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Mental and physical disability, ubiquitous in texts of the Hebrew Bible, receive
their first thoroughgoing treatment in this monograph. Saul Olyan seeks
to reconstruct the Hebrew Bible’s particular ideas of what is disabling and
their potential social ramifications. Biblical representations of disability and
biblical classification schemas — both explicit and implicit — are compared
with those of the Hebrew Bible’s larger ancient West Asian cultural context
and with those of the later Jewish biblical interpreters who produced the
Dead Sea Scrolls. This study helps the reader gain a deeper and more subtle
understanding of the ways in which biblical writers construct hierarchically
significant difference and privilege certain groups (e.g., persons with “whole
bodies”) over others (e.g., persons with physical “defects”). It also explores
how ancient interpreters of the Hebrew Bible, such as the Qumran sectarians,
reconfigure earlier biblical notions and classification models of disability for
their own contexts and ends.

Saul M. Olyan is Samuel Ungerleider Jr. Professor of Judaic Studies and
Professor of Religious Studies at Brown University. His previous publica-
tions include Biblical Mourning: Ritual and Social Dimensions (2004), Rites
and Rank: Hierarchy in Biblical Representations of Cult (2000), A Thousand
Thousands Served Him: Exegesis and the Naming of Angels in Ancient Judaism
(1993), and Asherah and the Cult of Yahweh in Israel (1988). He has contributed
to, and served as editor of, various publications in the areas of biblical litera-
ture and ancient religions.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and
Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter

More information

Disability in the Hebrew Bible

Interpreting Mental and Physical Differences

SAUL M. OLYAN

Brown University

BB CAMBRIDGE

%55 UNIVERSITY PRESS

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and
Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter

More information

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, Sao Paulo, Delhi

Cambridge University Press
32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10013-2473, USA

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521888073

© Saul M. Olyan 2008

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2008
Printed in the United States of America
A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Olyan, Saul M.
Disability in the Hebrew Bible : interpreting mental and physical differences / Saul M. Olyan.
. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-521-88807-3 (hardback)
1. People with disabilities in the Bible. 2. Bible. O.T. — Criticism, interpretation, etc.
3. People with disabilities in rabbinical literature. 4. Dead Sea scrolls. 1. Title.
BS1199.A25049 2008
221.8'3624 — dc22 2007035499

ISBN  978-0-521-88807-3 hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for
the persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or
third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such
Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and
Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter

More information

(Voor Jackie, Mieke en David

Qv

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and
Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter
More information
Contents
Acknowledgments page ix
Abbreviations xi
Introduction 1
Defining Disability 2
Textual Representations 3
Classification and Stigmatization 4
Contesting Disability’s Stigmatization 10
Native and Nonnative Modes of Classification 12
Chapter Outline 13
1 Constructions of Beauty and Ugliness 15
Male and Female Beauty 15
Ugliness 19
Physical Characteristics That Are Neither Beautiful nor Ugly 20
Beauty and Perfection: Their Relationship 21
Technical Vocabulary of Beauty and Ugliness 22
Assessments of Beauty 23
Conclusion 24
2 Physical Disabilities Classified as “Defects” 26
A Native Category 27
Stigmatization and Marginalization 31
An Exception: Circumcision 36
Punitive “Defects” and Other Mutilations 38
Conclusion 45

vii

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and
Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter
More information

viii CONTENTS

3 Physical Disabilities Not Classified as “Defects” 47
Deafness and Muteness 48
“Skin Disease” (sara‘at) and Genital “Flows” (z6b) 54
Menstruation and Parturition 56
Conclusion 60

4  Mental Disability 62
Defining Mental Disability and Identifying It in Texts 63
“Foolishness” and “Madness” 64
1 Sam 21:11-16 (Eng. 10-15) 66
1 Sam 16:14—23 70
Stigmatization and Marginalization 71
Conclusion 76

5  Disability in the Prophetic Utopian Vision 78
The Prophetic Utopian Vision 79
A Utopian Future of Changed Circumstances for Disabled

Persons 81

A Utopian Future in Which Disability Disappears 85
Disability as Metaphor for Divine Rejection 89
Conclusion 91

6 Nonsomatic Parallels to Bodily Wholeness and “Defect” 93
The Stones of the Altar 94
The Stones of the Temple 96
Nonsomatic Analogues to Stigmatization and Marginalization 97
Conclusion 99

7  Exegetical Perpetuations, Elaborations, and
Transformations: The Case of Qumran 101
“Defects” in the Dead Sea Scrolls 102
Non-“Defective” Disabilities in Qumran Literature 110
Implicit and Explicit Classifications 114
Conclusion 117
Conclusion 119

Notes 130

Bibliography 164

Subject Index 171

Biblical and Non-Biblical Citation Index 181

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and
Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter

