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ABSTRACT 

This thesis offers an exploration of narrative continuity in the Jacob tôledôt. In response 
to recent source critical arguments that espouse discontinuity by focusing on the concept of plot, 
a more nuanced understanding of these properties is developed and applied to Gen 37:2-50:26. 
Paul Ricœur’s philosophical work, Time and Narrative, serves as a foundation for the derivation 
of an interpretive model that appeals to mimesis as the inherent predicate of plot. Drawing in 
turn on Aristotelian muthos, a threefold rubric is affirmed that gives heed to a narrative’s 
hermeneutical consciousness while also acknowledging the intended communicative effect. The 
result is a greater affirmation of narrative continuity in the Jacob tôledôt than recent source 
critical conclusions imply.  

The application of Ricœurian mimesis begins with a proper consideration of the narrative 
world from which the plot-structure derives (mimesis1). By considering the ANE typology of 
plots, coupled with the predominant themes and temporal structuring of Gen 1:1-37:1, a domain 
of acting and suffering is established, necessary for a correct reading of the Jacob tôledôt. Of 
primary importance in this world is the anticipation of a royal deliverer via the line of the עַרֶז . As 
the narrative perpetuates the search for this individual by way of the tôledôt formula, the story of 
Joseph and his brothers employs the motif of exile and return as the fulcrum about which the 
drama revolves. 

The second interpretive moment (mimesis2) gives heed to this narrative world, while 
emphasizing the holistic thought by which a followable and satisfying plot-structure emerges. 
Though expressions of causality and chronology are important, they do not serve as the sole 
mediators of plot. Thus, a drama is perceived wherein the desire for the blessing of the first-born 
divides. Joseph and Judah are the primary contenders to lead the family forward. The favored 
son is exiled, while the fourth-in-line must grow in righteousness. Grasping together the various 
contingencies and peripeteia gives rise to a plot-structure which perpetuates the hope of a royal 
deliverer. As the crisis of exile is resolved, Jacob affirms Joseph as his heir, while also attesting 
to Judah’s eventual leadership of the family.  

The final articulation of Ricœurian mimesis pertains to the intended aesthetic response, or 
the fusion of horizons between the world of the text and the world of the reader (mimesis3). By 
appealing to perceived asymmetries in the plot, the Jacob tôledôt is reassessed with the effect on 
the reader in view. Points of mimetic pertinence evidence appeals for her to imitate Judah in his 
willingness to acknowledge personal wrongs (Gen 38), and Joseph in his readiness to forgive 
others (Gen 45:4-15), with the attendant result of participating in the patriarchal blessings (Gen 
49). As such, the narrative beseeches the reader to participate in the search for the promised עַרֶז , 
in accordance with previously established contours of mimesis1 and mimesis2.  

By pursuing a more developed understanding of the relationship between plot and 
narrative continuity, this thesis offers an interpretation of the Jacob tôledôt that challenges recent 
source critical conclusions. Certainly, further research might allow for a better apprehension of 
mimesis as it pertains to the Pentateuchal text. However, the application of Ricœur’s theory of 
narrative proves to elucidate greater lines of continuity than diachronic reading strategies have 
allowed. A continuous plot-structure for the Jacob tôledôt is affirmed, wherein every episode 
makes a necessary contribution to the whole: a story that perpetuates the anticipation of a royal 
deliverer and beckons the reader to participate in this hope. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2012 and 2013 scholars from North America, Europe, and Israel contributed to a series 

of conferences that sought to reestablish a shared discourse on Pentateuchal theory. The 

Formation of the Pentateuch: Bridging the Academic Cultures of Israel, Europe, and North 

America is the product of those efforts.1 The book comprises a series of articles that engage with 

various methodological assumptions and theoretical models. In a recent review Greenstein 

critiqued the book, noting that “The endeavor of creating reading strategies for handling complex 

texts is one that remains very much unfinished.”2 His observation is offered as a note of 

dissatisfaction with present source critical methods to engage adequately with the Pentateuch. 

Though others may find more to commend in the aforementioned volume, Greenstein is correct 

to observe the insufficiency of diachronic approaches to explain fully the contours of a text. 

Indeed, his review fits within a stream of scholarship that has been searching for alternative 

reading strategies since the mid-twentieth century.3  

The aim of this thesis is to present an approach to reading Pentateuchal narratives that 

addresses the shortcomings of recent diachronic efforts. The strategy delineated is one that 

 
1 Jan C. Gertz et al., eds., The Formation of the Pentateuch: Bridging the Academic Cultures of Europe, 

Israel, and North America, Forschungen zum Alten Testament, (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016). 
 
2 Edward L. Greenstein, review of The Formation of the Pentateuch: Bridging the Academic Cultures of 

Europe, Israel, and North America, Jan C. Gertz et al., eds., Forschungen zum Alten Testament, vol. 111, RBL no. 1 
(2019).  

 
3 Greenstein cites significant contributions from each decade including, Umberto Cassuto, The 

Documentary Hypothesis and the Composition of the Pentateuch (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1961); Samuel 
Sandmel, “The Haggadah within Scripture,” JBL, no. 80 (1961): 105–22; Frederick V. Winnett, “Re-examining the 
Foundations,” JBL, no. 84 (1965): 1–19; M. H. Segal, The Pentateuch: Its Composition and Its Authorship and 
Other Biblical Studies (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1967); Matitiahu Tsevat, “Common Sense and Hypothesis in Old 
Testament Study,” in Congress Volume: Edinburgh 1974 (Leiden: Brill, 1975), 217–30; Robert M. Polzin, “Literary 
and Historical Criticism of the Bible: A Crisis in Scholarship,” in Orientation by Disorientation: Studies in Literary 
Criticism and Biblical Literary Criticism ed. Richard A. Spencer (Pittsburgh Pickwick, 1980), 99–114; Rolf 
Rendtorff, The Problem of the Process of Transmission in the Pentateuch (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990). Certainly, 
the criticisms offered by these authors are varied. However, such merely testifies to a multifaceted weakness with 
diachronic methodologies: as interpretive trends have changed, persistent recourse to source critical models has 
failed to answer adequately the questions asked of the text. 
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centers on the concept of plot,4 in response to an increased awareness of its importance as it 

relates to narrative continuity.5 In particular, this thesis responds to a recent article by Ska 

entitled, “What Do We Mean by Plot and by Narrative Continuity.”6 Published in the 

aforementioned volume, Ska advocates for source critical divisions of the text based upon 

perceived discontinuities in the plot-structure.7  

The response offered is one that draws from the work of Paul Ricœur in Time and 

Narrative.8 His three-volume treatise remains the most extensive consideration of plot and its 

relationship to the text, and thus is particularly worthy of consideration in light of Ska’s article. 

 
4 A definition of plot will be developed more fully in chapter 2, suffice to say Aristotle’s assertion 

continues to provide a helpful entry point into the discussion: “plot is the mimesis of action” (ἔστιν δὲ τῆς μὲν 
πράξεως ὁ μῦθος ἡ μίμησις Poetics 6:1450a1). Subsequent definitions have consistently drawn attention to the 
purposeful arrangement and presentation of information, oftentimes emphasizing the notion of causality as that 
which distinguishes a plot from a story. See for example E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (London: Penguin 
Books, 1927), 87; R. S. Crane, “The Concept of Plot and the Plot of Tom Jones,” in Critics and Criticism: Ancient 
and Modern, ed. R. S. Crane (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952), 620; Robert Scholes, Robert Kellogg, 
James Phelan, The Nature of Narrative, Fortieth Anniversary Edition ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
207. Regarding the question of unity, Aristotle’s threefold metric (beginning, middle, and end) was expanded by 
Freytag into his five-stage pyramid (exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, dénouement), and continues to 
serve as a helpful rubric for the interpretation of a drama. Gustav Freytag, Die technik des dramas (Leipzig: Hirzel, 
1863), 102–22. 
 

5 Stated simply, narrative continuity refers to the level of consistency developed across the sequential 
episodes of a story. It may arise by virtue of repetition (in words, or action), or persistence (in character, or 
circumstances), or plot. The rise of literary criticism within Pentateuchal scholarship (discussed more fully in 
chapter 1) has in large measure focused on the question of narrative continuity. More recently, this has led to a 
consideration of plot. See for example, Yairah Amit, “Travel Narratives and the Message of Genesis,” in The 
Formation of the Pentateuch: Bridging the Academic Cultures of Europe, Israel, and North America, ed. Jan C. 
Gertz et al. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016), 223–42; Joel S. Baden, “Why is the Pentateuch Unreadable? - Or, 
Why are We Doing This Anyway?,” in The Formation of the Pentateuch: Bridging the Academic Cultures of 
Europe, Israel, and North America, ed. Jan C. Gertz et al. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016), 243–52; Todd L. 
Patterson, The Plot-Structure of Genesis: ‘Will the Righteous Seed Survive?' in the Muthos-Logical Movement from 
Complication to Dénouement (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 1–11. 

 
6 Jean Louis Ska, “What Do We Mean by Plot and by Narrative Continuity?,” in The Formation of the 

Pentateuch: Bridging the Academic Cultures of Europe, Israel, and North America, ed. Jan C. Gertz et al. 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016), 201–22. 
 

7 Throughout this thesis, plot-structure is used synonymously with plot. The term is helpful insomuch as it 
draws attention to the artistic ambition of the narrator in the intentional arrangement of information.  

 
8 Paul Ricœur, Time and Narrative, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin, David Pellauer, 3 vols. (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1984). 
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After critical engagement with Ricœur, a reading strategy is affirmed that renders plot as a 

function of mimesis, or the representational act.9 Specifically, it advocates reading a narrative 

according to three moments of mimesis: prefiguration, that is, the representational act inherent to 

the narrative world, configuration, that is, the representational act inherent to the narrative itself, 

and refiguration, that is, the representational act inherent to the aesthetic response. This reading 

strategy is then applied to the Jacob tôledôt,10 with the resultant affirmation of narrative 

continuity, pace Ska. 

 
9 To define mimesis is a difficult task, not least because the tradition of mimeticism is long and convoluted. 

Its nuances and subsequent application to narrative will be treated more fully as the argument of this thesis develops, 
suffice to say that broad agreement is found in the concise overview provided by Stephen Halliwell, The Aesthetics 
of Mimesis: Ancient Texts and Modern Problems (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), 1–33. Therein 
Halliwell summarizes the development of mimetic theory according to two schools of thought: “the idea of mimesis 
as committed to depicting and illuminating a world that is (partly) accessible and knowable outside art,…second, the 
idea of mimesis as the creator of an independent artistic heterocosm, a world of its own, though one that…may still 
purport to contain some kind of “truth” about, or grasp of, reality as a whole.” (5). The critical issues which led to 
this dichotomy are skillfully represented in an article by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, which takes the form of a 
hypothetical dialogue set within a theater. The question of whether art intends to imitate the truth or rather give an 
impression of the truth is answered thus, “Ein vollkommenes Kunstwerk ist ein Werk des menschlichen Geistes, und 
in diesem Sinne auch ein Werk der Natur” (“A perfect work of art is a work of the human mind, and in this sense is 
also a work of nature”). J. W. Goethe, “Über Wahrheit und Wahrscheinlichkeit der Kunstwerke,” in Sämtliche 
Werke (Hanser, 1985–98), 94. Halliwell rightly notes that scholarship has seldom presented such a carefully 
balanced view of mimesis, frequently representing the two contrasting models in a reductionistic manner. Moreover, 
when tracing their derivation the foundational contributions of Plato and Aristotle have typically been pitted against 
one another. Plato is viewed as resistant to the notion of artistic heterocosms due to their deceptive tendencies, 
whereas Aristotle embraced them. Again, Halliwell seeks to challenge this relationship. Specifically, he cites the 
Sophist as evidence for Plato’s acceptance of the “world-creating” tendencies embedded in representational 
artforms. Thus, Aristotelian mimesis should not be set in opposition to its Platonic counterpart, but rather it should 
be seen as endorsing more fully the psychological potency inherent to the resultant aesthetic. The implications of 
this are twofold. First, it is overly simplistic to understand mimesis according to the oft quoted definition: “the 
imitation of nature.” While an imitative act is foundational to any mimetic strategy, both Plato and Aristotle drew 
attention to the heterocosmic potentiality of true artforms. Second, mimeticism should be more properly understood 
according to the interlocking elements of understanding, pleasure, and emotion (Halliwell, Aesthetics, 177). This 
thought will be developed more fully in chapter 5, suffice to say that herein mimesis is employed in an Aristotelian 
sense, accepting an intended response in the recipient of the aesthetic.  

 
10 Throughout this thesis the text in view, Gen 37:2-50:26, will be referred to as the Jacob tôledôt. In part 

this is an attempt to capture the plot dynamic whereby Joseph is understood as a significant character, but not the 
only character. As will be defended in chapter 4, the drama of the narrative can only be appreciated fully when due 
acknowledgement is afforded to Jacob, and Judah, amongst others. When works are cited that have opted to refer to 
the text by a different name—such as the Joseph Story, or the Joseph Narrative—deference is shown to the author of 
that work. This point is particularly pertinent to the literature review offered in chapter 1. With regards to the textual 
division at 37:2, syntactical and literary considerations support a departure from the traditional break at 37:1, as 
marked by a הָחּות  in the Codex Leningradensis and the Codex of Aleppo. These include the fact of a wayiqtol ְּפ
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Chapter 1 of this thesis provides a survey of scholarship on the Jacob tôledôt with an 

emphasis on developments since the mid-twentieth century. Therein a turning point is observed 

whereby diachronic approaches gave way to more literary readings of the text. A greater degree 

of narrative continuity was affirmed, with increasingly more attention given to the notion of plot. 

The recent response of source critics has drawn attention to deficiencies within these synchronic 

readings, contending again that the text must be understood as a conflation of sources. The 

review offered in this chapter highlights a consistent failing in source critical arguments, 

specifically, an inadequate consideration of plot.  

Chapter 2 of this thesis provides a review of Ricœur’s Time and Narrative. After critical 

engagement with Ricœur’s work, his proposal to view the text according to a threefold mimetic 

movement is affirmed, while his emphasis on temporal hierarchization is rejected. An exegetical 

model is subsequently proposed: a synchronic reading strategy for assessing narrative continuity 

within the Jacob tôledôt. 

Chapter 3 of this thesis presents the application of mimesis1 to the text: a consideration of 

pre-narrative influences necessary for a proper understanding of plot in the Jacob tôledôt. The 

influence of ANE plot-structures, pervasive themes within Gen 1:1-37:1, and the tôledôt formula 

are discussed. With regards to the first, the prevalence of an oicotype11 which hinges on the motif 

 
clause at 37:1 ( ןַעָנְּכ ץֶרֶאְּב ויִבָא יֵרּוגְמ ץֶרֶאְּב בֹקֲעַי בֶׁשֵּיַו ) which forms a conceptual parallel with 36:8  )רַהְּב וָׂשֵע בֶׁשֵּיַו

וָׂשֵע ריִעֵׂש ), in addition to the presence of an asyndetic clause at 37:2 ( בֹקֲעַי תֹודְלֹּת הֶּלֵא ), indicative of a new 
beginning. Chapter 2 will develop this argument further by affirming the tôledôt formula as the primary structuring 
element of the book, though the point is made aptly by Wido van Peursen, “Delimitation Markers, Chapter Division, 
Syntax and Literary Structure: The Case of Genesis 37:1-2,” in Textual Boundaries in the Bible Their Impact on 
Interpretation, ed. Marjo C. A. Korpel and Paul Sanders (Leuven: Peeters, 2017), 6–13. Finally, regarding the 
choice of the Jacob tôledôt, though any narrative cycle could be used as an appropriate testing ground, the latter 
portion of Genesis offers particularly fertile soil not least due to the plethora of source critical issues that pervade the 
text. 

 
11 This term is borrowed from King, who defines an oicotype as “a recurrent, predictable, cultural variant of 

a general plot sequence.” J. Robin King, “The Joseph Story and Divine Politics: A Comparative Study of a 
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of exile and return is affirmed. Regarding pre-narrative themes, the expectation of a royal 

deliverer is noted: one who will bring blessing to the nations, according to the line of the עַרֶז , 

established through Abraham. Concerning the tôledôt formula, a mimetic strategy is proposed 

whereby בֹקֲעַי תֹודְלֹּת הֶּלֵא  (37:2a) projects a narrative predicated on previous iterations of the 

formula, the predominant feature of which is a development of expectations concerning the 

promised עַרֶז .  

Chapter 4 of this thesis presents the application of mimesis2 to the text. The 

configurational act is considered, with the previously established narrative world in view. A 

sequential treatment of the Jacob tôledôt is offered that interprets the narrative according to the 

question of heirship: with Judah and Joseph as the primary contenders, a plot-structure is 

established that anticipates the perpetuation of the promised line through a son of Jacob. 

Subservient themes of exile, fraternal strife, and righteousness work together so as to create a 

series of contingencies and peripeteia that drive the story towards its dénouement. Upon the 

reconciliation of the family, the narrative responds to various hopes and fears with the 

announcement of Jacob’s heir and the assured continuity of the promised line, albeit in a foreign 

land. With an emphasis on the holistic thought, this chapter offers a synchronic reading of the 

Jacob tôledôt that renders every episode as a necessary component of the plot-structure.  

Chapter 5 of this thesis presents the application of mimesis3 to the text. By rendering the 

plot as a pivot between the world of the text and the world of the reader, the act of 

reconfiguration is considered. Particular attention is given to points of asymmetry and narrative 

augmentation, namely the story of Judah and Tamar (38:1-30), Joseph’s testing of his brothers 

 
Biographic Formula from the Ancient Near East,” JBL 106, no. 4 (1987): 578. King in turn is leaning on Dundes in 
his introduction to the second edition of Vladimir Propp, The Morphology of the Folktale (Austin: Texas UP, 1968), 
xiii. Oicotypes will be discussed more fully in chapter 3. 
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(42:7-44:17), and Jacob’s blessing of his sons (49:1-33). Analysis of these episodes evidences an 

aesthetic response that leads the reader in the way of righteousness, so as to render her a 

beneficiary of the patriarchal promises. If she heeds the didacticism of the narrative, and 

demonstrates moral progression akin to that of Judah and Joseph, she will become a corecipient 

of Jacob’s benediction. This chapter extends the synchronic reading offered as part of mimesis2, 

by probing the heterocosmic properties of the narrative. As such, it explores the ethical force 

inherent to the plot-structure, and demonstrates its contribution to the perception of narrative 

continuity.  

This thesis concludes by assessing the implications of the project for recent source 

critical readings of the Jacob tôledôt. Though the reading strategy offered herein could be refined 

further, the methodological shift of defining plot as a derivative of mimesis raises questions for 

those who affirm a discontinuous narrative. Each successive step of the interpretive act 

challenges recent diachronic readings by eschewing a followable and satisfying plot-structure. 

By demonstrating (1) the relationship of the Jacob tôledôt to its narrative world, (2) the 

acceptability of each constituent episode, and (3) the intended aesthetic response, a level of 

narrative continuity is affirmed that challenges claims to the contrary.  
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CHAPTER ONE: THESE ARE THE GENERATIONS OF THE JACOB TÔLEDÔT 

Introduction 

The history of interpretation of the Jacob tôledôt evidences a long and convoluted path, 

with each successive stage speaking to the issue of narrative continuity in a different way. Since 

the Enlightenment onwards, diachronic studies of the text have been a primary concern of 

Pentateuchal scholarship. The history of the Documentary Hypothesis has been rehearsed ad 

infinitum and need not be given again here. Suffice to say, the theory achieved maturation in the 

latter half of the nineteenth century when Graf, Vatke, and Wellhausen argued that Genesis was 

a conflation of three literary sources, namely J, E, and P.1 As a result, subsequent scholarship 

viewed the Jacob tôledôt in particular as a rich tapestry of Yahwistic and Elohistic versions of 

the narrative, with minor contributions from the Priestly source.2 Initial identification of these 

sources focused on the interchange of the names Israel and Jacob. Thereafter, sources were often 

identified by virtue of apparent contradictions, doublets and narrative inconsistencies. By way of 

example, the text of Gen 37 was determined to be fraught with tension due to competing claims 

concerning the sale of Joseph. Two groups—the Midianites and the Ishmaelites—appear to be in 

view (37:25, 27, 28, 36), coupled with an ambiguous plot on the part of the brothers to do away 

with Joseph. Source critics suggested that the most reasonable explanation for such 

inconsistencies was the conflation of two differing versions of the same story.3 Though Gen 37 

 
1 By way of summary, it is important to note that prior to Graf, Vatke, and Wellhausen scholars had already 

begun to postulate a number of sources behind the text of Genesis. From the mid to late 18th century, Jean Astruc, 
Johann Gottfried Eichhorn and Karl David Ilgen argued for the division of the book primarily based on different 
names for God. Over the course of the next 50 years scholars developed various Pentateuchal source critical 
theories. A comprehensive summary of this history is given by R. J. Thompson, Moses and the Law in a Century of 
Criticism Since Graf (Leiden: Brill, 1970), 15–52. 

 
2 See for example, Franz Delitzsch, A New Commentary on Genesis, trans. Sophia Taylor, 2 vols. 

(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1888), 253; John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis (New York: 
Scribner, 1910), 438; E. A. Speiser, Genesis (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1964), 292. 

 
3 Delitzsch, Genesis, 254; Skinner, Genesis, 443; Speiser, Genesis, 293.  
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serves as something of a lead example in source critical theory, the problems posed by this text 

were understood to be indicative of other issues throughout the Jacob tôledôt.  

Concerning narrative continuity, although scholars acknowledged a degree of coherence 

and artistic arrangement on the holistic level, nevertheless, source criticism resulted in an 

interpretation of the narrative wherein the plot was marked by discontinuities. This 

understanding of the text’s composition enjoyed favor into the twentieth century in accordance 

with the near universal acceptance of the Documentary Hypothesis. Scholars differed regarding 

the division of the text and identification of sources, but a plurality of original stories was 

affirmed coupled with a fragmented plot. A turning point in the discussion came as scholars 

began to credit the text with greater literary quality than before. As more attention was given to 

the contours of the narrative and the manifold way in which connections are formed between 

textual units, the conclusions of source critical approaches were increasingly questioned. The 

significance of this turning point is seen most clearly in its impact on subsequent readings of the 

Jacob tôledôt. 

 
The Influence of Literary Criticism 

The rise of literary criticism within Pentateuchal scholarship is often traced back to the 

1970s, as formalist approaches gained favor over historical critical methods. The impetus behind 

this shift is difficult to discern,4 suffice to say the so-called “New Criticism” probed a different 

set of questions to those typically asked by the Documentarians. With the final form of the text in 

 
4 Dozeman cites the social unrest of the 1970s, leading to a rejection of tradition as a primary factor in the 

departure from historical critical methods. However, his synopsis is perhaps overly reductionistic in light of a 
multitude of other cultural factors, the impact of which can be traced back to the 1900s. Thomas B. Dozeman, 
“Contemporary Return to the Literature of the Pentateuch,” in The Pentateuch: Introducing the Torah (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2017), 136. Writing more broadly on trends within English and European literature, Eagleton’s 
analysis demonstrates greater cognizance of the pertinent factors. In particular he draws attention to the Romantic 
Period as a response to the industrial revolution, and its resultant influence in philosophy. Terry Eagleton, Literary 
Theory: An Introduction (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 15–46.  
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view, greater attention was given to the issues of literariness, unity, and plot. Subsequent 

methodological shifts augmented this emphasis: as formalism gave rise to structuralism and 

eventually reader-response criticism, the delineation of sources was less of a priority.  

With respect to the Jacob tôledôt, this prompted a reassessment of the narrative. Whereas 

previously its literary quality had been attributed to a highly skilled redactor, such conclusions 

were now challenged. By way of example, though von Rad had argued for a narrative richer than 

the sum of its parts,5 Whybray responded by suggesting that a story such as that of Joseph and 

his brothers, “could surely only be the work of a single controlling mind.”6 Thus, the prevalence 

of synchronic methods resulted in a challenge to previously held conclusions. Several important 

works followed in this vein. 

  
 
 
 
 

 
5 Gerhard von Rad, Genesis, trans. John H. Marks (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1972), 348. Von 

Rad’s understanding of the narrative must be traced out over a number of contributions. Though his initial essay, 
“The Joseph Narrative and Ancient Wisdom” draws attention to the literary quality of the story, his monograph and 
commentary give heed to source critical claims. Von Rad validates his seemingly two-pronged approached by 
postulating a redactor with an exceptional ability to weave independent narratives together. Gerhard von Rad, “The 
Joseph Narrative and Ancient Wisdom,” in The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays, ed. Gerhard von Rad 
(Oxford: Oliver and Boyd, 1966), 292–300; Gerhard von Rad, Die Josephsgeschichte: Ein Vortrag (Neukirchen: 
Neukirchener Verlag des Erziehungsvereins, 1964). Von Rad’s work sits downstream of that offered by Gunkel, 
who considered the question of genre. He too acknowledged the profundity of the Joseph story with its “inner 
complexity” and ability to excite many emotions on the part of the reader. Similar to von Rad, Gunkel held to a 
conflation of sources, and argued that the narrative’s superior literary quality was the product of a highly skilled 
redactor, able to unite several blocks of material whose end product was the epitome of narrative art. Hermann 
Gunkel, Genesis, trans. Mark E. Biddle (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1997), 381–82. 

 
6 R. N. Whybray, “The Joseph Story and Pentateuchal Criticism,” VT 18, no. 4 (1968): 525. Whybray 

offers two primary objections to von Rad’s assessment of the narrative: the first, that a conflation of sources is 
unlikely to produce a novel of the literary quality that von Rad claims. The second, that the relationship postulated 
by von Rad between J and E infers an earlier, common source, which in turn prohibits estimates that the narrative is 
an example of wisdom literature, characteristic of the early monarchical period. Though Whybray neglects to offer a 
solution to these issues, his article contributed to a reassessment of the presuppositions that had become embedded 
in readings of the Jacob tôledôt.  
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Redford 

 Writing in 1970, Donald Redford’s work, A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph, is an 

inductive approach that seeks to answer questions of authorship and literary history.7 Redford’s 

pursuit of such a task derives from his observation of the stark contrast in style between          

Gen 37:2-50:26 and the rest of the Pentateuch. He asserts that the narrative was inserted en bloc 

into Genesis, albeit with minor alterations, thereby rejecting division of the narrative into J and E 

sources.8 The justification of Redford’s claim is sought via a consideration of plot, onomasticon, 

and literary style. He concludes that, contra Noth, the Joseph Story is too sophisticated to serve 

as a mere bridge between the patriarchal stories and the presence of Israel in Egypt. Rather, 

Redford suggests that “it is a Märchen of marvelous unity and drama, and the literary interest 

which surrounds it is sufficient raison d’être. It was told for the sake of enjoyment, not 

historiographical completeness.”9  

 Redford’s study is somewhat representative of the aforementioned trend within 

Pentateuchal scholarship at the time of writing, namely one that sought to challenge the long-

established division of the narrative according to the Documentary Hypothesis. As such, his 

work demonstrates far greater cognizance of the literary-art inherent to the Jacob tôledôt than 

previous studies. Redford suggests that the plot focusses on Joseph’s exaltation amidst fraternal 

strife, evidencing a unity by virtue of its symmetry. He also draws attention to the role of irony in 

the story arguing that it forms the pivot upon which the entire narrative turns. Further, Redford 

 
7 Donald B. Redford, A Study of The Biblical Story of Joseph (Genesis 37-50) (Leiden: Brill, 1970), 1–2. 
 
8 ibid. 
 
9 ibid., 27. 
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gives consideration to the pace of action, recapitulation, and the notion of embellishment, before 

an extended treatment of motifs in the Joseph Story.10  

With this literary approach noted, however, it is clear that Redford’s study is not without 

influence from source critical theory. To be sure, he contests the supposed prima facie evidence 

of the Documentary Hypothesis, suggesting that its rigid criteria has been imposed upon the 

Joseph Story without pursuing an empirical analysis of the text.11 Notwithstanding this objection, 

Redford proposes a combination of sources as he considers the narrative dynamic between Judah 

and Benjamin. He observes the role of the “good brother” as fundamental to the story, suggesting 

that the sympathetic assistance offered by Reuben, whose efforts are subsequently quashed, 

creates a pathos that elevates the narrative above the ordinary. But Redford goes on to suggest 

that the introduction of a second “good brother,” who in many ways imitates the first, would 

constitute “an incomprehensible weakening of this sub-plot.”12 This apparent literary faux pas 

leads Redford to conclude that the Joseph Story is composed of an original “Reuben version,” 

supplemented by a later “Judah expansion.”13 He readily accepts that there is broad agreement 

with the Documentarian’s E and J respectively, though Redford posits the “Reuben version” as 

the original, and the “Judah expansion” as a subsequent, fully dependent source. Based upon his 

consideration of the Egyptian influence on the narrative, Redford suggests a late date for the 

sources: between the mid-seventh and mid-fifth centuries BC.14    

 
10 Ibid., 66–105. 
 
11 ibid., 107. 
 
12 ibid., 133. 
 
13 ibid., 178–79. Specifically, Redford suggests that the Joseph Story comprises 37:3-36; 39-45; 46:28-

47:31; 50:1-21, and that the original “Reuben-version” constitutes the material in chapters 37, 40, 41, 42 and 45.  
 
14 ibid., 252–53.  
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 Perhaps the most significant contribution of Redford’s work pertains to his examination 

of the ANE influence on Gen 37-50. He notes that the sparsity of toponyms coupled with the 

timeless nature of the narrative align it with a defined set of stories, the best examples being 

those from Egypt. These include, the Shipwrecked Sailor, the Doomed Prince, the Blinding of 

Truth, and the initial part of the Tale of Two Brothers.15 Thereafter, Redford leverages a 

significant amount of ANE scholarship so as to probe this connection further. Interacting 

primarily with the work of Vergote,16 he examines twenty-three Egyptian elements in the 

narrative in order to better apprehend the nature of influence. Specifically, Redford challenges 

Vergote’s conclusion that the foreign elements in the Joseph Story bespeak a period dating back 

to the nineteenth dynasty, that is Ramesside Egypt.17 In his conclusion, Redford suggests that 

many previously affirmed Egyptian parallels cannot be sustained under close scrutiny. With 

respect to date, he argues that genuine Egyptological influence cannot be dated with any 

certainty earlier than the seventh century BC.18 

 Redford’s study received commendation amongst Old Testament scholars not least for 

his willingness to engage with a literary analysis of the text.19 Though he rejected the notion of a 

continuous plot-structure,20 nevertheless his conclusions challenged many of those made by 

 
15 Ibid., 67. 
 
16 J. Vergote, Joseph en Égypte: Genèse Ch.37-50 à la lumière des études égyptologiques récentes 

(Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1959). 
 
17 Redford, Joseph, 190. 

 
18 ibid., 242. In large measure this drives Redford’s conclusions regarding the dating of the sources.  
 
19 See for example, Ralph W. Klein, review of Donald B. Redford, A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph, 

CTM 42, no.7 (1971), 462. 
 
20 Redford attributes to the “Judah expansion” a number of scenes at the close of the narrative, including: 

the meeting of Israel and Joseph (46:28-30); the death of Israel (47:29-31); the blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh 
(48:8-20); the burial of Israel (50:1-6) and the second forgiveness of the brothers (50:15-21). He asserts, “All these 
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purely source critical studies. This, coupled with his extensive consideration of ANE 

background, positioned A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph as a noteworthy contribution in 

the interpretation of the Jacob tôledôt. At the same time, certain deficiencies in Redford’s study 

should not be overlooked. He acknowledges that his argument concerning date and influence is 

made partially from silence. Inferences are drawn based upon their apparent acceptability, not 

quantifiable evidence. With regards to literary analysis, although Redford’s examination of 

certain features is helpful, his treatment of the whole is lacking. He begins to probe the literary 

dynamic of the narrative but does not go far enough, defaulting instead to the logic of source 

criticism. Such is especially true with respect to his understanding of fraternal relations. 

Redford’s initial observations must be pursued further for a more comprehensive understanding 

of the narrative’s literary nature.  

 
Coats 

Coat’s monograph, From Canaan to Egypt: Structure and Theological Context for the 

Joseph Story, centers on the question of context and specifically whether the Joseph story 

evidences structural or theological relationships with the rest of the Pentateuch.21 Published in 

1976, Coats is responding to the work of Noth, von Rad, and Redford, all of whom argued for a 

tradition history that is in some way unique from that of the patriarchal narratives. By contrast, 

Coats contends that, “while the story develops distinctive themes in its own right, the constituent 

themes in the story reveal indispensable functions that derive from the context.”22  

 
episodes share one thing in common: they lack unity or logical connexion with the plot of the Joseph Story per se.” 
Redford, Joseph, 179. 

 
21 George W. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt: Structural and Theological Context for the Joseph Story 

(Washington: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1976), 2. 
 
22 ibid. 
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Coats begins with a synchronic study of the story’s structure, taking the Joseph narrative 

as 37:1-47:27a, excluding chapter 38. He posits symmetry as a leading characteristic of the 

narrative, arguing for a structural dialectic based upon the parallelism of 37:1 and 47:27. From 

this initial observation Coats suggests that the Joseph story is one that is governed by a change in 

perspective and geography: from Jacob in Canaan to Israel in Egypt.23 Broken family 

relationships drive this transition, a crisis implied in the opening verses and made sure by 

Joseph’s dreams.  

Coats treats chapters 39-41 as a digression in the narrative, one that presents its own 

subplot distinct from the principal plot established in 37. Again, he notes a level of internal 

symmetry that moves Joseph from servant in the household, to prisoner in the pit, to governor 

over Egypt. Moreover, Coats observes a thematic contrast with the larger narrative, centered 

specifically on the character of Joseph who behaves as a spoiled child in chapter 37 but as a 

disciplined leader in 39-41. He concludes that the unit was an independent narrative, possibly 

influenced by such stories as the Tale of Two Brothers and subsequently incorporated into the 

larger Joseph story.24   

Coats’ treatment of the complication (42:1-38), dénouement (43-45) and conclusion 

(46:1-47:27) continues to focus on the theme of geographical movement in addition to 

expressions of structural parallelism that center on the issue of familial strife. By way of 

example, when commenting on Joseph’s testing of his brothers, Coats writes “The dialectic 

between Canaan and Egypt thus dominates the scene, just as it does in ch. 37. And the dialectic 

points to the apparent irreparable break in the family…just as ch. 37 ends with a tragic lament of 

 
23 Ibid., 9. 
 
24 ibid., 28–32. 
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a father who has lost his favorite son, so here the scene ends with a tragic lament of a father who 

faces the loss of another favorite son.”25 

Two key conclusions result from Coats’ structural analysis. First, he posits that with the 

exception of Gen 38 and 47:13-26 the narrative espouses remarkable unity. He writes, “Each of 

the major structural elements develops clear functional cohesion with all other parts of the 

whole.” Second, the perspectival transition from Jacob in Canaan to Israel in Egypt is one that is 

inherently tied to both the patriarchal and exodus traditions. The Joseph story forms a bridge 

between them. As such, Coats argues, the narrative should not be understood as isolated, nor as 

inserted secondarily to explain Israel’s servitude in Egypt.26 

In the second chapter, Coats turns his attention to source criticism, understanding that his 

conclusions must answer to the weight of scholarship that affirms a narrative division between J 

and E. He begins by noting some methodological issues often overlooked by Documentarians. 

Observing that source analysis is most often conducted according to perceived doublets, 

contradictions, and stylistic shifts, Coats argues that none of these features lies beyond the 

particular control of one author. Though they may be indicative of two sources, it is difficult to 

make a decisive appeal to that end. Coats contends that the point of departure should not be an 

attempted reconstruction of the Yahwistic or Elohistic text. Rather, the MT in its final form must 

constitute the basis for exegesis. Furthermore, he argues that the first task with any text should be 

a structural analysis of its final form. The results of such will provide a controlling framework 

for the consideration of distinct literary sources, a task which should be pursued secondarily.27  

 
25 Ibid., 38. 
 
26 ibid., 53–54. 
 
27 Ibid., 58–59. 
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Thereafter, Coats seeks to apply his proposals by subjecting the Joseph story to a source 

analysis in light of his conclusions on structure and unity. He engages first with the theory of two 

parallel sources, suggesting that there is little in the way of persuasive evidence to that end. In so 

doing, Coats offers an extensive examination of chapter 37, oftentimes appealing to an 

intentionally complex and emotive plot. With regards to the Ishmaelite/Midianite doublet, Coats 

suggests an expansion of one narrative based upon a redactional layer at 37:36, which in turn 

reflects a gloss at 37:28. In an attempt to attribute the sale of Joseph to a third party a disunity 

has developed, but not such that two separate narratives can be identified.28 

Coats then interacts with a second source critical theory, namely that espoused by 

Redford of a second narrative edition that gives emphasis to Judah over Reuben. Again, attention 

is given to literary strategy as Coats suggests that the dynamic between the brothers creates 

tension rather than redundancy. Similarly, he argues that the continual shifting between Jacob 

and Israel does not constitute evidence for two literary strata but is a device employed to 

emphasize the shift from Canaan to Egypt, and from the patriarch to the nation.29 Coats 

concludes his source analysis by labelling the Joseph story a masterpiece that is neither the 

product of two originally distinct sources, nor the later addition of one to another. While he 

acknowledges the presence of J and E sources, he suggests that the latter exists in mere 

fragmentary form, as an expansion of the first. 

The final section of Coats’ monograph consists of a consideration of the story’s appeal. 

He draws on the themes of reconciliation and political power in an attempt to explain the 

theological context of the narrative. Coats contends that the story’s principal goal is the 

 
28 Ibid., 61. 

 
29 ibid., 71. 
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projection of these ideas not least because they speak to the experiences of Israel as a nation. The 

narrative turns according to a major plot: that of tensions within the family (37; 42-47), and a 

subplot: that of leadership and administration in Egypt (39-41). The net effect is a story that 

issues hope. To a nation who would emerge from exile knowing the reality of internal struggles, 

with no merit for reconciliation but with a commitment to one another, with the prospect of 

greatness in a land of their own, Coats suggests that the Joseph story is one that beckons them 

towards a new era of prosperity.  

From Canaan to Egypt was well received by Pentateuchal scholars who acknowledged its 

value as a stimulating interpretation of the Joseph story.30 Further emphasizing the trend towards 

synchronic studies, Coats was commended for his presentation of the narrative’s literary features 

whilst at the same time presenting a meaningful source analysis. However, while it was generally 

acknowledged that Coats’ study made a contribution beyond that of Noth, von Rad, and Redford, 

his approach is deficient due to its point of emphasis. Specifically, Coats’ prioritization of 

structure guides his analysis of plot with little consideration of other textual features. Although 

the delineation of narrative boundaries is a necessary step in the interpretive process it must 

function as one of many features in the assessment of narrative continuity. A subsequent review 

of From Canaan to Egypt suggested a level of ambiguity in the definition of terms, permitting 

Coats a degree of interpretive freedom which detracts from his conclusions.31 This observation is 

perhaps indicative of Coats’ inability to gauge narrative continuity on the basis of structure 

alone. In sum, From Canaan to Egypt did much to commend synchronic approaches to the Jacob 

tôledôt, while at the same time leaving the issue of plot relatively unexplored.  

 
30 See for example, Edwin M. Good, review of George Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, JBL 97, no. 1 (1978), 

120. 
 
31 See Sean McEvenue, review of George Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, CBQ 39, no. 1 (1977), 110.  
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Longacre 

 Published in 1989, Longacre’s work, Joseph: A Story of Divine Providence, serves to 

perpetuate the trend within Pentateuchal scholarship away from diachronic methodologies. 

Labelled by the author as A Text Theoretical and Textlinguistic Analysis of Genesis 37 and 39-

48, the study is intended to exemplify a methodology developed elsewhere by Longacre,32 one 

which exercises skepticism towards the Documentary Hypothesis and prioritizes “listening” to 

the final form of the text.33 Based upon Pike’s theory of tagmemics,34 Longacre advocates an 

understanding of the text whereby its linear transmission is understood in relation to its 

macrostructure, the latter governing our understanding of the former. If the germinal idea of a 

narrative is known, then the texture of discourse can be analyzed by reference to it coupled with 

due consideration of certain linguistic features such as verb rank, hortatory discourse, and speech 

acts.35 Of particular note in Longacre’s approach is the contention that cumulative development 

within a discourse is manifested by way of peak-marking features, or zones of turbulence. When 

the dynamic flow of a text is disrupted through the suppression and/or accentuation of certain 

grammatico-lexical features a reference point is created, a “gear shift,” against which other parts 

of the discourse may be understood.36  

 Longacre begins by dividing 37:2-50:26 into fourteen units, labelling each as an episode, 

peak, inter-peak, or post-peak. Neglecting to consider chapters 38, 49, and 50, he cites Joseph’s 

 
32 Notably, see Robert E. Longacre, “The Discourse Structure of the Flood Narrative,” JAAR 47 (1979): 

89–133. 
 
33 Robert E. Longacre, Joseph: A Story of Divine Providence: A Text Theoretical and Textlinguistic 

Analysis of Genesis 37 and 39-48 (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1989), 11. 
 

34 Kenneth L. Pike, Language in Relation to a Unified Theory of the Structure of Human Behavior 
(Glendale, CA: Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1954). 

 
35 Longacre, Joseph, 13–19. 
 
36 ibid., 18–19.  
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rise to power and self-revelation as prominent points in the narrative. After the identity of the 

protagonist is known to the brothers the remainder of the story constitutes its dénouement. To 

justify this understanding of the narrative Longacre offers an introductory analysis of the text, 

drawing attention to various syntactical features that serve as framing devices for individual 

textual units. At the same time, he notes salient features within each episode, explaining the 

creation of narrative turbulence.37 By way of example, concerning the problem of the Midianites 

and Ishmaelites in chapter 37, Longacre invokes the notion of suspense and elaboration. 

Referencing Judg 8:24 wherein the two groups are used interchangeably, he suggests that 

initially the Ishmaelite caravan is seen from afar but as the action intensifies then the Midianite 

merchants are seen close-up. The same people are in view but the change in names serves the 

purpose of creating a peak in the narrative.38 

 With this rendering of the Joseph story in view Longacre proposes a macrostructure that 

centers on the idea of divine providence. Interpreting Gen 50:20 as something of a synopsis of 

the story, Longacre writes, “Joseph’s brothers, meaning to harm him, sold him into Egypt, but in 

reality God sent him there so that he could save Jacob’s family and many others from death and 

starvation.”39 He further posits a background macrostructure—one that gives credence to the 

function of the narrative within its broader scriptural context—as: “Among the descendants of 

Jacob, Joseph and Judah are to be preeminent both as individuals and as tribes.”40 

 In part two of his book, Longacre develops his textlinguistic analysis of the narrative. 

Drawing on his study of other languages he derives a fivefold verb rank structure that allows for 

 
37 Ibid., 22–41.  
 
38 ibid., 31. 
 
39 ibid., 43. 
 
40 ibid., 54. 
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the subsequent analysis at the clause, sentence, and paragraph level. Longacre argues for the 

preterite verb form as the backbone of Old Testament narrative such that its use carries the 

storyline forward, all other clause types are in some way subsidiary. Longacre then applies his 

verb rank structure at the paragraph level asserting that when proper attention is given to the 

relative importance of a clause, the function of its co-textual pericope is discernible. Thus, he 

asserts a series of categories by which any narrative paragraph may be understood including for 

example, result, comment, amplification, antithetical, predictive, and expository. Longacre 

suggests that the process of mapping from verb to paragraph serves to confirm and explicate the 

initial proposition of macrostructure.41 

 In the third section of Longacre’s work, he seeks to complement his analysis of verb rank 

by considering other parts of speech, namely noun phrases. He suggests the necessity of this step 

because every text constitutes a high-level interweaving of both.42 Thus, Longacre devotes much 

space to the explanation and codification of his noun phrase analysis, giving particular attention 

to the role of participants, speech acts, and dialogue. As before, Longacre’s primary concern is to 

establish a hierarchy within each area by which to interpret the text. The result is a convoluted 

system of formulas that give particular weight to the role of Joseph, coupled with more 

categories for the classification of dialogue.  

 Joseph: A Story of Divine Providence makes a contribution by virtue of its linguistic 

emphasis. Longacre received commendation for his attempt to attribute significance to seemingly 

minor textual inflections.43 His study addresses many of the long-held assumptions of source 

 
41 Ibid., 118. 
 
42 ibid., 141. 
 
43 See for example, Nicolai Winther-Nielsen, review of Robert E. Longacre, Joseph: A Story of Divine 

Providence, CBQ 53, no. 2 (1991), 294. 
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critics and provides a somewhat fresh reading of the narrative. However, with these strengths 

noted a number of concerns must be raised. First, there is an inherent circularity to Longacre’s 

approach which fails to give voice to external, objective standards. While it is true that any 

successful hermeneutical system must hold in balance both a macro- and micro-reading of the 

text, the novelty of his method appears to overtake itself such that Longacre gives little 

consideration to previous readings of the Jacob tôledôt. Closely related to this issue is the 

predominance of linguistic hierarchies that establish overly rigid textual categories. As a result, 

Longacre fails to consider possible relationships between certain features of the story. By way of 

example, he excludes Gen 38 from the outset since his focus is on the story of Joseph. Thus, he 

overlooks possible connections with the main storyline, and with it the contribution of Judah in 

the life of his younger brother. Though his methodology offers a helpful reading of the narrative, 

the question must be asked as to what degree Longacre’s linguistic emphasis robs the story of its 

less quantifiable features.  

 
Multiple and Varied Readings 

The rise of literary criticism prompted many more studies in addition to those discussed 

above. As scholars sought to “listen” to the final form of the text, a multitude of hermeneutical 

emphases produced a plethora of readings.44 Though the conclusions of these studies were not 

 
44 Beyond the contributions of Redford, Coats, and Longacre, other significant monographs include W. Lee 

Humphreys, Joseph and His Family: A Literary Study (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1988); Yiu-
Wing Fung, Victim and Victimizer: Joseph’s Interpretation of His Destiny (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
2000); Ron Pirson, The Lord of the Dreams: A Semantic and Literary Analysis of Genesis 37-50 (London: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 2002). Notable articles that focus on individual pericopes, motifs, or themes within the Jacob 
tôledôt include Judah Goldin, “The Youngest Son or Where Does Genesis 38 Belong,” JBL 96, no. 1 (1977): 27–44; 
Peter D. Miscall, “The Jacob and Joseph Stories as Analogies,” JSOT 6 (1978): 28–40; Edward L. Greenstein, “An 
Equivocal Reading of the Sale of Joseph,” in Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, ed. Kenneth R. R. Gros 
Louis, with James S. Ackerman (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1982), 114–25; James S. Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, 
and Jacob,” in Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, ed. Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis, with James S. 
Ackerman (Nashville: Abingdon, 1982), 85–113; Hugh C. White, “The Joseph Story: A Narrative Which 
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always in agreement, a common point of affirmation was a greater degree of unity to the Jacob 

tôledôt than had previously espoused, and with it an increased perception of the plot-structure.  

 
The Response of Source Criticism 

Despite the increasing influence of literary criticism in Pentateuchal studies, this 

methodological shift has not occurred without resistance. One criticism pertains to the propensity 

of literary approaches to be ahistorical. As meaning is sought in the final form of the text, 

questions of culture, background and historical setting fall by the wayside. A second criticism 

relates to the validity of synchronic methods: specifically, whether modern literary approaches 

can be imposed upon an ancient text that does not identify itself as literature. These concerns, 

coupled with a fresh appeal to the unreadability of the Pentateuch have led most recently to a 

renewal of support for the Documentary Hypothesis. Arguing in direct response to literary 

approaches source critics have sought to reclaim the fissures and cracks in the narrative with a 

fresh appeal to the unreadability of the Pentateuch. Foremost amongst these efforts is the work of 

Joel Baden. 

 

 
“Consumes” Its Content,” Semeia 31 (1985): 49–69; Aaron Wildavsky, “Survival Must Not Be Gained through Sin: 
The Moral of the Joseph Stories Prefigured through Judah and Tamar,” JSOT 62 (1994): 37–48; Victor H. 
Matthews, “The Anthropology of Clothing in the Joseph Narrative,” JSOT 65 (1995): 25–36; J. P. Fokkelman, 
“Genesis 37 and 38 at the Interface of Structural Analysis and Hermeneutics,” in Literary Structure and Rhetorical 
Strategies in the Hebrew Bible, ed. L. J. de Regt, J. de Waard, and J. P. Fokkelman (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1996), 
152–87; Barbara Green, “The Determination of Pharaoh: His Characterization in the Joseph Story (Genesis 37-50),” 
in The World of Genesis: Persons, Places, Perspectives, ed. Philip R. Davies and David J. A. Clines (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 150–71; Anthony J. Lambe, “Genesis 38: Structure and Literary Design,” in The 
World of Genesis: Persons, Places, Perspectives, ed. and Philip R. Davies Clines David J. A. (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1998), 102–20; Friedemann W. Golka, “Genesis 37-50: Joseph Story or Israel-Joseph Story?,” 
CBR 2, no. 2 (2004): 153–77; T. Desmond Alexander, “The Regal Dimension of the בקעי־תודלת : Recovering the 
Literary Context of Genesis 37-50,” in Reading the Law: Studies in Honour of Gordon J. Wenham, ed. J. G. 
McConville, and K. Möller (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2007), 196–212. 
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Baden 

In The Composition of the Pentateuch: Renewing the Documentary Hypothesis, Baden 

seeks to argue for the disunity of the text, leading with an analysis of Gen 37.45 He notes a 

multitude of problems and suggests that their cumulative force is to preclude a straightforward 

reading of plot. Baden offers a comprehensive survey of interpretive efforts arguing that none 

have dealt adequately with the tensions of the narrative. Concerning modern literary criticism, he 

argues that, “Insofar as the plain meaning of the text in all of these cases is subordinated to an 

externally derived hermeneutic, these methods may all be lumped under the term “midrash.””46 

With this opening gambit Baden then seeks to recover the ground held for so long by 

Documentarians.  

Baden dedicates a chapter to each source, considering its particular features and unique 

contribution. He provides case studies of pertinent texts to supplement his argument in addition 

to a chapter on the compilation of the whole. In his concluding chapter Baden succinctly 

summarizes the nuances of the hypothesis for which he is advocating, noting points of deviation 

from the traditional model.  

 
45 Joel S. Baden, The Composition of The Pentateuch: Renewing The Documentary Hypothesis (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 3. Other recent source critical contributions that demonstrate empathy with 
Baden’s arguments include, Richard Elliott Friedman, The Bible with Sources Revealed: A New View into the Five 
Books of Moses (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2003); Ludwig Schmidt, “Im Dickicht der 
Pentateuchforschung: Ein Plädoyer für die umstrittene Neuere Urkundenhypothese,” VT 60, no. 3 (2010): 400–20; 
Baruch J. Schwartz, “Does Recent Scholarship’s Critique of the Documentary Hypothesis Constitute Grounds for its 
Rejection?,” in The Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Current Research, ed. Thomas B. Dozeman, Konrad 
Schmid, and Baruch J. Schwartz (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 3–16; Baruch J. Schwartz, “How the Compiler of 
the Pentateuch Worked: The Composition of Genesis 37,” in The Book of Genesis: Composition, Reception, and 
Interpretation, ed. Craig A. Evans, Joel N. Lohr, and David L. Petersen (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 263–78; Jeffrey 
Stackert, “Pentateuchal Coherence and the Science of Reading,” in The Formation of the Pentateuch: Bridging the 
Academic Cultures of Europe, Israel, and North America, ed. Jan C. Gertz et al. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016), 
260–62. 

 
46 Baden, Composition of the Pentateuch, 12. 
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Regarding the identification of sources, Baden emphasizes different criteria from that of 

Wellhausen. He states, “Classical scholarship more frequently than not took stylistic and 

terminological criteria as the starting point for the division of the text, with special reliance on 

the divine names as an element of style…I have argued here for placing the historical claims of 

the narrative at the forefront of the analysis, with style, theme, and theology playing only 

secondary, supporting roles.”47  

Regarding the claims made by each source Baden again deviates from the classical model 

by suggesting that the different narratives do not tell the same story. Rather, the episodes, the 

ordering of episodes, and the perspective often vary between sources. The implication of this is a 

greater affirmation of literary unity and simpler source division. The text need not be atomized if 

it is accepted that different narratives are not trying to make the same claims.48  

At a more methodological level, Baden also asserts the literary function of the 

Documentary Hypothesis. He notes the preoccupation in Pentateuchal scholarship with 

understanding the evolutionary growth of ancient Israelite religion but suggests this was 

secondary for Wellhausen. In Composition of the Hexateuch the question being pursued is a 

textual one, not historical. Only then did Wellhausen seek to leverage the Documentary 

Hypothesis to develop thoughts concerning Israelite religion. Baden seeks to reassert this focus, 

writing, “The approach described in this book returns to the first stage and leaves the second 

unconsidered. The literary question is primary and is in fact the only question that can be 

answered by the documentary theory.”49 This claim is central to Baden’s argument and drives 

 
47 Ibid., 246. 
 
48 ibid., 247. 
 
49 ibid. 
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him away from other historical concerns that the classical theory sought to address such as the 

various stages of each source and the contribution of numerous compilers. The net result is the 

proposal of an economic system constituting one compiler and four sources, coupled with the 

assertion that the Documentary Hypothesis is primarily a means of explaining narrative 

discontinuity in the Pentateuch. Quoting Baden’s conclusion in full: 

The major point I have emphasized throughout this book is that the Documentary 
Hypothesis, in general and in its particulars, is a literary solution to a literary problem, 
and no more than that. It does not begin with the search for sources in the text: the 
sources are the conclusion of the theory, not its beginning. It begins with the canonical 
text and the literary problems that require explanation. Why the Pentateuch is incoherent, 
that is the driving question of all critical enquiries into the composition of the text, and 
the Documentary Hypothesis is the simplest and best answer to that question.50 
 
Baden’s work constitutes one of the most sustained appeals in recent scholarship for the 

Documentary Hypothesis, responding to its demise in light of synchronic trends. His conclusions 

are largely empathetic with those of the traditional model, but his approach espouses a new 

emphasis. Somewhat in line with more literary approaches, Baden forefronts narrative continuity 

as a tool for assessing the integrity of the text. A breakdown in plot represents an incongruity, the 

most reasonable explanation for which is the conflation of multiple sources.  

The Composition of the Pentateuch has been commended not least for the simplicity of its 

approach,51 and clarity of argumentation.52 Baden’s reassertion of the Documentary Hypothesis 

is persuasively set forth. However, as with any heuristic approach there are assumptions inherent 

to Baden’s work that warrant further consideration. Foremost amongst these is the implicit belief 

that the Pentateuchal narrative must follow a purely linear logic. Baden’s appeal to multiple 

 
50 Ibid., 249. 
 
51 A. C. Hagerdorn, review of Joel Baden, Composition of the Pentateuch, JSOT 39, no. 5 (2015), 58. 

 
52 Walter Vogels, review of Joel Baden, Composition of the Pentateuch, CBQ 75, no 1 (2013), 112. 
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sources is grounded in this presupposition, though he does not attempt to justify it. Any 

explanation of the text that appeals to literary concepts must certainly define them, and at the 

most fundamental level. Thus, it becomes clear that Baden’s conclusions are dependent upon 

ideas that he has not fully explored. A more complete exploration of narrative continuity and plot 

would prompt a reconsideration of his argument.    

 
Ska 

The work of Baden is complemented in many ways by that of Ska. Also writing from a 

source critical perspective, Ska focusses on the perceived literary problems inherent to the 

Pentateuchal narrative. In particular, Ska’s recent article “What Do We Mean by Plot and by 

Narrative Continuity?” builds on the claims of Baden concerning the unreadability of the 

Pentateuch.53 Therein Ska suggests that when attention is given to the issue of causality—why a 

story is told according to a particular sequence—there are points of significant narrative 

discontinuity throughout.54 He contends that the primary points of fracture within Genesis are 

twofold.  

The first concerns the transitions between major narrative cycles. Referring to the story of 

origins (Gen 1-11), the Abraham cycle (Gen 12-25), the Jacob cycle (Gen 25-35), and the Joseph 

story (Gen 37-50), Ska suggests, “these four parts are connected on a very superficial level,”55 

such that each cycle can be fully understood with little or no knowledge of the preceding 

material.56 The second recurring point of plot discontinuity concerns the concluding section of 

 
53 Ska, “Narrative Continuity,” 201–22. 
 
54 Ibid., 202. 
 
55 ibid., 213. 
 
56 ibid., 213, 14. 
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each cycle. However much sequential narrative logic can be demonstrated within a story, it 

typically breaks down towards the end. By way of example, Ska notes that the Abraham cycle is 

marked by “the hope for an heir.”57 Many of the scenes adhere to this theme, either by 

attempting to find an heir or articulating the promise of one. However, several scenes do not. 

Gen 14 and Gen 19 cannot be integrated into this framework, neither can numerous scenes after 

the birth of Isaac, including the testing of Abraham (Gen 22), Sarah’s death (Gen 23), and 

Isaac’s marriage to Rebekah (Gen 24). In this way, the plot becomes progressively less unified. 

Concerning the Jacob cycle, Ska contends that it is more unified: conflict with Esau (Gen 25, 27, 

and 33) and conflict with Laban (Gen 28-32) define most of the narrative. Moreover, there is a 

causal link between the two series of conflicts (Gen 27:41-44).58 However, after Jacob’s 

reconciliation with Esau (Gen 33:1-20) the plot becomes less discernible. Similar to the Abraham 

cycle, the final section of the narrative evidences no sequential logic. Stories are simply 

appended to the plot.59 Concerning the Joseph story, Ska affirms the conclusion of literary 

critics: that it is “the most unified narrative in the book of Genesis.”60 In this case there is one 

central conflict, the progress of which is clearly delineated until its resolution when the brothers 

are reconciled. Apart from evident deviations such as chapter 38, the Joseph story demonstrates 

the greatest degree of sequential narrative logic in Genesis. However, in its conclusion, 

according to Ska, there is a departure from the plot. Ska argues that as with the Abraham and 

Jacob cycles there are a series of loose ends that do not develop the story. Joseph’s 

administration in Egypt (47:13-26); the end of Jacob’s life (47:27-48:22); Jacob’s blessing (49:1-

 
57 Ibid., 209. 
 
58 ibid. 
 
59 ibid., 210. 
 
60 Ibid. 
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27); Jacob’s death and burial (49:28-50:13); and the end of Joseph’s life (50:22-26) are all 

considered later additions—extra information given to the reader about the protagonist. 

Central to the derivation of these conclusions is Ska’s definition of plot. He goes further 

than Baden by engaging with contributions from Aristotle, Forster, and Scholes and Kellogg.61 

Ska emphasizes the difference between chronological and logical sequence in narrative with the 

former as symptomatic of a story, the latter indicative of a plot. He is correct to note that “The 

logical connection between the events is sometimes implied or simply presupposed;” but, “it is 

indispensable in the creation of a real plot.”62 From here, Ska argues that the degree to which 

causal relationships are exploited within a narrative is dependent upon the tradition from which it 

derives. Some pivot upon an axis that is purely chronological whereas other more sophisticated 

narratives will readily espouse logical connections between events.63 Ska offers a spectrum of 

examples ranging from genealogies and itineraries that depict a chronicle of events, to the deeds 

of a hero that evidence a thematic unity, to a narrative within a frame narrative that often fails to 

offer a discernible plot-structure. Ska’s contention that sequential logic is the undergirding rubric 

by which to assess plot leads to the formulation of the conclusions concerning Genesis, detailed 

above.  

Ska’s article is in many ways representative of his other contributions that have 

advocated a Documentarian understanding of the Pentateuch, one that contests the idea of 

 
61 Ska cites Aristotle’s concept of μῦθος in his Poetics as synonymous with the idea of plot subsequently 

defined more fully by Forster, Aspects of the Novel, 93–94; Scholes, The Nature of Narrative, 207. 
 
62 Ska, “Narrative Continuity,” 202. 
 
63 ibid., 203. 
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narrative continuity.64 His willingness to engage at a methodological level with the concept of 

plot is particularly helpful and is again somewhat characteristic of Ska’s approach.65 However, 

his delineation between chronological and logical sequence within narrative falls short of a 

proper definition of plot. Ska’s discussion of narrative continuity should be considered as 

introductory, leaving much to be explored. By way of example, the nature of a logical sequence 

is undefined. Ska appears to assume that narrative logic is purely linear, whereas literary critics 

might disagree. A more thorough consideration of these interpretive principles would in turn 

necessitate a re-examination of Ska’s conclusions. In particular, the assertion that each narrative 

cycle evidences a series of loose ends that do not advance the plot should be tested. Stated 

otherwise, Ska’s article posits one of the most pressing questions in Pentateuchal scholarship in 

light of recent interpretive trends: What do we mean by plot and narrative continuity? However, 

his analysis fails to give an adequate answer. Further work is required to understand the 

relationship between these two concepts. Moreover, a satisfactory reading of the Jacob tôledôt 

has yet to be offered.  

