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Jakob Carlander

The Saul-David Story from a Kleinian Perspective

God, Prophets, Women and the Lack of Tragedy

Introduction

The final outcome of this paper is in line with the views of the English psy-

choanalyst Wilfred Bion, regarding humankind’s relation to desire and knowl-

edge, knowledge and the refusal of knowledge being an archaic psychological

motive operating in a tragic vision of the world. However, in order to give a

proper background I will begin with a brief account of Melanie Klein’s con-

tributions to psychoanalysis, as Bion belongs to her school. Ms. Klein

emphasised earlier psychological layers of the human psychology than Freud

did. She thereby imparted a somewhat new meaning to some of Freud’s terms.

Thus the term “oedipal” was understood by Klein not as a sexual interest in

the mother, but as a pre-genital desire to own and control the abundant and

kind motherly body. This desire expresses itself through fantasies about an

oral incorporation.

Essentially, Klein directs her patterns of interpretation to unconscious

fantasies inherited from early infancy which may be experienced as dangerous.

In doing so, she does not consider instincts fundamentally as a sum of energy,

experienced as pleasant and unpleasant, which the psyche tries to control as if

they were part of a hydraulic system.1 According to her, instincts are directed

towards others from the beginning on, and the body is an instrument for their

expression. It is on this bodily level and in interaction with others that an

infant acquires early on the sense of a distinction between an inner and outer,

between a good and a bad world. In the first months of life, an infant behaves

in what Klein calls the “paranoid-schizoid” position. The infant’s anxiety

manifests itself in the experience of being pursued (paranoid). The child

defends itself against this feeling by splitting good and evil and by projecting

it onto others — a schizoid defence.

In this theory, Klein develops Freud’s thoughts about the death instinct.

This instinct, a desire to void and undo all action and development, was

conceived by Freud as being fundamental to every human being, as it was

linked with the biology of every organism. The death instinct could also be

called “Nirvana-principle”, a longing to not be disturbed any longer by the

drives’ urges. Klein imparted the death instinct with a meaning more clearly

related to aggression. According to her, a child is born with so much access to

1. Freud, Narcissism 1914.
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its self, that it can experience mortal fear from early childhood on. This gives

rise to aggression. The fear and the associated aggression are projected onto

the mother or caretaker. This projection, described by Klein as a projective

identification, makes the outer world appear to be threatening to the child. It

becomes the supplier of evil objects. In this regard, Klein is talking of the

world as an “evil breast”, as this was the first external part of the object that

the child comes into contact with. In the experience of the child, the breast

becomes a carrier of evil and destruction, which then turns on the child when

the child does introject it. The child paints, so to speak, a frightening external

existence, which it then has to live in.

The child projects not only its aggression, but also its primitive love —

and thus creates benign objects, the good breast. Thus the good and the evil

breast represent the child’s first defences against suffering: splitting and

idealising. To maintain the good object it must be protected and kept separate

from the evil object. These defences have an important function during the

first part of the first year after birth. Through this function the child learns

about the external world in a primitive way.

Klein describes the second part of the first year after birth as the de-

pressive position. This is the position wherein the child discovers that the evil

mother also is a good mother, a mother that is not defeated by the child’s

continuous attacks. Good and evil objects are reunited to become one whole

object. In the depressive position, the child can join good and evil as parts of

the same object. The prerequisite for being able to reach the depressive

position is the availability of caring and loving parents who are able to

accommodate the early attacks of the child. The child now seeks to repair its

aggressive assaults on the mother. Klein calls this position depressive because

the child simultaneously doubts its ability to repair what it experiences as

having destroyed. This doubt gives rise to feelings of guilt. Thus the ability to

experience genuine guilt is connected to the depressive position. This has a

positive side: in the process of internalising good objects, the ego emerges: “It

is these objects that are the grain of sand around the pearl, that is, the ego is

formed”.2

In the depressive position, the child gradually develops a genuine care

for others, which it uses in its repairing abilities. The child tries to restore and

care for the external objects. Here we observe another difference between

Freud and Klein. Klein reproaches Freud that he conceives the oedipal phase

only as a phase of fighting, rivalry and death wishes against father and

mother. He forgot that in this phase, a child also tries to keep the parent of the

same sex as a beloved good object.

2. C.F. Alford, Melanie Klein 1989, p. 34.
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Along with the caring, the depressive position is also the phase during

which the experience of mourning can be learned, when a good object is lost.

Mourning can be experienced as a catastrophe, because the threat is to lose a

good inner object.3 Between these two positions, the paranoid-schizoid and

the depressive, not only the child’s development is moving, but also the

configuration of its whole life. Klein’s two positions do not resemble Freud’s

phases of development. They can be described as a continuous movement

throughout the whole of life. The depressive position must therefore, says

Klein, be defended and taken up again and again throughout the whole life.

We already mentioned that the Oedipus complex was placed in a com-

pletely different context and meaning than according to Freud. Rather than

talking of the jealousy of the Oedipus complex, Klein talks about an under-

lying and more primitive envy. The primitive envy is connected to the para-

noid-schizoid position and closely connected to the death instinct. Jealousy

tries to exclude a person from the source of goodness. Being a primitive

motive, envy aims to destroy goodness itself. If the person cannot get the

good himself nobody else shall have it. He who is guided by his primitive

envy is living in a paranoid world, containing no good objects. He who is

affected by envy is without hope. Neither can he feel guilty for his attacks

against the good, as he hates the good.

