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Introduction
In her criticism of the way in which the perturbing harsh reality of the oppression of women is 
often minimised in Africa, Oduyoye (2002) remarks:

The ‘our women are not oppressed’ stance is an ideological statement that emanates from Africa ad extra. 
It seeks to render feminism a non-issue for Africa. The rest of the world is expected to believe this, while 
the women of Africa are expected to collaborate with this essentially male propaganda. (p. 75)

Interestingly, this remark highlights a view (especially when considered in the context of South-
African politics) that sees African women as liberated when in fact many of them are not. Angie 
Motshekga’s statement that ‘South Africa is not ready to have a female president’ (Hunter 2013; 
Seale 2013) suggests that patriarchy prevails in (South) African1 politics and confirms Oduyoye’s 
view. However, first and foremost, both the context of such a statement and the reasons that 
Motshekga gave for articulating the preceding statement are worth mentioning. Motshekga’s 
statement was articulated as the opinion of the African National Congress Women’s League 
(ANCWL) in the context of the discussion on the possible presidential candidates for South 
Africa. The statement that ‘South Africa is not ready to have a female president’ is set against the 
question posed by the ANC woman veteran and South Africa’s ambassador to Italy, Thenjiwe 
Mtintso (2012:7): ‘Has there never been a politically astute, capable, competent woman of integrity 
ready and willing to lead the ANC in one hundred years?’ Following this question, the ANCWL 
held that it was not yet time for South Africa to have a woman president instead of redressing 
the ANC’s continued reliance on men to lead the party and the country as Mtintso argued. As 
such, in the light of the ANCWL’s position, the ANC-led government seems to be an institution 
of male dominance, rule and privilege in which women continue to be seen as subordinates to 
male presidents. Thus, ironically, women seem to be oppressed in a country that has declared its 
allegiance to democratic principles. Such an irony will further be explored later. Suffice it to say 
that the situation across the continent is not much different.

1.(South) Africa is used here to refer to both the country, South Africa, and the African continent.
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Reconstructing a Deuteronomistic Athaliah in the 
(South) African context: A critique of the patriarchal 

perception of women

Angie Motshekga, the president of the Women’s League of the ruling African National 
Congress (ANC 2014), is reported to have said that ‘South Africa is not ready to have a female 
president ...’ What is perturbing about her statement is the presupposition that South-African 
society perceives women as presently incapable of leading the country as president. Given the 
variety of literature on female empowerment in South Africa, Motshekga’s statement comes 
both as a disappointment and a disempowering assertion as it does not exhibit a clear attempt 
to address patriarchy. This article re-interprets the character of Athaliah in 2 Kings 11 and 
probes it for the empowering possibility that it offers the women of South Africa. It argues that 
Athaliah was a politically astute queen and that the scarcity of female rulers in ancient Israel 
confirms the patriarchal bias against women. Thus, drawing from the reconstructed character 
of Athaliah and from the leadership demonstrated by selected women politicians against a 
patriarchal paradigm that is part of African cultures, the article submits that the perception of 
women as capable of leading South Africa as president is justified.

Intradisciplinary and/or interdisciplinary implications: The present article partly responds 
to Angie Motshekga’s statement that ‘South Africa is not ready to have a female president ...’ 
Thus, drawing from the insight in the fields of the Old Testament, social sciences and gender 
studies, this article submits that the perception that women are capable of leading South 
Africa as president is warranted.
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As Baldauf (2012) rightly points out, in the 20th and 21st 
century, only three women have assumed the office of head 
of state or president in Africa, namely Empress Zauditu2 of 
Ethiopia (1916), Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia (2006) and 
Joyce Banda of Malawi (2012–2014). This evidence confirms 
that patriarchy indeed reigns in Africa’s political arenas 
and that women often assume or are allocated secondary 
roles as Oduyoye (2005:10) points out. Thus, as Oduyoye 
argues, feminism cannot be seen as a non-issue in Africa. 
Like Oduyoye, Snyman (2010:806) also sees patriarchy 
as a challenging social situation where women often find 
themselves in a subordinate position. In addition, the 
dominance of imperialistic masculinity in (South) African 
politics seems to confirm the subordinate position that has 
been allocated to women.

