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Session 10 - Parshat Mikketz 
Dreams and Power Schemes 

 
Genesis 41 & 47 

. ַּפְרעֹה ֲחלֹום ַּפְרעֹה ֶאָחד הּוא ֵאת ֲאֶׁשר ָהֱאלִֹהים עֶֹׂשה ִהִּגיד ְלַפְרעֹה-  ַוּיֹאֶמר יֹוֵסף ֶאלכה:בראשית מא
 ְוֶׁשַבע כז. ים ַהּטֹבֹת ֶׁשַבע ָׁשִנים ֵהָּנה ֲחלֹום ֶאָחד הּוא ֶׁשַבע ָּפרֹת ַהּטֹבֹת ֶׁשַבע ָׁשִנים ֵהָּנה ְוֶׁשַבע ַהִּׁשֳּבִלכו

ַהָּפרֹות ָהַרּקֹות ְוָהָרעֹת ָהעֹלֹת .ֲחֵריֶהן ֶׁשַבע ָׁשִנים ֵהָּנה ְוֶׁשַבע ַהִּׁשֳּבִלים ָהֵרקֹות ְׁשֻדפֹות ַהָּקִדים ִיְהיּו ֶׁשַבע 
 ִהֵּנה ֶׁשַבע כט. ַּפְרעֹה-ַּפְרעֹה ֲאֶׁשר ָהֱאלִֹהים עֶֹׂשה ֶהְר1ה ֶאת- ל הּוא ַהָּדָבר ֲאֶׁשר ִּדַּבְרִּתי ֶאכח. ְׁשֵני ָרָעב

ַהָּׂשָבע ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים ְוִכָּלה - ְוָקמּו ֶׁשַבע ְׁשֵני ָרָעב .ֲחֵריֶהן ְוִנְׁשַּכח ָּכלל. ֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים-ָׁשִנים ָּבאֹות ָׂשָבע ָּגדֹול ְּבָכל
 ְוַעל ִהָּׁשנֹות לב. ָכֵבד הּוא ְמאֹד- ֵכן ִּכי-ִיָּוַדע ַהָּׂשָבע ָּב1ֶרץ ִמְּפֵני ָהָרָעב ַההּוא .ֲחֵרי-  ְולֹאלא. ָה1ֶרץ-ָהָרָעב ֶאת
 ְוַעָּתה ֵיֶרא ַפְרעֹה לג. ָנכֹון ַהָּדָבר ֵמִעם ָהֱאלִֹהים ּוְמַמֵהר ָהֱאלִֹהים ַלֲעׂשֹתֹו-ַּפְרעֹה ַּפֲעָמִים ִּכי- ַהֲחלֹום ֶאל

ֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים - ָה1ֶרץ ְוִחֵּמׁש ֶאת- ַיֲעֶׂשה ַפְרעֹה ְוַיְפֵקד ְּפִקִדים ַעללד. ֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים-ם ִויִׁשיֵתהּו ַעלִאיׁש ָנבֹון ְוָחָכ
ֶכל ַּפְרעֹה אֹ-ָבר ַּתַחת ַיד-אֶֹכל ַהָּׁשִנים ַהּטֹבֹות ַהָּבאֹת ָהֵאֶּלה ְוִיְצְּברּו-ָּכל- וְִיְקְּבצּו ֶאתלה. ְּבֶׁשַבע ְׁשֵני ַהָּׂשָבע

ִתָּכֵרת ָה1ֶרץ - ְוָהָיה ָהאֶֹכל ְלִפָּקדֹון ָל1ֶרץ ְלֶׁשַבע ְׁשֵני ָהָרָעב ֲאֶׁשר ִּתְהֶייָן ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים ְולֹאלו. ֶּבָעִרים ְוָׁשָמרּו
  .ָּבָרָעב

