


ISBN Print: 9783525532584 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647532585
© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Benjamin A. Foreman, Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in the Book of Jeremiah



Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur 
des Alten und Neuen Testaments

Herausgegeben von 
Jan Christian Gertz, Dietrich-Alex Koch, 

Matthias Köckert, Hermut Löhr, Steven McKenzie, 
Joachim Schaper und Christopher Tuckett

Band 238

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht

ISBN Print: 9783525532584 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647532585
© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Benjamin A. Foreman, Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in the Book of Jeremiah



Benjamin A. Foreman

Animal Metaphors  
and the People of Israel  
in the Book of Jeremiah

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht

ISBN Print: 9783525532584 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647532585
© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Benjamin A. Foreman, Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in the Book of Jeremiah



With 8 images 
All images used by permission

Bibliografische Information der Deutschen Nationalbibliothek

Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek verzeichnet diese Publikation in der  
Deutschen Nationalbibliografie; detaillierte bibliografische Daten sind 

im Internet über http://dnb.d-nb.de abrufbar. 

ISBN 978-3-525-53258-4
ISBN 978-3-647-53258-5 (E-Book)

© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen/ 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht LLC, Oakville, CT, U.S.A. 

Internet: www.v-r.de
Alle Rechte vorbehalten. Das Werk und seine Teile sind urheberrechtlich geschützt. 

Jede Verwertung in anderen als den gesetzlich zugelassenen Fällen bedarf der  
vorherigen schriftlichen Einwilligung des Verlages. 

Printed in Germany. 
 

Satz: OLD-Media OHG, Neckarsteinach.
Druck- und Bindung: b Hubert & Co, Göttingen. 

Gedruckt auf alterungsbeständigem Papier.

ISBN Print: 9783525532584 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647532585
© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Benjamin A. Foreman, Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in the Book of Jeremiah



Table of Contents

Preface   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  IX

Abbreviations   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  XI

Chapter 1: Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1

 Focus of the Investigation   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1
 Theoretical Perspectives on Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4
  Aristotle . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5
  Recent Theories of Metaphor   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5
   I. A. Richards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5
   Max Black   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  6
   Lakoff, Johnson, Turner . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8
   Eva Kittay   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  9
  Identifying Metaphors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  12
  Distinguishing Metaphors from Other Tropes . . . . . . . . . . . . .  14
  The “Dead Metaphor”   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  16
  Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  20
 Metaphor and Biblical Studies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  22
  Studies Focusing on the Theoretical Aspect of Metaphor . . . .  22
  The Cognitive Theory of Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  24
  Metaphor Theory and its Application to Biblical Texts . . . . . .  27
 Method of Analysis   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  29
  1. Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  31
  2. Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  31
  3. Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  32
  Order of Analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  33

Chapter 2: Pastoral Metaphors   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  35

 Introduction   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  35
 § 1. Sheep-scattering Shepherds and the Restored Flock (23:1–4)   44
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  44
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  45
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  47
    . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  48
   Verse 3   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  51
  Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  57

ISBN Print: 9783525532584 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647532585
© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Benjamin A. Foreman, Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in the Book of Jeremiah



VI Table of Contents

 § 2. The Guardian Shepherd (31:10)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  59
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  59
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  60
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  61
 § 3. Lost Sheep (50:6–8)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  68
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  68
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  70
  Preliminary Consideration: Rhetorical Units in Jer 50   . . . . . .  72
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  73
  Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  80
 § 4. A Scattered Lamb (50:17–19)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  82
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  82
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  83
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  84
   Verse 17   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  84
   Verse 19   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  89
  Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  92
 § 5. Shepherding Shepherds (3:15) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  93
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  93
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  94
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  94
   The Wider Context . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  96
   Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  99
 § 6. The Shepherds and their Flocks (10:21) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  103
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  103
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  103
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  104
 Chapter Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  105

Chapter 3: Mammal Metaphors   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  107

 Introduction   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  107
 § 1. Lusty Horses (5:8)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  115
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  115
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  115
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  118
   An Allusion to Canaanite Cultic Prostitution? . . . . . . . . . . .  121
 § 2. War Horse (8:6b)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  129
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  129
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  129
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  131
 § 3. Neighing Horse (13:27a)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  140
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  140

ISBN Print: 9783525532584 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647532585
© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Benjamin A. Foreman, Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in the Book of Jeremiah



 Table of Contents VII

  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  140
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  140
 § 4. Camel and Wild Donkey (2:23–24)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  144
  Identifying the Metaphorical Construction   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  144
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  146
  Discussion of the Metaphors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  148
   v. 23 – The Camel   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  148
   v. 24 – The Wild Donkey . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  150
   The Valley   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  152
   The Background of the Metaphor of Harlotry   . . . . . . . . . . .  156
   The Contribution of Jer 2:23–24 to the Wider Context . . . .  158
   The Identity of Israel in Jer 2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  159
  Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  160
 § 5. Roaring Lion (12:8)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  162
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  162
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  166
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  167
  Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  173
 § 6. Spotted Leopard (13:23)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  174
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  174
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  174
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  175
      . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  177
   Israel’s Incapability of Returning to Yahweh   . . . . . . . . . . . .  178
   Human Responsibility . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  181
  Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  182
 § 7. Untrained Calf (31:18)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  183
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  183
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  184
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  185
    . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  187
   Israel as a Bovine in Jeremiah   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  190
 Chapter Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  196

