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DALlLA AND SAMSON'S DESPAIR 

H,>ou-lìng Lyu 

The episode in whjçh Samson encounters Dalila has been gencrally regarded as 
the pivot of Milton's Samson Agοnistes by those critics who discern a process of 
spiritual growth and change in the hero's experience in the play.l John Spencer HîIl, 

for instance, says explicitly that the encounter with Dalila succeeds in “ ra1Slng 
rSamson] out of the apathy , hopelessness, and despair into which Manoa's visit had 
thown him" (1 65). A. S. P. Woodhouse holds that right before the encounter Samson 
“ reaches his lowest depth of despair" (452). Don Cameron Allen also thinks that the 

hero “ reachcs the bottom level of despair" (87) at the end of his interview with his 
fathe r. While Woodhouse argues that the encounter demonstrates the completencss 0 1' 

Samson's repentance (453) , Allen d>scerns that Samson、“uxorious weakncss , thc 
mothcr of much 0 1' his desp?ir, goes with Dalila's exit" (9日). J oseph H. Summer、

though he does not si月le out the Dalìla episode , holds that while the Chorus and 
Manoa bring “ challenges and temptations" and “ make Samson more determinedly 

wish for death ," DaIila and Harapha ironically effect the revival of his self-rcspect 
“ they both retire with some fcar 1'or their physical safety from a determined , 1'earl臼"

and strcngthened man" (1 59). Burton J. Weber also has a similar opinion though he 
thinks that the Chorus and Manoa bring doubts instead 0 1' chal1enges and temptations 

(236). Paired with the idea 0 1' the regenerating function of the Dalila episode is the 
opmion that the Harapha episode attests Samson's transformation caused by this 

encounter with Dalila. The general idea 0 1' the same critics is that at the end of the 
H盯aph:l episodc Samson has thoroughly renewed his. enert,'y' and rccovcrcd his godly 
confidenc(己 2

An examînation of both the Da li1a and the Harapha ep的odcs， however , shows that 
in the fonner episode Samson com f'S to a complete awa凹ness 0 1' his folly and un 
worthin目s through a clear understanding 0 1' Dalila's true character and thus reaches his 
lowest depth of despa汀 and Samson's braggìng in the latter episode is possibJy a 

suicidal boast 
Likc most of thc other critics who argue for Samson's spiritual regeneration in 

the play, Anthony Low stipulates that Samson's reaction against his visitors results in 
his spiritual growth , notably his inncr growth in patience (169). But he distinguishes 

two basic movements ln the hero's inward progress “ a stcady , upward spiritual pro 
g'浩田， and a psychoJogical movement that first travels down、vard into ncar despair 
and lethargy , reaching its low point at the cnd ofthe interview with Manoa..." (169 
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70). He continues to say that from thc low point on ， ι ‘ Samson's psychological fl!ove 

Illcnt is alJ up、Nard and takes the 凹me direction as his 叩iritual progress" (170). Low's 

distinction of the two movcments is illumioatiog. However , Samson's psychological 

movement docs not go up aftcr his ioterview with his father. 00 thc contrary , he 

hecomcs eve l1 morc d凶ponden t aftcr CllωUIl tcrmg D<llHa 

Samson's despondenιy 1倍 primarily causcd by hîs thorough awa間ne恥 of his 

folly in marrying Dalila. As thcιausc of his fall , Dali1a":. trcachcry has been obsessing 

Samson from the beginning 0 1" thc play. Before the appearanωof Dalila, Samson 

has mcntioned thc woman and hcr betrayal four times.-in his soliloquy (l ine 50) , to 

thc Chorus (Jines 202 , 230) and to his father (l inc 379). Although she can claim somc 

defcnders, D3lila is generally considered a frauduJent temptrcss or temptìng scductress.~ 

Por our pu叩ose ， however. thc importanι:c of DaliJa in the play resides in how hcr 

argument lcads Sarnson to sce hcr and him間1[

Beforc thc Dalila episodc, Samson attributes the cause of his fall prilllarily to his 

wcakncss io charact肘， which made him unable to withstanJ Dalila'~ “ blandisht parJeys , 

fcmininc as他u1缸， / Tongue hatteries" (lines 403..-04). He was cnsnarcd by the 

sexuality of Dalila、 as hc says 

Thcn Swoll'n wi1h pridc m10 1hc snarc I fcll 

0 1" falf fa !lacious looks，開ncrcal tlains , 

Su[t'n'd wilh plca叩【e anù voluptuous life; 

At length Iυlay my head allù hallow'd pledgc 

Of all my strenglh ÌIl thc bs叫別叫IS lap 

0 1" a d.::ιcitful Cυncubinc 

(lincs 532 .37) 

