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Abstract 

This essay begins with attention to intersectionality as a theoretical framework and 

politics, and makes note of its antecedents and its use in Biblical studies in India 
today. The intersectional lens is employed to call attention to a marginal category 

among women, namely the ‘widow’ or the vidhavā as she is portrayed within the 

Indian social structure and the ‘almânâ in the Hebrew Bible with particular focus 

on Tamar (Gen 38) and Judith to showcase the impact of intersecting identities.  
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I begin by saying “Thank You!” to Professor Gale Yee for her friendship, leadership, 

scholarship, and call to engage with “intersectionality as a hermeneutical prism” to 

study “inequalities and power dynamics in their multiplicity, complexity and 

interrelations” (Yee 2020, 8). Her observation that intersectionality has been used 

conceptually as a framework in Biblical studies primarily by scholars of color is bang 

on. Gale Yee’s address helped me recognize my own work as being intersectional. 

As an Indian woman with roots in the Dalit community, I have been reminded time 

and again of the fact that Dalit women are thrice oppressed and doing any analysis 

from the lived experiences of this group needs to consider not just gender, but also 

class, caste, religion and even the materiality of space given the fact that caste has 

rendered both nature and space as sites of social injustice. With my reflections, I 

take this discussion beyond the shores of the Western academy into India and its 

complex context. 

 

Intersectionality in India 

The term “intersectional” as a theoretical framework popularized by Crenshaw1 has 

been helpful and undergirded recent developments in feminist, queer, and 

contextual studies. 2  Intersectionality suggests that classical forms of oppression 

 
1 Kimberlé Crenshaw said, “the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and 
sexism, any analysis that does not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the 
particular manner in which Black women are subordinated” (1980, 140). 
2
 Nash calls attention to the debates or “intersectionality wars” as she calls them. She notes that 

almost everything – history, origins, methodology, efficacy, politics, etc. – have been questioned 
and disputed because intersectionality has been seen to be the project of black feminism (Nash 
2017, 117-18), and has resulted in “defensiveness” on the part of black women scholars who see it 
as “property,” “as terrain that has been gentrified, colonized, and appropriated” (Nash 2019, 3). 
She also calls attention to two other analytics and the rivalry between the three. Transnational 
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within all parts of society – sexism, religious discrimination, ethnic/racism, national 

origin, homophobia, classism, casteism or disability – do not act independently of 

each other. On the contrary, these forms of oppression interrelate creating a system 

of oppression that reflects the “intersection” of multiple forms of discrimination. 

Intersectionality 

conceptualizes social categories as interacting with and co-constituting one 

another to create unique social locations that vary according to time and 

place. These intersections and their effects are what matter in an 

intersectional analysis. (Hankivsky 2014, 9)3 

In the Indian context, the traditional systems of oppression – caste, sex, class, 

ethnicity, language – “do not act independent of each other; instead, these forms of 

oppression interrelate, creating a system of oppression that reflects the ‘intersection’ 

of multiple forms of discrimination” (Kumar 2010, 64). 

Several 19th and 20th century Indian activists and reformers recognized the 

intersectional realities of women, especially Dalit women. Jyoti Rao Phule (1827–

1890), a social reformer and thinker “spoke of ‘dual marginalities’ and 

acknowledged power differentials between men and women that caused the latter 

to be marginalized. He viewed caste and gender as parallel categories of 

marginalities which shaped one’s socio-economic realities” (Banerjee and Ghosh 

2018, 4). His activism included many areas including resistance against 

untouchability and the caste system, education of women and Dalits, and welfare 

of downtrodden women. His wife, Savitribai Phule (1831–1897) was also an activist 

and advocate for women’s rights and anti-caste ideology; her “political activism 

encompassed intersecting categories of social division – she didn’t just pick one” 

(Collins and Bilge 2016, 29). 

Erode Venkatappa Ramasamy (1879–1973), also known as “Periyar,”4 was a 

crusader against caste, and champion of non-Brahmin political and social interests. 

He focused on social, cultural and gender inequalities, and his reform agenda 

questioned matters of faith, gender, and tradition. He recognized the dual 

marginalities of lower caste women created by the Brahmanical order and called for 

the renunciation of caste and religious faith towards the establishment of a non-

 
feminism and postcolonial feminism are two other analytics which along with intersectionality 
address the question of race and are popular among diasporic Third world feminist intellectuals. 
Postcolonial feminism attempts to unsettle the hegemony of Euro-American feminism (Spivak 

1988). While intersectionality is aimed at unsettling the deracialization of gender, and racism that 

is gender neutral, transnationalism understood as feminism across borders (Mohanty 1988) seeks to 
disrupt the binary of the West and the rest of the world. These analytics have been pitted against 
each other. While there are continuities and overlaps among these, there is also tension and 
divergence. To adjudicate between these three is beyond the scope of this paper. 
3  Scholars have identified this process in varied ways as – “simultaneous oppressions” by the 

Combahee River Collective (1977); as “matrix of domination and interlocking systems of 
oppression” by P. H. Collins (1990); as “multiple discrimination” by N. Duclos (1993); as “Axes of 
inequality,” by Cornelia Klinger (2007); as “intersectional discrimination” by Shreya Atrey (2019), 
to name a few. 
4 Literally “the big man”; figuratively “the revered one”. 
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hierarchical society (Banerjee and Ghosh 2018, 4). An atheist and rationalist, he was 

the architect of the Self-respect movement5 with its emphasis on the eradication of 

caste. 

