVeiss, The Story of Job's Beginning p.69.
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Because Job's wife increases the strain her husband is experiencing,

she is proving to be just as much a tempter as bbln is himsetf. By

repeating the opinions of the eany commentators, Weiss reinforces the

negative shadow that has loomed over Job's wife for generations.

Although Norman Habel speaks very litlle about the role played by

Job's wife. what he does say proves to be anything but positive or

sympathetic. Habel draws together much that the previous

commentators have said, both any and modem. Habel believes that

Job faces his ultimate test when he hears the words his wife speaks to

him.... Because Job's wife speaks these words, she is immediately

identified with Satan, and Habef says her function is to be Satan's ally.

The narrator reinforces this as he has Job's wife serve as "the earthly

mouthpiece for the hidden Satan'·.~

John Hartley, like Driver and Gray, also believes there was only

one good aspect which resulted from the role of Job's wife: to show how

unusual and brave Job was as he silentty accepted all that had

happened to him.- Her entrance into the tale should cause the reader

"'Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job· A Commentary (Philadelphia:
The Westminster Press, 1985), p.96.

4SHabel, The Book of Job p.M.

"John E. Harttey, Th« Book of Job (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William
B. Eetdmans Publishing Company, 1988), p.83.
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to be even more sympathetic to Job, for his wife proved to be yet

another part of his trial.41 Job's wife was not able to comprehend her

husband and could not understand why he would even want to hold fast

to his integrity. But Hartley believes that Job's wife, instead of seeing

this as one of her husband's many wonderful and unique assets, was

afraid he was becoming a religious fanatic who refused to face the

reality that surrounded him.- Job's wife was certain in her belief that

Job should lash out at God for all that had happened. And, as Weiss also

stated, Hartley believes that the words spoken by Job's wife proved to

be the most trying event of all, for she was speaking out of the bond that

was created between them when they were married.... By speaking

these words to her husband, Job's wife echoed Satan's challenge to,

and his doubts about. human faith in God when Satan said"All that a man

has he will give for his own life" (2:4, NRSVV' Not only does HarUey

attempt to show the negativity of Job's w;fe by linking her w;th Satan, he

also says she is doubtful of the human faith in God, which means she is

doubtful of her own faith in God. How can such a person be portrayed in

a positive light?

41Hartley, The Book of Job p.83.

-Hartley, The Book of Job p.83.

~rtley. The Book of Job p.85.

"H.artley, The Book of Job p.85.
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Leo Perdue also uses the same description for Job's wife as many

commentators before him. He refers to Job's wife as the second

antagonist as she urges her husband to "Curse God and die".s,

According to Perdue, her words seem "to be less of a direct challenge to

Yahweh's authority and more an escape from the: hideous lot which has

been determined for Job".u A good wife, however, would not consider

trying to "escape". She would stand by her husband and support him,

regardless of the situation or problem. Perdue says she begins "the

movement towards rebellion". an action she should not have taken.SJ

Her actions prove that she is not a good wife. or even a good role model

for the female race. She does not know how to act as a woman should,

Of" how to keep her place. As a result, Perdue does not believe Job's

wife should be viewed as a positive character in the story. Perdue, like

Weiss, continues in the same vein as the eany commentators. Although

the early commentators wrote many years ago, their words live on and

are continually being revived by modem scholars such as Perdue. He

keeps both the spirit and the beliefs of the urty commentators alive as

he continues to view Job's wife as Chrysostom did by believing that

SiLeo Perdue, Wisdom in Revolt (Sheffield, England: Almond
Press, 1991 I, p.87.

UPerdue. Wjsdom in Reyoft p.266.

S3Perdue, Wjsdom in Revolt, p.266.
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women are subject to men and should keep their p(ace in society as

good women and good wives, both of which, according to Perdue, Job's

wife is not.

Modem Fenyi@ CommMtitors

As I stated previously, while it may not be surprising to hear

negative comments about Job's wife from male commentators, it is

definitely surprising to hear them come from modem female

commentators. However, the following female commentators adhere to

the beliefs expressed by the earfy commentators, and continue to

portray Job's wife in a negative light.