 

 
64 See for example, Jean Louis Ska, Abraham et ses hôtes: le patriarche et les croyants au Dieu unique 

(Bruxelles: Lessius, 2001); Introduction to Reading the Pentateuch (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2006); The 
Exegesis of the Pentateuch: Exegetical Studies and Basic Questions (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009); “The Call of 
Abraham and Israel’s Birth-certificate (Gen 12:1-4a),” in The Exegesis of the Pentateuch: Exegetical Studies and 
Basic Questions (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 46–66; “The Limits of Interpretation,” in The 
Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Current Research, ed. Thomas B. Dozeman, Konrad Schmid, and Baruch 
J. Schwartz (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 109–22; “The Study of the Book of Genesis: The Beginning of 
Critical Reading,” in The Book of Genesis: Composition, Reception, and Interpretation, ed. Craig A. Evans, Joel N. 
Lohr, and David L. Petersen (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 3–26; Jean Louis Ska, Federico Giuntoli, and Konrad Schmid, 
The Post-Priestly Pentateuch: New Perspectives on Its Redactional Development and Theological Profiles, 
Forschungen zum Alten Testament (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015). 
 

65 Ska’s non-polemical, factual reasoning is noted by others including H. Seebass, in review of Jean-Louis 
Ska, Introduction to Reading the Pentateuch, ZAW 119, no. 3 (2007), 472–73; and R. Coggins, in review of Jean-
Louis Ska, Introduction to Reading the Pentateuch, VT 58, no. 4 (2008), 673–74. 
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Conclusion: What Do We Mean by Plot and by Narrative Continuity? 

Although there is undoubtedly more to say with respect to interpretive trends and the 

Jacob tôledôt, the survey offered in this chapter highlights a significant impasse—one that 

requires further probing. The rise of literary criticism in the 1970s signaled a departure from 

traditional iterations of the Documentary Hypothesis coupled with a heightened affirmation of 

narrative continuity. Since then, scholars who advocate a synchronic approach to the text have 

increasingly focused on the issue of plot. In like manner, so have source critics. However, 

relatively little progress has been made. Although both disciplines understand the relationship 

between plot and narrative continuity to be of primary importance, neither has fully explored the 

dynamic.  

This chapter has provided a survey of recent interpretive trends within Pentateuchal 

scholarship while also emphasizing a void. A failure to answer the question “What do we mean 

by plot and narrative continuity?” presents an opportunity for further study. Chapter 2 will begin 

to probe this relationship, specifically by invoking the concept of mimesis. An argument will be 

made that a fuller assessment of narrative continuity depends upon a more fundamental 

understanding of plot. To fill the aforementioned gap in Pentateuchal scholarship, a reading 

strategy is required that explores the representational act. When the mimeticism of a narrative is 

understood, a clearer perception of its plot-structure emerges, coupled with a greater appreciation 

of narrative continuity. 
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CHAPTER TWO: RICŒURIAN MIMESIS AS A READING STRATEGY 

Introduction 

The survey conducted in Chapter 1 evidenced an ironic dichotomy pertaining to 

interpretive trends in Pentateuchal scholarship. As narrative continuity has been subject to 

increasing levels of scrutiny, so the issue of plot has received more attention. However, at the 

same time, the relationship between these two concepts remains somewhat unexplored. While 

source critics lay claim to a continually collapsing plot-structure, they do so based upon a 

rudimentary exposition of how narrative espouses plot. The evident need is to explore this 

dynamic further. Since Aristotle laid the foundation in Poetics, positive contributions seeking to 

explain the concept of plot have been few. This is due in part to the broadening nature of 

narrative analysis. As theorists have derived more complex models for understanding a story so 

the definition of plot has become increasingly elusive.1 However, in the 1980s, French 

philosopher Ricœur made a clarifying contribution by way of his magnum opus, Time and 

Narrative.  

In his three-volume work Ricœur seeks to develop Aristotle’s muthos by arguing for its 

applicability to all narrative forms. Moreover, Ricœur expands the ideas given in Poetics by 

considering more thoroughly the question of mimesis. He correctly asserts that underpinning the 

question of plot is the more fundamental issue of representation, or mimetic strategy. Ricœur’s 

 
1 Martin summarizes the decline of plot as a useable category, noting in particular the contributions of 

Propp and Lévi-Strauss. Though their work prompted renewed interest in the subject, more dogmatic iterations of 
structuralism quickly led critics to repudiate the traditional understanding of plot. A particular concern was the 
apparent inability to define a beginning and an ending, such that every narrative was postulated as being in medias 
res throughout. Wallace Martin, Recent Theories of Narrative (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), 81–85, 90–
96. The birth of the modern novel has only accelerated this trend, such that more contemporary definitions of plot 
are conceptually ambiguous and practically unhelpful. The point is made well by James M. Morgan, “Emplotment, 
Plot and Explotment: Refining Plot Analysis of Biblical Narratives from the Reader’s Perspective,” BibInt 21, no. 1 
(2013): 64–65. A response to these objections will be developed more fully below, suffice to say, Ricœur’s 
invocation of mimesis allows for a reaffirmation of Aristotle’s model, while at the same time accounting for 
significant variations without appealing to a collapse in narrative logic. 



 32 

contribution is the proposal of a threefold mimetic model that serves to elucidate the relationship 

between plot and narrative continuity. The derivation of this model is borne out through an 

extended consideration of phenomenology, epistemology and literary criticism.  

The relative influence of Ricœur’s work to cultural studies and narrative theory has been 

significant, not least because of his understanding of mimesis as mediation.2 However, 

subsequent works have often overlooked Ricœur’s dependence on Aristotle and thereby 

neglected his emphasis on plot.3 Concerning Pentateuchal scholarship, as the search continues 

for adequate reading strategies the question of mimesis has been little considered. Ricœur’s work 

is worthy of attention insomuch as it could offer a fresh way of engaging with the text—one that 

scrutinizes the issue of plot at its most fundamental level, that is, with the question of mimetic 

strategy.4 Before a specific methodology can be articulated, a survey of Time and Narrative will 

given, tracing the line of argumentation as it pertains to Ricœur’s mimetic model.  

 
2 Despite the complexity of Ricœur’s writing, his work has been employed extensively across a range of 

disciplines, oftentimes to further the humanist program that he himself pursued. A regular entry point into his 
thinking that most readily permits the extension of a particular argument is the concept of mediation. See for 
example, H. Opdebeeck, “Ricœur’s Institutional Mediation of Freedom: A Hermeneutic Context for Economics,” in 
The Foundation and Application of Moral Philosophy: Ricœur’s Ethical Order, ed. H. Opdebeeck (Leuven, 
Belgium: Peeters), 51–64; W. David Hall, Paul Ricœur and the Poetic Imperative: The Creative Tension between 
Love and Justice (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), 37–79; Mary Schaldenbrand, “Metaphoric 
Imagination: Kinship through Conflict,” in Studies in the Philosophy of Paul Ricœur, ed. Charles E. Reagan 
(Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1979), 57–82; Mario J. Valdés, “Life: A Story in Search of a Narrator,” in A 
Ricœur Reader: Reflection and Imagination, ed. Mario J. Valdés (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), 425–
37. Isomaa rightly notes that the relevance of Ricœurian mediation has only increased with time, not least due to the 
rise of cognitive studies within literary criticism. Saija Isomaa, Rethinking Mimesis: Concepts and Practices of 
Literary Representation (Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012), ix, x. 
 

3 The reason for this is not clear, though the influences of postmodernity have surely undermined the 
perception of congruency between Ricœur and Aristotle. As such, recent scholarship has regularly bifurcated the 
argument of Time and Narrative: harnessing Ricœur’s thinking on mediation, apart from his argument for plot. 
Cambiano provides a helpful analysis of Aristotle’s influence on Ricœur, contending for the centrality of a 
dialectical philosophy in the work of both. Giuseppe Cambiano, “Ricœur et Aristote, point de départ et terme de 
comparaison,” RSPT 99, no. 4 (2015): 547–66. See also, Sylvie Bonzon, “Paul Ricœur, Temps et récit: une intrigue 
philosophique,” RTP 119, no. 3 (1987): 343–47. 
 

4 Though Ricœur himself gave much consideration to the interpretation of Scripture, subsequent application 
of his work has been sparse. Perhaps the most significant contributions are those of Dornisch, Vanhoozer, and 
Hettema. However, all emphasize the intersection of narrative and philosophy, with little consideration for 
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Plot as a Parallel to Metaphor 

The premise of Time and Narrative arises from Ricœur’s earlier work, The Rule of 

Metaphor. Therein he argues that the creation of meaning within language happens at the 

sentence level by way of metaphor. The metaphorical utterance creates a new semantic 

pertinence so long as the recipient resists the literal interpretation, and embraces the intended 

association.5 Ricœur argues that undergirding the process by which the metaphor comes to life is 

 
exegetical practice. Loretta Dornisch, “The Book of Job and Ricoeur's Hermeneutics,” Semeia 19, no. Special Issue 
(1981): 3–21; Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Biblical Narrative in the Philosophy of Paul Ricœur: A Study in Hermeneutics 
and Theology (Cambridge England: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Theo L. Hettema, Reading For Good: 
Narrative Theology and Ethics in the Joseph Story from the Perspective of Ricoeur's Hermeneutics (Kampen: Kok 
Pharos, 1996).  

 
5 Paul Ricœur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-Disciplinary Studies of The Creation of Meaning in Language 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977). The Rule of Metaphor comprises eight individual studies on the nature 
of metaphor which at the same time form a complete argument. Although the work covers a number of different 
disciplines including rhetoric, semiotics, and semantics, Study 6, “The Work of Resemblance,” is perhaps the most 
central. Therein Ricœur argues that the force of a metaphor should not be linked exclusively to a theory of 
substitution but can properly be understood with reference to an interaction theory (173). The metaphor possesses an 
“iconicity” that allows the creation of a new semantic pertinence when it is properly received. Ricœur’s argument is 
a development of his earlier thoughts on metaphor, as given in Paul Ricœur, “La métaphore et la problème central de 
l’herméneutique,” 70, no. 5 (1972): 93–112. His affirmation of interaction theory aligns Ricœur with Black, who set 
forth a philosophical summary of metaphoricity in his seminal essay “Metaphor.” Max Black, Models and 
Metaphors: Studies in Language and Philosophy (New York: Cornell University Press, 1962), 25–47. Therein he 
demonstrates the inadequacy of substitution and comparison theories to account for the intended effect of many 
metaphors. By contrast, Black argues for the sufficiency of an interaction theory based upon a common set of 
associations made by the author and reader, and the intellectual operation whereby the metaphor reorganizes our 
understanding of both tenor and vehicle. Black, in turn, acknowledges an indebtedness to I. A. Richards, The 
Philosophy of Rhetoric (New York: Oxford University Press, 1936) and William Bedell Stanford, Greek Metaphor: 
Studies in Theory and Practice (New York: Johnson Reprint Corp., 1972). Although interaction theory has attracted 
some criticism—see for example, Janet Martin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1985), 38–43; Gérald Hess, “L’innovation métaphorique et la référence selon Paul Ricœur et Max Black: une 
antinomie philosophique,” 102, no. 4 (2004): 631–32—concerns expressed relate more to philosophical ambiguity 
than linguistic inconsistencies. These issues were addressed in a second essay, Max Black, “More about Metaphor,” 
in Metaphor and Thought, ed. Andrew Ortony (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 19–41. Further 
iterations have been offered, notably, by Mark Johnson, “A Philosophical Perspective on the Problems of 
Metaphor,” in Cognition and Figurative Language, ed. Richard R. Honeck and Robert R. Hoffman (Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum, 1980), 47–67; Robert R. Verbrugge, “Transformations in Knowing: A Realist View of 
Metaphor,” in Cognition and Figurative Language, ed. Richard R. Honeck and Robert R. Hoffman (Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum, 1980), 87–125; Joseph Glicksohn and Chanita Goodblatt, “Metaphor and Gestalt: Interaction 
Theory Revisited,” PT 14, no. 1 (1993): 83–97. Though these more recent developments tend towards a cognitive 
view of metaphor, at the same time their primary assertions are not mutually exclusive with those of an interaction 
view. Moreover, properly understood a line of influence can be traced whereby the former is understood as a 
derivative of the latter.  
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the productive imagination. As resemblances are perceived and brought near to one another, the 

new semantic pertinence is made manifest.  

In Time and Narrative, Ricœur seeks to extend the argument beyond the sentence level 

by considering how semantic innovation occurs within narrative. He proposes that the governing 

mechanism is that of plot. Just as the metaphor brings life to a sentence, so plot creates meaning 

within a narrative. Ricœur asserts, “By means of the plot, goals, causes, and chance are brought 

together within the temporal unity of a whole and complete action. It is this synthesis of the 

heterogeneous that brings narrative close to metaphor. In both cases, the new thing…springs up 

in language.”6 Thus plot and metaphor function in a similar way—both forging a new meaning-

effect relationship—at the narrative and sentence level respectively.7  

Ricœur presses the hypothesis further by considering more fully the force exerted upon 

the reader by the new semantic pertinence. He suggests that when a metaphor or plot is correctly 

appropriated, the meaning-effect relationship is extended beyond the text, into the world. That is 

to say, both create a latent energy that has the ability to refigure the world of the reader, when 

properly received. “Seeing-as” becomes “being-as” at the ontological level.8  

 
6 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:ix. 

 
7 It could be argued that Ricœur’s comparison between metaphor and plot is overly reductionistic and that a 

semantic incongruity is overlooked. However, he offers a passing comment in the preface of Time and Narrative, 
noting that, “Although metaphor has traditionally belonged to the theory of “tropes” (or figures of discourse) and 
narrative to the theory of literary “genres,” the meaning-effects produced by each of them belong to the same basic 
phenomenon of semantic innovation. In both cases this innovation is produced entirely on the level of discourse, that 
is, the level of acts of language equal to or greater than the sentence” (ix). To be sure, the discussion could be 
pursued further, and objections raised. However, it is important to note that the comparison sought by Ricœur 
pertains predominantly to the intended outcome of the metaphor and plot. He does not argue for a precise parallel in 
the means by which the respective semantic innovations occur. The point is well made by John Arthos, “Text as 
Sliding Signifier: Correcting the Slippage between Textuality and Narrativity in Ricœur’s Middle Period,” RP 45, 
no. 3 (2015): 413. 

 
8 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:xi. Although Ricœur makes this argument from a predominantly 

philosophical angle it demonstrates affinities with the mimeticist tradition outlined above. Halliwell rightly notes the 
consistent theoretical supposition that representational art is a communicative act, the apprehension of which is 
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 Ricœur’s thesis—that plot acts at the narrative level to create a new semantic pertinence 

with the ability to refigure the world of the reader—raises a number of questions. The most 

pressing of these, indeed the issue that must drive all discussions of plot, is that of mimesis. 

What means of imitation does the narrator employ to represent the world and pave the way 

towards a plot? Ricœur acknowledges this question as being of the utmost importance for his 

thesis and responds by proposing a threefold mimetic model. He argues that the construction of a 

plot cannot be understood merely in terms of the literary shaping of a narrative. Rather it should 

be viewed according to three mimetic moments which encompass the whole mediating act from 

the world of the text to the world of the reader. Specifically, Ricœur speaks of mimesis1: a 

prefigured world of structures and norms that allows the plot to be rendered intelligible; 

mimesis2: the mediating pivot of plot that is the text, configured so as to synthesize the otherwise 

heterogeneous; and mimesis3: the refigured world of the reader wherein the metaphorical force 

of the narrative finds its ultimate referent.9 According to this threefold mimetic model the ability 

of a plot to impose itself beyond the bounds of the text can be understood. Indeed, Ricœur posits 

that the sense of a narrative cannot be comprehended fully unless the threefold mimetic process 

is perceived. In order to understand each mimetic moment more fully it is first necessary to draw 

attention to Ricœur’s understanding of plot.  

 
dependent in part upon the emotional effects elicited in the audience. Halliwell, Aesthetics, 16. With this in mind, it 
is clear that Ricœur’s theory of metaphor evidences Aristotelian tendencies. At Poetics 4.1448b17 it is argued that 
the enjoyment of images derives not by mere comparison, but because “this one is that” (οὗτος ἐκεῖνος). Again, 
Halliwell is right to assert that the kind of recognition inferred is not a mere similarity but a comprehension of one 
thing being another (ibid., 190). Thus, although Ricœur does not forge a connection, his philosophical supposition is 
one that finds an advocate within the history of mimetic theory and particularly Aristotle.  

 
9 This represents Ricœur’s initial summary of his threefold mimesis is given at 1:52–87. The details of this 

model are further explored according to the extensive derivation and defense given in the remainder of Time and 
Narrative. In a related article, Ricœur engages with the longstanding issues pertaining to mimesis in Western 
literature as discussed above. Therein he contends that his threefold model offers a rejoinder to the oft-noted 
dichotomy between representation and mediation. As will be discussed below, Ricœur’s commitment to 
acknowledge both the hermeneutic consciousness of a text and its heterocosmic potential is one of the strengths of 
his model. Paul Ricœur, “Mimesis and Representation,” AnSch 1 (1981): 15–31.  
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Plot and Time 

Ricœur acknowledges one of the major problems that has plagued literary criticism since 

its inception has been the definition of plot. The Aristotelian conception of plot was restricted to 

the genres of tragedy, comedy, and epic and thus was well-received due to its limited 

applicability. However, Ricœur argues that since the rise of the modern novel, the field of 

literature has become “a laboratory for experiments in which, sooner or later, every received 

convention has been set aside.”10 As such, he questions “Is it not true that plot is disappearing 

from the horizon of literature inasmuch as the very contours of the most basic distinction among 

the modes of composition, the one having to do with mimetic composition, are being wiped 

out?”11 

Ricœur attempts to challenge this trend by analyzing the concept of plot from a 

philosophical angle. Specifically, Ricœur argues that insomuch as the plot of any story should be 

understood as an intentionally arranged drama of acting and suffering within the sphere of 

humanity the principle of time must be considered. Every motive, goal, action, and event occurs 

according to a chronological framework, thus such features can only find expression to the 

degree that they can be measured.12 The implication of this with regard to plot is that it too must 

pay heed to temporality. Causal relationships should be defined, in part, by their relationship to 

the clock. Hence, as Ricœur seeks to delineate his threefold mimetic model, he is driven to ask 

questions of time. What is it? How is it measured? And how is it represented so as to forge a 

comprehensive plot-structure?  

 
10 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 2:7. 
 
11 ibid. 
 
12 Ibid., 1:3. 
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At this point, the contours of Ricœur’s argument need not be traced in detail, except to 

note his emphasis on the aporetics of temporality, and the solution offered by Heideggar’s Being 

and Time. By tracing out the phenomenological dialectic of internal versus external time via 

Augustine, Aristotle, Husserl, and Kant,13 Ricœur eventually invokes the Heideggarian concepts 

of Dasein and Sorge, rendering the perceived dichotomy as an ontological unity.14 Thereafter, 

Ricœur considers the application of this harmonization to narrative forms. He posits that the 

inherent heterogeneity that exists between history and fiction is representative of the original 

 
13 Herein Ricœur is invoking a well-trodden philosophical problem, namely how time may be properly 

measured. Ricœur forges interactions by way of The Confessions, Poetics, The Phenomenology of Internal Time-
Consciousness, and Critique of Pure Reason, noting how Augustine and Husserl both argued for temporal 
measurement according to the mind’s perception of it, whereas Aristotle and Kant placed an emphasis on physical 
markers which exist independent of the soul such as the sun and the moon. Problematic to the internal measurement 
of time is the malleability of concepts such as expectation and remembrance. Whereas the external measurement of 
time is hindered by the eventual but inescapable invocation of self-reference. Thus, although each of the 
aforementioned works serve in some way to reduce the aporia of temporality, none of them fully resolves it. With 
each step forward a fresh iteration of the dialectic is found. Ricœur concludes, “Our confrontation of Husserl and 
Kant has led us to an impasse comparable to the one revealed by our confrontation of Augustine and Aristotle. 
Neither the phenomenological approach nor the transcendental one is sufficient unto itself. Each refers back to the 
other.” Ibid., 3:57. 
 

14 Ricœur suggests that Heidegger’s contribution offers the most complete and satisfactory engagement 
with the internal-external dialectic by fundamentally reshaping the problem. Rather than seeking to bridge the gap 
between the two competing models, Heidegger redefines the soul as being inextricably connected to the world. 
Accordingly, Dasein gives definition to being only insomuch as it is found within an external environment, and 
Sorge guides the investment of time, energy and emotion based upon an awareness of the external constraints acting 
upon it. Without intending to oversimplify Ricœur’s engagement with Heidegger, it should be noted that he does 
raise a point of critique: that Heidegger’s Being-towards-death, and conception of finite temporality are 
insufficiently nuanced to account for the complexity of time as experienced in life. Drawing more broadly from 
Heidegger’s work, a well-balanced response to these concerns is offered by Françoise Dastur, “La critique 
ricœurienne de la conception de la temporalité dans Être et temps de Heidegger,” AP 74, no. 4 (2011): 565–80. From 
the same volume, see also László Tengelyi, “Refiguration de l’expérience temporelle selon Ricœur,” AP 74, no. 4 
(2011): 611–28. Significantly, Ricœur’s criticism of Heidegger pertains predominantly to his conception of 
temporality. This should not overshadow his affirmation of the ontological unity presented in Being and Time. Thus, 
the Heideggarian concepts of Dasein and Sorge are those which Ricœur carries forward in the development of his 
argument.  
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dialectic,15 and can be resolved by considering their mutual dependence.16 Properly understood, 

any narrative represents a confluence of forms that is inherently Heideggarian. As with 

metaphors, this synthesis gives rise to a process of mediation. Stated otherwise, when plot is 

rendered as a function of mimesis, it manifests both an anchor in the world of the text, and a 

reaching-forward into the world of the reader. On the basis of this phenomenological enquiry 

Ricœur proposes his threefold mimetic model. 

 

 
15 Ricœur’s derivation of this point is convoluted, not least due to some precursory issues that necessitate 

discussion. On the side of history, he first demonstrates the validity of it being understood as a narrative form in 
response to the contributions of French historiography and neopositivist epistemology, which argue to the contrary. 
See for example, Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972) and Karl Hempel, “The Function of General Laws in History,” JP 
39 (1942 1942): 35–48. Ricœur responds by considering the inescapable intentionality with which history is written, 
giving rise to a narrative form wherein the relationship between events is inferred based upon a perceived 
probability. Amongst others, Ricœur draws on Louis O. Mink, “History and Fiction as Modes of Comprehension,” 
NLH, no. 1 (1970): 541–58; Paul Veyne, Comment on écrit l'histoire, 2nd ed. (Paris: Seuil, 1971). Ricœur’s 
consideration of fictional narrative is less problematic than that of historical. Indeed, his goal in part 3 of Time and 
Narrative is not to defend the narrative nature of fiction but to explore it further. By drawing on the work of 
Weinrich, Müller, and Genette, he considers the various means by which fictional narrative departs from a merely 
linear presentation of time and regularly employs imaginative variations to achieve its intended effect. Harald 
Weinrich, Tempus: Besprochene und erzählte Welt (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1964); Gunther Müller, 
Morphologische Poetik, ed. Elena Müller (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 1968); Gérard Genette, Nouveau discours du 
récit (Paris: Seuil, 1983). The conclusion of Ricœur’s survey of narrative modes is to observe “the heterogeneity of 
the replies brought by history and fiction to the aporias of phenomenological time.” Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 
3:180. He asserts that historical narrative forms primarily utilize a mimetic strategy that is concerned with the linear 
representation of time whereas fictional narrative forms explore a nonlinear equivalent.  
 

16 Ricœur argues for the legitimacy of this proposition by suggesting that each narrative mode seeks, in 
some measure, to imitate its counterpart. The historical account finds acceptability with the reader to the degree that 
it can be understood. As such, the events must be shaped and represented so as to evidence a degree of commonality 
with other known events. If the historian neglects this task, then his record becomes increasingly more unique and 
will lack veracity upon its reception. Thus, historical narrative invariably borrows from its fictional counterpart, not 
so as to undermine its intended effect but to help realize it. In like manner the writing of fiction will always tend 
towards and borrow from the pursuit of history. The reasonableness of this assertion is bound up in the golden rule 
of emplotment as given by Aristotle: that a good plot must be probable or necessary. As such, events depicted within 
a fictional narrative must assume a quasi-historical nature in order to be accepted. The narrator must communicate a 
sphere of operation that is to some degree rooted in historical fact or familiarity in order to achieve his fictive 
pursuit. Thus, as Ricœur returns to the issue of plot and mimesis he harnesses this observation by positing a 
confluence of mimetic strategies as the means by which the process of mediation happens. Akin to his reshaping of 
the temporal dialectic Ricœur posits a fusion of narrative forms. Simply stated, when the inevitable convergence of 
history and fiction is perceived the representational act becomes noticeably Heideggerian. Nonlinear expressions of 
time become anchored to the linear—the internal time of the soul finds reference in the external time of the world. 
Furthermore, the fictive games with time must now be interpreted in light of chronological expressions of time. The 
confluence of forms produces a mimetic force that allows the world of the text to be projected beyond itself into the 
world of the reader. 
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Ricœurian Mimesis 

Mimesis1 

The first mimetic moment to which Ricœur seeks to give credence is the process of 

representation that has already occurred prior to reading the text. This prefiguration pertains not 

so much to the creation of meaning within the text but a presupposed familiarity with the 

conventions and norms necessary for a correct reading of it.17 Thus, Ricœur states, “Whatever 

the innovative force of poetic composition within the field of our temporal experience may be, 

the composition of the plot is grounded in a pre-understanding of the world of action, its 

meaningful structures, its symbolic resources, and its temporal character.”18 A correct evaluation 

of the prefiguring moment—the structures, symbols and temporal character that underpin the 

narrative—is essential to subsequent interpretive efforts.   

 Considering each constituent feature in turn, Ricœur refers to the narrative’s meaningful 

structures as a conceptual network that distinguishes the domain of action from all other physical 

movement. The network is a closed physical system that gives sense to the “what,” “why,” 

“who,” and “how.” In turn, this presupposes a familiarity with such concepts as agent, goal, 

means, circumstance, etc. as they relate to the context of the narrative. Furthermore, at the 

syntactical level it assumes an awareness of the rules for narrative composition, or more 

specifically, the means of passing from the paradigmatic order of action to the syntagmatic order 

of narrative. This dual-faceted nature of the meaningful structures inherent to mimesis1 is 

 
17 Again, the Aristotelian influence should be noted. Poetics derives a notion of mimesis that assumes an 

awareness of the world in which the representational act is performed. Quoting Halliwell, “the Poetics’ conception 
of artistic mimesis brings together, first, a philosophical anthropology which relates mimesis to the instinctive 
propensities and workings of the human mind.” Stephen Halliwell, “Aristotelian Mimesis Between Theory and 
Practice,” in Rethinking Mimesis: Concepts and Practices of Literary Representation, ed. Saija Isomaa (Newcastle 
upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012), 8.  

 
18 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:54. 
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summed up by Ricœur as follows, “To understand a story is to understand both the language of 

“doing something” and the cultural tradition from which proceeds the typology of plots.”19 

 Concerning symbolic resources, Ricœur refers here to the articulation of signs, rules, and 

norms which allows for the narration of human action. Drawing on the work of anthropologists 

and Verstehen sociology,20 symbolic mediation indicates a cultural framework—a system of 

conventions, beliefs and institutions by which behavior can be interpreted. Ricœur states, “A 

symbolic system thus furnishes a descriptive context for particular actions…The same gesture of 

raising one’s arm, depending on the context, may be understood as a way of greeting someone, 

of hailing a taxi, or of voting.”21 Concerning the contribution of such a network to a proper 

reading of the text, Ricœur argues that because symbols define societal norms, actions can be 

interpreted in accordance to their adherence to them—“As a function of the norms immanent in a 

culture, actions can be estimated or evaluated, that is, judged according to a scale of moral 

preferences. They thereby receive a relative value, which says that this action is more valuable 

 
19 Ibid., 1:57. To be clear, Ricœur advocates for a form of anthropological structuralism in his derivation of 

mimesis1. However, he is careful to avoid the dogmatism that readily undermines structuralist approaches by 
insisting on a closed, defined system: one that permits a working methodology as regards the study of narrative. This 
aspect of Ricœur’s hermeneutic is defended more fully in Paul Ricœur, “La structure, le mot, l'événement,” Esprit 
35 (1967): 801–21. Noting this, Dowling is surely correct to esteem Ricœur’s work as a “rejoinder to the 
structuralist ambition,”—not an outright rejection, but merely an attempt to avoid descending into a type of empty 
formalism by appealing to endless underlying systems. William C. Dowling, Ricœur on Time and Narrative: An 
Introduction to Temps et récit (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), 38.  

 
20 In particular, Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 

1973), 3–30. Ricœur’s derivation of “the narrative world” evidences strong affinities with Geertz’s semiotic 
approach to culture and his “thick description” of signs. Ricœur’s earlier discussion of ideology, utopia, and politics, 
in From Text to Action, further explicates the correspondence. Paul Ricœur, From Text to Action (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 1991), 270–325. An insightful analysis regarding the intersection of these disciplines 
is provided by Maria Cristina Clorinda Vendra, “Paul Ricœur and Clifford Geertz: The Harmonic Dialogue between 
Philosophical Hermeneutics and Cultural Anthropology,” ERRS 11, no. 1 (2020): 50–54. 

 
21 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:58. 
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than that one.”22 The prefiguring act must demonstrate cognizance of the symbolic resources 

employed by the narrative.   

 Finally, concerning the third constituent feature inherent to mimesis1, Ricœur makes 

reference to Heideggar’s Sorge and argues for a pre-narrative structure of temporal experience. 

According to his analysis of Being and Time, this structure will evidence a prioritization of the 

future, or Being-towards-death. Furthermore, within such a schema the combination and relative 

use of linear and nonlinear temporal features will betray the thematic emphases of the narrative 

as it relates to the plot. The significance of this feature is seen because of the attention Ricœur 

will give to the mediation of time in subsequent mimetic moments. A correct reading of the text 

is dependent upon an apprehension of the pre-narrative structure of temporal experience. 

Adequately encapsulated by Heideggar’s Sorge it presupposes the manipulation of historical and 

fictional modes of temporal reference so as to elevate certain aspects of the narrative that are in 

some way determinative for understanding the plot-structure. At a fundamental level, it connects 

syntagmatic order to Sorge.  

 In sum, Ricœur’s first mimetic moment describes a prefiguring act wherein reading 

competency is established. The process invokes the structures, symbols and temporal character 

which undergird the narrative and give rise to the plot. Without appropriate attention given to 

these features a proper apprehension of the text will be limited. By contrast, when due regard is 

given to the prefiguring act a correct reading of the narrative is made possible. Ricœur 

summarizes as follows, “We can see the richness in meaning of mimesis1. To imitate or represent 

action is first to preunderstand what human acting is, in its semantics, its symbolic system, its 

 
22 Ibid. 
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temporality. Upon this preunderstanding, common to both poets and their readers, emplotment is 

constructed and, with it, textual and literary mimetics.”23   

 
Mimesis2 

The second mimetic moment in Ricœur’s model relates to the literary configuration of a 

work, or “an entry into the realm of poetic composition.”24 With plot as the governing paradigm, 

mimesis2 begins by seeking out the organization of events in the same vein as Aristotelian 

muthos. However, Ricœur advances the model given in Poetics with two significant 

contributions. The first is to include an analysis of temporal structures. Similar to his definition 

of mimesis1, Ricœur insists that a proper reading of the text must give attention to the 

configuration of time. The exact nature of this analysis would again pay heed to the interweaving 

of history and fiction and in particular the hierarchization of temporal structures. This would in 

turn betray a system of Sorge inherent to the narrative, which is complementary of the plot-

structure.   

The second contribution Ricœur makes to advance the concept of Aristotelian muthos is 

to argue that mimesis2 performs a mediating function between the text and the reader. This 

assertion—central to his original thesis that plot has the ability to create a new semantic 

pertinence at the narrative level—renders the second mimetic moment not merely as a 

configuring act, but as a creative one. Ricœur posits, “plot already exercises, within its own 

textual field, an integrating and, in this sense, a mediating function, which allows it to bring 

about, beyond this field, a mediation of a larger amplitude.”25  

 
23 Ibid., 1:64. 
 
24 ibid., 1:xi. 
 
25 ibid., 1:65. 
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Ricœur argues for the mediating function of mimesis2 by emphasizing the configurational 

act, that “grasps together” otherwise heterogenous components. When the plot can be translated 

into a single thought and the story assumes a “followability” then mimesis2 becomes a gateway 

by which the text imposes itself onto the world of the reader.  

The configurational act of grasping together the various features of the narrative is 

achieved via two processes both of which are inherent to the act of reading. The first is that of 

sedimentation whereby a comparison is made between the narrative and its preestablished 

conceptual network. Points of continuity and discontinuity are observed as they relate to the 

structures, symbols, and temporal character of mimesis1. Particular attention is given to the 

mimetic effect created by the recapitulation of ideas.26 The second process is that of 

schematization, whereby the aforementioned features are brought together, and their cumulative 

force perceived. This necessarily involves understanding the dynamic between the structures, 

symbols, and temporal character of the narrative and how they may be understood as one holistic 

thought. Ricœur notes that in order for a discernable plot-structure to be perceived particular 

attention must be given to the sense of an ending. Specifically, an understanding must be sought 

as to how previously created expectations have been met so that the conclusion of the narrative 

achieves a sense of satisfaction.27   

 
26 Ricœur draws here on the work of Jauss, who contends for an “horizon of expectation,” in the process of 

aesthetic reception. In turn, this is defined by the historical moment in which a narrative is produced, and in 
particular the form and themes of similar works. The act of reception then becomes a process whereby the initial 
horizon of expectations is both expanded and corrected as the text is read and reread. Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an 
Aesthetic of Reception (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), 23. Although Ricœur will eventually 
favor a theory of aesthetic response over that of reception, his configurational act demonstrates affinities with Jauss’ 
horizon of expectation. 

 
27 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:67. Ricœur is drawing here from the work of Frank Kermode, The Sense 

of An Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), 11. Writing from a Neo-
Aristotelian perspective, Kermode seeks to reestablish the teleological function of a plot. One of the foundational 
claims he makes is that the end of any work is made manifest by virtue of its immanence, rather than its imminence. 
Thus, it casts a shadow over all that happens within the narrative, guiding and shaping expectations in order that a 
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When the act of reading supports these two processes of sedimentation and 

schematization, then the formally perceived heterogeneity of the narrative features gives way to 

an acceptable whole. This grasping together is necessary not merely for literary comprehension 

but for the activation of a final mimetic moment, mimesis3. 

 
Mimesis3 

The final part of Ricœur’s model relates to the reconfiguration of the plot beyond the 

boundaries of the text. He states, “mimesis3 marks the intersection of the world of the text and 

the world of the hearer or reader; the intersection, therefore, of the world configured by the poem 

and the world wherein real action occurs.”28 It is this step that most directly relates to the 

creation of meaning at the narrative level—the new semantic pertinence that renders plot akin to 

metaphor at the sentence level.  

  Ricœur begins his derivation of mimesis3 by considering the theory of reading. Drawing 

from Iser’s, The Act of Reading,29 and Ingarden’s, The Literary Work of Art,30 he argues that the 

reader actualizes and completes a work insomuch as they are asked to “concretize” the text. 

Concretization works as the reader strives to picture the images portrayed—the characters and 

 
sense of acceptability can be achieved. As such, every moment becomes eschatological. Ricœur’s affirmation of this 
principle accords with his emphasis on the narrative world as a closed system that resists endless analysis towards a 
type of empty formalism. Though there have been other contributions to the study of closure in narrative, most 
respond to the problem at a philological level. Few have considered the intersection of anthropology and 
hermeneutics, per Kermode. See for example, Aharon Mirsky, “Stylistic Device for Conclusion in Hebrew,” 
Semitics 5 (1977): 9–23; Isaac B. Gottlieb, “Sof Davar: Biblical Endings,” Prooftexts 11, no. 3 (1991): 213–24; 
Susan Zeelander, Closure in Biblical Narrative (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 19–52; David J. H. Beldman, The Completion 
of Judges: Strategies of Ending in Judges 17-21 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2017), 52–77. 

 
28 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:71. 
 
29 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (London: Routledge and Kegan 

Paul, 1978). 
 
30 Roman Ingarden, The Literary Work of Art: An Investigation on the Borderlines of Ontology, Logic, and 

Theory of Literature (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973). 
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events described—and encounters zones of indeterminacy. A contribution is required in order to 

render the image complete.31 In this way the reading of any narrative can be thought of as a 

dramatic act involving the narrator, the characters, and the reader. 

 From here, Ricœur considers how a text may act upon and affect the reader.32 If 

concretization secures her involvement, how does the text then seek to impose itself on the 

reader and provoke a response? Ricœur begins by restating the basic premise of The Rule of 

Metaphor, that language is always oriented beyond itself. “The complete event is not only that 

 
31 Here Ricœur is drawing on Iser’s theory of consistency-building which in turn relies on gestalt 

psychology. Understanding that the tendency of the mind is towards the autocorrelation of textual signs, 
consistency-building is accomplished through gestalt-forming. Reader involvement is secured as a degree of 
asymmetry is perceived between the text and reader. Specifically, structures of indeterminacy are detected that 
hinder the process of consistency-building and invoke reader participation. Iser argues that there are two primary 
forms of asymmetry: vacancies and negation. The former relates to the syntagmatic axis of the text and represents 
the “suspension of connectability between perspective segments” (Iser, Act of Reading, 202). The latter relates to the 
paradigmatic axis of the text and constitutes an invalidation of anticipated norms. In both cases the perception of 
indeterminacy becomes the means by which the communicative act is accomplished. Quoting Iser, “[blanks and 
negations] make it possible for the fundamental asymmetry between text and reader to be balanced out, for they 
initiate an interaction whereby the hollow form of the text is filled by the mental images of the reader. In this way, 
text and reader begin to converge, and the reader can experience an unfamiliar reality under conditions that are not 
determined by his own disposition” (ibid., 225). 

 
32 Ricœur mentions only briefly that which is developed at length by Iser, namely the concept of the 

Implied Reader. This issue will be discussed more fully in chapter 5, suffice to say that in order to discuss a theory 
of aesthetic response, a recipient must be assumed, who is willing to conform to the leadings of the text. Quoting 
Iser, “the concept of the implied reader is a transcendental model which makes it possible for the structured effects 
of literary texts to be described.” Ibid., 38. Here Iser is developing a category first introduced by Booth, who argued 
that the success of any narrative can be measured by the degree to which the reader conforms to the Implied Reader, 
as projected by the author. He submits to the beliefs and values embodied within the narrative, in order to benefit 
maximally from the reading experience. Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1983), 138. Since Booth’s definition the category of the Implied Reader has been the subject of much 
debate. Pertinent issues include the relative influence of the surrounding community, the competency of the reader, 
and the perceived authority of the text. Though discussions tend to draw attention to the taxonomy of interpretive 
schema that such issues have created, Tompkin’s helpful survey evidences a consistency at the methodological 
level: all efforts to define the meaning-effect relationship beyond the boundaries of the narrative necessitate a 
definition of the reader that to some degree acknowledges the mimeticism of the text. See Jane P. Tompkins, “An 
Introduction to Reader-Response Criticism,” in Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism, 
ed. Jane P. Tompkins (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1988), x–xxvi; George Aichele et al., 
“Reader-Response Criticism,” in The Postmodern Bible: The Bible and Culture Collective, ed. Elizabeth A. Castelli 
et al. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 27. With respect to Ricœur, notwithstanding the phenomenological 
nuance Iser brings to the category of Implied Reader, he seemingly adheres to the basic concept as offered by Booth. 
As such, his Implied Reader is one that understands the narrative world at hand, and submits to any demands placed 
upon him by mimesis1.  
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someone speaks and addresses himself to an interlocutor, it is also the speaker’s ambition to 

bring a new experience to language and share it with someone else. It is this experience, in turn, 

that has the world for its horizon.”33 Ricœur refers to this as the ontological presupposition of 

reference.34  

 At the narrative level the intended experience is one that is borne out through plot and 

pertains to the realm of human praxis: the domain of acting and suffering. This feature—

somewhat unique to narrative modes—significantly increases the referential capacity of the text 

since the realm of reception is also that of human praxis. Put another way, reconfiguration is 

made simpler because the world of the reader is already, to some degree, the world of the text. 

Both relate to a world of time and action. Thus, as the reader “grasps together” the constituent 

parts of the narrative, and as he brings completion by way of concretization, so he also 

experiences the plot-structure due to a shared affinity with the domain of action. Ricœur 

summarizes, “The narrative work is an invitation to see our praxis as it is ordered by this or that 

plot articulated in our literature.”35  

 
33 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:78. 
 
34 It should be noted that the ontological presupposition of reference demonstrates greater affinity with 

Iser’s theory of aesthetic response (Wirkungstheorie) than with Ingarden’s theory of aesthetic reception 
(Rezeptionstheorie). Although Ricœur invokes both works to the degree that there is some philosophical overlap, 
ultimately his third mimetic step has in view the response-inviting structures of the text, that prompt him to reorder 
his own horizons. Iser clarifies the distinction between Wirkungstheorie and Rezeptionstheorie in correspondence 
with Holland, noting in particular how reception is less a function of the text as it is of the reader’s predilections and 
the social attitudes that have shaped them. Wolfgang Iser, Normand N. Holland, and Wayne Booth, “Interview: 
Wolfgang Iser,” Diacrit 10, no. 2 (1980): 62. A helpful analysis of Iser’s thinking as it differentiates from that of 
Ingarden is provided by Menachem Brinker, “Two Phenomenologies of Reading: Ingarden and Iser on Textual 
Inderterminacy,” PT 1, no. 4 (1980): 209–11. 

 
35 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:83.  
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This mediation of human praxis is facilitated according to the idea of “iconic 

augmentation,” a concept developed by Dagognet, Gadamer, and Fink.36 Inherent to every form 

of mimesis, iconic augmentation refers to the strategy of representation whereby reality is 

reconstructed according to the limitations of the medium. The constraints of any particular art 

form invariably result in an augmentation of those features that are of particular concern to the 

artist. These accentuations have the effect of opening up the world around us: of augmenting our 

own perception of reality. Thus, Ricœur notes, “the world is the whole set of references opened 

by every sort of descriptive or poetic text I have read, interpreted, and loved…Indeed, we owe a 

large part of the enlarging of our horizon of existence to poetic works.”37  

Ricœur argues that this iconic augmentation occurs within narrative forms according to 

the correct apprehension of the mimetic strategy. As the accentuation of certain narrative features 

is perceived, a schema is formed by which the reader receives the text and appropriates her world 

to that of the narrative. She interprets her domain of acting and suffering according to the 

particular emphases of the text. This refiguration of the reader’s world constitutes the intended 

end of the text.  

In sum, Ricœurian mimesis comprises a three-stage process by which to understand the 

plot-structure of a narrative. It is founded upon the premise that any text serves a mediating 

function—leveraging a preconfigured network and projecting itself onto the world of the 

 
36 Dagognet’s study is in essence a semiotic analysis of the principles that have been affirmed within 

iconology since the eighteenth century. He is not concerned with narrative per se, but the study of writing more 
generally. Nevertheless, his emphasis on iconic augmentation aligns with significant philosophical contributions that 
engage with the question of mimetic mediation. François Dagognet, Écriture et iconographie (Paris: Librarie 
Philosophique J. Vrin, 1973). See also Eugen Fink, De la phénoménologie, trans. Didier Frank (Paris: Minuit, 1974), 
92–93; Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2013), 115–24.  

 
37 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:80. 
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reader—and persistently seeks to ask the question of mimetic strategy. Subsequent to the 

publication of Time and Narrative critical engagement has been focused predominantly on the 

philosophical aspect of Ricœur’s work. Less attention has been given to the contribution made in 

the area of narrative understanding and plot-structure. As Pentateuchal scholarship continues to 

search for reading strategies that give heed to the complexity of the task, Ricœurian mimesis 

offers an approach that responds to the perceived dissatisfaction. By focusing on the nature of the 

representational act it engages with the question of plot at its most fundamental level.  

 
Ricœurian Mimesis as a Reading Strategy 

Time and Narrative is primarily a theoretical work. Ricœur does not attempt to provide a 

working methodology for subsequent textual analysis. Such is the task at hand. In considering 

how the argument made in Time and Narrative might be leveraged to form a reading strategy for 

the Jacob tôledôt, it is important to make some evaluative comments first in light of recent 

research.  

Perhaps the two most significant features of Ricœur’s work are his proposed threefold 

mimetic model, and the rendering of plot as a function of time. Considering each contribution in 

turn, it becomes apparent that the three moments of Ricœurian mimesis could be particularly 

valuable as the basis of a reading strategy for the Jacob tôledôt. Since the advent of 

postmodernity, the question of how reality can be measured has received much attention. Within 

the literary world this has been reflected through a multitude of interpretive strategies, many of 

which have sought to deconstruct the relationship between text and meaning. The result within 

Pentateuchal scholarship has been many innovative readings of the narrative, interpretations that 

oftentimes fail to acknowledge historical and cultural context. Source critics have drawn 

attention to a perceived hermeneutical anarchy, yet they themselves have failed to pursue fully 
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the relationship between narrative and plot (as demonstrated in chapter 1). The question of 

mimetic strategy has not been fully probed.38  

Ricœur’s model finds its voice within this interpretive stream due to its epistemological 

derivation: one that questions at a fundamental level the nature of a text. The result is an 

approach that gives credence to the mimetic movement of a narrative in its fullest sense. 

Ricœurian mimesis acknowledges not only a narrative’s hermeneutical consciousness 

(mimesis1), but so also the intended communicative effect (mimesis3). It reestablishes the text-

meaning relationship while at the same time acknowledging the reality of an aesthetic response. 

Thus, the model given in Time and Narrative provides a helpful answer to the influences of 

postmodernity and the threefold nature of Ricœur’s mimetic model should be carried forward.   

With respect to the second major contribution of Time and Narrative—that of rendering 

plot as a function of time—its value is arguably less. Stemming from his philosophical approach, 

Ricœur posits that the drama of human acting and suffering must be analyzed according to 

temporality. This emphasis then features in the derivation of his mimetic model, each subsequent 

step paying heed to a perceived temporal hierarchization. However, it should be noted that none 

of the methodological claims made by Ricœur within his consideration of historical 

epistemology or literary criticism are dependent upon time as the governing feature of plot-

 
38 This point is noted by Loretta Dornisch who suggests, “Only recently have authors begun to realize the 

importance of narrative theory for biblical studies. Many of these, however, proceed from a structuralist 
methodology or from a literary point of view and, while they contribute much from this perspective, they often lack 
the larger view, including the referential.” Loretta Dornisch, “Ricœur’s Theory of Mimesis: Implications for 
Literature and Theology,” LT 3, no. 3 (November 1989): 309. Similarly, Aichele, Miscall, and Walsh draw attention 
to the impasse between historical critical paradigms and those of postmodernism. Though they do not invoke the 
language of mimesis, their appeal for a mediating approach aligns with the point made here. George Aichele, Peter 
Miscall, and Richard Walsh, “An Elephant in the Room: Historical-Critical and Postmodern Interpretations of the 
Bible,” JBL 128, no. 2 (2009): 383–404. Similarly, see Andreas Kablitz, “Theorie der Literatur und Kunst der 
Interpretation: Zu einigen Blindstellen literaturwissenschaftlicher Theoriebildung,” Poetica 41, no. 3/4 (2009): 219–
31; Georg Fischer, “Time for a Change!,” in Paradigm Change in Pentateuchal Research, ed. Matthias Armgardt, 
Benjamin Kilchör, and Markus Zehnder (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2019), 3–20. 
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structure. Indeed, temporal hierarchization features in the outworking of each mimetic moment 

but is not inherent to its conceptual validity.39 The hermeneutical claim upon which Ricœur 

forges his argument, from beginning to end, is that heterogeneity in form creates pertinence in 

meaning. He argues this with respect to the study of metaphor, time, and narrative. Concerning 

this last category, it is mimetic variation that gives rise to plot. Thus, although the manipulation 

of time within a text may contribute to a proper reading of the plot-structure attention must also 

be given to a multitude of other features.40 Those aspects discussed by Ricœur in his 

consideration of fictional narrative—énociation, énoncé, verbal tense system, erzählte Zeit, 

Erzählzeit, point of view, narrative voice, and others—must also receive attention as the potential 

means by which a plot is configured.41 Though there is much to be commended concerning the 

philosophical contribution of Ricœur’s work the resulting emphasis on time as the governing 

principle of plot need not be sustained. Indeed, the temporal hierarchization of a narrative should 

 
39 Connerty alludes to this point when he writes, “Time cannot be made the object of either poetics or 

hermeneutics, nor can it be conceived of as either an extra-textual reality or a wholly formalized textual element. It 
is both of these things together” (402). J. P. Connerty, “History’s Many Cunning Passages: Paul Ricœur’s Time and 
Narrative,” PT 11, no. 2 (1990): 383–403.  
 

40 Arguably, Ricœur acknowledges the inherent weaknesses to his methodology in the concluding section 
of Time and Narrative. Therein he concedes that the aporias of phenomenology are not sufficiently resolved by his 
work. The protracted three-way conversation forged between philosophy, history and fiction does not render total 
satisfaction to the question of how time can be mediated from character to text to reader. A number of reviews draw 
attention to this fact. See for example, Terri Graces Taylor, review of Paul Ricœur, Time and Narrative, JAAC 47, 
no. 4 (1989), 380–82; James Champion, review of Paul Ricœur, Time and Narrative, volume 3, LT 3, no. 3 (1989), 
341–48. See also the perceptive analysis of Ricœur’s temporality offered by Harry Jansen, “Time, Narrative, and 
Fiction: The Uneasy Relationship between Ricœur and a Heterogeneous Temporality,” HistTh 54, no. 1 (2015): 1–8. 
This in turn begs the question as to whether Ricœur’s investigation would have found a more satisfactory resting 
place if his analysis of narrative had not been so heavily weighted towards an emphasis on temporal hierarchization.  

 
41 Pirjo Lyytikäinen argues to the same end when he says, “Instead of keeping the field of literary poeisis 

open to configurations that stem from other (spatial, iterative, consciousness-related) experiential domains, the 
emphasis on temporality and reversals excludes other possible models of event ordering and thus functions as 
dogmatism.” Pirjo Lyytikäinen, “Paul Ricœur and the Role of Plot in Narrative Worldmaking,” in Rethinking 
Mimesis: Concepts and Practices of Literary Representation, ed. Saija Isomaa (Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: 
Cambridge Scholars Press, 2012), 51. 
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receive attention to the degree that it manifests itself as a prominent feature of the text.42 For the 

Jacob tôledôt, temporal structures will feature significantly in the derivation of mimesis1, though 

they prove to be less prominent a feature for mimesis2 and mimesis3. 

In sum, Ricœur’s work demonstrates affinities with recent interpretive trends while at the 

same time engaging with the question of mimesis. His conceptual model of a threefold mimetic 

movement should be developed into a specific reading strategy for the Jacob tôledôt, though with 

proper attention given to the various features that contribute to the literary shaping of a text.43 

However, before such an approach can be defined acknowledgment must be given to a study that 

sought the same end.   

 
Theo Hettema, Reading for Good 

The application of Ricœur’s hermeneutic to the Jacob tôledôt is not without precedent. 

Hettema’s work, Reading for Good: Narrative Theology and Ethics in the Joseph Story from the 

Perspective of Ricœur’s Hermeneutics, is a detailed study of the text with Time and Narrative as 

 
42 Volume 2 of Time and Narrative attests to this principle insomuch as Ricœur analyzes three novels 

whose temporal characteristics are particularly prominent features of the plot-structure: Mrs. Dalloway, The Magic 
Mountain, and Remembrance of Things Past. Arguably, the application of Ricœur’s theory would have proved more 
problematic with novels wherein the manipulation of time was less significant in the derivation of plot.  

 
43 At this point the objection might be raised concerning the applicability of mimetic theory to ANE texts, 

not least due its assumed origin within Western tradition. Ricœur acknowledges the problem as it relates to temporal 
hierarchization, and provides an initial response in Paul Ricœur, “Les temps du Dieu biblique,” Esprit 391, no. 1 
(2013): 110–25. More fundamentally, there are at least two lines of response that should be noted. First, while it is 
certainly true that mimeticism is foundational to all forms of representational art in the West, such does not infer its 
absence in other cultural traditions. Gu considers the universality of mimetic theory, rightly contending that it must 
be present in any literary tradition that affirms the reality of an aesthetic response. Although the ontological and 
epistemological conceptualization of such a system may differ between cultures, the premise of representation 
remains the same. Ming Dong Gu, “Is Mimetic Theory in Literature and Art Universal?,” PT 26, no. 3 (2005): 494. 
Second, a weight of scholarship has sought to explore the relationship between ANE and Greek cultures. Although 
there is undoubtedly more work to be done, the affirmation of some degree of influence appears reasonable. See for 
example, Martin Bernal, Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1987), 1:22–63; Cyrus H. Gordon, The Ancient Near East, 3d ed. (New York: Norton, 1965), 101–
12. Tentatively, the application of mimetic theory to non-western texts may be validated both historically and 
philosophically.  
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its methodological foundation. Hettema uses Ricœur’s threefold mimetic model to examine the 

relationship between narrative and action, placing particular emphasis on the final step of 

refiguration, that is, the impression of the text on the world of the reader. Thus, a cursory reading 

of Hettema’s argument would suggest a degree of overlap with the present study. While there are 

certainly some conceptual parallels, a closer examination of Reading for Good evidences several 

areas of the study that demand either a fresh evaluation or wholesale modification. 

First, Hettema’s opening section is a thorough consideration of narrative and action in the 

philosophy of Ricœur. With Time and Narrative as his basis, Hettema also engages with other 

significant works including The Symbolism of Evil and Oneself as Another. The result is an 

extended consideration of Ricœur’s phenomenology, with particular reference to narrative. The 

extensive nature of this first section is befitting of a study published as part of a series in 

philosophical theology. However, Hettema’s failure consists in his neglect to forge a bridge 

between theory and practice. Indeed, the section concludes with some philosophical speculations 

on the nature of referentiality and representation, rather than an explanation of how Time and 

Narrative will yield sound exegesis.44 Though the reader may have a better grasp of Ricœur’s 

oeuvre she is at the same time left wondering how Hettema intends to read the Jacob tôledôt. 

This early omission has implications for the rest of the study. Specifically, Hettema’s 

treatment of Gen 37:2-50:26 is replete with phenomenological considerations but lacking in 

rigorous exegesis. By way of example, Hettema develops a conceptualization of evil based upon 

the relative experiences of Jacob, Joseph, and the brothers. He concludes, “The configurative 

imagination of evil is narrowly linked to the narrative logic of the plot. The plot poses a sharp 

clash among the brothers, and resolves this clash by a transposition of the narrated action to 

 
44 Hettema, Reading For Good, 159–61. 
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Egypt. This transposition implies a transformation of the experienced harm. The end of the 

narrative suggests that the land of death becomes a land of life, and the initial deed of death 

becomes harmless.”45 Although this suggestion is somewhat intriguing with respect to plot-

structure and narrative dynamics, it is derived from relatively one-dimensional character 

evaluations and a brief study of circumstance. Hettema fails to consider the precedent established 

by previous narrative cycles for an understanding of evil. Nor does he take into consideration the 

primacy of the Abrahamic promises throughout Genesis in his interpretation of that which is 

good. Thus, after much philosophical conjecture, Hettema’s proposal for the narrative’s vision of 

evil is far from persuasive.  

A second, related critique of Reading for Good concerns the application of Ricœur’s 

threefold mimetic model. Hettema correctly stresses the emphasis on distanciation and 

reappropriation, summarized in From Text to Action. This leads to a textuality that inheres the 

notions of prefiguration, configuration, and refiguration—three properties that engender 

Ricœur’s mimesis 1, 2, and 3. With this emphasis duly noted, Hettema’s treatment of the Jacob 

tôledôt lacks any perceptible application of it. Though he makes mention of the prefiguring and 

refiguring acts, his comments are again overly theoretical with no attention given to the 

intersection of mimetic strategy and narrative exegesis. Evidence of this oversight is seen in 

Hettema’s failure to draw on those authors whose work underpins Time and Narrative. While 

Ricœur draws extensively from Kermode, Iser, Ingarden, Jauss, and Booth, among others, 

Hettema does not. The net result is a treatment of the Jacob tôledôt that lays claim to Ricœurian 

mimesis but fails in its application at the textual level. 

 
45 Ibid., 228. 
 



 54 

Wenham raises concerns similar to these in his brief review of the work.46 He commends 

Hettema’s approach, suggesting that an application of Ricœur’s hermeneutic could lead to a 

“fresh and positive” reading of the narrative. In particular he welcomes the emphasis on 

refiguration, that is, Ricœur’s third mimetic step, stating that a proper consideration of the text’s 

ethical application “ought to have a much higher profile in exegesis.”47 However, this 

commendation of Hettema’s methodology is quickly overshadowed by a criticism of its 

subsequent application. In particular, Wenham notes Hettema’s failure to engage meaningfully 

with the work of newer literary critics. His disappointment is summarized as follows, “The result 

is a pathetically inadequate discussion of the Joseph story…though [Reading for Good] may be a 

splendid example of theorizing about hermeneutics, it is a disappointing example of 

hermeneutical practice.”48 

Having acknowledged the deficiencies in Hettema’s work it is clear that a window of 

opportunity exists for the present study. The application of Ricœur’s hermeneutics to the Jacob 

tôledôt is a project that must be pursued afresh, with an emphasis on narrative exegesis. 

Hettema’s theoretical engagement with Time and Narrative must be augmented with a text-

driven application of the model. A fuller consideration of how Ricœurian mimesis can be 

leveraged as a reading strategy for the Jacob tôledôt will yield an understanding of its plot-

structure that is more concretely anchored to the dynamics of the narrative and the world of the 

text. Though Reading for Good may provide a sounding board along the way, a better 

engagement with literary criticism will undoubtedly offer a more nuanced understanding of the 

 
46 Gordon Wenham, review of Theo Hettema, Reading for Good, EuroJTh 9, no. 2 (2000): 203–4.  
 
47 Ibid., 203.  
 
48 ibid. 
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narrative, and its ethical force upon the reader. With Hettema’s contribution noted, a fresh 

iteration of Ricœurian mimesis according to the Jacob tôledôt can now be given. The question in 

view is how the theoretical contribution of Time and Narrative can be developed into an 

exegetical process. 

 
Mimesis1 and the Jacob Tôledôt 

 Mimesis1 is an act of prefiguration. It is a representative move that occurs prior to 

engagement with the text so as to establish a conceptual network by which the narrative can be 

understood. Herein Ricœur’s categories are helpful: mimesis1 can be divided into the structures, 

symbolic resources, and temporal character of the narrative. Regarding the Jacob tôledôt, these 

categories can be defined by engagement with the ANE context, and the information given in 

Gen 1:1-37:1. Both the cultural milieu and the preceding narrative establish the interpretive 

network for proper understanding of the text.49  

 Accordingly, engagement with pertinent cultural traditions and extra-biblical narrative 

patterns will allow for an analysis of the story’s structures. A survey of the pervasive themes 

found in the preceding narrative cycles will give heed to the pertinent symbolic resources. And a 

consideration of how Gen 1:1-37:1 demonstrates an orientation toward the future will make plain 

the temporal character of the narrative.  

 
49 Again, the suitability of Ricœur’s model for the task of biblical exegesis should be noted. A frequent 

criticism of more recent synchronic methods is the propensity to ignore the historical setting of narrative, and the 
accompanying cultural influences. See for example, Jonathan Huddleston, “Recent Scholarship on the Pentateuch: 
Historical, Literary, and Theological Reflections,” ResQ 55, no. 4 (2013): 201. Textual application of mimesis1 
beseeches a consideration of extra-biblical narrative patterns, not with the goal of deducing specific intertextual 
relationships, but so as to acknowledge the cultural milieu within which stories are told. 
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Certainly, much work has already been done in each of these areas, so as to provide an 

established entry point for the current study.50 However, in each case previous scholarship must 

be examined with reference to the mimetic question: as attempts have been made to delineate the 

conceptual network of the Jacob tôledôt, has prefiguration been viewed as the antecedent of 

configuration? Has the study of cultural traditions, thematic influences, and temporal character 

been pursued so as to inform the plot-structure of Gen 37:2-50:26? The goal of mimesis1 is to 

define such a network, thereby permitting a more informed reading of the Jacob tôledôt. 

 
Mimesis2 and the Jacob Tôledôt 

Mimesis2 is primarily an act of mediation between mimesis1 and mimesis3. It depends 

upon a configurational act that renders the otherwise heterogenous elements of the narrative into 

a discernible plot-structure. With respect to the Jacob tôledôt, mimesis2 must give due attention 

to the paradigms established in Gen 1:1-37:1 and consider how they are projected forward. 

Moreover, the dynamic between these features as they are found in the Jacob tôledôt must be 

considered so as to understand the poetic activity of the narrative, that is, its innovative force. As 

discussed above, the configurational act is inherent to the act of reading and can be divided into 

two further processes, namely sedimentation and schematization.  