In reasoning with Dalila Samson cven1ually lcarns that his sin doc只 not SiOl ply 

residc in his 叭)mmon unmanlincss and the “ unfitness" of DaliJa as his wifc docs not 

I1lcrelv con..ist in her usc of llsual female wiles. 4 

First, Samson u l1lkrstands that Oalila's 10vc for him is a pos間間ivc and dcstructive 

lovc. flυr (t JS based 011 hcr selfisb intention、 i.c. to imprison and enslave hi111. 5 13ut thc 

biggcst problcm Îs Dalila's scJ 仁 defencc by hcr allcgcd rcligious and civiJ duty. Looking 

at thc wholc matter frorn Da1jla's point of vicw , Ultrcich suggcsts that thc audience 

should not take too seriously Dalila's sclf-justificatioll , for “ at worst Ü see ll1S an ;11 
judged attcmpi to appcal to Samson's ‘ bctter,' public sel f: 11' you showed yOllrsclf 

wi Jl jng to bctray me I"or thc sake 0 1" yOllr God , why ~hould I not t比tray yOll for min的"
(l X品). But wc must take her argum巳 nt seriousJγ í"or S<lnl:::.on takcs it senously. Nor is 
the case on 巳 01ιthc pot calling the kctt1c bJack" (上mp"on 215). As Samson argucs, 

it is the wife's dllty to acccpt hcr husband's reli厚iOll and na1jon “Bcing OllC巳 a wife , 
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for me thou wast to leave / Parents and count門" (約肘 86). Samson's P[otcst is in 

kceping with Renais叫 nc巳 idcas about woman: 1. a woman should stay off thc topî口

of politî閃 and reli開on; 2 、~ hcn a woman marrics. shc forsakcs h盯 own farnilYJ nation 

and country to be loyal to her husband. 6 But thc problem of Dalila's transgression 

is morc complicatcd than this 

Joan S. Bcnne t1 argues that it is righ! for Samson to lI ~e his two Philistinc 

marriages in thc Hcbrew cause whiic i1 is wrong for Dalila to usc hcr marriage to attack 

t11e enerny in the Ph i1istine cause bccause of their difference în ends and means 

Bennctt indicatcs that 間i1ton set down for his readcr~ in Of Reformat的n a dcfinition 

01' the 0111y true govemmel叫“to govem we l1 的 to traill up a Nation in true wisdorn 

and v巳rtue 丹 She continues to say: "Th巳 validity of anyonc冶 claim to bc acting il1 

the public interest can thus be tcsted agamst this criterion of natural law which is 

available to all human understanding" (1 56-57). The differcnce between Samson and 

Dalila lS that while Samson is geηuineJy cornmittcd to thc public good without acting 

against Dalila. Dalila has "rendered 拙rvice to a sinful public causc" by dishonoring 

hcr own marriage (1 58). Bennett' s employing Mi Jton's idea ahout public and prÍvate 

cam巳 explicated in his prosc to ìnte哼)fct thc play is ilJ uminating. lIowever , the pre 
misc shc assu用自 Samson wants to usc his two Ph i1istine marriages in thc Hcbrew 

cause is problematic 

Although whether thc tïrst marriage 的 motioned by God , as Sam以m clairns. î可

also a q l1 estion, our discus~ion will be limited 10 the ~econd marriagc. 8 Some critics 

go even further thml Bennett by a出sumÎng that Samson' 、 rnarriage to Dalila is 扎 divinc

dispensation for providcntial purpose‘ 9 1n factτSamson himself say 旨 that wh i1c he 

knew from “ intimate impulsc" (223) that his wιlding the Timna wornan wa:::. llrged by 

God, hc m Clrried Dalila sirnply by followmg his own reaso孔1l1g: "1 thOllgl1 t it Jawful 

from my formcr act , / And the samc end" (lincs 231- 32). It seems he does not know 

that reiying on his rcasonable deduclion was wrong uηtil his debate with Dalìla 

Dalila argues that she bctrayed Sarnson becau咄咄e w叫“忌。li臼ted ， commanded , 
threat'n'd , u唔'd / Adjur'd by a11 the bonds of civil Du叮/ And of Religion. . . " (lines 