On a hermeneutical level, this article builds on the 
contribution made by South African scholars on African 
biblical hermeneutics. Significantly, Snyman (2011:24) is 
sympathetic to the approach of foregrounding the modern 
context that provides an impetus for an understanding of the 
biblical text. In line with Snyman, West (2014:2) advocates 
for a dialogue between the modern context and the biblical 
text. This means that interaction between the context and the 
biblical text is recommended rather than merely drawing 
exact comparisons. Furthermore, concerning such interaction, 
Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) (2012:458) decisively argues 
that the starting point of the interaction with the biblical 
texts – interaction that seeks to impact the modern contexts – 
is the struggle of oppressed people. Following Snyman, 
Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) and West, the story of 2 Kings 
11 is read from the perspective of the challenge of oppression 
that is apparent in the (South) African context, pointed out 
above. The text presents the story of a woman, Athaliah, who 
became a head of state. On the one hand, particularly from 
the African biblical-hermeneutics point of view, the evidence 
of a woman head of state in the Old Testament suggests 
the potential for female empowerment in a context where 
a woman has never been president such as South Africa. 
On the other hand, the historian’s portrayal of Athaliah as 
a murderer presents difficulties. As a result, one is hesitant 
to use 2 Kings 11 as a liberative text to advocate for a female 
president in South Africa. This article does not intend to 
argue that 2 Kings 11 displays an element of patriarchal 
bias towards Athaliah per se. However, as it will be argued 
later, the receptions of Athaliah that only focus on her 
negative actions and disregard her positive works, which are 
evident in her political astuteness, are unreasonable. Given 
the fact that Athaliah was an astute leader in ancient Israel, 
the following question comes to mind: Should Athaliah be 
viewed merely as a bad leader who was incapable of leading 
a state? Correspondingly, is the patriarchal perception that 
women are incapable of leadership such as the president of 
(South) Africa justified? Based on academic literature and a 
reconstructed character of Athaliah and set against a system 
of patriarchy, this article concludes that women should be 

2.The name Zauditu is sometimes rendered as Zawditu or Zewditu (Adejumobi 
2007:189).

viewed as capable of leading South Africa as president. The 
discussion will follow the outline below:

• patriarchy, women and politics in (South) Africa
• echoes of women’s empowerment amidst patriarchy
• a gender-conscious reading of 2 Kings 11.

Patriarchy, women and politics  
in (South) Africa
The statement of the ANCWL that ‘South Africa is not ready 
to have a female president’ not only alludes to the perception 
of women as presently incapable of leading state, but it also 
shows the manner in which the role of the male as primary 
authority figure is both central and dominant in South-
African politics and society. Thus, the manifestation of the 
system of patriarchy in South Africa is noticeable in such a 
statement. Lerner (1986) defines patriarchy as follows:

… the manifestation and institutionalisation of male dominance 
over women and children in the family and the extension of male 
dominance over women in society in general. It implies that men 
hold power in all the important institutions of society and that 
women are deprived of access to such power. (p. 239)

That male dominance over women within the South African 
society shows the manifestation of patriarchy is a point that 
cannot be denied. In this society, the male figure continues 
to hold authority over women regardless of the strides taken 
by government towards gender equality. Masenya (ngwan’a 
Mphahlele) (2011:94) commends the strides toward gender 
equality in the appointment of women in high-ranking political 
positions as will be shown below. At stake here is not the idea 
that the South-African government subscribes to patriarchy 
but that the South-African society is still patriarchal. In her 
critique of the traditional Sepedi kgoro – a meeting place of 
men, lineal group and clan – Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) 
(2011:93) notes the patriarchal culture amongst the Bapedi as 
women are still not allowed to participate actively in matters 
pertaining to the kgoro. In other words, the society still does 
not allow women to lead. In the light of Lerner’s attractive 
definition of patriarchy as well as the fact that South Africa 
has never had and still does not have a female president, 
it would be reasonable to argue that patriarchy is also 
expressed in the statement that ‘South Africa is not ready 
to have a female president’. In other words, Motshekga’s 
statement is appealing as it suggests that South-African 
society is still trapped in the patriarchal paradigm, hence it is 
not yet ready to have a female president. Such a suggestion 
confirms the manifestation of the patriarchal system, which 
continues to privilege and place men in a position of power 
over women. In such a system, women are clearly perceived 
and rendered as incapable of being in a position of power 
when compared to their male counterparts. However, 
Motshekga’s statement comes both as a disappointment and 
a disempowering statement as it is not clearly set against 
patriarchy as observed earlier. Had Motshekga’s statement 
questioned the continuing dominance of men in the ANC 
and the reliance on men to lead the party, as Mtintso (2012:7) 
has done, no doubt such a statement would have exhibited 
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an attempt to address patriarchy. However, the statement 
does not refute patriarchy and neither does it suggest that 
there are politically astute, capable, competent women of 
integrity ready and willing to lead the ANC, as Mtintso 
would argue. As will be shown below, there are politically 
astute women in South Africa, but the patriarchal society is 
not ready for them to take the lead. As such, it is reasonable 
to argue that the South-African community remains trapped 
in the patriarchal system as such a community, particularly 
the ANCWL, does not refute the continuing authority of a 
male figure as president over women who may be equally 
capable to lead the country. Worthy of note is the fact that 
there is no convincing evidence to claim that the ANCWL 
subscribes to a patriarchal agenda. Instead, the statement of 
the ANCWL that South Africa is not ready to have a woman 
president merely reflects the sentiments in society.