 
50 By way of example, regarding typological plot-structures, after Redford proposed a general Egyptian 

influence undergirding the Jacob tôledôt, more detailed studies by King and Greenstein have argued for a specific 
oicotype predicated on the motif of exile and return. King, “Divine Politics,” 577–94; Edward L. Greenstein, “The 
Fugitive Hero Narrative Pattern in Mesopotamia,” in Worship, Women, and War: Essays in Honor of Susan Niditch, 
ed. John J. Collins, T. M. Lemos, and Saul M. Olyan (Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2015), 17–36. 
Regarding symbolic resources, scholars have long observed the repetition of certain themes in the Patriarchal 
narratives: concepts that appear to portray a set of sociological conventions that in some way govern life within that 
cultural context. Foremost among these contributions is the work of David J. A. Clines, The Theme of the 
Pentateuch (Sheffield: University of Sheffield, 1978). Regarding temporal character, the tôledôt formula has long 
been recognized as a key organizational tool by which the final form of the text receives its shape, highlighting the 
lineage from Adam to the sons of Jacob. Thomas’ work serves a helpful representation of recent scholarship on the 
issue. Matthew A. Thomas, These Are the Generations: Identity, Covenant, and the Toledot Formula (New York: 
T&T Clark International, 2010). Critical engagement with these works will provide a starting point for the 
delineation of mimesis1 in chapter 3. 
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Although Ricœur bifurcates these two in order to trace out his methodology, they must 

eventually combine for the sake of exegesis: the observational act must pursue the holistic 

thought, which in turn will provide the sense of an ending. The point is significant insomuch as it 

speaks to the nature of plot within narrative. More important than joining a subject to a predicate 

is the formation of the aesthetic object based upon an understanding of the whole. Thus, 

application of the configurational act necessitates an interpretive dynamic between sedimentation 

and schematization, one wherein syntagmatic ordering of the narrative eventually gives way to a 

paradigmatic tableau. Ricœur summarizes as follows: 

To follow a story is to move forward in the midst of contingencies and peripeteia under 
the guidance of an expectation that finds its fulfilment in the “conclusion” of a story. This 
conclusion is not logically implied by some previous premises. It gives the story an “end 
point,” which, in turn, furnishes the point of view from which the story can be perceived 
as forming a whole. To understand the story is to understand how and why the successive 
episodes led to this conclusion, which, far from being foreseeable, must finally be 
acceptable, as congruent with the episodes brought together by the story.51  

 
For the Jacob tôledôt, mimesis2 will involve a successive, exegetical analysis of the narrative, 

giving heed to the literary features of the plot-structure, the significance of which is informed by 

the paradigms established as part of mimesis1. Though there is evidently much scholarship that 

has already probed the contours of mimesis2, rarely has the Ricœurian emphasis on mediation 

been noted.52 The observations of previous studies must be harnessed, and augmented, so as to 

acknowledge the established conceptual network of mimesis1, the holistic thought of the 

narrative, and the schema of reader activation by which mimesis3 can occur. 

 

 
51 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:66–67. 

 
52 This point will be evidenced more fully in chapter 4, suffice to say, most of the scholarship cited as part 

of the literature review engages with portions of the Jacob tôledôt, intentionally omitting certain episodes. A failure 
to consider the complete narrative stems from the particulars of a synchronic approach, or the ongoing influence of 
source critical readings, or both.  
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Mimesis3 and the Jacob Tôledôt 

The final mimetic moment is the end towards which the narrative is orientated, namely 

the creation of a new pertinence beyond the boundaries of the text. It is here that the perceived 

plot-structure projects and impresses itself on the world of the reader. The process comprises two 

steps: concretization and actualization. The first secures the reader’s involvement by way of 

lacunae and zones of indeterminacy, the second reorders his perspective by virtue of iconic 

augmentation. As before, these two interpretive steps must combine for the sake of praxis: when 

points of accentuation are viewed in light of observed vacancies, the intention of the narrative to 

reorder the world of the reader becomes clear. The point speaks again to the nature of plot. The 

mimetic pertinence created by the narrative can only be perceived when the holistic thought is 

held in view. Bifurcation of the plot will invariably result in a loss of meaning-effect 

relationship, as it relates to the reader.  

Textual application of mimesis3 necessitates exegetical examination of the aesthetic 

object formed by mimesis2. Particular attention must be given to perceived areas of 

indeterminacy, and accentuation, with the question of reconfiguration in view. Though the 

pursuit of such endeavors is not new out with Pentateuchal scholarship, theories of aesthetic 

response have seldom been leveraged for narratives such as the Jacob tôledôt. Studies from the 

broader sphere of literary criticism must be leveraged, so as to analyze the heterocosmic 

potential of Gen 37:2-50:26. 

 
Conclusion 

Recent discussions pertaining to the readability of the Pentateuch have centered on the 

concept of plot. Notwithstanding the potential validity of the observations made thus far such 

studies have not probed far enough. Although a narrative’s plot-structure undergirds any 
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perceived expressions of continuity, it too is dependent upon a more fundamental feature of the 

text, namely mimetic strategy. In order to rightly assess the degree to which the Pentateuch may 

be read as a continuous narrative its plot-structure must be examined as an expression of 

mimesis.  

Ricœur’s magnum opus, Time and Narrative, offers a means to this end. Though many 

aspects of his argument are not readily transferable to the biblical text his threefold mimetic 

model provides a potential reading strategy that seeks to understand the narrative according to 

the representational act. This emphasis is particularly helpful in light of more rudimentary 

definitions of plot, readily employed by source critics.  

This chapter has sought to survey the argument of Time and Narrative with particular 

attention given to the derivation of Ricœur’s threefold mimetic model. Thereafter a critique of 

the model was offered wherein a deficiency was noted, namely the primacy given to the 

phenomenology of time as the governing mechanism of plot. Finally, with the merits of the 

mimetic question in view and with the appropriation of recent research in the field of narrative 

theory, the conceptual model derived in Time and Narrative was developed into a working 

methodology for application to the Jacob tôledôt. The claim of this chapter is that plot should be 

understood as a function of mimetic strategy. The pursuit of narrative continuity must 

demonstrate cognizance of this relationship. Ricœurian mimesis provides a reading strategy by 

which the biblical text can be examined, and the question of plot considered at its most 

fundamental level. Giving greater attention to the issue of mimetic strategy allows for a closer 

examination of those claims concerning the unreadability of the Pentateuch.  



 60 

CHAPTER THREE: MIMESIS1 

Introduction 

 Chapter 2 provided a summary of Ricœur’s Time and Narrative and proposed a reading 

strategy for assessing continuity in the Jacob tôledôt. By pursuing the question of plot as a 

function of mimesis, perceived fractures in the text can be reassessed. Mimesis1 constitutes the 

first step in this reading strategy: one that examines the structures, symbolic resources, and 

temporal character of the pre-narrative experience. Chapter 2 argued that for the Jacob tôledôt 

these are most adequately represented through a consideration of ANE narrative patterns, the 

prevailing themes of Gen 1:1-37:1, and the tôledôt formula respectively. The aim of this chapter 

is to consider these features more closely and define the prefiguring act that is mimesis1. The 

analysis offered will engage with the most pertinent contributions in each area, asking the 

question of mimetic strategy. The conclusions drawn will delineate the narrative world of the 

Jacob tôledôt: one wherein the hope of a royal deliverer, via the line of the עַרֶז , is predominant. 

This anticipation is advanced according to the tôledôt formula, and pivots on the fulcrum of exile 

in Gen 37:2-50:26. A proper understanding of this narrative framework is essential for a correct 

reading of plot.  

  
Structures and the Ancient Near East 

 The first aspect of mimesis1 constitutes the meaningful structures that give rise to a 

typology of plot. For the Jacob tôledôt the question that must be pursued is how other ANE 

oicotypes inform our reading of the narrative. This aspect of mimesis1 is not concerned with 

issues of composition, transmission, provenance, or purpose. Though these topics are somewhat 

related, a fuller understanding of them does little to elucidate the mimeticism inherent to the text. 

The following discussion will focus on the issue of shared narrative patterns, putting aside 
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ancillary matters where possible. With respect to the Jacob tôledôt the most significant 

contributions in recent scholarship have come from King and Greenstein. A brief summary of 

their research is given before their conclusions are assessed.  

 
King  

King builds on the work of A. Meinhold, who sought to use the story of Sinuhe as a 

prototype for the plot-structure of the Jacob tôledôt.1 Beginning with an affirmation of the motif 

of exile and return, King then seeks to delineate the narrative pattern with greater specificity by 

employing the methodology of Propp and his study of Russian fairy tales. He attempts to identify 

a set of recurring stock roles suggesting that a correspondence in plot sequence and motifs would 

be indicative of a sub-genre within the ANE of the hero tale.2  

After a detailed comparison of five narratives with the story of Sinuhe, King proposes a 

ten-step sequence and six distinct roles, which he suggests forms “a basic, invariable narrative 

pattern lying behind a certain kind of life story from the ancient Near East.”3 King is careful to 

 
1 A. Meinhold, “Die Geschichte des Sinuhe und die alttestamentliche Diasporanovelle,” 20 (1971). 

 
2 King, “Divine Politics,” 579. Though space does not permit an exhaustive interaction with Propp, it is 

important to note the influence of his work, particularly as it relates to the analysis of biography. The manner of 
King’s interaction with Propp appears to affirm the principles of his structuralist approach, though without giving 
heed to the various criticisms that followed. See for example, Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Biographical Patterns in 
Biblical Narrative,” JSOT 20 (1981): 27–46. Blenkinsopp rightly notes that all biography depends to some extent on 
a paradigm, or grid, according to which the story is told and meaning emerges. However, he also draws attention to 
the caution that must be exercised when attempting to draw interpretive conclusions between distinct works. See 
also, Diane M. Sharon, “Structuralism, Proppian Analysis, and Biblical Narrative,” in Patterns of Destiny: Narrative 
Structures of Foundation and Doom in the Hebrew Bible, ed. Diane M. Sharon (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2002), 
24. Sharon’s evaluation is more critical, drawing attention to the rigidity of Propp’s methodology, both in its 
conception and application. She rightly notes how significant features of a story can be overlooked when seeking 
conformity to a predefined rubric. Similarly, see Pamela J. Milne, Vladimir Propp and the Study of Structure in 
Hebrew Biblical Narrative (Sheffield: Almond, 1988), 174. This concern will be discussed further in the analysis 
given below, suffice to say a weakness in King’s study is his failure to acknowledge the limitations of Propp’s 
methodology.    
 

3 King, “Divine Politics,” 584. Those roles are: the Hero, the Initial Patron, the Threatener, the Exilic 
Supporter, the Exilic Antagonist, and the Divine Helper. King briefly engages with the objection that similarities 
between narratives may arise due to correspondences in historical situations and resultant behavioral patterns. 
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note differences that exist between the stories and thus suggests that his proposed narrative 

pattern possesses a certain elasticity, necessary in order that it would successfully serve as a 

rubric for interpreting plot.  

In his subsequent analysis King argues that the six distinct roles can be reduced to two: 

the Hero and the Divine Helper. The preeminence of these figures then becomes the bridge by 

which he suggests a point of influence for the biblical narratives. Specifically, King argues that 

the relationship between the hero and deity renders the narrative pattern as one concerned 

primarily with divine politics and kingship. Since these were the very themes that occupied the 

religious disposition of ancient Israel it is reasonable to infer an adaptation of the oicotype in the 

formation of its Heilsgeschichte.  

Concerning the Jacob tôledôt, King argues for a double iteration of the narrative pattern: 

one embedded inside the other. The first explains Joseph’s rise to prominence within his own 

family, the second his rise within Pharaoh’s court. King cites Hattusilis’s Apology and David’s 

saga as examples of other stories that also evidence a sequence of interlocking narratives. The 

result of this embedding is a story that not only explains Joseph’s rise to power but also paves the 

way for Israel’s subsequent servitude in Egypt and eventual exodus. When rendered as part of a 

larger framework Joseph is thus a paradigmatic figure whose life story projects beyond its own 

boundaries. King concludes, “Even if his story lacks the language usually used to describe 

Yahweh’s mighty acts in behalf of his community, it tells Israel’s story in miniature and tells it 

 
Notwithstanding the validity of his response—that ANE historiography tends towards the formulaic—the cultural 
intersection between anthropology and narrativity warrants further consideration.  



 63 

well. Furthermore, it makes Israel’s descent into Egypt as triumphant as Joseph’s own 

successes.”4 

Greenstein 

Writing more recently than King, Greenstein leads with a criticism of much folklore 

research suggesting that there is a tendency towards the universal whereby a single narrative 

pattern is superimposed on an intricate plot-structure even though the affinities may be sparse. 

He suggests that this is due partly to the comparison of stories whose origins are culturally 

diverse. As such, Greenstein contends that King is overly dependent on Propp’s model—

originally derived for the analysis of Russian fairytales—and as a result he overlooks some 

important features of the ANE oictotype that involves an exiled protagonist.5 In response, 

Greenstein attempts an inductive study of the narrative pattern, restricting himself to iterations of 

the story from the ANE.  

The fruit of Greenstein’s efforts is the identification of a more specific story-type, 

labelled as the fugitive hero narrative pattern. The elements of this plot-structure include a 

younger brother being forced into exile, where he marries and assumes a position of 

responsibility. He has a divine encounter before being joined by his kin, and eventually returning 

 
4 Ibid., 594. King’s conclusion aligns with other studies of the Jacob tôledôt that assert a proleptic nuance 

to the narrative. See for example, Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 92; Richard H. Moye, “In the Beginning: Myth and 
History in Genesis and Exodus,” JBL 109, no. 4 (1990): 592–98; Yair Zakovitch, “And You Shall Tell Your Son…”: 
The Concept of the Exodus in the Bible (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1991), 31–33; Jon D. Levenson, The Death and 
Resurrection of the Beloved Son: The Transformation of Child Sacrifice in Judaism and Christianity (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1993), 143–69; Garrett Galvin, Egypt as a Place of Refuge (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 
61–64. Though this alignment appears to give a measure of credence to King’s work, the absence of exegetical 
reasoning should not be overlooked. Greater justification for his proposal of a double iteration of the narrative 
pattern, and its forward projection towards Israel’s experience, are necessary.  

 
5 Greenstein, “Fugitive Hero,” in Worship, Women, and War, 21. 
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home. Greenstein’s plot-structure resembles that proposed by King with respect to narrative 

sequence, but involves more steps and greater details.6   

Greenstein then focusses on the stories of Esarhaddon, and of Nabonidus, since, he 

argues, these constitute the only two extrabiblical expressions of the narrative pattern composed 

during the biblical period. The case studies pave the way for Greenstein’s conclusions 

concerning the provenance of the pattern, and probable period during which it was introduced 

into the ancient Hebrew repertoire of stories. Specifically, he argues that the fugitive hero 

narrative pattern originated in the West where it was utilized for centuries, before eventually 

surfacing in the East. Esarhaddon and Nabonidus are the first iterations of the narrative pattern in 

Mesopotamia and thus it most probably appeared in the Levant due to Aramean ties with Syria.7 

Thereafter, Greenstein argues, the popularity of the narrative within ancient Hebrew literature 

 
6 Specifically, Greenstein outlines the narrative pattern as follows: 1. The hero is a younger or youngest 

brother; 2. There occurs a political and/or personal crisis; 3. The hero flees or is exiled; 4. The hero enjoys the 
support of a female protector (sometimes a goddess); 5. The hero marries the daughter of his host in exile; 6. The 
hero assumes a position of responsibility in the host’s household; 7. The hero has a divine encounter (often 
divination or revelation); 8. The hero is joined by kin; 9. There is a seven-year period (usually of exile); 10. The 
hero repels an attack (or attacks); 11. The hero takes spoil or plunders; 12. The hero returns home; 13. The hero is 
restored to a position of leadership and/or honor; 14. The hero establishes or renews a cult (often appointing an 
immediate relative as priest). This increased level of detail represents a significant difference in the studies of King 
and Greenstein: whereas King attempts to collapse and simplify the pattern, Greenstein attempts to extend it. As the 
discussion below will show, neither approach proves satisfactory insomuch as both have a tendency to overlook the 
mimeticism of individual narratives. 

 
7 Greenstein is drawing here on a wealth of precursory scholarship, notably Booker’s work, wherein the 

exile motif is affirmed as central to Western narratives. Christopher Booker, The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell 
Stories (New York: Continuum, 2004), 216–19. Other significant contributions include Joseph Campbell, The Hero 
with a Thousand Faces (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968); Harry Slochower, Mythopoesis: Mythic 
Patterns in the Literary Classics (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1970); Marigo Alexopoulou, The Theme of 
Returning Home in Ancient Greek Literature: The Nostos of the Epic Heroes (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 
2009). Though Greenstein notes the tendency within anthropological and folklore studies towards the universal, 
nevertheless he contends for the presence of a reducible narrative pattern, by noting its prevalence from a collection 
of texts whose origins are geographically diverse (Asia Minor in the north, Mesopotamia in the east, Egypt in the 
south, and the Levant in the geographic center). He also draws attention to the broad time period over which they 
were written: from the early second millennium BCE, to the middle of the first millennium BCE. Specifically, 
Greenstein cites the story of Sinuhe, the story of Idrimi, the Apology of Hattusilis, the account of Esarhaddon, the 
account of Nabonidus, and the biblical stories of Jacob, Moses, and David, as examples of the narrative pattern. 
Greenstein, “Fugitive Hero,” in Worship, Women, and War, 22–23. Though the breadth of Greenstein’s approach 
should be commended, enough uncertainty exists as to the reality and direction of cultural influences to warrant a 
level of caution in his subsequent conclusions.  
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can be explained insomuch as it is an adumbration of the story of Israel. The plot-structure was 

frequently employed, on various scales and with certain reflexes, because it forms a typological 

pattern that explains the birth of the nation.  

 
Objections to an Extended Oicotype 

Though the comparative analyses of King and Greenstein appear persuasive—not least 

due to the thorough and inductive nature of their studies—their conclusions should be treated 

with caution. A consideration of the presuppositions upon which they forge their arguments 

highlights the relative uncertainty of their claims. Moreover, it suggests that an augmentation of 

the aforementioned narrative pattern towards greater levels of specificity is difficult to affirm. 

The primary concerns with their work are twofold.  

First, according to the persistent danger within comparative studies, King and Greenstein 

draw conclusions based upon a limited data base. To be sure, their level of engagement with key 

texts is to be commended. Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that a sample pool of 

between six and eight narratives is insufficient to draw firm conclusions. When a degree of 

elasticity is permitted within the oicotype it becomes clear that a number of motifs are being 

proposed based upon the testimony of very few narratives. By way of example, King suggests 

that “success in exile” may feature within the plot-structure, and yet he is only able to affirm its 

presence in three ANE narratives.8 Similarly, Greenstein argues that after the protagonist is 

joined by his family there ensues a seven-year period, usually in exile. However, he finds 

warrant for this motif in only four narratives.9 Although both authors make the point that a 

narrative may amend the plot-structure to serve a particular purpose, it is not clear when a 

 
8 King, “Divine Politics,” 584. 
 
9 Greenstein, “Fugitive Hero,” in Worship, Women, and War, 24. 
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particular feature must be surrendered and no longer considered as part of a shared pattern. As 

the cumulative testimony concerning any one motif reduces it becomes increasingly more 

difficult to conclude a discernable projection of influence on subsequent narratives.  

Second, King and Greenstein demonstrate an overdependence on comparative studies, 

failing to give proper voice to the literary dynamics of individual narratives. This is particularly 

true as it concerns the Jacob tôledôt. Neither author attempts to inform his reading of the plot-

structure beyond those features observed within other ANE texts—a deficiency that is somewhat 

surprising given the weight of literary analysis produced congruently with their studies. Neither 

King nor Greenstein make mention of Gen 38, neither attempt to account for Gen 49, and neither 

seek to explain the protracted testing of Joseph’s brothers. Perhaps the greatest oversight with 

respect to establishing a plot-structure is their failure to acknowledge the pivotal roles played by 

Judah and Jacob. This feature will be explored more in chapter 3, suffice to say that any 

treatment of the Jacob tôledôt will be severely limited if a consideration of plot focusses on 

Joseph alone. Certainly, the comparative analyses of King and Greenstein would be served by 

taking into consideration these salient features of the biblical narrative.  

 
Exile and Return 

 With these objections in place, the question of narrative structures persists: do the 

comparative studies of King, Greenstein, and others, commend themselves in any way to the 

delineation of mimesis1 for the Jacob tôledôt? Notwithstanding the difficulties that inhere 

enquiries of transmission, composition, and provenance, at least one assertion is worthy of 

affirmation as it relates to plot-structure. Without seeking to establish a direct line of influence 

from one specific text to another, a cursory reading of the Jacob tôledôt does appear to evidence 

a basic adherence to the narrative pattern of exile and return. Joseph’s separation from his 
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brothers provides the initial complication that drives the subsequent storyline, and a sense of 

equilibrium is only attained when the exiled protagonist is reunited with his family. Beyond King 

and Greenstein, a number of scholars have offered this conclusion, in accordance with the 

various emphases of folklore studies.10  

The usefulness of such an observation comes not by trying to interpret every aspect of the 

Jacob tôledôt according to this narrative pattern. The criticisms offered above demonstrate the 

precarious nature of such an endeavor. Rather, some value may derive from a consideration of 

how adherence to this pattern establishes a mimetic strategy that will guide our reading for plot. 

Accordingly, the question of narrative expectations is relatively simple to answer. Understanding 

Joseph’s descent into Egypt as an expression of exile establishes the anticipation of his return. 

Indeed, when the departure of the favored son is seen in light of other narrative features, the 

extent of this expectation is only increased. Joseph’s special status renders him the likely heir of 

Jacob’s blessings (37:3).11 Moreover, his dreams project a scene that portrays such a dynamic, 

his family paying homage to the young shepherd (37:7, 9).12 With these particulars noted the 

 
10 See for example Redford, Joseph; H. H. Schlossman, “God the Father and His Sons,” AI 29 (1972): 46; 

Susan Niditch, Underdogs and Tricksters: A Prelude to Biblical Folklore (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987), 
71–79. Indeed, by affirming this initial observation it might be possible to extend the motif and give credence to a 
subsidiary proposal: namely, that the exiled hero is the younger brother. Redford draws attention to this idea, forging 
a comparison between the sons of Jacob and the relationship of Horus over Seth; Mursilis over Labarnas; Idrimi 
over his brothers; Hattusilis over his siblings; and Hordedef over his brothers. Redford, Joseph, 89. Similarly, 
Niditch notes the prevalence of the motif and contends for a connection with the idea of exile and return: jealousy in 
the home becomes the catalyst for departure. Niditch, Underdogs, 70–72. Though it is true that not every returning 
hero is in some way a younger brother, the preponderance of the motif in Genesis is well noted. See for example, 
Joseph Jacobs, “Junior-Right in Genesis,” ArchRev 1, no. 5 (1888): 333–40; Goldin, “The Youngest Son,” 32–34; 
Everett Fox, “Stalking the Younger Brother: Some Models for Understanding a Biblical Motif,” JSOT 18, no. 60 
(1993): 61–63. As such, the delineation of meaningful structures as part of mimesis1 could potentially incorporate 
the younger brother motif. However, because the concept is a consistent feature of the Genesis narrative, and is not 
restricted to the Jacob tôledôt alone, its inclusion will fall under the discussion of the narrative’s temporal 
characteristics below.  
 

11 Alexander, “Regal Dimension,” 204. This point will be explored further in chapter 4, as part of the 
discussion of Gen 37.  
 

12 Laurence A. Turner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), 143–65. Again, 
further discussion is offered in chapter 4.  
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reader cannot help but render Joseph’s exile as a crisis that beseeches a resolution. Expectations 

are that somehow the ill-fated son will come back. As such, the initial assertion of King and 

Greenstein can be affirmed: that the Jacob tôledôt adheres in a general way to the widely attested 

plot-structure of exile and return. 

 
Understanding Exile in Terms of Familial Relations  

 Beyond this initial observation, it is possible to refine the oicotype, in such a way so as to 

better delineate the mimetic strategy of the Jacob tôledôt. Wilson rightly notes how the 

exposition of the narrative is played out with a particular emphasis on familial terms. Indeed, the 

ensuing drama continually references sibling and paternal connections, such that seldom is an 

action reported or a character introduced without an appeal to the family dynamic.13 Reading 

Joseph’s exile according to this representational emphasis infers the nature of the crisis: rather 

than interpret it primarily as separation from his homeland, the departure of the favored son 

should be read as representative of fractured relationships. Accordingly, reader expectations are 

governed by the hope of reunion, more than return: The question arises as to whether Joseph will 

see his family again, not primarily whether he will return to the land of Jacob’s sojourning 

(37:1).   

 A cursory reading of the story confirms this. Joseph does not return to Canaan, rather his 

family come to him. Though both he and Jacob give instructions concerning a homecoming (Gen 

 
13 Lindsay Wilson, Joseph, Wise and Otherwise: The Intersection of Wisdom and Covenant in Genesis 37-

50 (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2004), 56. A basic survey of relational terms elucidates the point: ןֵּב  occurs 10 times (37:2 
[x2], 3 [x2], 32, 33, 34, 35 [x2]); בָא  occurs 11 times (37:1, 2 [x2], 4, 10 [x2], 11, 12, 22, 32, 35); חָא  occurs 21 times 
(37:2, 4 [x2], 5, 8, 9, 10 [x2], 11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19, 23, 26 [x2], 27 [x2], 30). Notwithstanding the genuine crises 
created by the favored son leaving the promised land, the mimetic burden of the narrator is one that draws greater 
attention to fractured family relations. Niditch argues along similar lines when she emphasizes the idea of cohesion 
amongst those with close blood ties: a unique inflexion within the Jacob and Joseph stories, compared with other 
ANE narratives that often resolve an issue with the killing of a family member. Niditch, Underdogs, 76.  
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49:29-32; 50:25), the resolution to the crisis of Joseph’s departure is achieved when the family 

descend to Egypt. It is in a foreign land that the motif achieves a sense of satisfaction. As such, 

affirmation of a narrative pattern that hinges on the fulcrum of exile and return must be nuanced: 

though the Jacob tôledôt appears to follow a typological plot-structure, nevertheless it places a 

particular accent on familial relations. Division and reunification become a governing factor in 

the interpretation of the narrative.  

 
Mimetic Influence of the ANE 

Concerning the present task of discerning meaningful structures that exert a mimetic 

influence on the Jacob tôledôt, the conclusions of King and Greenstein should be held loosely. 

More work remains to be done to ascertain whether the level of specificity they espouse is 

reflective of a common oicotype, inherent to Gen 37:2-50:26. Indeed, with the evidence 

presently available, the only motif that appears to give rise to a typology of plot is that of exile 

and return. The relative ubiquity of this idea, coupled with the determining force it exerts on the 

Jacob tôledôt suggests that it constitutes the meaningful structure of mimesis1: a motif that helps 

establish the domain of action, and set reader expectations.  

A full delineation of the first mimetic moment cannot depend on cultural context alone. 

Of particular note is the suggestion of a regal dimension to the Jacob tôledôt: the anticipation of 

kingship that in some way works conjointly with the motif discussed heretofore. A proper 

understanding of this concept is found by examining the symbolic resources inherent to Gen 1:1-

37:1.  
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Symbolic Resources 

Chapter 1 summarized the concept of symbolic resources as a cultic system of 

conventions, beliefs and institutions by which behavior can be interpreted. The task now at hand 

is to develop further a narrative application of symbolic resources, and to engage with pertinent 

contributions so as to better understand the ideational framework of Gen 1:1-37:1. An argument 

is made to interpret the symbolic resources of mimesis1 as equivalent to literary themes. 

Thereafter, Clines’ work is augmented to include the mimetic influence of Gen 1-11, the hope of 

a royal deliverer. 

 
Symbols and Themes 

As a first step, it is important to note Ricœur’s emphasis on symbolic mediation in the 

interpretation of a cultic system. A symbol has meaning because it represents an undergirding 

convention or belief. Thus, actions and events within a narrative can only ever be understood 

according to a set of rules, norms, or ethical codes. The significance of this observation is to 

understand that mimesis1 seeks to discern the ideational concepts driving a narrative more than 

the mere symbols which act as their representatives in the text. As such, it appears that the 

symbolic structures of mimesis1 constitute an appeal to the literary concept of theme.14  

Though use of this term is relatively recent in critical scholarship the subservient theory 

is not. Brown rightly notes that prior to the prevalence of formalist schools in the 20th century 

 
14 Ricœur’s hermeneutics of symbolism is given more fully in The Symbolism of Evil. Though his concern 

is not to forge affinities within the realm of literary criticism, nevertheless he employs the terminology of theme 
when discussing the resultant symbolism inherent to Greek tragedies. His understanding of a theme accords with his 
structuralist hermeneutic as explained below. The value of this approach is to give a fuller voice to the various 
symbols within a narrative, thereby avoiding the reductionistic interpretation for which formalism is so often 
criticized. The Symbolism of Evil (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 213. See also, Loretta Dornisch, “Symbolic 
Systems and the Interpretation of Scripture: An Introduction to the Work of Paul Ricœur,” Semeia 4 (1975): 1–26. 
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more didactic terms such as “moral” were used instead of theme.15 Nevertheless, ideational 

content was emphasized. To speak of the moral of a text was to invoke the concepts by which the 

symbols in the text found their meaning. Since the rise of formalism, theme has become a more 

prevalent term with various definitions offered, most of which stress the mediation of 

conventions and beliefs into actions and object. By way of example, Scholes and Kellogg speak 

about a theme as a disembodied idea that finds its voice in a text through a topos, or image.16 

And again, Chatman suggests that a narrative theme is an abstract concept “extractable from the 

work of fiction and relatable to coded human experiences, experiences of other real and fictional 

worlds.”17 Thus, the symbolic resources of mimesis1 which portray a cultic system of 

 
15 Russell Brown, “Theme,” in Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory: Approaches, Scholars, 

Terms, ed. Irena R. Makaryk (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993), 642.  
 
16 Scholes, The Nature of Narrative, 27. Scholes and Kellogg are particularly concerned to draw a 

distinction between a theme and a motif. They rightly note the influence of Lord’s work in this area which considers 
the features of South Slavic and Greek oral epic. Albert Bates Lord, “Composition by Theme in Homer and 
Southslavic Epos,” TPAPA 82 (1951): 71–80. Therein theme is described as “a recurrent element of narration or 
description in traditional oral poetry.” Scholes and Kellogg depart from this definition, in part due to its reliance on 
oral poetry. They argue that allowance must be made for a broader understanding of theme in literary criticism. As 
such they propose the term topos, used as technical nomenclature within Greek rhetoric. Scholes and Kellogg 
suggest that a topos is a traditional image that bears witness either to the external world, or a disembodied idea. If it 
is the former, then the topos is in fact a motif. If it is the latter, then the topos is a theme. As such the emphasis falls 
again on literary themes as representations of ideational concepts. Their departure from the definition offered by 
Lord is helpful for the present work, in so much as it places an emphasis on the delineation of the narrative world. 
 

17 Seymour Chatman, “On the Notion of Theme in Narrative,” in Essays on Aesthetics: Perspectives on the 
Work of Monroe C. Beardsley, ed. John C. Fisher (Philadelphia: Temple UP, 1983), 164. Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan 
argues against this understanding of theme. Suggesting a certain incongruity between the literary and linguistic 
definition of theme she writes, “Un thème n’est pas un énoncé bien qu’il fasse parfois l’objet d’une formulation 
explicite, son mode d’émergence le plus habituel est l’implicitation, sans qu’on puisse le faire correspondre à aucune 
partie spécifique du texte” (“A theme is not a definite utterance that is sometimes the object of an explicit 
formulation, its most usual means of emergence is by implication, without being able to make it correspond to any 
specific part of the text”). Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, “Qu’est-ce qu’un thème?,” Poétique 64 (1985): 399. While it is 
true that a theme will not always receive explicit identification in a text, the mediating property of a persistent 
symbol should not be overlooked. Pace Rimmon-Kenan, linguistic studies have more to offer literary criticism than 
she allows for. That which is abstract will most often find expression through objective symbols. Further 
confirmation that literary themes are somewhat representative of the symbolic resources inherent to mimesis1 is seen 
by considering their function within a narrative. Specifically, a thematic reading of the text allows for a synthesis of 
the narrative by understanding its major themes and the relationship between them. Arguing in a similar vein, see 
Heta Pyrhönen, “Thematic Approaches to Narrative,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory, ed. David 
Herman, Manfred Jahn, and Marie-Laure Ryan (New York: Routledge, 2005), 598; Jonathan D. Culler, Structuralist 
Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of Literature (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975), 24. 
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conventions, beliefs and institutions, appear to find their literary counterpart in the notion of 

theme. By discerning the contextual norms that furnish the narrative images with meaning, the 

prevailing world which gives rise to the plot-structure may be discerned.   

 
Clines 

The task of determining the themes that contribute to mimesis1 of the Jacob tôledôt is on 

the one hand made simpler by virtue of the existence of a “pre-narrative,” namely Gen 1:1-37:1. 

At the same time this serves as a complicating factor, not least because the identification of 

themes in Genesis is a task plagued with complexity. The predominance of source critical 

methods during the 20th century has hindered engagement with the text at a thematic level. 

Though there is a healthy attestation of scholarship engaging with the particular ideational 

concerns of each writer, few have dared to amalgamate sources and contend for holistic 

themes.18 

Clines is amongst the few who offer a thematic reading of the text in his book, The 

Theme of the Pentateuch. Notably, Clines is not dealing with the themes of Genesis per se, but is 

 
Indeed, Culler with others posits a relationship between theme and plot: “The ultimate structures of the proairetic 
code,…are thematic, and we could say that plot is but the temporal projections of thematic structures.” As such, a 
mimetic nuance is found to be inherent to the idea of theme: it becomes an instrument by which the whole may be 
grasped, and even appropriated upon reception. Tomashevsky argues for a similar understanding of theme, though 
without speaking specifically of mimeticism. Boris Tomashevsky, “Thematics,” in Russian Formalist Criticism: 
Four Essays, ed. L. T. Lemon and M. J. Reis (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1965), 61–95. 

   
18 One brief contribution in this vein comes from von Rad in his Old Testament Theology. Though he 

affirms specific contributions from each source, von Rad leverages them so as to offer a thematic synthesis of the 
Hexateuch that centers upon the idea of covenant. He posits that the JE narrative focusses upon the patriarchal and 
Sinaitic covenants and that the promise of land functions as the most prominent feature throughout. Concerning P, 
he argues that its contribution to the whole is to emphasize God’s covenants with Noah and with Abraham. The 
latter constituted a threefold promise that Abraham would become a people, they would enjoy a new relationship 
with God, and take possession of a land. When combined with JE, the result was the combination of Hexateuchal 
traditions established according to a threefold movement of prophecy and fulfilment. Specifically, the promise of 
becoming great is fulfilled in Egypt, the promise of communion with God is fulfilled at Sinai, and the promise of a 
land is fulfilled at the conquest. Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 2 vols. (New York: Harper & Row, 
1962), 1:129–35. Clines critiques von Rad from a methodological perspective noting the relative uncertainty 
concerning the existence of a Hexateuch and the problematic nature of moving from individual sources to a 
composite whole. Clines, The Theme of the Pentateuch, 88–9. Clines’ concerns are herein affirmed. 
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seeking to draw a much broader narrative arc. Regardless, his conclusions have subsequently 

been applied to individual books of the Pentateuch.19 Clines argues for one overarching theme to 

the Pentateuch, namely “the partial fulfillment…of the promise to or blessing of the 

patriarchs.”20 He explains the nature of this promise as, “the divine initiative in a world where 

human initiatives always lead to disaster,” and “an affirmation of the primal divine intentions for 

humanity.” Based upon this proposal Clines delineates the promise according to three elements: 

posterity, the divine-human relationship, and land. He suggests that different elements feature 

more prominently at different points within the Pentateuch, with posterity being dominant in Gen 

12-50.21 

The significance of Clines’ work in The Theme of the Pentateuch should not be 

underestimated. Its value comes in large measure by virtue of its synchronic approach and its 

resistance to atomistic tendencies. As such Clines’ conclusions are persuasive, both the perceived 

progression throughout the Pentateuch and the proposed thematic emphasis concerning the 

patriarchal promise. Indeed, in light of the abundance of textual references it would seem that the 

ideational rubric governing Genesis is in some measure the blessing initially bestowed upon 

Abraham. However, with its contribution noted a point of scrutiny may be raised with respect to 

the suitability of Clines’ work for the present task.  

 
19 See for example, Gordon J. Wenham, Story as Torah: Reading the Old Testament Ethically (Edinburgh: 

T&T Clark, 2000), 22–23; James McKeown, Genesis (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2008), 195–259. 
 
20 Clines, The Theme of the Pentateuch, 30. 
 
21 Clines’ argument is derived from an inductive study of the text beginning with an examination of its end 

point. He notes that Deuteronomy finishes with the death of Moses and a sense of expectation as the goal of the 
journey has not been reached. Clines observes a similar situation at the end of Genesis with the death of Joseph and 
an anticipation of his bones being taken up from Egypt. He posits a similar sense of movement in Exodus, Leviticus, 
and Numbers, such that “there is a progression, both temporal and local, throughout the Pentateuch,…it is a 
progression that is prepared and anticipated and that is purposive and not directionless.” Ibid., 28. Clines identifies 
the impetus for this movement as the promise to the patriarchs, given initially in Gen 12:1-3 and receiving various 
iterations and amplifications thereafter. He justifies this claim by way of an extensive presentation of those texts that 
invoke the promise, directly or indirectly, from Genesis to Deuteronomy. 
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In his first chapter Clines states that the primaeval era cannot be subsumed under the 

promise theme since the divine utterance given to Abraham only comes at chapter 12, and “the 

tendency of Genesis 1-11 is apparently in a quite different direction from that of the remainder of 

the Pentateuch.”22 To be sure, Clines deals with these chapters separately and proposes an 

extensive thematic statement for them.23 He also suggests something of their relationship to the 

rest of Genesis by arguing that the patriarchal narratives function as mitigation for the Babel 

story, and re-affirmation of God’s intention for humanity given in Gen 1:26. Nevertheless, 

Clines’ exposition of the Pentateuch focusses exclusively on the patriarchal promises without 

any consideration as to the ongoing influence of the primaeval era. As such, his study of Genesis 

through Deuteronomy is somewhat incomplete: lacking proper cognizance of the ideational 

framework created by Gen 1-11. Although the primaeval era undoubtedly presents interpretive 

challenges that set it apart from the rest of Genesis, they are not insurmountable with respect to a 

thematic reading of the whole narrative. They must be overcome in order to give full voice to the 

first mimetic moment and the symbolic resources that influence the Jacob tôledôt.  

 
 22 ibid., 15. Clines’ direction of argumentation is perhaps in the wrong direction here, having apparently 

decided upon the patriarchal blessings as a major theme he is then bound to omit Gen 1-11 from his study. A truly 
synchronic argument would begin with the primaeval era in view and consider whether a singular thematic reading 
of the narrative is possible.   

 
23 Quoting Clines at length, “The theme of the primaeval era could be said to be either: (a) Humankind 

tends to destroy what God has made good. Even when God forgives human sin and mitigates the punishment, sin 
continues to spread, to the point where the world suffers uncreation. And even when God makes a fresh start, 
turning his back on uncreation forever, the human tendency to sin immediately becomes manifest. Or: (b) No matter 
how drastic human sin becomes, destroying what God has made good and bringing the world to the brink of 
uncreation, God’s grace never fails to deliver humankind from the consequences of their sin. Even when humanity 
responds to a fresh start with the old pattern of sin, God’s commitment to his world stands firm, and sinful humans 
experience the favor of God as well as his righteous judgment” (ibid., 83). The derivation of this theme is given 
more fully in an earlier article, David J. A Clines, “Theme in Genesis 1-11,” CBQ 38, no. 4 (1976): 502–04. Though 
Clines’ interaction with structural features is perceptive, he overlooks the relationship between motif and theme. 
Similar analyses applied to the entire Genesis narrative are given by George Coats, “Strife and Reconciliation: 
Themes of a Biblical Theology in the Book of Genesis,” HBT 2, no. 1 (1980): 15–37; Everett Fox, “Can Genesis Be 
Read as a Book?,” Semeia 46 (1989): 37. 
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With this concern noted, how might the derivation of mimesis1 proceed? Or, more 

specifically, how might the theme of Gen 1:1-37:1 be more fully defined so as to give better 

understanding of the interpretive grid underpinning Gen 37:2-50:26? Progress must be sought by 

considering the relationship of the primaeval era to the remainder of Genesis. The following 

discussion seeks to build on Clines’ work by incorporating Gen 1-11. 

 
The Thematic Contribution of the Primaeval Era 

The assertion of a relationship between the primal divine intentions and the promise to 

the patriarchs can be made in a number of ways. Clines pursues the argument structurally, noting 

the absence of a distinct textual break at the conclusion of the Babel story. The Shem tôledôt 

provides a transition to Abraham’s blessing thereby suggesting a degree of continuity between 

primaeval and patriarchal history, one that centers on the idea of blessing.24 Another approach, 

by which the relationship between Gen 12:1-3 and 1:26 can be meted out with greater precision, 

is to consider the primary characters involved: Adam and Abraham.  

 
Adam and Abraham 

A correspondence between the two individuals emerges by considering the events that 

precipitate the promises given to Abraham. After God makes a covenant with Noah, he and his 

offspring fail as stewards of the earth. Societal sin reaches its climax with the building of a tower 

at Shinar, an episode replete with creation language and ideology (Gen 11:1-9). The whole earth 

 
24 Clines is here responding to von Rad who argues that the Babel story concludes the primaeval era so as 

to give the whole section a negative emphasis. Von Rad writes that the whole primeval history, “seems to break off 
in shrill dissonance,” von Rad, Genesis, 153. By contrast, Clines asserts, “the divine promise to the patriarchs then 
demands to be read in conjunction with Genesis 1—as a reaffirmation of the divine intentions for humanity” Clines, 
The Theme of the Pentateuch, 85. Although Clines’ interpretation appears to demonstrate greater cognizance of the 
relationship between primaeval and patriarchal history, his argument would be more persuasive if he went beyond a 
mere consideration of structural features.  
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( ץֶרָאָה־לָכ  11:1, 8, 9 cf. 1:26, 29) speaks one language, people migrate from the east ( םֶדֶק  11:2 cf. 

2:8; 3:24;), and the offspring of Adam ( םָדָאָה יֵנְּב  11:5 cf. 1:26ff) seek to make a tower unto the 

heavens ( םִיַמָׁש  11:4 cf. 1:8, 26). Their driving motivation appears to be an inversion of God’s 

intention for humanity: rather than fill the earth (1:28; 9:1) the community sought to remain in 

one place (1:4). Thus, the divine plural is invoked—found only here and in Gen 1 throughout the 

primaeval era—and God thwarts their efforts. The cumulative effect of these lexical, 

grammatical and thematic allusions is to knit the account of Gen 11:1–9 tightly to that of Gen 1–

3, and specifically the fall of humankind. Indeed, the building project at Babel serves as 

something of a recapitulation of humanity’s rebellion, after God had flooded the earth and started 

afresh. Thus, based on his discussion of the literary form, Westermann rightly notes that “the 

narrator is not interested in the event as such, but in how the present situation resulted from the 

earlier.”25  

With this correspondence in view, it becomes clear that Abraham is patterned after 

Adam: the patriarch is presented as a new head over humanity. Wenham rightly states “The 

promises to Abraham renew the vision for humanity set out in Genesis 1 and 2.”26 In like 

manner, Fishbane summarizes: “In a sense, the entire primeval cycle is a prologue to him and his 

tôledôt. He is the new steward and hope ‘east of Eden.’”27 Beyond the mere recognition of this 

 
25 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11, trans. John J. Scullion S.J. (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1984), 534. 
 
26 Wenham, Story as Torah, 37. Wenham explicates some of that vision: “Adam was given the garden of 

Eden: Abraham is promised the land of Canaan. God told Adam to be fruitful and multiply: Abraham is promised 
descendants as numerous as the stars of heaven. God walked with Adam in Eden: Abraham was told to walk before 
God. In this way the advent of Abraham is seen as the answer to the problems set out in Genesis 1-11: through him 
all the families of the earth will be blessed.” 

 
27 Michael A. Fishbane, Biblical Text and Texture: A Literary Reading of Selected Texts (Oxford: 

Oneworld Publications, 1998), 39. At this point it is instructive to note that the relationship between Adam and 
Abraham could be expanded upon by observing the intermediate role assumed by Noah: (1) He is connected to 
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relationship, there are at least two features of Gen 1-11 that further inform our interpretation of 

it. The first is Adam’s representative role as a vice-regent on the earth, the second is the 

implications of Gen 3 and the promise of a seed. 

 
Humankind as Vice-Regents 

 God’s original intention for humankind—expressed to Adam and Eve as 

representatives—was that they would rule over the created order.28 God instructed them to have 

dominion ( ּודְרּו ) over every living thing that moves (Gen 1:28), the verb connoting the idea of 

 
Adam insomuch as he emerges from the ark as the head of a new humanity. (2) He is related to Abraham insomuch 
as both stand as focal points of ten generation genealogies (5:1-6:8; 11:10-26). Regarding point (1), a multitude of 
parallels between the account of creation and that of the flood have been noted: in both cases the earth is covered 
with water (1:2; 7:19), which subsequently gives way to dry land (1:10; 8:13) by way of a divine wind (1:2; 8:1), 
and creatures are then brought forth: the birds, beasts and creeping things (1:21, 25; 8:19). God subsequently blesses 
Noah (9:1 cf. 1:28), invokes his own image (9:6 cf. 1:26, 27), and reiterates the mandate given to Adam (9:1, 7 cf. 
1:28). This parallelism serves not only to establish the flood narrative as an act of re-creation, but to present Noah as 
a new Adam. See in particular, David L. Petersen, “The Yahwist on the Flood,” VT 26, no. 4 (1976): 441; J. 
Blenkinsopp, “The Structure of P,” CBQ 38 (1976): 284; Gary V. Smith, “Structure and Purpose in Genesis 1-11,” 
JETS 20, no. 4 (1977): 316–17. Regarding point (2), though Lambert and Malamat seek to assert the primary 
correspondence as one with extra-biblical literature, the near identical form of the two genealogies suggests value in 
observing the literary effect created within the biblical narrative: the parallelism presses upon the reader an 
equivalence between Noah and Abraham. See, W. G. Lambert, “A New Look at the Babylonian Background of 
Genesis,” JTS 16, no. 2 (1965): 292–93; Abraham Malamat, “King Lists of the Old Babylonian Period and Biblical 
Genealogies,” JAOS 88, no. 1 (1968): 169. Robert Wilson, “The Old Testament Genealogies in Recent Research,” 
JBL 94, no. 2 (1975): 188-89. Drawing attention to the internal correspondence, see Richard S. Hess, “The 
Genealogies of Genesis 1-11 and Comparative LIterature,” Bib 70, no. 2 (1989): 244; Thomas C. Hartman, 
“Thoughts on the Sumerian King List and Genesis 5 and 11B,” JBL 91, no. 1 (1972): 32. When viewed together, the 
implication of these two relationships is to see that Abraham is linked to Noah only insomuch as Noah is patterned 
after Adam. Though points (1) and (2) above are well-noted, their cumulative effect has been overlooked: namely, to 
establish further the relationship between the patriarch and Adam. 

 
28 Wenham rightly draws attention to the fluidity between definite and indefinite forms of םָדָא  in the 

opening chapters of Genesis. In 1:26, most likely, the anarthrous form is used as a means of invoking all of 
humanity, drawing a distinction between God and the rest of the created order. Then in 1:27 the article is used to 
emphasize the same category as the previous verse, namely humankind in general. Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15 
(Waco, TX: Word Books, 1987), 32. Arriving at the same conclusion though arguing from a different vantage point, 
see Maryanne Cline Horowitz, “The Image of God in Man: Is Women Included?,” HTR 72, no. 3 (1979): 175. With 
respect to the role of vice-regent, the salient point is that humankind receives this responsibility, it is not restricted to 
Adam and Eve.  
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lordship, used elsewhere to speak of a king’s rule (cf. Ps 72:8; 110:2; Isa 14:6; Ezek 34:4).29 This 

responsibility appears to derive from the privilege of being created in God’s image. Attested to 

frequently in ANE writing, the imago dei was attributed to an earthly king who was the 

representative of his god. He was to rule on behalf of his deity.30 The significance of this 

observation is that it establishes humankind as monarchs: vice-regents who were to reign over 

the created order. Adam and Eve were the first to exercise this rule.  

 
Gen 3 and the Promise of a Seed 

Adam and Eve’s failure in Gen 3:1-7 constitutes a neglect of their responsibility. Having 

been appointed as the monarchs of creation they did not exercise dominion over the serpent, who 

then usurped their position. Humankind failed to rule. The result is a willful act of disobedience 

against the commands of God with resultant consequences: pain in childbearing (3:16), strife in 

farming of the land (3:17-19), and expulsion from the garden (3:23, 24). Wenham notes that the 

concept of curse pertains only to the serpent (3:14) and the soil (3:17) and that judgments for 

 
29 Westermann, Genesis 1-11, 158–59, 61. Westermann draws on the influential studies of Schmidt and 

Wildberger who argue for a kingly meaning inherent to the verb, derived from the royal courts of Babylon and 
Egypt. Wildberger forges a conceptual parallel between Gen 1:26 and Ps 8 wherein humankind is given dominion 
over the animals. Thus, he states that the use of הדָר  in Gen 1:26 draws on royal ideology. Westermann notes that 
the sense of rule is augmented by the use of ׁשבכ , used in both the qal and the niphal to denote the idea of subjection 
(cf. Num 32:22, 29; Josh 18:1; 1 Chron 22:18; 2 Chron 28:10; Neh 5:5; Jer 34:11, 16). Werner Schmidt, Die 
Schöpfungsgeschichte der Priesterschrift (Neukirchener Verlag, 1964), 140; Hans Wildberger, “Das Abbild Gottes: 
Gen 1:26-30,” TZ 21 (1965): 481–83.  

 
30 David J. A Clines, “The Image of God in Man,” 19 (1967): 83–85. Clines cites numerous examples from 

Mesopotamian and Egyptian literature. The same conclusions have been drawn more recently by Paul-Eugène Dion, 
“Ressemblance et image de Dieu,” in Suppléments aux dictionnaire de la bible, ed. H. Cazelles, A. Feuillet (Paris: 
Letouzey & Ané, 1992–), 55:366-75; Irene J. Winter, “Art in Empire: The Royal Image and the Visual Dimensions 
of Assyrian Ideology,” in Assyria 1995: Proceedings of the 10th Anniversary Symposium of the Neo-Assyrian Text 
Corpus Project, Helsinki, September 7-11, 1995, ed. S. Parpola and R. M. Whiting (Helsinki: The Neo-Assyrian 
Text Corpus Project, 1995), 372; J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand 
Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005), 108–11. As discussed with reference to narrative structures, such observations need not 
assert a specific line of influence between similar texts. Rather, they merely testify to a prevailing belief within the 
ANE concerning the notion of image bearing. As such, the aforementioned works are commended for noting various 
correspondences between texts. However, conclusions with reference to a specific directionality from one culture to 
another should be held lightly.  
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man and woman are better understood as a disruption of their appointed roles.31 The woman is 

hindered in her ability to help the man (2:18), due to increased pain in childbearing and a desire 

to rule over him. Likewise, the man must now cultivate the ground amongst thorns and thistles, 

reaping its fruit through sweat and toil. In this way, the outcome of Gen 3 might be summarized 

as a hinderance to the flourishing of humankind in accordance with his purpose as vice-regents. 

Gen 4-11 testifies to this interpretation. The evident spread of sin comprises a series of episodes, 

each of which is in some way antithetical to the expressed purpose of humankind in Gen 1:26.32 

Of primary importance amidst God’s judgments is the promise that a seed ( עַרֶז ) will 

bruise the head of the serpent (3:15). Although much could be said concerning the significance 

of this action, the prevailing context would suggest that it speaks, in part, to the reestablishment 

of the kingly role of humankind. That is, the consequences of Adam and Eve’s failure to rule will 

not continue forever.33 With respect to the specific means by which this will be accomplished, an 

 
31 See Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 81. 
 
32 This suggestion is not dissimilar to the creation–de-creation–recreation theme proposed by Joseph 

Blenkinsopp and John Challenor, The Pentateuch (Chicago: ACTA Foundation, 1971), 46. As discussed above the 
flood can be viewed as a de-creative work, returning the earth to its Gen 1 state. Because the earth was full of 
violence ( סָמָח ץֶרָאָה אֵלָּמִּתַו  6:11) God’s judgment works against the mandate given at 1:28: for humankind to fill 
the earth. It is possible to view the other major episodes in Gen 4-11 in a similar way. Cain kills his brother Abel, 
destroying life rather than promoting it (4:8). Lamech does likewise (4:23). The sons of God appear to transgress 
established boundaries (6:1), thereby violating the created order inherent to 1:28. Finally, the community at Shinar 
were intent on making a name for themselves in one place, rather than dispersing and filling the earth (11:4). Further 
evidence that Gen 4-11 should be read as an ‘enactment’ of the punishments given in Gen 3 can be found by noting 
a number of connections between the fall narrative and that of Cain and Abel. These are well observed, with the 
corollary implication that Gen 4 actualizes, for the first time, the curses of Gen 3. Thereafter, they are rehearsed 
repeatedly, oftentimes at the societal level. See, Alan J. Hauser, “Linguistic and Thematic Links between Genesis 
4:1-16 and Genesis 2-3,” JETS 23, no. 4 (1980): 297–305; Ellen van Wolde, “The Story of Cain and Abel: A 
Narrative Study,” JSOT 52 (1991): 25–41; André Wénin, “Adam et Eve: La Jalousie de Caïn, ‘Semence’ du 
Serpent,” RevScRel 73, no. 1 (1999): 3–16; Patterson, Plot-Structure, 60–67.  

 
33 With Driver and Westermann, both occurrences of ףוׁש  in 3:15 are taken here to mean “bruise.” S. R. 

Driver, Book of Genesis (London: Methuen, 1904), 48; Westermann, Genesis 1-11, 260. Coupled with the symbolic 
nature of the narrative, man’s victory over the serpent should be read as more than mere etiological prescription. 
Rather, it depicts an eventual triumph of humanity over the power of evil. As such, the significance of the promise is 
that the failure of mankind to exercise dominion over the serpent, coupled with its consequences, will be reversed. 
Humanity will again reign as vice-regents. See also, Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 80.  
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interesting feature of the promise is noted by considering the nature of the עַרֶז . Though some 

have argued for a collective interpretation,34 Alexander demonstrates the reasonableness of a 

singular understanding based on a connection between 3:15 and 4:25. After Abel dies Eve 

announces the arrival of a עַרֶז , implying a relationship between the birth of Seth and the promise 

at Gen 3:15.35 This individual (4:25) stands in the line of the promised one (3:15). Collins adds 

to the argument for a singular interpretation by way of an inductive, syntactical study throughout 

the OT. He notes that when עַרֶז  refers to a specific descendent it is coupled with singular verb 

inflections, adjectives, and pronouns, as is the case with Gen 3:15.36  

   A singular interpretation of עַרֶז  establishes a nuanced solution to the problem of Gen 3. 

Having established humanity as vice-regents, God responds to their collective failure with the 

promise of an individual. The disobedient monarchs will be superseded by a single offspring. 

This relationship is supported by noting the regal undertone of Gen 3:15—one that complements 

the responsibility of humanity to act as vice-regents. Such has been affirmed by appealing to the 

imagery of ANE kingship,37 the narrative development of Genesis,38 and subsequent regal texts 

 
34 See for example, R. A. Martin, “The Earliest Messianic Interpretation of Genesis 3:15,” JBL 84, no. 4 

(1965): 425; Westermann, Genesis 1-11, 260–61; James Barr, The Garden of Eden and the Hope of Immortality 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 140n28. 

 
35 T. Desmond Alexander, “From Adam to Judah: The Significance of the Family Tree in Genesis,” EvQ 

61, no. 1 (1989): 16. 
 

36 Jack Collins, “A Syntactical Note (Genesis 3:15): Is the Woman’s Seed Singular or Plural?,” TynBul 48, 
no. 1 (1997): 144–45. 

 
37 Walter Wifall, “Gen 3:15-A Protoevangelium?,” CBQ 36 (1974): 363. Wifall notes that, “The picture of 

a god or king treading with his feet upon the heads of his enemies was common in ancient Near Eastern art and 
literature.” 
 

38 T. Desmond Alexander, “Royal Expectations in Genesis to Kings: Their Importance for Biblical 
Theology,” TynBul 49, no. 2 (1998): 198–206. Alexander observes a “royal expectation” that permeates through 
Genesis, culminating with special attention given to the tribe of Judah, from whom a ruling descendent will come. 
This point will be addressed more fully below.  
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that form a conceptual overlap with the 3:15.39 Although it is true that this royal dimension of the 

seed is merely implied—to be developed more fully beyond Gen 3—these observations are 

sufficient to confirm the suggested logic. God responds to the failure of humanity with the 

promise of an individual. The problem introduced by his vice-regents will be remedied by the 

עַרֶז , a deliverer.  

Abraham and the Hope of a Royal Deliverer 

 It is now possible to consider afresh the relationship between Adam and Abraham, and 

with it the ideological framework that governs the narrative world of Genesis. Insomuch as Gen 

1-11 establishes the hope of a deliverer, this then impresses itself upon the interpretation of 

Abraham as an adamic figure: the same narrative expectation is inferred on the patriarch. The 

point is substantiated by considering the particular emphases of the Abrahamic blessing. 

Drawing from the work of Williamson, he rightly notes that Gen 12:1-3 divides into two sections 

each beginning with a divine imperative: ֶלDְל־E  (12:1a), and הֵיְהֶו  (12:2d).40 The promises related 

to each command centers on the theme of blessing. Williamson writes, “In the first segment (vv. 

1-2c) Abraham is to be the recipient of blessing; in the second segment (vv. 2d-3) Abraham is to 

 
39 Wifall, “Gen 3:15-A Protoevangelium?,” 363. Wifall correctly notes a degree of congruency between 

God’s promise to the serpent and certain Davidic passages such as Ps 89 and 2 Sam 22. 
 
40 Paul R. Williamson, Abraham, Israel and the Nations: The Patriarchal Promise and Its Covenantal 

Development in Genesis (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 228. Williamson sides here with Andersen, 
Terrien, and Turner, who argue for a discontinuous imperative coordination between Gen 12:1b and 12:2d such that 
the Masoretic pointing need not be changed. Francis I. Andersen, The Sentence in Biblical Hebrew (The Hague: 
Mouton, 1974), 108; Samuel L. Terrien, The Elusive Presence: Toward a New Biblical Theology (San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1978), 74; Turner, Announcements, 53–55. Though others have sought to render the verb as a 
perfect or a cohortative, their grammatical arguments appear unnecessarily convoluted. Indeed, the burden of proof 
lies with those who would depart from a straightforward reading of הֵיְהֶו  as an imperative. See for example, Hans 
Walter Wolff, “The Kerygma of the Yahwist,” Int 20, no. 2 (1966): 137n28. The point has been made more recently 
by Baden, who rightly draws attention to the inherent difficulties in rendering an imperative in the middle of a 
volitive chain as that which expresses purpose. The differentiation he makes between those issues in Gen 12:1-3 that 
are determined by syntax, and those that are subject to interpretation is commended. Joel S. Baden, “The Morpho-
Syntax of Genesis 12:1-3: Translation and Interpretation,” CBQ 72, no. 2 (2010): 226–30. 
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be the mediator of blessing.”41 This latter idea receives a particular accent by virtue of the 

emphatic nature of the last stanza. The culminating thought of the Abrahamic promises is that all 

the nations will be blessed through him. As the curses of Gen 3 establish a barrier to the 

fulfilment of the Adamic mandate, Gen 12:1-3 provides an antidote.42 

 This then raises the question of how such universal blessing will be realized. The answer 

is offered by way of oblique commentary, specifically via Gen 22:16-18, a second divine speech 

that forms an inclusio to the main part of the Abraham narrative.43 Similar to Gen 12:1-3 a 

twofold division is found: the first half promises the multiplication of Abraham’s seed (Gen 

22:17a), the second the victory of the seed with the result of universal blessing (Gen 22:17b-18). 

