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Chapter 1: Introduction to Literary Criticism in Biblical Studies
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The study of the Bible has long been dominated by historical and theological approaches, yet the 20th century witnessed a significant shift in biblical scholarship, one that increasingly emphasized literary criticism as an essential tool for understanding scripture. This transition was not abrupt but rather a gradual development that emerged in response to earlier methodologies, including the dominance of historical-critical methods that had defined biblical studies since the Enlightenment. Literary criticism in biblical scholarship developed as part of a broader intellectual movement, engaging with evolving literary theories and drawing from disciplines such as linguistics, philosophy, and anthropology. It sought to understand the Bible not merely as a repository of religious doctrine or historical record but as a complex literary artifact, shaped by narrative structures, rhetorical devices, genre conventions, and intertextual relationships.

In the early decades of the 20th century, biblical scholars were still largely committed to the historical-critical method, which sought to reconstruct the origins and evolution of biblical texts. This approach, which had its roots in the 18th and 19th centuries, was deeply influenced by figures such as Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918), whose Documentary Hypothesis sought to identify distinct sources behind the Pentateuch, and Hermann Gunkel (1862–1932), who pioneered form criticism (Formgeschichte), analyzing the oral traditions that preceded written texts. While these methods provided crucial insights into the Bible’s development, they often treated the text as a fragmented compilation of sources rather than a unified literary whole. The dissatisfaction with such dissection-based approaches led scholars to explore alternative methodologies that paid closer attention to the Bible’s final form, its narrative artistry, and its rhetorical effectiveness.

The mid-20th century saw the emergence of scholars who challenged the prevailing paradigm by emphasizing the literary aspects of biblical texts. One such figure was Erich Auerbach (1892–1957), whose seminal work Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1946) included a groundbreaking analysis of biblical narrative, particularly the story of Abraham’s sacrifice in Genesis 22. Auerbach contrasted the Bible’s indirect, allusive, and suggestive storytelling with the more explicit and ornate style of Homeric epic, arguing that biblical narratives exhibit a unique depth and seriousness that invite reader participation in meaning-making. His insights laid the groundwork for subsequent literary approaches to the Bible, demonstrating that its stories function as sophisticated literary compositions, rich with ambiguity, character development, and psychological depth.

At the same time, North American scholars such as Amos Wilder (1895–1993) and Robert Alter (b. 1935) further advanced literary criticism in biblical studies. Wilder, a theologian and literary critic, argued for the necessity of reading biblical texts with sensitivity to their poetic and narrative forms, while Alter’s work, particularly The Art of Biblical Narrative (1981), provided a systematic analysis of biblical storytelling techniques. Alter emphasized the role of repetition, type-scenes, parallelism, and characterization in biblical narratives, offering an approach that moved beyond the concerns of historical reconstruction to focus on how biblical texts function as literature. His close readings of biblical stories such as the Joseph cycle and David’s rise to power illuminated the sophistication of biblical storytelling and encouraged scholars to appreciate the Bible as a work of literary art.

The influence of broader literary movements also played a crucial role in shaping biblical criticism during the 20th century. The rise of formalism and structuralism in European literary studies, spearheaded by figures like Viktor Shklovsky (1893–1984), Roman Jakobson (1896–1982), and Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–2009), brought new theoretical perspectives that were eventually applied to biblical texts. Structuralism, in particular, with its emphasis on underlying structures of meaning and binary oppositions, influenced scholars such as Roland Barthes (1915–1980) and Frank Kermode (1919–2010), who explored how biblical texts create meaning through narrative structures, symbols, and intertextual echoes. Barthes’ concept of the “writerly text,” which invites active reader engagement in constructing meaning, resonated with biblical scholars who saw scripture as an open and dynamic work rather than a fixed historical document.

Another pivotal development in the latter half of the century was the rise of narrative criticism, which treated biblical texts as unified literary compositions rather than as patchworks of sources. Scholars such as David Gunn, Jack Sasson, and Meir Sternberg contributed to this approach, applying the techniques of modern literary analysis to biblical stories. Sternberg’s The Poetics of Biblical Narrative (1985) argued that biblical storytelling employs deliberate gaps, ambiguities, and ironies to guide reader interpretation, making biblical texts function as complex narratives designed to engage their audiences in active reflection. Such insights led to a reevaluation of key biblical figures, from the morally ambivalent David to the enigmatic Yahweh, revealing new layers of meaning that had often been overlooked in historical-critical scholarship.