Dalit leader Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1891–1956), a jurist, economist, social 

reformer, and chief architect of the Indian constitution, also recognized the dual 

marginality (caste and gender) of women within the Brahmanical society (Banerjee 

and Ghosh 2018, 4). He saw these not only as parallel sources of marginality but 

also as an intersectional system and passionately advocated for the education, rights, 

and humanity of women. 

Ram Manohar Lohia (1910–1967), a socialist, political leader, activist, and 

participant in the movement for independence in the context of nation building and 

national awakening, made a significant contribution to the 

formulation of an intersectionalist approach for understanding the 

inequalities, exclusions and exploitations in the power system of India. This 

was highly significant for interrogating the dynamics of power as well as the 

key determinants of the matrix of power – caste, class, gender and language. 

(Kumar 2010, 64) 

As Dalit women, we have been conscious of the multiple power imbalances within 

the feminist movement in India; these imbalances draw on one’s gender, sexual 

orientation, caste, class, and other factors, and determine whose views are taken 

seriously when a feminist stance is espoused. The continuous episodes of killings, 

rapes, and other forms of violence against Dalit women, and atrocities against the 

Dalit and Adivasi communities, illustrate the complex ways in which caste, gender, 

class, religion, and space intersect to shape the everyday condition of marginalities 

in India (Banerjee and Ghosh 2018, 4). 

Feminism is usually positioned as oppositional to direct and structural violence, 

especially against women. This has been seen key to feminism’s viability as a 

productive and constructive knowledge project in India. But Dalit women’s entry 

into the mainstream Indian Women’s movement in the late 20th century has brought 

a critique to the mainstream feminist movement and its adoption of a unilinear 

gendered approach which was dividing women only along the axes of rich/poor or 

urban/rural. This highlighted the fact that the materiality of women’s marginalities 

cannot be collapsed into a generic class category (Banerjee and Ghosh 2018, 5), an 

urban/rural divide or even a dominant caste and low caste women. 

For long we have known that coexisting marginalities and oppression that stem 

from Brahmanical patriarchy (Chakravarti 1993) are heterogenous, and this has 

meant that Dalit women who experience “multiple deprivations” have had to deal 

 
5 The aim of the movement was to remove social inequality by working towards the abolishment of 
untouchability, manual scavenging system, and the like even while other nationalist forerunners 
focused on the struggle for political independence. From the beginning the movement was described 
as “dedicated to the goal of giving non-Brahmins a sense of pride based on their Dravidian past” 
(Diehl 1977, 77-78). 
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with both the politics of recognition and the politics of equality (Raman 2020, 282). 

While stressing the importance of “intersectionality” as an important tool, Dalit 

feminists call attention to the fact that the focus has largely been on single identity 

groups which highlights their collective victimization and assumes that all within a 

particular group are impacted uniformly. They stress that this is not the case, but 

that multiple social identities intersect and create both intragroup and within group 

differences. What they are challenging is the homogenous application of social 

identities and they demand the examination of intra- and inter- group differences 

and seek recognition of the fact that “the classical systems of oppression in society 

do not act independent of each other; instead, these forms of oppression interrelate, 

creating a system of oppression that reflects the ‘intersection’ of multiple forms of 

discrimination” (Kumar 2010, 64) and contribute to “unique experiences of both 

oppression and privilege” (AWID 2004, 3). 

While the term “intersectionality” might be a recent import into the Indian 

academy, the notion of “multiple identities, co-constructing marginalities has been 

consistently discernible on the socio-economic and political canvas of India” 

(Baneerjee and Ghosh 2018, 4). It is evident and consistently reiterated that 

marginalities in India cannot be fully comprehended without adopting an 

intersectional perspective that includes caste, sex, and class as categories of analysis. 

Given these antecedents, the usefulness of “intersectionality” as a term “to 

capture this complexity” has been raised, especially by Indian feminist Nivedita 

Menon (2015). Her resistance to the adoption of this term within the Indian context 

is derived from several factors that are worth our consideration. “Woman,” 

“individual,” “caste,” “race” or “class” are neither homogenous nor stable; 

“feminism is heterogeneous and internally differentiated” (Menon 2015, 37). She 

objects to the imperialism and the assumed universal validity of the concept and the 

lack of effort to “test the applicability of theory developed through Western 

experience rather than entering into the unfamiliar conceptual field opened up by 

thinkers and activists in the former;” she wonders why “Julius Nyerere’s concept of 

‘Ujamaa’ or the trope of Draupadi as the ambiguous figure of assertive femininity is 

never considered relevant to analyze Euro-American experience” (Menon 2015, 

37). She observes that this history of the intersectional perspective in India predates 