Chapter 4: Bird Metaphors   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  197

 Introduction   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  197
 § 1. Wicked Fowlers (5:26) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  202
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  202
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  203
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  205
  Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  211

ISBN Print: 9783525532584 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647532585
© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Benjamin A. Foreman, Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in the Book of Jeremiah



VIII Table of Contents

 § 2. Migrating Birds (8:7) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  212
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  212
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  212
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  215
 § 3. Bird of Prey (12:9)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  222
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  222
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  223
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  225
 § 4. Fishermen and Hunters (16:16) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  232
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  232
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  235
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  235
   Fishermen   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  235
   Hunters   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  236
 § 5. Nesting Bird in the Cedars of Lebanon (22:23)   . . . . . . . . . . .  241
  Identifying the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  241
  Text-Critical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  242
  Discussion of the Metaphor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  242
 Chapter Summary   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  245

Chapter 5: Conclusions   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  249

 Animal Imagery   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  249
 Metaphor   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  252
 Israel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  254

Selected Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  259

 Sources and Reference Works   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  259
 Commentaries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  262
 Other Secondary Literature   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  264

Scripture Index   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  277

ISBN Print: 9783525532584 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647532585
© 2011, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen

Benjamin A. Foreman, Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in the Book of Jeremiah



Preface

Animal Metaphors and the People of Israel in Jeremiah is a revised version 
of my doctoral thesis submitted to the University of Aberdeen in 2009. It 
is perhaps providential that before I began writing this volume, I did not 
fully understand the magnitude of the task; had I been completely aware 
of the difficulty of the undertaking, I may never have started in the first 
place. Nevertheless, the hard work has paid off, and I am delighted to take 
this opportunity to warmly thank those who have contributed in one way 
or another to the production of this work.

First and foremost I would like to thank my Ph. D. supervisor Prof. 
Joachim Schaper for his guidance and support in seeing this work through 
from start to finish. His advice to “keep writing” proved to be wise coun-
sel, and were it not for his patience and continual encouragement this pro-
ject would never have been completed. His keen eyes have spared me many 
embarrassments, and his critical comments have sharpened my academic 
skills. It goes without saying that any remaining mistakes are, of course, 
my own.

I would also like to thank Dr Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer and Dr Sharon 
Moughtin-Mumby for reading the earlier draft of this study with great 
care and for their very constructive feedback in my Ph. D. oral examina-
tion. Their comments were extremely helpful and this book has benefited 
from their input.

Prof. Kirsten Nielsen also read a portion of this work and offered a 
number of insightful comments for which I am grateful. I would also like 
to thank Dr Daniel Bourguet, who in a personal correspondence took the 
time to share his thoughts with me about the metaphors in Jer 13:17–20.

I am particularly indebted to David Morgan, who read earlier drafts 
of some of my material, and was always eager to engage in a stimulating 
conversation. Yair Frank was instrumental in helping me track down sev-
eral articles that were not available to me, and I am thankful for his help. 
Also, my appreciation goes out to Heather Surls for her assistance with the 
formatting of this work.

A special thanks is also due to my father Howard Foreman and to my 
brother in law Preston Sprinkle. The three of us share a special relation-
ship: we all were Ph. D. students together at the University of Aberdeen! 
With the three of us working in different areas of biblical studies (Church 
History, New Testament, and Hebrew Bible), we certainly had a num-
ber of interesting discussions! I am grateful not only for their constant 
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X Preface

encouragement, but also for their willingness to read some of my work. 
I would also like to thank the other members of my family in Scotland, 
America, and Israel, for their continual support and encouragement. It is 
no exaggeration to say that this project could not have been possible with-
out it. In addition, I am greatly indebted to a number of family members 
and friends in Israel who made generous financial contributions. Their 
generosity will never be forgotten.

Finally, I would like to thank my wife Yael for her unending support 
throughout the entire writing process. Had it not been for her patience and 
continual encouragement, I could never have completed this venture. She 
has proved to be a woman of valour many times over, and it is with great 
delight that I dedicate this volume to her.

Benjamin A. Foreman Jerusalem, Israel
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chapter 1 
 

Introduction

Focus of the Investigation

The book of Jeremiah is a cornucopia of metaphor.1 From the outset it is 
clear that in order for the reader to properly understand the message of 
the book, s/he will have to come to grips with its imagery. Chapter two 
alone contains metaphors of betrothal, first fruits, cisterns, slaves, lions, 
harlots, vineyards, camels, wild donkeys, thieves, the wilderness, virgins, 
and immoral women. According to Daniel Bourguet, the number of meta-
phors in Jeremiah reaches up to nearly 250.2 It is not an overstatement, 
therefore, to say that in Jeremiah, meaning and metaphor are inseparably 
intertwined.

Although research on metaphor in the Hebrew Bible has blossomed in 
recent years, the study of metaphor in the book of Jeremiah has been ne-
glected. Only a few book-length studies dedicated to metaphors in Jer-
emiah have been published in the past twenty or so years.3 Commentaries 
often do not pay adequate attention to the language and imagery of the 
metaphors and thus their analyses are often imprecise, or even incorrect. 
Sometimes scholars simply translate the metaphors literally into English 
(or another modern language), and offer little or no comment on what 
exactly the metaphors mean. Their analogies are also sometimes misun-
derstood, and the limits of the metaphor are not always clearly delineated. 
In short, an investigation dedicated to the interpretation of metaphors in 
Jeremiah is needed.

