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Abstract

This study applies one phase of the structural semiotic analysis refined by
J. Calloud from the work of A. Greimas to the story of Judah and Tamar in
Genesis 38. The work focuses on the analytical steps making up the morpho-
logical analysis of the text, addressing the patterns, or structures, underlying
the level of narrative plot. Morphological analysis is concerned with finding
the tension between the positive and negative narrative programs embodied
in the text, thereby revealing cultural values embedded in the narrative.
Aspects of the biblical view of coercion are thus revealed by this analysis.

1. Introduction

This article is a small part of a larger work in which I examine the work-
ings of coercion in Hebrew Bible narrative. In this article I apply a form of
structural semiotic analysis to the story of Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38,
one of the more than one hundred narratives contained in the corpus of
biblical episodes that exhibit elements of coercion. For purposes of this
study, to coerce is to dominate or control by exploiting fear or anxiety, to
compel someone by force or intimidation. In this definition, a victim is
compelled by an explicit or implicit threat of force.' This method seems

* | wish to acknowledge especially my teacher, Edward L. Greenstein of Tel
Aviv University, for his unstinting generosity in reading and rereading progressive

drafts of this article.
1. This definition of coercion is discussed and expanded later in this article,

beginning on p. 302.
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particularly suited to a study of the way coercion operates within biblical
narrative because, in this approach, a reader looks at the language in which
a text 1s expressed and extracts the unique code of cultural values embed-
ded in the language of that text from the ‘filigree’ of words making up the
narrative.” I have found structural semiotic analysis to be a very powerful
tool for explicating the core values that are encoded in biblical narrative,
and for illuminating insights that might not be intuitively apparent.’ In this
study I will offer some background on the methodology of structural semi-
otic analysis, and then continue with an application of its first phase,
morphological analysis, to Genesis 38.

Structural semiotic analysis was originally propounded by Algirdas
Julien Greimas and has been modified and applied to elements of general
literature by Jean Calloud and the Centre pour 1I’Analyse du Discours
Religieux (CADIR) group, among others.* The approach I take in this
article is concerned with a specific kind of structural analytic methodology

2. Calloud (1979: 76) comments on the way texts ‘make meaning’: ‘If “meaning”
“circulates™ through a text, we need to show the direction it takes and the laws by
which it circulates. These laws are not general laws (they do not exist prior to the text),
nor are they clearly revealed in discourse. They are inscribed in filigree, as it were,
between the words clearly enough for a sound reading to be possible but discreetly
enough not to distract the attention of the reader... Since each text must establish its
own laws, language preserves traces of them either in the form of memory of past texts
or of potentialities of future ones.” Calloud calls these laws the ‘discursive code’ of the
text; this code is unique to each narrative, is embedded in the language in which a text
is written, and tells readers how to take meaning from the text it governs. This dis-
cursive code is a key to the meaning of the text, but should not be confused with the
meaning itself. He writes, ‘Every text points to its code at the same time as it expresses
its message. All language has this twofold ability: to point to the code and to express
the message’ (Calloud 1979: 77).

3. Seealso Calloud 1976 and CADIR 1979. On Gen. 38 in particular, see Fokkel-
man 1996. In this essay, although Fokkelman does incorporate many elements of struc-
tural analysis of Gen. 38 in his essay, his is not a rigorous structural semiotic analysis.
For example, his analysis is heavily weighted to discussion of the occurrences of Leit-
worter and the concentric circle structure associated with techniques of close reading;
his discussion on binary oppositions focuses on linguistic, rather than on thematic
features of the text; and he does not address such tools of semiotic analysis as the
semiotic square. Fokkelman’s insights are, however, interesting and quite useful, and I
cite them when appropriate.

4. See, e.g., Greimas 1987, 1983 and Greimas and Courtés 1982. An excellent
elucidation of the semiotic method can be found in Calloud 1979. For an extensive
example of semiotic analysis applied to a biblical text, see van Wolde 1989.
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that is just beginning to be applied to biblical narratives by scholars such
as Daniel Patte and Ellen van Wolde.’

