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ְפרְעֹה.
עֹשׂה ִהגִּיד ל ַ
לֹהים ֶ
שׁר ָה ֱא ִ
יוֹסף ֶאלַ -פּרְעֹה ֲחלוֹם ַפּרְעֹה ֶא ָחד הוּא ֵאת ֲא ֶ
ַיֹּאמר ֵ
בראשית מא:כה ו ֶ
ְשׁ ַבע
שׁנִים ֵהנָּה ֲחלוֹם ֶא ָחד הוּא .כז ו ֶ
שׁ ַבע ָ
שּׁ ֳבּ ִלים ַהטֹּבֹת ֶ
ְשׁ ַבע ַה ִ
שׁנִים ֵהנָּה ו ֶ
שׁ ַבע ָ
שׁבַע ָפּרֹת ַהטֹּבֹת ֶ
כו ֶ
שׁ ַבע
ִהיוּ ֶ
שׁדֻפוֹת ַה ָקּדִים י ְ
שּׁ ֳבּלִים ָה ֵרקוֹת ְ
ְשׁבַע ַה ִ
שׁנִים ֵהנָּה ו ֶ
שׁ ַבע ָ
ֵיהן ֶ
.חר ֶ
ְהרָעֹת ָהעֹלֹת ֲ
ַה ָפּרוֹת ָהרַקּוֹת ו ָ
שׁ ַבע
עֹשׂה ֶהרְ1ה ֶאתַ -פּרְעֹה .כט ִהנֵּה ֶ
לֹהים ֶ
שׁר ָה ֱא ִ
ְתּי ֶאלַ -פּרְעֹה ֲא ֶ
ִבּר ִ
שׁר דּ ַ
ָבר ֲא ֶ
שׁנֵי רָעָב .כח הוּא ַהדּ ָ
ְ
ְריִם וְִכלָּה
ְארֶץ ִמצ ָ
שּׂ ָבע בּ ֶ
ִשׁכַּח כָּלַ -ה ָ
ֵיהן וְנ ְ
.חר ֶ
שׁנֵי רָעָב ֲ
שׁ ַבע ְ
ְקמוּ ֶ
שׂ ָבע גָּדוֹל ְבּכָלֶ -ארֶץ ִמ ְצ ָריִם .ל ו ָ
שׁנִים ָבּאוֹת ָ
ָ
שּׁנוֹת
ָבד הוּא ְמאֹד .לב וְעַל ִה ָ
.חרֵי-כֵן כִּי-כ ֵ
שּׂ ָבע בָּ1רֶץ ִמ ְפּנֵי ָה ָרעָב ַההוּא ֲ
ָהרָעָב ֶאתָ -ה1רֶץ .לא וְלֹא-יִוָּדַע ַה ָ
ַתּה יֵרֶא ַפרְעֹה
לֹהים לַעֲשֹׂתוֹ .לג וְע ָ
וּמ ַמ ֵהר ָה ֱא ִ
לֹהים ְ
ָבר ֵמ ִעם ָה ֱא ִ
ֲמיִם כִּי-נָכוֹן ַהדּ ָ
ַה ֲחלוֹם ֶאלַ -פּרְעֹה ַפּע ָ
ְח ֵמּשׁ ֶאתֶ -ארֶץ ִמ ְצ ַריִם
ַפ ֵקד ְפּ ִקדִים עַלָ -ה1רֶץ ו ִ
ֲשׂה ַפרְעֹה וְי ְ
יתהוּ ַעלֶ -ארֶץ ִמ ְצ ָריִם .לד יַע ֶ
ִישׁ ֵ
ְח ָכם ו ִ
ִאישׁ נָבוֹן ו ָ
ְבּרוָּ -בר ַתּ ַחת יַדַ -פּרְעֹה אֹכֶל
שּׁנִים ַהטֹּבוֹת ַה ָבּאֹת ָה ֵאלֶּה וְיִצ ְ
ִק ְבּצוּ ֶאת-כָּל-אֹכֶל ַה ָ
שּׂ ָבע .לה וְי ְ
שׁנֵי ַה ָ
ְשׁ ַבע ְ
בֶּ
ְארֶץ ִמ ְצ ָריִם וְלֹאִ -ת ָכּרֵת ָה1רֶץ
שׁר ִתּ ְהיֶיןָ בּ ֶ
שׁנֵי ָהרָעָב ֲא ֶ
ְשׁ ַבע ְ
ְפ ָקּדוֹן לָ1רֶץ ל ֶ
ְהיָה ָהאֹכֶל ל ִ
ְשׁ ָמרוּ .לו ו ָ
ֶבּ ָערִים ו ָ
ָבּרָעָב.