Crenshaw but is rarely, if ever named before the latter when outlining the history of 

intersectional analysis. She questions the usefulness of “intersectionality” as a 

framework, and wonders if it has the capacity “to capture this complexity.” She calls 

for a diversity of concepts and greater awareness of “the inadequacy of universal 

paradigms.” (Menon 2015, 44) 

Menon’s problematization of this conceptual framework for feminism in India 

has been challenged by Mary John who defends “intersectionality” for it points to a 

place where identities fail to appear or be recognized as we might expect them to” 

(John 2015, 73). She maintains that Menon’s examples do not demonstrate 

intersectionality’s redundancy in India and calls for further discussion and “critical 
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dialogue across global feminist margins and centres,” and invites us to recognize 

and tap into its liberatory potential (John 2015, 76–77). The debate is indicative of 

the fact that the term has drawn the attention of the intelligentsia within the Indian 

feminist and other social movements and its usefulness for analyzing both caste and 

gender is under scrutiny. 

While these debates continue over terminology and usefulness of what is seen as 

the foreign import of a concept, the intersectionality approach in relation to power, 

caste and gender continues to be employed and is evident in the works of several 

scholarly women (Rege 1996, 2006; Chakravarti 1993, 2006; Rajan 1999; Omvedt 

1994), and women writers narrating their lived experiences and life stories (Pawar 

2009; Faustina 2014; Gidla 2017). The term itself, its Indian iterations and 

definitions, continues to be stated, revised, and nuanced by the context and ideology 

of the person doing this. What is clear however, is that we need to acknowledge the 

subjective and collective experience of intersectionality, as it is impacted and shaped 

by the workings of caste, gender, and religion both within and outside of women’s 

lives, and as it mutually reinforces and structurally overlaps with caste life in order 

that we may arrive at an “integrated narrative of intersectionality” (Raman 2020, 

282). 

 

Intersectionality and Biblical Studies in India  

Doing biblical studies in the midst of the stresses and strains of those who are 

ignored, rejected and sidelined requires going against the grain of traditional 

interpretation that has been controlled and dominated by the privileged and so-

called upper-caste. Issues of diversity and marginalization, authority and biblical 

interpretation present many challenges for biblical studies in India. The context 

requires that scholars provide theological articulations, ethical stances, 

interpretations of scripture and tradition that are in some organic manner connected 

with marginalized communities. This is significant and essential because it not only 

gives voice to hitherto unheard voices but also prevents the erasure of peoples, 

cultures, and ecosystems. These interpretations have to be different, innovative, and 

constantly in dialog with the new questions and issues in these communities and in 

their struggles for self-determination. For in their struggles, aspirations and dreams 

we already see the contours of the things to come for a just and egalitarian society. 

While studies by Indian biblical scholars have investigated the biblical text to 

address issues of inequalities, subjugation, and stigma, there is little that has overtly 

identified as employing intersectionality or intersectional approach in the field of 

biblical studies. But a commitment to context within the theological academy in 

India has made it imperative that biblical studies address the intersection of at least 

four significant axes: caste, gender, religion and class. The language used to describe 

the perspective that dominates biblical studies today has been identified as that of 

the “marginalized,” “the oppressed,” “the minorities.” These are akin to Ross’ 

“minority sensitivity” (Ross 2010, 208) or listening to voices at the margins, thereby 
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privileging the social biographies, histories of the dis-privileged, and bringing these 

into conversation with the biblical text. The default position of biblical studies in 

India today is intersectional. So, while they may not use the term “intersectionality,” 

their understanding of marginal subjectivities is intersectional, and they bring these 

insights to bear on the interpretation of the biblical text. 

 

Conceptualizing and Framing Widowhood  

Taking Yee’s lead with attention to widows, and since I too have a mother who has 

been a widow for over 25 years, I attempt, in this paper, to use the intersectional 

lens to call attention to a marginal category among women, namely the “widow” as 

she is portrayed within the Indian social structure and in the Hebrew Bible. I hope 

to enhance our understanding of the nature of a “widow” which as a category is also 

socially constructed, and influenced by political, religious, economic, and historical 

forces. 

The meaning of “widow” differs for people because of variations in historical 

context and ideology. While I recognize the collective victimization faced by 

widows, I also critique the homogenous and stereotyped understanding of this 

category (see also Dickerson 2019). As Kratzow and Maseno write, “the larger 

master category widows may easily overshadow the varieties of widows and the 

ways that they experience various axes of discrimination” (2010, 140). Hence 

widowhood is a heterogenous concept dependent on geography, religion, caste, 

class, race, and ethnicity (Lenette 2013, 4). I apply intersectional consciousness – 

which is the awareness of the disadvantages and the advantages associated with 

multiple intersecting identities of caste, class, and religion and the resulting with-in-

group differences as I attend to narratives where the widow is the main protagonist 

to highlight a couple of issues. I juxtapose two such widow narratives, namely 

Judith and Tamar in Genesis 38, to showcase the impact of intersecting identities. 

But first, I turn to the widow in India. 

 

The vidhavā 

A widow should be long suffering until death, self-restrained and chaste. A 

virtuous wife who remains chaste when her husband has died goes to heaven. 

