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Parashat Mikeitz

Genesis: 41:1 – 44:17

“Precarious Power”

Joseph was a contagious dreamer.  Like his father before him, he dreamed his own future, but it seems that everyone around him began dreaming truly as well.  In Parashat Vayigash, two imprisoned Egyptian courtiers dreamed their respective fates of restoration to office and execution.  This week it’s Pharaoh’s turn.   And Joseph has the capacity not merely to inspire dreams but to interpret them, and perhaps it is his power of interpretation that makes the dreams around him disproportionally predictive.  There’s been a run of crazy dreams, and a man who can interpret could go far. 

Pharaoh first sees seven emaciated cows cannibalize seven fat and handsome cows without showing any effects of such consumption.  He then sees seven scorched ears of grain consume seven fat and healthy ears of grain, without visible effect on the scorched ears.  These images disquiet him, and his advisers fail to offer satisfactory interpretations.  But the restored-to-office wine steward remembers Joseph and recounts for Pharaoh the precision with which Joseph interpreted his prison dream.  Pharaoh accordingly has Joseph brought before him.


Pharaoh tells Joseph that he has heard that he can interpret dreams on first hearing.  Joseph responds, (41:16) “It is not me (bil’adai); G-d will respond for Pharaoh’s tranquility.”  This response seems to satisfy Pharaoh, and so he recounts his dreams for Joseph.


Joseph explains that Pharaoh’s dreams are a metaphor for the next 14 years of Egypt’s fate.  The country is to experience seven years of abundant agricultural production, followed by seven years of famine.  He recommends that Pharaoh appoint a discerning and wise man to prepare Egypt for the famine during the years of abundance.


Highly impressed, Pharaoh appoints Joseph to be this man, his second-in-command.  The detailed sequence of this appointment is the focus of our discussion today.  Pharaoh gives Joseph his royal ring, dresses him in regal garb, and parades Joseph through the streets of Egypt in one of the royal chariots.  Then, Pharaoh appoints Joseph, saying (Genesis 41:44-45):

Pharaoh said to Joseph: ‘I am Pharaoh; Apart from you (ubil’adekha), no man shall raise his hand or foot throughout the land of Egypt.  

Pharaoh declared Joseph’s name “Tzofnat Paneiach.”  He gave him Osnat, the daughter of Poti Fera, Priest of On, as a wife. So Joseph emerged over the land of Egypt.  

Why does Pharaoh need to emphasize his title, saying ‘I am Pharaoh’, before describing Joseph’s authority?  Perhaps this was the standard formula for royal appointment.  Alternatively, Pharaoh may have been seeking to legitimize the authority he was giving to Joseph, who was after all a Hebrew slave.  Finally, Pharaoh may have felt it necessary to underline his own position so as to emphasize that Joseph’s authority was purely derivative, and could never compete with his own.   


The tension between the latter two possibilities runs through the rest of the appointment scene.   Pharaoh’s “ubil’adekha” (apart from you) responds to Joseph’s protestation in 41:16 “bil’adai” (it is apart from me).  Joseph’s initial explicit denial of any agency, which appears to implicitly deny any personal ambition, leads Pharaoh to grant him nearly complete royal agency.   Onkelos
 suggests, for example, that Pharaoh is giving Joseph authority over Egypt’s nobility, interpreting the phrase to mean “without your leave [Joseph}, no man in Egypt shall bear arms or ride horses in Egypt.”  Saadia Gaon
 and Rashbam
 both conclude that Pharaoh was saying, “without your leave [Joseph], no man in Egypt shall exercise authority in Egypt.”  Each of these interpretations makes Joseph the source of all other sub-Pharaonic authority in Egypt.  

But Ibn Ezra
 contends that Pharaoh meant, “aside from you, no man shall be autonomous in Egypt.”  This reading may suggest that Pharaoh is granting Joseph unprecedented autonomy – no Egyptian has ever been able to “raise his hand or foot’ independently in Egypt, but now Joseph can.  Ibn Ezra emphasizes the increase in Joseph’s power, rather than the limitation on the power of the Egyptians.  I think that these readings are actually complementary.  With Ibn Ezra in hand, we can see that Rashbam’s interpretation makes it possible that Pharaoh himself can no longer exercise authority without Joseph’s permission.  No wonder that Pharaoh feels the need to remind Joseph that he is still Pharaoh, and no wonder that only someone perceived as ambitionless would be given such power.