יָנה ֶׁשַבע ְׁשֵני ָהָרָעב ָלבֹוא  ַוְּתִחֶּלנד.  ַוִּתְכֶליָנה ֶׁשַבע ְׁשֵני ַהָּׂשָבע ֲאֶׁשר ָהָיה ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִיםנג:בראשית מא
ֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ַוִּיְצַעק ָהָעם -  ַוִּתְרַעב ָּכלנה. ֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ָהָיה ָלֶחם-ָהֲאָרצֹות ּוְבָכל-ַּכֲאֶׁשר 1ַמר יֹוֵסף וְַיִהי ָרָעב ְּבָכל

ְּפֵני -  ְוָהָרָעב ָהָיה ַעל ָּכלנו. יֹאַמר ָלֶכם ַּתֲעׂשּו-ריֹוֵסף ֲאֶׁש-ִמְצַרִים ְלכּו ֶאל-ַּפְרעֹה ַלָּלֶחם ַוּיֹאֶמר ַּפְרעֹה ְלָכל-ֶאל
ָה1ֶרץ ָּבאּו ִמְצַרְיָמה - ְוָכלנז. ֲאֶׁשר ָּבֶהם ַוִּיְׁשּבֹר ְלִמְצַרִים ַוֶּיֱחַזק ָהָרָעב ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים-ָּכל-ָה1ֶרץ ַוִּיְפַּתח יֹוֵסף ֶאת

  .ָה1ֶרץ-לָחַזק ָהָרָעב ְּבָכ-יֹוֵסף ִּכי-ִלְׁשּבֹר ֶאל

ָכֵבד ָהָרָעב ְמאֹד ַוֵּתַלּה ֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ְוֶאֶרץ ְּכַנַען ִמְּפֵני - ָה1ֶרץ ִּכי- ְוֶלֶחם ֵאין ְּבָכליג:פרשת ויגש בראשית מז
ם ׁשְֹבִרים ַוָּיֵבא יֹוֵסף ֵה-ִמְצַרִים ּוְבֶאֶרץ ְּכַנַען ַּבֶּׁשֶבר ֲאֶׁשר-ַהֶּכֶסף ַהִּנְמָצא ְבֶאֶרץ- ָּכל- וְַיַלֵּקט יֹוֵסף ֶאתיד. ָהָרָעב

-יֹוֵסף ֵלאמֹר ָהָבה-ִמְצַרִים ֶאל-  ַוִּיּתֹם ַהֶּכֶסף ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ּוֵמֶאֶרץ ְּכַנַען ַוָּיבֹאּו ָכל טו.ַהֶּכֶסף ֵּביָתה ַפְרעֹה-ֶאת
. 1ֵפס ָּכֶסף-יֶכם ְוֶאְּתָנה ָלֶכם ְּבִמְקֵניֶכם ִאם ַוּיֹאֶמר יֹוֵסף ָהבּו ִמְקֵנטז. ָּלנּו ֶלֶחם ְוָלָּמה ָנמּות ֶנְגֶּדָך ִּכי 1ֵפס ָּכֶסף

יֹוֵסף ַוִּיֵּתן ָלֶהם יֹוֵסף ֶלֶחם ַּבּסּוִסים ּוְבִמְקֵנה ַהּצֹאן ּוְבִמְקֵנה ַהָּבָקר ּוַבֲחמִֹרים -ִמְקֵניֶהם ֶאל- ַוָּיִביאּו ֶאתיז
-ּתֹם ַהָּׁשָנה ַהִהוא ַוָּיבֹאּו ֵאָליו ַּבָּׁשָנה ַהֵּׁשִנית ַוּיֹאְמרּו לֹו לֹא ַוִּתיח. ִמְקֵנֶהם ַּבָּׁשָנה ַהִהוא- ַוְיַנֲהֵלם ַּבֶּלֶחם ְּבָכל