There are a number of ways in which a study of the metaphors of the 
book of Jeremiah might be carried out. Since the bulk of the research for 
this project was completed in north-east Scotland, it may be appropriate 
to illustrate this by comparing the book of Jeremiah to a common sight 
in this part of the world: a sixteenth century castle. There are an almost 
infinite number of features which can be admired in any particular castle. 

1 The cornucopia (“the horn of plenty”) is a common symbol of the harvest and is an 
emblem for abundance.

2 Bourguet (1987: 64).
3 E. g. Shields (2004); Bourguet (1987).
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2 Introduction

One might choose to examine the architectural features of the structure 
and compare them with the architecture of other historic buildings from 
the same period. Others may be more interested in what is inside the castle. 
This could also take many shapes. Some may be fascinated by the quality 
and variety of the building’s furniture and in what this has to say about its 
inhabitants. The similarities and dissimilarities of the different rooms may 
catch the eye of others. Still others might focus on one particular room 
and consider its distinguishing features in light of the castle as a whole. In 
short, the exploration of a castle can take many different shapes depending 
on one’s interest. The same thing is true for the study of the imagery of the 
book of Jeremiah. An almost infinite number of approaches are possible, 
and every approach will lead to different results. It is the questions which 
are asked which will shape the nature of the outcome.

In this study we shall direct our attention to one particular “room” in 
the castle: animal imagery. Very simply put, the driving question of our 
study is: How is animal imagery used in the book of Jeremiah? Although 
a number of scholars have researched the animal images in the Psalms4 and 
other books of the Hebrew Bible,5 as far as I am aware, there is to date no 
study which is devoted exclusively to the investigation of animal imagery 
in the book of Jeremiah. But just as the more one looks around the room, 
the more one realises just how much there is to appreciate, an exhaustive 
investigation of all the faunal metaphors would exceed the limits of this 
project. As such, we will have to narrow our focus to one particular di-
mension of the animal imagery in the book of Jeremiah. I have identified 
five entities for which animals are used metaphorically in the book: en-
emies, individuals, foreign nations, God, and Israel. This study will focus 
primarily on the animal metaphors for the people of Israel, although in the 
introductions to the three main chapters of this book we shall also briefly 
survey other uses of animal imagery in Jeremiah so as to offer a fuller 
picture of how animals are used for other topics in the book. My decision 
to focus on these animal metaphors (rather than, say, animal metaphors 
for God, or foreign nations) is motivated by the fact that very few stud-
ies examine the representations of the people of Israel. In a recent collec-
tion of essays on metaphors in the Hebrew Bible, nearly all of the articles 
touched on metaphors for God, and metaphors for the enemies and for 
the self were also treated by some authors, but none of the essays focused 
on metaphors for Israel.6 This is an accurate reflection of the tendency of 
scholars to give preference to the study of divine metaphors. The research 
of metaphors relating to Yahweh’s chosen nation has largely been ignored. 

4 E. g. Riede (2000); Brown (2002: 135–66); Dell (2000: 275–91); Whitekettle (2008: 404–19).
5 E. g. Forti (2008); Forti (1996: 48–63).
6 See Van Hecke (2005a).
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 Focus of the Investigation 3

This is striking given the fact that the Hebrew Bible is about Israel and her 
God. Our study is an attempt to counterbalance this lop-sidedness. Thus, 
in this volume we shall examine in detail the language and imagery of the 
animal metaphors for the people of Israel and consider the contribution 
they make to the theology of the book. Since different interpretations have 
been given to many of the metaphors in question, our in-depth study of 
these passages also endeavours to resolve some of the difficulties regarding 
the meaning of these images.

Animal images are extremely important because they elucidate human 
behaviour in ways in which plants or inanimate objects cannot. Animals, 
as opposed to flora, or inorganic entities, live and move in time and space. 
They, like humans, breathe, eat, roam to and fro, make noises, have feel-
ings, behave in certain ways, have relationships with other animals, and 
also die. In certain ways, therefore, they are very similar to humans. It is 
true, however, that they are also unlike us homo sapiens in other respects. 
Some of them migrate at certain times of the year, the reproductive patterns 
of a large number of them are very different from our own, and scores of 
animals live in and react to an environment which is very much unlike the 
one many of us reside in. But even though some (and even much) of their 
behaviour is different from ours, they nevertheless are not idle – as are 
plants and non-living entities. And for this reason, animal metaphors for 
the people of Israel are able to teach us certain things about Yahweh’s cho-
sen nation that plants or inanimate objects cannot. The latter, for instance, 
do not engage in sex, make noises, hunt for their food,7 or wander around 
in the mountains. They do not unsuspectingly fall into a hunter’s trap, nor 
do they purposefully build a secure dwelling place to live in. Yet in the 
book of Jeremiah, it is these faunal manners of conduct which are high-
lighted in the animal metaphors, and it is these actions which inform us 
about the behaviour of the people of Israel. As we shall see throughout this 
study, the behaviour of the animals is what is predominantly emphasized 
in the faunal metaphors for the nation, and because animals – like us – be-
have, they are able to articulate certain things about the people of Israel 
which other vehicles are unable to express.8 Or put differently, whereas 
plants and inanimate objects often are metaphors for what will be done to 
Israel or for what Israel looks like, faunal metaphors are different in that 
what an animal actually does is often employed as a telling metaphor for 