An earty feminist, EJiubeth Cady Stanton is the author of!bst.

Woman', Bible. Ironically, however, she adheres to the betiefs

expressed by Chrysostom, Aquinas, and other early commentators when

discussing Job's wife. She admits that very little is said of women in the

Book of Job, and what is said is by no means complimentary.54 Many of

the early commentators described Job's wife as a tool of Satan, used to

bring about the downfall of Job, and Stanton agrees with this

description. According to Stanton, Job's wife did nothing more than

"'Elisabeth Cady Stanton, The Original Femjnist Attas;k on the Bible
ITbeWoman's Bibfe) (New York: Amo Press,1974. Originally published
in 1895 and 1898), p.94.
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ridicule and mock her husband and his faith in God.55 The only reason

Job's wife was left alive was to play the role of Job's tempter, and the

disgust she showed towards Job proved to be his last and hardest

afftiction.M Job's wife. Stanton believes, does net just want Job to give

up, she wants him to commit suicide. It would be bener for both him and

her jf he were to die at once, then neither of them would have to suffer a

life of constant misery.57 Essentially, Job's wife deserts her husband and

impatienUy waits for his inevitable: duth. Stanton's contribution to the

study of Job's wife only reinforces the negative opinions we have

already been given by the early maJe commentators. Her words seem to

bridge th~ gap between early and modem scholars as she brings the

patristic misogynist views in line with her own.

Edith Dee" is another feminist commentator who does not give a

glowing description of Job's wife. Although not as harsh as some of the

other scholars, Deen still does not portray Job's wife in a favourable

light. Oeen compares Job's wife to her husband. and says she urges her

husband to curse God and die because she may not be as faithful or as

"Stanton, The Woman's Bible p.M.

MStanton, The Woman', Bible p.94.

57Stlnton, The Woman's Bible p.9S.
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patient as Job.SI Deen feels there is certainly nothing outstanding about

Job's wife. She is not as well known as Job, who was famed for being

upright, just. and pious. His wife was "an ordinary, normal woman" who.

"though a dutiful wife", did not "suffer with her husband in his hour of

agony".S- Because of that, she could not "share with him the marvellous

victory of trusting God in spite of not understanding Him"oM Thus, Job's

wife is not as dutiful and loyal as she could have. and should have, been.

Deen,like Stanton, continues to define Job's wife as a negative

character and, as a result, does nothing to sever the link that continues

with the earty commentators.

Ann Astell is a more recent feminist scholar and as such, one

would expect her to be sensitized to women's issues. Vet she still

cannot view Job's wife in redemptive terms. Uke Stanton and Deen, she

echoes the words of the early commentators. Just as the early patristic

commentators compare Job's wife to Eve, so does AsteII. Astell says

that in the character of Job's wife one can easily see a re-enactment of

Eve's temptation of Adam as Job's wife tries her best to tempt Job." At

UEdith Deen, All the Women of the Bible (New York: Harper and
Row, 19661, p.333.

$IDeen, All the Women of the Bible p.333.

"Deen, All ttl« Women of the Bible p.333.

nAnn W Astell, Job 80ettJius and Epic Truth (Atlanta, Georgia:
Scholars Press. 1989), p.M.
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the instigation of Satan, Job's wife leads her husband into despair by

speaking words of poOl" persuasion and by attempting to seduce her

husband as she appeals to his sensuality." However, AsteU's words do

not have textual support and are. as such, just conjecture on her part.

Even though the words of Job's wife are strongly reminiscent of what

Satan wants Job to do, namely "curse" (l'U) God, at no point does the

reader hear the name of Job's wife mentioned by either God or Job.

How can Job's wife be instigated by Satan if Satan never speaks to or

about her? Astelrs words are strikingly similar to Calvin's when she

speaks of leading Job into despair. Her description of the words of

Job's wife being those of poor persuasion sound much the same as

Aquinas' description of Job's wife's words as "perverse suggestion".