South Africa has one of the most (or maybe the most) liberal 
constitutions in the world. That means that the South-
African government actively imposed legislation to enhance 
gender equality in the workplace, specifically in government 
structures. To that end, clauses 3.2 (a), 4.(1)(c), 4.4 and 7.(2) 
that are contained in the Women Empowerment and Gender 
Equality Bill set out to promote women empowerment, equal 
representation and meaningful participation of women in all 
decision-making positions and structures (Republic of South 
Africa 2013:5, 6, 14, 15). However, the perception that South 
Africa is not ready for a female president, coupled with the 
perception that women are presently incapable of leading 
states as well as the scarcity of women heads of states in 
(South) Africa, suggest that the implications of this bill for 
heads of state have not yet been implemented. This is why I 
hold the view that the South-African community is trapped 
in a patriarchal paradigm that places men in a position of 
power and authority over women.

Furthermore, based on the scarcity of women heads of state 
in Africa in modern history, there is an apparent narrative 
about the incapability of women to lead a country in (South) 
Africa. Not only does such scarcity suggest that African 
societies perceive men as better presidential candidates 
compared to their women counterparts, but it also illustrates 
the system of patriarchy in which men are placed in a 
position of authority and dominance over women as Lerner 
would argue. Before probing that narrative, it would be 
helpful to consider the success stories of the only three 
women heads of state in Africa’s modern history. According 
to both Adejumobi (2007:65) and Tesfu (2014), firstly, 
Empress Zauditu of Ethiopia abolished the slavery which 
was instituted by the Italians, and she maintained political 
stability in Ethiopia during her rule. Secondly, in recognition 
of her achievements, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf received a Noble 
Prize in 2011 for promoting reconciliation in Liberia (Cowell, 
Kasinof & Nossiter 2011). Thirdly, President Joyce Banda 
of Malawi received the African Prize for Leadership for the 
Sustainable End of Hunger as well as the International Award 
for Entrepreneurship Development by the African Federation 
of Woman Entrepreneurs and Economic Commission for 

Africa (Horsfield 2013). It is therefore evident that, outside of 
South Africa, that is, in other African countries, women have 
proved to be reliable and successful heads of state. However, 
in South Africa, no woman has ever assumed the office of 
president even though one cannot dispute the fact that there 
are women in South Africa who are capable of leading the 
country.

In South Africa, a woman, Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, 
was once the deputy president in 2005. Her competence as 
deputy president is proven by her subsequent appointment 
as the Executive Director of the United Nations Entity 
for Gender Equality and Empowerment of Women (UN 
Women) by the United Nations. Her appointment illustrates 
the ability of women to productively assume leadership 
roles. Furthermore, the leadership ability of Nkosazana 
Dlamini-Zuma has been recognised. The media has elevated 
the credibility of Dlamini-Zuma as a leader which has made 
her popular in some circles not only in South Africa but on 
the African continent. Malala points out that when she was 
elected as the head of the AU, Dlamini-Zuma was already 
one of the South-African government’s best-performing 
politicians (Malala 2012; cf. Murithi 2012:662):

But in 2009, when she was appointed home affairs minister, 
she became a darling of the country and turned a corrupt and 
constantly derided department into one of the countries’ most 
efficient ... and her election has been hailed as a milestone … 
(p. 1)

Malala’s remark suggests that Dlamini-Zuma is a capable 
leader who might be able to assume the role of a head 
of state. The fact that she is already playing a leadership 
role at both continental and international level by being in 
consultation with African heads of state in her present role 
shows her acquaintance with what it takes to lead a state. It 
is disappointing that, even though women are clearly leaders 
at national, continental and global level, South-African 
society continues to disregard them as potential presidential 
candidates. Women are leaders of political parties and 
therefore eligible to be the country’s president, but they 
continue to be restricted by patriarchal cultures in the South-
African society which are reflected in the statement made by 
Motshekga. Such a noticeable restriction lends credence to 
the claim that patriarchal chains continue to bind and restrict 
women from being president in South Africa.