7 It is true that there are some predatorial plants, but these are the exceptions to the norm.
8 This is not to say that plants or inanimate objects cannot be used as metaphors human 

behavioural patterns. The high trees of Lebanon, for instance, are used as a metaphor for the 
pride of the people of Judah in Isa 10:33–34. Nevertheless, there is still a difference. The trees 
in that passage are not behaving prideful. It is their appearance (tall, stately, grand), rather, 
which is compared to the pride of the people of Israel. In animal metaphors, the actual be-
haviour of the faunae is compared to the behaviour of the people.
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4 Introduction

what Israel has actively done. In this sense, therefore, animal metaphors 
for Yahweh’s chosen nation are different from other kinds of metaphors.

But before an inquiry into the use of animal metaphors in the book 
of Jeremiah can be made, several theoretical questions must first be an-
swered: what exactly is a metaphor? How do we identify metaphors? How 
should we conceptualize the function of metaphors? How do we distin-
guish between metaphors and other tropes? Much ink has been spilled on 
some of these questions and thus we shall take a few minutes to review 
some of the major contributions to the subject and spell out the approach 
taken in this study.

Theoretical Perspectives on Metaphor

Though there is no universally agreed upon definition of metaphor, Ja-
net Soskice’s “skeleton definition” is a helpful point of departure: “Meta-
phor is that figure of speech whereby we speak about one thing in terms 
which are seen to be suggestive of another.”9 One important thing to note 
about this statement is that metaphors are not individual things. In order 
to speak about one thing in terms which are suggestive of another, two 
“ideas” (or semantic fields – see below) must be present, or at the very least 
alluded to. Thus, for example, it would be wrong to say – as some of my 
university lecturers have – that “biblical history is a metaphor.” Though 
history could be used metaphorically in the proper context, it is not in 
and of itself a metaphor, just as a gun or a jack-rabbit are not in and of 
themselves metaphors. Additionally, “seen to be suggestive” assumes that 
metaphors are intentionally created by their authors and recognizable by 
competent speakers of the language.10

While theologians and exegetes have begun to research various aspects 
of metaphor in the Hebrew Bible only relatively recently, literary theo-
rists and philosophers have debated the theoretical notion of metaphor for 
quite some time. These scholars have produced such a vast ocean of mono-
graphs and articles dealing with metaphor that Max Black states: “The 
extraordinary volume of papers and books on the subject produced during 
the past forty years might suggest that the subject is inexhaustible.”11 In 
light of Black’s comment, it is clear that we will not be able to review all, 
or even the majority, of the literature on the subject. We shall focus our 
attention just now, rather, on the major theoretical works which have had 
the most influence on scholars researching metaphor in the Hebrew Bible.

9 Soskice (1985: 15).
10 Soskice (1985: 15).
11 Black (1993: 19–20).
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 Theoretical Perspectives on Metaphor 5

Aristotle

The study of metaphor can be traced back to Aristotle, who noted in his 
Poetics (ca. 339 BCE) that, “Metaphor is the transference of a term from 
one thing to another: whether from genus to species, species to genus, spe-
cies to species, or by analogy.”12 He goes on to explain what he means by 
saying “by analogy”: “The poet will use d instead of b, or the reverse.”13 In 
other words, he understood metaphor to be the exchange of a literal word 
for one which is metaphorical. Or put another way, Aristotle believed that 
“metaphor is something that happens to the noun.”14 What was important 
for Aristotle, therefore, was the literal meaning to which the metaphor 
pointed. Because Aristotle understood metaphor as a substitution, “John 
is a wolf” would merely be an alternative to saying “John is cunning,” 
or something similar. His understanding later came to be known as the 
“substitution view,” and this was the way metaphor was understood until 
the beginning of the twentieth century, although it has largely been aban-
doned by modern scholars.15

Recent Theories of Metaphor

I. A. Richards
In the early twentieth century scholars began to take a renewed interest in 
the research of metaphor. Particularly influential was Ivor Richards’ The 
Philosophy of Rhetoric.16 He asserted that a metaphor is “two thoughts of 
different things active together and supported by a single word, or phrase, 
whose meaning is a resultant of their interaction.”17 Richards called these 
two “thoughts” the “tenor” and the “vehicle.” In Richards’ terminology, 
the tenor denotes the “underlying idea or principal subject,” while the 
“vehicle” is the means through which the idea or principal subject is ex-
pressed.18 Prior to Richards, clumsy terms such as “the meaning” and the 
“metaphor,” or the “original idea” and “the borrowed one” were used.