More information

Acknowledgments

It is always a pleasure to recognize the contributions of friends, col-
leagues, and institutions to the development of a work such as this. Tracy
Lemos, David Jacobson, Lynn Davidman, Michael Satlow, Marcy Brink-
Danan, Maude Mandel, Michael Gottsegen, Deborah Cohen, Matthew
Bagger, Mark Cladis, Stanley Stowers, and Nathaniel Levtow read por-
tions of the manuscript in preliminary form and made helpful sugges-
tions, many of which I have incorporated. Needless to say, any errors
of fact or judgment remain my responsibility alone. Frederik Schock-
aert’s advice was crucial at several junctures, as acknowledgments in the
notes demonstrate. I would also like to thank the students in my course
“Disability in Antiquity” (fall 2004), particularly Debra Scoggins, for
their stimulating questions and reactions to my ideas at an early stage in
their development. I am indebted to Anke Dorman of the University of
Groningen for sending me a bound copy of her dissertation and to Silke
Knippschild of the University of Bristol for allowing me to cite an unpub-
lished manuscript. Finally, I am delighted to acknowledge the interest of
my editor, Andy Beck, in this project.

A fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities and a
semester of leave at full pay, plus matching funds, from Brown University
made the writing of this book possible. I am grateful to both institu-
tions for this significant support. (Any views, findings, conclusions, or
recommendations expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect
those of the National Endowment for the Humanities.) John J. Collins
and Steven Weitzman wrote letters supporting my NEH application, and
it is a pleasure to thank them once again for their support of my work.

ix

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and
Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter

More information

X ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[ am grateful to several publishers for allowing me to reproduce mate-
rials from earlier publications. Some of the content of my article “Anyone
Blind and Lame Shall Not Enter the House’: On the Interpretation of Sec-
ond Samuel 5:8b,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 60 (1998):218—227, appears
in chapter 2 in reworked form. I would like to thank the Catholic Biblical
Association for permission to reproduce this material. Much of my article
“Why an Altar of Unfinished Stones? Some Thoughts on Ex 20,25 and Dtn
27,5-6,” Zeitschrift fiir die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 108 (1996):161—
171, appears in revised form in chapter 6. I would like to thank Verlag
Walter de Gruyter & Co. for permission to include this material. Some of
the content of my article “The Exegetical Dimensions of Restrictions on
the Blind and the Lame in Texts from Qumran,” Dead Sea Discoveries 8
(2001):38—50, appears in chapter 7 in reworked form. I would like to thank
Koninklijke Brill NV for permission to include content derived from this
article.

Finally, a note on transliteration: I have employed a simplified form of
transliteration for Hebrew, Akkadian, and Greek that does not indicate
vowel length in many cases.

S.M.O.
Providence, R.1.
June 2007

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and
Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter

More information

Abbreviations

The followingis a list of abbreviations used throughout the text and notes.

AHw von Soden, W. Akkadisches Handwdrterbuch. 3 vols. Wiesbaden,
Germany: Harrassowitz, 1965-1981.

BDB Brown, E, S. Driver, and C. Briggs. The Brown-Driver-Briggs
Hebrew and English Lexicon. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2000,
Reprinted.

CAD Oppenheim, A. L. et al., eds. The Assyrian Dictionary of the
Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. Chicago: Oriental
Institute, 1956—2007.

CAT Dietrich, M., O. Loretz, and J. Sanmartin, eds. The Cuneiform
Alphabetic Texts from Ugarit, Ras ibn Hani and Other Places. 2nd
enlarged ed. Miinster, Germany: Ugarit Verlag, 1995.

EM Cassuto, U. et al., eds. ’ensiglopedyah migra’it. Jerusalem: Mossad
Bialik, 1965-1988.

EncDSS  Schiffman, L. H., and J. C. VanderKam, eds. Encyclopedia of the
Dead Sea Scrolls. 2 vols. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000.

GKC Kautzsch, E., and A. E. Cowley. Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar. 2nd
ed. Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1910.

KAI Donner, H., and W. Réllig, eds. Kanaandische und Aramdische
Inschriften. 4th ed. 3 vols. Wiesbaden, Germany: Harrassowitz,
1979.

LXX Septuagint

MT Massoretic Text

NJPS New Jewish Publication Society Version

Xi

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-88807-3 - Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and

Physical Differences

Saul M. Olyan

Frontmatter
More information
xii ABBREVIATIONS
NKB Koehler, L., and W. Baumgartner. The Hebrew and Aramaic
Lexicon of the Old Testament. Trans. M. E. ]. Richardson et al. 5
vols. Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 1994.
TDOT  Botterweck, G. J., H. Ringgren et al., eds. Theological Dictionary
of the Old Testament. Trans. J. T. Willis et al. 14 vols. Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974—2004.
WO Waltke, B. K., and M. O’Connor. An Introduction to Biblical

Hebrew Syntax. Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521888077
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