Alexander rightly notes the syntactical break at 22:17b by virtue of a non-converting waw. He 

 
41 Williamson, Abraham, Israel and the Nations, 229. This understanding renders ּוכְרְבִנְו  in a medio-

passive sense as opposed to reflexive, or purely passive. Arguing otherwise, Vriezen favors a reflexive interpretation 
by drawing attention to the apparent parallelism with ּוכֲרָּבְתִהְו  at Gen 22:18 and 26:4. He suggests that the 
ambiguous niphal should be interpreted against the more evidently reflexive hithpael verbs. Th. C. Vriezen, 
“Bemerkungen zu Genesis 12:1-7,” in Symbolae Biblicae et Mesopotamicae Francisco Mario Theodoro de Liagre 
Böhl dedicatae, ed. M. A. Beek, et al. (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 388. However, Chew is correct to privilege context over 
grammar since the latter is not determinative in this case. Certainly, if a reflexive sense were intended at 12:3 the 
hithpael would more readily infer this. Hiang Chea Chew, “The Theme of ‘Blessing for the Nations’ in the 
Patriarchal Narratives of Genesis” (University of Sheffield, 1982), 10. Arguing for a purely passive interpretation, 
Lee offers a robust grammatical argument, yet fails to give a compelling reason as to why the more common qal 
passive or pual form is not employed. Chee-Chiew Lee, “Once Again: The Niphal and the Hithpael of ךרב  in the 
Abrahamic Blessing for the Nations,” JSOT 36, no. 3 (2012): 283–88. The medio-passive interpretation accounts for 
this while at the same time maintaining a distinction with the hithpael forms at Gen 22:18 and 26:4. Arriving at a 
similar conclusion, see Benjamin J. Noonan, “Abraham, Blessing, and the Nations: A Reexamination of the Niphal 
and Hitpael of ךרב  in the Patriarchal Narratives,” HS 51 (2010): 73–93. 
 

42 A recent articulation of this idea is offered by James Hamilton, “The Seed of the Woman and the 
Blessing of Abraham,” TynBul 58, no. 2 (2007): 258–61. Hamilton suggests that if the post-Edenic state is one of 
conflict—between man and woman, between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman, and between man 
and the field—then the promise of posterity, universal blessing, and a land address these issues respectively. Whilst 
Hamilton’s proposal seems reasonable, his argument is overly dependent on his conceptual summation of Gen 3:14-
19. A text-driven comparison of the two narratives does not allow for the level of specificity proposed by Hamilton. 
A more general relationship must be affirmed, one that merely acknowledges the emphasis on blessing as an apt 
response to the curses of Gen 3. See Wolff, “Kerygma,” 145; Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 270; Walter Brueggemann, 
Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 498.  

 
43 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 16-50 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1994), 116; Alexander, “Royal 

Expectations,” 202. 
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argues that one of the implications is a change in the sense of עַרֶז  from one half of the divine 

speech to the next, inferred by a change from plural to singular noun associations. Whereas many 

offspring are promised ( םִיַמָּׁשַה יֵבְכֹוכְּכ  22:17a), one offspring will possess the gates of his 

enemies ( ויָבְיֹא רַעַׁש תֵא Eֲעְרַז ׁשַרִיְו  22:17b-18).44 Blessing will come via the success of an 

individual.   

That the offspring of Gen 22:17b-18 could be a royal seed is perhaps confirmed by a 

strong parallel between 22:18a, and Ps 72:17b. A psalm associated with Solomon, it speaks of a 

kingly figure who exercises dominion over the whole earth and through whom all nations receive 

blessing. Though it is possible to interpret the psalm in light of Solomon’s reign, more likely is 

that it looks forward to a monarch whose rulership truly benefits every nation.45 As such the 

psalmist offers indirect commentary on the divine speech to Abraham: the victorious seed will be 

regal.  

The significance of this observation should not be overlooked as it relates to the 

primaeval era. Specifically, the emphasis in the Abraham narrative on universal blessing coming 

by way of a royal individual who defeats his enemies forms a conceptual tie with the anticipation 

of Gen 1-11. It allies the line of Abraham with the line of seed in Gen 3:15. Further evidence to 

this end is found by noting the narrative progression of the patriarchal line. As the stories of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are told, עַרֶז  assumes the status of a Leitwort, being used forty-six 

 
44 T. Desmond Alexander, “Further Observations on the Term ‘Seed’ in Genesis,” TynBul 48, no. 1 (1997): 

365. So also Williamson, Abraham, Israel and the Nations, 250. At the risk of putting too much exegetical weight 
on a single waw, Alexander is responding to Collins’ inductive study of Genesis (discussed above) that concluded 
singular verb inflections, adjectives and pronouns are used when an individual seed is in view. Collins, “A 
Syntactical Note,” 139–48. 

 
45 Alexander, “Further Observations,” 365; Walter C Jr. Kaiser, “Psalm 72: An Historical and Messianic 

Current Example of Antiochene Hermeneutical Theoria,” JETS 52, no. 2 (2009): 266–67. 
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times in the patriarchal cycles. Coupled with this are continuous iterations of the royal motif46 

that suggest a particular concern for a royal line.47 That which is implied at 3:15 becomes 

increasingly more defined. The corporate failure of humanity to rule will be remedied by a royal 

deliverer. While there are certainly other ideational inflections that occur throughout Genesis the 

primaeval era establishes a narrative expectation of a royal deliverer who will come via the line 

of the עַרֶז . This appears to be sustained throughout each subsequent narrative cycle such that it 

forms a point of thematic emphasis throughout the book.  

 
Mimetic Influence of Pre-Narrative Themes 

By considering the ideational framework of Gen 1:1-37:1 the symbolic resources of 

mimesis1 have been defined. Pace Clines, the Abrahamic blessings alone cannot sufficiently 

explain the narrative world of Genesis due to the influence of the primaeval era. However, by 

considering 12:1-3 in light of the promised עַרֶז  in 3:15, and humanity’s role as vice-regents in 

 
46 These include (1) the promise of Gen 17:6 and 35:11 that the patriarchs’ descendants will include kings, 

(2) several interactions that Abraham and Isaac have with foreign monarchs (Gen 14:1-24; 21:22-34; 23:6; 26:26-
31), (3) Joseph’s dreams of ruling over his brothers (Gen 37:5-11), his king-like status in Egypt (Gen 41:39-43), and 
the blessing Judah receives pertaining to a royal ruler from his tribe (Gen 49:8-12). Regarding (1), the immediate 
context of both promises is significant. At 17:4-8 God promises to make a covenant with Abraham and reiterates 
many of the same ideas from the first divine speech. Furthermore, he alludes to the command given to Adam and 
Noah to be fruitful (1:28; 9:1, 7). The promise of 17:6 then makes explicit what was previously implied: that the line 
of Abraham would be a regal one. Similarly, God’s words to Jacob repeat previous patriarchal blessings and the 
Adamic mandate. Thus, monarchical undertones are brought to the surface with the specific utterance that kings 
shall come from your loins. Regarding (2), a number of scholars have noted how these interactions appear to posit 
the patriarchs as coequals with the foreign dignitaries. See for example, Loren R Fisher, “Abraham and His Priest-
King,” JBL 81, no. 3 (1962): 269; D J. McCarthy, “Three Covenants in Genesis,” CBQ 26, no. 2 (1964): 183; 
Alexander, “Royal Expectations,” 205. Indeed, concerning Abraham’s interaction with Abimelech at Gen 21:25-34, 
it may be that the patriarch is acting as a superior to the king, securing his allegiance through the giving of gifts. So 
McCarthy, “Three Covenants,” 183. Regarding (3), the point will be explored more fully in chapter 4, suffice to say 
that with the narrative world of Genesis firmly established by 37:2, Jacob’s special love for Joseph (37:3), the use of 

הוח  (37:7, 9), and the enigmatic םיִּסַּפ תֶנֹתְּכ  (37:3), all hint at a regal dimension to the Jacob tôledôt. So Alexander, 
“Regal Dimension,” 202–07. 
 

47 So Alexander, “Further Observations,” 366, who writes, “the entire book of Genesis is especially 
interested in highlighting the existence of a unique line of male descendants which will eventually give rise to a 
royal dynasty.” 
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1:28, it has been possible to augment Clines’ study and articulate a more nuanced literary theme. 

Specifically, the domain of acting and suffering is one wherein reader expectations are directed 

towards a royal deliverer who will fulfill the responsibilities entrusted to humankind, and who 

will come via the line of the seed. This theme finds voice in the narrative through reiterations of 

עַרֶז , various expressions of a royal motif, and echoes to both the Abrahamic blessings and 

Adamic mandate.  

 
Temporal Structures and the Tôledôt Formula 

 The third component of mimesis1 is the pre-narrative structure of temporal experience. 

Ricœur sought to explain this feature with reference to Heideggar’s Sorge and the syntagmatic 

order of the text. By considering one in light of the other a temporal framework can be perceived 

which indicates the directionality of the narrative and is conducive to reading for plot. In the 

previous chapter it was suggested that Genesis most readily evidences this framework by virtue 

of the tôledôt formula. This constitutes not only a major structuring element of the book, but it 

also lays the foundation of temporal experience. Herein a fuller examination will be sought as to 

the nature of this framework. The mimetic strategy of the tôledôt formula will be considered so 

as to understand the directionality of the narrative and its prefiguring influence on Gen 37:2-

50:26. Thomas’ work, These are the Generations, is a helpful study of the tôledôt formula that 

draws on recent scholarship and serves as an entry point into the discussion.  

 
Surface Structure and the Tôledôt Formula 

Thomas begins by laying out a clear methodology that centers on the idea of surface 

structure. By employing insights from linguistic studies, he argues that surface structure is 

usually indicative of organizational method and even meaning. Since repeated motifs are 
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somewhat representative of the surface structure, with regards to Genesis the tôledôt formula 

serves as a gateway for interpretation of the book.48 Thereafter Thomas seeks to define the 

tôledôt formula according to syntax, semantics, and function. He rightly notes that as a derivative 

of דלי , the word  תֹודֵלֹוּת  usually focusses in some way on the offspring of the one named. In so 

doing the formula brings a degree of cohesion to the text, linking the preceding narrative 

concerning the progenitor to what follows, the story of his descendants.49 Syntactically, Thomas 

notes that the tôledôt formula is a verbless clause, the significance of which is to prompt a pause 

on the part of the reader, refocusing and reactivating her attention on the subject of the 

narrative.50 Combining these observations, Thomas concludes that the tôledôt formula serves a 

structuring purpose within the narrative, functioning as a heading that introduces a new character 

“by relating them to the already-known progenitor, about whom the reader already has 

information.”51 

 
48 Thomas, These Are the Generations, 15. Thomas is correct to note the limits of surface structure. 

Supplemental endeavors are necessary to further explore textual meaning. However, he argues that surface structure 
provides “a clear handle on the literature we are examining, in order to move on to other levels of examination.” It is 
thus a point of departure by which organizing principles can be acknowledged and the preliminary meaning 
discerned.    

 
49 Ibid., 22-24. This view has been challenged by Schwartz, who considers the polysemous nature of the 

word תֹודֵלֹוּת  and contends that it does not always infer offspring. By examining the tôledôts of Gen 2:4; 6:9; and 
25:19, she concludes that the formula introduces an important figure in the chosen line, who may be the father, the 
son, or both. Sarah Schwartz, “Narrative Toledot Formulae in Genesis: The Case of Heaven and Earth, Noah and 
Isaac,” JHebS 16 (2016): 1–36. Schwartz is commended for bringing attention to the flexibility inherent to the word. 
However, a close consideration of her argument suggests less of a dichotomy between her view and that of Thomas. 
Though she contends that the focal point of a narrative may be the one named in the tôledôt formula and not his 
offspring, at the same time Schwartz concedes an inevitable progression of the narrative towards the next 
generation. Similarly, Thomas notes briefly the semantic expansion of the term beyond progeny so as to account for 
a greater diversity of material. As such, Schwartz’s argument appears to explicate a point treated in passing by 
Thomas. The common node of agreement, pertinent to the present study, is that the tôledôt formula prompts 
narrative progression by focusing reader attention on the forward movement of humanity through time.  

 
50 Thomas, These Are the Generations, 21, 37. 
 
51 ibid., 37. 
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Thomas further considers the narrative function of the formula noting its inherent 

directionality. Specifically, he asserts a pattern of narrowing throughout Genesis by virtue of the 

forward-looking nature of the tôledôt heading. Thomas writes, “the narrative does not wander 

aimlessly, but according to a certain pattern. On the macro scale, this pattern takes the reader 

from the heavens and the earth (creation) at the beginning of Genesis to Jacob (Israel) at the end 

of Genesis…the reader’s focus has been drawn from the entire universe to a small tribe 

wandering around the Levant and Egypt.”52 With respect to the means by which this narrowing 

occurs, Thomas examines the different types of genealogies and the way in which they shape the 

narrative. Drawing on the work of Wilson he distinguishes between linear and segmented 

genealogies.53 Though he does not mean to forge a thorough understanding of the book’s 

temporal framework, Thomas nevertheless observes that the narrative pace in Genesis differs 

depending on the type of genealogy employed. The amount of text per unit time increases for 

segmented genealogies, whereas for linear genealogies it decreases.54 Moreover, Thomas 

concludes that the linear genealogies perform the narrowing function, moving the overall story 

towards its focus on Israel. The segmented genealogies highlight secondary characters who will 

not be the focus of the subsequent narrative. Thus, the alteration of pace serves to preserve the 

memory of these individuals, by prompting the reader to pause and consider that family line.55  

 
52 Ibid., 42. 
 
53 Robert R. Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1977), 9. In turn, Wilson highlights the correspondence between his definition and anthropological categories: 
namely a genealogy and a pedigree. He neglects to discuss the implications of the parallel, though it might be cited 
as support for the common interpretation that segmented genealogies are of secondary importance within the 
narrative. 

 
54 Thomas, These Are the Generations, 86. 
 
55 ibid., 95. 
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Concerning the catalyst for narrowing Thomas argues for the precedent of covenant. 

Specifically, he notes three key junctures in the Pentateuch that center on divine promises and 

facilitate a narrowing in the focus of the narrative. These three nodes are the covenant given after 

the flood, the covenant made with Abraham, and the covenant made at Sinai with Israel. Thus, 

the narrowing feature associated with the linear genealogies becomes indicative of God’s 

promises being worked out through that line. A segmented genealogy is employed for those 

characters who are not direct recipients.56    

Several of Thomas’ conclusions sit within an established scholarly consensus. 

Specifically, that the tôledôt formula serves as a structuring property of the narrative,57 and that 

the segmented genealogies, preceded by a waw conjunction, represent a line that is in some way 

secondary in importance.58 By contrast, concerning the narrowing function of the formula, a 

 
56 Ibid., 105. 
 
57 See for example, Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to The History of Ancient Israel (Cleveland: World 

Pub. Co., 1957), 296; Otto Eißfeldt, “Biblos Geneseos,” in Gott Und Die Götter; Festgabe Für Erich Fascher Zum 
60. Geburtstag (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1958), 34; Sven Tengström, Die Toledotformel: und die 
literarische Struktur der priesterlichen Erweiterungsschicht im Pentateuch (Lund: C W K Gleerup, 1981), 28; Klaus 
Koch, “Die Toledot-Formeln als Strukturprinzip des Buches Genesis,” in Recht und Ethos im Alten Testament: 
Gestalt und Wirkung, ed. Stefan Beyerle, Günter Mayer, and Hans Strauß (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1999), 
186; B. Renaud, “Les généalogies et la structure de l’histoire sacerdotale dans le livre de la genèse,” RB 97, no. 1 
(1990): 7–15. On the issue of whether the formula should be understood as a heading or colophon, traditionally 
source critics have understood it according to the latter, based upon Gen 2:4a. Taken as a subscript to 1:1-2:3 this 
then establishes a precedent for subsequent iterations of the formula. Out with diachronic approaches the argument 
for the tôledôt formula as a subscript has been made based upon ANE literary practice. See for example, R. K. 
Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 543–53. Garrett responds by 
suggesting that such a view is antithetical to the meaning of tôledôt since the generations of Ishmael would be Gen 
11:27b-25:12, a narrative predominantly concerned with the life of Abraham. Similarly, the tôledôt of Esau would 
refer to Gen 25:19-36:1, the stories of Isaac and Jacob. Thomas augments this line of reasoning with a grammatical 
observation from Francis I. Andersen, The Hebrew Verbless Clause in The Pentateuch (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1970), 32. Andersen labels as a clause of identification those whose subject and predicate are both definite. By 
virtue of the pronoun and proper noun in the tôledôt formula they may all be considered as clauses of identification. 
Moreover, those clauses that contain הֶז תֹאז , , or הֶּלֵא  usually serve as titles, looking forward. Based upon these 
grammatical and contextual observations, the interpretation of the tôledôt formula as a colophon should be rejected.  

 
58 Those that draw attention to the possible significance of the waw conjunction include Peter Weimar, “Die 

Toledot-Formel in der priesterschriftlichen Geschichtsdarstellung,” BZ 18, no. 1 (1974): 66; U. Cassuto, A 
Commentary on The Book of Genesis Part 2 (Jerusalem: 1978), 188. Certainly, without further support the 
conclusion should be held lightly. However, it is substantiated by noting the narrative focus of these genealogies: 
Ishmael and Esau, neither of whom perpetuate the line of the עַרֶז . 



 89 

number of candidates have been proposed as the catalyst that drives this feature. For example, 

although Koch affirms the primacy of covenant, stating, “the change in the relationship with God 

constitutes the red thread in the history of the nations,”59 Robinson contends for a less defined 

structure, suggesting that an intentionally chaotic form builds narrative tension.60 Similarly, 

Alexander refutes Thomas’ argument by stressing the motif of the עַרֶז  and the idea of a royal 

lineage that will find its consummation in David.61 The variety of proposals is perhaps indicative 

of the complex network of motifs that influence the surface structure of the narrative. However, 

notwithstanding a lack of consensus the question is of central importance to the present task. If 

the tôledôt formula provides the foundation of temporal experience in Genesis, then the catalyst 

that drives its narrowing feature is determinative to the narrative’s inherent mimeticism. Detailed 

consideration of this catalyst is necessary to better establish the directionality of the text.  

 
 
 

 
59 Koch, “Die Toledot-Formeln,” 190. “der Wandel der Gottesbeziehung bildet den roten Faden der 

Völkergeschichte.” 
 
60 Robert B. Robinson, “Literary Functions of the Genealogies in Genesis,” CBQ 48 (1986): 604. Robinson 

suggests that the interplay between narrative strands and nonnarrative genealogies creates a form which portends 
theology: God is in control and yet events retain a level of contingency. He argues that such a carefully balanced 
dynamic between free will and determinism is unique to Genesis, and challenges both ancient and modern examples 
of plot. Though Robinson’s proposals are provocative, the juxtaposition of form is perhaps less pronounced than he 
suggests. As discussed below, the linear genealogies are comprised of verbal sentences, such that they are not 
entirely distinct from the narrative strands. Moreover, without denying the aforementioned theological dynamic, it is 
difficult to prove that a twice repeated shift from narrative strand to linear genealogy (at 5:1-21, and 11:10-26) is 
intended to portray this.  
 

61 Alexander, “From Adam to Judah,” 6. Several of the subsequent observations draw from Alexander’s 
article, though with less concern for explaining the ancestry of David. Indeed, by seeking to establish the narrative 
world of the Jacob tôledôt, Alexander’s observations are leveraged with the question of mimesis in view. The 
significance of this alternative emphasis will become most apparent in chapter 5, which deals with the implications 
of the text for the reader.  
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עַרֶז  and the Tôledôt Formula 

The task of moving from surface structure to mimetic strategy is helped by the previous 

discussion concerning symbolic resources and themes. Therein it was argued that Genesis 

demonstrates a concern for the line of the עַרֶז , and the hope of a royal deliverer. If this is the 

ideational network that governs the narrative, might its influence be detectable in the temporal 

structures and directionality of the text? Stated otherwise, is there a relationship between the 

narrative expectation of a vice-regent who will bring blessing to the nations and the tôledôt 

formula, so as to explain the narrowing feature inherent to the syntagmatic order of the text? 

Several observations suggest that there is.  

As previously mentioned, the tôledôt formula is usually invoked to introduce the 

offspring of an individual. For example, the Terah tôledôt introduces Abraham (Gen 11:27), the 

Isaac tôledôt introduces Jacob (Gen 25:19). Although the progenitor may remain in view for 

some time—as with, for example, the Jacob tôledôt—ultimately the narrative will shift its focus 

to his descendant(s). In like manner, the concept of the עַרֶז  is normally employed to denote an 

individual’s offspring. For example, Eve refers to Seth as her seed (Gen 4:25), while Abraham 

speaks of having no seed by virtue of Sarah’s barrenness (Gen 15:3).62 As such a point of 

conceptual overlap exists between the two: both the עַרֶז  and the tôledôt formula are employed to 

establish a temporal experience of moving from one generation to the next.  

 
62 T. Desmond Alexander, “Genealogies, Seed and the Compositional Unity of Genesis,” TynBul 44, no. 2 

(1993): 260. Alexander rightly notes that עַרֶז  also implies a resemblance between progenitor and offspring based 
upon observations from Gen 1:11-12. This then provides another possible point of contact with the tôledôt formula 
since certain character traits often appear to be passed on to the next generation. Such would explain the oftentimes 
recapitulatory nature of the narrative across a number of protagonists. The point will prove significant in the 
discussion of Gen 38, in chapter 4. 
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Second, insomuch as the tôledôt formula serves as a section heading so it often 

introduces narrative strands that contain God’s promises to specific individuals. The stories of 

Noah (6:9-9:29), Abraham (11:27-25:11), Isaac (25:19-35:29) and Jacob (37:2-50:26) all begin 

with the formula, and subsequently recount some form of divine blessing.63 As the previous 

section showed, these promises are also tightly connected to the establishment of the line of the 

עַרֶז  and the hope of a royal deliverer.64 That is, allusions to the adamic mandate and Abrahamic 

blessings invoke the narrative expectation of a regal figure who will bring blessings to the 

nations. Thus, it seems that the tôledôt formula creates a directionality that not only charts the 

progression of God’s blessing but more specifically the advancement of the עַרֶז .  

These relationships are confirmed by considering the highly selective nature of the 

narrative that traces a single line of descent from Adam to the sons of Jacob. Although this point 

has been acknowledged by others, the salient features are worth rehearsing. The introductory 

tôledôt of the heavens and the earth (2:4-4:26) quickly establishes humanity as the focal point of 

the narrative.65 In particular, the tôledôt concludes with the line of Seth, whom Eve identifies as 

a עַרֶז  (4:25). Thereafter the tôledôt of Adam is presented as a linear genealogy, detailing ten 

generations in swift succession without any mention of other descendants (5:1-6:8). This feature 

is noteworthy insomuch as it demonstrates a clear narrative concern to trace a single line. 

Though Adam had other offspring, his tôledôt only makes mention of Seth (5:3), that is, the עַרֶז . 

 
63 See 9:1, 7; 12:1-3, 7; 13:14-17; 15:5, 13-16, 18; 17:4-8, 15-16; 22:15-18; 26:2-5, 24; 28:13-15; 35:11-12; 

46:3-4. Beyond chapter 12, the blessings build on that which has proceeded, with allusions to either the adamic 
mandate, or the Abrahamic promises, or both.  

 
64 See also, Alexander, “Genealogies,” 266. 
 
65 In line with Tengström, and more recently, DeRouchie, this view posits Gen 1:1-2:3 as prologue. Thus, 

Gen 2:4 begins a new section, without any compelling reason to divide verse 4 contra the traditional source critical 
interpretation. Tengström, Die Toledotformel, 54–58; Jason S. DeRouchie, “The Blessing-Commission, the 
Promised Offspring, and the Toledot Structure of Genesis,” JETS 56, no. 2 (2013): 244.  
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This linear genealogy finds something of a parallel with the tôledôt of Shem (11:10-26). The 

same degree of selectivity is evident: though Noah had three sons, only Shem receives his own 

tôledôt. In like manner, Shem fathered Elam, Asshur, Arpachshad, Lud, and Aram (10:22), but 

only one of his offspring is named at 11:10. Though the language of seed is not used, the 

narrative concern to focus on one line is clear.66  

The remaining tôledôt formula introduce either a narrative strand (6:9-9:29; 11:27-25:11; 

25:19-35:29; 37:2-50:26) or a segmented genealogy (10:1-11:9; 25:12-18; 36:1-37:1). Regarding 

the former, the sense of selectivity is sustained as the life of a single protagonist is brought into 

view.67 In each case, the narrative tension centers in some way on the continuation of the family 

line: the עַרֶז .68 Concerning the latter, an intentionally broad perspective becomes indicative that 

 
66 Discussed in the previous section with reference to theme, the point here is that such selectivity does 

more than forge a correspondence between Noah and Abraham. Rather, it places the aforementioned relationship 
within the context of the narrative world: the parallelism is indicative of a concern to trace the line of the עַרֶז . See 
also, Alexander, “From Adam to Judah,” 9. 

 
67 Others have sought to affirm this correspondence both textually and conceptually. By way of example, 

Wilson notes a point of cohesion by observing that the linear genealogies at Gen 5:1-6:8 and 11:10-26 are composed 
of verbal sentences. This renders them narrative in form, akin to the tôledôts of Noah and Terah that follow. The net 
effect may be to create an extended linear genealogy, such as those of kings in the ANE who sought to anchor his 
claim to power in the past. Wilson, Genealogy, 26. Steinberg posits a degree of conceptual continuity by arguing 
that the genealogies represent a state of familial equilibria, whereas the narratives present a picture of crisis and 
turmoil. Thus, the narratives advance the genealogical plot of book, specifically the search for a suitable heir. 
Though Steinberg’s work is helpful in drawing attention to the continuity between genealogy and narrative, her 
over-dependence on Todorov’s five-stage plot-structure leads her to render the segmented genealogies as headers 
within a narrative cycle. Naomi Steinberg, “The Genealogical Framework of the Family Stories in Genesis,” Semeia 
46 (1989): 43.  

 
68 By way of example, the Noah tôledôt focusses on the survival of his line amidst worldwide judgment. 

After God destroys all flesh (7:21, 22) he establishes his covenant with Noah and his עַרֶז  after him ( םֶכיֵרֲחַֽא םֶכֲעְרַז  
9:9). The tôledôt of Terah focusses on Abraham whose story is marked by the absence of an heir (15:3; 17:17; 
18:12). The climax of the narrative comes when the patriarch is commanded to sacrifice his son, Isaac (22:2), and 
his willingness prompts God to reiterate his promise to multiply his עַרֶז  (22:17). The Isaac tôledôt focusses on the 
striving of Esau and Jacob. Though barrenness is not an issue, nevertheless the question of the עַרֶז  is brought into 
view again. Specifically, God’s promise that the older will serve the younger (25:23) is juxtaposed with Esau’s 
desire to kill his brother (27:41) and Jacob’s exile (27:43). Thus, the question arises as to how his line will survive. 
The Jacob tôledôt focusses predominantly on the travails of Joseph which in turn are a product of fraternal strife. 
Jacob’s special love for Joseph (37:3) coupled with the brothers’ hatred of him (37:4, 8) presses the question again 
of survival. Who will lead this family forward? How will the line of the עַרֶז  advance? 
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the family in view is being set aside. Some of the generations are listed and thus ends their 

testimony within the narrative.69  

At this point it is important to note two features that appear somewhat determinative in 

the selection of the seed and the focalization of the narrative. The first is that of righteousness. 

The fact is not always made explicit, yet an individual’s good standing before God is a consistent 

feature amongst the chosen line. Seth is selected rather than Cain, who is guilty of murder (4:10). 

Noah is preserved because he is righteous and blameless (6:9), amongst the wickedness of his 

generation (6:5). Abraham believed God and was credited with righteousness (15:6), in contrast 

to Lot who acts as a foil, and lacks virtue.70 Such does not imply perfection. Indeed, the narrative 

frequently draws attention to the protagonist’s failings. However, some measure of uprightness 

appears to be governing the selection of the chosen line.71  

The second determining factor is that of primogeniture reversal. Mentioned briefly as part 

of ANE plot-structures, the privilege of the younger sibling is a frequent narrative feature 

throughout Genesis. Seth is chosen instead of Cain (4:25), Isaac is preferred to Ishmael (17:20-

 
69 Discussed briefly in the review of Thomas’ work this observation was first made by Scharbert, and later 

expanded by Childs, and Tengström, as summarized by DeRouchie. Joseph Scharbert, “Der Sinn der Toledot-
Formel in der Priesterschrift,” in Wort, Gebot, Glaube, ed. Hans Joachim Stobe et al. (Zürich: Zwingli, 1970), 45–
56; Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 1st American ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1979), 146; Tengström, Die Toledotformel, 19–32; DeRouchie, “The Blessing-Commission,” 238. The 
question thus arises as to why the narrative gives testimony to a line that will be not carry forward the hope of a 
royal deliverer. The proposal offered by DeRouchie is reasonable: that ongoing testimony of these families in the 
history of Israel serves as a reminder of their obligation towards the nations, as part of the patriarchal promises 
(246). Although the narrative does not address this point explicitly, the preeminent concern with the עַרֶז , and the 
associated hope permits such an inference.  

 
70 Patterson, Plot-Structure, 117–25. Patterson notes how the Lot narratives of Gen 13-14 and 18-19 bring a 

number of characteristics into view that form a contrast with those of Abraham. Lot demonstrates an acceptable 
level of hospitality (19:1-3) compared with Abraham’s abundant gestures of care (18:1-8). Lot’s righteousness is not 
enough to save Sodom (19:13 cf. 18:22-33), whereas Abraham effectively pleads with God (18:22-33 cf. 19:29).  
 

71 Patterson, with Alexander and Wenham, notes the difficulty in determining the standard for 
righteousness in Genesis. Rather than appeal to an objective standard, such as the Torah, the prevailing context 
should be privileged within each narrative cycle. The point will prove to be significant when assessing the character 
of both Joseph and Judah within the Jacob tôledôt, as discussed in chapter 4. Alexander, “Genealogies,” 264–65; 
Wenham, Story as Torah, 2; Patterson, Plot-Structure, 11. 
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21), and Jacob is selected instead of Esau (25:23). Although the issue is more complex with 

regards to Joseph and his brothers, nevertheless, from the beginning he is the favored son (37:3).  

Though more could be said regarding the relationship of the עַרֶז  to the tôledôt formula 

this initial survey demonstrates that Genesis employs the latter as a means of advancing the 

former. Although the suggestions of Thomas, Koch, and Anderson are not without merit, 

features of the narrative such as covenant and the Adamic mandate do not function as the 

primary mechanism by which the tôledôt formula is employed. Rather, after the hope for a royal 

deliverer is established these features become narrative indicators that the expectation is 

progressing. The perpetuation of this hope is bound up in the concept of עַרֶז , the primary 

concern of each tôledôt strand. 

 
Mimetic Influence of the Tôledôt Formula 

 It is now possible do define more fully the pre-narrative structure of temporal experience. 

The Heideggerian Sorge that gives the narrative world of Genesis its directionality is primarily a 

function of the promised עַרֶז , which carries with it the anticipation of a royal deliverer, as 

discussed under symbolic resources. This in turn is bound to the tôledôt formula, the main 

structuring tool within the narrative. The announcement of a new tôledôt constitutes some kind 

of development in the search for the עַרֶז . Through the linear genealogies of 5:1-21 and 11:10-26, 

the narrative focusses such that by chapter 12 a single line has been identified, that of Abraham. 

For the segmented genealogies of 10:1-11:9; 25:12-18; and 36:1-37:1 the directionality of the 

text is temporarily disturbed as attention is given to a line that will not carry forward the 

promised עַרֶז . For the tôledôt formulas that introduce narrative strands the temporal experience 

is one wherein Erzählzeit tends towards erzählte Zeit. Though forward momentum is maintained, 
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a significant retardation in narrative pace permits some kind of development in the search for the 

עַרֶז : usually related to the subsidiary issues of righteousness, and primogeniture reversal. By 

rendering the syntagmatic variations of the text according to the tôledôt formula and its 

relationship to the עַרֶז , the temporality of the narrative is established and the final constituent 

part of mimesis1 defined.  

 
Conclusion 

 This chapter has sought to define the prefiguring act that is mimesis1 as it relates to the 

Jacob tôledôt. This consists in assessing the mimetic influence of ANE narrative forms, the 

theme of Gen 1:1-37:1, and the tôledôt formula. Bringing together the observations given in this 

chapter, the domain of acting and suffering within which the drama of the Jacob tôledôt is played 

out can be defined as follows: It is a narrative world governed by the hope of a royal deliver, 

who will come through the line of the עַרֶז . In accordance with the Abrahamic promises, the 

anticipated individual will exercise dominion, and bring blessing to the nations. The 

announcement at 37:2, בֹקֲעַי תֹודְלֹּת הֶּלֵא , followed by a narrative strand, alerts reader 

expectations to the progression of this hope. One of Jacob’s progeny will propagate the line of 

the עַרֶז . His righteousness will be a determining factor for his suitability to the task. A narrative 

tension quickly arises when it becomes clear that rivalry exists for primacy of place. Joseph’s 

status as the beloved םיִנֻקְז־ןֶב  results in his departure, and prompts the anticipation of restored 

familial relationships. Indeed, insomuch as the narrative focusses on Joseph, who is the object of 

Jacob’s special love, fraternal reconciliation becomes a necessary predicate to determine which 

son will carry forward the hope of a royal deliverer. The progression of plot in the Jacob tôledôt 

sits in obeyance to these governing ideas.  
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 Though it is certainly possible to define further the prefiguring act inherent to mimesis1, 

this chapter has offered an interpretation that is sufficient for a reading of plot. Specific 

contributions have been made in each area: suggestions as to how better understand the influence 

of ANE narrative forms, the theme of Genesis, and the tôledôt formula. Notwithstanding these 

observations the primary contribution of this chapter has been to define the narrative world of the 

Jacob tôledôt. In contrast to diachronic studies of the text, an argument has been made that an 

understanding of plot can only be pursued once the pre-narrative has been understood. The 

acceptability of the mimeticism defined herein has been tested in part as Gen 37:2-50:26 has 

been brought into view, albeit in a cursory manner. The true success of this endeavor will 

become apparent in chapter 4 through the derivation of mimesis2 and the configurational act. 

Therein a plot-structure will be offered that builds on the work of mimesis1, explaining the drama 

of the Jacob tôledôt according to its narrative world.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: MIMESIS2 

Introduction 

 The concern of this thesis is to reexamine recent source critical claims that the Jacob 

tôledôt lacks narrative continuity by virtue of a breakdown in plot. To test the validity of this 

assertion a fuller understanding of plot has been sought: one that pays heed to its inescapable 

predicate, namely mimesis. Using Ricœur’s threefold mimetic model as an analytical rubric 

chapter 3 considered the prefiguring influences acting on the Jacob tôledôt. The task of the 

present chapter is to examine the configurational act, that is, mimesis2. 

 Summarized by Ricœur as a work of the productive imagination in the Kantian vein, the 

second mimetic moment is a mediating step: one that perceives the holistic thought engendered 

by the plot-structure while also paving the way for mimesis3, the act of refiguration. As such 

mimesis2 necessarily comprises two processes: sedimentation and schematization. As discussed 

in chapter 2, the first is primarily an observational act wherein the paradigms created by 

mimesis1 are noted in the narrative. The second constitutes a “grasping together,” whereby the 

intersection of these paradigms is observed. The resultant effect is to produce a plot-structure 

that is both followable and satisfying. Finally, an essential component of the schematizing 

process is the arrival at an end point. A resting point must be achieved if the configurational act 

is to prove successful. 

This chapter will offer an analysis of the Jacob tôledôt according to this schema. Having 

broached the topic of sedimentation with some cursory observations in the previous chapter, 

herein the schematizing force will be noted by tracing reader expectations amidst various 

contingencies and peripeteia. Thereafter the narrative’s conclusion can be analyzed according to 

the criteria of congruency and acceptability. 
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Grasping Together Gen 37 and 38 

The narrative world of Gen 1:1-37:1 established a concern for the line of the עַרֶז . At the 

same time certain events precluded the first three sons of Jacob from carrying that line forward. 

The firstborn, Reuben, dishonored his father by sleeping with his concubine and thus forfeited 

his birthright (35:22; cf. 49:3-4). Next in line, Simeon and Levi, also squandered their hopes 

through the deceit and violence wrought on Shechem’s house (34:30; cf. 49:5-7). Fourth-in-line 

is Judah. At the opening of the Jacob tôledôt his reputation is intact. He stands poised, ready to 

receive his father’s special blessing. However, Judah is seemingly overlooked in preference for 

the firstborn of Rachel, Joseph. Thus, the narrative cycle begins with a tale of two brothers. The 

younger is favored and destined to carry forward the line of the עַרֶז . The older is snubbed and 

must contend for the position of heir. Reading Gen 37 and 38 according to this dynamic permits 

a configurational act that gives credence to their interdependence. Moreover, grasping the two 

narratives together yields a plot-structure that is necessary for understanding the subsequent 

chapters. 

 
Chapter 37: The Favored Son is Exiled 

Structure  

Following Wenham, the story of Joseph’s exile constitutes the plot’s exposition (37:1-

11), followed by eight scenes that skillfully alternate action and dialogue.1 The action progresses 

 
1 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 349. The structure proposed here follows Wenham’s division of the text, whilst 

also taking account of 37:28 and 36, in an attempt to delineate more precisely the action-dialogue dynamic. Coats 
argues that the exposition ends at verse 4 since the dreams serve as a catalyst to the complication, namely Joseph’s 
exile. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 12. However, he rightly notes the acceptability of including the dream reports 
in the exposition because of their subsequent influence on the rest of the narrative cycle. With von Rad, Becking, 
and Fokkelman, the exposition is taken here as 37:1-11. von Rad, Genesis, 352; Bob Becking, “‘They Hated Him 
Even More’: Literary Technique in Genesis 37:1-11,” BN 60 (1991): 41–43; Fokkelman, “Genesis 37 and 38,” 153. 
Grammatically, repeated uses of אנׂש  support this division (37:4, 5, 8). 
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according to the brothers’ hatred towards Joseph, his subsequent wandering, exile, and Jacob’s 

mourning: 

Exposition 37:1-11 The family dynamic is established 

Scene 1 37:12-14 Brothers depart 
Jacob sends Joseph 

Scene 2 37:15-17 Joseph journeys 
Stranger points the way 

Scene 3 37:18-20 Joseph approaches 
Brothers conspire 

Scene 4 37:21-22 Reuben ponders2 
Reuben pleas 

Scene 5 37:23-28 Joseph thrown into the pit 
Judah proposes a plan 
Joseph exiled to Egypt3 

Scene 6 37:29-30 Reuben returns to the pit 
Reuben despairs 

Scene 7 37:31-33 Brothers present the coat to Jacob 
Jacob despairs 

Scene 8 37:34-35 Jacob mourns physically 
Jacob mourns verbally 

Epilogue 37:36 Joseph sold to Potiphar 

 
Exposition: Hatred towards the Anticipated Ruler 

Reading the episode according to the paradigms of mimesis1, reader expectations are 

immediately established with the announcement of בֹקֲעַי תֹודְלֹּת הֶּלֵא  (37:2). Genealogical 

concerns are brought to the fore: through which of Jacob’s sons will the line of the עַרֶז  be 

 
2 Contra Weimar, and traditional source critical readings of Reuben’s response, which render 37:21 and 22 

as tautologous. Peter Weimar, “Gen 37 - Eine vielschichtige literarische Komposition,” ZAW 118, no. 4 (2006): 490. 
Rather, Steiner’s argument for a change in discourse parameters is affirmed. Reuben thinks (internal discourse to 
himself, 37:21), and then he speaks (external discourse to his brothers, 37:22). See Richard C. Steiner, ““He Said, 
He Said”: Repetition of the Quotation Formula in the Joseph Story and Other Biblical Narratives,” JBL 138, no. 3 
(2019): 491–94. However, Steiner’s conclusion that Rueben’s intentions were the same as Judah’s—to kill his 
brother—is unnecessary. 

 
3 Wenham fails to account for the action-dialogue-action sequence in scene 5. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 

349. With Longacre, the deviation can be explained by understanding the scene as a narrative peak within chapter 
37. Evidence to this end includes the threefold repetition of ףֵסֹוי  in 37:28. Longacre, Joseph, 145, 218–20. So also, 
Fokkelman, “Genesis 37 and 38,” 162. 
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established?4 Thereafter a critical dynamic is introduced as the younger, Joseph, is afforded 

narrative preference,5 and characterized as one who presides over his brothers (37:2b): he 

shepherds them,6 while also speaking ill of them to his father.7 The announcement of Israel’s8 

greater love for Joseph suggests that this one will be established as a successor to his father. As 

 
4 Such could also be inferred from the mimetic shift created by the transition from Esau’s tôledôt (36:1-

37:1). As discussed in chapter 3 the retardation of pace experienced in moving from a segmented genealogy to a 
narrative strand preempts a major development in the search for a royal deliverer.  
 

5 Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 11. Coats notes how the brothers are subordinated to Joseph by virtue of 
the collective appellation. Regarding the source critical claim that 37:2 is incongruous with the remainder of the 
exposition, Coats is correct to assert that this introductory verse is intended to establish a general dynamic, one that 
will be compounded by specific events later in the chapter.  
 

6 Pirson’s analysis of the phrase, ויָחֶא־תֶא הֶעֹר הָיָה  , is perceptive, arguing for the possibility that תֶא  be 
rendered a nota accusativi based on the same syntactical construction at 37:12. Pirson, Lord of the Dreams, 29. 
Similarly, Sarna notes a similar use of הָעָר  at 2 Sam 5:2; 7:7. Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew 
Text with the New JPS Translation (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 255. See also Christensen, 
who argues for a proleptic nuance to the phrase. Duane L. Christensen, “Anticipatory Paronomasia in Jonah 3:7-8 
and Genesis 37:2,” RB 90, no. 2 (1983): 263. 

 
7 Concerning הָעָר םָתָּבִּד , its relative ambiguity has been noted. Wilson suggests that it is unreasonable to 

infer a character assessment of Joseph at this stage, arguing that the point is merely to present a division between 
him and his brothers. Wilson, Joseph, 57. Though the emphasis of Gen 37:2-11 is certainly to present an unstable 
family dynamic it is difficult to interpret an action without forming an assessment of the performer. Further, Wilson 
overlooks other uses of הָּבִּד  that imply disparaging words (cf. Num 13:32; 14:36, 37; Jer 20:10; Ezek 36:3; Ps 
31:14; Prov 10:18; 25:10). With Fokkelman, Wenham, and Fuller, the use of הָעָר  as a predicative element 
compounds the point: Joseph gives a slanderous report of his brothers to his father. Fokkelman, “Genesis 37 and 
38,” 156; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 350. Similarly, see David Fuller, “Towards a New Translation of הבד  in Genesis 
37:2,” Bib 97, no. 4 (2016): 483. 
 

8 With Coats and Longacre, the interchange of Jacob and Israel throughout the narrative need not imply 
different sources. In light of the close proximity with which the names are frequently used, it is difficult to argue for 
different literary stratum without descending into an atomization of the text, akin to former source critical readings. 
Rather, the two names should be understood to infer two perspectives: the familial orientation of the patriarchal 
traditions for Jacob, and the tribal orientation of the exodus traditions for Israel. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 9; 
Longacre, Joseph, 150. Longacre supports his argument with a cultural observation, specifically that of conjointly 
representing the public and private identities of a king at his tomb. Similarly, he argues, the Jacob tôledôt portrays 
both the national and familial offices of the patriarch. While it is true that several texts employ Jacob where Israel 
might be more appropriate (see for example, 47:28; 48:2; 49:1; 49:33) such does not necessarily negate the 
aforementioned categories. With Lee, if the less common Israel is viewed as a highly specialized term, then its use 
may imply a particular emphasis on national affairs. Though Jacob is most normally used when the immediate 
family is in view, it may also be appropriate for narratives wherein his patriarchal role is invoked, but not accented. 
Kerry D. Lee, The Death of Jacob: Narrative Conventions in Genesis 47:28-50:26 (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 106. 
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Jacob adorns his son with a special garment (37:3)9 his position of privilege is emphasized, and a 

future reign seems inevitable.10 

 These expectations are compounded as Joseph recounts his dreams of ruling over the 

family (37: 5, 6-7, 9-10). As the brothers and his father offer their interpretations (37:8, 10), all 

three parties invoke a series of verbs denoting authority ( הוח ךלמ ,10 ,9 ,37:7   8 [x2], לׁשמ  8 

[x2]), and the favored son is projected in regal terms. Though the absence of any reference to 

God certainly raises the question as to the certainty of their fulfilment,11 the dreams suffice to 

elicit reader interest in accordance with the concerns of mimesis1.12 Furthermore, in conjunction 

 
9 The ambiguous nature of the garment has been well-noted. Radak understood םיִּסַּפ  to mean “striped,” just 

as the Septuagint and the Vulgate render the phrase “a robe of many colors.” Sarna notes the plausibility of this 
interpretation based on ANE art, while also drawing attention to its probable length: a garment that extends to the 
ankles. Sarna, Genesis, 255. Concerning its function, the only other biblical reference is found at 2 Sam 13:18-19, 
where its regal significance is clear. With Matthews and Alexander, the garment appears to connate a position of 
privilege with possible royal undertones. Matthews, “Anthropology,” 30; Alexander, “Regal Dimension,” 202. 
Lowenthal adds to this an interpretation of םיִנֻקְז־ןֶב  that infers Joseph as a born-leader, though it should probably be 
taken simply as a reference to Jacob’s old age at the time of his birth. Eric I. Lowenthal, The Joseph Narrative in 
Genesis (New York: Ktav, 1973), 167n7. 

 
10 Alexander, “Regal Dimension,” 204. 
 
11 Noted by von Rad, every previous dream in Genesis contains a direct address from God (cf. 20:3; 26:24; 

28:13). von Rad, Genesis, 351. Furthermore, the apparent reference to Joseph’s mother at 37:10 is seen as 
problematic, Rachel having died at 35:19. However, Coats suggests that the specificity should not be pressed: the 
sun-moon motif is merely symbolic of the family. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 14. Alternatively, it is possible that 
Jacob has Bilhah in mind, Joseph’s stepmother. Pirson’s suggestion that the two dreams project different meanings 
is unpersuasive. Though his numerological analysis is attentive to the subtle differences between each dream, his 
interpretation goes beyond the bounds of what might be reasonably expected from both the reader, and Joseph’s 
brothers. Ron Pirson, “The Sun, The Moon and Eleven Stars: An Interpretation of Joseph’s Second Dream,” in 
Studies in the Book of Genesis: Literature, Redaction and History, ed. André Wénin (Leuven: Leuven University 
Press, 2001), 564–67. In like manner, the distinction drawn by Schmid between the two dreams should be held in 
balance with the mimeticism of the prevailing plot-structure. The correspondence between the pairs of visions in 
chapters 40 and 41 would suggest a degree of unity to the dreams in chapter 37. Konrad Schmid, “Josephs zweiter 
Traum: Beobachtungen zu seiner literarischen Funktion und sachlichen Bedeutung in der Josephsgeschichte (Gen 
37–50),” ZAW 128, no. 3 (2016): 379–80. 

 
12 So A. W. Richter, “Traum und Traumdeutung im AT: Ihre Form und Verwendung,” BZ 7 (1963): 208; 

Turner, Announcements, 143–65. Turner labels the dreams an “announcement of plot,” suggesting that they serve as 
an interpretive grid by which to understand the subsequent narrative. Though the dreams undoubtedly assume the 
function of a Leitmotif within the Jacob tôledôt—to be viewed alongside the revelations of the cupbearer, 40:9-11, 
the baker, 40:16-17, and Pharaoh, 41:1-7—Turner overlooks the predetermining influence of the עַרֶז . As such his 
interpretation of the plot-structure overstates the importance of Joseph’s dreams. 
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with the younger son’s bad reports (37:2), and his special status (37:3), they serve as the 

culminating catalyst for his brothers’ attempt to kill him.  

 
Wandering in the Field 

Representative of the fraternal disunity established in 37:1-11 the brothers depart, leaving 

Joseph at home with his father (37:12). Jacob then sends his son, naively, towards his hate-filled 

siblings (37:13). The transitionary scene at 37:15-17, as Joseph wanders to his fate, serves 

several purposes. Undoubtedly it creates tension as the reader anticipates the worst for the young 

shepherd.13 However, it also advances the narrative characterization of Joseph. Previously 

forthright in posture, giving reports without invitation, he is now found wandering with no 

choice but to receive the instructions from an unnamed stranger. For the remainder of the chapter 

Joseph will be silent, and passive. Fokkelman summarizes, “the proud subject is sent away, loses 

his certainty on this outward journey and shifts to the object position.”14 With regards to the plot-

structure this development is significant insomuch as it opens up a narrative space for a second 

protagonist. If Joseph is not marshalling the action, who will?15 

 
13 So Sarna, who correctly notes the intentional use of ָׁשªם  and רבד  at 37:14 thereby forming an 

association with verse 4 and hinting at the forthcoming tragedy. Sarna, Genesis, 258. See also Coats, From Canaan 
to Egypt, 16; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 353. 

 
14 Fokkelman, “Genesis 37 and 38,” 160. See also, Hettema, Reading For Good, 177. This interpretation 

does not deny Leibowitz’s suggestion (following Tg. Neof.; Tg. Ps. -J; and Rashi): that the unnamed man is a divine 
emissary who draws attention to the providence of God in Joseph’s journey. Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in the Book 
of Genesis: In the Context of Ancient and Modern Jewish Bible Commentary (Jerusalem: World Zionist 
Organization, Dept. for Torah Education and Culture, 1972), 396–97. Rather, within the prevailing context the scene 
appears to fulfill the more immediate purpose of Joseph’s transformation from active to passive character.  
 

15 Fokkelman’s literary chiasm appears to acknowledge this development: 
 
A  18-20  brother’s conspiracy 
  B  21-22    Reuben’s proposal 
    C  23-24      Joseph thrown into an empty pit 
      D  25        a caravan approaches 
        X  26-27          Judah proposes to sell Joseph 
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Judah Leads, Joseph Is Exiled 

Initially it seems as if Reuben will take charge. As Joseph is seen from afar and the 

siblings propose a plan to kill him, the oldest son suggests an alternative course of action, most 

likely as an attempt to salvage the right of primogeniture (37:21-22).16 His efforts are ignored 

and he becomes a mere foil for Judah, who responds with more persuasive leadership efforts 

(37:26-27). His plan—to preserve Joseph’s life by selling him—is not altogether different from 

Reuben’s. Indeed, it can be inferred that his motivation is the same too: to seize the line of the 

עַרֶז . As the brothers respond positively to the proposal ( ויָחֶא ּועְמְׁשִּיַו  37:27), Jacob’s fourth son 

establishes himself as a leader amongst them, and a key participant in the plot. This new dynamic 

will prove crucial for subsequent episodes, not least in understanding the placement of chapter 

38.  

Ultimately the intervention of some Midianite traders thwarts the brothers’ plan, though 

ironically the same end is accomplished as Joseph is sold into slavery.17 With regards to the plot, 

 
      D’  28        Joseph sold to the caravan traders 
    C’  29      Reuben finds the empty pit 
  B’  30    Reuben’s despair 
A’  31-33  cover-up by the brothers 

 
Without denying the importance of Joseph’s departure to Egypt, he finds Judah’s role to be the central narrative 
interest in 37:18-33. Fokkelman, “Genesis 37 and 38,” 162. 

 
16 So Goldin, “The Youngest Son,” 40; Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 100; Sarna, Genesis, 259. 

Taking his lead from Rashbam and Tg. Ps. -J, Goldin argues that this interpretation of Reuben’s actions is 
substantiated by his subsequent despair on finding the empty pit (37:30). He reads אָב־יִנֲא הָנָא יִנֲאַו , as an 
exclamatory statement acknowledging the certain forfeiture of the primogeniture blessing: “what now is left me?” 
 

17 Regarding the Midianite/Ishmaelite problem few texts have proved such fertile soil for source critical 
approaches. A multitude of synchronic solutions have been offered, indicative of the breadth of modern literary 
critical methods. Genung aptly summarizes them according to three categories: (1) those that understand the 
Midianites and Ishmaelites as the same group; (2) those that suggest the Midianites sold Joseph to the Ishmaelites; 
and (3) references to the Midianites and Ishmaelites create an intentional juxtaposition of conflicting views. 
Matthew C. Genung, The Composition of Genesis 37: Incoherence and Meaning in the Exposition of the Joseph 
Story (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 40–43, 51–53. Of the first group, Fokkelman cites Judg 6-8 wherein 
Midianite and Ishmaelite function as two terms for the same group. He argues for the former as a precise ethnic term 
and the latter as a more generic term for desert dwellers. According to this view there is a change of referent at Gen 
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the travelling group introduce the principle of dual causality, whereby a guiding divine hand is at 

work concurrently with the machinations of human agents.18 Though the dynamic is tacitly 

implied in chapter 37, it will become more prominent as the plot progresses. 

 
Jacob Mourns Joseph’s Loss 

As the sons return home, they successfully fabricate Joseph’s death. With tragic irony 

Jacob arrives at the exact conclusion intended by the brothers: ּוהְתָלָכֲא הָעָר הָּיַח  (37:33, cf. 20). 

Thereafter he is inconsolable (37:34-36). Noting six specific references to his grief Alter rightly 

concludes, “One can hardly dismiss all these gestures of mourning as standard Near Eastern 

 
37:28a from the Midianites ( ּורְבַעַּיַו ) to the brothers ( ּוכְׁשְמִּיַו ). Fokkelman, “Genesis 37 and 38,” 164n20. Longacre 
adopts a similar position, though from a more linguistic perspective. Noting the means of participant introduction, 
and asserting the use of suspense at narrative peaks, he suggests that “Ishmaelites” is used for the group when 
viewed at a distance, “Midianites” becomes the appellation as the narrative zooms in. Longacre, Joseph, 31. Of the 
second group, Green argues against a change in referent at 37:28a. As such, the Midianites took Joseph and sold him 
to the Ishmaelites. The brothers are seemingly ignorant to the exchange. Barbara Green, What Profit for Us?: 
Remembering the Story of Joseph (Lanham: University Press of America, 1996), 49–50. Of the third group, 
Greenstein offers an analysis whereby he neglects to resolve the apparent contradiction. Rather, taking his lead from 
Barthes’ structuralism, he attempts to exploit the discontinuities of the text. Greenstein proposes that the redactor’s 
intention was to manipulate the reader into a vacillation between two intelligibilities. In so doing the actions of 
human agents are blurred, and the reader is directed towards the reality of divine providence. Greenstein, “Equivocal 
Reading,” 122–23; cf. Roland Barthes, “The Struggle with An Angel: Textual Analysis of Genesis 32:22-32,” in 
Image/Music/Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 140. Notwithstanding the value of textlinguistic theory, the 
persistence of the Ishmaelite/Midianite problem from before the advent of modern biblical criticism would suggest 
that the issue is not resolved by merely equating the two groups. Moreover, differences in the description of each 
(the Ishmaelites arrive, הָאָּב  [37:25], whereas the Midianites pass by, ּורְבַעַּיַו  [37:28]) coupled with an inconsistent 
use of the anaphoric article weaken the proposals of Fokkelman and Longacre. Similarly, though Greenstein’s 
“metonymic montage” is not without interpretive merit (particularly as it relates to the dynamics of mimesis3, 
considered in chapter 5), there are few textual indicators that support his reading of the narrative. By contrast, 
Green’s reading is preferred due its simplicity, and cognizance of the broader narrative. In particular, Green suggests 
that the brothers’ ignorance concerning the fate of Joseph becomes an important fact as they travel to Egypt and 
stand, unbeknownst to them, before the exiled son. A more recent proposal from Steiner demonstrates affinity with 
this line of reasoning, though he emphasizes the cultural gap between modern readers and ancient Israelites as 
significant in the perception of the problem. Richard C. Steiner, “Contradictions, Culture Gaps, and Narrative Gaps 
in the Joseph Story,” JBL 139, no. 3 (2020): 439–58. 

 
18 Yairah Amit, “The Dual Causality Principle and Its Effect on Biblical Literature,” VT 37, no. 4 (1987): 

390–93. Amit suggests that the principle of dual causality is particularly prominent in those narratives where there is 
an intentional reticence to describe the guiding hand of God. Though his overarching governance is not denied, as 
more attention is given to human characters, an invariable narrative dynamic arises whereby events may be 
explained with reference to divine ordination, or man’s machinations. Amit cites the story of Joseph as a leading 
example of dual causality in biblical literature, substantiated most evidently by the protagonist’s words at 50:20. 
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practice, since the degree of specification and synonymity is far beyond the norms of the 

narrative itself.”19 Jacob’s response speaks again of his special love for Joseph, and thus the far-

reaching consequences of his loss. The apparent death of his favored son suggests the line of the 

עַרֶז  will not continue through him. 

  
Gen 38: The Aspiring Son Matures 

Structure 

 Chapter 38 evidences a well-ordered narrative whose action progresses according to six 

scenes. Beginning with Judah’s departure from the family home (38:1-6), a complication that 

centers on the perpetuation of his line (38:7-11), prompts deceit (38:12-19) and climaxes with 

Tamar’s vindication (38:24-26). The narrative concludes with the birth of her children (38:27-

30):20  

Exposition 38:1-6 Judah departs 

Scene 1 38:7-11 Tamar marries Judah’s sons 

Scene 2 38:12-19 Tamar traps Judah 

Scene 3 38:20-23 Judah searches for Tamar 

Scene 4 38:24-26 Tamar is vindicated 

Scene 5 38:27-30 Birth of twins to Tamar and Judah 

  

 
19 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, Revised and Updated ed. (New York: Basic Books, 2011), 3. 

The contrast can also be made with Reuben’s earlier expression of grief, stated simply as ויָדָגְּב־תֶא עַרְקִּיַו  (37:29). 
 
20 Following Lambe, Wenham, and Kim, who all agree on the general progression of the narrative. 

Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 363; Lambe, “Genesis 38,” 103; Dohyung Kim, “The Structure of Genesis 38: A Thematic 
Reading,” VT 62 (2012): 558. Though Wenham and Kim suggest the exposition concludes at verse 5, the יִהְיַו  clause 
at verse 7 is more indicative of a new scene. Lambe’s use of the Todorovian plot-structure causes him to place 
particular accent 38:12a as the point of disequilibrium—an emphasis that the narrative does not appear to support. 
Kim’s “bucket-shaped” structured is preferred.  
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Judah’s Character Threatens the Seed 

The episode begins with a temporal marker that connects it with the previous events 

( אוִהַה תֵעָּב יִהְיַו  38:1). Judah’s departure also forges a geographical parallel with Joseph: the two 

primary candidates for leadership have now left the family. Whether such could be read as an 

implicitly negative statement is questionable, however it does serve as an invitation to read the 

ensuing narrative as part of the same tableau as Gen 37.21  

The question of lineage is immediately brought into view as an increase in narrative pace 

charts the birth of Judah’s three sons by an unnamed Canaanite woman (38:3-5). At the same 

time the impersonal and formulaic nature of the opening scene serves to cast Judah in an 

unfavorable light. Not only is he willing to have relations with a non-Israelite,22 but her 

 
21 Drawing from Rabbinic interpretation, Alter’s analysis of Gen 38 has proved formative for understanding 

a number of verbal and thematic links with the immediate context. These include the theme of deception, the role of 
clothing, a goat, and use of the verbs חלׁש , and רכנ . Alter, Biblical Narrative, 1–24. Other notable contributions to 
this end include, Mieke Bal, “One Woman, Many Men, and the Dialectic of Chronology,” in Lethal Love: Feminist 
Literary Readings of Biblical Love Stories (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 96–98; M E. Andrew, 
“Moving from Death to Life: Verbs of Motion in the Story of Judah and Tamar in Gen 38,” ZAW 105, no. 2 (1993): 
262; Esther Marie Menn, Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38) in Ancient Jewish Exegesis: Studies in Literary Form and 
Hermeneutics (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 75–78; Richard J. Clifford, “Genesis 38: Its Contribution to the Jacob Story,” 
CBQ 66, no. 4 (2004): 522; Judy Fentress-Williams, “Location, Location, Location: Tamar in the Joseph Cycle,” in 
Bakhtin and Genre Theory in Biblical Studies, ed. Roland Boer (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), 62–
68; Yairah Amit, “Narrative Analysis: Meaning, Context, and Origins of Gen 38,” in Method Matters: Essays on the 
Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Honor of David L. Petersen, ed. Joel M. LeMon and Kent Harold Richards 
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2009), 279–81. A further development in the interpretation of Gen 38 is the 
more recent argument that the narrative represents a microcosm of Joseph’s story: both sons undergo a character 
transformation initiated by an act of deception, which results in the resolution of familial relationships. See for 
example, Peter F. Lockwood, “Tamar’s Place in the Joseph Cycle,” LTJ 26, no. 1 (1992); David Alan Bosworth, The 
Story within a Story in Biblical Hebrew Narrative (Washington, DC: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 
2008), 37–69; Jonathan Kruschwitz, “The Type-Scene Connection between Genesis 38 and the Joseph Story,” JSOT 
36, no. 2 (2012): 390–95. Though such correspondences appear valid at a broad thematic level, the interpretation 
should be held lightly. Reading Judah’s journey as a microcosm of Joseph’s may result in too simplistic a reading of 
the Jacob tôledôt, one that overlooks various nuances of the plot-structure. 