More important than his nomenclature, however, was his disagreement 
with the claim that metaphor is merely an added beauty in communica-
tion. He stated that, “The vehicle is not normally a mere embellishment of 

12 Aristotle (1995: 55).
13 Aristotle (1995: 55).
14 Ricoeur (1977: 16). For a thorough critique of Aristotle’s view of metaphor see pp. 9–43.
15 For a summary of the changing views of metaphor from Aristotle to the twentieth cen-

tury, see Sage (1997: 156–62); cf. Johnson (1981: 5–7).
16 Richards (1936).
17 Richards (1936: 93).
18 Richards (1936: 97).
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6 Introduction

a tenor which is otherwise unchanged by it, but…[the] vehicle and tenor 
in cooperation give a meaning of more varied powers than can be ascribed 
to either.”19 In other words, Richards’ innovation was that the interaction 
between the tenor and vehicle often generates a new meaning which can-
not be expressed literally.20 He went on to say that,

The relative importance of the contributions of vehicle and tenor to this result-
ant meaning varies immensely. At one extreme the vehicle may become almost a 
mere decoration or coloring of the tenor, at the other extreme, the tenor may be-
come almost a mere excuse for the introduction of the vehicle, and so no longer 
be ‘the principal subject.’21

His theory of metaphor later came to be known as the “Interaction The-
ory of Metaphor.”

Max Black
Richards’ “Interaction Theory of Metaphor” was developed and modified 
by Max Black.22 One of the important components of the interaction view 
of metaphor is the assertion that the vehicle (or “secondary subject”) is 
usually a system rather than an individual thing. This is what Black refers 
to as a “system of associated commonplaces.”23 As an example of what he 
means by this, Black cites Wallace Stevens who remarked that “Society is 
a sea.” In this metaphor, Black explains, what is emphasized here is not 
so much the sea as a thing but a system of relationships signalled by the 
word “sea.”24 These “associated commonplaces” are the things which most 
people hold to be true about something in a particular society. The inter-
action of the vehicle’s associated commonplaces with the tenor is what 
generates meaning in a metaphor. According to Black, the tenor and ve-
hicle (which he terms the primary and secondary subject) interact in the 
following ways:

a) The presence of the primary subject incites the hearer to select some of the 
secondary subject’s properties; and (b) invites him to construct a parallel im-
plication-complex that can fit the primary subject; and (c) reciprocally induces 
parallel changes in the secondary subject.25

19 Richards (1936: 100).
20 Note that Richards says that metaphor is not normally decorative. Some metaphors, he 

asserted, are merely decorative. This is similar to the position of Macky, who states that the 
metaphor in Prov 23:23, “Buy truth and do not sell it,” can be re-phrased literally: “Seek the 
truth diligently until you find it, and then do not forget it.” Thus, “buy the truth” is merely 
ornamental. See Macky (1990: 2–3).

21 Richards (1936: 100).
22 Black (1962: esp. 38–47).
23 Black (1962: 40).
24 Black (1993: 27).
25 Black (1993: 28).
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 Theoretical Perspectives on Metaphor 7

As Black notes, however, not all commonplaces associated with a particu-
lar subject are interacted with in a metaphor. Though the statement “Man 
is a wolf” will evoke “the wolf-system of related commonplaces,” only 
human traits which “can without undue strain be talked about in ‘wolf-
language’ will be rendered prominent, and any that cannot will be pushed 
into the background.”26 Which of these implied assertions are interacted 
with will usually be determined by the context. Metaphor, therefore, is 
like a filter which blocks certain commonplaces not immediately relevant. 
Moreover, this system of associations need not necessarily be empirically 
accurate: “The important thing for the metaphor’s effectiveness is not that 
the commonplaces shall be true, but that they should be readily and freely 
evoked.”27

Another key element in Black’s interaction theory is his belief – as he 
expresses in (c) – that the subsidiary subject (Richards’ “vehicle”) not only 
says something about the principal subject (Richards’ “tenor”), but that 
“the nature of the intended application helps to determine the character of 
the system to be applied.” Or put more simply, “If to call a man a wolf is 
to put him in a special light, we must not forget that the metaphor makes 
the wolf seem more human than he otherwise would.”28 In other words, 
the interaction between the principal and the subsidiary subject is bi-di-
rectional.29

Principal Subject (Tenor) Subsidiary Subject (Vehicle)
 Man Wolf

Since a metaphor is an interaction of associated commonplaces, and not 
simply a substitution of a word, a metaphor produces a new meaning 
which cannot be expressed literally.

In many ways the studies of Richards and Black were the spur which re-
newed scholarly interest in metaphor. In nearly every field of study, from 
the sciences to the humanities, various aspects of metaphor have captured 
the attention of scholars for over thirty years. The tome edited by Andrew 
Ortony, Metaphor and Thought, for example, is a compilation of nearly 
thirty articles on various aspects of metaphors written by philosophers, 
psychologists, linguists, and educators.30

26 Black (1962: 41).
27 Black (1962: 40).
28 Black (1962: 44).
29 The idea that the subsidiary subject is also reshaped by the principal subject has been 

criticized by a number of scholars. See Soskice (1985: 47); Lakoff and Turner (1989: 131–33); 
MacCormac (1985: 33 ff.). In Black (1993: 27–30), however, he appears to have abandoned 
this idea.