. ְּגִוָּיֵתנּו ְו.ְדָמֵתנּו-ֲאדִֹני לֹא ִנְׁש.ר ִלְפֵני ֲאדִֹני ִּבְלִּתי ִאם-ַּתם ַהֶּכֶסף ּוִמְקֵנה ַהְּבֵהָמה ֶאל-ְנַכֵחד ֵמֲאדִֹני ִּכי ִאם
.ְדָמֵתנּו ַּבָּלֶחם ְוִנְהֶיה ֲאַנְחנּו ְו.ְדָמֵתנּו ֲעָבִדים -אָֹתנּו ְוֶאת-ֲאַנְחנּו ַּגם .ְדָמֵתנּו ְקֵנה- ַּגם ָלָּמה ָנמּות ְלֵעיֶניָך יט

ָמְכרּו -.ְדַמת ִמְצַרִים ְלַפְרעֹה ִּכי-ָּכל- ַוִּיֶקן יֹוֵסף ֶאתכ. ֶזַרע ְוִנְחֶיה ְולֹא ָנמּות ְוָהֲאָדָמה לֹא ֵתָׁשם-ְלַפְרעֹה ְוֶתן
-ָהָעם ֶהֱעִביר אֹתֹו ֶלָעִרים ִמְקֵצה ְגבּול- ְוֶאתכא. ָחַזק ֲעֵלֶהם ָהָרָעב ַוְּתִהי ָה1ֶרץ ְלַפְרעֹה-ְצַרִים ִאיׁש ָׂשֵדהּו ִּכיִמ

  .ָקֵצהּו-ִמְצַרִים ְוַעד

Genesis 41:25And Joseph said to Pharaoh, "Pharaoh's dreams are one and the same: God has told 

Pharaoh what S/He is about to do. 26 The seven healthy cows are seven years, and the seven healthy 

ears are seven years; it is the same dream. 27 The seven lean and ugly cows that followed are seven 

years, as are also the seven empty ears scorched by the cast wind; they are seven years of famine. 28 

It is just as I have told Pharaoh: God has revealed to Pharaoh what S/He is about to do. 29 

Immediately ahead are seven years of great abundance in all the land of Egypt. 30 After them will 

come seven years of famine, and all the abundance in the land of Egypt will be forgotten. As the 

land is ravaged by famine, 31 no trace of the abundance will be left in the land because of the famine 

thereafter, for it will be very severe. 32 As for Pharaoh having had the same dream twice, it means 
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that the matter has been determined by God, and that God will soon carry it out. 33 "Accordingly, let 

Pharaoh find a person of discernment and wisdom, and set him/her over the land of Egypt. 34 And 

let Pharaoh take steps to appoint overseers over the land, and organize the land of Egypt in the seven 

years of plenty. 35 Let all the food of these good years that are coming be gathered, and let the grain 

be collected under Pharaoh's authority as food to be stored in the cities. 36 Let that food be a reserve 

for the land for the seven years of famine which will come upon the land of Egypt, so that the land 

may not perish in the famine."  

 

Genesis 41 53 The seven years of abundance that the land of Egypt enjoyed came to an end, 54 and 

the seven years of famine set in, just as Joseph had foretold. There was famine in all lands, but 

throughout the land of Egypt there was bread. 55 And when all the land of Egypt felt the hunger, the 

people cried out to Pharaoh for bread; and Pharaoh said to all the Egyptians, "Go to Joseph; 

whatever he tells you, you shall do." — 56 Accordingly, when the famine became severe in the land 

of Egypt, Joseph laid open all that was within, and rationed out grain to the Egyptians. The famine, 

however, spread over the whole world. 57 So all the world came to Joseph in Egypt to procure 

rations, for the famine had become severe throughout the world. 