It cannot be disputed that the history of South Africa and 
particularly that of the ANC not only validates Angie 
Motshekga’s statement, but it also throws light on the 
evidence of patriarchy because the ANC has never had a 
female president since its inception. According to the ANC 
(2014), John Dube (1912–1917) was the first leader of the 
ANC, followed by Sefako Makgatho (1917–1924), Zacharias 
Mahabane (1924–1927), Josiah Gumede (1927–1930), Pixley 
ka Seme (1930–1936), Zacharias Mahabane (1936–1940), 
Albert Xuma (1940–1949), James Moroka (1949–1952), Albert 
Luthuli (1952–1967), Oliver Tambo (1967–1991), Nelson 
Mandela (1991–1997), Thabo Mbeki (1997–2007) and Jacob 
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Zuma (2007 to date). All these leaders were men, clearly 
showing that the leadership of the ANC has been dominated 
by men. As noted above, there is no doubt that there are 
women who are politically astute and capable of leading 
South Africa. Since the election of the ANC male leaders 
reflects the voice of the people, it is clear that South African 
society is patriarchal. If the society of South Africa continues 
to be patriarchal, South Africa will never have a woman 
president. This is a lamentable fact.

Blowing the trumpet louder?: 
Echoes of women’s empowerment 
amidst patriarchy
Hendricks Jr. (2005:76–78) explains that blowing the trumpet 
refers to the prophetic pronouncement of liberation which 
has at heart both the concern for the oppressed and the quest 
for their liberation (cf. Lv 25:9–10). On the practicality of 
blowing the trumpet, Cone (2005:62) raises a critical question: 
‘Why is it that the Black church can be so progressive on 
race and so conservative when dealing with patriarchy and 
homophobia?’ The question seeks to address the oppression 
of women under patriarchy and demonstrates what 
blowing the trumpet means in a context where women are 
disempowered. The concept of ‘blowing the trumpet’ will 
therefore be used in this article in relation to the voices of the 
(South) African women scholars against patriarchy. Mercy 
Oduyoye, Madipoane Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) and 
Musa Dube, amongst others, have convincingly blown the 
trumpet on the unjust patriarchal treatment of women in 
Africa. They echoed statements that both criticised patriarchy 
and empowered women in the context of various forms 
of injustice experienced by women. For example, on the 
imperialism of masculinity in Africa, Oduyoye (2005) points 
out a discrepancy with the view that women are inferior to 
men and advocates that both men and women be considered 
as equals:

Women are persons-in-communion, not persons who ‘complete’ 
the other. There are female souls and there are male souls. We 
may need to reorient our thinking so that we see communion 
as a relationship devoid of hierarchical relations and power-
seeking. When we have learned more about our humanity 
perhaps we will also be able to understand what God is telling 
us about divinity. (p. 23)

At issue here is the power dynamics which reveals that, 
on the one hand, men often regard women as below them 
in terms of hierarchical relationships. On the other hand, 
women often think of themselves as less important and less 
valuable than men. Hence, Oduyoye argues that women be 
considered as ‘persons-in-communion’ with men instead of 
as below men.

Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) argues that women and men 
be regarded as equals. To highlight the reason for her reading 
of Steve Biko, she asks, ‘How many African women today 
still negate progressive liberationist theologies/philosophies 
geared to enabling them to affirm their full humanity as equal 

human beings?’ (Masenya [ngwan’a Mphahlele] 2008:119). 
She admits that Biko was certainly no advocate of the rights 
of Black women per se. However, she proceeds to build on 
Arnold’s inference that Black women fell within the compass 
of his broader concern for the humanity of Black people. 
Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) calls for the affirmation of 
women in her appraisal of Steve Biko, noting the following 
(Masenya [ngwan’a Mphahlele] 2008; cf. Arnold 1977:21–22):

... noble qualities of this great son of Africa should be aspired 
to and emulated by present-day African women even as we 
continue to struggle for full affirmation of African female 
humanity. (p. 119)

She (Masenya [ngwan’a Mphahlele] 2008) reasons as follows:

Biko’s call to South African peoples to embrace the affirmation of 
all human beings irrespective of their skin colour should inspire 
African women to challenge the underlying perception that the 
norm is exclusively white. Maleness, too, is not the norm. The 
latter category, though, seems not to have been part of Biko’s 
vocabulary. The perception that whiteness and maleness are 
normative should be resisted by African women, as it challenges 
their worth as equal human beings. (p. 122)

That there is a need for women to affirm their intrinsic worth 
as equal to men is both a liberative and empowering reading 
of Steve Biko. However, Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele)’s 
reading also has its limitations. Perhaps due to the limited 
scope of her contribution, she does not give much attention 
to how her African-conscious female reading of Steve Biko 
could empower women who, according to her, continue to 
be at the lowest rung of the political ladder in South Africa 
(Masenya [ngwan’a Mphahlele] 2008:122). One is hesitant to 
agree fully with Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) on the point 
that women are at the lowest rung of the political ladder 
in South Africa. The representation of women in politics, 
for instance, in the ministerial cabinet has improved. There 
are 20 male and 15 female cabinet ministers as well as 20 
male and 16 female deputy ministers in President Zuma’s 
cabinet today (Zuma 2014). Nonetheless, the question posed 
by this article sets out to fill the gap, namely to blow the 
trumpet louder for the empowerment of women in politics, 
particularly with regards to the presidency.