852 月 4). ]n addition to reminding Dalila of her wifely duty , Sam叩n a1tacks the 

falsity aud irnpurity of her govenunent and religion 

BeingυJ\CC a wife , fOJ rnc lhou 、.v ast to leave 

l'arents 叫uJ C叫ntly. nor W é\S 1 theil subjc叫，

Nor undcr the iT protecti叫 l bnt Tlly uwn , 

Tholl miJ\e, nol theirs: if ~ughl a惶ainst llly ]J Ce 

Thyωunlfy 叩ught of 111肘， it S叫19h1 u吋ust!y

^g~jnst the la、.V of nat \l rc. law of nations 
No müre thy country , bUl an impious cre\\ 
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Of mcn conspiring to uphold thirù stat巳

By wor、e than hostile deeds , violating the end弓

Fυr which our country is a 叫me so dear 
}..'ot therefore 10 bc obey'd. But zcal !nov'd thee; 

To plcasc thy gods thou didst i弋 gods unablc 

To acquit themselves Jnd prosecute !heir focs 

But by u!啥叫ly decds , lhc wnlradiction 

Of thir 叭叭1 delly , Gods canno! bc 

Less !herefùre 10 be pleas'd , obey'd , or fcar'd 

(lines 88可 9仄l)

111 doing \vli叭的“worse tha l1 hostile deeds" the Philistines arc far from training 

up their natiün in t叩e wîsdom and virtue: thus they should not b巳 obeyed. And jf in 

ordcr to de~troy their enemîes they should employ Dalila to perform trcachery、 the

Philistine gods arc 110t truc deitics , for truc deitics m l1 st be virluous and rightco l1s 

Hencc , Dalila's obedience to the impiom crewsand false dcitics reflccts hcr lack of 

wisdom、 virtue and moral principlc 

lnfe汀ing from this Samson must have attained somc new knowledge about him 

self and his rcligion. First of all、 his marriage to Dalila was a mistake and could 110t be 

1l10tioned by God because his God is troc and just, and will ncver utili l.e a woman or 

capitalize upon Samso口 's marriage to achieve his purpose. Second , if his God is indeed 

just and virtllouS, his present afflictions must bc God's punishmcn t. At this momcnt 

he rcalizes more than ever his particular folly in marrying Dalila: hc knows how far 

he violatcd the law of hîs God by his marriage. Thus, after Oalila leaves, he says to 

the Chorus 呵;od 祖nt her to dehase me , / and aggravate my folly who committed ! 
To such a viper h的 most sacred trust / Of secrecy , my safety , and ll1y life" (lincs 999 
1002) Wi晶晶的 crushing rea1ization Sam叩n must have expcrienc 巳 d an even stronger 

sr:nse of unworlhine的 and despair thaηwhat he feels at the end of his interview with 

his father 

Samson's desponden叩的叫ggesied ， îf not testificd , by his reaction to Harap恤's

taunt and humiliatîon. Most of thc critics hoJd tha1 thc Harapha episode demonstrates 

Sa ll1 son's invigoratcd spirit and redeemcd faith.!O Indeed Samsotl u自S 可trong words 

and appears rccalcitrant in rctorting Harapha. However. somc arnbiguities remain 

unrc<;olved. First of all , Harapha is his encrny; thc gian t' s 1l10tivc [or coming is to 

humiliate him. Angered hy his humiliation Sa ll1 son understandably rcacts violcntly 

lf it is not po叫ble for him to art , he can at least respond in kind the l'hilistinc's vcrbal 

taunting. Thus i1 is a question whether Samson、 boastiηg faîthfu\]y rc t1ccts his 

opinion of his own strcngth and fatc. When Harapha ièave~ ， the Chorus warn Samsotl 

1hat Harapha bcing infurìatcd mi皂ht s1ir up thc Philistînc lords with l11 alicious counscl 
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to afflict him , hc rcplie叫“Come what w il1、 my dcadlicst foe wiJJ prove / My spcedi t:st 

friend , by deuth to rid me hencc , / The worst that he can gi間， to mc thc bcst" (lines 

1262-64). This answer throws Jight on some passagcs in his cxchanges with Harapha 

For instancc, thc fo1lowing p出sage my be understood as one u ttcred for thc purpose 

of infuriation. Samson challenges Harapha to one combat 

rheleforc 叫 thout fei且c 】 d shifts lct bc asslgn'd 

Sornc llarrow place cnclos'd , where sight may give thee 

Or rathcr tlight , no grcat adv叫 tage Oll lllC , 

Then pulυn a11 thy gorgeous ~rms ， thy Hclmet 

And Brigandine of brass, thy broad Habe <gcon ,

Vant.braee and Greaves, and Gauntlet , add thy Spear 

A Weaver 's b閃1咒(lnd 叩開n.times-folded shield , 

1 only 叫th an Oak'n slaff will meet thee、

And raisc such oukrics on thy cla t1er'd Iron 

Which lor>g sha l1 not withhold me from thy hcad , 

That În a lillle t叭叭 whilc breath re l1lains thec 

ThO \1 ()ft shalt wish thyself at Gath to h叫"