 

VaYigash Genesis 47 13 Now there was no bread in all the world, for the famine was very severe; 

both the land of Egypt and the land of Canaan languished because of the famine. 14 Joseph gathered 

in all the money that was to be found in the land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan as payment for 

the rations that were being procured, and Joseph brought the money into Pharaoh's palace. 15 And 

when the money gave out in the land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, all the Egyptians came to 

Joseph and said, "Give us bread, lest we die before your very eyes; for the money is gone!" 16 And 

Joseph said, "Bring your livestock, and I will sell to you against your livestock, if the money is 

gone." 17 So they brought their livestock to Joseph, and Joseph gave them bread in exchange for the 

horses, for the stocks of sheep and cattle, and the asses; thus he provided them with bread that year 

in exchange for all their livestock. 18 And when that year was ended, they came to him the next year 

and said to him, "We cannot hide from my lord that, with all the money and animal stocks consigned 

to my lord, nothing is left at my lord's disposal save our persons and our farmland. 19 Let us not 

perish before your eyes, both we and our land. Take us and our land in exchange for bread, and we 

with our land will be serfs to Pharaoh; provide the seed, that we may live and not die, and that the 

land may not become a waste." 20 So Joseph gained possession of all the farm land of Egypt for 

Pharaoh, every Egyptian having sold his field because the famine was too much for them; thus the 

land passed over to Pharaoh. 21 And he removed the population town by town, from one end of 

Egypt's border to the other.  
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Context 
 
After two years in prison, the Egyptian Minister of Beverages, a former inmate with Yosef, arranges 
for Yosef to be released so that he can interpret Pharaoh's troubling dreams about wheat and cows. 
Yosef makes sense of the king's dreams and proposes a strategic fourteen-year plan to address the 
upcoming agricultural bounty and subsequent drought. Pharaoh appoints Yosef to administer the 
plan. Yosef immediately sets about collecting excess grain in the government storehouses. The 
famine that comes after seven plentiful years also affects Yosef's family in Canaan. His ten brothers 
appear at his offices seeking to buy grain. Yosef does not reveal himself to them, but rather 
interrogates them harshly. He accuses them of spying and demands that they leave one brother, 
Shimon. They will be able to redeem Shimon only by bringing their youngest brother, Binyamin, 
when they return to buy more food. On their way home, the brothers discover that Yosef has given 
back their money in their sacks.  

When they finish their food supplies in Canaan, Yehuda convinces their father to send Binyamin 
with them in order to procure more. Though he is overcome with emotion seeing his brother 
Binyamin, Yosef continues with his deception. He sends his brothers away with grain, hiding his 
silver goblet in Binyamin's sack. Yosef's servant catches them on their way home, finds the goblet in 
Binyamin's sack, and brings them back to Yosef. Yosef threatens to release the rest of them and 
keep the guilty one, Binyamin, as a slave.  

 
Explorations 
 
There are two elements in Joseph's audience with Pharaoh:  

• the interpretation of Pharaoh's dreams; and  

• the unsolicited advice that he gives Pharaoh about how to respond to the national crisis he 
foresees.  

Yosef attributes the first part--his ability to interpret dreams--to God, "It is not I. God will answer the 
welfare of Pharaoh." (Genesis 41:16) 
 
This declaration suggests that God reveals the meanings directly to Yosef. Here we inspect how 
Yosef's dream interpretation skill develops and in what direction.  

 
There are three pairs of dreams in the cycle of Yosef stories. The meaning of the first pair of 
dreams, Yosef's own [see Bereishit 37:6-11], is crystal clear to him and to his family: he is to rule 
over them. By contrast, in neither of the other two cases--the pair of dreams in prison [Bereishit 
40:9-23] and Pharaoh's pair of dreams [in our parasha, Bereishit 41:1-7] -- is the meaning clear to 
anyone but Yosef. Through the series of three pairs of dreams, Yosef builds a repertoire of dream 
interpretation tools that he uses not only to interpret Pharaoh's dreams in our parasha, but to install 
his worldview.  