Both Astell and Aquinas, by describing the words of Job's wife as

suggestive and persuasive, paint Job's wife as a character who is able

to convince her husband to do anything she wishes. Astell also

describes Job's wife as attempting to seduce her husband by appealing

to his sensuality. This is strongly reminiscent of Gregory's depiction of

the actions of Job's wife as she uses her body and its "carnal

allurements". Also, it is ironic to note that Astell, in her article "Job's

Wife. Walter's Wife, and the Wife of Bath" essentially refers to Gregory

nAstell, Job Boethjul and Epic Truth p.94.
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as a misogynist.a Astell, it seems, has combined the opinions of several

of the eartycommentators in order to form her own description of Job's

wife. By doing so, perhaps she felt she strengthened her own argument

by backing it with the arguments of several influential commentators,

thus giving her own words more credence.

In summary, then, Job's wife is a tool of the devil. a wicked.

uncaring, and unsympathetic woman who cares nothing for the plight

and pain of her husband. She is concerned only with herself. Given the

trend of the earty commentators' views on Job's wife. and some of the

modem commentators as well, it is obVious why Job's wife has never

been permitted a purposeful, positive role. With such negative opinions

in the history of interpretation, it is hardly possible to view her in any

other way. And even today, some modem commentators insist on

portraying Job's wife in a negative light.

This chapter has provided the details of the descriptions of both

the earty commentators and some modem scholars. It is against this

background that I will show that Job's wife is indeed a sympathetic

character who has a very important role in the Book of Job, despite the

"Astell, "Job's Wife, Walters Wife, and the Wife of Bath", p.93.
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negative opinions of the previously mentioned scholars. This will be

done by utilising a feminist approach to Job 2:9. A feminist~ritical

perspective allows the reader to view Job's wife as a female character,

whose feminine needs, feelings. and c:onc:ems have not yet been

addressed by previous scholars who did not study her from a feminist

point of view.



Chapter 2

Methodo!qgy

In chapter one., detailed exampfes were given which showed how

Job's oM'. was portrayed negativefy throughout the history of

interpretation. For the most part, however, these scholars were not

aware of, or chose to ignore, the modern b'ends in feminist scholarship.

By utilising this feminist scholarship, and by taking the feminist<ritical

approach, this chapter will show how Job's wife can be considered to

play it prominent role in the Masoretic text of Job.

Feminist Literary Criticism

Feminists who sttJdy literary works are most concerned with

finding out how the attitudes and beliefs about women's inferiority are

reinforced by literature.M Pam Morris says that male critics "usually

assume that their perception of a text will be shared by all readers, even

when the interpretation offered is restrictively masculine or even

misogynistic".IS Evidence of this was presented in the previous chapter"

in the writings of Saint Augustine, Saint Chrysostom, Gregory the Great,

l4pam Morris, Literature and Feminism' An Introduction (Oxford:
Blackwell Publi.hers, 1993l, p.8.

"Morris, Utuature and Ftrninism p.38.
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Thomas Aquinas, and John Calvin. These men, and many others, wrote

about Job's wife, using her as an example of how a wife should not act.

Their tones in discussing her are decidedly negative. reproachful, and

even misogynist at times. That these critics are men reinforces the main

problem or obstac5e for feminist critics. Accon::Ung to Sydney Janet

Kaplan, feminist eriticism attempts to overcome this problem, for

feminist criticism begin. In the personal response of women readers

and critics. not in the response of male readers and critics.- Male critics

cannot accurately analyse the roles and attitudes of women in literature

because they are men. This does not necessarily mean that a man

cannot be a feminist. Morris' answer would be yes, a man can be a

feministp' but

a feminist man will always be positioned quite differeoUy from a
feminist woman in relation to gender~edsocial injustice..
He can recognise and deplore the structures of gender
inequality, but he cannot experience them as a woman."

Women can more easily relate to and comprehend "gender-based social

injustice" because it is usually towards them that it is directed. The

··Gayle Greene and Coppelia Kahn, eds. Making a Djfference·
Feminilt l.jb:rary Criticism (London and New Yor1c:: Methuen and Company
Limited, 198~), p.37.

QMorris admits that this is controversial, and not all feminists would
agree with her on this topic.