The view that women continue to be at the lowest rung of 
the political ladder in South Africa shows how South-African 
society is hierarchical. In a hierarchical context in which 
human beings are often assigned their place in the society, 
Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele)’s (2004:116) argument that 
women are at the lowest rung of the political ladder confirms 
the idea that society places males at the top of the social scale 
with women at the very bottom. That a woman has never 
been elected as the president of the ANC and the country 
not only shows how women have not been at the top in the 
South-African hierarchical context but equally validates 
the argument that South-African society is patriarchal. As 
Fiorenza (2014:11) excellently perceived, from a hierarchical 
point of view, the position of domination that renders males 
as having power over their women counterparts may be 
viewed as oppressive to women. The persistent position of 
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being on the top, on the part of men, in South-African society 
is therefore an unjust one as it continues to place women at a 
lower position compared to that of men.

On her part, Dube (1996:37–59, 1999:213–228, 2000:102–109, 
2003:60–76) argues that African women experience ‘double 
colonisation’ by patriarchy and imperialism and that one 
cannot be asked to fight against one without the other. 
Although she brings up the issue of imperialism in the 
context of the political space, namely the colonisation of 
African countries, Dube does not address the patriarchal 
treatment of women in the political space per se as it relates 
to the subject of presidency.

In view of the persistent imperialism of masculinity in (South) 
African politics, it appears on the surface that scholars such 
as Oduyoye, Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) and Dube have 
not blown the trumpet against the oppression of women 
loud enough. Their voices against patriarchy do indeed 
sound in clear and convincing ways that fundamentally 
seek to empower women in Africa. However, there is little 
evidence of criticism against the ways in which masculinity 
has dominated politics in (South) Africa or the question why 
modern Africa has produced only three women heads of 
state with none in South Africa. Thus, it is important to blow 
the trumpet louder, specifically to address such a situation, 
and to do that, an Old Testament narrative is considered.

A gender-conscious reading of 2 
Kings 11: The elevation of Athaliah 
in the Deuteronomistic history
Botta (2014:116) defines a ‘gender-conscious’ reading as 
an analysis of a biblical text which expands the traditional 
method of reading the Bible by taking into consideration the 
gender of the authors and the characters in the text that are 
read. In this analysis, the gender location of the modern reader 
as well as the gender location of the authors contribute to the 
interpretation of the Bible. A gender-conscious reading is one 
which does not turn a blind eye to the possible evidence of 
patriarchy in ancient texts. It is also a reading that investigates 
the possible oppressive way in which women are portrayed 
in a particular text. In other words, a gender-conscious 
reading seeks to elevate the status of women in ancient texts. 
As such, the text under investigation in this article is 2 Kings 
11.3 The Deuteronomistic History (DH) presents Athaliah as 
the daughter of both Ahab (2 Kgs 8:18) and Omri (2 Kgs 8:26). 
She is also called the mother of Ahaziah, the king of Judah, 
in 2 Kings 8:25–26 (Olojede 2013:162). Although an issue of 
contention in Old Testament scholarship, the discrepancy 
around whether Athaliah’s father was Ahab or Omri will not 
be addressed in this article. In 2 Kings 11, the Deuteronomist 
historian writes that ‘… now when Athaliah, Ahaziah’s 
mother, saw that her son was dead, she set about to destroy 
all the royal family’ (2 Kgs 11:1). Joash, her grandson, was 
included in the plot (2 Kgs 11:2). Olojede (2011:120) notes that 

3.The New Revised Standard Version’s (NRSV) translation of the Hebrew text will be 
used in the present article.

Joash, the little prince, was hidden from Athaliah’s sword. 
This observation tallies with the textual evidence in 2 Kings 
11:2 that Athaliah planned to kill Joash. For her part, Olojede 
is thus clear in her view of Athaliah as evil. Puzzled by the 
historical narrative that Athaliah wanted to kill her grandson, 
Lee (2004) argues as follows:

As the gebirah, (gebîrâ a queen mother)4 she had and would 
continue to have vast political power, especially if her grandson 
was on the throne. So the Deuteronomistic historians’ report that 
Athaliah wanted to kill Joash would not be plausible. (p. 115)

However, Lee’s argument does not necessarily hold as people 
with power often want more power. For example, Knight 
(2011:235) correctly points out that the priestly class often 
sought and attained more power. That ‘the priest Jehoiada 
commanded the captains who were set over the army’ to 
seize Athaliah’s power by eliminating her (cf. 2 Kgs 11:15) 
supports the preceding claim.