Melanie Klein, and later Wilfred Bion, were deeply interested in how

the child acquires understanding and knowledge and how this affects the

search for knowledge in later life. Freud had conceived knowledge as a

fundamental desire belonging to the libido itself. In his theory of the Oedipus

complex, he understood this desire as being interested in the parent’s sexual

intercourse, called the “primal scene”: one wanted to be there at the very

origin of the own, particular existence. Melanie Klein added to this, that the

child’s desire for knowledge also stems from the anxiety resulting from

primitive aggression. The fear of hurting and “destroying” others leads to a

worry search of the external reality. Knowledge is pursued as a reassurance

that one has not destroyed something or somebody.

For a deeper understanding of Klein’s view of knowledge, it is import-

ant to remember her theory about the child’s unconscious fantasies that derive

from corporal impressions and, more particularly, the importance she places

on place/room. Human consciousness must always search for a space.

Feelings, thoughts, sensations and perceptions seek the space from which they

are experienced later on. The child’s early primitive sexual and aggressive

fantasies activate this search for knowledge and locate the space in the body

of the mother. This search for knowledge is connected to sadism, as the

3. Aeschylos’ drama Orestes inspired Klein to coin the concept of The Orestes Complex, the

child’s primitive desire to repair the damaged object. C.F. Alford, Melanie Klein 1989, p. 131.
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investigation also includes the use of force on the object. Investigating an

object thus becomes connected with the fear of destroying it, if the

investigation is carried out with too much aggression. This arouses feelings of

guilt, which in turn directs interest to a less agony-loaded object than the

mother’s body. In this way, the child’s longing for knowledge is widened to a

research of reality in a broad sense.

“Quem deus vult perdere, dementat prius”. He Whom God Wishes to Destroy,

He First Makes Mad

This sentence comes from a Roman commentary to the Greek tragedies, which

we also find in Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides: “There is a wise old

saying that goes: ‘He takes in his folly the evil for good whose mind a god

wants destroyed’.” (Sophocles: Antigone) Like the Greek tragedies, the Books

of Samuel reflect a confusing situation where good and evil cannot be

separated any longer. We can describe this confusion from the perspective of

Kleinian psychoanalysis as a breaking point between the paranoid-schizoid

position and the depressive position.

I discern several reasons for combining Kleinian psychoanalysis with

Greek tragedies, and for utilising them as two pairs of spectacles in my

attempt to reveal a psychological understanding of the Books of Samuel.

However, I am also aware of the risk of being exposed to criticism for

exegetic simplicity. To read the Saul-David story in the light of the tragedies,

as I intend to do, is obviously a precarious task. With respect to the tragedies,

we know the exact years, the authors and the rest of their writings. We also

know their public and we are familiar with the historical, social and political

bases for these dramas. Regarding the Deuteronomistic history, scholars hardly

agree on any of these items. My intention is not, however, to prove any link

between the two literatures. I will use the Greek tragedies and their psycho-

analytical interpretations as an inspiration for reading the Saul-David story.

Why Greek Tragedy?

Firstly, because the psychoanalytical study of biblical texts can learn much

from similar analyses that have been performed regarding the Greek tragedies.

These have formed the mainstream of psychoanalytical literary interpretation.

Hence there are good reasons for making this work a model for applying to

similar literature, so as to avoid repeating mistakes. This is especially relevant

now, as in traditional research one tends to increasingly, albeit reluctantly,

accept the psychoanalytical method of interpretation. Simon Goldhill has
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recently expressed this as follows: “Since the description of character

necessarily involves the mobilisation of at least implicit psychological models,

it is unlikely that the criticism of Greek tragedy can expect wholly to avoid an

engagement with psychological and psychoanalytical theory.”4

This sounds like the end of an earlier, ongoing war that tried to pro-

hibit the entrance of psychoanalysis in the study of classical texts. If this is

the case, it allows a more nuanced coexistence between historians and psy-

choanalysts. It is important that we reach this stage within the area of Bible

research, too.

For my working method I have used two psychoanalytical studies re-

garding the Greek tragedies: Fred Alford’s thorough work “The Psychoana-

lytical Theory of Greek Tragedy”, and Richard Caldwell’s “The Psychoana-

lytical Interpretation of Greek Myth”.5 Fred Alford has carried out an exten-

sive analysis of the psychological and social relevance of the tragedies in their

original environment. He thereby also used Kleinian thinking. He says: “The

psychoanalytic theory of Greek tragedy is object relations theory”.6 Richard

Caldwell has developed a method for psychoanalytical reading of the Greek

myths that is closely related to the structural method, where the redundancy of

repetitions, contradictions and contrasts shows significant patterns in the text.

He calls this “a psychoanalytic-structuralistic approach”. I will return to both

of these approaches later on.