In this study I will be modelling the application of a rigorous literary
methodology that can be used on other narratives that exhibit the elements
of coercion as I have defined it, and as I discuss them further, below. In
the process I will be looking to add insights to a reading of Genesis 38 that
might not be so intuitively obvious.

2. Theoretical Underpinnings and
Methodological Overview

Structural semiotic analysis is a rigorous methodology with two major
phases and several analytical steps within each phase. A full application of
structural semiotic analysis is beyond the scope of this brief demonstration,
and 1s not essential to the task of this work, the exposition of the value and
function of coercion in biblical narrative. Therefore, in this study I will
describe the application to Genesis 38 of the analytical steps making up
just one of these phases, that of the morphological analysis, which even on
its own can produce meaningful insights.

The application of a literary methodology in a systematic way allows for
two desirable outcomes. First, results that have been termed intuitive or
otherwise disparaged for lack of rigor can be derived step by step, thereby
eliminating much of the bewilderment felt by readers who ask of intuitive
readings, ‘how did you get that?’® Second, all narrative texts may be
treated with this same methodology, facilitating comparison.

5. Although I focus on Calloud’s approach to structural semiotic analysis, I also
acknowledge and build upon the work of scholars who apply other structural and
narratological methods to the biblical text, among them Alter 1981, 1983, 1985, 1996;
Bal 1987, 1988a, 1988b, 1989, 1992a, 1992b; Fewell 1987, 1990, 1992, 1993; Gunn
1974, 1976, 1978, 1980; and Jobling 1980, 1987, 1995. See also Patte 1998, 1990; van
Wolde 1989.

6. lam indebted to Edward L. Greenstein for reminding me that (as Eco suggests)
intuitive readings are not arbitrary, but follow learned conventions of reading com-
bined with intertextual and other associations; such readings are often quite rich in and
of themselves. Here, | suggest additional approaches to uncover meanings inhering in
structures that lie below the surface or ‘plot’ level of a text. See also Eco 1976: esp. 71,
where he notes that the meanings encoded in a text occur within a cultural context that
must be understood and acknowledged by a reader who may not be fully ‘competent’
to interpret the text within that cultural context.
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Here 1 apply Calloud’s approach to structural semiotic analysis, which
differs somewhat from that first proposed by A.J. Greimas who pioneered
the semiotic approach.” Calloud has applied his methodology to many
texts and has developed an approach that can be used by students of struc-
tural semiotics. His approach represents a refinement and development of
the work of Greimas. It also has the advantage of being divided into its
component steps by Calloud himself (1976, 1979).

a. The Geography of Structural Semiotics
It may help to begin with the geography of structural semiotics. In this
approach, analysts move from the surface of the text to deeper levels of
meaning, applying to the narrative a system of correspondences that
organizes the movement of meaning from one level to another. The sur-
face level of the text, which is the level of the plot, is where form and
content meet. The surface is the starting point for identifying the code of
values that rules the universe of discourse of any text. This code varies
from text to text and is expressed in two ways: the figurative is expressed
directly, in language; the thematic is expressed indirectly, in discourse
about language.® The technique of semiotic analysis involves replacing the
language of the surface of the text with thematic representations.’
Language on the figurative level of narrative in a highly patterned text
like the Hebrew Bible can often point to the intersection between the
figurative or surface level of a narrative, and the thematic or structural
level of the same narrative. Vocabulary and syntax that are similar or iden-
tical to the diction of other narratives in the same corpus resonate in the
mind of the readers who bring their knowledge of other texts to the act of
reading the text in front of them. These analogies on the figurative level
invite the reader to recognize literary devices, and also relationships of
genre and structure, on the thematic level. This intertextual process is essen-
tial to the structural semiotic approach I discuss here.'® In my analysis, my

7. See,e.g., Greimas 1987, 1983.

8. Calloud terms this indirect expression ‘metalanguage’ (Calloud 1976: 75-77).

9. Compare structural anthropology and structural linguistics, both of which also
move back and forth from surface structure to deep structure.