"Morris, Literature: and Feminism p.2.
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same follows when women read of any marginalisalion of female

characters in literature. Women are able to be more precise in their

evaluations of f&male.s in literature because they can more easily relate

to a female character. What men have, therefore. a.... merely ideas about

women, and these ideas do not present or reflect a woman's historical

reality.a The bulk of such research on women focuses mainly on what

men, or male critics, thought about women, and not primarily on the

female characters themsefves." Therefore, we need to shift our

concern directly to these female characters, and not leave them on the

periphery or margins of literature. If Job's wife is placed in the centre of

our concern, then, the focus is directly on her. The reader can put aside

male historians' comments on Job's wife, not be influenced by what Job

himself says to her, and can thus create their own image and impression

of Job's w;fe. one which is derived solely from the actions and words of

Job's wife.

PhyUis Bird. in her article "'mages of Women in the Old

-eIisabeth Schussler" rlOrenza. "Remembering the Past in Creating
the Future: Historical Critical Sch~arship and Feminist Biblical
Interpretation" fi'om Feminist Per'DtCtiye. on Bjbligl SchQlarship Adela
Yarbo Collins. ed. (Chico. California: Scholars Press. 1985), p.S7.

1IBemadetbeJ. Brooten, "Early Christian Women and Their Cultural
Context Issues-of Method in Historical Reconstruction" from U:m.ini.I1
perspectiyu on Biblical Scbofarship Adela Yarbo Collins. ed. (Chico,
California: Scholars Press. 1985), p.Sts.
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Testament", identifies another obstacle for feminist literary critics. Her

area of concern is the Old Testament itself, which she refers to as a

"man's book. where women appear for the most part simply as adjuncts

of men, s;gnificant only in the context of men's activities"oM This is

clearfy shown in the discussion of the literature concerning Job's wife.

She seems to exist only in relation to Job; that is, how her words are

directed towards and profoundly affect Job. Even her purpose in the

Prologue is seen in relation to Job, for, according to Bruce Zuckerman.

the role and words of Job's wife can be used to emphasise the extreme

piety of Job. As Zuckerman argues, Job holds fast to his integrity even

in the face of his wife's suffering, thereby reinforcing the stTength of

Job's resolve and character."

David Jobling, in his article "Mieke Balon SibUcal Narrative",

asserts there are mainly two types of feminist literary criticism: a

recuperative and a deconstructive approach. A recuperative approach

tries to "pry open the male defined 'canon' of 'great books' or 'classics'

by recovering and reading suppressed writing by women", and the

"Phytlis Bird, "Images of Women in the Old Testament" from
BeUgjon and Sexism' 'mages of Women in the Jewish and Christian
I!BlillI!I. Rosemary Radfo<d Ruether. ed. (New York: Simon and Schuster
Press, 19741. p.41.

neruce Zuckerman, Job the Silent (New York: OXford University
Press,19911,p·168.
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dec:onstructive approach concentrates "on critical, subversive

rereading of the male canon".n In this thesis I wjll concentrate on what

Jobling calls .iii "recuperative" approach. Catherine Belsey explains what

this process entails. Its purpose is "to examine the process of its

production" and "to locate the point of contradiction within the text" .14

Once a contradiction is discovered, the reader reconstructs the text

based on what contradictions have been found. This kind of feminist~

critical approach will seek to reconstruct the negative portrayal that has

so long been attributed to Job's wife. revealing a new positive modeJ

whereby Job's wife m..y be seen in .iii more sympathetic light According

to Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, in order to do this I must "challenge

dominant scholarship by insisting that history must be written not from

the perspective of the 'historical winners' but from that of the silenced

or marginalised".7' In other words, we need to view the situation from

the point of view of Job's wife, from a female perspective. If we try to

see it through her eyes, we may see: it in a whole new light. Fiorenza

"David JobIing, "Mieke Balon Biblical Narrative", Religious SbJdjes
IWIim. Vol. 17, No.1, January 1991, p.2.

rccatherine Belsey, "Constructing the Subject, Deconstructing the
Text' from Feminism," An AnthoIogyofli1a;lrvTbeoryarKt Critjcjsm Robyn
R. Warhol and Diane Price Hemdl, eds. (New Brunswick, New Jersey:
Rutgers University Press, 1991), p.101.

"Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, But She Sajd (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1992), p.33.
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