Agaj J\ in safcly 叫lal thou wouldsl have donc 

fo Samson , hut shalt never seεGath mürc 

(\mc迅 1116..1J29)

rr he wins, hεmay perhaps know God's dispensation again. lf he loses, it is possib 

Jy a sign of God's dcscrtion; thus death wilJ be the best for him Al any rate, it secms 

inappropriate to bclieve a pcr~on's angry words complctely. As Stanlcy Fish puts it , 

“ thc striking thing about the affinnation of faith which Harapha draws fγom Samson 

is its uηexpectcdncss. . ." (228) 

MorcoVl' r, wc do not know whether Samsoo has regained a1l his strcngth :;0 far 

Harapha dι啥叫ibcs Sam岫1I'S h創 r as brist!巴結 which are “ rang'J likc thosc 1hat ridgc 

the back / 0 1" chaft wild Boars. or ru fl1 'd Porcupines" (1間的 1137.. 38). Obviously 、

thc hair 15 far shortcr thall Samson's original hair which had never bccn shorn until 

Dalila's betraya l. Latcr aftcr thc oflïc盯 faiJs to carry ou1 the Philis1ine lords、 ι:ommand

to bring Samson to thc Dagoll temple, Samson says that his strength is "rclurning 

with [hisl hair / After []1 isJ g間at tran唔ression" (l ines 1355...56). Yct , his strcngth 

IS ouly rctumin日; there is 00 way to know how much strength hc has rcgaincd. Bcsides 

i1 ll lUst not bc l"orgott凹1"hat he i" blind. Thus his bragging towards Harap l1 a secms to 

be mort' like suicidc than a s沼n of spiritual regeneration. Latcr when thc officcr 

Tctums , Salllson has felt sume "rousing motio ll:'i in lhim I which dispose / To sOlTl cth~ 

ing cxtraordinury [lllsl thonghts" (l in巳 1382). This time thc sign is c巳 rtain and 
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Samson knows this. However, the gap between Samson's feeling of the ‘ 'rousing 

motions" and his great de叩onùency after Dalila's vü,it ìs not easy to brîdge 

Notes 

1. As Hil1 discovers,“almost without exception , recent commentators have read 
Sam叩n Agonistes as a study in regeneration. . ." (151) 

2. See , for instance , Summers 168 , Wooc!house 454 , and Allcn 91 
3. William Empson is her first defcnder. Empson is followed by criti吋 such as Allen , 

Asals and Ulreîch 
4. In Dοctrine and Discipline ofDì叩rce Milton proposes intellectual incompatibility 

as grounds for divorce “ That indisposition , unfitnc阻， or contr盯iety of mind 

arising from a cause in nature unchangeable , hindering and ever 1ikely to hindcr 
the main benefits of conjugal socîety , which are solace and pcace , is a greater 
reason of divorιe than natural frigidity 、 especiaIJy if there be no children , and that 
there be mutual consent" (705) 

5. Low's eclectic view of Dalila's love seems more acceptable than 間eing Dalila as 

compJetely body. Low holds “ Dalila's passion. .. does not c011sist mercly of 
physical attraction , although that is plainly strong: ît is also a deep spirìtual 
pervcrsion. It is a love that is not life-giving but death-dealing, that wishes not 
the good of its object, but its own satisfaction. So it easily becomes jealousy 
or, to all appearances, hatred" (1 57) 

6. See 丸Neinkauf 144-45 

7. Qtd.inBennctt 156 
8. Labriola 盯gues that even the first marriage of Samson is not motioned by God 

The ‘ 'intimatc ìmpulse" Samson feels is in effect an evil temptation 
9. Fish bolds: “The promise that Samson ‘should lsrael from Phi1istinc yoke deliver' 

wil1 be fulfilled whcn he is brought to the temple , and his de!iverance to the 
temple foJJows upon this apparently dîsastrQus l11 arriage" (216-17). Haskin 

argues “ The marriagc of Samson and Dalila was planned in heaven , then , not as 
a means f0 1" mutual sanctification through lovîng conversation , but as part of 
God's plan to delivcr I~racl from the philistin田"(366). Kerrigan a1so has a similar 
idea , as he asserts “ As milton designs the irrational coherencc of Samson's 
tragedy , the marriages în their direst consequences-bctray訓， blindness , imprison­
ment，郎JilL humiliation-arc the strì c1 precondition 1'01" his triumph" (231) 

10. See、 for instanc丸， Summers 168 ，、Noodhouse 454. and Allen 91 
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