 
At the outset, Yosef states that Pharaoh's two dreams deliver the same message about bounty and 
famine. God emphasizes the urgency and importance of the message by revealing it in two 
consecutive dreams. The events are imminent, and, according to Yosef's judgment, must be 
addressed immediately with a proper administrative policy.  
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Pharaoh's first dream about the stalks of grain recalls Yosef's original dream about harvesting wheat 
with his brothers in the field. In that dream, the wheat symbolizes power relationships; the brothers' 
stalks bow down before his to indicate his brothers' subordination to him. Yosef's two consecutive 
dreams [see Ber. 37:5-8 and 9] deliver one and the same clear message about his future powerful 
position. However, they do not indicate when or how to expect fulfillment. The message makes the 
brothers' jealous. Their jealousy prompts them to dispose of Yosef, sending him off to Egypt, an 
ironically crucial step toward realizing the dreams. Yosef seems to know of nothing he ought to do 
to fulfill his own dreams; he reacts passively to his tumultuous life as it unfolds. It is the brothers 
who act to thwart the dreams and unknowingly end up working to fulfill them. 

The dreams Yosef solves in jail [Ber. 40:9-23] add the dimension of time to his repertoire of 
interpretation—he predicts the timing of events in the baker and butler's dreams with reference to 
objects, grape branches and baskets of bread each denoting a day. With respect to timing, Yosef 
reads Pharaoh's dreams similarly to the baker and butler's dreams. Since the cycles of bounty and 
famine are not measured in days but rather in years, each stalk of grain and cow represents a year. 
Both pairs of dreams foretell a positive judgment and a fatal one—a Minister’s job restored and the 
beheading of another; years of bounty and years of drought. Like Pharaoh's dreams, they represent 
the deadly outcomes in terms of feeding— birds devour the bread from the baskets of the baker just 
as the thin stalks and the lean cows consume the robust ones. 

In prison, Yosef does take some small initiative in response to the dreams. Foreseeing that the 
Minister of Beverages will have the ear of Pharaoh, he pleads his innocence, and asks the Minister 
to remember him and try to have him released. By the third set of dreams, Yosef takes matters into 
his own hands. Without being asked, Yosef offers his opinion about how Pharaoh ought to proceed. 
Yosef presents his advice in his meeting with the king smoothly as if it is part of the dream 
interpretation.  

Yosef is the only one who sees Pharaoh's dream about grain against the background of the 
sheaves of wheat in his own dream. In the grain stalks of Pharaoh's dream, Yosef sees the 
possibility to fulfill his own; on account of the scarcity of grain, his brothers will prostrate themselves 
before him as his dream foretold. He subtly proposes a plan that will position his brothers before 
him like the wheat sheaves in his dream. 

And now, Pharaoh should find an insightful and wise person and appoint him over the 
land of Egypt. (Ber. 41:33) 

Joseph recommends that Pharaoh appoint a leader to oversee the stockpiling of the bounty of the 
first seven years to sustain the people during the subsequent seven years of famine. He suggests 
consolidating all of the wealth "under the hand of Pharaoh." He advocates for a hierarchy of 
overseers who systematically collect and store the grain centrally. When the Egyptians are 
desperate for food, they end up selling their animals, their land, and ultimately, themselves into 
destitute slavery to Pharaoh. Pharaoh gives Yosef an Egyptian name, "Zaphnath-pa'aneach" [Ber. 

41:45]. The Ibn Ezra understands Yosef's new name via Aramaic to mean, "the person to whom 

secrets are revealed.” Yosef attributes his dream interpretations to divine inspiration, but does not 
attribute his advice to God—it is Yosef's own scheme. His new appointment frees him from prison, 
from his position as a powerless slave and convicted criminal, and sets him on a path to achieve his 
childhood dreams.  

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=11&letter=I
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Yosef's dream interpretations culminate in the institution of oppression; he lays the foundation for 
the enslavement of the Egyptians that ensues. Later, another Pharaoh will use the excessive power 
that Yosef had consolidated in the office of the king to enslave the Israelites. Perhaps Yosef's ideas 
about power and authority are rooted in his experience of jealousy and betrayal by his brothers and 
by Potiphar's spouse, enslavement, and imprisonment. Based on the abuses he has suffered, Yosef 
conceives political and economic arrangements that deprive people of the dignity of their livelihood 
and any morsel of autonomy.  