 
22 Pace Wilson, who suggests that there is no anti-Canaanite element to the story. Wilson, Joseph, 80. 

Though the issues of intermarriage and pagan religion are certainly not the focus of the narrative, Wilson overlooks 
the criterion established in 1:1-37:1 concerning the עַרֶז : that it must be established through the line of Abraham. As 
such the patriarchs frequently insist on endogamy (cf. 24:2-8; 28:1-2, 6-8). The narrator’s failure to pass judgment 
on Judah is not indicative of his neutrality. Rather it is an example of intentional reticence, used to activate reader 
interest and lead him towards the self-evident negative assessment. So Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 524. 
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namelessness coupled with the rapid reporting of each birth suggests a degree of insensitivity on 

Judah’s part.23  

This interplay of themes continues: repeated uses of עַרֶז  (38:8, 9 [x2]), together with the 

invocation of levirate obligations ( ּהָתֹא םֵּבַיְו  38:8), and the practice of coitus interruptus24 

emphasize Judah’s line as the narrative focus, while his negative characterization is compounded 

by rare narrator comments concerning God’s perspective: הָוהְי יֵניֵעְּב עַר הָדּוהְי רֹוכְּב רֵע יִהְיַו  

הָוהְי יֵניֵעְּב עַרֵּיַו ,(38:7)  (38:10). As both Er and Onan are deemed wicked in a narrative world 

where the son is often imitative of the father, the reader can only assume that Judah also falls 

short of God’s expectations. The point is confirmed as Judah’s internal monologue highlights his 

dishonesty to Tamar, and refusal to fulfill levirate law: ויָחֶאְּכ אּוה־םַּג תּומָי־ןֶּפ רַמָא יִּכ  (38:11b).25  

The significance with regards to the plot is clear. With Joseph in exile Judah has an 

opportunity to assume the coveted spot of primogeniture. However, mimesis1 established 

righteousness as a consistent feature of the chosen line. The עַרֶז  is propagated through the 

virtuous, the wicked are set aside. Thus, as the configurational act is pursued the question of 

Judah’s righteousness has to be answered. He is genealogically qualified to be Jacob’s heir, but 

 
23 Andrew, “Moving from Death to Life,” 263; Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 523. Concerning the woman, 

Andrew argues she is portrayed as a mere vehicle for bearing sons. 
 
24 Wenham’s comment is perceptive: Onan’s action amounts to a deliberate frustration of God’s promise to 

make the patriarchs fruitful, and thus threatens the covenant purposes. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 367. 
 
25 Other features that contribute to Judah’s negative characterization include the absence of any grief over 

the death of his firstborn, and his readiness to be comforted when his wife dies ( הָדּוהְי םֶחָּנִּיַו  38:12), both of which 
form a stark contrast with Jacob at 37:33-35.  
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is he morally fit to carry the chosen line?26 For Judah to succeed, a change in character is 

required.  

 
Judah Is Tricked 

After the passing of many days ( םיִמָּיַה ּוּבְרִּיַו  38:12), Tamar is told of her father-in-law’s 

plans and decides to take matters into her own hands (38:13). In a scene loaded with irony, she 

disguises herself at םִיַניֵע חַתֶפְּב .27 With her true identity concealed Tamar tricks Judah into 

fulfilling the levirate obligation (38:14), the very thing from which he had sought to protect 

Shelah (38:11). Notwithstanding the unpleasant nature of the incident the narrator’s careful use 

of perspective is important in light of the unfolding drama. The repeated use of the explanatory 

יִּכ  highlights not only the alteration between action and narrator comment, but emphasizes 

Judah’s ignorance:28 

 הָנֹוזְל ָהֶבְׁשְחַּיַו הָדּוהְי ָהֶאְרִּיַו

  ָהיֶנָּפ הָתְּסִכ יִּכ

 Dֶרֶּדַה־לֶא ָהיֶלֵא טֵּיַו

  Dִיַלֵא אֹובָא אָּנ־הָבָה רֶמֹאּיַו

 (38:15-16a)   אוִה ֹותָּלַכ יִּכ עַדָי ֹאל יִּכ

 
26 Arriving at this same conclusion, though via a semiotic analysis is Diane M. Sharon, “Some Results of a 

Structural Semiotic Analysis of the Story of Judah and Tamar,” JSOT 29, no. 3 (2005): 313. Her use of “narrative 
programs,” as defined by Calloud, evidences affinities with Ricœur’s emphasis on “grasping together.” Jean 
Calloud, “A Few Comments on Structural Semiotics: A Brief Review of a Method and Some Explanation of 
Procedures,” Semeia 15 (1979): 61–62. See also, Patterson, Plot-Structure, 191. 

 
27 Robinson connects the phrase with םִיַניֵע תּוסְּכ  at Gen 20:16, and Abimelech’s aim to conceal his actions. 

The intention being somewhat antithetical, Tamar seeks to deceive Judah, openly. Ira Robinson, “bepetah enayim in 
Genesis 38:14,” JBL 94, no. 6 (1977): 569. 

 
28 Jean Louis Ska, “L’ironie de Tamar (Gen 38),” ZAW 100, no. 2 (1988): 262. Ska’s brief analysis argues 

for the strategic use of יִּכ  throughout chapter 38 as a primary means of imploring the reader and creating irony. See 
also, André Wénin, “La ruse de Tamar (Gn 38),” ScEs 51, no. 3 (1999): 273. 
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As the wayward son entreats the woman, the narrator attests to Judah’s innocence. Though some 

have suggested the purpose is to create some form of characterization concerning Tamar,29 in 

fact the reader privileged position serves to prohibit further judgment of Judah. With the opening 

verses having cast him as having little repute, the scales are tipped, paving the way for a 

reassessment of the protagonist.30  

 
Judah’s Repentance 

As the episode progresses the full significance of the perspectival shift becomes clear. 

Circumstances prevent Judah from fulfilling his pledge to Tamar, though he tries (38:20). 

Another temporal marker ( םיִׁשָדֳח ׁשVְׁשִמְּכ יִהְיַו  38:24a) moves the narrative towards its climax. 

Judah is told of Tamar’s pregnancy and proclaims judgment (38:24b), but as the items of his 

pledge are presented to him—his signet ring, his cord and his staff (38:25)—he is made to 

recognize that of which he was previously ignorant. The prostitute was in fact Tamar. The 

moment of anagnorisis simultaneously becomes the moment of peripeteia as Judah responds with 

an admission of his guilt: יִנְב הָלֵׁשְל ָהיִּתַתְנ־ֹאל ןֵּכ־לַע־יִּכ יִּנֶּמִמ הָקְדָצ  (38:26).  

 
29 See in particular Susan Niditch, “The Wronged Woman Righted: An Analysis of Genesis 38,” HTR 72, 

no. 1 (1979): 144–48. Notwithstanding the validity of Niditch’s astute observations regarding the destruction and 
repair of social fabric, her article overlooks the emphasis throughout Gen 38 on the עַרֶז  and its significance within 
the broader plot-structure of the Jacob tôledôt. Taking a similar view to Niditch, though with less emphasis on 
sociology see Jonathan Kruschwitz, “Tamar amongst the Matriarchs: Godless and Perhaps Closer to God,” RevExp 
115, no. 4 (2018): 543–47; and Wildavsky, “Survival ” 46, 48. 

 
30 Amit, “Narrative Analysis,” 277. See also Westermann, who notes the prosaic nature of the report: “The 

narrative is sober with not a word beyond the bare facts; it is taken as normal and no moral judgment is passed.” 
Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A Commentary (London: SPCK, 1987), 53. Drawing on the cultural context, 
Astour notes that ritual fornication was common at the time of feasts, including that of shearing the sheep (38:12-
13). Though Astour’s argument for a Sitz im Leben of ancient Babylon is unpersuasive, his observation suggests that 
the narrator is not intending to characterize Judah on the basis of his lust. Michael C. Astour, “Tamar the Hierodule: 
An Essay in the Method of Vestigial Motifs,” JBL 85, no. 2 (1966): 193. Further, it is important to note the death of 
Judah’s wife. He does not commit adultery with Tamar.  
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Concerning the nature of Judah’s confession, the following points should be noted: First, 

with Waltke and O’Connor, Wenham, and Clifford, יִּנֶּמִמ  should be understood as a comparison 

of exclusion, inferring Tamar’s virtue and Judah’s failing.31 Second, pace Wenham, the sense of 

הָקְדָצ  does not speak merely of judicial innocence.32 Rather, with Clifford, it speaks more 

broadly of a willingness to carry out the will of God, according to the narrative world of 

Genesis.33 In his shrewdness, Judah had hindered the continuation of his line. While Tamar had 

sought, at all costs, to perpetuate it.  

The interpretation can be pressed further by noting the verbal correspondence between 

the requests made of Judah and of Jacob:  

    רֶמֹאּיַו ּהָריִּכַּיַו...אָנ־רֶּכַה...ּורְמֹאּיַו...ּוחְּלַׁשְיַו  37:32-33
 

     רֶמֹאּיַו...רֵּכַּיַו...אָנ־רֶּכַה רֶמֹאּתַו...הָחְלָׁש  38:25-26
 
The irony is again palpable as the deceiver is deceived. Moreover, the correspondence serves to 

impress upon Judah his guilt not only as it relates to Tamar, but so also with respect to Joseph.34 

Thus, as syntagmatic order gives way to paradigmatic tableau the full weight of Judah’s 

confession becomes clear. Previously characterized as a selfish, lust driven fraudster, Jacob’s 

fourth-in-line confesses his sin unreservedly. In so doing he not only exonerates Tamar but 

 
31 M. O'Connor and Bruce K. Waltke, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake, IN: 

Eisenbrauns, 1990), 265; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 369; Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 530. 
 
32 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 369. Wenham’s comments coupled with his translation, “She is in the right, not 

I,” appear to read Judah’s words as a confession of his failure to keep Torah. Though such an interpretation is 
plausible, by maintaining a more qualitative rendering of הָקְדָצ : “righteous,” his confession aligns more fully with 
narrative expectations concerning the line of the עַרֶז , as discussed in chapter 3.  

 
33 Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 530–31. 
 
34 Anthony J. Lambe, “Judah’s Development: The Pattern of Departure-Transition-Return,” JSOT 83 

(1999): 59–60. This, coupled with the other points of correspondence between Gen 37 and 38 serve to press one 
narrative into the other. Judah’s change of character must be read not only with reference to his behavior away from 
the family home, but so also his part in Joseph’s exile.    
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evidences a maturation of character. Moving forward, Judah will no longer be defined by a lack 

of virtue. Clifford summarizes: “Verse 26 marks a turning point in Judah’s attitude. After his 

courageous acknowledgement, he rises to a level of moral behavior from which he will never 

deviate. Gone forever is the Judah who conspired against his brother, scorned endogamy, 

neglected a widow, associated with a prostitute, and recklessly condemned a family member.”35 

 
Judah’s Line is Restored 

This reading is confirmed by the somewhat enigmatic dénouement to the chapter (38:27-

30). A third temporal marker ( ּהָּתְדִל תֵעְּב יִהְיַו  38:27) moves the narrative forward to the moment 

of Tamar’s labor. As she gives birth to twins the motif of primogeniture reversal is rehearsed 

again: the younger, Perez, precedes the older, Zerah (38:28-30). The significance of the scene 

can be deduced by noting how little attention is given to Judah’s daughter-in-law. She is not 

described in giving birth, nor does she name the twins. Indeed, her participation is only noted 

through possessive pronouns ( ּהָּתְדִל ּהָנְטִבְּב , ּהָּתְדִלְב ,38:27   38:28).36 Judah’s offspring are the 

focus. As such, Joo and Goldin are right to note the thematic complement formed with the 

beginning of the chapter: grasping together a drama that began with the death of two wicked sons 

(38:7, 10), the birth of Perez and Zerah restores Judah’s line.37 Suggestive of divine acceptance,38 

 
35 Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 531. Patterson notes that Clifford’s reading of the text aligns with a growing 

consensus regarding Gen 38: its primary contribution to the Jacob tôledôt is to portray Judah’s character 
development. Patterson, Plot-Structure, 188. Others that affirm this reading include, Lambe, “Judah’s 
Development,” 58–60; André Wénin, “L’aventure de Juda en Genèse 38 et l’histoire de Joseph,” RB 111, no. 1 
(2004): 21–24; Hyun Chul Paul Kim, “Reading the Josephy Story (Genesis 37-50) as a Diaspora Narrative,” CBQ 
75 (2013): 235. 

 
36 Menn, Judah and Tamar, 33. 
 
37 Heun-Kyu Joo, “The Literary Inner Logic of Genesis 38 by Means of Sexual Incontinence and Deception 

Motif,” CanC 12, no. 2 (2018): 122–23; Goldin, “The Youngest Son,” 30. 
 

38 Goldin, “The Youngest Son,” 30; Sharon, “Semiotic Analysis,” 300. 
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Judah’s eligibility to be named as Jacob’s heir is confirmed. Furthermore, verbal and thematic 

parallels—especially that of twins striving—forge a parallel with the Jacob-Esau birth narrative 

(25:24-26),39 the antecedent case of primogeniture reversal. By representing Judah’s line in the 

likeness of its patriarchal predecessor the narrator not only affirms his character transformation, 

but impresses upon the reader its significance with reference to line of the עַרֶז . 

 
Plot Contribution 

Source critical approaches have traditionally viewed Gen 37 as a conflation of J and E 

narratives, with Gen 38 as a late insertion, bearing little relationship to the Jacob tôledôt. 

Ricœurian mimesis suggests otherwise, evidencing a unified plot centered on the line of the עַרֶז . 

Joseph is quickly established as the most likely heir of Jacob. Regal undertones posit him in-line 

with the narrative expectations of Gen 1:1-37:1. His brothers’ hatred, however, leads to the 

narrative’s crisis: his exile.  

With paratactical freedom the narrative pans to consider Judah, the next-in-line for 

Jacob’s blessing. The absence of causal connectors does not prohibit Gen 38 being read as a 

corollary narrative to Gen 37. Will Jacob’s fourth-born carry forward the anticipation of a royal 

deliverer? Though Judah is genealogically suited, he is morally unqualified. However, through 

the ironic representation of an unfavorable series of events, a subtle yet certain character 

transformation ensues. Judah learns the way of righteousness, albeit the hard way. As the 

overture to the Jacob tôledôt closes, Judah is a qualified contender for the position of firstborn.  

 
39 Menn notes well that these are the only two narratives that recount the birth of twins in the Bible. 

Further, both accounts invoke the color red ( יִנֹומְדַא יִנָׁש ;25:25   38:28, 30), portray a “disrupted” birth ( בֵקֲעַּב תֶזֶחֹא  
ץֶרָּפ יֶלָע ָּתְצַרָּפ ;25:26  38:29), and reference the hand ( דָי  25:26; 38:28, 29, 30). Menn, Judah and Tamar, 90–91. 
See also, Nelly Furman, “His Story Versus Her Story: Male Genealogy and Female Strategy in the Jacob Cycle,” 
Semeia 46 (1989): 145; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 369; Peter Bekins, “Tamar and Joseph in Genesis 38 and 39,” 
JSOT 40, no. 4 (2016): 386. 
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Grasping together Gen 37 and 38 yields a coherent plot-structure whose thematic 

emphases correspond with those of mimesis1. Furthermore, it initiates an intelligible drama that 

boasts narrative continuity. Finally, it prompts certain questions. With Joseph exiled in chapter 

37, the reader is left to ponder: what has become of him? Is there any way for the favored son to 

return? Who will lead this family forward? It is to these issues that the narrative now turns. 

  
Grasping Together Gen 39-41 

A new section begins as the narrative returns to the younger brother. The family will not 

be in view again until chapter 42. The events of 39-41 are not concerned so much with the 

resolution of familial strife as they are Joseph’s travails in Egypt. As the exiled son moves from 

Potiphar’s house, to the prison, to Pharaoh’s court the three chapters combine to form a literary 

triptych: a multitude of providential circumstances and relationships work together so that 

Joseph’s descent into Egypt results in him presiding over the nation, second only to Pharaoh. The 

significance of this rise to power is informed by the precedent established by mimesis1. The hope 

for a royal deliverer is inextricably connected to the promises given to Abraham. These include 

the anticipation of universal blessing. The narrator’s careful presentation of events in Egypt 

depicts Joseph as a conduit for God’s work amongst the nations. He becomes an instrument for 

divine blessing. Reading Gen 39-41 in this way gives credence to the narrative as part of the 

second mimetic step. Joseph’s good fortunes serve not only to provide for his family in 

subsequent chapters, but to advance the concern for a royal deliverer, per Gen 1:1-37:1.  
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Gen 39: Anticipatory Blessing in Potiphar’s House 

Structure 

 The repetitious nature of the opening and closing scenes delineates the chapter’s events 

according to a threefold movement. After a retrospective prologue that reintroduces the exiled 

son (39:1 cf. 37:36), the narrator describes Joseph’s success in Potiphar’s house (39:2-6), his 

tragic demise (39:7-20), and his subsequent fortunes in prison (39:21-23). Each unit begins with 

יִהְיַו  followed by a proper noun:40 

Prologue 39:1 Joseph reintroduced 

Exposition 39:2-6a Joseph established in Potiphar’s house 

Scene 1 39:6b-2041 Joseph’s demise 

Scene 2 39:21-23 Joseph established in the prison 

 
 Joseph Established as a Conduit for God’s Blessing 

The chapter begins by reminding the reader of Joseph’s descent into Egypt  )דַרּוה ףֵסֹויְו

הָמְיָרְצִמ  39:1 cf. 37:36). However, by making him the subject of the sentence indications are that, 

contrary to the latter part of chapter 37, the exiled son will now take an active role in the ensuing 

drama.42 The exposition of the narrative then details Joseph’s success in Potiphar’s house, with 

three particular points of emphasis. The first is the sphere of activity. By noting Potiphar’s 

 
40 Following the same general division as Longacre, though he suggests the first scene begins at 39:7. 

Longacre, Joseph, 33. Pace Wenham, who suggests that the episode ends at 39:20, and that verses 21-23 rightly 
belong to chapter 40. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 372–73. Though the final scene could serve as an exposition to the 
following episode, the highly repetitious nature of chapter 39 should not be overlooked. Serving as a mirror to the 
exposition, verses 21-23 provide the interpretive significance of the episode as it relates to the Jacob tôledôt. This 
point will be argued more fully below. 
 

41 Pace Coats, who takes 39:6b as part of the chapter’s exposition due to its biographical nature. However, 
he also notes that the temporal marker at 39:7a does not function as a major transitionary marker. As such, a relative 
fluidity to 39:6b can be affirmed. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 20. 

 
42 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 373. 
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relationship with Pharaoh ( הֹעְרַּפ סיִרְס  39:1) and repeatedly stating his nationality ( יִרְצִמ ׁשיִא  

יִרְצִּמַה ויָנֹדֲא תיֵבְּב ,39:1 יִרְצִּמַה תיֵּב ,2   5), the narrator belabors the Egyptian context of Joseph’s 

servitude. Second, the means of his success is stressed. Five times the narrator connects the 

exiled son’s activities with הָוהְי  (39:2, 3 [x2], 5 [x2]). Used otherwise sparingly in the Jacob 

tôledôt (38:7, 10; 49:18), invocation of God’s covenant name infers the theological importance 

of the drama that ensues.43 Third, the manner of Joseph’s accomplishments is noted. He is not 

merely successful ( ַחיִלְצַמ  39:2, 3), but he is blessed ( ךרב  39:5 [x2]). Again, the relative sparsity 

of this word in the Jacob tôledôt compared with its frequent use throughout Genesis gives a 

particular accent to the events of chapter 39.44 Viewing these three points of emphasis together, 

the interpretive rubric established in 39:2-6 is one whereby the God of Israel works through 

Joseph to bless a foreigner’s household. Moreover, as chapter 39 is read in light of 41 so 

Potiphar’s house becomes a microcosm of things to come. Wenham is right to note, “in Joseph’s 

experience here we begin to see how all the families of the earth are to find blessing (cf. 12:3) in 

Abraham’s descendants.”45  

 
43 Sarna, Genesis, 271; Horst Seebass, Genesis III: Josephgeschichte (37,1-50,26) (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 

Neukirchener, 2000), 47. Contra the oft-cited argument that inclusion of the tetragrammaton was part of a later 
redaction. Most recently, see Thomas Römer, “Genesis 39 and the Composition of the Joseph Narrative,” HBAI 8, 
no. 1 (2019): 56–57. Römer posits an evolution of the narrative that begins with a dependence on the mythological 
Tale of Two Brothers. He argues for its inclusion in the Jacob tôledôt as an example of virtue amidst the dangers of 
life in the diaspora. The covenant name was included in a subsequent redaction to correct the absence of an enabling 
presence in Joseph’s life. Notwithstanding possible indications of the narrative’s development over time, the task of 
reconstructing its history is inherently precarious. As such, Römer’s dogmatism is unwarranted. By contrast, careful 
analysis of the Endgestalt evidences a subtle literary strategy based upon the repetition of certain words (including 

הוהי ) that yields an acceptable plot-structure, in accordance with the broader narrative. Towards this end, see 
Wilfried Warning, “Terminological Patterns and Genesis 39,” JETS 44, no. 3 (2001): 412–19. 

 
44 Found in the Jacob tôledôt at 39:5 (x2); 41:43; 47:7, 10; 48:3, 9, 12, 15 (x2), 20; 49:25, 28; 50:23. 

Compare with Gen 1:1-37:1 where it is found at 1:22, 28; 2:3; 5:2; 9:1, 26; 12:2 (x2), 3 (x3); 14:19 (x2), 20; 17:16 
(x2), 20; 18:18; 22:17 (x2), 18; 24:1, 11, 27, 31, 35, 48, 60; 25:11; 26:3, 4, 12, 24, 29; 27:7, 10, 12, 19, 23, 25, 27 
(x2), 29 (x2), 30, 31, 33 (x2), 34, 35, 36 (x2), 38 (x2), 41 (x2); 28:1, 3, 4, 6 (x2), 14; 30:3, 27, 30; 32:1, 27, 30; 
33:11; 35:9. 

 
45 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 374. 
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Joseph’s Righteousness Confirmed 

The opening clause of the next section is seemingly asyndetic. Like his mother, Joseph 

was attractive in form and appearance (39:6, cf. 27:17). However, upon further reading it 

becomes clear how this ambiguous comment portends events that follow. Potiphar’s wife sets her 

eyes upon Joseph with the intent of seducing him (39:7). Attention to form is important as the 

terse nature of the woman’s speech betrays her lust and lack of virtue: יִּמִע הָבְכִׁש .46 By contrast, 

Joseph’s response is verbose (39:8-9). He employs key terms used earlier by the narrator ( תִיַּב , 

לֹּכ דָי , ), refusing to undermine the trust of his master and thereby dishonor God.47 As such Joseph 

demonstrates not only situational awareness, but more importantly, virtue.  

After a failed attempt on the part of Potiphar’s wife to lie with Joseph (39:11-12), the 

ironic twist is clear. Representational ratios are inverted as Joseph does not speak for the 

remainder of the chapter and the woman becomes a garrulous taleteller. Deviating from the 

narrator’s report (39:12-13), Potiphar’s wife argues that Joseph himself removed his garment 

( יִלְצֶא ֹודְגִּב בֹזֲעַּי  39:15, 18), and changes the order of his fleeing and her calling ( סָנָּיַו...אָרְקֶאָו  

39:15, 18), thereby rendering him the guilty party. At the same time, she manipulates her 

audience. Amongst the slaves Joseph is a Hebrew who mocks them and the woman conjointly 

 
46 Sarna, Genesis, 273; Alter, Biblical Narrative, 91. Pace McKay, whose reader response analysis 

overlooks the basic exigencies of the text. Notwithstanding the value of social anthropological observations, her 
conclusion contra the standard characterization of Potiphar’s wife is unpersuasive. Heather A. McKay, “Confronting 
Redundancy as Middle Manager and Wife: The Feisty Woman of Genesis 39,” Semeia 87 (1999): 228–29. 

 
47 There is some disagreement as to the exact premise of Joseph’s refusal. Wenham suggests that Joseph 

gives a clearly defined three-fold argument: it would undermine the trust placed in him, it would be an offense 
against her husband, it would be a sin against God. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 375. By contrast, Coats argues that the 
prevailing concern is his master’s honor and that offending God is not the grounds for his rejection. Coats, From 
Canaan to Egypt, 21. A third option strikes a middle ground: Joseph petitions primarily in response to the 
responsibility entrusted to him by Potiphar. However, his use of language from the chapter’s introduction is 
significant insomuch as it demonstrates an awareness of the connection between his success and divine blessing. 
While emphasizing the relationship between him and his master, he also acknowledges the reality of God’s 
providence. So von Rad, Genesis, 365; Hettema, Reading For Good, 186. 
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( ּונָּב קֶחַצְל יִרְבִע ׁשיִא  39:14). Before Potiphar, Joseph is a slave who mocks his wife 

( יִּב קֶחַצְל...דֶבֶעָה  39:17). Thus, by carefully managing various syntactical relationships the 

woman brings about Joseph’s demise.48 Potiphar banishes Joseph from his service, sending him 

to the prison (39:20).  

Undoubtedly the events in Potiphar’s house are significant insomuch as they establish 

Joseph’s innocence, and with it his righteousness. At the beginning of his career in Egypt he 

shows himself to be a man of virtue. In accordance with mimesis1, Joseph, like Judah, is worthy 

to carry forward the line of the עַרֶז .49 However, careful consideration of the narrative dynamics 

suggests this is not the overarching point of the chapter.50 Bekins’ analysis is perceptive: the 

repetitious nature of the reports (39:11-18) creates significant narrative stasis, retarding the plot 

 
48 Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and The Drama of Reading 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 423–27; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 376; Alter, Biblical Narrative, 
136–39. Pace Redford who views the repetition as “unimaginative,” thereby failing to acknowledge a persistent 
mimetic tact of Hebrew narrative: that inflections within repeated structures often create meaning. Redford, Joseph, 
78. Similarly, Levin argues that the repetition demonstrates changes in the narrative level: evidence of a righteous 
edition that was added subsequent to contributions from the Yahwist. Christopher Levin, “Righteousness in the 
Joseph Story: Joseph Resists Seduction (Genesis 39),” in The Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Current 
Research, ed. Thomas B. Dozeman, Konrad Schmid, and Baruch J. Schwartz (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 232. 
 

49 This comparison sits contrary to that which is often made of the two brothers responding differently to 
sexual temptation. See for example, Wénin, “L’aventure de Juda,” 14; Wilson, Joseph, 91–93. It is certainly correct 
that Joseph refused relationships with Potiphar’s wife whereas Judah knew Tamar. However, as has been argued, the 
mimetic burden of Gen 38 is to testify to Judah’s character transformation. Grasping together the two narratives, a 
double testimony of righteousness emerges: both learned through interactions with a foreign woman, away from the 
family home. So Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 522. 

 
50 The view that affirms Joseph’s righteousness as the central purpose of Gen 39 accords with the assertion 

that his story should be understood as a wisdom tale. Notable works that argue in favor of this include von Rad, 
“The Joseph Narrative and Ancient Wisdom,” 292–300; Whybray, “The Joseph Story,” 522–28. Contributions that 
argue to the contrary include James L. Crenshaw, “Method in Determining Wisdom Influence upon Historical 
Literature,” JBL 88, no. 2 (1969): 129–42; Redford, Joseph, 100–05; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 247–48. More 
recently, Fox presents a balanced consideration of the issue noting that several motifs in the narrative are shared 
with wisdom literature, including Joseph’s ability to resist temptation, to interpret dreams, to administrate 
government affairs, and his fear of God. However, Fox rightly suggests that when these motifs are read in their 
proper context, the primary concern of the narrative clearly goes far beyond that of wisdom literature. Fox’s 
conclusion is significant insomuch as it suggests a reevaluation of Gen 39 is needed: one wherein Joseph’s 
righteousness is not the narrative focus. Michael V. Fox, “Joseph and Wisdom,” in The Book of Genesis: 
Composition, Reception, and Interpretation, ed. Craig A. Evans, Joel N. Lohr, and David L. Petersen (Leiden: Brill, 
2012), 253–57.  
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at the very point a climax would be expected. Furthermore, the result of Joseph’s demise is that 

by the conclusion of the chapter he is essentially in the same position as he was to begin with: in 

servitude to a םיִחָּבַּט ַה רַׂש  (40:3 cf. 39:1).51 The theme of virtue must sit subservient to a different 

focal point, one that becomes clear in the concluding verses.  

 
God’s Blessing Prevails Again 

 The chapter ends with a change of fortunes for the exiled son. Although he is seemingly 

at a low ebb, the narrator is eager to impress upon the reader the providential nature of Joseph’s 

demotion. With a carefully crafted summary he represents affairs in the prison as theologically 

similar to those in Potiphar’s house: Joseph experiences success ( ַחיִלְצַמ  39:23 cf. 39:2, 3), by the 

hand of  הָוהְי (39:21 cf. 39:2, 3, 5), with the result that his master entrusts all things to him (39:22 

cf. 39:4, 5, 6, 9). Thematic recapitulation amidst circumstantial demise communicates the central 

point of the episode: Joseph is established as the conduit for God’s blessing in Egypt. 

Looking forward, the significance of this relationship is clear. Potiphar’s house is a 

proleptic symbol for the nation of Egypt: as the exiled son brings blessing to his master’s affairs, 

he will soon preside over Pharaoh’s business in like manner. With regards to the Jacob tôledôt 

and its prevailing plot-structure, this is an important development. The narrative expectation of a 

royal deliverer who will bring blessing to the nations appears to be advancing through Joseph. 

 
 
 
 

 
51 Bekins, “Tamar and Joseph,” 388. Similarly, Coats suggests that the crisis is left unresolved: the final 

verdict concerning Joseph is not given. The point is seemingly confirmed in chapter 40 by use of רָמְׁשִמ : a holding 
place that suggests a final verdict had not been issued. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 21. 
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Gen 40: Testing the Favored Son  

Structure  

 Joseph’s experience in the prison centers around the dreams of the cupbearer and the 

baker. After the introduction (40:1-8), the narrative follows a simple sequence of report (40:9-11, 

16-17), interpretation (40:12-13, 18-19), and enactment (40:20-22). The mid-point of the episode 

is marked by an impassioned plea from Joseph (40:14-15), which finds its rejoinder in the 

closing narrator comment (40:23).52 

 
Introduction 40:1-8 Joseph in prison, as the interpreter of dreams 

Scene 1 40:9-13 The Cupbearer’s dream recounted and explained 

Scene 2 40:14-15 Joseph’s plea  

Scene 3 40:16-19 The Baker’s dream recounted and explained 

Scene 4 40:20-22 The dreams are fulfilled 

Epilogue 40:23 Joseph is forgotten 

 
Joseph Established as God’s Mouthpiece 

The narrative begins with a short exposition that brings together the chief cupbearer, 

baker, and Joseph (40:1-4). Similar to Gen 39, the narrator places an emphasis on the Egyptian 

context of the events. Neither the cupbearer nor the baker are named, but Pharaoh the king is 

referenced three times ( םִיַרְצִמ־Dֶלֶמ  40:1 [x2], הֹעְרַּפ  2). This stress is sustained throughout: 

Pharaoh is mentioned another eleven times in the chapter (40:7, 11 [x3], 13 [x2], 14, 17, 19, 20, 

21). That the significance is again proleptic appears to be confirmed by other similarities to 

 
52 Following Westermann, who posits a literary chiasm with Joseph’s request at the center. Westermann, 

Genesis 37-50, 72. 
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Joseph’s time in Potiphar’s house. He is under the authority of the םיִחָּבַּטַה רַׂש  (40:3 cf. 39:1), 

and appointed to serve those around him ( תֶרָׁשְיַו ... דֹקְפִּי  40:4 cf. 39:4).53 By forging such parallels 

the mimetic significance of chapter 39 is sustained. The ensuing drama will portend events on a 

national level.   

The narrative progresses to consider the prisoners’ dreams (40:5-8). As the absence of 

any interpretation causes them angst (40:8), Joseph is uniquely poised to help. Perceiving the 

prisoners’ despondency, he poses a question and issues a command (40:8b):  

םיִנֹרְתִּפ םיִהVאֵל  אֹולֲה   

יִל  אָנ־ּורְּפַס   

Terse syntax highlights the interplay of referents. Affirming that the interpretation of dreams is 

the prerogative of God, Joseph asserts himself as an intermediary.54 The narrative significance of 

these words should not be overlooked. As chapter 39 established the exiled son as the conduit for 

God’s blessing, now Joseph himself acknowledges that reality.55 Furthermore, he does so with 

respect to the interpretation of dreams. Assuming that his boldness is not ill-founded, Joseph 

claims that he is a mouthpiece for God, who will make known divinely ordained plans.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
53 The ambiguity surrounding תרׁש  can be resolved by noting its collocation with דקפ , and its parallel in 

the previous chapter. The hiphil form ּוהֵדִקְפַּיַו  at 39:4 establishes a relationship wherein Joseph serves Potiphar by 
exercising authority over the house ( ֹותיֵּב־לַע ). Similarly, at 40:4, though the less forceful qal stem is used ( דֹקְפִּיַו ), a 
similar dynamic appears to be in view. Joseph serves the cupbearer and the baker by exercising authority on their 
behalf ( םָּתִא ). The change in preposition confirms that the exiled son is not master over the two prisoners. So Coats, 
From Canaan to Egypt, 23, contra Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 74. 

 
54 von Rad, Genesis, 371; Lowenthal, Joseph Narrative, 43; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 79. 
 
55 Pirson, Lord of the Dreams, 89; Wilson, Joseph, 115. 
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Joseph Tested as God’s Mouthpiece 

The narrative progresses as the prisoners recount their dreams to Joseph, he gives the 

interpretation, and the dreams come to pass (40:9-19). The significance of this protracted 

sequence can be inferred from Joseph’s claim (40:8). Accurate interpretation followed by exact 

fulfillment confirms his unique relationship with God. As such, several points should be noted. 

First, unlike the dreams in chapter 37, those of the cupbearer and the baker are not clear. 

Whereas the brothers and Jacob were able to interpret (37:8, 10), the prisoners cannot (40:8).56 

Second, Joseph’s proficiency is shown as he separates the metaphorical elements from the literal: 

three branches and three baskets are in facts three days (40:12, 18), whereas Pharaoh’s cup and 

the birds are not symbolic (40:13, 19). Third, Joseph also demonstrates skill as he passes over the 

insignificant portions, majoring on the essentials: he makes no mention of the branches 

blossoming (40:10), or the variety of baked goods (40:17), but focusses on the outcome for each 

prisoner (40:13, 19).57 Fourth, Joseph goes beyond a general projection of fate, detailing with 

specificity the men’s destiny: the cupbearer will be pardoned, restored, and place the cup in 

Pharaoh’s hand (40:13). The baker will be executed, impaled,58 and eaten (40:19). Fifth, the 

 
56 Coats rightly notes a parallel in structure and function with 37:5 and 9a, thereby implying that such a 

comparison is intended. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 24. 
 
57 von Rad, Genesis, 371. Pace Sherman, who argues that Joseph is oblivious to the depth of meaning 

inherent to the dreams by virtue of their literary presentation. Though she acknowledges that the purpose of the 
narrative is to establish Joseph’s credibility as an interpreter of dreams, Sherman places undue strain on the text by 
arguing for a developed characterization of the protagonist. Thus, her conclusion—that chapter 40 portrays Joseph 
as a naïve, self-absorbed man, disconnected from the broader purposes of God—is questionable. Indeed, it becomes 
unpersuasive in light of the righteousness displayed by Joseph in chapter 39, and the theological awareness evident 
in his speech at 45:4-13. Miriam Sherman, “Do Not Interpretations Belong to God?: A Narrative Assessment of 
Genesis 40 as It Elucidates the Persona of Joseph,” in Milk and Honey: Essays on Ancient Israel and the Bible in 
Appreciation of the Judaic Studies Program at the University of California, San Diego, ed. Sarah Malena and David 
Miano (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2007), 47.  

 
58 Though more literally “hanged,” if the baker was to be decapitated, then הָלָתְו  most likely references the 

public exposure of his corpse, as was common in the ANE (cf. Deut 21:22; Josh 10:26; 1 Sam 31:10). Sarna, 
Genesis, 280.  
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enactment of the dreams is recounted using the same language as Joseph’s predictions (40:21-22 

cf. 13, 19): After three days, Pharaoh considered the fate of each prisoner ( ׁשֹאר־תֶא אָּׂשִּיַו  

40:20).59 He restored the cupbearer ( בֶׁשָּיַו  40:21), but hanged the baker ( הָלָּת  40:22). The 

cupbearer placed the cup in Pharaoh’s hand ( הֹעְרַּפ ףַּכ־לַע סֹוּכַה ןֵּתִּיַו  40:21).  

The cumulative force of these observations is to emphatically validate Joseph’s claim: he 

is God’s spokesman in Egypt, his words tell of that which is to come. The full significance of 

this relationship will become clear in chapter 41 when the exiled son is brought before Pharaoh. 

However, its relative weight within the prevailing plot-structure is hinted at throughout chapter 

40. Joseph’s plea to the cupbearer (40:14-15)—positioned at the literary center of the narrative—

forges a connection between his current status and his original demise. The prison is referenced 

as a רֹוּב  (40:15 cf. 37:29) and the injustice of his exile is inferred ( םיִרְבִעָה ץֶרֶאֵמ יִּתְבַּנֻּג בֹּנֻג־יִּכ  

40:15).60 As such, the reader is invited to interpret Joseph’s success as an interpreter of dreams 

with reference to the overarching narrative.61  

The request is juxtaposed with an unemotional narrator comment at the end of the 

chapter:  Joseph’s pleas are overlooked, and he is .(40:23) ּוהֵחָּכְׁשִּיַו ףֵסֹוי־תֶא םיִקְׁשַּמַה־רַׂש רַכָז־ֹאלְו 

forgotten. Engendering suspense, the brief conclusion raises important questions with respect to 

 
59 With Marcus, the wordplay created by ֶׁשֹאר־תֶא ... אָּׂשִי  intimates, most immediately, a reconsideration of 

each prisoner’s status. Juxtaposing verdicts then transpire: the cupbearer is restored, and the baker hanged. Contrary 
to the Vulgate, and manuscripts 18 and 674 of the de-Rossi collection, יֶלָעֵמ  at 40:19a should be retained, 
insomuch as it emphasizes the wordplay. David Marcus, “‘Lifting Up the Head’: On the Trail of a Word Play in 
Genesis 40,” Proof 10, no. 17–27 (1990): 19, 24. 

 
60 It may be that Joseph’s virtue is evident again as the former telltale invokes the passive voice, passing-up 

an opportunity to speak ill of his brothers. More likely, Joseph is merely asserting his innocence.  
 

61 Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 90; Fung, Victim and Victimizer, 29. Though Fung’s 
deconstructive reading of the pit—which he sets as a binary opposite to Joseph’s dreams—is unpersuasive. 
Undoubtedly, as the protagonist moves from a position of servitude in prison, to rulership over Egypt, a thematic 
contrast is created. However, it is overly reductionistic to represent these two aspects of the plot-structure by 
appealing merely to the motifs of the pit and the dreams.  
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the Jacob tôledôt. What hope is there for the exiled son? Will his newfound status as God’s 

spokesperson alleviate his demise? Can the line of the עַרֶז  still be established through him? 

Chapter 41 responds to these questions.  

 
Gen 41: Egypt is Blessed through the Reign of Joseph 

Structure 

Chapter 41 constitutes the longest episode in the Jacob tôledôt, charting the final stage of 

Joseph’s ascendancy in Egypt. The length of the chapter is explained in part by the extensive 

attention afforded to Pharaoh’s dreams. An initial report from the narrator (41:1-7) is then 

summarized by the king to his courtiers who fail to offer an interpretation (41:8). The 

cupbearer’s remembrance of Joseph prompts an appearance before Pharaoh (41:9-14) who then 

recounts the dreams in full (41:17-24). Joseph offers an interpretation, coupled with a proposal 

for how the king should respond (41:25-36). Finally, after Pharaoh promotes the exiled son and 

sanctions his plan (41:37-45), the dreams are fulfilled (41:46-57):62 

 
Scene 1 41:1-7 Pharaoh’s dreams reported 

Scene 2 41:8-13 Failed interpretation, Joseph remembered 

Scene 3 41:14-24 Joseph summoned, Pharaoh recounts his dreams 

Scene 4 41:25-36 Joseph interprets the dreams and proposes a plan 

Scene 5 41:37-45 Pharaoh appoints Joseph over Egypt 

Scene 6 41:46-57 Pharaoh’s dreams are fulfilled, Joseph executes his 
plan 

 

 
62 Following the same general structure proposed by Wenham and Wilson, though with fewer divisions of 

the text, emphasizing more the continuity between Pharaoh’s dreams and Joseph’s rise to power. Wenham, Genesis 
16-50, 389; Wilson, Joseph, 121.  
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Pharaoh’s Dreams are Reported 

The chapter begins with a temporal marker ( םיִמָי םִיַתָנְׁש ץֵּקִמ יִהְיַו  41:1), swiftly followed 

by the narrator’s reporting of Pharaoh’s dreams (41:1-7). Seven slender cows devour seven fat 

cows (41:2-4), and seven thin ears of grain consume seven plump ears (41:5-7). Analogous 

iterations of the visions in the subsequent narrative suggest that this initial report—from the 

omniscient and reliable narrator—will prove determinative to the episode’s meaning. To that 

end, two features of this account should be noted. First, though the fantastic nature of the visions 

necessitates their interpretation, the thematic emphasis is clear. References to the Nile, livestock, 

and agriculture suggest that the lifeblood of Pharaoh’s kingdom is in view.63 Repeated use of the 

number seven is ominous, frequently used to symbolize fate.64  

Second, a brief comparison of the dreams evidences a unity of structure and form. 

Parallel uses of the introductory particle הֵּנִהְו  ensure both visions are recounted from the same 

perspective (41:2, 5). Feminine nouns ( תֹורָּפ םיִלֳּבִׁש ,41:2   41:5), introduced by the same verbal 

idea ( תVֹע  41:2, 5), are then qualified with a twofold descriptor ( רָׂשָּב תֹאיִרְבּו הֶאְרַמ תֹופְי  41:2,  

תֹובֹטְו תֹואיִרְּב  41:5). A second הֵּנִהְו  is employed (41:3, 6) to present the negative counterparts, 

which also receive a double adjectival complement ( רָׂשָּב תֹוּקַדְו הֶאְרַמ תֹועָר  תֹפּודְׁשּו תֹוּקַּד ,41:3 

םיִדָק  41:6). Both visions then conclude with the impoverished group consuming their healthier 

counterpart ( הָנְלַכֹאּתַו הָנְעַלְבִּתַו ,41:4   41:7). Equivalence in form is matched by a symmetry in 

content: both the cows and grain are described as תֹאיִרְב  (41:2, 4 cf. 41:5, 7), and תֹוּקַד  (41:3, 4 

 
63 Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 87; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 390. Wenham notes the symbolic value of 

cows in Egypt, being representative of the primordial ocean, and the god, Isis. 
 

64 Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 87; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 391.  
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cf. 41:6, 7).65 Notwithstanding some extraneous details in the first dream (e.g. רֹאְיַה־ןִמ ־לַע ,41:2 

רֹאְיַה תַפְׂש  41:3), the narrator demonstrates particular concern to present the two visions as one.   

 
Failed Interpretation, Joseph Remembered 

The significance of the narrator’s reports becomes immediately clear as Pharaoh 

summons his magicians and wise men for an interpretation (41:8). A rehearsal of the dreams is 

not given, rather the narrative focusses on the men’s ineptitude, aptly summarized by a small yet 

significant syntactical inflection: Pharaoh tells them of his dream ( ֹומVֲח  41:8) yet they cannot 

offer an interpretation of them ( םָתֹוא ). Textual witnesses that attempt to harmonize the 

discrepancy between singular and plural suffixes minimize the semantic pertinence66—Pharaoh’s 

men cannot perceive that which has been inferred by the narrator: the two dreams are one. As 

such, the role of the wise men becomes clear. They serve as a foil for Joseph, who is 

consequently summoned. The cupbearer remembers the exiled son, appropriately describing him 

according to his ability to interpret dreams (41:12-13).  

 
Joseph Summoned, Pharaoh Recounts His Dreams 

As Joseph is brought before Pharaoh (41:14) a change in fortunes appears imminent. The 

prison is again described as a pit ( רֹוּבַה ), and the exiled son changes his clothes. The former 

 
65 Regarding תֹאיִרְב , Sternberg rightly attributes particular exegetical significance to its use with reference 

to grain, since this is the only time the Hebrew Bible uses the adjective to describe an inanimate object. It is usually 
reserved for animals and people. Sternberg, Poetics, 535n25. 

 
66 Notably, the Samaritan Pentateuch reads וימלח , whereas the LXX suggests αὐτὸ. 
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creates an antithetical parallel to his descent in 39:20 (cf. 40:15).67 The latter adheres to the motif 

of clothing, synonymous with a change of status throughout the Jacob tôledôt.68  

The means by which such a change is effected becomes apparent as Pharaoh recounts his 

dreams to Joseph (41:17-24). Comparison with the narrator’s version proves important as the 

Egyptian king introduces a multitude of variants that exceed what might be labelled as stylistic 

variations. By way of example, Pharaoh’s report of the seven plump cows changes both the order 

of descriptive complements, and the adjectives themselves:  

 
Narrator (41:2):            ּוחָאָּב הָניֶעְרִּתַו רָׂשָּב תֹאיִרְבּו  הֶאְרַמ תֹופְי  Vֹע רֹאְיַה־ןִמ הֵּנִהְו תֹורָּפ עַבֶׁש ת  

Pharaoh (41:18):              ּוחָאָּב הָניֶעְרִּתַו רַאֹּת תֹפיִו  רָׂשָּב תֹואיִרְּב     תֹורָּפ עַבֶׁש תVֹע רֹאְיַה־ןִמ הֵּנִהְו

 
Similarly, he fails to honor both form and content in the conclusion of the first dream, while at 

the same time adding his own interpretive comment:   

 
Narrator (41:4):     תֹאיִרְּבַהְו הֶאְרַּמַה תֹפְי רָׂשָּבַה תֹּקַדְו הֶאְרַּמַה תֹועָר  תֹורָּפַה עַבֶׁש תֵא   תֹורָּפַה הָנְלַכֹאּתַו

Pharaoh (41:20-21):                 תֹאיִרְּבַה תֹונֹׁשאִרָה ָּפַה הָנְלַכֹאּתַו תֹור תֹועָרָהְו תֹוּקַרָה תֹורָּפַה עַבֶׁש תֵא  

הָּלִחְּתַּב רֶׁשֲאַּכ עַר ןֶהיֵאְרַמּו הָנֶּבְרִק־לֶא ּואָב־יִּכ עַדֹונ ֹאלְו הָנֶּבְרִק־לֶא הָנֹאבָּתַו  

 
Regarding the second dream, the same errors persist: 

 
Narrator (41:6):     ןֶהיֵרֲחַא תֹוחְמֹצ םיִדָק תֹפּודְׁשּו תֹוּקַּד    םיִלֳּבִׁש עַבֶׁש הֵּנִהְו

 
67 Donald A. Seybold, “Paradox and Symmetry in the Joseph Narrative,” in Literary Interpretations of 

Biblical Narratives, ed. Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis, James S. Ackerman, and Thayer S. Warshaw (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1974), 68; Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 26. 

 
68 Seybold, “Paradox and Symmetry,” 65; Aldina da Silva, La symbolique des rêves et des vêtements dans 

l'histoire de Joseph et de ses frères (Saint-Laurent, Québec: Fides, 1994), 109–10.  
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Pharaoh (41:23):      םֶהיֵרֲחַא תֹוחְמֹצ םיִדָק תֹופֻדְׁש תֹוּקַּד תֹוֻמנְצ     םיִלֳּבִׁש עַבֶׁש הֵּנִהְו

 
By changing the order of adjectival threads, substituting one lexeme for another, and 

giving explanatory asides, Pharaoh distends the symmetry of the original report. Like the 

wisemen, he demonstrates an inability to discern the composite whole construed so carefully by 

the narrator. Quoting Sternberg, “What distinguishes the narrator’s telling from Pharaoh’s 

retelling is not so much that the king interpolates subjective or emotive expressions…as that he 

unmakes the symmetry that the narrator has taken such care to make. Within each vision, 

Pharaoh blurs the contrast between the units; and within the pair of visions as a whole, he blurs 

the similarity.”69   

 These failed attempts to understand the dreams form the backdrop to Joseph’s 

explanation at 41:25-32. Having already reiterated his position as the mouthpiece for God: 

הֹעְרַּפ םֹולְׁש־תֶא הֶנֲעַי םיִהVֱא יָדָעְלִּב  (41:16),70 the exiled son immediately perceives that which 

evaded both Pharaoh and the wise men, the unity of the dreams (41:25, 26, 32). Thereafter he 

offers a sound interpretation pertaining to agricultural affairs at a national level: seven years of 

plenty followed by seven years of famine (41:26-31). Joseph’s previous success with the dreams 

of the cupbearer and the baker serves to suggest the acceptability of his explanation, both to 

Pharaoh and the reader. This is then confirmed with their immediate fulfillment at the end of the 

chapter (41:47-49, 53-57). Joseph’s efforts are made all the more impressive by virtue of the fact 

that he did not have access to the narrator’s report. He received only Pharaoh’s distorted version 

 
69 Sternberg, Poetics, 399. Similarly, Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 392, contra Hettema, Reading For Good, 

190. Hettema acknowledges Pharaoh’s confusion yet labels the differences in his report as minor. 
 
70 With Wilson, Joseph’s words should be read in a positive light, as an expression of the relationship 

established in chapters 39 and 40. In support of this interpretation, Wilson notes a parallel use of יָדָעְלִּב  in Gen 
14:24, where Abram attests to his dependence on God. Wilson, Joseph, 127. 
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of the dreams and deftly wrought a correct understanding. As such the exiled son distinguishes 

himself as dream interpreter extraordinaire.  

  
Pharaoh Appoints Joseph over Egypt 

The significance of Joseph’s success becomes clear as the exiled son is promoted to 

second in command (41:39-31). Scholarship has often sought to understand his rise to power 

from a comparative perspective, noting a multitude of parallels with Egyptian practices.71 

Predominant amongst such studies is the question of Joseph’s newfound role: whether Pharaoh 

appointed him as vizier, or master of the palace.72 However, focusing on Joseph’s promotion in 

isolation from the Jacob tôledôt overlooks the mimetic burden of the text, and its contribution to 

the prevailing plot-structure. In accordance with the trajectory established by chapters 39 and 40, 

Joseph’s administration over Egypt is another manifestation of his role as God’s conduit of 

blessing to the nations. Moreover, according to the paradigm of mimesis1, his quasi-regal 

position realigns Joseph with the hope of a royal deliverer who will bring to fruition the 

patriarchal promises. Several features of the narrative support this reading. 

 
71 Contributions from Vergote and Redford remain the foremost in this respect, though the two disagree in 

their conclusions, especially with respect to dating the story. Vergote concludes that Ramesside Egypt provides the 
context of the narrative, whereas Redford posits a later date, during the Saite Period. Vergote, Joseph en Égypte, 95–
141; Redford, Joseph, 187–243. More recently, Schipper contests that Persian period Egypt provides the historical 
situation for the narrative. Bernd Ulrich Schipper, “The Egyptian Background of the Joseph Story,” HBAI 8, no. 1 
(2019): 20–23. Chapter 3 noted the precarious nature of such conclusions. With the various correspondences in 
view, more evidence is needed to assert a specific line of influence from one text to another.  

 
72 The ambiguity derives from the phrase יִתיֵּב־לַע  (41:40). Vergote argues that taken in isolation the title 

seems synonymous with the master of the palace: responsible for administrative affairs in the royal court. However, 
he also notes that based upon the subsequent job description given by Pharaoh (41:41, 44) it appears that Joseph’s 
role shows greater affinity with a vizier, that is, a supervisor over all of Egypt. Vergote, Joseph en Égypte, 102–14. 
In an attempt to resolve the issue, Wenham follows de Vaux, who suggests that in Israel the master of the palace was 
equal in power to the vizier (cf. 1 Kgs 16:9; Isa 22:15, 19-20). As the master of the palace is referenced, the Hebrew 
reader understands the role of vizier. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 395; Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and 
Institutions (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 129–31. Following a similar line of interpretation, see Scott C. 
Layton, “The Steward in Ancient Israel: A Study of Hebrew (‘ǎšer) ʻal-habbayit in Its Near Eastern Setting,” JBL 
109, no. 4 (1990): 633–35. Notwithstanding the validity of this discussion, the significance of Joseph’s promotion is 
understood less by exacting a correspondence with a specific office in Egypt, as it is by paying heed to the 
prevailing plot-structure.  
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First, regarding Joseph as a conduit for God’s blessing, it is significant that Pharaoh 

affirms the dynamic established in chapters 39 and 40: Joseph’s ways are divinely blessed 

(41:38). Pharaoh then entrusts certain responsibilities to Joseph, using similar language as the 

previous episodes: תִיַּב לֹּכ ,  (41:40-41 cf. 39:2-5, 22).73 Akin to his time in Potiphar’s house, and 

the prison, Joseph becomes the means by which God’s blessing is realized in Egypt.  

Second, regarding his quasi-royal status, Pharaoh gives Joseph his own signet ring, linen 

garments, and a gold chain (41:42). He entrusts all things to Joseph (41:40), and instructs the 

people to honor him (41:43).74 Comparisons with other investiture ceremonies suggests that 

Joseph assumes a status tantamount to viceroy: exercising the responsibilities of the king in all 

respects.75 As such, the promotion closes a narrative arc initiated at 37:1-11: Joseph is now 

experiencing a form of regality, hinted at in the plot’s exposition.76  

 
73 Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 27. Lowenthal also notes a correspondence with 39:6, 9, where Potiphar 

entrusted all things to Joseph with the exception of his wife. Here Pharaoh gives all to Joseph, save the throne. 
Lowenthal, Joseph Narrative, 56. 

 
74 Though the sentiment of Joseph’s authority is clear, the text contains a number of interpretive issues. 

Regarding the meaning of קַּׁשִי , König’s suggestion of ellipsis (from “kiss the earth”) is more logical than Cohen’s 
argument that posits an oblique meaning: “seal the mouth.” Ed. König, “Die Sprachliche Gestalt Des Pentateuch In 
Ihrer Beziehung Zur Ägyptischen Sprache,” JBL 48, no. 3/4 (1929): 342; Jeffrey Cohen, “An Unrecognized 
Connotation of nšq peh with Special Reference to Three Biblical Occurrences,” VT 32 (1982): 420. Regarding ֵרְבַא±  
(41:43), though Croato argues for an Akkadian root, Vergote and Redford suggest the term derives from an Egyptian 
imperative, “do obeisance.” The Vulgate gives credence to the latter interpretation, with genuflecterent. Vergote, 
Joseph en Égypte, 135–41; J. Serverino Croatto, “’Abrek ‘Intendant’ dans Gen 41:41, 43,” VT 16 (1966): 114; 
Redford, Joseph, 226–28. 

 
75 Scholars note similarities with Tûtu during the time of Akhenaten (Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 395), Rekh-

mi-Re during the reign of Thutmose III (Sarna, Genesis, 286), and Necho under Ashurbanipal (Westermann, 
Genesis 37-50, 95; Sarna, Genesis, 287). The last of these is particularly pertinent since the same three items of 
clothing given to Joseph are mentioned. While such comparisons do not necessarily shed light on the possible dating 
of Gen 41, the correspondence of imagery speaks to the significance of Joseph’s promotion. The signet ring, fine 
linens, and gold chain all represent the investiture of authority. In particular, the signet ring renders Joseph the royal 
seal-bearer, qualified to sign legislation on Pharaoh’s behalf (cf. Esther 3:12; 8:8). 

 
76 So Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 98; Matthews, “Anthropology,” 33; Hettema, Reading For Good, 191; 

Wilson, Joseph, 133. Interpretation of Joseph’s promotion in light of 37:1-11 is further validated by the literary 
symmetry created by Joseph’s various ascents and descents, as discussed by Seybold, “Paradox and Symmetry,” 60–
68, coupled with the narrator’s comment concerning his age (41:46 cf. 37:2). Huddlestun’s suggestion that Joseph’s 
 



 130 

Taken in isolation, Joseph’s promotion could be viewed as unrelated to the narrative 

expectations of Gen 1:1-37:1. However, as the nature of his life in Egypt is described, the 

intended correspondence becomes clear. Joseph stores up an abundance of grain that is compared 

to the sand of the sea ( םָּיַה לֹוחְּכ  41:49 cf. 22:17; 32:13). He names his second son םִיָרְפֶא , stating 

that God has made him fruitful in the land ( םיִהVֱא יִנַרְפִה־יִּכ  41:52 cf. 17:6, 20; 28:3; 35:11). As 

such both his public and private life draws on language pertinent to the blessings of Abraham 

and Jacob. The intended inference is clear: the patriarchal promises are being worked out 

through Joseph, in a position of prominence, while in Egypt.77  

Undoubtedly, his promotion raises certain questions for the reader, not least the 

acceptability of Joseph’s assimilation to life in a foreign land. This will be considered more fully 

below. Presently, it is sufficient to note that in accordance with the trajectory established in Gen 

39 and 40 and the mimetic precedent of Gen 1:1-37:1, Joseph’s promotion in Egypt is one that 

renews the anticipation of him receiving Jacob’s special blessing. The line of the עַרֶז  may yet be 

established through him.  

 
Plot Contribution 

 Source critical studies have raised a number of issues concerning the internal unity of 

Gen 39-41, and its relationship to the broader narrative. Chapter 39 has traditionally been viewed 

as a late insertion, and the larger unit understood, at best, as a digression from the Jacob tôledôt. 

 
promotion creates an intentional contrast with the divestiture of Judah in chapter 38 is unwarranted. As argued 
below, Judah is commended for his eventual response to Tamar. An intended comparison of the two brothers at this 
point is unlikely. John R. Huddlestun, “Divestiture, Deception, and Demotion: The Garment Motif in Genesis 37-
39,” JSOT 26, no. 4 (2002): 61. 

 
77 Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 97; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 397–98; Alexander, “Regal Dimension,” 205. 

Alexander rightly notes that correspondences with the patriarchal promises by no means constitute a fulfillment of 
them, but a partial realization. 
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As such, arguments for plot continuity have not been forthcoming. However, as Ricœurian 

mimesis presses towards the holistic thought, a literary triptych emerges that not only evidences 

internal unity, but advances the plot-structure initiated in Gen 37 and 38. As the story of Judah 

and Tamar concludes, no immediate questions arise concerning the fourth-in-line. Thus, the 

narrative returns to consider the exiled son and his fate in Egypt. Though chapter 39 undoubtedly 

testifies to Joseph’s virtue, a more important emphasis is that of his relationship with God. 

Joseph is established as the conduit of divine blessing, both in Potiphar’s house and the prison. 

This dynamic is reiterated and augmented as the exiled son interprets the dreams of his fellow 

inmates in chapter 40.  

 The portentous nature of these episodes becomes clear as the narrative transitions to 

Pharaoh’s house, and the health of the nation becomes connected to a series of dreams. Failed 

interpretations provide an opportunity for Joseph, who aptly deciphers the meaning of the dreams 

and proposes a way forward. His subsequent promotion serves as an emphatic conclusion to the 

unit: God’s blessing to the nation is being worked out through the exiled son.  

 In the vein of mimesis1, Gen 39-41 moves Joseph to a point whereby he is aligned with 

the hope of a royal deliverer. Within the Jacob tôledôt this renews the question of whether he 

might yet be appointed heir of the family. However, the self-evident obstacle to this possibility is 

his exile. Joseph remains separated from his father and brothers. If he is to perpetuate the line of 

the עַרֶז , familial reconciliation is necessary.  
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Grasping Together Gen 42-45 

 With Joseph’s position in Egypt firmly established the narrative focus shifts to consider 

again familial relationships. Famine in Canaan initiates a series of journeys which revolve 

around Joseph’s testing of his brothers. A multitude of connections with chapter 37 serve to 

portray the events as a reconstruction of the original crime committed by the siblings. Presented 

with a similar dilemma to that of Dothan, the narrative climaxes with Judah’s speech and 

Joseph’s self-revelation.  

 Although the holistic thought of chapters 42-45 is not difficult to grasp, it is important to 

note their contribution to the overall plot-structure. As the paradigms of mimesis1 have 

established the priority of the עַרֶז  amidst the crisis of exile, familial reconciliation serves as a 

precursor to the fulfilment of narrative expectations. The reestablishment of fraternal bonds 

paves the way for Jacob to identify an heir, thereby perpetuating the hope of a royal deliverer. 

Chapters 42-45 occupy a central role in the Jacob tôledôt, resolving narrative tensions and 

preparing for that which is to follow.  