The other reason for my double pair of spectacles is that the Books of

Samuel have a theme that is closely related to the Greek tragedies. Particularly

in regard to the story of King Saul, the theme is practically identical with

what we find in the Greek tragedies. “Whom God wishes to destroy...”. Saul

is indeed the tragic hero who is sleepwalking towards his destruction. He does

not do this without guilt, but the punishment for his hubris is dis-

proportionately large. God has become his enemy. Ruth Padel, in her ex-

tremely interesting and solid book “Whom Gods Destroy. Elements of Greek

and Tragic Madness”,7 has described the personality of the tragic hero and his

dilemma with handling his life in a world that is unpredictable and threaten-

ing. She emphasises that the Greek tragedies are unique in the literary flora.

They contain a “grammar” of human madness, a grammar carrying the stamp:

“Made in Greece”. It seems to me that another stamp also exists, saying

“meiotsar bi yerushalaim” (made in Jerusalem).

Many scholars of the Bible have recognised the theme of tragedy,

especially in the first book of Samuel, but also in the second book. The

4. S. Goldhill, Modern Critical Approaches 1997, p. 343

5. C.F. Alford, Melanie Klein 1992; R. Caldwell, Psychoanalytic Interpretation 1990.

6. C.F. Alford, Melanie Klein 1992, p. 17.

7. R. Padel, Whom Gods Destroy 1995.
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majority of exegetics who have entered the tale of Saul and his house have

left a scribble on the wall: Tragedy! Von Rad is one who has expressly noted

these circumstances: “Israel never again gave birth to a poetic production

which in certain of its features has such close affinity with the spirit of Greek

tragedy”. However, most of the researchers have merely noted their

observation and then left it at that (though they sometimes later contradicted

the observation in their interpretation of the text). They behaved like mush-

room collectors who find a mushroom unknown to them and say: “It is

beautiful, but I do not know if it is edible; so I’ll throw it away”. Two biblical

researches who have dared to develop this theme in more detail are David

Gunn in his book “The Fate of King Saul”8 and above all Cheryl Exum,

“Tragedy and Biblical Narrative. Arrows of the Almighty”.9 By reading some

texts in the Bible, including those regarding Saul and David, Cheryl Exum

maintains that she can explore “a particular dimension of biblical narrative, a

dimension that reveals the dark side of existence, that knows anguish and

despair, and that acknowledges the precarious lot of humanity in a world now

and then confusing and unaccommodating”.10 This dimension is called “a

tragic vision”. Cheryl Exum has made the correct observation that the tragedy

theme reoccurs in several figures in the Deuteronomistic history work, but

only Saul reaches the level of the Greek tragic heroes.

I have found a third reason for reading the Books of Samuel with the

glasses of tragedy in an interesting statement made by H. Raguse, regarding

countertransference as an instrument to understanding a text.11 A tragedy has

the ability to invoke feelings in the reader or in the watcher. Actually, the

pure technique of the tragedies seems to be built on the countertransference

reaction. Aristotle describes in his “Poetic” how the aim of the tragedy is to

invoke pity and fear in the reader. The Books of Samuel have a similar theme

and include tales that invoke the reader’s countertransference.

The Psychology of Tragedy

Classical researchers such as Jean Pierre Vernant12 and Ruth Padel are not

hostile to psychology, but they are sceptical of psychoanalytical interpretation

of the texts. One could question whether their objections are fundamental. I

would think that they have learned about psychoanalysis only through the

8. D. Gunn, Fate of King Saul 1989.

9. J. Ch. Exum, Tragedy 1992.

10. J. Ch. Exum, Tragedy 1992, p. 1.

11. H. Raguse, Psychoanalyse 1993.

12. For Vernant’s criticism of Freud, see J.P. Vernant, Tragedy 1981.
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sometimes impertinent interpretations of the texts on which they themselves

had worked. That is probably the reason that they insisted upon their assertion

of having found the text to contain a psychology of its own, which has in turn

affected the thinking of later times. Let us pause and examine at their insights

for a while.

In Vernant’s opinion, the fundamental question of the psychology of

the tragedies is: to what extent is man the source of his own actions? The

tragedies were written during a period of transition. The democratic city, polis,

is put up against the old pantheon of the gods. How can man handle his

independence and his own responsibility when he exists in a world ruled by

gods? The laws of the city and its institutions come into conflict with the old

religion and its morals. “Within the framework of the city man begins to try

himself out as an agent who is more or less autonomous in relation to the

religious powers that dominate the universe, more or less master of his own

actions and more or less in control of his political and personal destiny”.

This prompts the confusion that is the sign of the tragedies. “Tragedy

is about something that suddenly goes wrong — in a house, family, city, and

in the inner correlate of this, the mind. One thing wrong in the tragic universe

is the permanent possibility of sudden madness, of mind damage leading to

outside damage. Madness, the non-human inside the human, shatters ‘human’

in outer and inner worlds. It is reversal at every level: reason’s polluted

shadow; being suddenly hated as much as you were loved by gods; being

outside society instead of safe within”, sums up Ruth Padel.13 Hence in the

tragedies madness is not an inner pathological state of mind. Madness strikes

man from above. Crime and punishment do not stand in reasonable proportion

to one another.

