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For more than a century now feminist hermeneutics has shown that women read and 

interpret scriptures from a particular experience and point of view. Women bring 

certain understandings to their reading that is shaped not only by the physical female 

experience but also by the social structures within which they live. Feminism is the 

public conversation about differences in human experience, how those experiences 

relate to power and how power affects men and women differently.117  

Feminist conversation 

Feminist conversations (or more often debates), bring social attitudes from different 

sides - with their historical and traditional narratives - to bear on women’s struggles 

for equality. For Muslim and Christian feminists it includes the Bible and Quran. As 

sacred texts, they not only describe the social order of their day but they establish 

gender hierarchies through the readings that are produced by (mostly male) 

commentators and exegetes, and the systems of law that they produce. The societies 

that result from these textual processes are often seen as having unequal gender 

arrangements wherein women’s ability to express themselves is curtailed. For 

example, the book Daughters of Abraham is based on the premise that women’s 

struggles to have their voices heard are shared throughout the monotheisms Judaism, 

                                                   
 

 
117 This article acknowledges that feminism in the 21st century has moved beyond women’s struggles but applies the term 
throughout in the article to its traditional reference to women. See Moyra Dale on WWS website for discussion of changing 
feminist discourse, https://whenwomenspeak.net/blog/feminism-muslimahs-and-christians-where-do-they-meet/ 



 
 

 
Holy Texts 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 4, No 1 | May 2019 
 
 

 

91 

Christianity and Islam.118 In Diarmaid MacCulloch’s study of silence in Christianity he 

describes women’s forgotten leadership among early Christians as “a silence that still 

haunts the Church.”119  

In the modern era, developed democratic societies regularly argue that gender 

equity has improved. They point to progressive constitutions and legal parity to show 

that gender injustices from the past have been reformed and that their societies have 

‘moved on.’ Inequalities, such as the gender pay gap and violence against women are 

generally seen as aberrations that will be eradicated given time, education and 

development. In this view, women are seen as fully able to control their own destiny 

and self-expression with all the instruments of modern life to hand.  

However, Mignon R. Jacobs argues that issues of gender and power are one of 

the frontiers in which equality has yet to be achieved. Part of the challenge is a basic 

understanding of gender within public and private domains. Jacobs points out that 

cultural and religious ideologies have defined the basic understandings about gender, 

even among those who do not claim religious belonging. The result is that gender and 

gender-differences provide the framework wherein identities and relationships 

function. Often, the framework includes ideologies of male dominance and female 

inferiority as the norm, and the typical female and male relationship as intimate or an 

opportunity for intimacy.120 

                                                   
 

 
118 Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad & John L. Esposito eds. Daughters of Abraham: Feminist Thought in Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam (University Press of Florida, 2001). 
119 Diarmaid MacCulloch, Silence: A Christian History (Allen Lane, 2013), front matter. 
120 See Mignon R. Jacobs, Gender, Power, and Persuasion: The Genesis Narratives and Contemporary Portraits (Baker 
Academic, 2007), p. 207. 
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This article explores two modern phenomena of women’s self-expression and 

asks how women’s self-expression gives us a clue to the texts that influence women’s 

lives and the way in which this relates to the power structures within which they live. 

The first phenomenon is women posting photographs of themselves on social media 

that are termed ‘sexy selfies’ and the second is new forms of Muslim head covering 

(hijab). The article does not take issue with taking selfies or head covering as such but 

with the social analysis that detaches these phenomena from oppressive gender 

discourses. The article explores biblical portrayals of women’s visual self-expression 

as a mirror of today’s challenges, looking at gender and power in the story of Tamar 

(Genesis 38). It asks whether the Bible challenges modern forms of women’s self-

expression and sexual objectification, or merely affirms these issues as an age-old part 

of humanity. 