Simultaneously, feminist literary criticism emerged as a significant force in biblical studies. Scholars such as Phyllis Trible and Mieke Bal applied feminist theory to biblical narratives, challenging patriarchal readings and uncovering the voices of marginalized characters. Trible’s Texts of Terror (1984) analyzed disturbing stories of female suffering in the Bible, such as the rape of Tamar (2 Samuel 13), to highlight the literary strategies that shape gender dynamics in scripture. Such feminist readings broadened the scope of literary criticism in biblical scholarship, demonstrating that narrative choices and rhetorical devices carry ethical and ideological implications.

The latter decades of the 20th century saw the expansion of literary approaches into new territories, including postcolonial criticism, reader-response theory, and deconstructive readings. Postcolonial scholars such as R. S. Sugirtharajah interrogated biblical texts in light of colonial and imperial power structures, asking how scripture has been used to justify or resist domination. Meanwhile, reader-response theorists, influenced by Wolfgang Iser (1926–2007) and Stanley Fish (b. 1938), emphasized the active role of the reader in shaping the meaning of biblical texts, arguing that interpretation is not fixed but dynamic and context-dependent. Deconstructionist approaches, inspired by Jacques Derrida (1930–2004), explored the Bible’s inherent instabilities and contradictions, challenging traditional assumptions about meaning and coherence in scripture.

By the close of the 20th century, literary criticism had firmly established itself as a central component of biblical scholarship. No longer seen as merely supplementary to historical approaches, literary methods had reshaped the way scholars and readers engaged with biblical texts. The Bible was increasingly understood as a work of literary artistry, demanding interpretation not only as a historical document but as a complex, multilayered narrative that continues to shape religious, cultural, and literary traditions. The legacy of 20th-century literary criticism in biblical studies remains profound, setting the stage for ongoing debates and new approaches in the 21st century.
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Chapter 2: Early Literary Approaches to the Bible
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The emergence of literary criticism in biblical studies did not occur in isolation but was preceded by centuries of engagement with the Bible as a literary and rhetorical masterpiece. While traditional exegetes in antiquity and the medieval period often treated the Bible as a theological and moral authority, they also recognized its poetic structures, narrative patterns, and rhetorical devices. However, the formal study of the Bible as literature gained significant momentum in the 19th and early 20th centuries, responding to and diverging from the dominant historical-critical methods of the time. This period laid the foundation for what would later develop into a robust literary approach, setting the stage for a more nuanced understanding of biblical texts as artfully crafted compositions. The transition from strictly historical concerns to literary appreciation involved major figures, pivotal debates, and critical shifts in interpretative frameworks.

One of the earliest figures to treat the Bible with an explicitly literary lens was the German scholar Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803). Deeply influenced by the Romantic movement and its emphasis on the organic unity of texts, Herder challenged the rationalistic tendencies of Enlightenment criticism and instead sought to recover the emotional and aesthetic dimensions of biblical poetry and narrative. In his work The Spirit of Hebrew Poetry (1782), Herder argued that biblical texts should be read in their own literary and cultural contexts rather than through the lens of classical Greek models. He saw the Psalms, for example, not as rigid theological propositions but as expressions of deep personal and communal emotion, shaped by the rhythm and imagery of Hebrew poetic traditions. His insistence on appreciating the Bible as a dynamic and living literary work laid the groundwork for later literary critics who sought to move beyond the fragmentation imposed by source-critical approaches.

Despite Herder’s influence, the dominant biblical scholarship of the 19th century was largely driven by historical concerns, particularly the rise of source criticism, which sought to dissect biblical texts into their presumed original components. Scholars like Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918) advanced the Documentary Hypothesis, which argued that the Pentateuch was composed of four distinct sources (J, E, D, and P) compiled over centuries. While this model provided valuable insights into the development of the biblical text, it often prioritized historical reconstruction at the expense of literary coherence. In response to this, some scholars began advocating for an approach that considered the final form of the text rather than merely its hypothetical origins.

An important transitional figure in this regard was Hermann Gunkel (1862–1932), who pioneered form criticism (Formgeschichte). Gunkel was critical of the rigid divisions imposed by source critics, arguing that biblical texts were shaped not just by documentary sources but by oral traditions and distinct literary forms. In his studies of Genesis and the Psalms, he identified recurring narrative structures, such as genealogies, etiologies, and sagas, which he believed reflected the social and religious contexts of ancient Israel. His recognition of genre and literary convention as integral to biblical composition was a significant step toward a more literary-oriented approach, though his focus remained primarily historical.

