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Glossary

For further definition and discussion of terms, see Vernon K. robbins, 
Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-rhetorical Interpretation 
(Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996), and The Tapestry of 
Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society and Ideology (london: rout-
ledge, 1996). online, see Mark roncace, david charnon, and tamara 
Yates, “dictionary of socio-rhetorical terms,” Vernon K. robbins’s profes-
sional webpage, http://tinyurl.com/sBl7103i.

Apocalyptic Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian 
rhetorolects, alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which is a 
localization of Mediterranean visual mantic (divine communication) dis-
course. apocalyptic rhetorolect blends human experiences of the emperor 
and his imperial army (Firstspace) with God’s heavenly temple city (Sec-
ondspace), which can only be occupied by holy, undefiled people. in the 
space of blending, God functions like a heavenly emperor who gives com-
mands to emissaries to destroy all evil in the universe and create a cosmic 
environment where holy bodies experience perfect well-being in the pres-
ence of God. a primary goal of the blending is to call people into action and 
thought guided by perfect holiness (Thirdspace). apocalyptic redemption, 
therefore, means the presence of all of God’s holy beings in a realm where 
God’s holiness and righteousness are completely and eternally present.

Argumentative Texture: The reasoning that occurs inside a text. rhetori-
cal argument may be logical, asserting or prompting syllogistic reason-
ing, or qualitative, where the sequence of images, descriptions, and values 
encourages the reader to accept the portrayal as true and real. argumen-
tation moves people to thought, belief, understanding, and action. see 
rhetology and inner texture.
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xvi GlossarY

Blending, Conceptual: a process of conceptual mapping and integration 
through which humans develop an emergent structure in their minds 
related to creative products of thinking. The formation of new and emer-
gent cognitive structures occur when topoi from particular and clear input 
frames (or mental spaces) are brought together and elicit understandings 
of new concepts and conditions. presupposing that people think by inte-
grating individual items and vital relations through cross-mapping from 
different domains of thought, cognitive scientists who work with this 
theory begin with a presupposition that a mental space is a small con-
ceptual packet assembled for purposes of thought and action (Gilles Fau-
connier and Mark turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and 
the Mind’s Hidden Complexities [new York: Basic Books, 2002]). Through 
analysis and interpretation of inputs into mental spaces, cognitive scien-
tists reach a conclusion that a conceptual integration network connects an 
array of mental spaces in the mind. From their perspective, a conceptual 
integration network contains one or more blended or integrated mental 
spaces. one of the special emphases is that the blended or integrated 
spaces develop emergent structure that is not available from the inputs 
that go into the blended, integrated space.

Critical Spatiality Theory (CST): a special form of cultural geography 
studies that guides sociorhetorical interpreters as they study the relation of 
the geophysical places people experience (Firstspace) to the mental spaces 
humans create and manipulate in their minds (Secondspace) to under-
stand and give order to their experiences throughout life (Thirdspace). The 
work of edward soja on Firstspace, Secondspace, and Thirdspace is cur-
rently of particular importance for SRI in relation to conceptual blending 
and integration (Jon l. Berquist and claudia V. camp, eds., Constructions 
of Space I: Theory, Geography, and Narrative, lhBots 481 [new York: 
t&t clark, 2007]).

Eisegesis: see exegesis.

Enthymeme, Enthymematic-Argumentative Structure: argumentation 
from sure assumptions of social and cultural reasoning, which are prob-
able assumptions considered to be likelihoods. SRI regularly displays the 
inductive-deductive-abductive structure of enthymematic argumentation 
by identifying rule, case, result, rather than Major premise, Minor prem-
ise, conclusion characteristic of the syllogism in formal logic.
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Exegesis: The term regularly used for “higher critical” interpretation that 
keeps its focus on “leading” [-egesis] ideas “out of ” [ex] a text that are in 
the text itself, rather than on reading one’s own ideas “into” [eis] a text 
(eisegesis).

Firstspace: a concept within critical spatiality theory (CST) in which 
experienced spaces, locations, and situations are primary spaces in which 
people develop and perpetuate special pictures and memories in their 
minds. see Secondspace; Thirdspace.

Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM): a complex structured whole, a gestalt 
(see rhetorolect), which uses four kinds of structuring principles: (1) prop-
ositional structure, in SRI called enthymematic-argumentative structure 
(see rhetology); (2) image-schematic structure, in sri called descriptive-
narrative structure (see rhetography); (3) metaphoric mappings; and (4) 
metonymic mappings (George lakoff, Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things: 
What Categories Reveal about the Mind [chicago: university of chicago 
press, 1987]).

Ideological Texture: how people consciously or unconsciously conceive 
of the spatial and mental worlds in which they live. it involves beliefs, 
values, assumptions, philosophies, points of view, expectations, notions of 
right and wrong, behaviors, justifications of positions whether well-argued 
or not, doctrines, systems, politics, and power structures that affect people 
and things in the cultures in which they live. The particular alliances and 
conflicts nurtured and evoked by the language of a text, the language of 
interpretations of a text, and the way a text itself and interpreters of the 
text position themselves in relation to other individuals and groups.

Inner Texture: The various ways a text employs language to communicate. 
This includes linguistic patterns, voices, movements, argumentations, and 
structural elements of a text, the specific ways it persuades its audiences, 
and the ways its language evokes feelings, emotions, or senses that are 
located in various parts of the body. types of inner texture may be identi-
fied as repetitive and progressive textures, narrational and opening-middle-
closing textures, and argumentative and sensory-aesthetic textures.

Integration, Conceptual: see blending, conceptual.
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Interpretive Analytics: an approach to texts as discourse, in which dis-
course is part of a larger field of power and practice whose relations are 
articulated in different ways by different paradigms. The rigorous estab-
lishment of the relations of power and practice is the analytic dimension. 
The courageous writing of a story of the emergence of these relations is the 
interpretive dimension.

Intertexture: a text’s representation of, reference to, and use of phenom-
ena in the world outside the text being interpreted. This world includes 
other texts (oral-scribal intertexture); other cultures (cultural intertex-
ture); social roles, institutions, codes, and relationships (social intertex-
ture); and historical events or places (historical intertexture).

Invention: The process of drawing on topical, figurative (rhetography), and 
argumentative resources (rhetology) in order to generate creative speech, 
action, and thought in specific settings and for particular purposes. see 
also blending, conceptual.

Mantic Discourse: a form of speech, thought, and belief focused on divine 
communication to humans. in the Mediterranean world, mantic discourse 
featured oracles, spoken and interpreted by mediums, and visions told to 
people for the purpose of communicating divine messages that regularly 
required interpretation because their contents could be understood in dif-
ferent ways with different results. see apocalyptic rhetorolect; prophetic 
rhetorolect.

Metaphor, Metaphoric Mapping: The transporting of aspects of one con-
ceptual domain to another conceptual domain. Many cognitive scientists 
now think human cognition at its foundations is metaphorical, namely, 
through cross-mapping between conceptual domains humans create lan-
guage, establish complex social structures and relationships, initiate and 
perpetuate cultural frames of understanding, and participate ideologically 
in life.

Metonym, Metonymic Mapping: using one well-understood or easy-to-
perceive aspect of something to stand either for the thing as a whole or 
for some other aspect or part of it. an example could be to say, “We need 
a faster glove on third base,” when the person means they need a person 
who can more quickly catch a baseball that has been hit and throw the ball 
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to first base to put the batter out. in the study of first-century christian-
ity, a writer may use the term “resurrection” to refer to an entire system 
of apocalyptic thinking whereby God raises people from death to life as a 
way of transporting them from “this age,” which is dominated by evil and 
wickedness, into “the coming age,” which will be governed by God’s good-
ness, righteousness, and holiness.

Miracle Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian rhetorolects, 
alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which is a localization 
of Mediterranean healing ritual discourse. First-century christian miracle 
rhetorolect has a primary focus on human bodies afflicted with paralysis, 
malfunction, or disease. in this context, a malfunctioning body becomes 
a site of social geography. Miracle belief features a bodily agent of God’s 
power who renews and restores life, producing forms of new creation that 
oppose powers of affliction, disruption, and death. The location of impor-
tance for early christian miracle belief, therefore, is a space of relation 
between an afflicted body and a bodily agent of God’s power (Firstspace). 
in this belief system, social, cultural, political, or religious places on earth 
are simply places where bodies may be. a bodily agent of God’s power, 
wherever it may be, is a location where God can function as a miraculous 
renewer of life (Secondspace). a major goal of miracle belief is to effect 
extraordinary renewal within people that moves them toward speech 
and action that produces communities that care for the well-being of one 
another (Thirdspace).

Narrational Texture: The texture of the voices (often not identified with a 
specific character) through which words in texts speak. The narrator may 
begin and continue simply with assertion that describes, asserts, or greets. 
narration may present argumentation or introduce characters who act in 
time and space, which creates storytelling or narrative. see inner texture.

Opening-Middle-Closing Texture: The basic rhetorical structure of the 
beginning, the body, and the conclusion of a section of discourse. in a text, 
it indicates where the basic, functional sections are located and how they 
operate rhetorically. opening-Middle-closing texture provides a sense of 
wholeness or completeness to a text. see inner texture.

Philosophy, Philosophical Discourse: speaking and writing that investi-
gates, teaches, and aims to guide people to live according to wisdom. two 
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major streams are moral philosophy (wisdom based on the visible world) 
and speculative philosophy (belief systems based on invisible phenomena 
like primordial things, precreation).

Politics of Invitation: inviting people into conversation and debate over 
interpretation of texts and other cultural artifacts, with a presupposition 
that the people invited into the conversation will contribute significantly 
alternative insights as a result of their particular experiences, identities, 
and concerns.

Precreation Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian 
rhetorolects, alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which 
is a localization of Mediterranean speculative philosophy. precreation 
rhetorolect interprets the invisible, while wisdom rhetorolect (a localization 
of moral philosophy) interprets the visible world. precreation rhetorolect 
blends human experiences of divine emperors (like roman emperors) 
and their households, which people hear about but often do not see (First-
space) with God’s cosmos (Secondspace). a special presupposition in this 
blending is that God has an eternal, primordial status as a loving heavenly 
emperor with a household and community populated by loving people. 
The result of this blending is the presence of the loving emperor Father 
God in God’s heavenly household before all time and continually through-
out God’s nontime. God’s son existed with God during nontime before 
time began with the creation of the world. This eternal son does what his 
Father asks him to do, and heirs and friends of the eternal emperor and 
his eternal son receive eternal benefits from their relation to this eternal 
household and community. in the space of blending (Thirdspace), people 
establish relationships with the love of God the eternal heavenly emperor 
Father by believing, honoring, and worshipping not only God but also his 
eternal son. precreation belief, then, features love that is the source of all 
things in the world and the means by which people may enter into God’s 
eternal love. in this belief system, God’s light is embodied love that pro-
vides the possibility for entering into eternal love, rather than being lim-
ited to light in the form of wisdom that is the basis for the production and 
reproduction of goodness and righteousness. The goal of the blending in 
precreation belief is to guide people towards community that is formed 
through God’s love, which reflects the eternal intimacy present in God’s 
precreation household and community.
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Priestly Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian rhetorolects, 
alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which is a localization 
of Mediterranean sacrificial and mystery ritual discourse. First-century 
christian priestly belief blends human experiences in sacrificial and mys-
tery temples (Firstspace) with a concept of God’s cosmos and temple city 
(Secondspace). in the space of blending (Thirdspace), people enact ritu-
als that are perceived to activate special benefits for humans from God. 
Things like food, possessions, and money but also things like comfort and 
honor may be given up to God in ritual actions. some of these things may 
be given to God by giving them to other people on earth or by allow-
ing other people to take things like honor or fame away without protest. 
The greatest offering people can give to God, of course, is their entire life. 
Much early christian priestly belief somehow relates to Jesus’s giving of 
his life on the cross, but other dimensions of it relate to entering into the 
mysteries of God through prayer, blessing, singing, and praise. The goal 
of the conceptual blending is to create people who are willing to engage 
in complex ritual actions to receive special divine benefits that come to 
them, because these ritual actions are perceived to benefit God as well as 
humans. in other words, ritual actions by humans create an environment 
in which God acts redemptively among humans in the world.

Progressive Texture: progressions and sequences of terms, grammar, and/
or concepts in a text. progressions indicate how the rhetoric moves ahead 
linguistically, thematically, spatially, and topically. see under inner texture.

Prophetic Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian 
rhetorolects, alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which is 
a localization of Mediterranean oracular mantic (divine communication) 
discourse. First-century christian prophetic belief blends experiences in a 
“kingdom” that has political boundaries on earth (Firstspace) with God’s 
cosmos (Secondspace), with the presupposition that God transmits God’s 
will in special ways into the speech and action of prophets. The reasoning 
in the belief system presupposes that the prophet has received a divine 
message about God’s will. The prophet speaks and acts in contexts that 
envision righteous judgments and actions by kings, who should be God’s 
leaders who establish justice on the earth. as a result of the nature of 
God’s message, the prophet regularly experiences significant resistance 
and often explicit rejection and persecution. in the space of blending 
(Thirdspace), people establish various identities in relation to God as 
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heavenly king over his righteous kingdom on earth. The nature of pro-
phetic belief is to confront religious and political leaders who act on the 
basis of human greed, pride, and power rather than God’s justice, righ-
teousness, and mercy for all people in God’s kingdom on the earth. The 
goal of prophetic belief is to create a governed realm on earth where God’s 
righteousness is enacted among all of God’s people in the realm with the 
aid of God’s specially transmitted word in the form of prophetic action 
and speech (Thirdspace).

Repetitive Texture: repetition of words, phrases, and topoi that help 
identify social, cultural, and ideological networks of meanings and mean-
ing effects in the rhetoric in a text. see under inner texture.

Rhetography: The progressive, sensory-aesthetic, and/or argumentative 
texture of a text (rhetology) that invites a hearer/reader to create a graphic 
image or picture in the mind that implies a certain kind of truth and/or 
reality.

Rhetology: The argumentative texture of a text, which makes assertions 
supported by reasons and rationales; clarified by opposites and contraries; 
energized by analogies, comparisons, examples (rhetography); and con-
firmed by authoritative testimony in a context either of stated conclusions 
or of progressive texture that invites a hearer/reader to infer a particular 
conclusion.

Rhetorical Force as Emergent Discourse: The emerging discourse of a 
social, cultural, ideological, and/or religious movement like early chris-
tianity as it participated in reconfigurations of belief, behavior, and com-
munity formation in the Mediterranean world.

Rhetorolects: an elision of “rhetorical dialects” that refers to emergent 
modes of discourse like those created by early christ-believers, who 
shaped and reshaped language so that they could articulate their new faith 
understandings about Jesus christ and the implications of that faith for 
life in their communities (the ekklēsia) and in Mediterranean societies. 
Modes of discourse are identifiable on the basis of distinctive configura-
tions of themes, images, topics, reasonings, and argumentations. six major 
rhetorolects are prominent in first-century christian discourse: wisdom, 
prophetic, apocalyptic, precreation, priestly, and miracle discourse.
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Ritual Discourse: speech and writing that describes performance of or 
directs people to perform a sequence of actions, usually accompanied by 
speech, considered to evoke beneficial exchange between human beings 
and divine beings or powers. see miracle rhetorolect; priestly rhetorolect.

Sacred Texture: The manner in which a text communicates insights into 
the relationship between humanity, the cosmos, and the divine. it addresses 
redemption, commitment, worship, devotion, community, ethics, holy 
living, spirituality, and spiritual formation.

Secondspace: people’s cognitive and conceptual interpretation of geo-
physical spaces as social, cultural, religious, and ideological places. in SRI, 
people’s blending of geophysical spaces with God’s cosmos is a special 
aspect of secondspace. see critical spatiality theory.

Sensory-Aesthetic Texture: The features in a text that indicate, reflect, or 
evoke things discerned through visual, oral, aural, olfactory, tactile, gusta-
tory, textual, prosaic, poetic, intellectual, and other sensory and aesthetic 
human characteristics. see inner texture.

Social and Cultural Texture: The social and cultural nature and location 
of the language used and the social and cultural world evoked and cre-
ated by a text. The configuration of language in a text evokes a particular 
view of the world (specific social topics), participates in general social and 
cultural attitudes, norms, and modes of interaction known to people at 
the time of composition of the text (common social and cultural topics), 
and establishes a relation to the dominant cultural system (final cultural 
categories), either sharing in its attitudes, values, and dispositions at some 
level (dominant and subcultural rhetoric) or rejecting these attitudes, 
values, and dispositions (counterculture, contraculture, and liminal cul-
ture rhetoric).

Sociorhetorical Interpretation (SRI): a range of heuristic analytics that 
analyzes and interprets texts using features of rhetorical, social, and cogni-
tive reasoning to help commentators learn how the texts under examina-
tion function to influence thinking and behavior. The “socio-” refers to 
the rich resources of modern social, cultural, and cognitive sciences. The 
“rhetorical” refers to the way language in a text is a means of communi-
cation among people. a major goal of sri is to nurture an environment 
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of full-bodied interpretation that encourages a genuine interest in people 
who live in contexts with values, norms, and goals different from our own.

Syllogism: see enthymeme.

Texture: emerging from a metaphor of figuration as weaving, the concept 
of texture in relation to a text derives from latin texere (to weave) that 
produces an arrangement of threads in the warp and woof of a fabric. SRI 
extends the metaphor of texture to the metaphor of tapestry, approaching 
a text as a thick network of meanings and meaning effects that an inter-
preter can explore by moving through the text from different perspectives. 
This approach has led to special focus in sri on inner texture, intertexture, 
social and cultural texture, ideological texture, and sacred texture in texts.

Thirdspace: spaces, places, and situations in which people negotiate their 
daily lives in ongoing contexts of sensory-aesthetic experiences that are 
“spaces of blending.” in SRI, Thirdspace is a dynamic space in which read-
ers, interpreters, and writers negotiate possible alternative identities on a 
daily basis in relation to Firstspaces and Secondspaces. see blending, con-
ceptual; critical spatiality theory.

Topos, Topoi (pl.), Topics: a place to which one may go mentally to find 
arguments. The topics by which argumentation is made. Thus, topoi are 
landmarks in the mental geography of thought which themselves evoke 
networks of meanings in their social, cultural, or ideological use.

Wisdom Rhetorolect: discourse that interprets the visible world by blend-
ing human experiences of geophysical, social, cultural, and institutional 
human experiences with beliefs about God especially through parental 
and familial nurturing and caring modes of understanding. Wisdom is 
about doing good in the world and living faithfully, fruitfully, and ethi-
cally. its special rhetorical effect is to conceptualize the function of spaces, 
places, and people through practices characteristic of households and 
other teaching-learning environments. First-century christian wisdom 
rhetorolect blends human experiences of the household, one’s intersubjec-
tive body, and the geophysical world (Firstspace) with the cultural space of 
God’s cosmos (Secondspace). in the lived space of blending (Thirdspace), 
people establish identities in relation to God who functions as heavenly 
Father over God’s children in the world. people perceive their bodies as 
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able to produce goodness and righteousness in the world through the 
medium of God’s wisdom, which is understood as God’s light in the world. 
in this context, wisdom belief emphasizes “fruitfulness” (productivity and 
reproductivity) in the realm of God’s created world.





introduction

Vernon K. Robbins, Robert H. von Thaden Jr., and Bart B. Bruehler

sociorhetorical interpretation (sri) is a heuristic that is properly called an 
interpretive analytic rather than a method. This means an interpreter can 
select any series of strategies to analyze and interpret rhetorical, social, 
and cognitive picturing and reasoning to help interpreters learn how a 
text prompts and influences thinking, emotion, and behavior. since it is 
not a method, it does not prescribe a series of scientific steps or formu-
lae designed to perform and produce predictable results in accord with 
a particular conceptual framework. rather, the goal is to produce a pro-
grammatic exploration guided by a particular constellation of strategies 
and interests that the interpreter selects to find phenomena that inform 
a social, rhetorical, cultural, ideological, and religious interpretation of 
texts. The approach was designed especially for analysis and interpretation 
of biblical texts and related works in the ancient Mediterranean world, 
but the approach can be applied to a wide variety of texts in any tradition 
or culture.1 a major goal of sri is to promote analysis and interpretation 
through comparison and contrast among various sets of data and inter-
pretations of those data. Many of its strategies are designed to discover 
the rhetoric of topoi, pictures, textures, and emergent structures that texts 
prompt in the minds of hearers and readers in ways that form and reform 
them socially and religiously. sociorhetorical interpretation, then, enables 
interpreters to build on the remarkable achievements of past scholarly 
investigations and contribute further analysis with insights from the social 

1. see an account of the beginnings of sociorhetorical interpretation in david 
B. Gowler, “The development of socio-rhetorical criticism,” in New Boundaries in 
Old Territory: Form and Social Rhetoric in Mark, ed. Vernon K. robbins and david B. 
Gowler, esec 3 (new York: lang, 1994), 1–36.

-1 -
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and cognitive sciences in order to produce rich literary, historical, rhetori-
cal, ideological, and religious analysis and interpretation of texts.

in 1984, Jesus the Teacher introduced the phrase sociorhetorical inter-
pretation into new testament studies.2 The goal was to help to bring rhe-
torical, sociological, and anthropological strategies into literary-historical 
exegesis of early christian literature. This was the same year as the pub-
lication of George a. Kennedy’s New Testament Interpretation through 
Rhetorical Criticism, a work that strongly influenced the sociorhetorical 
approach practiced by the rhetoric of religious antiquity group and is 
quoted in many of the essays featured in this volume.3 By 1994, the con-
cept of multiple textures within a text had emerged by observing how dif-
ferent interpreters approached texts from different perspectives. The first 
essay in this collection, entitled “socio-rhetorical criticism: Mary, eliza-
beth, and the Magnificat as a test case,” was the first programmatic appli-
cation of a four-texture sequence of sociorhetorical interpretation on a 
new testament text. Modern literary interpreters, especially through the 
influence of new criticism, were reading the inner texture of texts. They 
argued that there were boundaries around a text that interpreters should 
respect as they read and interpreted data inside a particular text. in the 
context of inner texture readings such as these, Julia Kristeva launched a 
programmatic analysis and interpretation of texts based on their inter-
texture.4 she argued that every literary composition recontextualizes and 
reconfigures aspects of multiple texts and that this intertextuality is pres-
ent in the wording, phrasing, and conceptuality of all written texts. The 
sociorhetorical approach in this volume uses the term intertexture to refer 
especially to wording and phrasing shared among texts. While intertex-
tuality can include social, cultural, and ideological scripts, sri uses the 
phrase social and cultural texture for the use of modern sociological and 
anthropological theory of groups and culture in the analysis of a text. 

2. Vernon K. robbins, Jesus the Teacher: A Socio-rhetorical Interpretation of Mark 
(philadelphia: Fortress, 1984).

3. George a. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism 
(chapel hill: university of north carolina press, 1984).

4. Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader, ed. toril Moi (new York: columbia univer-
sity press, 1986), 37; Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature 
and Art, ed. leon s. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon s. roud-
iez, european perspectives (new York: columbia university press, 1980), 15, 36–38, 
51–55; María Jesús Martínez alfaro, “intertextuality: origins and development of the 
concept,” Atlantis 18 (1996): 268–85.
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Finally, ideological texture focuses on the special interests and beliefs of 
individuals, groups, and institutions implied in texts that develop struc-
tures of power to sustain themselves. to these four textures, Exploring the 
Texture of Texts added sacred texture for the purpose of guiding interpret-
ers beyond an individualistic approach to religious belief and practice to 
appreciating it as a social, cultural, and ideological phenomenon.5

in 1996, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse and Exploring the 
Texture of Texts inaugurated programmatic textural approaches to sri in 
a rhetoric of religious antiquity mode.6 since the appearance of these 
inaugural books, essays and chapters in books have been published in var-
ious places, following and/or adapting the textural guidelines that they set 
forth.7 Many phd dissertations and Thd and Ma theses have been written 
using sri strategies of textural interpretation.8 in addition, a number of 

5. Vernon K. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-rhetorical 
Interpretation (Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996).

6. Vernon K. robbins, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society 
and Ideology (london: routledge, 1996); idem, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 7–39.

7. istván czachez, “socio-rhetorical exegesis of acts 9:1–30,” Communio Viato-
rum (praha) 37 (1995): 5–32; Martin J. oosthuizen, “deuteronomy 15:1–18 in socio-
rhetorical perspective,” ZABR 3 (1997), 64–91; david a. desilva, “hebrews 6:4–8: 
a socio-rhetorical investigation; part i/part ii,” TynBul 50 (1999): 33–57, 225–35; 
desilva, “a socio-rhetorical investigation of revelation 16:6–13; a call to act Justly 
toward the Just and Judging God,” BBR 9 (1999): 65–117; h. J. Bernard combrink, 
“shame on the hypocritical leaders in the church: a socio-rhetorical interpreta-
tion of the reproaches in Matthew 23,” in Fabrics of Discourse: Essays in Honor of 
Vernon K. Robbins, ed. david B. Gowler, l. Gregory Bloomquist, and duane F. Watson 
(harrisburg, pa: trinity press international, 2003), 1–35; duane F. Watson, “ ‘Keep 
Yourselves from idols’: a socio-rhetorical analysis of the Exordium and Peroratio of 1 
John,” in Gowler, Bloomquist, and Watson, Fabrics of Discourse, 281–302.

8. e.g., têtê délali Gunn, “prosopopée idéologique de paul: une lecture socio-
rhétorique du discourse de paul à athènes: actes 17, 15–18, 1)” (phd diss., saint paul 
university, ottawa, canada, 2005); Johnathan Jodamus, “a socio-rhetorical exege-
sis of 1 timothy 2.18–25” (Msocsci thesis, university of capetown, south africa, 
2005); r. p. tupparainen, “The role(s) of the spirit-paraclete in John 16:4b–15: a 
socio-rhetorical investigation” (phd diss., university of south africa, pretoria, 2007); 
timothy Beech, “a socio-rhetorical analysis of the development and Function of 
the noah-Flood narrative in Sibylline Oracles 1–2” (phd diss., saint paul university, 
ottawa, canada, 2007); Miranda pillay, “re-visioning stigma: a socio-rhetorical 
reading of luke 10:25–37 in the context of hiV/aids in south africa” (phd diss., 
university of Western cape, south africa, 2008); santosh V. Varghese, “Woe-oracles 
in habakkuk 2:6–20: a socio-rhetorical reading” (MTh thesis, Faith Theological 
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commentaries either on entire books or selected passages have emerged 
where authors explicitly have used textural strategies associated with inner 
texture, intertexture, social and cultural texture, ideological texture, and 
sometimes sacred texture.9

seminary, Manakala, Kerala, india, 2009); Keir hammer, “disambiguating rebirth: 
a socio-rhetorical exploration of rebirth language in 1 peter” (phd diss., university 
of toronto, centre for the study of religion, 2011); Francois Beyrouti, “discerning a 
‘rhetorics of catechesis’ in origen of alexandria’s Commentary on the Gospel of John: 
a sociorhetorical analysis of Book xiii:3–42 (John 4:13–15)” (phd diss., saint paul 
university, ottawa, 2013); david Jay Miller, “characterisations of YhWh in the song 
of the Vineyard: a Multitextural interpretation of isaiah 5:1–7” (phd diss., university 
of south africa, pretoria, 2013); peter samuel robinson, “a sociorhetorical analysis 
of clark h. pinnock’s hermeneutical approach to Biblical Materials, with particu-
lar attention to the role of religious experience” (phd diss., saint paul university, 
ottawa, 2013); Benard n. ombori, “a socio-rhetorical appraisal of Jesus as sacrifice, 
with specific reference to Hilasterion in romans 3:25–26” (MTh diss., university of 
south africa, pretoria, 2013); raymon paul hanson, “a socio-rhetorical examina-
tion of twin psalm 111–112” (phd diss., luther seminary, saint paul, Minnesota, 
2013); owen nease, “Blended prophecy and Wisdom: Mapping the rhetorolects of 
the exhortation passages in hebrews” (phd diss., new orleans Baptist Theological 
seminary, 2013); hon ho ip, “a socio-rhetorical interpretation of the letter to phi-
lemon in light of the new institutional economics: an exhortation to transform 
from Master-slave economic relationship to Brotherly loving relationship” (phd 
diss., The chinese university of hong Kong, 2014); chuba ao, “ ‘in all the Work of 
Your hands’ in deuteronomy: an inquiry on rhetoric of Work” (phd diss., union 
Biblical seminary, pune, india, 2015); Johnathan Jodamus, “an investigation into 
the construction(s) and representation(s) of Masculinity(ies) and Femininity(ies) 
in 1 corinthians” (phd diss., university of capetown, south africa, 2015); ros-
pita deliana siahaan, “speaking in tongues in public Worship? a socio-rhetorical 
approach to 1 corinthians 12–14” (phd diss., lutheran Theological seminary, shatin, 
hong Kong, 2015). 

9. Wesley h. Wachob, The Voice of Jesus in the Social Rhetoric of James, sntsMs 
106 (cambridge: cambridge university press, 2000); david a. desilva, Perseverance 
in Gratitude: A Socio-rhetorical Commentary on the Epistle “to the Hebrews” (Grand 
rapids: eerdmans, 2000); William F. Brosend ii, James and Jude, ncBic (cambridge: 
cambridge university press, 2004); Thomas J. Bell, Peter Abelard after Marriage: The 
Spiritual Direction of Heloise and Her Nuns through Liturgical Song, cistss 211 (Kal-
amazoo, Mi: cistercian, 2007); Kayle B. de Waal, A Socio-rhetorical Interpretation of 
the Seven Trumpets of Revelation: The Apocalyptic Challenge to Earthly Empire (lew-
iston, nY: edwin Mellen, 2012); rosemary canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ at 
Colossae: A Visual Construction of Identity, Wunt 2/334 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 
2012); ingeborg a. K. Kvammen, Toward a Postcolonial Reading of the Epistle of James: 
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however, the exploratory instincts of practitioners of sri contin-
ued to expand and deepen the strategies available to interpreters as they 
worked with textural analysis. rhetorolects, rhetography, and rhetorical 
force have come to be standard components of sociorhetorical analy-
sis and interpretation. Much work and discussion transpired (mostly 
behind the scenes) in the meetings of the rhetoric of religious antiq-
uity group, but the next major publication, The Invention of Christian Dis-
course (2009), established another milestone in the development of sri. 
This work presented “rhetorolects” (an elision of “rhetorical dialects”) as 
forms of discourse “identifiable on the basis of a shared cluster of themes, 
images (rhetography), topics, reasonings, and argumentation.”10 The for-
mulation and analysis of rhetorolects (and rhetography) was highly influ-
enced by insights from the cognitive sciences, especially Gilles Fauconnier 
and Mark turner’s work The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the 
Mind’s Hidden Complexities (see part 4 below).11 sri currently operates 
with six rhetorolects (though these are often the subject of lively debate): 
wisdom; prophetic; apocalyptic; precreation; miracle; and priestly. embed-
ded in this definition of rhetorolect is another new term, “rhetography.” 
rhetography focuses the attention of the interpreter on how texts generate 
graphic images in the minds of audience members in ways that promote 
the rhetorical aims of the text and that are often instantiated in a certain 
view of the world. rhetorolects and rhetography often work together in 
an overarching storyline that helps to set the parameters for persuasive 
communication. The wisdom rhetorolect, for example, regularly presup-
poses an underlying story line of parents (especially fathers) passing along 
wisdom to their children (especially sons) within the pictured setting of a 
home. Finally, Invention of Christian Discourse also describes the analysis 
of “emergent structures,” which are often most prominent in the “rhetori-
cal force” of a text.12 emergent structures occur when the images, topics, 
and reasonings of one rhetorolect interactively blend with those of another 

James 2:1–13 in Its Roman Imperial Context, Bibint 119 (leiden: Brill, 2013); david h. 
Wenkel, Joy in Luke-Acts: The Intersection of Rhetoric, Narrative, and Emotion, pater-
noster Biblical Monographs (Bucks, uK: paternoster, 2015).

10. Vernon K, robbins, The Invention of Christian Discourse, rra 1 (dorset, uK: 
deo, 2009), xxvii.

11. Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending 
and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (new York: Basic Books, 2002).

12. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 240–41, 403–6.
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rhetorolect to produce fresh ways of conceiving of and communicating 
about the world. These “emerging” ways of speaking are often at the cre-
ative edges of the text under consideration and as such represent some 
of the most powerful elements of that text. over time, a full and mature 
sociorhetorical analysis of a text has come to be characterized by an open-
ing discussion of the rhetography (and accompanying rhetorolects), fol-
lowed by an analysis of the textures and their components, and closing 
with a presentation of the rhetorical force that focuses on emergent struc-
tures in the rhetoric of the text. This has become the form for the sociorhe-
torical exploration commentaries (srec) in the rhetoric of religious 
antiquity (rra) series published by sBl press.13

Thus, sri is identifiable by its energetic approach to multifaceted 
analysis of texts and its innovation when the hermeneutical analytic needs 
to be expanded. a few publications have already captured some of this 
development. W. randolph tate has an excellent account of the early tex-
tural phase in his Interpreting the Bible (2006).14 a comprehensive account 
of the emergence and development of the approach appeared in an essay 
in 2010 titled “socio-rhetorical interpretation.”15 Then a more extensive 
discussion and response to the approach appeared in 2014 in a volume 
titled Genealogies of New Testament Rhetorical Criticism.16 as sri has 

13. roy r. Jeal, Exploring Philemon: Freedom, Brotherhood, and Partnership in the 
New Society, rra 2 (atlanta: sBl press, 2015); B. J. oropeza, Exploring 2 Corinthians: 
Death and Life, Hardship and Rivalry, rra 3 (atlanta: sBl press, 2016). a preview of 
the srec approach appeared in terrance callan, Acknowledging the Divine Benefac-
tor: The Second Letter of Peter (eugene, or: pickwick, 2014).

14. W. randolph tate, “socio-rhetorical criticism,” in Interpreting the Bible: A 
Handbook of Terms and Methods (peabody, Ma: hendrickson, 2006), 342–46.

15. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” in The Blackwell Com-
panion to the New Testament, ed. david aune, Blackwell companions to religion 
(Malden, Ma: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 192–219. also see Gowler, “development of 
socio-rhetorical criticism,” 1–36; Gowler, “heteroglossic trends in Biblical studies: 
polyphonic dialogues or clanging cymbals,” RevExp 97 (2000): 443–66; Gowler, 
“socio-rhetorical interpretation: textures of a text and its reception,” JSNT 33 (2010): 
191–206; Gowler, “The end of the Beginning: The continuing Maturation of socio-
rhetorical analysis,” in Sea Voyages and Beyond: Emerging Strategies in Socio-rhetorical 
Interpretation, ed. Vernon K. robbins, esec 14 (dorset, uK: deo, 2010), 1–45.

16. l. Gregory Bloomquist, “Those pesky Threads of robbins’s rhetorical tap-
estry: Vernon K. robbins’s Genealogy of rhetorical criticism,” in Genealogies of New 
Testament Rhetorical Criticism, ed. troy W. Martin (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), 
201–23; Vernon K. robbins, “response to l. Gregory Bloomquist: From the social 
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developed, authors ranging from undergraduate and graduate students 
to postdoctoral students and established scholars have regularly asked 
what essays and chapters in books they must read to understand its emer-
gence and growth over the past twenty-five years. The idea for this present 
volume of essays took specific form while the 2013 essay on “socio-rhe-
torical criticism” was taking shape for The Oxford Encyclopedia of Bibli-
cal Interpretation.17 in the process of writing the essay, it became obvious 
that certain articles have come to stand out as formative influences, ongo-
ing dialogue partners, and crucial steps forward in the expansion of the 
analytic. This volume collects some of those articles in five parts. part 1 
“The emergence of sociorhetorical interpretation” contains the earliest 
essay to employ the fourfold textural analysis as mentioned above. part 
2 “reworking rhetoric and topos” presents essays that display forma-
tive influences on the early development of sri both from creative work 
in the overall field of rhetorical studies and from specific work on topos 
analysis. part 3 “cultural Geography and critical spatiality” shows how 
renewed attention to the role and theory of space and place influenced 
both the formulation of rhetorolects and the emphasis on conceptuality 
of space and place within sri. part 4 “Metaphor, conceptual Blending, 
and rhetorolects” focuses on the infusion of the cognitive sciences into 
sri (following the formation of the textures) and how this contributed to 
specific exegetical practices within sri. Finally, part 5 “rhetorolects and 
rhetography” presents two pieces that enact more recent developments 
in sri that feature analysis of rhetography interactively with rhetorolects 
in religious texts.

part 1: the emergence of sociorhetorical interpretation

This volume opens with the essay “socio-rhetorical criticism: Mary, eliza-
beth, and the Magnificat as a test case.”18 This piece helpfully sets the 
stage for the rest of the volume in two key ways. First, the essay begins 

sciences to rhetography,” in Martin, Genealogies of New Testament Rhetorical Criti-
cism, 225–44.

17. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical criticism,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia 
of Biblical Interpretation (new York: oxford university press, 2013), 2:311–18. The 
bibliography at the end of this article was a first step toward the present collection.

18. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical criticism: Mary, elizabeth, and the 
Magnificat as a test case,” in The New Literary Criticism and the New Testament, ed. 
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with its own survey of the preceding developments and influences that 
led to the emergence of sociorhetorical interpretation. second, robbins 
programmatically analyzes luke 1:26–56 using the four initial textures of 
sociorhetorical analysis that he would develop more fully in The Tapestry 
of Early Christian Discourse. let us unpack both of these a bit further.19

First, while sri has expanded, adjusted, and adapted over the years 
since its inception, the initial development of sri as described here by 
robbins displays the interdisciplinary, multifaceted, and self-conscious 
practices of interpretation and reflection that have come to characterize 
sri. robbins narrates how challenges to practitioners of new testament 
interpretation created an atmosphere where rhetorical analysis engaged 
with the social sciences and ideological criticism to generate shifting 
boundaries and fresh approaches in the interpretation of biblical and 
cognate literature in the 1990’s. amos Wilder began by urging scholars 
to reconsider the rhetoric of biblical texts as religious and aesthetic dis-
course. later, Wayne Meeks and Jonathan Z. smith began to use anthro-
pological and sociological tools in the analysis of early christianity and its 
socially embedded texts. around this time, Wilhelm Wuellner and elisa-
beth schüssler Fiorenza pressed the political and ideological nature of bib-
lical texts. These streams of influence came together initially in the four 
textures of sri. Thus, this essay serves as a prototype for how the reworked 
boundaries of rhetorical analysis (see part 2) opened up fruitful dialogue 
with other disciplines like spatiality and the cognitive sciences (see parts 
3 and 4) to prompt the innovations of rhetorolects and rhetography (see 
part 5). This essay models the generative interdisciplinary work that has 
continued to flourish in sri.

second, for those new to sri, this essay offers a classic example of 
the analytic at work before diving into later sections of this volume that 
bring together foundational influences, supporting work, and later devel-
opments. We see robbins explore each texture in dialogical and integra-
tive fashion. The analysis of inner texture in this portion of luke 1 exhibits 
data both for identifying the opening, middle, and closing of the passage 
and for perceiving how ideology can affect the interpretation of narra-
tional matters such as the analysis of voice and the argumentative texture 

elizabeth struthers Malbon and edgar V. McKnight, Jsntsup 109 (sheffield: sheffield 
academic, 1994), 164–209.

19. For another description of this essay, see Gowler, “end of the Beginning,” 
31–35.
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of the Magnificat. robbins argues that prior intertextual comparisons of 
the Magnificat have worked with a “near canon” comprised of selected 
material about barren women found in the hebrew Bible (e.g., hannah). 
however, shifting the boundaries of comparison would include an inter-
textural analysis of the “humiliated” (that is, sexually violated) virgins of 
the hebrew Bible and the larger hellenistic-roman world. again, ideol-
ogy comes into play in the selection of intertexts, which has a dramatic 
impact on interpretive conclusions. The analysis of social and cultural 
texture employs Bryan Wilson’s typology of religious sects to help to 
understand the kind of discourse enacted in luke 1.20 While thaumatur-
gic and conversionist discourse are evident, a closer look unearths evi-
dence for reformist, rather than revolutionist, discourse in Mary’s song 
about the reversal of the powerful and the weak, for she calls not for the 
undoing of the political system itself but a change in its agents from the 
position of an ethnic subculture operating within the dominant cultural 
rhetoric of royal and divine authority. Finally, the consideration of ideol-
ogy recognizes that every text has an implicit politics. While Mary may 
lose in the short term as an unmarried, pregnant, and thus dishonored 
woman, her character presents a winning strategy among the early chris-
tians—accepting the patriarchal and patronage structures that existed 
while arguing for reforms to promote generosity and peace under divine 
favor. Furthermore, her relationship with elizabeth dismantles a tradi-
tion of rivalry among women and wives over their children, presenting 
a christian narrative of overcoming division and difference for the sake 
of community. Thus, this early test case for sociorhetorical interpretation 
shows that openness to new boundaries and attentiveness to ideology 
yields fruitful results for the culturally embedded hermeneutical enter-
prise largely known as biblical interpretation.

part 2: reworking rhetoric and topos

When scholars in the fields of classics, rhetorical studies, and biblical stud-
ies engage ancient understandings of rhetoric, they often run up against 
the problem, articulated by anders eriksson, of “whether rhetoric is the 

20. Bryan Wilson, “a typology of sects,” in Sociology of Religion, ed. r. robertson 
(Baltimore: penguin, 1969), 361–83. Wilson, Magic and the Millenium: A Sociological 
Study of Religious Movements of Protest among Tribal and Third-World Peoples (new 
York: harper & row, 1973), 22–36.
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tool used for analysis or the object of study.”21 The chapters in this part of 
the volume demonstrate how scholars can both articulate and understand 
ancient rhetorical strategies and how contemporary scholars can rework 
these strategies to provide tools for twenty-first century rhetorical analy-
sis—the environment in which sri as an interpretive analytic unfolds. a 
common thread in all of the essays in this section is their focus on the 
aristotelian concept of topos. Fatefully, aristotle was less than clear on the 
precise nature of this rhetorical category, thereby creating a rich interpre-
tive history as western rhetorical traditions have attempted to make sense 
of and use this idea. The use of topoi has been critical in the development 
of sri, as evidenced by robbins’s development of them in The Invention of 
Christian Discourse.22 in addition to the chapters included in this section, 
robbins made use of Johan Thom’s essay, “The Mind is its own place,” in 
which Thom argues:

although the term topos is used in different contexts, i suggest that the 
notion of an ordered cognitive space underlies all these uses. some of the 
principles according to which this space is organized may be universally 
valid (such as those underlying the strategic rhetorical topoi), but on the 
whole, the topography of this cognitive space is culturally determined. 
something that is a topos in one culture may not be so in another: a topos 
depends upon, and expresses, a cultural consensus.23

The essays by George Kennedy, carolyn Miller, and Gregory Bloomquist 
engage topoi and how they might be successfully deployed in rhetori-
cal analysis. Moreover, in wrestling with the nature and use of topoi, the 

21. anders eriksson, “enthymemes in pauline argumentation: reading between 
the lines in 1 corinthians,” in Rhetorical Argumentation in Biblical Texts: Essays from 
the Lund 2000 Conference, ed. anders eriksson, Thomas h. olbricht, and Walter 
Übelacker, esec 8 (harrisburg, pa: trinity press international, 2002), 246.

22. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 61–63, 81–88.
23. Johan c. Thom, “‘The Mind is its own place’: defining the topos,” in Early 

Christianity and Classical Culture: Comparative Studies in Honor of Abraham J. Mal-
herbe, ed. J. t. Fitzgerald, Thomas h. olbricht, and l. Michael White, novtsup 110 
(leiden: Brill, 2003), 566. in this context, Thom calls attention in n. 51 to “the notion 
in the Progymnasmata that a topos is about something that is agreed upon” and refers 
to 562 n. 38 in his essay which includes aelius Theon, Progymn. 6 (spengel 106.5–6): 
“a topos is a discourse [λόγος] elaborating a matter that is agreed upon, whether a 
fault or virtue”). see also hermogenes, Progymn. 6 (spengel 9.18–19): “The so-called 
common topos entails elaboration of a matter that is agreed upon.”
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authors of these foundational essays point toward later developments in 
sri that are displayed in parts 3, 4, and 5 of this volume. topoi, then, pro-
vide the spaces that enable sri to mature and develop.

The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse and Exploring the Texture of 
Texts appeared in 1996, the same year that Kennedy published “reworking 
aristotle’s Rhetoric,” the essay that starts the second section of the volume.24 
The inclusion of this essay is, first of all, a means to pay a special tribute 
to Kennedy, who was a leader for five decades, beginning in the 1960s, 
in bringing rhetoric into the fields of study of classical antiquity and its 
heritage in the ancient and modern world including study of the new tes-
tament.25 Kennedy’s work on rhetoric has exerted a profound influence 
on new testament studies in general and on sri in particular.26 it is thus 

24. George a. Kennedy, “reworking aristotle’s Rhetoric,” in Theory, Text, Context: 
Issues in Greek Rhetoric and Oratory, ed. christopher lyle Johnstone (new York: state 
university of new York press, 1996), 169–84.

25. George a. Kennedy, The Art of Persuasion in Greece (princeton: princeton 
university press, 1963); Kennedy, Quintilian, tWas 66 (new York: twyane, 1969); 
Kennedy, The Art of Rhetoric in the Roman World 300 BC–AD 300 (princeton: prince-
ton university press, 1972); Kennedy, Greek Rhetoric under Christian Emperors 
(princeton: princeton university press, 1983); Kennedy, New Testament Interpreta-
tion through Rhetorical Criticism; aristotle, On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, 
trans. George a. Kennedy (new York: oxford university press, 1991); Kennedy, A 
New History of Classical Rhetoric (princeton: princeton university press, 1994); 
Kennedy, Classical Rhetoric and Its Christian and Secular Tradition from Ancient to 
Modern Times, 2nd ed. (chapel hill: university of north carolina press, 1998); Ken-
nedy, Comparative Rhetoric: An Historical and Cross-Cultural Introduction (new York: 
oxford university press, 1998); Kennedy, trans. Progymasmata: Greek Textbooks of 
Prose Composition and Rhetoric, WGrW 10 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 
2003); Kennedy, Invention and Method: Two Rhetorical Treatises from the Hermogenic 
Corpus, WGrW 15 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2005).

26. c. clifton Black and duane F. Watson, eds., Words Well Spoken: George Ken-
nedy’s Rhetoric of the New Testament, strr 8 (Waco, tx: Baylor university press, 
2008), presents a detailed account of and responses to the contribution of George 
Kennedy to the field of rhetorical interpretation and to rhetorical interpretation 
of the new testament. This is where the essay by robbins on rhetography first 
appeared, which is included in the final section of this volume. a second account of 
George a. Kennedy’s work is in troy W. Martin, ed., Genealogies of New Testament 
Rhetorical Criticism (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2014), with an essay by c. clifton Black 
titled “Genealogies of rhetorical criticism: The Kennedy Family,” 51–78, and an 
essay by duane F. Watson titled “response to c. clifton Black and Further insights,” 
79–91.
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fitting for this volume to provide the reader with an exemplar of Kennedy’s 
work that is so foundational to the development of sri as a full-bodied 
interpretive analytic. although Kennedy does engage the rhetoric of the 
new testament directly, this essay on aristotle serves to model the inter-
disciplinary nature of sri. Moreover, this essay provides an example of the 
way in which rhetoricians were reconceptualizing the rhetorical heritage 
of ancient Greece and rome for the purpose of developing updated rhe-
torical strategies of interpretation during the last decades of the twentieth 
century—a process Kennedy himself embodied through his scholarship. 
second, Kennedy’s essay provides readers with a context in which to make 
sense of the later chapters in this volume. Kennedy’s discussion of topos 
in aristotle naturally introduces discussion of places and spaces into sri 
(see part 3). Kennedy also recognizes the cognitive nature of metaphor in 
his essay, thus crafting an environment for understanding how concep-
tual metaphor and conceptual blending theories have moved sri forward 
(see part 4). Finally, Kennedy notes the importance of sight for aristotle’s 
Rhetoric.27 This emphasis on sight, which he argues has been obscured by 
some translations, sets the stage for sri’s argument about the necessity of 
attending to visual texture and rhetography for a full-bodied exegesis of 
textual artifacts (see part 5). The importance of Kennedy’s work for sri 
cannot be overestimated. he has proven, again and again, to be a valuable 
conversation partner throughout the maturation process of sri.28

The second essay of this section, Miller’s “The aristotelean Topos: 
hunting for novelty,” not only interacts with Kennedy’s translation of aris-
totle’s Rhetoric but also makes clear that when a topos is conceptualized as 
“a thinking place,” which she argues aristotle does, it can be perceived as 
an environment of invention rather than mere discovery.29 as lynn huber 
does in her chapter on metaphor (see part 4), Miller endeavors to strip away 
modernist interpretations that obscure the potential of ancient thought for 
contemporary rhetorical theorists.30 Miller observes that a topos

27. see Yael avrahami, The Senses of Scripture: Sensory Perception in the Hebrew 
Bible, lhBots 545 (new York: t&t clark, 2012).

28. see robbins’s essay in part 5.
29. carolyn r. Miller, “The aristotelian Topos: hunting for novelty,” in Rereading 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric, ed. alan G. Gross and arthur e. Walzer (carbondale: southern 
illinois university press, 2000), 130–46.

30. ibid., 143.
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functions rhetorically as a conceptual place to which an arguer may 
mentally go to find arguments, like Bacon’s hunter in the forest. aristo-
tle’s statement that rhetoric is the “ability, in each particular case, to see 
the available means of persuasion” (Rhet. 1.2.1 [Freese]) … intimate[s] 
… that … “[r]easoning is a discussion in which, certain things having 
been laid down, something other than these things necessarily results 
through them” (Top. 100a [Forster], emphasis added).31

Miller continues to emphasize this generative function of topoi. observ-
ing the conceptual contexts from which aristotle drew his use of the term 
topos and the framework from which he drew his thinking about inven-
tion, Miller asserts that “in the platonic world of Being, invention can only 
be discovery, but in the aristotelian world of Becoming, it can also be cre-
ation; novelty and innovation are possible.”32 robbins has further stated 
about this that: “the presence in the conceptual framework of both the 
natural and the social world, where things emerge, change, and sometimes 
disappear, introduces dynamic processes of interaction where recreation 
can occur through reconfiguration.”33 Miller’s essay, like Kennedy’s, pro-
vides readers with a rich context in which to understand developments 
in sri—especially those concerning critical spatiality (part 3) and con-
ceptual processes such as framing (see part 4). her work has been explic-
itly formative not only for Bloomquist’s essay below, but also for robbins’s 
discussion of topos in The Invention of Christian Discourse and other sri 
projects such as alexandra Gruca-Macaulay’s analysis and interpretation 
of the presentation of lydia as a rhetorical construct in acts.34

in the final chapter of part 2, “paul’s inclusive language: The ideologi-
cal texture of romans 1,” Bloomquist argues that sri is a topos-centered 
interpretive analytic.35 Bloomquist not only explicitly engages Miller’s 
essay (as noted above), but, in some sense, provides an example of the 
generative nature of topoi for which she argued. Bloomquist’s essay thus 
interacts with the ideas found in the previous two chapters and, like those 
chapters, provides readers with resources with which to understand the 

31. Miller, “aristotelean topos, 132; in this volume, p. 98.
32. Miller, “aristotelean Topos,” 137.
33. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 79.
34. alexandra Gruca-Macaulay, Lydia as a Rhetorical Construct in Acts: A 

Sociorhetorical and Theological Interpretation, esec 18 (atlanta: sBl press, 2016).
35. l. Gregory Bloomquist, “paul’s inclusive language: The ideological texture of 

romans 1,” in Gowler, Bloomquist, and Watson, Fabrics of Discourse, 165–93.
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ideas presented in subsequent parts of this volume. as sri has developed, 
Bloomquist has perhaps been the strongest advocate for the central impor-
tance of topoi.36 in this example of his work, Bloomquist uses the con-
cept of topos to show readers how paul’s letter to the romans “move[s] an 
audience from one social and cultural position to another.”37 The analysis 
demonstrates that paul’s argumentation builds on an interplay between 
two topoi—“gentiles,” a special topic in certain Jewish discursive envi-
ronments, and “gospel,” which encapsulates the new thing God is doing 
according to paul’s proclamation. Through detailed analysis of this elab-
oration, Bloomquist exhibits the ideological texture of paul’s argument. 
Bloomquist’s essay, then, demonstrates the analytical usefulness of topoi 
within an sri environment. For Bloomquist, topoi “can be understood as 
those landmarks on the mental geography of thought, which themselves 
evoke a constellation of networks of meanings as a result of social, cultural, 
or ideological use—and the argumentative embedding of these topoi in the 
presentation of the argument(s) of the text.”38 Bloomquist’s observations 
about the nature of a topos helped to confirm the interest in “critical spati-
ality” that also was emerging in sri. Bloomquist’s ideas also anticipate the 
use of resources available in conceptual blending theory engaged in part 4.

part 3: cultural Geography and critical spatiality

Biblical scholars began to attend to the dynamic and substantive role of 
space and place in canonical and cognate literature because of an emerg-
ing cluster of studies that came to be labelled cultural geography and/or 
critical spatiality. cultural geography, developing in the 1950s and 1960s, 
primarily studies the interaction of culture and space as culture produces 
and manipulates space and as space reciprocally influences culture.39 cul-
tural geography continued as a stream of research but also branched off in 
the 1970s through interaction with cultural studies and critical theory into 

36. see robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” 192–219.
37. Bloomquist, “paul’s inclusive language,” 176.
38. ibid., 174.
39. Foundational works in early cultural Geography include W. G. hoskyns, 

The Making of the English Landscape (london: hodder & stoughton, 1955); philip 
l. Wagner and Marvin W. Mikesell, trans. and eds., Readings in Cultural Geography 
(chicago: university of chicago press, 1962); and George F. carter, Man and the Land: 
A Cultural Geography (new York: holt, reinhart & Winston, 1964).
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another stream regularly called critical spatiality.40 extensive discussion of 
“spaces” and “places” in biblical studies have been vigorously taking place 
since then, and James W. Flanagan launched the critical spatiality project 
during the 1990s along with a group of colleagues.41 Jon Berquist has edited 
two volumes that collects much of this early and illuminating application 
of critical spatiality to biblical literature, especially the hebrew Bible.42 
shortly after this, scholars began to employ spatiality and spatial theory as 
tools of analysis for new testament texts, especially drawing on the work 
of robert david sack.43 critical spatiality started to play an important role 
in sri at the beginning of the twenty-first century in four different ways: 
as a theoretical infusion into the development of rhetorolects; as a helpful 
model of interaction with ideology and social-cultural theory; as a buttress 

40. The discipline stalled in the 1960s but reemerged in the late 1970s with greater 
theoretical and analytical vigor in works like Michel Foucault, “of other spaces,” Dia-
critics 16 (1986): 22–27 (based on a lecture he gave in 1967); edward relph, Place and 
Placelessness (london: pion, 1976); Yi-Fu tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of 
Experience (Minneapolis: university of Minnesota press, 1977); and the publication 
of the Journal of Progress in Human Geography (starting in 1977). critical spatiality 
traces its origins to works such as those of Foucault (cited above); henri lefebvre, 
La Production de L’espace, société et urbanisme (paris: Éditions anthropos, 1974); 
edward W. said, Orientalism (new York: parthenon, 1978); and edward W. soja, 
Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory (london: 
Verso, 1989).

41. For a sample of this work, see david M. Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, eds., 
‘Imagining’ Biblical Worlds: Studies in Spatial, Social, and Historical Constructs in Honor 
of James W. Flanagan, Jsotsup 359 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 2002), 30–50.

42. Jon l. Berquist and claudia V. camp, eds., Constructions of Space 1: Theory, 
Geography, and Narrative, lhBots 481 (new York: t&t clark, 2008); and Berquist 
and camp, eds., Constructions of Space 2: The Biblical City and Other Imagined Spaces, 
lhBots 490 (new York: t&t clark, 2008).

43. early forays drew particularly on robert david sack, Human Territoriality: 
In Theory and History (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1986). For examples, 
For examples, see Vernon K. robbins, “luke-acts:  a Mixed population seeks a home 
in the roman empire,” in Images of Empire, ed. loveday c. a. alexander, Jsot-
sup 122 (sheffield: Jsot press, 1991), 202–21; loveday c. a. alexander, “narrative 
Maps: reflections on the toponomy of acts,” in The Bible in Human Society: Essays 
in Honour of John Rogerson, ed. M. daniel carroll r., david J. a. clines, and philip 
r. davies, Jsotsup 200 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 1995), 17–57; and Jerome h. 
neyrey, “spaces and places, Whence and Whither, homes and rooms: ‘territoriality’ 
in the Fourth Gospel,” BTB 32 (2002): 60–74.
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to attention on the body and materiality in sri analysis; and as a focus for 
topos and textural analysis.

Berquist’s programmatic conference paper “Theories of space and 
construction of the ancient World” (published here for the first time, pp. 
151–76) offers an invaluable survey of critical spatiality. he begins with a 
“history of space,” acknowledging that space in the Western intellectual 
tradition has typically been relegated to the status of a given rather than 
being the object of direct observation and analysis. From here, he moves 
into a survey of various theoretical positions on space, summarizing the 
work of key theorists in the development of critical spatiality such as Yi-Fu 
tuan, Michel Foucault, henri lefebvre, and edward soja. With this foun-
dation, he sketches some of the ways in which the study of space compli-
cates and can enrich the reading of biblical texts (as with the ideologically 
laden term “israel”). Berquist then lays out several “projects and practices,” 
while noting several complicating factors. he closes the essay with a list 
of perennial questions that biblical scholars should take up with regard 
to space, setting the stage for a more spatially aware reading of biblical 
texts. Berquist’s “map” of the concerns and categories of critical spatial-
ity provides background for the role of spatiality in the development of 
rhetorolects as a tool of analysis within sri. Building on the insight that 
species of ancient rhetoric and topoi more specifically have “places” where 
they belong (e.g., forensic rhetoric in the courtroom and buying/selling 
metaphors in the market), critical spatiality provided a framework for the-
orizing how emerging christian discourses (e.g., wisdom rhetorolect or 
prophetic rhetorolect) were both rooted in particular concrete places and 
came to be conceptually formed by those imagined spaces (e.g., wisdom in 
the home and prophetic in the kingdom).44 Thus, the prior work in spatial 
theory by cultural geographers and by the application of critical spatial-
ity to biblical texts added structure and nuance to the role of space as a 
constituent factor in the identification and analysis of rhetorolects in sri.

claudia camp’s essay, “storied space, or, Ben sira ‘tells’ a temple,” 
portrays the flexibility and analytical usefulness of spatiality by unpack-
ing Ben sira’s description of a temple.45 she opens with a brief overview of 
soja’s theoretical work before turning that theory on the text of sirach and 

44. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” esp. 200–204; and rob-
bins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 7–9.

45. claudia V. camp, “storied space, or Ben sira ‘tells’ a temple,” in ‘Imagining’ 
Biblical Worlds: Studies in Spatial, Social and Historical Constructs in Honor of James 
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the methodological issues raised by her reading. she deconstructs the cat-
egories of Firstspace, secondspace, and Thirdspace through her analysis of 
the construction of the temple, a place of control and power, in the final 
chapters of sirach. Thirdspace is often methodologically prioritized as 
encompassing all other spaces and ideologically prioritized as a marginal 
space of liberation and resistance. camp, however, demonstrates how Ben 
sira constructs a hegemonic Thirdspace temple through the bodies of isra-
elite heroes, climaxing with the consolidation of all space into the space 
of holiness of the temple as embodied in the person of simeon. Ben sira’s 
telling creates a temple that valorizes the male body of the priest reach-
ing from earth to heaven and simultaneously creates a space in which his 
own production of wisdom is authorized in a space free of women. camp 
simultaneously offers an ideological critique of soja’s trialectal spatial 
theory and analyzes the role of bodies and spaces in sir 44–50. in doing 
so, she models how sri’s ideological texture can employ bodies and space 
and spatial theorization as foci for analysis. spaces and places as “con-
cealed” or “assumed” elements in a text are prime locations for the analy-
sis of implicit (and often hegemonic) ideologies. robbins has engaged the 
same section of sirach along with luke 1–2 in a similarly ideological anal-
ysis of bodies and political space.46 These essays together demonstrate the 
mutually constitutive attention to bodies and place (seen also in Berquist’s 
essay) that has informed sri, especially in the identification of the body 
as the “space” of miracle rhetorolect,47 which complements the emphasis 
on embodiment brought to the table by the cognitive sciences (see fur-
ther below). Finally, camp offers a critical interaction with spatial theory 
that has characterized sri’s engagement with spatial (and other kinds of) 
theory, drawing on various theorists in order to have a diverse and self-
critiquing set of models for space and place.

The chapter from Bart Bruehler’s book, A Public and Political Christ, 
returns to the stream of cultural geography by arguing that the con-
cept of a public-private dichotomy does not do justice to the spectrum 

W. Flanagan, ed. david M. Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, Jsotsup 359 (sheffield: shef-
field academic, 2002), 64–80 (editorial note: see pp. 177–95 in this volume).

46. Vernon K. robbins, “Bodies and politics in luke 1–2 and sirach 44–50: Men, 
Women, and Boys,” in Jesus and Mary Reimagined in Early Christian Literature, ed. 
Vernon K. robbins and Jonathan potter, WGrWsup 6 (atlanta: sBl press, 2015), 
41–66.

47. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” 203–4.
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of private, public, and political places employed as settings for Jesus in 
luke’s Gospel.48 The matter is complicated by the “high context” nature 
of hellenistic-roman culture, which assumes much will be contributed 
to the shared meaning of communication by an intelligent reader (quite 
unlike most contemporary “low context” communications). The spatial 
theory of sack buttressed by input from anthropological, sociological, 
and feminist analyses reveals a more dynamic and contested classifica-
tion of ancient public and private spaces influenced by a variety of forces 
(nature, meaning, society, time, religion, place, and self/body).49 com-
parative analysis with plutarch’s tractate Political Precepts and book 4 of 
philostratus’s Life of Apollonius confirms and enriches this more fluid and 
overlapping classification of zones ranging across a public-private spec-
trum in the hellenistic-roman world. This spectrum of ancient spaces 
provides a better heuristic tool for analyzing the construction of space 
in luke’s narrative and its role in his portrayal of Jesus. While Bruehler’s 
book does not explicitly employ the (now matured) structure and termi-
nology of sri, this chapter displays some of the workings of sri analysis 
with spatiality as a focus. like Berquist and camp, Bruehler draws on a 
variety of theoretical perspectives organized around the work of sack to 
generate a heuristic analytic for exploring the role of space and place in 
luke’s portrayal of Jesus. Bruehler demonstrates careful attention to the 
inner texture of luke 18:35–19:48, to intertextual connections with plu-
tarch and philostratus, to social and cultural texture in his engagement 
with spatial and anthropological theories, and to ideological texture in 
his engagement with feminist and cultural critiques of the public-private 
dichotomy and the construction of power in politics. From a sociorhe-
torical perspective, Bruehler’s monograph is an exploration of the topoi 
of public and private in the ancient world, demonstrating how space and 
place in their varieties of conceptualization (soja’s secondspace) can be a 
subject of in-depth analysis. Finally, Bruehler’s work extends attention to 
the body in sri (here focusing on the body of Jesus and related characters) 
to include bodies in place, especially the constructed places of the ancient 

48. “From This place: a Theoretical Framework for the social-spatial analysis of 
luke,” chapter 2 of Bart B. Bruehler, A Public and Political Christ: The Social-Spatial 
Characteristics of Luke 18:35–19:48 and the Gospel as a Whole in Its Ancient Context, 
ptMs 157 (eugene, or: Wipf & stock, 2011), 31–54 (editorial note: see pp. 197–231 
in this volume).

49. sack, Homo Geographicus. 
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world as available to scholars through archaeology (soja’s Firstspace).50 
This infuses sri’s attention to spatiality in its rhetorolects with the mate-
rial places in which these discourses were practiced.51 This application of 
visual and material culture has continued to flourish in sri analysis52 and 
has informed rhetography as exemplified in roy Jeal’s attention to cloth-
ing and bodies in the closing article of this volume.

part 4: Metaphor, conceptual Blending, and rhetorolects

The use of critical spatiality in sociorhetorical analyses helps to remind 
interpreters that humans are embodied agents who exist in meaning laden 
geophysical space. This concern for a “full-body mode of interpretation” 
is demonstrated in the understanding of cognition displayed by develop-
ments in sri in the early twenty-first century.53 as sri grapples with “how 
language prompts for meaning,”54 it follows theoretical models (ancient 
and modern) that recognize the somatic and metaphoric nature of cogni-
tion.55 This understanding of cognition has proved crucial in the develop-

50. Berquist lays out the theories of spatiality, especially the influential writings 
of soja. Then camp deals primarily with soja’s category of Thirdspace, and Bruehler 
demonstrates an analysis that works primarily within soja’s categories of Firstspace 
and secondspace. Thus, sri analysis entails attention to all three of soja’s categories 
which overlap somewhat with lefebvre’s categories of spatial practice, representations 
of space, and representational space.

51. on the contemporary analysis of the relationship of rhetoric and materiality 
in terms of bodies and places, see Barbara a. Biesecker and John louis lucaites, eds., 
Rhetoric, Materiality, and Politics (new York: lang, 2009).

52. see the essays employing visual and material culture in the interpretation 
of texts in Vernon K. robbins, Walter s. Melion, and roy r. Jeal, eds., The Art of 
Visual Exegesis: Rhetoric, Texts, Images, esec 19 (atlanta: sBl press, 2017), which are 
informed by Brigitte Kahl’s analysis of imperial ideology in Galatians using the great 
altar at pergamon (Galatians Re-imagined: Reading with the Eyes of the Vanquished, 
paul in critical contexts [philadelphia: Fortress, 2014]) and the explicitly sociorhe-
torical analysis in rosemary canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ at Colossae.

53. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 8.
54. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 139 (also 277).
55. see shaun Gallagher, How the Body Shapes the Mind (new York: clarendon, 

2005); Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body: Aesthetics of Human Understanding 
(chicago: university of chicago press, 2007); George lakoff and Mark Johnson, Meta-
phors We Live By (chicago: university of chicago press, 2003); lakoff and Johnson, 
More Than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (chicago: university of 
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ment of six rhetorical dialects, or rhetorolects, as dynamic analytical cat-
egories that allow sri to map some of the complex “interactions of brain, 
body, and world” displayed in ancient textual artifacts.56 The insights of 
conceptual metaphor theory and conceptual blending theory are grounded 
in “extensive empirical evidence that human cognition presupposes at its 
most basic levels the transporting of aspects of one conceptual domain 
to another conceptual domain. in other words, at its foundations human 
cognition is metaphorical.”57 The maturation of rhetorolects and the devel-
opment of rhetography (see part 5) within sri rely on these theoretical 
models of meaning making.

The section begins with a chapter from huber’s monograph, Like 
a Bride Adorned: Reading Metaphor in John’s Apocalypse. This chapter, 
“knowing is seeing: ancient, Medieval, and Modern Theories of Meta-
phor,” provides a useful history of how metaphors have been understood 
in the western intellectual tradition and presents a corrective to misun-
derstandings about ancient theories of metaphor.58 as huber notes, it was 
aristotle who argued that using metaphor within rhetoric was a means to 
“bring something before the eyes.”59 he, along with latin theorists (the 
author of rhetorica ad herennium, cicero, and Quintilian), employed 
the language of sight to describe the conceptual and rhetorical advantages 
of employing metaphorical language. however, huber also notes that the 
latin tradition contains within it the seeds, nurtured during the medieval 
period, that would bloom in the positivist philosophy of modernity: the 
notion that metaphoric language is merely decorative.60 The story of the 
emergence of conceptual metaphor theory in the twentieth century is in 
many ways the recovery of an ancient understanding of the links between 
thought and language.61 Metaphoric language is not merely linguistic, but 

chicago press, 1989); lakoff and Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind 
and Its Challenge to Western Thought (new York: Basic Books, 1999).

56. raymond W. Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Science (new York: cam-
bridge university press, 2005), 272.

57. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 99. see also Bonnie howe, Because 
You Bear This Name: Conceptual Metaphor and the Moral Meaning of 1 Peter, Bibint 
61 (leiden: Brill, 2006), 60.

58. lynn r. huber, Like a Bride Adorned: Reading Metaphor in John’s Apocalypse, 
esec 12 (new York: t&t clark, 2007), 45–87.

59. ibid., 49.
60. ibid., 56.
61. ibid., 76, 88.
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rather provides evidence for the very ways human beings experience and 
conceptualize the world through their bodies. Metaphors, as the ancients 
well knew, thus represent a powerful tool of persuasion. in addition to 
narrating a long neglected history of metaphor, huber’s chapter also show-
cases how a scholar can use conceptual metaphor theory in the service 
of interpretative analysis. although the specific interpretive framework 
huber uses is not one that directly feeds into sri, it is her clear explication 
of a programmatic analytic that provides a model for turning theories of 
meaning making into useful interpretive tools. huber’s essay also points 
to the concern of sri in the twenty-first century to explain the rhetorical 
force of texts. according to huber, it is the cognitive nature of metaphor 
that helps explain this. rhetoric that alters common metaphoric mappings 
allows a writer or speaker to change the way an audience thinks and acts 
in the world. But it is perhaps huber’s excavation of the importance of the 
language of seeing in ancient, and now contemporary, understandings of 
metaphor that helps explain the development of rhetography within sri, 
which is discussed in the other two essays in this section and more fully in 
the next section.62

in 2002, Bloomquist introduced Fauconnier and turner’s The Way 
We Think to the rhetoric of religious antiquity group. This introduced a 
major advancement in the development of sri in the twenty-first century. 
Fauconnier and turner argue that the cognitive processes that explain 
metaphor and analogy, mapping aspects from one domain onto another, 
also explain human thinking more generally.63 in the words of edward 
slingerland, conceptual blending is “what we might call ‘second genera-
tion’ cognitive linguistics, which portrays conceptual metaphor as merely 
one form of mapping involving a multiplicity of mental spaces.”64 robert 
von Thaden’s essay in this section, “a cognitive turn: conceptual Blend-
ing within a sociorhetorical Framework,” is a revised chapter from his 
2007 dissertation.65 The dissertation, and subsequent book (published in 
2012), represents “the first full socio-rhetorical study of a new testament 

62. see robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, xxvii.
63. Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, “conceptual integration networks,” Cog-

nitive Science 22 (1998): 133−87, esp. 135; Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 141.
64. edward slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities: Integrating Body and 

Culture (new York: cambridge university press, 2008), 31.
65. robert h. von Thaden, Jr., Sex, Christ, and Embodied Cognition: Paul’s Wisdom 

for Corinth, esec 16 (dorset, uK: deo, 2012), 37–75.
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text using conceptual blending theory.”66 in this essay, von Thaden pro-
vides what is essentially a primer on blending theory (also called concep-
tual integration theory) and, as such, provides a useful introduction to 
this model of meaning making developed by Fauconnier and turner and 
further interpreted and applied by other scholars (such as seana coul-
son and todd oakley). crucial to understanding blending theory is the 
conceptual integration network that contains multiple “input spaces,” 
aspects of which are selectively projected into the “blended space.” The 
new insights generated by the network are called the network’s emergent 
structure.67 These conceptual networks are often “framed.” a frame is the 
requisite background information necessary for hearers/readers to make 
sense out of a conceptual network. in using blending theory within an sri 
context, von Thaden argues that the six rhetorolects developed by rob-
bins since the 1990s (see the next essay in this section) represent “cultural 
frames” that allow early christ believers to recruit necessary background 
information to make sense of the new, yet familiar, discourse found in 
new testament texts. Von Thaden’s essay thus summarizes the governing 
principles of blending theory and shows interpreters how this means of 
understanding cognition can be fruitfully used within a sociorhetorical 
analytical environment.

The final essay of part 4, Vernon robbins’s “conceptual Blending and 
early christian imagination,” most fully demonstrates how the conceptual 
resources from metaphor and blending theories (as well as those from crit-
ical spatiality theory, discussed in part 3) inform and help to further clarify 
the use of rhetorolects and rhetography (see part 5) within sri.68 situat-
ing his work within a broader field of cognitive science used in biblical 
and early christian studies, robbins argues that “each of the rhetorolects 
emerges in embodied cognition through interaction with specifically 
located contexts that provide picturing based on seeing places and spaces 
through social and cultural experiences.”69 robbins performs three main 

66. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” 200. see also Vernon K. rob-
bins, “conceptual Blending and early christian imagination,” in Explaining Christian 
Origins and Early Judaism: Contributions from Cognitive and Social Science, ed. petri 
luomanen, ilkka pyysiäinen, and risto uro, Bibint 89 (leiden: Brill, 2007), 162.

67. see Gilles Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure,” Language and 
Linguistics 6 (2005): 523–38.

68. robbins, “conceptual Blending and early christian imagination,” 161–95.
69. ibid., 162.
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tasks with this essay. First, he explicates a view of rhetorolects at the end 
of over a decade of development and refinement. robbins first identified 
six rhetorical dialects in 1996, but, as noted above, new theoretical tools 
have allowed sri to sharpen the focus of this analytical category.70 The 
rhetorolects at the end of the process of development are now: wisdom, 
prophetic, apocalyptic, precreation, miracle, and priestly. second, he pres-
ents select examples of each of the six rhetorolects and blending that occurs 
within those examples. in this context, he demonstrates how rhetorolects 
are dynamic, creating new rhetorical possibilities by blending conceptual 
resources evoked by multiple rhetorolects. it is such blending that allowed 
the literature of early christ believers to exhibit such “profound creativity 
in the context of traditional cultures, which are known for their conserva-
tive nature.”71 This essay provides the reader with substantive understand-
ing of how exegesis may proceed in a context where sociorhetorical exege-
sis is especially focused on rhetorolects. it also shows how attentiveness to 
rhetorolects raises questions that invite further exploration. Finally, this 
essay provides a natural bridge into part 5 where there is both discussion 
and display of exegesis that shows the importance of rhetography for sri.

part 5: rhetorolects and rhetography

The scholarly work outlined in the previous two sections on critical spa-
tiality and conceptual blending created a rich atmosphere that led prac-
titioners of sociorhetorical interpretation to begin to reconceive of the 
basic ways texts impact their hearers and readers. if the lived experi-
ences of body and place are represented and conceptualized in texts and 
human cognitive functioning is bound up with embodied sensation in 
space, then the visual-embodied-spatial dimensions of texts and their 
rhetorical force deserve, indeed demand, attention from interpreters. The 
integrative environment for interpretation fostered by the textures of sri 
(inner; inter-; social and cultural; ideological) produced fertile ground for 
moving sri beyond being a helpful analytic to generating new categories 
and tools for analysis itself—rhetorolects and rhetography. The final sec-

70. Vernon K. robbins, “The dialectical nature of early christian discourse,” Scr 
59 (1996): 353–62.

71. robbins, “conceptual Blending and early christian imagination,” 161.
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tion of this volume depicts both the early development and more mature 
application of rhetography, especially as it relates to rhetorolects in sri.72

robbins launches this enterprise in his “rhetography: a new Way of 
seeing the Familiar text.” after reviewing scholarship on ekphrasis, ico-
nography, signs, and picturing, he describes rhetography as “the graphic 
images people create in their minds as a result of the visual texture of a 
text.”73 classical rhetoricians assumed the typical locations of the three 
species of rhetoric: forensic rhetoric in the courtroom, deliberative rheto-
ric in the political assembly, and epideictic rhetoric in the civil ceremony. 
since early christians focused on spaces outside of these three traditional 
locations of rhetoric especially in their narratives—spaces like the temple 
(priestly rhetorolect), the body (miracle rhetorolect), and the imperial 
household (apocalyptic rhetorolect)—robbins starts a project of pro-
grammatically expanding the traditional locations. This leads to extended 
dialogue with the binary opposition of “radical” and “worldly” rhetoric 
expounded by Kennedy in his book New Testament Interpretation through 
Rhetorical Criticism. robbins displays how each of the rhetorolects blends 
elements of “radical” and “worldly” rhetoric often by means of the image 
of a specific kind of location (e.g., home, kingdom, temple). These new 
places of blended christian discourses generate new rhetorolects, and the 
images and reasonings associated with those places produce new forms of 
persuasion that draw on the three classical species but also create emer-
gent cultural frames that proved to be highly persuasive in the hellenistic-
roman world.

Jeal moves the analysis of rhetography and rhetorolects to the level 
of a topos (rather than a frame) and its function within various textures 
in his article “clothes Make the (Wo)Man.” clothing is an excellent case 

72. For other essays that develop the analysis of rhetography see david a. desilva, 
“seeing Things John’s Way: rhetography and conceptual Blending in revelation 
14:6–13,” BBR 18 (2008): 271–98; terrance callan, “rhetography and rhetology of 
apocalyptic discourse in second peter,” in Reading Second Peter with New Eyes: Meth-
odological Reassessments of the Letter of Second Peter, ed. robert l. Webb and duane 
F. Watson, lnts 382 (new York: t&t clark, 2010), 59–90; and roy r. Jeal, “Blending 
two arts: rhetorical Words, rhetorical pictures and social Formation in the letter to 
philemon,” Sino-Christian Studies 5 (2008): 9–38.

73. as the study and use of rhetography has matured, most practitioners of sri 
have recognized that rhetography may be prompted by the visual texture of a text but 
even more often associated mental images of places, people, and things are prompted 
even by terms and forms of argumentation associated with that rhetorolect.
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study in the use of rhetography since the impact of the clothed body is 
primarily taken in through the senses but has wide ranging implications 
for understanding the social constructs of identity and status. While the 
topos of clothing was recognized in the hellenistic-roman world, the pau-
line letters present a new rhetographical image of being clothed with a 
person, with christ or a new ἄνθρωπος (Gal 3:27; rom 13:14; col 3:10; 
eph 4:24). clothing has implications for movement and identification, but 
there are also interweavings between body, mind, and clothing related to 
how humans present themselves, how they interact socially, how they are 
empowered morally and politically, and how they produce rhetorical and 
political discourse. in the overall prophetic rhetorolect of Galatians, paul’s 
reference to “putting on christ” has the ideological effect of urging the 
Galatians to take on a new, publicly recognizable identity, and the exhorta-
tion functions similarly in the wisdom rhetorolect of romans. in colos-
sians and ephesians, the image functions more as a call to manifest the 
way of life that is suitable to the new person that the believers have “put 
on.” Jeal’s analysis closes out the volume well in that it touches on many 
of the characteristic features of sri. he focuses on the topos of clothing 
and how it impacts the various textures of the relevant texts, especially 
their social and cultural texture and ideological texture. he examines the 
way that the imagery of clothing (rhetography) works alongside the larger 
arguments where rhetology appears as part of a larger framework of argu-
mentation (rhetorolect). Jeal concludes that the references to clothing in 
the pauline letters deal simultaneously with bodies in space and with the 
ways that the audience cognitively apprehended their new identities and 
lifestyles in christ.

conclusion

The essays in this volume have been collected and presented here for the 
purpose of assisting both the general reader who is curious about sri and 
the highly focused interpreter who is interested in the use of rhetorical, 
intertextual, social and cultural, ideological, pictorial, and sensory infor-
mation in the interpretation of religious texts. some readers may already 
have encountered or read some of the early publications that helped to 
launch sri (Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse or Exploring the Texture 
of Texts). some may have engaged one or more of the essays on sri with 
its rhetoric of religious antiquity emphases (exemplified in Invention 
of Christian Discourse). some others may have read books or essays that 
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have used some aspect of sri in the interpretation of a particular text or 
theme. readers may be familiar with some other form of sociorhetori-
cal interpretation, since by now various forms of it exist in the published 
domain. The aim of this volume is to help readers, interpreters, and schol-
ars along this spectrum to have a more “full-bodied” understanding of 
this interpretive analytic. This collection represents a sample of the many 
streams of insight and influence that have flowed into and out of the larger 
enterprise of sociorhetorical interpretation in the hope of contributing 
to further flourishing of the understanding of religious texts in all their 
diversity and creativity.



part 1 
the emergence of sociorhetorical interpretation

 





sociorhetorical criticism:  
Mary, elizabeth, and the Magnificat as a test case

Vernon K. Robbins

the emergence of sociorhetorical criticism

sociorhetorical criticism is a textually based method that uses program-
matic strategies to invite social, cultural, historical, psychological, aes-
thetic, ideological and theological information into a context of minute 
exegetical activity. in a context where historical criticism has been open-
ing its boundaries to social and cultural data and literary criticism has 
been opening boundaries to ideology, sociorhetorical criticism practices 
interdisciplinary exegesis that reinvents the traditional steps of analysis 
and redraws the traditional boundaries of interpretation. sociorhetorical 
criticism, then, is an exegetically oriented approach that gathers current 
practices of interpretation together in an interdisciplinary paradigm.

Both the textual base for the strategies and the interdisciplinary mode 
of analysis distinguish sociorhetorical criticism from historical criticism, 
social scientific criticism, sociological exegesis, social-historical criticism, 
and the study of social realia and social organization—all of which are 
historical methods based on data external to texts. historians and sociolo-
gists regularly focus on signs in texts that ostensibly refer to data outside 
of texts, and they criticize interpreters who appear to have an “obsession” 
with the nature of texts themselves rather than the “data” within texts. 
sociorhetorical critics are interested in the nature of texts as social, cul-
tural, historical, theological, and ideological discourse. They approach 
a text much like an anthropologist “reads” a village and its culture.1 The 

1. James l. peacock, The Anthropological Lens: Harsh Light, Soft Focus (new York: 
cambridge university press, 1986).
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interpreter perceives the dwellings and their arrangement; the interaction 
of the people and their rituals; and the sounds of the speech, the songs, the 
drums, and the barking as signs that invite research, analysis, and inter-
pretation.2 Within this approach, historical, social, and cultural data stand 
in an intertextual relation to the signs in the texts. sociorhetorical inter-
pretation, then, invites the data of the historical and social-scientific critic 
into exegesis at the stage where it explores the intertexture of a text.

sociorhetorical criticism differs from most types of literary criticism by 
a practice of “revaluing” and “reinventing” rhetoric rather than practicing 
one or more forms of “restrained rhetoric.”3 sociorhetorical critics, perceiv-
ing texts to be “thickly textured” with simultaneously interacting networks 
of signification, reinvent rhetoric by reading, interpreting, and reinterpret-
ing texts “as forms of activity inseparable from the wider social relations 
between writers and readers, orators and audiences.”4 sociorhetorical criti-
cism reinvents the stages of interpretation by replacing George a. Ken-
nedy’s five stages of analysis—unit, situation, disposition of arrangement, 
techniques or style, and rhetorical criticism as a synchronic whole5—with 
programmatic analysis of inner texture, intertexture, social and cultural tex-
ture, and ideological texture.6 Through this process, sociorhetorical critics 

2. clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures  (new York: Basic Books, 1973); 
Geertz, Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (new York: Basic 
Books, 1983).

3. Brian Vickers, “introduction,” in Rhetoric Revalued: Papers from the Interna-
tional Society for the History of Rhetoric, ed. Brian Vickers, Mrts 19 (Binghamton, 
nY: center for Medieval and renaissance studies, 1982), 13–39.

4. terry eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis: university of 
Minnesota press, 1983), 206. see also Wilhelm h. Wuellner, “Where is rhetorical 
criticism taking us?” CBQ 49 (1987): 453; Vernon K. robbins, “rhetoric and cul-
ture: exploring types of cultural rhetoric in a text,” in Rhetoric and the New Testa-
ment: Essays from the 1992 Heidelberg Conference, ed. stanley e. porter and Thomas h. 
olbricht, Jsntsup 90 (sheffield: Jsot press, 1993), 443–44.

5. George a. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism 
(chapel hill: university of north carolina press, 1984), 33–38; Wuellner, “Where is 
rhetorical criticism taking us,” 455–60.

6. Vernon K. robbins, “introduction to the paperback edition,” in Jesus the 
Teacher: A Socio-rhetorical Interpretation of Mark (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), xix–
xliv; robbins, “using a socio-rhetorical poetics to develop a unified Method: The 
Woman Who anointed Jesus as a test case,” Society of Biblical Literature 1992 Semi-
nar Papers, sBlsp 31 (atlanta: scholars press, 1992), 302–19; robbins, “The reversed 
contextualization of psalm 22 in the Markan crucifixion: a socio-rhetorical analysis,” 
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explore the full range of rhetorical figures and tropes in texts. Most modern 
literary critics, in contrast, reduce rhetoric to four master tropes—meta-
phor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony—and explore texts in the context 
of this “restrained” rhetoric.7 sociorhetorical critics differ from formalist 
and structuralist literary critics by exploring the rhetorical nature of the 
discourse both in the text and in traditional and nontraditional interpreta-
tions of the text. They differ from literary critics who invest primarily in 
antiscientific and deconstructionist efforts by programmatically analyzing 
and interpreting texts within changing sets of boundaries. sociorhetorical 
criticism, then, is a form of literary analysis that invites programmatic, self-
critical analysis, and interpretation of the full range of rhetorical figures and 
tropes in texts. The goal is to nurture disciplined exploration, analysis, and 
interpretation characteristic of wissenschaftliche research but to do so in a 
manner that maintains a self-critical perspective on the data and strategies 
the interpreter uses to bring referents, meanings, beliefs, values, emotions, 
and intentions to the signs in the text.

The beginnings of sociorhetorical criticism lie in the goals for bib-
lical interpretation amos n. Wilder set forth in his presidential address 
to the society of Biblical literature in 1955 entitled “scholars, Theolo-
gians, and ancient rhetoric.” Wilder began by raising “the basic question 
of the nature of religious symbol and of symbolic discourse.”8 referring 
to new testament eschatology as “a tremendous expression of the reli-
gious imagination, an extraordinary rhetoric of faith,” Wilder quoted The-
odor Gaster’s statement that “our task must be to get behind the words to 
what semanticists call their ‘referents’; and this is the domain of cultural 
anthropology and Folklore rather than of philology.”9 asserting that we 
have much to learn “from what is now known of the ‘mythic mentality’ 

in The Four Gospels, ed. Frans neirynck and Frans van segbroeck, Betl 100 (leuven: 
leuven university press, 1992), 2:1161–83; robbins, “a Male reads a Feminist read-
ing: The dialogical nature of pippin’s power; a response to tina pippin, ‘eros and the 
end,’ ” Semeia 59 (1993): 211–17; robbins, “rhetoric and culture,” 111–49.

7. For a comprehensive discussion of the reduction of rhetoric in various centu-
ries, see Brian Vickers, In Defense of Rhetoric (oxford: clarendon; new York: oxford 
university press, 1988), 435–79, and for the reduction of tropes, 439–42. For his defi-
nition of rhetorical figures and tropes, see 491–98.

8. amos n. Wilder, “scholars, Theologians, and ancient rhetoric,” JBL 75 
(1956): 1.

9. ibid., 2–3, quoting Theodor h. Gaster, Thespis: Ritual, Myth and Drama in the 
Ancient Near East (new York: henry schuman, 1950), 112.
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or ‘mythic ideation’ as explored by the anthropologists and by students 
of the origins of language and myth,” Wilder turned to an analysis of the 
strengths and weaknesses of rudolf Bultmann’s demythologization of 
myth, c. h. dodd’s “platonizing tendency,” and oscar cullmann’s con-
forming of disparate expressions in biblical texts to a pattern in a selected 
body of material.10 in the end, Wilder’s focus on biblical texts as literature 
caused him to limit the source for new insights into myth and symbol to 
aesthetic criticism because “workers in aesthetics … have learned much 
from anthropology and psychology.”11 as a result, it has taken new testa-
ment interpreters a quarter of a century to begin to integrate analysis of 
the inner imaginative and argumentative aspects of early christian texts 
with analysis of the social aspects of their discourse. Most new testament 
interpreters who responded to Wilder’s call to use new forms of literary 
criticism have resisted the insights of social scientists into myth, the social 
construction of reality, and the ideological nature of culture.

in 1972, Wayne a. Meeks moved Wilder’s vision of interpreta-
tion decisively forward in an article entitled “The Man from heaven in 
Johannine sectarianism.”12 Meeks analyzed both “the special patterns of 
language” in the Gospel of John and the special logic of the myth of the 
descending and ascending redeemer, integrating a close, rhetorical read-
ing of the text with anthropological and sociological insights into the for-
mation and maintenance of sectarian communities.13 his interpretation 
demonstrated the profound relationship in Johannine discourse between 
the redeemer who belongs to the “world of the Father” yet comes into the 
“world which does not know or comprehend” him and those who are “in 
the world” yet are drawn to the redeemer by “believing” in him. in the 
end, the reader sees that the redeemer’s foreignness to the world is directly 
related to the sect’s perception of itself as foreign to the world—“in it but 
not of it.” in Meeks’s words:

The Fourth Gospel not only describes, in etiological fashion, the birth 
of that community; it also provides reinforcement of the community’s 
isolation. The language patterns we have been describing have the effect, 

10. Wilder, “scholars, Theologians, and ancient rhetoric,” 5–8.
11. ibid., 8–9.
12. Wayne a. Meeks, “The Man from heaven in Johannine sectarianism,” JBL 91 

(1972): 44–72.
13. ibid., 44.
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for the insider who accepts them, of demolishing the logic of the world, 
particularly the world of Judaism, and progressively emphasizing the 
sectarian consciousness. if one “believes” what is said in this book, he is 
quite literally taken out of the ordinary world of social reality.14

This article, in my view, is a superb initial step toward sociorhetorical 
criticism, since it attends equally to exegesis and to the social and cul-
tural dimensions of early christian discourse. in the intervening years, 
Meeks has written a number of important articles that advanced this kind 
of analysis yet further.15 his books, however, have featured rather con-
ventional exegetical practices to exhibit social and moral aspects of early 
christianity rather than developed new practices to exhibit the social, cul-
tural, and ideological dimensions of christian discourse in its Mediter-
ranean context.16

The year after the appearance of Meeks’s article, Jonathan Z. smith 
presented a paper on “The social description of early christianity” that 
called for the incorporation of highly developed anthropological theory in 
analysis and interpretation of early christian data.17 in his article, smith 

14. ibid., 71.
15. see the bibliography in Wayne a. Meeks, The Origins of Christian Morality: 

The First Two Centuries (new haven: Yale university press, 1993).
16. see Wayne a. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the 

Apostle Paul (new haven: Yale university press, 1983); Meeks, The Moral World of the 
First Christians, lec 6 (philadelphia: Westminster, 1986); Meeks, Origins of Christian 
Morality. Three explanations, i suggest, are ready at hand. First, Meeks began his work 
when the traditional exegetical tools of historical criticism completely dominated new 
testament interpretation. second, the overwhelming majority of Meeks’s colleagues 
were, and still are, historians who emphasize data they perceive to be referred to by 
texts rather than methods that explore the nature of texts themselves. Third, it has 
taken much diligent work to develop rhetorical and social analysis to a level advanced 
enough to guide analysis of texts that do not evoke the same kind of countercultural, 
sectarian ideology as the discourse in the Fourth Gospel.

17. Jonathan Z. smith, “The social description of early christianity,” RelSRev 
1 (1975): 19–25. despite his four books since that time, new testament interpret-
ers have been slow to adopt the critical insights of cultural anthropology: Jonathan 
Z. smith, Map Is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions, sJla 23 (leiden: 
Brill, 1978); smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (chicago: univer-
sity of chicago press, 1982); smith, To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual (chicago: 
university of chicago press, 1987); smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of 
Early Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity (chicago: university of chi-
cago press, 1990). There are numerous reasons. First, a full picture of smith’s agenda 
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referred to an “almost total lack of persuasive models,” a seduction “into a 
description of a Sitz im Leben that lacks a concrete (i.e., non-theological) 
seat and offers only the most abstract understanding of ‘life,’ ” the writing 
of social histories of early christianity “in a theoretical vacuum in which 
outdated ‘laws’ are appealed to and applied … which no longer represent 
a consensus outside the new testament or church history fields,” and 
“unquestioned apologetic presuppositions and naive theories.”18 smith 
suggested, however, that there were many resources available to move 
ahead, including a few “major syntheses, lacking only the infusion of new 
theoretical perspectives.”19 calling for “careful attention to the inner his-
tory of the various religious traditions and cults” and analysis and inter-
pretation that are “both richly comparative and quite consciously situ-
ated within contemporary anthropological and sociological theory,” he 
pointed to Meeks’s article on the Johannine man from heaven as a “happy 
combination of exegetical and sociological sophistication.”20 smith’s criti-
cal agenda introduced theoretical practices that moved sociorhetorical 
interpretation beyond aesthetic criticism toward a comprehensive, critical 
method for constructing a new picture of the social and religious nature 
of early christianity.

in the midst of these beginnings, helmut Koester and James M. rob-
inson proposed a dynamic, pluralistic model for investigating early chris-

emerges only through a careful reading of the complete corpus of his work, much of 
which first appeared in articles that were later gathered into book form. second, smith 
has published books with an obviously unified agenda only since 1987. prior to this, 
his books contained articles that revealed only part of his agenda at a time. Third, 
smith works at the “critical” end of interpretive discourse, the high end that calls for 
a deeply informed self-consciousness about one’s own work. Most new testament 
interpreters who devote time to theory have preferred to generate formal theories 
about deep linguistic structures and self-referential features of narrative than to gen-
erate self-critical theories about interpretive practices. Fourth, smith’s work challenges 
the innermost nature of the discipline itself, including the “myth of origins” in which 
biblical interpreters embed their interpretive practices. since one of the characteris-
tics of scientific (wissenschaftliche) analysis is to hide its ideological foundations, it is 
natural that new testament interpreters have been reluctant to evaluate their deepest 
commitments programmatically and submit them to public scrutiny. sociorhetorical 
criticism calls for interpretive practices that include minute attention to the ideologies 
that guide interpreters’ selection, analysis, and interpretation of data.

18. smith, “social description of early christianity,” 19–20.
19. ibid., 20.
20. ibid., 20–21.
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tian groups, communities, and cultures that interacted with one another 
in a context that, after two to three centuries, produced a christianity with 
its own sacred scriptures, theological systems, ecclesiastical offices, and 
institutional structures.21 hans dieter Betz contributed to this endeavor 
by bringing widespread rhetorical practices of Mediterranean speakers 
and writers into interpretation of new testament texts, and Wilhelm h. 
Wuellner began to apply insights from “the new rhetoric” to argumenta-
tion in new testament literature.22 Meanwhile, robert c. tannehill pro-
duced an aesthetic, rhetorical analysis and interpretation of sayings of 
Jesus with unusual sensitivity to the forcefulness of their vivid images and 
tensive patterns.23

The same year as the appearance of smith’s initial paper, Betz’s first 
rhetorical analysis of paul’s letter to the Galatians and tannehill’s aes-
thetic, rhetorical analysis of sayings of Jesus, John G. Gager’s Kingdom 
and Community: The Social World of Early Christianity introduced models 
from twentieth-century sociology and anthropology for the study of early 
christianity.24 Gager’s analysis was part of the same intellectual world as 

21. James M. robinson and helmut Koester, Trajectories through Early Christian-
ity (philadelphia: Fortress, 1971).

22. hans dieter Betz, Der Apostel Paulus und die sokratische Tradition: Eine 
exegetische Untersuchung zu seiner “Apologie” 2 Kor 10–13, Bht 45 (tübingen: Mohr 
siebeck, 1972); Betz, “The literary composition and Function of paul’s letter to the 
Galatians,” NTS 21 (1975): 353–79; Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to 
the Churches in Galatia, hermeneia (philadelphia: Fortress, 1979); Betz, 2 Corinthi-
ans 8 and 9, hermeneia (philadelphia: Fortress, 1985); Betz, Essays on the Sermon on 
the Mount, trans. l. l. Welborn (philadelphia: Fortress, 1985); Betz, “The problem of 
rhetoric and Theology according to the apostle paul,” in L’Apôtre Paul: Personalité, 
Style et Conception du Ministère, ed. a. Vanhoye, Betl 73 (leuven: leuven univer-
sity press, 1986), 16–48; Wilhelm h. Wuellner, “paul’s rhetoric of argumentation 
in romans: an alternative to the donfried-Karris debate over romans,” CBQ 38 
(1976): 330–51; Wuellner, “Methodological considerations concerning the rhetori-
cal Genre of First corinthians” (paper presented at the society of Biblical literature 
pacific coast regional paul seminar, 26 March 1976); Wuellner, “der Jakobusbrief im 
licht der rhetorik und textpragmatik,” LB 43 (1978): 5–66; Wuellner, “Greek rheto-
ric and pauline argumentation,” in Early Christian Literature and the Classical Intellec-
tual Tradition, ed. William r. schoedel and robert louis Wilken (paris: Beauchesne, 
1979), 177–88; Wuellner, “paul as pastor: The Function of rhetorical Questions in 
First corinthians,” in Vanhoye, L’Apôtre Paul, 49–77.