Sexy selfies 

In 2018 the University of New South Wales published the results of research on the 

phenomenon of women posting sexy selfies online. The study considered the 

proliferation of sexy selfies across 113 nations in the world, seeking to identify what 

features the societies where sexy selfies are most prevalent have in common. The 

results so far find that sexy selfies are most prevalent in educated, developed nations 

– “the very same societies that have spent decades battling the sexual objectification 

of women and girls.”121  

                                                   
 

 
121 Isabelle Dubach, ‘New study reveals why women take sexy selfies’, UNSW Newsroom 27 Aug 2018. Available online at 
https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/news/science-tech/new-study-reveals-why-women-take-sexy-selfies [accessed 18 
December 2018].  
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The research then asked whether women are being exploited if they post sexy 

photos of themselves. The report acknowledges that assessing sexualisation is 

complex yet, it simplistically concluded that women take sexy selfies to compete with 

other women and to climb the social ladder in economically unequal environments. The 

phenomenon, in their opinion, says more about the economies and rise of inequality 

than about gender discrimination. In an earlier version of the paper, it asserts “that 

women tend to sexualise themselves in environments with greater economic 

inequality, rather than where they might be oppressed because of their gender.”122  

The conclusions of the study make a distinction between gender oppression and 

the sexualisation of women in progressive societies. It argues that sexualised 

behaviour in the case of sexy selfies is an ‘evolutionary’ behaviour of women to create 

or enhance their opportunities for social mobility in competition with each other. The 

study does not conclude that this is an expression of gender oppression because the 

societies where sexy selfies proliferate are supposedly egalitarian.  

By separating income inequality and gender oppression, the article fails to 

consider a possible latent relationship between the two. The research does not reflect 

on the phenomenon of sexy selfies in relation to cultural norms of so-called 

progressive societies and their discourses of gender and sexuality. The conclusions of 

the study do not consider the complex relationship between secularism, democracy, 

religion and gender equality across Western democracies that is still contested. 

Several sexual scandals over the past couple of years, such as the #MeToo movement, 

                                                   
 

 
122 Khandis Blake, ‘Sexy selfies part of a complex game of evolution’ UNSW Newsroom 16 Apr 2018. Available online at 
https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/news/science-tech/sexy-selfies-part-complex-game-evolution  
[accessed 4 September 2018]. 
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have brought into open question whether legal equality necessarily translates into 

social equality, and whether cultures of gender oppression indeed come to an end 

when women become equal before the law.  

Hijab 

The topic of gender is widespread in Muslim contexts, internally as well as in relation 

to wider society. Gender roles and the way they should be expressed are often debated 

and reframed, so that some have argued for gender as the litmus test of Islam in 

modernity.123 In progressive democracies in particular, Muslim women have become 

more vocal and public in their criticism of gender arrangements in Muslim traditions as 

well as in secular society. Some have argued that gender played a significant role in 

the ‘Arab Spring.’  

One of the ways in which Muslim women are taking part in the debate on gender 

in western contexts, is through the head covering as a visual marker. Muslim fashion 

has become a lucrative industry for many, from individual Youtube tutorials to hijabi 

catwalk models. Large corporations have also developed a Muslim market with 

clothing ranges for Muslim women. Yet, some commentators view the growth of 

Muslim fashion as a return to emphasis of the female Muslim’s body. Aisha Hasan, who 

writes for Muslimah Diaries, is critical of these trends, saying, “Muslim women seem to 

have ‘halal’ equivalent for every imported ‘progressive’ standard by which women are 

                                                   
 

