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ne of the most colorful stories
Oin the Bible tells how Ehud, the

left-handed Israelite judge from
the tribe of Benjamin, freed Israel from
Moabite domination (Judg. 3:12-30).
When Ehud delivered Israel’s annual
tribute to the Moabites, he assassinated
the fat Moabite king by using a double-
edged dagger he had hidden on his right
thigh. This story is famous not only for
its gory detail (“the fat closed over the
blade ... and the dung came out ...
‘Surely he is relieving himself'”), but also
for its hero who succeeds, in part,
because he is left-handed !

This mention of left-handed Ehud is
one of only three places where left-
handed people appear in the Bible. All
of these left-handers appear in military
contexts,> and all, curiously, come from
the tribe of Benjamin. In addition to the
left-handed Benjamite Ehud, Judges 20:16
refers to 700 Benjamites who could use
the sling with great accuracy (“Every
one could sling a stone at a hair and not
miss”) and all were left-handed. Finally,
1 Chronicles 12:2 states that some of the
Israelites who came to support David
when he ruled in Hebron included some
two dozen ambidextrous warriors who
could use either the bow or the sling
“with either the right or the left hand;
they were Benjamites.”

This consistent intersection of left-
handedness and the tribe of Benjamin
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raises the question, did this one particu-
lar tribe produce an unusually high
number of left-handers? If so, why?
Could it have been because of some
genetic or social factor, or perhaps both?
Might modern genetic studies give us
some insight into this curious case of the
left-handed Benjamites? Perhaps it can.

The factors that influence handedness
have been studied for years,® although
there is still no clear understanding of
all the determinants. Current research
suggests that handedness is influenced
by a complex interplay of both environ-
mental and genetic factors. Studies of
twins suggest that genetic effects
account for 25% of the variation of
handedness, and unique environmental
influences account for the remainder.*
Some proposed environmental effects on
handedness are societal, such as model-
ing handedness, forced handedness, and
stigmatization.’

Other studies based on prenatal ultra-
sounds show that handedness formation
occurs prenatally, before societal influ-
ences on handedness are present.’
Familial aggregation of handedness is
also consistent with a genetic compo-
nent. In one study, it was found that two
left-handed parents have a 26% chance
of having a left-handed child, while the
prevalence is 20% with one left-handed
and one right-handed parent, and 10%
with two right-handed parents.” Most
recently, genetic mapping studies have
provided support for a genetic basis of
handedness. Several genes and chromo-
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somal locations are associated with being left-handed
(LRRTM1, 2p12, 12p21-23, and 10q26).% It appears
that there is a genetic component to handedness,
but it is a very complex interaction between multiple
genes that is influenced heavily by environmental
factors.

Thus, it seems possible that the tribe of Benjamin
may well have produced more left-handed people
than did other tribes. Perhaps they were genetically
inclined to left-handedness, and the tribe may also
have encouraged it. The Hebrew term for “left-
handed” in Judges 3:15 and 20:16 literally means
“restricted in his right hand.” Did the Benjamites
bind the right arms of their sons to their sides to
encourage use of the left hand?’ The phrase
“restricted in his right hand” seems to allow for
the possibility, although it may just as easily mean
something similar to “can’t use his right hand like
normal.”

Some modern authors suggest that Benjamites
and others may have encouraged left-handedness
because it would be advantageous in combat.'’ Since
soldiers would be less apt to confront a left-hander
(as with Ehud), left-handed warriors may well
have had an advantage in fighting hand-to-hand.
In addition, ancient city gates were often built with
a right-hand turn, perhaps to limit the area in which
right-handed attackers could effectively use their
offensive weapons when fighting within the gate,
another possible benefit for using left-handed
troops.

However, the idea that left-handedness was mili-
tarily advantageous loses force when one notes that
the references to units of left-handed Benjamites
(Judg. 20:16; 1 Chron. 12:2) describe slingers and
archers. Such troops used long distance weapons,
where the advantage of using the less common hand
is hard to see.

So did the tribe of Benjamin produce more left-
handers, as the three biblical passages might sug-
gest? Perhaps the Benjamites were more genetically
inclined to produce left-handed people, and perhaps
they also encouraged left-handedness, possibly as
a mark of tribal distinction and pride. It is also pos-
sible that the biblical authors merely noted left-
handed Benjamites because of the irony of the hand-
edness and the meaning of their name. Ben-jamin
means “son of (my) right hand,” making these lefties
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“left-handed right-handers.” Whatever the reason
for the link of left-handers just to the tribe of
Benjamin, the connection makes for a curious case,
on which modern genetic studies may shed some
light. x
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