 
Gen 42: The First Journey 

Structure 

 The first journey of the brothers to Egypt divides into six scenes: an opening interaction 

with Jacob (42:1-4), their journey to Egypt (42:5), two meetings with Joseph (42:5-17, 18-24), 

their return journey (42:25-28), and a final scene with Jacob (42:29-38). As such, the palistrophic 

arrangement is clear, with the thematic emphasis being the brothers’ interaction with the exiled 

son:78  

 
78 Following Wenham, with the exception of scene 2 which he subsumes into scene 1. Wenham, Genesis 

16-50, 404. Giving attention to the change in location inferred at 42:6, coupled with the disjunctive clause, it is 
better to view 42:5 as an independent scene. So Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, 404. 
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Scene 1 42:1-4 Jacob sends the brothers 

Scene 2 42:5 The brothers travel to Egypt 

Scene 3 42:6-17 First meeting with Joseph 

Scene 4 42:18-24 Second meeting with Joseph 

Scene 5 42:25-28 The brothers return from Egypt 

Scene 6 42:29-38 The brothers report to Jacob 

 
Experiencing the Past 

As chapter 41 finished with a preparatory note concerning a famine that plagued all the 

land (41:57), chapter 42 opens with Jacob instructing his sons to go to Egypt (42:1-3). Repeated 

references to Joseph (42:3, 4) serve to anticipate the brothers’ impending encounter with him. At 

the same time, the narrator’s use of Israel for Jacob (42:5 cf. 42:1) hints at the wide-reaching 

implications of their meeting.  

As the brothers arrive in Egypt the mimetic concern of the episode becomes clear. By 

forging several connections with chapter 37, the narrator intends to represent the brothers’ 

journey in accordance with Joseph’s initial descent to Egypt. When the brothers arrive, they bow 

down to Joseph ( ֹול־ּווֲחַּתְׁשִּיַו  42:6). The dreams of the protagonist are immediately brought into 

view with the question of their possible fulfillment.79 At the same time, the dynamic of 

recognition and concealment is labored through repeated use of רכנ  (42:7 [x2], 8 [x2]). 

Established earlier as a Leitwort that was used to both deceive (37:32) and expose (38:25), 

 
79 Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 87. Pace Turner and Levenson, who bifurcate the dreams and 

suggests that 42:6 constitutes a fulfillment of the first. Turner, Announcements, 153; Alan T. Levenson, Joseph: 
Portraits through the Ages (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 2016), 117. Against this view, the 
absence of Benjamin should be noted. Not all of the brothers have bowed down to Joseph. Moreover, the unity of 
the dreams in chapter 40 and 41 would suggest a similar relationship between Joseph’s dreams in 37. Caution should 
be exercised in drawing too marked a distinction between them.  
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juxtaposing the hiphil and hithpael forms highlights the dramatic irony of the scene. The 

brothers, who had previously sought to end Joseph’s life, now stand at the mercy of the exiled 

son, his identity unbeknownst to them.     

Thereafter Joseph deals harshly with his siblings (42:7), accusing them of being spies 

who have come to see the nakedness of the land (42:9, 12). The narrator continues to draw on 

previous events, though now seemingly going beyond chapter 37. Indeed, as the brothers are 

accused of a crime they did not commit, they find themselves in the same position as Joseph, in 

chapter 39. The correspondence is perhaps emphasized by the specific accusation:  םֶּתַא םיִלְּגַרְמ

ץֶרָאָה תַוְרֶע־תֶא תֹואְרִל  (42:9 cf. 12, 14, 16). Joseph’s carefully chosen metaphor forms a 

conceptual parallel with his time in Potiphar’s house: he portrays the brothers as would-be sexual 

assaulters of the land.80  

Joseph’s test provides another opportunity to bring the past into the present, as the 

siblings are gathered in a רָמְׁשִמ  for three days (42:17 cf. 40:3, 7; 41:10). As false accusation 

leads to temporary confinement, Joseph subjects his brothers to the reality of his past.81 Then, a 

change of plan results in their release, with the exception of Simeon (42:18-19, 24). As his 

imprisonment becomes more permanent, a shift in emphasis becomes clear. No longer reliving 

Joseph’s journey, the brothers are now treading their own path, for a second time. The exiled son 

has successfully engineered a reconstruction of the original crime against him.82  

 

 
80 Sternberg, Poetics, 288; Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 90; Levenson, Joseph, 117. Cf. Gen 

9:22-23; Exod 20:26; Lev 18:6-18; 20:11-21. 
 

81 Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 91; Turner, Announcements, 156; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 408. 
 
82 Sternberg labels the shift from a collective imprisonment (42:17) to an individual incarceration (42:19) as 

a change from role-reversal to role-duplication. Similarly, Ackerman refers to the two lines of punishment as plot 
doubling. Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 93–94; Sternberg, Poetics, 294. 
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Coming to Terms with the Past 

The recapitulatory nature of the events is acknowledged by the brothers themselves, as 

they infer a relationship between Joseph’s testing and their earlier crime. Their present distress 

( תֹאּזַה הָרָּצַה  42:21b) is payback for the distress they caused in their brother ( ֹוׁשְפַנ תַרָצ  42:21a). 

Notably, the narrator neglects to explain the motive for Joseph’s testing of his brothers. Many 

have labelled the absence of a cause as a narrative gap, that the reader must fill.83 The function of 

this lacuna as it relates to the plot-structure will be discussed more fully in chapter 5. Suffice to 

say, the omission elicits reader interest with particular reference to Joseph’s motivation.  

A different question pertains to the resultant effect of the test on the brothers. What 

change is wrought in them as they are made to relive earlier events? Their return journey and 

subsequent interaction with Jacob begin to reveal the answer. As Joseph sends the brothers back 

to Canaan a narrative tension is created as they discover the silver returned to their sacks (42:26-

27). They shudder ( ּודְרֶחֶּיַו  42:28) and attribute again their apparent demise to God:  הָׂשָע תֹאּז־הַמ

ּונָל םיִהVֱא  (42:28). Upon their arrival at home a second discovery is reported (42:35), although 

this time in the presence of Jacob. The response is fear ( ּואָריִּיַו םֶהיִבֲאַו הָּמֵה  42:35). Contrary to 

 
83 Sternberg correctly notes that the absence of an explanatory comment from the narrator forces the reader 

to decide between inference and incoherence: If Joseph’s rough treatment of his brothers cannot be explained by 
recourse to previous events, then his testing must be labelled as the gratuitous games of a madman. This second 
option would severely impede any attempt to understand chapters 42-44 as part of the plot-structure. Attempts to fill 
the gap have typically suggested the motivation of punishment, testing, teaching, or dream fulfillment. Sternberg, 
Poetics, 286. Of those that have offered a solution, Pirson seems to favor the notion of punishment by laboring the 
connection between Joseph’s testing and the false accusation of the brothers as spies. Pirson, Lord of the Dreams, 
96–97. Interpreting Joseph’s intention to “test” literally, von Rad and Longacre suggest the episode is designed to 
reveal whether there has been a transformation in the brothers. von Rad, Genesis, 383; Longacre, Joseph, 50. 
Lowenthal interprets the test as primarily instructive, to bring about repentance in the brothers. Lowenthal, Joseph 
Narrative, 70. Ackerman and Turner suggest that 42:9 serves as the primary interpretive clue: Joseph is trying to 
bring about the fulfillment of his dreams. Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 87; Turner, Announcements, 159–
60. Sternberg’s analysis of the issue is perhaps the most thorough and perceptive. By drawing attention to the 
plausibility of each solution he asserts, “Predictably enough, however, each line is wrong because all are right.” 
Sternberg, Poetics, 286. Similarly, see Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, 44; Alter, Biblical Narrative, 206. 
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arguments that interpret the double discovery as evidence of two narrative strands,84 the 

differences in the incidents infer their narrative significance.  

Just as the narrator anchored the brothers’ journey to earlier events, so now the 

mimeticism inherent to Gen 37 begins to manifest itself. Specifically, the dual causality 

governing Joseph’s descent into Egypt—that of his brothers’ hatred, and of God’s will—is 

manifested again. From a narrative perspective, Alter identifies this feature according to two 

axes, along which the plot begins to progress.85 The first is a theological axis which draws 

attention to the providence of God. The brothers are slowly beginning to acknowledge the 

workings of a divine hand, overruling their plans. Part of this journey is recognizing Joseph as 

God’s instrument, in accordance with the plot-structure of Gen 39-41 (cf. 50:20). Their 

exclamatory outburst upon the first discovery of silver— ּונָל םיִהVֱא הָׂשָע תֹאּז־הַמ  (42:28)—

suggests that the initial discovery accords with this axis. 

By contrast, the second axis is a moral one, along which the brothers must traverse, 

accepting responsibility for their earlier crime. Their pleas of innocence, reported emphatically 

as a metadiegetic narrative (42:31-34),86 suggest that the second discovery of money pertains to 

this axis. Similarly, Jacob’s response underscores the progressive revelation of their moral 

 
84 The traditional Documentarian view is to attribute the first discovery to J, and the second to E, see for 

example von Rad, Genesis, 380–82. Attempts to harmonize the tension include the suggestion that only one brother 
discovered the money on the way home (Redford, Joseph, 151), and the suggestion that the second discovery was 
staged (Sarna, Genesis, 296). 

 
85 Alter, Biblical Narrative, 174. Alter’s suggestion is not without precedent. Having introduced the 

principle of dual causality above (via Amit), it is also instructive to note Crane’s essay on plot. Therein he observes 
different emphases—those of action, character, and thought—and the possibility of their overlap. Crane, “Plot,” 
620–21. The precedent established by literary criticism is particularly helpful in making sense of the two-fold nature 
of the narrative, which many have sought to explain by recourse to diachronic readings.  

 
86 Savran labels the brothers’ response as informational quoted direct speech. He suggests that metadiegetic 

narrative of this sort is often summative in content, and demonstrates skillful manipulation in order to bring about a 
calculated effect upon the audience. George W. Savran, Telling and Retelling: Quotation in Biblical Narrative 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 21. 
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culpability. Whereas his sons had originally presented a blood-stained tunic, now they come 

bearing silver. By equating the disappearance of Simeon with Joseph (42:36), Jacob insinuates a 

possible connection, and with it the brothers’ guilt.87  

  As the chapter closes, Reuben makes an impassioned plea to Jacob, offering his sons if 

he does not return Benjamin safely (42:37). The significance of this outburst will become clear 

as the brothers begin a second journey to Egypt. Suffice to say, the coordination of their first 

journey with previous events has initiated a progression in the plot-structure, the outcome of 

which is not yet clear. How will Joseph’s testing end? To what benefit will be the brothers’ 

dawning awareness of theological and moral realities? 

 
Gen 43-45: The Second Journey 

Structure 

 The second journey is more protracted in nature, in part so as to create a level of suspense 

prior to the climactic moment of Joseph’s revelation. The narrator continues to present the drama 

in relation to earlier events, while at the same time mirroring their first journey to Egypt in 

chapter 42. Thus, like the first journey, the narrative can be divided palistrophically, into seven 

scenes:88 

Scene 1 43:1-14 Jacob sends the brothers 

Scene 2 43:15-25 The brothers travel to Egypt 

Scene 3 43:26-34 First meeting with Joseph 

Scene 4 44:1-13 The brothers are arrested 

 
87 Sternberg, Poetics, 298; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 411; Alter, Biblical Narrative, 173. See also Levenson, 

Joseph, 124–25, who notes a high level of parallelism between 42:38 and 37:35. 
 
88 Following Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 419. Coats and Westermann also draw attention to the parallels with 

chapter 42. Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 38–48; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 118. 
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Scene 5 44:14-45:15 Judah’s speech, Joseph’s disclosure 

Scene 6 45:16-24 The brothers leave Egypt 

Scene 7 45:25-28 The brothers report to Jacob 

 
Judah’s Leadership Established 

The episode begins by reasserting the reality of the famine (43:1), and the fact that 

Jacob’s family had exhausted their supplies (43:2). The patriarch instructs his sons to seek out 

more food, at which point Judah responds (43:3-5). The narrative significance of his speech, and 

of Reuben’s earlier outburst (42:37), become clear when viewed in light of chapter 37. There, 

Reuben had sought to assert himself as leader amongst the brothers (37:21-22), but to no avail. 

Judah responded, and successfully established himself as their leader (37:26-27), rendering the 

former a foil for the latter. In like manner, Reuben’s efforts to persuade Jacob are rejected 

(42:38). Judah seizes his opportunity, successfully persuading his father to let Benjamin go 

(43:3-5).89 The recapitulation of this dynamic infers that the fourth-in-line may have a significant 

part to play in the impending drama. Just as he led in Joseph’s initial demise, so he will be 

instrumental in resolving the present crisis. Furthermore, the nature of his leadership is inferred 

by his proposition, ּוּנֶבְרֶעֶא יִכֹנָא  (43:9). The reader is reminded of Judah’s earlier encounter with 

Tamar and the pledge he offered there ( ןֹובָרֵעָה  38:20). In accordance with the narrative emphasis 

to present the brothers’ journeys as the derivative of earlier events, it seems that Judah’s 

 
89 Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 103; Judah Kraut, “The Literary Roles of Reuben and Judah in 

Genesis Narratives: A ‘Reflection Complex’,” JSOT 43, no. 2 (2019): 216–17, 25. Kraut makes the connection as 
part of a greater literary scheme which he labels a “reflection complex.” His suggestion that both Reuben and Judah 
consistently bring to mind previous episodes in Jacob’s life—negative and positive respectively—helpfully 
evidences the recapitulatory nature of the Genesis narrative. However, Kraut’s analysis runs the risk of overlooking 
progressions in the plot-structure, by focusing exclusively on narrative characterization. As Kraut suggests, the 
proposal warrants further consideration.  
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transformation in chapter 38 is now bearing fruit. Whereas Reuben offers his sons in place of 

Benjamin, Judah offers himself.90  

  
The Brothers Journey to Joseph 

Jacob finally agrees to let all the remaining sons go, ironically sending them with the 

same accoutrements as were found on Joseph’s caravan to Egypt (43:11 cf. 37:25). Suspense is 

heightened as it seems that Benjamin is following the same unfortunate path as his brother. As 

the men arrive at Joseph’s house, attention is directed again to the moral axis of the plot-

structure: the brothers fear ( ּואְריִּיַו  43:18 cf. 42:35) and express their innocence to the steward of 

the house (43:20-22). The theological axis is invoked as the steward attributes Joseph’s actions 

to God, by rendering the exiled son’s guile as divine benevolence:  םֶכָל ןַתָנ םֶכיִבֲא יֵהVאֵו םֶכיֵהVֱא

םֶכיֵתֹחְּתְמַאְּב ןֹומְטַמ  (43:23). The irony is again clear. A minor Egyptian character reiterates what 

the brothers must learn: not only Joseph’s position as God’s agent, but the outworking of good 

amidst intended harm.91  

 As the brothers bow a second time before Joseph the reader is reminded again of the 

dreams and possibility of their fulfillment ( ֹול־ּווֲחַּתְׁשִּי  43:26). The exiled son’s determination is 

contrasted, however, with his weeping (43:30). Unable to control himself upon seeing Benjamin, 

he leaves the room to cry. Having wept previously when hearing his brothers’ conversation, 

Joseph’s tears take on the status of a Leitmotif in the narrative, working in contrast to the hard-

faced presentation of himself. Interpreted as such they contribute to the increasing level of 

 
90 Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 105; Levenson, Joseph, 142; Kraut, “Reuben and Judah,” 218.  
 
91 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 422. 
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suspense from the reader’s perspective: will Joseph relent with the test and reveal his true 

identity?92 

 One last act of trickery brings the cycle to a close, as Joseph plants the money back in the 

brothers’ sacks in addition to a silver cup with Benjamin (44:1-5). As they report before the 

Egyptian lord (44:16), it becomes clear that Joseph has successfully recreated the original crime. 

The brothers are faced with a choice: to leave Benjamin for dead, bearing the consequences 

before Jacob, or to sacrifice their lives for his, whatever that may look like (44:17). The moral 

axis of plot is undoubtedly in view as the brothers are forced to come to terms with their guilt 

and either repeat their crime or accept responsibility.  

 
Judah’s Speech 

 Although it is not clear what progress, if any, the siblings have made collectively since 

their crime in Gen 37, Judah’s exploits in Gen 38 have highlighted his moral growth. He, more 

than any other brother, is able to offer a resolution to their predicament.  

Judah’s speech divides into four sections: an introduction (43:18), a review of past events 

(43:19-29), an appeal (43:30-32), and conclusion (43:33-34).93 Far from being a mere rehearsal 

of the facts, the words of Jacob’s fourth-born constitute a rhetorical tour de force94—both in form 

and content—that moves the narrative towards its climax: the self-revelation of Joseph. 

 
92 Ibid., 423. 
 
93 Following Joosten, who divides the speech according to the categories of classical rhetoric: exordium, 

narratio, confimatio, and peroratio. Jan Joosten, “Biblical Rhetoric as Illustrated by Judah’s Speech in Genesis 
44:18-34,” JSOT 41, no. 1 (2016): 22. Grammatical indicators that support this division include the disjunctive 
markers, יִנֹדֲא  (44:19), and הָּתַעְו  (44:30, 33). See also, Edward J. Bridge, “Polite Rhetoric: Judah’s Plea to Joseph in 
Genesis 44:18-34,” JSOT 43, no. 4 (2019): 580. Bridge builds on Joosten, although his commitment to “polite 
rhetoric” causes him to overlook certain textual features.  

 
94 Adopting the definition offered by Joosten, contrary to narrative and poetry, rhetoric is “speech in 

action,” intended to influence the immediate situation in which it occurs. Joosten, “Biblical Rhetoric,” 17. In 
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Concerning form, it is significant that Judah’s speech is the longest recorded in Genesis. 

Thus, as erzählte Zeit tends towards Erzählzeit, past events are rehearsed with a high level of 

narrative definition.95 The use of metadiegetic narrative is also important. Though it has already 

been noted as a feature of the speeches within chapters 42-45, Judah’s use far exceeds those 

before, with eleven of the fifteen verses sitting at an elevated level of narration.96 Concerning 

content, Judah continually acknowledges Joseph’s authority. He begins by comparing him with 

Pharaoh, and repeatedly juxtaposes ןֹודָא  (44:18 [x2], 19, 20, 22, 24, 33) with דֶבֶע  (44:18 [x2], 

19, 21, 23, 24, 27, 30, 31, 32, 33).97 Further, Judah refrains from any negative insinuations 

concerning Joseph by neglecting to mention the false accusations against the brothers (42:9, 12, 

14), against Benjamin in particular (43:4-5, 10, 15, 17), and indeed any element of Joseph’s 

testing. Judah’s rehearsal of the past also includes information that is new to the exiled son: 

 
accordance with this definition, Judah’s use of רָבָד  is particularly pertinent. Far from speaking a mere word, Judah 
initiates an “event”—one that leads to the climactic moment in the Jacob tôledôt. So Mark A. O’Brien, “The 
Contribution of Judah’s Speech, Genesis 44:18-34, to the Characterization of Joseph,” CBQ 59, no. 3 (1997): 434. 

 
95 André Wénin, “Le temps dans l’histoire de Joseph (Gn 37-50) Repères temporels pour une analyse 

narrative,” 83, no. 1 (2002): 49; Joosten, “Biblical Rhetoric,” 21–22. In accordance with the theory of classical 
rhetoric, Joosten suggests that the repetitious nature of the speech serves in the development of stasis, while at the 
same time returning Joseph to an earlier, more solicitous state of mind.  

 
96 Savran’s analysis is particularly helpful as he draws attention not only to the extent of quoted direct 

speech, but the plurality of antecedent texts (cf. 42:6-20, 29, 34, 36-38; 43:3-7, 11-14). Furthermore, he notes that 
Judah employs each major pattern of quoted direct discourse: X quoting Y to Z; X quoting X to Y; and X quoting Y 
to Y. As such, the speech comprises a mixture of old and new information and sits in a category of its own 
compared with other metadiegetic narratives. Savran, Telling, 58–63. Making similar observations, Grossman 
contends that the phenomenon of recapitulation gradually highlights the two axes of the plot-structure: that of man’s 
responsibility and God’s sovereignty. Drawing from “therapeutic narrative theory,” his observations are perceptive 
but should be balanced with exigencies of the plot-structure. It is unlikely that the extent of characterization for 
which he contends, is intended. Jonathan Grossman, “The Story of Joseph’s Brothers in Light of the “Therapeutic 
Narrative” Theory,” BibInt 21, no. 1 (2013): 187–95. 

 
97 Joosten adds to this observation that Judah’s frequent references to Jacob serve to introduce a “third 

party.” The rhetorical effect is to paint a more vivid picture of the family, thereby engendering Joseph’s affections 
for the brothers. Ironically, unbeknownst to Judah, Joseph is actually part of the family. Joosten, “Biblical Rhetoric,” 
26–27. 
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specifically Jacob’s response upon recognition of the bloodied tunic (44:28).98 Finally, and 

perhaps most significantly, Judah demonstrates his moral fortitude as he offers his life in place of 

Benjamin’s (44:33). Thus, Joseph’s recapitulation of the original crime is met with an 

impassioned response from Judah, one that exudes both pathos and virtue.99  

 
Joseph’s Revelation 

The cumulative force of Judah’s persuasive efforts is Joseph’s loss of self-control, a 

disclosure of his true identity, and a third expression of weeping (45:1-2). The assonance of 

קָּפַאְתִה  (45:1) with Judah’s earlier request ( Eְּפַא  44:18), coupled with the irony of Joseph’s 

weeping being heard by all those whom he had just dismissed, heightens the dramatic effect of 

his revelation. Concerning plot-structure, the climactic moment of anagnorisis prompts a 

peripeteia: Joseph’s testing is over. Indeed, as the exiled son reassures his brothers, he seeks to 

resolve the greater narrative tension of familial disunity. Initially, Joseph asks concerning his 

father’s welfare (45:3). Practically, Jacob’s absence is the remaining preclusion to a restoration 

 
98 Considering again the rhetorical force inherent to metadiegetic narrative, it is surely significant that 

Jacob’s response to Joseph’s apparent death assumes a yet more heightened level of quoted direct speech: X quoting 
Y, quoting Y, to Z. Since the power of metadiegetic narrative is due, in part, to the temporary transfer of the 
narrator’s role to the quoting character (Savran, Telling, 37), the rhetorical effect of 44:28 is in essence to bring 
Jacob’s voice into the speech, as the authoritative narrator. Bridge notes the importance of this part of the speech by 
way of a proposed chiasm, with 44:22-29 at the center. Bridge, “Polite Rhetoric,” 580.   

 
99 Pace O’Brien, who argues that the speech is intended to provide an oblique characterization of Joseph, 

more than demonstrate Judah’s transformation. O’Brien, “Judah’s Speech,” 430–32. O’Brien develops his view 
based upon a comparison of Judah’s words with previous reports from the narrator. Though O’Brien is right to assert 
that repetition in biblical narrative often serves as an invitation to draw comparisons and infer meaning, he 
incorrectly states that the more subtle inflections may provide greater narrative significance (431). While there are 
certainly differences between Judah’s words and those of the narrator, O’Brien’s arduous analysis seems to suggest 
that their relative insignificance is disproportionate to the conclusions he draws. Moreover, it is unlikely that such 
minor inflections would be intended to provide an oblique commentary on the addressee, as they would serve to 
further characterize the speaker. Rather, with Joosten, it is more probable that Judah’s manipulation of the facts 
serves his rhetorical purpose of persuading Joseph. He presents the information in a manner that is compelling, and 
in accordance with his overarching purpose. Joosten notes this is a common feature of classical rhetoric. Joosten, 
“Biblical Rhetoric,” 28–30. 
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of relationships. However, his brothers’ dismay prompts a more considered approach, one that 

invokes the theological axis of the plot-structure.100  

 Making plain the relationship inferred since chapter 39, the exiled son assures his 

siblings that God has been at work through him to preserve life ( םֶכיֵנְפִל םיִהVֱא יִנַחָלְׁש הָיְחִמְל  

45:5). Even their prior acts of malice can be interpreted according to a divine plan (45:5, 7, 8). 

Thus, Joseph proposes, they must bring Jacob down to Egypt (45:9, 13) where he will provide 

abundantly for them (45:10-11). Joseph’s reconciliatory efforts appear somewhat successful as 

the brothers, who were previously speechless (45:3), accept his invite to draw close (45:4), and 

speak with him (45:15). However, it is notable that the brothers do not verbally ascent to 

Joseph’s teaching, nor do they reciprocate his affection (45:15). The significance of this point 

will become clear in the closing episode of the narrative (cf. 50:15-21). 

As he sends his siblings back to Canaan one last time the picture created is one of 

abundance. With provisions, clothes, and money they take for Jacob numerous gifts and 

everything necessary for his family’s descent to Egypt. Sanctioned by Pharaoh, the change of 

fortunes is indicative of the circumstances they will enjoy in Goshen. Moreover, it represents an 

emphatic point of peripeteia—physical and familial issues ameliorated—due to the anagnorisis 

of Joseph’s revelation.  

 
Plot Contribution 

 Source critical studies have typically argued that chapters 42-45 evidence a two-tiered 

narrative, whose contradictory accounts prohibit any sense of plot continuity. Furthermore, 

diachronic readings suggest that a shift from the international emphasis of chapter 41, to the 

 
100 Regarding the relationship between the two speeches, Kim rightly notes a complementary progression: 

Judah has demonstrated an increased moral awareness, whereas Joseph’s growth has been theological. Kim, “Joseph 
Story,” 235. 
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familial focus of 42-44 is representative of conflated sources. By contrast, Ricœurian mimesis 

demonstrates that the brothers’ journeys to Egypt provide a necessary development in the plot-

structure, following chapters 39-41, and anticipating that which is to follow.  

 As Joseph’s rise to power presented him in accordance with the narrative expectations of 

a royal deliverer, any further development of the plot becomes contingent upon familial 

reconciliation. A providential encounter between the brothers gives rise to Joseph’s testing, and 

an extended narrative whose mimeticism is inescapably anamnetic. By persistent reference to the 

past, the brothers are forced to acknowledge their previous ill-treatment of the exiled son. In turn, 

this confrontation gives voice to an ideational duality to which previous events had intimated: the 

guiding providence of God and the machinations of men.  

 As both axes are alternatingly invoked, the narrative is suggestive of a learning curve 

along which the brothers are progressing. Though they demonstrate a cognizance of theological 

realities, they more readily attest to their own culpability. The point is exemplified through 

Judah—who had already learnt the path of moral fortitude—as he offers his life for Benjamin’s, 

before the Egyptian vizier.  

 His speech initiates not only Joseph’s self-disclosure, but a change in circumstances, as 

the exiled son seeks reconciliation and promises their welfare. In adherence to the mimetic logic 

of the unit, Joseph’s speech complements Judah’s insomuch as it shifts from the moral to the 

theological. By interpreting his exile according to the rubric of divine providence, Joseph pleads 

with his brothers to view the past in like manner. Time will tell whether they acquiesce to this 

point of view.  

 As the episode concludes, the reader understands that familial reconciliation is 

incomplete without Jacob. His descent to Egypt becomes a logical necessity. As the narrative 
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moves into its dénouement, a third journey ensues: one wherein the patriarch will be reunited 

with the exiled son, and reader expectations concerning the line of the עַרֶז  are finally met.  

 
Grasping Together Gen 46-47 

 As Joseph’s self-disclosure represents the climax of the plot-structure, chapters 46-47 

begin the falling action. With the brothers seemingly reconciled, and the arrival of Jacob in 

Egypt imminent, familial reconciliation no longer drives the story forward. Indeed, with the 

crisis of the fraternal disunity resolved, attention can return to the governing question of the 

Jacob tôledôt: who will carry forward the line of the עַרֶז ? 

In order to provide an answer, the narrative must respond to previously established reader 

expectations. Or, drawing on Kermode, the plot’s dénouement must bear the weight of our hopes 

and anxieties. Only then can a sense of satisfaction be obtained, whereby the holistic plot-

structure is rendered acceptable, and the narrative end becomes the story’s resting point. As such, 

before the anticipated announcement of Jacob’s heir (chapters 48-50), the narrative confronts a 

pertinent fear as it relates to the line of the עַרֶז .  

Joseph’s rise to power in Egypt presented him as a regal figure, through whom the 

Abrahamic blessings were being realized. At the same time, his investiture portrayed a degree of 

assimilation whereby his identity as a Hebrew is eclipsed by his identification with Egyptian 

customs. Joseph dressed like a native (41:42), to such an extent that his brothers could not 

recognize him (42:8). He took a new name, and married an Egyptian wife (41:45). Furthermore, 

the name of his firstborn, הֶּׁשַנְמ , speaks not only of forgetting previous hardships, but of a 

potential break from his identity as a son of Jacob (41:51). Thus, Joseph’s egyptianization raises 

anxiety concerning the future of the family. As he beckons Jacob to leave Canaan, fears arise that 
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the patriarch will forsake his identity too. The pertinent question becomes how will the patriarch 

settle in Pharaoh’s kingdom? Closely related, Joseph’s assimilation raises concerns concerning 

the divine promises of a land. Will assimilation on the part of Jacob result in a forfeiture of this 

hope? It is to these anxieties that Gen 46-47 responds. By focusing on the nature of Jacob’s 

descent into Egypt, and the quality of life he enjoys there, the narrator assures the reader that the 

hope of the עַרֶז  has not been lost, even as the patriarch dwells in the foreign land.  

 
Gen 46-47: Jacob’s Descent and Narrative Fears 

Structure  

Viewed as one unit, chapters 46 and 47 divide into seven scenes, beginning with Jacob’s 

journey to Egypt (46:1-7), and a record of those travelling with him (46:8-27). The patriarch is 

then reunited with his son (46:28-34), and both meet with Pharaoh (47:1-6, 7-12). The fate of the 

Egyptians is narrated (47:13-26), and the unit concludes with preparations for Jacob’s death 

(47:27-31):101  

Scene 1 46:1-7 Jacob journeys to Egypt 

Scene 2 46:8-27 Record of those travelling with Jacob 

Scene 3 46:28-34 Jacob is reunited with Joseph 

Scene 4 47:1-6 Joseph and his brothers meet with Pharaoh 

Scene 5 47:7-12 Jacob meets with Pharaoh 

Scene 6 47:13-27 The Egyptians languish 

Scene 7 47:14-31 Jacob prepares for his death 

 
 

 
101 Following a similar structure to that proposed by Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 439; Wilson, Joseph, 184. 
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Jacob’s Journey to Egypt 

As Jacob sets off for Egypt there is a clear narrative emphasis on the preservation of his 

patriarchal identity, and the Israelites’ independence even under the authority of Pharaoh. This is 

indicated most immediately by the comment that Jacob travelled with all of his belongings  

( ֹול־רֶׁשֲא־לָכְו לֵאָרְׂשִי עַּסִּיַו  46:1). Noted several times by the narrator (46:1, 6, 32), the detail is 

significant insomuch as it constitutes a level of noncompliance with Pharaoh’s command: 

םֶכיֵלְּכ־לַע סֹחָּת־לַא םֶכְניֵעְו  (45:20). The wholesale nature of Jacob’s transition testifies first, to the 

independent nature of his settlement in Egypt: he is settling on his own terms and not those of 

Pharaoh. Second, it projects a life in Egypt where God’s prior provision will receive an ongoing 

testimony: the material blessings that were manifested in Canaan will not be forgotten.102   

Jacob’s journey is then marked by the offering of a sacrifice, and a theophany at 

Beersheba (46:1-4). Again, inconspicuous details assume narrative significance as Jacob aligns 

his behavior with that of patriarchal tradition (cf. 12:7, 8; 13:18; 22:9; 26:25; 33:20; 35:1, 3, 7). 

Whether given as a thanksgiving offering, or as a petition for God’s favor, Jacob’s sacrifice 

further testifies to his self-awareness as an Israelite, whose hope is in the patriarchal promises.103 

Israel’s act of devotion is immediately met with a vision of the night (46:2). Self-

evidently significant due to the noticeable absence of God throughout the Jacob tôledôt, the 

theophany becomes yet more emphatic in light of previous journeys to Egypt. During a time of 

famine, Abraham had gone without divine sanction (12:10). Subsequently, God warned Isaac not 

to travel to Egypt (26:2). In both contexts, a departure from the promised land is viewed as an act 

of disbelief. By contrast, God appears to Jacob as ֱאVיִבָא יֵהE , and assures him that his descent 

 
102 Brian O. Sigmon, “Shadowing Jacob’s Journey: Gen 47:13-26 as a Sideshow,” BibInt 19 (2011): 459. 
 
103 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 441. 



 148 

does no violence to the patriarchal hope, but will perpetuate it: ְמיִׂשֲא לֹודָּג יֹוגְלE םָׁש  (46:3 cf. 

12:2; 17:20; 18:18; 21:18). The basis for such a promise is the divine presence:  Eְּמִע דֵרֵא יִכֹנָא

הָמְיַרְצִמ  (46:4). Jacob’s vision concludes with an emphatic guarantee: that God will bring him up 

from Egypt (46:4). In a narrative that has focused almost exclusively on human endeavors, the 

theophanic intrusion serves to sanction Jacob’s migration to Egypt. It further alleviates fears that 

the patriarch will acquiesce to foreign customs and compromise the hope established through 

Abraham.104  

 A record of those entering Egypt with Jacob is then provided (46:8-27): seventy 

descendants listed according to the twelve sons. Quite possibly the number seventy should be 

understood typologically, representing the number of completeness. As such the list emphasizes 

the extensive nature of Jacob’s migration: none of his family remained in Canaan. More 

significantly, in light of the foregoing theophany the record of descendants may portray a partial 

fulfillment of the patriarchal promise of a great nation.  

 
Reunions and Meetings with Pharaoh  

The next three scenes of the narrative recount a series of meetings: Jacob with Joseph 

(46:28-34), the brothers with Pharaoh (47:1-6), and Pharaoh with Jacob (47:7-12). The 

significance of the interactions can be seen if they are viewed as something of a literary hinge 

between that which preceded, and that which is to follow.  

 
104 Weisman’s analysis of the vision draws attention to perceived points of discontinuity with the 

patriarchal narratives. In particular, he notes the use of ֱאªיִבָא יֵה , rather than יַּדַׁש לֵא , or הָוהְי . Weisman 
presupposes characteristics of the J and E narratives, thereby prohibiting an affirmation of the continuity argued for 
here. Zeev Weisman, “National Consciousness in the Patriarchal Promises,” JSOT 31 (1985): 65. See also Peter 
Weimar, “Gen 46:2-4 und die Jakobgeschichte eine Spurensuche,” RB 112, no. 4 (2005): 481–88.  
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Following on from Jacob’s descent to Egypt, his reunion with Joseph signals the end of 

the third journey, and the completion of the family’s reconciliation. With Judah continuing to 

take a lead role (46:28), the emotions of both Jacob and Joseph indicate the relational 

significance of the scene. The exiled son weeps again, overcome at the sight of his father 

(46:29). In like manner, Jacob expresses his contentment to die, having been reunited with his 

favored son (46:30). From a narrative perspective, his words create an inclusio with his original 

lament at the loss of Joseph, at 37:35, indicating that familial unity has been restored and the 

plot’s primary crisis has been resolved. 

A shift in focus is represented by Joseph’s eagerness to prepare his family for their 

meetings with Pharaoh (46:31-34). Again, there is an emphasis on the distinct identity of the 

family: Joseph urges them to make known their occupation as shepherds (46:32, 34), knowing 

that such will set them apart from the Egyptians (46:34).105 He relates the fact to Pharaoh (47:1), 

as do five of the brothers (47:3, 4). The intended outcome is achieved: the brothers are given 

their own portion of the land to occupy, separate from the Egyptians (47:5).106 

As Pharaoh then meets with Jacob, the focus changes: moving from the identity of the 

Israelites, to the role they will fulfill in Egypt. McKenzie draws attention to a twofold emphasis: 

Jacob’s age (47:9), and his blessing of Pharaoh (47:7, 10).107 Concerning the first, the patriarch 

 
105 Brian A. McKenzie, “Jacob’s Blessing on Pharaoh: An Interpretation of Gen 46:31-47:26,” WTJ 45, no. 

2 (1983): 390. McKenzie is correct to draw attention to the two narrative perspectives: though viewed as detestable 
from an Egyptian point of view (43:32; 46:34), according to the narrative world of Genesis the resultant separation 
should be understood positively.  

 
106 Drawing from the relationship established between Joseph and Potiphar at 39:5, McKenzie suggests that 

as Pharaoh gives the brothers “the best of the land” (47:6), the reader anticipates a blessing to be returned on the 
Egyptian king. Ibid. While it may be possible to infer such reciprocity from the dynamic established by the 
patriarchal promises, it is perhaps too ambitious to connect the narrative specifically to Joseph’s time in Potiphar’s 
house.  
 

107 ibid., 391. 
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has apparently exceeded the age to which Egyptians would aspire, by twenty years. In their eyes 

he is a man who has found God’s favor.108 Concerning the second, though some have argued that 

ךרב  here infers a mere greeting,109 it is unlikely that such a significant term would be employed 

to connate a secondary meaning without clear contextual indicators. McKenzie is correct to 

affirm its more normative sense: to bless.110  

The composite thought is implied by the chiastic arrangement of these two emphases. 

Quoting McKenzie: “A man whose closeness to God and favor in God’s eyes is attested by his 

attainment of an age greater than any Egyptian dared to hope for blesses Pharaoh.”111 The 

narrative significance of such an interaction is seen by looking forward. As the patriarch bestows 

God’s favor on the king, the reader anticipates a tangible manifestation of that blessing for the 

nation.112 

 
The Egyptians Languish 

With the relative security of the family established, the narrative then shifts focus to tell 

of Joseph’s administration over the Egyptians (47:13-27). Often viewed as a disconnected 

narrative, scholars have pursued different lines of interpretation to explain the contribution of the 

scene to the prevailing plot-structure. Von Rad, Coats, and Westermann all argue for an 

 
108 Ibid., 391, 94. McKenzie is drawing from Vergote, Joseph en Égypte, 200–01. 
 
109 See for example, Sarna, Genesis, 320, who cites 2 Sam 16:16 and 1 Kgs 1:31 as examples of ךרב  used 

as more of a salutation.  
 
110 McKenzie, “Jacob’s Blessing on Pharaoh,” 393. Though, McKenzie acknowledges that the two options 

are not mutually exclusive. The sense of the verb could be “to greet with a blessing.” Similarly, see von Rad, 
Genesis, 405; Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 52; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 446. 

 
111 McKenzie, “Jacob’s Blessing on Pharaoh,” 394. 

 
112 ibid., 395; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 447. 
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etiological purpose to the scene, explaining the origin of agricultural practices in Egypt.113 

Humphreys and Wilson suggest that Joseph’s governance further portrays his rise to power in 

Egypt, in accordance with his wisdom.114 By contrast, Fung argues that the scene furthers the 

characterization of Joseph, negatively, as a victimizer of the Egyptians.115 Notwithstanding the 

validity of some observations made in the derivation of these interpretations, they all overlook 

the preemptive nature of Jacob’s blessing on Pharaoh, and the broader context of his journey 

down to Egypt. A more recent proposal from Sigmon takes account of these factors, whilst also 

addressing the prevailing narrative concern that Jacob might assimilate to Egyptian customs and 

compromise the patriarchal hope.116  

Sigmon proposes that 47:13-26 should be understood as a sideshadow: a literary device 

that gives the sense of an alternative possibility. He draws on the work of Morson, who explores 

sideshadows as a feature of Dostoevskian narration, and argues, “In permitting us to catch a 

glimpse of unrealized but realizable possibilities, sideshadowing demonstrates that our tendency 

to trace straight lines of causality (usually leading to ourselves at the present moment) 

 
113 von Rad, Genesis, 410–11; Coats, From Canaan to Egypt, 53; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 173. This 

interpretation places significant emphasis on the formula, הֶּזַה םֹוּיַה־דַע  (47:26). It suggests minimal narrative 
continuity with the preceding material, due to the absence of any reference to Joseph’s family, or the explicit 
comment as to its plot contribution. Childs’ study offers a subtle rejoinder to this view, suggesting that the formula 
usually serves as testimony to a received tradition, rather than an etiological justification. Brevard S. Childs, “A 
Study of the Formula, ‘Until This Day’,” JBL 82, no. 3 (1963): 283–84, 92. 

 
114 Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, 145–48; Wilson, Joseph, 190–94. This interpretation aligns closely 

with the “Wise Courtier” reading of the narrative, and views Joseph in a positive light. It does not advance the plot, 
but merely confirms the dynamic established in chapter 41.  

 
115 Fung, Victim and Victimizer, 70–77. Fung’s interpretation does not negate the observations of 

Humphreys and Wilson: he also affirms that the scene continues to portray Joseph’s rise to prominence. However, in 
accordance with his deconstructive reading of the text, Fung argues for a predominantly negative characterization of 
Joseph, which serves to balance the protagonist’s role as savior to the Egyptians.  

 
116 Sigmon, “Shadowing Jacob’s Journey,” 454. 
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oversimplifies events…to understand a moment is to grasp not only what did happen but also 

what else might have happened.”117  

Central to the creation of a sideshadow is the depiction of an alternative possibility. This 

in turn is achieved by developing a sense of “fullness”: rather than narrating a single outcome, 

alternatives must be represented. Morson notes that one way in which a narrative might develop 

this fullness is to supply an extraordinary number of facts. As excessive details are provided, the 

narrative impresses upon the reader an alternative possibility: what might have been.118 Sigmon 

argues that this is the primary means by which 47:13-26 can be understood as a sideshadow.119 

The scene begins with an emphatic threefold statement concerning the lack of food in the 

land (47:13). Joseph’s accumulation of money is noted twice ( ףֶסֶּכ  47:14 [x2]), forming a 

contrast with the Egyptians’ poverty ( ףֶסָּכ סֵפָא...ףֶסֶּכַה םֹּתִּיַו  47:15). Their desperation is 

portrayed by their plea: ֶּדְגֶנ תּומָנ הָּמָלְוE  (47:15), at which point Joseph instructs them to bring 

their livestock (47:16). Thus, the people bring their animals, narrated in an itemized fashion: 

 
117 Gary Morson, Narrative and Freedom: The Shadows of Time (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1994), 118, 48–55. Morson’s work remains the most extensive consideration of narrative sideshadows. Though his 
analysis is concerned exclusively with Russian literature, he acknowledges the possibility of sideshadows in other 
narrative categories that do not share the same understanding of temporal freedom. Accordingly, Green argues 
persuasively for an interpretation of 1 Sam 25 that employs the concept of sideshadowing. Barbara Green, “Enacting 
Imaginatively the Unthinkable: 1 Samuel 25 and the Story of Saul,” BibInt 11, no. 1 (2003): 7–8. 

 
118 Morson, Narrative and Freedom, 119–23. Morson introduces his argument from a philosophical 

foundation, specifically by considering temporal fields within narrative. As each set of events represents a moment 
in time, the continuous presentation of subsequent events closes the temporal sphere such that other possibilities 
become invisible. The creation of a sideshadow reillumines the field of possibilities by representing the fullness of 
time.  
 

119 Sigmon, “Shadowing Jacob’s Journey,” 464. It may be possible to extend Sigmon’s argument, drawing 
again from Morson, who suggests that another narrative technique used to create a sideshadow is to provide “the 
coordinates of the other world.” Morson, Narrative and Freedom, 146. Usually in the form of historical markers, 
these coordinates further delineate the alternative reality, thereby emphasizing its potentiality. The twofold mention 
of a priestly statute (47:22, 26), and its ongoing relevance (47:26) could serve such a purpose: “coordinates” of life 
in Egypt, that further contribute to the sense of fullness with which the alternative reality is depicted.  
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םיִרֹמֲחַבּו רָקָּבַה הֵנְקִמְבּו ןֹאּצַה הֵנְקִמְבּו םיִסּוּסַּב  (47:17). After one year, a second desperate plea 

(47:18-19) results in their servitude to Joseph (47:20-21). The extent of the arrangement matches 

the severity of the issue: where all the Egyptians suffered ( םִיַרְצִמ־לָכ  47:15), Joseph purchases 

every person (47:21), and all the land ( תַמְדַא־לָּכ  47:20 cf. 47:17). He instigates a one fifth 

taxation (47:24), to which the people respond gratefully, proclaiming Joseph as their savior 

( ּונָתִיֱחֶה  47:25).120  

The effect of the highly descriptive narrative goes beyond forming a mere thematic 

contrast with Jacob’s family. Indeed, the protracted account boasts an enargia which is 

disproportionate to the description of the Israelites in Goshen, aptly summarized in two verses 

(47:11-12). Joseph’s governance portrays an alternative reality for Jacob and his sons. 

Undoubtedly a blessing for the Egyptians, insomuch as they would have died without Joseph’s 

aid (47:15, 19, 25),121 such a state of affairs would have been disastrous for the patriarch and his 

sons. Quoting Sigmon,  

“By showing how the Egyptians fared under the famine, Gen 47:13-26 acts as a 
sideshadow and “conjures the ghostly presence” of these countless might-have-beens, 
any of which could have resulted in Jacob and his family journeying into Egypt in such a 
way that they too would have been dispossessed, and the patriarchal promises and 
blessings would have dissipated.”122 

 
Confirmatory of this reading is the final verse of the section (47:27). With the sideshadow still in 

view, the narrator draws a parallel with the original circumstances in Canaan:  ץֶרֶאְּב לֵאָרְׂשִי בֶׁשֵּיַו

 
120 Contrary to negative interpretations of the scene, Sigmon suggests Joseph’s financial stipulations are 

light by ancient economic standards, drawing attention to a one third taxation on grain, referenced in 1 Macc 10:30.  
Sigmon, “Shadowing Jacob’s Journey,” 467. See also von Rad, Genesis, 411, who notes interests rates of 40 per 
cent on the purchase of seed corn in the Babylonian economy.  
 

121 McKenzie, “Jacob’s Blessing on Pharaoh,” 395–98; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 447. 
 
122 Sigmon, “Shadowing Jacob’s Journey,” 469. 
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ןֶׁשֹּג ץֶרֶאְּב םִיַרְצִמ  cf. 37:1, while at the same time declaring a manifestation of the patriarchal 

hope in a foreign land: דֹאְמ ּוּבְרִּיַו ּורְפִּיַו ּהָב ּוזֲחָאֵּיַו  cf. 17:6; 28:3; 35:11. As such, reader anxieties 

are assuaged: Jacob and his sons did not assimilate, their identity has been preserved.  

 
The Hope of a Land Sustained 

 The final scene in the unit narrates Jacob’s burial request. Although the threat imposed by 

a migration to Egypt has been alleviated by each constituent part of 46:1-47:27, one final 

concern remains. As Jacob reaches old age, and his death is impending, ANE understanding 

infers that a burial far from home could render him cursed.123 Undoubtedly this has implications 

for the line of the עַרֶז . According to the narrative world of Genesis, to be cursed is to sit outside 

of the line of promise. It is imperative that Jacob secures a burial in Canaan.  

The scene begins with a formal narrator comment concerning the number of years lived 

by Jacob in Egypt, and the total years of his life (47:29). Though similar to previous “death 

notices” in Genesis, the absence of תֹמָּיַו  suggests that there are still issues to resolve.124 Such 

becomes clear as the nearness of Jacob’s death is announced, and he summons Joseph to his bed 

(47:29). His formulaic request: יֶניֵעְּב ןֵח יִתאָצָמ אָנ־םִאE  (47:29), coupled with the ritual of placing 

 
123 Lee, The Death of Jacob, 79. Lee notes prevailing emphases within other ANE deathbed scenes, 

especially those of Sargon and Sinuhe. Regarding the former, Sargon’s death and burial far from home prompt 
Sennacherib to appease the gods on his behalf. Regarding the latter, Sinuhe’s motivation to be buried in his 
homeland cause him to leave his family in Egypt so as to return. See Cyrus H. Gordon, “The Marriage and Death of 
Sinuhe,” in Love & Death in the Ancient Near East: Essays in Honor of Marvin H. Pope, ed. John H. Marks and 
Robert M. Good (Guilford: Four Quarters, 1987), 43–44; Hayim Tadmor, Benno Landsberger, and Simo Parpola, 
“The Sin of Sargon and Sennacherib’s Last Will,” SAAB 3 (1989): 29. 

 
124 Lee notes well the parallels between 47:28 and other announcements of death pertaining to the chosen 

line, not least those in Gen 5; 25:7-10; 35:28-29. By inferring the nearness of Jacob’s death and yet delaying the 
actual narration of it until 49:33, Lee suggests that the material in between is an elaboration of the anticipated תֹמָּיַו . 
Lee, The Death of Jacob, 75–76. Stated with respect to the plot-structure, the ensuing material assumes narrative 
import insomuch as it relates to the propagation of the line of the עַרֶז . 
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a hand under the thigh suggest that the patriarch intends to invoke an oath, to which Joseph will 

swear. Specifically, he asks that his son bury Jacob with his fathers, and not in Egypt (47:29-30).  

It is instructive to note the similarities with Gen 24:1-4, where Abraham sought a 

guarantee from his servant. It being the only other occurrence of placing a hand under the thigh 

in Genesis, the promise that Abraham elicits is one of endogamy, and thus the purity of his 

line.125 In like manner, it would seem that Jacob’s request transcends a concern for himself alone, 

and pertains more to the ongoing testimony of his family.126 Such is inferred by noting again the 

narrative concern in Genesis for the righteousness of the chosen line. If burial far from home was 

a shameless eventuality, the implications of Jacob’s request become clear. Remaining in Egypt 

would render the line of the עַרֶז  accursed. Joseph acquiesces to his father’s request, swearing that 

he will take his body up from Egypt (47:30, 31). 

The scene concludes with Jacob bowing down: לֵאָרְׂשִי ּוחַּתְׁשִּיַו  47:31. Lee is surely right 

to suggest that the action is a conventional means of expressing gratitude in light of the promise 

given.127 However, at the same time the literary significance of ּוחַּתְׁשִּיַו  should not be overlooked. 

As Joseph partakes in a private meeting with Jacob, and is the sole recipient of the death bed 

 
125 Though the significance of placing a hand under the thigh is not explained, Wenham argues that by so 

doing, contact would be made with the testator’s genitals. As such, the ANE precedent of holding a sacred object 
while taking an oath may be in view. If so, the act takes on a particular potency at 24:2 and 47:29, since the promise 
has to do with the perpetuity of the family. Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 141. So also, R. David Freedman, ““Put Your 
Hand Under My Thigh”–The Patriarchal Oath,” BAR 2, no. 2 (1976): 5; Sarna, Genesis, 162. Pace Steiner, who 
argues that Joseph is no longer viewed as Jacob’s son, due to his prior period of enslavement. The action of placing 
a hand under the thigh is necessary, to gain his guarantee concerning a burial in Canaan. Franz Steiner, 
“Enslavement and the Early Hebrew Lineage System: An Explanation of Genesis 47:29-31; 48:1-16,” Man 54 
(1954): 73–75. Steiner overlooks the narrative emphasis throughout the unit on Joseph’s familial relationship with 
Jacob (e.g. 46:29, 30, 31; 47:1, 7, 12, 29).  
 

126 Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 183; Sarna, Genesis, 324. 
 
127 Lee, The Death of Jacob, 85. 
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request, the exiled son reassumes his previously enjoyed position of prominence. Moreover, the 

question of his dreams arises again.  

Pace Redford, Ackerman, and Lee, invocation of the Leitwort in the plot’s dénouement 

should not necessarily be construed as a fulfillment of the visions at 37:5-11.128 The 

prepositional phrase הָּטִּמַה ׁשֹאר־לַע , coupled with the absence of the other brothers is enough to 

detach Jacob’s bowing down from the original dream.129 As such, it would seem that the final 

narrator comment serves merely to heighten reader anticipation for the next deathbed scene, with 

all of the brothers. In keeping with the propensity to render one episode as precursory of the 

next, with the testimony of Jacob secure, focus shifts to the patriarch’s final words.  

 
Plot Contribution 

 Source critical studies have long noted the uneven nature of chapters 46 and 47. Taken in 

isolation, the narrative appears disjointed and thus problematic with regards to plot continuity. 

However, viewed as the initial unit in the dénouement of the Jacob tôledôt, the final journey to 

Egypt espouses typical narrative traits of an ending. Specifically, by drawing repeatedly on the 

 
128 Redford, Joseph, 69; Ackerman, “Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 108; Lee, The Death of Jacob, 86. 

Redford’s claim that the dreams were literally fulfilled is untenable, not least due to the absence of a maternal figure 
throughout. Ackerman’s interpretation that the second dream was fulfilled “in its own way”—inferred by an 
inherent level of ambiguity, is unsatisfying. Similarly, Lee asserts a double meaning of gratitude and of dream 
fulfillment to Jacob’s action. See also, Raymond de Hoop, “‘Then Israel Bowed Himself…’ (Genesis 47:31),” JSOT 
28, no. 4 (2004): 472–75. Though de Hoop does not connect the phrase with Joseph’s dream, he renders it an 
expression of reverence to Jacob’s successor: “then Israel bowed down to the head of the tribe.” De Hoop’s 
conclusion derives from an idiomatic reading of הָּטִּמַה ׁשֹאר־לַע , based upon readings from the LXX and Peshitta. 
Though he gives careful attention to syntactical issues, de Hoop ultimately resolves the various tensions inherent to 
his position by appealing to a diachronic reading of the text. If interpretive efforts begin with the final form of the 
text, it is difficult to assert Jacob’s action as an affirmation of Joseph as the new pater familias.  

 
129 Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 183. Though Westermann neglects to comment on the idea of dream 

fulfillment, he rightly interprets the phrase in light of 1 Kgs 1:47, wherein a similar phrase is found with reference to 
David, who subsequently gives thanks to God. Similarly, von Rad argues that the phrase should be interpreted as a 
manifestation of gratitude. von Rad, Genesis, 414. Wenham suggests a note of ambiguity to the phrase, that leaves 
open the possibility of gratitude, prayer, or even mere weakness. Though he does not suggest dream fulfillment. 
Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 450.  
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past, emphasizing Jacob’s patriarchal identity, and highlighting his family’s relative prosperity in 

the land, the unit responds to narrative fears concerning his possible assimilation to life in a 

foreign land.  

Evidencing a narrative logic that exceeds mere linearity, Joseph’s administration over 

Egypt then creates a sideshadow, depicting what might have been for the Israelites. This negative 

impression further emphasizes the prosperity of Jacob’s family in a foreign land, and with it the 

ongoing validity of the patriarchal promises.  

A final scene looks forward, anticipating Canaan as Jacob’s final resting place. Read as 

part of the broader narrative the patriarch’s homegoing will ensure his line is not rendered 

accursed. The cumulative testimony of chapters 46-47 within the prevailing plot-structure is one 

of assurance, that the patriarchal hope is sustained, and the expectation of a royal deliverer 

continues.  

The alleviation of narrative fears permits the consideration of narrative hopes. As Jacob’s 

life comes to an end, the pressing issue becomes that with which the tôledôt was originally 

concerned: who will lead this family forward? Chapters 48-50 address this question. 

   
Grasping Together Gen 48-50 

The last section of the narrative recounts the final interactions of Jacob with his sons, his 

death and burial, and the death of Joseph. Functioning as the second major unit of the 

dénouement, the narrative emphasis changes so as to bring the plot to a resting point. If chapters 

46-47 sought to alleviate reader anxiety concerning Jacob’s descent into Egypt, chapters 48-50 

respond to previously established hopes. Specifically, as the question of Jacob’s heir has been in 

view since the commencement of the tôledôt, and with it the propagation of the line of the עַרֶז , 

so the last words of the patriarch establish his successor. 
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The death and burial of Jacob bring his testimony to an end, which is then followed by a 

final interaction between the brothers. Reminiscent of Joseph’s speech in chapter 45, the 

penultimate scene serves to impress again God’s intention to preserve Jacob’s lineage. With the 

hope of a royal deliverer sustained, reader expectations are satisfied. Joseph’s death then brings 

the narrative world of Genesis to a close. Grasping together Gen 48-50 according to this logic 

evidences the conclusionary nature of the events.  

 
Gen 48-49: Jacob’s Blessing and Narrative Hopes 

Structure 

Chapters 48 and 49 narrate Jacob’s blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh (48:8-22), and his 

twelve sons (49:1-28). Preceding this is an introductory prologue (48:1-2), and a recounting of 

God’s goodness in the past (48:2-7). Grasping the individual scenes together becomes instructive 

for perceiving the narrative emphasis on the continuity of blessing to Jacob’s descendants:130 

 
Prologue 48:1-2 Joseph comes before Jacob 

Scene 1 48:3-7 Jacob’s recounting of the past 

Scene 2 48:8-22 Jacob’s blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh 

Scene 3 49:1-28 Jacob’s blessing of his sons 

Scene 4 49:29-33 Jacob’s final instructions and death 

 
 
 
 
 

 
130 Following the same general outline as Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 459; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 193; 

Wilson, Joseph, 196. Lee asserts a conventional structure of a deathbed episode, dividing chapter 48 into the 
preparation (48:1-2), the adoption (48:3-12), the blessing (48:13-20), and the individual blessing of Joseph (48:21-
22). Lee, The Death of Jacob, 94.  
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Jacob Remembers the Past 

A temporal marker moves the narrative forward to Jacob’s final days  )םיִרָבְּדַה יֵרֲחַא יִהְיַו

הֶּלֵאָה  48:1). Joseph is told of his father’s impending death,131 and thus presents himself, with his 

two sons, before the patriarch. The significance of the meeting is immediately inferred by a 

change in designation: בֹקֲעַי  is informed of Joseph’s presence, yet לֵאָרְׂשִי  sits up to pronounce the 

blessing (48:2). The events that follow will impact more than just the family.132 

As the patriarch begins to recount God’s past dealings with him (48:3-4), he makes 

mention of the theophany at Luz, where יַּדַׁש לֵא  blessed him (cf. 35:9, 11). The appellation is 

pertinent to the context since its previous occurrences have in view the promise of descendants 

(cf. 17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 43:14).133 Jacob then quotes God’s promises to him, specifically that the 

patriarch would be fruitful, with many descendants, who would inherit the land (48:4). Jacob’s 

words are representative of those given at 35:11:  םיִכָלְמּו ָּךֶּמִמ הֶיְהִי םִיֹוּג לַהְקּו יֹוּג הֵבְרּו הֵרְּפ

ּואֵצֵי Eיֶצָלֲחֵמ . However, his use of the hiphil, ְרְפַמE ִתיִּבְרִהְוE , coupled with םיִּמַע לַהְקִל , is not 

insignificant. Pace Lee, such variations infer an intentional deviation from 35:11, reaching back 

to Isaac’s prayer at 28:3: ְרְפַיְוE ֶּבְרַיְוE םיִּמַע לַהְקִל ָתיִיָהְו . Similarly, Jacob’s use of םָלֹוע תַּזֻחֲא  goes 

beyond the bounds of mere aesthetic variation, and appears to invoke God’s interaction with 

Abraham, at 17:8.134  

 
131 Though the verb הלח  implies sickness, within the context of a deathbed scene it appears to infer illness 

unto death (cf. 2 Kgs 13:4; 20:1). So Lee, The Death of Jacob, 97n29.  
 
132 Coupled with this is the comment that Jacob קֵּזַחְתִּי  (48:2). Adding to a sense of anticipation created by 

the use of לֵאָרְׂשִי , rather than view him as a weak, old man, the narrator portrays Jacob according to his patriarchal 
office, ready to direct the future affairs of the nation. Ibid., 99–100.  

 
133 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 20.  

 
134 Ibid., 463; Lee, The Death of Jacob, 114–15. 
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The significance of such textual splicing is twofold. First, it brings the full patriarchal 

heritage into view, not just Jacob’s personal encounter with God in chapter 35. More 

specifically, the consistent theme of blessing, which marked the lives of Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob, is brought to bear on the present situation.135 Second, the seamless transition from Isaac’s 

prayer (28:3) to God’s confirmation (35:11), confirms the close connection between patriarchal 

agency and divine purposes: as Isaac spoke words of blessing (28:3-4) so God brought them to 

pass, years later, at Luz (35:9-13). The importance of this dynamic cannot be overstated, as 

Jacob prepares to bless his grandsons.136  

 The patriarch proceeds to make known his intention to adopt Joseph’s sons (48:5-6).137 

His comparison of Ephraim and Manasseh with Reuben and Simeon is telling in light of the 

prevailing plot-structure: יִל־ּויְהִי ןֹועְמִׁשְו ןֵבּואְרִּכ הֶּׁשַנְמּו םִיַרְפֶא  (48:5). Lee argues that by 

invoking his first two sons, who will subsequently fail to receive anything akin to the appropriate 

blessing (cf. 49:3-4, 5-7), Ephraim and Manasseh replace them with regards to the priority of 

inheritance.138 The significance of this move is inferred by noting that adoption in the ANE did 

not represent a severing of the prior parent’s relationship: Ephraim and Manasseh would 

continue to be identified with Joseph. The point is confirmed by the narrator’s comment:  

 
135 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 463. Though Lee acknowledges the correspondence with 17:8 and 28:3, he 

finds the omission of a direct reference to Abraham and Isaac significant. Regarding the shift from a qal imperative 
(35:11) to hiphil indicative (48:4), he cautions against the over-interpretation of “minute variations.” Lee, The Death 
of Jacob, 116–18. However, Lee’s desire to render the scene according to a predetermined deathbed episode causes 
him to overlook the possibility that the narrator intended to invoke the cumulative testimony of patriarchal history. 
Rather than smooth over seemingly minor inflections, attention should be given to such details, acknowledging that 
a plurality of antecedents may be inferred.   
 