On the implausibility of the narrative that Athaliah wanted 
to kill her grandson, Fritz (2003) also remarks:

The murder of the royal house of David is clearly the deed of 
Jehu ben Nimshi, and the suggestion that Athaliah murdered 
her own family has very little credibility. However, Athaliah 
does take advantage of the situation when she assumes power 
over Judah. We do not know whether she might have acted 
simply as a regent for her underage grandson Joash. In any 
case, the succession of a woman to the throne must have seemed 
so paradoxical to the Deuteronomistic Historian that he could 
explain it only by her murdering her own family (p. 298)

Although Fritz does not completely rule out the possibility 
that Athaliah’s assumption of power contains a negative 
trait, namely a hunger for power, he does not accept the view 
that Athaliah was a murderer. He does not offer a convincing 
argument to discredit the claim that Athaliah murdered 
her own family. Thus, the only argument that attempts to 
discredit the characterisation of Athaliah as an evil woman 
is that, as a gebîrâ [queen mother], she already had power 
and therefore had no need of power. Thus, Athaliah could 
not have been so desperate to get to the throne if she had 
power and influence as a queen mother. However, if one 
considers Knight’s point above that persons with power 
often seek and attain more power, such an argument would 
not sound convincing. In fact, according to textual evidence 
from 2 Chronicles 22:3, when her son, Ahaziah, was king, she 
influenced him to become a wicked leader, confirming the 
power and influence that Athaliah had as the queen mother. 
This could imply that Athaliah was indeed power hungry as 
Fritz (2003:298) observes.

Unlike both Fritz and Lee, Smith (1998:150) argues that the 
DH had an agenda which sought to portray a monarchy 
that supported monolatrous Yahwism and eschewed all 
things foreign, particularly foreign women. Based on such 

4.The translation of ְּגִביָרה (gebîrâ) as queen mother is found in BibleWorks 8 (cf. 1 Kgs 
11:19; 15:13; 2 Kgs 10:13; Smith 1998:143–145). Olojede (2013:161) also identifies 
Athaliah as a queen. The expression gebîrâ carries connotations of power, strength 
and dominance and probably refers to a great lady or principal lady rather than 
queen mother, as it is usually translated (Bowen 2001:598).
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a supposed agenda, the negative portrayal of Athaliah by 
the DH would not come as a surprise. Moreover, if the DH 
was part of the group that supported Yahwism, portraying 
Athaliah as a righteous and good leader could have made 
him unpopular. In fact, it is generally accepted that most of 
the DH texts support monolatrous Yahwism against Baalism 
(McKenzie 2009:17; Römer 2009:46–47).5 If Athaliah was both 
a foreign woman and a worshipper of Baal as Jezebel was, 
she would not have been accepted in a context of Yahwism 
and an in a context in which foreign women were unpopular. 
Hence, Athaliah is cast in a negative light by the DH who was 
probably a pro-Yahwist.

Smith clearly argues that Athaliah is portrayed in a negative 
light based on the DH’s agenda which sought to depict 
a monarchy that supported monolatrous Yahwism. By 
implication, such a view suggests that Athaliah was a good 
person and was portrayed as a negative person because of 
the biased agenda. However, this view is unconvincing as 
the textual evidence shows that Athaliah murdered her own 
family. As such, the fact that Athaliah was a bad person cannot 
be disputed, neither should one view the Deuteronomistic 
historian as biased against Athaliah based on the supposed 
DH agenda. In other words, because the DH had an agenda 
does not mean that Athaliah did not kill the princes.

Dutcher-Walls (1996:112) claims that the condemnation 
of Athaliah, that is, her characterisation as a murderer and 
an unsuccessful leader (by implication), was primarily 
motivated by the fact that she was a woman. For Dutcher-
Walls, the reality that women would find themselves in 
a subordinate position contributed to the presentation of 
Athaliah as a mere murderer. However, Smith rejects this 
claim and puts forward the case of Bathsheba (cf. 2 Sm 
11:3). Bathsheba did not receive the kind of condemnation 
experienced by Athaliah even though she was also a woman. 
Thus, Athaliah’s negative portrait in 2 Kings 11 could not have 
been based on gender but rather because she worshipped 
foreign gods (Smith 1998:150). By implication, Athaliah’s 
negative portrait did not stem from patriarchy even though 
it could have been influenced by patriarchy since there is 
indeed evidence of patriarchy in the ancient text. Smith’s 
rejection of Dutcher-Walls’ claim that the characterisation 
of Athaliah as a murderer and an unsuccessful leader (by 
implication) was primarily motivated by the fact that she was 
a woman is a fair one. In this case, it does not seem that there 
is convincing evidence that Athaliah was misrepresented 
or undermined because she was a woman – that she was a 
victim of patriarchal bias. Thus, it is reasonable to conclude 
that both Dutcher-Walls’ and Lee’s allegation that the 
Deuteronomistic historian showed patriarchal bias in the 
representation of Athaliah as a bad person is not convincing.