A woman who is unfaithful to her husband is reborn in the womb of a jackal.6 

The popular term for a widow in India is vidhavā, from the Sanskrit vidh which 

means “be destitute,” and the image of a widow that inhabits our consciousness is 

that of an upper caste widow in her white saree.  

 
6 The Laws of Manu, Chapter 5, Verse 156-161, Dharmashastras. The Manusmriti, an ancient Hindu 

text, says that in life a woman is half her husband, and, if he dies, she is half-dead. A widow has three 
choices – she can throw herself on his funeral pyre and die with him, she can marry his brother, if 
family permits, or she can live out the rest of her days in isolation and devotion. If she chooses the 
last option, the ascetic path, she enters an ashram, shaves her head, “sacrifices” her desires, wears 
white as a sign of mourning, and tries to atone for her husband’s death. 



THE BIBLE & CRITICAL THEORY  
 

 

 
ARTICLES   VOLUME 17, NUMBER 1, 2021 61 

 
 

A widow is made to change the way she dresses, is tonsured (a form of 

desexualizing), used as free and unpaid menial labor, subjected to rigid austerities 

(to preserve her body in the pure state, to ensure her chastity and virtue) and is 

treated with contempt by family members, especially in her marital home. There is 

a lot that she must bear, often without complaining. The trauma does not end there. 

She becomes a social pariah barred from participating in family events and is often 

denied property rights. Humiliation, harassment, loneliness, abandonment – there 

is nothing that a widow in India does not have to encounter. Deepa Mehta’s movie 

Water throws light on intersectionality and beautifully depicts both the commonality 

and the heterogeneity of widowhood in India. It addresses the intersectional nature 

of the Indian Hindu widows in a patriarchal society where different power domains 

hold and impose dominant hierarchies. In a society such as India, where the identity 

and value of a woman is determined through her husband, there are few fates worse 

than becoming a widow because widowhood is much more than losing a husband. 

Indian historian and feminist Uma Chakravathi, in a very insightful chapter in 

her book on Pandita Ramabai, calls attention to the fact that social reform in early 

19th century India was “synonymous with the widow reform movement” (2013, 

229). Chakravathi’s work seeks to “shift the attention of history from ‘knowledge’ 

about widowhood produced by men to the experience of widowhood as described 

by women” (2013, 229). She analyzes lesser known and unpublished writing by 

women on widowhood from the 19th century writing, which is “deeply personal and 

not polemical” (2013, 241). While the life of widows was exceptionally hard, the 

treatment and experience were particularly incomprehensible and agonizing to child 

widows in that they, who did not know “what wifehood is must experience the 

tortures of widowhood.” Rakhmabai 7  suggests that this torture is akin to the 

inquisition, that only ends with the death of the widow (Chakravathi 2013, 239). 

During her lifetime as a widow, the woman experiences a form of “social and sexual 

death” (Chakravathi) – a death stemming from her alienation from reproduction 

and sexuality, following the loss of her husband and her exclusion from the 

functioning social unit of the family. 

Once a woman ceases to be wife (especially a childless wife) she ceases to be a 

“person” – she is neither daughter nor daughter-in-law. Since the wife has no social 

existence outside of her husband, then as a widow who, or what, is she? The texts 

and the rituals attempt to work the problem out. They relegate the widow to a 

separate community of widows – a non-sexual community. The widow was socially 

differentiated by prescribed behavior which she had at all costs to follow. 

Collins’ matrix of domination (2009, 21) organized through the four unrelated 

domains of power that Yee notes (2020, 16) – structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, 

and interpersonal – is evident in the way the life of an Indian high caste widow is 

 
7 Rakhmabai according to Chakravathi wrote under the Pseudonym “Hindu lady” in 1885. She is 
known for challenging the “practice of child marriage and the burdensome obligations it  imposed 
upon women” (see also Chandra 1996; Kosambi 2000, 127-130). 
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controlled. The structures of Brahmanical patriarchy and priestly class discipline, 

manage, dictate the practice and implementation of the caste system. The priestly 

class that Rakhmabai identifies as “butcher-priests” are the agents of persecution 

and perpetrators who enforce the social exclusion of widows, 8  a fact that 

Chakravathi notes was all too familiar with the essayists whose writing she brings 

to our attention. 9  The caste system, the oppression and inhuman treatment of 

women and the widow, is sanctified and justified by the hegemony of texts such as 

the Manusmriti, the most authoritative of the books of the Hindu code: 

After her husband is dead, she may voluntarily emaciate her body by eating 

pure flower, roots, and fruits; but she must never mention even the name of 

another man. Aspiring to that unsurpassed Law of women devoted to a 

single husband, she should remain patient, controlled, and celibate until her 

death. (Manusmriti 5:157)10 

Such injunctions have shaped the lives and deformed the status of women in Indian 

society. A widow was shunned as inauspicious; she was an extra mouth to feed, was 

pitied, used, and bandied about as-and-when convenient. This impacted 

interpersonal relationships – between father and a widowed daughter, a mother and 

her widowed daughter, a widow’s relationship to siblings, to in-laws and even 

neighbors – all of whom were victims of a cruel system that made them complicit in 

the oppression and victimization of a widow. 