 
123 Jocelyne Cesari & José Casanova eds. Islam, Gender, and Democracy in Comparative Perspective (Oxford University Press, 
2017), p. 1.  
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judged.” She says that contemporary presentations of Muslim women often hark back 

to the way they were depicted in Orientalist art.124  

In both phenomena of sexy selfies and fashionable hijab, women are 

representing themselves in public in response to social discourses which are 

dominated by two factors. Firstly, social media has blurred the lines between public 

and private domains. Secondly, many commentators have pointed out that modern 

western culture has become highly sexualised and that sexualised socialising has 

become normalised and mainstream. How are women taking part in these two spheres 

of contemporary culture? Claire Moran argues that sexualised discourses both obscure 

the sexist nature of contemporary culture and “transforms, repackages and feeds this 

sexism back to women as their own choice and as a representation of 

empowerment.”125 Women’s self-expression in sexy selfies or fashionable hijab 

therefore represents a form of self-identity, which is framed by the texts of 

contemporary culture. These two phenomena raise a question about women’s self-

expression and whether public visual presentations are necessarily an indication that 

they have successfully achieved equality. Are these public phenomena texts of power 

or might these forms of self-expression be symptoms of deep inequalities?  

 

                                                   
 

 
124 Aisha Hasan, ‘We need to talk about the sexualisation of Muslim women’, The Muslimah Diaries, Available online at 
https://themuslimahdiaries.com/2017/07/27/we-need-to-talk-about-the-sexualisation-of-muslim-women/. See Philip 
Lewis and Sadek Hamid, ‘Performing Piety: faith and fashion’ in British Muslims: New Directions in Islamic Thought, Creativity 
and Activism (Edinburgh University Press, 2018), pp. 206-209.  
125 Claire Moran, ‘Re-positioning female heterosexuality within postfeminist and neoliberal culture,’ Sexualities, 20 (1–2) 
2017, 121–139. Available online at https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460716649335 
[accessed 8 January 2019]. 
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Texts of Life 

Reading a text is an intertextual exercise; we pay attention to more than the literary 

document in front of us. Firstly, each text contains other texts embedded explicitly or 

implicitly in the literary text under consideration, so that meaning is derived from the 

coming together of different literary texts: 

“It is only in the coming together of different texts, texts which respond 

to one another through time and space that a text acquires meaning. 

Meaning can shift and is not trapped in the text itself. It takes its shape 

not only in relation to the texts which a particular text itself gives as 

references, but also in the connections brought by the ‘simple coincidence 

of previous reading.’”126  

Secondly, intertextuality goes beyond the connections between two or more 

literary documents. Julia Kristeva coined the term intertexualité, arguing that a text is 

more than a literary document.127 Texts are not only words on paper but are signs that 

stand in for a complex of meaning: “[Kristeva] blurs the line between a ‘sign’ or ‘word’ 

and ‘text’, so that the base unit becomes a ‘text’ and subsequently everything is a text: 

a piece of paper with letters on it is a text but so, also, history as understood by the 

reader is a text.”128 It involves cultures and the way these interact in the process of 

                                                   
 

 
126 Ulrike Bail, ‘‘O God, hear my prayer’: Psalm 55 and violence against women’, in Athalya Brenner & Carole Fontaine eds. 
Wisdom and Psalms: A Feminist Companion to the Bible, 2nd series (Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 242-263, p. 258. 
127 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (Columbia University Press, 1982). 
128 Beth LaNeel Tanner, ‘Hearing the Cries unspoken: An intertextual-feminist reading of Psalm 109’, in Wisdom and Psalms, 
283-301, p. 286, citing Kristeva, ‘Figures in the Corpus: Theories of Influence and Intertextuality’ in J. Clayton & E. 
Rothstein eds. Influence and Intertextuality in Literary History (1991), esp. pp 17-21. 
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reading.129 No text exists independently of its situation in a universe of other texts, and 

no reader interprets a text on a ‘blank slate.’ 

Indeed, part of the pleasure or beauty of a text is that it may also dislocate the 

reader’s historical, cultural, and psychological assumptions.130 That is why reading is 

more than deciding the meaning in a piece of writing; it is an act of creativity. The text 

is the place where historical, cultural and psychological assumptions are affirmed or 

challenged before they are assimilated or dismissed. Writing, painting, clothing and 

selfies may therefore all be seen as creative texts that reconcile culture, circumstance 

and the presentation of the self.  