No doubt, there is no convincing argument for a claim that 
2 Kings 11 exhibits patriarchal bias towards Athaliah as 
she was indeed a bad person. Therefore, in a case in which 

5.The text of 2 Kings 10:18 shows evidence of monolatry which rejects the worship 
of Baal and promotes the exclusive worship of Yahweh (Otto 2007:48). Evidence of 
anti-Baalism in 2 Kings 11 is recognised by Dutcher-Walls (1996:126).

Athaliah is exclusively read in the light of her negative 
side – as merely a murderer – scepticism concerning the 
presentation of Athaliah as a model in South Africa would 
be justified. It means that the rejection of Athaliah based on 
her negative side would be justified as such a side would not 
provide a commendable example to be held for women to 
follow in post-apartheid South Africa. However, a perception 
of Athaliah which exclusively focuses on her negative actions 
and disregard her positive deeds, which are displayed by her 
political astuteness, would be a biased one. As such, a critical 
factor to probe in reconstructing a Deuteronomistic Athaliah 
is whether or not she was a politically astute leader during 
her rule. Whether she was good or bad, based on the views 
examined above, is not the primary concern at this point. In 
her investigation of the sociological probabilities in the text 
in question, Dutcher-Walls claims that it is improbable that 
Athaliah had no support from the group of political elites 
who had a vested interest in her rule. In other words, Athaliah 
probably enjoyed the support of a group of elites which is ‘… 
invisible in the story world but inevitable in the social world 
of a monarchy’ (Dutcher-Walls 1996:154). Similarly, Branch 
(2004) argues:

If the Jerusalem nobility negotiated the marriage, then it had 
too much at stake politically to back out during the turmoil 
of Jehu’s purges and likely supported both her coup and her 
reign. (p. 546)

If she did enjoy some support in certain circles, it would 
mean that she demonstrated political astuteness at the 
time of her reign. Branch notes that the DH is silent on the 
agricultural activities, climate, international intrigues or 
other highlights of the 6 years of Athaliah’s reign. Silence, 
however, does not mean that there was no activity during her 
rule. If Athaliah was not a politically astute leader, how did 
she manage to rule for 6 years?6 Thus, Branch (2004:545, 554) 
rightly suggests that ‘[s]he must have been politically astute 
to have survived that long, especially when others – men – 
lasted only weeks or brief years’. In Israel, Shallum ruled for 
one month (2 Kgs 15:13), Pekahiah reigned for 2 years (2 Kgs 
15:23), and Zimri ruled for 7 days (1 Kgs 16:15). In Judah, 
Amon ruled for 2 years (2 Kgs 21:19), Jehoahaz reigned for 
3 months (2 Kgs 23:31) and Jehoiachin ruled for 3 months  
(2 Kgs 24:8) (Branch 2004:554). It thus seems that Athaliah 
was a politically astute leader.

More appealing is the argument that Athaliah’s was a 
political alliance. As Branch (2004:546) rightly puts it, ‘[T]he 
union of Jehoram and Athaliah evidently eased the tensions 
between Israel and Judah prevalent since Solomon’s time.’ 
Thus, it is reasonable to view Athaliah as a politically astute 
leader who could unite nations. Furthermore, the fact that the 
priests of Jerusalem and ‘the people of the land’ conspired 
against Athaliah in favour of Joash as king (2 Kgs 11:18–20) 
is reflected in Ishida’s (1977:160–161) argument that Athaliah 
assumed leadership to maintain political stability rather 
than to oppose Yahwism. In other words, maintaining the 

6.The length of reign of does not automatically mean that the ruler was a good leader 
neither does it prove successful leadership (e.g., the South African apartheid regime 
which lasted for years cannot be said to have been a good regime).
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status quo in terms of the reign of the House of Omri was a 
priority for Athaliah. That status quo was maintained for 6 
years while she was in power. Thus, it is reasonable to argue 
that Athaliah’s political astuteness shows that there was at 
least one woman in the Old Testament who demonstrated 
the ability to lead a nation.

Besides the rejection of the claims that Athaliah is unfairly 
presented by the Deuteronomistic historian in 2 Kings 11 
and the argument regarding her political astuteness which 
proves her ability to lead, it is also necessary to point out that 
Athaliah was the only woman in the history of ancient Israel 
who ruled the nation. Could it be that patriarchal ideology 
caused a scarcity of female rulers in ancient Israel as it is the 
case in the (South) Africa context? The fact that Athaliah was 
the only woman who led the nation during the monarchical 
period accounts for a patriarchal bias against women 
(Masenya [ngwan’a Mphahlele] 2013:142–143). During that 
period, public life, including the political arena, was male-
dominated. Valuable as the contributions of female Old 
Testament scholars such as Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) 
are with regard to pointing out patriarchal texts, the fact that 
Athaliah was the only woman who ruled the ancient Israelite 
state as a queen has not been read in the South-African 
political context. In other words, the South-African context 
has not been brought to bear on the text of 2 Kings 11 in such 
a way that the issue in the modern context, which resonates 
with the issue in the text, would be brought to light.