23. robert c. tannehill, The Sword of His Mouth (philadelphia: Fortress, 1975).
24. smith, “social description of early christianity”; Betz, “literary composition 
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smith’s, but this was a world distant from the work of Betz, Wuellner, and 
tannehill. Many interpreters knew that these intellectual worlds should 
come together, but they also knew that the road would be steep and rocky. 
Gager broached the issue with a well-placed quotation from peter Brown: 
“The need to link disciplines is frequently expressed among us. discus-
sion of this need takes place in an atmosphere, however, that suggests the 
observation of an african chieftain on a neighboring tribe: ‘They are our 
enemies. We marry them.’”25

Gager himself used social anthropological studies of millenialist cargo 
cults in Melanesia, social psychological studies of cognitive dissonance, 
and a merger of cultural anthropological and “history of religion” inter-
pretations of myth to approach “the end of time and the rise of commu-
nity” in first-century christianity.26 Then he discussed the transition from 
charisma to canon and orthodoxy, the social class or status of early chris-
tians, and the challenge of the success of christianity for interpreters of 
early christianity.27 rich with sociological and anthropological insight 
as well as information about the first four centuries of early christianity, 
this book established an agenda for a new paradigm of investigation and 
interpretation. While a number of its agendas have been pursued in one 
way or another, the task of incorporating the insights of this paradigm 
programmatically into exegesis of new testament texts still lies in the 
future. sociorhetorical criticism sets forth a programmatic set of strate-
gies to pursue, test, enrich, and revise the provisional conclusions Gager 
advances in his book.

at the beginning of the 1980s, then, various approaches and analyses 
had advanced a program of investigation and interpretation of the social, 
cultural, religious, and theological dimensions of early christian dis-
course. it would take another decade, however, for these activities to come 
together in a programmatic, critical method. as the 1980s began, John h. 

and Function of paul’s letter to the Galatians”; tannehill, Sword of His Mouth; John G. 
Gager, Kingdom and Community: The Social World of Early Christianity (englewood 
cliffs, nJ: prentice-hall, 1975).

25. peter Brown, “sorcery, demons and the rise of christianity from late antiq-
uity into the Middle ages,” in Witchcraft Accusations and Confessions, ed. Mary doug-
las (london: tavistock, 1970), 17; quoted in Gager, Kingdom and Community, xii; see 
also John G. Gager, “shall We Marry our enemies? sociology and the new testa-
ment,” Int 36 (1982): 256–65.

26. Gager, Kingdom and Community, 19–65.
27. ibid., 66–92, 93–113, 114–58.
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elliott developed “sociological exegesis,” and Bruce J. Malina introduced 
widespread topics of Mediterranean social and cultural life into new tes-
tament studies under the name of cultural anthropology.28 a few years 
later, a Semeia volume appeared on Social Science Criticism, and soon after 
philip esler’s study of the social and political motivations of lukan theol-
ogy became available.29 recently, an edited volume on The Social World 
of Luke-Acts and a volume on Social Science Criticism and the New Testa-
ment have displayed the results of more than a decade of work by Malina, 
Jerome neyrey, elliott, richard rohrbaugh, and others on honor-shame, 
dyadic personality, limited good, kinship, purity, and other widespread 
features of Mediterranean society and culture.30 Meanwhile, norman r. 
petersen has produced studies of paul and the Gospel of John that merge 
formalist literary criticism and sociology.31 Both the formalist approach 
to the text and the use of sociology without the rich resources of social 
and cultural anthropology limit the studies to a conventional view of the 
historical and social nature of early christianity.

in 1984 and 1987, i used the term “sociorhetorical” in the title of a 
book and in an article that merged rhetorical analysis with insights from 
anthropologists, sociologists, and social psychologists to interpret early 
christian texts. Works by Kenneth Burke provided an initial rhetorical 
framework, and first century Bce and ce rhetorical treatises provided 
insights from the Mediterranean social environment of early christianity.32 

28. John h. elliott, A Home for the Homeless: A Sociological Exegesis of 1 Peter, 
Its Situation and Strategy (philadelphia: Fortress, 1981; repr. with new introduction, 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990); reprint edition contains the new subtitle A Social Scien-
tific Criticism of I Peter, Its Situation and Strategy; Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament 
World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, rev. ed. (atlanta: John Knox, 1993). First 
edition published 1981.

29. John h. elliott, ed., Social-Scientific Criticism of the New Testament and Its 
Social World, Semeia 35 (1986); philip Francis esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-
Acts: The Social and Political Motivations of Lucan Theology, sntsMs 57 (cambridge: 
university of cambridge press, 1987).

30. Jerome h. neyrey, ed., The Social World of Luke-Acts: Models for Interpretation 
(peabody, Ma: hendrickson, 1991); John h. elliott, What Is Social-Scientific Criti-
cism? (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993).

31. norman r. petersen, Rediscovering Paul: Philemon and the Sociology of Paul’s 
Narrative World (philadelphia: Fortress, 1985); petersen, The Gospel of John and the 
Sociology of Light: Language and Characterization in the Fourth Gospel (Valley Forge, 
pa: trinity, 1993).

32. Vernon K. robbins, Jesus the Teacher: A Socio-rhetorical Interpretation of Mark 
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Writings by clifford Geertz, in turn, provided an initial anthropological 
framework for comparative analysis and interpretation, and folklore stud-
ies and social psychological role theory guided the interpretation of the 
relation of the teacher to his disciples.33 Then, in 1987, Wuellner intro-
duced the terms “reinvented” or “revalued” rhetoric for rhetorical analysis 
that interprets biblical texts as “social discourse” and biblical hermeneu-
tics as “political discourse.”34 elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza’s presidential 
address to the society of Biblical literature at the end of that same year 
and her article on “The rhetorical situation in i corinthians” placed the 
issue of ideology in the text and in the interpreter’s strategies directly 
before biblical scholars.35 Burton l. Mack’s A Myth of Innocence, Rhetoric 
in the New Testament, and The Lost Gospel have advanced rhetorical, tex-
tual practices informed by insights about myth and ritual from cultural 
anthropology and about social discourse and ideology from modern and 
postmodern criticism.36

i presented the framework for developing sociorhetorical criticism 
as a programmatic, comprehensive method within biblical studies in the 
introduction to the 1992 paperback edition of Jesus the Teacher and in an 
article for the society of Biblical literature later that year.37 These essays 
introduced a “four-texture” approach to sociorhetorical criticism: (1) 
inner texture, (2) intertexture, (3) social and cultural texture, and (4) ideo-
logical texture. a four-texture approach was utilized in clarice J. Martin’s 
interpretation of the ethiopian eunuch in acts 8 and in Bernard Bran-
don scott’s comprehensive interpretation of the parables of Jesus.38 other 

(philadelphia: Fortress, 1984; repr. Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992, with new introduc-
tion and additional indexes), 5–14, 20–48, 64; robbins, “The Woman Who touched 
Jesus’ Garment: socio-rhetorical analysis of the synoptic accounts,” NTS 33 (1987): 
502–9, 512.

33. robbins, Jesus the Teacher, 5–8, 39, 83, 110, 112–14, 158, 162, 165.
34. Wuellner, “Where is rhetorical criticism taking us,” 435, 456, 462–63.
35. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “The ethics of interpretation: decentering Bib-

lical scholarship,” JBL 107 (1988): 3–17; schüssler Fiorenza, “rhetorical situation and 
historical reconstruction in 1 corinthians,” NTS 33 (1987): 386–403.

36. Burton l. Mack, A Myth of Innocence: Mark and Christian Origins (philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1988); Mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1990); Mack, The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian Origins (san Francisco: 
harpersanFrancisco, 1993).

37. robbins, “using a socio-rhetorical poetics,” 302–19.
38. clarice J. Martin, “a chamberlain’s Journey and the challenge of interpreta-
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sociorhetorical studies have appeared during the last few years, usually 
with some reference to the sociorhetorical nature of their investigation and 
interpretation.39 The remaining part of this essay exhibits practices associ-
ated with sociorhetorical criticism utilizing the four-texture approach. The 
goal is both to explain strategies and to illustrate them in actual exegesis. 
The text under consideration is the account of Mary’s encounter with the 
angel Gabriel and elizabeth in the Gospel of luke.

inner texture: every reading has a subtext

The overall goal of “inner” textual analysis and interpretation in a sociorhe-
torical mode is to attain initial insight into the argumentation in the text.40 

tion for liberation,” in The Bible and Liberation: Political and Social Hermeneutics, ed. 
norman K. Gottwald and richard a. horsley, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, nY: orbis, 1993); 
Bernard Brandon scott, Hear Then the Parable: A Commentary on the Parables of Jesus 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989).

39. see the works of: James e. altenbaumer, “The salvation Myth in the hymns 
in revelation” (phd diss., emory university, 1992); Willi Braun, Feasting and Social 
Rhetoric in Luke 14, sntsMs 85 (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1995); 
Mary r. huie-Jolly, “The son enthroned in conflict: a socio-rhetorical analysis of 
John 5:17–23” (phd diss., university of otago, new Zealand, 1994); John s. Klop-
penborg, “The dishonoured Master (luke 16,1–8a),” Bib 70 (1989): 474–95; Klop-
penborg, “alms, debt and divorce: Jesus’ ethics in Their Mediterranean context,” 
TJT 6 (1990): 182–200; Kloppenborg, “literary convention, self-evidence and the 
social history of the Q people,” Semeia 55 (1991): 77–102; Kloppenborg, “The sayings 
Gospel Q: recent opinion on the people behind the document,” CurBR 1 (1993): 
9–34; Vernon K. robbins, “The social location of the implied author of luke-acts,” 
in neyrey, Social World of Luke-Acts, 305–32; robbins, “using a socio-rhetorical poet-
ics,” 302–19; robbins, “reversed contextualization of psalm 22,” 1161–83; robbins, 
“Male reads a Feminist reading,” 211–17; robbins, “a socio-rhetorical look at the 
Work of John Knox on luke-acts,” in Cadbury, Knox, and Talbert: American Contribu-
tions to the Study of Acts, ed. Mikael c. parsons and Joseph B. tyson (atlanta: scholars 
press, 1992), 91–105; robbins, “rhetoric and culture,” 443–63; russell B. sisson, “The 
apostle as athlete: a socio-rhetorical interpretation of 1 corinthians 9” (phd diss., 
emory university, 1994); Wesley h. Wachob, The Voice of Jesus in the Social Rheto-
ric of James, sntMs 106 (cambridge: cambridge university press, 2000); randall 
c. Webber, “ ‘Why Were the heathen so arrogant?’ The socio-rhetorical strategy of 
acts 3–4,” BTB 22 (1992): 19–25; John o. York, The Last Shall Be First: The Rhetoric of 
Reversal in Luke, Jsntsup 46 (sheffield: Jsot press, 1991).

40. chaim perelman and l. olbrechts-tyteca, The New Rhetoric: A Treatise on 
Argumentation, trans. John Wilkinson and purcell Weaver (notre dame: university 
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any strategies of analysis and interpretation, from the most simple rep-
etition of signs to the most subtle argumentative strategies, may contrib-
ute to readings of the inner nature of a text. every reading of the “inner” 
text, even a reading that an interpreter calls “intrinsic” to the text itself, is 
guided by “extrinsic” interests, perspectives, and meanings. These extrin-
sic dimensions may derive from disciplinary codes or “subtexts” for the 
reading. a disciplinary code is a master discourse like history, anthropol-
ogy, or theology, which is guided, sanctioned, and nurtured by authorized 
institutional structures, groups, and organizations.41 a subtext, by con-
trast, is a theory, approach, or other text that somehow helps to illumine an 
aspect of the text a person is interpreting.42 sociorhetorical criticism calls 
for critical consciousness about codes and subtexts an interpreter brings to 
“intrinsic” readings. it also investigates the boundaries interpreters set that 
limit subtexts to “Jewish” modes of thinking rather than opening them 
to “hellenistic-roman” modes of thinking; theological modes rather than 
social, cultural, psychological, and religious modes; formal literary modes 
rather than argumentative, interactive, and rhetorical modes; and modes 
of the mind alone rather than modes that include both body and mind.

one important subtext is the basic rhetorical nature of language as 
explained by Burke: language has repetitive, progressive, conventional, 
and minor rhetorical form.43 The basic question related to this subtext 
is: on the basis of sign repetition and patterns of progression, where are 
the beginning, middle, and end of a significant span of text? a strategy in 
answering this question is the giving of “basic lexical sense” to signs signi-
fying “narrative agents” in luke 1:26–56.

in terms of sign repetition and progression, the priest Zechariah and 
his wife elizabeth, who live in the region of Judea, are the first characters 
to appear in the Gospel of luke (1:5), and they are the center of attention 
through luke 1:25. in a sentence that constitutes luke 1:26–27, the name 
Mary occurs for the first time in the text, and twice in this verse the text 

of notre dame press, 1969); chaim perelman, The Realm of Rhetoric, trans. William 
Kluback (notre dame, in: university of notre dame press, 1982).

41. Mieke Bal, Murder and Difference: Gender, Genre, and Scholarship on Sisera’s 
Death (Bloomington, in: indiana university press, 1988), 2–13.

42. Mieke Bal, Death and Dissymmetry: The Politics of Coherence in the Book of 
Judges (chicago: university of chicago press, 1988), 42, 51–65.

43. Kenneth Burke, Counter-Statement (Berkeley: university of california press, 
1931), 123–83.
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refers to this woman as a παρθένος, which is regularly translated “virgin” in 
english. The occurrence of these signs signals the potential beginning of a 
span of text with special focus on “a παρθένος named Mary.”44

it is noticeable that the name Zechariah, which appears five times 
(1:5, 12, 13, 18, 21) prior to the occurrence of the name Mary (1:27), reap-
pears only once in the phrase “house of Zechariah” (1:40) until it recurs 
twice in luke 1:59, 67. This means that a significant span of text occurs in 
which two women interact with one another in the absence of the husband 
Zechariah or any other man. a programmatic display of narrative agents 
reveals repetition of four words or phrases that refer to deity and two that 
refer to two women named Mary and elizabeth.

narrative agents in luke 1:26–56

26 God angel

27 Mary

28 the lord

30 God angel Mary

32 God the lord

34 angel Mary

35 God angel holy spirit

36 elizabeth

37 God

38 angel the lord Mary

39 Mary

40 elizabeth

41 holy spirit Mary elizabeth

elizabeth

43 my lord

45 the lord

44. unless otherwise stated, all biblical translations are my own. 
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46 Mary

47 God the lord

56 Mary

as this display shows, there is reference to God and the angel Gabriel in 
luke 1:26 before there is reference to Mary in luke 1:27. This signifies 
that something with reference to God and the angel Gabriel establishes the 
context of utterance for the circumstances in which Mary functions.45 in 
addition to God and an angel, the discourse refers to “the lord” and “the 
holy spirit.” While references to God, the lord, and Mary span the entire 
unit (1:26–56), a basic “beginning” pairs Mary with the angel Gabriel 
through 1:38. a basic “middle” for this span of text appears in the double 
occurrence of the phrase “the holy spirit” (1:35, 41) and four occurrences 
of the name elizabeth (1:36–41); and a basic “end” appears with references 
to Mary, my/the lord, and God in the absence of reference to the angel, 
elizabeth, and the holy spirit (1:42–56). Basic repetition of names of nar-
rative agents, therefore, exhibits a span of text with a basic beginning, 
middle, and end.

in the first step of analysis, “voice” has not yet been given to the sign 
patterns in the text. in order to locate the narratorial boundaries of the 
beginning, middle, and end of this unit, it is necessary for the interpreter 
to give “voice” to the signs in the text.46 narratorial voice in luke 1:26–56 
differentiates narration from attributed speech. There are two and one half 
verses of narration (1:26–28a) that open the beginning of the unit. in the 
context where the language refers to elizabeth, there is a span of three and 
one half verses of narration (1:39–42a) that open the middle of the unit. a 
short “and Mary said” in 1:46a opens the final unit, which contains nine 

45. roger Fowler, Linguistic Criticism (new York: oxford university press, 1986), 
86–88, 93–96.

46. “narrative critics” give “voice” to signs in the text by generating a subtext of an 
“implied” author and reader whom they perceive to be “presupposed by the narrative” 
itself (Mark alan powell, What Is Narrative Criticism? [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990], 
19–21). it is important to be attentive to the “meanings” narrative critics embed in the 
voices they give to the signs. it is customary for narrative critics to embed twenty-first 
century, post-industrial values, meanings, convictions, and perspectives in the voices 
while insisting that these meanings are “in the text.” sociorhetorical criticism attends 
programmatically to this issue in the intertextual, social and cultural, and ideological 
arenas of analysis.
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and one half verses of attributed speech before a final verse of narration 
(1:56). This reveals the narratorial boundaries of the beginning (1:26–38), 
middle (1:39–45), and end (1:46–56); and the voicing leads the interpreter 
to strategies of argumentation that occur throughout the unit.

The voice of the narrator, the first level of narration,47 introduces 
Mary to the reader/hearer within a narrative pattern that features an angel 
Gabriel sent from God. This pattern begins when the narrator asserts that 
an angel of the lord appeared to Zechariah while he was praying inside 
the temple at the hour of incense (luke 1:10–12), and it recycles with 
the assertion that the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary at nazareth in the 
sixth month of elizabeth’s pregnancy. at the second level of narration, the 
level of the voices of characters that are embedded in the voice of the nar-
rator (first level), the angel Gabriel tells Mary that she is God’s “favored 
one” and that the lord is with her (1:26–28). The narrator tells the reader/
hearer that Mary was troubled at the statement and debated in her mind 
concerning what it might mean (1:29), much as the narrator’s voice says 
that Zechariah was troubled and afraid when he first saw the angel of the 
lord (1:12). The implied reader begins to detect, then, a dialogue between 
the voice of the narrator and the voices of characters in the story. in the 
context where the narrator focuses on Mary’s puzzlement, the angel tells 
her she has found favor with God, she will conceive and bear a son, and 
the son

1. will be called Jesus;
2. will be great;
3. will be called son of the Most high;
4. will be given the throne of his father david by God;
5. will reign over the house of Jacob forever; and
6. will have a kingdom that has no end. (luke 1:30–33)

The narrator tells the reader that Mary is “a virgin betrothed” to “Joseph, of 
the house of david” (1:27). The angel tells Mary the holy spirit will come 
upon her, the Most high will overshadow her, and therefore the child will 
be called holy, the son of God. in addition, the angel tells Mary that her 

47. Mary ann tolbert, Sowing the Gospel: Mark’s World in Literary-Historical Per-
spective (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 90–106.
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kinswoman elizabeth is six months pregnant after being barren because 
with God no word will be impossible.48

When Mary speaks, she presents a different perspective from the nar-
rator and the angel. The first time she speaks, she tells the angel she has 
no man (1:34). The second time, she refers to herself as a maidservant of 
the lord and says, “let it be according to your word” (1:38). Mary has 
believed and consented, then, in a context of concern that she has no man. 
From the point of view of the angel, Mary is a fortunate young woman 
with everything she could hope for on her side. she has been specially 
favored by God, and the child within her is specially blessed. The narrator, 
however, says Mary is troubled, and when Mary tells her story in song, the 
reader gets a somewhat new insight into things.

Mary’s voice in the Magnificat uses and reconfigures other characters’ 
voices in the text. First, Mary repeats language the angel speaks to Zech-
ariah about joy and gladness (1:14, 47). second, Mary reconfigures lan-
guage elizabeth uses when elizabeth says that the lord has shown regard 
for her and taken away her reproach among men (1:25, 48a). Third, Mary 
reconfigures language elizabeth uses when she tells Mary that she, Mary, is 
blessed, because she has believed in the fulfillment of the things spoken to 
her (1:45, 48b). Fourth, Mary uses, reconfigures, and embellishes language 
the angel Gabriel spoke to her about the power of the Most high (1:35, 
49). Fifth, Mary reconfigures the angel’s statements about her son’s “father 
david” and about his reigning “over the house of Jacob forever” (1:32–33, 
54). Mary asserts that God “puts down the mighty from their thrones” 
and “exalts those who live in humiliation” (1:52). Thus, Mary’s voice not 
only introduces a dialogue with the narrator’s voice but with the voices of 
the angel that appeared to Zechariah, of the angel Gabriel who appeared 
to her, and of her kinswoman elizabeth. is Mary simply perpetuating the 
views of these other narrative agents, or does she have a somewhat differ-
ent perspective? This will be a point at issue as we proceed to other arenas 
of interpretation. From the narratorial perspective, Mary’s Magnificat 
engages in dialogue with other voices in the discourse.

tannehill has produced a compelling reading of the inner texture of 
the Magnificat by using hebrew poetry as a subtext to give meaning to 
Mary’s voice.49 tannehill emphasizes parallelism, repetition, and the nat-

48. see arie troost, “using the Word in luke 1–2” (paper presented at the collo-
quium Biblicum lovaniese, 1992), for the importance of “word” throughout luke 1–2.

49. robert c. tannehill, “The Magnificat as poem,” JBL 93 (1974): 263–75; tan-
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ural rhythm of reading, and his analysis yields two stanzas or strophes: 
(1) 1:46–50 and (2) 1:51–55. The division is marked, he says, by two con-
cluding lines for each strophe (1:49b–50; 1:54b–55), which resemble each 
other in thought and form. For tannehill, then, the inner texture of the 
poem yields a traditional hymn, which opens with a statement of praise 
and follows with a series of reasons for this praise. to reiterate, the sub-
text for this compelling reading of the inner texture of the hymn comes 
from presuppositions about hebrew poetry. tannehill observed that the 
opening statement of the hymn is a statement of praise and the following 
statements provide reasons for the praise, but he did not analyze the nature 
of the reasons. lucy rose, in an unpublished paper written at emory uni-
versity, approached the Magnificat with a very different subtext, namely, 
argumentation in hellenistic-roman rhetoric.50 The argumentative tex-
ture of the Magnificat comes into view if one follows guidelines from the 
rhetorica ad herennium, which was written in the 80s Bce.

theme or topic:
My soul magnifies the lord,
and my spirit has gladness in God my savior. (luke 1:46b–47)

rationale:
because he has shown regard for the humiliation of his maidser-
vant. (luke 1:48a)

confirmation of the rationale:
For behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed. (luke 
1:48b)

embellishment:
1. For he who is mighty has done great things for me,
and holy is his name,
and his mercy is on those who fear him from generation to gen-
eration.
2. he has shown great strength with his arm,
he has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts,
3. he has put down the mighty from their thrones,
and exalted those of low degree;

nehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation, 2 vols. (philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1986–1989), 1:26–32.

50. lucy a. rose, “a rhetorical analysis of the Magnificat” (ph.d. seminar paper, 
emory university, 1989).
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4. he has filled the hungry with good things,
and the rich he has sent empty away. (luke 1:49–53)

conclusion:
he has helped his servant israel,
in remembrance of his mercy,
as he spoke to our fathers,
to abraham and to his posterity for ever. (luke 1:54–55)

after Mary’s announcement of her topic of magnifying the lord (1:46b–
47), she provides an initial rationale for her speech-action: (because) “God 
has shown regard for the humiliation of his maidservant” (1:48a). These 
two steps set the stage for “the most complete and perfect argument,” to 
use the words of rhet. her. 2.18.28–19.30.51 With this announcement, 
Mary has started her hymn with an enthymeme—a rhetorical syllogism 
that provides a minor premise for her topic and leaves the major premise 
unstated. The unstated major premise appears to be embedded in ritual 
logic that suggests that when the lord God focuses special attention 
on the humiliation of a woman, such a woman responds naturally with 
hymnic speech from her glad heart. This produces the following underly-
ing syllogism:

implied Major premise:
When the lord God shows regard for the humiliation of the soul 
and spirit of one of his maidservants, the favored woman praises 
the lord God as her savior.

Minor premise:
God has shown regard for the humiliation of the soul and spirit of 
his maidservant Mary.

conclusion:
Mary’s soul magnifies the lord and her spirit rejoices in God her 
savior.

From a rhetorical perspective, the hymn begins syllogistically rather than 
paradigmatically. in other words, the beginning of the speech introduces 

51. Vernon K. robbins, “progymnastic rhetorical composition and pre-Gospel 
traditions: a new approach,” in The Synoptic Gospels: Source Criticism and the New 
Literary Criticism. ed. camille Focant, Betl 110 (leuven: leuven university press), 
123–25.
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the deductive logic of a rhetorical syllogism rather than the inductive logic 
of a rhetorical example. This raises the fascinating issue of whether there 
was a specific instance of “humiliation” that Mary could narrate if asked or 
whether Mary’s “humiliation” was some general state common to most, if 
not all, women.

after the opening enthymematic argument in 1:46–48a, verse 48b 
voices a confirmation of the rationale. This is a natural next step for a 
“most complete and perfect argument.” The confirmation that “God has 
given regard to my humiliation” lies in the future: “From now on, all gen-
erations will bless me” (or, “will call me blessed”). in 1:48b, then, Mary 
buttresses her initial rationale with a rationis confirmatio, a confirmation 
of the initial rationale.

after stating the theme, rationale, and confirmation to open her argu-
ment (1:46–48), Mary embellishes the opening statements (1:49–53). This 
move fulfills the next step in a most complete and perfect argument. The 
embellishment contains two stanzas (1:49–50, 51–53), each beginning 
with what the mighty one “has done” (ἐποίησεν). The first stanza links what 
God has done for Mary with what God does for “those who fear him”; the 
second stanza presents a series of basic actions by God:

1. God has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts;
2. God has put down the mighty from their thrones and exalted the 

humiliated;
3. God has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away 

empty. (luke 1:51–53)

These statements assert that God watches over all generations (1:48b, 50) 
and that God has been especially attentive to those who live in humilia-
tion (1:48a, 52); and they imply that God welcomes those with a rejoic-
ing, praising spirit, since he “scatters” those who are “proud in the imag-
inations of their hearts” (1:46b–47, 51). These statements amplify and 
more deeply ground the opening assertions of the speech. Mary con-
cludes with a recapitulation that refers to the help God gave to israel in 
the past, to abraham and his seed forever (1:54–55). Thus Mary, standing 
in the line of “abraham’s posterity forever,” praises God with reasoning 
that fulfills hellenistic-roman guidelines for “the most complete and 
perfect argument.”

The final part of the inner-textual reading has proposed the presence 
of argumentative features that did not appear when hebrew poetry pro-
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vided the only subtext for the reading. This suggests a bicultural nature for 
the discourse that will be important to pursue in additional interpretive 
steps. The unit ends with an argument by Mary that God’s benevolence to 
her has a relation to God’s benevolence in the past and God’s plans for the 
future. Yet Mary has come to this point only through a troubling encoun-
ter with the angel Gabriel and a supportive encounter with elizabeth. it 
will be necessary to investigate additional dimensions of meaning in the 
context of other textures of the language in this unit.

The present discussion of the inner texture of luke 1:26–56 has intro-
duced a limited number of subtexts for its reading. sociorhetorical criti-
cism invites any number of subtexts to approach the unit, with the goal 
of enriching the understanding of the topics, voices, and arguments in it. 
readings from yet other angles can explore the interchange between male 
and female voices and the reverberation of topics about different classes 
and statuses of people. analysis of inner texture has introduced an initial 
set of strategies to identify topics and get a glimpse of the argumentative 
interaction in the unit.

intertexture: every comparison has Boundaries

a second arena of rhetorical criticism is intertextual comparison, anal-
ysis, and interpretation. here the strategies emerge from the following 
questions: From where has this passage adopted its language? With what 
texts does this text stand in dialogue? comparison takes us into canonical 
issues, understood in the broad terms introduced by postmodern criti-
cism.52 all interpretations can be characterized in terms of the data with 
which they allow a particular text to be compared. These issues appear in 
an interpreter’s observation, analysis, and interpretation of reference, reci-
tation, recontextualization, reconfiguration, and echo in a text.

an initial dimension of intertexture is reference. reference to proper 
names in luke 1:26–56 indicates explicit dialogue with people and places 
in israelite tradition. There is reference to the angel Gabriel, God, a city 
of Galilee, the house of david, the Most high, the lord God, the throne 
of david, the house of Jacob, the holy spirit, the son of God, a city of 
Judah, his servant israel, and our fathers, abraham and his posterity. There 
also is reference to a virgin betrothed to a man (1:27), a woman called 

52. eagleton, Literary Theory, 1–53.
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barren (1:36), and a maidservant of the lord (1:37, 48). With what texts 
and textual traditions are these phrases in dialogue? We will see that this is 
a highly contested issue in interpretation.

a second dimension of intertexture is recitation, which includes 
rehearsal of attributed speech in exact, modified, or different words from 
other accounts of the attributed speech, and rehearsal of an episode or 
series of episodes, with or without using some words from another account 
of the story. recitation appears in the form of generalized summary in 
1:51–55: in the past, God has shown strength with his arm, scattered the 
proud, put down the mighty from their thrones, exalted those in humilia-
tion, filled the hungry with good things, sent the rich empty away, helped 
his servant israel, and spoke to our fathers, to abraham and to his poster-
ity. it is not clear exactly what events are being rehearsed; this is recitation 
of past events in a generalized, summary form. such recitation allows an 
interpreter freedom to draw boundaries in various ways around episodes 
recounting God’s interaction with israel; an interpreter may include or 
exclude stories according to the interpreter’s inclination.

a third dimension of intertexture is recontextualization, which is 
the placing of attributed narration or speech in a new context without 
announcing its previous attribution. There is a long list of recontextual-
ized speech from the septuagint in this unit, which we will discuss below.53

a fourth dimension of intertexture is reconfiguration. certainly the 
lukan unit is reconfiguring the long tradition of barren israelite women 
who have conceived in their old age and born a son. exactly which stories 
are the strongest intertexts is an important issue. But what of accounts of 
virgins? does this account of the virgin Mary reconfigure any accounts 
of virgins in the septuagint? are there any Mediterranean accounts of 
virgins that this account of Mary may be reconfiguring? We will see below 
that the established boundaries for discussion of reconfiguration in tradi-
tional new testament interpretation not only suppress discussion of the 
stories of virgins in the septuagint but completely exclude well-known 
stories about virgins impregnated by gods in Mediterranean society. here 
a purity system has been functioning with the intensity of all purity sys-
tems, keeping stories about the immoral hellenistic gods raping virgins 

53. raymond e. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy 
Narratives in Matthew and Luke, aBrl (Garden city, nY: doubleday, 1977), 357–62. 
Joseph a. Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, 
2 vols., aB 28–28a (Garden city, nY: doubleday 1981–1985), 1:356–57.
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on earth out of “scientific” exegesis. The result is the absence of biblical 
monographs that programmatically compare the lukan account of the 
conception of the virgin Mary, when the holy spirit comes upon her and 
the power of the Most high overshadows her (luke 1:34), and accounts 
of the conception of virgins in Mediterranean literature, when gods come 
upon them in different forms and circumstances. it is highly likely that 
the account of Mary is multicultural, reconfiguring Mediterranean stories 
about virgins as well as israelite stories about virgins and barren women. 
We will return to this below in the discussion of the social and cultural 
texture of the account.

a fifth dimension is intertextual echo. Beyond specific configuration 
of traditions and episodes lies echoes.54 When the lukan account of Mary 
and elizabeth is recounted in Greek toward the end of the first century ce, 
the echoes in its intertexture are manifold. again, the traditional boundar-
ies in new testament exegesis have been drawn in such a way that inter-
preters saturate the discussion with echoes from israelite and Jewish tradi-
tion but suppress echoes from broader Mediterranean tradition, society, 
and culture.

The spectrum of intertexture, from reference to echo, intensely raises 
the issue of canon in interpretation.55 For most interpreters, canonical 
boundaries for interpretation of the lukan account of Mary and elizabeth 
have been drawn in a manner that intentionally excludes comparison of 
the Magnificat with hymns of praise in hellenistic-roman culture and the 
conception of Mary with accounts of the conception of other virgins in 
Mediterranean literature. The strategy that keeps such data out is a “canon-
ical strategy,” and the elements of this strategy are basic canon, canon 
within the canon (or “inner canon”), and near canon.56 The basic canon 
for new testament interpretation of this unit is comprised by the old and 
new testaments. central to any canonical strategy, however, is the estab-
lishment of a canon within the canon, an “inner” canon. The canon within 
the canon for interpretation of this unit comprises the israelite tradition 

54. John hollander, The Figure of Echo: A Mode of Allusion in Milton and After 
(Berkeley: university of california press, 1981); richard B. hays, Echoes of Scripture 
in the Letters of Paul (new haven: Yale university press, 1989).

55. eagleton, Literary Theory, 1–53.
56. William h. Myers, “The hermeneutical dilemma of the african american 

Biblical student,” in Stony the Road We Trod: African American Biblical Interpretation, 
ed. cain hope Felder (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 53–54.
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of barren women and the account of hannah and her hymn of praise in 
1 sam 1:1–2:10. This strategy produces an interpretive near canon com-
prised of material from psalms (35:9; 111:9; 103:17; 89:11; 107:9; 98:3) 
and other passages in the old testament, apocrypha, and pseudepigra-
pha.57 it is noticeable that this inner canon and near canon exclude any 
stories about virgins in israelite tradition. Beginning with the tradition of 
barren israelite women, it opens its boundaries to hymns of praise within 
the book of psalms and within prophetic, apocalyptic, pseudepigraphic, 
and Qumran literature. if interpreters open the boundaries of near canon 
further, they may bring in information from rabbinic literature and from 
the church fathers, monastics, and mystics in christian tradition. But all of 
this opening of the boundaries carefully avoids stories about virgins who 
are forced to conceive, either by gods or by men fulfilling the will of a god. 
The absence of significant comparative work on hellenistic-roman hymns 
to gods and goddesses and on accounts of virgins who are overpowered 
and made pregnant by gods makes it impossible to redraw those boundar-
ies here. instead, the discussion will focus on the one major, recent attempt 
to open these boundaries in new testament interpretation.

The lukan account is susceptible to nonconventional boundaries. in 
luke, the angel appears to the husband Zechariah concerning the concep-
tion and birth of the son John the Baptist to the barren wife elizabeth 
(luke 1:11–20); but the angel appears to the betrothed virgin Mary, and 
to her alone, concerning the conception and birth of Jesus (luke 1:26–38). 
in the Matthean account, in contrast, the angel appears to the man Joseph 
rather than to the virgin Mary (Matt 1:20; 2:13, 19). in luke, no male is 
part of Mary’s scene unless the reader genders Gabriel as male.58 The lukan 
account is closer to the account of the birth and conception of samson in 
Judg 13:2–25 than to any other account of conception by a barren woman, 
since the messenger of God appears to the future mother in the account 
and tells her that she will conceive and bear a son. in luke, a kinswoman 
elizabeth, whose barrenness has been removed by God, in effect replaces 

57. Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 358–60; Fitzmyer, Gospel according to Luke, 
1:356–69.

58. athalya Brenner and Fokkelein van dijk-hemmes, On Gendering Texts: 
Female and Male Voices in the Hebrew Bible, Bibint 1 (leiden: Brill, 1993); arie troost, 
“reading for the author’s signature: Genesis 21:1–21 and luke 15:11–32 as inter-
texts,” in Feminist Companion to Genesis, ed. athalya Bremmer, FcB 2 (sheffield: shef-
field academic, 1993), 251–72.
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the role that the husband Manoah plays in the story of the conception and 
birth of samson. The function of elizabeth raises another issue, namely, 
the relation of one blessed woman to another blessed woman in israel-
ite tradition. This essay will turn to that issue in the section on ideology; 
for now the discussion turns to the lukan reconfiguration of a “dishonor-
able” israelite tradition about the overpowering of virgins by embedding 
it in the honorable tradition of the perpetuation of israel’s patriarchal line 
through barren women.

The special dynamics of a “canon within the canon” are at work in 
Mary’s reference to her “humiliation” in the rationale she provides for 
her joyful soul and spirit (luke 1:48b). her humiliation is different from 
the humiliation of a barren woman: Mary is pregnant before marriage, 
and conventional social logic presupposes that a male causes a female to 
become pregnant. When a male causes a female to become pregnant out-
side of marriage, he is said to have “humiliated [ταπεινόω] her.” interpret-
ers suppress the difference between the humiliation of a married, barren 
woman and an unmarried, pregnant woman in the lukan account by estab-
lishing boundaries of intertexture that keep the accounts of israel’s dishon-
ored virgin women outside the interpretive “canon within the canon” and, 
indeed, outside the interpretive near canon. in essence, the interpretive 
strategy erases the accounts of dishonored virgins from israelite, Jewish, 
and Mediterranean literature. it erases the accounts by displacing them 
with accounts of honorable barren women. This may, of course, be a natu-
ral effect of the lukan narration on readers. But interpreters should exhibit 
the nature of lukan discourse in exegetical practice rather than simply 
replicate its discursive strategies.

Jean schaberg has challenged the traditional inner canon of intertex-
ture for the lukan account of Mary by calling attention to legislation about 
and accounts of sexually dishonored women in israelite tradition.59 deu-
teronomy 22:23–24 (cf. 22:29) presents specific legislation about betrothed 
virgins who are dishonored:

and if there be a young virgin betrothed [παῖς παρθένος μεμνηστευμένη] 
to a man [ἀνδρί], and a man [ἄνθρωπος] has found her in the city and 

59. Jean schaberg, The Illegitimacy of Jesus: A Feminist Theological Interpreta-
tion of the Infancy Narratives (new York: crossroad, 1987); schaberg, “luke,” in The 
Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. carol a. newsom and sharon h. ringe (louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1992).
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lain [κοιμηθῇ] with her, you shall take them both out to the gate of their 
city and they shall be stoned with stones, and they shall die; the young 
woman because she did not cry out in the city, and the man because he 
humiliated [ἐταπείνωσεν] his neighbor’s woman [γυναῖκα]. (deut 22:23–
24 lxx)

The language of virgin, betrothal, and humiliation in this legislation is pre-
cisely the same as in the lukan account. Mary is a virgin betrothed to a 
man (luke 1:27: παρθένον ἐμνηστευμένην ἀνδρί), and when she becomes 
pregnant, she refers to that pregnancy as humiliation (luke 1:48: τὴν 
ταπείνωσιν). From her perspective, her pregnancy has humiliated her.

as stated above, this humiliation of Mary perpetuates a “dishonorable” 
tradition of important women in israel’s history. in Gen 34:2, dinah, the 
daughter of leah and Jacob, was “humiliated” (ἐταπείνωσεν) by “shechem 
the son of hamor the hivite, the prince of the land,” when he seized her 
and lay with her. in Judg 19:24 and 20:5, the father of the levite’s con-
cubine offers both “my virgin daughter” (ἡ θυγάτηρ μου ἡ παρθένος) and 
the levite’s concubine to the men of the city that “you might humiliate” 
(ταπεινώσατε) them. in 2 sam 13:12, 14, 22, 32, david’s daughter tamar 
pleads with amnon not to humiliate her, but he overpowers her and lies 
with her, and his death was considered to be a punishment for this act. 
deuteronomy 21:14 is an additional, instructive form of legislation. When 
israel goes forth to war and an israelite captures a beautiful woman and 
desires her and takes her for a wife,

Then, if you have no delight in her, you shall send her out free, and you 
shall not sell her for money; you shall not treat her with contempt, since 
you have humiliated [ἐταπείνωσας] her.

an israelite is given the right to humiliate a foreign woman whom he has 
taken captive, but certain regulations govern his activity, including the 
recognition that he has humiliated her. lamentations 5:11 offers a cry of 
anguish over the “dishonorable” tradition of humiliated women:

They humiliated [ἐταπείνωσαν] women in Zion,
Virgins [παρθένους] in the cities of Judah.

in ezek 22:10–11, the prophet indicts the princes of israel themselves:
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in you men uncover their fathers’ nakedness; in you they humiliate 
[ἐταπείνουν] women who are unclean in their menstruation. one deals 
unlawfully with his neighbor’s wife; another has defiled his daughter-in-
law in ungodliness; and another in you has humiliated [ἐταπείνουν] his 
sister, the daughter of his father.

The humiliation to which Mary refers in luke 1:48a refers to this “dis-
honorable” tradition. in schaberg’s words, “The virgin betrothed to a man 
(luke 1:27) was sexually humiliated. But her humiliation was ‘looked 
upon’ and reversed by God.”60 This information suggests the importance 
of including deut 22:24; Gen 34:2; Judg 19:24; 20:5; 2 Kgs 13:12–32; and 
lam 5:11 as inner canonical intertexts for interpretation of luke 1:26–
56. Yet these texts are never mentioned by raymond Brown and Joseph 
Fitzmyer, to mention two interpreters who have worked in detail with the 
intertexture of the lukan account.

if the inner canon included all the information in the Bible about vir-
gins who were overpowered by males, then new data would emerge from 
the near canon of the apocrypha, pseudepigrapha, and other Mediterra-
nean literature. The beginning point for the strategy that keeps this infor-
mation out is the suppression of a dimension of the inner texture of the 
lukan account itself; namely, the virgin Mary refers to “her” humiliation 
in luke 1:48a, not elizabeth’s. Mary’s “low estate,” as it is often translated, 
results from conception outside of marriage, not absence of conception 
within marriage. Mary’s rationale for praising God is that God has shown 
special regard for the pregnancy that was forced upon her. unfortunately, 
there is no space to develop this further here; it is necessary to summarize 
and move on to social and cultural texture.

sociorhetorical criticism calls for a detailed assessment of the manner 
in which inner canonical boundaries have been established for interpreta-
tion in relation to the inner texture of a unit itself. in the instance of the 
Magnificat, new testament interpreters have suppressed the intertexture 
of Mary’s speech with virgins overpowered by men or male gods by chang-
ing the reference of her speech to barrenness instead of pregnancy outside 
of marriage. once an inner canon for interpretation has excluded all dis-
cussion of overpowered virgins in the Bible, it can easily push back any 
comparison with accounts of virgins in extracanonical Jewish texts and 
other Mediterranean literature.

60. schaberg, Illegitimacy of Jesus, 100; schaberg, “luke,” 284–85.



 sociorhetorical criticisM 55

social and cultural texture: every Meaning has a context

The social and cultural texture of a text raises questions about the response 
to the world, the social and cultural systems and institutions, and the cul-
tural alliances and conflicts evoked by the text.61 These social and cul-
tural phenomena are primary topics in rhetorical theory (aristotle, Rhet. 
1.2.21–22; 2.22.1–23.30; 3.15.1–4).62 particular social data regularly are 
the “material” topics in discourse, specific “subject matter.” social and 
cultural systems and institutions are common topics, those that span 
all subject matter in society and culture. cultural alliances and conflicts 
are “final” topics that function specially to make one’s own case to other 
people. These topics functioning together evoke the social and cultural 
nature of a particular discourse.63

Bryan Wilson’s analysis of types of religious sects can assist an inter-
preter initially in ascertaining the social response to the world in the dis-
course of a particular new testament text. James a. Wilde introduced 
Wilson’s sociological typology of sects into new testament study in his 
dissertation and an article, and in 1981 elliott incorporated Wilson’s 
insights into the method he called sociological exegesis.64 later, esler 
used them for an initial test of lukan discourse, and his lead can be help-
ful to our analysis. since this essay is designed to introduce the reader to 
sociorhetorical criticism, it seems good to describe all seven of Wilson’s 

61. Fowler, Linguistic Criticism, 85–101.
62. see aristotle, On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, trans. George a. Ken-

nedy (new York: oxford university press, 1991), 46–47, 186–204, 265–68.
63. robbins, “rhetoric and culture”; Wilhelm h. Wuellner, “rhetorical criticism 

and its Theory in culture-critical perspective: The narrative rhetoric of John 11,” in 
Text and Interpretation: New Approaches in the Criticism of the New Testament, ed. p. J. 
Martin and J. h. petzer, ntts 15 (leiden: Brill, 1991), 171–85; elliott, What Is Social-
Scientific Criticism? 36–51.

64. James a. Wilde, “a social description of the community reflected in the 
Gospel of Mark” (phd diss., drew university, 1974); Wilde, “The social World of 
Mark’s Gospel: a Word about Method,” Society of Biblical Literature 1978 Seminar 
Papers, 2 vols., sBlsp 15 (Missoula, Mt: scholars press, 1978), 2:47–67; elliott, Home 
for the Homeless, 75–77, 96, 102–6, 122; see also John h. elliott, “phases in the social 
Formation of early christianity: From Faction to sect; a social-scientific perspec-
tive,” in Recruitment, Conflict, and Conquest: Strategies in Judaism, Early Christianity, 
and the Greco-Roman World, ed. peder Borgen, Vernon K. robbins, and david B. 
Gowler, esec 6 (atlanta: scholars press, 1998), 273–313.
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types briefly, each of which, from our perspective, is evoked by the specific 
topics that occupy the discourse.

1. The conversionist response views the world as corrupt, because all 
people are corrupt: if people can be changed, then the world will 
be changed.

2. The revolutionist response assumes that only the destruction of 
the world, of the natural but more specifically of the social order, 
will suffice to save people.

3. The introversionist response sees the world as irredeemably evil 
and presupposes that salvation can be attained only by the fullest 
possible withdrawal from it.

4. The gnostic (manipulationist) response seeks only a transformed 
set of relationships—a transformed method of coping with evil—
since salvation is possible in the world if people learn the right 
means, improved techniques, to deal with their problems.

5. The thaumaturgical response focuses on the concern of individual 
people for relief from present and specific ills by special dispensa-
tions.

6. The reformist response assumes that people may create an envi-
ronment of salvation in the world by using supernaturally-given 
insights to change the present social organization into a system 
that functions toward good ends.

7. The utopian response presupposes that people must take an active 
and constructive role in replacing the entire present social system 
with a new social organization in which evil is absent.65

Most historical manifestations of religious communities exhibit a ten-
sive relation among two, three, or four of these responses to the world. 
a strong focus on only one often signals the manifestation of a cult—a 
group organized around a new idea or an imported alien religion—rather 
than a sect.66 esler concludes that the thaumaturgic, conversionist, and 

65. Bryan Wilson, “a typology of sects,” in Sociology of Religion, ed. r. robertson 
(Baltimore: penguin, 1969), 361–83; Wilson, Magic and the Millenium: A Sociological 
Study of Religious Movements of Protest among Tribal and Third-World Peoples (new 
York: harper & row, 1973), 22–36.

66. Werner stark, “The class Basis of early christianity: inferences from a socio-
logical Model,” SocAn 47 (1986): 216–25.
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revolutionist types of response are relevant for luke-acts.67 let us test his 
conclusion in the context of an analysis of luke 1:26–56.

First, the miraculous intervention of God upon both elizabeth and 
Mary signals thaumaturgic rhetoric. This essay will explore a few of the 
details below, but perhaps it is sufficient at this point to cite the statement 
of the angel: “For with God no word will be impossible” (1:37). secondly, 
the change of Mary from being “greatly troubled” (1:29) to her agreement 
to “let it be to me according to your word” (1:38) exhibits conversionist 
rhetoric. Mary changes from a young woman who does not believe she 
can conceive a son apart from a man to a young woman who accepts the 
promise of the angel, and this seems to introduce a model for people’s 
response to God’s miraculous intervention in the affairs of the world. 
other stories, like Zaccheus’s change of heart, distribution of half of his 
wealth to the poor, and fourfold restoration of all he has defrauded (luke 
19:1–10), exhibit fully this kind of rhetoric in luke and acts. The view 
is that changes of heart produce salvation. Thirdly, “reversal rhetoric” is 
prominent in Mary’s speech.68 in the past, God “has put down the mighty 
from their thrones, and exalted those who have been humiliated; he has 
filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent empty away” 
(luke 1:52–53). God is overturning and promises further to overturn the 
world and specifically the social order. esler considers this to be revolu-
tionist rhetoric, but we will need to return to this below. The “reversal” 
rhetoric may be utopian or reformist rather than revolutionist in the con-
text of lukan thaumaturgic and conversionist rhetoric that brings salva-
tion to people in the world (1:69, 71, 77).

let us deepen this initial perception of the social response to the 
work in the text with analysis of common social and cultural topics in the 
text—kinship, honor and shame, limited good, purity codes, patron-cli-
ent relations, and hospitality codes—what david B. Gowler calls “cultural 
scripts.”69 These common topics have been the special domain of new tes-
tament social science critics for more than a decade and they can help us 
to make the analysis more precise.70

67. esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts, 59.
68. York, Last Shall Be First.
69. david B. Gowler, Host, Guest, Enemy, and Friend: Portraits of the Pharisees in 

Luke and Acts, esec 1 (new York: lang, 1991).
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tific Criticism; neyrey, Social World of Luke-Acts.
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The concern about “humiliation” (ταπείνωσις) in luke 1:26–56 espe-
cially concerns kinship, honor, and shame. The narrative leaves the ascribed 
family status of Mary unstated, in contrast to that of elizabeth, who was 
“of the daughters of aaron” (luke 1:5). Mary’s honor is embedded in her 
betrothal to a man “of the house of david” (luke 1:27). her humiliation 
derives from pregnancy before marriage has occurred (luke 1:34, 48a). 
But God has removed this humiliation by communicating honor through 
the angel Gabriel beforehand and through the responses of the honored 
elizabeth to her pregnancy. When the angel Gabriel comes to Mary in her 
private chambers, however, the speech on the lips of the angel attributes 
fear to Mary. Malina and rohrbaugh, gendering both God and Gabriel as 
male in their reading of this text, evoke a social situation in which a man 
encounters a young woman and threatens her virginity. in their view, the 
male angel has persuaded her to consent to be overpowered by the holy 
spirit, the Most high. They comment as follows:

notice how readily Mary gives in when “cornered” by the angel. While 
obviously no lust is involved in this case, the scenario still points to tra-
ditional Mediterranean urgency to keep women duly encompassed. and 
Mary’s answer in this difficult situation is: “let it be with me according 
to your word” (v. 38). What this means in typical Mediterranean fashion 
is: “as you like!”71

serious questions are being raised in current interpretation about this kind 
of male gendering of biblical texts.72 Both traditional and nontraditional 
readers have implicitly, if not explicitly, gendered God as male in relation 
to Mary. Malina and rohrbaugh’s reading is highly similar to schaberg’s 
reading in gendering Gabriel as well as God as male. This is, without a 
doubt, one of the most explosive issues of our time. The gendering of both 
God and Gabriel as male takes us to the heart of ideology. Would it be pos-
sible for us to read this text in such a manner that neither God nor Gabriel 
are gendered as male in relation to Mary? The work of athalya Brenner, 
Fokkelein van dijk-hemmes, and arie troost promises to give us such a 
reading in the near future. let us look more closely at the text itself to see 
the nature of the social and cultural topics in it.

71. Bruce J. Malina and richard l. rohrbaugh, Social Science Commentary on the 
Synoptic Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 289.

72. Brenner and van dijk-hemmes, On Gendering Texts.
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When the angel Gabriel first told Mary that his visit meant that she 
was being favored by God with conception and birth of a special son, 
she protested that she had no man (1:34). here, then, the text explicitly 
evokes the traditional perception that a woman becomes pregnant only 
as the result of the presence of a man. When the angel draws an anal-
ogy between the honorable conception of her barren kinswoman eliza-
beth and her own impending conception, Mary believes the angel’s word 
of promise to her (1:36–38). We lack comparison of the argumentation 
the angel uses to persuade Mary with argumentation by gods who visit 
virgins in Mediterranean antiquity. But we should not be surprised to find 
similar strategies of persuasion. The angel has confronted Mary with pow-
erful words, and she has been persuaded by them. The “central” concern 
for a woman in this situation in Mediterranean antiquity is honor, and the 
powers have provided for her honor. This appears to be the primary reason 
for her praise of God: God has shown regard for the humiliation of this 
maidservant; from now on, all generations will call her blessed—instead of 
a dishonorable woman (1:48).

The result of this analysis suggests an inner relation between thau-
maturgy and conversion: Mary will encounter a miracle just like eliza-
beth has experienced a miracle; acceptance of this miracle requires a deep 
change of heart on behalf of Mary. Mary’s first response to Gabriel was 
that she had no man, therefore she could not imagine how she could have 
a son (1:34). The answer of the angel persuades her to change her mind 
and accept the possibility (1:25–27), and elizabeth’s statements affirm her 
new point of view (1:42–45). Thus, argumentation that features honor and 
kinship confirms and deepens our understanding of the centrality of thau-
maturgy and conversion in the discourse. But what about the reversal of 
the powerful and the lowly in Mary’s Magnificat? let us turn to cultural 
alliances and conflicts to deepen our understanding of this discourse.

a beginning context for investigating cultural argumentation in a text 
emerges in the distinction sociologists of culture make between dominant 
culture, subculture, contraculture, counterculture, and liminal culture. 
on the one hand, a cultural system has its own set of premises and ratio-
nales.73 on the other hand, every cultural system is comprised of multiple 
“local cultures.”74 local cultures interact with other local cultures, either 

73. peacock, Anthropological Lens, 35.
74. Geertz, Local Knowledge.
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by dominating or embedding themselves in another culture. each culture 
develops its own premises and rationales within this context of domina-
tion and/or embedding.

The rhetorics of dominant culture, subculture, counterculture, con-
traculture, and liminal culture are a factor in producing these cultures, 
and in turn these cultures generate these kinds of rhetoric. The relation of 
rhetoric to culture and culture to rhetoric, then, is reciprocal. What kind 
of culture rhetoric is at work in luke 1:26–56? to pursue this issue, it is 
necessary to have definitions of these types of culture rhetoric.75

1. Dominant culture rhetoric adopts a point of view according to 
which its own system of attitudes, values, dispositions, and norms 
are supported by social structures vested with power to impose its 
goals on people in a significantly broad territorial region.

2. Subculture rhetoric imitates the attitudes, values, dispositions, and 
norms of dominant culture rhetoric, and it claims to enact them 
better than members of dominant status.
Ethnic subculture rhetoric is a particular kind of subculture rheto-
ric. it has origins in a language different from the languages in the 
dominant culture, and it attempts to preserve and perpetuate an 
“old system” in a dominant cultural system in which it now exists, 
either because a significant number of people from this ethnic 
culture have moved into a new cultural environment or because a 
new cultural system is now imposing itself on it.76

3. Counterculture rhetoric is a “heretical” intracultural phenomenon 
that articulates a constructive image of a better way of life in a 
context of “rejection of explicit and mutable characteristics” of the 
dominant or subculture rhetoric to which it is responding.77 it is 
not simply a reaction formation to another form of culture, but 
it builds on a supporting ideology that provides a relatively self-
sufficient system of action.78

75. robbins, “rhetoric and culture.”
76. Keith a. roberts, “toward a Generic concept of counter-culture,” Sociologi-
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4. Contraculture rhetoric is “group culture” rhetoric that is deeply 
embedded in another form of culture to which it is a reaction for-
mation. it asserts “more negative than positive ideas” in a context 
where its positive ideas are simply presupposed and come from 
the culture to which it is reacting.79 it often is possible to predict 
the behavior and values evoked by contraculture rhetoric if one 
knows the values evoked by the culture to which it is reacting, 
since the values are simply inverted.80

5. Liminal culture rhetoric is “disjunctive and multiaccentual” 
speech that evokes a cultural space “outside the sentence.” it uses 
cacophonic, syncopated sounds and articulations in “heteroge-
neous and messy array” to evoke a possibility of “ennunciation” 
and “identity.” it is a liberating strategy “articulated at the liminal 
edge of identity” to create the possibility for an emergent cultural 
identity.81

if we analyze the text that features Mary and elizabeth from the perspec-
tive of culture rhetoric, we begin to test the dynamics of revolutionist 
rhetoric in relation to reformist and utopian rhetoric. The angel Gabriel 
represents the power of God, and the speech of the angel represents a 
form of dominant culture rhetoric. after Mary accepts Gabriel’s promise 
to her, she speaks about the nature of God’s power in terms of making the 
mighty low and the low mighty. is Mary simply amplifying the dominant 
culture rhetoric Gabriel has introduced to her, or is this a different kind 
of culture rhetoric? let us remain in touch with the topics that concern 
the social response to the world in the discourse as we pursue this issue. 
does Mary’s discourse introduce a revolutionist vision in which God’s 

munity (phd diss., Boston university, 1976); J. Milton Yinger, Countercultures: The 
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power “destroys” the present evil world, a utopian vision in which God’s 
power “replaces” the present social structures and powerful people with a 
new kind of structure and role for leaders, or a reformist vision in which 
God’s power “changes” something within the present system to make it 
function benevolently?

The answer to this question must come from the overall rhetoric of 
luke and acts. For this reason, it is important to embed luke 1:26–56 in 
the discourse of both volumes. in a recent study of the social location of 
the implied author of this two volume work, i drew the conclusion that

the thought of the implied author is located in the midst of the activi-
ties of adult Jews and romans who have certain kinds of power in 
cities and villages throughout the Mediterranean world from rome to 
Jerusalem.… The arena of socialization reveals an upwardlooking use 
of technology toward roman officials with political power. Jewish offi-
cials, however are considered equal in social status and rank.… Thus, 
the thought of the implied author is located socially in a place where it 
seems advantageous, and perhaps necessary, to tell “these foreign affairs” 
to people slightly higher in social rank who read Greek and appreciate 
a people who strive to be devout, righteous, and lettered.… accepting 
a position of subordination, christians speak with politeness and care 
upwards to those who dominate the system. Yet, bolstered by God’s sanc-
tioning of their diversity and by their ideology of “at homeness” in the 
roman empire, they not only tell their story to those above but engage 
in vigorous and continued confrontation with those from whom they 
claim their Jewish heritage and those with whom they enjoy the benefits 
of Greco-roman culture.82

The exchanges among the angel Gabriel, Mary, and elizabeth exhibit a 
subset of these dynamics. The angel Gabriel represents the power and will 
of God in much the same way that King agrippa represents the power 
and will of the emperor (acts 25:13–26:32); thus they both use dominant 
culture rhetoric. When the angel Gabriel speaks to Mary, he speaks using 
command and “name dropping” characteristic of representatives of hier-
archical structures. he is fully authorized by dominant power, and he fills 
his discourse with the authorities that stand behind him as he works.

since both Gabriel who represents God and King agrippa who repre-
sents the emperor use dominant culture rhetoric, there is an inner tension 

82. robbins, “social location,” 331–32.
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in the accounts in the discourse of luke-acts. do two dominant cultures 
stand in unmitigated opposition in luke-acts, or does the dominant rheto-
ric of one of the cultures accept a subordinate position in relation to the 
other? it seems clear from the relation of the discourse in the prefaces to the 
discourse in the speeches of paul in acts that representatives of christian-
ity accept a subordinate role to the emperor and his representatives.83 The 
discourse in luke-acts adopts a position according to which people like 
Theophilus and King agrippa are likely to view the story of christianity as 
a matter of “foreign affairs,” but it challenges such a view by embedding the 
affairs of christianity within the affairs of the emperor and his representa-
tives. When a decree of the emperor creates a movement of people whereby 
Jesus of nazareth is born in the city of david (luke 2:1–5), the stage is 
set for a cooperative relation between the power of the emperor and the 
power of God throughout the story. as the story progresses, events among 
early followers of Jesus work symbiotically with power structures within the 
roman empire to create a story in which power that travels from rome to 
Jerusalem creates an environment for christianity to travel from Jerusalem 
to rome.84 in this context, representatives of christianity adopt subcultural 
rhetoric as they converse with representatives of empire.

The dominant culture rhetoric Gabriel uses with Mary, then, stands 
in an ethnic subculture relation to the dominant culture rhetoric King 
agrippa uses with paul. after Mary’s encounter, she takes the initiative 
to go alone to the honored, no longer barren, woman elizabeth, much 
like paul goes to the synagogues of cities in asia Minor, Macedonia, and 
Greece. When Mary speaks in the presence of elizabeth, she speaks a 
high form of Jewish rhetoric, a form containing the poetic qualities of 
royal davidic and classical prophetic speech. at the highpoint of Mary’s 
speech, however, she speaks a rhetoric of reversal: those who are powerful 
will be made low, and those who live in humiliation will be exalted (luke 
1:52). in other words, speaking the highest level of this ethnic subculture 
rhetoric, Mary introduces a contraculture phenomenon in her rhetoric—
a phenomenon that “inverts” some aspect of another cultural system. 
Whose culture is Mary’s speech inverting, and what is she inverting in 
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that culture? is Mary’s rhetoric countercultural rather than contracul-
tural? in other words, are the inversions part of an overall positive vision, 
or does her speech emphasize more negative than positive things?

The strategy of the narrative is to present a form of dominant Jewish 
culture rhetoric primarily on the lips of pharisees.85 in these contexts, 
lukan discourse regularly presents itself as Jewish contraculture rhetoric. 
This rhetoric claims to represent Jewish tradition authentically by invert-
ing certain behaviors in dominant Jewish culture. From the perspective of 
dominant Jewish culture rhetoric as lukan discourse presents it, christian 
discourse is a “dishonorable” tradition. But lukan discourse also presents 
sources of power within Jewish tradition investing this “dishonorable” tra-
dition with honor. in other words, lukan discourse claims that christianity 
does not reject the central values of Jewish tradition; it simply inverts objec-
tional dominant Jewish culture thought and behavior. The Gospel of luke, 
then, embeds Mary’s rhetoric in a narrative context that inverts hierarchies 
within its own presentation of dominant Jewish culture rhetoric, and Mary 
herself embodies an inversion of “dishonored” and “honored” traditions in 
dominant Jewish tradition. she asserts that God authorizes the honoring of 
her dishonor, and in other parts of the narrative God authorizes the honor 
of Jesus, stephen, and paul, who also represent “dishonorable” traditions 
within dominant Jewish culture rhetoric as lukan discourse presents it.

But now let us pursue the relation of Mary’s rhetoric to roman cul-
ture. When the angel speaks to Mary, the language is Greek, and Mary 
responds in Greek. even the greeting of the angel is Greek, χαῖρε (1:28), 
rather than hebrew, shalōm. Mary’s rhetoric, then, uses the lingua franca 
of the dominant culture and is emboldened by it. Moreover, when Mary 
praises God, she uses high level Jewish hymnic verse that incorporates a 
form of reasoning and confirmation of its reasoning that reaches upward 
toward a subcultural form of hellenistic-roman argumentation. Mary’s 
rhetoric reaches up in social status, like the narratorial voice reaches 
up toward Theophilus in the preface (luke 1:1–4).86 The hierarchical 
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structure of the social order seems not to be in contention but only the 
benevolence of those who hold positions of power in that structure. This 
rhetoric, then, seems not to reject “explicit and mutable characteris-
tics” of roman culture, which claims peace, salvation, and benevolence 
as central values. rather, Mary’s rhetoric has a subcultural relation to 
roman culture—her discourse claims that God fulfils central values of 
roman culture better than the kingdom of the emperor does. in the end, 
the discourse of luke and acts perpetuates a contracultural rhetoric as 
an ethnic subcultural form of roman culture. how close is Mary’s speech 
to dishonored virgins who bore the heroes, gods, and goddesses of Medi-
terranean culture? only future investigation, analysis, and interpretation 
can tell us. new testament interpreters have not yet confronted the issue 
and explored it.

returning to the social response in the discourse, then, the issue is 
whether the discourse perceives evil to be present in the people or in the 
structures that run society. Mary’s rhetoric evokes an image of changing 
the people in power: God will remove those who now have power and 
put the lowly in those positions. Mary does not assert that the structures 
of power themselves should be changed but only the people who have 
the power. nor does Mary claim that God will destroy the people who 
have the power—God will depose and scatter them. This means that her 
discourse probably is not appropriately described as revolutionist, which 
would imply destruction of both the structures of the social order and the 
powerful people who run it. nor does the discourse appear to be utopian, 
where an entirely new social system will replace the present one. rather, 
Mary’s discourse is reformist, with an emphasis on changing the people in 
power. When lukan discourse embeds this reformist vision in thauma-
turgical, conversionist discourse, the vision is significant reform indeed. 
as God’s thaumaturgic powers raise the lowly to positions of power, the 
vision is that God’s conversionist powers change the hearts of the honored 
ones to goals of benevolence and mercy. The changes in the social order, 
then, will occur as leaders use power structures to “show mercy” and to 
“fill the hungry with good things.” Mary’s discourse, then, shows no desire 
that hierarchical power structures be taken away. she simply has her own 
view of how those who hold the positions of power should embody the 
thaumaturgical and conversionist powers of God.
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ideological texture: every theology has a politics

exploration of the ideological texture of a text focuses on self-interests. 
What and whose self-interests are being negotiated in this text? if the domi-
nant voices in the text persuade people to act according to their premises, 
who will gain and who will lose? What will be gained and what will be lost?87

These questions move into ideology, point of view, and theology. here 
the motto is that every theology has a politics. ideology is “an integrated 
system of beliefs, assumptions and values, not necessarily true or false, 
which reflects the needs and interests of a group or class at a particu-
lar time in history.”88 This integrated system proceeds from the need to 
understand, to interpret to self and others, to justify, and to control one’s 
place in the world. ideologies are shaped by specific views of reality shared 
by groups—specific perspectives on the world, society and people, and on 
the limitations and potentialities of human existence. inasmuch as all reli-
gious groupings and movements have specific collective needs, interests, 
and objectives that they seek to relate to ultimate sacred norms and prin-
ciples—in christianity, to the will and action of God as revealed in Jesus 
christ—all religious movements, including early christianity, develop 
ideological positions and perspectives.89

Who, we must ask, is benefitting by having Mary, a virgin, speak as 
she does in the Magnificat? Who is benefitting by having Mary speak out 
about raising the lowly up to power and driving the powerful away empty-
handed? Whose ideology is being advanced, for whose benefit, by Mary’s 
dialogue with the angel and elizabeth and by the argumentation in the 
Magnificat? let us approach the issue from three angles: (1) the voices of 
the narrator and the angel, (2) the dialogue between Mary and elizabeth, 
and (3) the monologue by Mary to God.
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The narratorial voice throughout luke and acts presents a case for 
christianity as a healing, peace-loving group of people who encounter 
conflict when Jewish leaders attempt to run them out, imprison, or kill 
them. This narratorial voice presents a case for certain christian leaders 
throughout the Mediterranean world from ethiopia throughout syria-
palestine, asia Minor, Macedonia, Greece, and rome. The rhetoric of 
luke and acts offers a certain group of christian leaders the benefit of a 
bicultural founder and leader. simultaneously, Jesus functions as a mes-
siah, who launches high level contraculture rhetoric against established 
Jewish leaders, and a hellenistic-roman benefactor-savior, who engages 
in high artisan, low elite subculture rhetoric that challenges all leaders. 
social identity is at stake for christians. From a social perspective, chris-
tians look to an outsider like subversive troublemakers. The narratorial 
voice, with the voices of characters embedded in it, argues the case that 
all the troubles christians have arise with Jewish leaders who are proud, 
greedy, and lovers of money. Jesus and his followers, in contrast, enact 
humility and benevolence.

social and political benefits are at stake in luke and acts, and wher-
ever its narratorial rhetoric is successful, christians will attain positive 
social identity and will receive accompanying political benefits. Material 
benefits also are at stake. of key importance are the resources in cities 
throughout the Mediterranean world, the location of storing and distrib-
uting grain supplies and the like.90 if christians can be roman citizens, as 
the converted pharisee paul is, then christians have the right to receive a 
portion of the grain dole and other services of the cities. individual ben-
efits also are at stake. christian leaders, both individually and in pairs, 
receive the right to travel freely throughout the empire, entering regions, 
villages, and cities at will.

This is the overall context in which the voice of the narrator and the 
voice of the angel function in luke 1. according to the narratorial voice, 
the God of the Jews, whom the angel calls “Most high” and “lord God,” 
initiates Mary’s pregnancy through the agency of the power of God and 
the “holy spirit” (1:32, 35). When it is made clear to Mary that this preg-
nancy outside of marriage will bring her honor through her prestigious 
son, she accepts the action in the obedient mode of a client respond-
ing to a powerful patron. Mary cannot refuse God’s offer; she accepts 

90. robbins, “social location.”
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the role of an obedient servant/client and expresses gratitude that she 
will be held in honor by all people. The rhetorical effect is to claim that 
christians are specially favored with the benefits of the patron God of the 
Jews. This God works contraculturally within Jewish tradition, at times 
creating human situations that are traditionally dishonorable in order 
to bring honor to certain dishonored people. God’s activity presupposes 
and advances hierarchical structures within a patriarchical ideology, 
yet it inverts certain dishonored conditions within the context of those 
structures. in luke 1, God advances the ideology of patrilineal honor 
in the form of prestigious sons who have political power (1:32–33) and 
holy status (1:35). But God also offers an inversion of weak and powerful, 
hungry and well-fed (1:51–53). patrilineal hierarchy remains in place, 
but there is reform within it.

This ideology among first-century christians proved to be highly suc-
cessful. on the one hand, this kind of rhetoric presents a willingness to 
accept the patronage system within hellenistic-roman culture and work 
within it. luke and acts, therefore, share much of the ideology of a docu-
ment like plutarch’s Alexander, which challenges patrons to be generous. 
Yet, luke and acts are reformist within that system. They activate reform-
ist activities by means of contraculture rhetoric against Jewish leaders. in 
other words, through aggressive criticism of Jewish leaders, lukan dis-
course calls for reform within the established political system of patronage 
and the centralized economic system of distribution.91 This christian dis-
course, then, calls for selected reform at the expense of established Jewish 
leaders. The people who will benefit present themselves as leaders of an 
ethnic subculture that fulfills the highest claims of dominant roman gov-
ernment, namely, salvation (σωτηρία) and peace.

The dialogue between Mary and elizabeth features the mothers of the 
founders of the christian movement supporting one another in a manner 
that overturns the usual competition that accompanies the births of spe-
cially endowed sons who are potential rivals over power and leadership. 
The “honorable” tradition of barren women characteristically contains 
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dom; esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts; Braun, Feasting and Social Rhetoric.
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rivalry between kinwomen. The dialogue between Mary and elizabeth 
engages this rivalry and reconfigures it. When elizabeth became pregnant, 
she said the lord had looked upon her to take away her reproach “among 
men” (luke 1:25). she tells Mary, in contrast, that she, Mary, is blessed 
“among women” (luke 1:42). Mary rephrases elizabeth’s statement to 
claim: “all generations will call me blessed” (luke 1:48b).

This exchange reverberates with israelite traditions of rivalry among 
women in a context where they are trying to win the special place of favor 
from their husbands. leah speaks of “being called blessed” in a context of 
desperation after she has been unsuccessful in getting her husband Jacob 
to love her. leah had hoped that her bearing of reuben for Jacob would 
cause him to love her (Gen 29:32). But this did not happen. leah’s rivalry 
with rachel over Jacob’s love continued as rachel gave her maidservant 
Bilhah to Jacob, and she had two sons, dan and naphtali (Gen 20:3–8). 
leah in turn gave her maidservant Zilpah to Jacob, and she bore Jacob 
two sons, Gad and asher (Gen 30:9–13). The name asher means “happy, 
blessed.” leah called him asher, because, as she said, “the women will 
call me asher” (in Greek, μακαρία: Gen 30:13). With this statement, leah 
gave up on removing the reproach from “her man.” instead, she looked 
to women, who would look at her and “call her μακαρία happy, blessed.” 
Mary’s rationale for her joy in the Magnificat captures the dynamics of 
this tradition and reconfigures them. When she asserts that “all genera-
tions will call me blessed” (luke 1:48b), she is embodying the rivalries of 
the past and the hopes for the future. if men and women can honor each 
other as God takes away their reproach and manifests powers of mercy 
and benevolence, then both the people and the social order may receive 
God’s promises from the past.

What does this mean for interpretation in this essay? it means, on the 
one hand, that Mary’s assertion holds the potential for evoking a sense of 
rivalry between herself and elizabeth. rivalry between “knowing only the 
baptism of John” and “knowing the way of God” as taught by Jesus is well 
known in the lukan narrative (acts 18:24–26), and readers could expect 
rivalry between the mothers of John and Jesus. The narrator implies, on 
the other hand, that there is no rivalry; in the context of the narration, 
Mary appears to be trying to overcome a division between receiving honor 
among men and among women. The narrator may also be trying to over-
come this division by featuring simeon’s blessing of both Mary and Joseph 
(luke 2:34) followed by anna’s thanks to God and interpretation of the 
redemption Jesus brings to Jerusalem (luke 2:38).
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The overall rhetoric of the interchange between Mary and elizabeth, 
then, suggests an attempt to remove all rivalry between the mothers of 
the specially honored sons who stand at the beginning of the story of 
christianity. in contrast to the rivalry between sarah and hagar, rachel 
and leah, hannah and penninah, Mary takes her body to elizabeth, and 
together they celebrate and honor their pregnant bodies. The rhetoric of 
lukan discourse is to claim that christians perpetuate a culture of the 
body, impregnated by holy spirit, that overcomes rivalry, division, and 
hatred. christians confront other people with their bodies for the purpose 
of overcoming hatred, healing illness, enacting forgiveness, and calling for 
generosity without expectation of return.

Mary’s monologue to God in the presence of elizabeth offers addi-
tional social and self benefits to christian women. When elizabeth says 
that “all women” will call Mary blessed and Mary asserts that she herself 
will be called blessed by “all generations,” there is a special claim of honor 
for women both among christian men and among christian women. This 
is ambiguous honor, to be sure, since the primary base of it is honor from 
men. Mary’s hymnlike speech emulates the tongue of david, which, of 
course, befits a woman betrothed to a man “of the house of david.” her 
body is forced to perpetuate dominant Jewish tradition in a dishonorable 
manner that is declared honorable by a God who maintains patrilineal tra-
dition. Mary upholds the male line of tradition, and through her appropri-
ate consent and expression of gratitude she receives honor. in other words, 
Mary receives honor in the great tradition in which men protect the repu-
tation of “their women.”

But does Mary’s voice say something more? does anyone hear, or 
notice, her initial cry that she will become pregnant without a man? she 
has no real choice in the matter. From the perspective of patriarchal tra-
dition, this is God’s doing, and Mary is fortunate, blessed, the mother 
of the messiah. What about Mary’s perspective? she says she has been 
afflicted, dishonored. Why? not because she is barren and wants a child, 
but because she is with child outside a marriage contract. if someone, 
benevolent or otherwise, decides she is to have a son, is that to be her sta-
tion in life?

We need an ethnography of virgins in Mediterranean culture in order 
to explore the further nuances of Mary’s speech to God. so far we do not 
have a comprehensive study of virgins in Mediterranean society and their 
speech to gods. What would the implications be for a virgin to speak like 
Mary speaks? Through the help of Mieke Bal, we are coming closer to an 
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understanding of virgins in israelite tradition.92 in her study, Bal distin-
guishes between na‘arah (young girl), ‘almah (mostly already married 
woman before her first pregnancy), and bethulah (a woman confronted 
with the passage from young girl to almost already married woman). 
What does it mean for a woman who is going through this transitional 
phase of insecurity and danger in a patriarchal society to speak of being 
humiliated, of having God show regard for her humiliation, and of having 
a conviction that from now on all generations will call her blessed? new 
testament interpreters have yet to gather the data and programmatically 
address this issue.

Male interpreters regularly celebrate Mary’s speech as liberating for 
her and for all who are poor in social, political, or economic status. Victor 
turner, however, shows that rituals of announcement and enactment of 
reversal by those of lower status support and reaffirm the hierarchical 
system that is in place. people of higher status, if they are wise, permit, 
indeed encourage, those of lower status to speak out and enact their frus-
trations in a context of reversal. The key is to establish boundaries, either 
spatially or temporally, for these announcements and enactments. in 
other words, those in power establish a clear definition of these people as 
a subculture or counterculture with an important but limited function in 
society or they designate a period of time during the year when the lower 
classes celebrate a reversal whereby they experience power and humiliate 
those of higher status.

The enactment of reversal, either within a subculture or within a desig-
nated time period, strengthens the ideology of hierarchy, of the necessity of 
having powerful people over weak people. The weak have their momentary 
experience of being powerful, or they have their limited social domain in 
which to perform their powerful acts. either strategy allows and encour-
ages the weak to turn their energy toward the work of service, and perhaps 
reconciliation, which is welcomed by the established hierarchy.

conclusion

sociorhetorical criticism suggests that we need to look carefully out-
side many of the boundaries within which we customarily interpret the 
Magnificat. i am aware that i, like others, speak from within a bounded 

92. Bal, Death and Dissymmetry, 41–93.
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context. My approach to this text is socially located, as is anyone else’s 
approach. i consider it important, however, to establish clear boundaries 
for the purpose of programmatic analysis. But then i consider it essential 
to subject those boundaries to analysis and criticism and to look through 
and beyond those boundaries for additional insight, even if those insights 
explode and reconfigure insights i had within that other context of anal-
ysis and interpretation. This, for me, is the nature of language, whether 
it is oral or written. since different sets of boundaries establish different 
contexts for meanings, language signifies complexly interwoven textures 
of signification that appear only when analysis explores language from 
the perspective of multiple contexts. sociorhetorical criticism invites the 
interpreter to establish more than one set of boundaries for interpretation, 
because multiple interpretations will bring into sight, sound, and feeling 
aspects of oral and written discourse that otherwise will remain hidden.

Mikhail Bakhtin has observed that speech is a social possession, and 
for this reason much, in fact most, of our speech comes from other people. 
he speaks, then, of many voices in our speech, heteroglossia. exploration 
of luke 1:26–56 from the perspective of multiple contexts reveals that 
“each word (text) is an intersection of words (texts) where at least one 
other word (text) can be read.” “intertextuality” is the current term for this 
observation that “any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text 
is the absorption and transformation of another.”93 intertextuality is not, 
therefore, limited to explicit presentation of other texts as second or third 
level narration (as acts 2:26). speaking, writing, and reading are social 
acts. This means that social meanings surround the words at all times. a 
speaker, writer, and reader play with boundaries they themselves establish 
and transgress for their own purposes. The interplay between boundaries 
and transgressions of boundaries, then, is the very nature of communica-
tion. if one person tries to keep someone’s voice out, another is likely to 
let it in.

When Mary refers to her “humiliation,” she uses a word that can con-
note a wide range of meanings, and the question is what range of mean-

93. Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader, ed. toril Moi (new York: columbia uni-
versity press, 1986), 37; see also Kristeva, La Révolution du langage poétique (paris: 
seuil, 1974); M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed. M. holquist, trans. c. emer-
son and M. holquist (austin, tx.: university of texas press, 1981); sipke draisma, 
ed., Intertextuality in Biblical Writings: Essays in Honor of Bas van Iersel (Kampen: 
Kok, 1989); robbins, “reversed contextualization of psalm 22.”
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ings any reader entertains for the signs in the text. at this point, the text 
is extremely vulnerable; an interpreter must remember that every sign 
should be viewed “as an active component of speech, or text, or sign, 
modified and transformed in meaning by variable social tones, valuations, 
and connotations it condenses within itself in specific social conditions.” 
since the community that uses language is a heterogeneous society, Mary’s 
“humiliation” is “a focus of struggle and contradiction. it is not simply a 
matter of asking ‘what [this] sign means,’ … but of investigating its varied 
history,” since “conflicting groups, classes, individuals, and discourses” 
contend with each other for its meaning.94

John York has analyzed the manner in which Jesus picks up and embel-
lishes the language of reversal Mary introduces in the Magnificat.95 This 
means that Mary does not have the last word in luke. her male son, Jesus, 
picks up and reconfigures Mary’s language in the beatitudes, parables, and 
sayings. When, in luke 11:27–28, a woman in the crowd tries to restore 
the importance of Mary by saying to Jesus, “Blessed is the womb that bore 
you, and the breasts that you sucked!,” Jesus replies, “Blessed rather are 
those who hear the word of God and keep it!” Mary does not have the last 
word with the language she uses in the Magnificat. in lukan discourse, her 
male son takes over her language and determines much of her future by 
his use of it. Who is the narrator who speaks in this way, and what is the 
narratorial voice trying to achieve by this refiguring of Mary’s language 
in the narrative? The readers are asked to believe that Mary speaks in the 
Gospel of luke, but does she? she tries to speak, and it may be possible 
to recover a voice that has been trying desperately to speak but cannot, 
because it is continually drowned out by men’s voices, my own included. in 
lukan discourse, Mary seeks solace from another woman, going to eliza-
beth who is an honored, no longer barren, woman. in this context, she 
finally directs her speech to God. as she argues her case, she expresses her 
gratitude to God for declaring her pregnancy outside of marriage to be 
honorable and continues with an embellishment that appeals to the God 
who reforms traditions of patronage so that particular forms of dishonor 
are removed within them. in this manner, Mary becomes the mother of 
a christian discourse that envisions the possibility of winning its way in 
the roman empire through aggressive speech against established Jewish 

94. Wilhelm h. Wuellner, “is There an encoded reader Fallacy?” Semeia 48 
(1989): 43.

95. York, Last Shall Be First.
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leaders that contains implications for reform within actual practices of 
patrons, patronesses, leaders, and members of all ranks within christian-
ity—be they Jewish, roman, phrygian, or lycaonian.



part 2 
reworking rhetoric and topos





reworking aristotle’s Rhetoric

George A. Kennedy

My title, “reworking aristotle’s Rhetoric,” has several possible meanings. 
For one thing, all of us who study rhetoric are in some sense engaged in 
our own reworking, interpretation, and application of it. More specifically, 
i have recently worked through the Rhetoric again in the process of making 
a new translation of it, with introduction and notes. i would like to discuss 
some of the things i have noticed, but will only comment occasionally on 
my own translation. Finally, i will say something about the strengths and 
weaknesses of the Rhetoric and how it, as a general rhetoric, may need to 
be reworked for the purposes of the modern world.

Those of us interested in philosophy and rhetoric have, in the last 
generation, become increasingly aware of the origins of philosophi-
cal thought and human discourse generally in language and metaphor. 
Though the rhetoric, language, and metaphorical practice of some philos-
ophers—plato, Vico, rousseau, nietzsche, and heidegger, for example—
have been given much scrutiny, there has been little attention paid to 
this phenomenon in the case of aristotle, presumably because his extant 
treatises, in contrast to his lost dialogues perhaps, have been perceived 
as nonliterary. But aristotelian thought and language, like all thought 
and language, is characterized by certain dominant metaphors that are 
basic to the thought and may even in some sense have generated it. 
plato speaks of an ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy (Resp. 
10.607b), and the whole thrust of aristotle’s Poetics, with its justification 
of poetry as a form of learning, would seem to be an attempt to reconcile 
the two traditions. aristotle thought that rhetoric and poetics dealt with 
knowledge, though on a more popular level than did formal philosophy, 
and his theory of metaphor in particular is based on cognition. let us, 
then, start with some consideration of aristotle’s views of perception and 
image as inherent in language.

-77 -
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in the opening lines of the Metaphysics, and elsewhere (Sens. 437a), 
aristotle proclaims the superiority of sight to all the other senses, but it 
does not seem to have been greatly appreciated that throughout his works 
he speaks or writes in visual terms. sight, visualization, and a sense of 
the existence of phenomena in physical space are very common motifs 
in his work. since the reader is perhaps well acquainted with the Poetics, 
i remind you of the importance given to visualization in that treatise. For 
example, in an unusually prescriptive passage at the beginning of chapter 
17 (1455a22), aristotle proclaims that in constructing plots and working 
them out in language, the poet should as much as possible put the scene 
before his eyes, for by thus seeing most clearly, as it were being present at 
the actions themselves, he will discover what is appropriate and be least 
likely to overlook inconsistencies. Enargeia, or “visual clarity,” is a basic 
concept of the Poetics, as is its counterpart, energeia, or “actualization.”

rhetoric also is given its spatial visualization and actualization by 
aristotle. a striking instance occurs in his famous definition of rhetoric 
as an ability or faculty of seeing the available means of persuasion in each 
case (see Rhet. 1.2.1). The word i translate “seeing” is theōresai, often ren-
dered “observing,” which rather mutes the image and, of course it is related 
to theōria, english “theory,” a word that occurs in plato (e.g., Phileb. 38b; 
Resp. 6.486a) but which aristotle perhaps first made basic in philosophi-
cal speculation. The noun theōros, “the spectator or one who sees,” is one 
of the two categories of an audience in the third chapter of the Rheto-
ric, where it is applied especially to the audience of epideictic as “specta-
tor” rather than “judge” (Rhet. 1.3.1). The practitioner of rhetoric is also a 
theōros, a spectator of the available means of persuasion.

a second important concept in aristotle’s vision of rhetoric is that of 
topos, the “place” where topics are to be found that provide the strategies 
for persuasive reasoning (Rhet. 2.23.1–29).1 The would-be orator should 
look into these places systematically to find what can be said on his subject. 
aristotle constantly speaks of “seeing” and “grasping” thought, arguments, 
and aspects of theory, not only inventional but stylistic, even though other 
terms for knowing or applying were available to him and are occasionally 
employed.2 it is not too much to say, i think, that for him rhetoric takes 

1. Thomas cole suggested that the origin of this usage may be the “place” in a 
handbook where the topic is found. see The Origins of Rhetoric in Ancient Greece (Bal-
timore: Johns hopkins university press, 1991), 88–89.

2. e.g., gignōskein and manthanein in Rhet. 1.1.6.
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place in what might be called a “civic space,” specifically the open space 
of the agora, just as drama, for aristotle also a civic art, takes place in the 
space of the theater, another word derived from the root thea-.

other basic aristotelian words with visual imagery are horos, literally 
a “boundary stone,” which is his word for definition (e.g., Rhet. 2.8.2), and 
methodos, which as “method” is in english a very abstract conception, but 
which in Greek means “going along a road” (meta plus hodos, “road”).3 it 
combines the visual with the teleological, as it were “along the road of life 
to a predetermined goal,” observing the “places” and “boundary stones” 
along the way: aristotle is a “peripatetic,” or “walker.”

This observation of aristotle’s visual imagery leads me in two direc-
tions, which may be dismissed as fanciful digressions, though like other 
supplement they carry with them some serious implications. one was 
prompted by an article i read in the January 1989 issue of piedmont air-
lines’ promotional magazine supplied to passengers, which sought to 
provide practical advice to business people seeking to make oral presen-
tations. They should be aware, it was claimed according to the research 
in neurolinguistic programming by richard Bandler and John Grinder, 
that people think in three primary ways. some are visualizers who think 
in terms of pictures; some are auditors who think not in pictures but in 
sounds; others perceive through feelings and are tactile and emotional. 
to convey a message, the speaker needs to be sensitive to the mode of 
thought of the hearer, and it was claimed that these forms of thinking 
could be perceived by the eye movements of a hearer. if his or her eyes 
move upward while thinking, thought is being visualized; if the eyes 
move downward or to the left, the person is hearing the words but not 
seeing them as images; if the eyes move down to the right, the message is 
being experienced emotively. i fear that aristotle may have been one of 
those notorious professors who lecture to an upper or lower corner of the 
room—or in his case the portico of the gymnasium—rather than making 
eye contact with the students. according to the ancient biographers, he 
also spoke with a lisp, was bald, had a paunch, and wore lots of rings: 
probably not a spell-binding lecturer.

if there is anything to the theory of neurolinguistic programming, 
possibly different writers and philosophers can be characterized in one of 

3. as at Rhet. 1.1.11: “it is evident that artistic method [entecknos methodos] is 
concerned with pisteis.”
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the three groups. as dramatic representations of socrates and others, the 
metaphors of the platonic dialogues may be influenced by how historical 
individuals actually thought. socrates apparently did not lecture and prob-
ably looked his interlocutor in the eye. in plato’s own letters, of which at 
least some are genuine, there seems to me to be a comparative absence of 
the visual and perhaps a greater preference for the emotive or tactile, but 
i haven’t worked it out statistically. Yet many would perhaps agree that 
whereas plato felt things that can only with difficulty be visualized, the 
Forms for example, aristotle saw concrete realities and analyzed them.

a second, perhaps more fanciful, direction in which my thinking goes 
is one popular in current literary criticism. it involves the theory of gyne-
sis, as advanced by alice a. Jardine, who claims that technology and time 
are inherently associated with the male; nature and space, with the female.4 
aristotle was more concerned with nature and space than with technology 
and time, though he has a theory of time and some interest in history. his 
fascination with nature and space is borne out by his imagery. could he 
possibly be described as a closet feminist? as a tour de force, one might 
amplify the argument thus, limiting the evidence to the Rhetoric. aristotle 
speaks of men as physically superior to women in 1.7.4 and as morally 
superior to women in 1.9.22. in 1.5.6, however, seeking to define “hap-
piness,” he stresses that conditions making for happiness apply equally to 
men and women, and he ends by saying that in societies like the spartan, 
where the condition of women is poor, happiness is only half present. Fur-
thermore, the chapters in which the superiority of the male is asserted 
are laying out the conventional assumptions of Greek society in aristotle’s 
time, for a public speaker must work with these assumptions to be persua-
sive. Thus there is more emphasis here on worldly success, and especially 
on wealth, than is found in aristotle’s ethical writings, and the world of 
Greek politics was almost totally a man’s world, just as it was a world of 
ambition and rivalry rather than of the intellectual virtue celebrated in the 
Nicomachean Ethics.

aristotle is here being pragmatic. We might then jump to the claim 
that, however constrained the position of women and the view of their 
capability, and however chauvinistic the rhetoric of existing male-domi-
nated society, there exists at a higher and more theoretical level a feminine 
principle. it can be seen, for example, in the grammatical gender of some 

4. alice a. Jardine, “Gynesis,” Diacritics 12 (1982): 54–65.
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basic qualities and institutions. abstractions in Greek, including the con-
ceptual vocabulary of political life and philosophy, are either feminine or 
neuter, depending on how they are formed. The names of all the human 
virtues in Rhet. 1.9.1–13 are feminine, as is the vocabulary of civic life: 
polis, “city”; agora, “market”; boulē, “council”; and ekklesia, “assembly”; 
etc. how conscious of grammatical gender were the Greeks? it is clear 
that from time to time they thought about it, and some of the ironies are 
humorously played upon by aristophanes in the Clouds, but aristotle does 
not speculate on the subject. other than topos, “place,” the only important 
word in the Greek rhetorical vocabulary that is not feminine is the word 
for speech itself, logos. it is thus my modest proposal that aristotle and the 
Greeks generally thought of masculine logos as working within feminine 
civic space, the contained and the container.

if one is familiar with the three available translations of aristotle by 
W. rhys roberts, lane cooper, and J. h. Freese, one may have noticed 
how often the word “men” appears in them.5 in retranslating the Rhetoric 
i have been struck by how rarely aristotle actually uses the word “man” 
or “men.” he rather prefers indefinites, like tis, tines (“some one,” “some 
people”), and when he uses the masculine plural of other words it can 
be generally taken as not gender-specific. Many words in Greek have a 
single form for the masculine and feminine and a distinctive form only 
for the neuter. My new translation is thus considerably less sexist than 
others now in use. i don’t seriously believe aristotle was a feminist, nor 
did he share socrates’s and plato’s homosexual orientation, but he clearly 
did not believe that rhetoric was something available only to men. The 
whole tradition of Greek epic and drama is set against that, and his cita-
tion of rhetorical examples from sappho, from the speeches of antigone in 
sophocles’s play, and from other women clearly shows that.

Mention of topos, which with logos is the only masculine word in the 
basic rhetorical vocabulary of aristotle, leads me to the problem of rhe-
torical topics as he discusses them. The problem becomes a pressing one 
for a translator in a number of passages. roberts, in his translation, tried 

5. aristotle, Rhetoric, trans. W. rhys roberts (new York: Modern library, 1954); 
aristotle, The Rhetoric of Aristotle: An Expanded Translation with Supplementary 
Examples for Students of Composition and Public Speaking, trans. lane cooper (new 
York: appleton, 1932); aristotle, The “Art” of Rhetoric, trans. J. h. Freese, lcl (cam-
bridge: harvard university press, 1926). unless otherwise noted, all translations in 
this essay are my own. 
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to avoid it by calling the phenomenon “general lines of argument,” but one 
of the reasons for studying the Rhetoric is to learn its traditional terminol-
ogy, of which topos is an important instance. Thus the word needs to be 
present, and when it might be expected and is not there, this needs to be 
noted. aristotle never gives a formal definition of a topos, even though he 
wrote a treatise in eight books on the subject. he does speak of that work 
as providing a “method,” a road, and there are apparently “places” along 
the road where arguments are to be found. clearly, he thinks of arguments 
visually and assumes that others will understand.

The word topos first occurs in the Rhetoric towards the end of chapter 
2 of book 1, after aristotle has explained the difference between induc-
tive and deductive arguments, which are in rhetoric the use of para-
digm or example, and enthymeme or rhetorical syllogism, respectively. 
he then says (1.2.21) that dialectical and rhetorical syllogisms (that is, 
enthymemes) involve the use of “topics” and that these can be employed 
in discussing any subject—ethical, scientific, or political—for they are 
koinēi, “in common,” to all. his example is “the topic of the more and 
the less.” as illustrations i suggest something like the following, each of 
which involves the contrast of the more and the less: “if it is just to punish 
offenses, it is more just to punish great offenses”; “if a given force will 
move a certain body, a greater force will also move it”; “if public rev-
enues will support a large army, they will support a smaller army.” The 
phrase “common topics” or “commonplaces” does not occur as such in 
the Rhetoric, but subsequently aristotle speaks again of “topics” as things 
“in common” to many subjects.6

contrasted to topics are what he calls idia, using the neuter plural of 
the adjective derived from eidos, or “species.”7 each species of subject, such 
as politics or ethics, has its own “specifics” or “specificities” particular to 
it. For example, the various kinds of constitution are “specifics” of poli-

6. see Rhet. 1.2.21: “dialectical and rhetorical syllogisms are those in which we 
state topoi, and these are applicable in common [koinēi] to questions of justice and 
physics and politics and many different species [of knowledge]; for example, the topos 
of the more and the less.”

7. again, at Rhet. 1.2.21: “But there are ‘specifics’ [idia, n. pl. of the adjective from 
eidos] that come from the premises of each species and genus [of knowledge]; for 
example, in physics there are premises from which there is neither an enthymeme nor 
a syllogism applicable to ethics; and in ethics [there are] others not useful in physics. 
it is the same in all cases.”
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tics and provide subject matter for the political speaker, but not for the 
physicist. in the following chapters of book 1, the idia, the specificities 
of the three eidē or species of rhetoric—deliberative, epideictic, and judi-
cial—are then taken up in detail. Thus the fundamental idion, what we 
might want to call the “topic,” of deliberative rhetoric is “the expedient,” of 
judicial rhetoric, “the just.” Eidos, “species,” and its adjective idia seem very 
abstract terms, but in fact to the Greek ear, or eye, they too are visual. Eidos 
is the noun corresponding to the verb eidon, which also basically means 
“see,” and an eidos, a “species,” is what is “seen.” english “species,” which we 
tend to think of biologically thanks in large part to aristotle’s usage, comes 
from latin species, which is also something seen, related to specto, “i see.” 
a “species” of something is thus literally the specific, visualized manifesta-
tion of the genus or class.

The word “topic” does not reappear in the first book of the Rhetoric 
until chapter 15 (1.15.19), where it is suddenly used of the idia or “specific-
ities” discussed throughout the previous eleven chapters. aristotle is then 
silent about “topics” until book 2, chapter 22, when the word again appears 
and seems as in 1.15 to refer to idia. We are twice told that “topics” are the 
same as stoicheia, “elements,” another word that aristotle has previously 
used without explanation. The long twenty-third chapter of book 2 then 
lists twenty-eight strategies of rhetoric, such as argument from the more 
or less, which are called “topics,” though not specifically “common topics.” 
The matter is somewhat further complicated by chapters 20–22 of book 
2, which discuss what are first called koinai pisteis, or “common proofs,” 
and then just koina, “commonalities,” which include certain propositions 
“common” to all three species of rhetoric that had been discussed, but 
given no name, in chapter 3 of book 1: the possible and impossible, past 
and future fact, and the “greater” and “smaller,” which are in aristotle’s 
view not the same as the “more” and the “less.”

all of this not only sounds confusing, but is. We have in the Greek 
a series of interrelated but not clearly differentiated terms: idion, koinon, 
stoicheion, topos. Father Grimaldi, in his commentary, does much to sort 
out their meanings,8 but this does not really solve the problem for one 
teaching or working with aristotle’s Rhetoric, including a translator who, 
in the interests of clarity, needs to give some kind of heading to the separate 

8. William M. a. Grimaldi, Aristotle, Rhetoric: A Commentary, 2 vols. (new York: 
Fordham university press, 1980–1988). 
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discussions. later writers—classical, medieval, and modern—often use 
“topic” in a general sense both of the premises of an argument drawn from 
the specific subject matter under discussion and of argumentative forms 
or strategies applicable to many subjects, and they sometimes distinguish 
between them as “specific” or “particular” topics, on the one hand, and 
“common” topics, on the other.