Fred Alford describes this confusion using the concepts of Melanie

Klein. The world of tragedy is a world in which the primitive defence of the

paranoid-schizoid position is no longer effective. The man of tragedy can no

longer differentiate between good and evil. Good and evil are mixed together;

as are life and death, fairness and unfairness, love and hatred. The gods are no

longer assisting. On the contrary, they increase the exposure and frustration of

man.

Aristotle meant that the compassion and the fear invoked by the tra-

gedies had the task of being a catharsis for man. Alford interprets this

catharsis as a clarification, which wants to tell man: there is no escape from

the unpredictable; the old division between good and evil cannot be main-

tained. In this frustrating world, man is left on his own. With the polis system,

the Athenians had built walls protecting them from the outside world. But the

tragedies foster the knowledge that evil cannot be shut away outside. The evil

13. R. Padel, Whom Gods Destroy 1995, p. 244.



70 J. CARLANDER

is already within the walls. One is already infected by it. Oikos, the house, is

pitted against polis. It is the house, containing the original family conflicts,

that rules man. The family is the origin of both civilised and uncivilised

feelings.

Alford lists several questions that he considers to be fundamental

themes in the tragedies. Two of these questions are:

1. How may men and women live morally and well in a world in which good

and bad are confused, and often reversed, so that it is hard to tell the

difference?

2. How may men and women come to term with the experience of feeling

polluted, contaminated by the badness in themselves and others?14

The answer to these questions is: through responsibility and pity. Man must

live his life with dignity, with care and responsibility for himself and for

others. The falling of the wall of paranoid-schizoid defence gives way to the

repairing abilities of the depressive position. Compassion is therefore a key

word in Alford’s interpretation. Compassion establishes contact with other

humans and breaks the insulation. This compassion corresponds to Melanie

Klein’s key words “guilt” and “reparation”. Alford calls this compassion in the

tragedies “a human anti-humanism”, which obviously does promise too much,

but still leaves room for a kind of hopefulness. The poets have therewith seen

the limitations of the paranoid-schizoid position. Whether this therefore makes

them Kleinians, or whether today’s Kleinians are made into tragic poets, is a

question well worth pondering.

Confusion as a State of Mind in the Books of Samuel

In the tragedies we find distress, disorder and confusion. This is also what we

meet in the relational patterns in the Books of Samuel. The reader has often

become confused.15 Some have desperately tried to eliminate confusion from

the narrative. It occasionally borders on the pathetic to see how some Bible

commentators fight for re-establishing justice around Saul in order to

rehabilitate the split between good and evil. The Amorian, in Talmud Babli,

dared to view the confusion with a sharper perception. In the tractate Yoma,

Rav Huna says: “How little does he whom the Lord helps need to grieve or

14. C.F. Alford, Melanie Klein 1992, p. 8.

15. For instance, see P.D. Miscall, Moses 1993, p. 186. This reading reveals a contrast between

the mythic quality and relative clarity of the Moses story and the non-mythic aspect and frequent

obscurity of the narratives in 1 Sam 1-17.
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trouble himself! Saul sinned but once and he suffered disaster, whereas David

sinned twice and he did not suffer calamity.”16

Thus the unfairness and the confusion expressed in the text is being

pinpointed. It is also worth noting, as Ephraim Urbach has stressed, that Saul

has received better recognition in the Talmud than in the usual reading of the

Bible.

Confusion is one of the themes that run through the tales of the Books

of Samuel. It is included in Saul’s name. It stems from the verb sha’al, to ask.

Saul is the questioner. Saul does commit sins, but his offences are not at all

proportionate to the punishment he is condemned to. The verb chatta, which is

used throughout the account to mean sinning, corresponds to the concept of

the key-word in the Greek tragedies hamartano, to miss the mark. Saul wavers

in deep ambivalence regarding who his enemies and friends are. He misjudges

the outer world and is driven more and more deeply into the destructiveness

when he tries to solve the confusion by force. When Saul is not allowed to

sacrifice to God, he becomes a sacrifice himself. God gives the kingdom but

he also opposes it. He is the one who sends madness onto Saul, ruach ra’a,

and he is the one who incites David to count the people after he has become

wrathful for unknown reasons.17 Those who bring David the message of the

death of his opponents (Saul, Ishboshet and Absalom) misjudge what a good

message or a bad message is (2 Sam 4:9-11):

As the LORD lives, who has redeemed my life out of every adversity, when

the one who told me, “See, Saul is dead,” thought he was bringing good

news, I seized him and killed him at Ziklag — this was the reward I gave

him for his news. How much more then, when wicked men have killed a

righteous man on his bed in his own house! And now shall I not require his

blood at your hand, and destroy you from the earth?

Perplexed, Joab bursts out to David after Absalom’s death: “You love those

who hate you and hate those who love you” (2 Sam 19:6). There is confusion

regarding what is good and evil, chosen and rejected, love and hate, justice

and injustice. As H. Raguse has pointed out, this kind of confusion is a

component of depressive anxiety. The confusion is underlined even more by

the state of constant conflict in every house, bayit. In the Books of Samuel,

the conflicts in the house are a red thread running through the text: From Eli’s

sons via Jonathan, Michal, David and Saul, through what is between Amnon

and Tamar, and ending with the revolt of Absalom. The conflict in “the

house” has an oedipal structure.