Visual images of the female form have always represented cultural 

understandings of female sexuality. Where painters and photographers were the ones 

who produced the images previously, in the social media era, women are visually 

presenting themselves. Sexy selfies are responding to a perceived cultural norm of 

self-expression and empowerment. Muslim women who live in ‘progressive 

democracies’ are interpreting contemporary norms and values that may include 

reactions against sexy selfies. Their visual presentations in public create texts that try 

to contrast with sexualised characteristics and traits, framed within a religious or 

political understanding.131  

                                                   
 

 
129 Tanner, p. 284. 
130 See Roland Barthes and other reader-response critics in Yvonne Sherwood’s chapter called ‘The Strange Case of the 
Missing Prostitute’ in The Prostitute and the Prophet: Hosea’s Marriage in Literary-Theoretical Perspective, Journal for the 
Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series 212 (Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 19-77, p. 27. 
131 Nadiya Takolia, ‘The hijab has liberated me from society’s expectations of women’, The Guardian, 28 May 2012. Available 
online at https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/may/28/hijab-society-women-religious-political [accessed 6 
February 2019]. 
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The intent behind sexy selfies and fashionable hijab may be seen as on opposite 

sides of a spectrum. Yet, there is a commonality in the visual presentation of the self 

that seems to revert to earlier sexist ideas of women as being either virtuous or 

deceptive. The questions that this paper seeks to address are whether these two 

activities of self-presentation are necessarily on opposite sides: do they display 

empowerment, or do they conform to sexualised notions of female identity? If power is 

the ability to influence the future and others, what forms of power do these texts hide 

or display?132 The Bible presents us with an opportunity to reflect on these questions in 

the chapter about Tamar and her father-in-law, Judah.  

Tamar 

Genesis 38 is a biblical episode that brings together women’s self-presentation and 

cultural texts of power. It describes a relationship between Judah, older half-brother 

of Joseph and his daughter-in-law, Tamar.133 It seems to diverge from the Joseph 

narrative (Gen. 37-47) but contains gender parallels that bring the Joseph story into 

stark relief. There are textual and thematic links that tie it closely to the surrounding 

narrative. Textually, there is the repeated theme of deception with a piece of clothing 

and a goat (Gen. 27, Jacob deceives Isaac; Gen. 37, Jacob’s sons deceive him). Gen. 

                                                   
 

 
132 Jacobs, p. 44. 
133 Both are sons of Jacob; Joseph is a son of Rachel (Gen 35.24) and Judah a son of Leah (Gen 35.23). Both Joseph and 
Judah narratives are placed within the framework of the genealogies of Jacob and Esau to document episodes in the lives 
of Rachel and Leah’s sons (Gen 35.23-36.40). Joseph is Rachel’s oldest son (Gen 35.17) but Judah is Leah’s fourth son. In a 
similar way to his uncle Esau, Leah’s firstborn, Reuben, had squandered his birth-right through impetuousness and haste. 
He had prematurely claimed a right to his father’s concubine, Bilhah, for which he would lose his status as first born (Gen 
35.22, see also Gen 49.3-4). The second and third brothers, Simeon and Levi, took disproportionate action against the 
Shechemites after the rape of their sister, Dinah. Therefore, Judah, the fourth born, obtains the blessing of the firstborn 
from Jacob (Gen 49.8-10). Abusive or unjust gender relations seem to be at the heart of each man’s legacy. 
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38:25 is also a repeat of the same phrase “recognize, pray!” from Tamar to Judah on 

which the plot turns in Gen. 37:32, from the brothers to Jacob. Thematically, both 

Joseph and Tamar show God acting to preserve his people: in the Joseph narrative, to 

protect the family of Jacob in a time of famine and in the Tamar narrative, to ensure 

the Davidic and Messianic line through Judah, which Judah’s neglect of Tamar  

has imperilled. 