Justification for this usage can indeed be found in aristotle’s text, but 
it is what i would call an after-the-fact justification, made possible by later 
passing references in the text, not by the terminology actually found in the 
initial discussion of each category. even so, this leaves us with the koina, 
those arguments whose premises are “common” to all species of rheto-
ric—deliberative, epideictic, and judicial—but which are apparently not to 
be called “topics.” There are, again, the possible and the impossible, past 
and future fact, and magnitude, as exemplified by the “greater” and the 
“smaller.” specifically, how does the koinon of the “greater” and “smaller” 
differ from the topos of the “more” and the “less”? it does not seem to have 
occurred to aristotle that someone might confuse them. so far as i can 
see, the topic of the more and the less always involves a comparison of 
two things: aristotle’s first example is “if not even the gods know every-
thing, human beings can hardly do so” (1.23.4). of “greater and smaller” 
he furnishes no specific example. indeed, he even says it would be a waste 
of words to do so (2.19.26), apparently because a detailed discussion of 
magnitude (megethos), a term which suddenly appears as a substitute for 
“greater and smaller,” is really a matter for mathematics or physics. he does 
say, however, that one should seize opportunities for amplification of mag-
nitude. By analogy with “possible” and “impossible,” i conclude that what 
he means is that just as a speaker will need to consider whether an act 
alleged to have been done by a defendant in a court of law is possible—for 
if it is not the defendant is innocent—or whether a policy proposed before 
an assembly is possible—for if it is not there is no need to consider it—so 
the speaker needs to consider the magnitude of the action, whether it is of 
greater or lesser significance. Thus, unlike the topic of “the more and the 
less,” “magnitude” does not necessarily involve a comparison between two 
actions and provides an opening for amplification of how horrendous or 
insignificant is the crime, how important or trivial the proposed action of 
the assembly.

My interest here is not so much in the resolution of aristotle’s termi-
nology as in why these shifts in usage occur. is it not odd that aristotle, 
the inventor of logical and rhetorical terminology and the father of formal 
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definition, can be so seemingly casual about his use of terms? another 
instance of this is his shift back and forth between calling deliberative, 
epideictic, and judicial “genera” and “species” of rhetoric. surely rhetoric 
ought to be a genus out of which these are species, but that is not his con-
sistent usage.

i think there are two approaches to this question, both of which may 
have some validity. The first approach is to ask for whom aristotle writes 
and what he expects them to understand. There are clear signs of two 
different audiences envisioned in the Rhetoric. The most general way in 
which interests of these two different audiences clash is seen in the differ-
ence between those passages in which aristotle takes an extremely austere 
view of rhetoric, seeming to deny that anything other than logical demon-
stration is appropriate, rejecting especially attempts to play upon the emo-
tions of the audience (see, e.g., Rhet. 1.2.3–5 and 1.1.9), and other passages 
where in great detail he explains how to do this and seems indifferent to 
any moral implications as he outlines the available means of persuasion (as 
at Rhet. 1.2.2, 1.2.5, 2.1.2–3, 2.1.8, etc.). There are a number of inconsis-
tencies especially between the opening chapters of the Rhetoric and what 
follows, inconsistencies that Fr. Grimaldi worked hard to resolve in his 
commentary (however, in conversation with him i did get him to admit 
that some of the problems can perhaps be explained by considering the 
audience addressed).

The opening chapters of the Rhetoric, the first two at least and possibly 
the third, seem to me clearly to be addressed to students of philosophy 
working with aristotle in a sequence of studies that have progressed from 
logic to dialectic to rhetoric and will continue with ethics and politics. in 
the first sentence of the treatise, rhetoric is said to be the antistrophos or 
counterpart of dialectic. By “dialectic” aristotle means his special under-
standing of dialectic, which the students have just finished studying. an 
explanation is given of the ways in which rhetoric is like dialectic, but 
there is no explanation of what dialectic is or in what way rhetoric differs 
from it. in fact the differences are considerable and would have been worth 
pointing out. dialectic takes the form of question and answer, rhetoric of 
a continuous speech. dialectic deals with universals, rhetoric with par-
ticular cases. dialectic uses only logical argument; rhetoric adds ethical 
and pathetical means of persuasion. toward the end of the chapter there is 
an account of why rhetoric is useful. From the point of view of the typical 
Greek of the mid-fourth century this is a nonquestion. of course rhetoric 
is useful. The real question is why anyone would bother about dialectic, 
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whatever it is. aristotle is still working within some of the lines of the pla-
tonic tradition, and from that point of view, and that point of view only, 
there is serious doubt as to whether rhetoric is useful. in these chapters 
the audience is an objective, academic group focusing a cold eye on still 
another phenomenon of human life, not to exploit it, but to understand 
it. another indication of this in chapter 1 is the digression on the fram-
ing of laws, which has most meaning for the philosophical student, least 
for the public speaker who in most instances must be working within the 
established laws.

When aristotle is addressing students of philosophy he tends to be 
quite precise in his use of words. But rhetoric itself is a practical disci-
pline that works with popular opinions and to be effective needs to avoid 
logical technicalities. This in fact is the difference between the enthymeme 
and the syllogism. There is evidence that aristotle taught courses in public 
speaking to a general audience in athens in the 350s Bce, before the 
composition of the Rhetoric, and the treatise that we have often reverts to 
that audience. When it does so, the use of terminology can be expected to 
become less precise, intended only to provide a general grasp of the theory. 
Thus, idia can at times be called “topics,” because they are, sort of, and 
thus also the frequent recourse to a rather vague neuter plural adjective 
like koina, “commonalities.” The general denotation is clear enough for the 
context and the audience, which wants to speak effectively, not necessarily 
to explore a theory.

The second approach to the problem, not inconsistent with the first, is 
to say that inconsistent usages result from the fact that different parts of the 
work were written at different times. My chief quarrel with Fr. Grimaldi 
has always been his resolute refusal to consider this. The phenomenon 
exists as well in other works of aristotle, who seems to have often gone 
back to his manuscripts and made additions or revisions in parts but not 
always in the whole. The most recent edition of the Greek text, that by 
rudolf Kassel, “double-brackets” numerous passages in the text that Kassel 
regards as late additions by aristotle to the otherwise completed text.9 Kas-
sel’s judgments are rather subjective, and one can challenge each passage, 
but the basic idea is probably valid. in contrast to aristotle’s lost popular, 

9. aristotle, Aristotelis “Ars Rhetorica,” trans. rudolf Kassel (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
1976).
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published works, those that we have are evolving treatments of subjects on 
which he continued to work and lecture.

scholars have sought to follow out various threads and to reconstruct 
the development of aristotle’s thought. The most recent to do so is John 
M. rist of the university of toronto in his book The Mind of Aristotle.10 
rist can tell you, primarily on the basis of the philosophical argument and 
cross-references between the works, when aristotle wrote what. he makes 
quite a plausible case and certainly evidences great familiarity with all the 
texts. My one general criticism is that he, like others who have worked on 
this matter, fail to take account of what might be called the “rhetoric” of 
the individual treatises, including aristotle’s conception of his audience at 
different times, his use of metaphor, and the different notes of objectivity 
or passionate concern visible in his work at different times. particularly in 
the vexed question of the relationship between the Eudemian Ethics and 
the Nicomachean Ethics, this needs to be examined. The Eudemian Ethics, 
which rist regards as the earlier work, reverting to the view of Werner 
Jaeger and reversing that of anthony Kenny (rightly in my view),11 is the 
objective, dispassionate treatment for the student of philosophy. The Nico-
machean Ethics has a note of passion: we must not only understand the 
good; we must do it. it reflects not just a different stage in his thought, but 
a different audience and different historical situation, very likely back in 
athens toward the end of his life.

as to the Rhetoric, rist’s view is that the treatise as we have it was 
revised into substantially its present form about 333 Bce, the year after 
aristotle returned to athens from Macedon and opened his school there 
in the lyceum. rist apparently thinks that much of the treatise was actu-
ally written at that time, but it does incorporate, in chapters 5–15 of book 
1 (that is, the account of the deliberative, epideictic, and judicial rhetoric 
and their idia), material that he would date about 353. The argument for 
this is based on three factors: first, the relationship of philosophical ideas 
in the treatise, especially in book 2 on ethics and politics, to those in other 
works that rist has tried to show reflect aristotle’s thinking at this time, 

10. John M. rist, The Mind of Aristotle: A Study in Philosophical Growth (toronto: 
university of toronto press, 1989).

11. Werner Jaeger, Aristotle, Fundamentals of the History of His Development, 
trans. with author’s corrections and additions by richard robinson (oxford: oxford 
university press, 1934); anthony Kenny, The Aristotelian Ethics (oxford: clarendon, 
1978).
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and conversely the lack of consistency with views that on other grounds 
rist thinks aristotle developed later; second, the cross-references to 
other works that, in the network of development, rist sees as slightly ear-
lier, or conversely the lack of cross-references to works that rist regards 
as composed later; and third, the historical references, quite numerous in 
the Rhetoric, of which none are later than the period assigned to compo-
sition. The discussion of deliberative, epideictic, and judicial rhetoric in 
chapters 5–15 of book 1 accords with what rist regards as an early stage 
of aristotle’s political and ethical thought. They lack cross-references to 
the Topics, and their latest historical references are to events of the 350s 
Bce.

taking the Rhetoric as a whole, and thus the treatise as aristotle 
finally left it, the last datable reference is usually thought to be the men-
tion of the “common peace” in 2.23.18, which may well be to the peace of 
336 Bce, and references to events later than the 340s are all to be found in 
the same chapter, which i should point out is the chapter listing “topics.” 
This suggests that the reason why aristotle does not call idia “topics” in 
1.5–15 and yet later does so refer to them is that he had not yet developed 
the concept.

We know that aristotle taught rhetoric in some form during his first 
period in athens and apparently in the 350s. The Rhetoric still contains 
more historical references to events of that period and earlier than to later 
events. after 347 and plato’s death, he left athens and went to asia Minor 
and lesbos for about five years, where he engaged in much of his scientific 
work in biology. if one asks when, subsequently, aristotle’s interests might 
have turned back to rhetoric and when he perceived an audience for such 
thoughts, there are two attractive possibilities. rist opts for the second of 
these, soon after the return to athens, the home of rhetoric, about 333, and 
he would date the completion of the Poetics, with its focus on athenian 
drama, to the same period. an argument for this might be that aristo-
tle chose two rather popular subjects to work on, and thus presumably 
to lecture on, as he opened his new school and attracted new students. 
he then turned to much more difficult philosophical subjects, especially 
metaphysics and ethics. This is certainly a possible scenario.

The other time when aristotle’s attention was certainly drawn to 
rhetoric and poetics would be in the late 340s when he was the tutor in 
Macedon of the boy who became alexander the Great. alexander was 
then a young teenager and, given Greek ideas of education, what he would 
certainly have studied would have been literature and public speaking. 
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Biographies of alexander preserve reference to his studying rhetoric 
with aristotle, even in one case (Quintus curtius) a story that alexander 
ordered aristotle not to publish his lectures on the subject because he did 
not want the art known generally. This is probably part of the elaborate 
series of myths that were built up in later times around the association of 
the two men, but one person who clearly did object to the way alexander 
was being taught was isocrates. in a letter to the young alexander, which 
was enclosed in a letter to his father philip, isocrates criticizes alexander’s 
teachers as likely to mislead him and gives a brief account of the kind of 
study of rhetoric he would recommend. Moreover, in Panathenaicus (16) 
in 339 isocrates complains about people who quoted his published works 
as models, which aristotle did in the Rhetoric, but continued to say dis-
paraging things about him. isocrates had friends in Macedon and knew 
what was going on there. This suggests to me that much of the work on the 
Rhetoric, with its latest historical references (except in chapter 23 of book 
2) to events of the 340s, may have been well underway some years before 
aristotle returned to athens and that the impulse for writing it up may 
have been his teaching of alexander. Though the young prince would not 
plead in the athenian law courts, he needed to understand what went on 
there and in other Greek states, and would have much occasion to make 
speeches and hear those of others. he needed to understand the art. There 
are even a few passages that sound as though they were especially included 
because of their potential interest to alexander. When one reads the trea-
tise, one should keep that possibility in mind.

if this is right, aristotle wrote much of the Rhetoric between the late 
340s and 336, which would still account for its latest historical references. 
We do not know very much about his activities in these years; he was per-
haps living in his home town of stagira, had a few associates working with 
him, but no established school, and was at greater leisure than at most 
other times in his career. it was a good time for him to finish off some of 
his projects. after 338, when the Greek cities were defeated by Macedon, 
his prospects for returning to athens improved and he may have antici-
pated that event by preparing lectures. if he actually lectured on rhetoric 
in athens after 335 it seems likely that there would be some contemporary 
references to that period, given his earlier custom of incorporating such 
references. The treatise, of course, was a part of his library and available 
for study by any interested student. it is through these students and not 
through publication that the Rhetoric influenced understanding of the 
subject for the next three hundred years. The form in which the treatise 
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was left incorporates his more popular teaching, but it is revised for pre-
sentation to the student of philosophy.

rist takes no account of the widely accepted view that book 3, on 
style and arrangement, was originally a separate work. The list of aristo-
tle’s writings given by diogenes laertius (5.24) contains an Art of Rhetoric 
in two books and a separate treatise, On Style. The usual view has been 
that andronicus, the first-century Bce editor of aristotle, combined 
them into the Rhetoric as we know it. The latest datable reference in book 
3 seems to be to phrases of isocrates’s Philippus, published in 346 Bce 
(3.11.2 and 8).

There is a somewhat tantalizing passage at the end of book 2, chapter 
14, that just might have something to do with the date of composition 
of the Rhetoric. aristotle is discussing the ēthos or character of those in 
the prime of life, and he says that the body is in its prime at the age of 
thirty to thirty-five—which, incidentally, would have been his age when 
he first taught rhetoric in athens—and the mind at about age forty-nine. 
This probably does reflect a concept of the “ages of man,” based on a life 
expectancy of seventy years divided into ten seven-year stages. The mind 
is then thought to be at its peak at the end of the sixth and beginning of the 
seventh stage. since aristotle does not specify ages for the end of youth or 
the onset of old age, there is no particular reason why he needs to specify 
the peak of maturity. The fact is, however, that when he returned to athens 
in 335 he himself was forty-nine years old. is he more likely to have speci-
fied the age of mental maturity as he himself approached it, or if that was 
in fact his age when he was writing, or as he had passed the climacteric? 
There are occasional touches of wry humor in aristotle’s writings. (his 
birthday probably fell in the first half of the year, to judge from the com-
putation of the date of his first arrival in athens. i do not know when the 
academic year was thought to begin in this period, but by roman times it 
began in the fall, about the first of october.)

These matters remain hypotheses, and perhaps they are of more inter-
est to the classicist than to the student of rhetorical theory, but the ques-
tion of the audience is a factor that needs to be taken into account in inter-
preting the work. in a sense, the audience is a universal one, for aristotle 
seeks to make definitions in universal terms. For example, the hearer is 
either a judge or a spectator. if he is a judge, he is judging events of the past 
or of the future: thus judicial, deliberative, and epideictic rhetoric. Many 
features of the treatise, including these, “work” when applied to rhetoric 
in vastly different cultures. But aristotle naturally worked with the evi-
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dence as he knew it, and many features are specific to Greek culture. This 
is true, for example, of epideictic, where his definition needs expansion 
and restatement.

perhaps the most conspicuous lack in the Rhetoric, given aristotle’s 
own conception of subject, is its failure to take account of the role in 
rhetoric of the authority and prestige of the speaker. aristotle, of course, 
allows an important role for ēthos or character, but he limits that to the 
moral character of the speaker as revealed in what is said in a speech. 
What he is thinking about is the situation of an otherwise unknown 
person involved in a court trial who needs to make a favorable impres-
sion on a jury, and who could in Greece buy a speech from a logographer. 
The speeches that lysias wrote for clients are particularly famous for their 
attractive presentation of the speaker’s character, even in the case of some 
rather dubious characters. aristotle does allow for what he calls nonartis-
tic or atechnic means of persuasion, but these are restricted to matters of 
evidence, such as witnesses and contracts, that are not “invented” (or are 
not supposed to be) by the speaker, who nevertheless “uses” them. But if a 
speaker is a well-known person—an aristides, a pericles, a socrates; or a 
priest, a prophet, a saint, or a seer—that person brings to the speech occa-
sion an already existing persona that is part of the rhetorical situation. 
cicero certainly knew this and exploited it, and in nonclassical rhetoric 
it is often the single greatest factor in the persuasion of an audience, to 
the extent that such a speaker can often dispense with logical argument 
and content himself with authoritative proclamation. in any reworking of 
rhetoric, this factor needs to be taken into account.

Finally, aristotle’s Rhetoric articulates a theory of civic discourse, and 
what he has to say about language is something of an afterthought, some-
thing used to attain clarity or charm in civic situations. Modern theo-
ries of rhetoric are in large part dependent on a theory of language as a 
system of signs. it is, in the final analysis, the energy inherent in words 
that creates the power in larger units of speech. Thus, a reworking of 
rhetoric might reasonably move in the opposite direction from aristotle’s 
treatise, beginning not with dialectic, but with an account of sounds and 
signs, moving to their composition in sentences, with consideration of 
metaphor and other tropes and figures, and then to the form into which 
speeches are cast, their civic or other contexts and occasions, and the role 
of the speaker and audience. in other works aristotle sometimes does 
follow this pattern of moving from the smallest to the larger units (e.g., in 
Pol. 1 and 3 [1252a–1260b, 1274b–1288b] and in De interpretatione), and 
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rhetoricians of the early modern period perceived the advantages of such 
a progression. it is already found in Bernard lamy’s seventeenth-century 
treatise, The Art of Speaking, and in the eighteenth-century British suc-
cessors like the lectures on rhetoric of adam smith. such an approach is 
especially attractive today as a way of synthesizing the diverse notions 
of rhetoric existing among traditional rhetoricians, linguistics, and post-
structuralist literary critics. i am more optimistic than Brian Vickers, in 
his recent Defence of Rhetoric, about a new synthesis of communication 
under the venerable arch-discipline of rhetoric.12

actually, if i were to write a new “rhetoric,” i would start with some-
thing even more fundamental than the nature of language. The ultimate 
origins of rhetoric, it seems to me, lie in the instinct for self-preservation 
and survival of the genetic line.13 even in animals without speech there 
exists a form of rhetoric of intimidation or appeasement. The impulse to 
speak, whether to cry out a warning, to intimidate a threatening figure, 
or to appease a god, is extended in human society into a desire to con-
trol or at least influence the course of events in the interests of the indi-
vidual, the family, or the social unit. The impulse for self-preservation is 
clearly present in that form of rhetoric known as judicial or forensic, for 
this is the speech of apology or self-defense in the law courts as well as the 
prosecution of others threatening the individual or society. The impulse to 
rhetoric is related to aggression and domination, but also to pacification 
and maintenance of order, which are also forms of self-preservation. Thus 
it finds expression in what is called “deliberative rhetoric,” the debate of 
councils and assemblies or even of family groups. a further extension of 
it is found in the potentiality of words to give a limited immortality and 
to defeat death. aristotle thought that the origins of literature were to be 
found in praise and blame; thus, epic poetry and the beginnings of histo-
riography are concerned with ensuring the survival of knowledge of the 
great deeds of the past and of those who did them, or knowledge of the 
great sins and sinners of the past, like tantalus, as a warning. From this 
comes both poetry and that form of rhetoric known as epideictic. aristo-
tle’s distinction of three and only three species of rhetoric—judicial, epide-
ictic, and deliberative—is universally valid, but its ultimate source lies in 
biological necessity.

12. Brian Vickers, In Defence of Rhetoric (oxford: clarendon, 1988), 435–69.
13. see George a. Kennedy, “a hoot in the dark: The evolution of General rhet-

oric,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 25 (1992): 1–21.
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That i have expressed some criticism of aristotle is no lack of respect 
for him. he himself argues for the evolution of the disciplines of knowl-
edge, his own works show development over time, and the characteris-
tic spirit of aristotelianism, as opposed to more dogmatic philosophical 
movements, is one of process as facts and insights are further worked out 
within a network of speculation and practical applications, including the 
needs of different audiences. That aristotle’s Rhetoric shows signs of this 
process in its composition is thus not just a philological curiosity but an 
aspect of the nature of the subject as he saw it. i thus can end with the hope 
that the reader too will continue the reworking of aristotle’s Rhetoric in 
the spirit in which he began it.





the aristotelian topos: hunting for novelty

Carolyn R. Miller

although the topoi have routinely been thought of as instruments of deco-
rum serving a managerial function in rhetoric, richard McKeon noted 
that they can also be understood as sources of novelty, as having a gen-
erative function.1 to establish what the aristotelian topos can contribute 
to contemporary interests in generative rhetoric, this essay examines the 
conceptual contexts from which aristotle drew his use of the term and 
the framework from which he drew his thinking about invention. sources 
examined include his earlier works, the Physics and On Coming-to-Be and 
Passing-Away, as well as aspects of prephilosophical Greek thought that 
constitutes what has been called the “venatic paradigm,” in which meta-
phors of hunting are prominent. topical theory may help us construct a 
postmodernist invention in which novelty is situated, relative, and accom-
modative—understood in dynamic tension with decorum.

***

recent interest in the canon of invention raises new questions about aris-
totle’s Rhetoric. one development in particular that enables us to reex-
amine aristotelian thought is the attribution of epistemic or generative 
powers to invention. robert scott introduced this notion explicitly in 1967 
and a few years later led a committee of the national developmental proj-
ect on rhetoric to characterize invention as “a productive human thrust 
into the unknown.”2 The committee called for a “generative theory of rhet-

1. richard McKeon, Rhetoric: Essays in Invention and Discovery, ed. Mark Back-
man (Woodbridge: ox Bow, 1987), esp. chs. 1, 2, 4, and 9. 

2. robert l. scott, “on Viewing rhetoric as epistemic,” Central States Speech 
Journal 18 (1967): 9–17; robert l. scott et al., “report of the committee on the nature 
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oric” that would help explain “the coming-to-be of the novel, the new, the 
‘invented.’”3 although this general approach to invention has been central 
to much subsequent thinking, the specific explanatory task identified by 
the committee has not been pursued, and the potential contribution of 
aristotelian concepts to this question has not been explored in any detail.4

one effect of this interest in the generative powers of rhetoric has been 
to reaccentuate the distinction between invention and discovery. in both 
latin and Greek, the verbs for “invent” (invenire, heuriskein) ambiguously 
include what are now two senses: that of coming upon what already exists 
(discovery) and that of contriving something that never existed before 
(invention). The english verb once included both senses as well, but the 
former is largely obsolete, and the latter is, according to the Oxford Eng-
lish Dictionary, the “chief current sense”: to create, produce, devise, origi-
nate.5 invention, especially outside the domain of rhetoric, has come to 
concern novelty. in rhetoric, however, the former sense has traditionally 
been assumed: the rhetor examines a preexisting inventory of “stock argu-
ments” and “commonplaces” to select those that are most appropriate to 
the situation at hand. The dissociation between invention and discovery 
developed during the sixteenth century and hardened with the modernist 
rise of science, industry, and nationalism, and it is a sign of rhetoric’s long 
obsolescence that it has adhered to the older meaning of invention as dis-
covery. The dissociation was further complicated by Francis Bacon, who 
declared that “invention is of two kinds much differing: the one of arts and 
sciences, and the other of speech and arguments.” he went on to explain 
the difference in memorable terms:

The invention of speech or argument is not properly an invention: for 
to invent is to discover that [which] we know not, and not to recover or 
resummon that which we already know.… nevertheless, because we do 

of rhetorical invention,” in The Prospect of Rhetoric: Report of the National Develop-
ment Project, ed. lloyd F. Bitzer and edwin Black (englewod cliffs, nJ: prentice hall, 
1971), 229.

3. scott et al., “report of the committee on the nature of rhetorical invention,” 230.
4. richard Young’s work is also important for reemphasizing the role of inven-

tion during this same period: richard Young, “invention: a topographical survey,” 
in Teaching Composition: Ten Bibliographical Essays, ed. Gary tate (Fort Worth: texas 
christian university press, 1976); richard Young, alton l. Becker, and Kenneth l. 
pike, Rhetoric: Discovery and Change (new York: harcourt, Brace & World, 1970).

5. see s.v. “invent,” OED. 
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account it a chase as well of deer in an inclosed park as in a forest at large, 
and that it hath already obtained the name, let it be called invention: so 
as it be perceived and discerned, that the scope and end of this inven-
tion is readiness and present use of our knowledge, and not addition or 
amplification thereof.6

in this view, rhetoric neither discovers nor invents; it can only rediscover 
or recover. it is not generative or epistemic but “managerial,” to use the 
term douglas ehninger applied to eighteenth-century rhetorics, because 
it selects and deploys proofs already created or discovered by means other 
than rhetoric.7 as a managerial art, rhetoric has been concerned primarily 
with accommodation to situation and audience, that is, with decorum; in 
contrast, the arts of science, technics, and poetics concern novelty, both 
that which is discovered and that which is invented.

recent interest in the generative potential of rhetoric thus challenges 
a long tradition but also promises much for the revival of rhetoric as a 
cultural enterprise in an age that reveres technical invention and scientific 
discovery. one contemporary theorist whose work has promoted this con-
nection is McKeon, who identified invention as the part of rhetoric that 
could be used to provide some system and guidance to the present-day 
fascination with creativity and innovation.8 Beyond that, he suggested that 
rhetorical invention can be “an art which is productive of things and arts 
or skills rather than of words and arguments or beliefs.”9 in a direct chal-
lenge to the Baconian bifurcation of invention, McKeon claimed that a 
reconstituted invention can be used to “generalize” the art from presenta-
tion to discovery from the use of words to constructions about experience, 
from creation in language to discovery of possibility and existence. “We 
need,” he said, “a new art of invention and discovery in which places are 
used as means by which to light up modes and meanings of works of art 
and natural occurrences and to open up aspects and connections in exis-
tence and possibility.”10

6. Francis Bacon, Advancement of Learning, ed. robert Maynard hutchins , Great 
Books of the Western World 30 (chicago: encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), 13.1.6.

7. douglas ehninger, “on systems of rhetoric,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 1.3 
(1968): 135.

8. McKeon, Rhetoric, 14.
9. ibid.
10. ibid., emphasis added. Thomas s. Kuhn (The Structure of Scientific Revolu-

tions, 2nd ed, international encyclopedia of unified science [chicago: university of 
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here McKeon is pointing specifically to aristotle’s concept of the topos 
and its subsequent manifestations in the “commonplace” tradition. aristo-
tle uses the metaphor of place in both rhetoric and dialectic to suggest how 
probable reasoning proceeds in open-ended, contingent situations about 
matters that do not admit of certainty. although aristotle never defines 
topos,11 it functions rhetorically as a conceptual place to which an arguer 
may mentally go to find arguments, like Bacon’s hunter in the forest. aris-
totle’s statement that rhetoric is the “ability, in each particular case, to see 
the available means of persuasion” (Rhet. 1.2.112) does not suggest that 
he necessarily understands rhetoric as generative, but he does intimate in 
the Topics that reasoning leads to novelty, or at least to something we did 
not begin with: “reasoning is a discussion in which, certain things having 
been laid down, something other than these things necessarily results 
through them” (Top. 100a, emphasis added).13

since aristotle, topics have been conceived alternatively as pigeonholes 
for locating already existing ideas and as generative patterns of thought or 
methods of analysis. as Michael leff notes, “The term ‘topic’ incorporates 
a bewildering diversity of meanings. hence, among modern authors we 
find conceptions of the topics ranging from recurrent themes in literature, 
to heuristic devices that encourage the innovation of ideas, to regions of 

chicago press, 1970], 52–53) points out that in science the distinction between dis-
covery and invention is “artificial,” because discovery (factual novelty) and invention 
(theoretical novelty) are intertwined in the history of scientific work.

11. according to Kennedy’s editorial note to Rhet. 1.2.21 in aristotle, On Rheto-
ric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, trans. George a. Kennedy (new York: oxford uni-
versity press, 1991).

12. aristotle, The “Art” of Rhetoric, trans. J. h. Freese, lcl (cambridge: harvard 
university press, 1926). unless indicated otherwise, the translations of ancient Greek 
authors will be from the lcl volumes cited below.

13. aristotle, Topica, trans. e. s. Forster, lcl (cambridge: harvard university 
press, 1960). The irony here is that while aristotle describes reasoning as thoroughly 
deductive, it is now widely agreed that strictly deductive reasoning does not produce 
new knowledge but rather reveals propositions tautologically implicit in the premises. 
another way of seeing novelty in dialectic is in the middle terms rather than in the 
conclusions; novelty thus functions as a means, rather than an end. Margaret d. Zulick 
(“Generative rhetoric and public argument: a classical approach,” Argumentation 
and Advocacy 33 [1970]: 113), however, has recently proposed that rhetoric and dia-
lectic differ specifically in their generativity: dialectic proceeds by eliminating alterna-
tives, while rhetoric creates a “wealth of arguments.” Zulick discusses the enthymeme 
as a generative device in aristotelian rhetoric but not the topos.



 the aristotelian topos: huntinG For noVeltY 99

experience from which one draws the substance of an argument.” he finds 
the “classical lore of topics … as confused as the modern efforts to revive 
it.”14 That this concept has been so difficult to understand and yet so per-
sistent suggests that further exploration may be useful, particularly at the 
point of ambiguity between invention and discovery.

in his essay “creativity and the commonplace,” McKeon takes some 
pains to refute the tradition that made of the commonplaces an arid cat-
alog of prior knowledge or fixed clichés, aids to memory more than to 
invention. instead, he sees commonplaces as sources of novelty, as the 
“places for the perception, discovery, and explanation of the unknown,” 
“the sources of new perceptions operative in new directions in the thought 
and culture and philosophy of the twentieth century.”15 apparently, this 
is possible because the commonplace serves literally as a place where the 
familiar can be “brought into contact with” the unfamiliar or with trans-
formations of the familiar.16 doctrines, terms, and lines of argument may 
be combined and recombined in an exploratory fashion under the aegis of, 
or within the realm of, a commonplace, with its accompanying concepts, 
doctrines, and structures. McKeon thus locates a paradox: that topoi serve 
both managerial and generative functions—they can effect both novelty 
and decorum. it may be significant that the doctrine of the commonplaces 
reached its pinnacle during the renaissance, a period both obsessed by 
novelty and consumed with concern for decorum.17

in this essay, i aim not to resolve the centuries of debate about what 
aristotle really meant; if this task is feasible, it is one for which i am not 
qualified. rather, i hope to establish that the topos is still a useful concept, 

14. Michael c. leff, “The topics of argumentative invention in latin rhetorical 
Theory from cicero to Boethius,” Rhetorica 1 (1983): 23–24.

15. McKeon, Rhetoric, 31, 34.
16. ibid., 35.
17. similar approaches to the dynamic i am describing here have been made by 

scott consigny and James Jasinski. consigny (“rhetoric and its situations,” Philosophy 
and Rhetoric 7 [1974]: 175–86) has suggested that rhetoric must be both a “heuristic” 
and a “managerial” art, that it must have the inventional resources both to engage in 
any situation at all (he calls this “integrity”) and to engage with the material details 
of a particular situation (“receptivity”). Jasinski (‘‘The Forms and limits or prudence 
in henry clay’s [1850] defense of the compromise Measures,” Quarterly Journal of 
Speech 81 [1995]: 454–78) has been developing an account of prudence that includes 
two dimensions, audacity and accommodation, a pair of concepts analogous to nov-
elty and decorum, which he applies to republican rhetoric.
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to pursue McKeon’s notion that it has generative capacities, and to suggest 
some of the conceptual resources it provides for understanding invention. 
My claim is not that aristotle was necessarily aware of these resources 
in any explicit way but rather that he had some powerful intuitions that 
we can elaborate and articulate in developing a neo-aristotelian theory of 
invention. First, i will sketch some evidence that the spatial metaphor of 
the topos is still a powerful one for conceptualizing invention as generative 
and then suggest some dimensions of the concept that are implicated in 
aristotle’s use of it. Finally, i will broaden the discussion beyond the topos 
to examine some related aspects of aristotle’s thought about invention and 
the background against which it may be understood.

recent attempts to characterize technical invention provide some evi-
dence for the continued utility of topical thinking in a field that has become 
identified with novel creation. For example, in his exploration of aeronau-
tical design, Walter Vincenti describes “three hidden, mental activities” 
that engineers seem to use in producing designs: “search of past experi-
ence,” examination of “new circumstances,” and selection of options “most 
likely to work”;18 these activities match very closely aristotle’s common 
topics of past fact or analogy, future fact or circumstance, and possibil-
ity/impossibility. elsewhere, Vincenti suggests that “intellectual concepts” 
serve as important theoretical tools for the reasoning that engineers do 
and that various kinds of performance specifications serve in specific ways 
to enable and constrain design work; these resemble closely what aristotle 
called “special topics.”19 another example comes from an artificial intel-
ligence project that attempts to model the software design process. one of 
the most important components in that process is, the authors note, “pre-
vious experience, in the form of knowledge of the commonly occurring 
structures … in the domain.” They use the term cliché to describe these 
recurring structures, with a kind of apology for the “pejorative” connota-
tion of “over-use and lack of creativity,” explaining that “in the context of 
engineering problem solving, this kind of reuse is a positive feature.”20 This 

18. Walter G. Vincenti, What Engineers Know and How They Know It: Analytical 
Studies from Aeronautical History (Baltimore: Johns hopkins university press, 1990), 
245–46.

19. ibid., 98–100, 215.
20. charles rich, richard c. Waters, and howard B. reubenstein, “toward a 

requirements apprentice,” in Proceedings of the 4th International Workshop on Soft-
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formulation alerts us to the fact that the special topics of any domain can 
become commonplaces within that domain.

cognitive research on discovery and invention has produced several 
spatial concepts. herbert simon’s influential program of cognitive pro-
cessing research has drawn heavily on the concept of the “problem space,” 
represented as a tree diagram on its side, with an initial “problem state” at 
the left and increasing numbers of branches to the right, at least one of the 
branches being the solution (the end state or goal state).21 The space here 
is a bounded space (Bacon’s “inclosed park”) that is understood to include 
or contain the object of the search; the process is conceived of as discov-
ery rather than invention. in a set of historical case studies of inventors, 
psychologist Michael Gorman and historian Bernard carlson focus on 
the mental representation that an inventor develops in which the produc-
tive regions are the fuzzy or unspecifiable aspects, or “slots”: “to test and 
refine their mental models, inventors insert all sorts of familiar objects in 
the slots.”22 in fact, they suggest that the inventor’s repertoire of mechani-
cal representations serves the same function as rhetorical commonplaces, 
calling it a “mental set of stock solutions” from which an inventor draws in 
testing out a mental model.23 What this approach to invention emphasizes 
is the generative potential of the familiar, the possibility of novelty within 
the commonplace. new technology is created, in an important sense, from 
old technology.

Gorman and carlson take the term slot from a retrospective study 
attempting to extract heuristic principles for technical invention from the 
historical development of hand tools.24 robert Weber and david perkins 
use the psychological concept of the “frame,” a representation of a pos-
sible object or concept, consisting of a series of “slots in which particu-

ware Specification and Design, April 3–4 (Washington, dc: computer society press of 
the ieee, 1987), 81.

21. allen newell and herbert a. simon, Human Problem Solving (englewood 
cliffs, nJ: prentice hall, 1972), 811.

22. Michael e. Gorman and W. Bernard carlson, “Mapping invention and 
design” Chemtech (1992): 585.

23. W. Bernard carlson and Michael e. Gorman, “a cognitive Framework to 
understand technological creativity: Bell, edison, and the telephone,” in Inventive 
Minds: Creativity in Technology, ed. robert J. Weber and david n. perkins (new York: 
oxford university press, 1992), 52.

24. robert J. Weber and david n. perkins, “how to invent artifacts and ideas,” 
New Ideas in Psychology 7 (1989): 49–72.
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lar values, relations, procedures, or even other frames reside.… The slot 
is a generalization of the idea of a variable.”25 in their discussion of slots 
and frames, Weber and perkins note the reliance of cognitive discussions 
of invention on spatial terminology, commencing that “it is natural to 
adopt a spatial metaphor in discussing frames and invention.”26 Whether 
or not it is natural, it is certainly common. While these examples reflect 
the commonly noted preference of Western culture and of indo-european 
languages for using spatial metaphors to represent cognition, they also 
suggest that there might be a particular enduring explanatory power in 
spatialization as applied to the problem of novelty and thus a particular 
richness to aristotle’s metaphor. of the primary interpreters of aristotle, 
McKeon and William Grimaldi are the ones who have most emphasized 
the generative function of the topos. McKeon’s discussion, quoted above, 
suggests that the topos serves as a “space” for combination and recombi-
nation. Grimaldi understands topoi as potentially “productive of knowl-
edge” and as “sources for intelligent discussion and reasoning in dialectic 
and rhetoric,” but he says little about how they may operate generatively.27 
in surveying pre-aristotelian uses of the term topos, Grimaldi finds that 
while aristotle probably did not originate the idea of topoi as sources of 
inference or argument, he seems, characteristically, to have formulated 
explicitly what was only latent in previous treatises or catalogs. Grimaldi 
also cites uses similar to aristotle’s in both isocrates and demosthenes, 
noting in addition some evidence that what aristotle called special topics 
were sometimes called kairous rather than topous, a connection suggesting 
that heuristic discovery can become the opportunity.28

But topos appears as well in other aristotelian treatises, in the rel-
atively early “logical” treatises Categories and Topics, as well as in the 
Physics, where it is a key problematic term; all of these probably predate 
the Rhetoric and so can help inform our understanding of what aristo-
tle could have meant there.29 We can, in particular, draw some tentative 

25. ibid., 51.
26. ibid., 56.
27. William M. a. Grimaldi, Studies in the Philosophy of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 

hermes einzelschriften 25 (Wiesbaden: steiner, 1972), 129, 119.
28. lsJ indicates the use of topos as commonplace in both aristotle and isocrates 

and also notes a metaphorical use to mean opening, occasion, or opportunity, mean-
ings essentially identical to kairos.

29. standard opinion, including rist’s detailed study of the development of aris-



 the aristotelian topos: huntinG For noVeltY 103

conclusions about both the relationship between form and substance 
and the distinction between the common and the special topoi; in both 
cases, the distinctions are more sharply drawn in what seem to be the 
later works. The problem that aristotle was trying to solve in the Phys-
ics, according to henry Mendell, was the relationship of matter (hylē) 
to form, extension, and change.30 place is important to aristotle here, 
because it is through change of place that we understand motion. aristo-
tle’s treatment of place in the earlier Categories did not distinguish matter 
and form and did not account for change; he used a platonic notion of 
place as a prime substance that is coextensive with the object occupying 
the place. ln the later Physics, he rejected this possibility because two 
bodies (sōmata) cannot be coextensive (209a7).31 Thus, place cannot 
be matter (hylē) (Phys. 209a21), but it is not independent of matter, for 
aristotle did not believe in the void; place contains, but is not, shape or 
form (eidos) (Phys. 209a22) because it is separable from that which is in 
the place (see also Phys. 209b18–25). place is “a surface-continent that 
embraces its content after the fashion of a vessel” (Phys. 212a27), or, as 

totle’s thought (John M. rist, The Mind of Aristotle: A Study in Philosophical Growth 
[toronto: university of toronto, 1989]), holds that much of what became known as 
the Organon, which includes the Categories and the Topics, was written at an early 
stage in aristotle’s thinking, when he was still heavily influenced by plato, possibly 
during his first residence in athens, when he was at plato’s academy (367–347 Bce) or 
in the period just afterward, when he was in assos, lesbos, and Macedonia (347–340 
Bce). The Physics is usually dated in this second period (david ross, Aristotle, 5th 
ed. [london: Methuen, 1964], 18), and Mendell seems certain that it is later than the 
Categories (henry Mendell, “topoi on topos: The development of aristotle’s concept 
of place,” Phronesis 32 [1987]: 206–31). Kennedy dates the Rhetoric to just after this, 
when aristotle was back in his home city of stagira (340–335 Bce), possibly begin-
ning it “in anticipation of his return to athens” (aristotle, On Rhetoric, 301), although 
an earlier tradition attributes it to his second residence in athens, shortly after his 
return  (335–332 Bce) (see John Freese, introduction to aristotle, “Art” of Rhetoric, 
xxvi; and ross, Aristotle, 19). rist (Mind of Aristotle, 6, 23) concurs with this latter 
dating, with the exception of 1.5–15, dated during aristotle’s first period in athens, 
about 358–354 Bce. These speculations about chronology should be compared to 
Barnes’s conviction that the evidence is too scant to permit a confident chronology of 
aristotle’s writings (Jonathan Barnes, “life and Work,” in Cambridge Companion to 
Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes [cambridge: cambridge university press, 1995], 22).

30. Mendell, “topoi on topos.”
31. aristotle, The Physics, trans. philip h. Wicksteed and Francis M. cornford, 

vol. 1, lcl (cambridge: harvard university press, 1970).
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Mendell puts it, it is the “inner limit of a containing body.”32 The com-
parison of topos with a vessel or container (aggeion) is extended: not 
only is a vessel a “movable place”; a place is an “immovable vessel” (Phys. 
212a15). aristotle further notes that containers may themselves be con-
tained. Thus, “you at this moment, are in the universe because you are in 
the air, which air is in the universe” (Phys. 209a34). any object, therefore, 
has both “its special and exclusive place” and places that are ‘“common’ 
to it and other things” (Phys. 209a32). it is striking that aristotle here 
uses exactly the same terms, idios and koinos, that he uses in the Rheto-
ric to describe the particular and the common topics (1.2.21). aristotle’s 
thinking in the Rhetoric may, then, be related to that in the Physics and 
therefore at least partially glossed by it. in what follows, i will suggest the 
implications for rhetorical theory of aristotle’s treatment in the Physics 
of form and substance and of the topos as container-like.

aristotle emphasizes that what makes place “appear so mysterious and 
hard to grasp is its illusive suggestion now of matter and now of form” 
(Phys. 212a8–10). Mendell suggests that in wrestling with this problem, 
aristotle fails to maintain topos as a concept distinct from both matter 
and form. subsequent commentators on the rhetorical topos have run into 
this same issue again and again.33 Grimaldi, for example, noting that the 
topoi must concern “both the material and formal element” in dialectic 
and rhetoric, suggests that the koinoi topoi are forms of inference and the 
idia are material propositions.34 Thomas conley has taken issue, denying 
that Grimaldi presents a realistic process of reasoning and claiming that 
he misrepresents aristotle by turning the koinoi into entire arguments, 
rather than the argumentative premises that aristotle intended.35 conley, 
like otto Bird some time earlier,36 suggests that the topos functions like a 
toulminian warrant, a suggestion that, while it does not account for the 
power of the spatial metaphor, does provide one way of resolving the form-

32. Mendell, “topoi on topos,” 206.
33. leff cites the major contemporary statements on this issue in his recent review 

of american scholarship on the Rhetoric (Michael c. leff, “The uses of aristotle’s 
Rhetoric in contemporary american scholarship,” Argumentation 7 (1993): n. 4. 

34. Grimaldi, Studies in the Philosophy of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 119, 124, 131.
35. Thomas M. conley, “ ‘logical hylomorphism’ and aristotle’s Koinoi topoi,” 

Central States Speech Journal 29 (1978): 92–97.
36. otto Bird, “The re-discovery of the topics: professor toulmin’s inference-

Warrants,” Mind 70 (1961): 534–39.
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substance conundrum. Within an argument, a warrant must both pro-
vide substance that connects evidence to claim and take a form (whether 
implicit or explicit) that allows an audience to make this connection.

however, treating the topos as a warrant forecloses another issue, that 
is, whether it should be thought of as a concept or a proposition. if it is 
a warrant, of course, the topos must be a complete proposition in order 
to function as an argumentative premise. leff has suggested that dialecti-
cal and rhetorical topics differ in this regard: in dialectic, the topics must 
provide a way to relate the terms of propositions (that is, they must supply 
middle terms), while in rhetoric, the topics must provide relations between 
propositions and between propositions and audiences.37 Marc cogan, 
however, suggests that the understanding of topoi as propositions was part 
of a medieval shift in topical theory away from the spatial metaphor to 
an abstract, logical understanding. using cicero’s latin term sedes, which 
originally carried a “spatial or architectural sense of ‘residence,’ ” medieval 
discussions of topical invention, largely unrhetorical in their search for 
validation of universal propositions, treated the sedes as complete proposi-
tions, rather than as “empty ‘residences.’ ” Thus, the sedes became a “seat,” 
understood as a logical foundation.38 When a topos is thus conceptualized 
as a part of an argument, rather than as a source for an argument, the 
spatial metaphor begins to weaken, and the generative use of the topos is 
traded for a structural one.

aristotle’s original metaphor, however, seems to require us to con-
ceive of topoi not as propositions but as sources from which propositions 
(or terms, in dialectic) may be obtained. The Physics suggests that such 
sources can be thought of as containers, perhaps of not completely deter-
minate shape with not completely determined contents. Within such a 
container, productive and not completely predictable or predetermined 
combinations of concepts may occur; within it, new (or old) connections 
between audiences, terms, and propositions may (or may not) be found 
(or created). The topos is like a cauldron in which form and substance are 
brought together, where hylē and eidos interact to create material shaped 
for argument and persuasion.39

37. leff, “topics of argumentative invention,” 25.
38. Marc cogan, “rodolphus agricola and the semantic revolutions of the his-

tory of invention,” Rhetorica 2 (1984): 176, 178, 180.
39. George lakoff and Mark Johnson (Metaphors We Live By [chicago: univer-

sity of chicago press, 1980], 29, 92) claim that container metaphors help to structure 
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another implication of the Physics, however, is that the special topics 
cannot contain this kind of productive interaction, since only one deter-
minate thing can be located in the place exclusive to it, like the place on 
the shelf for the seventeenth volume of an encyclopedia. under such a 
strict interpretation, use of the special topics would be much like the way 
aristotle conceives “atechnic” (or nonrhetorical) proof, serving only to 
locate a preexisting argument and not requiring much rhetorical artistry 
(Rhet. 1.2.2). since aristotle also notes that we make more use of the spe-
cial than of the common topics (Rhet. 1.2.22), we can surmise that he did 
not appreciate the generative potential of the container metaphor so much 
as he did its managerial potential. The examples given earlier of contem-
porary technical invention suggest, however, that topics may be specific to 
a particular field of argument without being so specific that they serve to 
identify only one preexisting proof. We may, then, more productively take 
“common” and “specific” as relative, not absolute, terms and thereby retain 
the generative potential of the container metaphor.

returning to the context in which aristotle brought the term topos to 
bear on both physics and rhetoric, the issue that was central to much of 
Greek philosophy at the time was the problem of change, of “becoming” 
(genesis).40 after parmenides, change was understood as paradoxical, and 
the platonic commitment to an ontology of unchanging Forms, a meta-
physics of Being, was one response to this problem.41 aristotle criticizes 

the way we think about argument when we focus on its content (even the term con-
tent is part of the metaphor); such metaphors, they claim, are grounded in every-
day ontological experience. My claim that the topos is a container may further be 
related to the “conduit metaphor” that Michael J. reddy (“The conduit Metaphor: a 
case of Frame conflict in our language about language,” in Metaphor and Thought, 
ed. andrew ortony [cambridge: cambridge university press, 1979], 284–324) has 
shown to underlie the way we think about language (words are packages that contain 
meanings) and communication (messages are sent in a channel to a receiver). reddy 
and others have shown how misleading the conduit metaphor can be, but i think there 
is sufficient difference between claiming that words are containers for meanings and 
that topoi are containers for possible arguments that the criticisms do not vitiate the 
utility of the topos-as-container.

40. F. e. peters, Greek Philosophical Terms: A Historical Lexicon (new York: new 
York university press, 1967), 69.

41. parmenides had denied the possibility of any change (including motion), 
because he saw it as requiring an impossible transition from nonbeing to being (or 
the reverse). Zeno’s paradox of achilles and the hare is just one example of this more 
general denial of change. see peters’s discussion of genesis and on (being) and carol 
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plato’s view as too narrow, and in his treatise On Coming-to-Be and Pass-
ing-Away (genesis and phthora),42 he distinguishes several kinds of change. 
There are three kinds of ordinary change, or metabolē: alteration (change 
of quality), growth (change of size), and locomotion (change of place). 
in addition, there is change of substance (Gen. corr. 318b–320a), genesis 
(or phthora) (his examples include the seed being converted to blood and 
water coming-to-be or passing-away into air).43 This is the only kind of 
change that can involve the creation of something new. heavenly bodies 
are in another realm, a realm of Being, beyond all kinds of change: unalter-
able and indestructible, they consist of unchanging “primary substance”—
there are no novelties in the heavens, as generations of aristotle’s followers 
maintained.44 But for aristotle, both physics and rhetoric belong to the 
sublunary realm of change, a world of Becoming.45

This brief glimpse at the philosophical context suggests how differ-
ently plato and aristotle must have thought about rhetoric and how each 
could have conceived invention. in the platonic world of Being, invention 
can only be discovery, but in the aristotelian world of Becoming, it can 
also be creation; novelty and innovation are possible. Further, only in a 
world of Becoming can decorum be important, for only in such a world 
could it be violated; and only in a world of change can kairos be a useful 
notion, for only there does one moment offer different possibilities from 

poster (“Being and Becoming: rhetorical ontology in early Greek Thought,” Philoso-
phy and Rhetoric 29 [1996]: 1–14) on the relationship between ontology and rhetoric.

42. aristotle, On Coming-to-Be and Passing-Away, trans. e. s. Forster, lcl (cam-
bridge: harvard university press, 1978). This treatise is also called On Generation and 
Corruption, from the latin terms (and hence abbreviated Gen. corr.).

43. “Matter [hylē] … is the substratum [to hypokeimenon] which admits of com-
ing-to-be and passing-away” (Gen. corr. 320a2). some of aristotle’s difficulties are 
reflected in the variety of terms he uses for substance, or whatever is contained by 
form: ousia, being (Categories), sōma, body, and hylē, matter (Physics), hypokeimenon, 
substratum (On Generation and Corruption). see peters, Greek Philosophical Terms, 
on hylē and ousia.

44. aristotle’s reasoning on this point is interesting: heavenly bodies have only 
circular motion, a perfect motion that has no contrary, and “it is in contraries that 
generation and decay subsist” (Cael. 270a22: aristotle, On the Heavens, trans. W. K. c. 
Guthrie, lcl [cambridge: harvard university press, 1960]).

45. “let us then start from the datum that things of nature … do move and 
change” (Phys. 185a13); “most of the matters with which judgment and examination 
are concerned can be other than they are” (Rhet. 1.2.14).
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the next. in a world without change, on the other hand, representation is 
the only rhetorical challenge.

intellectual virtues take radically different forms in these two sorts 
of worlds, and aristotle’s discussion of them in the Nicomachean Ethics 
reflects this division. in the world of Being, where any motion is continuous 
and cyclic and existence is necessary (Gen. corr. 338a1–3), the appropri-
ate intellectual virtues are epistemē (scientific knowledge), which provides 
demonstration of things that are universal and necessary; nous (intelli-
gence or intuition), which gives knowledge of first principles; and sophia 
(wisdom), which combines scientific knowledge and intelligence (Eth. nic. 
1139b, 1140b–1141a).46 Quite another cluster of virtues is relevant to the 
sublunary realm of contingency and possibility, where things can be other 
than they are: These include phronēsis (prudence), euboulia (resourceful-
ness or good deliberation), synesis (understanding), and gnōmē (judgment 
or consideration) (Eth. nic. 1140a–b; 1142b–1143a). These are the virtues 
important for choice, for political life, for rhetoric.

i want to suggest that these virtues for the world of change are elabora-
tions and refinements of an older, less respectable set of intellectual skills, 
those concerned with finding means to a given end, regardless of whether 
aristotle would find that end noble or not. he mentions deinotēs, the fac-
ulty of “cleverness,” which is related to phronēsis, but lacks moral scruple 
(Eth. nic. 1144a). cleverness, moreover, is related to the older mētis, a qual-
ity frequently attributed to odysseus, the polymetic, or many-skilled, the 
paragon of craftiness and cunning.47 Mētis is needed by the navigator, the 
physician, the hunter, the warrior, the weaver, the politician, the sophist; 
it is the aretē of the banausic, not of the aristocrat.48 in their study of the 

46. aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. h. rackham, lcl (cambridge: harvard 
university press, 1975).

47. The goddess Metis, the daughter of ocean, was the first wife of Zeus, who 
swallowed her when she first became pregnant, fearing that she would produce a son 
who would exceed him in cunning. instead of a son, the union of Zeus and Metis pro-
duced a daughter, athena, who sprang from Zeus’s head, fully armed in some versions, 
to become the goddess of prudence and the crafts, as well as the patron of odysseus. 
see Kastely’s discussion of the significance of odysseus in fifth-century athens as the 
“embodiment” of rhetoric: James l. Kastely, Rethinking the Rhetorical Tradition: From 
Plato to Postmodernism (new haven: Yale university press, 1997), 87–91.

48. The paradox in the suggestion that aretē could apply to mechanical laborers 
highlights the dissonance that fourth-century aristocrats might have felt between the 
heroic age in which mētis operated and their own social structure. it also reflects the 
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role of mētis in Greek culture, Marcel detienne and Jean-pierre Vernant 
note that although it is essential in a world of Becoming and central to the 
Greek system of values, operating in a wide and important domain, mētis 
was submerged by the subsequent tradition that emphasized the world 
of Being, both in the philosophy of the Greeks themselves and in that of 
their successors. They suggest particularly that aristotle’s discussion of 
phronēsis retains the spirit of mētis and that the sophists occupy a “crucial 
position in the area where traditional mētis and the new intelligence of the 
philosophers meet.”49

The earlier mode of thinking that features mētis has recently been 
characterized as a “paradigm” distinct from the philosophical, platonic, 
scientific, or Galilean worldview in Western thought. it has been called by 
several authors the “venatic” paradigm, because it relies on the “epistemol-
ogy of the hunt.”50 The venatic, or conjectural, worldview concerns the 
individual case rather than universal knowledge, probability rather than 
certainty, qualitative rather than cumulative or quantifiable information, 
and inferential rather than deductive thought, since it depends upon the 
reading of signs. as carlo Ginzberg puts it, behind the conjectural para-
digm “we perceive what may be the oldest act in the intellectual history of 
the human race: the hunter squatting on the ground, studying the tracks 
of his quarry.”51 he notes that medicine became the most important con-
jectural enterprise, with the physician reading symptoms in the individual 
patient (this semiotic model of medicine is challenged, later, by the sci-
entific, anatomical model).52 But the politician is an equally instructive 
exemplar, as shown by Thucydides’s description of Themistocles, the early 

transformation of aretē from excellence to virtue, moving from the practical to the 
moral world.

49. Marcel detienne and Jean-pierre Vernant, Cunning Intelligence in Greek Cul-
ture and Society, trans. Janet lloyd (atlantic highlands: humanities press, 1978), 4.

50. see, for example, William eamon, Science and the Secrets of Nature (princ-
eton: princeton university press, 1994), 281–85, describing the rise of science in the 
seventeenth century. carlo Ginzburg (Clues, Myths, and the Historical Method, trans. 
John and anne c. tedeschi [Baltimore: Johns hopkins university press, 1989], 117), 
describing the roots and development of the methodology of the humanities, espe-
cially history, in the nineteenth century, also calls this paradigm presumptive, divina-
tory, conjectural, and semiotic. Both cite detienne and Vernant.

51. Ginzburg, Clues, Myths, and the Historical Method, 105.
52. ibid., 118.
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fifth -century athenian leader who defeated the persians at salamis and 
brought athens to prominence in the aegean:

in immediate problems he excelled in forming the best opinion, thanks 
to the most rapid reflection, and where the future was concerned he 
also knew how to come to the most correct conclusion on the most 
distant perspectives. When dealing with any matter he also knew how 
to explain it clearly; even if he was not familiar with it he nevertheless 
formed a valuable opinion about it. Finally, even if the advantages and 
disadvantages were still indiscernible he was capable of foreseeing them 
as accurately as possible. in short, through his natural resources and 
facility this man was without equal when it came to improvising what-
ever was necessary.53

The context provided by the conjectural worldview casts several fea-
tures of Greek rhetoric in new relief. For example, the frequent compari-
sons, especially in plato, between rhetoric (or sophistry) and medicine, 
hunting, navigation, and other crafts suggest the continuing presence of 
the venatic tradition.54 aristotle’s term ēthos also has a venatic source, its 
early sense being “haunts” or “the places where animals are usually found,” 
according to charles chamberlain. homer, for example, used it to refer to 
the wild pastureland of horses. By transference to humans, the term came 
to mean “the arena where someone is most truly at home” and then an 
essence that resists the influences of others, always with the strong impli-
cation of habituation.55 chamberlain points out that these older senses of 
the term ēthos were still quite present in the fourth century, noting such 
uses in the aristotelian corpus and in isocrates and arguing that aristotle 
exploits the historical implications of the term in both his works on ethics.

aristotle’s discussion of arguing from signs also has some roots in this 
tradition. he draws upon medical examples: “There is a sign that some-
one is sick, for he has a fever”; “it is a sign of fever that someone breathes 
rapidly” (Rhet. 1.2.18). his term for necessary sign, tekmērion (1.2.17),56 

53. Quoted in detienne and Vernant, Cunning Intelligence, 313–14.
54. For the comparison with medicine, see especially plato, Gorg. 459–460, 464–

465 and Phaedr. 270b; for hunting, see Soph. 219–222; for navigation, Gorg. 511d–e.
55. charles chamberlain, “From ‘haunts’ to ‘character’: The Meaning of ethos 

and its relation to ethics,” Helios 11 (1984): 99, citing Od. 14.411; Il. 6.511, 15.268.
56. aristotle distinguishes three degrees of relationship between signs and sig-

nates: probabilities (eikota), signs (sēmeia), and necessary signs (tekmēria). Grimaldi’s 
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is related to the root term tekmar, which detienne and Vernant associate 
with the conjectural worldview, particularly as it applies to navigation and 
divination: a tekmar can be a journey’s destination or a celestial sign by 
which one steers.57 The verb tekmairesthai commonly meant to judge from 
signs, to estimate, or to conjecture. even this most certain of aristotle’s 
sign-terms, then, is closely connected with the world of the hunter and 
the sailor in which one lives by one’s wits in the midst of uncertainty and 
change. The term topos itself, of course, has a strongly geographic primary 
sense. While i cannot support the claim that aristotle consciously chose 
his rhetorical terms to make these connections to the world of the hunter, 
he does show a continuous awareness of and interest in the etymology of 
his conceptual vocabulary and so is likely to have been aware of the impli-
cations i point out.

Venatic imagery persists in latin and humanist descriptions of inven-
tion. it is present in cicero in a constrained form, in words such as odor-
ari, (per)vestigare, and venari, which essentially compare the rhetor to 
a hound, tracking down proofs or smelling out the situation, as in this 
example from antonius’s discussion of invention in De oratore: “in art, in 
observation, and in practice alike, it is everything to be familiar with the 
ground over which you are to chase and track down your quarry” (2.147).58 
a more common set of images compares the topos to the sources or foun-
tainhead of a stream,59 and a long passage in Quintilian’s description of 
topical invention combines these two images:

explanation of the differences is useful (see William M. a. Grimaldi, “semeion, tek-
merion, eikos in aristotle’s rhetoric,” AJP 101 [1980]: 383–98).

57. detienne and Vernant, Cunning Intelligence, 148. in one of the mythical 
traditions that detienne and Vernant describe, tekmôr is a primitive deity who 
provided differentiation within the darkness and who often appeared with poros, 
the pathway (140); thus, when navigators attempt to plot courses, they porous 
t’apetekmaironto (149).

58. cicero, Orator, trans. h. M. hubbell, lcl (cambridge: harvard university 
press, 1988). other examples occur at De or. 1.223, 2.166, and 2.186 and Top. 2.7.

59. see, for example, De or. 2.117, 130, 141, and 162. elaine Fantham (Compara-
tive Studies in Republican Latin Imagery [toronto: university of toronto press, 1972], 
161) notes that metaphors deriving from springs and streams already constituted a 
cliché in cicero’s time. i am grateful to Jakob Wisse for helping me locate cicero’s 
images of hunting and streams in discussions of invention.
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lee us now turn to consider the “places” [locos] … in the sense of the 
secret places [sedes] where arguments reside, and from which they 
must be drawn forth. For just as all kinds of produce are not provided 
[generantur] by every country, and as you will not succeed in finding a 
particular bird or beast, if you are ignorant of the localities where it has 
its usual haunts or birthplace, as even the various kinds of fish flourish 
in different surroundings, some preferring a smooth and others a rocky 
bottom, and are found on different shores and in divers regions (you will 
for instance never catch a sturgeon or wrasse in italian waters), so not 
every kind of argument can be derived from every circumstance.60

Walter ong has shown that hunting imagery was common in renaissance 
treatments of topical invention, notably in agricola and Thomas Wilson. 
The passage in Wilson is especially vivid:

a place is, the restyng corner of an argumente, or els a marke whiche 
geveth warning to our memorie.… Those that bee good harefinders will 
soone finde the hare by her fourme. For when thei see the ground beaten 
flatte round about, and faire to the sighte: thei have a narrowe gesse by 
al likelihode that the hare was there a litle before. likewise the huntes-
man in huntyng the foxe, wil soone espie when he seeth a hole, whether 
it be a foxe borough, or not. so he that will take profeicte in this parte 
of logique, must bee like a hunter, and learne by labour to knowe the 
boroughes. For these places bee nothing elles, but covertes or boroughes, 
wherein if any one searche diligently, he maie finde game at pleasure. 
(The Rule of Reason)61

ong attributes the renaissance use of hunting imagery to the secondary 
use of the latin term sylva (forest) to mean an abundance or collection 
of material and of the Greek cognate hylē to mean material or matter as 
well as its primary sense of felled trees or timber. Thus, Ben Jonson called 
his commonplace book Timber, or Discoveries upon Men and Matter, and 
Bacon titled his collected observations on natural history Sylva sylvarum.62

60. Quintilian, Intitutio Oratoria, trans. h. e. Butler, lcl (cambridge: harvard 
university press, 1920), 5.10.20–22.

61. Quoted in Walter J. ong, Ramus: Method, and the Decay of Dialogue (cam-
bridge: harvard university press, 1983), 120.

62. ibid., 118–19. Hylē may thus belong to the venatic tradition, although it does 
not appear in aristotle’s Rhetoric or Topics (conley, “logical hylomorphism,” 96).
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These renaissance uses of venatic imagery provided a vocabulary of 
invention for subsequent discussions of science and technology. as paolo 
rossi notes, in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century thinking about the 
mechanical arts, “there was continuous discussion, with an insistence that 
bordered on monotony, about a logic of invention conceived as a venatio, 
a hunt—as an attempt to penetrate territories never known or explored 
before.”63 likewise, according to William eamon, the same image appears 
“repeatedly in the scientific literature” of the same period, with science 
portrayed as a hunt for the secrets of nature. eamon notes particularly that 
the hunt is a central figure for Bacon, appearing throughout his works as 
an emblem of his new scientific method, most prominently as pan’s hunt, 
after the god of hunting.64 nevertheless, even as science and technology 
borrowed this rhetorical imagery and used it to characterize discovery and 
invention, rhetoric declined, in part because of its inability to account sys-
tematically for novelty.65 The imagery lost its cultural authority quickly, 
and accounts of technical-scientific invention turned methodological and 
philosophical in the later seventeenth century.

can the venatic paradigm help us conceptualize invention, discovery, 
and novelty today? is aristotle’s concept of the topos still useful? Modern-
ist science and technology have a radical understanding of novelty that 
owes something to plato’s conception in the Meno: “But how will you look 
for something when you don’t in the least know what it is? how on earth 
are you going to set up something you don’t know as the object of your 
search? to put it another way, even if you come right up against it, how 
will you know that what you have found is the thing you didn’t know?” 
(80d).66 novelty under the platonic worldview must be absolute, revolu-
tionary, even unrecognizable; it must violate the expectations of decorum. 
The venatic worldview does not represent such radical novelty satisfac-
torily, since the imagery of both hunting and navigation presupposes the 

63. paolo rossi, Philosophy, Technology, and the Arts in the Early Modern Era, 
trans. salvator attanasio (new York: harper torchbooks, 1970), 42. 

64. eamon, Science and the Secrets of Nature, cites several passages in De Aug-
mentis Scientiarum, De Sapientia Veterum, and Novum Organum. he does not cite the 
passage from Advancement of Learning that i quoted at the beginning of this essay.

65. i have made this argument in more detail in carolyn r. Miller, “novelty, deco-
rum, and the commodification of invention in the renaissance” (paper presented at 
con/texts of invention conference, case Western reserve university, 22 april 2006).

66. plato, The Collected Dialogues, ed. edith hamilton and huntington cairns 
(princeton: princeton university press, 1961).
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existence and recognition of that which is sought: hunters may know what 
they track or may unexpectedly discover new game, but they do not, pre-
sumably, create their quarry.67 What novelty might be within the conjec-
tural or venatic worldview has never been fully thought out, but topical 
invention may be the best working model we have to start with. unlike 
philosophical or scientific (or romantic) models, topical invention relativ-
izes novelty by situating it. scott consigny’s discussion is instructive here. 
he suggests that in an inventional art of rhetoric the topos must serve both 
as an instrument with its own capacities that apply in any situation and as 
a realm, a specific place where the rhetor thinks and acts.68 he connects 
the latter sense of topos to llyod Bitzer’s notion of the rhetorical situation 
(and we might also adduce the Burkean term scene).69 as a realm, a topos 
implicates not only subject-matter but also rhetor and audience, remind-
ing us that it is, after all, a rhetorical instrument.

to be rhetorically useful, then, as well as comprehensible, novelty 
must be situated. rather than offering the radically new, it must occupy 
the border between the known and the unknown. it will be just that 
which cannot be defined or specified beforehand but which can be recog-
nized and understood afterward. The metaphor of the topos captures this 
requirement by specifying a region of general conception without specify-
ing its exact contents or connections. The aristotelian topos of degree, or 
of ways and means, suggests a conceptual shape or realm where one may 
find—or create—a detail, a connection, a pattern that was not anticipated 

67. plato classifies both sophistry and hunting as acquisitive arts, in contrast to 
creative arts such as agriculture, animal husbandry, and pottery (Soph. 219, 223).

68. consigny, “rhetoric and its situations,” 182.
69. consigny’s account is similar to leff ’s discussion of the tension between what 

he calls the “inferential” and the “materialist” perspectives on invention, a tension he 
sees exhibited throughout the history of rhetoric. The inferential perspective prefers 
simplicity, seeing rhetoric as a distinct faculty concerned with the forms that any argu-
ment can take; it emphasizes topics common to any field of argument and topical sys-
tems that are compact, memorable, and teachable. The materialist perspective prefers 
relevance, seeing rhetoric as necessarily engaged with its subject-matter; it emphasizes 
topics specific to a subject-matter, and its topical systems become detailed, complex, 
and not very systematic. clearly, both perspectives are valuable; leff claims that no 
one has succeeded in integrating the two (leff, “topics of argumentative invention,” 
42). see also my earlier discussion of this issue: carolyn r. Miller, “aristotle’s ‘special 
topics’ in rhetorical practice and pedagogy,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 17 (1987): 
61–70.
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deductively by the topos itself. The topos is conceptual space without fully 
specified or specifiable contents; it is a region of productive uncertainty. 
it is a “problem space,” but rather than circumscribing or delimiting the 
problem, rather than being a closed space or container within which one 
searches, it is a space, or a located perspective, from which one searches. 
i am thinking here of the linguistic notion of “semantic space.”70 Bird 
approaches this conception when he suggests that “topical arguments … 
are those that depend for their validity upon a semantical relation between 
their significant terms.”71

such semantic networks may be conditioned both by the peculiarities 
of community history and by apparently logical relationships (like oppo-
sition and inclusion); some linguists resort to “fuzzy logic” to describe 
them, because they are never fully systematizable or predictable, and they 
vary from language to language and even from dialect to dialect. a topos 
might be thought of as such a point in semantic space that is particularly 
rich in connectivity to other significant or highly connected points. For 
a politician, the topic “ways and means” would have a complex set of 
such connections, and for an aeronautical engineer, concepts like “force,” 
“boundary layer,” and “moment-curve slope” are richly connected to other 
concepts.72 They thus can serve as intellectual tools that yield new view-
points. William nothstine develops a similar approach, which he calls a 
hermeneutic ontology of place; he sees the topos as a situated perspective 
within a horizon of possibilities, a “vantage-point which allows what is 
hidden to become seen.”73 Viewing a problem from the vantage of a topos, 
so to speak, can reveal or make possible new combinations, patterns, rela-
tionships that could not be seen before. a concept operating as a topos 
locates the borderland between the familiar and the unfamiliar, the known 
and the unknown. When one hunts in this borderland, whatever one finds 
may become one’s quarry.

70. linguists talk about “mapping semantic space” by describing shared features, 
entailments, and presuppositions of terms. one of the paradigm examples is the term 
bachelor, which is connected in specific ways to other terms such as male, academic 
degree, fur seal, and marriage (dwight Bolinger, Aspects of Language, 2nd ed. [new 
York: harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975], 209).

71. otto Bird, “The tradition of the logical topics: aristotle to ockham,” Journal 
of the History of Ideas 23 (1962): 322.

72. Vincenti, What Engineers Know, 216.
73. William l. nothstine, “ ‘topics’ as ontological Metaphor in contemporary 

rhetorical Theory and criticism,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 74 (1988): 156.
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inventiveness is often associated with a rich store of prior knowledge. 
The utility and generativity of a topos as a source of patterns and rela-
tionships depends upon the richness and connectedness of the knowledge 
available for recombination. We can see the relevance of the assumption 
in roman rhetoric that wide and deep knowledge of one’s own culture 
and civilization is essential to effective rhetorical practice and therefore 
the most important part of the training of the orator. We may then think of 
the function of the topos in another way, as an aid to pattern recognition, 
specifically as a region that permits or invites the connection between the 
abstract and the concrete, between a pattern and the material in which it is 
instantiated, between eidos and hylē.

in trying to explain how the topos may function to produce novelty 
under a generative view of invention, i have also, necessarily, touched on 
how it functions as an instrument of decorum. For although under the 
philosophical-modernist worldview, novelty and decorum are opposed 
and incompatible qualities, under the conjectural worldview, they are 
closely complementary and mutually dependent. leff has shown that in 
cicero’s conception, decorum functions as a connective force in rhetoric: 
connecting rhetor and audience, integrating form and content.74 decorum 
is not only accommodative, in leff ’s view, but also moral and aesthetic. 
aristotle’s discussion of to prepon (Rhet. 3.7), although seemingly restricted 
to considerations of verbal style, similarly suggests that propriety is not a 
superficial or slavish matter but rather a force that must be highly attuned 
to situation and equally attuned to substance: “The lexis will be appropri-
ate if it expresses emotion and character and is proportional to the subject 
matter.” propriety or decorum is thus related to both pathos and ēthos, as 
well.75 it has accommodative, aesthetic, and moral value.

ciceronian decorum, according to leff, is “a flexible principle that 
coordinates particular discourses as they simultaneously build internal 
coherence, refer to a context of facts and circumstances, and stretch out-
ward to alter perception of that context.”76 he thus suggests that decorum 
is not only integrative and connective but also, at least potentially, innova-
tive. conversely, i have been suggesting a rhetorical conception of novelty 

74. Michael c. leff, “decorum and rhetorical interpretation: The latin human-
ist tradition and contemporary critical Theory,” Vichiana 3/1 (1990): 121.

75. one of Kennedy’s notes to this chapter indicates that aristotle here introduces 
terminology used in his later writing on ethics (aristotle, On Rhetoric, 235 n. 80).

76. leff, “decorum and rhetorical interpretation,” 118.
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that makes it situated, relative, and accommodative. a revived theory of 
topical invention should make novelty and decorum complementary and 
interactive, opposing impulses that can be implemented only in tension 
with each other.77

By deradicalizing novelty, a revived topical theory may also help 
remove the wedge that modernism drove between discovery and inven-
tion, even as it rejected the topoi. topical thinking may help us recover 
a world in which invention and discovery are not so different, a world 
in which what the hunter finds is never completely unexpected but may 
often be startling or surprising—and may be put to novel uses. The topos, 
perhaps a vestige of early Greek venatic thinking, is one of aristotle’s more 
important contributions to rhetorical theory. in rereading aristotle, along 
with the subsequent history of rhetoric, we may find that it is a richer 
concept than he realized, one that may help us understand the generative 
potential of invention in an inevitably postmodernist rhetorical theory.

77. isocrates makes a good case study of how novelty and familiarity serve as 
competing rhetorical impulses. only isocrates among the ancient Greeks saw novelty 
as a rhetorical virtue: “oratory is good,” he claimed in “against the sophists,” “only if it 
has the qualities of fitness for the occasion (kairos), propriety of style (prepontos) and 
originality of treatment (kainos)” (isocrates, Works, trans. George norlin and larue 
van hook, 3 vols, lcl [cambridge: harvard university press, 1928], 13). he also 
claims in the opening of his “antidosis” to be presenting something “novel and differ-
ent in character,” and Werner Jaeger (Paideia, trans. Gilbert highet [new York: oxford 
university press, 1944], 70) notes that his “panegyricus” was intended “to state, in a 
new language, new ideals—not only for the moral life of the individual, but for the 
entire nation of the hellenes.” however, as the recent discussion by Yun lee too (The 
Rhetoric of Identity in Isocrates: Text, Power, Pedagogy [cambridge: cambridge uni-
versity press, 1995], 53–61) points out, his interest in novelty was opposed by his com-
mitment to tradition and to the repetition of familiar themes (ta archaia), including 
myths and passages of his own prior works.





paul’s inclusive language:  
the ideological texture of romans 1

L. Gregory Bloomquist

There is no doubt in my mind that sociorhetorical analysis, as envisioned 
by Vernon K. robbins, represents one of the most significant and healthy 
approaches to the analysis of sacred texts to have appeared in many years. 
it is significant in that it welcomes already-existing forms of analysis to 
the table for inclusion in an interpretive analytics that asks interpreters to 
carry forth a programmatic analysis, but to do so in light of a hermeneu-
tical sensitivity to the questions being asked of the text. it is healthy for 
two reasons: (1) it welcomes all voices to the table, without deciding in a 
priori fashion that only some voices will be heard, and thus riding rough-
shod over all approaches in the name of some particular methodological 
hegemony; and (2) it seeks to find the stuff of real people in texts that 
are so often relegated to a merely textual world or, more and more today, 
are reduced to texts that “evidence” not real people but what can only be 
called “stick figures,” interpretative constructs derived from contemporary 
ideologies. i would be among the first to argue that social and cultural 
constructions shape our way of seeing things; i would be among the last 
to argue that real people can be reduced to mere social and cultural con-
structions. sociorhetorical analysis successfully navigates between these 
two extremes.

This is not to say that sociorhetorical analysis is perfect or that it 
has reached us having come forth full-grown from the mind of Zeus. in 
fact, robbins himself would be among the first to deny any such claims: 
sociorhetorical analysis is very much an approach that is in process of 
being shaped. This can be both frustrating and exciting, as writers and edi-
tors of the sociorhetorical exploration commentaries have found.
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But it will ever be thus: sociorhetorical analysis is malleable and duc-
tile precisely in order to use the rigor and hard and fast conclusions of 
methods and to avoid their rigidity and inflexibility of perspective. as 
interpreters explore new texts with new questions in mind, the shape and 
form of sociorhetorical analysis will bend and reshape itself to incorpo-
rate those texts and questions. For example, as robbins has explored the 
Qur’an sociorhetorically, whole new avenues for new testament interpre-
tation have opened up, some of which have clearly scared off those with 
a rigid and frozen stance on what the texts can and cannot say.1 one area 
that many of us who have been involved with sociorhetorical analysis have 
sought to probe and reshape even in this volume is that of ideological tex-
ture. This essay seeks to do so, too. i see ideological texture not simply 
as authors’ or speakers’ reflections of their social and cultural texture, a 
position that i believe one could argue is what robbins maintains in his 
two major 1996 texts,2 but rather as the taking of a position on an aspect 
of social and cultural texture in order to affirm or confirm the audience’s 
views on the aspect or in order to change (alter, transform, nuance, etc.) 
such a view. Following a brief presentation of why i think this is so, i turn 
to a text that yields a very interesting result if we examine it in this way, 
namely, the much discussed end of paul’s first chapter to the romans. i 
hardly imagine that i will here say something so new that it has never been 
said before, but perhaps the creativity of my approach to rom 1 is such as 
to suggest to readers in what way sociorhetorical analysis can be as valu-
able to them as it has been for me in opening up even well-trodden texts in 
significant and healthy ways.

ideological texture

robbins’s incorporation of ideological analysis as a central component of 
sociorhetorical analysis reflects a widespread turn to ideological analysis in 
biblical studies at the end of the twentieth century. The society of Biblical 
literature even began a consultation on “ideological criticism of Biblical 

1. robbins led a workshop on Jesus in the Qur’an at the american academy of 
religion eastern international region meetings held at saint paul university, ottawa, 
canada, in april 2003. 

2. Vernon K. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-rhetorical 
Interpretation (Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996); robbins, The Tapestry 
of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society, and Ideology (london: routledge, 1996).
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texts” that held its first meeting in 1990.3 today, discussions of ideology 
abound, even though there is no single accepted meaning of “ideology.” in 
what follows, i set forth the broad outlines of three prominent approaches 
to an understanding of ideology: (1) an approach to ideology that sees 
it a priori as a negative veiling of reality over against a rigorous, scien-
tific approach to reality (generally associated with the view of ideology 
proposed by Karl Marx and subsequent generations of Marxist analysts 
and liberationists); (2) an approach to ideology that sees it as a necessary, 
positive approach to reality without which one returns to a kind of epis-
temological naiveté (associated with the hermeneutical analysis of paul 
ricoeur and h. G. Gadamer); and (3) an approach to ideology that sees it 
as a reflection of values that are held to in particular contexts for a variety 
of reasons and which thus seeks simply to be descriptive of the values and 
the rationales of cultures (associated with the work of clifford Geertz and 
subsequent generations of cultural anthropologists and ethnographers).

But, while these approaches are all different and in some cases anti-
thetical, they and many others are being used in the study of new testa-
ment materials in order to overcome a situation in which analysts of texts 
have been left by what J. F. droysen bluntly called the “eunuch-like objec-
tivity” of the historian’s methodological naiveté.4 in what i say, i propose 
to show that robbins’s approach best advances the discussion method-
ologically, since, as my colleague Marcel dumais has written: “des auteurs 
parlent de la nécessité de faire la critique de l’idéologie du texte, mais peu 
exposent les procédures pour ce faire.”5

Marxist and liberationist approaches

as is clear from the work generated by the society of Biblical literature 
consultation on ideology, much of the interest in ideology derives from 
scholars interested in liberationist approaches to biblical texts and/or the 

3. david Jobling and tina pippin, eds., Ideological Criticism of Biblical Texts, 
Semeia 59 (1992).

4. Quoted in hans-Georg Gadamer, “rhetoric, hermeneutics, and ideology-
critique,” in Rhetoric and Hermeneutics in Our Time: A Reader, ed. Walter Jost and 
Michael J. hyde, trans. G. B. hess and r. e. palmer (new haven: Yale university press, 
1997), 321.

5. Marcel dumais, “l’actualisation de l’ecriture: Fondements et procédure,” Sci-
ence et Esprit 51 (1999): 33.
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application of some form of Marxist analysis. This view sees ideology as 
something negative, something that evidences a false view of the world 
that has been imposed on those who are unable to or who simply do not 
have the opportunity to reflect on what is true.6 as a result of ideology, 
which is essentially irrational and unscientific, “people unknowingly 
adhere to false ideas because they are impelled by unconscious forces out-
side their control which make them slaves either to their own interests (if 
they belong to the ruling class) or to the interests of the ruling class (if they 
belong to the underclass).”7 The way to strip away the veil of these camou-
flaged untruths is through science.8

according to “ideology critique” (a form of social analysis associ-
ated with the Frankfurt school, especially Jürgen habermas, and refined 
to incorporate trends in contemporary philosophy that focus on human 
language and communication), “every ideology (is) a form of false linguis-
tic consciousness.”9 Further, what is needed is a scientific approach based 
on a social-scientific and psychological investigation of reality in order to 
unmask the “deceptions of language.”10 such an approach can be found in 
a modified form in the psychoanalytic approach of Michel Foucault.11

6. in this way, Marx evidences his rigorous, dualistic modernism combined with 
a scientific approach derived from aristotelian logic, in which if something is of ben-
efit to x it cannot be to Y.

7. raymond Boudon, The Analysis of Ideology, trans. Malcolm slater (chicago: 
university of chicago press, 1989), 41. 

8.  ibid., 39. strikingly, Marx’s desire for a scientific approach to ideology places 
him in the same camp with those who would never have shared his political agenda 
for achieving it. For example, according to talcott parsons, “the essential criterion of 
ideology is deviation from scientific objectivity” (Boudon, Analysis of Ideology, 21). 
Marx’s approach does, however, thus reflect how profoundly modernist Marx is and, 
for those who follow Marxist analysis, how profoundly modernist an uncritical appli-
cation of Marx’s analysis is.

9. Gadamer, “rhetoric, hermeneutics, and ideology-critique,” 323.
10. Jürgen habermas, Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften, philosophische rund-

schau 14 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1967): 178.
11. elizabeth castelli (Imitating Paul: A Discourse of Power [louisville: Westmin-

ster John Knox, 1991], 53), relies heavily on the analysis of Foucault’s general analytics 
of power and his specific criterion of differentiations in sustaining power relations 
through discourse: “The term ‘discourse’ describes something greater than simple rep-
resentation. it implies rhetoric cast in its broadest sense, of that which persuades and 
coerces, that which has a political motive—that is, a motive inscribed by power.”
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hermeneutical approaches to ideology

intended in large part as a response to the Marxist approach to ideology is 
the hermeneutical approach, which sees ideology as a form of that prejudg-
ing by which all people engage socially and culturally and intellectually. 
While for ricoeur some ideologies (as well as utopias) are “pathologies” 
that deceive by masking, according to Gadamer ideology critique suggests 
that ideology is always about alienation, because it sees all authority as 
always wrong and thus any use of power as an ideological manipulation 
of language.12

Gadamer asserts, however, that some form of alienation or differen-
tiation is at the very core and essence of how we understand any reality. 
accordingly, alienation or differentiation must lie at the core of “the her-
meneutical experience” itself, which he sees as “the matrix out of which 
arise the questions it [i.e., hermeneutics] then directs to science.”13 in fact, 
there would be no communication of understanding were it not for this 
alienation: “There would be no speaker and no art of speaking if under-
standing and consent were not in question, were not underlying elements; 
there would be no hermeneutical task if there were no mutual under-
standing that has been disturbed and that those involved in a conversa-
tion must search for and find again together.”14 What a scientific approach 
that ignores this starting point does is merely to perfect a second veil of 
deception over alienation and thus to organize “a perfect and perfectly 
manipulated information.”15 such an approach produces, if not eunuch-
like historians, then eunuch-like, twice-veiled social scientists.16

12. paul ricoeur, “imagination in discourse and in action,” in Analecta Husserli-
ana (dordrecht: reidel, 1978), 16; Gadamer, “rhetoric, hermeneutics, and ideology-
critique,” 324.

13. Gadamer, “rhetoric, hermeneutics, and ideology-critique,” 320.
14. ibid., 319.
15. ibid. if, as Gadamer notes, what ideology critique as “emancipatory con-

sciousness” is after is simply “the dissolution of all authority and all obedience” and 
the resulting “anarchistic utopia,” which lenin correctly called “communism,” then 
one has simply replaced one “hermeneutically false consciousness” by another (ibid., 
332). it is a turn, Gadamer says, “modern rhetoric seems to have taken.”

16. Gadamer’s approach is somewhat analogous to donald davidson’s “princi-
ple of charity”: “whether we like it or not, if we want to understand others, we must 
count them right in most matters” (davidson, Inquiries Into Truth and Interpretation 
[oxford: clarendon; oxford: oxford university press, 1984], 197). as with Gadamer’s 
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cultural anthropological approaches

Building on the insights of the hermeneutical approach is a third approach. 
This approach can be found clearly presented in the work of cultural 
anthropologists like Geertz, stephen tyler, and Bradd shore.17 These indi-
viduals are not only heavily indebted to the hermeneutical approach but 
also to the shift from the language philosophy represented by people like 
adam schaff to that of ludwig Wittgenstein.18 rather than valuing nega-
tively what one concludes is necessarily distorted (as in Marxist analy-
sis) or valuing positively what one concludes is always necessarily a sign 
of “true” self-understanding (as in the hermeneutical approach), in this 
approach, rather than assessing the value of ideology, one simply attempts 
to describe what is held to.19 What we are after in this approach, then, is a 

interest in rhetoric, davidson believes that we cannot understand the world with-
out communicating with others. davidson also believes that we can only accept the 
authority of others when they speak to us: “by extending charity to others, we are pre-
suming that what they say, if we were to understand it, could be as true for us as it is for 
them” (stephen r. Yarborough, “The love of invention: augustine, davidson, and the 
discourse of unifying Belief,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 30 [2000]: 29–46). such an 
approach, in which “we believe that the utterances of others are, by and large, logically 
related to the same world in the same or a similar way as our own discourse is related” 
(Yarborough, “love of invention,” 41), is helpful in correcting the pseudo-scientific 
assertion that silenced voices and authoritative voices are not part of the same world 
(pace lynette hunter, “Feminist Thoughts on rhetoric,” in The Changing Tradition: 
Women in the History of Rhetoric, ed. christine Mason sutherland and rebecca J. sut-
cliffe [calgary: university of calgary press, 1999], 237–48).

17. clifford Geertz, “ideology as a cultural system,” in The Interpretation of Cul-
tures (new York: Basic Books, 1973), 193–233; Bradd shore, Culture in Mind: Cogni-
tion, Culture, and the Problem of Meaning (oxford: oxford university press, 1996); 
stephen a. tyler, The Unspeakable: Discourse, Dialogue, and Rhetoric in the Postmod-
ern World (Madison: university of Wisconsin press, 1987).

18. adam schaff, “Über die notwendigkeit Marxistischer sprachforschung,” in 
Essays über die Philosophie der Sprache (Vienna: europa, 1968); ludwig Wittgenstein, 
Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. e. M. anscombe (new York: Macmillan, 1958); 
l. Gregory Bloomquist, “a possible direction for providing programmatic correla-
tion of textures in socio-rhetorical analysis,” in Rhetorical Criticism and the Bible, ed. 
stanley e. porter and dennis l. stamps, Jsntsup 195 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 
2002), 61–96.

19. such an approach resembles the so-called “value-free” approach of Weber and 
is thus liable to be critiqued as such. ricoeur himself recognizes this when he notes 
that Geertz’s essentially semiotic approach to culture is “not far from Max Weber,” 
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means discourse, otherwise called “conversation” or dialogue among those 
separated by cultures, as well as by space and time and who, in spite of a 
desire to do so, cannot understand “the other.”20

now, not all cultural anthropologists agree how understanding hap-
pens. Geertz, for example, suggests that what allows outsiders to under-
stand a “conversation” is semiotically recognizable elements that make 
cultural practice intelligible in conversation to those who are not part of 
the culture. only when we understand the rules of a particular ritual, for 
example, can we understand symbols.21 in this way, Geertz helpfully intro-
duces into the discussion of ideology Wittgenstein’s focus on “rules of the 
game” and allows us to see ideology as “a cultural system.”22

tyler’s critique of ethnography, however, cautions against trying to 
understand from without. tyler builds on Wittgenstein’s perception that 
the goal is to enter the game, not simply to understand the abstract rules 
that make the game make sense to an outsider.23 in fact, for tyler, repre-
sentation that might lead to “understanding” is impossible. simply put, 
tyler says, there is no semiotic superstructure, for “if a discourse can be 
said to evoke, then it need not represent what it evokes.”24 The ideology 
of any individual or community consists of discourse that recognizes the 
commonplace, the everyday commonality of a particular community or 
social unit, and is thus characterized not by universals or statements of 
“general knowledge” but fragments.25

since he follows Weber in believing that “man is an animal suspended in webs of 
significance he himself has spun” (clifford Geertz, “Thick description: toward an 
interpretive Theory of culture Geertz,” in Geertz, Interpretation of Cultures, 5; paul 
ricoeur, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, ed. George h. taylor [new York: columbia 
university press, 1986], 255). in distinction from ricoeur, i do not see the hermeneu-
tical approach to ideology as value-free and associated with Weber, though it is true 
historically that it is a corresponding second stage of discussion of ideology (Lectures 
on Ideology and Utopia, 254). rather, it is better to see this approach as describing 
most widely what may or may not be distorted (255).

20. Geertz, “Thick description,” 13.
21. ibid., 215.
22. Geertz, “ideology as a cultural system.”
23. tyler, Unspeakable.
24. ibid., 206.
25. ibid., 211. i thank my student danny Bhookun for his insights into the work 

of tyler.
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ideological texture in sociorhetorical analysis

The methodological guidelines for sociorhetorical commentary are still 
those best identified in the multiple-textural analysis that is outlined in 
robbins’s Exploring the Texture of Texts and The Tapestry of Early Christian 
Discourse, an analysis that explores texts as pieces of the larger puzzle of 
social, cultural, and ideological communication. true to his own ethos, 
robbins’s discussion of “ideological texture” in these two works attempts 
to incorporate useful elements from the three forms of ideological analy-
sis. robbins does not do so uncritically: he uses each approach to refine the 
other. robbins rejects both an a priori negative or positive prejudgment 
of texts and does not seek to create an abstract symbol system by which 
to represent an individual’s or a community’s thought. robbins, following 
tyler, encourages interpreters to see the texts as means to enter into the 
real world of real people via their actions and speech, oral or written, in all 
their disconnectedness and fragmented reality, all their veils of deception, 
graspings at truths, and actions based on both. in this, he is truly offering 
an exegesis into an unknown world.26

refining ideological texture in sociorhetorical analysis

The main difficulty that i see with robbins’s present approach to ideo-
logical texture is, oddly perhaps, an insufficient focus on the rhetorical 
nature of ideology. as analysis of ideological texture stands in robbins’s 
published work, it is primarily an extension of social and cultural texture.

i would suggest that ideological texture is manifest in the rhetorical 
goal of texts, namely, where authors attempt to get an audience, real or 
fictive, to do or understand something, and that not just negatively or for 
reasons of coercive power. While other textures in sociorhetorical analysis 
discern static pictures of the inner world of the text; or of the intersect-
ing relations of the text and its players to the textual, social, cultural, and 
historical world around it; or of the great cosmic scenario on which the 
drama is played out; or of the social and cultural scenarios on which the 
drama is played out, ideological texture is the arena for the exploration of 
movement away from, or back to, or just around the scenarios suggested in 

26. l. Gregory Bloomquist, “a contemporary exegesis at the edges of chaos,” 
R&T 1 (2004): 1–38.
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the static views.27 as such, ideological texture discerns the text’s attempt to 
move an audience to new static positions in which people will find them-
selves, or the text’s putative movement in which people are reconfirmed in 
a place which they have not left.

i see this approach clearly begun in Bryan Wilson’s cultural anthro-
pological description of how religious movements respond to problems 
posed in their social, cultural, and sacred worlds.28 When people are 
faced with war and struggle between individuals and cultures for power 
and control of economic or sacred symbols, or when students attend uni-
versity or college to learn because of a perceived gap in their knowledge, 
or when there are disputes over interpretations of the meaning of texts, a 
problem or a conflict arises that must be overcome for those persons to 
reach the goals that their culture has set before them.29 if a culture is not 
able to meet the needs, however, the conflict of problem or gap leads to 
movement and choices that attempt to deal with the problem, either by 
reconfiguring the culture or moving to a different one. The movements 
and choices that people participate in or make lead them out of or into a 
different relationship vis-à-vis other individuals, groups, or ideas, rather 
than simply leaving them where they are, which is entirely explicable in 
terms of social and cultural texture.30 Thus, a programmatic analysis of 
ideological texture involves some way to get at choices and movements.

27. While following Marxist and hermeneutical approaches is helpful in order to 
explore the prescriptive ways in which this has been done or should be done, i think 
it is equally helpful, following the descriptive approach, not to make value judgments 
that assume that all such attempts are either movements to confirm a negative position 
or the awareness of a negative position or to abandon such a position for a better one.

28. Bryan Wilson, Magic and the Millennium: A Sociological Study of Religious 
Movements of Protest among Tribal and Third-World Peoples (Frogmore: paladin, 1975).

29. robbins himself seems to suggest the centrality of conflict for his own under-
standing of ideology when he points to John Gager’s comments on ideology in the 
interpretation of early christian texts. robbins focuses on Gager’s point that “conflict 
reaches its most intense level when it involves competing ideologies or competing 
views of the same ideology” (robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 105). implicit 
in ricoeur is the notion of conflict as generative of a move to something else. For 
ricoeur, however, this conflict is only understood in an intellectualist way: the creative 
power of the imagination that is revealed in the critical relationship between ideology 
and utopias as two faces of false consciousness (paul ricoeur, “l’idéologie et 1’utopie: 
deux expressions de l’imaginaire social,” Autres Temps 2 [1984]: 63).

30. For example, as we shall see, it is entirely understandable why Jews should 
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conflict, as the cause of individual and group shifts from an accepted 
social, cultural, or sacral identity or understanding or practice to another, 
may happen individually or in groups. in fact, movement and the conflict 
that surrounds it are often made manifest in the kind of groups people 
join or do not join—not groups that they are culturally expected to join, 
but groups that they join for a variety of purposes to deal with alterna-
tive social, cultural, or sacral possibilities.31 as these groups become more 
stable or static, a new identity will arise. Following Max Weber, ricoeur 
notes that “every group has to give itself an image of itself, to ‘represent’ 
itself, in the theatrical sense of the word, to put itself on stage, to play 
itself.”32 This identity is a stage of interpretation of self.33

This stage of interpretation also results in an explanatory system that 
will attempt to resolve not only a particular individual’s or group’s conflict 
but probably attempt to achieve what ricoeur calls “integration.”34 inte-
gration can be viewed as an explanation of reality understood in a wider 
sense, whether it actually does or not. such a system becomes the “guardian 
of identity,” “a coherent, if systematically simplified, over-all orientation in 
space and time, in means and ends.”35 While it might thus be associated 
pejoratively with distortion that is itself a priori judged distortionist, it 
need only be seen as “a systematic form of collective pseudologia” by those 
for whom it is such a priori.36

now, it may be that the new, explanatory system reflects other, long-
standing ones. James Kavanaugh concludes that “‘ideology’ designates the 
indispensable practice—including the ‘systems of representation’ that are 
its products and supports—through which individuals of different class, 
race, and sex are worked into a particular ‘lived relation’ to a sociohis-

think of gentiles as idolators and thus as immoral from their social and cultural set-
ting, but why should they begin to consider them as brothers and sisters?

31. These groups are nicely spelled out for us by robbins (Exploring the Texture 
of Texts, 95). 

32. ricoeur, “imagination in discourse and in action,” 17.
33. in the approach that sees ideology as merely deceptive, this stage of the cre-

ation of an explanatory system to account for the new identity is generally seen as a 
stage of “legitimation of domination” (ricoeur, “idéologie et l’utopie,” 56).

34. ibid., 58.
35. erik h. erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis (new York: norton, 1968), 133, 

189–90.
36. ibid., 190. 
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torical project.”37 But, it might also be a sectarian one that nuances such a 
project in subcultural, countercultural, or contracultural ways.38

as suggested above, what is needed is a way to explore this process 
rhetorically as evidenced in texts. Those involved in the religious rheto-
ric of antiquity (rra) commentary series have begun to do this recently. 
Building on the aristotelian notion that a topos is, in the words of carol 
Miller, a “place to which an arguer (or problem solver or thinker) may 
mentally go to find arguments,” robbins has sought to show that sociorhe-
torical analysis employs the textures to discover the topoi that have been 
employed in a text.39 topoi, thus, can be understood as those landmarks 
on the mental geography of thought, which themselves evoke a constella-
tion of networks of meanings as a result of social, cultural, or ideological 
use and the argumentative embedding of these topoi in the presentation of 
the argument(s) of the text.

in light of this approach, it is my contention that ideological texture 
deals with what authors do with preexisting topoi: alter, confirm, nuance, 
reshape, et cetera. rhetorically, authors employ them in ways that recon-
figure them (changing them from a static identity to another) or what is 
done with them (changing how they have been employed or could oth-
erwise be used in argumentation to that point). With robbins, i would 
agree that this is done in the twofold way suggested by aristotle, namely, as 
pictorial-narrative elaboration (rhetography), as enthymematic-syllogistic 
elaboration (rhetology), or as some combination of the two “in which the 
pictorial-narrative and enthymematic-syllogistic modes of elaboration are 
thoroughly embedded in one another.”40 in this way, a writer or speaker 

37. James h. Kavanaugh, “ideology,” in Critical Terms for Literary Study, ed. F. 
lentricchia and t. Mclaughlin (chicago: university of chicago press, 1990), 319.