136 von Rad, Genesis, 415. 
 
137 Sarna, Genesis, 325. Westermann acknowledges the possibility of adoption, but prefers to label the 

proceedings simply as “legitimation,” emphasizing the future of the boys as fathers of tribes. Westermann, Genesis 
37-50, 185. 
 

138 Lee, The Death of Jacob, 119. 
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ףֵסֹוי־תֶא Dֶרָבְיַו  (48:15).139 As such, their placement at the top of the inheritance ladder portends 

the events of chapter 49. Reuben (and Simeon) will be overlooked, Joseph will receive the 

blessing of the firstborn (49:22-26 cf. 1 Chron 5:1-2).140 

 Jacob justifies his intentions by drawing again from the past, specifically with a reference 

to Rachel’s death at Ephrath (48:7 cf. 35:16-20). Often cited as a problematic verse due to its 

apparently disjointed nature, the absence of an explanatory particle does not prohibit the 

affirmation of a causal relationship. Jacob’s special treatment of Joseph is an attempt to honor his 

favorite wife, whose death he now brings to mind. By adopting Ephraim and Manasseh, it would 

seem that his intention is to increase her offspring.141  

 
Jacob Blesses Joseph’s Sons 

 The narrative proceeds to recount Jacob’s blessing on Ephraim and Manasseh. The 

patriarch initiates the ceremony by questioning Joseph: הֶּלֵא־יִמ  (48:8). Perhaps representative of 

a ceremonial custom,142 the inquiry also alerts the reader to Jacob’s failing vision—a point made 

 
139 The LXX reading, καὶ ηὐλόγησεν αὐτοὺς, should be rejected. Internally, 50:23 testifies to Joseph’s 

ongoing interest in Ephraim and Manasseh, thereby inferring a continuity of relationship. Externally, Lee cites 
adoption contracts from Nuzi, wherein the testator Zigi continues to refer to his offspring as “my son,” even after 
custody has been surrendered. Ibid., 120n94. 
 

140 This point will be discussed further below, suffice to say a number of interpretations have been offered 
concerning the significance of the blessing given to Joseph’s sons. With Lowenthal, if a double portion is indicative 
of a firstborn blessing, and Jacob intends to honor Joseph through Ephraim and Manasseh, then 48:5 appears to 
place Joseph in a position of priority with respect to inheritance. Lowenthal, Joseph Narrative, 136. 

 
141 So Wilson, Joseph, 197; de Hoop, Genesis 49, 334; Lee, The Death of Jacob, 123. Without such an 

inference, Jacob’s choice of Ephraim and Manasseh lacks justification and appears somewhat arbitrary. 
 

142 Sarna, Genesis, 327; Wilson, Joseph, 198; Lee, The Death of Jacob, 130. Wilson argues for other 
ceremonial features in the scene, specifically that the boys are brought onto Jacob’s knees (48:12). Lee suggests that 
the nature of Joseph’s response is indicative of the formality of the affair: he does not refer to the boys by name, and 
he gives a lot of otherwise redundant information about them. Whilst neither argument is decisive, it is not 
unreasonable to understand the question as part of the adoption ritual.  
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explicit in verse 10.143 Thereafter, Joseph presents the boys to his father in accordance with their 

age: Ephraim towards Israel’s left hand, Manasseh towards his right (48:12). Unexpectedly, 

Jacob responds by switching his hands, and blessing them in the reverse order (48:14). Though 

Joseph protests (48:17-18), Jacob insists: the principal of primogeniture reversal must prevail 

(48:19). He reaffirms his original actions (48:20), before closing the episode with a prayer 

(48:21-22).  

Particularly noteworthy is the composite image forged by the constituent parts of the 

scene: Patriarchal blindness proceeds primogeniture reversal, which is met with protest and 

followed by reaffirmation. Wenham rightly notes a conceptual parallel with the deathbed scene 

of Isaac, in chapter 27:144 

48:10 Patriarchal blindness 27:1 

48:14-16 Blessing pronounced on the younger son 27:27-28 

48:17-18 Protest 27:34-36 

48:19-20 Reaffirmation of preference 27:37-40 

 

 
143 George W. Coats, Genesis (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 1983), 305; Sternberg, Poetics, 351; 

Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 464. Wenham rightly notes that this interpretation does not exclude the possibility that the 
question forms part of a ceremonial act. Noting the subsequent narrator comment concerning Jacob’s eyesight 
(48:10), it is likely that both readings are correct: progression of the adoption ritual serves to highlight the 
patriarch’s blindness. The more traditional source critical interpretation, that Jacob had not seen the boys before, 
should be rejected. Espoused by Westermann and von Rad, this view suggests that the question belongs to a JE 
narrative, wherein the adoption scene occurs immediately after Jacob’s descent to Egypt. von Rad, Genesis, 415; 
Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 186. 

 
144 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 460. So also Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 187; Lee, The Death of Jacob, 161. 

Particularly noteworthy in this correspondence is the fact that only in Gen 27 and 48 does the motif of primogeniture 
reversal occur as part of a deathbed scene. The relationship proves particularly instructive as it relates to the 
interpretation of chapter 48, and the two blessings issued by Jacob (48:15-16, 20). Traditionally viewed as 
problematic from a source critical perspective, a satisfactory synchronic reading of the text is possible, if an 
adherence to the events of chapter 27 is understood to be the primary narrative concern. Indeed, if 48:20 is read as a 
summary statement, there is no need to favor the diachronic interpretation. Rather, the “double blessing” further 
impresses the narrator’s concern to present Jacob’s deathbed scene in the likeness of Isaac’s. 
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By observing this correspondence in narrative logic, the reader perceives that significant 

deviations become interpretive keys. The most obvious difference between the blessings of Isaac 

and Jacob is that wherein the former was tricked into initiating primogeniture reversal, the latter 

knowingly embraced it. Particular attention is drawn to this fact by the use of קַׁשָנ : whereas Isaac 

kissed Jacob in order to verify further his identity (27:26), Jacob kisses the boys, certain of who 

they are (48:10). When Joseph’s protests against the patriarch’s actions, his response is one of 

content affirmation: יִּתְעַדָי יִנְב יִּתְעַדָי  (48:19). 

When viewed in light of the preceding context, Jacob’s actions assume particular 

narrative significance. Having inferred the continuity of patriarchal blessings with his words 

(48:4-7), Jacob now enacts that reality with his hands (48:14). Whereas previously God’s 

intention to bless the patriarchal line proved effective even amidst deceit, how much more so 

now, as Jacob bestows his blessing with full awareness of the situation.145  

The performative significance of the hand switching is at once confirmed with the 

blessing Jacob bestows on the boys. Laden with patriarchal imagery, God is pictured as the one 

who has guided Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (48:15-16a). He then prays that the boys would be 

representatives of that lineage, and that God would realize through them his former promises of 

posterity (48:16, 19). His words inhere the intention of his actions: continuity of blessing for the 

descendants of Jacob.146 

 
145 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 465. Similarly, von Rad, Genesis, 416; Sternberg, Poetics, 351–53. However, 

Sternberg reads the primary significance as one that pertains to Jacob’s character: whereas previously he was known 
for deceit, and striving, on his deathbed he relents and acquiesces to the ways of God. Pace Sternberg, the narrative 
emphasis of chapters 48 and 49 is the continuity of Jacob’s line. As such, there is no real demand at this stage in the 
plot-structure to characterize the patriarch further. Moreover, the maturation to which Sternberg alludes has already 
been accomplished at 32:22-32, when Jacob wrestles with God and his name is changed. His subsequent meeting 
with Esau confirms a transformation of character.  
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A Second Blessing is Given 

Though much has been written to suggest the independent nature of Gen 49,147 several 

features suggest it should be read as a continuation of Gen 48, and an integral part of the Jacob 

tôledôt. First, regarding structure, Wenham observes how the episode continues the parallelism 

established with Isaac’s deathbed scene in chapter 27. When Jacob usurped Esau, a second 

blessing was issued (28:2-6). If chapter 48 intentionally follows this narrative logic, another 

blessing from Jacob is now anticipated.148 Second, regarding form, Lee notes how prophetic 

poetic testaments are common at the end of a character’s life (cf. Gen 27:27-29, 39-40; 48:15-16; 

Deut 32:1-43; 33:1-29; 2 Sam 23:1-7; Isa 38:9-22; Tobit 13:1-17; 14:3-11; Judith 16:1-17).149 

The highly stylized, anticipatory nature of Jacob’s words need not be understood as disconnected 

from the immediate context. Third, regarding plot-structure, Longacre suggests that the poetic 

 
146 Viviers argues to the same end, though from a cognitive psychological perspective. While affirming that 

they have a representational value, religious rituals also possess a performative function: one that effects change. 
Regarding Gen 48, he notes the thematic complement that exists between word and deed, such that the latter enacts 
the former, thereby highlighting the perlocutionary effect of Jacob’s blessing. Hendrik Viviers, “What is the 
Importance of Executing Rituals ‘Correctly’ and Why Do People Continue to Engage in Them?,” HvTSt 68, no. 1 
(2012): 5, 7.  

 
147 Usually considered as part of a broader question, specifically that of the tribal list tradition, significant 

contributions come from Ulrike Schorn, Ruben und das System der zwölf Stämme Israels: redaktionsgeschichtliche 
Untersuchungen zur Bedeutung des Erstgeborenen Jakobs (Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1997), 248–64; de Hoop, Genesis 
49, 568–81; Jean-Daniel Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49 (Fribourg: Editions Universitaires, 1999), 
301–06; Kent Sparks, “Genesis 49 and the Tribal List Tradition in Ancient Israel,” ZAW 115 (2003): 330–34. 
Pertinent observations that incite arguments for an uneven text include the apparent parity between the blessing of 
Judah and Joseph, the negative words spoken to Reuben, Simeon, and Levi, the absence of Simeon from Deut 33. 
With the exception of the last point, all of these can be accounted for by reading Gen 49 as a constituent part of the 
Jacob tôledôt plot-structure. 

 
148 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 460–61. Wenham adds to this a number of intertextual allusions that are made 

throughout chapter 49, further binding the episode to the broader Genesis narrative. These include: 49:3 with 29:32; 
49:4 with 35:22; 49:5 with 29:33-34; 49:8 with 29:35; 49:13 with 30:20; 49:14 with 30:18; 49:16 with 30:6; 49:19 
with 30:11; 49:20 with 30:13; 49:21 with 30:8; 49:22 with 30:24; 49:27 with 35:18; 49:29-32 with 23:2-20; 49:31 
with 25:9. 

 
149 Lee, The Death of Jacob, 175. Lee also notes the possibility of non-poetic prophecy, as found at Gen 

24:7; 28:3-4; 50:25; Deut 31; Josh 23; 2 Kgs 2:10; 13:15-19; 1 Chron 29:10-19; and 1 Macc 2:63. The prevailing 
point is that elevated speech is a common feature of the deathbed scene.   



 165 

form of the chapter creates a narrative peak within the Jacob tôledôt.150 Such should be 

anticipated in light of the prevailing concern to establish Jacob’s heir, coupled with his 

impending death. Thus, chapter 49 forms a necessary complement to the blessing of chapter 48. 

Moreover, it brings the plot to a resting point, from which a satisfactory conclusion can be given.  

 The episode begins with a narrative marker that projects Jacob’s words beyond the 

immediate context ( םיִמָּיַה תיִרֲחַאְּב  cf. Num 24:14; Deut 4:30; 31:29). He addresses his sons 

according to their approximate order of birth, speaking first to Reuben, Simeon, and Levi (49:3-

7). References to the defiling of his bed (49:4), and the killing of men (49:6), confirm that which 

had previously been inferred: because of their prior deeds (cf. 34:25-31; 35:22), Jacob will not 

bless his first three sons according to their chronological standing.151 Disparaging words confirm 

that neither Reuben, Simeon, nor Levi, will enjoy primacy of place in the days to come.  

As Jacob moves on to speak of Judah, the significance of his blessing is at once apparent 

by virtue of its length (49:8-12). Although the text boasts of some particularly challenging 

interpretive issues, the sense inferred appears to be that of Judah’s leadership. An initial tricolon 

speaks of the subservience of his brothers and his enemies (49:8), a second section depicts Judah 

as a victorious lion who should be honored (49:9). Particularly instructive is the use of הוח , 

originally established as a Leitwort in the context of Joseph’s dreams. Insomuch as the narrative 

has frequently invoked the verb to perpetuate the anticipation of his leadership (37:7, 9, 10; 42:6; 

 
150 Longacre, Joseph, 23. 
 
151 Sarna, Genesis, 333–34; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 472–73. Von Rad suggests that Jacob’s words go 

beyond that which the narrative reports concerning Simeon and Levi, noting the absence of any reference to 
hamstrung oxen in chapter 34 (cf. 49:6). Von Rad explains the discrepancy by recourse to source critical evaluation. 
von Rad, Genesis, 423. In response, Carmichael offers an astute suggestion that רקע  is an intentional wordplay on 

רכע  (34:30). As such, Jacob’s comment at 49:6 is a self-reference, his sons’ actions rendered him vulnerable to 
enemy attack. Calum M. Carmichael, “Some Sayings in Genesis 49,” JBL 88, no. 4 (1969): 435–37. Carmichael’s 
suggestion is persuasive, particularly given the multitude of animal metaphors used throughout Gen 49.  
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43:26, 28), its use here seems to assert Judah’s preeminence.152 Similarly, the comparison with a 

lion may invoke regal connotations, in accordance with expectations concerning the line of the 

עַרֶז .153  

This initial reading of Judah’s blessing creates an evident tension with the events of 

chapter 48 wherein Joseph was established as the first-born of Jacob. According to the dynamics 

of mimesis1, such would suggest that he, not Judah, will perpetuate the line of the עַרֶז .154 

However, a careful consideration of the next verse in the blessing evidences a level of 

contingency to Jacob’s words, and with it a resolution to the tension.  

The patriarch attributes to Judah the scepter ( טֶבֵׁש ) and the ruler’s staff ( קֵקֹחְמ ), inferring 

again a regal dimension to his line (49:10b).155 He then qualifies the assertion with the enigmatic 

 Well-noted as a crux interpretum, many have focused their efforts on the .(49:10c)  ֹאבָי־יִּכ דַע

 
152 Pace Carmichael, who reads Jacob’s words to Judah as an ironic rebuke. Carmichael, “Genesis 49,” 

438–44. Carmichael is building on the work of Good, whose extensive suggestions of wordplays are unpersuasive. 
Edwin M. Good, “The “Blessing” on Judah, Gen 49:8-12,” JBL 82, no. 4 (1963): 428–32. Furthermore, 
Carmichael’s reading of Gen 38 prohibits him from seeing the maturation of character argued for here. As such, his 
negative reading of Judah’s blessing runs contrary to the exigencies of the plot-structure. 
 

153 Good, “Blessing,” 428; Bruce Vawter, “The Canaanite Background of Genesis 49,” CBQ 17, no. 1 
(1955): 5; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 229; Martin Pröbstle, ““Lion of Judah”: The Blessing on Judah in Genesis 
49:8-12,” in “For You Have Strengthened Me”: Biblical and Theological Studies in Honor of Gerhard Pfandl in 
Celebration of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. Martin Pröbstle (St. Peter am Hart, Austria: Seminar Schloss 
Bogenhofen, 2007), 35. Cf. Num 24:8-9; 1 Kgs 10:18-20; Prov 30:30; Ezek 19:1-9; Joel 1:6; Nah 2:12-13; Zeph 3:3. 
Vawter infers a degree of deification inherent to the lion-motif, by comparison with a lioness-goddess in the 
Canaanite cult.  
 

154 Several readings attribute the apparent preeminence of Judah to his process of maturation as 
demonstrated in chapter 38 and 44. See for example, Lambe, “Judah’s Development,” 67; Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 
522; Wénin, “L’aventure de Juda,” 25–26; Pröbstle, “Lion of Judah,” 34; Hans-Georg Wünch, “Genesis 38 - Judah’s 
Turning Point: Structural Analysis and Narrative Techniques and their Meaning for Genesis 38 and Its Placement in 
the Story of Joseph,” OTE 25, no. 3 (2012): 784. While these readings demonstrate cognizance of the broader plot-
structure, they fail to acknowledge the significance of chapter 48, and the primacy of place already afforded to 
Joseph. 

 
155 Sarna, Genesis, 336; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 476; Pröbstle, “Lion of Judah,” 36. Cf. Num 21:18; 

24:17; Ps 45:7; 60:9; Isa 14:5; Ezek 19:11; Amos 1:5; Zech 10:11.  
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meaning of יִׁשVה .156 Few, however, have given due attention to the syntactical pertinence of דַע . 

Often read as representing a point of cessation, Steiner correctly notes that a point of culmination 

could be in view.157 That is, the qualifying phrase may draw attention to the eventual status of 

Judah’s line, rather than an immediate reality. Two observations suggest that such is the 

emphasis of Jacob’s words. First, the collocation of יִּכ דַע  with an imperfect verb is 

exceptional.158 Pace Sarner, this unusual pairing does not render its meaning uncertain.159 

 
156 Scholarship usually acknowledges four predominant views. The simplest being that which does not 

amend the text in any way, thus reading, “until he comes to Shiloh.” See Joh. Lindblom, “The Political Background 
of the Shiloh Oracle,” in Congress Volume: Copenhagen 1953 (Leiden: Brill, 1953), 78–87 and more recently Serge 
Frolov, “Genesis 49:10ba, One More Time,” JBL 131, no. 3 (2012): 419–22. Against this view is the irregular 
spelling of Shiloh (compare יִׁשªה , found only at Gen 49:10, with ִׁשªה , used 21 times, ֹולִׁש , used 8 times, and ֹוליִׁש , 
used 2 times). A second view advocates for a revocalization of the Masoretic text, such that יִׁשªה  be read ֶׁשªה , and 
the phrase be rendered: “until he comes to whom it is.” A number of witnesses support this reading (often with a 
messianic nuance) including the LXX, Symmachus, Theodotion, Targum Onq., 4Q252, Syriac, and Vetus Latina. In 
support, see Kevin Smyth, “The Prophecy Concerning Judah: Gen 49:8-12,” CBQ 7 (1945): 296–99; H. Cazelles, 
“Shiloh, The Custormary Laws and The Return of the Ancient Kings,” in Proclamation and Presence: Old 
Testament Essays in Honour of Gwynne Henton Davies, ed. John I. Durham and J. R. Porter (London: SCM, 1970), 
248–49. Against this view is the poetical dissymmetry it creates with the following phrase, coupled with no 
explanation as to how the original reading, ֶׁשªה , should become the more difficult יִׁשªה . A third view reads יִׁשªה  as 
a reference to “ruler,” either as a corruption of הָלָׁשָמ  (cf. 2 Sam 23:3; Mic 5:1), or as related to the Akkadian šēlu. 
See von Rad, Genesis, 425; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 231. This view requires the greatest emendation of the 
Masoretic text, and without justification. Moreover, research suggests that such an appeal to Akkadian etymology is 
incorrect. See J. L. Moran, “Gen 49:10 and Its Use in Ez 21:32,” 39, no. 4 (1958): 405–09. A fourth view proposes a 
repointing of the Masoretic text, so as to read ªה יַׁש  אָֻבי  —“until tribute is brought to him.” Continuing the 
affirmation of Judah’s leadership, the primary strength of this reading is its affirmation of the poetic parallelism it 
forms with the second clause. So ibid., 412–14; Laurent Monsengwo Pasinya, “Deux textes messianiques de la 
Septante: Gn 49:10 et Ez 21:32,” Bib 61, no. 3 (1980): 359–60; Sarna, Genesis, 336; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 478; 
de Hoop, Genesis 49, 129–39. A more recent iteration of this view by Steiner advocates for retaining the Masoretic 
vocalization. Citing Gen 43:23; 1 Kgs 10:10; Isa 60:13; Jer 27:18, he argues for the precedent of the qal stem of אוב  
used with inanimate precious objects. Richard C. Steiner, “Poetic Forms in the Masoretic Vocalization and Three 
Difficult Phrases in Jacob’s Blessing: תֵאְׂש רֶתֶי  (Gen 49:3), הָלָע יִעּוצְי  (49:4), and יִׁש ֹאבָיÄה  (49:10) ” JBL 129, no. 2 
(2010): 219–26. Notwithstanding the merits of views 2, 3, and 4, the first option does least injury to the text and 
should be affirmed. As such Shiloh should be read as a reference to the location of the ark, and the phrase as a 
prophecy that God’s presence would at some point transfer from there to Judah. The commentary offered by the 
psalmist appears to confirm this reading (Ps 78:60, 67-68), as discussed below.  

 
157 Richard C. Steiner, “Four Inner-Biblical Interpretations of Genesis 49:10: On the Lexical and Syntatic 

Ambiguities of דַע  as Reflected in the Prophecies of Nathan, Ahijah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah,” JBL 132, no. 1 (2013): 
37. 

 
158 Cf. Gen 26:13; 41:49; 2 Sam 23:10; 2 Chron 26:15. However, Steiner rightly notes numerous 

occurrences of דַע  with a different subordinating conjunction, followed by an imperfect verb. Ibid., 38. 
 

159 Sarna, Genesis, 336. 
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Rather, it accents the futurity of the events depicted. The permanence of Judah’s scepter will be 

realized when Shiloh comes—and not now. Second, the subsequent words spoken by the 

patriarch project forward. Jacob describes a kingdom replete with vines, grapes, and milk (49:11-

12). Commensurate with OT imagery of an idyllic age (cf. Lev 26:5; Ps 72:16; Isa 25:6; Joel 

2:24; Amos 9:13), the emphasis is again on a future reality for the line of Judah. His 

preeminence will be manifested in the days to come. As such, the cumulative testimony is one 

that establishes the eventual hope of a royal deliverer through this son.160 

The resolution this reading offers to the aforementioned tension should be noted. Having 

established Joseph as his heir in chapter 48, Jacob’s benediction at 49:22-26 will confirm the 

favored son’s status as leader amongst his brothers. The words spoken concerning Judah 

acknowledge this reality by focusing on his eventual preeminence: “The scepter shall not depart 

from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until (at the time when) Shiloh shall 

come, and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples” (49:10). Without making plain the 

details, Jacob projects to the future and suggests that somehow the line of the עַרֶז  will transfer 

from Joseph to Judah. 

Such a reading is substantiated by Psalm 78, which comments on a change of leadership 

in Israel’s history. Therein the forsaking of Shiloh is noted (Ps 78:60), coupled with the rejection 

of Joseph’s tent (78:67). As intimated by Jacob, the tribe of Judah is chosen instead (78:68).161   

 
160 For others who have read יִּכ דַע  as representing a point of culmination, see Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 

ed. E. Kautzsch, trans. A. E. Cowley, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1910), §164f; K. A. Mathews, Genesis 
11:27-50:26 (Nashville, Tennessee: B&H Publishing Group, 2005), 895. 

 
161 Without comment on its relevance to Gen 49:10, the significance of this switch in the history of Israel is 

discussed by Mark Leuchter, “The Reference to Shiloh in Psalm 78,” HUCA 77 (2006): 3; Amos Frisch, “Ephraim 
and Treachery, Loyalty and (the House of) David: The Meaning of a Structural Parallel in Psalm 78,” VT 59, no. 2 
(2009): 195–96. 
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 Jacob’s testament continues with words spoken to Zebulun, Issachar, Dan, Gad, Asher, 

and Naphtali (49:13-21). The brevity of each blessing coupled with the noticeable absence of 

emblematic imagery forms a contrast with the words given to Judah. Though such is not to 

discount a role for each tribe in the future of the nation, it affirms the fraternal dynamic 

evidenced throughout the Jacob tôledôt: leadership will not reside with these brothers.  

 Thereafter, Jacob addresses Joseph (49:22-26), with the longest blessing in the chapter. 

As with Judah, the extent and the complexity of the address is indicative of its significance. 

Verse 22 has traditionally been interpreted with an agricultural metaphor, with תָרֹּפ  rendered as a 

feminine participle of הרפ . However, de Hoop and Wenham draw attention to the difficulty this 

poses, when read with ןֵּב . Specifically, “son” nowhere else is used to refer to a plant, nor does 

such a reading accord with the prevalence of animal metaphors used throughout the chapter. 

Similarly, תֹונָּב  is not usually an horticultural noun, nor does הָדֲעָצ  describe the growth of 

plants.162 Speiser’s suggestion that תָרֹּפ  be understood as the feminine form of אֶרֶפ  provides a 

satisfactory solution that has been adopted by modern commentators:163 “The foal of a wild ass is 

Joseph, the foal of a wild ass at a spring, his wild colts beside a wall.”  

 Thereafter, Jacob seems to rehearse the past, as he makes oblique reference to the 

brothers’ mistreatment of Joseph ( םיִּצִח יֵלֲעַּב ּוהֻמְטְׂשִּיַו ּוּבֹרָו ּוהֻרֲרָמְי  The patriarch then 164.(49:23 ַו

blesses Joseph, in a manner reminiscent of the words spoken previously in chapter 48. 

Confirmatory of Jacob’s intention to elevate his favorite son to the position of firstborn, his 

 
162 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 484; de Hoop, Genesis 49, 184. 
 
163 Speiser, Genesis, 367–8. 
 
164 Sarna, Genesis, 344; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 485. 
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words make certain Joseph’s immediate leadership amongst his brothers. He will be prince 

among his brothers ( ויָחֶא ריִזְנ  49:26). More pertinently, the line of the עַרֶז  is set to perpetuate 

through the offspring of Joseph.165  

 The scene concludes with Jacob giving instructions concerning his burial to his twelve 

sons (49:28-32). In this way, a parallel is formed with the blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh (cf. 

48:21-22), and Jacob’s earlier instructions to Joseph (47:29-31).166 As before, the patriarch’s 

concern is his place of burial: that his body should not remain in a foreign land. The final verse 

of the chapter then reports Jacob’s death (49:29). From the perspective of plot-structure, the end 

of the patriarch’s life indicates something of a resting point in the story. This then prompts the 

question as to the purpose of chapter 50. 

 
Gen 50: More Lessons to Learn? 

Structure 

 The final chapter of the Jacob tôledôt can be arranged broadly according to three scenes: 

the burial of Jacob (50:1-14), Joseph’s assurance of his brothers (50:15-21), and the death of 

Joseph (50:22-26):167 

 
165 Beyond the demands of the plot-structure, this view is supported by several observations in subsequent 

biblical history wherein the descendants of Joseph assume precedent. By way of example, the words spoken 
concerning Joseph at Deut 33:13-17 constitute a fuller blessing than that given to any other tribe. Notably, Judah 
receives only 1 verse. Then, Joshua, a Josephite, is appointed to lead the conquest of the land (Deut 34:9). The 
eventual division of the kingdom is brought about by Jeroboam’s rebellion, who was also descended from the line of 
Joseph (1 Kg 11:26). The psalms frequently give testimony to this preeminence (Ps 77:15; 80:1; 81:5). Furthermore, 
the extrabiblical witness to the anticipation of Messiah ben Joseph is significant: Mitchell records multiple 
references in the Targums, Dead Sea Scrolls and Pseudepigrapha. David C. Mitchell, Messiah ben Joseph (Newton 
Mearns: Campbell Publications, 2016), 63–116. See also G. H. Dix, “The Messiah ben Joseph,” JTS 27, no. 106 
(1926): 130–43. 

 
166 de Hoop, Genesis 49, 565. 
 
167 Following Wilson, Joseph, 203; Lee, The Death of Jacob, 198. Lunn’s proposal of a palistrophic 

arrangement is helpful insomuch as it draws attention to relationships within the chapter. Nicholas P. Lunn, “The 
Last Words of Jacob and Joseph: A Rhetorico-Structural Analysis of Genesis 49:29-33 and 50:24-26,” TynBul 59, 
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Scene 1 50:1-14 The burial of Jacob 

Scene 2 50:15-21 Joseph reassures his brothers 

Scene 3 50:22-26 The death of Joseph 

 
The Burial of Jacob 

 The opening scene of chapter 50 continues the narrative emphasis on God’s blessing, by 

demonstrating a fulfillment of various promises. First, Joseph is present at Jacob’s death (50:1), 

as was prophesied during the theophany on the way to Egypt (cf. 46:4). Wenham suggests this 

seemingly minor detail is indicative of all other promises being fulfilled,168 a point which is 

subsequently confirmed as Joseph makes preparations to bury his father. A slow and deliberate 

narrative draws attention to Pharaoh’s compliance in the affairs (50:6), and the tremendous 

procession that accompanies Joseph on his way to Canaan (50:7-9). Both points emphasize the 

great honor with which Jacob is buried, thereby confirming the fulfillment of his requests.169 

From a narrative perspective, the scene complements those earlier when Jacob expressed his 

desire to return to Canaan (47:29-31; 48:21-22; 49:29-32). Specifically, the burial confirms the 

earlier reading of those scenes, wherein narrative fears were allied regarding the possible 

forfeiture of patriarchal hopes.  

 
 
 

 
no. 2 (2008): 164. However, Lunn’s centering of Jacob’s funeral (50:7-14) leads him to overlook the significance of 
the brothers’ confrontation, and its relationship with the preceding narrative.  

 
168 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 488. See also, Lee, The Death of Jacob, 204n26. 
 
169 Lee, The Death of Jacob, 201; Joshua Berman, “Identity Politics and the Burial of Jacob (Genesis 50:1-

14),” CBQ 68, no. 1 (2006): 12. Berman’s close reading of the narrative stresses the centrality of “the Hebrew 
question” and argues for Joseph’s determination to honor his father’s wishes, while continuing to please Pharaoh. 
Though he does not connect his observations with the broader plot-structure of the Jacob tôledôt, his argument 
presupposes the narrative tension referenced above: namely, the question of whether the patriarch will assimilate to 
life in Egypt.  
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Joseph Assures His Brothers 

 A secondary purpose of Jacob’s burial scene may be to create a contrast with the ensuing 

interaction: one wherein Joseph’s brothers fail to recognize God’s goodness. Fearful that Joseph 

will exact revenge on them (50:15), the brothers send a message, purporting to be Jacob’s 

instructions before he died (50:16-17). The absence of any prior report that the patriarch had 

instructed his sons in this way is suggestive of its untruthfulness, and indicative of the brothers’ 

desperation.170 Augmenting this impression of anxiety, they send a messenger rather than facing 

Joseph in person ( ּוּוַצְיַו  50:16), they refer to Jacob as “your father” ( Eיִבָא  50:16), they belabor 

their culpability ( Eּולָמְג הָעָר־יִּכ םָתאָּטַחְו Eיֶחַא עַׁשֶּפ  50:17), and they twice plead for forgiveness 

(50:17).171 

The brother’s fear is met with exasperation. Joseph incredulity is best explained by noting 

the recapitulatory nature of his response with the words he spoke at 45:5-11. As before, Joseph 

affirms God’s good providence at work amidst their evil intentions (50:20 cf. 45:5, 8). As before, 

he asserts the divine plan to keep many alive through Joseph (50:20 cf. 45:7). As before, Joseph 

stresses his intention to provide for his brothers and their families (50:21 cf. 45:11). With the 

theological axis of the plot-structure clearly in view, it would seem that despite all that has 

happened, the brothers’ path has not been one of learning.  

 
170 Sternberg, Poetics, 379; Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, 85; Matthew Michael, “The Dead 

Trickster and His Shrewd Children?: The Persuasive Use of the Double Quotations of a Dead Patriach in Genesis 
49:29-50:21,” JSOT 43, no. 2 (2018): 186–89. Pace von Rad, Genesis, 432; Lee, The Death of Jacob, 212. By 
failing to acknowledge the brothers’ desperation, Lee suggests there is no reason to doubt their words. As such, he 
attributes little narrative value to the scene.  

 
171 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 490. See also von Rad, Genesis, 432; Sarna, Genesis, 350. 
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Regarding its function in the plot-structure, the scene might be appropriately labelled as a 

last delay, or Moment der Letzten Spannung.172 As the narrative reaches its final resting point, 

Joseph’s interaction with his brothers constitutes one final piece of action, that reinvigorates an 

aspect of the story. The specific feature that resurfaces is that of God’s providence, or the 

theological axis of the plot-structure. In accordance with the principle of dual causality discussed 

above, the brothers have demonstrated something of a progression along the moral axis, reaching 

a pinnacle with Judah’s speech. By contrast, Joseph’s growth has been primarily along the 

theological axis, as he recognized God’s providence in his life, and began to function as a 

spokesperson of divine purposes. At this point of last delay, the brothers demonstrate their failure 

to tread a similar path. Though their petitions evidence a cognizance of their moral culpability, 

they fail to demonstrate an awareness of the attendant theological realities. The irony of Joseph’s 

question— יִנָא םיִהVֱא תַחַתֲה  (50:19)—is not lost on the reader. The answer, with respect to the 

prevailing plot-structure, is yes: he has been acting on behalf of God. What is more, Joseph 

desires his brothers to grow in their awareness of divine providence.173 

The chapter concludes with Joseph’s deathbed scene (50:22-26). A number of details 

suggest an intentional parallelism with the death and burial of Jacob: the narrator records Joseph 

 
172 First discussed by Freytag, he argues that it is sometimes desirable for the narrator to introduce a final 

obstacle as the story moves towards its already anticipated end. Freytag, Die technik des dramas, 119. Pace Lee, 
who labels all of chapter 50 as mere epilogue. Lee, The Death of Jacob, 199–200. He is certainly right to note that 
deathbed scenes are frequently followed by short expositions focusing on the character who is to carry out the will 
of the testator (cf. Gen 24:10-67; 28:10-35:26; 1 Kgs 1:38-53; 2:10-46). However, Lee overlooks the overarching 
plot-structure and the dynamic this infers on the final interaction between Joseph and his brothers.  

 
173 Gaiser’s analysis of 50:20 appears compliant with this view. Using Ricœur’s Symbolism of Evil as an 

interpretive rubric, he draws attention to the brothers’ growth as it relates to recognizing their guilt. What Joseph 
supplies, then, is an affirmation of the theological axis. Such is not to equate God’s plan with the brothers’ actions, 
but to testify to the principle of dual causality. Frederick J. Gaiser, ““You Meant Evil against Me; but God Meant It 
for Good”: Thinking Genesis 50:20,” in God, Evil, and Suffering: Essays in Honor of Paul R. Sponheim, ed. Terence 
E. Fretheim and Curtis L. Thompson (St. Paul, MN: Luther Seminary, 2000), 40, 46. Offering a more nuanced 
understanding of Gaiser’s view, see Carleen Mandolfo, “‘You Meant Evil Against Me’: Dialogic Truth and the 
Character of Jacob in Joseph’s Story,” JSOT 28, no. 4 (2004): 449–50. 
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dwelling in Egypt (50:22a cf. 47:27), his age (50:22b cf. 47:28), and his offspring (50:23 cf. 

48:11). Joseph recounts God’s promises (50:24 cf. 48:21), and makes his brothers swear that 

they will carry his bones up from Egypt (50:25 cf. 47:30-31).174 In turn, such similarities draw 

attention to a significant difference. The final days of Joseph are recorded with marked brevity, 

compared to those of Jacob. When viewed against the other deathbed stories in Genesis, the 

summative nature of 50:22-26 is apparent.175 

Lee is correct to explain this feature by noting that Joseph’s last days do not form the 

complement to an antecedent tôledôt heading.176 As such, the question arises as to why the scene 

is included at all. The answer comes again by understanding the previous scene as a last delay. 

The reinvigoration of action demands a secondary resting point. Joseph’s death bed story 

provides this.177  

Plot Contribution 

 In response to recent source critical claims that the concluding sections of the Jacob 

tôledôt are superfluous to the antecedent plot-structure, the foregoing analysis has demonstrated 

the reasonableness of interpreting chapters 48-50 as necessary parts of the dénouement. An 

extended death bed story serves to address narrative hopes, specifically the predominant question 

that has driven the plot-structure forward since its beginning: who will lead Jacob’s family 

 
174 Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 210; Lee, The Death of Jacob, 214. 
 
175 Lee, The Death of Jacob, 213. Cf. Gen 24:1-25:11; 27:1-35:29; 47:28-50:14.  
 
176 Ibid. 
 
177 It might also be noted that this final scene forms a bridge with the book of Exodus, which begins by 

making reference to Joseph, and his brothers (Ex 1:1-6). This point is subtly different to that made by Lee, who 
explains the scene’s function by drawing attention to the ongoing testament that Joseph’s death story creates with 
the patriarchal promises: yet more descendants of Jacob are traced (50:23), and the land promises receives further 
affirmation (50:24, 25). Ibid., 214. Though not incorrect, such features are not necessary, having been dealt with the 
perpetuation of God’s blessing extensively during the death story of Jacob.   
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forward? Inescapably connected to the question of the עַרֶז , fulfillment of this constitutes not only 

a conclusion of the Jacob tôledôt, but so also a response to the anticipation of mimesis1. 

Beginning with Joseph, Jacob bestows on him a double blessing, representative of a promotion to 

the status of firstborn. Confirmed in chapter 49, such constitutes an anticipation of his leadership 

moving forward. However, a composite tapestry of regal images infers an eventual place of 

prominence for Judah. With prophetic reticence, the patriarch makes possible the perpetuation of 

the עַרֶז  through the line of his fourth born.  

 As Jacob’s burial seemingly brings an end to the narrative, a scene of last delay 

reinvigorates the theological axis of the plot-structure. As Joseph reaffirms God’s providence 

over the foregoing narrative the brothers demonstrate their failure to learn such lessons. The 

tôledôt is then brought to a final, satisfactory resting point by the account of Joseph’s death. As 

the anticipation of a royal deliverer is sustained the narrative world of Genesis closes.  

 
Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to define the Jacob tôledôt according to the configurational act 

that is mimesis2. Reading according to the ideational rubric of mimesis1, grasping together the 

constituent episodes of the narrative has yielded a plot-structure that is both followable and 

satisfying. By emphasizing the holistic thought—as opposed to a mimesis of pure contingency—

a level of narrative continuity has been demonstrated that renders every episode an acceptable 

and necessary part of the story. 

With a predominant concern for the line of the עַרֶז , the Jacob tôledôt focusses on the 

travails of Joseph and Judah: the primary contenders to lead the family forward. As fraternal 

strife leads to exile for the favored son, Judah treads his own path of maturation, away from the 
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home. With his righteousness confirmed, the narrative then charts Joseph’s rise to prominence in 

Egypt, exercising a form of regal dominion, albeit far from Canaan. Providential reconciliation 

permits familial restoration, and the descent of Jacob to Egypt. By abating fears of possible 

assimilation, the plot reaches its conclusion with the pronouncement of blessing on the 

patriarch’s sons. A disproportionate inheritance of land intimates Joseph’s position as firstborn. 

By contrast, a royal benediction signals Judah’s eventual leadership. The deaths of Jacob and 

Joseph then bring the plot to its point of final narrative stasis.   

Though it is certainly possible to define further the plot-structure of the Jacob tôledôt, 

this chapter has offered a reading which adheres to the demands of mimesis2. Contributions have 

been made with respect to the interpretation of specific scenes and episodes, often by 

understanding a text’s meaning as a derivative of the representational act. However, the primary 

contribution of this chapter has been the delineation of a continuous plot-structure for the entire 

Jacob tôledôt, Gen 37:2-50:26. Contrary to recent source critical claims that the narrative is 

unreadable, a paradigmatic tableau has been proposed that centers on the concern for the עַרֶז  and 

the hope of a royal deliverer. 

The rendering of such a plot-structure does not, however, indicate completion of the 

interpretive act. Ricœurian mimesis dictates that the intended effect of the aesthetic object be 

considered. Thus, Chapter 5 will consider the act of refiguration, which asks the question: how 

does the Jacob tôledôt seek to impress itself on the world of the reader? 
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CHAPTER FIVE: MIMESIS3 

Introduction 

 Recent source critical contributions have cited a failure at the level of plot as the grounds 

for asserting the presence of competing narrative strands in the Pentateuch. In response, this 

thesis has sought to probe more fully the relationship between plot and narrative continuity by 

using the work of Ricœur, and his appeal to mimesis. As part of a threefold model, the previous 

chapter explored the dynamics of mimesis2 by seeking to grasp together the holistic thought of 

the Jacob tôledôt. Labelled by Ricœur as the configurational act, such a reading resists the 

temptation to privilege causality and chronology as the sole mediators of plot. The result was an 

affirmation of narrative continuity from beginning to end, wherein every episode was rendered 

an acceptable part of the whole.  

Though it may be argued that the configurational act completes the interpretive effort, 

Ricœur suggests otherwise. In accordance with Aristotelian mimesis, he argues that the meaning-

effect relationship must be extended beyond the world of the text, to that of the reader. A 

complete reading of the Jacob tôledôt considers how the two horizons intersect, or, more 

specifically, how the narrative intends to impress itself upon its recipient. Such is the task of 

mimesis3, and the present chapter. 

Philosophically, Ricœur’s derivation of this interpretive step aligns with what Gadamer 

labels as “application.” Hermeneutically, he draws from Iser, Ingarden and Dagognet to derive a 

theory of aesthetic response predicated upon points of negation, narrative lacunae, and iconic 

augmentation. In so doing, Ricœur accedes to the premise that not every portion of a plot-

structure intends to intersect with the world of the reader. The fusion of horizons is not a 

persistent feature of the narrative, rather it is intermittent and predetermined by the mimetic 
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features of the text. As such, an analysis of mimesis3 must reexamine the aesthetic object formed 

by mimesis2, and give heed to those prominent areas of semantic pertinence. 

With regards to the Jacob tôledôt, three such points exist,1 corresponding coincidently 

with Ricœur’s threefold understanding of aesthetic response: First, Judah’s experience with 

Tamar (Gen 38) constitutes a point of negation wherein the paradigmatic perspective created by 

chapter 37 is disrupted, and the reader is forced to recalibrate her frame of reference. Second, 

Joseph’s harsh treatment of his brothers (Gen 42-44) constitutes a significant narrative gap, 

prompting the reader to consider the motive for such testing. Third, Jacob’s blessing (Gen 49) 

constitutes an example of iconic augmentation, wherein the narrative nears syntagmatic 

saturation and forces the reader to appropriate the scene in a manner that is distinct from the 

remainder of the plot-structure. Accordingly, this chapter will reconsider these three points of the 

Jacob tôledôt, giving particular consideration to how the mimeticism of these texts seeks to 

extend the meaning-effect relationship to the world of the reader, and what is the intended result.   

 
Gen 38 and the Reader’s Confession 

 Chapter 4 offered a reading of Gen 38 that centers on Judah’s moral progress, 

concomitant with his potential role as the progenitor of the promised עַרֶז . Viewed as such, the 

episode forms a necessary complement to Gen 37 which introduces the question of Jacob’s heir, 

 
1 Such is not to suggest that these exhaust the heterocosmic potential of the narrative. It is possible to 

consider further the intended fusion of horizons between the world of the text and the world of the reader. However, 
as the semantic pertinence decreases, it becomes increasingly difficult to discern the intended aesthetic response. 
Without the guidance provided by a point of negation, a narrative gap, or iconic augmentation, interpretive efforts 
tend more towards Ingarden’s Rezeptionstheorie and away from Iser’s Wirkungstheorie. With respect to the Jacob 
tôledôt, the three points of semantic pertinence examined in this chapter offer the clearest indicators with respect to 
the intended aesthetic response. The problems posed by probing the heterocosmic potential of the narrative beyond 
these episodes is discussed further in the conclusion of this thesis.  
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and fronts Joseph as the likely successor. The resultant aesthetic is one of two brothers, both 

qualified to lead the family forward, and yet hindered by their respective circumstances.  

 Without detracting from this reading of the narrative, the relative discontinuity created by 

chapter 38 should be acknowledged. Upon first reading, the expectation created by the closing 

verses of chapter 37 is that the next episode will recount the travails of Joseph in Egypt. Nothing 

prepares the reader for the asyndetic shift to Gen 38. Source critical readings of the text have 

often cited the abrupt transition as evidence of the episode’s unrelated nature to the surrounding 

material.2 Though more synchronic interpretations have championed the case for narrative 

coherence, few have sought to explain the literary intrusion created by the introduction of Gen 

38.3 

Notwithstanding the validity of diachronic enquiries into the current placement of the 

text, from the perspective of Ricœurian mimesis the account of Judah and Tamar can be 

understood as a point of negation. Defined by Iser as a change of perspective in the theme-and-

horizon structure, narrative negations constitute a disruption to the paradigmatic axis of reading, 

 
2 See for example Speiser, Genesis, 299; von Rad, Genesis, 356–57; J. A. Emerton, “Some Problems in 

Genesis 38,” VT 25, no. 2 (1975): 348–50; Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 307. 
 

3 Of the literary readings cited in chapter 4, a number draw attention to the verbal connection created by the 
use of דרי  at 38:1 (cf. 37:25, 35). See for example, Menn, Judah and Tamar, 76; Alter, Biblical Narrative, 4. 
However, it is important to note that such a connection only serves to intimate a parallel between the account of 
Joseph and Judah. It does not adequately compensate for the abrupt transition experienced upon first reading, which 
is created primarily by the absence of any preparatory markers in chapter 37. This point is acknowledged by 
Longacre, whose work on the Jacob tôledôt remains the most substantial linguistic study. Longacre, Joseph, 26. 
Concerning the suggestion that Gen 38 serves as an intentional digression to create tension (see for example 
Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 363), Auerbach’s seminal work on mimesis would suggest otherwise. In his careful 
consideration of literary tension as it relates to Odysseus’ homecoming and his interaction with Euryclea, he argues 
that for suspense to be created the digression must be slight enough so as to keep the original crisis in view. By 
contrast, if the divergence occupies the “stage,” and with it the reader’s mind, then suspense cannot be the goal. 
Such is the case with the lengthy, detailed analepsis that explains the origin of Odysseus’s scar. Erich Auerbach, 
Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 3–7. 
Similarly, Gen 38 is too long and complex a digression to function as a mere catalyst for tension regarding the fate 
of Joseph. 
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stifling expectations by distending certain norms.4 Genesis 37 establishes a frame of reference 

that views Joseph as the most likely heir of Jacob. As such, when the chapter closes the reader’s 

ideational pursuit is towards Egypt, as she seeks to know what has become of the favored son in 

exile. The abrupt announcement of Judah’s departure from the family home (Gen 38:1) negates 

narrative norms, forcing the reader to recalibrate her expectations of the plot-structure.5  

Iser argues for the performative function of negations as that which maneuvers the reader 

into a position of vulnerability. The invalidation of her expectations demonstrates her inability to 

command the situation, and infers that she must submit herself to the narrator’s leading if she is 

to successfully restore the paradigmatic axis of reading.6 Reading Gen 38 as a point of negation 

suggests that reader interest is provoked for more than the commendation of Judah. The episode 

is a point of mimetic prominence, intended to reconfigure the world of the reader. Regarding the 

nature of this reorientation, the contours of the ensuing narrative guide the reader towards the 

intended end.7 

 
4 Iser, Act of Reading, 212–13. Elsewhere, Iser provides examples of narrative negations, particularly in his 

analysis of Joseph Andrews by Henry Fielding. See Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication 
in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 33–35. Therein he 
observes an intentional divergence from the established literary pattern of 18th century novels. The principle is 
affirmed by other literary critics, though not necessarily employing the term negation. See for example, Jauss, 
Aesthetic of Reception, 69. 

 
5 Sternberg seems sympathetic to this reading when he refers to the “psychological crystallization” that 

must occur in order for Gen 38 to be understood. Sternberg, Poetics, 296.  
 

6 Iser, Act of Reading, 213. Drawing again from Iser’s analysis of Joseph Andrews, there he notes that a 
negation initiates an author-reader dialogue, whereby the reader is prompted to contemplate narrative norms and the 
counterbalance necessary to restore them. This often involves a reassessment of the reader’s relationship to the hero, 
and thus will go beyond a mere aesthetic enjoyment of the text towards didactic application. Iser, Implied Reader, 
46–54. See also Iser’s analysis of Beckett’s theatre, where he notes how negations cause the spectator to feel 
overwhelmed. She no longer has a sense of understanding the situation, and yet she cannot detach herself from it. 
Consequently, she must submit afresh to the leading of the narrator. Wolfgang Iser, Prospecting: From Reader 
Response to Literary Anthropology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 155–56. 
 

7 Though there is undoubtedly much disagreement pertaining to this point, Iser’s definition of a negation 
necessitates a certain limitation in the response of the reader. Insomuch as the disturbance of the paradigmatic axis is 
perceived against previously established norms, these continue to provide the framework by which she can make 
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Narrative Focalization and Reader-Character Association 

 Chapter 4 drew attention to the use of narrative focalization in Gen 38 as a primary tool 

for the creation of meaning. Changing perspectives permits the management of knowledge, and 

in turn, evaluative judgments. A subsidiary feature is that of dramatic irony, which inherently 

depends upon a discrepancy of understanding between the reader and the characters.8 The 

narrative artistry of the episode is frequently wrought as the full significance of certain actions 

runs contrary to the intended effect. Though several scholars have drawn attention to these 

features,9 Ska’s reading of the text is particularly noteworthy insomuch as he emphasizes the 

shifting dynamic of the reader-character relationship.10 

At the outset of the episode, the reader assumes a privileged position alongside the 

narrator as she receives knowledge concerning divine judgments (38:7, 10), Onan’s evaluation 

(38:9), and Judah’s internal monologue (38:11). This perspective places the reader at a distance 

from the characters, who represent various degrees of ignorance: Judah does not know why his 

sons have died, Tamar does not know the actual reason she is sent home. Ska cites the repeated 

use of יִּכ  (38:9, 11) as an indicator of the narrator’s intention to establish the reader-elevated 

 
sense of the text. Moreover, the negation itself will often draw from accepted precepts, which thus function as 
directives in the act of reading. As such, the author-reader dialogue is one wherein explicit guidance is given, and 
the unsupervised formation of a new theme-and-horizon structure is prohibited. Iser, Implied Reader, 47. For a 
helpful analysis of this point, and more broadly how Iser has been misunderstood and applied within English 
speaking literary circles, see Brook Thomas, “Wolfgang Iser or Responding to a Theory of Response,” CLS 19, no. 1 
(1982): 56–57. 

 
8 J. A. Cuddon, A Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory, 3rd ed. (London: Penguin, 1991), 259; 

M. H. Abrams and Geoffrey Galt Harpham, A Glossary of Literary Terms, 8th ed. (Boston, MA: Thomson 
Wadsworth, 2005), 143–44. 

 
9 Those who give particular attention to the use of narrative focalization and irony include Menn, Judah 

and Tamar, 28–48; Clifford, “Genesis 38,” 527–30; Kruschwitz, “The Type-Scene Connection,” 385–89. 
 
10 Ska, “L’ironie de Tamar,” 261–63. 
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perspective.11 The resultant effect is to prompt a judgment of Judah and his sons. By viewing 

events from afar, the reader is prone to evaluate the characters in an objective manner. Quoting 

Ska, “the reader is led to know as much as God and to judge like him.”12 

 As the episode progresses, narrative focalization serves again to establish the reader-

character relationship though somewhat differently to the previous scene. Tamar perceives that 

which she previously did not: Judah’s deception (38:14). Thus, her initiative at the gate of Enaim 

represents a movement from ignorance to knowledge. The widow now has an understanding 

equal to that of the reader. The shift is marked again by the explanatory particle יִּכ .13 However, 

this alteration of the reader-character relationship does not extend to Judah: he remains in a 

position of relative ignorance since he does not know that Tamar has perceived his earlier 

injustice. The net result is that the reader views the ensuing event on equal footing with Tamar, 

but at a slight distance from Judah. As discussed in chapter 4, the narrator mitigates against a 

negative evaluation by twice articulating Judah’s ignorance, marked again by particle יִּכ  (38:15, 

16).14  

 
11 Ibid., 261–62. By focusing on the use of יִּכ  as an indicator of the reader privileged position, Ska neglects 

to note the narrator’s reference to God’s perspective (38:7, 10). However, the rarity of such statements is noted by 
Sternberg and Alter, and further contributes to the elevated status of the reader with respect to Judah. Sternberg, 
Poetics, 183; Alter, Biblical Narrative, 158. 

 
12 Ska, “L’ironie de Tamar,” 262. “…le lecteur est amené a en savoir autant que Dieu et à juger comme 

lui.” Ska’s conclusion accords with an established precedent within literary theory regarding the role of the reader. 
When elevated above the world of the narrative, the intended aesthetic response is primarily one of evaluation, not 
empathy. See for example, Iser, Implied Reader, 116; Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 155–59; Sternberg, Poetics, 
87. The irony inherent to the scene further encourages this evaluative judgment. Drawing on the definition offered 
above, as dramatic irony depends upon the reader having a superior awareness of the circumstances, so its use 
further solidifies the distance between her and Judah.  

 
13 Ska, “L’ironie de Tamar,” 262. See also, Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 367; Menn, Judah and Tamar, 32; 

Alter, Biblical Narrative, 6. 
 
14 Ska, “L’ironie de Tamar,” 262. Though Ska’s analysis of the reader-character relationship is perceptive, 

he neglects to observe the resultant effect with respect to Judah. As the double attestation of Judah’s innocence 
makes plain the inherent irony of the situation, it also marks a shift in narrator strategy. Whereas he previously 
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 The transitionary scene of Judah sending for his belongings creates suspense as the 

moment of anagnorisis is delayed (38:20-23). At the same time, it evidences a further shift of the 

knowledge base. When Tamar cannot be found, the curiosity of the reader is aroused. Where has 

she gone? And more importantly, what is her intention with the pledge? The effect of 

withholding this information is to move the reader from a position of understanding, to one of 

relative ignorance. Having previously been on a par with Tamar, she now has less understanding 

than her. Moreover, whereas before she sat aloft of Judah, she now finds herself the protagonist’s 

equal. Both must await the revelation of Tamar’s plan.15  

Thus, when Judah is subsequently confronted with his staff, cord, and signet ring (38:25), 

the moment of surprise is corporate: both the reader and the protagonist come to learn of Tamar’s 

true purpose for securing the possessions. Stated otherwise, the reader is made to view the 

anagnorisis from the same perspective as Judah. The use of יִּכ  is again instructive: Ska observes 

how this time it is found on the lips of Judah, not the narrator (cf. 38:9, 11, 14, 15, 16). Thus, as 

the explanation of events comes directly from the protagonist, his relationship alongside the 

reader is confirmed.16 

 

 
implored the reader to render a negative evaluation of the protagonist by inferring his wickedness, he now offers a 
defense.  

 
15 Sternberg, Poetics, 239; Ska, “L’ironie de Tamar,” 263; Menn, Judah and Tamar, 32–33. The change in 

vocabulary from הָנֹוז  (38:15) to הָׁשֵדְק  (38:21, 22) may contribute to this shift in the reader’s perspective. 
Notwithstanding discussions as to the precise difference in meaning between the two terms, Bird is surely correct to 
assert that the ready substitution of one for another implies a degree of association between them. As such the 
change in terminology may be explained by the change in perspective. Judah’s perception of Tamar as a הָנֹוז  is his 
private assessment, given to the reader by the narrator. By contrast, Tamar is referred to as a הָׁשֵדְק  in open 
discourse, between Hirah and the men of Enaim. Phyllis Bird, “The Harlot as Heroine: Narrative Art and Social 
Presupposition in Three Old Testament Texts,” Semeia 46 (1989): 125–26. As such, the substitution of a coarse term 
for one that is more socially acceptable corresponds with the changing relationship of the reader to the narrator. 
Whereas previously she knew Judah’s thoughts, now she only perceives that which is spoken of publicly.  

 
16 Ska, “L’ironie de Tamar,” 263. Similarly, see Menn, Judah and Tamar, 42–43. 
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Judah’s Confession as an Invitation for Reader Evaluation 

 Ska concludes that the progressive diminution of the character-reader relationship in Gen 

38 serves to elicit the appropriate sympathies for each character. Tamar is esteemed for her 

manipulation of the circumstances, while Judah is commended for his recognition of 

wrongdoing.17 Without denying these observations, it is possible to augment Ska’s analysis by 

considering the mimetic effect of this shifting vantage point on the reader.  

Noting again that a reader-privileged position renders her akin to the narrator in her 

ability to make evaluative judgment of the characters, the opposite is true when she stands in a 

position of ignorance. Her lack of knowledge, particularly as it relates to motive, precludes the 

reader from making an authoritative assessment of the character’s actions. By implication, when 

the narrative is evenhanded and the two parties share the same knowledge, a degree of judgment 

is possible, but it must be made with empathy. The reader does not make her evaluation from the 

perspective of the omniscient narrator, but from the same limited vantage point of the character. 

The constituent feature of such empathy is mimetic: specifically, it is the willingness of the 

reader to submit herself to the same evaluative judgment as the character. Because neither party 

is superior to the other in their understanding of the situation, any attempt to assess actions 

and/or motives must be self-reflexive. The reader must ask the same questions of herself as she 

does of the character.18  

 
17 Ska, “L’ironie de Tamar,” 263. Ska’s conclusions accord with the explanation given by Sternberg 

regarding different reading positions. Specifically, he notes how a reader-elevated narrative is conducive not only to 
the creation of dramatic irony, but it also promotes evaluative judgment. By contrast, a character-elevated narrative 
often creates suspense, leading to surprise, and ultimately admiration on the part of the reader. Sternberg, Poetics, 
163–65. 

 
18 Ricœur provides support for this assertion from a philosophical perspective in Oneself as Another. 

Building on the argument given in Time and Narrative, Ricœur considers the question of selfhood and derives a 
hermeneutic of identity. In so doing, he posits literature as a laboratory of thought experiments with ethical 
implications. Through the process of identifying with the hero, some degree of self-examination facilitates 
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Considering again the climactic scene of Gen 38, the nature of Judah and Tamar’s 

interaction appears to press such a reading. Not only is the reader positioned face-to-face with 

the protagonist, but the confession is inescapably introspective. First, the daughter-in-law’s 

question is one that prompts the protagonist to recognize himself, more than it seeks his 

recognition of her: “Recognize please to whom…these [belong]” ( הֶּלֵאָה...יִמְל אָנ־רֶּכַה  38:25). 

The confrontation is presented primarily as a moment of self-contemplation: Judah coming to 

terms with his own identity.19 Second, the protagonist’s response is one that affirms Tamar’s 

innocence based upon a comparison with his guilt: “She is more righteous than I, because I did 

not give her to Shelah, my son” ( יִנְב הָלֵׁשְל ָהיִּתַתְנ־ֹאל ןֵּכ־לַע־יִּכ יִּנֶּמִמ הָקְדָצ  38:26). Again, the 

exoneration of his daughter-in-law is grounded upon introspection. As Bal correctly asserts, 

“Judah looks into the mirror she holds up to him and he admits his own fault.”20 Third, with 

subtle irony the narrator confirms the newly obtained self-awareness: he did not know her again 

( הָּתְעַדְל דֹוע ףַסָי־ֹאלְו  38:26). Playing with the theme of knowledge, where once the protagonist 

“knew” Tamar though he did not recognize her, now that he understands he refuses to know her. 

His own journey of increased perception serves as the foundation of his future conduct.21  

 
appropriation of the narrative. Paul Ricœur, Oneself as Another (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 140–
68. See also, Didier Coste, “Heroic Function and Interpretation of Narrative,” MLN 94, no. 5 (1979): 1177–88; 
Wayne C. Booth, The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 
227–60. Though Booth places less emphasis on the reader-character relationship, and argues that the ethical 
demands of narrative are borne out predominantly through the dynamic established between the reader and the 
implied author. For application of the principle to the Hebrew Bible, see Mona West, “Irony in the Book of Jonah: 
Audience Identification with the Hero,” PRSt 11, no. 3 (1984): 239–40.  

 
19 Kruschwitz, “The Type-Scene Connection,” 406. Similarly, Lambe, “Judah’s Development,” 58; Menn, 

Judah and Tamar, 45. 
 
20 Bal, “One Woman,” 102. Menn adds to this observation the fact that Judah neglects to comment on 

Tamar’s deceptive actions, though he could. His focus is entirely on his own personal failure. Menn, Judah and 
Tamar, 73. 
 

21 Menn, Judah and Tamar, 40; Kruschwitz, “The Type-Scene Connection,” 408. Similarly, D. M. Gunn 
and Danna Nolan Fewell, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 44.  
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 Combining this emphasis on Judah’s self-assessment with the equality established 

between him and the reader, the intended fusion of horizons begins to appear. The reader may 

evaluate the protagonist’s response, indeed, the plot-structure demands that she does. However, 

in so doing, she must also examine herself. Since her position is not one of superiority, but of 

equality, her assessment of Judah must at the same time be a self-assessment.    

 Regarding the nature of introspection, the text again serves as a guide. Though there may 

be little alignment between the circumstances of the reader and those of Judah, the narrative has 

continually inferred the ideational rubric concerning the עַרֶז , established as part of mimesis1. As 

discussed in chapter 4, the episode centers on the association between the chosen line and 

righteousness. For Judah to lead the family forward he must demonstrate virtue, not wickedness. 

The various instances of dramatic irony throughout Gen 38 prompt the reader to call this 

relationship to mind.22 As the narrator progressively shortens the distance between the reader and 

the protagonist, he does so with the question of righteousness in view. At the point of 

anagnorisis, the reader understands that Judah has traversed the necessary road of maturation. 