The confusion in the Saul-David story is closely connected with the

house and the conflicts that occur in families. In this way the theme of the tra-

gedies is brought into the Story of David. His house becomes contaminated by

16. E.E. Urbach, Sages 1979, p. 519.

17. 2 Sam 24.
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evil. As David does not go into war, the war comes to his house.18 In a

remarkable way, the story of David is divided into two parts. The first part

more strongly resembles the features of a folktale, which is best explained

from a psychoanalytic point of view by Bruno Bettelheim’s theory regarding

the underlying oedipal structure of the folktale: the youngest child defeats the

giant and wins the princess and the kingdom. In the second part, a new theme

starts, one which Cherryl Exum calls “the tragic vision”.

An example of the division of the David tale into folktale and tragic

vision is found in the two versions of the feat of killing the philistine Goliath.

As a folktale, it is the young David who accomplishes the great achievement.

In “the tragic vision” the deed is attributed to a different person, Elhanan (2

Sam 21:19). It is indeed the very same Goliath. In both versions he is

described with a spear whose shaft was like a weaver’s beam. (So he was well

equipped!). What David won in the beginning of the story he loses at the end,

when the conflict has taken place in his own house. The two versions of the

slaying of Goliath evoke associations with a common motif in medieval

church paintings. Three kings are clinging to the spinning wheel of a cart. One

is rising, one is sitting on top and a third is tumbling down. By each of the

kings is a form of the Latin verb regno: I will reign, I am reigning and I have

reigned. Narcissistic (or oedipal) triumph changed into tragic realism.

The Books of Samuel are about confusion. This confusion arises when

splitting no longer sustains a working defence; good and evil cannot be

distinguished. A refrain in Hanna’s song in 1 Sam 2:6 recurs throughout the

entire tale: “Our Lord slays and gives life, he brings you down into the

kingdom of the dead and elevates from there.” (It is my belief that this verse,

often discussed, is to be understood in the light of the confusion that exists in

the context). The text is really invoking “pity and fear”. H. Raguse has shown

how the apocalyptic literature reflects a conception of the world dominated by

the paranoid-schizoid position.19 The Saul-David tale represents a situation

where this conception of the world appears insufficient.

The Tragic Knowledge

Knowledge, too, or the search for truth, is subject to the painful confusion that

characterises the tragedies. “Truth comes from pain”, says Padel, regarding the

search for truth in the Greek tragedies.20 This could just as well have been

said by Melanie Klein herself. To properly set my conception of this structure

18. 2 Sam 11.

19. H. Raguse, Psychoanalyse 1993.

20. R. Padel, Whom Gods Destroy 1995, p. 245.
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in the Saul-David-story, we need to return for a moment to Jean Pierre

Vernant and his interpretation of Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex.

Oedipus is eagerly pursuing his search for the truth, in spite of opposi-

tion from others, such as Teiresias, Jokaste and the shepherd. To this extent,

Oedipus Rex is similar to a detective story. Oedipus wants at all costs to

reveal the truth that others try to avoid. His search for knowledge leads to a

catastrophe, as its results are in effect the opposite of those Oedipus intended.

Oedipus can solve the riddle of the Sphinx: what walks on four legs in the

morning, two during the day and three in the evening? Man. But the riddle of

his own legs — the swollen feet — he cannot solve and when the truth dawns

on him, he is thrown into destruction. One moment he is king and ruler, the

next he is a banished and scorned stranger. This is the dubious search for

knowledge, where man is confronted with the gods. Vernant says: “He,

(Oedipus) is the doctor who speaks of the evil from which the city is suffering

in medical terms, but he is also the one who is diseased and the disease

itself.”21 The only authentic truth that actually exists in Oedipus’ words is

what he says unintentionally and without understanding what he is saying. The

real problem is still masked: What is man? What is Oedipus?

We find a similar description of the painful dilemma of man’s search

for knowledge written by Wilfred Bion, a successor of Melanie Klein.22 Bion

has been using Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex to describe what he sees as a

destructive search for knowledge, characterised by greed and arrogance.

According to Bion, we have difficulties in enduring the truth about ourselves.

Truth is a constant source of pain and the lust for knowledge can never be

satisfied or stilled permanently. Thus there is a strong incentive in man to

avoid truth in his pursuit of knowledge, and the psyche is permanently

prepared to furnish lies in order to avoid this pain.23

Bion’s view of knowledge is built on Melanie Klein’s theory of the

mother’s containing function. The child with its basic fantasies of hatred,

anger and envy projects the unbearable onto its mother, who should be able to

“contain” it, i.e. to organise it in words and bearable representations and to

give it back to the child in a less threatening form. Meanwhile, the child is

anxious about whether it has destroyed the good object. This agony is the

basis of the search for knowledge. It awakens curiosity regarding the state of

the surroundings and whether it has survived the attacks from the child. To

21. J.P. Vernant, Tragedy 1981, p. 93.

22. W. Bion, Second Thoughts 1977.

23. Victoria Hamilton, who has examined the two prominent figures of psychoanalysis in the

Greek mythology - Narcissus and Oedipus - labels Bion’s view of knowledge "a tragic vision".