שׁנֵי ָהרָעָב לָבוֹא
שׁ ַבע ְ
ַתּ ִח ֶלּינָה ֶ
ְארֶץ ִמ ְצ ָריִם .נד ו ְ
שׁר ָהיָה בּ ֶ
שּׂ ָבע ֲא ֶ
שׁנֵי ַה ָ
שׁ ַבע ְ
ַתּ ְכלֶינָה ֶ
בראשית מא:נג ו ִ
ְעק ָה ָעם
ַתּרְעַב כָּלֶ -ארֶץ ִמ ְצ ַריִם וַיִּצ ַ
ָחם .נה ו ִ
וּבכָלֶ -ארֶץ ִמ ְצ ַריִם ָהיָה ל ֶ
ְהי רָעָב ְבּכָלָ -ה ֲארָצוֹת ְ
יוֹסף וַי ִ
1מר ֵ
שׁר ַ
ַא ֶ
כֲּ
ְהרָעָב ָהיָה עַל כָּלְ -פּנֵי
יֹאמר ָלכֶם ַתּ ֲעשׂוּ .נו ו ָ
שׁ רַ -
יוֹסף ֲא ֶ
ַיֹּאמר ַפּרְעֹה ְלכָלִ -מ ְצ ַריִם לְכוּ ֶאלֵ -
ָחם ו ֶ
ֶאלַ -פּרְעֹה ַללּ ֶ
ְמה
ְארֶץ ִמ ְצ ָריִם .נז וְכָלָ -ה1רֶץ בָּאוּ ִמ ְצ ַרי ָ
ֶחזַק ָהרָעָב בּ ֶ
ְמ ְצ ַריִם וַיּ ֱ
ִשׁבֹּר ל ִ
ָהם וַיּ ְ
שׁר בּ ֶ
יוֹסף ֶאת-כָּלֲ -א ֶ
ִפ ַתּח ֵ
ָה1רֶץ וַיּ ְ
יוֹסף כִּיָ -חזַק ָהרָעָב ְבּ ָכלָ -ה1רֶץ.
ִשׁבֹּר ֶאלֵ -
לְ
ַען ִמ ְפּנֵי
ְארֶץ ְכּנ ַ
ַתּלַהּ ֶארֶץ ִמ ְצ ַריִם ו ֶ
ָבד ָהרָעָב ְמאֹד ו ֵ
ֶחם ֵאין ְבּכָלָ -ה1רֶץ כִּי-כ ֵ
פרשת ויגש בראשית מז:יג וְל ֶ
יוֹסף
שֹׁברִים וַיָּבֵא ֵ
שׁרֵ -הם ְ
שּׁ ֶבר ֲא ֶ
ְארֶץ ְכּנַעַן ַבּ ֶ
ְארֶץִ -מ ְצ ַריִם וּב ֶ
ִמצָא ב ֶ
ֶסף ַהנּ ְ
יוֹסף ֶאת-כָּלַ -הכּ ֶ
ַקּט ֵ
ָהרָעָב .יד וַיְל ֵ
יוֹסף לֵאמֹר ָה ָבה-
וּמ ֶארֶץ ְכּנַעַן וַיָּבֹאוּ כָלִ -מ ְצ ַריִם ֶאלֵ -
ֶסף ֵמ ֶארֶץ ִמ ְצ ַריִם ֵ
ֵיתה ַפרְעֹה .טו וַיִּתֹּם ַהכּ ֶ
ֶסף בּ ָ
ֶאתַ -הכּ ֶ
ָסף.