38. Keith a. roberts, “toward a Generic concept of counter-culture,” Sociologi-
cal Focus 11 (1978): 111–26.

39. carolyn r. Miller, “The aristotelian Topos: hunting for novelty,” in Rereading 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric, ed. alan G. Gross and arthur e. Walzer (carbondale: southern 
illinois university press, 2000), 130–46 (editorial note: pp. 95–117 in this volume); 
Barbara Warnick, “two systems of invention: The topics in the Rhetoric and The New 
Rhetoric,” in Gross and Walzer, Rereading Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 108.

40. rhetoric of religious antiquity, “Guidelines for commentators in the reli-
gious rhetoric of antiquity series” (guidelines produced by the members of the rhet-
oric of religious antiquity project, ashland, ohio, august 2002).
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uses existing socially or culturally intelligible topoi and their argumenta-
tion ideologically to reshape the topoi and/or existing arguments.41

if the elaborations “catch on” in some way and themselves become 
developed, it is likely that we are looking at the creation of a “rhetorolect,” a 
configuration of topoi and their argumentation that “is generated through 
a process whereby widely recognized topoi are recontextualized and recon-
figured to create conventions that support reasoning in new contexts.”42 
in time, such rhetorolects or rhetorically constructed universes become 
themselves an object of interpretive interest, at which point “simplifica-
tion, schematization, stereotyping and ritualization arise.”43 Movement 
does not cease but rather becomes, at the very least, movement that leads 
to distance from the original events and thus to another form of conflict, 
namely, a knowledge gap and a desire to overcome that knowledge gap by 
interpreting this other and distant sacred universe.44

But, what is important to note here is that the texts that are now the 
object of study are such because “texts are instruments of change and 
should be interpreted as such.45 Frederik Wisse notes that texts not only 
come out of a historical situation, but they also help create a new one:

particularly for those canonical and other early christian writings which 
soon found wide acceptance and use, it is important to distinguish 
between the historical situation they reflect and the historical situation 
they created.… religious books are generally not written to state what is 
but what the author thinks should be.46

41. We can see this happening throughout the letters of paul: vocabulary and 
terms (e.g., baptism, righteousness), texts (e.g., the old testament), and social and 
cultural textures (e.g., slavery) that formerly had one meaning are used in new ways 
with new meanings.

42. rhetoric of religious antiquity, “Guidelines for commentators.”
43. ricoeur, “imagination in discourse and in action,” 17.
44. according to Gadamer, this happens especially with a written tradition, which 

demands translation as it becomes “estranged from the present as a result of such fac-
tors as temporal distance, the fixity of writing, and the sheer inertia of permanence” 
(“rhetoric, hermeneutics, and ideology-critique,” 314).

45. Jeffrey alan crafton, “paul’s rhetorical Vision and the purpose of romans: 
toward a new understanding,” NovT 32 (1990): 317–39.

46. Frederik Wisse, “The use of early christian literature as evidence for inner 
diversity and conflict,” in Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism, and Early Christianity, ed. 
charles W. hedrick and robert Jr. hodgson (peabody, Ma: hendrickson, 1986), 
179–80.
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This is a fundamental and crucial insight that the centrality of ideological 
texture in sociorhetorical analysis reveals, over against the “eunuch-like” 
historical approach: texts do not just evidence preexisting worlds; they 
create them.

This insight also brings the interpretive process full-circle, back to a 
point at which a conflict now can arise between the text’s own ideologi-
cally creative position and realities experienced today by real men and 
women that are shaped by that position. ideological texture starts with 
movement evidenced in the text, but that very movement enshrined in the 
text leads to a self-reflection that leads subsequent readers to their own 
conflicts and resulting movements. at least, it does so unless one believes 
that interpretation can be “disinterested” (which may simply be a euphe-
mism for “eunuch-like”) history.

an example: the ideological texture of romans 1:16–32

My contention is that what we discover in the opening chapter of romans 
is an attempt to move an audience from one social and culture position to 
another. That this text has subsequently contributed to the creation of a 
new explanatory system, a “rhetorolect” that we call “early christian dis-
course,” and has as such contributed to the topoi and argumentative use 
of those topoi in subsequent cultures is also the case. Both assertions sug-
gest that it is an excellent study for ideological texture. What follows is an 
attempt to address at least some of the implications of this understanding.

The section of romans we are interested in follows a characteris-
tic pauline letter opening (rom 1:1–7), which contains the three regu-
lar features of a pauline letter opening, namely, paul’s self-identification, 
the addressees, and a greeting, followed by a thanksgiving period (rom 
1:8–12), in which we find not only several lexical connections to the letter 
opening but also several lexical clues to what paul will deal with in later 
portions of his letter.47 repetitive texture reveals that the body opening 
(1:13–15) is as connected to the thanksgiving as it is to the body middle, 
which builds from the body opening: while it is true that paul’s prominent 
use of i-words and you-words in the letter opening, thanksgiving, and 
body opening disappears with 1:16—the first verse of the body middle—it 

47. For a full description of my approach to epistolographic divisions in paul’s 
letters, see my work on philippians (l. Gregory Bloomquist, The Function of Suffering 
in Philippians, Jsntsup 78 [sheffield: sheffield academic, 1993]).



132 BlooMQuist

is also true that words introduced in the body opening are the very ones 
that paul elaborates on in 1:16–32.48 in fact, on the basis of repetitive tex-
ture, 1:13–32 is clearly a unit that has its own lexical identity within the 
larger body of material that extends to the end of the body middle (11:36). 
This self-contained section is introduced by paul’s repetitive emphasis 
on “gospel” (1:15, 16; see the pronoun in 1:17), a word that, while crucial 
to getting paul’s presentation started, very quickly recedes from further 
use.49 presentation of lexical repetitions in this unit clearly reveals rather 
that “God” is the main, repeated word, followed closely by words refer-
ring to “human being.” progressive texture suggests some kind of interplay 
between “God” and God’s actions and “human beings” and their actions.

This is not to say, however, that “gospel” is unimportant, since atten-
tion to paul’s enthymematic-syllogistic and pictorial-narrative elaboration 
allows us to observe that in 1:18–32 paul continues a discussion that, while 
not employing the word, nevertheless depends on his initial use of the word 
“gospel,” a discussion that changes direction at 2:1, when paul employs the 
verb “judge” (four times in 2:1, 3, then four more times through 3:7, and 
then not again until rom 14).50 accordingly, we may suggest with some 
confidence that, if repeated lexica evidence characteristic features of topoi 
and their reconfiguration in a particular author’s work, then, paul’s actual 

48. The material of 1:14 is largely parenthetical and intended to amplify here what 
paul says in the next section. contrary to Joseph a. Fitzmyer, Romans, aB 33 (Garden 
city, nY: doubleday, 1993), 253, who argues that the section begins in rom 1:16 and 
appears to conclude in 11:36, i would suggest that the body of paul’s letter begins 
in 1:13 with the body opening (1:13–15) and extends to 11:36. Fitzmyer argues that 
1:16–11:36 may be divided into three parts (1:16–4:25; 5:1–8:39; 9:1–11:36) but gives 
no formal reason for the division, only a thematic one (Fitzmyer, Romans, 253–54). 

49. it is found again in the whole section only at the brief interjection by paul at 
2:16 and finally near the end of the whole section at 11:28. in fact, it would be difficult 
to state with certainty in romans what exactly paul means by “gospel” on the basis of 
the use of the word alone.

50. as a cautionary note to subsequent interpretations of paul on the basis of 
elements found in the later texture of romans, there is a statistically relevant number 
of words beginning with the a-privative in this brief section, including a word that 
will become central to other parts of romans, namely, δικαιοσύνη and δίκαιος, but that 
is not central here other than in the form of ἀδικαίος, ἀδικία. This should caution us 
against leaping to the conclusion that Fitzmyer does when he states that “δικαιοσύνη 
θεοῦ is the phrase that paul uses to sum up the theme of romans” (Romans, 254). 
as well, and perhaps equally striking, there is no repetitive reference to “Jesus” or 
“christ,” a name that again (as with “gospel”) only recurs in paul’s exclamation in 2:18.
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argumentation that begins in verse 16 does so by building on two topoi 
that can be found in the body opening, namely, the topos of the “gen-
tiles,” a topos that could only be construed meaningfully in the context of 
Jewish discourse or in discourse among gentiles that had been influenced 
by Jewish discourse, and the topos of the “gospel,” a topos that appears to 
sum up for paul what God has done and what paul now proclaims. What 
follows in 1:16–32 is paul’s elaboration on an interplay of both topoi.

We have a pretty good idea of the “landscape” of the particular 
mental picture, or topos, that concerns the gentiles. put most simply, the 
topos is dependent on a Jewish cultural understanding that assumes axi-
omatically that a special relationship exists between God and israel and 
between no other people. among the writings of the sages, the picture of 
righteous gentiles can be found.51 however, these appear regularly to be 
considered exceptions to the rule that “no gentile has a share in the world 
to come,” a statement associated with r. eliezer but which is evidenced in 
multiple ways throughout rabbinic texts, including prominently in trac-
tates such as ‘abodah Zarah. The topos suggests that for a Jew dishonor 
and defilement would customarily have been the result of regular contact 
with the gentiles.52

This topos is crucial because it intersects paul’s own experience of 
involvement with gentiles, specifically those found in rome (cf. 1:13 and 
15). culturally, paul’s involvement with gentiles would likely be construed 
by Jews who held to that topos as a matter of dishonor, since to act (pur-
posefully, self-expressively, or even in an emotion-fused way) among the 
gentiles should logically bring dishonor and impoverish the person who 
does so.53

But, in the letter itself, it is specifically concerning the gospel, not the 
gentiles, that paul speaks of dishonor: “Because i do not see myself as dis-
honored because of the gospel.”54 so, we also need to consider the gospel 

51. see, for example, terence l. donaldson, “proselytes or ‘righteous Gentiles’? 
The status of Gentiles in eschatological pilgrimage patterns of Thought,” JSP 4.7 
(1990): 3–27.

52. how widespread the notion actually was among Jews is not easy to assess.
53. alan F. segal, Paul the Convert: The Apostolate and Apostasy of Saul the Phari-

see (new haven, conn.: Yale university press, 1990), 150.
54. Fitzmyer’s contention that v. 16 recalls v. 14 (he does not mention v. 15) does 

not respect the rhetorical nature of the argumentative texture here and instead appeals 
intertextually for explanation to 1 cor 1:18–25 (Fitzmyer, Romans, 255).
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topos that paul is employing. Though this topos has immense implications 
for its use throughout early christian reflection, its meaning is not abso-
lutely clear here; however, we are probably able to sum it up simply as the 
announcement of significant life-changing action on the part of God, be 
that action understood thaumaturgically (e.g., a bodily healing), conver-
sionally (e.g., a life-direction-changing reality), apocalyptically (e.g., a cata-
clysmic or catastrophic series of events that changes a person, community, 
nation, or world), utopianly (e.g., the creation of a new “space” and “time” 
for a people to flourish), or some other way.

But, how could such a proclamation dishonor anyone? at least two 
ways are possible. First, the proclamation could be perceived as dishon-
oring if it is the proclamation of a great act of God in the form of a dis-
honored, crucified messiah on a cross. That this is dishonoring to some is 
clear from paul’s anacolouthon in 1 cor 1:18–31. But, second, the gospel 
could also be perceived as dishonoring in the Jewish mind if it is inter-
twined with the gentile topos. perhaps, someone might suggest, the gospel 
of God’s act in Jesus would not be dishonoring if it is kept in a Jewish con-
text alone, rather than displayed before gentiles for them to mock Jews. 
and so, the extraordinary act of God that paul proclaims (the “gospel”) 
can indeed be construed as honorable, but only if kept in a Jewish, cultural 
context; it would be dishonorable—and perhaps twice dishonorable—in 
the minds of these people if the gospel were proclaimed as a great, liberat-
ing act toward those who clearly do not deserve it and in fact have caused 
the dishonor. rather, and building on a word that he had used in 1:4 and 
will use again in this section only in 1:20 (see also 8:38; 9:17; and finally 
15:13, 19 twice), namely, δύναμις, paul highlights the gospel as evidence of 
God’s “glory” (see Wis 7:25, where δύναμις is synonymous with δόξα), that 
is, of the highest honor that can be conceived, as opposed to the least.55

But, of course, this is not apparent at all. if it were, and the social 
and cultural texture that supports the gentile topos were not in conflict, 
paul would have had no reason to communicate with the romans. no, 
this reconfiguration of both topoi achieved by their intertwining can be 
understood, paul says, only by those who “believe.” paul here is rhetori-
cally gaining those who might otherwise contradict him: only those who 

55. The term δόξα, which is used in this section (1:23), will become central to 
paul’s argument in the following section that begins at 2:1.
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“believe” will understand how the “gospel” is highly honorable rather than 
a debasing reality for himself and, more importantly, for God.56

paul could also be understood to be challenging those who see the 
gospel as debasing to him and to God as not really believing! to believers 
the proclamation of the act of God, even to the gentiles, does not dishonor 
but, completely to the contrary, glorifies God and allows all believers to 
share in that glory.

accordingly, paul states unequivocally that the gospel that he preaches 
clearly does anything other than to dishonor God, for this gospel proclaims 
God’s δικαιοσύνη.57 But, it does so for gentiles, as well as Jews, something 
that is antithetical to the gentile topos.58 how? contrary to Joseph Fitzmy-
er’s view that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ “stands in contrast to” ὀργὴ θεοῦ, i believe that 
paul is saying that “just wrath” is in fact one of the ways that God’s honor 
is ensured.59 Thus, in a strange twist of strategy, paul not only accepts but 

56. paul here is not introducing a discussion concerning faith—since that word-
group disappears (with “gospel”) by v. 19. Fitzmyer (Romans, 256) is right that paul 
uses the word repetitively (four times) in 1:16–18, but he does not note that paul 
moves on in what follows.

57. Fitzmyer, Romans, 257.
58. culturally, Jewish tradition would have maintained that God’s just judgment 

would have been exercised against all, with sinners being found guilty and punished, 
and yet those who were somehow sinners and protected by God, i.e., israel, would 
be disciplined but not punished as the non-Jew would have been. “salvation,” then, 
would culturally have applied only to the covenant people of israel. paul, however, 
here asserts both that the gospel displays God’s glorious salvation to both Jew and 
non-Jew who accept it and that this does not contradict God’s just judgment but in 
fact confirms it.

59. Fitzmyer (Romans, 257–58) also writes that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ can be summed 
up as “the quality whereby God actively acquits his sinful people, manifesting toward 
them his power and gracious activity in a just judgment,” as expressed in isa 46:13; 
51:5, 6, 8; 56:1; 61:10, as well as in ps 40:9–10. Fitzmyer appears to reverse his asser-
tions on p. 257 when he later writes: “Wrath is … an attribute or quality of God, 
parallel to his uprightness or righteousness in vs. 17” (271). a few pages later (p. 277), 
however, he returns to the position stated above in the text, when, following c. h. 
dodd and others, he sees the γάρ of 1:18 not as “a mere transitional particle” (which 
is correct) but “as expressing contrast,” namely, with the revelation of the power of 
God stated in 1:17. Fitzmyer’s argument depends on the understanding of 1:17 as 
depicting the way in which the uprightness of God is “offered to humanity.” i believe 
that this same cultural understanding underlies the meaning of the enigmatic words 
ἐκ πίστεως εἰς πίστιν, namely, that those who understand the righteousness judgment 
of God do so because they believe or trust in God and, seeing the righteous judgment 
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begins to show the implications of the gentile topos, namely, the assertion 
that God’s just wrath will be wrought upon the gentiles as a people because 
of their unjust acts (i.e., ungodly acts).60

at this point, paul moves to the fourth element of his argumentation.61 
he begins to employ repetitive uses of δικα-words to express what God 
justly does. preeminently, what God does is to be rightly angered by the 
thinking and actions of humans who unrightly suppress the truth.62 paul 
provides a rationale for the previous assertion by stating that God has 
made known to humans those things concerning himself that he wants 
them to know, namely, that God is rightly angry when humans suppress 
this knowledge (1:19a), not a “knowledge” that is understood epistemo-
logically (as was suggested in subsequent interpretations throughout the 

of God, their faith or trust is confirmed. This, for example, seems to be the sense 
of πιστεύω used at the outset of the book of Wisdom together with its parallel: ὅτι 
εὑρίσκεται τοῖς μὴ πειράζουσιν αὐτόν ἐμφανίζεται δὲ τοῖς μὴ ἀπιστοῦσιν αὐτῷ (Wis 1:2). 
as we shall see below, the parallel to the understanding found in the book of Wisdom 
is not coincidental.

60. Fitzmyer correctly asserts that in 1:17 paul recites lxx ps 97:2 (Mt 98:2): 
ἐγνώρισεν κύριος τὸ σωτήριον αὐτοῦ ἐναντίον τῶν ἐθνῶν ἀπεκάλυψεν τὴν δικαιοσύνην 
αὐτοῦ. in doing so, however, paul, contrary to Fitzmyer’s conjecture, prepares his audi-
ence for what will follow by noting that the display of God’s uprightness is not on 
behalf of the non-Jew but to show the non-Jew what kind of God God is, for culturally 
the Jew knows that the gentile is unright by definition. This cultural understanding 
appears to be confirmed by paul’s use of hab 2:4, which, as Fitzmyer shows from its 
use in 1Qphab Vii, 5–Viii, 3, is understood to speak of the Jewish (and particularly 
Judahite) “observers of the law” (Fitzmyer, Romans, 264). While it is true, as Fitzmyer 
shows, that the use of this verse in the Qumran text underscores the allegiance of the 
covenant member to a particular leader (i.e., “the teacher of righteousness”), it must 
also be noted that such an allegiance is part of a much larger picture, namely, faithful 
adherence to God by means of allegiance to such a leader. in other words, the one who 
believes correctly in God will live; on the other hand, the contrary implies that the one 
who does not believe correctly cannot possibly live. 

61. The word ἀποκαλύπτεται, used in both 1:17 and 1:18, suggests that what paul 
is saying in 1:18 in some sense parallels what he has said in 1:17.

62. That a Jewish audience would be inclined to agree with him seems to be the 
point if, as is possibly the case, paul has borrowed the two terms ἀσέβεια and ἀδικία 
from lxx ps 72:6 and/or prov 11:5 (Fitzmyer, Romans, 278). Furthermore, if that 
agreement is there, and if the gospel does express God’s glorious saving power, then it is 
a salvation, or deliverance, from the just and right anger of God from which culturally 
those Jews who held to the gentile topos would have already seen themselves exempted.
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Middle ages) but knowledge of the proper honor due this God who has 
made himself known as worthy of honor.63

But these are not generic “humans” who do these things. That paul 
is adding further support for the gentile topos seems clear.64 The goal of 
the knowledge of God—namely, to glorify God and to thank God—was 
something that Jews, as opposed to gentiles, were understood to do as a 
matter of identity.65 so, paul asks, when gentiles dishonor God by making 
a mockery of God, is it surprising that God is rightly angry? his anger 
preserves his honor, and those who have violated it (i.e., gentiles) have 
no excuse (1:19–23). paul thus dispels any doubt that he is subverting the 
gentile topos. in fact, in what follows it appears that what paul is doing, if 
anything, is to strengthen it!

specifically, when we come to verse 21 we discover paul’s further elab-
oration on the gentile topos through his intertextural reconfiguration of 
material found in the Wisdom of solomon. For example, in Wis 12:23–24, 
the author introduces the subject that will become his theme throughout 
Wis 12–14, namely, that those who in folly of life lived unrighteously God 
tormented through their own abominations. For his assertion that upon 
those who “saw and recognized as the true God the one whom they had 
before refused to know,” “the utmost condemnation” has come (12:27), he 
provides a rationale, namely, that they were “foolish by nature … unable 
from the good things that are seen to know the one who exists … nor did 
they recognize the artisan while paying heed to his works” (13:1 nrsV).66 
in 13:2, the author contends that these humans “supposed that either fire 
or wind or swift air, or the circle of the stars, or turbulent water, or the 
luminaries of heaven were the gods that rule the world.” They were, as a 
result, πάλιν δὲ οὐδ᾿ αὐτοὶ συγγνωστοί (13:8).67 But, as is clear from the full 

63. Karl Barth’s interpretation of romans on this point can thus be seen to have 
been remarkably perceptive and boldly creative (Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, 
trans. edwyn c. hoskyns [oxford: oxford university press, 1968], 45–47).

64. This is especially so when paired with paul’s added expressions of God’s eter-
nal power and his divinity. see Wis 2:23; 7:26; 13:4; 18:9; cf. let. aris. 132; as well 
as in philo Mos. 2.12 (65), Spec. 1.3 (20), or Josephus, J.W. 7.8.7 (346) (Fitzmyer, 
Romans, 280).

65. Fitzmyer captures this well when he notes that “paul’s complaint is centered 
not so much on pagan ignorance as on the failure to manifest reverence and gratitude, 
which should have sprung from the knowledge they had of him” (Romans, 282).

66. unless otherwise stated, all biblical translations follow the rsV. 
67. The pauline form ἀναπολόγητος (rom 2:1; cf. 1:20) may represent a nuancing 
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description of the God-dishonoring and image-of-God-dishonoring ways 
in Wisdom, the point is that these are not just “human” activities; these are 
the activities of gentiles (Wis 13:10–14, 17), as is clear from the author’s 
condemnation of the evil of idolatry in chapter 14 (specifically Wis 14:7–8, 
12, 22–27).

now, other extensive hellenistic Jewish literature invokes a very simi-
lar kind of anti-idolatry argument, and one could find many such themes 
elsewhere in second temple Jewish literature; however, the reason i cite 
the texts from Wisdom is that in its repetitive, progressive, and argu-
mentative structure, the parallels to the repetitive, progressive, and argu-
mentative structure in romans are so close as to be almost assuredly a 
recontextualization by paul of these texts from Wisdom or of material 
from a source that has either used Wisdom or that was itself a source for 
the Wisdom text.68 it seems in fact very likely that paul’s argumentation 
must be addressed to an audience that is at least familiar with the material 
(including the topoi) and argumentation that we find in Wisdom, whether 
it was found there first or last.69

in fact, the parallels between Wisdom and romans are carried through 
in the connection made between idolatry and illicit behavior pertaining to 
sex and gender.70 in the case of paul, having established with his audience 
that God’s anger is just against those who do in fact debase God’s honor, 
he proceeds not simply to “link” various sins to idolatry but to itemize in 

of the Wisdom passage that is fully in accord with what paul eventually makes of it, 
because it suggests that the gentiles had no defense of their own that they could bring 
to stave off their just punishment; the word used in Wisdom suggests that the gentiles 
will not find any forgiveness for their action, which, as romans goes on to suggest, is 
not the case.

68. This connection has been noted by many, including recently Fitzmyer 
(Romans, 272), though Fitzmyer sees paul’s argumentation in romans as set “against 
the background of such pre-christian Jewish thinking, especially that in the Wis 13.1–
19 and 14.22–31,” without seeing paul as directly recontextualizing these texts.

69. This confirms the suspicion of ernst Käsemann that the argument of 1:18–32 
is indeed part of a “dialogue with Jews,” pace Fitzmyer (ernst Käsemann, Commentary 
on Romans, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley [Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1980], 
33–34; Fitzmyer, Romans, 271).

70. Fitzmyer (Romans, 272) notes, “the folly of idolatry was often linked to for-
nication or adultery in the Jewish tradition, and avoidance of it became a topic of 
exhortation in intertestamental literature” and cites as evidence sib. or. 3:8–45, 2 Bar. 
54:17–18, t. naph. 3.4. nevertheless, the connection here is more than a link.
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1:24–32 not volitional dishonorings of God or themselves but rather pun-
ishments that God brings upon those who dishonor God, that is, upon the 
gentiles. Building on the cultural and probably socially widespread belief 
that those who dishonor a superior who is known for his justice deserve 
some form of punishment—and thus introducing a third topos, namely, 
that of “punishment”—paul asserts that, as a result of a studied and prac-
ticed ignorance of God, God is justly angered and justly defends his honor 
by handing gentiles who do such things over to a series of punishments 
(παρέδωκεν).71 Gentiles, though they knew God because God himself had 
revealed what they needed to know about him to them, dishonored (i.e., 
did not glory in or thank) God in a variety of ways (1:19–23); therefore, 
God handed them over to be punished by the following means … (1:24–
32). paul’s use of the term παρέδωκεν when combined with the lexica and 
cultural understandings of δικαιοσύνη followed in 2:1–11 by κρίνω, and the 
logico-cultural argumentation concerning the honor of the superior (in 
this case, God), strongly suggests this contention.

Furthermore, as we know from the practice of trial and punishment 
in antiquity, as well as the topos itself, torture was a significant element of 
punishment (see isocrates, Trapez. 17.15; demosthenes, Steph. 1.45.61).72 
it is certainly likely, then, that the normal reading of rom 1:24–32, in 

71. For the use of the term παρέδωκεν meaning “handed over to punishment,” 
see andocides, Myst. 1.17; lysias, Alc. 1.14.17; Against the Corn-Dealers 22.2; demos-
thenes, Cor. trier. 51.8; Tim., 49.9; xenophon, Hell., 1.7.3. Fitzmyer, who also sees the 
use of the word here as referring to punishment, speaks of it thus somewhat gener-
ally: “[paul] attributes [the dire condition of pagan humanity] to an action of God 
who punishes pagan humanity in his divine wrath” (Romans, 272). see now, however, 
the very helpful and excellent work of danielle allen on punishment in the classical 
Greek world (The World of Prometheus: The Politics of Punishing in Democratic Athens 
[princeton: princeton university press, 2000]).

72. it is also possible that paul may be arguing for a view of punishment and tor-
ture as spectacle, along the lines of the classical Greek dramas in which punishment 
is staged as a moral exercise for the benefit of the viewers. For example, in sophocles’s 
Ajax, athena displays ajax in his insanity to odysseus, while in euripides’s Bacchae, 
dionysus stages the tragedy of pentheus. “The two plays are similar because in each, a 
god makes a mortal insane as a punishment, and the madness in each case is staged for 
other members of the mortal community” (anne Mahoney, review of “Figures of play: 
Greek drama and Metafictional poetics,” by Gregory W. dobrov, Bryn Mawr Classi-
cal Review [June 2001], http://tinyurl.com/sBl7103b). But, this is not to say that it is 
not also for the benefit of those punished themselves, since as dobrov argues, in the 
aforementioned plays, “ajax and pentheus themselves are also spectators” (Mahoney, 
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which paul is seen as describing mere results of human idolatry, is clearly 
inadequate.73 also, it is certainly plausible to see that in 1:24–32 paul is 
building on the picture that we find in Wis 11:15–16 (“in return for their 
foolish, wicked thoughts, by which they went astray and worshiped irratio-
nal serpents and worthless beings”) by describing torture-induced punish-
ments. For if, according to the punishment topos, the punishments fit the 
crime as just judgments of a just God, the torture-punishment described 
in 1:24–32 must fit the crime, which is precisely what we find: because 
gentiles did not honor God in body and mind, but instead fashioned idols 
with their hands, God hands them over to torturers (disordered heart, pas-
sions, minds) who will dishonor them in their bodies and in their social 
behavior, two of the three spheres of bodily action, namely, emotion-fused 
and purposeful.74

First, paul says, because gentiles lost sight of the truth about God and 
began to think of created beings as gods and became futile in mind and 
in thought, fools who claimed to be wise, idolaters who exchanged the 
glory of the immortal God for images of mortal man, as well as of birds, 
animals, or reptiles (1:21–23), God hands them over to “torturers” in the 
form of the desires of human hearts. as humans had dishonored God and 
had done so by darkened hearts, the punishment will not be that God 
will dishonor them, but that God will hand them over to the very results 
of the darkened “thoughts” of their hearts that had dishonored God, and 
their darkened hearts’ desires (ἐπιθυμίαις) will dishonor their own bodies 
(1:24).75

second, paul says, God handed gentiles over to the torturers in the 
form of dishonorable passions, handing female gentiles over to the tor-
ture of exchanging the natural “propriety” for the unnatural (1:26b) and 
male gentiles to the torturer of the abandonment of the natural use of the 
female (1:27).76 The argument strongly suggests (through the repeated use 

review of “Figures of play” [dobrov]). The katharitic and reformative goals of punish-
ment and torture may then be dramatistically present in the mind of paul.

73. Fitzmyer, Romans, 271.
74. strikingly, perhaps there is no specific punishment mentioned related to self-

expression. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 29–31.
75. For good measure, paul repeats that this happens because they exchanged 

the truth about God for a lie; namely, they called what was “created” (i.e., an idol) the 
creator, and so dishonored the true God.

76. Fitzmyer (Romans, 285) appears to ignore the threefold nature of the punish-
ment when commenting on it.
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of γάρ and διό) that the behavior mentioned in 1:26–27 is, as in the previ-
ous verses, a conclusion to an argument.77 paul here again is speaking not 
about what brings about God’s wrath but the punishment inflicted on gen-
tiles—that is, those who, according to the initial topos, have dishonored 
God and who are thus rightly punished for that dishonor by themselves 
being dishonored.

now, it is generally thought, though incorrectly so, not only that paul 
is talking here about human activity that brings about God’s wrath but 
also that paul is talking about these torturers as so-called same-sex rela-
tionships.78 First of all, nowhere in second temple Jewish literature would 
paul have found support for any contention concerning same-sex female, 
genital relationships as either worthy of condemnation or themselves part 
of divine punishment.79 Though it is true, as is well-known, that he could 
have found this stated regarding same-sex male, genital relationships, the 
invocation of the female relationships, and those first in order of argu-
ment, suggests that paul may be thinking more broadly.

accordingly, and consistent with paul’s argument and the use of the 
repetitive texture here, i believe that paul envisions something more akin 
to aristotle’s and the stoics’ as well as second temple Judaism’s critique 
of disharmony (“disease”) in the body-politic.80 paul argues that when 

77. Fitzmyer is only partially correct in his analysis: while it is true that “the 
depravity involved in such conduct is the merited consequence of pagan impiety and 
idolatry,” it is clearly not the case according to our analysis that “having exchanged a 
true God for a false one (1:25), pagans inevitably exchanged their true natural func-
tions for perverted ones” (Romans, 285; my emphasis). This could only be construed 
as an accurate analysis of the situation if we were to assert that the punishment for 
murder is “inevitably” to be executed, which is not of course true, since punishment 
also entails being caught, which is anything but inevitable.

78. Fitzmyer’s conclusion on these verses is characteristic of the error: “homo-
sexual behavior is the sign of human rebellion against God, an outward manifestation 
of the inward and spiritual rebellion” (Romans, 276).

79. see Bernadette J. Brooten, Love between Women: Early Christian Responses 
to Female Homoeroticism, chicago series on sexuality, history, and society (chi-
cago: university of chicago, 1996). Brooten’s earliest claim to Jewish, female same-sex 
injunctions is talmudic (281–98).

80. paul’s argument here fits well within the larger sphere of hellenistic debates 
on the commonweal of the polis. For example, Kalimtzis, in his work on the aristo-
telian notion of stasis (Kostas Kalimtzis, Aristotle on Political Enmity and Disease: An 
Inquiry into Stasis [albany: state university of new York press, 2000]), “notes that 
homer and hesiod regarded stasis as divine punishment and a plague on society. 
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females and males abandon “natural propriety” (φυσικὴ χρῆσις) the whole 
gentile realm, not just individual gentiles, suffers, evidence of the just judg-
ment of God at their dishonoring of God.81 For the female in first-century 
Mediterranean culture, this likely means the abandonment of her subordi-
nate role versus the active role of the male, which would be unseemly and 
properly dishonoring to herself (an inversion of female shame) whether it 
were sexual or social. The inversion of the proper female social and cul-
tural role, then, is what is at stake. This happens paul says, according to 
the gentile topos, to gentiles as a God-ordered torture for a gentile crime.

“similarly” (and this is paul’s own choice of word), gentile males aban-
doned their proper, male role and dishonored themselves and diseased the 
body politic. This may—and apparently here does—mean a sexual inver-
sion in which they abandon the passive female for genital activity and 
use each other for such activity. Why? Because spurred on by their God-
ordained torturers, their desires, gentile men engage in the genital use of 
other men as they would women, and thus they dishonor themselves and 
they dishonor the body politic by introducing disordered and disruptive 
behavior into the whole.82

later poets and political writers associated stasis with disease (nosos)” (anatole Mori, 
review of “aristotle on political enmity and disease: an inquiry into stasis,” by Kostas 
Kalimtzis, Bryn Mawr Classical Review [april 2001], http://tinyurl.com/sBl7103d). 
Kalimtzis notes the widespread use of this notion throughout Greek thinking, for 
example, in Thucydides’s description of the advanced stages of stasis at Kerkyra (P.W. 
3.81–84), where Kalimtzis “finds five generic themes characteristic of stasis, including 
the rhetorical replacement of common values by values of private interest, the use of 
terror and fraud to satisfy desires for honor (philotimia) and unfair gain (pleonexia), 
and the unfettered passions that generally rule a state convulsed by stasis. Thucydides’s 
historical account of Kerkyra shows stasis to be an irrational and destructive process 
whose ends are endlessly various and unpredictable” (Mori, review of “aristotle on 
political enmity and disease” [Kalimtzis]). noteworthy is that while the term stasis 
does not itself occur in rom 1—nor for that matter in any of paul’s letters—the term 
pleonexia does (1:29), as well as various uses of timē words, all apparently indicative of 
the very “unfettered passions” that evidence stasis.

81. aristotle, Eth. nic. 1134b, discusses the “just” (δίκαια) propriety or order of 
things between husband and wife, father and sons, master and slaves. its subversion 
leads to disharmony and disorder.

82. Fitzmyer (Romans, 288) is wrong to suggest that paul here “is merely echo-
ing the ot abomination of such homosexual activity,” as is described in lev 18:22; 
20:13, etc.
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The focus on genital, sexual activity in this section by subsequent com-
mentators is certainly one of the clearest examples of subsequent ideologi-
cal interpretations of paul’s arguments. While it is not entirely inconceiv-
able that paul is in fact speaking about (possibly) female and (certainly) 
male homosexuality, to focus on either or to misconstrue either as a cause 
of God’s wrath, however, misses the direction of paul’s argument, which 
follows the pattern laid down for him in Wisdom, which does not con-
demn same-sex relations, either male or female,83 but which does high-
light illicit sexual activity in a way that parallels more my reading of paul. 
in Wis 14:22–26, among the variety of evils that humans do as a result 
of their abandonment of true knowledge and honor of God—a passage 
that parallels paul’s litany in rom 1:28–31—the author clearly indicates 
the defilement of marriage and the corruption of wives by husbands, asso-
ciated not exclusively (or even perhaps at all) with homosexuality but 
with the more widespread disorder and disharmony of adultery, primarily 
(though not exclusively) as caused by men. paul, following Wisdom, con-
tends that disordered sexual behavior of gentiles is a punishment meted 
out to the gentiles and which has as a result the dishonoring of individual 
and corporate bodies. Though this punishment takes different approaches, 
the cause of the punishment is the same: the dishonoring of God.

Finally, and perhaps most damningly, paul says, God handed gentiles 
over to the “torturers” of an unthinking mind (εἰς ἀδόκιμον νοῦν), a pun-
ishment that fits, paul says, the crime of not thinking correctly about God 
(οὐκ ἐδοκίμασαν τὸν θεὸν ἔχειν ἐν ἐπιγνώσει, 1:28), something that he has 
already asserted to his audience in 1:18–25. accordingly, unable to act 
otherwise than they might wish to act were they in complete control of 
their own bodies, minds, or vehicles of self-expression, the torturer (i.e., 
an unthinking mind) forces the gentiles to begin to do, think and say all 
sorts of “improper” things (lit., τὰ μὴ καθήκοντα). here most clearly the 
just judgment is evidenced, because, as a result of their punishment, the 
gentiles are now filled with the very kind of things that they themselves 
had made God guilty of even though they knew that God was perfectly 
innocent of them.

83. Though see Brooten, Love between Women, 296 n. 112. Fitzmyer’s commen-
tary on romans, which until this point throughout his discussion of 1:18–32 has 
been packed with insightful parallels to Wisdom, is completely silent on any parallel 
to Wisdom.
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specifically, paul adduces emotion-fused actions that an unthink-
ing mind produces, starting not unintentionally with the first thing that 
paul has mentioned in his argumentative list, namely, the accusation that, 
though gentiles knew God to be upright, they attributed to him lack of 
uprightness (ἀδικία). nevertheless, he quickly adds synonymous emotion-
fused activity to the “lack of uprightness”—namely, evil (πονηρία), greed 
(πλεονεξία), and malice (κακία). in fact, paul says, gentiles are not only 
full (πεπληρωμένους) but full to overflowing (μεστούς), a visible representa-
tion of why their emotion-fused action issues forth in purposeful and self-
expressive action that is evil (murder, rebellion against parents, boasting, 
gossip, slander, etc.).

paul brings this final description of human punishment to a rhetorical 
conclusion through an inclusion (a description of human error through 
misdirected knowledge ἐπιγνώσει in 1:28 and ἐπιγνόντες in 1:32) and sug-
gests how this evil is extended.

paul’s point

What i have suggested in my analysis of 1:16–32 is that by the time a hearer 
or reader would have reached 1:32, paul would not only have confirmed 
the gentile topos but would have intensified it. While any gentiles in paul’s 
audience would thus either have been squirming from discomfort at hear-
ing themselves so described (even if it referred to a former life), any Jews in 
paul’s audience might have found themselves ready to shout “amen” when 
paul reached his conclusion, which was surely to come in the next chapter. 
Because, if they knew the conclusion of the writer of Wisdom, that con-
clusion follows logically from the passages that paul has been using to this 
point. The conclusion clearly gives the punch-line for the gentile topos. 
While the gentiles as a people are justly judged and punished for their 
actions, the Jews, regardless of individual lapses, will not be:

But thou, our God, art kind and true, patient, and ruling all things in 
mercy. For even if we [i.e., the Jewish people] sin we are thine, knowing 
thy power; but we will not sin, because we know that we are accounted 
thine. For to know thee is complete righteousness, and to know thy 
power is the root of immortality. For neither has the evil intent of human 
art misled us, nor the fruitless toil of painters, a figure stained with varied 
colors, whose appearance arouses yearning in fools, so that they desire 
the lifeless form of a dead image. (Wis 15:1–5)
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any Jews in paul’s audience would have waited for paul’s parallel to Wis 
15:1–5, “but not so for us, the Jewish people,” but they would have waited 
in vain, for that conclusion never came. in fact, paul’s conclusion is a very 
different one from that of the writer of Wisdom. as we saw, when paul 
arrives at the conclusion of this particular section of his argument at 1:32, 
he begins a new discussion which does of course build on what has gone 
before, but which also introduces new repetitive textural elements, spe-
cifically, the element of judging, a probably not coincidental topos that 
logically precedes the topos of punishment, but not in paul’s rhetorical 
schema. For intertexturally we are here at the very outset of the argument 
in the book of Wisdom, which begins by addressing the fictive audience as 
one comprising “judges” (Wis 1:1).

paul’s conclusion, however, is not the one that any Jews in his audi-
ence, who understood themselves as “judges,” especially in light of the 
gentile topos, would expect. rather what we find is enthymematic syllo-
gistic argumentation based on an assumed major premise:

One who knows what is right and judges so should not commit the same 
crime as those whom he judges.

You judge another but condemn yourself because you do the very things 
that you judge another to be doing. (1:32)

Therefore, you are without excuse, whoever you are in your judgment. 
(2:1)84

so, paul turns his attention from the intertextural pattern of Wisdom and 
just judgment of the gentiles and turns it toward those who would pre-
sume to sit in judgment on the gentiles, affirming the right judgment of 
God. not only does he not reach his expected conclusion but, without 
denying the special cultural place in the economy of God, he turns from 
judicial consequences as shaped by his reconfigured wisdom discourse to 
a classical, but again reconfigured, prophetic discourse directed to those 
who would support the gentile topos:

But if you call yourself a Jew and rely upon the law and boast of your rela-
tion to God and know his will and approve what is excellent, because you 
are instructed in the law, and if you are sure that you are a guide to the 

84. one notes the presence of the logical particle διό.
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blind, a light to those who are in darkness, a corrector of the foolish, a 
teacher of children, having in the law the embodiment of knowledge and 
truth—you then who teach others, will you not teach yourself? While 
you preach against stealing, do you steal? You who say that one must not 
commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you 
rob temples? You who boast in the law, do you dishonor God by breaking 
the law? For, as it is written, “The name of God is blasphemed among the 
Gentiles because of you.” (2:17–24)

i do not think that paul reveals fully what he thinks of his own cultural and 
ethnic community here, any more than i think that he has told his readers 
what he himself thinks about the gentiles in 1:16–32. Fitzmyer is thus right 
only in part when he says that paul’s argumentation in 1:18–32 concerns 
“God and his reaction to humanity.” What is more the case is that 1:18–32 
concerns paul’s own rhetorical configuration of gentiles (which is done 
in light of the gentile topos) and Jews who could be expected to support 
it.85 accordingly, 1:16–32 should be seen as a highly rhetorical maneuver 
that is primarily intended for a real or fictive audience of gentile-topos-
oriented Jews in order to get them on board with him in an overall con-
firmation of God’s righteous judgment against gentiles. he will then turn 
to those Jews themselves and say: but, if you are no better, not only should 
you not presume to judge, but do you not deserve the same judgment and 
punishments that were meted out by a just God on those whom you have 
already agreed are guilty?86

at that point, a member of paul’s fictive audience might have thrown 
up her hands and said: “But, paul, that leaves the whole of humanity in 
the same boat, Jew and Greek. Who, then, is left that can say: i alone, o 
lord, am left to stand before you in my righteousness?” That is exactly 
what paul wants his audience to say: the answer is not the prophetic “there 
is a remnant that has not defiled themselves,” but rather the profoundly 
apocalyptic “no one” (see rom 3:9–18). Because if someone can say, as the 
writer of Wisdom can, that he or his people will not sin, then there is no 
need to right any situation before God there; but, if all are guilty, then God 
can have mercy on all (see rom 3:23–24).

85. Fitzmyer, Romans, 270. in discussing 1:24–32, Fitzmyer does talk about God’s 
judgment on “pagan humanity” (271).

86. Whether this is a real or fictive audience depends on the composition of paul’s 
actual audience. That it may be fictive would be the case if paul were in fact trying to 
show a group of nongentile topos-oriented Jews how right they are not to be!
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That brings us back to the other topos with which we began: the gospel. 
For paul’s focus is not on the extensive cascading punishments meted out 
to gentiles and hypothetically presented to Jews as their fate, too. paul’s 
argument begins with the gospel, and it will end with the gospel, under-
stood as God’s act not just on Jewish behalf but on behalf of all, to cor-
rect the situation into which the gentiles have gotten themselves by deny-
ing the true God and into which Jews have gotten themselves by judging 
according to the law and not acting according to the law. if abandonment 
of God is the crime that leads to the punishments of dishonoring God 
and disobeying God, it is the “good news” that shows the way to right the 
situation.

it is something that no human can do. God alone does it by having 
mercy on both groups, that is, on all humanity, rather than just on one 
only! if the argument of the writer of Wisdom were allowed to stand, it 
would be clear that there would be one group that would not need the 
saving grace that God manifests. But, given that they are as guilty as the 
gentiles, then, they, too, need salvation. Where salvation obtains, neither 
crime nor punishment remain, though human vestiges of a past history 
may. salvation itself, then, for paul may be an apocalyptic reality.87 how-
ever, the subsequent, christian existence is clearly a utopian one.

Though it is not the subject matter of this section, we know from 
the argument that develops that it happens through Jesus, who for paul 
is evidence of how far God is willing to go—even to the point of public 
dishonor—to achieve that merciful end. Given that Jesus’s liminal, apoca-
lyptic existence and function is mirrored in the apostle’s own straddling of 
the two ages, with a foot in both, to proclaim christ in “this age” in order 
to bring as many through (or “transfer” them) into the “new age,” he could 
have added: “and that i am not ashamed to do.”

conclusion

robbins’s emphasis on the need to explore ideological texture has done 
a tremendous service to the academy. i have simply argued for a way to 
make what robbins has said even stronger. i think that one can see the 
implications that my reading of rom 1 has, not just for understanding 

87. Johan christiaan Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and 
Thought (philadelphia: Fortress, 1980).
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rom 1, but for entering the “world” that paul ideologically seeks to create 
through reconfiguring his existing worlds.

But, if we want to do more than understand, if we want to enter this 
world and see for ourselves what paul saw and what he sought to reconfig-
ure, then we need to enter worlds that are shaped by how far ethnic hatred 
can go, since ethnic hatred is simply the extension of self-gratifying views 
that “we” are perfect judges and that “the other” is both God’s enemy and 
ours, whether “the other” is gentile or Jew, male or female, slave or free, 
barbarian or Greek, parthian or roman, white or black, hutu or tutsi, 
israeli or palestinian, serb or Kosovar. Thus perhaps we will get the full 
impact of the situation paul is talking about and why that reconfiguration 
was so important to him only when we see the images from rwanda, from 
israel, from indonesia, and from india and recognize in them the face of 
ethnic hatred, the hatred of one who is not family. We do so when we look 
deeply into the faces of “others,” like those in the photographs that ron 
haviv took in 1992 when serbs attacked Bosnian towns in what became 
known as “ethnic cleansing.”88

These are the faces that paul imagines himself speaking to as he writes. 
Through them, paul wants to speak to their hearts of darkness, hearts 
apparently of a fictive christian audience in “rome,” one that is neither 
exclusively Jewish nor exclusively gentile, but one that appears to be char-
acterized by emotion-fused clinging to the ethnocentric values of “this 
age.” paul recognizes this, but this is not his focus, nor, of course, his proc-
lamation; his proclamation is the act of God in Jesus, mercy offered to Jew 
and to gentile, same and other.

Vernon, having come to know you over the past half-decade, i now 
realize that we see better through sociorhetorical analysis, because it 
incarnates your own marvelously healthy, insightful, and merciful way of 
approaching not only texts and scholars, but life in general. in fact, your 
inclusiveness reminds me a lot of paul’s inclusive language in rom 1. Thank 
you, Vernon, for helping us to see things like this and thus, having seen, 
not only to understand but to strive for something different for ourselves.

88. ron haviv, “Blood and honey: a Balkan War Journal,” photoarts, http://
tinyurl.com/sBl7103e. try to look into the hidden face of a serbian soldier, having 
gunned down the local butcher, then his wife, then her sister, then in anger, still smok-
ing a cigarette, the sunglasses perfectly set on his well-trimmed hair, he kicks the dying 
wife in the head. This is the stuff of ethnic hatred (see the section on “slaughter”).



part 3 
cultural Geography and critical spatiality





theories of space and construction of the ancient World

Jon L. Berquist

introduction

By widely held custom, academic papers on theoretical topics should 
begin with a history of the terms to be discussed. The pervasiveness of this 
custom tempts me to start this paper in that time-honored tradition, but i 
have found myself resistant, for two reasons.

First, space is an odd term about which to write a history. Throughout 
most of the history of Western thought, few persons have recognized that 
space is historical; that is, space has generally been understood as a given, 
not as a category about which there could be variation. history existed 
within space (and time); there was no possible history of space because 
history required variation and space was neutral and beyond change. trac-
ing the transformation of this static view of space can proceed only with 
difficulty, but one might profitably point first to the einsteinian notions 
that understand space, time, mass, and energy as functions of each other. 
The interrelationship between such realities requires us to rethink all of 
them and to change at fundamental levels our approach to space. But the 
ramifications of such notions have been slow at best. only in the 1960s 
can one readily perceive further changes or at least easily trace the move-
ment of such ideas outside of physics. in the last thirty-five years, culture 
as a whole and philosophy in particular have granted increasing attention 
to space. current literature on space routinely nods to Michel Foucault’s 
1967 lecture, “of other spaces,” as the first time that space began to have 
a history, or at least a possibility for a history, as it connected with the 
genealogical projects of Foucault’s critical historical work.1 Yet the notions 

1. Michel Foucault, “of other spaces,” Diacritics 16 (1986): 22–27.
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of space and its history remained sparsely developed within the Foucauld-
ian corpus.

Thus, the first difficulty in sketching a history of space is that the his-
tory would have to begin with a defense of itself as an acceptable activ-
ity. next, the spatial historian would need to interrogate sources from the 
ancient and modern worlds, even though those sources were convinced 
that space had no potential history. Then we would need to examine the 
changes in our academic work as a result of space’s history. such a prereq-
uisite does not remove either the need for the task of writing the history 
of space nor the possibility for doing so, but it certainly problematizes the 
project, well past the point where an academic paper’s introductory ges-
ture can easily bear the weight of a reference to it. nevertheless, for the last 
three and a half decades, more or less, philosophers and other academics 
have gained in the sense that space is a vital and necessary category of 
discourse, even a historical discourse.2 in fact, we need to treat seriously 
sam Gill’s claim that the shift from theology to territory as the controlling 
aspect of academic study is precisely the move that created the academic 
study of religion.3 space has a genealogy and a history; it exists as a con-
structed category within the framework of human history. space is some-
thing we make, create, produce, shape, reshape, form, inform, disform, 
and transform. all these human activities are operations upon space, leav-
ing traces that mark its history. to discuss the history is to participate in 
the social and historical shaping of space.

But my second difficulty in discussing a history of space is that i wish 
to change our perceptions about space, to bring space into our focus, to 
direct our gaze upon space. This proves exceedingly problematic because 
of this long history of not seeing space. in fact, space—in continuing 
common consciousness as well as in the history of academic thought about 
it—is invisible emptiness; it is the absence of things, and it lies (by defini-
tion) in between things. This is the space of outer space, for instance; the 
pure emptiness between the stars (in an age before the dominance of dark 
matter in astrophysics). perhaps space is even beyond emptiness; space 
has been conceived as the framework of existence in which other things 

2. Grahame clark, Space, Time and Man: A Prehistorian’s View (cambridge: cam-
bridge university press, 1992); edward s. casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical His-
tory, a centennial Book (Berkeley: university of california press, 1997).

3. sam Gill, “territory,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark c. taylor 
(chicago: university of chicago press, 1998), 290–313, esp. 303.
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exist. such definitions and notions push space almost outside the realm of 
existence, certainly past the realm of perception, and almost outside the 
possibility of investigation and analysis. This space is mathematical, theo-
retical, and imperceptible. one may analyze this space, but one cannot 
impact such space, for space is the very fabric of reality. Mathematicians 
can categorize space (as rectilinear or euclidean, or as curved, or as imagi-
nary, or any of an increasing number of kinds of space), but space can 
never be experienced, and no one can act upon space. albert einstein’s 
theoretical work proved exceptions to this, but those exceptions were out-
side the human scale; a singularity or even a smaller gravity well can curve 
space, but human-sized objects affect space only in imperceptible ways, 
and perceptible effects upon space-time remain the result only of nonhu-
man-proportioned objects, such as stellar masses.

These definitions all render space nearly invisible. i would suggest 
that this has created a problem for scholarship on space, and this second 
problem makes a history of space difficult. a nearly invisible space cannot 
be the subject of an adequate history because of history’s ties with time, 
and the difficulty of perceiving space when time is nearby. any history of 
space immediately falls into the chronological. despite our perception that 
time is one of the four dimensions, it has received nearly all of the atten-
tion from the guilds of biblical studies and religious studies. For a century 
and longer, the historical-critical method has mesmerized the majority 
of scholarship, and even now i would assert that the majority of scholars 
have not begun to question the historical-critical assumptions that con-
temporary intellectual movements have eroded. even scholars who strive 
to move toward different assumptions feel the temptation to explain pro-
cesses in traditional, historical, time-based terms. Thus, a history of space 
may well become a progressivist interpretation, assuming that discourses 
on space in the past have been superseded by one person after another, 
building on each other’s theories with increasing insight. although i do 
not support the neglect of time or the abandonment of history, i would 
rather that we start without sorting theories into a temporal order—even 
though that is inevitable. until we have reached a better understanding of 
space, we will be at risk of losing our concentration on it, or letting space 
disappear into time once more.

if a paper does not start with a history of relevant scholarship, other 
conventions call for definitions of key terms. a definition of space must 
remain approximate because the field of study has not yet built for itself 
rigid boundaries. however, i intend to use the terms space and spatial-
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ity to refer to aspects of reality that involve concepts of distance, height, 
width, breadth, orientation, and direction and also human perceptions, 
constructions, and uses of these aspects. Moreover, my focus is on criti-
cal spatiality, those theories that self-consciously attempt to move beyond 
modernist, mechanistic, essentialist understandings of space. critical spa-
tiality understands all aspects of space to be human constructions that are 
socially contested. This study of space finds natural allegiances and shared 
language with a diverse range of fields, such as critical human geography, 
geology and geography of specific areas under study, psychological analy-
ses of sensory perception, physics, sociology, and postmodern philosophy.

theoretical positions regarding space

Within recent years, a number of theoreticians have developed positions 
related to space. i wish to sketch some of these positions as multiple points 
of entry into a discussion of space.

physics

although an overview of twentieth-century physics is beyond the scope of 
this paper and the ability of this author, several points are helpful orienta-
tions for any discussion of space. as mentioned above, einstein’s contribu-
tion deals with the interrelatedness of space, time, matter, and energy. all 
of them become variables; none of them are fixed amounts. space itself 
curves around gravitational wells. a multitude of seeming anomalies stem 
from the relativity of space. With einstein, physics moved further in its 
assertion that there is no absolute framework for perception. space is not 
an absolute. space is relative to the speed and motion of the observer. in a 
strange sense, einstein’s work restores the observer and the human to the 
arena of cosmological physics.

Werner heisenberg’s work both increases and problematizes the role 
of the observer. observers face serious limits in what they can observe, 
because no one can perceive simultaneously both location and direction 
of some objects. likewise, many situations require an observer that affects 
the observed. The binary opposition of observer and observed resolves 
into an interrelationship of participants. heisenberg leaves us with little 
opportunity to talk of space, but only of spatial relationships that might 
have been very different had we not perceived them as we have. such is 
quantum reality; the indeterminacy of reality itself shifts into particular 
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observed states by the act of observation, even though that observation 
never proceeds beyond the partial. This pertains especially to the aspects 
of reality that make up space.

in mathematics, fractal geometry has pushed notions of space and 
dimension. traditional geometries are constructs of straight lines or fixed 
simple curves. These geometries have provided the basis for almost all of 
our thinking about particular spaces and especially about maps. Thus, 
almost all of our maps—and most of the understandings that we base 
on those mental maps—reflect either rectilinear or spherical geometries. 
But fractals operate differently, dealing with complex curves that repli-
cate themselves at many scales or even at an infinite number of scales. 
one of the best examples is to ask how one measures a coastline. one 
can draw a straight line from one point of coast to another (perhaps from 
one state border to the next) and measure the straight line. such a mea-
surement greatly underestimates the distance that it takes to drive along 
a coastal road with its many curves. a still longer path would be that of 
the beach walker, and if it is a rocky coast with many rocks, one has to 
decide whether to step over the rock or to trace its contours. That decision 
replicates itself with every grain of sand. The sand appears small on one 
scale, but if one wants a finer measurement, then the difference between 
the sand particle’s diameter and its circumference becomes highly signifi-
cant. such is a principle akin to fractals; within each measurement, there 
reside other things to measure. There is not a homogeneity within space; 
inside each unit (which itself is a problematic term), there is great variety, 
perhaps as great a variety as exists within the larger picture.

Fractals problematize the notion of scale in space. Most of our previ-
ously-held notions of space rest upon the assumption that there is scale, 
which is an absolute sense that large objects contain smaller objects of 
less complexity, and within space there are units that are exactly measur-
able and uniform in quality. Fractal space is considerably more textured 
and much messier. scale becomes meaningless. at any size under con-
sideration, there are an infinite number of complex pieces into which the 
object can be divided and an infinite number of larger patterns into which 
the object can be meaningfully integrated. There is no “smallest” or “larg-
est” scale.

related to fractals are complex systems and chaos theory. television 
has even popularized one of the early examples of this, the so-called but-
terfly effect. a butterfly that flaps its wings in one part of the world may 
cause a thunderstorm elsewhere. in other words, there is no scale of small 
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causes related to small effects versus large causes related to large effects. 
space exists as constructed and interrelated but without scale, without 
absolute framework, without discrete causality, and without determinacy.

Globalization

on a social scale, the realities of globalization produce new understand-
ings of space. in part, this is cultural because persons from different cul-
tures understand space differently. at the same time, the interactions pro-
duce new notions of space. This has been true at least as long as disney’s 
animatrons have been singing “it’s a small World,” but globalized com-
munications technologies have furthered the public awareness of social 
interconnectedness. note that the singers do not claim that time is relative 
or that speed is greater but that space has shifted!

here the strong contributions of postcolonialism begin their effect on 
and in the academy. The resistance to Western hegemony within academic 
thought and discourse has created new ways of thinking about almost 
every academic topic, including space. cultural variations make the world 
(the very world that has been described as a suddenly “small world”) seem 
much larger and more diverse than ever before.4 new cultural resources 
will enrich notions of space and will shift attention away from the classi-
cal and traditional Western concepts. But postcolonialism is much more 
than the result of communication across diverse cultures—even though 
travel, exile, and displacement are major themes.5 postcolonialist stud-
ies show the relativity of different concepts, the constructed nature of all 
the notions that the dominant culture has taken as givens, and the social 
and ideological power that holds together the constructedness of these 
assumptions about reality, along with the resistances against those powers, 
including the resistance against their notions of geography. The neutrality 
of models of social construction gives way to the evaluative ideas of an 

4. Yi-Fu tuan, Cosmos and Hearth: A Cosmopolite’s Viewpoint (Minneapolis: uni-
versity of Minnesota press, 1996).

5. tuan, Cosmos and Hearth; susan rubin sulaiman, ed., Exile and Creativity: 
Signposts, Travelers, Outsiders, Backward Glances (durham, nc: duke university 
press, 1998); linda Mcdowell, Gender, Identity and Place: Understanding Feminist 
Cartographies (Minneapolis: university of Minnesota press, 1999); radhika Mohan-
ram, Black Body: Women, Colonialism, and Space, public Worlds 6 (Minneapolis: uni-
versity of Minnesota press, 1999).
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ideological criticism. as a result, new ways of knowing develop from other 
spaces and within old spaces. space itself is much more convoluted. The 
ways that power has attempted to create a monolithic Western space begin 
to shatter, with the result that spaces multiply with great potential.

Yi-Fu tuan

Yi-Fu tuan presented one of the key works in critical spatiality with Space 
and Place: The Perspective of Experience.6 as the subtitle indicates, tuan’s 
interests are in the ways that people experience space. in this sense, his work 
mirrors the move in physics to restore the observer. tuan begins with an 
exploration of what experience means;7 this psychological and phenom-
enological orientation pervades his work. This assumption means that he 
is able to engage in helpful comparative work because he is not assuming 
a standard or normative construction of space, but rather exploring the 
actual ways that specific peoples experience space and construct a sense of 
place, including attachment. This happens at many different scales.8

Michel Foucault

Michel Foucault set a different agenda for space throughout his work. 
although his article “of other spaces” has drawn the most attention, his 
work in the archaeology of knowledge exercises a vast influence as well.9 
Foucauldian thought resists summary, and his diffuse thoughts on space 
all the more so. Foucault moved social constructionism to stronger promi-
nence and made connections between knowledge and power, which is the 
social and ideological force needed to maintain the knowledge as knowl-
edge. By holding all knowledge as constructions of force, Foucault set the 
stage for an analysis of space as a construction.

Foucault’s introduction of the concept of other spaces, heterotopias, 
began in rather simple fashion. his examples included the cemetery—a 

6. Yi-Fu tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: uni-
versity of Minnesota press, 1977).

7. ibid., 8–33.
8. ibid., 149; tuan, Cosmos and Hearth; peter J. taylor, Modernities: A Geohistori-

cal Interpretation (Minneapolis: university of Minnesota press, 1999).
9. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, 

trans. a. M. sheridan smith (new York: pantheon, 1972).
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place outside the normal movements of life, perhaps a place by which 
people pass without ever seeing. in a sense, heterotopias violate the unity 
of space, much in the same way that fractal geometries provide a texture. 
society may define space as for the living, but in-between the lived spaces 
exist their opposite, such as the cemetery. For Foucault, heterotopias are 
not imagined places but real places that almost delete themselves from 
public consciousness. They are null sites in awareness, yet inevitable and 
vital to the construction of space. one might also think of the spaces 
inhabited by the homeless in major american cities. The perceptions of 
space are always nonperceptions of adjacent spaces, but these nearby het-
erotopias are necessary for the construction of space and for the under-
standing of space.

henri lefebvre

The Production of Space by henri lefebvre appeared in French in 1974 
and in english in 1991.10 This may well be the most important single book 
in the current development of critical spatiality. lefebvre approaches the 
search for a science of space as a Marxist philosopher and sociologist. 
Thus, his work concentrates on the ways that particular ideas of space are 
creations of political practice, social system, division of labor, and mode 
of production. Furthermore, lefebvre demonstrates the ideology of space, 
that is, how the constructions of space perpetrated by capitalist uses of 
knowledge simultaneously function to hide their own constructedness. in 
other words, any notion of space serves to support certain political inter-
ests while at the same time masquerading in a neutrality and an objectiv-
ity. But lefebvre argues that space is not objective or passive but an active 
force that is knowledge and action. The study of space that lefebvre both 
desires and implements has three fields—the physical, the mental, and the 
social.11 Thus, any discussion of space must include what physicists call 
space, what people think about space, and the social relations that produce 
such ideologies and thoughts about space. space itself, as lefebvre uses 
the term, integrates all three of these fields and discusses them all simul-
taneously without privileging one over another or considering them at all 

10. henri lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. donald nicholson-smith 
(Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 1991).

11. ibid., 11.
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separable. each field is interrelated to the others and participates with the 
others in the construction and use of space.

lefebvre’s book traces a movement among these fields. Based in pro-
duction, he begins with social space and its effects as it produces and 
reproduces itself throughout the constructed world, from which he can 
move to the mental superstructures of space as a basis for forming ideolo-
gies of resistance to the capital-produced space.12 overall, he sees space 
not only as a construction but as a project, and thus he proposes a differ-
ent project, in which other social relations produce space. These counter-
projects would displace capitalist space in a world no longer split along the 
lines of the class struggle.13

lefebvre integrates the classic Marxist sociology with concerns of 
space and deals directly with the issues of the observer’s effects on the 
observed. in that sense, his work is not only a treatise on space but a call to 
radical action through the creation of a different space.

edward soja

edward W. soja has taken lefebvre’s work into an explicitly american con-
text.14 This is true in some of soja’s particular studies, such as his focus 
on los angeles. But soja has also modified and reexpressed lefebvre’s 
theoretical base in relevant and helpful ways. although lefebvre had dis-
cussed the difference between represented, conceived, and lived space,15 
soja transforms this theoretical move from a logical effect of the mode of 
productions (as it is for lefebvre) into the center of a critical spatiality. in 
so doing, soja shifts the grounding from lefebvre’s explicit Marxist con-
centration on modes of production (including material, social, and ideo-
logical effects) into a more postmodern intellectual context. The reader 
thus should not feel surprise that soja references Foucault, lefebvre, and 
bell hooks with equal ease. as a result, soja’s presentation is much more 
suitable to analysis of odd spaces such as theme parks and the virtuality 
of cyberspace than lefebvre would be. as modes of information join and 

12. ibid., 68–168, 169–228, 229–351, 352–400.
13. ibid., 416–23.
14. edward W. soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-

Imagined Places (Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 1996).
15. lefebvre, Production of Space, 362.
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compete with modes of production, the resultant new virtual spaces are 
closer to soja’s understanding than to lefebvre’s.16

soja writes of three spaces: Firstspace (geophysical realities as per-
ceived), secondspace (mapped realities as represented), and Thirdspace 
(lived realities as practiced). soja intends critical spatiality to study these 
as one thing; space is ineluctably all three at once. The study of space sees 
the connections. Within the book Thirdspace and in subsequent develop-
ment, soja concentrates on the praxis of space with a special interest in 
the use of space to resist. The praxis of the margins to destabilize the con-
structed space is an act of Thirdspace. soja refers to this as Thirdspace-as-
Othering, which he also understands as space without scale.17

i do not wish to conclude this section with the implication that soja’s 
work displaced other perspectives on spatiality. however, soja’s perspec-
tives have gained a widespread currency among both geographers and 
philosophers. This is most notable in the work of the human geographer 
robert david sack, whose most recent writings move beyond his earlier 
concentration on place and home to a new interest in moral action with a 
clear debt to soja, especially in the use of triads.18 Yet there are also those 
such as derek Gregory, who critique lefebvre and soja in the context of 
social theory and the postmodern shift.19 also, soja’s Thirdspace-as-Oth-
ering is similar to the philosopher Jean-luc nancy’s “sense of the world” 
and participates in the postmodern obsession with margins;20 continu-

16. James W. Flanagan, “postmodern perspectives on premodern space” (paper 
presented at the canadian congress of the social sciences and humanities, sher-
brooke, Qc, 4 June 1999); Mark poster, The Mode of Information: Poststructuralism 
and Social Context (chicago: university of chicago press, 1990).

17. soja, Thirdspace, 86. see also Gearóid Ó tuathail, Critical Geopolitics: The 
Politics of Writing Global Space, Borderlines 6 (Minneapolis: university of Minnesota 
press, 1996).

18. robert david sack, Homo Geographicus: A Framework for Action, Awareness, 
and Moral Concern (Baltimore: Johns hopkins university press, 1997); sack, Human 
Territoriality: In Theory and History (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1986); 
and sack, Place, Modernity, and the Consumer’s World: A Relational Framework for 
Geographical Analysis (Baltimore: Johns hopkins university press, 1992). see also 
edward W. soja, Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social 
Theory (london: Verso, 1989).

19. derek Gregory, Geographical Imaginations (Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 1994).
20. Jean-luc nancy, The Birth to Presence, trans. Brian holmes et al. (Meridian: 

crossing aesthetics, 1994); see also Bruno latour, We Have Never Been Modern, trans. 
catherine porter (cambridge, Ma: harvard university press, 1993), 122.
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ing these conversations between soja and other theorists will be a neces-
sary preoccupation. We should not exempt soja’s theories from critique, 
and we must devote great attention and effort to moving the theoretical 
discussion forward, but at the same time i would affirm that soja’s work 
provides the best starting point for the discussion of critical spatiality in 
the ancient world.

the present practice of space

With these orientations and theoretical perspectives in mind, attention 
can now turn to the present practices of space within the guilds of biblical 
studies and religious studies. The study of space has been almost nonex-
istent, but of course the use of space has been prevalent. let me sketch a 
few places where this uninformed and atheoretical discourse of space has 
presented particular difficulties in our work.

space and Meaning

This present difficulty in speaking about space within the academy points 
to the need for greater disciplinary rigor. in short, we need to rethink what 
we mean by “where.” The question of where is not answered on a map. 
We cannot say that something comes “from israel.” We need more par-
ticularity than that. a fractal space means that “in israel” means an infin-
ity of spaces. The spatial tropes within our academic discourse are quite 
often spatially inaccurate as well as disingenuous defacings of the human. 
to identify the location of a practice or the origin of an object as “israel” 
(or a given city, or region) is to use space to obscure and to displace the 
people who are actors (subjects of the practice and creators of the objects). 
With inattention to class, gender, age, agency, individuality, economics, 
and a range of other factors, the gesture to geography hypnotizes scholar-
ship into forgetting the people involved as well as the social relations and 
modes of production. if something is “in israel,” where is its location in 
terms of society?

The question of “where” always requires the question “according to 
whom.” space is not neutral or objective; there is no magical space to stand 
from which one can observe space without perspective. There is no termi-
nology that one can use to speak of space neutrally. Thus, any talk of space 
is talk of meaning—the meaning that interpreters attach to space. social 
labeling theory offers a fruitful alliance here.
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examples are plentiful. one set of examples concerns how we label 
the units that we imagine, and these labelings of the imagination are hotly 
contested political decisions. do we call the area israelite, canaanite, or 
palestinian? a second set of examples would deal with the way terms 
affect what we include as the range of meaningful comparisons, such 
as occurs when we use the terms circum-Mediterranean or southwest 
asian. But really all of the examples mix the political and the cognitive 
or, in lefebvre’s terms, the social and the mental. to some extent, this was 
already recognized by one of the precursors to current critical spatiality, 
Gaston Bachelard.21

space and relationality

space is inherently relational, not static. one of the tendencies increas-
ingly perpetrated by scholars in this era of Gps-space is the digital con-
strual of space. With a digital perception, one can give a number to a place 
(equivalent to its number on a map) and thus identify it. But this makes 
one think of points, not of space. space is location and context simultane-
ously; in fact, one might say that space is the interrelatedness between a 
point and its context.

one can think of this interrelatedness in terms of symbols. For 
instance, Jerusalem is not just a symbol; it is an interrelated set of an infi-
nite number of symbols, held by the minds of those who perceive it, each 
from a different perspective in space/time.

But my interest is not so much in the symbology but in the sociology 
of space. our concentration on space enables and requires a focus on the 
patterns of interaction in and across space. These sociological variables of 
spatial relationality include differentials in and movements of populace, 
labor, common goods, and luxury goods (a special case, since a luxury 
good is always constituted by its distance, its spatial interrelationship con-
stituted as lack), not to mention language, custom, architecture, and many 
other aspects. in its analysis of multileveled cultural interactions across 
space, we could benefit greatly from the insights of world-systems theory.22

21. Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space: The Classic Look at How We Experi-
ence Intimate Places, trans. Maria Jolas, 2nd ed. (Boston: Beacon, 1994).

22. christopher chase-dunn and Thomas d. hall, Rise and Demise: Comparing 
World-Systems, new perspectives in sociology (Boulder, co: Westview, 1997).
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The relationality of space points us to the practices of mapping. one 
must see the interactions, but one must know that they are not two-
dimensional nor chronically static. The interaction may be reduced to a 
single factor at a single time (such as, distribution of languages in a given 
year, or spread of a given pottery design) and then mapped—but this says 
almost nothing real.

at this point, it is worth noting that the combination of interactions 
may well correspond to identity—but these interactions are virtually 
unmappable because they are so embedded in space. to a certain extent, 
identity is perspective and thus the base for perception and recognition, 
whereas maps are the result of the processes of perceiving space. soja 
phrases this in terms of three spaces; the philosopher nancy points to 
much the same need in terms of the abandonment of representation (re-
presence) and the birth to presence, and Jean Baudrillard also obsesses 
over simulations and their effect on identity.23

the problem of Mapping

spatial relationality must dispense with the notion of mapped homogene-
ity. This, to me, is the most significant problem with maps; maps represent 
an area as if all within the lines on the map are a single entity. Think again 
of those simple tinted line drawing maps of israel and its tribes, which we 
all learned about in our introductory courses. each tribe had its own color, 
and if Judah was orange, it was orange through and through. real space 
does not operate that way. a corollary is that there is real difference along 
the map lines; in fact, all the difference between one area and another 
exists along or within those lines. on my map, Boston is a unity, a cultural 
whole. But this is simply mythic. as a city, it is a seething chaos of complex 
interrelationships in a fractal dimension, with patterns of difference and 
processes of differentiation at every conceivable level.

This is what makes the notion of “in israel” irrelevant and even dan-
gerous. Those lines on the map, the ones that separate israel from its 
neighbors and construct the image of a homogenous israel, obscure the 
social differences within. if one asks whether an artifact was used in israel, 
the answer must be that it was used in some places and not in others. i 

23. nancy, Birth to Presence; Jean Baudrillard, Simulations (new York: 
semiotext[e], 1983).
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cannot think of any statement that is true in all israel, except the most 
banal. anything interesting is fragmented within, true in some places and 
not in others.

For another example, consider language. Was hebrew spoken in israel 
(say, in 450 Bce)? Yes. Was aramaic? Yes. Was Greek? Yes. all of those 
were spoken, and many others. But what does that tell the interpreter? 
nothing. our attention must go to the specificity of where each was 
spoken and was not spoken, at the practices of differentiation along edges 
between a language’s presence and its absence, and at the overlaps between 
where one is spoken (or not) and where another is spoken (or not). again, 
a fractal space insists that we change our conceptions and our construc-
tions of the ancient world.

This problematizes many statements, even such uncontroversial ones 
such as, “during 538–333 Bce, Yehud was a part of the persian empire.” 
it may be true on a map, but it is not true in space. Yehud was a complex 
space with a range of interactions with other spaces. some within Yehud 
interacted with the persian empire as allies. others resisted the empire. 
others allied with Greece or egypt or other nonimperial spaces. imperial 
influence surely meant something different to urban areas than it did to 
rural areas (were we able to use concepts such as “urban area” vs. “rural 
area”). people within different social classes traded in different directions 
and used goods that connected them with different locations. our maps 
have obscured all of this. no place is connected to only one other place.

one must note here that this is a particular problem of the construc-
tion of ancient religion and especially biblical scholarship. By contrast, 
sociologists of contemporary religion draw maps differently. The standard 
biblical studies maps (tribes or political boundaries of israel; travels of 
paul) are very different than the maps of contemporary religion, which 
may show, for example, the distribution of religion in certain popula-
tions in the united states. Biblical scholars have used maps in static ways, 
whereas other religion scholars have found more creative and helpful uses 
for their maps.

the problem of identity

i have earlier indicated that every question of “where” requires the ques-
tion of “according to whom.” in other words, space implicates perspective. 
it also implicates identity. to ask “where am i” is to ask “who am i.” (a 
parallel assertion is that identity is the sum of internal and external social 
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labels.) Where am i, the author of this paper? in Boston, or in st. louis, 
or in an airplane six miles over Wyoming? (cyberspace further problema-
tizes this, of course. But so does reader-response theory; the author exists 
wherever the readers are.) if space is the sum of its interrelationships, then 
space points to identity as the interaction of the social-spatial relation-
ships. consider an “average” Yehudite. Who is this one? an ally of Jeru-
salem leaders? a devotee of temple worship? a loyal persian vassal? a 
consumer of Greek goods? a cousin of someone a few villages over?

identity is always problematic and always contested and conflictual. it 
is an extension of self over against the world and the other, and often space 
is part of this extension.24 “Thirdspace and similar theories suggest that 
competing spatialities co-exist. logically, the more complex the historical 
and social conditions, the more Thirdspaces there are in play at any one 
time.”25 all of these interrelationships are spatial and social; thus, they are 
all involved in the production of identity.

each identity element is a spatial practice; each could be mapped, if 
anything could be mapped. The unique positional overlapping forms iden-
tity. What it means to be israelite or Yehudite—and all of the scholarly 
assertions that depend upon those constructs—is at stake.

projects and practices in space

Given these problems of spatiality and the new theories of space available, 
how should the study of space and the constructions of spatiality affect our 
discipline? let me suggest seven projects or practices that will be worth-
while for activity and investigation.

specificity

The first task is a call for specificity. in terms of how the rest of the acad-
emy will perceive this discourse about space, the call to specificity may 
well prove to be the most visible and most annoying practice. But let me 
emphasize that it is not at all the most serious issue for the study of space. 
it is not even a necessary precursor. rather, specificity may be a by-prod-
uct or side effect of the practices of critical spatial discourse that resist 

24. Kenneth o. doyle, The Social Meanings of Money and Property: In Search of a 
Talisman (Thousand oaks, ca: sage, 1999).

25. Flanagan, “perspectives on premodern space,” 9.
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universalization. scholarship must break the habits of easy identification, 
especially that something is “israelite,” without careful consideration of the 
factors involved. This probably requires a rejection of political boundary 
maps, while recognizing the true importance of politics more than ever. 
Methods for mapping politics are present in historical geography and even 
used upon occasion in the study of contemporary religion; biblical schol-
arship can gain from the work already done there. it is instructive that 
some of the earliest work on the social world of ancient israel concentrated 
on chiefdoms, tribes, and segmented societies.26 scholars usually note this 
as a departure from previous academic treatments, due to the insertion of 
concepts from anthropology and sociology; in other words, the develop-
ments are treated as the historical arrival of different generations of aca-
demic thought. But note that we could also explain this as a change in 
spatialities, away from the monarchic/mythological spatialities that had 
informed traditional political-boundary maps and moving toward models 
that were “unmappable” by those standards because they relied on social 
interaction at different scales. This was sometimes seen (and still is) as a 
rejection of (monarchic) politics and as a political agenda by those schol-
ars involved, but it is certainly a gesture toward the real politics of spati-
alities by undermining the authority of those who had constructed the 
traditional maps.

one problem is the confusion between ideas about space and space 
itself. space is (at least) three dimensional; representations are not reality. 
representations that exist in only one or two dimensions are imaginary. 
one of the first things that we can and must do is to challenge the two-
dimensionality of scholarly conceptions. in this year of society of Biblical 
literature’s celebration of the first two decades since norman Gottwald’s 
The Tribes of Yahweh, we have before us a splendid example. in a sense, 
Gottwald’s study results from a question of space, in that he asked about 
elevation. This third dimension became crucial—did people live differ-
ently based on their altitude of highlands versus valleys? The introduction 
of a dimension led to new insights.

a second problem is the tendency to generalize. an example is the fre-
quent statement that an artifact or a text comes “from israel.” We must con-
tinue to ask questions and to interrogate the spatial assertions of biblical 

26. James W. Flanagan, “ancient perceptions of space/perceptions of ancient 
space,” Semeia 87 (1999): 15–43.
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scholarship. We must ask if the claim points to physical, social, or mental 
reality—and we must suggest ways that space is different between these. 
We should inquire into the heterotopias between one region and another, 
at large and small scales. These heterotopias resist the universalizations 
that are scholarly commonplaces.

Third, the specificity of critical spatiality requires attention to the 
positions from which we perform our scholarship. in this work, postco-
lonial studies will be essential. The work of edward said has already been 
instrumental in biblical studies’ move toward postcolonialism, and other 
works are of clear importance even if their ramifications for the academic 
study of religion have not yet been fully articulated.27 increasing numbers 
of biblical scholars are building an impressive and diverse body of litera-
ture in this important area.28 although works connecting postcolonialism 
and spatiality are beginning to appear, the interaction between these fields 
promises to expand greatly as newer theoretical works in postcolonialism 
are brought into dialogue with religious and biblical studies and as a fuller 
range of vernacular hermeneutics comes into Western awareness.29

the sense of place

a second set of projects and practices is to consider what is at stake in a 
sense of place.30 Why would ancient people consider themselves as having 
a certain spatial orientation—that is, why would they call themselves isra-
elite, or persian, or any of the other geographic/spatial determinations that 
are extant in the records? What senses of identity are expressed in spatial 
terms, and how does this vary throughout the canon? does a certain spa-
tial term of identity mean the same thing from one book to another? does 
it mean different things to persons of different classes? This is perhaps the 

27. edward said, Orientalism (london: routledge, 1978); homi K. Bhabha, The 
Location of Culture (london: routledge, 1994); Ó tuathail, Critical Geopolitics.

28. laura e. donaldson, ed., Postcolonialism and Scriptural Reading, Semeia 75 
(1996). r. s. sugirtharajah, ed., The Postcolonial Bible, Bible and postcolonialism 1 
(sheffield: sheffield academic, 1998); r. s. sugirtharajah, ed., Vernacular Hermeneu-
tics, Bible and postcolonialism 2 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 1999).

29. Musa W. dube, “The savior of the World But not of This Word,” in sug-
irtharajah, Postcolonial Bible, 118–35; sugirtharajah, Vernacular Hermeneutics, 1999.

30. tuan, Space and Place, 149–78.
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central question of critical human geography: how do people interpret 
space in ways that produce a sense of home?31

But also, how do we imagine this sense of space? do we identify a 
person as israelite, or as Jerusalemite, or as something else, when that 
person might have self-identified in any of those ways? The problem is 
made more difficult by language, when we use english words with their 
own signification. Which of these spatial terms come closest to the ancient 
perceptions? Further, what are the political ramifications of using any of 
these titles in the present world? When identity is at play, it is not possible 
to speak only of ancient identity because the political battles over identity 
will not stay in only one time period.

part of this will likely be a return to an old topic in biblical studies: the 
cosmological worldview of the ancients. however, this look at mythical space 
and place may appear quite different in the context of a critical spatiality.32

urbanization

under the rubric of urbanization, i would suggest that we study large-scale 
physical effects of ancient spatial practices. Much work has been done on 
urban centers, urbanization processes, and the practices of city life. More 
is needed, but we should concentrate on the spatial practices. My sense 
is that urban life is a different set of spatial practices and that our under-
standing of cities in the ancient world can be enhanced by examining how 
cities and city dwellers interact spatially with the rest of the world, includ-
ing the local areas (the daughter cities), the neighboring rural areas, and 
the distant cities with which there is trade.

along with this should be considered new initiatives in demography. 
Work in this crucial aspect of israelite settlement is quite limited at pres-
ent. Few scholars have possessed the critical and analytical tools to assess 
population density in specific times and places.33 demographic study will 
concentrate on both urban and rural areas, but urbanization will be the 
primary focus for critical spatiality because of the complex ways in which 
cities use space. Monuments and architecture warp space to create the 
effect of a city, and so these issues become integral to the understanding 

31. Gregory, Geographical Imaginations; tuan, Cosmos and Hearth; sack, Homo 
Geographicus.

32. tuan, Cosmos and Hearth, 85–100.
33. ibid., 51–66.
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of the processes and instances of urbanization.34 The extensive work on 
the critical spatiality of postmodern cities will be an important point of 
departure for realizing both the commonalities of urban experience and 
the specificities of ancient city life. The shift to a discourse of practices 
instead of locations and meanings (i.e., the Thirdspace instead of First-
space or secondspace) will be crucial.

interrelatedness

More generally, we must study the practices of spatial interrelatedness. 
This includes economics and trade. it also must involve the cultural 
boundaries, as well as their observances and transgressions. This study 
explores both symbolic and social uses of space, sensitive to the ways that 
these overlap. resources here include economics and sociology, and topics 
include an array of matters from language to cooking customs to luxury 
goods. This involves a change from understanding a space of places/loca-
tions to a space of flows.35

Beyond this, a critical spatiality must reorient us from seeing space as 
static units to dynamically interrelated flows, but also to understanding 
that different spaces affect each other. spatial interrelationships are mutual 
and complex; that is, they affect all regions and entities (although in differ-
ent ways), and they involve multiple subjects. cause-and-effect language is 
not sufficient to understanding these spatial connections. For example, the 
study of the persian period has at times asked questions about the direction 
on causation—did persia dominate Yehud, or did certain characteristics of 
Yehud (such as its monotheism) set the agenda for persia’s local policies? 
in causal language, this question is quite important and certainly valid, but 
critical spatiality will point us to see the interrelationship as mutual (shap-
ing and forming both parties), nonlinear (perhaps even chaotic), and as 
complex (affecting more parties than only these two).

Body

so far, scholarly discussions of space have dealt with large-scale effects, 
with few exceptions. But a thorough investigation of space should also 

34. lefebvre, Production of Space, 169–228.
35. Manuel castells, The Rise of Network Society, vol. 3 (Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 

1996).
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consider the microspaces, especially that of the body.36 This allows spatial 
studies to connect with a very dynamic field of biblical and ancient world 
studies. already, postmodern body studies have adopted a geographic ter-
minology—the body is a site with positions, situation, and orientations; 
activities are written upon the body, for the body is a surface that is vir-
tually cartographic; and the practices of the body are performances that 
map bodily concerns into social spheres. certainly bodies participate in 
the use of space in a crucial way.37 Just as it is hardly possible to imagine 
a social practice that does not take place in space, one cannot conceive of 
social activities that take place without bodies. again, the fractal abandon-
ment of scale should shape future investigation by focusing on smaller 
units such as the body. in the hebrew Bible, gender is an important aspect 
of how the body and space interact. some spaces are permissible for males 
and others for females. This creates a cartography of gender as well as a 
set of Thirdspace practices that can create and resist the construction of 
space at the same time that they create and resist the social construction 
of gender.38

religion

our study must not exclude the religious uses of space. The practices called 
qadosh have been translated into religious language as holiness when they 
more directly refer to separation—a set of spatial practices. We must be 
sensitive to how this is a physical separation, as well as a set of meanings 
about what locations mean and also a codification of the practices related 
to space. We might do well to consider the argument that the hebrew Bible 
is obsessed with space. The matter of the land is paramount—its conquest, 
its occupation, and its loss. although scholarly reconstructions of con-
quest, exile, and restoration have been found faulty, the matter remains 
that the hebrew Bible concerns itself with land and thus with space. at 
the same time, we must avoid the easy identification of sacred spaces and 
social centers. J. Z. smith’s critiques of Mircea eliade’s work should not 
be taken lightly.39 however, our task will not be to replicate or extend the 

36. tuan, Cosmos and Hearth, 19–50; lefebvre, Production of Space, 194–207; 
Gregory, Geographical Imagination, 157–65.

37. Mohanram, Black Body.
38. Mcdowell, Gender, Identity and Place.
39. Jonathan Z. smith, Map Is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions, 
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agendas of either eliade or smith but instead to draw upon the resources 
of newer work in critical spatiality to rethink the enterprise.

communication

communication in the ancient world will provide an important field for 
spatial study. one might begin with the following typology. Thought, which 
is communication with the self, is nonspatial and nontemporal (at least not 
in observable, measurable ways in the ancient world). speech is locally spa-
tial and temporal; its temporality is linear.40 although writing and reading 
are time-consuming, the written page is not temporal but entirely spatial 
until the practices of reading turn space into time through accepted cus-
toms. Through writing, persons of different cities and cultures communi-
cate across space; thus writing is a practice that creates social-spatial con-
nections. This is essential to remember given that those who write often 
combine Firstspace and secondspace in an attempt to repress (alternate) 
Thirdspaces.41 in contrast, in postcolonial settings, writing becomes a means 
of Thirdspace-as-othering, using the masters’ tools to dismantle the house.

Maurice Blanchot also suggests a space of literature, a place where 
others meet. This space is, of course, a nonspace, or at least a non-carte-
sian space—a void, a set of distances. distance and space allow literature 
to function as communication.42 literature, as any communication, is a 
practice of space.

of course, more traditional studies of communication emphasizing 
modes of message exchange over distance are also part of critical spatiality, 
both in the ways the space is transformed throughout practices of bringing 
information across it and in the ways that interacting cultures transformed 
each other’s mental notions of the nature of space.

sJla 23 (leiden: Brill, 1978); Jonathan Z. smith, To Take Place: Toward a Theory of 
Ritual (chicago: university of chicago press, 1987); Gill, “territory,” 304–5.

40. stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Com-
munities (cambridge: harvard university press, 1980).

41. Flanagan, “ancient perceptions of space.”
42. Maurice Blanchot, The Spaces of Literature, trans. ann smock (lincoln: uni-

versity of nebraska press, 1982), esp. 198–207.
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Questions about Boundaries

The seven areas listed above are topics for discussion as religious studies 
and biblical studies move toward a critical spatiality. i do not claim to 
know in advance which paths will be most profitable or most efficient. 
in addition to these possible projects, let me suggest four areas that some 
may think are at the boundaries of the proper discussion of space and 
critical spatiality.

technology

if communication in the ancient world is a proper area for discussion, i 
would argue that communication in the present is not only proper but 
necessary for our investigation. communication technologies inherently 
disrupt the relations of time and space. These relations are so intrinsic to 
all of our study that we cannot be certain how they affect our perceptions 
of ancient spatiality. in the face of that uncertainty, our best strategy is 
to explore present-day changes in communication technology and their 
effects on scholarship.

personally, i would be willing to take this argument much further. 
our scholarly activity necessarily includes an investigation of the social 
relations that produce scholarly knowledge.43 however, this full-fledged 
critical epistemology is so fundamental to our work that spatiality con-
structions form a subset of the larger problem. This in no way reduces the 
relevance of our study of spatiality.

time

in this century, the unavoidable relationship between space and time 
has entered popular consciousness. Thus, the study of space will require 
attention to time.44 however, the particular configuration of our field 
requires that we concentrate on space, for time has occluded space within 
our scholarship. The historical-critical method has shaped our field for 
more than a century and has brought the matter of time to the forefront 
of our academic consciousness, even though our consideration of time 

43. Flanagan, “ancient perceptions of space.”
44. Flanagan, “Finding the arrow of time: constructs of ancient history and 

religion,” CurBS 3 (1995): 37–80.
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has been modernist and uncritical, for the most part. our fixation on 
time requires an act of will to think in other ways. as a result of this for-
mative experience of historical-critical method, our theories take time 
as a primary category. historical change and the development of israel 
over time are basic ideas that we will not lose, but they quite likely have 
blocked our view of other things. We have been too quick to see chrono-
logical difference and too slow to think of spatial difference. even when 
we have resisted the historical models, we have called our work “syn-
chronic.” Thus, i propose we strive to develop spatiality as a new para-
digm that is parallel to chronicity. The resulting parallax can, in the long 
run, teach us about both time and space.

Metaphor

one of the problems that our study will face is the issue of metaphor. 
in most every previous study of space that has addressed issues other 
than representation in archaeology and architecture, scholarship has not 
been able to progress beyond an exploration of metaphors in texts. to be 
sure, space does operate as a literary trope within the hebrew Bible and 
the new testament. important work has been done on the symbology 
of the cubit, the image of the city gates as a force of order, or the signifi-
cance of the travel paths of Jesus and paul. a vocabulary of space may 
well be a task worth pursuing as part of our constructions of the ancient 
world, but the study of the constructions of ancient spatiality must treat 
such an investigation as little more than an interesting sidelight for now. 
instead, the full treatment of space requires a different and more sophis-
ticated treatment.

on the other hand, we need sustained attention to the use of metaphors 
of space within present scholarship. evolutionary paradigms throughout 
our discipline push us toward time not space as explanations; we must find 
ways to speak of space as vital to our study. although it may sound trivial, 
it may change the results of scholarship if we talk of our work as a field 
with multiple locations and positions, instead of as a progression of ideas 
documented by the history of scholarship. perhaps we can learn to think 
of ideas cohabiting with each other, rather than evolving into newer and 
better forms as one replaces another.
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postmodernity

as we study space and spatial practices, we will deal with the question of 
how this study relates to the projects of modernity and postmodernity.45 
in some ways, the drive toward increasingly accurate spatial representa-
tions and eventually into more quantifiable digital modes of representa-
tion reflects the interests of modernity, whereas the emphasis on prac-
tices and the understanding of space as not natural but constructed and 
performed plays upon a number of postmodernist themes. For myself, 
i think of critical spatiality as a postmodern practice, and i find strong 
allies in a number of moves within postmodern philosophy. however, i 
would not want us to codify that preference. to do so would be to fall 
into the old trap of historicist, progressivist thought by assuming that 
the latest (i.e., the postmodern) is the best and that earlier forms are to 
be forsaken. such a time-centered assumption is not the best place for 
spatial discourse.

in another way, the momentum behind this study of space is an 
attempt to retrieve ancient practices of space. although this is a matter 
of debate and is certainly unprovable, i would argue that a performative 
notion of space is closer to the ancient world’s understandings and that our 
exploration leads us closer to the texts we study than modernism and the 
historical-critical method has done, narrowing the emic/etic distinctions 
in intriguing ways.

recurring Questions

With these seven projects at the core of the study of space and working 
with awareness of these four border areas, i would suggest that the follow-
ing questions will be constant tools for our study. i do not see this list as 
exhaustive but as a starting point.

Meanings. Within every aspect of space that becomes the focus of 
our attention, we will ask about its meanings, its valuations, and its sym-
bolization. This requires asking about differential values produced by per-
spectival differences; in other words, how space appears differently from 
various social locations within the ancient world and within contempo-
rary interpreters.

45. taylor, Modernities.
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Interrelationship. Given any feature of space, we must ask about its 
interrelationships. This includes symbolic and social connections. how is 
this space like and unlike neighboring spaces? With what other spaces are 
there interactions? in what ways are overlapping practices and connec-
tions constitutive of this space?

Possible Levels. since space has no scale, we must ask the difficult 
question about what other scales and levels exist alongside or inside the 
space we are studying. This will require pushing the scope into larger mac-
rospaces (city, region, province or nation, empire, world, and relations 
to units of all sizes outside each of these) and into smaller microspaces 
(village, kinship, family, household, body). These two directions must 
occur simultaneously along with deep questioning about the interactions 
between the levels. tuan argues that cosmos and hearth are two scales of 
crucial importance;46 i would wish to affirm his observation without limit-
ing the discourse to concentrate on any scale to the exclusion of others.

of course, medium-sized spaces have received the most attention 
in biblical scholarship: city, village, and household. large-scale spaces 
(region, empire, world) have been assumed but have rarely been studied 
in terms of interaction. small-scale spaces are mostly untreated but may be 
an intriguing area for spatial study, including such units as the body and 
perhaps those even smaller.

Alternate Spaces. any space can and will be resisted, and the spa-
tial practices of resistance are a vital topic for study. The transgression of 
boundaries is also an important matter. of course, the investigation of 
smaller and larger spaces will draw attention to the intricate patterns by 
which spaces reproduce themselves. heterotopia are numerous or perhaps 
innumerable. our investigations of space should always be sensitive to 
the spaces between those we claim, as well as the differences within those 
spaces and the spaces other than those we define.

Construction. We must study how spaces are arranged, constructed, 
perceived, valued, practiced, and resisted. although this is the asser-
tion present within so much of what has been said throughout, i want to 
emphasize that social constructionism is a crucial assumption. it will be 
necessary to ask at every point about how the particular feature of spatial-
ity at hand is constructed. What are the social mechanisms that produce 
and reproduce that space? These particular processes are vital. in places, 

46. tuan, Cosmos and Hearth.
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this will call for investigation into social relations and modes of produc-
tion; in other places, we will need to explore the mental landscape and 
logic of space.

Expression. how are the notions of spatiality expressed in the ancient 
world? how are they communicated to others? What differences are 
affected by it? What manifestations arise? These questions are crucial. The 
terms with which we express the spatiality of the ancient world may well 
be just as important, if not more so. labeling integrates mental and social 
spaces and often influences actions that affect the physical space.47 This 
is just as important in the investigation of current scholarship and in its 
continuing practice.

conclusion

critical spatiality offers an area in which to integrate sociological and phil-
osophical concerns in such a way as to rethink contemporary biblical and 
religious scholarship and to create new constructions of the ancient world. 
The results of such investigation may well be alternate practices that are 
the customs appropriate to the new spaces we will inhabit. The exciting 
work in critical spatiality already apace in other disciplines provides more 
than sufficient examples for the work before us.

47. philip r. davies, In Search of “Ancient Israel,” Jsotsup 148 (sheffield: shef-
field academic, 1992); Keith W. Whitelam, The Invention of Ancient Israel: The Silenc-
ing of Palestinian History (london: routledge, 1996).
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Claudia V. Camp

one of many debts of gratitude that biblical scholars owe Jim Flanagan is 
for the time and energy he has spent organizing us to think seriously about 
space in the same critical way we have become accustomed to thinking 
about history and society. My own interests are less systematically theo-
retical than Flanagan’s. not only do i like my theory heavily applied; i do 
not even mind if an application skews someone’s theoretical system a bit. 
in the end, for me, heuristic possibility counts for more than theoretical 
purity. i have no doubt that some impurity will taint my neophyte venture 
into theories of critical spatiality, but i thank Flanagan for the pleasure that 
this effort on his behalf has afforded me.

largely as a result of the joint american academy of religion/society 
of Biblical literature seminar on constructions of ancient space orga-
nized by Flanagan, there are now available several useful summaries of the 
major theorists of critical spatiality. Flanagan himself and paula Mcnutt 
focus mainly on the work of geographer edward W. soja.1 roland Boer 
summarizes and applies that of Marxist philosopher henri lefebvre.2 Jon 

1. James Flanagan, “ancient perceptions of space/perceptions of ancient space,” 
Semeia 87 (1999): 15–43; Flanagan, “space,” in Handbook of Postmodern Biblical Inter-
pretation, ed. a. K. M. adam (st. louis: chalice, 2000), 323–27; Flanagan, “Mapping 
the Biblical World: perceptions of space in ancient southwestern asia,” in Mappa 
Mundi: Mapping Culture/Mapping the World, ed. Jacqueline Murray, Working Group 
papers in the humanities 9 (Windsor, on: humanities research Group, university 
of Windsor, 2001), 1–18; paula Mcnutt “ ‘Fathers of the empty spaces’ and ‘strangers 
Forever’: social Marginality and the construction of space,” in ‘Imagining’ Biblical 
Worlds: Studies in Spatial, Social, and Historical Constructs in Honor of James W. Fla-
nagan, ed. david M. Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, Jsotsup 359 (sheffield: sheffield 
academic, 2002), 30–50.