Thus while she does not reveal much enthusiasm for Bion and his search for knowledge, she

nevertheless sees the connection between the Kleinian theory of knowledge and Greek tragedy. V.

Hamilton, Narcissus 1982, p. 238ff.
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this, Bion added that the real search for knowledge is a way to combine dif-

ferent thereto non accepted parts of the own bodily personality with parts of

others’ into a whole. In reference to Freud, he calls this the “mental inter-

course”, with explicit reference to the primal scene, but points to a deeper and

more primitive psychological need for some knowledge. Nevertheless, Bion

there-with hints that the perverted search for knowledge is linked to the early

oedipal conflict.

But what is this primitive and pre-oedipal search for knowledge? It is

rather difficult for us to imagine it, for we are inclined to retroject our

modality of “knowing” to an earlier stage, without grasping the peculiarities at

stake. To avoid simplistic views of this issue, Bion symbolises the search for

knowledge not with a recognisable term, but rather with the letter K. It has to

do with the formation of “pre-conceptions” and with “linking” of rudimentary

elements halfway between bodily experiences and clear representations of

discrete things. But entering into the sphere of knowledge is not always

accepted. There is also an avoidance of knowledge, a destructive search for

knowledge that is impressed with greed, a know-it-all attitude and

“arrogance”, which ultimately deals with the avoidance of real knowledge.

Bion calls this K- (K minus). This destructive search for knowledge is a

manifestation of the primitive envy, that is based on the urge for death.

Oedipus’ crime is that he cannot listen to Teiresias and refrain from his

pursuit of knowledge. Hence the Swedish Kleinian psychoanalyst, Ludvig Igra,

separates pursuing uncertainty connected to the paranoid-schizoid position and

the promising uncertainty, which belongs to the depressive position.24 In the

pursuing uncertainty, man cannot stand the lack of knowledge and the fact that

absolute knowledge is not possible. Carrying uncertainty is perceived as a pain

and reflects a situation where the original containing process between mother

and child has not worked. One is then trying to eliminate the uncertainty in a

destructive way, by seeking to invade the object.

Man must accept that he cannot gain a total knowledge of life. Bion

therefore talks of negative capacity, which is the ability to live with the

uncertainty without seeking protection in knowledge too early. Those of you

who are familiar with clinical psychoanalysis surely know of Herbert

Rosenfeld’s many examples of patients who in spite of zeal and enthusiasm,

desperately try to avoid the real truth.25

24. L. Igra, Inre värld 1996, pp. 204-5.

25. H. Rosenfeld, Impasse 1995.
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Tragic Knowledge in the Saul-David Story

In the Books of Samuel, four tales deal with the destructive search for

knowledge. Two of these belong to the story of Saul and two to the David

story. Richard Caldwell’s method of interpretation is applicable. He says: “The

latent meaning of a myth, as well as of its component elements, is best seen

by analysing the myth synchronically as well as diachronically; that is, by

isolating patterns of similarity and repetition that cut across the temporal

narrative sequence”.26 The analysis makes visible a structure in the text that

reflects emotional conflicts. This technique is similar to the therapeutic

process that uses free associations.

A. 1 Sam 14:24-46

During a battle lasting all day, Jonathan, son of Saul, breaks his father’s ban

on eating anything before the fight is over. Jonathan eats wild honey in the

woods and at the same time criticises Saul’s ban as an unwise decision. As a

consequence of this act, Saul’s contact with God is broken. Saul tries to

establish who has broken his ban by drawing lots. In advance, before the

culprit is known and found, Saul promises that he will be killed even if it

turns out to be Jonathan. Finally the lot falls on Jonathan. Saul wants to carry

out the punishment, but the people stop him.

B. 1 Sam 28:3-25

The Philistines are seeking battle with Saul. Saul wants to ask God for advice,

but God does not answer him. Incognito, Saul then visits a female raiser of

spirits. The woman protests: The king has forbidden fortune-telling and the

raising of spirits. Saul insists, asking her to raise the spirit of Samuel. When

the woman sees Samuel she also recognises Saul. The woman becomes afraid.

Saul asks her to continue. Saul asks Samuel for advice about what to do.

Samuel tells Saul that God has become Saul’s enemy, and God has taken the

kingdom from Saul and given it to David. Saul will die with his sons and

Israel will lose the battle against the Philistines. When Saul hears this he is

overcome by fear and apathy. The woman begs him to allow her to give him

food. Saul refuses to eat. The woman insists. She cooks food for him. Saul

eats. He rises and walks away.

C. 2 Sam 11:27 - 12:15.

Nathan tells a story of two men who are living in a city and of the unfairness

inflicted on the poor man by the rich. The tale makes David angry. He takes

an oath that the rich man shall die and compensate the loss fourfold. Nathan

26. R. Caldwell, Psychoanalytic Interpretation 1990, p. 367.
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says that David himself is the man he has just passed judgement on. The

sword shall not move from his house for time eternal. Evil things will be

inflicted on David and his house. Nathan pronounces an omen about

Absalom’s coming insurgence; he will sleep with David’s wives. What David

has done in secret will be done in everybody’s view in broad daylight. David

confesses his sin. Nathan declares that God has absolved David. David will

not die, but his children will die. (Note: David’s children die fourfold,

Bathsheba’s first-born, Amnon, Absalom and Adonia. As the rich man is

sentenced by David to reimburse the poor man fourfold, arbaataim, David

loses four sons. He is somehow partaking in the deaths of his four sons.)