The chapter starts with Judah leaving his brothers. This follows after Joseph 

had been sold to the Ishmaelites and Jacob had learned of Joseph’s supposed death. 

We are not told the reasons why Judah leaves but may imagine that he was 

disillusioned with his family and feeling guilty over his father’s distress (Gen. 37:34-

5).134 He ‘goes down’ to stay with a man called Hirah from Adullam, perhaps also 

indicating his spiritual decline to live among the Canaanites. Judah meets and marries 

a Canaanite woman, Bat Shua (Hebrew, ‘daughter of Shua’), who bears him three sons, 

Er, Onan and Shelah (vv. 2-5). The first son is named by Judah but the other two are 

named by their mother with a remark that the last one, Shelah, is born at Kezib: had 

Judah and Bat Shua become estranged, or was he deserting his wife just as he had 

deserted his father?  

Judah assumes the role of head of the family once the boys have come of age 

and arranges a marriage for the oldest, Er, with Tamar. We are not told whether Tamar 

is a Canaanite or had been brought back from Judah’s family but it seems plausible 

that she had been sent for in the same way that Rebekha had been acquired for Isaac 

                                                   
 

 
134 Rabbinnic exegesis sometimes translates the ‘going down’ as excommunication from the brothers. See ‘Exodus Rabbah 
42:3, 10th century, vol 3’, Midrash Rabbah: Exodus, translated by Simon M. Lehrman, (Soncino Press, 1939). 
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(Gen. 24).135 When Er dies because he ‘was wicked in the Lord’s sight’ (v. 7), Judah 

enforces the levirate custom and gives Tamar to his second son, Onan. Onan declines 

to father children for his brother possibly out of financial motive to limit the number 

who would inherit Judah’s estate.136 Onan is similarly put to death by the Lord (v. 10).  

Rather than seeing God’s actions in the lives of his sons, Judah starts to 

suspect Tamar. He sends her back to her father’s house to wait until Shelah, the third 

son, has grown up. According to Near Eastern law, Judah could have performed the 

levirate obligation himself if Shelah was under ten years old, or he could have set her 

free.137 Judah thus sends Tamar away in a state of limbo and possible disgrace as 

daughter-in-law who is rejected by her husband’s family.  

After an extended period of time – we are not told how long – Bat Shua, 

Tamar’s mother-in-law dies while Tamar is still waiting to be given to Shelah. When 

Judah finishes the period of grieving, Tamar learns that her father-in-law is on his way 

to a sheepshearing festival in Timnah with his friend Hirah, the Adullamite (v. 12). While 

many commentators pay attention to Tamar’s ‘plotting’ to disguise herself, no one 

takes note that it is Bat Shua’s death that provides Tamar with the opportunity to 

consider the remedy of her situation. Tamar had not attempted to enforce the levirate 

                                                   
 

 
135 In one rabbinic tradition, Tamar is described as an orphan who is converted for marriage while another describes her as 
the daughter of Melchizedek, the king of Salem. See Tamar Kadari, ‘Tamar: Midrash and Aggadah’ in Jewish Women: A 
Comprehensive Historical Encyclopaedia, 20 March 2009, Jewish Women’s Archive. Available online at 
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/tamar-midrash-and-aggadah [accessed 15 January 2019]. 
136 See Tikva Frymer-Kensky, ‘Tamar: Bible’ in Jewish Women: A Comprehensive Historical Encyclopaedia, 20 March 2009, 
Jewish Women’s Archive. Available online at https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/tamar-Bible [accessed 13 November 
2014]. 
137 Frymer-Kensky, para. 2. Lev. 18:15 prohibits a man from sexual relations with his daughter-in-law and both are to be put 
to death if the law is transgressed according to Lev. 20:12. 



 
 

 
Holy Texts 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 4, No 1 | May 2019 
 
 

 

101 

obligation from Judah while Bat Shua was still alive, implying a measure of respect for 

her mother-in-law.  

