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Today we read chapter 34 of Genesis, the story that is commonly referred to as the 

story of the Rape of Dinah. 

 

And yet, if you read the Biblical text carefully, you realize an uncomfortable truth: 

Dina herself, and her feelings, are not the focus of the story. Dina is barely present 

in the narrative. Instead, it’s the struggle between the men on both sides of the 

conflict that gets all the attention. 

 

Let’s look at it closely:  Yes, Dina goes out among the daughters of the land. 

That’s what it says in verse one. That’s the only active verb associated with 

Dinah. After that, she’s acted upon. In verse 2, Hamor sees her and lays with her 

and debases her.   

 

Afterwards, he falls in love with her.  He tells his father that he wants to marry her, 

and they set off to negotiate the terms with Jacob.  Shechem and Hamor offer 

Jacob a generous bride price and suggest that, as tribal groups, they should 

intermarry their children, living as one people. 

 

Dinah’s brothers seem to respond positively.  They agree to the marriage but insist 

that Shechem, Hamor, and all of their men be circumcised.  They agree, and then 

on the third day, while the men are all still recovering from their surgery, Shimon 

and Levi massacre the town, and take Dinah back, ostensibly because they couldn’t 

countenance their sister being treated as a harlot. 
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We take for granted that this is the story of the rape of Dina. But focusing on 

consent is a modern perspective.  Instead, the focus in the Biblical account is on 

the damage to the father’s ability to marry Dina off later on, and to collect a full 

bride-price.  Also, Dina’s having had relations with a a man is an insult to her 

father’s honor, and, by extension, the honor of the other men in the family. 

 

The bottom line is that this is a story of the economic and other societal injuries 

felt by Jacob and his sons as a result of the violation of Dinah.  The focus is not on 

her feelings, or her pain. Not at all.   

 

Early commentary on the text simply reinforces this.  The rabbis and other 

commentators see Dina as in some sense responsible for what happened to her.  

You might say that they blame the victim.   

 

It isn’t really until the Middle Ages that this story is seen as the story of a 

rape.  Nachmanides, in the 13th century, focuses on Dina’s affliction, and on the 

fact that she didn’t consent to relations.   

 

Now, it’s easy to look at this horrible story and say, accurately, that women are 

viewed as objects -- and so what is the point of our reading it? 

 

In a recent article,1 Dr. Alison Joseph points out that we don’t need to be 

apologetic about this story.  Instead of simply saying, “That’s the way it was back 

then,” our reading can be empowering, by highlighting how our sexual mores have 

changed.  Biblical society may have known about forced sex, but in the Bible there 

was no social structure or vocabulary to call rape what it was.  Dinah was not only 

a victim of Shechem; she was a victim of her times. 

 

Times have indeed changed.  Legally, the Jewish tradition has evolved enormously 

from the era of the Bible.  Already by the era of the Talmud (200 to 60 CE), it was 

clear that sexual relations must always be fully consensual -- even within a 

marriage.  Long before marital rape was a crime in British law, it was prohibited 

by Jewish law and was grounds for divorce.  

                                                
1 https://www.thetorah.com/article/who-is-the-victim-in-the-dinah-story  

https://www.thetorah.com/article/who-is-the-victim-in-the-dinah-story
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Only recently in our society have we developed a real understanding of rape. 

(Susan Brownmiller’s illuminating book on rape only came out in the 1970s.2)  

Even now, much work remains to be done.   

 

Think of how much has changed since the #MeToo movement exploded on the 

scene a few years ago. That term is actually much older, but it took until 2017 or 

2018 for revelations to come out that made it clear just how widespread sexual 

harrassment and sexual assault remain in our society.  In 2017, Harvey Weinstein 

was still making movies;3 Matt Lauer was still hosting the Today Show.4 

 

As Dr. Phillips puts it, “Genesis 34 and its reception offers important insights as 

we think about rape cross-culturally and throughout time, and especially on how 

patriarchal societies -- including biblical society -- were blind to rape and its 

effects.”  The need to open our eyes, the need to continue that educational process, 

continues.   

 

Shabbat shalom. 

 

 

                                                
2 See: https://time.com/4062637/against-our-will-40/ . 

3 See:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harvey_Weinstein . 

4 See: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matt_Lauer . 
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