10. Intertextuality is based on the idea that readers bring their knowledge of other
texts to the act of reading the text in front of them. Colapietro (1993: 123) defines
intertextuality as: ‘A term introduced by Julia Kristeva and widely adopted by literary
theorists to designate the complex ways in which a given text is related to other texts’;
Colapietro (1993: 123) elaborates: ‘These intertextual relationships include anagram,
allusion, adaptation, translation, parody, pastiche, imitation, and other kinds of trans-
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goal is to identify the range and nuance of the code of values expressed in
both of these dimensions, the figurative and the thematic, with respect to
the narrative as a whole and especially in its valuation of coercive acts and
responses. Intertextuality is the frequent marker of significant points
within these dimensions.

Calloud’s method owes much to the two strands of structuralism that
predominated during the twentieth century, the syntagmatic structuralism
of Vladimir Propp, and the paradigmatic structuralism of Claude Lévi-
Strauss. Propp, a Russian formalist, philologian, and folklorist, applied his
methodology to a corpus consisting of about 100 texts in an effort to define
a classification or genre for groups of tales."" Proppian analysis con-
centrates on the surface level of the plot, and identifies and abstracts the
structural elements of the text based on the actions undertaken in the nar-
rative. This approach is also termed ‘syntagmatic analysis’ because it relies
on the sequence of episodes, or the syntax, of the plot. It is relatively inde-
pendent of language, since it focuses on the sequence of episodes that
occur during the course of the story, and this sequence can be summarized
independently of the actual words used in the narrative under consideration.

Unlike Propp’s application of syntagmatic analysis to many stories in
order to define what Propp identifies as common genres, Calloud applies
Propp’s syntagmatic analysis to a single text in order to identify the matrix
of cultural values operating within that text. The sequence of transforma-
tions necessary to change an initial state represented in a text into a final
state make up what Calloud terms ‘narrative programs’ (Calloud 1979:
57). These narrative programs become apparent when an analysis of the

formation. In the literary theories of structuralism and post-structuralism, texts are seen
to refer to other texts (or to themselves as texts) rather than to an external reality. The
term intertext has been used variously for a text drawing on other texts, for a text thus
drawn upon, and for the relationship between both.” See Kristeva 1986: 37: ‘Every text
is constructed as a mosaic of other texts, every text is an absorption and transformation
of other texts. The notion of intertextuality comes to replace that of intersubjectivity.’
Much has been written on the theory of intertextuality in general, and on its application
to biblical studies in particular, Here I note the most accessible of these. For further
discussion, see the following: Bowman and Swanson 1997; Brenner and Fontaine
(eds.) 1997; Brettler 1995; Cazelles 1962; Crownfield (ed.) 1992; Eisenbaum 1997,
Enelow (ed.) 1933; Exum and Clines (eds.) 1993; Fewell (ed.) 1992; Fishbane 1985;
Ginsberg 1969; Granowski 1992; Greenstein 1998, 2000; Hartman and Budick (eds.)
1986; Johnson 1969; Kessler 1994; O’Neill 1996; Rendsburg 1986; Savran 1988,
1994; Swartley 1994; Zakovitch 1991.

11. See Propp 1968. For a recent application of Propp’s methodology to a broad
biblical corpus, see my book (Sharon 2002).
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structure of a text reveals that a sequence of action abstractions (Propp
calls these ‘functions’) repeats itself within that text, with or without
variations. The similarities in the sequences of functions that recur in a
narrative demonstrate a system of relationships present in the text (Calloud
1979: 57). The differences reflect dialectics of values that operate on the
deep structure of the text, that may be expressed in many different ways.
Claude Lévi-Strauss famously described these dialectics of values as
binary oppositions.'* Calloud uses several descriptors for these opposi-
tions, such as the narrative program (NP) or anti-narrative program (—NP)
warring for dominance in a text. Thus, Calloud’s approach to structural
semiotic analysis combines Propp’s syntagmatic analysis of the action
segments in the plot of a narrative with Lévi-Strauss’s paradigmatic
analysis of the cultural values embedded in the deep structure of a text.

