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27  Susan Niditch, “The Challenge of Israelite Epic” in A Companion to Ancient Epic, edited by
John Foley (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 284.
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[ ABSTRACT ]

A Structuralist Critical Reading of the Yael and Sisera’s
Mother Narrative(Judges 4-5)

Kyung-Sik Park
Mokwon University

This paper analyzes Judges chapters 4-5 through the literary
methodology of structural criticism, thereby profoundly exploring the
text’s internal dynamics and the author’s intent. This approach confirms
the importance of a critical method that structurally derives the meaning
inherent in the text, going beyond mere historical facts. Specifically,
the process of using the critical tools of others to complete one’s own
interpretive structure and formulate questions enabled a key insight: a
focus on the parallel structure of the mother-child motif found in the
stories of Jael and Sisera’s mother.

The study reveals that the contrasting depiction of these two
characters serves as a device for conveying the narrative’s core message.
In chapter 5, Sisera’s mother’s despairing lament as she waits for her son
creates a powerful dramatic irony with his already known miserable death.
This cry, juxtaposed with the chariot, a symbol of powerful masculine
authority, further emphasizes Sisera’s impotence. Simultaneously, Sisera’s
mother’s depiction as powerless and childlike, contrary to a traditional
maternal figure, subverts the conventional maternal motif while
cumulatively highlighting Sisera’s humiliating defeat.

In contrast, Jael emerges as an extended ‘mother’ motif; acting for the
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salvation of Israel. Her act of displaying excessive maternity to kill Sisera
paradoxically underscores the characteristics of the period of the Judges,
marked by the widespread failure of male military leaders. This unique
prose-and-poetry parallel structure in Judges chapters 4 and 5 maximizes
the dramatic effect of the story and presents a didactic message that
emphasizes God’s redemptive work through an unexpected individual.
Ultimately, this study demonstrates that Judges 4-5 is not merely a
historical record but a meticulously crafted narrative that conveys deep
theological meaning through literary devices and structural contrasts. The
paper concludes by showing that a detailed analysis of biblical texts is a
meaningful endeavor for the theological community and believers, helping
them realize the depth and richness of the Bible and discover universal
truths that transcend historical and cultural limitations. This study
reconfirms the role of literary criticism in opening new avenues for textual
interpretation beyond the limitations of historical criticism, emphasizing

that it is an essential tool for profoundly exploring the world intended by

the biblical author.

Structuralist, Criticism, Yael, Sisera, Judges
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