Both Judah and Tamar seem to discard symbols of grieving at the same time, he 

by engaging in a public event, she by discarding her widow’s clothing though she takes 

them up again in v. 19. Tamar adapts her image to appear differently, described as 

disguising herself with a veil and sitting down at the entrance to Enaim on the road to 

Timnah (v. 14). The reason for her actions is given as her realisation that Shelah was 

now grown up and she had not yet been given to him in levirate. The text does not say 

that she set out to entrap Judah, but it is implied in the location which Judah most 

probably had to pass on the way to the sheep shearing.  

Mignon Jacobs explains that disguise can only work within relationship because 

relationships are dependent on identity as father, son, daughter-in-law, etc. Disguise 

cannot work where there is no recognition of identity.138 Jacobs further explains that 

Tamar shows an awareness of her place and status in weighing up the options available 

to her:  

“Tamar’s awareness is a result of a process that persuades her of her 

place and function within her domain. Subversive as it may be, Tamar’s 

power is both in her restricted options and in the available avenues for 

securing her rights.” 

Whatever Tamar’s intentions, Judah initiates their sexual encounter by 

assuming she is a prostitute (Heb. zonah). Tamar responds by negotiating the terms of 

                                                   
 

 
138 Jacobs, pp. 177 and 179. 



 
 

 
Holy Texts 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 4, No 1 | May 2019 
 
 

 

102 

their engagement, obtaining his seal and its cord, and the staff in his hand as pledge of 

the payment of a goat for her fee (v. 18). These items would have been personal to any 

man and would have served as his identification. After Judah leaves, Tamar removes 

her veil and resumes wearing her widow’s clothes. The text has already made clear 

that Tamar is pregnant and describes the incident in forthright terms. But Judah is 

now concerned with maintaining his reputation. He sends his friend to retrieve the 

pledge, possibly asking him to call the woman a ‘shrine prostitute’ or ‘public woman’ 

(Heb. qodsha) rather than the more derogatory zonah, ‘prostitute’ that he mistook her 

for. When Hirah is unsuccessful, Judah fears that he may become a laughing stock and 

lets the matter go (v. 23).  

Upon learning of Tamar’s pregnancy about three months later, Judah again 

assumes the role of protector of the family’s honour (v. 24). He orders Tamar to be 

burnt to death based on the hearsay of another and proposes the death penalty that 

would become Levitical law for the daughter of a priest.139 When Tamar is brought out, 

she sends notice to Judah to look at the seal, cord and staff that will identify the man 

responsible. Judah recognises his property and acknowledges that Tamar is more 

righteous than he, because he had not kept his word (v. 26). Tamar survives and is 

vindicated. Her courage, creativity and belief in justice sees her become part of the 

genealogy of David (Ruth 4:18-22), and later Christ (Matthew 1:1-6). Judah returns to 

his father and takes responsibility for his family (Gen. 43:8-9 and 44: 18-34). 

 

                                                   
 

 
139 The penalty of burning to death for prostitution is prescribed for the daughter of a priest in Lev. 21:9. 
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Women, Pictures and Power 

The story of Tamar relies to a large extent on the importance of visualisation to be 

resolved. Tamar is not heard until she produces the visual ‘goods’: she hears her 

father-in-law’s orders and obeys, she hears gossip about his trip to Timnah, she is seen 

as prostitute and negotiates on the basis of what Judah has seen, she does not so 

much argue for her innocence as implicate Judah when she shows the objects that 

identify him as the person responsible for her plight. Tamar’s course of action 

demonstrates that she could not rely on the promises of Judah and is driven to take 

action herself. Her disguise illustrates her awareness of her culture and its norms. 