2. roland Boer, Marxist Criticism of the Bible (sheffield: sheffield academic press, 
2003), 87–109.
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Berquist offers a broader theoretical overview that includes other spatial-
ity theorists along with the major contributions of lefebvre and soja.3 The 
availability of these reviews makes yet another theoretical summary here 
seem redundant, yet i cannot at the time of this writing assume that my 
reader will be familiar with the issues raised by critical spatiality theory. 
let me then offer the briefest of summaries, focusing only on those aspects 
of the theory that i have brought to bear in my present project, the analysis 
of spatiality in the apocryphal book of sirach, and the questions or prob-
lems i have encountered in trying to use it.

at the heart of critical spatiality is the recognition that, like history 
and society, space is not encountered as a transparent or objective “reality” 
but is constructed in social practice and must therefore be theorized. soja, 
adapting the seminal work of henri lefebvre’s The Production of Space, 
analyzes space as epistemologically triune.4 Firstspace indicates “geophysi-
cal realities as perceived … the concrete materiality of spatial forms … 
things that can be empirically mapped.”5 Secondspace is imagined space, 
“ideas about space … thoughtful re-presentations of human spatiality in 
mental or cognitive forms.”6 Thirdspace might be partially encapsulated 
in the notion of “lived realities as practiced,” yet, as we shall see, it is also 
more than this. lefebvre names these categories perceived space (or spatial 
practice), conceived space (or representations of space) and lived space (or 
spaces of representation).7 Jim Flanagan sometimes substitutes for these 

3. Jon l. Berquist, “critical spatiality and the construction of the ancient World,” 
in Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, ‘Imagining Biblical Worlds’, 14–29.

4. edward W. soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imag-
ined Places (Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 1996); henri lefebvre, The Production of Space, 
trans. donald nicolson-smith (Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 1991).

5. Berquist, “critical spatiality.”
6. soja, Thirdspace, 10.
7. Berquist, “critical spatiality.” The present paper refers to soja more than to 

lefebvre mainly for pragmatic reasons. lefebvre presents a far denser version of the 
three spatialities in comparison to soja’s (relatively!) accessible version and one that is 
highly informed by Marxism. My own work on spatiality theory has not yet allowed 
sufficient time for me to sort out how to move from lefebvre’s complex account of 
spatialities in relation to capitalist means of production to the analysis of biblical texts. 
roland Boer’s ongoing work in applying Marxist analysis to biblical studies will make 
a significant contribution to further discussion (see Boer, “henri lefebvre and the 
production of space”). likewise, i am indebted to soja for my introduction to spatial-
ity theory done from a feminist perspective. The directions for my future theoretical 
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terms material space, designed space, and lived space. The theorists’ agree-
ment in describing the third category as “lived” space is notable and will 
be taken up below.

it is Thirdspace that has held the most interest for both nonbiblical 
and biblical theorists. Thirdspace as a theoretical category is understood 
to be at one and the same time distinct from First- and secondspace 
and comprehensive and transformative of them.8 “lived space embod-
ies the real and imagined lifeworld of experiences, emotions, events, and 
political choices.”9 But Thirdspace is also, in soja’s formulation, a “critical 
strategy” that he calls “thirding-as-othering,” understood as “a creative 
recombination and extension, one that builds on a Firstspace perspec-
tive that is focused on the ‘real’ material world and a secondspace per-
spective that interprets this reality through ‘imagined’ representations 
of spatiality.”10 Thirdspace interests theorists because of the possibility of 
creative openness inherent in it, especially in resistance to the oppressive 
power structures that are associated with the ideologies of secondspace. 
lefebvre regards lived space as clandestine and concealed, as opposed to 
the overt, frontal quality of secondspace.11 soja’s articulation of Third-
space, like lefebvre’s, focuses on this dimension as a space of resistance, 
as “politically charged.”12 Thirdspaces “are ‘the dominated spaces,’ the 
spaces of the peripheries, the margins and the marginalized.… They are 
the chosen spaces for struggle, liberation, emancipation”13 or “the spaces 
that are ignored.”14

reader of biblical texts that i am, my interest in spatial theory is 
directed towards the possibilities it offers for interpretation. i have a 
dual agenda. First is the question of what new vision emerges when one 
focuses this critical lens on biblical texts: what happens when language 
and ideas about space are foregrounded and then analyzed in terms of 
a spatial “trialectic”? My second interest is methodological, having to 

expansion are clear but remain to be undertaken. in this sense, the present paper may 
be regarded as a work in progress.

8. soja, Thirdspace, 62.
9. Mcnutt, “Fathers of the empty spaces,” 35.
10. soja, Thirdspace, 5–6.
11. Boer, “henri lefebvre and the production of space.”
12. soja, Thirdspace, 65.
13. ibid., 68.
14. Flanagan, “Mapping the Biblical World.”
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do with the intersection of social-historical with literary questions and 
approaches to biblical interpretation. The effort to read literature spa-
tially accounts for some of the challenges noted in the ensuing discus-
sion. other challenges, however, are inherent in the theory itself, with its 
doubled understanding of Thirdspace as both distinct from and encom-
passing the other spatialities.

The application of a social-scientific theory to literary interpretation 
always presents a potential methodological stumbling block, and this 
theory could end up as particularly reductionistic. secondspace—space 
that is constructed in mental or cognitive terms—is closely connected 
to language itself. space is “conceived” precisely through the spoken or 
written word. secondspace is also construed as the space of domination, 
“of power and ideology, of control and surveillance,” constructed and 
maintained through the word.15 Those in power make the “maps” that 
both design and control experiential access to Firstspace and that validate 
their right to do so. it would seem possible at first glance, then, that any 
written text could be so simply classified as secondspace as to obviate 
further analysis. This would be particularly true of canonical literature, 
given its apparent status as the record of the winners. such a move, i 
suggest, would be too quick. in literature as in life, spatialities exist in 
complex interrelationship.

The problem of the theory’s literary application is exacerbated by the 
problem of keeping in balanced focus all the complex interrelationships 
among the spatialities in the theory itself. people “live” in geophysical space, 
which is ordered, coded, “conceived,” by those living in it and at the same 
time sometimes impacts life so as to change conceptions. soja discusses these 
intersections in epistemological terms—his focus, that is, is on the ways 
theorists have thought about these spatialities—but his analysis is already 
value-laden with his preference for Thirdspace.16 Thus, his discussion of the 
Firstspace-secondspace interface highlights the problem of binary think-
ing, in which one spatiality is subsumed by the other in some way or other, 
depending on the theorist. Thirdspace, understood comprehensively and 
transformatively, appears as the solution to this problem. But this episte-
mological critique taken on its own weakens the usefulness of the trispatial 
model for analyzing the actual experience and production of space, for, in 

15. soja, Thirdspace, 67.
16. ibid., 74–82.
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comparison to Thirdspace, Firstspace and secondspace become here oddly 
discrete and narrow categories, these two aspects of the spatial trialectic no 
longer playing the lively roles they have in real human life.

Wesley Kort, whose work on human/place relations in literature adds 
an important alternative dimension to analyzing spatiality, provides a 
basis for rethinking the theoretical dilemma posed by soja’s analysis and, 
at the same time, reformulating the methodological issue of applying it to 
analysis of literature.17 Kort critiques soja for his prioritizing of percept 
and concept as “basic or prior to lived space,” an ordering based on the 
social-scientific presupposition of a gap between concepts and percepts 
and thus between “facts and value, reality and mind.”18 Kort proposes 
instead the analytical primacy of lived (Third)space over perceived and 
conceived space and likewise advocates narrative discourse as “basic, gen-
erative, and necessary” to a spatial theory because it holds together space, 
time and ideas: “Why not begin with the welter of lived space and recog-
nize both our perceptions and our conceptions of spaces and places as 
abstracted from that primary, fluid, and open sense of place and space that 
is so important a part of our lives?”19 narrative embodies a kind of Third-
space within which concepts and percepts can be identified and analyzed 
but which is also more than the sum of those two parts.

These moves address, at least in part, the problem identified above in 
using texts to imagine ancient spatiality, namely, the assumption that if it is 
written, it must be conceptualized, and if it is conceptualized, it must there-
fore be secondspace. one could already appeal, against that assumption, to 
the notion of the text “creating a world,” that is, a space in which the reader 
as well as the characters “live.” human “living,” both inside and outside texts, 
inescapably involves language and concepts. so one issue of spatial analy-
sis—is it first? is it second? is it third?—is not decided on the basis of “is it 
written?” it depends on what kind of literature is involved. narrative litera-

17. Wesley Kort, “a narrative-Based Theory of human-place relations” (paper 
presented at the annual Meeting of the american academy of religion and the soci-
ety of Biblical literature, nashville, 19 november 2000).

18. ibid. “soja, it seems to me, alters lefebvre, by draining first and second and 
loading third space. There is a greater difference between thirdspace and first and 
second space in soja than in their counterparts in lefebvre.” The quotations are taken 
from remarks contributed by Kort to an online discussion of the constructions of 
ancient space seminar during the fall of 2001. i thank Wesley Kort for permission to 
quote from these less formal remarks that were of particular pertinence to my work.

19. Kort, “narrative-Based Theory.”
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ture potentially supplies both a model for thinking Thirdspatially and a site 
of Thirdspace from which lived First- and secondspatial possibilities can be 
abstracted and analyzed. spatial analysis that brings narrative to bear can, in 
other words, provide a window, precisely through literature, into the ancient 
world. critical spatiality theory provides, then, one tool with which to theo-
rize in turn the use of narrative texts in social-historical reconstruction.

another crucial issue in spatial theory is that of how power gets parsed, 
especially in terms of the relationship of secondspace to Thirdspace. soja 
and lefebvre hold up Thirdspace as a place of marginality and a possibly 
empowering counterculture. This naming makes a valuable contribution 
to imagining social change in the direction of a more just society. While 
the theoretical focus on the creative possibilities found in the kind of space 
that is normally suppressed and invisible is salutary, i struggle with this 
formulation of Thirdspace as “lived” space. There are two issues here. First, 
in what we usually call “real life,” lived space is infused with the ideologies 
that would in the spatial trialectic be categorized as secondspatial. This is 
not true simply in the sense that secondspace represents the power that 
Thirdspace resists. rather, as Foucault has taught us, power is multifaceted 
and diffuse. resistance is also a form of power and demands its own ideol-
ogy, all the more so if it is to be used effectively. secondly, oppressors also 
have lived spaces. critique and resistance are not the sum of experience in 
what all these theorists agree in calling “lived” space. living involves a lot 
of things, including the production of power that makes critique and resis-
tance necessary. But “life” as we usually live it, including its spatially based 
power relations, tends to be untheorized. Thus, thirding-as-othering is 
most often the spatially unrealized work of intellectuals, while the hetero-
topias of resistance that make life livable for the oppressed usually do little 
in the way of actual social transformation. Most of the time, life just goes 
on. it is the power mongering and maintaining potential of Thirdspace, 
enhanced if not defined by its capacity to assert the naturalness of its own 
primary reality that is my concern in this paper.

This more jaundiced approach to Thirdspace is not the result of 
abstract reflection on my part regarding soja’s theory of critical spatial-
ity. it is, rather, the result of my attempt to apply this theory to the book 
of sirach.20 sirach has spatial discourse aplenty and seems ripe for this 

20. By convention, i use the title sirach to refer to the book itself and the name 
Ben sira to refer to its writer.
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sort of analysis. Yet i have struggled in applying the spatial trialectic here, 
partly because the boundaries between one sort of space and another 
keep collapsing when the matter of power comes into play. Flanagan sug-
gests that “something is lost when space is translated into words or texts.”21 
But words also create space; certainly they create secondspace, as well as 
providing an essential part of the texture of Thirdspace. indeed, in the 
writing of Jesus, son of eleazar, son of sira, texts create space; specifically, 
Bible-texts create the space of the Jerusalem temple as and at the center of 
the author’s lived world, a temple that the author also encountered in its 
Firstspatial concreteness. one finds in sirach a fair amount of Thirdspatial 
expression (experiences, emotions, events, political choices, indeed narra-
tive itself), yet this book is one of the most ideologically (secondspatially) 
oppressive pieces of literature imaginable. Ben sira’s text thus manifests 
the interpenetration of spatialities that one would expect of Thirdspace 
but not its liberating transformation of them. This is a space of struggle, 
yes … but not as part of the list including periphery, liberation, and eman-
cipation. This is Thirdspace as power.

so, my title: “storied space, or, Ben sira ‘tells’ a temple.” i want to 
walk around three points. First is a reading of chapters 44–50—Ben sira’s 
famous poem in praise of famous men—as a text in which the scribe con-
structs a temple space by means of compressed, hymnic allusions to the 
stories of great men from the about-to-be-biblical tradition.22 The second 
point in my walk is that the spatial experience created by these stories 
is one of stories: levels stacked on top of levels, that is, vertical space a 
tower with its top in the heavens. The third point returns to Thirdspace as 
periphery and resistance: under critical analysis, especially feminist analy-
sis, the temple crumbles; the telling leaves but a tell whose broken stories 
are excavated by the scholar.

one final prefatory observation needs to be made before turning to 
the text of Ben sira, arising from the work of applying spatiality theory 
to this writing and perhaps in turn informing the theory. Just as Kort has 
identified narrative as a definitive site of complexly interwoven spatialities, 
the study of sirach points to another such site, namely, the experience of 
ritual. in ritual as in narrative, lived reality, with all its spatialities, weaves 

21. Flanagan, “Mapping the Biblical World.”
22. Formal analysis typically distinguishes the poem on famous men in sir 44–49 

from the poem on the high priest simeon in sir 50. Thematically, however, it seems 
clear that the reader is supposed to see simeon as the last in this sequence.
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itself into a slubbed and holey web: concrete materiality, concepts and ide-
ologies, experiences, emotions, and political choices are joined, validated, 
and illumined. in ritual even more than narrative, moreover, the body 
presents and represents itself as lived space. soja’s discussion indicates the 
important role of the body in spatial feminist literature. it is “the most 
intimate of personal-and-political spaces, and affective microcosm for all 
other spatialities. The spatiality and sensuality of the body is being given a 
central positioning in the critical interpretation of the real-and-imagined 
geographies of everyday life.”23 While feminist geographers focus on the 
contemporary world and hence the relationship of the city to the body, 
Ben sira’s ancient text suggests a different point of departure, the relation-
ship of the body to the altar.

conventional scholarly wisdom has it that Ben sira wrote in Jerusa-
lem during the first quarter of the second century Bce, making his book 
one of the most precisely dated and located of ancient Bible-related texts. 
although both the date and location have come under recent scholarly 
challenge, i think we have enough contextual mud to wrestle in for now.24 
two contextual things are important to me at the moment. They have to do 
with text and temple. First, whether we date Ben sira in the first quarter of 
the second century or a bit later, our scribe writes in a time of Bible-build-
ing. Ben sira’s grandson, who translated the book from hebrew to Greek 
in egypt sometime after 132, refers in his prologue to his grandfather’s 
study of “the law and the prophets and the other books of our fathers.”25 
While few scholars today take this phrasing as a transparent reference to 
the current tripartite hebrew scripture, it certainly suggests a sense of the 
canonical, a body of literature with significant social heft, sufficiently well 
known that it can be referenced with a few tag terms. canonical, indeed, 
even in the more popular, current christian usage of “revealed” literature. 
Ben sira does not simply promote the divine origin of ancient wisdom but 
of his own as well. his relationship with personified female Wisdom, who 

23. soja, Thirdspace, 112.
24. The dating, however, has recently been challenged by ingrid hjelm (The 

Samaritans and Early Judaism, Jsotsup 303, cis 7 [sheffield: sheffield academic, 
2000]), who would date him in the hasmonean period, though still in Jerusalem. The 
location has been challenged by paul McKechnie (“The career of Joshua Ben sira,” JTS 
51 [2000]: 3–26), who would place him in the egyptian diaspora, though still in the 
earlier part of the century.

25. all translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. 
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is herself identified with the book of torah, authorizes his own (written) 
voice as prophetic. at the end of his poem glorifying Woman Wisdom, he 
announced, “i will again pour out teaching like prophecy and leave it to all 
future generations” (24:33).

“personified Wisdom’s commission is partially fulfilled through [Ben 
sira’s] own activity,” concludes randy argall in his comparative study of 
sirach and 1 enoch.26 This claim to revelation, however, is a bold one, con-
testable and surely contested, as argall’s comparison of the similar claim 
in 1 enoch makes plain.

The second important contextual item is Ben sira’s focus on the Jeru-
salem temple. Whether or not he actually lived in the city as he wrote, his 
text’s climactic moment is the vision of a high priest called simeon pour-
ing out libation at the altar. significantly, just as Ben sira’s paean to per-
sonified Wisdom in chapter 24 concludes with reference to the prophetic 
quality of his own teaching, so also his hymn to simeon in chapter 50 
segues into self-authorization of his own text: “training in wise conduct 
and smooth running proverbs have been written in this book of Yeshua, 
son of eleazar, son of sira, who poured them out from his understanding 
heart. happy the one who reflects on these, wise will he be who takes them 
to heart!” (50:27–28).27 Ben sira’s own book, then, stands with one foot on 
the shoulder of the written tradition and one on the shoulder of the cult. 
lest these two bearers should walk off in different directions, it behooves 
him to bind them closely to each other. Ben sira snaps two intersecting 
chalk lines, one horizontal, one vertical.

horizontal: in chapters 44–49, Ben sira reads the textual tradition as 
story line. such reading is not dissimilar to that of certain psalms (78; 89; 
105; 106; 135; 136) that recount moments from the past either to praise 
God or to challenge him.28 Ben sira not only expands the genre, however, 
but he also reorients the telling from events to persons. his praise “of 

26. randy argall, 1 Enoch and Sirach: A Comparative Literary and Conceptual 
Analysis of the Themes of Revelation, Creation and Judgment, eJl 8 (atlanta: scholars 
press, 1995), 72, 93.

27. The translation is taken from patrick W. skehan and alexander W. dilella, 
The Wisdom of Ben Sira, aB 39 (new York: doubleday, 1987), 556.

28. psalm 78 is notable for an introduction that could have come from the pen of 
our sage: “Give ear, o my people to my teaching; incline your ears to the words of my 
mouth. i will open my mouth in a parable; i will utter dark sayings from of old, things 
that we have heard and known, that our fathers have told us” (vv. 1–3).
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famous men” is exactly that: reference to events, often allusive in any case, 
is cast in terms of what particular men did or what happened to them; 
their characteristics of faithfulness, strength, and piety are emphasized.29 
i call this line horizontal because it moves for the most part in chrono-
logical order through points in time, and this chronology is experienced 
textually: it is experienced from side to side (which side to which side 
depending on the direction one writes and reads). enoch, noah, abra-
ham, isaac, Jacob, Moses, aaron, phinehas, david,30 Joshua, caleb, the 
judges, samuel, nathan, david again, solomon, rehoboam, Jeroboam, 
elijah, elisha, hezekiah, isaiah, Josiah, Jeremiah, ezekiel, Zerubbabel, 
Jeshua, nehemiah, and simeon.31 nowhere in hebrew scripture is there 
such a catalogue.32 But to what end?

The most obvious end is the high priest simeon. But how do we get 
there? What do we find when we arrive? What sort of map is this? com-
pared to the strong geographical sensibilities of much of the Bible—with its 
narrative movement from place to place and its tales of places won, places 
lost—this hymn of men is curiously ungrounded. it seems to happen a few 
feet (at least) above the surface. enoch is taken up. abraham’s progeny will 
inherit not the land of canaan (which is never named in these chapters) 
but “from sea to sea and from the river to the ends of the earth.” Jacob’s 
“inheritance” is established as “portions” for the tweve tribes, but no actual 
territories are ever identified or distributed33 and especially not to aaron, 

29. Burton l. Mack, Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic: Ben Sira’s Hymn in Praise of 
the Fathers (chicago: university of chicago press, 1985), 19–20, 207–11. Mack fur-
ther argues that it is the office the man holds rather than the individual himself that 
is important to Ben sira. While there is truth in this, it is also the case that Ben sira 
chooses a narrative sequence for his presentation that cannot be ignored.

30. Mack suggests that david appears here, out of chronological order, as part of 
a literary unit that develops the theme of covenant (Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic, 39).

31. Between nehemiah (49:13) and simeon (50:1) are named, out of chronologi-
cal order, enoch, Joseph, shem, seth, and enosh (49:14–16). The authenticity of these 
verses is disputed, based on both the varied manuscript evidence and thematic analy-
sis (Mack, Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic, 199–203). on the other hand, a case can be 
made for them as an introduction to the simeon passage. see c. t. r. hayward, The 
Temple: A Non-biblical Sourcebook (london: routledge, 1996), 44–46.

32. unless one considers the genealogies, which may indeed provide a model 
from which Ben sira works. it is possible to read the famous men as the forebears of 
the illustrious simeon. This would raise some further considerations about the mean-
ing of kinship in sirach to those i shall raise below.

33. skehan and dilella supply a word from deut 32:8–9, where God “fixes the 
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who is explicitly denied inheritance in the land (though he gets a portion 
in the lord and a fair amount of space in Ben sira’s text). Moses meets God 
face to face, but nowhere else. depending on your textual variant, there 
may or may not be one city named in particular as conquered by Joshua, 
though the people did finally make it to the equally unnamed land flowing 
with milk and honey. samuel established a kingdom … somewhere and 
also managed to defeat more specifically the leaders of tyre and the rulers 
of the philistines, though again it is people not places in view.

david, who is of the people (“tribe”) but not the place of Judah, finally 
arrives somewhere, and we finally get a hint about the journey’s end:

he placed singers before the altar,
to make sweet melody with their voices.
he gave beauty to the feasts,
and arranged their times throughout the year,
while they praised God’s holy name
and the sanctuary resounded from early morning.
The lord took away his sins, and exalted his horn forever;
he gave him the statute of royalty
and established his throne over Jerusalem. (47:9–11)

david captures time (“arranging” times throughout the year) and com-
mands space: “before the altar” and “over Jerusalem,” both amounting to 
essentially the same thing. The Thirdspatial experience of ritual worship 
occurs in the Firstspace of power and is, accordingly, mapped onto the 
secondspace of royal ideology, which itself is enacted in the First/Third-
space of the royal bed, complete with sounding (and sinless) horn. Thus 
is the Thirdspace of the worshiping subject and the fertile king united in 
authorized power.

But the king will not finally get to fix the books. The “beauty” that 
King david gives to the feasts anticipates the ultimate “beauty” of simeon 
the priest (50:1).34 likewise, the covenant with david was “the inheri-
tance of one man with respect to his honor,” while that of aaron was 
“for all his seed” (45:25). david’s son built the temple, but his honor did 

boundaries” of the peoples, but this spatial term is notably missing from the hebrew 
text of Ben sira (Wisdom of Ben Sira, 503–4).

34. if with hayward we accept the preceding verses as someone’s authentic view, 
simeon’s beauty is set in parallel with that of adam, which is “above every living thing” 
(49:16)—ultimate indeed (Jewish Temple, 45).
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not measure up (47:13, 20). Before recording the wise king’s fall, how-
ever, Ben sira describes solomon’s glory with expansive spatial language, 
expressed here in an intimate second person discourse instead of the 
poem’s typical third person:

how wise you became in your youth!
You overflowed like the nile with instruction.
Your breadth of understanding covered the earth,
which you filled with sayings of hidden meaning.
Your name reached distant coasts,
and you were known for your peace.35

With song, proverb, riddle,
and with your interpretations you stormed the nations. (47:14–17)

The shift to this sort of spatial language establishes connections between 
three of Ben sira’s famous men—abraham, aaron, and solomon—con-
nections that provide a framework for the temple story he wants to build 
in his own day.

The idealized spatial language of universal dominion in the solo-
mon passage calls to mind the one other passage where such expansive 
spatial language is used, that dealing with abraham. abraham’s seed, in 
claiming their world-wide inheritance, will multiply like the dust of the 
earth, bringing blessing to the nations (44:21). solomon’s verbal wisdom is 
similarly earth-covering, but, notably, the fruit of his mouth has replaced 
the fruit of his loins as the means of domination.36 The latter of course is 
stained by his sexual dishonor, the reverse of abraham’s honor, on whose 
sexual flesh the covenant was marked and who proved himself faithful by 
his willingness to take the knife to the product of that flesh (44:26). Thus 
the similarity in spatial language used of these two men highlights their 
difference with respect to honor and offspring.

Ben sira has already suggested, however, in the opening section of his 
hymn, that the best of men will produce both seed faithful to the covenant 
and lasting wisdom (44:10–15). it is aaron, the original priest, drawn into 

35. translating v. 15 with skehan and dilella (Wisdom of Ben Sira, 523), based on 
the Greek; the hebrew does not make sense. Verse 16 is found only in Greek.

36. see claudia V. camp, Wise, Strange and Holy: The Strange Woman and the 
Making of the Bible, Jsotsup 320, Gct 9 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 200), 184–85 
for an analysis of the shift from seed to word in relation to solomon already at work 
in the hebrew Bible.
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connection with the more recent simeon, who fulfills the agenda—or 
almost, at any rate. aaron, like abraham, has honor (45:20) and, like abra-
ham, a single son (eleazar) and grandson (phinehas), through whom the 
covenant is passed and who ultimately become a multitude.37 in the days 
of simeon, the sons of aaron surround the high priest at the sacrificial 
altar, splendid, shouting, and sounding trumpets (50:12–13, 16). aaron, 
like solomon, also has words: the authority to teach the sons of israel the 
statutes and commandments (45:17). it is of no little consequence, how-
ever, that, although simeon continues to speak words of blessing (50:20), 
the work of instruction in understanding has passed to the scribe, Ben sira 
(50:27–29)!

in one sense, this language of expansive, indeed universal, space that 
unites abraham and solomon seems precisely to exclude aaron, whose 
extended description—the longest of any save simeon—places him 
nowhere and indeed denies him a portion of space. in fact, however, one 
of the effects of totalizing discourse is that nowhere can easily become 
everywhere, and everywhere can be be condensed to a single point. aaron, 
or aaron cum simeon, is the perfect union of the issue of abraham’s loins 
and solomon’s mouth. We need to consider aaron’s (no)space in this light. 
Though aaron is denied a portion of space, he receives instead the lord 
himself as “his portion and inheritance” (45:22). But the lord is, at least in 
some sense, everywhere: “he is the all” (43:27). Thus does nowhere quickly 
take on a universal cast. aaron’s space is the space of holiness itself.

With aaron, however, no-space/all-space remains, as in all of the 
hymn up to solomon, ungrounded in any clearly designated First-
space. solomon as temple builder, the encloser of david’s altar, marks 
an important transition in the poem’s spatialization. increasingly, space 
is both materialized and named. in the first part of the poem, space was 
construed narratively and, with aaron and david, ritually—in a word, 
Thirdspatially—in and through the texts that form the bodies of men. 
The people-centered narrative continues in the poem’s second half but 
now becomes identified with the First-and secondspace of physical expe-
rience—the temple—and conceptual designation—Zion. Thus hezekiah 
fortifies “his city” and brings water into it through tunneling (48:17). his 
faithfulness helps save “Zion” from the rabshakeh (48:18–22). likewise 

37. in the narratives of leviticus and numbers, of course, aaron has four sons, 
which complicates the matter of the covenantal lineage considerably. does Ben sira not 
know the whole of this tradition, or has he streamlined it to suit his linear purposes?
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isaiah comforts “Zion” (48:24). The few good kings cannot finally save 
“the holy city,” however, which burns in spite of the words of Jeremiah 
(49:4–6). perhaps predictably, Ben sira does not mention exile—change 
of place—before turning to Zerubbabel and Jeshua, who rebuild the altar 
and the holy temple, and to nehemiah, who restores the walls, gates, 
and houses (49:11–13). The first remarks about simeon also describe his 
Firstspatial activity: fortifying the temple, building walls and corners, 
and, once more, excavating for water (50:1–3). he fortifies the city as 
well (50:4).

at the same time, the secondspace of universal dominion, narratively 
constituted in the Thirdspace of abraham’s seed and solomon’s words, 
attaches itself to the temple through aaron’s seed and words and, above 
all, through his universal portion in the lord. if in aaron space is holiness, 
in the temple holiness will take on space. The real physical waters provided 
by hezekiah and simeon recall the universal waters of abraham’s and sol-
omon’s second/Thirdspace. The house that simeon builds is “visited” by 
God (50:1), who has also “visited” Joseph’s bones, as well as the primordial 
men, shem, seth, and enosh.38 divine visitation is ideological language, 
to be sure, but also the language of personal encounter, of Thirdspatial 
experience. Thus it is no real surprise when the ritual experience of Third-
space returns dramatically in the poem’s finale, once more encapsulating 
the worshiper’s experience of the temple in the body and name of a man, 
simeon, as beautiful as the first man of creation, coming out of the inner 
sanctuary. We realize finally where we have been all along, not moving 
through time and narrative, but located in one place, meeting body after 
body, name after name, as the temple has been erected before us, enclosing 
the body of the scribe. The names and bodies of men constitute the Third-
space that contains the name of God.

it’s a tall building, as we see when the vertical line finally snaps. The 
magnificent layering of imagery for simeon begins in the heavens. The 
high priest emerging from the inner sanctuary is

like the morning star among the clouds,
like the moon when it is full;
like the sun shining upon the temple of the Most high,
and like the rainbow gleaming in glorious clouds. (50:6–7)

38. hayward, Jewish Temple, 47.
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once planted in the earth, he grows tall above it, “like a cypress towering 
in the clouds” or “a young cedar on lebanon”; he is surrounded by his 
brother priests “like the trunks of palm trees” (50:10, 12). This vertical 
heaven to earth, earth to heaven imagery also identifies simeon at sacrifice 
with Woman Wisdom of chapter 24, who has descended from heaven to 
lodge in israel and minister in the tabernacle in Zion (24:10–11). she too 
is compared to a cedar, a cypress, and a palm tree (24:13, 14). Wisdom 
and simeon share in other complementary similes as well: both are like 
olive trees, roses, incense. This sharing is also a displacement, however, 
of female by male. once simeon appears, Woman Wisdom disappears, a 
point we will return to in a moment.

The verticality of the temple experience embodied in simeon can be 
seen also by means of contrast to another famous biblical constructor of 
temple space, namely, ezekiel. as demonstrated by Kalinda rose steven-
son in her book on the territorial rhetoric of ezek 40–48, the prophet “uses 
horizontal language” to construct his temple.39 The essential thing for eze-
kiel is the establishment of boundaries; status is determined by how near 
or far one is from sacred space, how much access one has to it. Ben sira’s 
vision is, with the exception of his elevation of simeon, more democratic 
(though equally male!): “the whole congregation of the sons of israel” 
observes the libation, participates in prayer, and receives the priestly bless-
ing (50:17–21). access to heaven is available to all, but through a single 
point in space alone, that point manifest in the body of the high priest in 
whom the whole space and meaning of the temple inheres.

Ben sira, then, having built a temple through textual bodies, identi-
fies all those bodies with one human body, authorizing text with flesh, 
flesh with text, and both with the affective power of the ritual experience 
as preserved in his textual space. The sage’s own text seems to embody 
Flanagan’s dictum regarding the organization and perception of space 
in segmented social systems: “in such societies, people move through 
people, not through space. spatiality and people are organically linked.”40 
Ben sira allows us to extend this insight to texts as well: people also appar-
ently read through people, not through books (or scrolls). textuality and 

39. Kalinda rose stevenson, The Vision of Transformation: The Territorial Rheto-
ric of Ezekiel 40–48, sBlds 154 (atlanta: scholars press, 1996).

40. Flanagan, “Mapping the Biblical World,” 13. see also Bruce J. Malina, “apoca-
lyptic and territoriality,” in Early Christianity in Context: Monuments and Documents, 
ed. Frédéric Manns and eugenio alita (Jerusalem: Franciscan printing, 1993), 370–72.
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people are organically linked. as we have observed, however, Ben sira is 
not only interested in his readers’ reading through ancient textual per-
sons, but also through himself as represented in his text.41 The dynamic 
of mutual authorization that he brings to bear between text and temple 
is also at work between this author and his text. For this reason, even 
though his book reaches an emotional climax in simeon at the altar, it 
does not end there. he turns almost immediately from the blessing of the 
priest and a prayer for the well-being of simeon and the eternal priestly 
covenant (50:20–24) to a self-naming and the assurance that those who 
concern themselves with the matters in his book will also find blessing 
(50:27–29). The book concludes with an acrostic, an arguably erotic—or 
at least eroticized—autobiographical poem about the author’s relation-
ship with female Wisdom.

This last unit is of particular interest to me here. it links Ben sira to 
simeon in terms of both space and person. Both men preside over a house: 
the house of God for the priest, the house of instruction for the scribe. 
Whether or not Ben sira refers to an actual school in his own case is an 
interesting historical question but misses the multispatial point. he claims 
for himself a divinely authorized space that is the equivalent of the priest’s. 
But the two houses involve a separation of functions: the priest speaks 
ritual blessing, but the scribe speaks instruction in wisdom. in the end, 
neither temple nor schoolhouse matter so much as the mouths of their 
authorized presiders. But this reality is not merely conceptual; it is also 
lived. people move through people. people read through people.

people move through people, and yet something different is going on 
with both simeon and Ben sira than what Flanagan has in mind with this 
phrase. his observation about the nature of space in segmentary societ-
ies refers to the networks of kin associations, real and fictive, that con-
stitute the space of tribal peoples. in Ben sira’s hymn to the fathers, the 
reference to kin is much more attenuated; indeed, it is for the most part 
metaphorical. simeon has a house but no wife, brothers but no mother. 
he appears as born of the sanctuary itself, from whose inmost space he 
emerges. indeed, real women are missing in general from the temple built 
of Ben sira’s books. except for one site: solomon. The man who built the 

41. Many scholars have noted a new level of autobiographical reference by Ben 
sira that shows a greater awareness of himself as author. Ben sira’s authorial self-con-
sciousness, as it relates to the text-person-temple nexus i have tried to develop in this 
paper, deserves a treatment of its own.
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Firstspace temple had real women. But these wives were the source of stain 
and shame for the male body, causing its issue in foolish sons (47:19–24). 
simeon’s honor cannot be marred by the presence of women; his beauty 
is that of adam, that of aaron; he is the new man, the perfect man-alone. 
But women do not depart from his space of their own accord, as the refer-
ence to phinehas, both at the end of the aaron pericope and at the end of 
simeon’s, shows. Ben sira discreetly refrains from expounding on the exact 
nature of the “zeal” that won phinehas’s descendants the eternal covenant 
of priesthood (44:23–24). But every (implied) reader knows the untold 
story of phinehas, son of eleazar, plunging his spear through the bellies of 
the simeonite(!) Zimri and his Midianite wife cozbi in the sacred space of 
the tent of meeting (num 25:6–18). how ironic, then, Ben sira’s plea that 
God fulfill the covenant of phinehas with the present simeon (50:24).

Ben sira hints that he himself would like to have the zeal of phinehas; 
indeed, he names himself “son of eleazar.” But in most respects, it seems 
that he identifies more with solomon. he has traveled the world, acquir-
ing wisdom and sharing it (34:11–12; 39:4). like solomon, his wisdom 
is universal. he compares himself, like solomon, to an overflowing river, 
expanding to a sea (24:30–31). But there are also hints that, like solomon, 
he does not quite measure up on the sexual purity front. his anxiety that 
he will be brought to shame by women in general and wives in particular is 
one of the most striking aspects of his textual self-revelation.42 notably, his 
concluding poem begins with the line: “When i was a youth, before i went 
astray … she came to me in her beauty” (51:13–14). his burning desire 
for Wisdom (51:19), whom he attains with his “purified” hands (51:20), 
is covered by the shadow of the “short time” he paid heed to her (51:16). 
how this short time before going astray fits in with his claims that his 
desire is “never relenting” and that he will “never forsake her” (51:19–20) 
is a mystery. except of course to a psychoanalyst. The apparent incoher-
ence between his values and his body is only partially resolved by sharing 
his house with a wife who, though luscious, is actually just a book that 
has proceeded from his own mouth. For this is the same Woman Wisdom 
whose presence in the temple the scribe has suppressed by transferring her 

42. For a detailed analysis of the relationship of sexuality and shame in sirach, 
see clauda V. camp, “understanding patriarchy: Women in second century Jerusa-
lem through the eyes of Ben sira,” in “Women Like This”: New Perspectives on Jewish 
Women in the Greco-Roman World, ed. amy-Jill levine, eJl 1 (atlanta: scholars press, 
1991), 1–39.
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attributes of glory to simeon.43 The shame he casts out of God’s house by 
means of the tradition’s stories, and the priest’s body he cannot quite cast 
out of his own.

to conclude: Ben sira’s temple is a monument of Thirdspace, a monu-
ment to the male textual body. it is a monument that exists only in Third-
space, in the lived experience that generates such texts and that these texts 
in turn (re)generate. For the texts become the kind of texts they are—Bible 
text—by virtue of having made this space, a space in which the authority 
of heaven is channeled through the body of the priest, but only by means 
of the mouth of the scribe. Ben sira’s text was not always divorced from 
Firstspace. he lived in a real city—called, typically, Jerusalem rather than 
Zion—and worshiped in a real temple made of earthly substances. in this 
temple, a real male priesthood celebrated before a male god (whose reality 
i will not comment on here). Women and their impurity could be ritu-
ally, though no less really, expunged. here is one space in which the Bible 
begins its odyssey.

But writing takes place in the scribal house, one step removed from 
the purity of the temple, as the presence of Woman Wisdom hints. it must 
address real men, who cannot drive all women from their houses, however 
much they may hate or fear them. Ben sira’s effort to construct an all-male 
temple from the tradition must fail in the face of a larger lived space, as 
well of the tradition itself, where women’s stories are not absent. But what 
to make of these?

i think that this effort to understand one moment of Bible-making in 
spatial terms may help us cut through an interpretive dilemma introduced 
by feminist analysis. it begins with the early feminist question of whether 
the text itself is patriarchal or “only” its subsequent interpretation, and 
it lingers in later, more radical feminist insistence that the problem lies 
indeed with the text. Both answers to the question implicitly theorize a 
clear distinction between text and interpretation. a spatial approach to 
biblical genesis suggests instead a more integrated process. to make a Bible 
is to make a space in which the Bible can be Bible. Bible only happens to 
the degree it can keep making this space. in one sense, biblical Thirdspace 
divorced of any material Firstspace and challenged by other conceptual 

43. on the displacement of the female figure by the similarly imaged male, see 
claudia V. camp, “honor and shame in Ben sira: anthropological and Theological 
reflections,” in The Book of Ben Sira in Modern Research, ed. pancratius c. Beentjies, 
BZaW 255 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1997), 171–87.
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secondspaces, as it is in Western culture today, has to work all the harder 
to naturalize itself as lived space. The fact that one of its spaces of depar-
ture was gynophobic at best, misogynist at worst, does not predestine all 
its spaces to be so. But it was not a good start, and the residues of biblical 
patriarchy leave one wondering about the cost of further construction.





From this place:  
a theoretical Framework for the  

social-spatial analysis of luke

Bart B. Bruehler

introduction

Given the complex nature of what is public, political, and private combined 
with the relative lack of careful attention to these social-spatial categories 
in new testament scholarship, this study will establish a critical and con-
textual classification of space for luke’s gospel. This requires three things: 
an informed theoretical perspective, an adequate system of classification, 
and broad and specific comparative material. The first third of this chapter 
will describe several scholars and works that contribute to the eclectic the-
oretical perspective of this study. however, this study does not delve into 
unplowed ground. unfortunately, most previous studies of the public and 
private spheres in the ancient world have relied on a stark dichotomization 
of these two spheres. The current study will argue that this dichotomiza-
tion is not supported by theoretical developments (or by much of the avail-
able evidence from the ancient world). Thus, the second third of this chap-
ter will serve to dismantle this dichotomy. once the theoretical ground is 
clear, we can then offer a new classification system that emerges from the 
theoretical perspective presented below. Both the theoretical perspective 
and the new classification system will be substantiated and exemplified by 
the comparative material that follows in chapters 3 and 4.1

1. editorial note: This article was originally published in Bart B. Bruehler, A 
Public and Political Christ: The Social-Spatial Characteristics of Luke 18:35–19:43 and 
the Gospel as a Whole in Its Ancient Context, ptMs 157 (eugene, or: Wipf & stock, 
2011), 31–54. see therein for chapters 3 and 4 mentioned here.
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a theoretical perspective

sack’s Homo Geographicus

robert david sack’s latest book, Homo Geographicus, provides the pri-
mary theoretical perspective for this study. sack, trained as a geographer, 
has distinguished himself as a critical philosopher of space and place in 
a series of important works.2 his writings are a part of a larger trend to 
reassert the role of space and place in critical theory after being brushed 
aside by historical, philosophical, and social perspectives for many years.3 
sack does not devote extensive discussions to the categories of public, 
political, or private in Homo Geographicus, but the model he proffers is a 
powerful tool for explaining the dynamics of these spheres. sack presents 
a “relational framework” that draws together nature, meaning, and social 
relations in a way that emphasizes the importance of place, increases our 
awareness of diverse situational dynamics, and forms a practical frame 
for moral action.4 he claims that grounding the three forces of nature, 
meaning, and social relations in the specificities of real geography is the 
most viable way to integrate them and create a well-rounded framework 
for moral reflection and decision making.5 early in the book sack presents 
his relational framework through the diagram seen below.

The second chapter of Homo Geographicus discusses the proposed 
framework in detail. sack claims that all actions and all perspectives 

2. robert david sack, Conceptions of Space in Social Thought: A Geographic Per-
spective (Minneapolis: university of Minnesota press, 1981); sack, Human Territori-
ality: Its Theory and History (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1986). These 
books prepared the way for sack’s most recent book Homo Geographicus: A Frame-
work for Action, Awareness, and Moral Concern (Baltimore: Johns hopkins university 
press, 1997).

3. The reassertion of space in intellectual and political currents is hailed as one of 
the great scholarly contributions of the twentieth century by edward W. soja, Third-
space: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (Malden, Ma: 
Blackwell, 1996), 1–2.

4. sack would wholeheartedly concur with much of the work of edward t. hall. 
For instance, hall states that “it is impossible to separate the individual from the envi-
ronment in which he [sic] functions.” see edward t. hall, Beyond Culture (Garden 
city, nY: anchor, 1977), 100.

5. sack, Homo Geographicus, 53.
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emerge from particular places because places draw together the influences 
of nature and culture.6 Furthermore, culture is a composite of social rela-
tions and shared meanings, and so he divides these into separate and iden-
tifiable forces. The force of space is largely coterminous with nature. space 
simply exists and is part of the natural world that human agents encoun-
ter (the focus of the natural sciences), and it acts as a force upon human 
existence.7 nature affects us by means of the environment that surrounds, 

6. ibid., 24–25.
7. ibid., 31.

Axes, or General 
Perspectives

Perspectives

Forces

NatureMeaning

Social 
Relations

Place/Self

Space is coterminous
with nature

Particular
Perspectives

Figure 1. sack’s framework (sack, Homo Geographicus, 59).
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limits, and enables our lives.8 next, social relations (one part of culture 
and the focus of the social sciences) addresses the ways that human beings 
interact with each other. These interactions tend to follow norms and 
serve both to constrain and facilitate our life together.9 Finally, the force 
of meaning draws attention to our unique role as thinking beings, those 
who can assign meaning and mentally construct the world (the focus of 
disciplines like philosophy and psychology). again, these meanings tend 
to follow patterns and have the power to order the world.10 sack states 
that these three forces come together at and are affected by the forces of 
self and place. The self is a human agent that interacts with the various 
forces. sack says it best in the first sentence of his book: “We humans are 
geographical beings transforming the earth and making it into a home, 
and that transformed world affects who we are.”11 Thus, place and self 
are “mutually constituitive,” for both affect the other.12 place is culturally 
constructed, for human agents turn spaces into places that are delimited 
from other places, guided by specific rules, and carry meanings in and of 
themselves.13 Therefore, there are five forces at work in sack’s framework: 
nature, social relations, meaning, place, and self. This study will focus on 
how the forces of nature (the physical setting), social relations (interac-
tions among people), and meaning (cultural cues) locate particular places 
along the public-private spectrum. These locations are also affected by 
the main character of our study, Jesus, whose actions both shape and are 
shaped by the culturally constructed places that luke narrates.

The forces interact to create specific placements of the self, and these 
interactions are viewed from perspectives. These perspectives are the axes 
that emerge vertically from place/self on the diagram, and “they repre-
sent our capacity increasingly to distance ourselves from the world and to 
reflect on our place in it.”14 perspectives are particular modes of awareness, 
and sack cites three: the discursive/scientific perspective, the aesthetic 
perspective, and the moral perspective. sack claims that he begins with 
the discursive/scientific perspective as he analytically lays out his frame-

8. ibid., 38–39.
9. ibid., 40.
10. ibid., 44–45.
11. ibid., 1.
12. ibid., 58–59.
13. ibid., 32.
14. ibid., 29.
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work, but the climax of his book deals with the moral and aesthetic axes.15 
Furthermore, each axis has varying levels of abstraction. some are lower 
on the axis and thus closer to experience and more partial. others are 
higher up on the axis and thus more abstract and objective.16 sack aims at 
providing tools to enable a critical awareness of perspectives by showing 
how various forces and places shape them. sack convincingly argues that 
this framework, unified by geographical awareness, offers a thorough and 
balanced way to consider the interrelated structure and dynamic impact of 
each of the forces on human life and decision making.17

sack takes a philosophical position “that strives to be rational and 
realistic, but takes the necessity of our differences and situatedness seri-
ously—navigating between the arrogance of modernity and the relativ-
izing tendencies of postmodernity.”18 others, such as Yi-Fu tuan and 
anthony Giddens, have labeled this position “high modernism,” while 
sack prefers to call it a “geographically aware position.”19 This philosophi-
cal perspective adopts a nuanced form of realism (the world actually exists 
apart from our perceptions of it) and values the quest for greater objec-
tivity and impartiality, while realizing that such a quest takes place pri-
marily through genuine dialogue with contextualized perspectives. This 
philosophical perspective also informs the “relational” nature of sack’s 
framework. sack constantly asserts that the forces he describes, while 
being separated for the sake of analysis, are always interdependent and 
mutually constitutive.20 This means that sack resists the tendency for any 
one factor to completely explain or subsume the other forces that influ-
ence human beings. disciplinary ethnocentrism often reduces all other 
aspects of human existence to subsets or effects of its special focus, and 
such specialization has tended to fragment knowledge and moral aware-
ness.21 sack proposes the framework in Homo Geographicus as a solution 

15. ibid., 58–59.
16. ibid., 29.
17. ibid., 60–87.
18. ibid., 7.
19. Yi-Fu tuan, Cosmos and Hearth: A Cosmopolite’s Viewpoint (Minneapolis: 

university of Minnesota press, 1996), 8; anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Iden-
tity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (stanford, ca: stanford university press, 
1991), ch. 1; sack, Homo Geographicus, 7.

20. ibid., 30, 34, 91.
21. ibid., 12, 35–36. For example, sack points out that in the absence of geograph-

ical considerations, social science can reduce human thought and the natural world 
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to this, claiming that an awareness of place allows human beings to see the 
interdependent influence of various forces on their lives and thus become 
better equipped moral agents.22 This moral orientation is shared by the 
present study of the public, political, and private elements of luke’s gospel 
because it will close by reflecting on the significance of this analysis for 
contemporary christian praxis and theology.

Granting the central position of sack’s work to this study, it is still 
necessary to make a few adjustments to his framework in order to fill it 
out and attune it to the study of luke’s Gospel. sack identifies three over-
lapping forces affecting place/self: nature, social relations, and meaning. 
edward soja, another pioneer in the contemporary study of spatiality, 
has adduced time as a constitutive aspect of human experience, which 
appropriately adds a temporal force to sack’s framework.23 additionally, 
because luke’s Gospel is a theological narrative about Jesus the Messiah, 
it is reasonable to include religion in the list of forces to be considered. 
sack would most likely consider religion to be a part of culture, perhaps 
a subset of meaning, but its prominence in luke’s Gospel calls for special 
attention.24 The force of religious belief and practice as well as the activity 
of divine beings/persons must be added to sack’s framework in order to 
adequately examine the nature of luke’s theological narrative. This results 
in the following list of interactive forces: nature, meaning, social relations, 
time, religion, place, and self.

either to being effects of social forces or the inert raw material of social forces. sack 
uses “sociology of knowledge” and Marxism as examples of this tendency, found in 
other disciplines as well, to reduce all other factors to one overriding concern (42–44).

22. Thus, sack’s approach resonates with robbins’s goal of fostering an integra-
tive “interpretive analytics,” which brings together various disciplinary specialties. see 
Vernon K. robbins, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society and 
Ideology (london: routledge, 1996), 11–13.

23. soja, Thirdspace, 30–31. soja speaks of time as “historicality” in his “trialectics 
of being,” which also includes “sociality” and “spatiality” (and thus omits the arena of 
“meaning” included by sack). such an addition is fitting to sack’s work because many 
of his illustrative examples also involve the factor of time. he frequently includes tem-
poral issues in his illustration of a dinner meeting at his home (Homo Geographicus, 
98–105). time, along with the other forces described by sack, will help to define the 
classification system presented below.

24. The addition of religion as a force in light of the special concerns of luke’s 
Gospel is similar to the addition of “sacred texture” to the consideration of religious 
texts in Vernon K. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-rhetorical 
Interpretation (Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996), 120–31.
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as stated above, sack does not address the public-private spectrum 
directly. Then, why use his theoretical framework as a heuristic lens for 
this study? First, his theoretical presentation claims that all of the forces 
come together in specific locations to shape the mutually constitutive place 
and self. This study assumes that luke’s use of place affects his portrayal of 
Jesus and that the actions of Jesus draw on and transform the places pre-
sented in the narrative. Thus, this study is in deep theoretical agreement 
with sack’s framework and is simply looking at the interaction of all the 
forces on place and self from the perspective of the public/private spec-
trum, which forms a new axis of consideration (one closely related to the 
moral perspective). second, sack’s framework is not only theoretical but 
also heuristic. That is, it provides a means of analysis for luke’s narrative. 
one can identify the various forces at work in luke’s narrative to see how 
they work together to create a particular portrayal of Jesus in a particular 
type of place. More broadly, this heuristic lens will also guide and help 
to shape the presentation of the new classification system of public and 
private space in the hellenistic-roman world that will appear later in this 
chapter. This study will pay special attention to the forces of nature, mean-
ing, social relations, time, religion, and especially human agency place in 
order to exegetically analyze luke 18:35–19:48. Thus, it is social-spatial 
exegesis for it attends to the forces as they affect the mutually constitutive 
place and self that are at the heart of sack’s framework and at the heart of 
this study.

scale and political Geography

chapter 1 argued that one of the problems inherent in Brent Kinman’s 
study (Jesus’ Entry) is that he fails to attend to the issue of scale.25 he 
compares Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem with much larger scale arrivals like 
pilate’s assize and roman triumphs. This is not only comparing apples and 
oranges (two different kinds of fruit) but also comparing grapes and grape-
fruit (two different fruit of very different sizes). not only is Jesus’s entry 
not an official political event (like the assize or triumph), but it also occurs 
at a much smaller scale and so expectations must be adjusted accordingly. 
recent work in the realm of political geography has dealt with the impor-

25. Brent Kinman, Jesus’ Entry into Jerusalem: In the Context of Lukan Theology 
and the Politics of His Day, aGlu 28 (leiden: Brill, 1995). editorial note: For chapter 
1, see Bruehler, Public and Political Christ.
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tant, complicated, and elusive issue of scale. We now turn to their work to 
illuminate the idea of politics and its intersection with scale analysis.

We begin with the work of heinz eulau, who began wrestling with the 
issues of scale and politics in the 1960s. eulau eschews conceptual defi-
nitions of politics in favor of behavior descriptions: “What makes man’s 
behavior political is that he rules and obeys, persuades and compromises, 
promises and bargains, coerces and represents, fights and fears.”26 Thus, 
eulau’s behaviorist definition of politics fits well into sack’s force of social 
relations, while focusing specifically on behavior that deals with group 
roles and decision-making at various levels that affect how people relate to 
one another.27 eulau also agrees with sack’s argument against disciplinary 
reductionism, claiming that one must take an interdisciplinary approach 
to politics.28 Finally, eulau exemplifies the practical, eclectic, and corri-
gible approach to theory taken by this study by pointing out that theory 
and research are interdependent—theoretical perspectives shape fruitful 
research that then comes to bear on the theoretical formulations.29 now 
we turn to eulau’s comments on scale. he discusses various political strata, 
sets of horizontal relationships in which political behavior takes place. he 
points out that various social orders have different degrees of openness or 
mobility, and we add that the ancient hellenistic-roman world had lim-
ited mobility. Given the reality of these strata, he cautions that “to make 
inferences about integration from the larger to the smaller unit, or from 
the smaller to the larger, is fallacious.”30 We should explore the linkages 
between different strata and the impact that they have on each other, but 
we cannot reason by analogy across various scales. Thus, when analyzing 
luke’s narrative, one must attend to scale in order to adduce appropri-
ate comparative material. eulau posits a “micro-macro continuum” (much 
like the public/private spectrum of this study) where one enters analysis 
at a particular level while always attending to its relationship to a variety 
of other strata.31

26. heinz eulau, Macro-Micro Political Analysis: Accents of Inquiry (chicago: 
aldine, 1969), 20.

27. ibid., 33–34.
28. ibid., 26.
29. ibid., 29.
30. ibid., 78.
31. ibid., 90.
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The discipline of political geography emerged in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s and has flourished since then.32 in the late 1990s, a number of 
scholars turned their eyes upon the uncritical use of the scale in political 
geography and have brought forth several helpful insights. Most politi-
cal geographers now agree that scale is socially constructed rather than a 
“given” of political landscapes.33 Furthermore, while scale as area and scale 
as level dominated previous studies in political geography, more recent 
and critical analysis of this concept emphasizes that scale must also be 
understood as a bounded yet porous network of relationships.34 Finally, 
scales should not be viewed as self-contained social systems but always 
exist in relation to smaller and larger strata.35 often, scale becomes appar-
ent as groups (or “relational networks”) work to secure their interests in 
cooperation or conflict with other centers of social power.36 scale comes to 
be as specific cultural contexts create and perpetuate interrelated levels of 
relationships.37 scale is commonly described with labels like local, urban, 
regional, national, international, and global, but these labels are depen-
dent upon the construction of scale in context. Therefore, when designing 
a classification system for the analysis of luke’s Gospel, one must attend 
to the constructions and identifications of scale within luke’s opus and 
the larger milieu of the hellenistic-roman world. to distinguish and ana-
lyze these scales, one should look for the social and spatial boundaries of 
relational networks and how these relate to other networks, networks that 
are smaller and larger both in terms of space (geographical territory) and 
society (political power).

32. one might point to the inception of Political Geography Quarterly in 1982, 
which is now published as Political Geography and has eight volumes per year.

33. as examples, see sallie a. Marston, “The social construction of scale,” Prog-
ress in Human Geography 24 (2000): 219–42, esp. 219–22; and richard howitt, “scale,” 
in A Companion to Political Geography, ed. John a. agnew, Katharyne Mitchell, and 
Gerard toal (Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 2003), 138–57.

34. Kevin r. cox, “spaces of dependence, spaces of engagement and the politics 
of scale, or: looking for local politics,” Political Geography 17 (1998): 1–23, esp. 3, 21 
and howitt, “scale,” 143.

35. richard howitt, “scale as relation: Musical Metaphors of Geographical scale,” 
Area 30 (1998): 49–58, esp. 52–53.

36. cox, “spaces of dependence,” 15, 19.
37. howitt, “scale,” 151.
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high and low context in hall

Most of the regions and people groups of the ancient Mediterranean 
shared a number of unstated assumptions, perspectives, and cultural clues 
(especially in comparison with the modern West). Much of this shared, 
internalized cultural information need not and would not be stated out-
right in any written or spoken message. This means that luke (and most 
other authors of his day) would not categorically assert that a given action 
was done in public or private or that it occurred at a local or imperial 
scale. rather, luke assumes that his audience naturally and correctly 
assesses placement of an event on the public/private spectrum (and at the 
appropriate scale) based on implicit clues provided in the narrative. how-
ever, as cultural outsiders, modern exegetes often cannot immediately 
identify these clues. This is why careful social-spatial exegesis is neces-
sary. The interpreter must sift through the clues in luke’s Gospel in order 
to deduce how public or private a given scene is and from there infer how 
luke has deployed or modified ancient conceptions of place and scale in 
his portrayal of Jesus. edward hall offers a key theoretical insight to assist 
this task.

at the heart of Beyond Culture, hall addresses the role of context in 
human life, thought, and behavior. he distinguishes “high-context” from 
“low-context” societies, quickly granting that cultures exist all over the 
scale in-between these two extremes.38 in high-context societies, a com-
municator expects that most of the information of any message is either 
implied by the setting or already internalized in the recipient (like the 
ancient Mediterranean world). low-context societies are the opposite. 
Most of the information must be stated explicitly in the content of the lan-
guage in order to make up for the lack of shared settings, assumptions, or 
perspectives (more like contemporary america). in high-context systems, 
a speaker will assume that the listener can and does intuit the heart of the 
message based on indirect clues. to provide more information than neces-
sary or to proclaim explicitly the main point is an insult to the listener’s 
cultural and intellectual competence. on the other hand, in low-context 
systems, the speaker must assume that the listener knows little or nothing 
and therefore must state all pertinent details. if the speaker does not fully 
articulate all the relevant information, the listener might infer that she or 

38. hall, Beyond Culture, 91.
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he is ignorant, lazy, or, at the very worst, deceptive. Thus, the content of 
a message and the understanding of that message will vary according to 
where a given culture falls on the low-context/high-context scale.39 Most of 
the ancient Greco-roman world consisted of high-context societies. With 
the increased mobility and communication capabilities that burgeoned 
under the roman empire, pluralism increased and the overall system was 
forced to move in a lower context direction.40

Because a high-context mode of expression ruled most of the com-
munication that took place in the ancient world, authors or speakers rarely 
state explicitly what those shared assumptions about public and private 
space were. in part, this provides an even more fluid dynamic where social-
spatial zones can be contested because of the lack of official delineation, 
but occasionally these implicit cultural codes become explicit. dionysius 
of halicarnassus provides a wonderful example of the high-context nature 
of public and private matters in the following quotation where he criticizes 
the style of a line penned by plato:

“These men have already received from us everything that they deserved; 
and having received it, they are now going their appointed way ….” This 
beginning is both admirable and appropriate to the subject by employing 
a beautiful manner of expression with dignity and harmony. But what 
follows these opening words simply does not match them: “ … escorted 
publicly [κοινῇ] by the state and privately [ἰδίᾳ] by their family.” For when 
it says that those who were being buried had received everything due to 
them, this also implies [ἐνῆν] that their bodies had been escorted publicly 
[δημοσίᾳ] and privately [ἰδίᾳ] to the burial site, so it was unnecessary to 
say the same thing again.… Therefore, plato, it was superfluous to add 
anything further. (Dem. 24 [Warmington], my trans. and emphasis)41

39. ibid., 91–92, 101, 113.
40. take, for example, the parenthetical comment in Mark 7:3–4. here, the author 

or editor feels compelled to explain Jewish purification rituals to the target audience. 
such information would have been assumed by most ancient authors in their high-
context situations, but this explanation shows how a low-context awareness was 
beginning to emerge.

41. dionysius is mounting a biased attack against a little known work of plato 
(the Menexenus) in order to later exalt the style of demosthenes. see the introductory 
comments in stephen usher, trans., Dionysius of Halicarnassus: The Criticial Essays 
in Two Volumes, ed. e. h. Warmington, lcl (cambridge: harvard university press), 
1:234.
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dionysius critiques plato according to the standards of high-context com-
munication. readers prefer brevity of style and implicit information over 
unnecessary specifications. dionysius expects that any competent reader 
would naturally deduce the presence of a crowd made up of both citizens 
and family members at any state funeral. he objects to this addition on the 
grounds that plato should know that all of his readers would already know 
about the public and private aspects of any state funeral, and thus he should 
leave such details unstated unless he wishes to draw special attention to 
them (which he does not do here). dionysius’s comments reveal the chal-
lenges of constructing a contextual classification of the spheres and scales 
applicable to luke’s Gospel. Most authors in the ancient world assumed 
that their audience intuitively understood the nature and ramifications 
of public and private activities. When authors state these characteristics 
definitively (or at all), they either must have specific intentions for doing 
so, or they are writing in poor taste. Thus, the interpreter is left in a double 
quandary. not only does luke not obviously state what is public and pri-
vate, but it is also very rare to find an ancient writer who provides the key 
to decode the set of clues that identifies the public and private spheres. The 
same can be said about scale. Therefore, a carefully researched classifica-
tion framework is necessary because no ancient insider from luke’s high-
context milieu has provided it for us. The following chapters will employ 
a broad survey of ancient literary materials, archaeological remains, and a 
close examination of two works comparable to luke’s Gospel to help sub-
stantiate and flesh out this framework.42

conclusion

The theoretical perspective of this study brings together a cluster of mutu-
ally supporting and illuminating theories and methods. sack’s framework 
provides the foundation of this studies perspective. sack’s articulates the 
various forces and perspectives at work in our understanding of place 
and self that will guide this study. sack’s theoretical insights will be but-
tressed by the work of political geographers on scale. eulau and others 
help us to see that we must perceive on what level of scale we are focusing 
our attention, recognize the cultural construction of scale, and address 
the interrelatedness of various identifiable scales. Finally, hall’s anthro-

42. editorial note: see Bruehler, Public and Political Christ.
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pological analysis helps us to wrestle with the implicit evidence on the 
public-private spectrum that we find in the high-context world of luke’s 
Gospel. We must be prepared to use the tools provided by this theoretical 
framework to understand the social-spatial realities that affected and are 
expressed in luke’s Gospel.

dismantling the public/private dichotomy

The categories of public and private are often constructed and applied as 
polar opposites. Yet, the previous material has hinted that such a dichot-
omy is neither theoretically sound nor a useful heuristic for exploring 
the ancient world. Jerome neyrey’s studies (while groundbreaking and 
insightful) exemplify the use of the public/private dichotomy. he makes 
clear statements that divulge his methodological orientation. First, he says, 
“The ancient world shared a common gender stereotype, that is, a descrip-
tive and often proscriptive sketch of gender-specific roles, tasks, tools, and 
places.”43 second, and perhaps more to the point, he also says, “We saw 
above that the classification of space tends to be expressed in terms of 
binary opposites, which is an endemic mode of thought in the ancient 
world.”44 Thus, it appears from neyrey’s methodological perspective that 
the social-spatial world of antiquity (from the fifth century Bce to the 
second century ce) shared one enduring, consistent, and rigid dichotomy 
that defined places, genders, and social interactions. This section will dis-
mantle that dichotomy drawing on the work of anthropologists, sociolo-
gist, feminists, ancient historians, and the scholars discussed above. They 
will offer warrants for moving to the methodological use of a public/pri-
vate spectrum rather than the public/private dichotomy.

lloyd and the critique of anthropologists and sociologists

neyrey cites two works to support his claim that binary opposites were 
endemic in the ancient world. The first is Polarity and Analogy by G. e. 

43. Jerome h. neyrey, “Jesus, Gender, and the Gospel of Matthew,” in New Testa-
ment Masculinities, ed. stephen d. Moore and Janice capel anderson, semeiast 45 
(atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2003), 43–66, esp. 43.

44. Jerome h. neyrey, “ ‘teaching You in public and from house to house’ (acts 
20:20): unpacking a cultural stereotype,” JSNT 26 (2003): 69–102, esp. 75.
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r. lloyd.45 This study focuses on early Greek thought: from the earliest 
Greek philosophers up to aristotle.46 also, lloyd is clear that most of these 
oppositional forms of thought were derived from and applied to specu-
lative cosmology, then to the natural world, and finally to physiological 
matters as well.47 such opposites in gender physiology could lead to social 
prescriptions, but lloyd’s study focuses on the speculative rather than the 
social use of these polarities. lloyd tips his hat to the dualistic structural 
anthropology of claude lévi-strauss (as well as Émile durkheim and 
others), claiming that many societies structure reality according to binary 
opposites, possibly on the basis of a fundamental division between the 
sacred and the profane.48

There are three significant problems with neyrey’s citation of lloyd’s 
work as a justification for a public/private dichotomy. The first is the date. 
This study is focused on the earliest of Greek philosophy (sixth–fourth 
centuries Bce) with little correlation to later times, especially after the 
influx of roman influence. The second is the deductive and speculative 
nature of the sources for these categories. lloyd, and neyrey in turn, 
relies primarily on writers with a philosophical bent with some citations 
from rhetoricians.49 neyrey, however, is making claims about the social 
world, not speculations about the cosmos. The final, and perhaps most 
weighty, issue is the dependence on dualistic modes of analysis indebted 
to the tradition of structural anthropology, which is commonly attributed 
to lévi-strauss.50 several ethnographers and theoreticians in sociology 
and anthropology have argued that the structural analysis of culture and 
myth according to abstract binary polarities (based largely on Ferdinand 

45. G. e. r. lloyd, Polarity and Analogy: Two Types of Argumentation in Early 
Greek Thought (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1966).

46. as an example, Foley notes transformations in the nature/culture and public/
private dichotomies that occurred after the golden age of classical athens. see helene 
p. Foley, “The conceptions of Women in athenian drama,” in Reflection of Women in 
Antiquity, ed. helene p. Foley (new York: Gordon & Breach science, 1981), 127–68, 
esp. 145 and 149.

47. lloyd, Polarity and Analogy, 7, 12.
48. ibid., 19–41.
49. For example, neyrey primarily relies on authors like aristotle, xenophon, 

philo, plato, aeschines, and lysias in key sections of his articles.
50. While neyrey does not specifically cite or directly borrow from any structural 

anthropologists, the dualistic structures that are common in his work (honor/shame, 
male/female, public/private) do bear strong resemblances to this intellectual tradition.
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de saussure’s theory of language) has contributed important knowledge of 
the human condition but carries inherent methodological flaws that must 
be diagnosed and corrected.51

Many authors have criticized the dualistic paradigm. First, structur-
alism often leads to the loss of history because of the built-in tendency 
to prioritize all-encompassing, unconscious structures and relegate actual 
events to mere enactments of that system or inconsequential accidents 
of history. Marshall sahlins begins his study of the sandwich islands by 
saying that “structural anthropology was founded in a binary opposition 
… a radical opposition to history.”52 he maintains that structuralism was 
brought into anthropology with all of its theoretical limitations intact.53 
sahlins argues for a much more reciprocal relationship between struc-
ture and human practice in his study, claiming that culture does set the 
conditions for historical practice, but that such practice can reformulate 
and even dissolve those precedent structures.54 Marvin harris lodges a 
similar, but much more scathing, critique from a materialist perspective.55 
harris directly attacks lévi-strauss’s lack of attention to material detail 
and his willingness to dismiss or methodologically override historical 
evidence. Most of his critiques are enmeshed in complicated anthropo-
logical analysis. For example, he debates lévi-strauss on the meaning of 
certain clam appendages in similar myths told by the indigenous peoples 
of British columbia. While lévi-strauss claims the alterations are due to 
certain binary structural transformations, harris convincingly shows that 
the changes are based rather on the environmental location of the people 

51. There is no doubt that the tradition and practice of structural anthropology 
is still alive and well in works such as david Maybury-lewis and uri almagor, eds., 
The Attraction of Opposites: Thought and Society in the Dualistic Mode (ann arbor: 
university of Michigan press, 1989); and Marcel hénaff, Claude Lévi-Strauss and the 
Making of Structural Anthropology, trans. Mary Baker (Minneapolis: university of 
Minnesota press, 1998). The main point here is to show that there has been significant 
scholarly criticism of this paradigm that merits a fresh look at the evidence.

52. Marshall sahlins, Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities: Structure in the 
Early History of the Sandwich Islands Kingdom, ed. ivan Brady, asao special publica-
tions 1 (ann arbor: university of Michigan press, 1981), 3.

53. ibid., 6.
54. ibid., 8.
55. Marvin harris, Cultural Materialism: The Struggle for a Science of Culture 

(new York: random house, 1979), 165–215.



212 Bruehler

groups and their use of particular animal parts.56 structuralism appears to 
be prone to losing historical detail in its oppositional analysis, a flaw that 
must be corrected in our analysis of luke’s Gospel and its milieu.

in addition to these concrete critiques, various theoreticians (who are 
also prominent ethnographers) have taken issue with the use of structural 
dichotomies in social analysis. pierre Bourdieu asserts that anthropolo-
gists as outsiders have habitually reduced culture to a repertoire of rules 
that are followed with only the occasional, anomalous exception.57 he 
observes that this dangerously oversimplifies the art of cultural practices 
in which strategies are deployed in various contexts within systems to 
achieve certain ends, sometimes successfully and sometimes unsuccess-
fully.58 unfortunately, such rules have generally led to models, which are 
often reified into inviolable culture codes.59 For example, in the case of 
honor/shame systems in the Mediterranean, human practices enter the 
murky domain of timing, misconstrual, contextual exigencies, and dra-
matic variability. Thus, Bourdieu says it is better to speak of a sense of 
honor rather than a code of honor in these societies.60 ultimately, anthro-
pologists need analytical tools to explicate the relationship of structure 
and practices (not just the structure as an abstract constant).61 such tools 
would reveal the potentialities of structure, the variegation of application 
in practice, and the enculturated dispositions that help agents improvise 
appropriate practices in an infinite variety of particular contexts.62 This is 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice, and the classification presented in this study 
seeks to embrace this kind of dynamic analysis. Giddens has also called 
for methodological corrections to the structuralist paradigm from the 
perspective of sociology. he too points out that structuralism privileges 
the generalized collective in the abstraction of polarities, viewing most 
human events as idiosyncratic and radically contingent.63 such structures 
are real and should be considered, but overemphasizing them can erase 

56. see ibid., 202–15.
57. pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. richard nice (cam-

bridge: cambridge university press, 1977), 2.
58. ibid., 6–8.
59. ibid., 10.
60. ibid., 15.
61. ibid., 21.
62. ibid., 76–83.
63. anthony Giddens, Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure and 

Contradiction in Social Analysis (Berkeley: university of california press, 1979), 24. he 
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real human agents and the dynamics of power relationships. similar to 
Bourdieu, Giddens calls for sociologists to return to a genuine consider-
ation of reflexive, capable human agents in their study of culture and soci-
ety.64 Binary polarities do exist and do serve as useful heuristic tools to a 
degree, but it is necessary to move beyond the methodological limitations 
they bear to a more nuanced and comprehensive mode of social analysis.

cohen and the critique of Feminists and herzfeld

neyrey’s other citation supporting the endemic nature of binary opposites 
in the ancient world draws on david cohen’s Law, Sexuality and Society. 
neyrey claims that the widespread division of males and females in the 
Mediterranean world undergirds his analysis.65 oddly, cohen’s work itself 
(along with several other studies) actually challenges the polarization of 
male and female, public and private. cohen begins with the dichotomy of 
public and private in his study of sexual comportment in classical athens 
claiming that “we find the antithesis of private (idios) and public (demo-
sios) everywhere in classical Greek literature from homer onwards.”66 
however, he very quickly qualifies this position when commenting on 
his very first example on the following page: “a passage in demosthenes’ 
attack on his enemy, Medias, shows the manipulability of these labels 
which individuals attached to roles that could be assumed and discarded, 
determining the interests which came into play.”67 cohen takes the pub-
lic-private dichotomy as his starting point but proceeds to explain that 
these categories are fluid and malleable. cohen argues that the categories 
of public and private were not abstract absolutes consistently applied to 

points out that lévi-strauss recognizes the existence of historical events and human 
agents but often explicitly brackets them out in search for the structures at work (21).

64. ibid., 39–40, 253. he posits three levels of analysis in his theoretical perspec-
tive: structure: organized rules of social systems (emphasized by structuralism and 
in neyrey’s studies), system: repeated relations between groups or individuals that 
become regular social practices, and structuration:  conditions that govern the conti-
nuity and transformation of structures and systems (65–73).

65. neyrey, “teaching You in public,” 83–84.
66. david cohen, Law, Sexuality, and Society: The Enforcement of Morals in Clas-

sical Athens (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1991), 70.
67. ibid., 71. This is buttressed by a citation of Bourdieu’s own similar analysis of 

the labels of public and private among the people of Kabyle in the Mediterranean (see 
further on 78).
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all cultural roles, tasks, and places in classical athens. on the contrary, “it 
is the relational quality of the public-private dichotomy which accounts 
for the fluidity and makes it so easy for a speaker to manipulate these cat-
egories for his particular rhetorical purposes.”68 similarly, in agreement 
with this study’s expansion of the public-private classification, he says, 
“the public sphere is larger than politics and the private sphere is more 
extensive than households.”69 cohen also relies strongly on the work of 
Bourdieu and Giddens in the presentation of his methodology where he 
examines anthropological work on contemporary Mediterranean societ-
ies to show how agents manipulate binary social norms to their own ends 
in particular contexts. in his methodological section he states, “While 
speaking of a public-private dichotomy may prove useful, it should not 
lead to formulaic rigidity and overgeneralization.”70 cohen prefers the 
language of “complementary opposition,” which helps to express the inter-
connected and intersecting nature of these categories.71 to cite cohen as a 
supporter of endemic binary oppositions misrepresents the main thrust of 
his work, which is to explicate the fluid, manipulable, and spectral nature 
of these categories.

neyrey also relies heavily on the binary opposition of male and female 
in antiquity, a theme that is pertinent to cohen’s study of sexuality and 
adultery as well.72 here again, their perspectives differ. neyrey maintains 
the absolute gender division of roles, tasks, tools, and places in the articles 
discussed above, using the language of “stereotype.” Variations from these 
codes are viewed as cultural aberrations introduced in early christianity 
(as with the woman in John 4). While cohen admits that the analogous 
opposition of male/female and public/private is a fair generalization, he 
also asserts that “one cannot base the opposition of the female domestic 
sphere to the male public sphere on any absolute spatial, economic, or 

68. cohen, Law, 77.
69. ibid., 78.
70. ibid., 41.
71. ibid., 41–42.
72. neyrey, “Jesus, Gender, and the Gospel of Matthew,” 44–45, 49–53; and 

neyrey, “teaching You in public,” 83–85. neyrey later cites other articles that examine 
other binary opposites that were applied to males and females. see sherry ortner, “is 
Female to Male as nature is to culture?” in Woman, Culture, and Society, ed. Michelle 
Zimbalist rosaldo and louise lamphere (stanford, ca: stanford university press, 
1974), 67–88; and Foley, “conceptions of Women,” 140–68.
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social criteria.”73 on the contrary, modern and ancient evidence presents 
women in alternative outdoor public spaces in local neighborhoods where 
their behavior could be observed,74 and the general separation of genders 
does not necessarily entail the seclusion of women who often participate 
in a wide variety of extradomestic activities.75

Feminist anthropologists and historians are also moving away from 
the dichotomization of public and private. neyrey also cites the work of 
helene Foley, who, like lloyd, makes use of dichotomies drawn from the 
work of lévi-strauss, even while regularly noting their limitations in the 
course of her analysis.76 Foley’s very corrigible dichotomies make her inter-
pretation of women in Greek drama more convincing, but she is still open 
to some of the critiques of structuralism discussed above. others echo 
cohen by insisting that the dichotomization of male/female and public/
private must be qualified and corrected. louise lamphere (who edited 
the book containing an essay by sherry ortner,77 which is also cited by 
neyrey) says in a later essay, “Many of us have tired of the domestic-public 
dichotomy. We feel it is a constraining ‘trap,’ while new approaches try to 
get away from dichotomous thinking.”78 several recent studies of women 
in latin america have argued that the public-private dichotomy is often 
referred to by anthropologists and cultural insiders but fails to capture the 
diversity and complexity of actual social and spatial practice.79 Feminist 

73. cohen, Law, Sexuality, and Society, 45.
74. ibid., 47–48.
75. ibid., 149–54.
76. Foley, “conceptions of Women,” 139–46. she emphasizes the limitations of 

the nature/culture dichotomy but sees more promise in the public/private opposi-
tion. however, she notes that most women protagonists in athenian dramas invert 
the dichotomy, revealing that the polarity does not fully hold at the level of practice 
or of ideal (152–54).

77. ortner, “is Female to Male.”
78. louise lamphere, “The domestic sphere of Women and the public World of 

Men,” in Genre in Cross-Cultural Perspective, ed. caroline B. Brettell and carolyn F. 
sargent (upper saddle river, nJ: pearson prentice hall, 2005), 86–95, esp. 90.

79. tessa cubitt and helen Greenslade, “public and private spheres: The end of 
dichotomy,” in Gender Politics in Latin America: Debates in Theory and Practice, ed. 
elizabeth dore (new York: Monthly review, 1997), 52–64; lynn stephen, Women and 
Social Movements in Latin America (austin: university of texas press, 1997), 7–12; 
christopher l. chiappari, “conceptual dichotomies and cultural realities: Gender, 
Work, and religion in highland Guatemala,” Anthropology of Work Review 22.3 
(2002): 14–23.
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scholars admit the provisional usefulness of these binary opposites; how-
ever, such a framework also has critical flaws that must be transcended 
by new methodological approaches. The classification offered below seeks 
to recognize the dichotomy of public and private while simultaneously 
moving beyond it.

Finally, a specialist in Mediterranean anthropology, Michael herz-
feld, also relativizes the dichotomization of public and private. More 
broadly, herzfeld has critiqued anthropological studies that make claims 
about homogenous cultural patterns across the Mediterranean world. he 
points out that broad generalizations (like the public/private and male/
female polarities) tend to overlook and obscure diverse ethnographic 
detail, resulting in claims that reinforce stereotypes rather than further-
ing scholarship.80 he examines the honor/shame dichotomy and the sym-
bolic use of horns and testicles to show that, while these symbols do occur 
throughout Mediterranean cultures (as well as many others beyond the 
Mediterranean world!), the meaning and application of the symbols varies 
considerably.81 This is the dilemma he poses: anthropologists can either 
risk caricaturing the cultures of this geographical area through generaliza-
tions or risk dissolving this Mediterraneanist framework by prioritizing 
the particulars of ethnographic description.82 in his assessment, the risk 
of caricature is the greater evil, and too many scholars have fallen into the 
trap of imposing homogeneity on the cultures of the Mediterranean.83 in 
a study focusing on the category of female in modern Greece, herzfeld 
points out that many early ethnographies fruitfully employed sets of cat-
egories like male/female and public/private. however, these complemen-
tary oppositions rapidly became coventional descriptions that sacrificed 
“complementarity” for “opposition.”84 he then challenges ethnographers 

80. Michael herzfeld, “The horns of the Mediterraneanist dilemma,” American 
Ethnologist 11 (1984): 439–54, esp. 440–43.

81. herzfeld, “horns of the Mediterraneanist dilemma,” 443–46. For a more 
detailed treatment of variations in the honor/shame and public/private dichotomies 
see Michael herzfeld, “honour and shame: problems in the comparative analysis of 
Moral systems,” Man 15 (1980): 339–51.

82. herzfeld, “horns of the Mediterraneanist dilemma,” 446
83. ibid., 451.
84. Michael herzfeld, “Within and Without: The category of ‘Female’ in the eth-

nography of Modern Greece,” in Gender and Power in Rural Greece, ed. Jill dubisch 
(princeton: princeton university press, 1986), 215–33, esp. 215.
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to study the uses of these categories in their historical setting,85 which is 
one of the goals of the expanded classification offered below.

a critique from the theories and texts of this study

Thus, the public/private dichotomy has been dismantled from a variety of 
theoretical and historical perspectives. More particularly, such a dichoto-
mization does not fit with the theoretical perspectives or biblical texts of 
this study. echoing the sentiments of herzfeld, sack insists that we must 
have “geographically aware” positions that take context into consider-
ation rather than applying one dominating paradigm. similarly, he inserts 
the decisions and activities of human agents as part of his framework. in 
agreement with cohen, sack would claim that the categories of public and 
private are always deployed by particular agents in particular locations, 
and they must be examined accordingly. sack’s major contribution, again, 
is the insertion (or reinsertion) of space as a central consideration, and 
he points out that without a geographical ground one of the three forces 
is typically privileged and comes to dominate the others.86 sack moves 
beyond binary polarities such as time/space or nature/culture to make a 
triad the foundation of his relational framework (nature, meaning, social 
relations). sack would probably view the application of the public/private 
dichotomy seen in some previous studies as an example of the way that 
meaning can come to dominate all the other forces in the absence of geog-
raphy. he critiques the dominance of the realm of “meaning,” focusing, in 
part, on the effects of lévi-strauss’s cognitive and dualistic structuralism.87 
he concludes that the only way out of the conundrum of various perspec-
tives either reducing or determining others is to bring them together with 
the integrating power of place and space.88 Thus, sack’s theoretical per-
spective, which lies at the heart of this study, agrees with the criticism of 
the public-private dichotomy offered above and suggests a way forward.

The studies of political geographers likewise problematize the notion 
of a public-private dichotomy. Their work has shown that various political 
systems construct their own internal scale relations, defining how differ-
ent political units are ranked and/or related to one another. This stands 

85. ibid., 216.
86. sack, Homo Geographicus, 35–36.
87. ibid., 44–52 and in particular 48–49 on lévi-strauss.
88. ibid., 52.
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in contrast to the very broad and rough divisions imposed by a strong 
public-private dichotomy. We see just such awareness of political scale 
in plutarch’s Praecepta gerendae rei publicae: “You rule a city, which is in 
turn subject to proconsuls, who are the agents of caesar” (17 [my trans.]).89 
Thus, plutarch reflects a widely held tripartite division of roman admin-
istration: the imperial, the provincial, and the urban.90 cities could fall 
along a wide spectrum: smaller member cities in a league, coloniae, pro-
vincial capitals, and temple cities.91 Furthermore, plutarch distinguished 
between greater (μείζων) and lesser (ἐλάττων) or weightier (βαρυτέρος) and 
more trivial (μικροτέρος) offices within a city (Praec. ger. rei publ. 17). hel-
lenistic cities often had a ruling council made up of a variety of magistrates 
with particular duties.92 This evidence demonstrates the scaling of politics 
and political space in the hellenistic-roman world. on a large scale, the 
roman empire was divided broadly into imperial, provincial, and local 
scales that were often centered around a city. divisions of scale also took 
place on the local scale where insiders could rank and identify the roles of 
a variety of officials more meticulously. Thus, political geography demon-
strates that one must first attend to the primary scale that frames a par-
ticular discussion or narrative and then analyze the various gradations and 
relations within that given frame. Within the realm of public space and 
politics, one must attend to a variety of spatial and social domains on vari-
ous levels of scale.

89. The identification of the proconsuls as the agents of caesar is interesting, 
given that plutarch lived in achaia. in plutarch’s day, achaia was a senatorial province 
with a proconsul (ἀνθυπάτος, used here by plutarch) and not an imperial province gov-
erned by a legate of caesar. nevertheless, plutarch identifies the proconsuls as agents 
(ἐπιτρόπος) of caesar. practically, the distinction often collapsed, and provincials 
viewed the emperor as the highest authority. see clifford ando, “The administration 
of the provinces,” in A Companion to the Roman Empire, ed. david s. potter, Blackwell 
companions to the ancient World (Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 2006), 179, where he 
distinguishes between holders of imperium and financial supervisors in the provinces.

90. This same tripartite division is articulated as the imperium, the provincia, and 
the hellenistic cities in John W. Marshall and russell Martin, “Government and public 
law in Galilee, Judaea, hellenistic cities, and the roman empire,” in Handbook of 
Early Christianity: Social Science Approaches, ed. anthony J. Blasi, Jean duhaime, and 
paul-andré turcotte (Walnut creek, ca: altamira, 2002), 409–29, esp. 410–14. see 
also ando, “administration of the provinces,” 179–82.

91. Maud W. Gleason, “Greek cities under roman rule,” in potter, Companion to 
the Roman Empire, 228–49, esp. 231–32.

92. Marshall and Martin, “Government and public law,” 414–15.
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The text of luke 18:35–19:48 supports this same dissolution of the 
public/private dichotomy, for applying neyrey’s dichotomy of private and 
public-political space would result in several incongruities. First, the heal-
ing of the blind beggar in 18:35–43 must be classified as “private, non-
household” space according to neyrey’s categories because it does not 
involve any political figures nor does it occur in a city agora. however, 
this event takes place just outside of the city on a major road, which was 
publicly traveled. a large crowd is accompanying Jesus, and the beggar 
must shout over them. The public nature of this episode is reiterated by 
the concluding response of the crowd in verse 43. next, it may be possible 
that 19:1–5, set in Jericho, occurs in public space according to neyrey’s 
classifications, but this is far from certain. Jesus is now in a city, but he is 
not specifically in the agora, just passing through. also, while Zacchaeus 
is a chief tax collector, he is not a political official and is only loosely tied 
to local government. in 19:6–10, luke implies that Jesus has entered Zac-
chaeus’s house, a private space for hospitality according to neyrey’s cate-
gories, yet the spatial and social zones are blended together seamlessly and 
public elements seem to prevail in this section. Zacchaeus as a host wel-
comes Jesus (a stranger and public figure) into his home as a guest. such 
an act of hospitality where a host (generally a male householder) welcomes 
a relative stranger was common in the ancient world and created a bridge 
between the public and private spheres.93 Zacchaeus appears to respond 
to publicly murmured criticism against Jesus (v. 7), and in verse 9 Jesus 
seems to be speaking both to Zacchaeus and to the public opponents who 
grumbled in the city. Then, who comprises the “they” (αὐτῶν) referred to 
at the beginning of verse 11? only Zacchaeus and his family? The disciples 
of Jesus? The opponents? The parable that follows (19:11–27) addresses 
several audiences at the same time: hostile opponents, the crowds, the 
disciples, and presumably Zacchaeus and his household as well.94 Finally, 
Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem is more clearly political (and public), but a 

93. susan Ford Wiltshire emphasizes this interface of public and private through 
hospitality in her analysis of the aeneid. see susan Ford Wiltshire, Public and Private 
in Vergil’s Aeneid (amherst: university of Massachusetts press, 1989), 83–105. on 105 
she says, “as the meeting place of public and private, hospitality can contribute to the 
transformation of both.” she reviews several scenes in the aeneid where hospitality 
involves the interaction of the spheres and concerns of public and private.

94. luke timothy Johnson, “The lukan Kingship parable (lk. 19:11–27),” NovT 
24 (1982): 139–59, esp. 145.
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more nuanced perspective is needed to understand the social and spa-
tial characteristics of Jesus’s actions with regard to the disciples on the 
road (vv. 36–37), the pharisees in the shadow of the city (v. 39) and the 
chief priests in the temple (v. 47). These points demonstrate the need for a 
more nuanced classification of public and private space to understand the 
social-spatial dynamics of luke 18:35–19:48.

Building on the theoretical perspective set forth above, this section 
has demonstrated why it is necessary to move beyond the public/private 
dichotomy. even though this binary polarity has served some heuristic 
usefulness, it has also imposed serious methodological limitations and 
resulted in problematic conclusions. The roots of such polarities lay in the 
intellectual traditions of structural anthropology and have been carried 
into contemporary studies. structualism has been critiqued and corrected 
by the contextual work of other anthropologists and by theoreticians like 
Bourdieu and Giddens. neyrey’s citation of cohen is especially problem-
atic, since cohen has used the work of Bourdieu, Giddens, and herzfeld 
to show why and how scholars must move beyond the constraints of such 
dichotomies. sack’s interdisciplinary triads, the study of scale by political 
geographers, and the data in luke 18:35–19:48 also do not fit the public/
private dichotomy. Thus, it is now time to present the classification of 
ancient space that will be described, defended, and deployed in this study.

the classification of ancient social-spatial categories

Qualifications and complications

Before presenting the classification of ancient social-spatial categories, 
a few disclaimers are necessary. First, because places are culturally con-
structed, it is quite possible for a space to be multivalent, a point reinforced 
by cohen’s work. Thus, different parts of an ancient house may be public 
or private given the time, purpose, and location.95 second, as neyrey has 
argued with regard to John 4, forceful or friendly speech in a particular 
context may change the nature of that place from public to private or vice 

95. so Vitruvius comments on how certain rooms such as vestibules and court-
yards are meant to be shared with visitors while others such as bedrooms and dining 
rooms are private and require an explicit invitation for a visitor to enter. see Vitruvius, 
Arch. 6.5.1–2.
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versa.96 Thus, the very nature of the rhetoric can change the social-spatial 
setting (probably drawing on sack’s force of meaning). Third, the follow-
ing classification posits a spectrum as the best way to move beyond the 
dichotomy of public and private, while maintaining the existence of the 
polar opposites. The spectrum has polarized extremes, but in-between 
those extremes lay many places that have various nuances between these 
two poles.97 combined with the preceding point, this means that a par-
ticular place may occur at various points along the spectrum of private to 
public with some limitations provided by the typical conception of places 
in the ancient world.98 While places are often culturally located at a par-
ticular point on the public/private spectrum and assigned corresponding 
social norms, these can be adjusted, shifted, challenged, and changed in a 
variety of ways. cohen’s work demonstrates this in detail, and it is backed 
by the theoretical reflections of Bourdieu and Gidden. Fourth, when one 
identifies a place as public or private a set of sociocultural rules follow 
close behind, but these are usually implied in Greco-roman literature 
because they lived in a “high context” society, recalling hall’s insight. a 
great deal of the necessary information is expected to be internalized in 
the recipient of the message and therefore is not explicit.99 This high con-
text characterization of the ancient world is especially applicable to many 
of the spatial aspects of luke’s narrative, for he often makes comments 
like “once Jesus was in one of the cities” (5:12) or “they were going along 

96. Jerome h. neyrey, “ ‘What’s Wrong with This picture?’ John 4, cultural ste-
reotypes of Women, and public and private space,” BTB 24 (1994): 77–91, esp. 85.

97. several recent articles on the public/private distinction make explicit disclaim-
ers about the fluidity of these categories and work against overgeneralizing polarities. 
see stanley i. Benn, “The public and the private: concepts and action,” in Public and 
Private in Social Life, ed. stanley i. Benn and Gerald F. Gaus (london: croom helm, 
1983), 3–30; Jeff Weintraub, “The Theory and politics of the public/private distinc-
tion,” in Public and Private in Thought and Practice, ed. Jeff Weintraub and Krishan 
Kumar, Morality and society (chicago: university of chicago press, 1997), 1–42; 
Maurizio passerin d’entrèves and ursula Vogel, “public and private: a complex rela-
tion,” in Public and Private: Legal, Political and Philosophical Perspectives, ed. Maurizio 
passerin d’entrèves  and ursula Vogel (london: routledge, 2000), 1–16, esp. 1.

98. For instance, it would be difficult to place a city forum very far on the private 
side of the spectrum, though some private conversations may occur in such a space. 
sahlins and Giddens both show how structure sets conditions for actions but also 
allows for transgressions and transformations of those norms.

99. hall, Beyond Culture, 91–92. hall’s description is also cited by neyrey, “What’s 
Wrong,” 81.
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the road” (9:57) or “Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through” (19:1) 
with very little explicit description of the place, the circumstances, or the 
norms in effect there. again, a spectrum allows for more nuances in the 
analysis of these contextual clues and the accompanying social norms 
rather than forcing a particular setting into one of two extremes. Fifth and 
finally, while neyrey speaks of developing a “native or emic” classification 
of space in the ancient world, the preceding points compel us to create a 
classification system that is both deeply conversant with ancient cultures 
and theoretically and heuristically sound in our contemporary context. 
The fluid and contestable nature of public and private space leads us to 
create a classification system that both takes seriously the basic public/pri-
vate categorization and develops further categories that aid in the complex 
parsing and practice of ancient spaces.

a new classification and new categories

The following diagram of the classification of social-spatial categories 
draws some elements from studies that employed a public-private dichot-
omy. however, it also incorporates new categories for nuance, the triadic 
nature of sack’s theoretical framework, and indications of the interchange 
between the private and public-political spheres.

either extreme of the diagram is classified more minutely. in the ancient 
world (as is true today), such extremes were more isolatable, identifi-
able, and categorical. The extremes of the public-private spectrum tend 

Public
Private Political

Household

Non-
HouseholdKinship

Hospitality

O�cial Sphere

ImperialUno�cial
Sphere

Local

Figure 2. diagram of social-spatial classifications
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to dominate philosophy and some rhetoric in the ancient world because 
they directly and clearly activate cultural values and thus have greater logi-
cal clarity and rhetorical impact. The extremes of private kinship space 
and imperial political space prevail in many characterizations of public 
and private, with the political sphere generally outweighing private con-
cerns.100 The identification and description of these extremes was and is 
a powerful way to depict and analyze the categories of public and private, 
but this does not eliminate the reality of the public/private spectrum. The 
Gospel of luke falls in a variety of points on this spectrum between these 
two extremes, mostly beyond kinship-households but not on the level of 
imperial politics. Therefore, we must examine the muddier middle ground 
of this dichotomy in order to understand luke’s Gospel. The additional 
subclassifications carry the caveat that they probably cannot have the same 
clarity and definition as the extremes. The following paragraphs will pro-
vide parameters and explanations for each of the categories, citing relevant 
examples along the way.

it is easiest to begin by defining one of the clearest categories, the pri-
vate-household-kinship space on the far left of the diagram. This zone is 
clearly defined in two ways. The forces of place and social relations are 
determinative. it must occur in a household and only involve members of 
a given family (possibly including slaves), probably both male and female 
in their appropriate cultural roles. one of the best examples of this in the 
Gospel of luke is found in 1:24–25 where elizabeth conceives a child and 
remains in her home in seclusion for five months.

The private-household-hospitality zone is also easy to define and iden-
tify. again, this must take place in a household, but in this case certain 
strangers/guests enter the home for personal or business reasons. some 
further clarifications are needed at this point. First, this space of hospital-
ity may have had tighter or looser gender restrictions given the particu-

100. note the classic division of the Iliad and the Odyssey. The former relates the 
story of public activity regarding men and their military adventures, while the latter 
tells of odysseus (and his wife) reclaiming his home. or, one could cite the division 
between aristotle’s Politics and Economics. For both aristotle and plato the public-
political sphere has the greatest value. For a further look at this separation and the 
interaction of the two spheres in ancient Greece, see arlene W. saxonhouse, “classical 
Greek conceptions of public and private,” in Benn and Gaus, Public and Private in 
Social Life, 363–84.
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lar culture in which the home was located.101 Thus, in a specific cultural 
context, women of the family, female slaves, and/or female consorts may 
have participated more or less in hospitable gatherings within the home. 
While the social relations deemed appropriate may fluctuate, it is generally 
expected that the guest will treat the host and the family with due respect. 
time becomes a more definitive factor here, since such dining and enter-
taining were generally done in the evenings,102 but hospitality could also 
be extended to allow a guest to stay in the home for a period of time.103 an 
excellent example of private-household-hospitality space is found in luke 
10:38–42 where Jesus is welcomed to the home of Martha and Mary. even 
though the gender roles are somewhat stretched by Mary and the disciples 
may or may not be present (contrast “they” in v. 38 with “him” in v. 39), 
this appears to be a private episode where Jesus is invited to dine and per-
haps stay in a home.104

i concur regarding neyrey’s category of nonhousehold private spac-
es.105 These settings are determined more by the nature of the group at the 
encounter and the purpose of the gathering than by the space in which it 
occurs. The specific place can vary widely: workshops, the forum, baths, 

101. Greeks seem to have rigidly maintained gender separation in their homes 
even when entertaining, while the romans often prided themselves on not segregating 
their women. see andrew Wallace-hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Hercu-
laneum (princeton: princeton university press, 1994), 8–10. The situation seems to be 
more complex in the culturally volatile region of palestine where Jewish norms pre-
dominated. The Mishnah erects strict guidelines about women’s presence and behav-
ior. however, Marianne sawicki claims that this was a form of literary cultural resis-
tance against the roman empire attempting to preserve Jewish identity, since there is 
no hard archaeological evidence for segregated women’s quarters in Jewish homes. see 
Marianne sawicki, Crossing Galilee: Architectures of Contact in the Occupied Land of 
Jesus (harrisburg, pa: trinity press international, 2000), 89–94.