D. 2 Sam 24:1-25

God becomes angry with the people of Israel. He persuades David to take a

census. Joab and others advise the King against this. David insists and the

census is taken. David is troubled by his conscience (“is hit in his heart”) and

admits to his sin (chattati), saying that he has acted foolishly (niskalti). God

sends the prophet Gad to David, who tells him to choose from three possible

punishments: famine, personal pursuit and flight or epidemic. David chooses

the shortest punishment — the epidemic for three days. 70.000 men die. When

the plague reaches Jerusalem, God changes his mind and stops the epidemic

when it arrives at the threshing place of Araunah. David confesses his sin,

asking for the punishment to fall upon himself and his father’s house. David

buys the threshing place of Araunah, builds an altar and offers on it — the

epidemic is stopped.

These four stories display differences. For example, the fourth story regarding

the epidemic has two different endings, though here we are choosing to read it

as one story. It is also worth noting that the first encounter between Saul and

Jonathan has an obvious oedipal theme, where the son triumphs over his father

(an opposite opinion is expressed by Diana Edelman, who sees Jonathan’s

disqualification as heir to the throne in this event.)27 The oedipal theme is

also found in the third tale, which takes place after David’s adultery with

Bathsheba. However, the stories’ contents also do correspond, resulting in a

pattern in the text.

The four stories are all about seeking knowledge: a corresponding pattern is

the following:

a. Danger is threatening — or a dissatisfactory situation exists. An infringe-

ment has occurred, enemies are threatening; God’s silence — God’s wrath.

b. There is unknown knowledge to be discovered:

Who has committed a crime, what is one to do, hubris — curiosity.

27. D.V. Edelman, King Saul 1991.
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c. Search starts.

d. Warning is issued:

The opposition of the female medium; the silence of the people and of

Nathan; the dissuasion of Joab.

e. The warning is ignored:

Eagerness; lack of negative capacity.

f. The search for knowledge leads to destructive consequences:

Saul condemns his own son to death; Saul is informed of his and his son’s

death and the defeat of the people; Bathsheba’s first born dies; the land is

struck by plague.

g. Repair:

The people stops Saul from killing Jonathan; the woman gives Saul food;

David is absolved; David claims the blame and asks for personal punishment

to protect the others. He is absolved.

Von Rad has pointed out that the stories in the Bible often work with silence

as a form of communication. The people’s silence before Saul’s criminal

investigation and Nathan’s silence after having told his story are significant

elements in the stories. There is a contrast between Nathan’s way of telling:

“Once there were two men...” and David’s way of immediately treating the

story as a process in which he has to judge.

The search for knowledge involves the own house (family/relatives),

either so that a truth is revealed about it, or so that the house has accepted the

consequences of the search for knowledge. Truth often deals with the own

identity: Saul seeks Samuel’s advice regarding treatment of the Philistines. He

is then informed that he has been denounced and will die with his own sons.

In the fourth example, David’s own house escapes the consequences, but then

David realises his complicity and asks for the misfortune to strike himself and

his family instead of the people. David realises that he has to live as a

sacrifice, without becoming a sacrifice.

The similarity to Oedipus’ search for knowledge is apparent. Saul says

to the people (1 Sam 14:39):

“I promise by the living Lord, who gives Israel victory, that the guilty one

will be put to death, even if he is my son Jonathan.”

Oedipus makes a similar oath to the inhabitants of Thebe:

“The hidden killer I condemn if he did this alone or if several did this; the

miserable may in misery live or perish. And the same judgement may come

upon me, shall I at my domestic hearth, with knowledge and will accommo-

date the perpetrator.”

In the four cases, the search for knowledge seems to lead on to death and

extinction in the own house. It is also there, in the close family pattern, that

the conflict originates.
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Alford pointed out that in the Greek tragedies there is a strain between

polis and oikos. The walls of the city cannot shut the destructive forces out,

because the family is already contaminated by them. Similarly, there is tension

between the kingdom and the house; malkut and bayit. Israel, being a kingdom

of people, does not shut the evil, envy and hatred out.

Compassion and Responsibility

In this structure we also meet the repairing forces, which Melanie Klein

described as a feature of the depressive position. It is a fact that every form of

the destructive search for knowledge ends with a type of reparation, e.g., the

people protesting. When Saul has failed to gain real knowledge the woman

feeds him. God does not conclude David’s own, voiced death sentence and

David understands that he himself must bear the brunt of his actions.

The Books of Samuel also answer the question of how one lives in a

world where good and evil, love and hate have been confused and cannot be

distinguished. When the defences of paranoid-schizoid position implode, there

is room for the repairing forces that belong to the depressive position: ability

to real culpa and sorrow, fear of hurting others, care, repair. We see these two

positions playing a large role in each story of Saul and David. The text brings

the two kings together but separates them again. The story allows them to act

at the same time, live as anointed kings at the same time, be anointed by the

same prophet etc., thus inviting the reader to understand their differences in

the light of the other, as folktales of old recount: “Now listen! once upon a

time there were two kings in the same land. One of them was like this... the

other like that... Listen and learn from them!”.