1פס כּ ֶ
ְמ ְקנֵיכֶם ִאםֵ -
ְא ְתּנָה ָלכֶם בּ ִ
יוֹסף ָהבוּ ִמ ְקֵניכֶם ו ֶ
ַיֹּאמר ֵ
ָסף .טז ו ֶ
1פס כּ ֶ
ָמּה נָמוּת ֶנ ְג ֶדּ ָך כִּי ֵ
ֶחם וְל ָ
לָּנוּ ל ֶ
וּב ֲחמֹרִים
ְמ ְקנֵה ַה ָבּ ָקר ַ
ְמ ְקנֵה ַהצֹּאן וּב ִ
סּוּסים וּב ִ
ֶחם ַבּ ִ
יוֹסף ל ֶ
ָהם ֵ
ִתּן ל ֶ
יוֹסף וַיּ ֵ
ֵיהם ֶאלֵ -
יז וַיָּבִיאוּ ֶאתִ -מ ְקנ ֶ
ַיֹּאמרוּ לוֹ לֹא-
שּׁנִית ו ְ
שּׁנָה ַה ֵ
שּׁנָה ַה ִהוא וַיָּבֹאוּ ֵאלָיו ַבּ ָ
ַתּתֹּם ַה ָ
ַשּׁנָה ַה ִהוא .יח ו ִ
ֵהם בּ ָ
ֶחם ְבּכָלִ -מ ְקנ ֶ
ַהלֵם ַבּלּ ֶ
וַיְנ ֲ
ְמ ֵתנוּ.
ָתנוּ וְ.ד ָ
ְתּי ִאםְ-גּוִיּ ֵ
ִפנֵי ֲאדֹנִי ִבּל ִ
ִשׁ.ר ל ְ
ְה ָמה ֶאלֲ -אדֹנִי לֹא נ ְ
וּמ ְקנֵה ַהבּ ֵ
ֶסף ִ
ַחד ֵמ ֲאדֹנִי כִּי ִאםַ -תּם ַהכּ ֶ
ְנכ ֵ
ֲבדִים
ְמ ֵתנוּ ע ָ
ַחנוּ וְ.ד ָ
ִהיֶה ֲאנ ְ
ָחם וְנ ְ
ְמ ֵתנוּ ַבּלּ ֶ
ְאת.-ד ָ
אֹתנוּ ו ֶ
ְמ ֵתנוּ ְקנֵהָ -
ַחנוּ גַּם .ד ָ
ָמּה נָמוּת לְעֵינֶי ָך גַּםֲ -אנ ְ
יט ל ָ
ְפרְעֹה כִּיָ -מכְרוּ
ְמת ִמ ְצ ַריִם ל ַ
יוֹסף ֶאת-כָּל.-ד ַ
ִקן ֵ
שׁם .כ וַיּ ֶ
ָמה לֹא ֵת ָ
ְה ֲאד ָ
ִחיֶה וְלֹא נָמוּת ו ָ
ְתןֶ-זרַע וְנ ְ
ְפרְעֹה ו ֶ
לַ
ֶערִים ִמ ְקצֵה גְבוּל-
ֱביר אֹתוֹ ל ָ
ְאתָ -ה ָעם ֶהע ִ
ְפרְעֹה .כא ו ֶ
ַתּ ִהי ָה1רֶץ ל ַ
ֵהם ָהרָעָב ו ְ
שׂדֵהוּ כִּיָ -חזַק ֲעל ֶ
ִמ ְצ ַריִם ִאישׁ ָ
ְעדָ -קצֵהוּ.
ִמ ְצ ַריִם ו ַ
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.
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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
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