102. ray laurence, Roman Pompeii: Space and Society (london: routledge, 
1994), 126, 131–32.

103. neyrey, “teaching You in public,” 90.
104. however, many household hospitality scenes in luke seem to be affected by 

matters from the public side of the spectrum. take the dinner Jesus attends in luke 
11:37–53. at first, it appears that Jesus is simply welcomed into a pharisee’s home for 
a meal, but suddenly Jesus is rebuking the pharisees as a whole (certainly not an act 
of respect!), and a set of lawyers (v. 45) and scribes (v. 53) also appear to be present 
for Jesus’s attacks. This scenario of household hospitality has become more of a public 
event.

105. neyrey, “teaching You in public,” 81.
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inside a city, outside a city. however, other forces gleaned from sack help 
to identify private-nonhousehold space: the nature of the social relation-
ships (friends, neighbors, business partners), time (business transactions 
often occurred in the fourth to fifth hour, leisure and bathing began in the 
sixth), the meanings attached to such gatherings (personal business, lei-
sure, pleasure), and human agency (how the participants shape the place 
and event). Many issues, while typically private, can take place outside of 
the home: personal interests, leisure, friendships, and business dealings.106 
These can begin to blur into the public sphere (e.g., when leisure takes 
place at the public bath or business dealings in the agora). as we move 
toward the middle of the diagram, the categories become more fluid and 
open to interpretation both in the ancient world and today. For example, 
even though Jesus directs the parable of the shrewd steward to the dis-
ciples in a generic nonhousehold setting (luke 16:1, seemingly private in 
nature), the audience learns in 16:14 that the pharisees have been listen-
ing all along and then mock him (much more public due to the broader 
audience, the hostile social relationships, and the “challenge” nature of the 
rhetoric). These nonhousehold spaces slide more easily along the spec-
trum of private to public, and specific instances must be examined in their 
cultural and literary context to assess how to categorize them.

The dashed arrows on the diagram represent the fluidity between the 
spheres, the way that they can interpenetrate one another. on one hand, 
hospitality was a ritualized social practice that created an opportunity for 
(unsafe) persons from the public sphere to enter into the private domain of 
the household.107 luke can import public persons, characteristics, and con-
cerns into the traditionally private sphere of the household often through 
hospitality. For example, note the crowds present in (or at?) simon’s home 
in 4:38–41, the presence of the pharisees at levi’s banquet (5:29–30), the 
way the crowd floods into Zacchaeus’s home (19:1–10), and how peter, a 
Jewish stranger, is welcomed by cornelius (acts 10:24–25). on the other 
hand, as argued by Moxnes, Jesus (particularly in luke) appears to bring 
the standard of generalized reciprocity out of the household setting and 
apply it in a much broader way as a general ethical stance appropriate 

106. see demosthenes, Tim. 192–193 and the issue of the public role of personal 
friends in plutarch, Prae. ger. rei publ. 13.

107. This will be substantiated in detail in the next chapter. Wiltshire’s study of the 
aeneid makes thorough use of this idea (Public and Private in Vergil’s Aeneid, 83–105).
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to both spheres.108 often in the ancient world, the states, kingdoms, or 
empires were conceptualized as similar to a house, and the ruler could 
be called the father of the people (aristotle, Pol. 1269b; aeschines, Ctes. 
78; res gest. divi aug. 35). in various parables in luke, God is cast as a 
master of a household (14:15–24; 15:11–32; 16:1–8). This pattern brings a 
very private reality to bear on the conceptualization of the public-political 
realm. The arrows on the diagram reflect this capacity of the public and 
the private spheres in the hellenistic-roman world to affect each other in 
direct ways.

now we move to the far right of the diagram and work from the 
clearer extremes of public space back again to the fuzzier middle ground. 
again, imperial political spaces are relatively easy to identify through the 
forces of place and social relations: imperial triumphs in rome, trials or 
embassies before the emperor, augustus addressing the senate, et cetera. 
some spaces are almost exclusively political (the curia or the forum), but 
in other cases it is the persons present and the meanings (both political 
and religious) attached to such occurrences that demarcate them as public 
(e.g., events on roads or in cities). however, just as private-household set-
tings at the one extreme can be further subdivided, so the political sphere 
should be further broken down in order to ascertain the appropriate scale 
of analysis: imperial, provincial, or local. local politics encompasses the 
smallest end of the scale spectrum in the ancient world and captures both 
urban and nonurban settings. socially, local politics deals primarily with 
the relationships of local political functionaries (e.g., pharisees and centu-
rions) who operate within groups and movements that are relevant to local 
citizens. spatially, local politics affects a limited geographical area typically 
orbiting around an urban center. With regard to time, political exchanges 
typically took place during the daytime. Meaning is focused on local issues 
and often deals with group membership as a source of identity. The scale 
of politics in luke’s Gospel falls primarily into the local level. While the 
gospel opens with a large, imperial horizon (2:1–2; 3:1–2), most of the 
action takes place in villages and cities throughout Galilee, a subdivision 
of a small province on the eastern margins of the empire.109 The climactic 
material in Jerusalem at the end of the gospel is exactly that, climactic. it 

108. halvor Moxnes, The Economy of the Kingdom: Social Conflict and Economic 
Relations in Luke’s Gospel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1988), 147.

109. note how Jesus’s trial is demoted politically by pilate as a local matter better 
handled by herod, the tetrarch of Galilee (23:6–7).
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is the highpoint of political and spatial development in the gospel. here, 
luke reaches the level of a provincial capital, and the scale of analysis must 
adjust. additionally, luke’s gospel narrative tells two local political stories: 
the internal development of Jesus’s movement (as it grows in both num-
bers and organization) and the relationship of this movement to exter-
nal political realities (from local authorities to Jewish power structures in 
Jerusalem to the representatives of the roman empire).

The last classification to be described is the most important for this 
study. Just as the private sphere should be subdivided into two more pre-
cise categories, so the public sphere must also be subdivided. however, 
it is not so easy to divide it into political and nonpolitical. public life was 
generally considered to be political in the ancient world, and it would 
be impossible to remove political overtones completely from any public 
action.110 Yet, the preceding discussion demonstrates that a spectrum of 
public and private existed in the ancient world. cohen rightly asserts, “the 
public sphere is larger than politics.”111 While any public action may have 
political ramifications (many private actions do as well), an action may be 
public without being directly or primarily political. as discussed above, 
the healing of the blind beggar, the meeting of Jesus and Zacchaeus, and 
the meal scenes in luke have many public characteristics, but they are 
not primarily or directly political in nature (though political ramifica-
tions may be present).112 Thus, the classification includes the category of 
the unofficial public sphere.113 it is unofficial because, while it is public in 

110. The terms κοινός, δημόσιος, and πολιτεία derive from terms that refer to 
assemblies of people and came to connote the political activities that took place in 
these assemblies.

111. cohen, Law, Sexuality, and Society, 78.
112. The blind beggar calls Jesus the “son of david,” Zacchaeus is a tax collector, 

and the pharisees are generally regarded local leaders. however, the content and form 
of these stories are not focused on these political characteristics.

113. engberg-pedersen identified a “sphere of ethico-political public discourse” 
that required further study. see troels engberg-pedersen, “The hellenistic Öffentlich-
keit: philosophy as a social Force in the Greco-roman World,” in Recruitment, Con-
quest, and Conflict: Strategies in Judaism, Early Christianity, and the Greco-Roman 
World, ed. peder Borgen, Vernon K. robbins, and david B. Gowler, esec 6 (atlanta: 
scholars press, 1998), 15–37. This is exactly what i have in mind with the classifica-
tion of an unofficial public sphere. Bachmann also uses the adjectives “official” and 
“unofficial” (“amtliche” and “nichtamtliche”) with regard to activities in the temple. 
see Michael Bachmann, Jerusalem und der Tempel: Die geographisch-theologishen 
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many ways, it does not directly intersect the people, places, or topics of 
official politics. This investigation will distinguish this public sphere from 
the political sphere, which is more narrowly defined. This category is the 
least “native” or “emic” of all those in the classification, but it is necessary 
on several accounts. First, some places could be considered public or pri-
vate on various occasions (e.g., parts of the house). second, the people in 
the hellenistic-roman world often debated the public-private valence of 
places, people, roles, and rules. Third, the categories of public and private 
were defined in various ways by cultural insiders; there was no monolithic 
agreement.114 The (unofficial) public sphere has the following character-
istics. With respect to social relations, it can deal with the interactions of 
individuals up to large groups, but it does so without directly concerning 
major political functionaries or official laws. societal norms are often still 
in effect, so public actions may still be governed by cultural rules of social 
interaction and be politically unofficial at the same time. The public sphere 
deals with places that are generally open and accessible to a wide range 
of people (cities, markets, roads), but more circumscribed locations (e.g., 
synagogues) can also be public if they admit a substantial representation of 
the populace. actions in the public sphere generally occur at times when 
large or representative groups of people are present. The public sphere is 
characterized by audible words and visible actions that can be perceived by 
a large and broad audience. Meaning would be the most contested aspect 
of the unofficial public sphere: clues and perceptions could move an epi-
sode to the left or right on the private-public spectrum.115 as with the 
private-nonhousehold spaces in the middle of the diagram, the domain 
of the public sphere needs careful and contextual interpretation, since the 
adjudication of its valence is not as clear as other more sharply defined 
categories employed in luke’s milieu.

With all of the terms of the diagram now provided with a set of exam-
ples and working parameters, we can see that a variety of places all along 
the private-public spectrum fill luke’s Gospel: temple, households, roads, 

Elemente in der lukanischen Sicht des jüdischen Kultzentrums, ed. siegfried herrmann 
and Karl heinrich rengstorf, BWant 109 (stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1980), 172.

114. These three points will be substantiated by examples in the following chapter.
115. For example, note the differences in the interpretation of the significance 

of Jesus’s statement on paying taxes in luke 20:20–26 and 23:2, the first being more 
concerned with religious devotion (and avoiding a trap) while the second is directly 
political and seditious.
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countryside, cities, bodies of water, synagogues, public halls, wilderness, 
marketplaces, and others. luke appears to have a preference for the public 
sphere. luke emphasizes urban settings,116 and he often redacts Mark 
by eliminating or softening private elements and adding or highlighting 
public ones.117 Thus, it seems that in luke many traditionally private set-
tings (both in and outside of houses) are invaded or at least transformed by 
the public sphere. This study will argue that luke typically places Jesus in 
the midst of the unofficial public sphere and on the edge of local politics. 
The fact that these two categories lie near the middle (and fuzzier) domain 
of the classification calls for careful comparisons and detailed exegesis in 
the examination of luke’s social-spatial characteristics.

conclusion, context, and comparison

This chapter set forth a theoretical perspective for analyzing the social-
spatial characteristics of luke’s Gospel relying primarily on the framework 
of sack and supported by insights gleaned from political geographers 
and hall. This includes a set of forces that can be used to help discern the 
social-spatial valence of narrative events in luke: nature, meaning, social 
relations, time, religion, place, and self. The triadic nature of sack’s frame-
work and the research on various levels of scale leads us to reconsider the 
dichotomous public/private opposition. a look into the theoretical and 
historical underpinnings of this dichotomy showed that a public/private 
spectrum is more heuristically sound and suitable to analyze the Gospel of 
luke in its ancient milieu. Thus, the chapter closed with a presentation of 

116. luke uses πόλις thirty-six times, Matthew twenty-five times, and Mark only 
eight times. rohrbaugh notes that luke adds the word “city” in many places where 
the other gospel writers do not. see richard l. rohrbaugh, “The pre-industrial city 
in luke-acts: urban social relations,” in The Social World of Luke-Acts, ed. Jerome h. 
neyrey (peabody, Ma: hendrickson, 1991), 147.

117. For example, Mark employed the phrase κατ᾿ ἰδίαν seven times to refer to 
Jesus’s private activity (4:34; 6:31, 32; 7:33; 9:2, 28; 13:3). luke keeps only one of these 
(Mark 6:31 in luke 9:10), omits the other six, and then adds one of his own in 10:23. 
luke recasts Jesus’s retreats by asserting that Jesus withdrew for private prayer (5:16), 
not to escape the crowds (Mark 1:45). note how luke softens the private nature of the 
explanation of the parable of the sower (8:9−15) in contrast to the explicitly private 
settings found in Mark 4:10–11 and Matt 13:36–37. luke also places a crowd in the 
narrative to witness Jesus’ crucifixion and death (23:48), while Mark and Matthew 
have no such group explicitly present and seem to stress the isolation of Jesus.
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a new classification of the private, public, and political spheres with a new 
set of categories to aid in the social-spatial analysis of luke 18:35–19:48.

now, it is necessary to examine the new classification and categories 
across a range of documents in the ancient world in order to offer support-
ing contextual evidence. This will be done in two ways. First, by setting 
a broad context of social-spatial characteristics in the ancient world and 
second by offering more focused comparisons to luke’s Gospel. chapter 
3 provides the context by conducting a broad survey that includes mate-
rial drawn primarily from three geographical foci: athens, rome, and 
Jerusalem.118 it will include material that both predates and postdates 
luke’s Gospel to give a wide diachronic view. it will also include a vari-
ety of genres: history, biography, philosophy, drama, letters, et cetera. The 
analysis of literary works will be buttressed and enriched by archaeological 
material from three ancient sites: ephesus, pompeii, and a few sites in pal-
estine (corresponding to the three foci above). This will bring the evidence 
of real lived spaces to bear on the classification of ancient social-spatial 
zones. This literary and archaeological survey will demonstrate that the 
classification and categories presented in this chapter fit well with a broad 
swath of evidence in the hellenistic-roman world.

alongside this more general survey work, chapter 3 will probe a small 
set of contemporaneous works that present themselves as excellent com-
parisons for the social-spatial characteristics of luke 18:35–19:48.119 The 
first work is plutarch’s Praecepta gerendae rei publicae (or the Political Pre-
cepts). This essay is an excellent point of comparison to luke’s portrayal of 
Jesus on two accounts. First, it deals with someone who is entering polit-
ical life, seeking to create a good reputation and popular support (e.g., 
Prae. ger. rei publ. 10–12). Thus, it is quite analogous to luke’s depiction of 
how Jesus begins a movement around his own personal leadership in the 
gospel. second, the scale is similar to luke’s Gospel because Menemachus 
entered local politics in a corner of the empire under roman supervision 
(Prae. ger. rei publ. 17–19). The second piece is the Vita Apollonii by phi-
lostratus, a narrative that has previously, and fruitfully, been compared to 
the gospel accounts of Jesus’s life.120 even though it was written approxi-
mately one hundred years later than the Gospel of luke, this philosophical 

118. editorial note: see Bruehler, Public and Political Christ.
119. see ibid.
120. Gerd petzke, Die Traditionen über Apollonius von Tyana und das Neue Testa-

ment, ed. hans deiter Betz, G. delling, and W. c. Van unnik, schnt (leiden: Brill, 



 FroM this place 231

biography is relevant to luke’s portrayal of Jesus, but the contents of book 
4 are especially pertinent to this study. in book 4, philostratus recounts 
apollonius’s journeys from ephesus through Greece and to rome, a por-
tion of the world with which luke is familiar (as we know from acts). a 
number of scenes in book 4 are comparable to luke 18:35–19:48: apol-
lonius addressing the smyrneans (4.7–8, like Jesus in Jericho), his grand 
welcome and rejection in athens (4.17–18, like Jesus’s reception in Jeru-
salem), the healing of a boisterous demoniac in athens (4.20, like Jesus 
healing the shouting blind man), his presence at a wedding banquet (4.25, 
like Jesus in Zacchaeus’s home), and on the road to rome with his dis-
ciples (4.36, like Jesus on the way to Jericho and Jerusalem). Thus, both 
the subject matter and the particular social-spatial characteristics of book 
4 of the Vita provide excellent comparative material for luke 18:35–19:48.

1970); and Vernon K. robbins, Jesus the Teacher: A Socio-rhetorical Interpretation of 
Mark (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 105–7, 148–55.
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Metaphor, conceptual Blending, and rhetorolects 





knowing is seeing: theories of Metaphor ancient, 
Medieval, and Modern

Lynn R. Huber

as we saw in chapter 1,1 since the earliest centuries of the church, interpret-
ers have acknowledged the imagistic or metaphorical nature of the book 
of revelation, although they disagree about what this characterization 
means. This suggests that bringing the insights of metaphor theory to bear 
on revelation would be an appropriate and fruitful endeavor, especially 
contemporary theories of metaphor that emphasize the cognitive nature of 
this phenomenon. This is not to suggest that scholars have ignored discus-
sions about metaphor in their work on revelation; rather, there has been 
little systematic analysis of the metaphorical language in the text. scholars 
who have addressed the role of metaphor in revelation tend to do so in 
broad strokes.2 This chapter explores various scholarly discussions about 
metaphor in order to develop a full picture of the nature and function of 
figurative language. This survey will facilitate a careful analysis of one set 
of metaphors within revelation, its nuptial imagery.

This chapter begins with ancient and medieval discussions of metaphor. 
First, the ancient and medieval theorists set the terms of the conversation 

1. editorial note: This article was originally published in lynn r. huber, Like 
a Bride Adorned: Reading Metaphor in John’s Apocalypse, esec 10 (new York: t&t 
clark, 2007). see therein for chapter 1.

2. Most notable is elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, who relates revelation’s evocative 
and rhetorical power to the text’s figurative language. her important work on the text 
sets the stage for even closer attention to specific metaphors and figures within the text 
(“Visionary rhetoric and social political situation,” in The Book of Revelation: Justice 
and Judgment, 2nd ed. [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998], 181–203). see also, for example, 
david l. Barr, Tales of the End: A Narrative Commentary on the Book of Revelation 
(santa rosa, ca: polebridge, 1998).
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about the nature of metaphor. in particular, aristotle’s view on metaphor 
provides a starting point for many modern discussions. second, unlike 
some modern theories of metaphor, ancient theorists approach metaphor 
with the assumption that metaphorical language functions persuasively. 
Metaphor makes it possible for an audience to “see” something in a particu-
lar way and in a way that it might not have seen before.3 This recognition 
is pertinent for studying revelation, since revelation seeks to persuade an 
audience to accept a very specific view of reality. Third, looking at medieval 
discussions of metaphor gives us some sense of how metaphor came to be 
treated as a simple trope that does not contribute to the meaning of a text. 
This helps explain why many scholars have tended to approach revelation’s 
metaphorical language as something to be translated into literal claims.

aristotle: Metaphor and “Bringing something before the eyes”

Modern scholars of metaphor often begin with an acknowledgment of 
aristotle, because he is one of the first thinkers to offer a detailed study 
of metaphor. andrew ortony writes, “Because rhetoric has been a field of 
human enquiry for over two millennia, it is not surprising that any serious 
study of metaphor is almost obliged to start with the works of aristotle.”4 
unfortunately, some of these “serious studies” use aristotle’s work pri-
marily as a foil for describing the problematic views that seemingly ensue 
from his writings.5 noting the definition of metaphor he offers in Poetics, 

3. Mark turner contrasts modern literary theorists and scholars of metaphor to 
the classical tradition, namely, aristotle, arguing that the former fail to recognize the 
cognitive aspect of metaphorical language, which is something the classical theorists 
assume (Death Is the Mother of Beauty: Mind, Metaphor, Criticism [chicago: univer-
sity of chicago press, 1987], 3–9).

4. andrew ortony, “Metaphor, language, and Thought,” in Metaphor and Thought, 
ed. andrew ortony, 2nd ed. (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1993), 3.

5. raymond Gibbs treats aristotle under the “traditional view” of metaphor, with 
which he clearly disagrees. among other things, Gibbs suggests that aristotle’s work 
leads to the view that metaphor is a deviation of language and, therefore, inferior to 
literal language (The Poetics of Mind: Figurative Thought, Language, and Understand-
ing [cambridge: cambridge university press, 1994], 61, 210–11). likewise, Max Black 
suggests that aristotle has led interpreters down a “blind alley” in which they sup-
pose that metaphorical statements can be replaced by literal translations, an approach 
Black finds particularly problematic (see below) (“More about Metaphor,” in ortony, 
Metaphor and Thought, 20–22). note also George lakoff ’s discussion of J. l. austin. 
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scholars paint aristotle as the founding father of the somewhat misguided 
“comparison theory” of metaphor.6 as we will see, however, aristotle rec-
ognizes that metaphorical language can function as a particularly effective 
rhetorical tool because of its ability to evoke and enliven mental images.

Before turning to aristotle’s discussion of metaphor in Poetics, it is 
necessary to gain some sense of the way in which he understands language 
to function. aristotle addresses this topic in De interpretatione, explain-
ing that spoken words “are symbols or signs [σύμβολα] of affections or 
impressions [παθημάτων] of the soul; written words are the signs of words 
spoken” (Int. 16a3–4 [cooke, lcl]). Words stand for or represent particu-
lar mental experiences—experiences of different things or states or reali-
ties. as umberto eco explains, this implies a two-fold function of words: 
“by uttering a word (or by producing other kinds of signs) one ‘means’ or 
‘signifies’ a thought, or a passion of the soul, and ‘names’ or ‘refers to’ a 
thing.”7 Words do more than refer directly to things (which include imma-
terial as well as material things); words also conjure the human experience 
or understanding of the thing that is named. in this way, a word is not 
reducible to a singular referent; rather, words point to clusters or networks 
of associations stemming from human experience. The signs (σημεῖα) 
assigned to these experiences differ from culture to culture (Int. 16a). 
There is not a necessary or inherent connection between the mental expe-
riences of things and the particular signs assigned to these experiences;8 
however, these signs do generate and shape cognition.

lakoff faults austin for treating what lakoff understands to be metaphor as analogy. 
in so doing, lakoff offhandedly suggests that austin follows aristotle. This comment 
reveals lakoff ’s assumption that aristotle operates with a comparison theory of meta-
phor, a theory which lakoff argues adamantly against (Women, Fire and Dangerous 
Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind [chicago: university of chicago press, 
1987], 19). For a discussion on the “mis-readings” of aristotle’s view of metaphor 
see James edwin Mahon, “Getting Your sources right: What aristotle Didn’t say,” 
in Researching and Applying Metaphor, ed. lynne cameron and Graham low (cam-
bridge: cambridge university press, 1999), 69–80.

6. e.g., John r. searle, “Metaphor,” in ortony, Metaphor and Thought, 89–90. see 
also George a. Miller, “images and Models, similes and Metaphors,” in ortony, Meta-
phor and Thought, 368.

7. umberto eco, “denotation,” in On the Medieval Theory of Signs, ed. umberto 
eco and costantino Marmo (amsterdam: Benjamins, 1989), 47.

8. This view of language stands in contrast to the stoic claim that words (logoi) 
actually reflect the nature of things and communicate characteristics of those particu-
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in Poetics, aristotle addresses the nature and function of different 
types of poetry, including tragic, epic, and comic forms. one element that 
comprises poetry is style (λέξις), which involves not what is said, but how it 
is communicated (Rhet. 3.1.2–3).9 in his discussion of style, particularly in 
reference to the nature of nouns, aristotle offers his oft-quoted definition 
of metaphor: “Metaphor is the applying [ἐπιφορεῖν, lit. ‘bringing to’] of a 
strange term from the genus to species or from the species to the genus or 
from the species to [another] species according to analogy” (Poet. 1457b8–
9). instead of using the conventional or proper term for a particular thing, 
metaphor involves applying the term of another thing to the object or idea 
being expressed. aristotle actually uses metaphorical language to describe 
this phenomenon. using the verb, “to bring to” (ἐπιφορεῖν), aristotle 
depicts metaphor as the act of carrying or bringing an object from one 
place to another. By using a term (a) other than a conventional term (B) 
in a particular context, a metaphor brings the meaning of term (a) into 
an unusual context. since for aristotle a word or name refers to more than 
just the thing in and of itself, with a metaphor the impression or sense of 
the thing to which term a refers is brought to bear upon B or the thing to 
which B refers. as a process of transferring terms, metaphor is more com-
plex than a codelike substitution of one word for another.

This process of applying one term to another thing involves a perceived 
analogy or similarity between the things represented by the terms. The 
term “a” can be applied to thing “B” based upon some similarity between 
a and B. For example, since both evening and old age come at the end of 
a delineated period of time (a day and a life respectively), this similarity 
permits a poet to describe old age as the evening of a life (aristotle, Poet. 
1457b23–24). The analogy inherent within a metaphor need not reflect an 
actual analogy between things. This is evident in aristotle’s claim that the 
successful use of metaphor demands an ability to see (θεωρέω) or perceive 
the resemblances in different things (Poet. 1459a6–8). Through the use 
of metaphor, the poet communicates this perceived similarity. although 
aristotle suggests that metaphor can be an effective means of communi-
cating in poetry, he calls for moderation in the use of metaphor. one of 

lar things (Martin irvine, The Making of Textual Culture: “Grammatica” and Literary 
Theory, 350–1100 [cambridge: cambridge university press, 1994], 32–38).

9. For an updated english translation, see aristotle, On Rhetoric: A Theory of 
Civic Discourse, trans. George a. Kennedy (new York: oxford university press, 1991).
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the fundamental virtues in poetry is clarity, and the overuse of metaphor 
tends to obscure rather than to clarify (Poet. 1458b11–12).

in his essay on contemporary misreadings of aristotle’s view of meta-
phor, James Mahon notes that many scholars fail to consider the discus-
sion of metaphor in On Rhetoric and so fail to recognize the complex-
ity of aristotle’s view of metaphor.10 While discussion of metaphor in 
On Rhetoric reiterates some of the observations of Poetics (Rhet. 3.1.10, 
3.2.5–6), it augments that discussion as well. in particular, its discussion 
of metaphorical language reflects the overall aim of On Rhetoric, which is 
to discuss and describe rhetoric as the art of persuasion (Rhet. 1.2.1). as 
part of this work, aristotle demonstrates the ways in which metaphori-
cal language functions to persuade an audience—to “move [an] audience 
from one locus of thought to another.”11

aristotle highlights the positive attributes of metaphorical language as 
part of his discussion of “clever/ urbane and popular expressions” (Rhet. 
3.10.1). Metaphor and simile, which aristotle describes as different ver-
sions of the same phenomenon, make certain popular sayings particularly 
effective means of teaching and persuading. aristotle explains, “Metaphor 
most brings about learning; for when [homer] calls old age ‘stubble,’ he 
creates understanding and knowledge through the genus, since both old 
age and stubble are [species of the genus of] things that have lost their 
bloom” (Rhet. 3.10.2–3 [Kennedy]). aristotle observes that the analogy 
between stubble and old age reflects their shared genus. By exchanging 
one for the other, homer highlights the aspects of old age which belong 
to this genus—the aspects of old age which old age shares with stubble. in 
transferring one word (stubble) to another context or word (old age), the 
author communicates some very particular ideas about an abstract con-
cept. aristotle maintains that this is an effective means of communication; 
for even though the complexity of the idea may not be immediately obvi-
ous to the audience, the metaphor communicates a complicated idea in a 
simple phrase (Rhet. 3.10.4).

aristotle further explains that metaphorical expressions that “bring 
something before the eyes” (πρὸ ὀμμάτων ποιεῖν) are effective means of 

10. Mahon, “Getting Your sources right,” 72–73.
11. turner, Death Is the Mother of Beauty, 3. turner, unlike some of his contem-

poraries, highlights aristotle’s understanding of metaphor, suggesting that the ancient 
philosopher not only recognizes the persuasive aspect of metaphor, but also begins to 
explore the connection between cognition and language.
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communication. These expressions use metaphor in the attempt to signify 
activity (Rhet. 3.10.6, 11.1–2). For example, in the line from euripides “the 
Greeks darting forward on their feet” (Iph. aul. 80), the poet metaphori-
cally uses “darting” to create a verbal image of activity. likewise, hom-
er’s lines “the arrow flew” and “the spear-point sped eagerly through his 
breast” (Il. 13.587; 15.541) effectively use metaphor to create an enlivened 
image for the audience. Through the use of metaphor an author or speaker 
is able to animate the lifeless, thereby appealing to the audience’s visual 
imagination. in some sense, the author or speaker communicates to the 
audience by encouraging them to see things in the same way in which he 
or she does. on account of this, metaphorical expressions play a useful 
role in persuasive speaking.

in Poetics, aristotle describes metaphor as transferring the meaning of 
one word to another context based upon some perceived resemblance or 
similarity between the referents of the two terms. assuming that words not 
only name things but that they also conjure the impressions of the thing 
upon the soul, aristotle implies that metaphor is more than a mere substi-
tution of one name for another (Int. 16a3–4). Metaphor involves bringing 
the allusions and experiences of one thing into another context. This is 
based upon some perceived similarities between the two terms within the 
metaphor. More importantly, as aristotle explains in On Rhetoric, meta-
phor allows an audience to “see” one thing in terms of another. Through 
the use of metaphorical language, a speaker can actually bring an idea into 
the sight of his or her audience, making metaphorical language quite per-
suasive. By conjuring the impressions of a particular thing or experience 
through a metaphor, an author makes visible or evident the characteristics 
of something else, something more abstract.

Metaphor in the latin rhetorical traditions

While aristotle’s understanding of metaphor plays an important role 
in modern critical theory, the latin rhetoricians writing centuries after 
aristotle play a larger role in shaping the discussion that progresses 
throughout the Western literary and rhetorical tradition. in the writings 
of the latin rhetoricians, we see a tension between two trends: trying to 
understand the nature of figurative language in general and attempts at 
delineating different figurative expressions. The latter tendency, in par-
ticular, thrives during the Middle ages in the form of grammatical text-
books and encyclopedias.
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There is an important connection between rhetoric and literary 
criticism or textual interpretation in the ancient tradition. While in the 
most basic sense, the rhetorical handbooks were written to instruct stu-
dents in the art of constructing and delivering speeches, they also relate 
to and reflect the ways in which educated individuals approached and 
understood written texts. in the late classical period especially, the fields 
of grammatica, which included the interpretation of literature, and rhe-
torica, as well as dialecta, overlapped considerably. in particular, rhetoric 
and grammar overlapped in their discussion of style, which includes the 
discussion of figurative language.12 Therefore, even though the rhetorical 
texts discuss tropes and figures as part of a larger program of teaching per-
suasive speech, these texts also reflect the ways in which interpreters read 
and understood texts.13

The latin rhetorical handbooks provided the foundation of education 
through the end of late antiquity and into the Middle ages. even though in 
the earliest centuries many philosophers continued a long tradition of crit-
icizing rhetoricians, rhetorical schools served as one of the primary places 
of education in the ancient world.14 as a result, these traditions not only 
influenced early christian authors, including augustine (see below), but 
they contributed to the shape of discourse in the Western tradition.15 The 
technical discussion of metaphor, subsumed under the larger category of 
“figures of speech” developed in the roman rhetorical tradition, provides 
one of the standard models for understanding metaphor in the Western 
literary tradition.

cicero’s name stands out among all other latin rhetoricians. as one 
scholar notes, cicero is “the unquestioned magister eloquentiae for the 

12. irvine, Making of Textual Culture, 7–8.
13. Kennedy suggests that during the Greco-roman period there is little or no dif-

ferentiation between rhetorical theory and literary criticism. Generally, the prescrip-
tive texts of the rhetoricians reflected and provided the framework through which lit-
erature was discussed and understood (A New History of Classical Rhetoric [princeton: 
princeton university press, 1994], 159).

14. The tradition of criticizing orators stems back to plato’s Gorgias and contin-
ues, most notably, in the works of tacitus. tacitus’s criticism of the rhetorical schools is 
often thought to describe the general decline of the rhetorical traditions in the second 
century; however, his criticism also attests to the fact that rhetorical training was still 
popular during this time period. see tacitus, Dial. 35.

15. James J. Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages: A History of Rhetorical Theory 
from St. Augustine to the Renaissance (Berkeley: university of california press, 1974), 23.
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Middle ages.”16 his early and unfinished rhetorical handbook, De inventi-
one rhetorica (ca. 92–88 Bce), functioned as one of the standard rhetorical 
text-books in the ancient and medieval worlds.17 De inventione rhetorica 
lacks a discussion of style (elocutio), which would have included a discus-
sion of metaphor. cicero does offer, however, an interesting explanation 
of metaphorical language in his later dialogue De oratore (ca. 55 Bce). 
cicero’s comments on metaphor in this work resemble those of aristotle, 
including his claims about the ability of metaphorical language to address 
the senses of the audience.

unlike later rhetoricians, cicero addresses the nature of metaphorical 
language in general and does not make a specific point of differentiating 
between types of figurative or metaphorical expressions. For example, he 
does not specifically distinguish between metaphor, simile, and allegory 
(e.g., De or. 3.40.161).18 instead, cicero defines metaphorical language 
in general as involving any occasion in which words are used in a con-
text or way which is not typical or proper. This use is based upon some 
resemblance (similitudo) between the thing expressed and the object, 
word, or idea being communicated or explicated. When a “proper term” 
simply cannot convey the meaning intended by the speaker, the speaker 
“borrows” another term to convey his or her idea (De or. 3.38.155–156). 
For instance, using an example that cicero offers, the term “separation” 
(divortium) can be used metaphorically to describe a relationship between 
a husband and wife that has ended (De or. 3.40.159). This metaphor is 
based upon some resemblance between the separating of ways or roads 
and the separating of people in a marriage relationship. While the use of 
metaphor, such as this example, often functions to fill lexical lacunae, ora-
tors continue to use metaphor on account of its “entertaining” or pleasant 
quality (De or. 3.33.152–155).

16. Murphy notes that cicero’s works were translated into vernacular languages, 
including italian and French. Further, a number of medieval scholars wrote commen-
taries on the works of cicero, attesting to the significance of cicero’s works for the 
Middle ages. For example, Thierry of chartres wrote a commentary on De Inventione 
in the twelfth century (Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 106).

17. Kennedy, New History of Classical Rhetoric, 118.
18. The text of De oratore includes a sentence explaining the difference between a 

metaphor and simile, which the editor of the text believes to be an interpolation! see 
rackham’s translation, in the loeb classical library, of cicero, De or. 3.39.157.
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cicero, again echoing his Greek forerunner, argues that metaphorical 
language possesses the capability of making an idea clear to one’s audience. 
First, he explains, through metaphor an orator can use a single word to 
suggest a larger picture (De or. 3.40.160). a single metaphorical word can 
conjure a wealth of relevant images that add to the meaning of the idea 
being conveyed. second, again sounding like aristotle, cicero describes 
metaphor as having “a direct appeal to the senses, especially the sense of 
sight” (De or. 3.40.160–161 [sutton and rackham, lcl]). unlike other 
types of speech, metaphorical language can make sensible that which is 
nonsensible or abstract, thereby making the abstract reality more easily 
known. This is done through a speaker’s ability to highlight the resem-
blances between the abstract and aspects of the sensible world. For exam-
ple, the metaphorical phrases “the fragrance of good manners” and “the 
softness of a humane spirit” draw upon resemblances between that which 
can be known through the senses (fragrance and softness) and that which 
is more abstract (good manners and a humane spirit). in particular, cicero 
commends metaphors which rely upon the sense of sight, which bring the 
abstract into the audience’s “mental vision” (De or. 3.40.161). By making 
an idea “visible” to one’s audience, metaphorical language can be an effec-
tive tool in persuasion.

although cicero’s De oratore is not widely referenced in the Middle 
ages, a rhetorical handbook erroneously attributed to cicero, rhetorica 
ad herennium (ca. 85–80 Bce), played an important role in medieval 
education.19 The treatment of metaphor in this work differs from that in 
De oratore, reflecting the tendency of some latin rhetoricians to treat style 
(elocutio) in a technical manner.20 The author of rhetorica ad herennium 
discusses metaphor within his discussion of style as one of over forty dif-
ferent figures of speech. in this way, rhetorica ad herennium stands at 
the beginning of a long tradition of texts that codify figures of speech as 
the tools used to embellish speech or writing.

according to the author of rhetorica ad herennium, the style of a 
speech primarily involves the ways in which and the extent to which an 
orator embellishes his or her speech (rhet. her. 4.1). The grand style of 
speech involves the most embellishment, while the simple style of speech 
lacks embellishment in favor of “standard speech” (rhet. her. 4.8). specif-

19. Kennedy, New History of Classical Rhetoric, 121.
20. ibid., 125.



244 huBer

ically, an orator lends dignity (dignitas) to his or her speech through the 
use of figures of thought and figures of speech. Figures of thought, on one 
hand, are the ways in which an orator dignifies his speech through the use 
of unstated ideas. For example, as a figure of thought, understatement (dim-
inutio) involves thinking that a subject exhibits an exceptional advantage 
but purposely speaking of it in moderate terms in order to avoid appearing 
arrogant (rhet. her. 4.38). The dignity of the speech is enhanced by the 
idea “behind” the speech, in this case, the desire not to appear arrogant, and 
not specifically through the words themselves. on the other hand, figures 
of speech describe the specific choice and arrangement of words, which in 
and of themselves lend distinction or dignity to the speech. For instance, 
among the forty-five figures of speech described in rhetorica ad heren-
nium are epanaphora, when the same word forms the successive beginnings 
of a number of phrases, and antistrophe, when the last word of successive 
phrases is repeated. as we see in these two examples, in contrast to figures 
of thought, figures of speech typically describe the ways in which an orator 
enhances the “surface” of the text. Figures of speech function as tools for 
creating variety and embellishing a speech (rhet. her. 4.13).

Metaphor (translatio) is one of the figures of speech codified in 
rhetorica ad herennium. The author classifies metaphor as one of ten 
tropes—a subsection of “figures of speech.” By definition, a trope is a 
departure from the ordinary meaning of a word in order to use the word 
in a different sense (rhet. her. 4.31). in other words, a trope is a misuse 
of a word. What makes metaphor unique from other tropes, such as ono-
matopoeia and metonymy, for example, is that it requires recognizing 
some similarity between distinct things: “Metaphor occurs when a word 
applying to one thing is transferred to another, because the similarity 
seems to justify this” (rhet. her. 4.34). The author of rhetorica ad her-
ennium suggests that there are a number of reasons for using metaphor 
within a speech. While metaphor can be used for the sake of brevity or to 
avoid using obscenity, the first reason rhetorica ad herennium suggests 
for using metaphor is to create a “vivid mental picture” for the audience 
(rhet. her. 4.34). overall, however, the author of rhetorica ad heren-
nium suggests that metaphor functions simply as one of many devices 
for making a speech more interesting and possibly more compelling to a 
speaker’s audience (rhet. her. 4.34).

While rhetorica ad herennium classifies metaphor as a figure of 
speech, comparisons (similes) and simile (imago) are classified as figures 
of thought. This classification is fascinating because these figures are else-
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where often associated with metaphorical language, as we saw with aris-
totle. in fact, the author of rhetorica ad herennium observes a connection 
between comparison and metaphor. comparison, the author explains, “is 
a manner of speech that carries over an element of likeness from one 
thing to a different thing” (rhet. her. 4.45 [caplan, lcl]). comparing 
two unrelated terms can be used, among other reasons, to clarify a par-
ticular idea. Further, when presenting a comparison between two things, 
an orator may actually use a metaphor or metaphorical language to com-
municate the basic comparison (rhet. her. 4.48). For example, an orator 
may compare false friends to swallows by using the metaphor “they fly 
away” to describe their departure (rhet. her. 4.48). While the compari-
son of the friends and swallows lies behind the words of the text, the 
comparison is not explicitly stated in the speech. The metaphorical use of 
“fly” communicates the implicit comparison between friends and swal-
lows. Thus, even though rhetorica ad herennium relegates metaphor to 
the figures of speech, it recognizes that metaphor is related to and reflects 
conceptual comparisons.

rhetorica ad herennium marks the beginning of one of the most 
prevalent approaches to metaphor in the Western tradition. First, this text 
reflects a common dichotomy between figures of thought and figures of 
speech, with metaphor being placed within the latter category. While the 
author of rhetorica ad herennium assumes some connection between 
metaphor and figures of thought such as comparison, for some subsequent 
interpreters there is an assumption that figures of speech have little or no 
connection to the thought that the orator or author communicates. Meta-
phor, like other figures of speech, is understood primarily as an arrange-
ment of words. second, rhetorica ad herennium reflects the growing 
tendency to approach metaphor as a trope. This understanding implies, 
among other things, that there is another “right” or “correct” way to com-
municate what is communicated through a metaphor. Metaphors have 
little communicative value other than the variety which they can bring to 
a speech.

While rhetorica ad herennium establishes a precedent for treating 
metaphor as a trope used for embellishment, it is mistaken to assume that 
all of the latin rhetoricians shared the same view of metaphor.21 in Insti-

21. contra Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 8. While not addressing meta-
phor in particular, Murphy characterizes the roman rhetorical tradition, including 
rhetorica ad herennium and Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria as homogenous.
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tutio oratoria (ca. 93 ce), which also exerted influence during the Middle 
ages, Quintilian followed the lead of rhetorica ad herennium by classify-
ing metaphor as a trope and treating it within his discussion of style; how-
ever, Quintilian’s understanding of style lends his discussion of metaphor 
a certain hue not quite achieved in rhetorica ad herennium (Inst. 8.6). in 
some sense, Quintilian’s work bridges the gap between the understanding 
of metaphor that cicero offers and that of rhetorica ad herennium.

Quintilian argues that the element of style (elocutio) relates directly 
to the concepts or ideas communicated in a speech: “For the verb eloqui 
means the production and communication to the audience of all that the 
speaker has conceived in his mind, and without this power all the prelimi-
nary accomplishments of oratory are useless as a sword that is kept perma-
nently concealed within its sheath” (Inst. 8.preface.15 [Butler, lcl]). style, 
the selection and arrangement of words and sentences, communicates the 
speaker’s ways of thinking about his or her topic. style is not primarily 
the embellishment of a speech, but it involves attempting to communicate 
ideas to one’s audience so that the audience can be persuaded to conceive 
of things in the desired manner. as such, style plays an important role in 
the construction of a speech. Quintilian, however, also cautions his read-
ers to avoid over attention to style, which can diminish the clarity of one’s 
speech—clarity being one of the chief values of rhetoric (Inst. 8.2.1, 22).

Quintilian’s claim that style and thought are often related extends into 
his discussion of tropes or figures of speech and figures (figura), specifi-
cally figures of thought. First of all, Quintilian recognizes that the distinc-
tion between tropes and other figures of speech is hotly debated; however, 
he finds the debate trifling:

This is a subject which has given rise to interminable disputes among 
the teachers of literature, who have quarreled no less violently with the 
philosophers than among themselves over the problem of the genera 
and species into which tropes may be divided, their number and the cor-
rect classification. i propose to disregard such quibbles. (Inst. 8.6.1–2 
[Butler, lcl])

second and more significantly, Quintilian acknowledges that the distinction 
between figures of speech, including tropes, and figures of thought is prob-
lematic. dismissing the simple separation of thought and speech, Quintil-
ian argues that the use of figures of thought often requires the use of figures 
of speech, “for the former lies in the conception, the latter in the expression 
of our thought” (Inst. 9.1.16 [Butler, lcl]). it is not uncommon for a figure 
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of thought to be expressed in metaphorical language, making the distinc-
tion between figures of thought and tropes such as metaphor problematic.

While acknowledging the problems with the category of trope, Quin-
tilian discusses metaphor along with other figures that are considered 
tropes. like his predecessors, Quintilian describes metaphor as the trans-
ferring of a word’s meaning to a different or unusual context. The mean-
ing of a particular word is borrowed by placing that word in a different 
context (Inst. 8.6.4–6). While this can be done for decorative effect, it can 
also be used to clarify a speaker’s idea. Metaphorical language, including 
metaphors and similes, can contribute to the effectiveness of a speech by 
bringing something before the “eyes” of the audience (Inst. 8.3.72, 81–82).

although he values clarity in a speech, something which the use of 
tropes threatens, Quintilian offers a justification of the use of tropes:

some tropes are employed to help out our meaning and others to adorn 
our style, that some arise from words used properly and others from 
words used metaphorically, and that the changes involved concern not 
merely individual words, but also our thoughts and the structure of our 
sentences. in view of these facts i regard those writers as mistaken who 
have held that tropes necessarily involved the substitution of word for 
word. and i do not ignore the fact that as a rule the tropes employed to 
express our meaning involve ornament as well, though the converse is 
not the case, since there are some which are intended solely for the pur-
pose of embellishment. (Inst. 8.6.2–3 [Butler, lcl])

distinguishing between tropes used solely for embellishment and tropes 
that “help out” a speaker’s meaning, Quintilian notes that at times tropes 
are necessary to communicate a particular idea. it is interesting that 
Quintilian rejects the notion that tropes simply involve the substitution 
of a word for another word, since this is often how the ancient approach 
to metaphor is characterized.22 in contrast to a simple substitution of 
words, Quintilian implies that the “misuse” of words in a trope shapes 
and reflects the meaning of the sentence and the thought as a whole. This 
claim seemingly reflects Quintilian’s suggestion that figures of speech and 
thought are not easily distinguished.

22. e.g., paul ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-disciplinary Studies of the Cre-
ation of Meaning in Language, trans. r. czerny with K. Mclaughlin and J. costello 
(toronto: university of toronto press, 1977), 44–48.
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cicero, rhetorica ad herennium, and Quintilian offer a sense of the 
variety of approaches to figurative language and specifically metaphor in 
the roman rhetorical tradition. These different approaches introduced 
some patterns that continued into the Middle ages. First, continuing the 
trend set by aristotle, the rhetoricians generally understood metaphor in 
terms of transferring the meaning of a word to an unusual context. The 
meaning of the word is “borrowed” by placing it in a new and different 
setting. second, in the roman rhetorical handbooks, we begin to see the 
classification of different types of figurative speech, including metaphor. 
related to this trend is the tendency to distinguish between figures of 
thought and figures of speech. in so doing, metaphor may be relegated to 
the category of figures of speech, specifically a trope, even though other 
types of “metaphorical language” may be classified as figures of thought. 
The project of classifying figures of speech grows as we progress into the 
Middle ages. Third, all three of the above rhetoricians seemingly suggest 
that while figurative language functions as an embellishment of a speech, 
it also can serve to clarify an argument. in making this latter claim, many 
of the theorists use the language of sight to describe figurative language 
and metaphor: Metaphor brings an idea before the eyes of one’s audience, 
making it possible to communicate a difficult idea. This aspect of figura-
tive language, according to some, lends it a definite rhetorical force. at 
times, however, this function of metaphorical language is lost as theorists 
emphasized the decorative function.

augustine and interpreting Figurative language of scripture

The work of augustine demonstrates how the rhetorical traditions reflect 
and shape the practices of textual interpretation. a former teacher of 
rhetoric (augustine, Conf. 4.4.2), augustine became one of the most 
influential interpreters of scripture in the christian tradition. initially, 
however, his background in rhetoric, especially his familiarity with the 
eloquent philosophical works of cicero, led augustine to despair of the 
language of scripture, particularly its obscure figurative language: “For 
not as when now i speak did i feel when i turned towards those scrip-
tures, but they appeared to me to be unworthy to be compared with the 
dignity of tully [cicero]; for my inflated pride shunned their style, nor 
could the sharpness of my wit pierce their inner meaning” (Conf. 3.5.9 
[NPNF1 1:72]). ironically, augustine later brought the grammatical and 
rhetorical traditions, which led him to hold the scriptures in disdain, into 
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conversation with scripture, using these traditions as tools for interpret-
ing the sacred writings.

in a work that became one of the most influential texts of the Middle 
ages, De doctrina christiana (ca. 396),23 augustine draws together ele-
ments of secular thought and teaching, including the study of grammar 
and rhetorical theory, and the divine word of God, for the sake of inter-
preting and proclaiming the latter (Conf. 4.1.2). The similarities between 
augustine’s discussion of language and the latin scholarly tradition leads 
contemporary scholars to debate the question of augustine’s indebtedness 
to his predecessors in the rhetorical tradition, especially cicero.24 clearly, 
the subject matter of this work, the nature of language and grammar, 
including the interpretation of texts, reflected some of the central scholarly 
concerns and questions of his day.25 Furthermore, augustine’s use of secu-
lar or “pagan” scholars “baptized” them into the christian tradition and 
made them acceptable subjects of study for subsequent christian schol-
ars.26 This is not a minor point, since this enables the works of cicero and 
other latin scholars to continue to shape the ways in which scholars read 
and write throughout the Middle ages.

although this work functioned, in some sense, as a handbook for 
christian scholars, De doctrina christiana begins with a discussion more in 
keeping with ancient philosophical treatments of language than with the 

23. De doctrina christiana was composed in two different stages. The first three 
books were written about 396 ce, shortly after augustine was ordained as the bishop 
of hippo. The final book was added in 426 (irvine, Making of Textual Culture, 178).

24. augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans. d. W. robertson (upper saddle 
river, nJ: prentice hall, 1958). augustine, in fact, quotes cicero more than once in 
this work (4.5.7, 12.27). John M. rist suggests that augustine’s own understanding of 
language actually reflects a number of influences, including stoic views of language 
and rhetorical practices. see John M. rist, Augustine: Ancient Thought Baptized (cam-
bridge: cambridge university press, 1994), 23–28. 

25. For a discussion of how De doctrina christiana resembles and relates to other 
ancient grammatical texts in particular, see irvine, Making of Textual Culture, 178–89.

26. augustine’s De doctrina christiana responds to a context of debate over the 
question of whether or not it was appropriate for christians to study the works of sec-
ular or “pagan” authors. likewise, christian scholars argued over the appropriateness 
of learning and using rhetorical techniques in order to preach the christian message. 
Jerome, writing in 384 ce, captures the sense of this debate in his famous quotation, 
“What has horace to do with the psalter, Virgil with the Gospels, and cicero with 
paul?” see Jerome, Select Letters, trans. F.a. Wright, lcl (cambridge: harvard uni-
versity press, 1933), 22.29.
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technical handbooks discussed above.27 augustine begins by exploring the 
relationship between words and reality or things. This entails a thorough 
discussion of the nature of words as signs (signa) that represent things (res) 
or realities other than themselves. signs, including both things and words, 
are the means by which one’s mind is directed to other realities (Doctr. chr. 
1.2). Words are signs par excellance, since they are not things in them-
selves, but function only in reference to other things.28 Further, augustine 
explains, words are conventional signs. unlike natural signs (e.g., smoke as 
a sign of fire or footprints as a sign of an animal), the meaning of a word is 
a matter of convention, as it is agreed upon by the participants in a culture 
(Doctr. chr. 2.2.3).

as signs, words can be either proper or figurative. on the one hand, a 
word is proper if it points out the object or event to which it conventionally 
refers. Modifying an example from augustine, if the word “cow” is used 
to represent the four-legged, ruminant animal that is typically referred to 
as a “cow” in english, then “cow” functions as a proper sign or word. on 
the other hand, a word is figurative if it is used to refer to something other 
than it was intended, if it defies conventional usage. if the word “cow” is 
used to refer to a human individual, then the word “cow” is being used 
figuratively (Doctr. chr. 2.10.15). Figurative language involves the “incor-
rect” use of a word, since it is used in a way that defies conventional usage. 
despite this, in both the proper and figurative usages, signs point to reali-
ties beyond themselves.

Most significantly, augustine explicitly brings this understanding of 
language to bear upon the process of interpreting scripture, grappling 
with the issue of how to understand and approach the figurative language 
of God’s word. in so doing, he presupposes, like other christian interpret-
ers, that the language of scripture is qualitatively different from all other 
forms of human language. First, since God ultimately authors scripture, 
the signs of scripture, even the figurative signs, communicate truth. This is 
different from secular or nonsacred texts, which may communicate ideas 
and claims that are not truthful. unlike other texts, even the most obscure 
images and figures contain some element of God’s truth. second, as a 
result of divine origin, the signs within scripture communicate perfectly 
(Doctr. chr. 1.36.41). naturally, augustine does not suggest that scripture 

27. irvine, Making of Textual Culture, 170.
28. r. a. Markus, “st. augustine on signs,” in Augustine: A Collection of Critical 

Essays, ed. r. a. Markus (Garden city, nY: anchor, 1972), 73.
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is always understood perfectly or properly; rather, incorrect interpreta-
tions of scripture result from the imperfect and fallen nature of the inter-
preter as well as the polysemous nature of language.29

The presence of figurative language makes scripture even more dif-
ficult to interpret: “some of the expressions are so obscure as to shroud 
the meaning in the thickest darkness” (Doctr. chr. 2.6.7 [robertson]; see 
also 2.10.15). in light of this ambiguity, augustine offers some criteria for 
interpreting figurative language in scripture. First of all, he suggests, the 
“plainer” passages of scripture should be used to determine the mean-
ing of complex, figurative portions. These straightforward passages com-
municate all that is necessary for faith and the christian life; thus, the 
christian should study these diligently. Knowledge of these passages helps 
the interpreter determine the presence of figurative language. if a passage 
contradicts the idea of God’s love and love of neighbor, then one knows 
it is figurative. augustine offers even more specific formulations of this 
interpretive principle. For instance, he suggests, when scripture seemingly 
attributes sinful actions to God or saints, such as gluttony or lustfulness, 
these actions are to be understood figuratively (Doctr. chr. 3.12.18). once 
the basic ideas communicated in the plainer passages are known, more-
over, it is possible to use them as the means for interpreting and under-
standing figurative portions of scripture (Doctr. chr. 2.9.14).

augustine’s recognition that the figurative language of scripture pres-
ents a difficulty to the interpreter should not be understood as hostility 
toward figurative language. interestingly, while augustine originally finds 
scripture’s figurative language distasteful, in De doctrina christiana he 
offers a positive perspective on the originality and ambiguity inherent in 
this figurative language. augustine admits that he personally finds plea-
sure in a well-turned metaphor, such as the depiction of the church as a 
beautiful woman or the holy members of the church as shorn sheep. he 
suggests that the pleasure found in interpreting these figures encourages 
the reader to stay engaged in the text (Doctr. chr. 2.6.7) above all, the figu-
rative nature of scripture encourages the reader actively to search out the 
meaning of the text and to search out the divine source of the text.30 Thus, 
figurative language actually serves an important function in scripture.

29. For a discussion of the relationship between language and the Fall in augus-
tine’s writings, see carol harrison, Beauty and Revelation in the Thought of Saint 
Augustine (oxford: clarendon, 1992), 59–67.

30. ibid., 81–82.
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Furthermore, in his discussion of translating scripture, augustine 
suggests that figurative translations of scripture, those which maintain the 
figurative language of the original, allow for a range of interpretations. to 
use a modern expression, figurative language “open ups” the meaning of 
a text. This can be a positive thing, according to augustine. For example, 
he compares the translation of “and do not despise the domestics of thy 
seed” to the translation “do not deny the domestics of thy flesh” (Doctr chr. 
2.12.17). since the word “seed” is more figurative than “flesh,” it allows for 
a range of possible interpretations. For instance, the use of the word “seed” 
can be understood as a reference to the word or christ. This interpretation 
allows the verse to describe those “born of the … seed” or christians, as 
well as the actual descendants of abraham.

as noted above, augustine understands that humanity’s fallen nature 
makes it difficult for interpreters to understand scripture. it is part of 
humanity’s carnal nature to mistake figurative language, which often 
describes spiritual realities or things, for literal language, as if it described 
things that are fleshly or physical (Doctr. chr. 3.5.9). in the final chapter 
of De civitate Dei, augustine argues that this mistake is often made by 
those interpreting the book of revelation, which is replete with figurative 
language. labeling these interpreters as “chiliasts” or “millenarians,” since 
they interpret revelation’s description of the saints’ thousand year liter-
ally (rev 20:1–6), he implies that they are not “spiritual” or “spiritually 
minded” (Civ. 20.7).

in De doctrina christiana, augustine offers a view of language, and spe-
cifically figurative language, that is shared by many medieval interpreters. 
in this work, augustine describes language in terms of signs that point to 
things other than themselves. These signs are conventional or culturally 
determined. Figurative language, according to augustine, involves an inten-
tional misuse of language. defying conventional usage, figurative language 
uses one sign to point to something other than its proper meaning. even 
though figurative language can be pleasing to hear or read, when inter-
preting scripture it can be problematic. as figurative language involves a 
deviation from conventional meaning, it is possible for figurative language 
to convey multiple meanings. While this can be a positive factor, allowing 
for layers of meaning in scripture, it also raises the issue of determining 
the “correct” interpretations of figurative language. since fallen humans are 
naturally inclined to interpret scripture “carnally,” or according to the flesh, 
it is necessary to have some sort of guidelines for interpreting figurative 
language. Thus, augustine advocates applying hermeneutical principles 



 KnoWinG is seeinG 253

culled from scripture, including the love of God and love of neighbor, to 
scripture’s figurative language.

interestingly, one aspect of the conversation about figurative language 
that augustine does not include is the association between metaphor and 
sight. unlike aristotle and some of the roman rhetoricians, who associate 
the persuasive nature of metaphor with its ability to make ideas “visible” 
to an audience, in De doctrina christiana augustine does not highlight this 
aspect of metaphor.

Metaphorical language and the Four-Fold interpretation of scripture

complicating the discussion of ancient and medieval interpretation of 
scripture, especially the figurative language of scripture, is the multileveled 
rubric—the “threefold” or “fourfold” sense of scripture—that undergirds, 
both explicitly and implicitly, much of medieval biblical exegesis. although 
interpretive practices differ, the levels of interpretation can be distinguished 
as the literal or historical, allegorical or spiritual, tropological or moral, and 
anagogical senses of scripture. Given that the nomenclature of these cat-
egories overlaps with descriptions of different types of language, one must 
at least raise the question of how this fourfold interpretive approach relates 
to ancient and medieval discussions about language. specifically, one must 
ask how ancient and medieval interpreters understood a text’s figurative 
language in relation to these interpretive categories.

some ancient and medieval interpreters complicate the issue by 
implying that the four senses of scripture include both different methods 
of scriptural interpretation and different types of discourse found within 
scripture. For example, in Literal Interpretation of Genesis, augustine 
explains as follows:

Four ways of expounding the law are handed down by certain men who 
treat the scriptures. Their names can be set forth in Greek, while they are 
defined and explained in latin: in accord with history, allegory, analogy, 
and etiology. it is a matter of history when deeds done—whether by men 
or by God—are reported. it is a matter of allegory when things spoken in 
figures are understood. it is a matter of analogy, when the conformity of 
the old and new testaments is shown. it is a matter of etiology when the 
causes of what is said or done are reported. (Gen. litt. 2.5 [teske])

augustine’s description of history and etiology suggest that these are 
types of material that scripture reports or contains, rather than specific 
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approaches to interpreting scripture. The same is true for augustine’s 
description of allegory, which refers to the text’s use of figurative language 
(figurate dicta). in contrast, the description of analogy may imply that an 
interpreter “shows” conformities between the two testaments, although 
it is possible that new testament texts make explicit connections.31 The 
imprecision in augustine’s discussion reflects the fact that the distinction 
between interpretive methods and the type of material within scripture 
cannot be clearly demarcated.

henri de lubac presents the ancient and medieval interpretive method 
in his two volume work Exégèse médiévale, originally published in 1959.32 
de lubac systematically addresses the ways in which christian interpret-
ers in the first twelve centuries of the church understood and practiced the 
interpretation of the scriptures. tracing the history and development of 
the so-called four senses of scripture, de lubac demonstrates the variety 
and flexibility inherent within ancient and medieval interpretive practices. 
not all interpreters, actually few interpreters, systematically employed the 
four interpretive approaches in scripture. in fact, the interpretive catego-
ries themselves were quite fluid. de lubac offers a telling quotation from 
Gregory of nyssa’s commentary on the song of songs: “This anagogical 
contemplation [of scripture], or this tropology, or this allegory, or what-
ever other name one wants to call it: we shall not dispute how to speak of it, 
provided that we can usefully think of it” (Cant., preface [pG 44:756–57]).33 
clearly, Gregory’s understanding of the senses of scripture, as expressed in 
this quotation, is fluid and attentive to a passage’s function.

de lubac argues that while ancient and medieval interpreters often 
delineate a three-or fourfold interpretive paradigm, this paradigm reflects 
a more fundamental division between the literal/historical sense and the 

31. in the introduction to his translation of augustine’s works on Genesis, roland 
J. teske notes that augustine’s language about interpreting scripture “seems lacking 
in fixity and precision with different sets of terms that overlap and are remarkably 
resistant to a systematic presentation.” Further, he notes, that augustine’s views on 
interpretation may change over time, further demonstrating the fluidity of these inter-
pretive categories for augustine. see roland J. teske, introduction to On Genesis: Two 
Books on Genesis against the Manichees; and, on the Literal Interpretation of Genesis, 
an Unfinished Book, by augustine, trans. roland J. teske, Fc 84 (Washington, dc: 
catholic university of america press, 1991), 1–39, esp. 17.

32. see the recent english translation of henri de lubac, Medieval Exegesis, trans. 
e. M. Macierowski, 2 vols. (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2000).

33. Quoted in ibid., 2:35.
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figurative/spiritual sense of scripture. The quotation from Gregory of 
nyssa continues:

in all these names that designate the spiritual understanding, scripture 
fundamentally teaches us just one thing: that it is not absolutely neces-
sary to stop at the letter, … but to pass on to immaterial contemplation 
…, in accordance with the dictum: “the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth 
life.” (Cant., preface [pG 44:756–57])34

drawing upon the pauline distinction between the “letter” and the “spirit,” 
ancient and medieval interpreters tend to approach scripture as capable of 
literal interpretation, reading the text from the perspective of the historical 
author, as well as figurative interpretation. This latter method of interpre-
tation allows the interpreter to “move beyond” the letter of the text. alle-
gorical, anagogical, and tropological approaches are different versions of 
the broader category of spiritual or figurative interpretation.

Furthermore, de lubac notes that figurative interpretation, which 
describes a variety of different approaches, reflects the understanding of 
figurative language articulated in the ancient and medieval grammari-
ans.35 This influence is evident in the names given to some of the different 
categories of figurative or spiritual interpretation: tropological referring 
to tropes and allegorical referring to allegory.36 This is also supported by 
the Venerable Bede, who discusses the different senses of scripture in the 
context of his work on figurative language, which we examine below. The 
idea that words, as signs, can point to things indirectly as well as directly 
provides a foundation for developing different levels of interpretation. 
Thus, the traditional understanding of figurative language fosters a great 
deal of interpretive freedom in medieval biblical interpretation. naturally, 
medieval interpreters debated over how extensively figurative interpreta-
tion should be employed, some suggesting that figurative interpretations 
are only secondary to literal interpretations.37

34. Quoted in ibid.
35. ibid., 2:89–90.
36. ibid., 2:129–30.
37. denys turner, Eros and Allegory: Medieval Exegesis of the Song of Songs, cistss 

156 (Kalamazoo, Mi: cistercian, 1995), 99.
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rules for reading: Figurae in the Middle ages

on the one hand, the ancient understanding of figurative language gave 
rise to the creative and multifaceted interpretation of scripture; on the 
other hand, there was a simultaneous impulse toward providing and fol-
lowing guidelines for interpreting figurative language. The latter impulse 
answered augustine’s concern that interpreters of scripture familiar-
ize themselves with the tropes in order to understand ambiguities of the 
scriptures (augustine, Doctr. chr. 3.29.40). Knowledge of how particular 
figures are constructed and function provides at least some control on the 
polysemous nature of figurative language. in this vein, the study and clas-
sification of figurae flourished in the Middle ages. looking at two medi-
eval scholars, one writing in spain, isidore of seville (ca. 560–636), and 
one writing approximately a century later in england, the Venerable Bede 
(ca. 673–735), demonstrates the uniformity of this tradition.

The study of grammar involved learning not only guidelines for speak-
ing and writing correctly but also guidelines for the art of interpreting 
both scriptura and the christian and classical auctores. during this period 
of time, the study of grammar functioned as one of the basic academic 
disciplines, and it shaped the ways in which individuals within the culture 
read the foundational texts and, therefore, the ways in which they thought 
about their world.38

one of the predominant ways in which discussions about figures 
was carried into the Middle ages is through the encyclopedic works that 
gathered together extant information on the various topics of studies. 
isidore’s Etymologies, which devotes twenty books to an elaboration of 
the seven liberal arts and a summary of world history, proved one of the 
most popular of these works. isidore begins this immense work with a 
book on grammar—the “origin and foundation” of all other subjects of 
study (Ety. 1.5). This book, even apart from the work as a whole, was 
quite popular in the Middle ages. as Martin irvine notes, the influence 
of Etymologies “was enormous: this book, or a set of excerpts from it, 
was often transmitted independently in the grammatical miscellanies 

38. irvine persuasively argues that the study of grammar during the medieval 
period produced a unique textual culture that had far-reaching effects, including 
social and political effects (Making of Textual Culture, 1–39).
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and compilations produced in the early Middle ages, and its influence 
endured until the renaissance.”39

isidore’s treatment of figurative language comprises a large portion 
of the book on grammar. in two lengthy chapters, isidore outlines over 
twenty figures of speech (schemata) and over twenty different tropes 
(tropis) and their subspecies (Ety. 1.36–37); isidore’s treatment of figura-
tive language is quite formal or structured. First, isidore offers a tradi-
tional distinction between figures and tropes. Figures, meaning figures of 
speech, involve using words and sentences in order to embellish (orno) a 
speech or text (Ety 1.36.1). tropes employ a sign (significatio) to denote 
something similar but in a way which is not proper or traditional (pro-
prius) (Ety. 1.37.1). second, beginning with figures and then covering 
tropes, isidore outlines the various forms following a set pattern: noting 
the traditional Greek term of a particular figure or trope, offering a latin 
translation of the term, offering a terse definition, and then, perhaps, 
citing an example of the figure or trope. Thus, isidore’s discussion of figu-
rative language generally conveys a sense of classification, much like rhe-
torica ad herennium.40

When isidore discusses metaphor (translatio), he breaks the general 
pattern of his discussion, offering a slightly longer treatment of this par-
ticular trope. he explains that metaphor involves transferring the meaning 
of one word to another and outlines different ways in which this transfer-
ring of terms occurs: from inanimate to inanimate object, animate to ani-
mate object, from inanimate to animate, and from animate to inanimate 
(Ety. 1.37.2–4).41 he also suggests that metaphor includes the transferring 
of a name from one genus to another genus or even from a part to the 
whole (Ety. 1.37.5). This trope is used for the sake of making a speech more 

39. ibid., 212. The influence of isidore’s discussion of grammar is seen, for exam-
ple, in hugh of st. Victor’s suggestion that Etymologies be consulted on grammar, 
along with the works of donatus, priscian, and others. he offers this suggestion in 
Didascalicon, written in the late 1120s, which provides an introduction and outline to 
the subjects studied at the school founded as part of the abbey of st. Victor (hugh of 
st. Victor, The Didascalicon of Hugh of St. Victor: A Medieval Guide to the Arts, trans. 
Jerome taylor [new York: columbia university press, 1961], 2.29).

40. irvine argues that isidore’s discussion of figures and tropes reflects a lost, spe-
cifically christian, version of donatus’s grammatical text. This version appears to be 
partially preserved in other texts (Making of Textual Culture, 226–27).

41. These categories of different types of metaphor are also outlined by Quintil-
ian, Inst. 8.6.9–18. 
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elegant (decoris). isidore continued the tradition that defines metaphor as 
a transferring of names done primarily for decorative effect.

isidore also described tropes that involve comparison (similitudo) 
of different terms or things, including parable and simile (imago) (Ety. 
1.37.32–35). as we saw in the discussion of rhetorica ad herennium, 
some interpreters acknowledged a connection between these figures and 
metaphorical language. The discussion in Etymologies, however, is quite 
brief and does not seem to reflect such a connection.

another important and influential discussion of figurative language 
written in the Middle ages was De schematibus et tropis by the Ven-
erable Bede. Written at the turn of the eighth century, this short work 
was written as an instructional text for use in monastic schools.42 While 
originally written for an anglo-saxon context, this work, as well as 
other didactic works of Bede, became influential in monastic education 
through europe during the time of carolingian reform.43 The influence 
of this particular work also stemmed from the fact that it was seemingly 
one of the first texts on figurae that uses examples solely from scripture 
and christian authors. This characteristic reflected Bede’s assertion that 
scripture “surpasses all other writings,” not only in terms of antiquity 
but also in terms of its artistic expression. While the Greeks claim to 
have invented figures and tropes, these stylistic elements were present in 
scripture all along. in this way, Bede recognizes and extols the figurative 
language of scripture.

Bede’s use of biblical examples suggests that De schematibus et tropis 
is intended to function as an exegetical guide.44 he even begins by dis-
tinguishing the figurative language of scripture from the language of 
“ordinary speech” (Schem. 1.5–20). in order to understand the figurative 
language of scripture, one must be familiar with the different schemes 
and figures. in this way, Bede’s work provided the guidelines for right 
understanding.

although a notable and creative scholar, Bede’s discussion of figura-
tive language bore a striking resemblance to those of his predecessors, 

42. ch. W. Jones, preface to Bedae Venerabilis Opera: Opera Didascalica I, by Ven-
erable Bede, ccsl 118a (turnhout: Brepols, 1975), vii.

43. ibid., vii–viii.
44. irvine argues that De Schematibus et Tropis is often misclassified as a rhetori-

cal work, when it clearly functions as a guide for the interpretation of scripture and 
not as a guide for constructing an original work (Making of Textual Culture, 292).
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including isidore. not only did Bede follow the pattern of first translat-
ing the Greek term into latin and then offering a definition and exam-
ple, but he shared isidore’s assumption that figurative language primarily 
serves a decorative function. scholars use the language of “form” and 
“figures” to describe figurative language “because through it speech is in 
some way clothed or adorned” (Schem. 1.1). likewise, Bede’s discussion 
of tropes, including metaphor, echoes that of isidore and his predeces-
sors. Bede suggests that tropes function either “out of need” to fill a lexi-
cal lacuna or to embellish a speech by transferring a word from its proper 
meaning to another similar, but not proper, meaning. Metaphor, one of 
the tropes, occurs when a word or its qualities are transferred to another 
word (Schem. 2.1). he then notes that this can take a number of forms: 
inanimate object to inanimate object, inanimate object to animate, and 
so on.

The medieval tradition of classifying different types of figurative 
language, as exemplified in the works of isidore and Bede, can be inter-
preted in a number of different ways. in one sense, it can be interpreted 
as parasitic on the classical works of cicero, Quintilian, and rhetorica 
ad herennium. as such, the medieval scholars appropriated and per-
petuated the most pedantic aspects of the classical treatments of figu-
rative language. it is also possible to read the medieval scholars more 
sympathetically. The simple fact that medieval scholars chose to include 
discussions of tropes and figures within their works, often devoting a 
great deal of time to the subject, and that these discussions were widely 
circulated throughout the Middle ages points to a general concern for 
understanding the figurative language in scripture. Most of all, keeping 
in mind that the study of grammar serves as an initial step in the process 
of learning how to interpret scripture, the rules for reading figures and 
tropes were only one part of the larger interpretive method employed 
during the Middle ages. understood within a context of the fourfold 
interpretation of scripture, which was based upon the understanding 
of figurative language, the seemingly formulaic classification of tropes 
provides at least one way of preventing innumerable possible interpreta-
tions of scripture.

another trend in the Middle ages related to how figurative language 
was understood is the advent of manuals instructing individuals on writ-
ing official letters. as letter writing became an important means of com-
munication within religious and political circles, these texts grew in popu-
larity. in one such text, Flores rhetorici (ca. 1087), the Benedictine teacher 
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alberic of Monte cassino instructed and warned his audience about the 
influential nature of metaphorical language.45

Metaphor, alberic suggested, is one of the means by which a writer 
can embellish or dignify his or her composition. like the ancient rhetori-
cians, however, alberic also claimed that metaphorical language brings an 
idea to the eyes of the audience. This visual aspect of metaphor contributes 
to its persuasive nature. alberic depicted this persuasive aspect of meta-
phor in negative terms:

The metaphor is a trope which frequently appears in writing, and which 
contributes a certain apparent dignity. For the method of speaking in 
metaphors has this characteristic: it turns one’s attention from the 
particular qualities of the object [being described]; somehow, by this 
distraction of attention, it makes the object seem something different; by 
making it seem different, it clothes it, so to speak, in a fresh new wedding 
garment; by so clothing it, it sells us on the idea that there is some new 
nobility bestowed. and what else can i call it but “selling us,” when a man 
takes a story that is petty in its content and heightens it by his treatment 
so as to convince us that it is all new, all delightful. if a meal were served 
up in this way, it would disgust us, would nauseate us, would be thrown 
out. (Flor. rhet., 146–147 [Miller, prosser, and Benson])

using metaphorical language himself, alberic describes the way in which 
a metaphor can persuade or even deceive an audience to see something in 
a new or different manner. The power of metaphorical language makes it 
potentially dangerous.

For the most part, the medieval scholars who discuss the nature and 
use of figurative language continued the trend that began in the latin rhe-
torical tradition of delineating and classifying different types of tropes. This 
tradition is based upon the assumption that figurative language, including 
metaphor, involves using a word improperly for the sake of embellishment 
or ornamentation. Medieval scholars devoted a significant amount of time 
to delineating and describing the different ways this ornamentation could 
be accomplished. Within these discussions, metaphor functioned as one 
of these many different methods. The effect of this was that metaphor, like 
other figures of speech, was understood primarily as a phenomenon on 

45. alberic of Monte cassino, “Flores rhetorici,” in Readings in Medieval Rheto-
ric, ed. Joseph M. Miller, Michael h. prosser, and Thomas W. Benson (Bloomington: 
indiana university press, 1973), 131–61.
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the surface of the text with little or no relation to the actual meaning of the 
text. With this view of metaphor, which became the dominant view in the 
Western literary tradition, it is understandable why subsequent scholars, 
including biblical scholars, devoted so little time to exploring the ways 
metaphor contributes to a text’s meaning. it is important to note, however, 
especially in light of the comments of alberic, that even in the medieval 
context theory and practice were not always in agreement.

turning to Modern theories of Metaphor

in Death Is the Mother of Beauty: Mind, Metaphor, Criticism, Mark turner 
observes that classical scholars, including aristotle and cicero, assumed a 
relationship between language and thought. addressing the topic of met-
aphor within the context of both poetics and rhetoric, classical scholars 
sought to describe the ways a speaker uses and arranges words to move his 
or her audience from one way of thinking to another. Metaphor or figura-
tive language in general was assumed to be an effective means of persuad-
ing an audience by means of bringing an idea into the audience’s sight.46 it 
seems, furthermore, that this concern for the relationship between lan-
guage and cognition was fostered by the fact that the classical scholars 
were not only rhetorical theorists but also philosophers interested in broad 
questions about the human capability for thinking and learning.

The classical assumption that figurative language possessed the 
capability to influence thought has not always been shared by scholars, 
especially philosophers. in particular, the Western philosophical tradi-
tion has historically regarded metaphorical language with disdain. While 
the roots of this tendency appeared already in late-medieval thought,47 

46. turner, Death Is the Mother of Beauty, 3. another scholar who character-
izes conceptual metaphor theory as generally marking a return to classical theories of 
metaphor is lynne cameron in “operationalising ‘Metaphor’ for applied linguistic 
research,” in Researching and Applying Metaphor, ed. lynne cameron and Graham 
low (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1999), 3–28.

47. one of the most noted and influential scholars of the Middle ages, Thomas 
aquinas, exhibits and perpetuates disapproval of figurative language. aquinas’s dislike 
of figurative interpretation of the biblical texts is well known. even though he recog-
nizes that the use of symbolic language in scripture, in contrast to poetry, is effective 
and necessary, he emphasizes the importance of the literal reading of scripture. Beryl 
smalley explains that aquinas’s understanding of the literal/ historical sense of scrip-
ture includes the intended meaning behind figurative language. That is, the meaning 
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it flourished within the context of seventeenth-century rationalism and 
British empiricism.48

The philosophical disdain for metaphorical language reflected a 
broader shift in how scholars understand language to function. Writing 
on medieval concepts of “denotation,” eco explains that in the writings 
of roger Bacon we can see a definite change in the understanding of how 
words signify or how they communicate meaning. This view eventually 
became the dominant way scholars described the function of words. While 
prior to Bacon most scholars maintained the aristotelian view that words 
signify both the mental experiences of things and the names of things, as 
discussed above, eco writes,

For roger Bacon signs are not referred to their referent through the 
mediation of a mental species, but point directly or are posited in order 
to refer immediately to an object. it does not matter whether this object 
is an individual (a concrete thing) or a species, a feeling, a passion of 
the soul. What counts is that between a sign and the object it has been 
appointed to name, there is no mental mediation.49

it is assumed that words can and do refer directly to the things they signify, 
apart from any impression the thing makes upon the soul.

ted cohen cites works of Thomas hobbes and John locke as represen-
tative of the tendency to hold figurative language in contempt.50 reflecting 
the view that words signify things, hobbes, writing in Leviathan, describes 
metaphor as using words “in other senses than that they are ordained for” 
(1.4).51 Figurative language involves deviating from normal word usage by 
replacing one word with another. since words refer directly to things, car-

of figurative language is the literal meaning to which it points (The Study of the Bible 
in the Middle Ages, 3rd ed. [oxford: Blackwell, 1984], 300–302).

48. cameron argues that this is actually a twentieth-century phenomenon, as 
a more cognitive understanding of metaphor is expressed in some seventeenth-and 
eighteenth-century works. The purpose of the current discussion is not to offer a study 
on the historical development of theories of metaphor for its own sake. rather, by 
sketching out the history in broad strokes we can see the importance of appropriating 
conceptual theories of metaphor in our interpretation of revelation. see cameron, 
“operationalising ‘Metaphor,’ ” 9.

49. eco, “denotation,” 59.
50. ted cohen, “Metaphor and the cultivation of intimacy,” in On Metaphor, ed. 

sheldon sacks (chicago: university of chicago press, 1978), 1.
51. as quoted in ibid., 2.
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rying little or no cognitive content (the impressions things make upon the 
soul), there is no sense that metaphor involves transferring a complex of 
meanings or impressions from one context to another. instead, metaphor 
is simply an indirect and unnecessary way of communicating; instead of 
referring to one thing, an author refers to another thing. as such, meta-
phor bears no meaning, apart from the literal sense that lies behind a par-
ticular metaphor.

in addition, both hobbes and locke asserted that literal language 
is “more true” than figurative language, as the latter involves replacing 
words with words that mean other things. By definition, figurative lan-
guage is deceptive and, therefore, less capable of communicating truth or 
facts. in and of themselves, metaphors are not verifiable; only the literal 
claims behind them are verifiable. a claim which is not capable of being 
empirically verified cannot, within the rationalistic and empirical system 
of thought, be true. as such, metaphor, in contrast to literal language, is 
purely ornamental, intended to please an audience.

it is mistaken to assume that this philosophical prejudice against figu-
rative language is limited to these seventeenth-century scholars; rather, the 
trend continues even into the twentieth century. cohen explains,

although these remarks of hobbes and locke may seem remote, their 
import has prevailed until quite recently. The works of many twentieth-
century positivist philosophers and others either state or imply that 
metaphors are frivolous and inessential, if not dangerous and logically 
perverse, by denying to them (1) any capacity to contain or transmit 
knowledge; (2) any direct connection with facts; or (3) any genuine 
meaning.52

in light of these assumptions about metaphorical language, Western 
philosophers have tended to avoid the exploration of the nature of meta-
phor, relegating the topic to literary criticism. While literary critics study 
metaphor, especially particular metaphorical constructions, until recently 
there has been very little attention given to the relationship between the 
metaphors as linguistic constructions, including those in literature and in 
everyday speech, and the mechanics of cognition. likewise, Max Black, 
who, as we will see, exercises considerable influence on the discussion of 
metaphor, notes the ironic fact that while twentieth century philosophers 

52. ibid., 3.
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are fascinated with language and meaning, they generally avoid the topic 
of metaphor.53 turner attributes this, in part, to the academic tendency 
toward specialization and the resulting separation between academic 
disciplines. it has been only within the past twenty-five years that the 
disciplines of literary criticism, linguistics, psychology, philosophy, and 
anthropology have been drawn together to explore the nature and func-
tion of metaphor and metaphorical language.54

Max Black: returning to Metaphor and thought

in his ground-breaking essay simply entitled “Metaphor” (1954), Black 
reintroduced the topic of metaphor into philosophical discussion.55 in 
this essay, as well as in subsequent works, especially in Models and Meta-
phors: Studies in Language and Philosophy, Black explored the relation-
ship between metaphorical language and cognition, exploring the ways in 
which metaphorical expressions create new meanings.56

Black begins by describing the problems inherent within traditional 
understandings of metaphor, which he describes as the “substitution 
theory” and the “comparison theory.” The substitution view assumes that 
metaphor involves replacing one word with another word. Black explains,

according to a substitution view, the focus of a metaphor, the word or 
expression having a distinctively metaphorical use within a literal frame, 
is used to communicate a meaning that might have been expressed liter-
ally. The author substitutes M for l; it is the reader’s task to invert the 
substitution, by using the literal meaning of M as a clue to the intended 
literal meaning of l. understanding a metaphor is like deciphering a 
code or unraveling a riddle.57

it is assumed that the metaphorical term stands in place of the literal term 
and the intended meaning of the statement resides within the literal term. 
Metaphor functions, according to this view, as a stylistic device. in order to 

53. Max Black, “Metaphor,” PAS 55 (1955): 273–94.
54. turner, Death Is the Mother of Beauty, 8–11.
55. For reference to the influence of this essay upon the scholarly discussion 

about metaphor, see cohen, “Metaphor and the cultivation of intimacy,” 3.
56. Max Black, Models and Metaphors (ithaca, nY: cornell university press, 1962).
57. Black, “Metaphor,” 280.
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give pleasure to the reader, an author or speaker creatively replaces proper 
terms with words used in novel and interesting ways.

it is easy to see why the substitution view of metaphor is often attrib-
uted to the classical theorists, including aristotle and cicero, as Black 
himself does off-handedly.58 The classical theorists, especially as they are 
represented and interpreted within medieval grammars, described meta-
phor in terms of replacing one word with another and in terms of orna-
mentation. unlike the substitution view characterized by Black, however, 
the classical theorists discussed metaphor within the context of rhetorical 
theory, which assumes the persuasive power of metaphorical language. 
also, even within the medieval tradition there was the assumption that 
metaphorical language produces multiple meanings, making rules for 
interpreting metaphors necessary. This assumption is not necessarily 
shared by the substitution view, which treats metaphor almost like a code 
that has a singular, literal meaning.59

another view of metaphor that Black addresses is the comparison 
view. like the substitution view, this understanding of metaphorical lan-
guage is also attributed to aristotle by many modern interpreters. (The 
fact that different theories of metaphor can be attributed to aristotle sug-
gests to some extent the complexity of aristotle’s presentation.) as the 
name suggests, this view assumes that metaphor involves a replacement of 

58. ibid., 281, n. 11.
59. For an example of the substitution view of metaphor, see searle, “Metaphor,” 

83–111. searle provides an example of the substitution approach to metaphor, placing 
it within the context of speech-act theory. in so doing, searle maintains that meta-
phor entails a locution (a speech-act) in which the speaker says one thing but means 
another. as such, metaphor can be described as occurring when an individual says 
“s is p” but means “s is r.” in this way, metaphor is fundamentally a substitution of 
terms—one predicate is substituted for another.

The metaphorical act of substitution involves a departure from conventional 
word usage in such a way that the truth conditions of the statement do not corre-
spond to the literal meaning of the statement. This is to say, the metaphorical utter-
ance is an obvious falsehood or semantically nonsensical. Therefore, the utterance 
is meaningless within the context of the speech act, unless it refers to another set of 
truth conditions. For example, on one level the utterance “sally is a block of ice,” to 
use one of searle’s examples, is semantically meaningless. sally, as a human female, 
cannot possess the qualities of ice—frozen water molecules. This semantically defec-
tive utterance suggests to the audience, according to searle, that the speaker must be 
referring to a separate set of truth conditions, in which the claim “sally is a block of 
ice” is somehow meaningful.
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terms based upon some similarity between the two terms. For example, in 
the metaphorical statement “ruth is a lion,” there is the assumption that 
“ruth” shares some characteristic with a “lion.” in this view, metaphor is 
simply a shortened form of simile; instead, of saying “ruth is like a lion,” 
the phrase is abbreviated to “ruth is a lion.”

Black’s main objection to the comparison view is that it operates with 
the assumption that words have proper or single meanings. Words can 
be used in their proper or, in the case of metaphor, improper sense. The 
description of metaphor as a purposely misapplied word overlooks the 
fact that the meanings of words are shaped by their context within a sen-
tence or within a larger unit of discourse.60 in reference to the comparison 
view, Black comments, with characteristic wit,

The main objection against a comparison view is that it suffers from a 
vagueness that borders upon vacuity. We are supposed to be puzzled 
as to how some expression (M), used metaphorically, can function in 
place of some literal expression (l) that is held to be an approximate 
synonym; and the answer offered is that what M stands for (in its literal 
use) is similar to what l stands for. But how informative is this? There is 
some temptation to think of similarities as “objectively given,” so that a 
question of the form, “is a like B in respect of p?” has a definite and pre-
determined answer. if this were so, similes might be governed by rules as 
strict as those controlling the statements of physics.61

like the substitution view, the comparison view assumes that words refer 
to single referents. in the comparison view, this assumption allows one to 
substitute words based upon some similarity inherent within their refer-
ents. in contrast to this, Black suggests that it might be more helpful to 
describe metaphors as “creating” similarities between referents.62

in contrast to these traditional theories of metaphor, Black describes 
what he calls the interactionist view of metaphor. Metaphor involves the 
interaction between two distinct subjects—an interaction created by their 
placement within a phrase, sentence, or statement. More specifically, met-
aphor involves placing a particular subject, the “focus,” into a new context, 

60. a similar point is made by ricoeur, Rule of Metaphor, 18.
61. Black, “Metaphor,” 284.
62. ibid., 285. This, in my estimation, echoes aristotle’s claim that metaphor 

requires one to be able see similarities between different things. see above.
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the “frame.”63 The frame, which consists of the words or phrases surround-
ing the focus, brings the focus into relationship with another subject that 
is either stated or implied. This subject is the primary subject—what the 
metaphor is primarily about. The interaction between the focus and the 
frame, including the primary subject, creates new meaning for the reader.

in moving away from understanding metaphor primarily as a phe-
nomenon involving the substitution of words, Black also argues that a 
metaphor’s subjects, the focus and the primary subject, are actually more 
like “system[s] of associated commonplaces.”64 The focus and the primary 
subject, even if they consist of single words, each evoke networks of mean-
ings and associations, including cultural assumptions and fictions. The 
frame, however, acts as a sort of filter through which particular elements 
of this network are highlighted and subsequently applied to the principal 
subject implied in the frame. The sentence that embraces the metaphor 
highlights and hides different parts of the networks implied in the focus 
and the primary subject. using the somewhat simplistic example “man is 
a wolf,” Black recounts how the system of commonplaces associated with 
“wolf,” the focal word, are filtered through the frame, the sentence as a 
whole, and applied to the primary subject, “man.” he writes,

a suitable hearer will be led by the wolf-system of implications to con-
struct a corresponding system of implications about the principal subject. 
But these implications will not be those comprised in the commonplaces 
normally implied by literal uses of “man.” The new implications must be 
determined by the pattern of implications associated with literal uses 
of the word “wolf.” any human traits that can without undue strain be 
talked about in “wolf-language” will be rendered prominent, and any 
that cannot will be pushed into the background. The wolf-metaphor 
suppresses some details, emphasizes others—in short, organizes our 
view of man.65

Black’s work contributed greatly to the modern fascination with meta-
phor. By reintroducing the topic of metaphor to philosophical conversa-

63. Black, Models and Metaphors, 39–40. Black’s terminology in Models and Meta-
phors is somewhat vague at points, as it changes midway through the discussion of the 
interactionist view of metaphor. While he begins using the terms “focus” and “frame” 
to describe metaphor, he shifts to the language of “primary” and “secondary” subjects.

64. ibid., 40.
65. ibid., 41.
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tion, Black opened up the way for scholars to begin to explore the relation-
ship between metaphor and thought. he made space for the question of 
how metaphorical language can create meaning. in addition, Black pushed 
subsequent scholars to move away from regarding metaphor simply as 
involving a substitution of words; instead, he calls for a more complex 
understanding of metaphor within the context of a sentence and in relation 
to the complex networks of meanings conjured up by individual words.

paul ricoeur: Metaphor in terms of tension

philosopher paul ricoeur built upon Black’s interactionist theory of meta-
phor in his works on hermeneutics and the philosophy of language. like 
Black, ricoeur argued that metaphor is a phenomenon of the sentence, 
rather than a phenomenon occurring at the level of the word.66 as a sen-
tence, metaphor entails the act of predication in which a speaker attributes 
the characteristics of one subject to another subject. This act of predication 
is not simply the substitution of one word and its associations for another; 
rather, metaphor creates an event of semantic innovation.

in conversation with the work of Black, ricoeur contended that meta-
phor does not entail a tension between the two subjects in a sentence as 
much as it entails tension between two interpretations generated by the 
sentence. since metaphor involves the equation of two dissimilar subjects, 
the interpreter must choose between either preserving the literal and non-
sensical meaning of the sentence or accepting the new meaning assigned to 
the primary subject.67 This is described in terms of resolving the semantic 
clash between the “is,” the metaphorical act of predication, and the “is not,” 
the literal absurdity of such a predication.68 This tension creates an exten-
sion of meaning in relation to the metaphor’s primary subject, for through 

66. This reflects a major theme in ricoeur’s work, that words mean in the context 
of a sentence and that, subsequently, a sentence is not reducible to the sum of its parts. 
This claim undergirds ricoeur’s emphasis upon the discipline of semantics over and 
against semiotics. see ricouer, “Word, polysemy, Metaphor: creativity in language,” 
in A Ricoeur Reader: Reflection and Imagination, ed. Mario J. Valdés (toronto: univer-
sity of toronto press, 1991), 69.

67. paul ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning 
(Fort Worth, tx: texas christian university press, 1976), 50.

68. see, for example, claudia camp, “Metaphor in Feminist Biblical interpreta-
tion,” Semeia 61 (1993): 14–15.
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the tension inherent within a metaphor, the audience or interpreter gains a 
new insight into the nature of the primary subject being described.

drawing upon the language of Gottlob Frege, ricouer also describes 
metaphor in terms of a clash between the sense and the reference of a sen-
tence. While the sense of the sentence, the surface meaning of the signs 
within a sentence, defies logic, the reference of the sentence, which refers 
to the extralinguistic, can be resolved as apt or appropriate.69 in employing 
the language of “reference,” ricoeur opposes interpreters who understand 
the world of the text to be enclosed, not pointing to anything beyond the 
text. in contrast, he argues that all discourse, including metaphorical or 
poetic discourse, is about something that is extralinguistic, outside of the 
text. even though poetic discourse does not necessarily refer to things that 
are ostensive, things that can be pointed to with a speaker’s hand, it does 
refer to extralinguistic reality. poetic or literary texts “speak of possible 
worlds.”70 This contributes to the power of poetic language, for it has not 
only the ability to change the ways in which one looks at the world, but it 
has the power to change the ways in which one lives and acts in the world.71 
Through metaphor, the process of predicating a subject with characteris-
tics other than its own, it is possible to imagine the world in new and dif-
ferent ways and, subsequently, to change the world.

as metaphor involves the resolution of the tension between a sen-
tence’s sense and reference, ricoeur argues that metaphor does not exist 
in itself; rather, metaphor exists only through the act of interpretation. it 
is the event of resolving the tension inherent within metaphor that creates 
new meaning.72 Further, within this event, the interpreter decides which 
connotations of a metaphor are significant within the context of a dis-
course as a whole. This allows for an abundance of possible meanings:

69. ricoeur, Rule of Metaphor, 74–75. ricoeur argues that metaphor, as discourse, 
actually has a dialectical reference that refers both to something beyond the text and 
to the speaker of the text.

70. paul ricoeur, “Metaphor and the Main problem of hermeneutics,” in Valdés, 
Ricoeur Reader, 314.

71. ricoeur, “Word, polysemy, Metaphor,” 85. ricoeur draws heavily upon aris-
totle’s description of mimesis in his explanation of reference. in his essay “Mimesis and 
representation,” ricoeur outlines three different aspects of mimesis that have a bear-
ing on his understanding of how language relates to extralingusitic reality (“Mimesis 
and representation,” in Valdés, Ricoeur Reader, 137–55).

72. ricoeur, “Word, polysemy, Metaphor,” 82.
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it is the reader, in effect, who works out the connotations of the modifier 
that are likely to be meaningful. a significant trait of living language, 
in this connection, is the power always to push the frontier of non-
sense further back. There are probably no words so incompatible that 
some poet could not build a bridge between them; the power to create 
new contextual meanings seems to be truly limitless. attributions that 
appear to be “non-sensical” can make sense in some unexpected con-
text. no speaker ever completely exhausts the connotative possibilities 
of his words.73

in this way, metaphor, while logically absurd, can give rise to a multiplicity 
of interpretations.

once, however, a metaphor has been read and reread or heard and 
reheard, once it becomes familiar, the flicker of insight once conveyed in 
the tension between “is” and “is not” is lost. as ricoeur explains, once met-
aphorical associations become part of common parlance, the metaphor is 
incapable of creating new meaning.74 some metaphors are so common, in 
fact, that they can be called “dead metaphors.”

Metaphor as conceptual Mapping

While ricoeur highlights the novel aspect of metaphor, others have begun 
to explore the nature and function of more conventional metaphors that 
function as an important, if often unnoticed, part of common speech. in 
so doing, conceptual metaphor theorists, including George lakoff, Mark 
Johnson, and Mark turner, underscore the connection between thought 
and metaphorical language, asserting that conventional metaphors reveal 
the inherently metaphoric nature of human cognition.75 While conceptual 
metaphor theory is a relatively recent field of study, its roots are in the 
classical tradition of aristotle and cicero, who assumed a vital connec-
tion between thought and language. in fact, turner expresses a desire to 
reclaim this aspect of the classical rhetorical tradition.

turner argues that conceptual metaphor theory, like its classical pre-
decessors, begins with the assumption that “audiences share many things.” 
in particular, audiences share, “conceptual systems, social practices, com-

73. ricoeur, Rule of Metaphor, 95.
74. ricoeur, “Word, polysemy, Metaphor,” 83.
75. George lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (chicago: university 

of chicago press, 1980).
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monplace knowledge, discourse genres, and every aspect of a common lan-
guage, including syntax, semantics, morphology, and phonology.”76 audi-
ences share a wide range of factors that influence the ways in which they 
interpret a speech, a poem, a letter, or some other form of communication. 
as we saw above, the ancient theories of rhetoric explore different ways of 
using an audience’s common cognitive system, including the impressions 
of things upon the soul, as aristotle suggests, to the best effect.

part of a particular audience’s cognitive apparatus, which is shaped by 
its culture or subculture, includes cognitive models or image schemata. 
in The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination, and 
Reason, Mark Johnson describes image schemata as “abstract patterns in 
our experience and understanding that are not propositional in any of 
the standard senses of that term, and yet they are central to meaning and 
to the inferences we make.”77 image schemata are dynamic patterns that 
develop out of and that help us interpret our experiences.78 again John-
son explains, “some of our experiences have a certain recurring structure 
by virtue of which we can understand them.”79 For instance, in Death Is 
the Mother of Beauty, turner explores a basic kinship model that is found 
throughout the Western literary tradition, as well as in the literary produc-
tions of many non-Western cultures.80 The human experience of procre-
ation, which produces offspring similar to the parents, provides an image 
schema or basic cognitive model of kinship. There are different elements 
that make up this model, including the various parties usually associated 
with kinship (e.g., mother, father, child) and the different relationships 
between these parties.81

76. turner, Death Is the Mother of Beauty, 4.
77. Mark Johnson, The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagina-

tion, and Reason (chicago: university of chicago press, 1987), 2.
78. ibid., 102. in contrast, Mieke Bal criticizes conceptual metaphor theory for 

being too “realist” or too “objectivist.” That is, many of the publications associated with 
conceptual metaphor theory tend to assume that all humans, as embodied creatures, 
experience life in similar ways. Mieke Bal, “Metaphors he lives By,” Semeia 61 (1993): 
185–207.

79. Johnson, Body in the Mind, 102.
80. conceptual metaphor theory draws heavily upon the observations of cultural 

anthropology. see, for example, naomi Quinn’s essay, “The cultural Basis of Meta-
phor,” in Beyond Metaphor: The Theory of Tropes in Anthropology, ed. J. Fernandez 
(stanford, ca: stanford university press, 1991), 56–93.