30 Ortony (1998).
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8 Introduction

Lakoff, Johnson, Turner
An extremely influential (and provocative) study on metaphor is George 
Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By.31 In this seminal book, 
Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphor is not only a matter of language, 
but is a phenomenon of thought and action (hence the name “Cognitive 
Theory of Metaphor”). They assert that, “Our ordinary conceptual sys-
tem, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally meta-
phorical in nature.”32 For example, expressions such as

You’re wasting my time.
This gadget will save you hours.
How do you spend your time these days?
I’ve invested a lot of time in her.

are all statements that are structured around the metaphorical concept 
time is money.33 It is because of this structural metaphor, they assert, that 
we talk about time as something we waste, save, spend, or invest.

Lakoff and Johnson argue that concepts such as time is money or argu-
ment is war or theories are buildings, are structural metaphors: one 
concept is metaphorically structured in terms of another. However, they 
also assert that there are other kinds of metaphorical concepts: orientational 
metaphors and ontological metaphors. An orientational metaphor usually 
involves spatial orientation. For example, they argue that expressions such 
as “I’m feeling up,” “That boosted my spirits,” “He’s really low these days,” 
or “My spirits sank,” stem from the orientational metaphor happy is up; sad 
is down.34 Ontological metaphors are “ways of viewing events, activities, 
emotions, ideas, etc., as entities and substances.”35 So, for example, we speak 
of combating inflation, dealing with inflation; we might say that inflation 
makes us sick, or that it is lowering our standard of living. The ontological 
metaphor behind these statements is inflation is an entity.36

According to the cognitive theory of metaphor, metaphors are concepts 
which reside in thoughts and not just in words. Thus, metaphor is not pri-
marily an aspect of speech or language, but of thought – of human cogni-
tion.37 Our conceptual system is structured by our experiences. Although 
we very rarely articulate metaphorical conceptions such as “An argument 
is a building” or “Ideas are food” or “Time is a moving object,” conceptual 

31 Lakoff and Johnson (1980).
32 Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 3).
33 The authors write the metaphorical concept in small caps. This convention is retained 

here for the sake of continuity.
34 For more examples of orientational metaphors, see Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 14–21).
35 Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 25).
36 See further Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 25–32).
37 See also Lakoff and Turner (1989), where the cognitive theory of metaphor is further 

explicated.
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 Theoretical Perspectives on Metaphor 9

metaphors such as these structure and organize the way we think and the 
way we speak, although the cognitive approach to metaphor is more con-
cerned with the role of metaphor in thought than in speech and language.

Though I do not doubt that metaphor does to a certain extent structure 
our thinking, this will not be our priority here.38 Rather than focusing on 
the metaphorical concepts which may (or may not) have structured the 
author’s thinking and writing, our study is concerned with how metaphor 
functions in a text, i. e. the book of Jeremiah.39 Our study, therefore, is 
similar to Weiss’, in that “language is primary.”40

Eva Kittay
In this study we have chosen Eva Kittay’s “Perspectival Theory of Meta-
phor” as the primary theoretical basis of our understanding of metaphor, 
and we shall therefore take a closer look at her approach. In what follows, 
we shall only touch upon the aspects of her theory which are immediately 
relevant to the study of metaphor as it relates to the Hebrew Bible.

Kittay’s theory has its roots in the “Interactive Theory of Metaphor” 
advocated by Richards and subsequently developed by Black. She selects 
the word perspective rather than “interaction” because the term “is more 
precise in regard to the sort of interaction that occurs between what Rich-
ards called tenor and vehicle.”41 Metaphor produces a new perspective, or 
a new point of view, on the issues in hand.

Although Kittay’s approach is similar to that of Richards and Black, she 
makes some important adjustments. First, whereas Richards referred to a 
“tenor” and a “vehicle,” and Black spoke of a “principal” and “subsidiary” 
subject, she uses the terms “topic” and “vehicle” to denote the two constit-
uent parts of the metaphor. In the statement “Man is a wolf,” “man” is the 
topic and “wolf” is the vehicle. She prefers the term “topic” over “tenor” 
(Richards) because the former “suggests not an expression in a text, but 
rather what a text is speaking about.”42

A closely related point which Kittay makes is that the topic is not the 
meaning of the metaphor.43 In “Man is a wolf,” for instance, the mean-
ing of the metaphorical term “wolf” is not man. This is true not only be-
cause this would reduce the metaphor to a tautology (“Man is a man”), 
but also because – contrary to Aristotle – metaphors are not merely the 

38 Though I believe metaphor does play a part in thinking, I do not agree with Lakoff and 
Johnson that all (or nearly) all of our thinking is metaphorical. Cf. Macky (1990: 156–61).

39 Cf. Soskice (1985: 49), who asserts that metaphor is a linguistic phenomenon.
40 Weiss (2006: 17).
41 Kittay (1987: 22).
42 Kittay (1987: 26). She argues that Black’s “subsidiary subject” is unclear as well: does it 

refer to the idea expressed by the focal words or to the actual term?
43 Kittay (1987: 26).
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10 Introduction

substitution of a literal term for one which is metaphorical.44 Metaphors, 
rather, have a cognitive function. The vehicle of a good metaphor will shed 
light on the topic by forcing the hearers/readers to re-conceptualize it.45 
The meaning of a metaphor, therefore, “is the result of the perspectival 
juxtaposing of two ideas,”46 and “the degree to which a metaphor is en-
lightening depends…on the degree to which the vehicle field is going to be 
productive of new meaning and new insights in the topic domain.”47