One strategy to buttress oppression of women in India is to create two models of 

womanhood – one for the upper/dominant castes and one for the lower castes. 

These two models are diametrically opposite, and both are used to subjugate women 

in varied ways. The high caste widow is differentiated from the low caste widow. 

Both bodies are inscribed with the values of Brahmanical patriarchy. Hence any 

discussion on widowhood in India needs to be cognizant of these perceptible 

differences. 

Pauline Kolenda (1987) compares widowhood among high caste Rajputs and 

low caste chuhras11 in a north Indian village and concludes that treatment of widows 

among high caste Rajputs is connected to issues of control over property and to 

prevent the woman from expecting a share in inheritance. The woman is understood 

to have become one with the man she is married to, and thereby loses any identity 

of her own. She remains within the household of the dead husband as part of his 

property, stripped of jewelry, denied re-marriage and independence. Any attempt to 

 
8 Rakhmabai, The Times of India (26 June 1885; cited in Chakravathi 2013, 239). 
9 “The widows, in turn, recognized that the cruel customs were perpetuated by the custodians of the 
sacred law—‘hard hearted’ men who flaunted broad ‘caste marks’ on their foreheads threatened and 

abused them, and enforced their ‘superior’ authority, overriding the concessions sympathetic 
guardians sometimes permitted to the widows. It was the priests who, in the final reckoning, ensured 
the social death of widows” (Chakravathi 2013, 253). 
10 “Until death, she [widow] should remain forbearing, self-restrained, and celibate, wishing to 
practice the unsurpassable Law of women devoted to a single husband” (Manusmriti 5:158). 
11 Member of a lower caste of India, usually engaged in agriculture. 
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remarry was seen as dishonorable and adulterous, warranting death, tarnishing her 

reputation and that of her birth family and contemplating the early or untimely 

death of her husband which is understood to be the result of her past sins for which 

she was being punished through widowhood (Chowdhry 1990, 262–63). 

 

Come daughter, get married, if this husband dies there are many more.12 

The lower caste chuhra woman, though integrated into the household of the 

husband, remains equal in marriage. Kondela asserts this has to do with Dalits being 

wage earners unlike the Rajputs, who are landowners. A Chuhra woman is to work 

out of necessity and her contribution to the family’s economy gives her some power 

within the birth and marital homes. Hence a woman’s potential economic value 

impacts upon how she is treated by the men in her community. Since widows are 

mostly laborers on upper caste lands, they are allowed to work.13 Some churha 

widows are sold by the men in their own community, while other low caste men 

have pimped widows (Channa 2005, 55). Their lifestyle or standard of living as 

widows is not impacted by a change in their marital status (Kondela 1987). 

Unlike Rajput women, chuhra women are allowed to remarry, continue 

working, and have sexual relations. Within the lower caste communities, women 

were not seen as the “mystical source of her husband’s demise;” a husband’s death 

was culturally and ideologically ascribed to kismet or fate of the man, rather than 

that of the woman (Chowdhry 1990, 262). This itself is liberating and empowering. 

A widow could remarry but who she marries was restricted and determined by 

her dead husband’s family. While she had the right to say “no” to their choice, she 

could not marry anyone unless approved by them. She was therefore completely 

under their control. 

In the eyes of dominant castes, remarriage is a constituting element to their 

impure status. Many widows are forced to re-marry as a strategy to reinforce their 

impurity and maintain the purity of the upper caste. This is a means by which the 

upper castes manipulated and controlled the demographic structure of all castes – 

high and low. Such an arrangement would ensure the full productive potential of a 

woman to ensure maximal replenishing of the laboring and servicing castes. 

Patriarchal formulations are therefore closely tied to caste and class formation. 

 

The ‘almânâ in the Hebrew Bible 

Carolyn Leeb (2001) suggests that the ‘almânâ does not overlap with the social 

position of the English word “widow.” The lexicographical task “is to discover how 

the term fits within the more general semantic domain, rather than to collapse 

differences into one general category” (Leeb 2001, 61). Taking cue from Paula 

 
12 Purser and Fanshawe 1880, 53 (cited in Chowdhry 1990, 261). 
13 There are many cases of Dalit farm workers, unable to repay debts, have committed suicide leaving 
behind wives who become bonded laborers, at the mercy of money lenders, and disregarded by the 
government (see Talwar 2021). 
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Hiebert’s (1989) work which examined references in the law codes of several ANE 

cultures to words which are cognate to the Hebrew term, along with John Rook’s 

(1997) work, Leeb concludes, that the “widow” 

is a post-menopausal woman whose husband has died and who has no secure 

attachment to a household headed by an adult male, in which she can be 

protected and represented. With no remaining value to the society and no 

one on earth to protect her, she epitomizes the powerless and vulnerable one 

whose only hope is in the ethical demands of Yahweh. (2001, 66) 

While I agree with much of this definition, I disagree with the widow being post-

menopausal. Neither Ruth nor Tamar is post-menopausal. A woman becomes wife 

and comes into her husband’s household as an outsider and contributes to her new 

family through labor and fertility. It was her job to build up the bèt ‘ab by bearing 

children, particularly sons, and to contribute to the production of food and other 

items for use by the family or perhaps for trade. Upon the death of her husband, the 

fragile tie to his family was likely to be broken, unless she had given birth to a son 

in the household. Her son would be a part of the household in a way that she could 

never be, and he would bind her to it and make a place for her in it.14 The almânâ 

lived a precarious existence by virtue of her gender, the loss of marital status and 

being childless, and hence she is often mentioned along with the orphan and the 

stranger – all three with no supporting kinship ties. The precarious existence of such 

individuals is clear from the frequency of biblical injunctions to treat them with 

justice and charity or in the condemnation of those who do not (Deut 26;12; Exod 

22:21–23; Jer 7:5–6). 