81. turner, Death Is the Mother of Beauty, 7–8.
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image schemata, such as the kinship model, are idealized models that 
reflect both bodily experience and cultural assumptions. not only do the 
physical human experiences of kinship—including experiences of procre-
ation, gestation, birth, et cetera—contribute to the content and shape of 
the model, but cultural assumptions about kinship also make up parts of 
the model. consequently, even though individuals’ experiences of kinship 
may somehow differ from the model, the model still exists as a culturally 
constructed model.82

image schemata are often used metaphorically to understand or 
“structure” experiences other than those that they represent. an image 
schema can be “mapped on to” another experience or a concept as a way of 
understanding the latter. This metaphorical extension of an image schema 
resembles Black’s suggestion that metaphor involves bringing together two 
different semantic domains, which include subjects and their networks of 

82. a significant challenge to conceptual metaphor theory is offered by cultural 
anthropologist naomi Quinn. investigating the ways in which u.s. americans describe 
marriage, Quinn explores the relationship between conceptual metaphors and models 
and cultural assumptions and predilections. Quinn argues, against conceptual meta-
phor theorists, that metaphorical mappings are the product of cultural models and 
not vice versa. While conceptual metaphor theorists seemingly suggest that cultural 
models of understanding are constrained by metaphorical mappings, metaphorical 
mappings are actually selected on the basis of preexisting models for understanding 
particular phenomena. For instance, common marriage metaphors, such as descrip-
tions of marriage as a journey, are employed because they fit with preconceived ideas 
about marriage, that is, that marriage endures and involves difficulties. Further, Quinn 
argues that metaphorical mappings do not constrain reasoning about the abstract, 
even though they may be involved in reasoning about something abstract. if, for 
example, an individual’s reasoning about marriage can no longer be described by a 
journey metaphor, the individual will often change to another metaphorical descrip-
tion of marriage, such as marriage is an object. Thus, Quinn concludes that the 
metaphors are secondary in the reasoning process and do not necessarily shape the 
ways in which individuals reason about the abstract.

even though Quinn challenges conceptual metaphor theory, she does not call 
into question the existence of basic conceptual metaphors or metaphorical mappings. 
in the most simple terms, the debate between Quinn and conceptual metaphor theory 
revolves around which comes first, cultural ways of understanding of abstract con-
cepts or the metaphorical ways of conceiving of abstract concepts. While this is an 
important question, it has little impact on the claim of this study, that certain meta-
phorical mappings lay behind more specific textual metaphors (Quinn, “cultural 
Basis of Metaphor,” 56–93; and claudia strauss and naomi Quinn, A Cognitive Theory 
of Cultural Meaning [cambridge: cambridge university press, 1997], 137–54). 
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associated commonplaces. in contrast to Black, however, conceptual met-
aphor theory underscores that this merging of domains, called source and 
target domains, occurs primarily on the conceptual level rather than the 
linguistic level. linguistic expressions of a metaphor actually reflect prior 
conceptual mappings of domains.83

a classic example of the way in which an image schema metaphori-
cally structures another domain is the traditional metaphorical connection 
between the experience of walking down a path or taking a trip (source 
domain) and a love relationship (target domain). The image schema of 
walking down a path or road provides a structure for understanding and 
talking about the more abstract experience of a love relationship. This 
metaphorical mapping or “basic conceptual metaphor” can be written as 
love is a journey.84 This basic conceptual metaphor can be expressed in 
a variety of linguistic forms, including statements such as “our relation-
ship has reached a dead end” or “We’ve come to an important turning 
point in our relationship”; however the metaphor itself is the conceptual 
structure behind the linguistic expressions.

in a basic conceptual metaphor, the source domain’s image schema 
provides the structuring device or pattern that shapes the way in which 
one conceives of the more abstract referent of the target domain. The net-
work of concepts and relationships inherent in the source domain (e.g., a 
journey) are said to be “mapped” on to the network of concepts and rela-
tionships within the target domain (e.g., a love relationship). in this way, 
the source domain organizes the information within the target domain. 
a speaker or author selects various aspects of the metaphorical mapping 
in her expressions. For example, referring to the basic metaphor love 
is a journey, an author’s expression of the metaphor can focus on one 
aspect of the metaphor, such as the destination. This does not mean that 
the author’s audience will not bring other aspects of the basic conceptual 
metaphor’s structure (e.g., twists in the path, junctures, the travelers on 

83. conceptual metaphor theory recognizes that metaphors can be expressed in 
nonlinguistic ways. see, for instance, alan cienki, “Metaphoric Gestures and some of 
Their relations to Verbal Metaphoric expressions,” in Discourse and Cognition: Bridg-
ing the Gap, ed. Jean-pierre Koenig (stanford, ca: csli, 1998), 189–204.

84. Within the publications of conceptual metaphor theory, it is standard to 
describe the mappings of basic conceptual metaphors in small cap letters, while indi-
vidual expressions of the conceptual metaphors are printed in lower-case letters. For 
the sake of clarity, i will adopt this method of reference throughout this chapter.
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the journey, a vehicle for traveling on the journey, etc.) into their reading 
of the metaphorical expression. even though an author or speaker may 
introduce a basic conceptual metaphor into conversation, highlighting 
and hiding various aspects of the metaphor’s structure, an audience is not 
bound by the author’s expression of the metaphor. rather, the presence 
of a basic conceptual metaphor, the underlying structure of the expres-
sion, seemingly invites audience participation. This necessarily leads to 
the polyvalence of metaphorical expressions.

While an audience may recognize aspects of a basic conceptual meta-
phor that an author does not explicitly express (or intend), an author’s 
use of a particular conceptual metaphor in the first place is a means of 
shaping an audience’s thought. a basic conceptual metaphor itself neces-
sarily highlights and hides various aspects of the concept it structures. For 
instance, drawing again upon the above example, using the human expe-
rience of a journey to describe a love relationship will highlight various 
aspects of the love relationship that another basic conceptual metaphor, 
such as love is a game, will hide and vice versa. as lakoff and Johnson 
explain, “the metaphorical structuring involved here is partial, not total. 
if it were total, one concept would actually be the other, not merely be 
understood in terms of it.”85 consequently, an author’s use of a particular 
metaphorical mapping encourages an audience to consider certain aspects 
of the target domain over other aspects inherent in the domain. This fact 
explains, at least in part, the rhetorical force of metaphor. By encouraging 
an audience to conceive of a reality in a specific way and not in another 
way, an author attempts to shape how an audience thinks about that reality 
and accordingly speaks and acts in light of that reality.

understood in terms of cognition, metaphor possesses an amazing 
rhetorical force. not only does an author or speaker have the ability to 
shape the way an audience understands a particular concept through the 
use of a particular conventional metaphor, but an author or speaker can 
also use metaphorical mappings to try to challenge conventional ways of 
envisioning a particular concept. an author or speaker can alter metaphor-
ical mappings to challenge conventional ways of thinking about abstract 
concepts. This can subsequently change the ways in which individuals act 
in relation to a particular situation.86

85. lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 13.
86. donald schön describes an interesting example of the ability of conceptual 

metaphors to generate new ways of thinking and acting. looking at how urban hous-



 KnoWinG is seeinG 275

using conceptual Metaphor theory as a Guiding Method

as a reaction against theories of metaphor that focus on metaphor as a lin-
guistic phenomenon, conceptual metaphor theorists downplay the ways 
metaphor appears in linguistic constructions. similarly, in an attempt 
to highlight the pervasive nature of metaphorical thinking, conceptual 
metaphor theorists (with the notable exception of turner) focus heavily 
upon metaphor usage in “everyday speech,” instead of in literary texts. as 
a result, Gerard steen observes, metaphor theory, as articulated by lakoff, 
Johnson, and turner, lacks both a systematic method for analyzing and 
describing the linguistic expressions of conceptual metaphors in litera-
ture and a method for identifying the conceptual metaphors that “stand 
behind” linguistic metaphors.87 in response to these lacunae, steen has 
begun the process of articulating a method for analyzing and describing 
metaphor within literary texts. even though this work remains in its early 
stages,88 it provides a guide for our analysis of revelation.

ing has been described in united states social policy, schön observes that the meta-
phors used to envision urban housing contribute to how problems with urban housing 
are handled. For instance, conceiving of urban housing as an entity with a sickness 
in need of healing leads to problem solving that involves an outside authority (“the 
doctor”) analyzing (“diagnosing”) the problem and offering a solution (“the cure”). 
in contrast, envisioning urban housing as a folk community leads to different ways 
of describing and solving problems associated with housing. This second metaphori-
cal model, according to schön, involves thinking of ways of “rebuilding” the com-
munity and of avoiding the “dislocation” of community members. schön’s analysis 
demonstrates the power of metaphorical mappings to shape the ways individuals and 
communities think and speak about as well as act in response to abstract concepts 
(“Generative Metaphor: a perspective on problem-setting in social policy,” in ortony, 
Metaphor and Thought, 137–63).

87. Gerard steen, Understanding Metaphor in Literature: An Empirical Approach 
(london: longman, 1994). see also steen, “From a linguistic to conceptual Meta-
phor in Five steps,” in Metaphor in Cognitive Linguistics: Selected Papers from the Fifth 
International Cognitive Linguistics Conference, ed. raymond Gibbs and Gerard steen 
(amsterdam: Benjamins, 1999), 57–77; steen, “Metaphor and discourse: towards a 
linguistic checklist for Metaphor analysis,” in Research and Applying Metaphor, ed. 
lynne cameron and Graham low (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1999), 
81–104; and steen, “a rhetoric of Metaphor: conceptual and linguistic Metaphor 
and the psychology of literature,” in The Psychology and Sociology of Literature: In 
Honor of Elrud Ibsch, ed. dick schram and Gerard steen (amsterdam: Benjamins, 
2001), 145–63.

88. only in early 2002 was a journal published that included a number of articles 
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ideally, conceptual metaphor theory should provide a method for ana-
lyzing a text that allows us to examine the metaphorical language of the 
text, the “linguistic metaphors,” in relation to the conceptual mappings 
that undergird this language, “the conceptual metaphors.” This suggests 
that our method entails two interrelated tasks: identifying/describing the 
linguistic metaphors within a given text and identifying/describing the 
conceptual metaphors that seem to be present within the text. This can 
be described also in terms of analyzing the “surface” of the text and the 
metaphorical structures that “undergird” or “lay behind” the text. steen, 
furthermore, suggests that careful textual analysis includes articulating 
how one moves from a text’s linguistic metaphors to its conceptual meta-
phors. While the following articulation of a method for analyzing met-
aphor within literary texts may appear cut and dry, the complexity and 
fluidity of metaphorical language demands that any analysis of metaphor 
remain flexible and heuristic. in this vein, although the following presents 
the method in terms of linear steps, in numerous instances not all tasks 
are necessary and many times certain tasks may be performed at the same 
time or in a different order. Furthermore, it is important to note that this 
method is not intended to assess or theorize about the ways in which a 
text’s metaphors reproduce meaning in the mind of its author(s) or pro-
duce meaning in the mind of its audience.89 rather, through employing 
the tools given to us through conceptual metaphor theory, we intend to 
examine some of the different ways metaphors are constructed in the text 
and the ways in which they produce and delimit meaning.

1. identification of a Metaphorical expression

The first step that steen suggests when analyzing metaphor within a liter-
ary text or a unit of text entails identifying the components of the meta-
phorical expression.90 This involves the interrelated tasks of identifying 
the focus and frame of the expression.

applying steen’s method to literary texts, as well as articulating the complexities inher-
ent within this method. see Language and Literature 11 (2002).

89. peter crisp, “Metaphorical propositions: a rationale,” in Language and Lit-
erature 11 (2002): 7–16; cameron, “operationalising ‘Metaphor,’ ” 5–6.

90. steen, “From a linguistic to conceptual Metaphor,” 60–61; and “rhetoric of 
Metaphor,” 149.
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a. identifying the Focus. as described in our discussion of Black, a 
metaphor’s focus is that which is used to describe or refer to another thing 
or concept. The focus is the lexical term or phrase that an author uses 
to describe another concept or term. even though identifying the focus 
may sound like a simple task, the matter is complicated by the fact that 
few metaphorical expressions, especially those in literature, take a prop-
ositional form of “a is b.”91 instead, metaphorical expressions and their 
foci may be manifest through different grammatical forms. For example, a 
metaphor’s focus may be expressed in a verb, such as “she’s moving forward 
in her studies,” or a metaphor’s focus may be expressed through a noun, 
“she’s on the right path now.”

b. identifying the Frame. identifying the focus of a metaphorical 
expression involves attention to the expression’s frame, which may signal 
the metaphorical or nonliteral nature of the focus term or terms. The 
“frame” describes the lexical terms and grammatical structures that sur-
round the focus. For instance, in the above example, “she’s … forward 
in her studies” could be understood as the frame, as the verb “moving” 
could be understood as the metaphor’s focus, which is used to describe 
making progress or not. complicating the process of identifying meta-
phorical expressions, however, is the fact that the distinction between 
focus and frame is, as cameron explains, sometimes fuzzy. in this exam-
ple, it is possible to include “forward” as part of the focus or as part of 
the frame. The metaphorical expression could be either “progressing is 
moving forward” or “progressing is moving.” in many instances such as 
this, it is difficult to delineate the focus from the frame because they are 
grammatically intertwined.

The terms and constructions that comprise the frame often indicate 
that the focus is not to be taken literally because doing so would be non-
sensical. to draw upon the language of paul ricoeur, within certain met-
aphorical expressions, the interaction between the focus and the frame 
result in “semantic impertinence.”92

The third chapter of revelation provides an example of this seman-
tic impertinence. in 3:16, John describes the risen christ using a meta-
phorical expression as threat toward the people of the church in laodicea: 

91. cameron, “operationalising ‘Metaphor,’ ” 15. The assumption that metaphor 
appears in this form stems, in part, from the tendency of conceptual metaphor theo-
rists to use the propositional form of denotation.

92. e.g., ricoeur, Rule of Metaphor, 247.
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“i am about to spit you out of my mouth.” putting aside the issue of the 
personification of a deity, which is itself a metaphorical move, one might 
assume that the verb “to spit” functions as the focus of the metaphorical 
expression, for the notion of spitting out people (“you” or the laodiceans) 
is literally absurd. For example, in his comments upon rev 3:16, david 
aune analyzes the verb in this statement, which he translates as “to vomit.” 
drawing upon old testament parallels, he suggests that this verb func-
tions as a “figure of speech” (a metaphor?) to describe the possibility of 
“utter rejection.”93 spitting something out of one’s mouth or vomiting, 
however, functions literally as a form of rejection, which suggests that the 
verb is not the metaphor’s focus in this instance. it is only when one reads 
or applies this verb to people that the expression as a whole functions met-
aphorically. This suggests that the focus of the metaphorical expression in 
this verse is “you” and not “to spit out.” instead, “to spit … of my mouth” 
serves as the frame of our metaphorical expression.

c. Metaphors with a literal relationship between the Focus and 
Frame. as we mentioned above, metaphor resists following logical pat-
terns. in many metaphorical expressions the focus and frame do not 
create an obvious tension or a semantic impertinence. in certain met-
aphorical expressions the focus may actually “exhibit a literal relation 
to the frame.”94 taken literally, the expression could make sense. For 
example, shortly after the threat to the laodiceans mentioned above, 
the risen christ tells them, “i counsel you to buy from me gold refined 
by fire” (3:18). out of context, this statement makes literal sense: christ 
could be, in theory, instructing the laodiceans to purchase actual pure 
gold. it is only when read in relation to the expression’s context, in which 
the laodiceans are chastised for their confidence in wealth (3:17) and 
told to acquire/put on other metaphorical items (e.g., white robes and 
eye salve), that the nonliteral or metaphorical nature of the expression 
becomes evident.

When identifying metaphorical expressions in which the frame 
coheres logically with the focus, one must infer that a focus refers to some-
thing other than itself. identifying and describing these overlaps with the 
second task in identifying metaphorical expressions in general—meta-
phorical idea identification.

93. david e. aune, Revelation, 3 vols., WBc (dallas: Word, 1997–1998), 1:258.
94. steen, “From a linguistic to conceptual Metaphor,” 62.



 KnoWinG is seeinG 279

2. identification of the Metaphorical idea

identifying the “idea” of the metaphorical expression involves naming and 
describing that concept or thing to which the focus refers.95 The idea or 
referent of the metaphorical expression may be either explicit or implicit.

a. explicit referents. a referent may be designated within the meta-
phorical expression, as in propositional metaphors (a is b). These sorts of 
metaphorical expressions are explicit. as we well know, however, many 
literary texts avoid such pedantic metaphorical expressions. instead, as we 
will see in revelation, the referent is either mentioned outside of the meta-
phorical expression itself or the referent must be inferred by the audience.

b. co-textual implicit referents. a metaphor’s referent may be co- 
textual, explicit within the text although not within the metaphor clause. 
The referent can be expressed in a clause adjacent to the metaphorical 
expression or it can be introduced much earlier within a text. in such an 
instance, the audience is required to “carry” the referent or target domain, 
mentioned elsewhere in a text or discourse, to the subject domain.

c. contextual implicit referents. it is also common for a metaphor’s 
referent to be contextual, evident only through inferences made by virtue 
of some knowledge apart from the text itself. contextual metaphors 
require an interpreter to infer the referent by employing “one’s knowledge 
of conventional language use and the world.”96 although the referent is not 
named, certain lexical markers (words and phrases) may signal the nature 
of the referent.

Quite often in revelation intertextual allusions, references to various 
texts and traditions outside of revelation itself, signal the reader or audi-
ence to approach certain terms as metaphorical. These expressions seem-
ingly reflect the assumption that the audience and author share a large 
body of cultural and religious knowledge, including hebrew Bible and 
early christian traditions. an example of revelation’s use of contextual 
metaphors is found in John’s description of the heavenly throne room. 
Witnessing worship around the throne of God, John describes seeing “a 
lamb standing though it had been slaughtered” (5:6). While John never 
explicitly states “christ is a lamb,” various elements of the surrounding text 
suggest that “christ” is the referent of the metaphorical expression. imme-

95. ibid., 62.
96. steen, “Metaphor and discourse,” 91.
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diately prior to his seeing the lamb, an elder announces the appearance 
of “the lion of the tribe of Judah, the root of david” (5:5). Both titles are 
Jewish messianic claims.97 placing these titles, which are themselves meta-
phorical, prior to John’s reference to the lamb signals that the lamb in 5:6 
is to be read in reference to the Messiah, which early christians believed 
to be Jesus christ. This metaphorical expression requires one to infer the 
referent through common cultural knowledge.

identifying the referent, whether it is explicit or implicit, yields a met-
aphorical proposition “a is b.”98 The specific metaphorical proposition that 
results from our second step is not necessarily a conceptual metaphor.

3. identifying conceptual Mappings

conceptual metaphor theorists argue that linguistic metaphorical expres-
sions reflect prelinguistic metaphorical mappings. individuals use image 
schemata, general patterns of concrete things or events, to conceive of 
more abstract ideas or experiences. as aristotle suggests, we use one thing 
to “see” something else. We use the network of ideas and relationships of a 
particular image schema, the source domain, in order to understand and 
organize the components of another domain, the target domain. While 
this happens on a general level, utilizing culturally communicated image 
schemata or domains, the linguistic expressions of these conceptual meta-
phors are often more specific.

a. identifying conceptual domains. since our analysis of metaphor 
in revelation requires us to begin with specific metaphorical expressions 
within the text, it is necessary to explore whether or not the terms within 
the specific metaphorical propositions we identify in the text reflect 
more general domains.99 in order to do this, we inquire as to whether 
or not either or both of the components of the metaphorical proposition 

97. aune, Revelation, 1:350.
98. Following the tradition in conceptual metaphor theory, linguistic metaphori-

cal expressions will be written in lowercase letters (a is b) and conceptual metaphors 
or mappings will be written in small caps (a is b).

99. steen, “From a linguistic to conceptual Metaphor,” 66. Many analyses of 
metaphor investigate metaphors and metaphorical expressions from these general-
ized domains and then identify metaphorical expressions that draw upon a particular 
domain rather than beginning with specific metaphorical expressions within a text 
and identifying the underlying conceptual mappings and domains.
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are specific manifestations of a more general category or domain. This 
requires not only familiarity with the language of the text but also knowl-
edge of the culture from which the text ensues. What are the categories or 
domains with which particular things are identified? in some instances, 
the domains appear obvious. lamps and torches clearly should be under-
stood as specific examples of the more general domain light source. 
other items and corresponding lexical terms prove more difficult to relate 
to or place within a general domain. For instance, do stars and the sun 
function as part of the light source domain or as a part of a domain 
named celestial bodies? in cases such as this, it is important to remem-
ber that conceptual domains are themselves constructions, having fluid 
boundaries and overlapping one another.100 Thus, in the case of stars and 
the sun we might conclude that giving off light functions as part of rev-
elation’s understanding of the domain celestial bodies.

in many cases, knowledge of the text’s cultural context is necessary 
in order to fill out the different components and relationships within a 
particular domain. returning to the image of the lamb introduced in rev 
5, one can ask, first of all, whether lamb/sheep itself qualifies as a domain 
or whether the conceptual mapping is better understood as animal. one 
might even ask whether or not in revelation’s cultural setting, which is 
urban asia Minor, lamb might be better understood as part of the domain 
food. These issues are settled by looking to the cultural context of revela-
tion, including not only urban asia Minor but also Jewish textual and reli-
gious traditions, on which John draws heavily. in a full analysis of this met-
aphorical expression, it is likely that we would conclude that the domain 
animal is most appropriate, as it can contain the concept of lamb/sheep 
and relate to the domain food, since animals in this culture animals are 
typically food sources. likewise, we would probably also conclude that 
animal is an appropriate domain, since it can also contain the related idea 
of sacrificial object, which is important within Jewish cultic traditions.

b. reconstructing Metaphorical Mappings. as early as aristotle, theo-
rists have claimed that metaphor involves seeing and creating similarities 
between dissimilar things or ideas. in his method for analyzing metaphor, 
steen suggests that it is necessary to reconstruct these conceptual map-
pings or analogies implicit within metaphorical expressions. This initially 

100. in fact, the use of the word “domain” is metaphorical: a concept is a piece 
of land.
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involves naming the mapping or conceptual metaphor, such as christ is 
an animal/lamb.

reconstructing the metaphorical mapping also requires us to begin 
to ask questions about what it means to see one idea or thing in terms of 
another domain. What aspects of the source domain, which concepts and 
relationships within this domain, are mapped on to the target? as Black 
argues, semantic domains are “networks of associated commonplaces”; 
however, in metaphorical mappings, specific aspects of the source domain 
may be applied to the target domain. as a result, not only is it necessary 
to develop some idea of the complexity of different domains, but it is also 
important to examine how each individual mapping draws on and recasts 
the domains it encompasses.

When authors cast a conceptual mapping in specific lexical terms 
and set it within a linguistic frame, they naturally highlight certain 
aspects of the complex conceptual domains underlying the expression. 
it is not enough to simply identify the conceptual mappings behind the 
text. The tendency to stop with identifying conceptual metaphors is 
one of the major criticisms of conceptual metaphor theory. Thus, for a 
complete analysis it is necessary to return to the linguistic expression to 
observe how within this particular expression the metaphorical map-
ping is being employed.

returning to the lamb in rev 5, by using the lexical term “lamb” 
as the focus of the metaphorical expression, John highlights particular 
aspects of the animal domain: christ is an animal having characteristics 
typically associated with lambs. in addition, by placing this focus in a 
lexical frame that refers to the lamb being slaughtered, John emphasizes 
a certain aspect of the domain animal, namely, the possibility that an 
animal functions as a sacrifice. This is not to suggest that other aspects of 
the domain animal and, more specifically, the concept of lamb do not 
come into play when John introduces the metaphor; rather, other aspects 
of the domain naturally do adhere to the metaphorical expression. how 
these other aspects of the domain are incorporated into the text and into 
interpretations of the text depend in large part on the interpreter. This 
is where metaphor becomes particularly unwieldy, because different 
interpreters draw upon different aspects of the mapping implied within 
a metaphorical expression. even though an author may try to delimit 
meaning within a metaphorical expression, by introducing a particular 
conceptual mapping he or she invites the audience to imagine a variety 
of different meanings.
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4. conceptual Blends

While metaphorical mappings in their most basic form involve project-
ing a source domain onto a target domain, mappings can be related in 
more complex ways. in many literary texts, as well as everyday language, 
different conceptual domains can be “blended” to create new or differ-
ent conceptual domains. This happens quite often with personification 
and animal imagery in fables. For example, in fables an animal charac-
ter often possesses human characteristics (e.g., the abilities to speak and 
reason) in order to communicate something about human behavior. in 
these instances, the animal is not strictly speaking the source domain for a 
metaphorical mapping with a human as the target domain; instead, char-
acteristics of both domains, animal and human, are blended to metaphori-
cally depict human behavior.101

Throughout revelation, it is possible to identify possible conceptual 
blends, including quite complex constructions. in revelation, as well as 
other fantastic texts, not only do conceptual blends occur when aspects 
of source and target domains are blended into one, but also when various 
domains function as sources in creating a new domain in order to describe 
a particular target. one of the most prominent blends in the text is the 
heavenly throne room, initially described in rev 4. John’s description of 
this space blends, among other things, aspects of an earthly throne room, 
including a variety of political symbols (e.g., elders, thrones, crowns), with 
celestial realities (e.g., thunder and lightning) creating “God’s space.” in 
the text, the description of the heavenly throne room does not necessarily 
function as an end in itself. rather, the heavenly throne room seemingly 
describes the character of its chief resident—“the one who sits upon the 
throne,” or God. This reflects a basic conceptual mapping states/char-
acteristics are objects. The different objects in the heavenly throne 
room describe metaphorically the different characteristics of the divine. in 
this way, John, like many before him, describes a blended space in order to 
depict the indescribable.

Through this exploration of how metaphorical language has been 
understood and approached throughout the Western literary and rhetori-
cal traditions, we have seen how metaphor has been described as a tool of 

101. For a discussion of conceptual blends especially as they are used in fables, see 
Mark turner, The Literary Mind (new York: oxford university press, 1996), 57–84.
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persuasion and as a purely ornamental device. The latter characterization, 
which grows out of the delineation of tropes in the latin rhetorical tra-
dition, has contributed to the denigration of metaphorical and figurative 
language in some strands of Western philosophy. This tendency to scorn 
metaphor reflects the assumption that words function as signs, pointing 
directly or, in the case of metaphors, indirectly to what they signify. in 
this view, metaphors are at best creative ways of signifying concepts and at 
worst words misused for the sake of style.

contemporary theories of metaphor generally have sought to empha-
size the connection between metaphor and thought, an ancient idea that 
seems to have been lost in later discussions of metaphor. conceptual met-
aphor theorists in particular have worked to underscore how metaphor, 
including metaphorical expressions in literary texts, bring ideas “before 
the eyes.” drawing upon the insights of conceptual metaphor theory, espe-
cially as articulated by steen, we turn now to an exploration of how rev-
elation redeploys traditional metaphorical mappings within its own his-
torical context as a means of shaping the ways its audience conceptualizes 
its identity and its relationship to christ.102

102. editorial note: For the discussion of revelation mentioned here, see huber, 
Like a Bride Adorned.



a cognitive turn:  
conceptual Blending within a  

sociorhetorical Framework

Robert H. von Thaden Jr.

“language is invocation, a meditative translation of our contact with the 
world.”1

—christopher tilley

introduction

This is an exciting time to be engaged in religious studies in general and 
biblical studies in particular. developments in the cross-disciplinary 
endeavor known as cognitive science, a “blanket term for a set of disci-
plines … concerned with the empirical investigation of the human mind,” 
have opened up new avenues of inquiry in the study of religion.2 The 
development of the cognitive science of religion promises to reorient the 
way some scholars of religion study and analyze this particular human 
phenomenon.3 cognitive science brings to the table an interdisciplinary 

1. christopher tilley, The Materiality of Stone: Explorations in Landscape Phe-
nomenology (new York: Berg, 2004), 29.

2. edward slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities: Integrating Body and 
Culture (new York: cambridge university press, 2008), 10. see also raymond W. 
Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Science (new York: cambridge university press, 
2005), 276; petri luomanen, ilkka pyysiäinen, and risto uro, “introduction: social 
and cognitive perspectives in the study of christian origins and early Judaism,” in 
Explaining Christian Origins and Early Judaism, ed. petri luomanen, ilkka pyysiäinen, 
and risto uro, Bibint 89 (leiden: Brill, 2007), 1–33.

3. harvey Whitehouse, “Theorizing religions past,” in Theorizing Religions Past: 
Archeology, History, and Cognition, ed. harvey Whitehouse and luther h. Martin, 
cognitive science of religion series (Walnut creek, ca: alta Mira, 2004), 230.
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array of tools that can, in principle, allow us to rethink our work and our 
conversation partners.4 By taking advantage of some of these newer modes 
of analyzing religion and religious discourse, i hope to shed light on a par-
ticularly intractable pauline problem in biblical studies. Before engaging 
paul’s discourse, however, it is necessary to lay out the relatively new inter-
pretive analytics that will guide my investigation.5 i engage an aspect of 
the cognitive science of religion, described in more detail below, referred 
to as conceptual integration theory, also known as blending theory.6 i will 
be using the insights of conceptual integration theory within the overall 
interpretive framework of sociorhetorical interpretation (sri) in order to 
produce a richly textured interpretation of 1 cor 6:12–7:7.7

4. e. Thomas lawson, “The Wedding of psychology, ethnography, and history: 
Methodological Bigamy or tripartite Free love?” in Whitehouse and Martin, Theoriz-
ing Religions Past, 5.

5. For works that engage the same area of cognitive science of religion in biblical 
studies that i do, see esp. Bonnie howe, Because You Bear This Name: Conceptual Met-
aphor and the Moral Meaning of 1 Peter, Bibint 61 (leiden: Brill, 2006); hugo lund-
haug, “conceptual Blending in the Exegesis of the Soul,” in luomanen, pyysiäinen, 
and uro, Explaining Christian Origins and Early Judaism, 141–60; Vernon K. robbins, 
“conceptual Blending and early christian imagination,” in luomanen, pyysiäinen, 
and uro, Explaining Christian Origins and Early Judaism, 161–95 (editorial note: see 
pp. 329–64 in this volume). For the epistemological ramifications of this area of cogni-
tive science see slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities. The relative newness 
of this approach to religious studies for the guild at large can be seen in the fact that 
the cognitive science of religion consultation began in the american academy of 
religion only at its 2008 meeting. The 2009 meeting of the society of Biblical litera-
ture will see the first meeting of the cognitive linguistics in Biblical interpretation 
group as a section, after three years as a consultation. on the philosophical difference 
between a method and an interpretive analytic, see Vernon K. robbins, The Invention 
of Christian Discourse, rra 1 (dorset, uK: deo, 2009), 5; robbins, “socio-rhetorical 
interpretation,” in Blackwell Companion to the New Testament, ed. david e. aune, 
Blackwell companion to religion (Malden, Ma: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 192–219.

6. see esp. Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual 
Blending and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (new York: Basic Books, 2002). also 
seana coulson and todd oakley, “Blending Basics,” Cognitive Linguistics 11 (2000): 
175–96.

7. although used in 1984 in robbins’s Jesus the Teacher: A Socio-rhetorical Inter-
pretation of Mark (philadelphia: Fortress, 1984; repr. Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992) and 
described in various essays, the full program of classical sociorhetorical interpretation 
was most fully explicated in two books by robbins published in 1996: robbins, The 
Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society and Ideology (london: rout-
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cognitive science of religion: embodied cognition

petri luomanen, ilkka pyysiäinen, and risto uro have recently written 
an excellent primer on the promise of the cognitive science of religion for 
the study of formative christianity and Judaism in which they note that 
“a basic presupposition [of the cognitive science of religion] is that there 
are no specifically religious cognitive mechanisms or processes; what is 
known as ‘religion’ is based on ordinary cognitive processes that also sup-
port non-religious behavior.”8 Whatever one might say about religion, in 
order for it to have phenomenological meaning for human beings, it must 
be processed through the same brains that apprehend and make sense 
of the rest of the physical/cultural world.9 Moreover, human brains are 
located within, not apart from, human bodies. human bodies are criti-
cal in this understanding of human cognition, since, as raymond Gibbs 
argues, “embodiment provides the foundation for how people interpret 
their lives and the world around them.”10 any means to investigate the 
production and understanding of meaning by humanity must simply 
take into account the fact that humans are embodied, social agents. This 
is a point upon which cognitive scientists and sociorhetorical interpret-
ers agree and which demonstrates the usefulness of cognitive science 
approaches to religion within a sociorhetorical framework. Vernon rob-
bins conceives of sri as an interpretive analytic that strives “to nurture 

ledge, 1996); and robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-rhetorical 
Interpretation (Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996). For the newer 
developments in this interpretive analytic, see robbins, Invention of Christian Dis-
course. For a brief history of the development of sri, see robbins, “socio-rhetorical 
interpretation.”

8. luomanen, pyysiäinen, and uro, “introduction,” 1.
9. Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Science, 10 and 13. see also edward sling-

erland, “Who’s afraid of reductionism? The study of religion in the age of cog-
nitive science,” JAAR 76 (2008): 398: “Moral space is as much a reality as physical 
space for us.”

10. Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Science, 2. For Gibbs’s “embodiment prem-
ise,” see 9 and 276. see also Jerome a. Feldman, From Molecule to Metaphor: A Neural 
Theory of Language (cambridge: Mit press, 2008); shaun Gallagher, How the Body 
Shapes the Mind (new York: clarendon, 2005); Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the 
Body: Aesthetics of Human Understanding (chicago: university of chicago press, 
2007); George lakoff and Mark Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind 
and Its Challenge to Western Thought (new York: Basic Books, 1999).
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a ‘full-body’ mode of interpretation, rather than to continue a tradition 
of mind-body dualism in interpretation.”11 along similar lines, edward 
slingerland argues that cognitive science fosters “an intellectual environ-
ment where bracketing our human disposition toward dualism may finally 
be a real, rather than merely notional, possibility for us.”12

cognitive science, deployed to analyze religion or any other aspect of 
human meaning making, is quite obviously based on scientific principles 
that rely on empirical data. This, of course, means that the claims made in 
the cognitive science of religion are provisional. should further empirical 
data emerge to challenge previous assumptions, interpretive analytics will 
need to be overhauled accordingly, but this is the nature of scientific, criti-
cal thinking in any field, Bibelwissenschaft included.13 currently, Gibbs 
argues, “the mass of empirical evidence [is] in favor of an embodied view 
of thought and language.”14 The human body, in the work of many theorists 
of language and meaning, provides the foundation for meaning construc-
tion and thus provides the possibility for cross-cultural understanding.15 
slingerland contends that “the basic stability of the human body and the 
environment with which it interacts across cultures and time would lead 
us to expect a high degree of universality” in basic cognitive structures of 
thought.16 For all the differences in human culture across the globe and 
throughout history, members of the species homo sapiens share the same 
basic physiology with which to engage the world.

11. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 8. see Gibbs, Embodiment and Cog-
nitive Science, 3.

12. slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 10, emphasis original.
13. see ibid., 297. see also pascal Boyer, Religion Explained: The Evolutionary Ori-

gins of Religious Thought (new York: Basic Books, 2001), 78–89.
14. Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Science, 275. see also Zoltán Kövecses, 

Metaphor in Culture: Universality and Variation (cambridge: cambridge university 
press, 2005), 8, 285.

15. see esp. the work of raymond Gibbs, edward slingerland, and Zoltán Kövec-
ses in the bibliography.

16. edward slingerland, “conceptions of the self in the Zhuangzi: conceptual 
Metaphor analysis and comparative Thought,” PEW 54 (2004): 328. on the stability 
of the structures of the brain in particular, see coleen shantz, Paul in Ecstasy: The Neu-
robiology of the Apostle’s Life and Thought (cambridge: cambridge university press, 
2009), 71. shantz draws upon the work of antonio r. damasio, The Feeling of What 
Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness (new York: harcourt 
Brace, 1999).
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despite humanity’s common embodied nature, human cultures across 
space and time have demonstrated a remarkable creative diversity. any 
credible theory of thought, language, and meaning needs to be able to 
explain how the universal nature of human embodiment fits with the obvi-
ous data of human diversity. simply put, the human body does not exist in 
a vacuum; rather, it is always already located within this or that human cul-
ture. While human bodies are generally the same, the experience of these 
bodies is always a cultural experience. Gibbs explains that “bodies are not 
culture-free objects, because all aspects of embodied experience are shaped 
by cultural processes. Theories of human conceptual systems should be 
inherently cultural in that the cognition that occurs when the body meets 
the world is inextricably culturally based.”17 The cultural nature of human 
embodiment requires scholars of religion (as well as scholars in any field) 
to be able to deal with the particularities of culture when analyzing mean-
ing production and interpretation. This is especially necessary for a proj-
ect such as this one that aims to make sense of an ancient argument set 
down in writing. dealing with embodiment within physical and cultural 
space demands that human thought, indeed consciousness, be conceived 
of “in terms of dynamical interactions of brain, body, and world.”18

Theories about the embodied and dynamic realities of human cog-
nition give scholars of religion the ability to analyze persuasive argu-
ments from an angle other than that of cold, propositional logic. This is 
crucial because, as antonio damasio argues, “emotion, feeling, and bio-
logical regulation all play a role in human reason. The lowly orders of our 
organism are in the loop of high reason.”19 to be sure, the importance of 
emotion in human reasoning has been recognized in western intellectual 

17. Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Science, 13. Gibbs further argues that “a 
body is not just something we own, it is something we are” (14). pauline scholars, no 
doubt, will recognize rudolf Bultmann’s famous description of σῶμα in that quotation 
(see rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, trans. Kendrick Grobel, 2 vols. 
[new York: scribners’ sons, 1951–1955], 1:194–95). The common phenomenological 
underpinnings of both Bultmann’s and Gibbs’s thought can explain this commonality, 
esp. the ideas of husserl and heidegger (see Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Sci-
ence, 25). Gibbs’s work, of course, draws on more recent phenomenological thinking. 
see shantz, Paul in Ecstasy, 10 for the influence of the phenomenology of Maurice 
Merleau-ponty on embodied theories of meaning.

18. Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Science, 272. see also slingerland, “Who’s 
afraid of reductionism,” 378.

19. antonio r. damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain 
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history since at least aristotle, but cognitive theorists are providing new 
tools to help scholars of religion describe and explain how arguments can 
tap into biological and cultural resources to achieve their rhetorical ends. 
damasio’s research has led to the development of what he refers to as the 
“somatic marker hypothesis,” which has become influential in the field of 
the cognitive science of religion. a somatic marker can work consciously 
or unconsciously as a “gut feeling” that pushes people toward or away from 
certain actions.20 What is important for the current discussion is dama-
sio’s contention that while somatic markers have their roots in biology, 
they have been “tuned to cultural prescriptions designed to ensure sur-
vival in a particular society.”21 humans are embodied agents who always 
already exist embedded in particular cultures. a dynamic systems under-
standing of human cognition, in which human consciousness is conceived 
of as an emergent property of the interactions within and among various 
systems, can help biblical scholars flesh out the emotional texture of the 
rhetoric of biblical texts in order to make sense of them. The added bonus 
of using this approach is that it provides a base from which to engage other 
scholars who work in other areas of religious studies and in the humanities 
in general.22

While the embodied nature of human thought within a cultural 
world informs all work in the cognitive science of religion, it is impor-
tant to pause for a moment to recognize that scholars of religion engage 
cognitive science in different ways. among the various models of per-
forming the cognitive science of religion, one might heuristically hold 
up two: that which emerges out of an ethnographic background and that 
which emerges out of a textual or linguistic background. The former 
mode of thinking about the cognitive science of religion can be seen in 
the influential work of harvey Whitehouse, while the latter has received 
its most robust explication in the recent work of slingerland.23 to be 

(new York: putnam, 1994), xiii. see George lakoff and Mark turner, More Than Cool 
Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (chicago: university of chicago press, 1989).

20. Joel B. Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life: The Nature of Humanity in the 
Bible, sti (Grand rapids: Baker Books, 2008), 86.

21. damasio, Descartes’ Error, 200; see also 179.
22. see slingerland, “Who’s afraid of reductionism,” 378.
23. harvey Whitehouse, Inside the Cult: Religious Innovation and Transmission 

in Papua New Guinea (oxford: oxford university press, 1995); Whitehouse, Argu-
ments and Icons: Divergent Modes of Religiosity (oxford: oxford university press, 
2000); Whitehouse, Modes of Religiosity: A Cognitive Theory of Religious Transmis-
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sure, neither of these models exits as an ideal, each walled off from the 
other, but these are helpful categories for making sense of the burgeon-
ing literature on the topic. luomanen, pyysiäinen, and uro tend to focus 
on the ethnographic model in their essay and regard the more linguistic 
based approach found in conceptual blending theory to be a subset of 
the larger cognitive science of religion project, describing it as “a helpful 
cognitive tool for analyzing religion as crystallized in textual traditions” 
and “a mediating approach between the standard model of the cognitive 
science of religion and more content oriented approaches.”24 With all due 
respect to these scholars, i think such a description does not fully reflect 
the diverse ways to approach religion from a cognitive perspective, but 
rather tries to rank the ethnographic and the linguistic models in such a 
way that the ethnographic takes precedence. While it is true that the eth-
nographic and linguistic models engage religion at different interpretive 
levels, so to speak, i believe slingerland’s epistemological work using con-
ceptual blending demonstrates that these are sibling approaches in the 
cognitive science of religion rather than related as ethnographic parent 
to linguistic child.25 Moreover, as important as Whitehouse’s work is in 
the field of the cognitive science of religion, my project does not directly 
engage his theoretical apparatus. as a biblical scholar, i find the tools 
from the textual/linguistic end of the cognitive science spectrum to be 
more helpful for the task at hand.

sion, cognitive science of religion series (Walnut creek, ca: alta Mira, 2004); 
edward slingerland, “conceptual Metaphor Theory as Methodology for compara-
tive religion,” JAAR 72 (2004): 1–31; slingerland, “conceptions of the self in the 
Zhuangzi”; slingerland, “Who’s afraid of reductionism”; slingerland, What Science 
Offers the Humanities.

24. luomanen, pyysiäinen, and uro, “introduction,” 2, 15. These authors (12) 
discuss the work of Thomas e. lawson and robert n. Mccauley as part of the “stan-
dard model” of the cognitive science of religion where they also place Whitehouse’s 
work (lawson and Mccauley, Rethinking Religion: Connecting Cognition and Culture 
[cambridge: cambridge university press, 1990]; and Mccauley and lawson, Bringing 
Ritual to Mind: Psychological Foundations of Cultural Forms [cambridge: cambridge 
university press, 2002]). Whitehouse, however, argues that his work is theoretically 
distinct from that of lawson and Mccauley, esp. their theory of ritual explicated in 
Bringing Ritual to Mind: Whitehouse, Modes of Religiosity, 139–55.

25. in this description, i am following a self-consciously sociorhetorical approach 
to interpretive analytics. see robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 4–5.
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the textual/linguistic end of the spectrum:  
conceptual integration theory (conceptual Blending)

The so-called rediscovery of the power of metaphor in the twentieth cen-
tury by theorists of language has been nothing short of revolutionary for 
the way many of us who work in textual fields go about our work. to be 
sure, an understanding of the importance or power (positively or nega-
tively assessed) of metaphor is nothing new. But, as lynn huber points 
out, the “[reintroduction] of metaphor into philosophical discussion” 
can be traced back to the mid-twentieth century in Max Black’s concisely 
titled essay, “Metaphor.”26 although metaphor theory has progressed by 
leaps and bounds since Black’s essay was published, huber nevertheless 
notes that it was Black who “made space for the question of how meta-
phorical language can create meaning.”27 it was the answers provided by 
George lakoff and Mark Johnson in their influential book, Metaphors We 
Live By, however, that allowed for the cognitive turn in metaphor theory. 
in that work, lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphor is not simply a 
matter of language, but rather is something that grounds human cogni-
tion. according to Bonnie howe, “research data support the claim that 
metaphor is essentially conceptual, not linguistic, in nature and that meta-
phorical expressions in language are ‘surface manifestations’ of conceptual 
metaphor.”28 lakoff, Johnson, and other theorists such as Mark turner, see 
themselves, in the words of huber, returning to and advancing an older 
view of metaphor, “in the tradition of aristotle and cicero, who assumed 
a vital connection between thought and language.”29

The exegetical benefits of using conceptual metaphor theory, as articu-
lated by lakoff, Johnson, turner, and others, in the field of biblical stud-
ies has, to all intents and purposes, been established at this point in time. 
detailed descriptions of the development of metaphor theory in the Western 
intellectual tradition in the recent works of huber and howe not only dem-
onstrate this point but provide important resources for biblical scholars.30 

26. lynn r. huber, Like a Bride Adorned: Reading Metaphor in John’s Apocalypse, 
esec 12 (new York: t&t clark, 2007), 70 (editorial note: see pp. 235–84 above).

27. ibid., 73.
28. howe, Because You Bear This Name, 60. see slingerland, What Science Offers 

the Humanities, 19.
29. huber, Like a Bride Adorned, 76.
30. For a brief discussion of the usefulness of metaphor in thinking about israelite 
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in this project, however, i am not directly engaging conceptual metaphor 
theory but a related theory of meaning construction that i believe will prove 
just as helpful, if not more so, to biblical scholars as well as other scholars 
of religion and the humanities: conceptual integration (blending) theory. 
slingerland, whose own theoretical work progresses from using concep-
tual metaphor theory to conceptual blending, describes blending theory as 
“what we might call ‘second generation’ cognitive linguistics, which por-
trays conceptual metaphor as merely one form of mapping involving a mul-
tiplicity of mental spaces.”31

according to lakoff and Johnson, “The essence of metaphor is under-
standing and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another.”32 Thus, 
there are two domains in this model, a source and a target, where the 
“structure-rich source transfers information to the relatively structure-
poor target.”33 in the view of some theorists, such a model, while highlight-
ing the way thought can draw from multiple domains of understanding, 
is too limiting on at least three related fronts. First, conceptual metaphor 
theory, quite naturally, tends to limit analysis to conceptual structures 
behind figurative language such as metaphor and analogy. however, as 
Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, the “fathers” of conceptual blend-
ing theory, argue, “metaphor and analogy phenomena are only a subset 
of the range of conceptual integration phenomena.”34 conceptual blend-
ing, by contrast, provides an account of meaning not only for metaphor 
and analogy but also for language, encountered repeatedly in Fauconnier 
and turner’s data, that does not fit into these categories.35 Thus conceptual 

wisdom traditons see leo G. perdue, Wisdom Literature: A Theological History (louis-
ville: Westminster John Knox, 2007), 8–14.

31. slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 176. compare this view with 
slingerland’s 2004 essay, “conceptual Metaphor Theory as Methodology for com-
parative religion.” slingerland’s work clearly demonstrates an intellectual progression 
from conceptual metaphor theory to conceptual blending.

32. George lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (chicago: university 
of chicago press, 2003), 5.

33. todd V. oakley, “conceptual Blending, narrative discourse, and rhetoric,” 
Cognitive Linguistics 9 (1998): 325. 

34. Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, “conceptual integration networks,” Cog-
nitive Science 22 (1998): 183. see also tony Veale and diarmand o’donoghue, “com-
putation and Blending,” Cognitive Linguistics 11 (2000): 253.

35. Fauconnier and turner, “conceptual integration networks,” 135. see also 
Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 141.
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blending theory is related to metaphor theory—slingerland refers to it as 
an “amendment to conceptual metaphor theory”—but moves beyond it to 
show that similar conceptual mapping processes unite metaphors with a 
host of other aspects of human cognition.36

The second limitation stems from the fact that, as seana coulson 
notes, the data on how certain metaphors are meaningful often does not 
correlate to a straightforward correspondence between source and target. 
she notes how in the metaphor my job is a jail the source undergoes 
“accommodation so as to be more compatible with [the] target.”37 also, 
certain metaphors seem to have emergent structure that comes from nei-
ther the source nor the target. in the phrase the surgeon is a butcher, 
the central insight yielded is that a surgeon so described is incompetent. 
Yet the idea of incompetence does not exist in either of the inputs—both a 
surgeon and a butcher are skilled in what each does. conceptual blending, 
however, can explain how such emergent properties form.38 todd oakley 
notes that the two domain model typically used to describe metaphor and 
analogy “[t]hough parsimonious … oversimplifies the projection process.” 

36. slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 176. While scholars such 
as slingerland, howe, philip eubanks (“Globalization, ‘Corporate Rule,’ and Blended 
Worlds: a conceptual-rhetorical analysis of Metaphor, Metonymy, and concep-
tual Blending,” Metaphor and Symbol 20 [2005]: 173–97), and Joseph e. Grady, todd 
oakley, and seana coulson (“Blending and Metaphor,” in Metaphor in Linguistics: 
Selected Papers from the Fifth International Cognitive Linguistics Conference, ed. ray-
mond W. Gibbs and Gerard J. steen [amsterdam: Benjamins, 1997], 101–24) describe 
blending theory as related to, and thus inherently compatible with, conceptual meta-
phor theory, see the new 2003 afterword of lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We Live 
By, esp. 261–64 where the authors argue that “the neural Theory of language and 
Blending Theory are very different enterprises, which happen to overlap in subject 
matter in certain cases” (264).

37. in keeping with standard practice, conceptual metaphors are represented in 
small caps.

38. seana coulson, Semantic Leaps: Frame Shifting and Conceptual Blending in 
Meaning Construction (new York: cambridge university press, 2001), 166; oakley, 
“conceptual Blending,” 326. For a discussion of the same phrase see slingerland, What 
Science Offers the Humanities, 180; Kövecses, Metaphor in Culture, 268–69. Mark 
turner notes that the input spaces of a conceptual integration network need not be 
related to each other as source and target in The Literary Mind (new York: oxford 
university press, 1996), 68. see Gilles Fauconnier, “compression and emergent struc-
ture,” Language and Linguistics 6 (2005): 523–38.
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on the other hand, “Fauconnier and turner’s conceptual blending model 
offers a more suitable, though less parsimonious, account.”39

Third, while conceptual metaphor theory has provided scholars with a 
number of important tools for analyzing thought and language, one draw-
back tends to be its limited focus on a specific source-target expression. 
conceptual blending theory, much more than standard theories of meta-
phor, gives the interpreters the tools to trace the accumulation and creative 
development of complex conceptual blends throughout an extended piece 
of discourse and to analyze how they organize and serve the rhetoric of 
the text.40 The ability to explain various kinds of conceptual blends that are 
produced “on the fly” in a progressive piece of discourse also, according 
to slingerland, helps explain the dynamics of human creativity, or “cogni-
tive nimbleness” to use the language of philip eubanks, in a way that the 
source-target model of metaphor theory cannot: “seeing a as B certainly 
provides us with a degree of conceptual flexibility, but what seems really 
unusual about human beings is their ability to go beyond a and B and 
create an entirely new structure, c.”41 This new thing (c) that human cog-
nition produces is referred to as the “emergent structure” of a conceptual 
network. These emergent properties can explain human conceptual cre-
ativity as well as the power of rhetoric to persuade people to think and act 
in new ways.

What makes conceptual integration theory more flexible than stan-
dard theories of metaphorical and analogical meaning construction lies 
in its ability to explain different kinds of conceptual integration networks 
that allow for the creation of novel emergent structures. indeed, eubanks 
argues that “because blends take so many forms and so readily build on 
one another, the pervasiveness and recursiveness of conceptual blends 
would be difficult to overestimate.”42 despite the radical creativity that 
blends prompt, however, Fauconnier and turner argue that all blends 
are grounded in the same basic cognitive processes that can be described 
through the conceptual integration network model.

39. oakley, “conceptual Blending,” 326.
40. coulson, Semantic Leaps, 267; slingerland, What Science Offers the Humani-

ties, 22, 188, 196; eubanks, “Globalization,” 174.
41. slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 175; eubanks, “Globaliza-

tion,” 189. see Kövecses, Metaphor in Culture, 259–82.
42. eubanks, “Globalization,” 189.
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the conceptual integration network (cin)

conceptual integration theory is a “theoretical framework for exploring 
human information integration” that makes use of mental space theory.43 
Fauconnier and turner describe mental spaces as “small conceptual pack-
ets constructed as we think and talk for the purposes of local understand-
ing and action” that “can be used generally to model dynamic mappings 
in thought and language.”44 This model is referred to as a conceptual inte-
gration network (cin). it is this network which allows Fauconnier and 
turner to explain how the processes of conceptual blending operate.45

at its most basic, a cin contains four elements: two input spaces, a 
generic space, and a blended space. The input spaces contain elements and 
structures from different cognitive arenas. Through a process known as 
cross-space mapping, “[t]here is partial mapping of counterparts between 
input spaces,” which means that some elements and structures of the 
inputs carry over into the blend, while others are left out. The generic 
space “reflects some common, usually more abstract, structure and orga-
nization shared by the inputs and defines the core cross-space mapping 
between them.”46 The generic space is the most abstract of the four and, 

43. coulson and oakley, “Blending Basics,” 176. The standard work cited for 
the explication of mental space theory is Gilles Fauconnier, Mental Spaces: Aspects of 
Meaning Construction in Natural Language (cambridge, uK: cambridge university 
press, 1994). For other summaries of specific aspects of conceptual blending theory, 
please see: slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 176–88; Kövecses, Meta-
phor in Culture, 259–82; howe, Because You Bear This Name, 84–95.

44. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 40. see also Gilles Fauconnier, Map-
pings in Thought and Language (new York: cambridge university press, 1997), 11: 
“Mental spaces are partial structures that proliferate when we think and talk, allowing 
fine grained partitioning of our discourse and knowledge structures.” also Fauconnier 
and turner, “conceptual integration networks,” 137; coulson and oakley, “Blending 
Basics,” 177; coulson and oakley, “Metonymy and conceptual Blending,” in Meton-
ymy and Pragmatic Inferencing, ed. Klaus-uwe panther and linda l. Thornburg, prag-
matics and Beyond ns 113 (amsterdam: Benjamins, 2003), 52–54; slingerland, What 
Science Offers the Humanities, 188.

45. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 40–50; coulson and oakley, “Meton-
ymy and conceptual Blending,” 54.

46. Fauconnier, Mappings in Thought and Language, 149. see oakley, “concep-
tual Blending,” 337, n. 1: “The generic space is a distinct mental space operating at a 
low level of description which can provide the category, frame, role, identity, or image-
schematic rationale for cross-domain mapping.”
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while having an important theoretical role, tends not to have a major func-
tional role in actual analyses of extended pieces of discourse. For example, 
in order to ensure that an analysis of blending is illustrative, rather than 
confusing, slingerland does not focus on generic space in his analysis of 
the Mencius. coulson and oakley, likewise, do not employ the generic 
space in their 2005 article, “Blended and coded Meaning.”47 Following 
this practice, i generally omit specific reference to the generic space from 
my analysis of paul’s discourse in later chapters.48

The blended space, or simply “the blend,” contains only selected ele-
ments from each input space. Because of this selective projection, the 
blend prompts a new emergent structure throughout the network. This 
emergent structure is located neither in either of the two input spaces, 
nor the blended space, but in the dynamic system of the network taken 
as a whole.49 it is through this emergent structure that creative cogni-
tive and rhetorical work gets accomplished in the blend—work that often 
helps to sustain reasoning as any given discourse unfolds.50 This emergent 
structure is achieved in three ways—composition, completion, and elabo-
ration. composition occurs when the elements brought together in the 
blend make new relations possible. That is, when elements that come from 
separate input spaces are brought together in the blend, these elements 
taken together prompt for new meanings not found in either input space. 
completion involves the use of background knowledge to fill in the gaps 
created by the pattern of the elements selectively projected from the input 
spaces. elaboration is a process that “consists in cognitive work performed 
within the blend, according to its own emergent logic.” These three ways 
of “running the blend” to produce emergent structure do not operate in 
isolation, but rather work together in dynamic relationships to produce 
meaning in a network that can invite new understanding.51

47. slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 188–206; coulson and 
oakley, “Blending and coded Meaning: literal and Figurative Meaning in cognitive 
linguistics,” Journal of Pragmatics 37 (2005): 1510–37.

48. editorial note: This article was originally published in robert h. von Thaden 
Jr., Sex, Christ, and Embodied Cognition: Paul’s Wisdom for Corinth, esec 16 (dorset, 
uK: deo, 2012). see therein for the “later chapters” mentioned here.

49. Fauconnier emphasizes this point in “compression and emergent structure” 
more so than he and turner did in Way We Think.

50. coulson and oakley, “Blending Basics,” 180; eubanks, “Globalization,” 174.
51. Fauconnier, Mappings in Thought and Language, 150–51. also Fauconnier 

and turner, Way We Think, 48–49; coulson, Semantic Leaps, 122–23.
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it is worth noting that the idea of emergent structure in a blend is related 
to Gibbs’s dynamic systems model of consciousness described above. in 
each, “the whole is not the mere sum of its parts.”52 rather, something new 
and different from its constituent elements, although related to them to be 
sure, emerges out of the dynamic interplay of various inputs. “how,” Fau-
connier asks, “can we start out with input mental spaces and end up with 
more than we started out with?” he answers this question by noting that 
“the paradox of simple, and yet conceptually creative, emergent structure 
is resolved when we understand that emergent structure is not confined to 
the blended mental spaces, but instead resides in the entire integration net-
work and the compressions that operate within that network.”53 i will dis-
cuss the nature of compression in more detail below, but for the moment 
it is enough to note that compression allows various elements in the input 
spaces to be linked in the blend. For any blend to function well, of neces-
sity it needs to be rather simple and to recruit structure that already exists 
in the input spaces in order to be quickly grasped and understood. The 
“simple” nature of blends is important since they are produced, as noted 
above, “on the fly”; thus in order for them to work (and be rhetorically 
persuasive), they must be simple enough to apprehend in a moment. The 
“power of integration” lies in the “linking of such simple structure to the 
array of mental spaces in the entire network.”54 it is in the dynamism of the 
entire network that allows for creative emergent structure.

to illustrate the cin model, i take an example directly from Fauco-
nnier and turner,55 who imagine a contemporary philosophy professor 
leading a class discussion who states:

i claim that reason is a self-developing capacity. Kant disagrees with me 
on this point. he says it’s innate, but i answer that that’s begging the 
question, to which he counters, in Critique of Pure Reason, that only 
innate ideas have power. But i say to that, What about neuronal group 
selection? and he gives no answer.

This is a fairly complicated example, but i will only touch on certain points 
for illustrative purposes. in this example there are two input spaces, one 

52. howe, Because You Bear This Name, 84; Fauconnier, “compression and emer-
gent structure,” 524. see slingerland, “Who’s afraid of reductionism,” 378.

53. Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure,” 524, cf. 527–28.
54. ibid., 532.
55. This example is found in Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 59–62.
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that contains Kant and his attendant elements (input 1) and one that con-
tains the philosophy professor and her attendant elements (input 2). in 
each input space, there is a thinker who is expressing philosophical rumi-
nations—Kant through his writing, the professor through speaking. Thus 
the generic space, which facilitates cross-space mapping in the network, 
contains abstract elements such as “thinker,” “philosophical ideas,” and 
“expression of ideas.” in the blend, Kant and the professor occupy the same 
space and time and express their ideas to one another. in the blend, each is 
aware of the other’s ideas, and they are engaged in a conversation. clearly 
this scenario is patently absurd as far as realistic representation is con-
cerned, but it nonetheless has discursive power. The power lies in the fact 
that none of the students thinks the professor has lost her sanity because 
she really believes she is conversing with a dead German thinker. rather, 
“the blended space is valuable only because it is conceptually linked to the 
inputs.”56 The emergent structure arises from the dynamic interaction of 
the different spaces of the network. Through the imaginary conversation 
that takes place in the blend, the professor can instruct students about the 
strengths and weakness of Kantian ideas and arguments. What is impor-
tant to note in this example is that there is only a partial mapping of ele-
ments from the input spaces to the blend. Kant, his ideas, and the fact that 
he expressed his ideas are projected from input 1 into the blend. however, 
“Kant’s time, language, mode of expression, the fact that he’s dead, and 
the fact the he was never aware of the future existence of our professor 
are not projected.”57 This selective projection ensures that the blend runs 
smoothly and is not compromised by nonrelevant elements.

Framing networks

The mental spaces in a cin do not exist in a conceptual vacuum but are 
usually framed. a frame is typically understood as the requisite back-
ground knowledge that is required to make sense of the elements within 
and among mental spaces.58 Fauconnier and turner refer to a frame as 
“long-term schematic knowledge,” and it is this knowledge that helps 
emergent logic to develop in the blend.59 it is the use of frames that makes 

56. ibid., 61. see Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure.”
57. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think.
58. see coulson, Semantic Leaps, 20.
59. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 40. note that Fauconnier and turner 
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conceptual blending a particularly useful way to investigate biblical texts. 
“The appeal of frames,” coulson writes, “lies chiefly in their ability to 
account for all the ‘extra’ information readers infer in the course of mean-
ing construction.”60 i am following coulson’s practice by including a vari-
ety of different concepts under the umbrella term “frame.” noting that she 
herself is following the lead of charles J. Fillmore, coulson uses “the term 
frame as a cover term for a whole set of related concepts, including script, 
schema, scenario, idealized cognitive models, and folk theory. although 
differences exist in the scope of these constructs, they are all used to rep-
resent structured background knowledge, have important experiential 
character, and so forth.”61 By making theoretical space for explicating that 
which structures the elements within and among mental spaces, concep-
tual blending analysis allows interpreters to move from a general theory 
about human cognition to a usable interpretive analytic for unraveling the 
specific meanings prompted by a discourse written in a particular social 
and cultural milieu for local, rhetorical purposes. in order to implement 
an analysis of conceptual blending properly, understanding the social and 
cultural worlds out of which the discourse arose is crucial.

Frames, while lending conceptual blending greater utility for the 
biblical scholar, also have the potential to muddy the exegetical waters 
because of their complexity. a frame can have a greater or lesser degree 
of specificity; therefore, for just about every frame described, there exists 

also describe frames as “entrenched mental spaces that we can activate all at once” 
(103). one notes, in this quotation, that Fauconnier and turner are not as exact with 
their descriptive language as one might hope. in this quotation, they seem to suggest 
a frame is a mental space. a better description, for the sake of clarity, would be that 
a frame structures elements and relations in and among mental spaces in a way that 
is easily retrievable. see Fauconnier and turner, “conceptual integration networks,” 
134.

60. coulson, Semantic Leaps, 83.
61. ibid., 20 note. see also robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 100; peter 

stockwell, Cognitive Poetics: An Introduction (london: routledge, 2002), 76–77. here 
stockwell notes that that the term “frame,” which Fauconnier and turner employ, 
tends to be reserved for visual fields whereas terms such as “script” and “schema” 
are used more in the linguistic field. regardless of specific terminology employed, 
stockwell notes that since “language exhibits conceptual dependency” in any given 
discourse “often, both speaker and hearer are familiar with the situation that is being 
discussed, and therefore every single facet will not need to be enumerated for the situ-
ation to be understood.”
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also super- and subframes.62 determining what level of frame specificity 
yields the greatest exegetical returns is the job of the interpreter. in other 
words, the analyst may map out several levels of framing but opt to focus 
the interpretation on that level that yields the most plausible and produc-
tive explanation for the meaning production of the rhetoric within the 
discourse being examined.63 typically, the most useful level of framing 
is referred to as an “organizing frame.” in the section on sociorhetorical 
interpretation below and in the exegetical chapters in this book,64 i will 
make use of what i refer to as cultural organizing frames. These cultural 
frames organize the logic and background information of a particular 
piece of discourse and structure the ways in which the elements of the 
discourse are rhetorically employed. close exegetical analysis, however, 
can also identify what i refer to as local frames. These local frames, called 
“subframes” by Fauconnier and turner, function below the level of the 
cultural organizing frame and allow exegetes a more precise tool to expli-
cate the meaning of a certain segment of discourse. By using cultural and 
local frames together, a rich analysis of biblical texts is possible.

to return to the Kant example from above, one notes that the input 
spaces each contain thinkers who are expressing their philosophical 
ideas. The frame that governs each input space is the same and can be 
described as “philosophical reflection and expression.” This frame recruits 
cultural ideas of a thinker engaged in deep reflection in order to arrive at 
some truth about the world, humanity, or both. in the blend, however, 
a different frame emerges. in the blend, two philosophers are having a 
conversation that involves pitting their ideas against each other. “The 
debate frame comes up easily in the blend through pattern completion, 
since so much of its structure is already in place in the composition of 
the two inputs.”65 The fact that the blend contains two individuals who 
disagree means that the frame of argument could just as easily have been 
recruited for the blend. however, the fact that it is two philosophers who 

62. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 102. When examining discourse one 
can also speak of frames that operate in the background and those that are at work in 
the foreground.

63. see coulson, Semantic Leaps, 120 for a discussion of “the hierarchal organiza-
tion of frames.”

64. editorial note: For the remaining chapters, see von Thaden, Sex, Christ, and 
Embodied Cognition.

65. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 60.
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are engaged in this disagreement suggests, to someone with the appropri-
ate cultural background knowledge of the Western academic setting, a 
reasoned discussion with rationales given for each position, thus more 
clearly a debate than an argument. had the individuals in the blended 
space not been philosophers, but, say, patrons in a bar disagreeing about 
the merits of different sports teams, the frame of argument would be more 
readily recruited in the blend. Thus cultural background knowledge plays 
a key role in determining which frames are valuable for understanding 
the blend under evaluation. however, it is conceivable that two interpret-
ers will disagree about what frame provides the most help in explaining a 
given piece of discourse.

Most of the research and writing involving conceptual integration 
theory takes its examples, like the Kant debate above, from contemporary 
language and cultural settings. This is done so that readers will readily 
“know” what types of frames the authors are interpreting, that is, so that 
readers will already possess the requisite cultural background informa-
tion. For example, seana coulson, in a section analyzing framing in her 
published dissertation, chooses to examine the topic of abortion “chiefly 
because it is familiar to most americans.”66 The challenge for the biblical 
scholar lies in excavating the culturally shared frames, also called “cultural 
models” by coulson, that a given piece of biblical discourse might activate. 
This type of activity, while less certain than that in which most cognitive 
scientists engage, is not new to biblical studies.67 Before any study that uses 
conceptual blending analysis can begin, the exegete must fully investigate 
these cultural models, what luke timothy Johnson calls the “symbolic 
worlds,” out of which the new testament writings emerged.68 By striving 
to uncover the plausible “taken-for-granted models shared by members of 
a given social group,” in this case paul and the corinthian christians, my 
project systematically examines how “framing prompts speakers to inte-
grate shared cultural models with conceived scenarios.”69 For the biblical 

66. coulson, Semantic Leaps, 224.
67. see luther h. Martin, “toward a scientific history of religions,” in White-

house and Martin, Theorizing Religions Past, 7–14 for a discussion about using the 
ethnographic model developed by Whitehouse from his study of papua new Guinea 
to explain ancient religious traditions.

68. luke timothy Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament, 3rd ed. (Minne-
apolis: Fortress, 2010), 21–91.

69. coulson, Semantic Leaps, 223, 245. a similar stress on cultural background 
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scholar, this will always carry with it a degree of uncertainty. The goal of my 
project is to demonstrate which cultural organizing frames are most ben-
eficial for understanding what paul’s rhetoric in 1 cor 6:12–7:7 is doing. as 
coulson notes, “By employing diverse rhetorical strategies, speakers adapt 
cultural models to suit a variety of ideological outlooks and argumentative 
needs.… cultural models, pragmatic scales, and rhetorical strategies are all 
tools we use to construct and reconstruct a cultural understanding of the 
world we both inhabit and create.”70 analyzing the text in this way does not 
try to arrive at some kind of positivist knowledge of the cultural frames paul 
thought he was employing, but rather attempts to understand how paul’s 
argument makes sense in its cultural context.71

Framing is of interest to me because of its role in rhetorical persua-
sion. as coulson notes in her study of american views on abortion, the 
contested issues are not over “mere semantics” but over how the debate is 
framed.72 The frames that structure cognitive elements in mental spaces 
are often contested because they are “so central to social experience. 
another reason people argue about framing is that framing is arguable.”73 
skilled rhetoricians will employ all manner of cognitive tools, sometimes 
unconsciously, as a means to move people to think and act in ways that 
conform to the rhetorical world being created—a world that has roots in 
but moves beyond that which is already available in a culture. Frames pro-
vide a powerful resource to help us explain how arguments employ back-
ground information as they go about trying to persuade people to think 
and act in certain ways.

different types of networks

The basic network model of conceptual blending, then, is comprised 
of four mental spaces (two input spaces, a generic space, and a blended 

knowledge is found in the study of metaphor by cultural anthropologist James W. 
Fernandez. see esp. his Persuasions and Performances: The Play of Tropes in Culture 
(Bloomington: indiana university press, 1986); Fernandez, ed., Beyond Metaphor: 
The Theory of Tropes in Anthropology (stanford: stanford university press, 1991). see 
below for how metaphor fits into conceptual integration theory.

70. coulson, Semantic Leaps, 266. see eubanks, “Globalization,” 195–96.
71. For this distinction between understanding and knowledge, i am indebted to 

l. Gregory Bloomquist, personal communication.
72. coulson, Semantic Leaps, 227–45.
73. ibid., 245, emphasis original.
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space) with accompanying frames and the links between and among 
various elements in the mental spaces. human thought, Fauconnier and 
turner recognize, requires that an interpreter have the ability to model 
far more complicated arrangements. “in the unfolding of a full discourse, 
a rich array of mental spaces is typically set up with mutual connections 
and shifts of viewpoint and focus from one space to another.”74 Mapping 
the mental space relations of a full discourse is more like creating a web 
of interconnected meaning than the simple four space network model 
suggests. Fauconnier and turner use the simple network model only as 
a stepping off point for more complicated mappings of multiple blends. 
These multiple blends are, they would argue, more in keeping with what is 
encountered in full discourses.

There are basically two ways to create a multiple blend. in the first, 
several input spaces, not merely two, are blended “in parallel.” That is, ele-
ments and framing structures of multiple inputs are all selectively pro-
jected into the blend, which receives its emergent properties from those 
selective elements and frames. The second way to form a complex blend 
is when the inputs are “projected successively.” That is, a blend might be 
formed by only two inputs, but then this blend is itself one of the inputs 
for a more complex blend, which itself serves as an input in another net-
work, and so on. and, of course, both of these complex blending processes 
might occur in the same discourse.75 For example, paul uses the term 
σῶμα in multiple, complex ways in 1 corinthians.76 The exegete may find 
that this term is so slippery in paul’s written discourse because it always 
already exists as a blended space or, to be more precise, different blended 
spaces. Yet paul can take this blended space and use it in an input space in 
his argument in 1 cor 6:12–7:7. Fauconnier and turner’s idea of multiple 
blends provides categories to tackle such difficult issues.

in addition to the recognition that blends multiply throughout 
extended discourse, what makes conceptual integration theory more 
flexible than standard theories of metaphorical and analogical meaning 

74. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 103. see coulson, Semantic Leaps, 
267; eubanks, “Globalization,” 174; slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 
22, 188, 196.

75. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 279–98; see also 334–36.
76. see B. J. oropeza, Paul and Apostasy: Eschatology, Perseverance, and Fall-

ing Away in the Corinthian Congregation, Wunt 2/115 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 
2000), 98.
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construction lies in its ability to explain different kinds of conceptual 
integration networks. Fauconnier and turner describe four common 
types of networks that they claim “the network model predicts … from 
theoretical principles, and, indeed, when we look at the laboratory of 
nature, we find very strong evidence that they exist.” These four net-
works are: simplex networks, mirror networks, single-scope networks, 
and double-scope networks.77

a simplex network, on the surface, does not even appear to be a blend 
at all. it is characterized as being compositional and truth-functional. in 
this network, a frame with its roles is projected from one input, while the 
second input space projects elements that become values to those roles in 
the blend. an example is the phrase “paul is the father of sally.” in this net-
work, one input space is organized by the frame of family and contains the 
roles father and daughter. The second input space contains two individu-
als, paul and sally, with no organizing frame. The blended space inherits 
the family frame and the roles, in this case father and daughter, from input 
1 and the elements in input 2, paul and sally, become the values of these 
roles in the blended space.

a mirror network is one in which all the spaces of the cin share an 
organizing frame. an example of this type of network is when an athlete, 
a runner for example, “competes” against the world record holder in an 
event—a person who ran sometime in the past and who might even be 
dead. input 1 contains the world record holder and the race he or she ran. 
input 2 contains the present runner and the race he or she is running. 
The frame of “competitive foot race” organizes both input spaces and the 
blended space. in the blend, the runners from each input are projected as 
themselves, but the race that each runs, instead of being historically dis-
tinct, is fused into one and the same event. hence the present runner and 
the world record holder are competing against each other in the blend. 
in the simplex and mirror networks, there are no clashes at the level of 
the organizing frame. This is because in the former, only one input space 
is structured by an organizing frame, while in the latter, the organizing 
frame for all spaces is the same. There can be clashes below the level of 
organizing frame in the mirror network, however. in the example of the 
two runners, there is, at the simplest level, a clash of time—two racers 

77. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 119. unless otherwise noted, the dis-
cussion of the four kinds of networks and their illustrative examples discussed in this 
and the following paragraphs all derive from 119–35.
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from different times cannot actually compete. however, the time relation 
is not projected and thus does not interfere with the blended space.

simplex and mirror networks are relatively simple cins. single- and 
double-scope networks are considerably more complex. as Fauconnier 
and turner note, “single-scope networks are the prototype of highly con-
ventional source-target metaphors.”78 it is in this type of network that 
conceptual blending and metaphor theory have the most in common. in 
a single-scope network, the two input spaces have different organizing 
frames. however, only the organizing frame from one input is projected 
into the blend. The blended space does not disrupt the frame of the fram-
ing input (called the source in metaphor theory) even as it blends in the 
elements of the focus input (called the target in metaphor theory). For 
example, when two ceos (input 1) are portrayed in a picture or a story 
as boxers in a ring (input 2) a single-scope network is at work. The orga-
nizing frame of boxing and many of its elements (gloves, a ring, etc.) car-
ries over directly from the framing input to the blended space, while the 
values of ceo x and ceo Y, but not the business frame, are projected 
from the focus input.

The most complex network discussed by Fauconnier and turner is the 
double-scope network, which “has inputs with different (and often clash-
ing) organizing frames as well as an organizing frame for the blend that 
includes parts of each of those frames and has emergent structure of its 
own.”79 The favorite example in the literature for a double-scope network 
is the idiom you are digging your own grave, which, when used in 
discourse, implies that not only is the agent doing something that will have 
detrimental consequences, but that he or she is unaware that this is hap-
pening.80 Thus a fiscally conservative father may say this to a child who 
continues to invest money in the stock market. in this scenario, the two 
input spaces are “grave digging” (input 1) and something like “unwitting 
failure” (input 2), since the father believes investing in the stock is throw-
ing money away, an action that will result in financial ruin.

78. ibid., 127.
79. ibid., 131. Fauconnier and turner go so far as to hypothesize that “the capac-

ity for double-scope integration could well be the crucial distinctive feature of cog-
nitively modern humans” (Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure,” 528, 
citing Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, ch. 9).

80. see slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 178–79.
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in the blend (as opposed to the “digging the grave” input), digging one’s 
grave is a serious mistake that makes dying more likely. in the blend, it 
becomes possible to be unaware of one’s concrete actions—a situation 
that is projected from the “unwitting failure” input, where it is indeed 
fully possible, and common, to be unaware of the nature and significance 
of one’s actions. But in the blend, it remains highly foolish to be unaware 
of such concrete actions—a judgment that is projected from the “digging 
the grave” input and will project back to the “unwitting failure” input to 
produce suitable inferences (i.e., to highlight foolishness and mispercep-
tion of an individual’s behavior).81

The double-scope network, then, provides the clearest platform for the 
strengths of conceptual integration theory. however, it is important to note 
that Fauconnier and turner are adamant that the same processes of cogni-
tion are at work in all four of these prominent types of networks. Their 
conceptual integration network model aims to explain how human brains 
process a complex world in order to create meaning and communicate.

Governing principles

The network model of human cognition outlined above provides the 
basis for conceptual integration theory. This model allows interpreters 
to explain how elements and frames associated with two or more input 
spaces are selectively projected into a blended space. This blended space is 
cognitively important because of the novel structure created in it by means 
of composition, completion, and elaboration which generates emergent 
properties throughout the network. although it is suitably complex to 
tackle the difficulties of meaning making in human discourse, one danger 
is that “blending theory runs the risk of being too powerful, account-
ing for everything, and, hence, explaining nothing.”82 in response to this 
critique, Fauconnier and turner have developed “governing principles” 

81. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 133. For further discussion of this 
idiom, see coulson, Semantic Leaps, 168–72.

82. coulson and oakley, “Blending Basics,” 186; coulson and oakley, “Meton-
ymy and conceptual Blending,” 58. see also raymond W. Gibbs, “Making Good psy-
chology out of Blending Theory,” Cognitive Linguistics 11 (2000): 347–58, for critiques 
of and recommendations for Fauconnier and turner’s theory. This critique has also 
been leveled against the category of “wisdom” in biblical studies.



308 Von thaden

that “characterize strategies for optimizing emergent structure”83 within a 
network. These governing principles (also called “optimality” principles) 
constrain how effective blends can be created and strive to make the anal-
ysis of conceptual blending a more principled endeavor.84

The governing principles developed by Fauconnier and turner are 
useful in that they more accurately describe how the processes of compo-
sition, completion, and elaboration take place in a blend. since these prin-
ciples are based on the data analyzed by Fauconnier, turner, and others, 
they are subject to development as more research and analysis lead to a 
more nuanced understanding of how meaning is constructed in concep-
tual networks.85 Based upon their continuing research, Fauconnier and 
turner explicate a number of governing principles, including compres-
sion, typology, integration, Web, unpacking, among others.86 of these, 
the most important, for this project and the ongoing development of 
blending theory, is compression.87

Fauconnier argues that “a central feature of integration networks is 
their ability to compress diffuse conceptual structure into intelligible and 
manipulable human-scale situations in a blended space.”88 The notion of 
compression has evolved in the development of blending theory and now 
has perhaps the most explanatory power when analyzing how the links 
among mental spaces become conceptually and rhetorically powerful in 
the creation of novel emergent structure.89 compression describes how 
the elements located in various mental spaces within a conceptual integra-
tion network can have numerous inner-and outer-space relations, that is, 

83. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 311.
84. coulson and oakley, “Metonymy and conceptual Blending,” 59.
85. see, for example, Fauconnier and turner’s discussion of the optimality prin-

ciples in “conceptual integration networks,” 162: “here we discuss the principles we 
have been able to substantiate.” Much of the literature that presently exists on concep-
tual integration theory interacts with the six optimality principles articulated by Fau-
connier and turner in their 1998 article “conceptual integration networks,” 162–63, 
170. This list is itself a development from the one found in Fauconnier’s 1997 work, 
Mappings in Thought and Language, 186.

86. For a complete discussion of all governing principles, see Fauconnier and 
turner, Way We Think, 309–36.

87. see Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure”; Fauconnier and 
turner, Way We Think, 312–25.

88. Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure,” 523.
89. see ibid., 527–28.
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relations within and among spaces. There are about twenty or so of these 
“vital relations” that play an important role in understanding how com-
pression happens, including analogy and disanlaogy, part-Whole, rep-
resentation, identity, similarity, and uniqueness.90 “it is vital relations,” 
coulson and oakley write, “that tend to be subject to compression in the 
blended space.”91 Thus, to use an example that comes up repeatedly in the 
literature, when pointing to a picture hanging on the wall, a person might 
state: “That’s Jane.” This statement involves compressing the vital relation 
of representation, between a two dimensional photograph and a human 
being, to that of identity and uniqueness where the photograph and the 
human it represents become fused in one element. “uniqueness,” accord-
ing to Fauconnier, “is fusion, the strongest possible form of compression.”92 
compression helps explain how links between elements are formed and 
strengthened and will play a pivotal role in my exegesis of 1 cor 6:12–20.

The goal of conceptual integration is to achieve human scale so that 
conceptually difficult situations can be more easily grasped in a blend than 
in its diffuse input spaces. according to Fauconnier and turner, “The most 
obvious human-scale situations have direct perception and action in famil-
iar frames that are easily apprehended by human beings.”93 Blended spaces 
often appear simple because they have achieved this human scale and it is 
this simplicity that allows the blend to work rhetorically by giving power 
to the entire network. compressing vital relations to achieve human scale 
simplifies conceptually complex situations so that “[t]he logical, emotional, 
and social inferences within the blended space are inescapable; their valid-
ity is not in question.”94 Thus, to use a biblical example, the book of sirach 
describes wisdom as something that is like a man’s mother and his virginal 
wife (sir 15:2). While this is a complicated double-scope network, it does 
manage to explain an abstract principle such as wisdom in human, in this 
case familial, terms. achieving human scale often requires a great deal of 
mental work as elements and structures are selectively projected to the 
blended space (notice that wisdom is not a man’s mother and wife simul-
taneously in this network). in this example, notions of different kinds of 

90. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 92–101; Fauconnier, “compression 
and emergent structure,” 523–24.

91. coulson and oakley, “Metonymy and conceptual Blending,” 60.
92. Fauconnier and turner, “compression and emergent structure,” 527.
93. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 312.
94. Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure,” 529.
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nurturing and love are being activated in rapid succession. This is rhe-
torically persuasive because the hearer/reader possesses easily accessible 
cultural knowledge about the love, comfort, and support mothers and 
wives are supposed to offer men. This imaginative mental work reconfig-
ures these elements and relations and in so doing provides meaning for 
rhetorical persuasion, which is necessary for argumentative discourse to 
be effective. as i will demonstrate, paul’s argument against πορνεία in 1 
cor 6:12–7:7 efficiently achieves human scale, and this, i argue, gives it its 
rhetorical power.

achieving human scale in the blend often has rhetorical power because 
of its ability to activate human emotions in the reasoning process. sling-
erland concludes that “the primary purpose of employing a metaphoric 
blend to achieve human scale is not to help us intellectually apprehend a 
situation, but rather to help us to know how to feel about it.” slingerland 
connects the importance of emotion prompted by blends to damasio’s 
somatic marker hypothesis, introduced above.95 in full, damasio argues 
that a somatic marker

forces attention on the negative outcome to which an action may lead, 
and functions as an automated alarm signal which says: Beware of 
danger ahead if you chose the option which leads to this outcome. The 
signal may lead you to reject, immediately, the negative course of action 
and thus make you choose among other alternatives. The automated 
signal protects you against future losses, without further ado, and then 
allows you to choose from fewer alternatives. There is still room for using 
a cost/benefit analysis and proper deductive competence, but only after 
the automated step drastically reduces the number of options.96

The immediacy of the visceral reaction prompted by a somatic marker 
fits well with blending theory’s notion that cins allow for rapid, online 
reasoning. Moreover, notice that the somatic marker hypothesis does not 
discount deductive reasoning and other logic mechanisms. somatic mark-

95. slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 185. For the importance 
of emotion in blends, see coulson, Semantic Leaps, 200–210. For the importance of 
embodiment in understanding emotion, see Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Sci-
ence, 243.

96. damasio, Descartes’ Error, 173, emphases in the original. see Martha c. nuss-
baum’s discussion of “The cognitive content of disgust” in Hiding from Humanity: 
Disgust, Shame, and the Law (princeton: princeton univerisity press, 2004), 87–98.
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ers do not explain the entirety of human decision making, but they do 
stack the deck as it were, and skilled rhetoricians can exploit the persuasive 
potential of these markers to the fullest.97 slingerland returns to the dig-
ging your own grave blend to demonstrate how the visceral response 
prompted by the blend turns a clumsy expression into a powerful persua-
sive tool by invoking somatic markers such as graves, corpses, and death.98 
Thus the reasoning prompted by blends often relies on the power of emo-
tions, and achieving human scale is an important element in provoking 
such emotional reactions. slingerland highlights this when he writes that 
“human scale inputs are recruited polemically to inspire somatic-norma-
tive reactions in the listeners.”99 as i will demonstrate in my exegesis, this 
is precisely paul’s rhetorical strategy in 1 cor 6:12–7:7.

Fauconnier argues that an optimal blend has the following proper-
ties: “human scale, only two objects, simple concrete action, clear-cut 
outcome.”100 The governing principles outlined above, most significantly 
compression, serve to constrain how optimal blends can be formed. Yet 
not every blend satisfies these principles in the same fashion. indeed, sat-
isfaction of certain principles often comes at the expense of others. For 
example, coulson and oakley argue that metonymic expressions often 
violate the topology principle in order to satisfy the integration prin-
ciple.101 Fauconnier and turner note that compression also competes 
with the topology principle and that integration also stands in tension 
with the unpacking principle.102 such clashes, rather than demonstrat-
ing a problem with the governing principles, are where the messy work 
of creating a meaningful blend takes place. Moreover, as the complex-
ity of discourse increases, such “trade-offs between optimality princi-
ples become inevitable.”103 coulson and oakley contend that concep-
tual analyses “suggest that meaningful acts are not always supported by 
orderly structures with neat analogical mappings between domains, but, 

97. slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities, 196.
98. ibid., 185.
99. ibid., 188. see 307: “a growing number of cognitive scientists and philoso-

phers have come to agree with hume and the Greek stoics that … normative judg-
ments are ultimately derived from human emotional reactions.”

100. Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure,” 531.
101. coulson and oakley, “Metonymy and conceptual Blending,” 61, 65.
102. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 336.
103. coulson and oakley, “Metonymy and conceptual Blending,” 76.
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rather, unruly, ad hoc, conglomerations that, nonetheless, adhere to a 
few basic principles.”104 These governing principles allow the exegete to 
explain how complex, often messy, biblical discourse works as meaning-
ful rhetorical argumentation.

a sociorhetorical Framework: embracing embodied cognition

sociorhetorical interpretation (sri) is an interpretive analytic that 
enables exegetes to examine how persuasive language works from multi-
ple angles. robbins argues that there is a philosophical difference between 
an interpretive analytic, such as sri, and a method. “The philosophy of 
a method,” robbins writes, “is grounded in a belief that the true nature 
of something is ‘in something itself.’ in contrast, the philosophy of an 
interpretive analytic is grounded in a belief that the true nature of some-
thing is exhibited in the way it relates to all other things. This is a differ-
ence between a philosophy of essence or substance and a philosophy of 
relations.”105 Because sri provides theoretic space for putting multiple 
analytical tools into conversation with one another when examining rela-
tions that allow interpreters to make sense of texts, it is possible to adopt a 
late twentieth-/early twenty-first-century theory of meaning construction 
(conceptual integration theory) to help explain a first-century document. 
part of the reason this is possible, as i have argued above, is because cog-
nitive science focuses on the “capacity for meaning shared by all human 
beings” based on common physiology, yet it also “successfully takes into 
account cultural and situational data.”106 Based on common human 
anatomy, including neural anatomy, cognitive science understands itself 
to possess the tools necessary to begin to understand human meaning 
making in general while maintaining that human subjects are embodied 
in specific cultural environments. Thus, the full tapestry of human mean-
ing production is only understandable in relation to specific social and 
cultural worlds.

conceptual integration theory, the linguistic end of the cognitive sci-
ence spectrum that i engage, seems a natural fit to robbins’s sri approach, 

104. ibid., 77.
105. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 5.
106. todd V. oakley, “The human rhetorical potential,” Written Communication 

16 (1999): 94; Fauconnier, Mappings in Thought and Language, 7.
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which is why new sociorhetorical works are making use of it.107 Fauconnier 
argues that “discourse configurations are highly organized and complex 
within wider social and cultural contexts, and the raison d’être of grammat-
ical constructions and words within them is to provide us with (imperfect) 
clues as to what discourse configurations to set up.”108 although developed 
independently, the ideas about relational meaning construction found in 
conceptual blending theory fit well into sri’s concern to look at multiple 
aspects of textual discourse. conceptual integration theory’s concern with 
“how language prompts for meaning” makes it a powerful exegetical tool 
when combined with a programmatic interpretive analytic such as sri.109

a full-fledged sociorhetorical interpretation of paul’s argument in 1 
cor 6:12–7:7 has yet to be undertaken.110 i argue that conceptual blending 
theory within a sociorhetorical framework provides the tools necessary 
to ask newer questions of paul’s teaching against πορνεία than have been 
investigated in the past and thus promises to shed exegetical light on how 
the rhetoric of the argument functions. sri is particularly suited to the 
task at hand because of the promise it holds, in the words of l. Gregory 
Bloomquist, to move “new testament criticism from the limited exami-
nation of historical questions to an exploration of the fascinating web of 
reality spun by each of the new testament writers and their worlds.”111 The 

107. i am referring specifically to the rhetoric of religious antiquity (rra) series 
and the sociorhetorical exploration commentaries (srec) from sBl press, atlanta.

108. Fauconnier, Mappings in Thought and Language, 5. For more on the impor-
tance of culture in conceptual integration theory, see Fauconnier and turner, Way We 
Think, esp. 72–73, 102, 217, 259, 356, 369, 382–83, 393, 396; slingerland, What Science 
Offers the Humanities, 151–218.

109. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 139; see also 277.
110. see duane F. Watson’s critique of the sociorhetorical work done by Ben 

Witherington iii (Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-rhetorical Commentary 
on 1 and 2 Corinthians [Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1995]; The Acts of the Apostles: A 
Socio-rhetorical Commentary [Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1998]): “two commentaries 
claiming to be socio-rhetorical, although excellent as commentaries, did not move 
beyond traditional historical-critical methods of interpretation with an emphasis on 
social history” (Watson, “Why We need socio-rhetorical commentary and What 
it Might look like,” in Rhetorical Criticism and the Bible, ed. stanley e. porter and 
dennis l. stamps, Jsntsup 195 [london: sheffield academic press, 2002], 129).

111. l. Gregory Bloomquist, “a possible direction for providing programmatic 
correlation of textures in socio-rhetorical analysis,” in porter and stamps, Rhetorical 
Criticism and the Bible, 61. see also Bloomquist’s comment on 93: “i believe that the 
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tools of conceptual blending can help sociorhetorical interpreters explain 
how these webs of rhetorical reality hang together.

There is some tension in the guild between scholars who focus on 
history, or “getting behind the text,” and those who focus on the nature 
and use of language in paul’s discourse. This tension can be seen in the 
continuing discussion about how best to use rhetoric to interpret biblical 
texts. Margaret Mitchell, for example, regards the use of rhetoric as part of 
the historical-critical project and therefore restricts herself to a discussion 
of rhetorical devices that would have been in use in the first century ce.112 
lauri Thurén critiques this exegetical restriction to ancient rhetoric when 
interpreting biblical texts.113 in this, he is joined by other scholars such as 
elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza and Thomas h. olbricht.114 For Thurén, such 
a restriction only makes sense “[i]f rhetorical conventions in the new tes-
tament are seen mainly as historical phenomena” and then only “if we can 
reasonably assume that the authors had learnt those techniques by name 

strength of sr[i] is precisely in its potential for leading us out of the modernist focus 
on history.”

112. Which she calls “historical rhetorical criticism” (Margaret Mitchell, Paul 
and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation: An Exegetical Investigation of the Language and 
Composition of 1 Corinthians [louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993], 6). But note 
stanley e. porter’s observation: “even though rhetorical features are found in other 
ancient writings besides speeches…, so far as i know letters—primarily because of 
their subliterary status (literary letters are excluded from this)—were never analysed 
or examined in this way by the ancients or considered part of rhetoric or of the body of 
rhetorically influenced literature” (“ancient rhetorical analysis and discourse analy-
sis of the pauline corpus,” in The Rhetorical Analysis of Scripture: Essays from the 1995 
London Conference, ed. stanley e. porter and Thomas h. olbricht, Jsntsup 146 [shef-
field: sheffield academic, 1997], 251–52). referring specifically to Mitchell’s work, 
porter goes on to note that “the idea of a hybrid letter combining epistolary form and 
deliberative oration is simply a non sequitur, so far as established categories from the 
ancient world are concerned” (272).

113. lauri Thurén, “is There Biblical argumentation?” in Rhetorical Argumen-
tation in Biblical Texts: Essays from the Lund 2000 Conference, ed. anders eriksson, 
Thomas h. olbricht, and Walter Übelacker, esec 8 (harrisburg, pa: trinity press 
international, 2002), 77–92.

114. elisabeth schüssler Fiorenza, “challenging the rhetorical half-turn: Femi-
nist and rhetorical Biblical criticism,” in Rhetoric, Scripture and Theology: Essays from 
the 1994 Pretoria Conference, ed. stanley e. porter and Thomas h. olbricht, Jsntsup 
131 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 1996), 32. Thomas h. olbricht, “introduction,” in 
eriksson, olbricht, and Übelacker, Rhetorical Argumentation in Biblical Texts, 3, 6. see 
also porter, “ancient rhetorical analysis,” 268.
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at school.” Thurén argues, rather, that new testament writings “should be 
analyzed with the best means available, whether ancient or modern. When 
the goal is to understand the text, not only to identify historical features in 
it, this perspective is feasible.”115

Thurén’s remarks touch on a point elucidated by anders eriksson. 
eriksson notes that since h. d. Betz’s reintroduction of rhetorical analysis 
to new testament studies there has been some confusion “whether rheto-
ric is the tool used for analysis or the object of study.” historical critics, 
he notes, often have difficulty differentiating between these two aspects.116 
sri, as conceived by robbins, offers biblical scholars a way out of this dif-
ficulty.117 “socio-rhetorical critics,” according to robbins, “are interested 
in the nature of texts as social, cultural, historical, theological and ideo-
logical discourse.” he goes on to state that “within this approach, histori-
cal, social and cultural data stand in an intertextual relation to signs in 
texts.”118 With its multitexture approach, discussed below, i take robbins 

115. lauri Thurén, “on studying ethical argumentation and persuasion in the 
new testament,” in Rhetoric and the New Testament: Essays from the 1992 Heidelberg 
Conference, ed. stanley e. porter and Thomas h. olbricht, Jsntsup 90 (sheffield: shef-
field academic, 1993), 470–71. This view is echoed, though in a slightly different 
fashion, by hebrew Bible scholar Karl Möller when he uses Greco-roman rhetori-
cal categories, especially the insights of aristotle, to interpret the book of amos. he 
defends the use of these categories against charges of anachronism and argues that 
“aristotle and his successors, after all, did not invent rhetorical discourse.… aristotle 
and others merely investigated rhetorical utterances and then developed a concept 
of rhetoric that was based partly on their observations and partly on philosophical 
ideas and concepts” (Karl Möller, A Prophet in Debate: The Rhetoric of Persuasion in 
the Book of Amos, Jsotsup 372 [sheffield: sheffield academic, 2003], 43). For Möller, 
Greco-roman rhetorical categories provide a useful means of interpreting the book 
of amos, regardless of the fact that such categories were not indigenous to amos’s 
cultural context.

116. anders eriksson, “enthymemes in pauline argumentation: reading between 
the lines in 1 corinthians,” in eriksson, olbricht, and Übelacker, Rhetorical Argumen-
tation in Biblical Texts, 246.

117. But note Wilhelm Wuellner’s critique of sri as expounded by robbins in his 
1984 book, Jesus the Teacher: “The sociorhetorical method proposed by V. robbins 
… ends up in the service of the historian’s interest in social description” (Wuellner, 
“Where is rhetorical criticism taking us?” CBQ 49 [1987]: 454).

118. robbins, “socio-rhetorical criticism: Mary, elizabeth, and the Magnificat 
as a test case,” in The New Literary Criticism and the New Testament, ed. elizabeth 
struthers Malbon and edgar V. McKnight, Jsntsup 109 (sheffield: sheffield aca-
demic, 1994), 164–65 (editorial note: see pp. 29–74 in this volume).
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and sri to be offering new testament exegesis a “both/and” opportunity. 
The historical investigation of ancient rhetorical forms and praxis always 
has a place within sri on at least the level of intertexture, that is, the new 
testament’s relationship to other texts that aim to persuade.119 it may also 
have a place within the examination of the inner workings of a text as it 
goes about persuading, provided, as Thurén suggests, that it is the best 
means of explicating what the text is doing.120 however, if other theories 
of meaning and language serve the interpreter better, then these other 
theories are used instead of ancient categories. sri, with its program-
matic analysis of different “textures” of texts thus allows the interpreter 
consciously to treat rhetoric as both a tool for analysis and an object of 
historical study as well.