Kittay alters Black’s theory of “associated commonplaces” by assert-
ing that (1) the systems are not “associated commonplaces” but semantic 
fields, and (2) both the vehicle and the topic belong to systems (and not just 
the vehicle as Black maintained).48 Her theory of “semantic fields” requires 
further explanation.49

According to Kittay, semantic fields are content domains which are ar-
ticulated by lexical fields.50 A lexical field is a set of labels, and a label is an 
uninterpreted lexical item.51 A content domain, she notes, is the domain 
“from which we determine the interpretation of a [sic] element of a lexi-
cal field.”52 Content domains can be perceptual (e. g. colour), conceptual 
(e. g. scientific theories), they can have their source in cultural institutions 
(e. g. marriage), or can be an identifiable activity (e. g. fishing). “In short, 
a content domain is whatever a set of labels that have contrastive and af-
finitive relations may be about.”53 Semantic fields are comprised of con-
trast sets. These can be further classified as simple contrast sets (sibling: 
brother, sister), mixed contrast sets (fishing methods: angling, trolling, 

44 For a critique of the substitution view, see Soskice (1985: 10–14).
45 Nielsen (1989: 55) puts it this way: “[Metaphor] offers a new way of seeing reality, and 

thereby creates something new.”
46 Kittay (1987: 29).
47 Kittay (1987: 288).
48 Kittay (1987: 31–5). She rejects Black’s “associated commonplaces” for the following 

reason: “When a sentence is out of context we have only commonplace associations and 
background knowledge to rely on, while in metaphors lodged in rich contexts the linguistic 
and situational environs will supplement or override background assumptions” (p. 32). In 
other words, she asserts that the context constructs the system of implications. But we must 
not go too far. In order to individuate the semantic field, say, of fishing, the reader must have 
some idea of what fishing entails. If s/he had never heard of fishing, then a metaphor involv-
ing fishing would be incomprehensible to him/her. Furthermore, metaphors are not always 
“lodged in rich contexts” and when this is the case they do allude to commonly assumed 
knowledge (otherwise the image would be meaningless). Thus, although the context does 
shape which elements comprise the semantic field, at least some background information is 
required – particularly when the context is not very specific.

49 As she notes, her theory of semantic fields is an adaptation of what Goodman referred 
to as a “family” of labels. Cf. Goodman (1969: 71–4); see also Weinrich (1976: 283–5, 325–7).

50 Kittay (1987: 229).
51 Kittay (1987: 224).
52 Kittay (1987: 225).
53 Kittay (1987: 225).
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harpooning, fishing with a net), or ordered contrast sets (days of the week: 
Sunday, Monday, Tuesday…). Labels in a semantic field may also have a 
paradigmatic relation of affinity (synonymy, hyponymy), or a paradig-
matic contrastive relation (incompatibility, antynomous, complementary, 
converse).54 The labels may also have a syntagmatic relation. She explains 
that, “The syntagmatic relations specify the semantic roles occupied by 
nominal expressions that are required, permitted, or prohibited by the 
verb which ‘dominates’ the field.”55 These relationships are grammar roles, 
such as that of patient (object of the verb), instrument (means by which the 
action is carried out), agent (subject of the verb), goal, or source.56 In sum-
mary, a semantic field is, broadly speaking, a group of terms which share 
some kind of a relationship.

There are very few words, if any, which belong to only one semantic 
field. For instance, depending on the context the word lamb could be be-
long to the semantic field “shepherding,” “animal offspring,” or “delicacy 
meats.” Semantic fields, therefore, “overlap, intersect, and are imbedded in 
one another.”57

At first glance this may appear to be a problem because Kittay asserts 
that a metaphor at the very least involves the juxtaposition of one semantic 
field and another distinct content domain, and often two distinct semantic 
fields.58 But if semantic fields overlap and intersect, then how do we define 
them? Her response is worth reproducing in full:

… we should individuate [semantic fields] to the degree that is relevant to us. 
We may wish to individuate forests, trees within a forest, branches on a tree, 
leaves on a branch, or the cells which comprise the leaves of a tree. At what 
point we individuate these nested entities depends on our purposes. Similarly 
we can view semantic fields as nested and decide to individuate as we see fit 
for the purposes in hand, purposes which can generally be discerned from the 
context.59

Briefly put, the composition of the semantic field is determined by the con-
text. A metaphor involves the apposition of two concepts (terms or things) 
which are dissimilar, and “dissimilar” means belonging to distinct semantic 

54 Kittay (1987: 230–44).
55 Kittay (1987: 247).
56 In the sentence “John sent the news to the Congressman by telegram,” “the news” is the 

patient, “the Congressman” is the goal, “telegram” is the instrument, and “John” is the agent 
and also the source. See Kittay (1987: 244–8).

57 Kittay (1987: 291).
58 Kittay (1987: 291). She also notes, however, that a metaphor can involve more than two 

semantic fields. For example, in Shakespeare’s metaphor “bare ruin’d choirs, where late the 
sweet birds sang,” choirs are used metaphorically to speak of the autumnal boughs, which 
are metaphorical for the state of the speaker in the poem.