 

Tamar (Genesis 38) 

A starting point for an exploration of this character is her status as a widow. Her 

first identity is that of a widowed daughter-in-law against Judah her father-in-law. 

As a widow, she experiences social liminality and marginalization. Her life as 

widow revolves around the social perception of her enduring connection to her 

husbands who are now dead. She was also childless, not because her body failed 

her, but because of death and an unwilling partner. 

Tamar as a childless widow needs to be differentiated from widowed mothers 

because each defines and creates her “self” in varied ways. Widowed mothers have 

social value because of their children; their widowhood is not a salient feature of 

their identity because their role as mothers gives them purpose, intimacy, hope, 

pride, alongside some anguish and struggle, no doubt. For childless widows such as 

Tamar, marriage more than anything else is crucial – a relationship with a living or 

dead, honored or fruitless husband. Her experience is therefore distinct from widows 

with children. 

 
14 Leeb uses the example of the wise woman of Tekoa in 2 Sam 14 to highlight the fragile nature of 
the tie with the family of the husband. 
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Similar to the many stories of childless widows in India, Tamar holds a liminal 

and anomalous position – a woman with no social place and perceived most 

probably as dangerous on account of her sexuality, especially if she is still of the 

childbearing age. Unlike the Indian high caste widow, who is not permitted or 

discouraged to remarry, Tamar was allowed to remarry, had a right in fact, to the 

brother of her dead husbands. Her father-in-law however saw her as the one who 

brought death on his two sons and would rather not offer his third son to her as 

husband. He returned her to her natal home. The text gives no clues as to what life 

was like within her birth family. The life of a similar Indian widow within the natal 

home is not always easy. She is often perceived as inauspicious, as an extra mouth 

to feed, a possible hindrance to other unmarried sisters, a burden to the whole 

family.15 

In the absence of any description of life within her own family, I assume that 

Tamar was driven to hatch a plan out of her desire to create a new “self,” namely, 

as a widow who becomes a mother. Motherhood is a salient theme among childless 

widows in India and this is the case here as well. Motherhood was her goal so she 

could have someone in her life that she can call her own. I don’t think she minded 

being a widow as long as she had a child, and she set out to get herself one through 

what might be considered dubious means. 

The identity and ethnicity of Tamar has been the subject of much scholarly 

speculation. Since no identity markers are supplied, it has been presumed that she 

belonged to a community that was indigenous to Canaan like Judah’s wife (Gen 38: 

2).16 We are not given any information of Tamar’s economic status. But we can see 

that Tamar has multiple identities as a Canaanite woman, twice married and twice 

widowed, yet childless, and her life is impacted by the intersection of all these marks 

of her identity – ethnicity, gender, and marital status. 

She exhibits defiance and what might be understood as subaltern mentality. She 

submits to the authority of her father-in-law and goes home, but she is defiant in that 

she does not forget that she is a widow with rights to Levirate marriage. 

Submissiveness and defiance are two elements that together constitute the subaltern 

mentality.17 When sent back to her paternal home, Tamar has opportunity for self-

reflection and change. The time given to her enables her to envision a change in her 

 
15 See the accounts of Widow essayists who were returned to their natal homes in Chakravathi 2013. 
16 Baukham (1995) shows how the Jewish tradition saw her both as a Canaanite and as not a 
Canaanite by calling attention to deutero-canonical texts (Jubilees 41:1; Testament of Judah 10:1) which 

cannot be used to support her gentile origin. He suggests that the writer of the Gospel of Matthew 
was influenced by Pseudo-Philo (LAB 9:5): “being unwilling to separate from the sons of Israel, she 
reflected and said, ‘It is better for me to die for having intercourse with my father-in-law than to have 
intercourse with a Gentile’.” Baukham suggests that Pseudo-Philo assumed that Tamar was a 
Canaanite who became a Proselyte when she married Er. 
17 This combination is discernible among the poor and oppressed who have, in different histories, 
made voluntary sacrifices in favor of the rich and the dominant, even as they have rebelled against 
the latter. It is important to emphasize certain assumptions made here, namely that domination, 
subordination, and revolt are often inextricably linked; subordination or domination is often never 
complete. Struggle and resistance mark the process. 
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destiny. Her seclusion and time give her the ability to recognize her power and 

potential which she channels in a direction that will liberate her. She seeks to regain 

her dignity by resisting those forces that seek to assault, violate, or obscure her 

dignity.18 

Despite the ignominies that come with Levirate marriage, it is the same custom 

that gives her courage and the drive to carry out her plan to become a mother. She 

used to her advantage the accepted and male practice of visiting sex-workers. That 

Judah is not condemned by the narrator for visiting one is indicative of how 

normative this was (Gafney 2017, 119). Even after it was exposed that he was the 

father, Judah shows no shame nor is he stigmatized for either visiting a sex worker 

or for sleeping with his daughter-in-law. Was it common for fathers-in-law to also 

sleep with their widowed daughters-in-law?19 Thus, collaboration and resistance, the 

two elements of the subaltern mentality, merge and coalesce within Tamar, to make 

up a complex consciousness. 