One of the foundations of the women's movement is a claim that the “personal is political”--
relationships of intimacy, family, and friendship enact power and political dynamics that form the 
infrastructure of society. This analysis of the making of Yosef's economic and political policy as a 
subtle interaction between insights from the divine/unconscious source and from brutal experience 
demonstrates how the personal is political from a unique perspective. A man who has been 
“feminized” in some respects, dressed up, then mocked, stripped, and imprisoned is promoted from 
powerlessness to extreme power. He takes with him and implements the abuse and punishment 
that he suffered at the hands of those who ought to have cared for him. With the benefit of critical 
feminist analysis, Yosef might have envisioned and implemented a plan to distribute responsibility 
and resources, respecting human dignity and sustenance, and intervening in the cruelty that 
perpetuates abuse. 

 

Questions for Discussion 
 

• How does Joseph's solution affect the distribution of resources and power in the country? 
What problems does it solve and what problems does it create? What alternatives to this 
centralized hierarchy of power might Joseph have suggested?--evaluate the pros and cons. 
What comparisons can we make with our societies in relation to the distribution and control of 
resources? 

• In the span of a few moments, Joseph moves from utter powerlessness and poverty to second 
in power and prestige only to Pharaoh. In the dramatic ascent to power, to what extent do 
people replicate oppressive models of power, and why?  

• In situations where we have power "over" (an)other, how can we make an effort to increase 
trust and predispose others to behave with responsibility, self-respect, and autonomy? How can 
we better use our power to improve the conditions of our community? 

• To what extent is gender a factor in the acquisition, possession, use and abuse of power? 
Explain. 
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Study Links 

• �

Rabbi Chisda is recorded in the Talmud stating that, “A dream that is not interpreted is like a 
letter that is not read” [Berakhot 55a]. For a discussion of the rabbinic background of Freud's 
views of the unconscious in dreams, see Ken Frieden, Freud's Dream of Interpretation. 

• Here is a brief synopsis of some of Freud's central ideas about dreams and wish fulfillment. 
 

• See this article about “Inequality: the Mother of All Evils.” 
 

• Joan Mandle discusses, “How Political is the Personal?: � Identity Politics, Feminism and Social 

Change.” 
 

• Check this consideration of "Why Is our Hero Judah and not Joseph?" 

 
Summary of Issues 
 
Yosef refines a method of interpreting dreams that wins him respect and power to implement a plan 
that saves people from starvation at the same time as it enslaves them. 
 
Methods & Observations  
 
While much rabbinic literature portrays Yosef as a noble and righteous figure, resisting temptation, 
and keeping his focus on divine service with integrity, the text also opens to a critical perspective on 
his personal and political choices. From the Torah we learn not only from the righteous examples 
set by characters, but also by analyzing life experiences that are problematic in our eyes. 
 
Contact 
 
Please address queries and comments to  
Dr. Bonna Devora Haberman - bonnadevora@gmail.com 

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=bBefvXbMFBYC&pg=PA74&lpg=PA74&dq=rabbinic+dream+interpretation&source=bl&ots=5wjStwxqD2&sig=Nk-CSrJ0CBu362h9MXb7YIfdHrA&hl=en&ei=Ij9fS__7ONL7_AbyqpT7Cw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=8&ved=0CB0Q6AEwBw#v=onepage&q=rabbinic%20dream%20interpretation&f=false
http://www.wsu.edu/~wldciv/world_civ_reader/world_civ_reader_2/freud.html
http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Guardian/documents/2009/03/13/inequality.pdf
http://userpages.umbc.edu/~korenman/wmst/identity_pol.html
http://userpages.umbc.edu/~korenman/wmst/identity_pol.html
http://viewpoints.utj.org/?p=32
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