As the 20th century progressed, scholars increasingly questioned the reductionist tendencies of historical criticism. The growing influence of literary theory in broader academic circles, particularly Russian Formalism and Structuralism, encouraged biblical scholars to engage with texts as literary wholes rather than as mere composite sources. Russian Formalists like Viktor Shklovsky (1893–1984) and Roman Jakobson (1896–1982) emphasized the importance of literary devices, narrative techniques, and linguistic structures in shaping meaning. Their insights influenced scholars who saw the Bible not just as a historical artifact but as a work of literary craftsmanship.

One of the first biblical scholars to fully integrate these literary concerns was James Muilenburg (1896–1974), who developed rhetorical criticism as an alternative to form criticism. In his 1968 presidential address to the Society of Biblical Literature, Muilenburg called for an approach that paid closer attention to the artistry of biblical texts—their rhetorical features, literary motifs, and stylistic patterns. He argued that while form criticism had identified broad categories of biblical literature, it often neglected the nuances of individual texts. His work on Deuteronomy and the prophetic literature demonstrated how biblical authors employed parallelism, repetition, and chiasmus to reinforce meaning and create a sense of dramatic tension. Muilenburg’s rhetorical criticism paved the way for a more sophisticated appreciation of biblical texts as literary compositions rather than merely as records of oral traditions.

Another major figure who contributed to early literary approaches was Robert Lowth (1710–1787), whose Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (1753) provided one of the first systematic analyses of biblical poetry. Lowth’s identification of parallelism as a defining feature of Hebrew verse influenced subsequent literary critics who sought to understand the poetic structures of the Bible. His distinction between synonymous, antithetic, and synthetic parallelism offered a framework for analyzing the rhythmic and semantic relationships within biblical poetry. Though his work predated the formal emergence of literary criticism in biblical studies, his insights remained foundational for later scholars who explored the poetic dimensions of scripture.

By the mid-20th century, a new wave of literary scholars began challenging the dominance of historical criticism in biblical studies. Figures like Northrop Frye (1912–1991) and Erich Auerbach (1892–1957) brought literary theory into biblical interpretation, emphasizing the importance of narrative, metaphor, and typology. Frye, in particular, argued in The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (1982) that the Bible should be read as a unified literary structure, shaped by recurring archetypes and symbolic patterns. His work influenced a generation of scholars who sought to explore the intertextual relationships within the Bible, seeing it not as a mere compilation of disparate sources but as a coherent literary system.

Meanwhile, Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis (1946) offered a profound analysis of biblical narrative technique, particularly in contrast to classical literature. His examination of the story of Abraham and Isaac highlighted the Bible’s unique mode of storytelling, characterized by allusiveness, psychological depth, and the absence of detailed exposition. Unlike Homeric epic, which presents events in a clear and externalized manner, biblical narrative often invites readers to infer motivations and interpret gaps in the text. This insight became a cornerstone of later literary criticism, particularly in the works of Robert Alter and Meir Sternberg, who expanded on Auerbach’s observations by analyzing biblical characterization, point of view, and thematic development.

By the late 20th century, early literary approaches to the Bible had laid a strong foundation for what would become a dominant movement in biblical studies. The work of scholars like Gunkel, Muilenburg, Lowth, Frye, and Auerbach demonstrated that the Bible’s literary features—its poetry, rhetoric, narrative structures, and intertextuality—were not incidental but central to its meaning. These early approaches helped shift the focus from historical reconstruction to literary appreciation, setting the stage for the narrative criticism, rhetorical analysis, and reader-response approaches that would define the next generation of biblical literary scholarship. The transition from treating the Bible as a fragmented historical document to reading it as a sophisticated literary work marked one of the most significant paradigm shifts in modern biblical studies, a shift that continues to influence contemporary interpretation.
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Chapter 3: Form Criticism and Its Literary Roots
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The emergence of form criticism in biblical studies marked a pivotal moment in the development of literary approaches to the Bible. While earlier scholarship had focused on the historical reconstruction of biblical texts through source criticism, form criticism introduced a new dimension by analyzing the literary and social functions of biblical genres. This method, which gained prominence in the early 20th century, was deeply influenced by developments in folklore studies, oral tradition analysis, and comparative literature. It sought to classify biblical passages according to their genre, structure, and setting in life (Sitz im Leben), providing insight into how these texts functioned within their original communities before they were incorporated into the written biblical canon. At the heart of form criticism was the recognition that biblical texts did not emerge in isolation but were shaped by oral traditions, cultural norms, and communal practices that influenced their literary form and theological purpose.
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