With this first step in self-recognition, without which rebellion is impossible, her 

submission is not to Judah but to the Levirate practice. She internalizes the principle 

of the tradition; she both recognizes its value and challenges its violation by her 

father-in-law. But from the same belief structure, she can rationalize both defiance 

as well as submission. That which she has submitted to also forms the basis of her 

rebellion. 

She fights her intersectional invisibility born out of her ancestry as a Canaanite 

woman, a widow, twice married and widowed, and childless. Tamar the childless 

widow becomes pregnant! Several factors edge her towards committing this act – 

impatience and the censure of widowhood and childlessness, the craving for 

children, and her longing to become a mother in the house. She saw tradition as 

giving her the right of maternity. She will get this even if it must come from her 

father-in-law himself. She decided to do something altogether out of the ordinary. 

Tamar used the power of her sexuality, her body; she divested herself of all that is 

considered respectful – submission, reputation – to have and to give life. 

 

Judith 

The book of Judith from the second temple period, has received a fair bit of attention 

from both Biblical scholars and feminist readers. The story of Judith is her story. 

She is the widow protagonist, who embodies a mixture of dualities (righteousness 

and lasciviousness, chastity and immortality, truth and deception, strength and 

weakness, masculinity and femininity). As a woman who wields a sword, she is an 

‘ambivalent’ character, who transcends the male/female dichotomy (Montley 1978, 

 
18 “The dignity of being human made in the image of God was manifested precisely in the bearing 
witness to the violation and in the protest against those violations, whether the assaults were physical, 
emotional or social” (Mitchell 2009, 4). 
19 Chowdhry calls attention to the practice in 1930s India: “From the sexual point of view, these 
attempts may very well have been to legitimize relationship which had possibly left the widowed 
bahu (daughter in law) pregnant” (1990, 267). 
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40) and the expectations and strictures placed on Israelite widows. She is “the 

archetype of the unconventional, beautiful, brainy woman for whom militarism, 

faulty theology, foolish vows, apostasy, terrorism, persecution, widowhood, sex, 

murder and even death hold no fear. Nothing deters Judith” (Craven 2003, 187). 

The significance of this story lies in its telling, in the writing and celebrating, and the 

manner in which it meets the needs, desires, expectations of the community to 

which it was addressed— whether imagined, nationalist or otherwise. Judith should 

be recalled and celebrated. 

Judith was a wealthy Jewish widow, beautiful (Judith 16:5, 6b) to behold and 

perhaps young and, as the text alludes, chaste. We can assume that she is childless, 

since no children are mentioned. Her childlessness does not seem to be an issue in 

this case. Her class and wealth and the stress on her Jewishness create a privileged 

social space for her and for those in her class, to legitimize a philosophy of 

superiority, dominance, and separation. For many readers she will come across as 

a woman who is blessed by God, who rewards her for her piety, and faithfulness to 

tradition and her husband, though deceased. 

Bethulia is in trouble and on the verge of surrendering to Holofernes. It’s 

weakening resistance, fear and helplessness provide the opportunity for Judith to 

make an entrance. It is both significant and rare that she is introduced by her own 

genealogy (8:1), and her genealogy distinguishes her from her husband Manasseh. 

But it is his wealth bequeathed to her that continues to connect her to him (Sawyer 

2001, 17). Her new social position and her inherited wealth gives her power. There 

is no mention of Levirate marriage, she was not under any pressure to be married 

nor did she express a desire to have children. She is comfortable and has no worries 

about survival or the future. She gains mobility and agency, for she is no longer 

under the domination of a husband or another man such as a brother-in-law or 

father-in-law. Her wealth and her submission to tradition, brings her respect. It 

allows her to converse with the leadership; it brought  recognition to her widowhood 

and thus ideally to her husband’s memory. As an icon she offers much to the 

feminist discourse of liberation. In a situation 

where women in master narratives are usually portrayed as victims, a 

distinctly discernable mode in feminist as well as subaltern history writing is 

the solemnization of women’s courage despite their marginal status. 

(Sundarayya 1972 and Clusters 1987, cited in Roy 2006, 210) 

Judith is projected as someone who shouldered the burden of reprisal on her own. 