For Bible exegetes who have been working with the history of redac-

tion, the story is about dynasty; Saul stands for an anti-royalist tradition and

David for the royalist tradition. From the point of view of Biblical theology,

the difference is about living under condemnation or being blessed, being

rejected or elected. From a psychological point of view, the tension occurs in

an oscillation between the paranoid-schizoid position and the depressive

position. But the picture is not unambiguous. The text is definitely not suffi-

cient to be able to say that Saul is disturbed early and David’s development

psychologically grown up with the qualities of the depressive position. The

greatness and the confusion exist in them both. Dorothy Zeligs has composed

two very thorough and interesting psychoanalytical outlines of Saul and David

in her book Psychoanalysis and the Bible. A Study in Depth of Seven

Leaders.28 However, she became aware of the fact that the material is too

28. D.F. Zeligs, Psychoanalysis 1988.
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meagre to enable the drawing of conclusions regarding personality structure

and personality disturbances. Personally, I think we should accept this. Zelig

tried to go further by adding some material from the midrashes. To me, as a

therapist, this is questionable. It is as if a therapist contacted the mother of a

patient and asked: “Your daughter says very little during therapy. Can you tell

me a bit more about who she is?”. You cannot do that. Getting back to our

topic: we shall try to understand the structure of the text in the light of psy-

choanalytical knowledge.

Saul and David in the Books of Samuel are one part of the tension

between the two positions. They do not personify one position each, but rather

are part of the search for answers by the narrator. Saul perishes in this world

whilst David can survive in the same world. Yet David, too, is described in an

ambiguous way. His compassion is mixed up with an oedipal struggle. In the

cave, together with Saul (1 Sam 24), David is the merciful hero who spares

the king’s life by not taking advantage of the opportunity for revenge. He just

cuts something (!) off Saul. Simultaneously, however, David is also the

oedipal child winning one of his oedipal triumphs, (which in the long run

turns out to be a Pyrrhic victory defeating his own son Absalom). Both Saul

and David are parts of the mess that we call a “tragic vision”. Besides: let us

not forget that the Saul - David story has also been used in Christian anti-

Jewish theology. So let us be careful! There is no explicit picture in the Books

of Samuel on how a depressive position wholly succeeds a paranoid-schizoid

position. However, this is seldom the case — if ever — in the tragedies.

Melanie Klein herself chooses to talk about positions rather than stages, levels

or phases. Life will never be univocal for any of us.

“...and Their Women”

Other important relational patterns in the text — apart from those concerning

Saul and David — describe the repairing forces: care, responsibility and com-

passion. These patterns can be found regarding the women in the stories.

These figures are often neglected by the exegetes. Michal, who saves David

from her hateful father and is thereupon forced to live alone. This is the same

Michal who later defends her house, Saul’s house, from the triumphing and

dancing David in 2 Sam 6 and who is therefore punished with new sexual

insulation. Then there is the woman at En Dor, who gives food to Saul; and

Abigail, wife of the evil Nabal, who also brings provisions to David and

thereby avoids bloodletting (except that her husband dies from rage because of

this oedipal triumph); Rispa, wife of Saul, holds wake over Saul’s seven

executed sons until David allows their burial.

Rispa is indeed a Biblical Antigone, who fulfils the duty of caring for

the dead. The Books of Samuel are also these women’s story. Let us re-
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member that one tale can contain several stories which are gradually woven

into an overarching pattern. Similarly, the Odyssey is not just a story of the

roving expeditions of Odysseus and his difficulty in reaching his Ithaka. It is

also a tale of how a son, Telemachos, searches for his absent father.

Coincidentally, Michal’s destiny is similar to that of Esther in Esther’s book. I

reflected on this when I mentioned H. Raguse’s statement regarding the

oedipal theme in Esther’s book. As Michal, she is only allowed to act within

the walls of her house (when Michal goes out of her house and criticises

David, she is condemned). Esther is housebound and there she can save lives

— but outside, men act: outside the house, Mordechai acts. In the house,

Michal and Esther have motherly and saving functions. They stand as

mediators between two men, who have an ambivalent relationship to one

another. The women are driven between two loyalties and their care for life.

Outside their houses they are made invisible. At Purim we sing of Jacob’s

rose, shoshanat Ya‘akob, with the refrain: Baruch Mordechai ha yehudi.

Blessed be the Jew Mordechai. Who sings Esther’s paean, or Michal’s and

Rispa’s?

Alford really is talking for the Books of Samuel when he says: “Even

more important, as representatives of the oikos, women stand closer to a

profound and fundamental truth: that the polis will not be civilised by walling

out the oikos but only by drawing upon its civilising power, especially pity

and love.”29

I believe that psychoanalysis has an important function in Bible research. It

can bring forward structures of the storyteller and patterns of relationships that

would otherwise remain invisible. In some of the women of the Saul-David-

story, Melanie Klein could have found good models for what she meant by the

containing mother — she who can be a container for the child’s feelings of

anger, destructiveness, hatred and envy.
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