Even though Athaliah is portrayed in a negative light, 
the role she played in ancient Israel is equally worthy of 
attention and affirmation as is the roles of women such 
as Miriam, Rizpah or the Wise Woman of Abel.7 Olojede 
(2009:598) is sceptical about casting Athaliah alongside other 
women who are regarded as political saviours of sorts and 
who were not murderers like her. However, the fact that 
Athaliah was politically astute and that she did lead a nation 
amidst the scarcity of female rulers in ancient Israel merit 
her recognition, affirmation and elevation as much as other 
notable women in the Old Testament.

A cardinal question to pose is: Do the issues around the 
patriarchal nature of the South-African modern context 
resonate with the possible evidence of patriarchy in the 
text of 2 Kings 22? Firstly, the perception of Athaliah, 
which disregards her positive deeds that are displayed by 
her political astuteness as shown above, bears a striking 
similarity to how South African society does not view 
women as suitable presidential candidates though their 
works are commendable. During the election of the 
president, the positive work of women such as Mlambo-
Ngcuka and Dlamini-Zuma appear to be disregarded as 
much as Athaliah’s positive deeds were disregarded as 
argued above. Both Athaliah and the preceding women 
have demonstrated political astuteness. It has been argued 
that the DH is silent on the agricultural activities, climate, 
international intrigues or other highlights of Athaliah’s reign. 

7.For the role played by Miriam, Rizpah and the Wise Woman of Abel, see Branch 
(2009:28, 36, 60, 69–70).

Secondly and importantly, the striking parallel between the 
South-African modern context and the context of 2 Kings 11 
is that the patriarchal bias against women which is mirrored 
in the scarcity of female rulers in ancient Israel is similarly 
observed in the case of (South) Africa. That South Africa has 
never had a female president confirms the preceding scarcity. 
Thirdly, Athaliah became a leader in Judah by default: After 
the death of her son, she was not appointed by the patriarchal 
ancient Near-Eastern society. The fact that the society did 
not appoint Athaliah bears striking similarity to the South-
African situation where a female president has never been 
appointed. The statement by Angie Motshekga reflects the 
sentiment that the people themselves – the society – are not 
ready for a female president.

This article set out to present a gender-conscious reading 
of 2 Kings 11. On the one hand, the undeniable fact that 
Athaliah killed the princes shows her negative side which 
may not serve as a good model for women in South Africa. 
On the other hand, the political astuteness of Athaliah is 
commendable, especially in a context of patriarchy, that 
is, a setting in which the dominance of male rulers and the 
scarcity of female leaders was evident. As such, a reading of 
Athaliah in light of such astuteness suggests the potential for 
female empowerment in a context where a woman has never 
been president, such as South Africa. The preceding reading 
also challenges the South-African patriarchal society to view 
women as potential presidential candidates.

Conclusion
The present article has shown that patriarchy is alive and well 
in South-African politics as the country has never produced 
a woman head of state. Angie Motshekga’s statement that 
‘South Africa is not ready to have a female president’, 
which represented the opinion of the ANCWL, has not only 
suggested that South-African society is still trapped in a 
patriarchal paradigm, but it also exhibits a failure to address 
patriarchy. Such patriarchy is further illustrated by both 
the scarcity of female presidents in (South) Africa and the 
perception that women are incapable to lead a state. In light 
of the (South) African context, a gender-conscious reading of 
2 Kings 11 was employed to re-read Athaliah.

Most scholars correctly argue that Athaliah was not a good 
person. However, the worth of her character is not the 
primary concern of this article. Rather, the emphasis here is on 
the scarcity of female rulers in ancient Judah which confirms 
the patriarchal bias against women. Likewise, the scarcity 
of female heads of states in (South) Africa is undisputable. 
Athaliah was the only woman who ruled in the history of 
ancient Judah. Thus, the political astuteness of Athaliah 
during her rule yields empowering possibilities on two 
levels for women who have been allocated a secondary role 
in (South) African politics. Firstly, because such astuteness 
shows that women are capable of leading nations, women in 
South Africa need to realise that they are being marginalised 
in South-African politics. Secondly, all women as well as all 
men in South Africa need to blow the trumpet louder against 
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patriarchy which presents the perception that women are 
incapable of leading South Africa as president. Women are 
indeed capable and ready to lead.
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