Joseph’s marriage similarly reveals the subtleties of his position.  Why must he be married before “emerging over the land of Egypt”?  Let us assume with rabbinic tradition that Joseph’s new father in-law, Poti Fera, is identical with Potifar, Joseph’s initial Egyptian master.  Why is it significant that Joseph is married off to his daughter? Meshekh Chokhmah
 suggests that Pharaoh seeks to ensure that the Egyptian nobles will not object to the appointment of an ex-slave as viceroy.  Joseph’s marriage to a nobleman’s daughter secures his position, and incidentally clears his name of the attempted rape charge that had landed him in prison – surely Potifar would not have allowed his daughter to marry someone who had tried to rape his wife!  

But the marriage also emphasizes Joseph’s subordination to Pharaoh, as he is given no say in the matter.  Bekhor Shor
 suggests that Pharaoh actually uses the marriage to humiliate him, to ensure that neither Joseph nor anyone else in Egypt ever forgot that, absent Pharaoh’s intervention, Joseph was nothing but a slave.  Again, Meshekh Chokhmah and Bekhor Shor’s readings are complementary; the marriage may simultaneously secure Joseph’s position against the nobility while securing Pharaoh’s position against Joseph.


What is not clear is whether Joseph - whose economic judgment so impresses Pharaoh - understands that his position is precarious, that what Pharaoh gave Pharaoh can instantly remove.  He should have learned this from his prison-mates’ dizzying falls, but he may think that his own dreams, in which all bow to him, grant him immunity, as he sees them as Divine prophecy.  Remember that one reason Pharaoh trusted Joseph was the latter’s self-description as a mere conduit for Divine dream-interpretation; one wonders how Pharaoh would have reacted had he known that Joseph himself had dreams, and dreams of power, and that there was no ‘Pharaoh’ even present within them.  

Here we return to the relationship between the word bil’adekha, used here by Pharaoh to emphasize Joseph’s uniqueness, and the word bil’adai in 41:16, where Joseph uses it to deny his uniqueness.  Perhaps this is just measure-for-measure reward, distinction for humility, but my suspicion is that there are levels of irony here.  For example, it may be precisely Joseph’s sense of himself as a Divine agent destined for mastery that makes him susceptible to Pharaoh’s superficial bestowal of unique status.  Joseph may genuinely see himself as master of Egypt, whereas the Egyptians see him as a slave being given the trappings of power for as long as he is useful: to use a Talmudic idiom, they ‘bow to the fox in its time’.  

Joseph does not understand this at least until Yaakov’s death, when he is required to beg for permission to leave Egypt to bury his father, and perhaps until his dying moments, when he realizes that the Jews in Egypt require Divine intervention to leave.  Though perhaps the paradigm of a “Galut (exile) Jew” who succeeds politically, Joseph’s narrative of tenuous triumph is also archetypal for the diaspora Jewish experience: power and prestige earned through merit do not remove social barriers, gratitude is fleeting, and ultimately blood is thicker than water.

� Onkelos is the name of a famous convert to � HYPERLINK "http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Judaism" \o "Judaism" �Judaism� in Talmudic times. He is considered to be the author of the famous � HYPERLINK "http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Targum_Onkelos" \o "Targum Onkelos" �Targum Onkelos�.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.wordiq.com/definition" ��www.wordiq.com/definition� keyword: Onkelos


� Saadia Gaon lived in Babylonia from 882-942 CE under � HYPERLINK "http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/islamtoc.html" �Muslim rule�.  http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/SaadiaGaon.html


� Rashbam: Samuel B. Meir.  French exegete of Ramerupt, near Troyes; born about 1085; died about 1174; grandson of Rashi on his mother's side, and eldest son of the family. � HYPERLINK "http://www.wrodiq.com/definition" ��www.wrodiq.com/definition� keyword: Rashbam.


� Ibn Ezra: Abraham ben Meir.  Scholar and writer; born 1092-1093; died Jan. 28.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com" ��www.jewishencyclopedia.com� keyword: ibn ezra. 


� Rabbi Meir Simchah of Dvinsk (19th century Latvia), author of Meshekh Chokhmah, a creative commentary on the Torah (and Ohr Sameiach, a brilliant commentary on the legal and philosophic elements of Maimonides’ Code - RK).  � HYPERLINK "http://www.wordiq.com/definition" ��www.wordiq.com/definition� keyword: mshekh chokhmah.


� Medieval commentator, Joseph ben Isaac of Orleans, France, the Bekhor Shor. � HYPERLINK "http://www.wordiq.com/definition" ��www.wordiq.com/definition� keyword: bekhor shor.
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