59 Kittay (1987: 176, cf. 164–75).
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12 Introduction

fields.60 The interesting upshot of this presentation of metaphor is that it is 
diametrically opposed to how metaphor has traditionally been viewed. The 
vehicle of a metaphor is not chosen because it is similar to the topic, but be-
cause it is unlike it in many ways. Juxtaposing two different semantic fields 
results in the disordering of the topic and its reordering along the lines of 
the vehicle. The vehicle structures the topic, and not the other way around.61

Identifying Metaphors

As linguists correctly note, any theory of metaphor is incomplete if it does 
not address the question of how we recognize metaphors.62 While it may 
be true that many times competent speakers of a language have little dif-
ficulty identifying metaphorical utterances, difficult cases frequently crop 
up. For example, is the expression “He shot himself in the foot” a meta-
phor? Why or why not? What are the criteria for determining metaphors 
from other tropes?63

In attempting to answer these questions, it is important for us to re-
member, along with Black, that there is no infallible test for distinguish-
ing the metaphorical from the literal.64 Exceptions to any rule can almost 
always be found. Nevertheless, what are some of the necessary conditions 
of metaphor?

According to Kittay, every metaphor involves some kind of incongrui-
ty.65 She utilizes componential semantics in order to recognize semantic 
incongruity. Robert Matthews offers a helpful summary of componen-
tial semantics and its value for studying metaphor.66 At its most basic 
level, componential semantics is the breaking down of a term into sets 
of components which constitute its meaning.67 “Woman,” for example, 

60 As she explains, saying that a metaphor involves two distinct semantic fields means that 
“fork” cannot be used metaphorically for knife, or “chair” metaphorically for table.

61 Cf. Kittay (1987: 287–8) where she examines Shelley’s poem “Bees of England” and 
concludes that while the metaphor of the bees may be effective rhetorically, “It lacks cogni-
tive interest because the expressions from the vehicle field of bees are simply added on to 
the content of the topic field; they do not structure the content.” Such non-structuralizing 
vehicles can become banal and may seem contrived.

62 See Loewenberg (1981: 155); Beardsley (1981: 105).
63 Along with Kittay (1987: 40), we are not concerned with the psychological processes 

involved, but with the conditions which pertain to metaphor.
64 Black (1993: 34).
65 Or phrased more technically: “I shall adopt the general position that in a metaphor 

there is some constituent of the utterance which is incongruous when that utterance is given 
an interpretationLC [a literal, conventional sense].” Kittay (1987: 65).

66 Matthews (1971: 413–25).
67 A useful introduction to componential semantics can also be found in Weiss (2006: 

40–7). For a much more technical explanation, see MacCormac (1985: 79–126).
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may be represented as [adult] [human] [female]. Words can have semantic, 
syntactic, or conceptual restrictions. Thus, “to murder” has the restric-
tions [human agent, human victim]. When these “selectional restrictions” 
are violated in a sentence, then the utterance is deviant. So, if we say 
“Man is a wolf,” the sentence is deviant because “man” has the selectional 
restriction [human], whereas “wolf” is a member of the class [canine (i. e. 
not human)]. Similarly, the statement “Macbeth murders sleep” is devi-
ant because “sleep” is an inanimate object whereas “murders” requires a 
human victim. Componential semantics is a useful tool for identifying 
incongruity, and thus can be used to help spot metaphors. The incon-
gruous element of the metaphor is called the focus, while the remaining 
part is called the frame.68 The frame and the focus together indicate the 
incongruity and comprise the metaphor.

What is fundamentally important to Kittay’s principal of incongruity, 
however, is her identification of the unit of discourse as the context rather 
than the sentence. She argues that “we cannot intelligibly speak of the 
meaning of a context-free sentence.”69 Thus, for example, the sentence we 
cited above “He shot himself in the foot” cannot be meaningfully inter-
preted outside of its context. Appearing in a hunting magazine the phrase 
would take on a totally different meaning than it would if it appeared as 
the closing sentence to an article about a Minister of Parliament who sug-
gested that women politicians are incompetent. The incongruity in a met-
aphor, she explains, can be – among other things – a semantic deviation, a 
conceptual anomaly, or a category mistake.70

Because Kittay extends the unit of discourse to the context, she can 
use componential semantics for spotting incongruity even in sentences 
which, divorced of their context, do not violate any rules.71 So, to use an 
example from Jeremiah (which we will return to later), there is no incon-
gruity in the statement “A swift young camel runs back and forth in her 
paths” (Jer 2:23). The surrounding context, however, equates the camel 
with the nation of Israel.72 Since nations have the selectional restriction 
[humans] and camels are members of the class [animal (i. e. not human)], 

68 Kittay (1987: 65).
69 Kittay (1987: 55).
70 Kittay (1987: 68).
71 Simply put, Kittay argues that sentences within a particular context are bound together 

by “projection rules” and must be read in light of one another if the correct sense of the con-
text is to be understood. There are a number of features of a text which bind the sentences 
into a semantic whole. These cohesive elements include demonstratives, pronouns, repetition 
of key words, conjunctions, etc. See Kittay (1987: 55–64).

72 Specifically, this is accomplished through juxtaposition. In the first half of the verse 
Israel (depicted as a woman) is reprimanded for worshipping the Baals. Assuming that the 
verse is cohesive and coherent, the immediate switch to the camel image makes it clear that it 
is functioning as a vehicle for Israel (the topic).
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