But she could not have triumphed without the help and partnership of her 

maidservant whose role we should not minimize. Her widowhood may have 

required that Judith rely more on this unnamed helper. The solidarity between these 

two women across possible “generational, religious, class, marital and ethnic 

affiliations is significant and offers a model for solidarity among women” 

(Melanchthon 2010, 246). 
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Judith is a good example of intersectional privilege, meaning that she has 

advantages associated with her intersecting identities – gender and class – despite 

being a member of a disadvantaged group (gender and marital status). While she 

shares an identity with other women disadvantaged by the loss of spouse, her wealth 

potentially compensates for her disadvantaged identity revealing the additive notion 

of privilege. Her perceived privilege has important social consequences. She uses 

her intersecting privileges for the wellbeing of the city. Her intersectional identity is 

viewed as qualitatively more advantageous than Tamar: Judith has a home, 

servants, wealth, influence, and power. Judith resists the cultural configurations of 

a widow as evidenced by her decisions and actions but still conforms to those very 

same expectations. Upon closer examination, we discover that Judith uplifted as 

hero is eventually domesticated and colonized since she resists neither patriarchy 

nor racism (against Gentiles), nor class within her own community (Dube 2004). 

An Indian reader would see her as a high caste widow because she upholds pativrata 

(loyalty to husband). She lives a life of piety and doesn’t seek to remarry. Unlike the 

Dalit widow, she does not need to work or is not allowed to work. Her heroism, 

which is political in nature, is reminiscent of Rajput women who picked up the 

sword to defend their communities. 

 

In Conclusion 

Our familiarity with canonical texts reminds us of the largeness of the Israelite 

widow figure. She appears in unexpected, but significant places – narratives, legal 

texts, and prophetic oracles. By presenting a widow as protagonist, be it 

intentionally or unintentionally, the writer intervenes into a debate centered on this 

figure, a debate whose history is a history of Israel’s intimate and troubled 

relationship with Jewish feminism. In fact, only when we frame widow-narratives 

thus, as engaged in the expansion-contention of the modern widow, do other critical 

dimensions of the genre become apparent. Genesis 38 and Judith can be read as an 

intervention in a longstanding debate in Israelite society about widows; indeed, the 

flaunting of a widow protagonist suggests that it is making a statement about 

widows. 

The disciplinary power of patriarchal structures act as tools to prescribe 

acceptable gestures and to require behavior on the part of widows and through 

constant surveillance normalizes the abuse and exploitation of these women. It 

reduces a widow’s existence to that of a malleable property, readily mutilated, 

molded and exploited under the whims of a brutal patriarchal order. Several of these 

widow narratives have a non-Israelite widow at the centre – Tamar (Gen 38), Ruth, 

Widow of Zarephath (1 Kings 17:7-16). By projecting a non-Israelite widow as 

independent, subversive, as a trickster, risk taker, and agential the authors seem to 

be holding them up as models to Israelite society. These widows stand in contrast 

to the traditional Israelite widow who is “described in almost stereotypical fashion 

with a similar disadvantaged group, the orphans … and as prototype of the 
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unprotected and unprivileged in Israel”20 (Kartzow and Maseno 2010, 141). Hence 

these stories serve as subversive tools that showcase possibilities, to impress and 

influence Israelite widows burdened by culture and religion to challenge and resist 

their marginal status. 

Tamar is not driven by the misfortunes in her life, or her accumulated misery 

arising from her status as a Canaanite widow. Her identities rendered her destitute 

and defenceless. All she had at her disposal was her body which she uses to ensure 

survival for herself, even if her sexual act decreed her as defiled. Her subaltern 

position of widowhood and her ethnicity triumph over the hegemony of Israelite 

male power vested in Judah. It is subalternity as emboldened in the intersectionality 

of her multiple identities that acts as the source of critical autonomous and agential 

power challenging the constituted hegemony. 

Judith on the other hand is a wealthy and privileged widow that allows her to 

test and move along the continuum of woman – from widow (non-sexual) to 

seductress, to agent of violence – to achieve her mission. While Tamar’s struggle 

was personal, Judith was overtly political and hence her widowhood was of a 

different order from that of Tamar (Sawyer 2001, 22). Submerged in images of 

masculinity, valour, courage, risky behavior and piety she invites women and 

widows alike to adopt unconventional measures if needed; to embrace their 

feminine attributes as empowering; and use any warrior strength they might possess 

for the good of the community. 

In neither case is widowhood presented as an impediment for the pursuit of life 

and for recognition. Instead, the narratives are critical of the social world that fails 

to sustain the widow and the widow victim and its inability to see the potential and 

contributions that a widow might make to ensure the future of a community or its 

redemption. Nevertheless, these widows refuse to accept their condition. They are 

subject-agents, fleshy beings with a natural appetite for life. Their unconventionality 

and resilient embodiment are the bases of their basic, enduring personhood, and 

their irrepressible force as subject-agent. No power can destroy this body, not even 

the violence of a tradition that decrees marginalization and denial. The authority of 

this body caught at the intersection of gender, ethnicity, religion, and class, lies in 

its ability to survive, and resurface and in its power to effect reiteration across 

generations and across a social map – a map of Israel, a map of India. 

These narratives in my opinion display the failure of patriarchal fixity; socially 

dictated rules are ultimately compromised and seams are ruptured. They embody 

notions of the subversive, and they destabilize the masculine hegemony resulting in 

a very precarious memory and identity. 

 

 

 

 
20 Deuteronomy 24:17, 21; Ezekiel 22:17; Lamentations 1:1. 
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