b. The Application of Structural Semiotic Analysis

The practice of structural semiotic analysis consists of two stages, mor-
phological analysis and discourse analysis. Here, in this study, I will focus
my discussion of Genesis 38 just upon the first stage, a morphological
analysis, which, as its name implies, addresses the patterns, or structures,
underlying the topmost layer of the narrative, the level of plot. Even on its
own, isolated from its companion tool of discourse analysis, morphological
analysis will elucidate many of the cultural values embedded in the text.
The morphological analysis is concerned with finding the tension between
the positive and negative narrative programs embodied in the text.

In a full structural semiotic analysis, as noted earlier, the morphological
analysis would be followed by a discourse analysis, focussing on the
structuring of the language of the text. Then the results of both analyses
would be brought together and charted on the semiotic square, a working
tool for bringing the different phases of the analyses together to frame the
meanings embodied on different levels of narrative. Although it is not part
of my explication of only a small portion of Calloud’s method in this
study, the semiotic square can be useful as a graphic representation of the
multiple outcomes resulting from the morphological analysis and the dis-
course analysis, and their relationship to one another. Structural semiotic
analysis as a whole results in identifying complex relationships along
multiple axes, and a graphic representation of these inter-relationships can
help us better to understand their interaction.

12. See, for example, Lévi-Strauss’s classic 1955 essay. This language is taken
from structural linguistics (Troubetzkoi, Jakobson, etc.).
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c. The Process of Morphological Analysis

The process of morphological analysis entails two stages. In the first stage,
structural patterns are identified by reading the surface level of the narra-
tive and looking at what is going on in the chronological sequence of the
text—what the elements are that repeat within the narrative in approxi-
mately the same sequence each time, resulting in a description of the
structures underlying the surface or plot level. Once these repeating struc-
tural sequences are identified and their component elements named, they
delineate the internal structures underlying the surface or plot level of the
narrative that may mirror, distort, or contrast with the surface meaning of
the text. These repeating sequences can then be compared to one another
and any variations in the pattern can be noted for further exploration.

In the second stage, each segment of the narrative, that is, each iteration
of the sequence, is analyzed to identify the goals of the text that it pro-
motes or subverts. These goals may be explicit or implicit, and are termed
by Calloud the narrative program (NP) of the text, as well as the antitheses,
the anti-narrative program (-NP), with which the goals of the narrative are
in tension. The NP is expressed by the sequence of states and actions that
make up the plot of the narrative. When this sequence of actions and states
is summarized by verbs and nouns that convey the flow of the story,
certain actions appear to follow after one another, Calloud explains, ‘in
complete conformity and in a coherent order. They work together to
achieve a common goal. This set of coherent, similar operations is called
the narrative program (NP). It includes all the operations necessary to
transform an initial state, after many partial operations, into a final state’
(Calloud 1979: 61).

However, during the course of the narrative, and in the process of mor-
phological analysis, another series of actions emerges that attempts to
thwart the progress made in the narrative program ‘by cancelling out the
transformation which occurred in it’ (Calloud 1979: 61). This ‘adverse
intervention’ is inevitable, since the movement of a story is determined by
an initial ‘lack’ that is the result of some kind of adversity and that is ulti-
mately, after the twists and turns of the plot, ‘liquidated’, or resolved, by
the story’s end.'® The sequence of elements that oppose the goals of the
text as expressed in the NP is termed the -NP.