Mignon Jacobs argues that as a widow, Tamar might be reprimanded, but as a 

prostitute she has a wider range of possible behaviours. Her functional identity 

together with the situation establishes the basis of her power: “she uses her sexuality 

to compel someone’s response and to secure what is otherwise elusive.”140  

Tamar thus shows that women may resort to sexualised self-presentation when 

they are powerless. In order to be heard in worlds that are concerned with material 

objects and power, women first need to attract attention to the female form to be able 

to make their case for right and justice. This does not imply that women see 

themselves as victims. The power of perception is a vital part of being persuaded, even 

though it may be based on misperceptions. The Bible affirms Tamar for taking the 

initiative and simultaneously exposes the extraordinary measures women resort to to 

be heard.  

                                                   
 

 
140 Jacobs, p. 196. 



 
 

 
Holy Texts 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 4, No 1 | May 2019 
 
 

 

104 

At the same time, the chapter of Tamar and Judah presents women and men 

with the warning that power can corrupt. Immediately following the ‘Tamar episode’ 

the Joseph narrative continues with Joseph’s experience of injustice that is brought 

about by a powerful woman. Potiphar’s wife reduces Joseph to a sexual object, who, in 

contrast to Tamar, loses his clothing (Gen. 39:12). The woman, Potiphar’s wife, 

presents Joseph’s cloak as visual proof to argue her false claim against him (Gen. 

39:13-18) and the man, Joseph, is penalised. Similarly to Tamar, Joseph bides his time 

in prison as Tamar had waited on Shelah.  

Both Joseph and Tamar have an awareness of their status and their intention, 

and the perceived avenues available to them to achieve influence over others. Joseph 

does not take initiative to bring reconciliation or repentance to Potiphar and his wife, 

or to argue for his innocence.141 When he is rescued by the pharaoh’s fateful dreaming 

(Gen. 41:9-14) and restored, Joseph uses disguise and deception on his brothers to 

bring them to an acknowledgment of the wrongs committed against him (Gen. 42:7, 

44:2 and 45:1). The Bible leaves Potiphar and his wife to their own destiny and 

continues exploring the relationships between the sons of Jacob. 

Both Tamar and Joseph show that injustice will be righted and that 

perpetrators will ultimately admit their errors but that this might take a long time.142 

They also make evident that not all forms of visual self-expression are for purposes of 

                                                   
 

 
141 It is interesting to note that the Qur’an feels the need to exonerate Potiphar’s wife (trad. Zulaykha) and that Joseph 
argues his innocence which is believed by the husband (trad. Aziz) in Q12:23-35. The Qur’an seems more concerned with the 
repentance of Zulaykha in the light of Joseph’s integrity and faithfulness (v. 24).  
142 Gordon Wenham, Word Biblical commentary Vol 2: Genesis 16-50 (Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1994), p. 364. 
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justice. Representations of the female body, even in disguise, depend on relationship 

and may be misinterpreted and objectified despite personal intentions.  

The Genesis episodes presented here are not meant to be recommendations for 

behaviour.143 They challenge our assumptions that sexy selfies and fashionable hijabs 

necessarily show women’s empowerment and hold up a mirror to the power dynamics 

in contemporary gender relations. The Tamar and Joseph narratives warn against 

abuses of power, showing that sexuality itself is a form of power. Sexualised self-

presentation may be an avenue of last resort or of abuse, depending not on whether 

the person is male or female, but on who holds the power in the relationship. Female 

relationships may be the by-product of male-implemented systems, but the choice of 

ethical behaviour remains with the person.  

 

 

 

                                                   
 

 
143 The Genesis narratives of rival wives and their offspring may be seen as foundation for the Levitical laws that 
proscribes sexual relations between men and their family members. For example, Lev. 18:15 prohibits sexual relations 
between men and their daughters-in-law (punishable by death in Lev. 20:12). Lev. 18:18 makes it illegal for a man to marry 
his wife’s sister while she is still living. Lev. 19:29 holds fathers responsible for their daughters becoming prostitutes, 
finding it degrading and the origins of wickedness. Lev. 21:9 commands the punishment of a daughter of a priest who 
defiles herself through prostitution as a disgrace to her father. 