She must then consider whether she has trodden a similar path. 

 
22 Building on the initial definition of dramatic irony offered above, a second feature is the notion of 

hiddenness, or omission. Narrator reticence serves as a basis by which ironic communication is effected. This in turn 
infers that the success of the ironist is dependent upon the cooperation of the reader to supply that which is left 
unsaid. See D. C. Muecke, The Compass of Irony (London: Methuen, 1980), 19–20. With regards to Gen 38, several 
points of dramatic irony center on the necessary righteousness of the עַרֶז . By way of example, Judah sends Tamar 
back to her family home for fear that Shelah will die if he fulfills his levirate obligation (Gen 38:11). What Judah 
does not perceive is that the loss of his first two sons is not a result of their relations with Tamar per se, but of their 
wickedness (38:7, 10). When he lies to his daughter-in-law concerning his future intentions, though Judah believes 
that he is protecting his family line he is in fact endangering it: he rids himself of the opportunity for further 
progeny, while his own unrighteousness puts him in a susceptible position before God. This irony, however, only 
becomes clear when the reader supplies the previously established norm concerning the righteousness of the 
promised line. Dramatic irony becomes a device that prompts the reader to articulate the governing rules of the 
narrative world. 

. 
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 The importance of this question as it relates to the plot-structure of the Jacob tôledôt is 

clear. The narrative world of Genesis is one wherein association with the promised line is 

deemed desirable.23 The Abrahamic promises suggest that an individual’s prosperity will be 

determined in large measure by his relationship to the עַרֶז  (cf. 12:3a).24 If the promised line is 

righteous, so also must be those who associate with it. Conversely, the wicked will have no part 

with the line of the עַרֶז .25  

 In light of this rubric, the question of the reader’s righteousness becomes paramount. 

Though she may not be descended from the line of Judah, it behooves her to form an association. 

If she desires to benefit from the blessings that come through the line of the עַרֶז , she must 

identify with the heir of Jacob. Insomuch as Gen 38 holds out the possibility that this might be 

Judah, at the same time it confronts the reader with the question of her own righteousness. Has 

she, like the fourth-born of Jacob, acknowledged her previous failings? With Judah, has she 

turned from a path of wickedness, and chosen a more virtuous way? It is only when the reader 

 
23 This point is inferred in a series of narratives that portray friendship with the patriarchs positively, and/or 

distance from them negatively. These include, Lot’s separation from Abraham (13:1-13); Melchizedek’s blessing of 
him (14:19-20); contrasted with the king of Sodom’s antipathy toward him (14:21); Hagar’s departure from Sarai, 
and subsequent return (16:6-10); and the so-called well narratives (21; 26). For a helpful discussion of how 
association with the promised line is viewed positively, see Turner, Announcements, 104–11. 
 

24 This observation draws from the argument offered in chapter 3 that sought to establish a relationship 
between the promised עַרֶז  of Gen 3:15 and the offspring of Abraham. Here it may be noted how Gen 12:3 makes 
provision for those outside of the patriarchal line to become beneficiaries of the blessings: through a demonstration 
of solidarity and benevolence. So Sarna, Genesis, 89. 

 
25 Invoking again the relationship derived as part of mimesis1, the promise given that God will curse those 

who disdain Abraham ( רֹאָא ְלֶּלַקְמּו  12:3b) serves as a rubric by which to understand subsequent relationships with 
the line of the עַרֶז . Those who fail to associate positively will not participate in the promised blessings. By 
inference, such will be those whose behavior is incongruent with the righteousness of the chosen line. Abraham’s 
interaction with the king of Sodom serves as an example (14:17-24). Whereas Melchizedek blesses the patriarch and 
gives him bread and wine, the king of Sodom is ambivalent towards Abraham and gives him nothing. In return, the 
patriarch shares his possessions with Melchizedek, but has no further part with the king of Sodom. The repetition of 

ךרב  coupled with the contrast formed by the chiastic arrangement of the scene suggests that it is intended to 
represent an initial outworking of the promise given at 12:3a-b. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 321. 
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has asked these questions of herself that the mimeticism of Gen 38 has accomplished its intended 

effect.  

 In sum, the abrupt transition from the story of Joseph in Gen 37 to that of Judah in Gen 

38 creates a point of negation whereby the theme-and-horizon structure of the narrative is 

disrupted. Reader participation is required in order to restore the paradigmatic axis of reading, 

and make sense of the developing plot-structure. The contours of the narrative make clear the 

specific nature of the contribution. As the narrator varies the point of focalization, he steadily 

moves the reader from a privileged position of knowledge to one of relative ignorance. The 

reader begins by viewing Judah from afar, but finishes by his side. The resultant responsibility 

placed upon her is to ensure that any judgment she makes of Judah is self-reflexive. She must 

assess her own righteousness, as well as that of the protagonist. As such, Gen 38 serves as an 

invitation for the reader to participate in the Jacob tôledôt. As the plot-structure poses the 

question of who will lead this family forward, mimesis3 asks whether the reader will associate 

with the chosen line.  

 
Joseph’s Testing, Judah’s Speech and the Reader’s Compassion 

After establishing reader participation through the narrative of Judah and Tamar, a 

second point of mimetic prominence arises with Joseph’s harsh treatment of his brothers (Gen 

42-44). Commonly affirmed as a gap in the plot-structure, the testing raises questions concerning 

motive which the reader strives to answer.26 As noted in chapter 4, the solutions offered usually 

 
26 Acknowledgement of the test as a narrative lacuna is not only representative of the shift within 

Pentateuchal scholarship towards more literary readings of the text, but indicates a willingness to recognize the role 
of the reader in the interpretive act. Moreover, it presupposes reader involvement as constituent to the meaning of a 
narrative. Though few have analyzed Joseph’s testing to the point of considering the resultant effect on the reader, 
discussions as to how sense can be made of the ordeal properly belong within the bounds of mimesis3. Sternberg 
acknowledges the point in his consideration of expositional modes, wherein he cites narrative gaps as a means of 
actualizing the field of reality for the reader. Meir Sternberg, Expositional Modes and Temporal Ordering in Fiction 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 50.  
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follow one of four trajectories: Joseph is punishing his brothers for their previous crimes, he is 

testing them to see if they have changed their ways, he is teaching them in order to effect change, 

or he is attempting to bring about the fulfillment of his dreams. Notwithstanding the differences 

between each solution, the readiness with which scholarship has sought to fill the gap testifies to 

a common point of agreement: Joseph’s testing is a significant point of reader activation within 

the Jacob tôledôt.27 

With this noted, few readings have gone beyond an attempt to fill the lacuna, and explain 

the narrative strategy behind it.28 Efforts to respond to the demands of mimesis2 have not been 

matched by an adequate consideration of mimesis3. If the harsh treatment of Joseph’s brothers 

constitutes a gap in the plot-structure, the intended effect on the reader transpires by questioning 

its purpose. As before, the contours of the narrative serve as a guide towards the correct aesthetic 

response.  

 
Narrative Gaps and Reader-Character Assimilation 

Consideration of how Joseph’s testing impinges itself upon the world of the reader can 

begin by examining more fully the specific nature of a narrative gap. Iser’s treatment of lacunae 

begins with a theory of dyadic interaction, which is predicated upon a sense of contingency. As 

differences in behavioral patterns emerge, and neither party can perceive the other’s view of 

 
27 Though many commentators neglect to refer explicitly to the reader and her involvement, mere 

acknowledgement of the gap concedes the point. For those analyses that discuss reader activation most fully, see 
Sternberg, Poetics, 286; Jean Louis Ska, “Sommaires proleptiques en Gn 27 et dans l’histoire de Joseph,” Bib 73, 
no. 4 (1992): 523; Alter, Biblical Narrative, 204; Levenson, Joseph, 112. Ska’s evaluation is particularly insightful. 
By citing 42:7 as a proleptic summary he suggests that certain pieces of information are fronted, thereby answering 
certain subsidiary questions. Though the information will be developed in subsequent verses, they no longer distract. 
As such, the reader’s attention is drawn to that which is not explained: why did Joseph test his brothers?  

 
28 Levenson’s comments on this matter are perceptive. Noting the “doggedly open ended” nature of Hebrew 

narrative, he suggests the initial mistake of most commentators is to assume that the uncertainty must be rectified, 
and with a single solution. Levenson, Joseph, 112. A better approach is to acknowledge the possible range of 
solutions, and give attention to the question of why reader interest is solicited so emphatically.  
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themselves, a degree of asymmetry arises that induces communication.29 Iser considers these 

features as they relate to a text, arguing that such imbalances arise primarily in the form of gaps. 

Blanks in the narrative provoke a projection from the reader that seeks to establish stability.30 As 

with an interpersonal interaction, preconditions inform the perception of a gap, and its 

subsequent closure. Achieving balance is not an arbitrary endeavor but is guided by the narrative 

itself.31  

Central to Iser’s derivation is the simple reality that a text cannot adapt itself to the 

reader. It is a fixed entity. Unlike interpersonal dialogue wherein both parties continually 

respond to one another, successful communication in the act of reading depends entirely on the 

willingness of the reader to change her own projections.32 According to the categorizations of 

Jones and Gerard, this renders narrative gaps akin to asymmetrical contingencies wherein one 

 
29 Iser, Act of Reading, 163–70. Iser is drawing from the social psychological studies of Jones and Gerard, 

and Laing, Phillipson, and Lee. The former focusses on the unpredictability of interpersonal dialogue. The latter 
considers the elusive nature of the “meta-perspective”—my view of my partner’s view of me. Both are constituent 
features of communication and function as points of asymmetry that stimulate further interaction. See R. D. Laing, 
H. Phillipson, and A. R. Lee, Interpersonal Perception: A Theory and A Method of Research (London: Tavistock 
Publications, 1966), 4, 18; Edward E. Jones and Harold B. Gerard, Foundations of Social Psychology (New York: 
Wiley, 1967), 505–12.  
 

30 Though Iser does not develop his argument, it can be inferred that he views narrative gaps as primarily 
representing the unpredictability of interpersonal dialogue. Though the problem of “meta-perspective” is not 
irrelevant to narrative theory, it is less discernable as the initiator of lacunae and is resolved in part by recourse to 
the Implied Reader. This point becomes clear through the various examples Iser gives of narrative gaps. See Iser, 
Act of Reading, 167–69; Iser, Implied Reader, 38–40, 208–14. 

 
31 Though few give voice to the psychological (and philosophical) underpinnings of Iser’s theory, its 

affirmation in literary criticism, and more recently in biblical scholarship, is well attested. See for example the 
various interpretations of Gen 34 that understand gaps in the narrative as central to the derivation of meaning: 
Sternberg, Poetics, 445–74; Danna Nolan Fewell and David M. Gunn, “Tipping the Balance: Sternberg’s Reader 
and the Rape of Dinah,” JBL 110, no. 2 (1991): 195–211; Paul Noble, “A ‘Balanced’ Reading of the Rape of Dinah: 
Some Exegetical and Methodological Observations,” BibInt 4, no. 2 (1996): 185–200. Schwáb is right to note 
differences in the interpretation and application of Iser’s theory, but the general premise that asymmetry in the 
narrative gives rise to reader activation is affirmed. See Zoltán Schwáb, “Mind the Gap: The Impact of Wolfgang 
Iser’s Reader-Response Criticism on Biblical Studies–A Critical Assessment,” LT 17, no. 2 (2003): 174–76. 

 
32 Iser, Act of Reading, 166–67. 
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party surrenders her own behavioral plan and is absorbed by the strategy of the other.33 The point 

is pertinent as it relates to Joseph’s testing of his brothers insomuch as it infers a specific 

relationship between the reader and the protagonist. Since the gap relates to Joseph’s motives, 

the act of reading must demonstrate cognizance of them. In order for the reader to redress the 

asymmetry of the narrative, she must project in accordance with the perceived desires of the 

protagonist. The reader needs to think like Joseph if she is to close the gap.34  

By tracing a theory of narrative lacunae in this way, the mimetic purpose of Joseph’s 

testing begins to emerge. Specifically, the gap serves as a mechanism that beckons the reader to 

assume the place of the protagonist. In the search for coherency, she must become Joseph.35 The 

reason for this ploy will be discussed in due course, after noting several features of the narrative 

that support such a reading. 

First, it is instructive to observe the permanent nature of the gap. Sternberg draws 

attention to different types of narrative lacuna: some that receive authoritative closure, often by 

way of narrator comment, and others to which a solution is never given. Those that employ a 

strategy of permanent elision promote a greater level of ambiguity since neither retrospection, 

 
33 Jones and Gerard, Foundations, 505–12. 
 
34 This assertion aligns with the conclusion drawn by McConville, who questions whether Joseph’s testing 

presents an opportunity for moral evaluation by the reader. J. G. McConville, “Forgiveness as Private and Public 
Act: A Reading of the Biblical Joseph Narrative,” CBQ 75, no. 4 (2013): 648. 

 
35 The point is subtly different from that made above with respect to Gen 38. Therein narrative focalization 

prompted a consideration of the character-reader relationship and it was seen that the narrator brings the reader to 
stand beside Judah. Here, by way of narrative gaps, the reader is prompted to stand in the place of Joseph. The 
concept is not without precedent in narrative theory, though discussions have typically been pursued along more 
philosophical lines, giving less attention to the mechanisms by which the narrator substitutes the reader for one of 
the characters. See for example, Amélie O. Rorty, “A Literary Postscript: Characters, Persons, Selves, Individuals,” 
in The Identities of Persons, ed. Amélie O. Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 301–24; Booth, 
Company, 237–40; Ricœur, Oneself as Another, 140–68; Ilona Rashkow, “In Our Image We Create Him, Male and 
Female We Create Them: The E/Affect of Biblical Characterization,” Semeia 63 (1993): 111–12. For a similar line 
of interpretation as that offered here, see Liane Norman, “Bartleby and the Reader,” NEQ 44, no. 1 (1971): 22–39. 
Norman’s analysis of Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener posits ambiguity as the primary mechanism by which the 
reader is made to identify with the character. 

 



 192 

nor subsequent readings bring clarity to the issue.36 Joseph’s testing is a gap of this kind. Though 

there are certainly clues in the narrative that are suggestive towards each of the aforementioned 

lines of interpretation, none prove decisive.37 From the perspective of the reader, heightened 

ambiguity equates to a greater level of participation. She must strive to close the gap if she is to 

make sense of Joseph’s actions, yet a solution remains elusive. By leaving the lacuna open, 

maximum association is achieved between the reader and the protagonist. The former must 

unreservedly enter into the thoughts of the latter, if the act of reading is to be successful. 

 Second, it is important to note again the relationship of Joseph’s testing to the past. As he 

successfully engineers a series of scenarios that form correspondences with previous events, the 

whole episode assumes a metaphoric form. Elements inhere a symbolic value.38 Writing on the 

ethical power of metaphors, Booth rightly notes how a departure from conventional dialogue 

 
36 Sternberg, Poetics, 237–40. The concept is developed more fully by Sternberg and Perry in their analysis 

of 2 Sam 11, and David’s sin with Bathsheba. Menahem Perry and Meir Sternberg, “The King Through Ironic Eyes: 
Biblica Narrative and the Literary Reading Process,” PT 7:2 (1986): 280–83. Beyond the realm of biblical studies, 
the concept of permanent gaps has been explored extensively. The foremost case study is perhaps James’ The Turn 
of the Screw, and the question of whether the governess sees a real ghost, or a figment of her imagination. Booth 
offers a concise summary. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 311–16. 

 
37 Sternberg, Poetics, 286. Sternberg’s extensive analysis of the gap acknowledges the validity of each 

major solution, at different points within the narrative: Regarding dream fulfillment, the narrator comments that 
Joseph remembered his dreams (42:9), the protagonist demands to see Benjamin (42:16, 20), and enquires as to 
Jacob’s health (43:27; 45:3). Regarding punishment, Joseph brings exorbitant charges against his brothers (42:9, 12, 
14), which he knows to be false, and forces them to relive the past by reconstructing an analogous scenario (42:17, 
19). Regarding testing, Joseph employs the language of ןחב  (42:15, 16) and makes provision for the brothers to 
acquit themselves (42:19-20). Regarding instruction, Joseph plants the money (42:25; 44:1) and his cup (44:2) in the 
brothers’ sacks, thereby confronting them with their guilt (42:28, 35; 44:16). The absence of narrator comment as to 
Joseph’s motive—both during and after the test—leads Sternberg to conclude that the gap represents a psychological 
drama of changing pressures and motives, and all four hypotheses are required in order to make sense of the plot-
structure. His careful analysis is representative of his approach to reading, which at time places more weight on the 
syntagmatic ordering of the text than the paradigmatic tableau. While affirming his conclusions regarding ambiguity 
and reader activation, greater emphasis should be placed on the holistic thought formed by the gap: one wherein no 
single solution arises (at any point) as more valid than the others. 
 

38 As discussed in chapter 4, the primary correspondences begin with the accusation that the brothers are 
spying the nakedness of the land (42:9, 12), which creates a conceptual parallel with the charges brought against 
Joseph by Potiphar’s wife (39:14-18). Their time of incarceration (42:17) replicates the protagonist’s time in prison 
(39:20), and the detaining of Simeon (42:24) represents the scenario of Joseph in the pit (37:24). See Ackerman, 
“Joseph, Judah, and Jacob,” 90–93; Sternberg, Poetics, 288–91; Turner, Announcements, 156; Wenham, Genesis 16-
50, 408. 
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towards representational language demands a level of recreative energy in order to successfully 

form the intended image.39 The result is not only the creation of a new semantic pertinence, per 

Ricœur, but the binding of the recipient to the instigator of the metaphor. A friendship of 

influence arises. Quoting Booth, “A figure used not only calls for the recognition that a figure 

has been used but for a special kind of re-creative engagement with the figurer…if I accept the 

picture, the energy serves to bind me to the implied author; consciously or unconsciously, I see 

him or her as my kind of person.”40 Regarding Joseph’s testing, its inherent metaphoricity adds 

to the intended association between the reader and the protagonist. As the symbolic value of the 

ordeal is interpreted, a bond is formed. The reader begins to see as Joseph does.41  

 Third, the discordant nature of Joseph’s behavior relative to the rest of the narrative is 

significant. Whereas previously the protagonist demonstrated virtue in leadership, the testing of 

his brothers portrays something of an alter ego.42 When discussing the narrator’s control of the 

esthetic response, Iser observes the effect of such character inversion. As the protagonist is 

presented in a manner that runs contrary to expectations, the response is again one of stimulation, 

whereby the reader strains to understand the shift. Observation becomes participation as she 

 
39 Booth, Company, 293–300.  
 
40 ibid., 298–300. Although Booth does not cite interaction theory as a means of understanding metaphors, 

his argument demonstrates empathy with that offered by Ricœur, as discussed in chapter 2. Booth gives his 
attention, however, to the ethical power of metaphor, arguing that the energy expended in the interpretive act 
possesses a moral value. The reader must see as the instigator sees. As such she becomes the recipient of an ethical 
influence, for good or for bad.  

 
41 Booth’s analysis is focused primarily on the influence of the implied author. However, according to the 

drama of the test, Joseph is the primary creator of metaphor. Though the narrator helps the reader form 
correspondences with the past by forging various lexical connections ( הוח  42:6 cf. 37:7, 9, 10; רכנ  42:7 [x2], 8 [x2] 
cf. 37:32; 38:25; רָמְׁשִמ  42:17 cf. 40:3, 7; 41:10), the primary channel of influence should be seen as that from the 
protagonist to the reader.   
 

42 Commentators cite Joseph’s harsh words (42:7), his false accusations (42:9, 12, 14), the imprisonment of 
his brothers (42:17, 24), and his willingness to prolong the affair (42:18-20), as evidence of a lack of virtue, 
concluding that he is a mere shadow of his former self. Miscall, “Analogies,” 34; Brueggemann, Genesis, 337; 
Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 187; Turner, Announcements, 155–56; Fung, Victim and Victimizer, 134–37. 
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sympathizes with the protagonist in order to understand him.43 Though the Jacob tôledôt begins 

by raising questions as to Joseph’s character (37:2), his time in Egypt affirms his virtue (cf. 39:8-

10). Moreover, his leadership efforts serve to characterize Joseph as a man of benevolence, 

interested in the welfare of others (cf. 41:56-57). When his brothers arrive his abrupt shift in 

demeanor represents a behavioral inversion. Closely related to the question of motive, an 

alignment of thought is required to make sense of the protagonist.44 

 Finally, Joseph’s emotional outbursts throughout the test (42:24; 43:30; 45:14, 15) 

contribute to the intended aesthetic response. Discussed in chapter 4 as a means of engendering 

suspense, the Leitmotif of weeping also serves to elicit empathy from the reader. Booth notes 

how emotional accents within narrative often become the means by which we identify with the 

character.45 By drawing attention to certain sentiments, the reader begins to feel as the 

protagonist feels. Over time, an empathetic relationship is formed between the two.46 The 

 
43 Iser, Implied Reader, 68–69. Iser makes his argument with respect to Clinker, in Smollett’s Humphrey 

Clinker. The shift observed there is one of activity, from a protagonist who leads to one who is entirely passive. Iser 
argues that the void created by this transition is one that the reader invariably begins to fill. Bloom makes a similar 
argument, though with less justification, in his analysis of Macbeth. The apparent helplessness with which the 
protagonist sees the unfolding of events after he has seized the kingship renders him a victim of his imagination. The 
reader empathizes as she tries to understand, thereby eliding with the character. Harold Bloom, Shakespeare: The 
Invention of the Human (New York: Riverhead Books, 1999), 533–45.  

 
44 The means by which this reader interest is secured differs slightly from the examples given by Iser and 

Bloom. The shift in Joseph’s character concerns his temperament, not his willingness to lead. However, insomuch as 
the transition violates anticipated behavioral norms, it is possible to understand it as an inversion of character.  

 
45 Booth, Company, 237–60. The point is subtly different to the previous three means of securing reader 

association insomuch as is does not depend upon a form of narrative asymmetry. Indeed, Joseph’s weeping elicits 
the empathy of the reader by way of repetition rather than omission. Though the assertion does not appear especially 
provocative, Booth correctly notes the difficulties created by the age of Western individualism with regards to the 
question of narrative influence. However, the long-held idea of the self as a product of literary heritage should not be 
lost in light of recent objections. Identification is often accomplished by soliciting empathy, which in turn is 
frequently sought by highlighting human pleasures, fears, and/or emotions. See also, Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of 
Motives (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), 46; M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four 
Essays (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 34–37; Nan Johnson, “Reader-Response and the Pathos 
Principle,” RhetRev 6, no. 2 (1988): 160; Harold Bloom, The Anatomy of Influence: Literature as a Way of Life 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 209–17. 
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narrator’s multiple references to Joseph’s weeping during his test are particularly noteworthy in a 

mimetic field that rarely gives heed to character’s feelings. The protagonist’s emotions work 

together with the aforementioned devices to further secure reader involvement, and ask that she 

see the world from the same perspective as Joseph.  

   In sum, the narrative gap created by Joseph’s testing induces the reader to assume the 

place of the protagonist. Coherence can only be achieved if projections are made pertaining to 

his inner life. The narrator ensures such an aesthetic response by manipulating the gap in several 

ways: pursuing a strategy of permanent elision, inducing the test with a metaphoric quality, 

presenting Joseph in a contrastive manner to the previous narrative, and emphasizing the 

protagonist’s emotions. Acknowledgement of this narrative strategy prompts a subsequent 

question, namely why the reader should identify with Joseph. More specifically, what is the 

fusion of horizons intended by the merging of perspectives? The answer comes by considering 

again the act which terminates the test, Judah’s speech.  

 
Judah Confronts the Reader 

 Chapter 4 discussed the rhetorical effect of Judah’s speech on Joseph. As he pleads his 

case, deftly rehearsing previous interactions, his Egyptian lord is overwhelmed. Consequently, 

Joseph ends the time of testing and reveals his true identity to his brothers. With these features 

noted, the effect of the speech on the reader must now be considered.  

 
46 As before, Booth is more concerned with the allegiance developed between the reader and the implied 

author. Certainly, over the course of the entire narrative this relationship may prove to be more dominant. However, 
such does not negate the more immediate effect of emotional references, namely an empathy for the character at 
hand. Booth, Company, 256. With regards to Joseph, the point is perhaps affirmed by noting the persistence of his 
weeping in contrast to the uncertainty of his motives. Mentioned by the narrator during each major section of the 
test, the protagonist’s emotions constitute a constant with which the reader may form an empathetic response.  
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To answer the question of how Judah’s words transcend his original audience, it is 

instructive to recall the relationship between mimesis2 and mimesis3. Ricœur argues that the 

former is a mediating pivot for the latter. Mimesis2 serves and informs mimesis3 such that the act 

of reconfiguration follows the same contours as that of configuration.47 With regards to Judah’s 

speech, this suggests that its intended effect is to prompt compassion from the reader just as it 

does from Joseph. Both are to set aside grievances and seek peace with their contemporaries. 

Similar to the analysis of Gen 38, such is not to suggest that the circumstances of the reader will 

be the same as that of the protagonist. However, the ethics of Joseph’s response can readily 

transfer to all spheres of life. As Judah’s speech elicits compassion and forgiveness in his 

younger brother, it should in the reader too.48  

 Beyond a consideration of the conceptual continuity inherent to Ricœurian mimesis, the 

validity of this assertion is also affirmed by the speech itself. Specifically, two features of 

Judah’s address suggest that its rhetorical force is intended to impress itself on the reader. First is 

the simple observation that the speech constitutes a moment of crisis for the exiled son. His test 

has backfired, and Judah’s impassioned plea has maneuvered him into a corner. Drawing again 

from Booth, he discusses the merging of reader and character and the difficulty of discerning 

literary influence particularly as it relates to moral conduct. With that noted, the least ambiguous 

point of ethical association typically comes at a narrative’s climax, when the protagonist must 

demonstrate fortitude in order to succeed. Booth writes, “moral effects are clearest when we 

think of our experience with works that…show heroes and heroines facing clear dilemmas and 

 
47 Ricœur, Time and Narrative, 1:65–70, 77–82; 3:157–79. 
 
48 This point aligns with the “application” of several scholars, who cite Joseph’s response as worthy of 

imitation. See Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, 91–92; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 433; Hettema, Reading For 
Good, 248–50. 
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making admirable or lamentable choices.”49 Though the Jacob tôledôt does not implore the 

reader to identify with Joseph at every point in the narrative, it does so at its climax. As Joseph 

faces a moral decision upon which the story will turn, the reader is perhaps more prone to 

identify with him here than at any other point in the plot-structure.50  

 Second, Judah’s frequent use of quoted direct speech creates a perlocutionary force, felt 

by the reader. Noted in the previous chapter, the older brother invokes the words of others as the 

primary means of beseeching Joseph: eleven of the fifteen verses assume the status of 

metadiegetic narrative. Savran’s analysis of this feature is helpful insomuch as he considers its 

significance at the discourse level. He notes that when a character re-presents a verbal act, he 

temporarily assumes the status of the narrator. That character now tells the story, acting 

authoritatively as he selects and organizes works spoken in the past.51 For the recipients in the 

drama, there is invariably a degree of discovery, as the quoted direct speech contains new 

information. However, for the reader, the content of the metadiegetic narrative is often already 

known. Her relationship with the temporary narrator is one that centers almost exclusively on 

 
49 Booth, Company, 278. Booth extends his argument by suggesting that the point of crisis and subsequent 

response usually draws upon fixed norms of the narrative world. This further implies the mimetic prominence of 
Joseph’s compassion insomuch as the narrative tension centers on his willingness to exhibit virtue and show 
compassion to his brothers. As discussed in chapter 3, the righteousness of the עַרֶז  constitutes a predicate to 
perpetuation of the promised line, and thus an inherent norm to the narrative world of Genesis. See also, Stephen 
Crites, “The Narrative Quality of Experience,” JAAR 39, no. 3 (1971): 303; Hans Robert Jauss, “Levels of 
Identification of Hero and Audience,” NLH 5, no. 2 (1974): 310–17. 
 

50 As before, affirmation of this point is inferred by studies of the Jacob tôledôt that commend the reader to 
acknowledge the guiding providence of God in everyday life. Though often employing 50:20 as the primary point of 
instruction, Joseph’s response to Judah at 45:5, 8 communicates a similar lesson. By using the protagonist’s words 
as a point of application, Joseph himself becomes an example to be imitated. See Longacre, Joseph, 16; Hettema, 
Reading For Good, 346; Wilson, Joseph, 308. 

 
51 Savran, Telling, 89. Savran correctly points out that in reality the narrator remains in control of the 

narrative, choosing when to animate each character and selecting their words. Properly understood metadiegetic 
narrative creates the effect of transferring authority from the narrator to the character. Acknowledgement of this 
point highlights the reality of a perlocutionary force with respect to the reader, and prompts consideration as to its 
nature.  
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rhetorical strategy. Submitting to his lead, the reader makes no new discoveries with regard to 

the past, but is subject to the character’s persuasive manipulation of it.52 As Judah stitches 

together a narrative by drawing from words previously spoken, the reader is subjected to a 

skillfully presented summary of the story so far. The reasonableness of Judah’s plea is evident. 

Its persuasiveness is felt. As discussed above, the response should be the same as that of Joseph: 

both the reader and the protagonist are prompted by Judah to consider the past, acknowledge the 

future, and exhibit moral fortitude in the present.53  

 The importance of this mimetic pertinence as it relates to the Jacob tôledôt becomes clear 

by considering again the overarching concern for the line of the עַרֶז . The demands of mimesis3 

rendered Gen 38 as an invitation for the reader to participate in the drama of the narrative. By 

way of self-examination and repentance, she was prompted to form an association with the 

promised line. In like manner, Joseph’s testing and Judah’s speech demand that those who are 

connected to the עַרֶז  demonstrate an ongoing standard of righteousness. With the episode’s 

didacticism wrought this time through the exiled son, the reader is confronted with the question 

as to whether she is willing to show compassion. To progress in the plot-structure, she must pay 

 
52 Ibid., 80; Wénin, “Le temps dans l’histoire de Joseph,” 49. Though not every example of quoted direct 

speech evidences this dynamic between the narrator, character, and reader, such is the case with Judah’s speech. 
Everything that he communicates to Joseph has already been reported in the preceding narrative, and is therefore 
known by the reader. Rather than lessen the rhetorical effect of the speech, such a privileged position serves to 
heighten it. The reader does not need to assimilate new information into her understanding of the plot-structure. By 
contrast, she receives a carefully crafted summary of known material, and is able to perceive with the utmost clarity 
the rhetorical strategy of the speaker.   
 

53 Savran is correct to note the ambiguity of Judah’s goal: whether he intended merely to act as a substitute 
for Benjamin, or whether he actually sought a wholesale acquittal of the charges. Taken in isolation, such 
uncertainty would render the perlocutionary effect of the speech on the reader difficult to discern. However, when 
read as the emotional response to Joseph’s test, the mimetic pertinence may be readily inferred. Insomuch as the 
reader has been invited to identify with the protagonist, her response to Judah’s words should correspond. Savran, 
Telling, 62. 
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heed to God’s sovereign hand and respond with forgiveness towards any by whom she has been 

wronged. Only then can she maintain her relationship with the line of the עַרֶז . 

 
Jacob’s Testament and the Reader’s Blessing 

 The foregoing analysis has shown how the Jacob tôledôt prompts a response from the 

reader, in accordance with its plot-structure. If she desires to associate with the line of the עַרֶז  

she must demonstrate a corresponding level of righteousness. With regards to self, this 

necessitates a willingness to acknowledge previous wrongs. Concerning others, it demands 

compassion and forgiveness. If the reader complies, she forms an alliance with the sons of Jacob 

thereby positioning herself as a beneficiary of the patriarchal blessings.  

 As the plot enters its dénouement, a final episode of mimetic pertinence remains: one that 

projects more fully the reader’s relationship with the promised line. Though Gen 49 has been the 

focus of much source critical analysis, less carefully considered is the value of Jacob’s words as 

they pertain to the reader.54 The paradigmatic tableau produced by mimesis2 rendered Gen 49 as 

the long-anticipated response to the question of Jacob’s heir. With this interpretation in view, 

mimesis3 prompts a consideration of its relevance for the reader. How should the patriarch’s 

words reconfigure the world of her who has submitted to the demands of the narrative, and 

demonstrated an allegiance with the line of the עַרֶז ? As before, the answer to this question can be 

sought first, by noting several features of the text that infer an intended fusion of horizons. 

 
54 Even amongst those interpretations of the Jacob tôledôt that invoke the role of the reader, analyses of 

Gen 49 are relatively sparse. In part, this is due to an underdeveloped methodology of reader involvement: one that 
focusses exclusively on perceived asymmetries, and fails to consider points of narrative saturation. Sternberg’s 
reading system is perhaps most representative of this imbalance. Accordingly, his analysis of Jacob’s words in Gen 
49 fails to consider adequately the effect on the reader. See Sternberg, Poetics, 351–54, 63–64. 
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Thereafter, the significance of these features can be drawn by viewing them alongside the 

mimetic demands of the narrative, discussed earlier in this chapter.  

 
Iconic Augmentation and Reader Affirmation 

A cursory reading of Gen 49 makes clear its unique form within the Jacob tôledôt. The 

use of poetic verse, the prevalence of symbolic imagery, and the frequent shifting of referent 

work together to create an episode whose mimeticism is distinct from the rest of the narrative.55 

Unlike Gen 38 and Joseph’s testing, these features do not secure reader involvement by way of 

asymmetry. Rather, they combine to produce a form of narrative saturation, labelled by Ricœur 

as iconic augmentation. As such, the narrative does not seek a contribution from the reader per 

se. Instead, it intends to impress a message upon her by heightening her perception of a specific 

reality. By considering each feature in turn—the use of poetic verse, metaphoric language, and 

changing referents—the specific nature of reader involvement becomes clear.56  

Regarding the departure from narrative prose, scholars affirm the prominence this affords 

to Jacob’s words. Within the taxonomy of Hebrew narrative, the use of poetic verse elevates the 

blessing above other episodes of the Jacob tôledôt.57 It is possible to extend this observation by 

drawing from Iser’s analysis of verse passages, as found in Pilgrim’s Progress. Therein he notes 

how many incidents within the story conclude with a poetic stanza. In each case, the purpose is 

 
55 This point is acknowledged by Longacre from a textlinguistic perspective. On the basis of form he 

contends that the chapter is intended to be a high point in the Jacob tôledôt and perhaps even Genesis. Longacre, 
Joseph, 54. See also Sarna, Genesis, 331. 

 
56 Discussed in chapter 2, the premise of iconic augmentation is well affirmed in other representational 

modes. Though its application to narrative has not been fully explored, literary critics have affirmed the 
undergirding principal. Specifically, accentuations in form emphasize certain ideational features thereby evoking 
emotions in the observer. Within the Jacob tôledôt, the unique form of Gen 49 infers the validity of its analysis by 
way of iconic augmentation.  
 

57 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 468. Methodologically, the distinction between poetry and prose is discussed 
by Alter, Biblical Narrative, 193. 
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to give an interpretation of the preceding episode, extracting the general significance of 

particular events. Individual characters are reduced to their commendable (or reprehensible) 

characteristics, and the “edifying idea” is made plain.58 Iser continues by noting how, with 

respect to the reader, the significance of the poetic stanza is increased when it is spoken by the 

pilgrim himself. Since the whole narrative continually implores the reader to join Christian on 

his journey, the protagonist’s ability to interpret the preceding event encourages the reader that 

she can do likewise. She can extract the significance from the particular, learn the corresponding 

lesson, and progress on her way.59  

This analysis commends itself to the present study in several ways. First, as Jacob blesses 

his sons, he gives a summative evaluation of the previous events. Specifically, Jacob verifies the 

aforementioned dynamic between virtue and blessing. Those of his sons who have acted 

improperly will be distanced from the line of blessing (49:3-4, 5-7). Those who have behaved 

commendably, particularly Judah and Joseph, will be rewarded (49:8, 10, 26). That which the 

reader has deduced from narrative prose is confirmed for her in poetic verse.60 Second, since the 

words come from Jacob himself, they assume a perlocutionary force for his sons, and the reader. 

Whereas in Pilgrim’s Progress poetic verse is often employed to solidify identification with 

 
58 Iser, Implied Reader, 11–12. Elsewhere Iser discusses the importance of consistency building for correct 

apprehension of the text. According to his theory of the “wandering viewpoint,” gestalt groupings are formed which 
permit not only the autocorrelation of textual signs, but the synthesis of meaning. See Iser, Act of Reading, 118–29. 
Though Iser does not make the connection with regards to Pilgrim’s Progress, it seems the poetic summaries are a 
primary means by which the reader’s gestalt-forming is confirmed, and satisfaction provided.  

 
59 Iser, Implied Reader, 12. Iser makes this inference as part of a larger argument concerning the aim of the 

story. In part, he draws on its narrative world, noting that a basic requirement of Puritan edification is the ability to 
deduce the right conclusion from a particular set of circumstances.  

 
60 Though it is not possible to connect every blessing to a previous event within the narrative, 

commentators are agreed that Jacob’s words concerning Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, and Joseph provide a 
summative evaluation of earlier behavior. See for example, Sarna, Genesis, 332–35, 42; Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 
470; de Hoop, Genesis 49, 351–55; Wilson, Joseph, 201. In this way, the retrospective element of the testament 
appears to focus on those events that in some way affect the answer to the question of Jacob’s heir. 



 202 

Christian, here it positions the reader as relationally subordinate to the patriarch, alongside his 

sons.61 Moreover, as chapter 4 noted the performative value inherent to such blessings, for the 

reader who has formed an association with the line of the עַרֶז , she stands poised to receive a 

benediction. Stated otherwise, Jacob’s summary not only confirms the reader’s interpretation of 

the preceding narrative, it infers a reward for complying with its ethical demands.  

The effect of poetic verse is enhanced by a second feature of the text, namely the 

extensive use of metaphor. Discussed previously in the analysis of Joseph’s testing, metaphoric 

speech is an acknowledged means of securing reader participation. As the literal sense of the 

words is resisted, effort is required to interpret the metaphor in relation to the prevailing context. 

Jacob’s persistent recourse to symbolic imagery throughout Gen 49 infers an intended level of 

reader activation.62  

Observing the specific use of metaphor highlights the nature of this involvement. First, 

Jacob speaks most plainly of Reuben, Simeon, and Levi, rehearsing their conduct in a near literal 

manner: the firstborn defiled his bed ( ָּתְלַּלִח זָא Eיִבָא יֵבְּכְׁשִמ ָתיִלָע  49:4) the second and third 

wrought acts of violence ( רֹוׁש־ּורְּקִע םָנֹצְרִבּו ׁשיִא ּוגְרָה םָּפַאְב ... םֶהיֵתֹרֵכְמ סָמָח יֵלְּכ  49:5, 6).63 As 

 
61 Similar to Iser’s analysis of Pilgrim’s Progress, this assertion must be extrapolated from the prevailing 

context of the narrative. As this chapter has shown, the Jacob tôledôt frequently positions the reader as a 
contemporary of Judah and Joseph, and not of the patriarch. Moreover, insomuch as the narrative posits the question 
of heirship, forming a relationship with the leading sons becomes more desirable than an association with Jacob. 

 
62 Sarna’s analysis comes close to acknowledging this when he speaks of the interpretive difficulties 

inherent to the chapter by virtue of its extreme allusiveness and considerable double entendre. Sarna, Genesis, 331. 
 
63 Certainly, there are interpretive issues surrounding these statements, not least the meaning of הָרֵכְמ , and 

the absence of any reference in Gen 34 to the hamstringing of oxen. Various explanations have been offered. See for 
example, H. Cazelles, “Siméon et Lévi sont frères,” in De la Tôrah au Messie: Études d'exégèse et d'herméneutique 
bibliques offertes à Henri Cazelles pour ses 25 années d'enseignement à l'Institut catholique de Paris, ed. M. 
Carrez, J. Doré, and P. Grelot (Paris: Desclée, 1981), 113–19; Matty Cohen, “mekērōtēhem (Genèse XLIX 5),” VT 
31, no. 4 (1981): 473–77; Stanley Gevirtz, “Simeon and Levi in “The Blessing of Jacob” (Gen 49:5-7),” HUCA 52 
(1981): 95, 110–13; Dwight Wayne Young, “A Ghost Word in the Testament of Jacob (Gen 49:5)?,” JBL 100, no. 3 
(1981): 335–42. Notwithstanding differences in the solutions offered, a consensus exists that Jacob’s words invoke 
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such, minimal reader involvement is sought. Notably, these are the sons whose actions Jacob 

condemns. By contrast, the patriarch employs brief symbolic imagery with regards to Issachar 

(49:14-15), Dan (49:16-17), Napthali (49:21), and Benjamin (49:27), as they are likened to a 

donkey ( רֹמֲח ), serpent ( ׁשָחָנ ןֹפיִפְׁש , ), doe ( הָלָּיַא ), and wolf ( בֵאְז ) respectively. In each case, a 

short poetic stanza elicits a moderate level of reader participation, and communicates a 

benediction that is ethically neutral: neither condemning nor commending the son in view.64 By 

contrast again, Jacob uses extensive metaphorical language when speaking of Judah (49:8-12) 

and Joseph (49:22-26). Animal and agricultural imagery work together to form two prolonged 

blessings, notably for those sons who receive the highest commendation. A pattern emerges 

whereby the extent of metaphoric language corresponds with the son’s virtue. Reader 

involvement increases relative to Jacob’s ethical affirmation.65 Drawing again on the 

performative value of Jacob’s words, this correlation affirms the conclusion given above: that the 

fusion of horizons between the world of the text and that of the reader is greatest when Judah and 

Joseph are in view. Or, the iconic augmentation of the narrative centers upon the perpetuation of 

the עַרֶז , and the reader’s association with it. 

A third feature of the text that contributes to this mimetic pertinence is the change in 

referent throughout Jacob’s testament. The juxtaposition of second and third person pronouns 

creates a shifting pattern from individual address to public declaration. Often analyzed from a 

 
the events of Gen 34 and 35:22. Relative to the benediction given to Judah and Joseph, the symbolic value of 49:4, 
5, 6 is certainly less. 

 
64 De Hoop’s synchronic analysis of the text appears to give heed to this point by suggesting that the 

blessings given to these brothers draw less on the past and look more to the future of each tribe. de Hoop, Genesis 
49, 359. As such, the words do not function as an evaluative summary of the respective son’s moral conduct.  

 
65 To be sure, the greater level of symbolism employed with respect to Judah and Joseph arises in part due 

to the fact that they receive the longest blessings. Noted in chapter 4 as an indication of their preeminence, the point 
made here is that the length of the blessing, by virtue of its metaphoric value, becomes a means of reader activation.  
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text critical perspective,66 Iser cites a change in referent as contributive to reader involvement. 

Discussing Thackeray’s Henry Esmond, he argues for the self-reduction of the hero by virtue of 

changing perspectives. In particular, he notes the protagonist’s use of first and third person 

references as a means of portraying self-awareness, and commending a level of reader-hero 

association. Iser argues that this is particularly true for uses of the first-person plural: “[Esmond] 

uses the first person plural to suggest to the reader that a particular insight has general validity 

for all human life—so that by drawing the reader into his judgment, he lures him into confirming 

the truth of his observation.”67  

Applying this reasoning to Gen 49, it is possible that Jacob’s alternation of addressee 

further compounds the intended effect on the reader. To be clear, the goal is not to form an 

association with the patriarch, and thus unlike Henry Esmond, use of the first-person plural is not 

determinative. Rather, insomuch as identification with Judah and Joseph is key, an interchange 

between second and third person pronouns becomes instructive.  

Jacob begins by addressing Judah directly (49:8), before offering his analysis to all those 

present (49:9-12). Similarly, the patriarch speaks to his sons collectively concerning Joseph 

(49:22-24), after which he pronounces a blessing to him individually (49:25-26). Just as the use 

of poetic verse and metaphoric language has already served to secure reader involvement, this 

change in referent augments it. The reader—who has previously formed an alliance with Judah 

and Joseph—observes as a third party the patriarch’s commendation of their conduct, and by 

 
66 For various interpretations that depart from the MT, see Joseph Reider, “Etymological Studies in Biblical 

Hebrew,” VT 4, no. 3 (1954): 276; Mitchell Dahood, “Hebrew-Ugaritic Lexicography III,” Bib 46, no. 3 (1965): 
319; Stanley Gevirtz, “The Reprimand of Reuben,” JNES 30, no. 2 (1971): 97–98. 

 
67 Iser, Implied Reader, 131–32. 
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inference, her own. The reader then receives the second person pronouns somewhat directly: the 

“you” of Jacob’s address goes beyond Judah and Joseph, and is felt by the reader.68  

Admittedly, the mimetic pertinence of this feature is slight. By itself a change in referent 

is insufficient to accomplish the intended fusion of horizons between text and reader. However, 

when observed alongside the aforementioned features, the cumulative effect is significant. The 

use of poetic verse, symbolic imagery, and multiple referents work together so as to confirm the 

reader’s understanding of the preceding narrative, and impress upon her the results. As a 

participant in the Jacob tôledôt, her efforts to associate with the line of the עַרֶז  are 

acknowledged, and the blessing given to Judah and Joseph transfers itself to her world.69  

  
Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to consider the Jacob tôledôt according to the demands of 

mimesis3. Holding the configurational act in view, the question has been asked of how the 

narrative creates a mimetic pertinence that impresses itself on the world of the reader. Though 

 
68 The effect of direct address on the reader has been noted by many before Iser. Perhaps the first 

articulation of its force is given by Longinus, who writes, “All such passages with a direct personal address put the 
hearer in the presence of the action itself” (πάντα δὲ τὰ τοιαῦτα πρὸς αὐτὰ ἀπερειδόμενα τὰ πρόσωπα ἐπ̓ αὐτῶν  
ἵστησι τὸν ἀκροατὴν τῶν ἐνεργουμένων On the Sublime 26:2). See also, Meir Sternberg, “Ordering the Unordered: 
Time, Space, and Descriptive Coherence,” YFS 61 (1981): 81–88. 

 
69 At this point, an objection might be raised concerning a perceived level of discontinuity between 

mimesis2 and mimesis3. Specifically, even though chapter 4 insisted on one son through whom the line of the עַרֶז  
would ultimately continue, herein an association with two of Jacob’s offspring is affirmed. Stated otherwise, the 
foregoing analysis suggests that the reader enjoys the blessing given to both Judah and Joseph, even though her 
previous efforts have been to associate with the sole heir of the promised line. However, it should be recalled that 
the interpretation of Gen 49 offered as part of mimesis2 rendered both Judah and Joseph as significant to the future 
of the עַרֶז . Joseph receives the blessing of the firstborn. But the tribe of Judah will ultimately prevail, fulfilling the 
hope of a royal deliverer. For the reader, this reality translates to a participation of the blessing given to both. 
Insomuch as she has drawn close to Judah in Gen 38, and identified with Joseph during the period of testing, she 
becomes a corecipient of the benediction given to the two sons. The specific details of Jacob’s words should not be 
pressed too literally onto the world of the reader. Her association does not infer an exact equivalence of future 
blessing. Rather, in a more general manner, the reader’s demonstration of righteousness is rewarded with the 
promise of abundance and divine blessing, commensurate with the projected future of Judah and Joseph.   
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much work on the Jacob tôledôt stops short of considering the intended dynamic between the 

text and its recipient, by leveraging the observations of other narrative studies it has been 

possible to define the contours of mimesis3 as they relate to the anticipation of the עַרֶז .  

Three episodes have been identified wherein an intended effect on the reader is 

discernible. By virtue of changing perspectives, Gen 38 invites the reader to stand beside Judah, 

and with him, acknowledge previous failings. By way of a narrative gap, Joseph’s testing 

beckons the reader to assume the place of the protagonist, such that she too is confronted by 

Judah’s speech and forced to assess her willingness to forgive others. Finally, a perceived iconic 

augmentation is at work in Gen 49 so as to impress upon the reader the reward for her previous 

efforts. Having submitted to the demands of the narrative, and demonstrated virtue in accordance 

with the expectation of the promised line, the reader is blessed alongside Judah and Joseph.  

Undoubtedly, it is possible to explore further the act of reconfiguration according to 

mimesis3 for the Jacob tôledôt. Insomuch as literary readings of the text have neglected to 

consider the intended effect on the reader, the fusion of horizons could be defined more fully. 

However, several contributions have been made in this chapter by resisting a two-dimensional 

understanding of the narrative. By espousing the reader as a participant in the drama of the Jacob 

tôledôt, the contours of mimesis3 have been identified and the interpretive act completed. 
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CONCLUSION 

As highlighted in chapter 1 of this thesis, recent trends within Pentateuchal scholarship 

have sought to assess narrative continuity by invoking the concept of plot. With reference to 

Genesis, Ska concedes a greater degree of unity to the various cycles than traditional source 

critical studies, while at the same time asserting a persistent collapse in the plot-structure. Points 

of incoherence vary, though they are particularly manifest between narrative complexes and in 

the concluding sections of each cycle. With reference to the Jacob tôledôt, Ska suggests that the 

story of Judah and Tamar (Gen 38), Joseph’s administration in Egypt (47:13-26), Jacob’s final 

days (47:27-48:22), Jacob’s blessing (49:1-27), Jacob’s death and burial (49:28-50:13), and the 

final days in Joseph’s life (50:22-26), constitute the primary areas of discontinuity in an 

otherwise unified story.  

The response offered herein probes more fully the notion of plot. Without denying the 

significance of chronology and causality in the perception of narrative continuity, greater 

consideration is given to the phenomenological presuppositions of a text. Mimesis is invoked as 

the inherent predicate of plot, with Ricœur’s Time and Narrative providing a philosophical 

exploration of the relationship. His threefold model is affirmed as a means of assessing narrative 

continuity, not least because of the credence it gives to the hermeneutical consciousness of a 

narrative, as well as the intended aesthetic response. 

 The Jacob tôledôt was subsequently analyzed according to the demands of Ricœurian 

mimesis. Chapter 3 delineates the narrative world of the text by giving heed to its prefiguring 

influences. Therein it is argued that Gen 37:2-50:26 inheres a domain of acting and suffering that 

centers on the hope of a royal deliver, through the line of the עַרֶז . With the announcement of the 

Jacob tôledôt at 37:2, the question of who will be Jacob’s heir becomes paramount. Chapter 4 
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offers a reading of the narrative that stresses the configurational act in the derivation of a plot-

structure. With the contours of mimesis1 in view, the holistic thought is pursued, and a cohesive 

drama perceived that charts the travails of Judah and Joseph. With both posited as the potential 

heir, the favored son is exiled while the fourth-in-line undergoes a process of moral growth. A 

series of encounters results in the reunification of the family, and an attestation of both men’s 

virtue. The story ends in Egypt, with the pronouncement of Joseph as Jacob’s firstborn, but 

Judah as the eventual perpetuator of the promised עַרֶז . Chapter 5 brings the interpretive act to a 

close with a consideration of the narrative’s heterocosmic potential. Three points of mimetic 

prominence are considered, wherein an intended aesthetic response is noted. With the established 

plot-structure serving as a fulcrum, the world of the text is seen to impress itself on the world of 

the reader, specifically by exhorting her to righteousness, concomitant with the expectations of 

the line of the עַרֶז . By acknowledging previous failings, and forgiving others of theirs, the reader 

forges an association with Judah and Joseph, and stands poised to benefit from the associated 

blessings.   

 
Refining Ricœurian Mimesis 

 Before discussing the contribution of this thesis and the resultant implications for recent 

source critical approaches, it is important to note aspects of the model that could be improved 

upon. There are at least two areas that warrant further consideration in light of the analysis 

offered herein.  

1. At the methodological level, one of the primary claims of this thesis is that plot should be 

rendered as a function of mimesis. The application of this premise is pursued via 

Ricœur’s model, which in turn is a derivative of the theory offered by Aristotle. Space 

does not permit to consider fully the history of mimeticism in literature, suffice to say its 
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conceptual roots are planted firmly in the Western tradition. As such, the question arises 

as to the validity of subjecting an ANE narrative to the demands of a system such as 

Ricœur’s. In chapter 2 a brief rejoinder is given to this potential objection, contending for 

the legitimacy of the exercise from a philosophical and historical perspective.  

A closely related issue, worthy of further consideration, pertains to the tradition of 

mimesis in the ANE. Accepting the reality of an aesthetic system of thought, its 

conceptual derivation should be probed further. Such an enquiry would begin by 

exploring the ANE perception of reality, and the associated understanding of 

representational artforms. Foundational to the mimetic theory of any culture, a greater 

understanding of these issues would pave the way for a more nuanced application of 

Ricœur’s model. Furthermore, by establishing the philosophical antecedent of ANE 

mimeticism, subsequent questions could be asked regarding the intention of an aesthetic 

response. How might the referential capacity of a narrative change, as its 

phenomenological presuppositions are better understood? Would the heterocosmic 

potential of a plot-structure increase, and if so, in what manner? 

To be sure, the pursuit of these matters is complex, not least due to the relative 

dearth of source material that directly addresses the issue of representational strategy. 

However, the need for further research is clear. Though the recent uptake of literary 

methods has produced many positive contributions, the mediation of human praxis from 

text to reader has been little explored. As such, the ethical force inherent to narratives 

such as those found in Genesis remains an underdeveloped facet of the text. This thesis 

has sought to probe the mimetic pertinence of the Jacob tôledôt with the application of 

Ricœur’s threefold model. A greater understanding of mimeticism in the ANE would 
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permit further observations, particularly as it relates to the meaning-effect relationship 

between the text and the reader.  

2. A closely related topic that warrants further attention in light of the foregoing analysis is 

that of the reader. As literary criticism has given more attention to the domain of aesthetic 

response, an evident need has emerged to define the purview of the one responding. In 

chapter 2, Iser’s category of the Implied Reader is invoked, noting that the mimetic 

pertinence of the Jacob tôledôt has its maximum effect on those who accede to the 

narrative world established by mimesis1. Notwithstanding the usefulness of this 

definition, as the distance between the reader and text increases, other factors threaten to 

undermine its relevance.  

By way of example, an original recipient of the Jacob tôledôt would presumably 

understand righteousness as defined by Torah, and readily perceive its relevance to life 

within the Israelite community. By contrast, today’s reader of the narrative must work 

hard to appropriate its ethical didacticism, in a cultural context which is altogether 

different. She must seek to understand any moral demands at a foundational level, 

acknowledging an inherent discontinuity between the world of text and the world of the 

reader. Such difficulties threaten to impinge upon the mimeticism of the narrative: its 

heterocosmic potential may be lessened as the relationship between the reader and the 

Implied Reader becomes increasingly complex.  

As such, a successful exploration of the meaning-effect relationship with respect 

to Pentateuchal narrative must question further the identity of the reader. This would 

invoke several areas of study, referenced in chapter 5, including a hermeneutics of 

identity, particularly as it relates to literary heritage. The result of such work would 
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potentially allow for a more detailed delineation of the Implied Reader: one that 

demonstrates greater cognizance of the distance between the Jacob tôledôt and its 

recipient, and better serves the task of narrative appropriation.  

 
Reconsidering Recent Source Critical Approaches 

 Having suggested these potential refinements, it is now possible to summarize the various 

contributions of this thesis and consider the implications for recent source critical approaches. Of 

the various claims made throughout, at least three challenge those readings that argue for an 

incoherent plot-structure. Helpfully, they can be categorized according to the successive stages 

of Ricœurian mimesis: 

1. Perhaps most fundamentally, the reading strategy developed and applied in this thesis 

contends that the interpretation of narrative continuity should begin with an 

understanding of its mimetic domain. Stated otherwise, the Jacob tôledôt must be read 

with proper reference to the preceding stories. This runs contrary to Ska’s suggestion that 

it is possible to interpret the narrative cycles in Genesis without any knowledge of 

previous events.1 By failing to give heed to the contours of mimesis1, he argues that the 

Jacob tôledôt is primarily concerned with fraternal strife, and that familial reconciliation 

brings a satisfactory conclusion to the plot.2 However, by tracing out its narrative world, 

this thesis demonstrates thematic correspondence with the preceding cycles such that the 

plot centers upon the search for the עַרֶז . Discordant relationships are a subservient 

element in the story. In turn, this has served the interpretation of Gen 38 and Ska’s “loose 

ends”: the consideration of Judah becomes necessary insomuch as he stands as the next 

 
1 Ska, “Narrative Continuity,” 213. 

 
2 ibid., 214–15. 
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legitimate heir of Jacob, while the concluding episodes respond to the various hopes and 

fears associated with the anticipation of a royal redeemer.  

Though it is true that expressions of discontinuity exist between the various 

narrative cycles—by virtue of a change in characters, location, and circumstances—the 

exploration of mimesis1 demonstrates a prevailing consistency in narrative focus. 

Moreover, it also evidences a unified plot-structure to the Jacob tôledôt, one that is 

informed by its narrative world, and able to account for every constituent episode.  

2. Secondarily, the reading strategy employed in this thesis posits an understanding of plot 

whereby the manifestation of continuity is not limited to expressions of chronology and 

causality. Indeed, an argument is forged that renders coherency as a product of the 

holistic thought: when the syntagmatic order gives way to a paradigmatic tableau, a plot-

structure emerges that is both followable and satisfying. Though causal and chronological 

markers can serve as more deliberate expressions of narrative continuity, they must be 

viewed amidst a myriad of other contributive features.  

This claim, which pertains most directly to the articulation of mimesis2, presents a 

significant challenge to recent source critical approaches. Though such readings have 

drawn attention to the importance of plot, their attendant definitions appear to be 

inadequate. By way of example, Ska writes, “What is required for a real narrative is a 

logical sequence, i.e., a chain of causes and effects that is present in the succession of 

events recounted.”3 Though he concedes that the relationship between two episodes may 

remain inferred, nevertheless Ska fails to acknowledge the importance of the 

 
3 Ibid., 202. 
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configurational act. By privileging chronology and causality, he limits the perception of 

plot to the domain of syntagmatic order. 

This thesis offers an alternative reading of the narrative: one that gives heed to 

mimetic strategy and emphasizes the development of plot by way of the holistic thought. 

In turn, this has further served the interpretation of Gen 38 and Ska’s “loose-ends.” 

Judah’s time away from home testifies to a process of moral growth, which subsequently 

bears fruit in Egypt as he offers his life in place of Benjamin’s. This results in a special 

blessing for the fourth-born son, and his descendants. Notwithstanding the absence of 

causal markers, the travails of Judah emerge as a necessary complement to the affairs of 

Joseph. Both work together to form an acceptable whole.  

Similarly, the concluding episodes serve to bring the narrative to a satisfactory 

resting point. Rather than interpreting the final stages of the Jacob tôledôt as appendices 

to the plot, the configurational act presents them as a true dénouement: outstanding 

concerns are resolved, and the question of Jacob’s heir is finally answered. Though an 

explicit causal chain is not formed, the holistic thought infers a continuous narrative. 

Pace Ska, there is no hint of a “loose end.”  

3. Finally, this thesis contends for the mediating function of a narrative, from the world of 

the text to the world of the reader. Accordingly, the plot becomes a pivot that 

communicates a domain of acting and suffering, and reorders the praxis of the reader. 

One implication of this claim is that a consideration of narrative continuity should give 

heed to the intended aesthetic response. That is, a complete reading of the Jacob tôledôt 

must include an examination of mimesis3. Herein lies an aspect of literary theory that has 

not been adequately explored within Pentateuchal scholarship. With respect to recent 
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source critical approaches, though they have incorporated some of the advancements 

offered by literary readings of the text, seemingly no acknowledgement has been given to 

the heterocosmic intention of a plot. 

The consideration of aesthetic response offered in this thesis has resulted in yet 

further affirmations of narrative continuity. Particularly pertinent to points of negation 

and augmentation, the marked shift in mimetic strategy at Gen 38 and 49 serves as a 

constituent feature of the plot-structure: one that secures reader involvement so as then to 

extend the meaning-effect relationship beyond the world of the text. Thus, rather than 

presenting themselves as expressions of discontinuity, these episodes are interpreted as 

essential components of the whole insomuch as the intention of an aesthetic response is 

acknowledged. Likewise, Joseph’s testing and Judah’s speech evidence a similar level of 

mimetic pertinence, one that seeks to impress itself upon the world of the reader.  

With these contributions in view, and the associated challenges they pose to recent source critical 

readings of the text, there is evidently scope for further work. Notwithstanding possible 

refinements to the model developed in this thesis, and/or the interpretation offered of the Jacob 

tôledôt, other narratives should be reexamined according to a definition of plot that is predicated 

on mimesis. Familiar texts should be read afresh, with attention given to the mediating properties 

of plot. This would involve a delineation of the narrative world, a pursuit of the holistic thought, 

and a consideration of aesthetic response. Such efforts would surely espouse a greater level of 

narrative continuity than has typically been affirmed within Pentateuchal scholarship. As this 

thesis shows, reading for plot according to Ricœurian mimesis has the potential to challenge 

recent source critical approaches, pressing for a reconsideration of the incoherency that is so 

readily attributed to the text. 
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