13. See Calloud 1979: 61. On these paired functions marking the beginning and
end of a tale, summarized by Propp in the function category lack/lack liquidated, and
including within it villainy or misfortune/villainy or misfortune liquidated, see Propp
1968: 53, 92, and passim.
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Every narrative must contain both an NP and an —NP that stand in ten-
sion with one another. Without this tension between an NP and its antithe-
sis, there can be no conflict, no movement, no story, since stories cannot
proceed without conflict (however broadly defined that conflict may be).
Calloud suggests that the existence of both explains the often polemical
nature of narrative, even when the polemic is subtle or not apparent at all
at a first, intuitive reading (Calloud 1979: 61). Competing NPs may not
always be explicit, but, whenever one is present, its antithesis is also
present, even if only by implication. It is essential for a reader to explicate
the —NP even when it is not obvious, because meaning inheres in differ-
ences, contrasts, oppositions, and comparisons, and the meaning of a nar-
rative may not be fully explicated without articulating both the NP and the
—NP. These positive and negative NPs together define the values assumed
in the text, even if both are not explicit upon first reading (Calloud 1979:
62). As I demonstrate in my sample analysis of Genesis 38, even the least
apparent of the values defined by the NPs can often be identified by the
intertextual resonances of the language associated with them.

In what follows in this study, I offer a morphological analysis of Genesis
38, and an elucidation of the narrative and anti-narrative programs, follow-
ing a brief overview of the other two tools of structural semiotic analysis.

3. Morphological Analysis of Genesis 38

Applying Propp’s morphological analysis to Genesis 38 reveals that a
series of functions or action sequences appears to repeat itself with minor
variations. Lining up these repeating sequences with one another shows
that Genesis 38 appears to be divided into four segments containing these
sequences in the same general order, indicating that these segments share
structural commonalities. The segments are:

38.1-11 (from Judah’s descent to Canaan to Tamar’s banishment to
her father’s house to await Shelah’s attainment of his
majority);

38.12-23 (from the death of Judah’s wife to his giving up on finding
the prostitute who holds his staff, cord, and seal in pledge);

38.24-26 (from the message to Judah that Tamar is pregnant to his
admission that she is more righteous than he); and

38.27-30 (the birth and naming of Tamar’s twin sons).

My analysis reveals two NPs at work within these segments, a main NP
that represents the direction of resolution from start to finish in the text, and
an NP that attempts to do the opposite by canceling out transformations
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occurring in the main NP (Calloud 1979: 61). The four segments of the
narrative each exhibit the same abstract scheme, which I note in the
discussion that follows. There I describe the NPs as they emerge from my
analysis, and then go on to note significant aspects of the selection and
designation of each of the syntagmatic functions.

a. Syntagmatic Analysis

The syntagmatic analysis entails noting the structural elements, termed
‘functions’ by Propp, and listing them for each segment in Genesis 38.
The common structural patterns shared by these segments consists of the
following elements:

1. time connective;
opportunity for continuity/potential for progeny;
complication: threat to continuity/progeny;
coercive act/response;
sanction;
6. separation.

Dok W

It is especially useful, when aligning the four segments with one another,
to compare the functions making up the structure of each. Accordingly, I
have organized my discussion of each function into four sections corre-
sponding to these segments.

(1) Time connective

38.1 RITTNY2 7 (‘Then, at that time...”)

38.12 27127 (‘“When many days had passed...”)

38.24 oL ©5ena ' (“Then, about three months later...”)
38.27 TN5ne2 7" (‘Then, at the time for her birthing...”)

These time connectives seem to mark the beginnings of parallel structures,
and serve as clues to divide the text into segments.'*

The time connective occurs in these places only, and nowhere else
where it might be expected to occur, such as in 38.5 to indicate the long
period between the births of Shelah and his elder brother Onan that is
suggested by Judah’s banishment of Tamar in 38.11, or in 38.6 to indicate
the passage of time between the birth of Er and his marriageability. Three
of the instances consist of the syntactic formula of *", ‘then’,'® followed

14. Similarly Fokkelman 1996: 167-68.
15. See KB 243b, which characterizes this formulation as ‘a fossilized expression’
with the force of ‘and then’,