The classic texts of sri remain robbins’s dual works published in 
1996, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse and Exploring the Texture 
of Texts.121 These twin volumes programmatically lay out an interpretive 
analytic that explores multiple textures found in texts. using the image 
of examining a thick tapestry, robbins argues that “when we explore a 
text from different angles, we see multiple textures of meanings, convic-
tions, beliefs, values, emotions and actions. These textures within texts are 
a result of webs or networks of meanings and meaning effects that humans 
create.”122 The textures analyzed within sri are: inner texture; intertexture; 
social and cultural texture; ideological texture; and, in Exploring the Tex-
ture of Texts, sacred texture. although not often recognized by its critics, 

119. in this view, Mitchell’s work can be seen primarily as an intertextual inves-
tigation.

120. The inner workings of a text are called “inner texture” in sri (see below). 
see, e.g., robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 21–29, where, in robbins’s discussion 
of the argumentative texture and pattern in an inner textual analysis, his examples 
derive mainly from ancient rhetoric. But also note that he ends the first paragraph 
of this subsection with this statement: “rhetorical theory, both ancient and modern, 
presents extensive analytical tools for analyzing the argumentative texture of texts” 
(21). something similar is found in Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, 58–64; see 
59 and 61 for robbins’s treatment of modern rhetorical theory.

121. Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse provides the reader with a more detailed 
exposition of the theoretical underpinnings of sri whereas Exploring the Texture of 
Texts is more of a “how-to” volume, which is evident in the latter’s subtitle: A Guide to 
Socio-rhetorical Interpretation.

122. robbins, Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, 18; see robbins, Exploring the 
Texture of Texts, 2–3.
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sri does not require an exegete to “run through the paces,” as it were, of 
all the different textures. rather it offers a means whereby an “interac-
tive analysis” of texts can take place “within multiple arenas of texture.”123 
depending upon the exegetical project, different textures will be of greater 
or lesser importance.

according to robbins, “inner textual analysis focuses on words as tools 
for communication.”124 in this texture, the exegete stays within the bound-
aries of the text under consideration and examines what the language of the 
text is doing. intertexture moves beyond the boundaries of the language 
and structure of the text itself and recognizes that “texts stand in dynamic 
relation to phenomena outside of them.”125 intertexture describes the vari-
ous ways in which any given text utilizes, changes, or amplifies other texts 
(oral or written), cultural and social knowledge, and/or historical events. 
social and cultural texture explores, among other things, the “social and 
cultural systems presupposed in the text” and “reveal[s] the potential of 
the text to encourage its readers to adopt certain social and cultural loca-
tions and orientations rather than others.”126 ideological texture concerns 
both how the message of the text is evoked and received. The main issues 
an interpreter sees through this texture include “the social, cultural, and 
individual location and perspective of writers and readers.”127 sacred tex-
ture is “embedded deeply” within the other four textures and enables the 
interpreter to analyze “the nature of the relation between human life and 
the divine.”128 When exploring each of these textures, the exegete strives to 
uncover various modes of meaning embedded in texts. ideally, the results 
of analyzing several textures are put into dialogue and a thick narrative of 
interpretation is produced or, to use the language of conceptual integra-
tion theory, various textural inputs are blended in the final exegesis so that 
interpretive emergent structure is produced that sheds new insight into 
the text.

123. robbins, Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, 237; see robbins, Exploring 
the Texture of Texts, 5–6.

124. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 7; see robbins, Tapestry of Early 
Christian Discourse, 46.

125. robbins, Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, 32, see also 96; see robbins, 
Exploring the Texture of Texts, 40.

126. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 71, 72.
127. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 95; see robbins, Tapestry of Early 

Christian Discourse, 36–40.
128. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 130, 120.
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as a dynamic interpretive analytic, sri grows and develops over time. 
as noted above, currently robbins is moving the classical sociorhetorical 
textured approach forward by incorporating the insights of the cognitive 
science of religion into his theoretical explication of sri.129 This newer 
stage in the development of sri is described in robbins’s monumental 
two-volume work, The Invention of Christian Discourse, and will guide 
the forthcoming volumes of the rhetoric of religious antiquity series. 
Because sociorhetorical interpreters are interested in exegetical practices 
that take human embodiment seriously, the tools of the cognitive science 
of religion, especially those of conceptual blending, are extremely pro-
ductive when used within a sociorhetorical framework. taking human 
embodiment in geophysical space seriously demands, according to rob-
bins, a mode of analysis wherein “it is necessary not only to interpret 
reasoning in argumentation but also to interpret picturing of people and 
the environments in which they are interacting.” robbins creates two new 
terms to differentiate the analysis of rhetorical reasoning from the analysis 
of the graphic images rhetorical descriptions evoke. all too often, accord-
ing to robbins, exegesis reinscribes a mind-body dualism that focuses 
predominantly on a text’s rhetorical reasoning, that is, on its rhetology. 
using the insights of the cognitive science of religion, robbins pushes 
interpreters to take the rhetorical power of graphic picturing just as seri-
ously. robbins refers to this “graphic picturing in rhetorical description” 
as a text’s rhetography.130 as robbins reminds exegetes, “the picture an 
argument evokes (its rhetography) is regularly as important as the reason-
ing it presents (its rhetology).”131 The importance of rhetography for this 
newer stage of sri’s development cannot be overestimated, and it is in 
analyses of the images evoked by the rhetoric of texts that the indebted-
ness to and usefulness of cognitive science in a sociorhetorical framework 
is most prominently demonstrated.132 attending to the rhetography of a 

129. he is also incorporating insights from critical spatiality theory, but i do not 
engage this is my own work. see Bart B. Bruehler, A Public and Political Christ: The 
Social-Spatial Characteristics of Luke 18:35–19:43 and the Gospel as a Whole in Its 
Ancient Context, ptMs 157 (eugene, or: pickwick, 2011), for developments of criti-
cal spatiality within biblical studies. editorial note: see pp. 197–231 in this volume.

130. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 16, see also xxvii.
131. ibid., 17. see damasio, Descartes’ Error, 96, 197–98; damasio, The Feeling of 

What Happens, 318–19.
132. see Vernon K. robbins, “rhetography: a new Way of seeing a Familiar 

text,” in Words Well Spoken: George Kennedy’s Rhetoric of the New Testament, ed. c. 
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text provides exegetical space in which to analyze images evoked by texts 
that frequently function as somatic markers, as will be demonstrated in 
the analysis of 1 cor 6:12–7:7 below.

Far from supplanting the classical textured approach, the newer 
emphasis on rhetography in sri demonstrates how the use of cognitive 
science moves sociorhetorical analysis forward. The concern about the 
images evoked by a text is already apparent in robbins’s description of 
sensory-aesthetic texture, a subcategory of inner texture. images in texts, 
according to robbins, will involve people’s imaginations as the rhetoric of 
the text unfolds.133 The images attended to via an analysis of a text’s sen-
sory-aesthetic textures may evoke any of the senses. as damasio reminds 
scholars, “The word image does not refer to ‘visual’ images alone, and 
there is nothing static about images either.”134 While rhetography is cer-
tainly not a static element in texts, it does tend to focus on the visual in its 
analysis of mental picturing. according to robbins, “rhetography refers 
to the graphic images people create in their minds as a result of the visual 
texture of the text.”135 For sri, accurately analyzing the rhetography of a 
text provides the interpreter with “the primary cultural clue to the logic of 
the discourse.”136 rather than simply “mere” aesthetics, attending to the 
mental images a text creates helps the exegete understand what kinds of 
background information its rhetoric could evoke in meaning aware hear-
ers/readers. sri provides a critical space in which to take both the rhetog-
raphy and rhetology of texts seriously, and since arguments in new testa-
ment documents rely more or less on some combination of these, such a 
critical space allows for newer exegetical insight.137 For example, as i will 
discuss in my exegesis of 1 cor 6:12–7:7, in the first half of paul’s argu-
ment (6:12–20), he relies heavily on rhetography to show the corinthians 
why πορνεία is the worst of all bodily sins. paul then moves, in the second 
half of his argument (7:1–7), to rely more on rhetology in order to explain 

clifton Black and duane F. Watson (Waco, tx: Baylor university press, 2008), 81–106 
(editorial note: see pp. 367–92 in this volume). see robbins, Invention of Christian 
Discourse, 85–88 for a discussion of the lack of vocabulary for analyzing visual texture 
outside of sri.

133. robbins, Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, 65.
134. damasio, The Feeling of What Happens, 318.
135. robbins, “rhetography,” 81.
136. ibid., 100.
137. For a discussion of the power effective blending of rhetology and rhetography 

provides early christian discourse, see robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 88.
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to the corinthians how πορνεία can be best avoided. to be sure, there are 
rhetological elements in 6:12–20 as well as rhetographical elements in 
7:1–7, but sri provides the tools that allow for an analytical discussion of 
both elements of textual discourse.

The study of the specific ways in which new testament texts blend 
rhetography with rhetology has lead robbins to develop further a sociorhe-
torical analytical category that emerged in 1996 known as a rhetorolect, an 
elision of “rhetorical dialect,” which is defined as a “form of language vari-
ety or discourse identifiable on the basis of a distinctive configuration of 
themes, topics, reasonings, and argumentations.”138 in a later essay (2008), 
robbins notes how this definition presupposes that early christians cre-
ated discourse that was “understandable” to the larger Greek and roman 
culture of the eastern Mediterranean. Yet this early christian discourse, 
while understandable, was also “highly unusual, in the manner in which a 
dialect is unusual.”139 This newer focus on rhetorolects demonstrates how 
sri has developed into an interpretive analytic that analyzes discourse 
through frames and prototypes, rather than the more traditional bibli-
cal studies categories of form and genre. as discussed above, frames pro-
vide a way for meaning aware hearers/readers to contextualize the verbal 
cues language provides and thus allows for the production of meaning 
by human subjects. rhetorolects function broadly as cultural frames that 
provide the necessary background information for hearers/readers to 
understand the picturing and reasoning evoked by discourse. relying on 
the work of coulson and Fillmore, robbins understands frames to be “‘any 
system of concepts related in such a way that to understand any one con-
cept it is necessary to understand the entire system; introducing any one 
concept results in all of them becoming available.’ ”140

rhetorolects, according to robbins, are “cultural-religious frames that 
introduce multiple networks of thinking, reasoning, and acting that were 

138. Vernon K. robbins, “The dialectical nature of early christian discourse,” 
Scr 59 (1996): 356. note that robbins developed the term “rhetorolect” in the same 
year that Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse and Exploring the Texture of Texts were 
published. see robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, xxvii–xxviii. 

139. robbins, “rhetography,” 85; see robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 
78–81.

140. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 100, citing Miriam r. l. petruck, 
“Frame semantics,” in Handbook of Pragmatics: Manual, ed. J. Verschueren et al. (phil-
adelphia: Benjamins, 1997), 1.
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alive and dynamic in early christian thought, language, and practice.”141 
While coulson, following Fillmore, uses the term “frame” to denote a wide 
array of phenomena, robbins correlates rhetorolects most closely with 
idealized cognitive Models (icM) as described by lakoff.142 More specifi-
cally, robbins suggests that rhetorolects, with their “distinctive configura-
tion,” most resemble what lakoff refers to as “cluster icMs.” cluster icMs 
act as Gestalts in which the whole is conceptually easier to grasp than the 
parts. like cluster icMs, rhetorolects

appear to contain clusters of topoi related to networks of meanings that 
configure first century christian discourse in ways that are, at one and 
the same time, linked to multiple meaning networks in Mediterranean 
culture and distinctive of people with particular experiences in particu-
lar places and spaces in the Mediterranean world.143

For robbins, cultural frames, icMs, and rhetorolects are different ways of 
labeling similar conceptual phenomena.144 to be sure, coulson, lakoff, 
and robbins all have their own, somewhat idiosyncratic, intellectual enter-
prises, but it is important to note that these different cognitive projects can 
fruitfully be put in conversation with, and thus help support, one another.

research among sociorhetorical interpreters since the mid-1990s has 
led to the conclusion that, in the first century, “six rhetorolects functioned 
as prototypical modes of discourse that assisted early christians in their 
energetic work of creating dynamic, adaptable, and persuasive modes of 
discourse within Mediterranean society and culture.”145 to be sure, these 
six modes of discourse do not exhaust early christian discursive creativity, 
but rather reflect those that robbins and other sociorhetorical interpreters 
have documented, based on available data, in the first century of christian 
rhetorical development.146 although the terminology for these six cultural 

141. robbins, “rhetography,” 99–100.
142. coulson includes icMs in her understanding of “frame” (Semantic Leaps, 20 

note); robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 104. see George lakoff, Women, Fire, 
and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind (chicago: university of 
chicago press, 1987), 68–76.

143. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 119; see lakoff, Women, Fire, and 
Dangerous Things, 74–76, 203.

144. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 107.
145. ibid., 7, see also 115.
146. see ibid., 77, where he notes that “the nt writings are a small sample of the 
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frames has developed since their first exposition in 1996, sociorhetorical 
interpreters now use the following terms for the six rhetorolects docu-
mented in the new testament: wisdom, prophetic, apocalyptic, precre-
ation, priestly, and miracle.147 While each of these rhetorolects specifi-
cally moves christian storylines forward, they are, as noted above, dialect 
variations of larger ancient Mediterranean discourses. robbins has made 
a provisional conclusion that there are three main discourses operative in 
the ancient Mediterranean world of which early christian rhetorolects are 
local dialects: mantic discourses (divine communications), philosophical 
discourses (mental searching), and ritual discourses (religious action). 
robbins describes prophetic and apocalyptic rhetorolects as localizations 
of mantic discourses. Wisdom and precreation rhetorolects are chris-
tian expressions of philosophical discourses, while priestly and miracle 
rhetorolects are christian dialects for ritual discourses.148 This typology 
helps interpreters understand how early christian discourse was under-
standable to larger Mediterranean cultures while at the same time repre-
senting idiosyncratic expressions of specific belief systems and storylines 
of emerging christian subcultures.

it is important to note, however, that, while new testament texts, and 
portions of them, may operate predominantly within one rhetorolect, 
robbins explains that each of these modes of discourse regularly pushes 
outward and into the other modes.149 The description of rhetorolects in 
sri is not a static model since each mode of discourse stands in dynamic 
relation to the others. such an understanding of these different types of 
discourse prevents exegetical myopia. While one rhetorolect tends to 
dominate a pericope or extended passage, this should not blind the inter-

earliest ways the earliest christians used language to communicate their picturing of 
God’s world and to persuade others that their picturing was reasonable and truthful.”

147. ibid., 114.
148. ibid., 493–502.
149. Vernon K. robbins, “argumentative textures in socio-rhetorical interpre-

tation,” in eriksson, olbricht, and Übelacker, Rhetorical Argumentation in Biblical 
Texts, 27. For a similar discussion of different modes of discourse interpenetrating 
one another, see also roland e. Murphy, The Tree of Life: An Exploration of Biblical 
Wisdom Literature, 3rd ed. (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2002), 101: “The sages were 
concerned in a broad way with (right) living, but they were not ethicists or framers of 
law. Because human conduct is the common denominator between wisdom and law, it 
is sometimes difficult to separate the two and to determine influence.… These difficul-
ties also occur with respect to the social concerns of the prophets.”
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preter to other modes of discourse that are being invited into the complex 
rhetoric of early christian texts.150 While these six modes of discourse all 
have the potential to interpenetrate one another, only three rhetorolects 
have emerged as generative for an analysis of paul’s argument in 1 cor 
6:12–7:7. paul’s arguments in this pericope are framed predominantly by 
wisdom rhetorolect that invites apocalyptic and priestly modes of dis-
course into its rhetoric.

Wisdom rhetorolect is not only the predominant frame for 1 cor 
6:12–7:7 but, robbins argues, for emerging christian rhetorical culture 
as well. according to robbins, “Wisdom rhetorolect provided basic cog-
nitive frames during the first century with which people could negotiate 
the meanings of other rhetorolects in Mediterranean culture and society.” 
The foundational cognitive nature of wisdom rhetorolect stems from the 
fact that “people learn basic cognitive frames of wisdom discourse during 
childhood in the family household.”151 The emphasis in this rhetorolect is 
on instruction, and it typically makes use of household and family imag-
ery.152 This rhetography is mapped onto God and the world God created. 
Thus God is the father of the household and the created world, especially 
human beings, are members of that household.153 “Wisdom rhetorolect,” 
robbins writes, “emphasizes ‘fruitfulness’ (productivity and reproductiv-
ity). The goal of wisdom rhetorolect is to create people who produce good, 
righteous action, thought, will, and speech with the aid of God’s wisdom.”154 
Wisdom rhetorolect is didactic in nature. as will become evident in the 
exegetical chapters below,155 this rhetorolect evokes cultural expecta-
tions of thinking and learning that should ideally lead to action. Wisdom 
attempts to prompt active fruitfulness through active thinking. pauline 
wisdom rhetorolect, in particular, employs paradox to prompt active and 

150. see Matthew J. Goff, The Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom of 4QInstruction, 
stdJ 50 (leiden: Brill, 2003), 65, where he states, concerning wisdom and apocalypti-
cism in 4Qinstruction: “it is more important to understand how these traditions are 
combined than to argue that one should be emphasized at the expense of the other.” 
although he does not use the language of sri, Goff ’s argument here rests on a similar 
interpretive principle.

151. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 486–87; see also 127.
152. Thus the father’s instruction to his son in proverbs provides a powerful 

resource for this rhetorolect. see Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 45.
153. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 129.
154. ibid., 110.
155. editorial note: see von Thaden, Sex, Christ, and Embodied Cognition.
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critical thinking that should lead to righteous action. in so doing, wisdom 
rhetorolect engages and evokes larger cultural expectations about the role 
and value of paradoxes within instructional discourse.156 Moreover, just as 
every member of an actual household has different abilities and responsi-
bilities, so too does the didactic nature of wisdom rhetorolect recognize 
that “righteous action” will look different for different people at different 
stages of life.157

Wisdom rhetorolect tends to blend organically with apocalyptic and 
priestly rhetorolects, and this is evident in 1 cor 6:12–7:7 as well.158 as 
John collins has noted, while both wisdom and apocalyptic texts focus 
on correct knowledge, a main difference lies in whence true knowledge 
comes.159 This can be seen in the typology of Mediterranean discourse 
discussed above. Wisdom rhetorolect is a dialect of ancient philosophical 
discourse in which true knowledge can be uncovered through observation 
of God’s created world and through the teachings of elders. apocalyptic 
rhetorolect, on the other hand, is a dialect of ancient mantic discourse in 
which true knowledge must come from a revelation from God. Much like 
wisdom, the goal of apocalyptic rhetorolect is to create righteous action 
among God’s people. however, the manner in which it achieves this goal 
is different from wisdom. Whereas wisdom rhetorolect employs rhetog-
raphy from households, apocalyptic rhetography tends to evoke imperial 
might and martial force. however, in apocalyptic rhetorolect the emperor 
(God) uses his army to eradicate evil and create perfect holiness across 
space and time. according to robbins, the “special power of apocalyptic 
discourse lies in its reconfiguration of all time (past, present, and future) 
and all space (cosmic, earthly, and of personal bodies) in terms of holy and 
profane, good and evil.” in the binary logic of this rhetorolect God and his 
angelic army will act to eradicate evil and (re)create a world of goodness. 160

156. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 158, 204, 508.
157. ibid., 129.
158. ibid., 191.
159. John J. collins, “The sage in the apocalyptic and pseudepigraphic litera-

ture,” in Seers, Sybils and Sages in Hellenistic-Roman Judaism, JsJsup 54 (leiden: Brill, 
1997), 339–50; collins, “cosmos and salvation: Jewish Wisdom and apocalypticism 
in the hellenistic age,” in Seers, Sybils and Sages in Hellenistic-Roman Judaism, 334–
36. see also Goff, Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom, 30–42, 47–51.

160. robbins, “argumentative textures,” 54; robbins, “dialectical nature,” 359; 
robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 110.
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like apocalyptic modes of discourse, priestly rhetorolect also evokes 
holiness and goodness, but again, the focus is different. priestly rhetorolect 
is a dialect of broader ancient Mediterranean discourse involving religious 
ritual and the benefits that accrue to the practitioner (or beneficiary) of 
such ritual action. priestly rhetorolect has as its primary focus beneficial 
exchange between human beings and God. This beneficial exchange often 
involves language of temple, sacrifice, and purity. although a focus of this 
rhetorolect can be sacrificial action on the part of humans that, accord-
ing to robbins, “create[s] an environment in which God acts redemp-
tively among humans in the world,” oftentimes it is the sacrifice of Jesus 
the christ through his death that plays a major role in this mode of dis-
course, especially in the pauline literature. The sacrifice of Jesus the christ 
forms the specifically christian rationale for sacrificial action on the part 
of God’s human children.161

in 1 cor 6:12–7:7, paul employs wisdom rhetorolect as the overarch-
ing cultural organizing frame in his discussion of πορνεία, teaching his 
corinthian “children” (1 cor 4:15) why it is to be avoided and how to best 
accomplish this. tapping the internal logic of wisdom rhetorolect, paul 
employs the local frames of freedom and self-mastery in the inaugura-
tion of his instruction on sexual comportment (1 cor 6:12). These topoi, 
and the mode of argumentation in which these are situated, evoke wisdom 
cultural resources in meaning aware hearers/readers. as paul’s argument 
develops, he invites apocalyptic rhetorolect into his wisdom instruction as 
a means to describe what the true dangers of πορνεία are. This rhetorolect 
energizes paul’s wisdom discourse and provides him with more rhetori-
cal tools with which to argue that πορνεία is the worst of all bodily sins. 
apocalyptic rhetorolect is evident in 6:13–14 with paul’s description of 
the destruction and resurrection of the body. paul increases the rhetori-
cal power of his teaching still further by inviting priestly rhetorolect into 
various sections of this pericope that discuss holiness, more specifically 
temples, beneficial exchange, glorification, and prayer (6:15–20; 7:5). By 
exploring the different cultural and local frames that organize the ele-
ments of paul’s teaching as well as blends paul’s discourse creates with 
them, i contend that we arrive at a fuller understanding of his teaching on 
the appropriate sexual use of the christian body.

161. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 112.
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While prophetic, precreation, and miracle rhetorolects (the other 
christian species of mantic, philosophical, and ritual discourses) do not 
play a major role in 1 cor 6:12–7:7, they will be engaged in my discus-
sion of 1 cor 1–4,162 chapters which ground paul’s argument in wisdom 
rhetorolect. in brief, christian prophetic rhetorolect emphasizes that God 
calls or chooses certain people or groups for special righteousness. The 
rhetography of this mode of discourse describes God as a king who sends 
out his special emissaries to confront leaders acting in ways contrary to the 
king’s demands. These emissaries, therefore, often encounter resistance 
from the very leaders whose behavior they are sent to correct. When the 
people listen to the emissaries and obey God, they are especially blessed, 
and when they disobey, there are negative consequences.163 precreation 
rhetorolect focuses on the primal activity of God before the founding 
of the present order. especially important in this rhetorolect is christ’s 
relationship to God before creation and the redemptive implications this 
has for the universe.164 This rhetorolect falls on the speculative end of the 
philosophical discourse spectrum with its ruminations about eternity 
and rhetoric regarding the “nontime” in which God, the eternal emperor, 
dwells. The rhetography of this rhetorolect is related to that found in both 
wisdom and apocalyptic: the emperor in his eternal household. The spe-
cial emphasis in precreation rhetorolect is on eternal nontime, and its 
goal, according to robbins, is “to guide people towards community that 
is formed through God’s love, which reflects the eternal intimacy present 
in God’s precreation household.”165 Miracle rhetorolect is the one that is 
least important for the exegesis chapters below, but this mode of ritual 
discourse emphasizes the power of God to do marvelous, extraordinary 
things for human beings in need.166 The locus of need for humans in this 
rhetorolect tends to be on bodily malfunction and the embodied agent 
through whom God’s restorative powers come. as robbins notes, “a major 
goal of miracle rhetorolect is to effect extraordinary renewal within people 

162. editorial note: see von Thaden, Sex, Christ, and Embodied Cognition.
163. robbins, “argumentative texture,” 44–45; robbins, Invention of Christian 

Discourse, 110.
164. robbins, “argumentative texture,” 59.
165. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 111.
166. robbins, “argumentative texture,” 37–38; see also robbins, “dialectical 

nature,” 358.
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that moves them toward speech and action that produces communities 
that care for the well-being of one another.”167

The emergence of six rhetorolects, as well as the emphasis on rhetogra-
phy (and not solely rhetology), within sri creates an interpretive environ-
ment in which the insights of conceptual integration theory can produce 
new exegetical fruit. While the terms and language of both of these inter-
pretive analytics may be new to biblical studies, i hope to demonstrate that 
they are powerful instruments through which biblical scholars can engage 
their craft. The tools of conceptual integration theory, when set within the 
programmatic analysis demanded by sri, provide a model for unraveling 
the complex argument paul makes in teaching the corinthians to avoid 
the sexual sin of πορνεία. This model provides a means to analyze how 
paul’s language prompts for specific meanings, which, in turn, prompts the 
christian community in corinth to act in concrete ways to embody paul’s 
instruction. such an interpretive analytic avoids a positivist emphasis on 
authorial intent as well as an over emphasis on actual community recep-
tion. rather, an investigation employing conceptual integration theory 
within a sociorhetorical framework proposes possibilities for how paul’s 
language about πορνεία could make meaning in its cultural context. What 
paul actually intended and how the individual members of the commu-
nity actually received this teaching remain beyond this, and every other, 
approach.

conclusion

The constitutive and governing principles of conceptual integration theory 
as articulated by Fauconnier and turner provide the basic interpretive 
architecture i employ when exegeting paul’s argumentative discourse in 1 
cor 6:12–7:7. The insights this analysis yields will be set within the inter-
pretive framework of sociorhetorical interpretation that includes multiple 
textures and rhetorolects. This allows me to have a principled means of 
examining how paul’s discourse in this pericope is meaningful as well as 
a programmatic exegetical analytic in which to construct a coherent nar-
rative of the results of this examination. setting conceptual integration 
theory within, or beside, other interpretive frameworks is not something 
unique to my project. For example, todd oakley, in an extended analysis 

167. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 111.
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of a passage from art spiegelman’s Maus II: And Here My Troubles Began, 
integrates the results he obtains from a study of blending with narratology 
and argumentation theory. he argues that “such a study produces a new 
kind of analysis that is much stronger than each separately.”168 using con-
ceptual integration theory within a sociorhetorical framework promises to 
yield a new kind of analysis of pauline discourse.

conceptual integration theory, by examining how language prompts 
for meaning, holds great promise for biblical exegesis. But more specifi-
cally, the theory of conceptual blending has particular usefulness for this 
project because the pauline pericope under analysis deals with the topic of 
sexual comportment. as noted above, cognitive scientists stress that any 
model of meaning formation must take human embodiment into consid-
eration. Fauconnier and turner note that “human sexual practices are per-
haps the epitome of meaningful behavior because they constitute a deeply 
felt intersection of mental, social, and biological life.” They further argue 
that “the role of meaning construction and imagination in the elaboration 
of human sexual practices is phenomenal and has direct, real-world social 
consequences.”169 i have suggested that conceptual integration theory is 
a useful tool in general for analyzing biblical discourse, but my focus on 
paul’s instruction regarding the proper sexual use of the christian body 
also means that the subject this study engages reflects a specific topic for 
which the applicability of conceptual blending is asserted by cognitive sci-
entists themselves.

168. oakley, “conceptual Blending,” 357.
169. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 28. also of interest to my project is 

their assertion that “sexual fantasy, whether or not enacted, is a vast and important 
area of systematic human cognition that is imaginative but not explained by metaphor 
or analogy” (35–36).



conceptual Blending and early christian imagination

Vernon K. Robbins

introduction

The emergence of early christianity during the first century ce is a truly 
remarkable phenomenon. The literature this movement produced during 
its first seventy years of existence exhibits profound creativity in the con-
text of traditional cultures, which are known for their conservative nature. 
Years ago, scholars such as amos Wilder observed that there were amaz-
ingly “new” formulations of phrases and words in new testament litera-
ture.1 There has, however, been only limited progress in our understand-
ing of how this “newness” emerged. Many scholars have exhibited and 
discussed the wide reaching diversity in traditions, concepts, and practices 
among different groups of early christians. There have been only a few 
attempts, however, to develop modes of analysis and interpretation that 
show what one might call the “inner workings” of visualizations, concep-
tualizations, and orientations in the context of this diversity.

ilkka pyysiäinen has done some very interesting thinking about this 
in a paper entitled “intuition, reflection, and the evolution of tradi-
tions.” For my purposes, his discussion of “selection,” “guided variation,” 
and “biased cultural transmission” are very helpful.2 his discussion feeds 
naturally into analyses of “partial mapping” and other things in concep-
tual integration theory (alternatively called conceptual blending theory), 

1. amos Wilder, The Language of the Gospel: Early Christian Rhetoric (new York: 
harper & row, 1964).

2. ilkka pyysiäinen, “intuition, reflection, and the evolution of traditions,” in 
Moving Beyond New Testament Theology? Essays in Conversation with Heikki Räisänen, 
ed. todd c. penner and caroline Vander stichele, sesJ 88 (helsinki: Finnish exegeti-
cal society, 2005), 289–92.
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which i will discuss below. pyysiäinen also observes the presence of “pre-
narrative” as frameworks that guide reproduction.3 istván czachesz also 
has presented some very helpful concepts in “The transmission of early 
christian Thought: toward a cognitive psychological Model.”4 in the con-
text of three alternative approaches to religion in cognitive science, czach-
esz discusses schema theory and introduces four “scripts” upon which he 
thinks early christian literature relies: martyrdom script, gospel script, 
healing script, and divine-call script.5 in my view, this is a very promising 
approach, especially when it is correlated both with “serial recall,” when 
scripts serve as underlying story-grammars to narrative, and with “the 
cognitive relevance hypothesis of christology,” which czachesz describes 
as “the early christian conceptualization of Jesus adapted to the economy 
of the mind by closely approaching the archaic idea of ancestors.”6

in the context of various new approaches to religion from the per-
spective of cognitive science on brain and mind, my approach is especially 
informed by conceptual Blending (or conceptual integration) Theory and 
critical spatiality Theory. instead of four scripts (czachesz), my sociorhe-
torical analysis exhibits six rhetorical dialects (called rhetorolects) that 
blend dynamically with one another in first century christian discourse. 
each of the rhetorolects emerges in embodied cognition through inter-
action with specifically located contexts that provide picturing based on 
seeing places and spaces through social and cultural experiences. This 
aspect of discourse i call rhetography, namely, evoking pictures through 
pictorial expression.7 each rhetorolect is nurtured in the mind through 

3. ibid., 290.
4. istván czachesz, “The transmission of early christian Thought: toward a 

cognitive psychological Model,” SR 36 (2007): 65–85.
5. istván czachesz, “The Gospels and cognitive science,” in Learned Antiquity: 

Scholars and Society in the Near-East, the Greco-Roman World, and the Early Medieval 
West, ed. a. a. Macdonald, M. W. twomey, and G. J. reinik (leuven: peeters, 2003), 
25–36.

6. ibid., 21; istván czachesz, “Metamorphosis in early christian imagination: a 
cognitive-psychological approach” (paper presented at the Jewish pseudepigrapha 
and christian apocrypha section of the sBl international Meeting in Groningen, the 
netherlands, July 25–28, 2004), 1–11; revised version published as “Metamorphoses 
of christ,” in czachesz, The Grotesque Body in Early Christian Discourse: Hell, Scatol-
ogy, and Metamorphosis, Bible World (sheffield: equinox, 2012), 141–56.

7. Vernon K. robbins, “rhetography: a new Way of seeing the Familiar text,” 
in Words Well Spoken: George Kennedy’s Rhetoric of the New Testament, ed. c. clifton 
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cultural frames that evoke storylines containing a sequence of pictures in 
the context of pictorial narration. each rhetorolect also contains reason-
ings, which i call their rhetology, namely, “assertions,” “supports,” and “jux-
tapositions” of thoughts that evoke “meanings” in the context of images, 
actions, feelings, and so forth. Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner’s The 
Way We Think and seanna coulson’s Semantic Leaps have been especially 
helpful in my analysis and interpretation of the dynamic and complex con-
ceptual blending that occurs among the six rhetorolects that have emerged 
in my sociorhetorical analysis.8 an excellent afterword in the 2003 publi-
cation of George lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By explains 
the relation of conceptual Blending (integration) Theory to conceptual 
metaphor theory.9 The first programmatic conceptual blending interpreta-
tion of a new testament passage in a sociorhetorical framework has now 
been completed and will be forthcoming soon as a published book.10

The six rhetorolects that have emerged in my analysis are: wisdom, pro-
phetic, apocalyptic, precreation, miracle, and priestly rhetorolect. one of the 
challenges is to discover how these rhetorolects blend with one another. 
perhaps certain blends of two, or perhaps three, rhetorolects create “emer-
gent blend structures”11 that are especially generative in early christian 
discourse. We are just beginning to find our way with these things. This 
essay gives a preview of blending in early christian miracle discourse. But 
first a little more introduction to the six rhetorolects.

Black and duane F. Watson (Waco, tx: Baylor university press, 2008), 81–106 (edito-
rial note: see pp. 367–92 in this volume).

8. Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending 
and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (new York: Basic Books, 2002); seanna coul-
son, Semantic Leaps: Frame Shifting and Conceptual Blending in Meaning Construction 
(new York: cambridge university press, 2001). i am especially grateful to robert h. 
von Thaden Jr. and Bart B. Bruehler, two phd candidates at emory university who 
respectively are advancing the use of conceptual integration Theory and critical spa-
tiality Theory for interpreting early christian texts in their dissertations.

9. George lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (chicago: university 
of chicago press, 2003), 243–76.

10. robert h. von Thaden Jr., Sex, Christ, and Embodied Cognition: Paul’s Wisdom 
for Corinth, esec 16 (dorset, uK: deo, 2012). 

11. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 42–46, 48–49.
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a Basic View of early christian rhetorical dialects (rhetorolects)

in the context of sociorhetorical analysis and interpretation of early 
christian literature during the 1990s,12 very different modes of argumen-
tation began to appear, creating exceptional challenges for analysis and 
interpretation of all the different kinds of discourse in the new testament, 
as well as in other early christian literature. in the context of inductive 
analysis of portions of all the writings in the new testament and some 
christian writings outside the new testament, six major kinds of dis-
course began to emerge. in 1996, it was decided that six discourses func-
tioned as rhetorical dialects that interacted dynamically with one another 
to create the christian discourse that existed by 100 ce. in addition, i 
decided to follow the advice and example of Benjamin h. hary, a socio-
linguist at emory university, to shorten the phrase “rhetorical dialect” to 
“rhetorolect.”13 after changes in the names of three of the rhetorolects over 
a period of eight years, the names have emerged as: wisdom, prophetic, 
apocalyptic, precreation, miracle, and priestly. in each of the rhetorolects, 
pictorial narration and reasoning associated with particular social, cul-
tural, and religious locations have emerged as highly significant. Focus 
on these locations is producing more detailed analysis of the social, cul-
tural, and ideological aspects of sociorhetorical interpretation.14 it became 
obvious, first of all, that a major characteristic of early christian discourse 
emerges from the patterns with which it creates enthymematic argumen-
tation out of pictorial narration and reasoning related to people’s bodies, 
households, villages, synagogues, cities, temples, kingdoms, and empires.15 

12. Vernon K. robbins, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Soci-
ety and Ideology (london: routledge, 1996); robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A 
Guide to Socio-rhetorical Interpretation (Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 
1996).

13. Vernon K. robbins, “The dialectical nature of early christian discourse,” Scr 
59 (1996): 353–62.

14. robbins, Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, 144–236; robbins, Exploring 
the Texture of Texts, 71–119.

15. Vernon K. robbins, “From enthymeme to Theology in luke 11:1–13,” in Lit-
erary Studies in Luke-Acts: A Collection of Essays in Honor of Joseph B. Tyson, ed. r. p. 
Thompson and t. e. phillips (Macon, Ga: Mercer university press, 1998), 191–214; 
robbins, “argumentative textures in socio-rhetorical interpretation,” in Rhetorical 
Argumentation in Biblical Texts: Essays from the 2000 Lund Conference, ed. anders 
eriksson, Thomas h. olbricht, and Walter Übelacker, esec 8 (harrisburg, pa: trinity 
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in other words, the cognitions and reasonings were emerging from “lived 
experiences” in specific places in the first century Mediterranean world. 
This has led to the use of “critical spatiality theory” in sociorhetorical 
interpretation.16 This area of study, located in the field of cultural geog-
raphy studies, builds in particular on writings by henri lefebvre, robert 
d. sack, pierre Bourdieu, edward W. soja, and stephen toulmin.17 James 
W. Flanagan has been especially instrumental in bringing critical spatial-
ity theory into biblical study.18 in 1991, robbins used robert d. sack’s 
Human Territoriality for sociorhetorical analysis of “images of empire” in 
acts and t. F. carney’s The Shape of the Past for the social location of the 
implied author of luke-acts.19 Jerome h. neyrey has applied strategies for 
interpreting the social location of the implied author to Jude and 2 peter, 

press international, 2002), 27–65; robbins, “enthymeme and picture in the Gospel of 
Thomas,” in Thomasine Traditions in Antiquity: The Social and Cultural World of the 
Gospel of Thomas, ed. Jon Ma. asgeirsson, april d. deconick, and risto uro, nhMs 
59 (leiden: Brill, 2006), 175–207.

16. Bart B. Bruehler, A Public and Political Christ: The Social-Spatial Characteris-
tics of Luke 18:35–19:43 and the Gospel as a Whole in Its Ancient Context, ptMs 157 
(eugene, or: Wipf & stock, 2011).

17. henri lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. donald nicholson-smith 
(Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 1991); r. d. sack, Human Territoriality: Its Theory and His-
tory (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1986); sack, Homo Geographicus: A 
Framework for Action, Awareness, and Moral Concern (Baltimore: Johns hopkins uni-
versity press, 1997); pierre Bourdieu, “social space and symbolic power,” Sociological 
Theory 7 (1989): 14–25; e. W. soja, Postmodern Geography: The Reassertion of Space 
in Critical Social Theory (london: Verso, 1989); soja, “postmodern Geographies and 
the critique of historicism,” in Postmodern Contentions: Epochs, Politics, Space, ed. J. 
p. Jones iii, W. natter, and t. r. schatzki (new York: Guildford, 1993), 113–36; soja, 
Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (cambridge, 
Ma: Blackwell, 1996); stephen toulmin, Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity 
(chicago: university of chicago press, 1990).

18. J. W. Flanagan, “ancient perceptions of space/perceptions of ancient space,” 
Semeia 87 (1999): 15–43. see also david M. Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, eds., ‘Imag-
ining’ Biblical Worlds: Studies in Spatial, Social and Historical Constructs in Honor of 
James W. Flanagan, Jsotsup 359 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 2002).

19. t. F. carney, The Shape of the Past: Models and Antiquity (lawrence, Ks: coro-
nado, 1975); Vernon K. robbins, “luke-acts: a Mixed population seeks a home in 
the roman empire,” in Images of Empire, ed. loveday c. a. alexander, Jsotsup 122 
(sheffield: Jsot press, 1991), 202–21; robbins, “The social location of the implied 
author of luke-acts,” in The Social World of Luke-Acts: Models for Interpretation, ed. 
Jerome h. neyrey (peabody, Ma: hendrickson, 1991), 305–32.
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luke’s social location of paul, the Gospel of John, and to paul’s writings.20 
since 2000, roland Boer has written an important study on “the produc-
tion of space” in 1 sam 1–2, Michael McKeever an analysis of “refiguring 
space in the lukan passion narrative,” claudia V. camp an important essay 
on “storied space” in sirach, Victor h. Matthews an important discussion 
of physical, imagined, and “lived” space in ancient israel, and Thomas B. 
dozeman an essay on ezra-nehemiah.21

sociorhetorical interpretation is using critical spatiality theory 
together with cognitive theory about conceptual blending to analyze 
and interpret the nature of early christian discourse. here the founda-
tional work is Fauconnier and turner’s The Way We Think.22 The merger 
of conceptual blending theory with critical spatiality theory is clarifying 
the relation of social places to cultural, ideological, and religious spaces 

20. Jerome h. neyrey, 2 Peter, Jude, aB 37c (new York: doubleday, 1993), 32–42, 
128–42; neyrey, “luke’s social location of paul: cultural anthropology and the status 
of paul in acts,” in History, Literature, and Society in the Book of Acts, ed. B. Withering-
ton iii (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1996), 251–79; neyrey, “spaces and 
places, Whence and Whither, homes and rooms: ‘territoriality’ in the Fourth Gospel,” 
BTB 32 (2002): 60–74; neyrey, “spaced out: ‘territoriality’ in the Fourth Gospel,” 
HvTSt 58 (2002): 632–63; neyrey, “The social location of paul,” in Fabrics of Discourse: 
Essays in Honor of Vernon K. Robbins, ed. david B. Gowler, l. Gregory Bloomquist, and 
duane F. Watson, harrisburg (pa: trinity press international, 2003), 126–64.

21. roland Boer, “sanctuary and Womb: henri lefebvre and the production of 
space” (paper presented at the annual Meeting of the american academy of religion 
and the society of Biblical literature, nashville, 19 november 2000), http://tinyurl.
com/sBl7103g; Michael c. McKeever, “refiguring space in the lukan passion nar-
rative” (paper presented at the annual Meeting of the american academy of religion 
and the society of Biblical literature, nashville, 19 november 2000); claudia V. camp, 
“storied space, or, Ben sira ‘tells’ a temple,” in ‘Imagining’ Biblical Worlds: Studies in 
Spatial, Social and Historical Constructs in Honor of James W. Flanagan, ed. david 
M. Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, Jsotsup 359 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 2002), 
64–80 (editorial note: see pp. 177–95 in this volume); Victor h. Matthews, “physical 
space, imagined space, and ‘lived space’ in ancient israel,” BTB 33 (2003): 12–20; 
Thomas B. dozeman, “Geography and history in herodotus and in ezra-nehemiah,” 
JBL 122 (2003): 449–66.

22. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think. The use of this book for sociorhetori-
cal commentary is the result of an e-mail by l. Gregory Bloomquist on december 4, 
2002, which called attention to the relation of conceptual blending theory to early 
christian blending of rhetorolects, which was a topic of discussion at the rhetoric of 
religious antiquity meetings prior to the american academy of religion and soceity 
of Biblical literature sessions at toronto in november 2002.
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in the six primary early christian rhetorolects. according to Fauconnier 
and turner, “conceptual integration always involves a blended space and 
at least two inputs and a generic space.”23 to these insights, coulson in 
particular has added the insight that organizing, cultural frames are con-
tinually operative, either as background or foreground, in conceptual 
blending.24 Sociorhetorical analysis and interpretation of rhetorolects pro-
ceeds, therefore, on the presupposition that places and spaces dynamically 
inform conceptual blending through the presence of cultural frames which 
this essay calls rhetorolects. rhetorolects organize pictures of people and 
locations together in ways that nurture special cultural memories. cer-
tain words and phrases evoke these memories in a manner that frames 
the reasoning about topics the discourse introduces to the hearer. as the 
discourse creates pictures in the mind of special social, cultural, religious, 
and ideological places, it creates movements in the mind of association, 
dissociation, admiration, dislike, love, anger, courage, fear, et cetera. table 
1 presents an abstract table that displays the presence of cultural frames 
(rhetorolects), generic spaces (highly multiple cognitive activities), expe-
rience spaces (Firstspace/input 1); conceptualized spaces (secondspace/
input 2); and spaces of blending (Thirdspace) that are dynamically related 
to one another in early christian rhetorolects.

table 1: conceptual Blending of Frames and spaces in rhetorolects

cultural Frames (rhetorolects) conventionally organized mental 
domains in Mediterranean culture and 

tradition

Generic spaces conceptual mental spaces 

experienced spaces (Firstspace) experiences of the body in social places

conceptualized spaces (secondspace) sensory-aesthetic and cognitive experi-
ences creating cultural, religious, and 

ideological places

spaces of Blending (Thirdspace) debate, reconciliation, elaboration, 
and avoidance in relation to cultural, 

religious, and ideological places

23. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, xv, 279.
24. coulson, Semantic Leaps.
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people’s words and phrases evoke conventional discourse frames 
(rhetorolects) that invite pictures of spaces and actions that exist in cul-
tural memory. sensory-aesthetic experiences of the body in various 
social places—like household, village, city, synagogue, kingdom, temple, 
and empire—in the world are the “Firstspace” contexts in which people 
develop and perpetuate special pictures and memories in their minds. 
people activate cognitive and conceptual abilities to interpret these social 
places and actions as “secondspace” cultural, religious, and ideological 
places. in addition, people use processes of part-whole, similar-dissimilar, 
opposite, et cetera to relate pictures, actions, and reasonings (in “generic” 
spaces) to one another. in the context of these activities, people negoti-
ate their daily lives in ongoing contexts of sensory-aesthetic experiences, 
which are “Thirdspace” “spaces of blending.” sociorhetorical interpreters 
are accepting the challenge of analyzing and interpreting six rhetorolects 
that function as organizing, cultural frames that blend places and spaces 
in special networks of reasoning and argumentation: wisdom, prophetic, 
apocalyptic, precreation, miracle, and priestly.25 table 2 presents an initial 
display of important places and spaces in the six primary early christian 
rhetorolects.

early christian wisdom rhetorolect blends human experiences of the 
household, one’s interpersonal body, and the geophysical world (First-
space) with the cultural space of God’s cosmos (secondspace). in the lived 
space of blending (Thirdspace), God functions as heavenly Father over 
God’s children in the world, whose bodies are to produce goodness and 
righteousness through the medium of God’s wisdom, which is understood 
as God’s light in the world. in this context, wisdom rhetorolect empha-
sizes “fruitfulness” (productivity and reproductivity). The goal of wisdom 
rhetorolect is to create people who produce good action, thought, will, and 
speech with the aid of God’s wisdom.

early christian prophetic rhetorolect blends the speech and action of 
a prophet’s body in an experiential space of God’s kingdom on earth (First-
space) with conceptual space of God’s cosmos (secondspace). The reason-
ing in the rhetorolect presupposes that the prophet has received a divine 
message about God’s will. The prophet speaks and acts in contexts that 
envision righteous judgments and actions by kings, who should be God’s 

25. Vernon K. robbins, The Invention of Christian Discourse, rra 1 (dorset, uK: 
deo, 2009).
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leaders who establish justice on the earth. as a result of the nature of God’s 
message, the prophet regularly experiences significant resistance and often 
explicit rejection and persecution. in the space of blending (Thirdspace), 
God functions as heavenly King over his righteous kingdom on earth. The 
nature of prophetic rhetorolect is to confront religious and political lead-
ers who act on the basis of human greed, pride, and power rather than 
God’s justice, righteousness, and mercy for all people in God’s kingdom on 
the earth. The goal of prophetic rhetorolect is to create a governed realm 
on earth where God’s righteousness is enacted among all of God’s people 
in the realm with the aid of God’s specially transmitted word in the form 
of prophetic action and speech.

early christian apocalyptic rhetorolect blends human experiences 
of the emperor and his imperial army (Firstspace) with God’s heavenly 
temple city (secondspace), which can only be occupied by holy, undefiled 
people. in the space of blending (Thirdspace), God functions as a heavenly 
emperor who gives commands to emissaries to destroy all the evil in the 
universe and to create a cosmic environment where holy bodies experi-
ence perfect well-being in the presence of God. apocalyptic rhetorolect, 
then, features destruction of evil and construction of a cosmic environ-
ment of perfect well-being. The goal of this blending is to call people into 
action and thought guided by perfect holiness. The presupposition of 
the rhetorolect is that only perfect holiness and righteousness can bring 
a person into the presence of God, who destroys all evil and gathers all 
holiness together in God’s presence. apocalyptic redemption, therefore, 
means the presence of all of God’s holy beings in a realm where God’s holi-
ness and righteousness are completely and eternally present.

early christian precreation rhetorolect blends human experiences 
of a deified emperor (like the roman emperor) and his household (First-
space) with a philosophically conceptualized cosmos (secondspace), with 
the presupposition that God has the status in nontime and nonspace of a 
loving heavenly emperor with a household populated by loving people. 
The result of this philosophically utopian blending is the presence of the 
loving emperor Father God in God’s heavenly household before all time 
and continually throughout God’s “nontime.” God’s son existed with God 
during “nontime” before time began with the creation of the world. This 
“eternal” son does what his Father asks him to do, and heirs and friends 
of the eternal emperor and his eternal son receive eternal benefits from 
their relation to this eternal household. in the space of blending (Third-
space), God functions as heavenly emperor Father who possesses eternal 
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blessings he will give to people as a result of his love for the world and 
the people in it. people may enter into this love by believing, honoring, 
and worshipping not only God but also his eternal son and members and 
friends whom God sends out with a message of eternal blessings. precre-
ation rhetorolect, then, features love that is the source of all things in the 
world and the means by which people may enter into God’s eternal love. in 
this rhetorolect, God’s light is love that provides the possibility for enter-
ing into eternal love, rather than being limited to light that is the basis 
for the production and reproduction of goodness and righteousness. The 
goal of the blending in precreation rhetorolect is to guide people towards 
community that is formed through God’s love, which reflects the eternal 
intimacy present in God’s precreation household.

early christian miracle rhetorolect has a primary focus on human 
bodies afflicted with paralysis, malfunction, or disease. in this context, 
a malfunctioning body becomes a site of “social geography.” Miracle 
rhetorolect features a bodily agent of God’s power who renews and restores 
life, producing forms of “new creation” that oppose powers of affliction, dis-
ruption, and death. The “location” of importance for early christian mira-
cle rhetorolect, therefore, is a “space of relation” between an afflicted body 
and a bodily agent of God’s power (Firstspace). in this rhetorolect, there is 
no focus on any particular social, cultural, political, or religious “places” 
on earth. a bodily agent of God’s power, wherever it may be, is a “location” 
where God can function as a miraculous renewer of life (secondspace). a 
major goal of miracle rhetorolect is to effect extraordinary renewal within 
people that moves them toward speech and action that produces communi-
ties that care for the well-being of one another (Thirdspace).

early christian priestly rhetorolect blends human experiences in a 
temple or other place of worship (Firstspace) with a concept of temple city 
and God’s cosmos (secondspace). reasoning in priestly rhetorolect presup-
poses that ritual actions benefit God in a manner that activate divine ben-
efits for humans on earth. in the space of blending (Thirdspace), people 
make sacrifices by giving up things that give them well being in the form 
of giving them to God. Food, possessions, and money may be offered up 
to God, but also honor through thanksgiving, prayer, hymns, and worship. 
some of these things may be given to God by giving them to other people 
on earth or by allowing other people to take things like honor or fame away 
without protest. The greatest sacrifice people can offer to God, of course, is 
their entire life. usually, in contrast, a person gives up only certain highly 
valued things in life. early christian priestly rhetorolect features thanksgiv-
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ing, praise, prayer, and blessing in contexts regularly perceived to be sacrifi-
cial in intent and practice. By the end of the first century ce much, though 
not all, christian priestly rhetorolect was somehow related to Jesus’s death 
on the cross. priestly rhetorolect features beneficial exchange between 
God and humans in a context of human sacrificial action. The goal of the 
conceptual blending is to create people who are willing to give up things 
they highly value in exchange for special divine benefits that come to them 
because these sacrifices are perceived to benefit God as well as humans. in 
other words, sacrificial actions by humans create an environment in which 
God acts redemptively among humans in the world.

The inclusion of conceptual blending theory and critical spatiality 
theory in sociorhetorical interpretation allows an interpreter to construct 
a topology of spaces in early christian rhetorolects and to interpret the 
rhetorical power of the blending of spaces in these rhetorolects. since each 
of the rhetorolects presents social, cultural, religious, and ideological lan-
guage, story-telling, and argumentation that evoke specific pictures, emo-
tions, cognitions, and reasonings, each rhetorolect made vital contribu-
tions in distinctive ways to a new culture of discourse that was emerging 
during the first century. since many of the social places present in early 
christian discourse (like household, village, places of sacred ritual, city, 
etc.) continue to exist to the present day in some reconfigured form, early 
christian discourse continually functions anew in places believers per-
ceive to be similar in social, cultural, and religious function. some believ-
ers locate their thinking primarily in one rhetorolect at a time, blending 
aspects of other rhetorolects into this one rhetorolect for very specific 
purposes. other believers locate their thinking in a particular blend of 
multiple rhetorolects, inviting selective aspects of other rhetorolects in 
implicit, subtle, and nuanced ways. The variations produce a dynamic 
conceptual, cognitive, and verbal system of christian discourse that is 
highly adaptive to multiple contexts and cultures. table 3 below exhibits 
the dominant social, cultural, and ideological rhetoric internal to each 
rhetorolect.
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table 3: rhetoric internal to each rhetorolect

Wisdom: speech of God, christ, and believers produces fruitfulness

Prophetic: God calls people, including christ, to call and exhort people to be a 
righteous kingdom

Apocalyptic: christ’s initial coming produced a new beginning and christ’s return 
will produce a new world

Precreation: God’s and christ’s primordial existence produces eternal life in 
believers

Miracle: God’s power working in and/or through christ and believers produces 
bodily transformation

Priestly: sacrifice by christ and believers produces glorification of God and holy 
benefit for believers

dynamic blending of the six early christian rhetorolects created a 
richly variegated culture of early christian discourse by the end of the 
first century. Believers blended each rhetorolect dynamically with the 
other rhetorolects either by blending multiple rhetorolects into one dom-
inant rhetorolect or by blending particular rhetorolects together in a par-
ticularly forceful manner. The dynamics of these blendings throughout 
the verbal culture of early christianity produced a continually increasing 
combination of cognitions, reasonings, picturings, and argumentations. 
This interactive process continued in christian discourse throughout the 
centuries, and it continues in our present day. table 4 shows the spaces 
where double-domain blending could occur. There is a potential for 
thirty double-domain blends in the following table. The blending in early 
christian discourse is so dynamic, however, that multiple blends of vari-
ous kinds appear. For this reason, there will be no attempt in this essay to 
fill the following table simply with double-domain blends, like wisdom 
and prophetic, wisdom and apocalyptic, wisdom and precreation, and 
so on.

Wisdom Blends with prophetic, priestly,  
and apocalyptic rhetorolect in 2 peter 1:5–8

instead of attempting to fill table 4 with dual-domain blends, like pro-
phetic wisdom or apocalyptic wisdom, the discussion below exhibits two 
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samples of blending in early christian discourse. after this discussion, a 
final section of the essay will analyze and discuss the nature of some of the 
blending in early christian miracle rhetorolect.

First is a display and brief discussion of the blending of wisdom 
rhetorolect with priestly, prophetic, and apocalyptic rhetorolect in 2 pet 
1:5–11. christian wisdom rhetorolect is present in 2 pet 1:5 as it features 
people’s production of the virtues of excellence, self-control, piety, and love.

Wisdom Rhetorolect in 2 Peter 1:5–8

5 For this very reason, be earnest to supplement your faith [pistis] with 
excellence [aretē], excellence with knowledge [gnōsis], 6 knowledge with 

table 4: potential double-domain Blends in early christianity discourse

Wisdom prophetic apocalyptic precreation Miracle priestly

Blended

Wisdom 
rhetorolect

x

Blended

prophetic 
rhetorolect

x

Blended

apocalyptic 
rhetorolect

x

Blended

precreation 
rhetorolect

x

Blended

Miracle 
rhetorolect

x

Blended

priestly 
rhetorolect

x
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self-control [enkrateia], self-control with steadfastness [hypomonē], 
steadfastness with piety [eusebeia], 7 piety with kinship affection [phil-
adelphia], kinship affection with love [agapē]. 8 For when you possess 
these and increase in them, they will keep you from being ineffective 
[argos] and unfruitful [akarpos] in the knowledge [epignōsis]26 of our 
lord Jesus christ.27

The list in 2 pet 1:5 moves in a progression from faith to love. some of the 
virtues are widespread in the Greco-roman world, like excellence, self-
control, piety, and kinship affection.28 The list is framed with the christian 
virtue of faith at the beginning and love at the end. This framing gives the 
list its dialectical, religious quality in the Mediterranean world. in con-
trast to this list, seneca, Ep. 85.2 begins with prudence (prudens) and ends 
with being happy (beatus), while cicero, Leg. 1.7.22 begins with foresight 
(providum) and ends with “full of reason and prudence” (plenum ratio-
nis et consilii). it is characteristic of early christian wisdom rhetorolect to 
present a sequence that either begins with faith and ends with love (rom 
5:1–5; 1 cor 13:13) or begins with love and ends with faith (eph 4:2–5). 
instead of including hope (elpis), which often is in early christian lists that 
feature faith and love,29 2 pet 1:5–8 includes steadfastness, like 2 Thess 
1:4. early christian wisdom rhetorolect in 2 pet 1:5–8, then, manifests 
itself in a triadic framework of faith, steadfastness, and love, into which 
it inserts knowledge, excellence, self-control, piety, and kinship affection. 
This list presents a new framework for well-known and widespread Medi-
terranean virtues, blending them into a “christian” rhetorolect that, on 
the one hand, sounds familiar and, on the other hand, emphasizes the key 
christian topoi of faith and love at the beginning and the end.

second peter 1:9–10 introduce prophetic and priestly rhetorolect into 
the wisdom rhetorolect of 1:5–8.

26. neyrey, 2 Peter, Jude, 150 translates this “for the acknowledgment.”
27. Biblical translations are based on the nrsV, with modification in various 

places to exhibit more clearly the topics under discussion. 
28. ibid., 154.
29. rom 5:1–5, 12:6–12; 1 cor 13:13; eph 1:15–18, 4:2–5; 1 Thess 1:3; 5:8; col 

1:4–5.
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Triple-Blended Wisdom Rhetorolect in  
2 Peter 1:9–10 (Wisdom/Prophetic/Priestly)

9 For anyone who lacks these things is short-sighted and blind, and is 
forgetful of the cleansing of past sins.10 Therefore, brothers and sisters, 
be all the more eager to confirm your call [klēsis] and election [eklogē], 
for if you do this, you will never stumble.

second peter 1:9–10 continue in the mode of wisdom rhetorolect, with 
1:9 instructing its hearer/reader with an additional rationale (“for”) and 
1:10 following with a conclusion (“therefore”). Verse 9, however, features 
language characteristic of prophetic discourse when it speaks of blind-
ness that causes shortsightedness.30 This prophetic discourse blends with 
priestly discourse when it refers to the cleansing of past sins, “which prob-
ably refers to a ritual such as baptism or some other mikvoth or wash-
ing rite.”31 second peter 1:10 continues with prophetic rhetorolect when 
it exhorts the hearers to confirm their call and election.32 after the exhor-
tation, verse 10 presents a rationale that uses language of stumbling like 
philo uses to describe the result of deception (Leg. 3.66).33 Verse 10, then, 
continues a blend of prophetic and wisdom rhetorolect that could bring 
the thought sequence to an end.

instead of ending with a blend of wisdom, prophetic, and priestly 
rhetorolect, 2 pet 1:11 presents a rationale containing argumentation of 
early christian apocalyptic rhetorolect.

Blended Wisdom Rhetorolect in 2 Peter 1:11 (Wisdom/Apocalyptic)

11 For in this way, entry into the eternal kingdom of our lord and savior 
Jesus christ will be richly provided for you.

if 2 pet 1:11 continued in a prophetic mode, it would refer to the believ-
er’s inheritance in the kingdom of God. instead, it promises a specifically 
christian apocalyptic outcome: entrance into the eternal kingdom of our 
lord and savior Jesus christ. Those who live according to the wisdom 
listed in 1:5–8 will not simply be happy, full of reason and prudence, or 

30. isa 42:7, 16, 18, 19; 43:8; 59:10; see also 29:18; 35:5; 61:1 (lxx).
31. neyrey, 2 Peter, Jude, 154.
32. see kaleō and eklektos in lxx isaiah and Jeremiah.
33. neyrey, 2 Peter, Jude, 162.
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guided by love, but they will become participants in the glorious, eternal 
kingdom of God’s heavenly Messiah Jesus. The concept of christ’s eter-
nal kingdom is new to apocalyptic in the Mediterranean world, featur-
ing a special emphasis of christian apocalyptic rhetorolect. The rhetorical 
argumentation in 2 pet 1:5–11 reaches its climactic point not in the goals 
of wisdom, priestly, or prophetic rhetorolect either separately or blended 
together. rather, the argumentation creates a sequence that blends early 
christian wisdom, priestly, and prophetic rhetorolect into early christian 
apocalyptic rhetorolect. The end result is multiple-scope blending34 that 
reconfigures widespread Greco-roman wisdom discourse into a highly 
complex conceptual system of christian reasoning, argumentation, and 
exhortation. The goal of these verses is to produce human bodies filled with 
“knowledge of God and the lord Jesus christ.” The aim of exhortation and 
argumentation is to set the hearer’s sights on virtues that move beyond the 
goals of the moral philosophers in the Mediterranean world toward goals 
articulated by early christian wisdom, prophetic, priestly, and apocalyptic 
discourse. no one discourse, however, is sufficient to articulate the goals 
the early christians envision. Blending these discourses together in their 
own particular “dialectical” manner, early christians presented a system 
of reasoning and believing that moved hearers beyond the conceptual sys-
tems of the moral philosophers into a religious system of belief focused on 
the eternal kingdom of God’s heavenly Messiah Jesus.

precreation Blends with apocalyptic and  
priestly rhetorolect in colossians 1:15–20

next, we come to blended precreation rhetorolect in early christian dis-
course. christian precreation rhetorolect features God’s eternal divinity 
working through christ’s primordial nature. colossians 1:15–20 blends 
precreation rhetorolect with apocalyptic and priestly rhetorolect as the 
discourse unfolds. colossians 1:15–17 presents a view of “the lord Jesus 
christ” (1:3, cf. 1:1–2, 4), God’s beloved son (1:13), before the creation of 
the world. in this primordial environment, God is invisible. if an interpreter 
brackets the statement about “thrones, dominions, principalities, or powers” 
in 1:16, these two verses evoke a precreation frame that is so powerful that 
no other frame tends to come into view.

34. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 279–98.
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Precreation Rhetorolect in Colossians 1:15–17

15 he is the image [eikōn] of the invisible [aoratos] God, the firstborn 
[prōtotokos] of all creation; 16 for in him all things in the heavens and 
on earth were created, things visible [orata] and invisible [aorata] …, 
all things have been created through him and for him. 17 he himself is 
before [pro] all things, and in him all things hold together.

colossians 1:15 makes two assertions about God’s son in relation to the 
invisible God. First, there is a statement that concerns seeing. God’s son 
is not invisible like God but is “the image” of the invisible God. seeing is a 
central focus of wisdom discourse. But the seeing in 1:15 is not focused on 
the created world: the sun, moon, and stars in their orbits; the animals in 
their ordered activities; or the days, weeks, months, and seasons that order 
time in the realm of human experience. rather, the seeing is a seeing in the 
mind: an act of “imagining” christ as an “image” of something invisible. 
The verses do not describe what primordial christ, the image of “invis-
ible” primordial being, actually looks like. “The author is not interested in 
any mythological elaboration of what is ‘before’ time. God is not subject 
to human categories of time.”35 The presence of christ in nontime with 
invisible God is a way of talking about the priority of christ over all things 
except invisible, eternal God.

second, there is in 1:15 a statement that appears to be temporal, an 
assertion about christ in relation to time. christ is the firstborn of all cre-
ation. The word “firstborn” (prōtotokos) would seem to imply that christ 
was a created being, the first being “born” like other created beings. This 
means that “firstborn” here refers to “a process within God, a ‘before’ 
in God himself, before the world was created.”36 around 323 ce, arius 
argued, using this and other scripture to support his view that:

The one without beginning established the son as the beginning of all 
creatures.… he [the son] possesses nothing proper [idios] to God, in 
the real sense of propriety, for he is not equal to God, nor yet is he of the 
same substance [homoousios].… There exists a trinity in unequal glo-
ries, for there subsistencies [hypostases] are not mixed with each other.… 

35. Karl-Josef Kuschel, Born before All Time? The Dispute over Christ’s Origin 
(new York: crossroad, 1992), 334.

36. ibid.
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The Father is other than the son in substance [kat’ ousian] because he is 
without beginning. (arius, Thalia, in athanasius, Syn. 15)37

in response to this assertion, “the church fathers interpreted the ‘born’ 
[tokos] in the sense of ‘begotten’ [as a begetting within God] and the ‘first’ 
[proto] in the sense of a temporal ‘before’ [pro]” (arius, Thalia, in athana-
sius, Syn. 15).38 This meant that the son was not actually “created” by God 
but came forth within God prior to the creation of the world.39 colossians 
1:16 introduces an emphasis that all things in heaven and earth, visible 
and invisible, were created in, through, and for the “firstborn image” of 
the invisible God. Then col 1:17 asserts that this image of God is before 
all things and all things hold together in him. This precreation imagery 
focuses on the son as the mediator of all things in such a manner that he 
is not only superior to all things but also the inner linking network that 
holds all things together. such a focus within precreation imagery appears 
to be a blend of early christian precreation and wisdom rhetorolect. This 
blend integrates the concept of a primordial “image son” with the concept 
of an ordered and interconnected world that exhibits the wisdom through 
which God created the world (cf. sir 43:26).40

in early christian wisdom rhetorolect, God’s wisdom is available to 
humans both through careful observation of how God’s created world 
works and through teaching by God’s son when he was on earth. early 
christian wisdom rhetorolect focuses on the “visible” powers in heav-
ens: sun, moon, and stars; the animals in their ordered activities; and the 
days, weeks, months, and seasons that order time in the realm of human 
experience. The wisdom evoked in col 1:15–17 is beyond this “ordinary” 
wisdom that is based on things that are visible in God’s created world. The 
wisdom in col 1:15–17 is “precreation wisdom,” wisdom that comes only 
through “seeing with the mind’s eye” into the primordial realm of God’s 
invisible, divine being that lies outside the created order. only “precre-

37. Quoted in lewis ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century 
Trinitarian Theology (oxford: oxford university press, 2004), 55.

38. Quoted in ibid.
39. see James d. G. dunn, Christology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry 

into the Origins of the Doctrine of the Incarnation, 2nd ed. (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 
1989), 189.

40. eduard lohse, Colossians and Philemon: A Commentary on the Epistles of 
Colossians and Philemon, hermeneia (philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 52.
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ation” discourse has the capacity to evoke such a conceptual frame within 
the mind and to fill this frame with “precreation” information.

colossians 1:18 introduces a new frame with a counter-image of 
“firstborn from the dead,” and this frame causes the reference to “thrones, 
dominions, principalities, or powers” and “for him” in 1:16 to move into 
the foreground.

Apocalyptic Rhetorolect in Colossians 1:16, 18

16 … whether thrones or dominions [kyriotētos] or principalities [archai] 
or powers [exousiai]—all things have been created … for him.… 18 he is 
the beginning, the firstborn [prōtotokos] from the dead, so that he might 
come to have [hina genētai] first place [prōteuōn] in everything.

colossians 1:18 introduces the concept of “firstborn from the dead.” 
This phrase was nurtured into language in early christian apocalyptic 
rhetorolect.41 as eduard lohse asserts:

he is the “beginning” as the one who is the “first-born from the dead” 
[prōtotokos ek tōn nekrōn] through whom the eschatological event has 
been initiated. as the first one who has arisen from those who have fallen 
asleep, he is the first fruit [aparchē] who guarantees the future resurrec-
tion of the dead [1 cor 15:20, 23]. Thus he is the “originator of life” 
[archēgos tēs zōēs, acts 3:15], the “first to rise from the dead” [prōtos ex 
anastaseōs nekrōn, acts 26:33] and the “firstborn of the dead and ruler 
of the kings on earth” [ho prōtotokos tōn nekrōn kai archōn tōn basileōn 
tēs gēs, rev 1:5].42

in first-century christian discourse, the apocalyptic storyline about the 
end of the world included God’s resurrection of christ from the dead into 
heaven, christ’s establishment of his (christ’s) kingdom by putting all his 
enemies under his feet, including death (1 cor 15:25–26), and then christ’s 
handing of his kingdom over to God (1 cor 15:24, 27–28). This imagery 
of the heavenly christ’s authority, power, and rule from the heavens (1 cor 
15:24) naturally evokes an apocalyptic, rather than a precreation, under-

41. see 1 pet 1:3–5 for the way christ as firstborn of the dead becomes a means 
for new birth in believers; John h. elliott, 1 Peter, aB 37B (new York: doubleday, 
2000), 331–38.

42. lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 56.
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standing of the “thrones, dominions, principalities, or powers” and “for 
him” in col 1:16. as lohse indicates, this visual language is at home in 
apocalyptic discourse. in 2 en 20:1, enoch reports “and i saw there [i.e. in 
the seventh heaven] a very great light and fiery troops of great archangels, 
incorporeal forces, and dominions and orders and governments, cherubim 
and seraphim, thrones and many-eyed ones, nine [ten] regiments.”43 early 
christian apocalyptic rhetorolect brings invisible powers in the heavens 
into human sight through “seers,” who are shown “the things in the heav-
ens” that bring about the end time. early christian apocalyptic focus on 
the end of time emphasized the “heavenly ruling power” both of God and 
christ. some of the most natural cultural imagery for power in Medi-
terranean antiquity was “thrones” and “dominions” (lordly [kyriotētes] 
realms). early christianity added “principalities” (archai) from language 
for rulers (archontes), and it added authorities (exousiai). in the context of 
an emphasis on the end time, the “for him” (eis auton) in col 1:16 would 
now focus on christ’s ownership of all creation through his rule over it 
before he hands it to God at the end of time.

in col 1:15–18, then, there are two images of christ, and they are what 
W. J. t. Mitchell calls “dialectical images” that introduce “multistability.”44 
The counterplay of precreation and apocalyptic in col 1:15–18 is like 
ludwig Wittgenstein’s “duck-rabbit” and norma scheidemann’s “My 
Wife and My Mother-in-law.”45 at first some people may see the duck 
and the wife while others immediately see the rabbit and the mother-in-
law.46 When the others mention the rabbit and the mother-in-law, the 

43. ibid., 51 n. 133. cf. t. levi 3:8: in heaven “there are thrones [thronoi] and 
powers [exousiai] in which they always offer praise to God”; 1 en 61:10: “all the host 
of the heavens, and all the holy ones above, and the host of God, the cherubim, sera-
phim and ophanim, and all the angels of power, and all the angels of principalities, and 
the elect one, and the other powers on the earth (and) over water.”

44. W. J. t. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation 
(chicago: university of chicago press, 1994), 45–57. 

45. ibid., 46–47.
46. according to Mitchell (ibid., 51), a focus on one frame in a context of mul-

tistability is a result of “the mind’s eye” or one’s “mental eye”: “The duck-rabbit, and 
multistable images in general, reveal the presence of the ‘mind’s eye’ roving around this 
storeroom, interpreting the pictures, seeing different aspects in them. The bodily eye 
simply transmits information: ‘the image on the retina does not change’ (p. 282), and 
the identity of the observer, his ‘difference’ from viewers, is located in the mental eye: 
‘physical eyes see alike, but … mental eyes reflect their own individualities’ (p. 277).”
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first group may be able to see them also, and vice versa. since the word 
eschatos (last), which would clearly evoke conceptuality of the end time, 
is not present anywhere in colossians, many people, like the early arians, 
readily see a precreation frame in the context of the language that uses pro 
(1:17), proteuō (1:18), and prōtotokos (1:15, 18) in colossians.47 in con-
trast, the presence of reference to “thrones, dominions, principalities, or 
powers” along with “firstborn from the dead” could immediately evoke an 
apocalyptic frame of meaning for some people. The natural conclusion is 
that “the expression ‘firstborn’ [prōtotokos] could be understood in a great 
variety of ways in the first century: as a statement about the pre-existent 
or about the exalted christ, i.e., as a predicate of origin or exaltation. Both 
interpretations would have stood side by side without any attempt to rec-
oncile them.”48

Within time, however, “dominant culture”49 interpretation has come 
to insist that apocalyptic conceptuality controls the reasoning in col 1:15–
20. in modern times, it has become conventional to argue that “firstborn 
of all creation” (col 1:15) is properly understood as “an exalted predicate” 
rather than a reference to a process of begetting within God prior to the 
creation of the world. as Karl-Josef Kuschel puts it, “the statement about 
christ as ‘firstborn of all creation’ is meant to be understood in terms of 
a thoroughgoing eschatology.… eschatology is the motive force and the 
interpretation of protology.”50 he elaborates this position by arguing that 
there is

no need to develop the thought of the text by making the prōto [of 
prōtotokos] into a pro; only in this way is there no need to make the 
second part of the word, the tokos, independent, “in that it is meant to 
imply begetting within God.” By contrast, an interpretation of the “first-
born” as a predicate of exaltation makes it unnecessary to divide the 
word into its components.51

Thus, modern interpreters regularly remove the multistability within the 
two images by making eschatology (apocalyptic) the dominant frame. 

47. dunn, Christology in the Making, 189–90.
48. Kuschel, Born before All Time?, 334. 
49. robbins, Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, 168–74; robbins, Exploring 

the Texture of Texts, 86–89.
50. robbins, Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse, 335.
51. ibid., 334–35.
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a primary result of this dominant culture interpretation is to make the 
concept of “firstborn before all creation” metaphorical: “‘(like a) first-
born (over) all creation’ rather than ‘firstborn before all creation.’”52 This 
interpretation essentially changes the wording of the text, but a wide-
spread group of interpreters accept the interpretation because their goal 
is to establish “stability” in new testament language. “Multistability” is 
unacceptable, in their view, in the context of “scientific” (wissenshaftliche) 
interpretation of new testament discourse.

There may, in fact, be a third frame of meaning at work in col 1:15–20. 
some of the wording in col 1:18–20 appears to be early christian priestly 
rhetorolect, a conceptual frame that introduces christ as a mediator who 
enacts beneficial exchange between God and humans.

Priestly Rhetorolect in Colossians 1:18–20

18 he is the head of the body, the church…. 19 For in him all the fullness 
of God was pleased to dwell, 20 and through him God was pleased to 
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making 
peace through the blood of his cross.

colossians 1:18–20 blend theology and christology with ecclesiology. 
The ecclesiology in this passage does not emerge out of early christian 
wisdom rhetorolect that uses imagery about the body that a young child 
can understand (cf. 1 cor 12:1–31). rather, it blends “philosophical” 
wisdom language about the cosmos with hierarchical priestly language. 
The priestly language in col 1:18–20 is sacrificial, asserting that “peace” 
occurs “through the blood” of the son’s cross. as Kuschel states, “For the 
author, … christ’s blood is not spilt by dispute and violence which cries 
out for vengeance. For him, christ’s blood (in analogy to the old testa-
ment sacrifices) is blood which ‘makes peace.’”53 interpreters often miss 
how this priestly frame may become an additional (perhaps competitive) 
conceptual “map” for the passage. once the priestly frame comes into view, 
the form of the entire passage as a “hymn to christ” gains in importance. 
as lohse asserts, the “interpretive phrase: through the blood of his cross 
(dia tou haimatos tou staurou autou) … gives a new direction to the train 
of thought. a ‘theology of glory,’ which might view the consummation 

52. ibid., 335.
53. ibid., 336.
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as already achieved, is corrected by the ‘theology of the cross’ (cf. 2:14f). 
peace has not been established in an other-worldly drama but rather in 
the death of Jesus christ.”54 While interpreters regularly recognize early 
christian priestly rhetorolect in the language about the blood of the cross, 
they often do not correlate this conceptuality with the hierarchical nature 
of the church as it is described in col 1:18.

The presence of the priestly frame introduces a conceptual hierar-
chy, with God at the top, humans at the bottom, and the priest and the 
material substance of the cosmos in a position of mediation between God 
and humans. The priest functions as the mediator who oversees benefi-
cial exchange between God and humans by receiving material substances 
of the cosmos from humans and manipulating these substances appro-
priately in relation to the divine. This leads to a special relation of the 
priest to the material substances of the cosmos. during the hellenistic 
period, two things of great importance set the stage for early christian 
priestly rhetorolect about christ’s death on the cross in relation to the 
cosmos. First, various philosophical and religious writings, from plato 
to iranian pahlavi literature, wrote about the cosmos as a living body 
in which the sky, the heaven, or Zeus is the head and the lower parts of 
the body are the earth.55 second, the precious material substances of the 
vestment of the high priest are “cosmologized.”56 in other words, the high 
priest becomes the “cosmological mediator” between humans and God 
in language that has an uncanny relation to col 1:15–20. in the words of 
philo of alexandria:

the high priest should have in evidence upon him an image [eikona] of the 
all [tou pantos], that so by constantly contemplating it he should render 
his own life worthy of the sum of all things, secondly that in performing 
his holy office he should have the whole universe [pas ho kosmos] as his 
fellow-ministrant [sylleitourgēi]. and very right and fit it is that he who is 
consecrated to the Father of the world [to ton hierōmenon tōi tou kosmou 
patri] should take with him also that Father’s son [ton huion], the all [to 
pan], for the service of the creator and Begetter [gegennēkotos]. (Spec. 
1.96 [colson and Whitaker, lcl])

54. lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 60.
55. ibid., 53–55.
56. see the beginnings of this tradition in the vestments of the aaronide priests 

in exod 28.
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to this philo adds that “the high priest of the Jews makes prayers and gives 
thanks not only on behalf of the whole human race but also for the parts of 
nature, earth, water, air, fire” (1.97). Then in Spec. 2.192, “philo describes 
tishri as the ‘feast of trumpets’ and says that it signifies the ending of 
wars and thanksgiving to ‘God, the peace-maker and peacekeeper, Who 
destroys factions both in cities and in the various parts of the universe.’”57 
in hellenistic Judaism, then, the Mediterranean focus on the cosmos as a 
living body blends in a special way with the priest in the context of sacri-
ficial worship. While the focus in col 1:20 on the lord Jesus christ as the 
son who made “peace through the blood of his cross” is Greek language 
spoken as a noticeable “rhetorical dialect” during the first century, the 
conceptual blending of the priest, and especially the high priest, with the 
cosmos as a living body with a head and lower body parts is significantly 
present in Mediterranean culture. Thus, it is likely that triple-domain 
blending is occurring when the son as the “head” of the body, the church, 
reconciles all things to himself and makes peace through his blood on the 
cross in this context. With this language, the son is not only primordial 
image and eschatological ruler but also cosmological priest who enacts 
beneficial exchange between God and all created things, including the 
heavens, the earth, and humans.

Thus, the overall discourse of col 1:15–20 introduces three cultural 
frames: precreation, apocalyptic, and priestly. While the presence of the 
multistability of precreation and apocalyptic is well-known and recognized 
in new testament scholarship, the presence of the priestly frame is signifi-
cantly contested. ernst Käsemann focuses on the “specifically christian” 
nature of the statements “of the church” (tēs ekklēsias, v. 18a) and “through 
the blood of his cross” (dia tou haimatos tou staurou autou, v. 20) to differ-
entiate the message of the hymn from “the supra-historical, metaphysical 
drama of the Gnostic redeemer.”58 in a context of interpreting Käsemann’s 
approach, lohse asserts that “the term ‘to reconcile’ (apokatallaxai, v. 20) 
does not allude, even remotely, to a connection with Jewish conceptions 
of sacrifices and of the great day of atonement.”59 When interpreters are 
concerned to distinguish between “truly christian” and gnostic or arian 
points of view in the discourse, they may not only push the precreation 
frame into the background with an emphasis on the apocalyptic frame of 

57. david M. hay, Colossians, antc (nashville: abingdon, 2000), 64.
58. ibid., 45.
59. ibid., 46.
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meaning for the discourse, but they may virtually ignore or directly dis-
miss the priestly frame in the hymn.

Thus, in the context of precreation imagery in col 1:16–17, graphic 
visual language about thrones (thronoi), dominions (kyriotētes), princi-
palities (archai), and powers (exousiai) introduces graphic visual language 
that, in modern times, regularly brings apocalyptic discourse into a posi-
tion of dominance over the reasoning in the discourse.60 While the lan-
guage of “firstborn” is a common term in each domain that establishes 
a “cross-domain correlation”61 between precreation imagery and apoca-
lyptic imagery, still interpreters may insist that the apocalyptic imagery 
is dominant. in the context of the multistability of the precreation-apoca-
lyptic blend, the cosmological-priestly blend in 1:18–20 introduces a sig-
nificantly new direction to the train of thought. it is possible, however, 
that interpreters may remain so focused on one dominant constellation 
of imagery in the passage that they will ignore, or explicitly dismiss, the 
priestly frame in 1:18–20. one of the reasons interpreters are able to do 
this is the topos of power, which functions as a bridging topos among all 
three domains: christ’s power to create all things, rule over all powers in 
the heavens and on earth, and make peace through his blood on the cross. 
since power is so central to apocalyptic discourse, it can be natural to 
allow the apocalyptic frame to rule over the other frames, much like God’s 
and christ’s rule puts all things in submission to it.

Multiple blendings of early christian rhetorolects created a vibrant, 
interactive system of christian discourse by the end of the first century 
ce. This system of discourse was able to address issues and topics con-
cerning individual human bodies, households, villages, synagogues, cities, 
temples, kingdoms, empires, the created world, and even God’s primor-
dial realm. The ability of this discourse to address microcosmic details 
about individual bodies on earth as well as macrocosmic details about 
God’s primordial realm prepared christianity not only to function in a 
context where it became the official religion of the roman empire but also 

60. cf. 1 cor 8:5: “indeed, even though there may be so-called gods in heaven or 
on earth—as in fact there are many gods and many lords.” it is noticeable that char-
acteristic apocalyptic language, namely apokalyptō (to reveal) and apokalypsis (revela-
tion) never occur in colossians. rather, phaneroō (to manifest: 1:26; 3:4[2]; 4:4) and 
mysterion (mystery: 1:26, 27; 2:2; 4:3) language that is highly characteristic of precre-
ation rhetorolect occurs in colossians.

61. lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 245.
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to function potentially in multiple contexts in any culture anywhere in 
the world. This discourse was able to do this, because it was interactive 
with topoi that address issues, concerns, emotions, insights, knowledge, 
and mysteries that cover a spectrum reaching from mundane daily activi-
ties to the widest reaches of God’s unknown realm of being. to be sure, 
there are many topics and issues first century christian discourse did not 
address. nevertheless, the spectrum was so wide-reaching that it success-
fully launched a new culture of discourse in the Mediterranean world that 
expanded and became continually more nuanced and complex through-
out twenty centuries in the history of the world.

Frames and characters in early christian Miracle discourse

once an interpreter sees that rhetorolects blend dynamically in early 
christian discourse, the question emerges how one may use Fauconnier 
and turner’s synthetic discussion of conceptual integration theory to 
begin to display some of the inner processes of blending in this discourse. 
here we can do no more than raise certain issues and point toward a few 
phenomena to begin a discussion.

one of the issues that immediately surfaces is Fauconnier and turn-
er’s discussion of the relation of frames to character in blending processes 
within each rhetorolect and in processes whereby rhetorolects blend with 
one another. on the one hand, earlier statements in this essay have iden-
tified rhetorolects as cultural frames. Fauconnier and turner describe a 
frame in the context of explaining a simplex network. according to them, 
“an especially simple kind of integration network is one in which human 
cultural and biological history has provided an effective frame that applies 
to certain kinds of elements as values, and that frame is in one input space 
and some of those kinds of elements are in the other input space.” For an 
example, they use the “readily available frame of human kinship,” which is 
“the family, which includes roles for father, mother, child, and so on.”62 For 
our example, we would like to use the readily available frame of miracle 
rhetorolect, which includes a person who is ill, a healer, and often someone 
who enables the ill person to receive a miraculous healing from the healer. 
in contrast to the family frame, which “prototypically applies to human 
beings,” the miracle frame regularly juxtaposes human beings and a per-

62. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 120.
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sonage (perhaps somehow “partially divine”), who has access to special 
powers to perform miraculous deeds, that is, deeds of power (dynamis).63 
if there is an integration network with one mental space containing only 
this frame and another space containing a special personage, Jesus, and 
people trying to touch him for healing, then a simplex network is present. 
luke 6:19 is an example: “and all in the crowd were trying to touch him 
[Jesus], for power came out from him and healed all of them.”

When we conceive of Jesus as healer of people who touch him, we 
have created a blend in which some of the structure of the miracle frame is 
integrated with the elements Jesus and people touching him. This, accord-
ing to Fauconnier and turner, is a simplex network. There is a cross-space 
mapping between the input spaces that is a “frame-to-values connection.”64 
in this instance, the role healer connects to the value Jesus and the role ill 
person who is healed connects to the value “people trying to touch him.” 
our initial attempt to display this is in figure 1.

63. ibid.
64. ibid.

Blended Space 
touching jesus is being healed 

All the people in the crowd 
seek to touch Jesus 

(identity), since this causes 
healing (cause-e�ect)

Jesus

People trying to 
touch Jesus 

Identity 
Cause-E�ect

Healer 

Ill Person 

Generic Space 

Input 1: Frame Input 2: Values 

Figure 1. simplex network: touching jesus is being healed
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according to Fauconnier and turner, “in a simplex network, the rel-
evant part of the frame in one input is projected with its roles, and the ele-
ments are projected from the other input as values of those roles within the 
blend. The blend integrates the frame and the values in the simplest way.”65 
The sentence asserting that “all in the crowd were trying to touch Jesus, 
because power came out from him and healed them all” prompts the blend 
that Jesus is the healer of people in the crowd: “x (Jesus) is the Y (healer) 
of Z (people in the crowd).”

an initial challenge for sociorhetorical interpreters attempting to dis-
play the blending of early christian rhetorolects with one another will be 
to identify the nature of the simplex networks internal to each rhetorolect. 
When Fauconnier and turner introduce the family frame, they use an 
example that features father and daughter. There are, of course, many more 
roles in the family frame. one immediately thinks of mother and son. But 
how many more roles might there be? surely mother-in-law (Mark 1:30), 
father-in-law, daughter-in-law, son-in-law, grandfather, and grandmother 
will also be roles in the family frame. could there also be others, like tutor 
or servant? in other words, if a frame is “readily available,” how does one 
negotiate roles that may be readily available in the family frame in the 
first century Mediterranean world that may not be readily available in the 
twenty-first century family in, for example, american “Western” or afri-
can culture.

Moving back to miracle rhetorolect, will an initial challenge be to 
identify all the roles in first century Mediterranean healings, like those 
who bring ill people to a healer, those who mediate with a healer so that 
an ill person is healed without ever coming into contact with Jesus, et 
cetera? Will a second challenge be to identify miracle working of all 
kinds, in which healing is only one frame, but there are also other frames 
like stilling storms, feeding small amounts of food to large crowds of 
people, walking on water, cursing a fig tree, et cetera? how, then, does 
one negotiate “frames” in an analysis of early christian rhetorolects in 
particular and in early christian discourse more generally?

another issue in blending is the relation of frames to character. after 
extended analysis and discussion of frames in simplex, mirror, single-
scope, and double-scope networks, Fauconnier and turner discuss “iden-

65. ibid.
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tity and character” in chapter twelve.66 in this chapter, Fauconnier and 
turner assert that identity and character are “an equally important aspect 
of the way we think” alongside our ability to think with frames. character 
is so transportable across different frames, and frames so transportable 
across different characters, that “we are able to extract regularities over 
different behaviors by the same person to build up a generic space for that 
person—a personal character.” also, “we are able to extract regularities 
over different behaviors by many people to build up a generic space for a 
kind of behavior.”67 These appear to be important issues to identify, ana-
lyze, and interpret in the context of “rhetorolect interpretation.”

let us return to luke 6:19 and include the preceding verse with it:

They had come to hear him and to be healed of their diseases; and those 
who were troubled with unclean spirits were cured. and all in the crowd 
were trying to touch him, for power came out from him and healed all 
of them. (luke 6:18–19)

according to luke 6:18, people have come both to hear Jesus and to be 
healed of their diseases. There are, then, two frames and two character-
types at work in these two verses. The two frames are wisdom and miracle 
rhetorolect, and the two character-types are teacher (sage) and healer.

now a series of questions immediately emerges. is one frame some-
how dominant over the other in this sequence? Verse 19 only emphasizes 
healing. luke 6:20–49, however, introduce a long “sermon on the plain” 
by Jesus, in which there is no reference to healing. or is there reference 
to healing in luke 6:20–49? is the presence of the poor in the kingdom 
of God a form of healing blended with wisdom (6:20)? is the filling of 
the hungry and the laughter of the weeping a form of healing blended 
with wisdom (6:21)? are the actions of loving your enemies, doing good 
to those who hate you, blessing those who curse you, praying for those 
who abuse you, offering the other cheek, giving your coat as well as your 
shirt, and giving to every one who begs (6:27–30) all instances of wisdom 
rhetorolect blended with miracle rhetorolect? in other words, are these 
examples of “healed minds” producing “healed actions”?

in terms of frames, the issue will concern the blending of the frames of 
wisdom and miracle rhetorolect. put in terms of character, does the blend-

66. ibid., 249–67.
67. ibid., 251–52.
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ing become more complex? it is quite clear at the outset that the charac-
ter types apply to Jesus, who functions both as teacher and healer. What 
about those who are healed? do healed people become agents of a blend 
of teaching and healing? in other words, if healed people are restored to 
fully functioning human beings, what kind of beings are they perceived to 
be? have they been changed in any way from the kind of person they were 
before they became ill, or have they simply been restored to that previous 
person? or is the “previous person” completely unimportant in relation 
to the “new picture” of the person? is the new person a blend not only 
of the frame but also of character? in other words, do the healed people 
somehow become teachers and healers? if not, why not? can frames but 
not characters blend in those who are healed? one thinks immediately 
about disciples, where not only the frames but also the characters appear 
to blend, so that disciples are sent out as apostles both to teach and to heal.

The relation of frame to character, then, appears to be a highly impor-
tant issue in analysis and interpretation of conceptual blending in early 
christian discourse. at one point, Fauconnier and turner list five char-
acter types: saint, diplomat, hooker (prostitute), mediator, and conqueror. 
Then they say, “construing prostitute as just a general frame, we can inves-
tigate character by asking how such a character would perform in that 
frame.” Then they ask how “Mother teresa, Margaret Thatcher, cleopatra, 
or Bill clinton would operate within the prostitute frame.” They observe 
that Mother teresa’s character (saint) might reveal itself in acceptance of 
“the sacrifice with fortitude, by never complaining, by trusting God.” But 
“the frame cannot impinge upon her character, for ‘to the pure, all things 
pure.’ ” Therefore, character will prevent her from ever becoming a prosti-
tute. in the case of Mary Magdalene, they suggest, there is a requirement 
of a change in character from prostitute to saint.68 This is a very important 
discussion for early christian discourse. The six rhetorolects i have intro-
duced suggest that Jesus somehow fills both the frames and the roles inter-
nal to wisdom, apocalyptic, precreation, prophetic, miracle, and priestly 
rhetorolect. But how does Jesus operate within each frame? Then how do 
his followers operate within each frame? let us think a little more about 
this in respect to the roles of Jesus in early christian discourse.

one of the key aspects of early christian discourse is its presentation 
of Jesus as a character who is transportable over many different frames 

68. ibid., 253.
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and activities. The transportability has certain limits, but the nature of 
the different frames is truly remarkable, since a significant number of the 
frames have counterfactual relationships to one another. There are frames 
that present Jesus with seemingly unlimited power, juxtaposed with 
frames that present Jesus with power so limited that people are able to kill 
him and bury him. There are frames that limit Jesus to a human person-
age born on earth and frames that present Jesus as a cosmic being who 
existed “before all other things were created.” There are frames that limit 
Jesus to a human personage who “loves even his enemies” and frames 
that present Jesus as destroying people on earth with a two-edged sword 
that comes out of his mouth. There are frames that present Jesus as “a 
friend of prostitutes and tax-collectors,” and there are frames that present 
Jesus as the perfect, holy high priest in the heavens. on the one hand, the 
rhetorolects blend Jesus with six major “character types”: sage; prophet; 
end-time seer and judge; eternal being; miracle worker; and priest. on the 
other hand, the rhetorolects blend Jesus with six major cultural frames: 
wisdom; prophetic; apocalyptic; precreation; miracle; and priestly. in and 
of itself, then, early christian discourse focuses on Jesus in highly com-
plex, creative, and counterintuitive ways. how should interpreters nego-
tiate the relation of frames to character in sociorhetorical analysis and 
interpretation of the dynamic blending of the rhetorolects in relation to 
Jesus in early christian discourse?

The next question, then, concerns followers of Jesus. how do follow-
ers of Jesus operate within the six frames of wisdom, prophetic, apoc-
alyptic, precreation, miracle, and priestly rhetorolect? here there may 
be some surprises. it would appear, at first blush, to be counterintuitive 
for followers of Jesus to operate in a precreation frame. God obviously 
existed before the creation of the world. christians make the amazing 
assertion that Jesus existed with God prior to the creation of the world. 
Believers, however, certainly could not exist before the creation of the 
world, could they? Well, perhaps they did, but can we be sure? ephesians 
2:10 says, “For we are what he has made us, created in christ Jesus for 
good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.” i 
do not feel competent at this point to analyze and display the complex 
conceptual blending in this verse. nor is there space to go into all the 
details that are involved here. so i will be content with a few observations 
and questions. The beginning of the verse emphasizes that the believer is 
God’s workmanship, what God has made us (poiēma). But then the verse 
features an unusual concept of being “created in christ Jesus.” Many 
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scholars have observed the unusual nature simply of being “in christ” 
(en christōi), and some have tried to explain the concept in relation to 
participation of an initiate in a god who plays a central role in a mystery 
religion. This verse moves a step beyond this concept by asserting that 
a believer has been “created in christ Jesus.” What kind of a concept of 
creation is this? how are believers created in christ Jesus and when are 
they created in christ Jesus?

The presence of the verb “prepared beforehand” (proētoimasen) opens 
the possibility of believers having been created in christ before the cre-
ation of the world. Thus, precreation rhetorolect may be an important 
frame in the blend. perhaps, however, the term precreation is too tempo-
rally constructed to describe the blend. perhaps the point is creation in 
“God’s nontime,” namely, in “eternity,” which lies beyond temporal bound-
aries. in this instance, the “beforehand preparation” is really a way of refer-
ring to something that is present eternally in “the mind” of God, which is 
“beforehand” for all human beings but in no way is structured by time. 
in other words, the unusual verb to “pre-prepare” is a way to try to speak 
about something that existed always, outside the boundaries of time, in 
God’s “plans” for creation. creation, then, started time, but this does not 
mean that God or christ are somehow limited to created time. God cre-
ated believers in christ beyond the boundaries of time. in this way, believ-
ers operate in God and christ’s “precreation” time, which does not exist 
only before time but always.

But perhaps this is not what the verse says. another important part of 
eph 2:10 is the prepositional phrase “for good works” (epi ergois agathois), 
which points to the goal of wisdom rhetorolect. The verse appears to 
emphasize that it is “good works” that God prepared beforehand. so, 
perhaps the emphasis on “beforehand” does not apply to “being created 
in christ,” which occurs later in time, but to “for good works,” which 
always existed in the “plans” of God for creation. so perhaps precreation 
rhetorolect only provides a frame that blends with God in this verse, but 
the frame does not blend either with christ Jesus, since the creation in 
christ occurs after creation, or believers “who walk in the good works” 
God has prepared beforehand.

i have introduced eph 2:10 and precreation rhetorolect to illustrate 
that one must be prepared for highly counterintuitive blendings in early 
christian discourse. There might be ways, however, we could analyze, dis-
play, and interpret how the rhetorolects work in relation to God, to Jesus, 
and to believers.
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another interesting moment in Fauconnier and turner’s discussion 
of identity and character arises when they discuss redemption, restor-
ing honor, vengeance, vendetta, and curse. They assert that, from a frame 
point of view, these cultural categories are “mirror networks”: a person 
succeeds in the later situation. in the blend, the earlier and later situation 
“become one, and the character (if not the behavior) of the protagonist 
comes from the later input, thus providing in the blend and in the generic 
space a stable and good character from which the earlier input space is 
merely an unfortunate deviation.”69 perhaps the blend of wisdom and 
healing discussed above in luke 6 could be approached with this insight. 
Being healed is a type of redemption, where the earlier event of being ill 
blends with the later event of being healed. The later event only has mean-
ing with respect to the earlier event, but the later event determines the 
meaning of both events. perhaps most, if not all, of the guiding cultural 
categories in the rhetorolects are mirror blends of this sort with respect to 
believers. For wisdom rhetorolect, the presence of wisdom that enables a 
person to produce good fruits of righteousness has meaning only in rela-
tion to an early event when a person did not have this wisdom. For apoca-
lyptic rhetorolect, the presence of a holy or unholy life that either gives a 
person access to heaven or assigns a person to destruction has meaning 
in relation to an earlier event when a person received holiness or did not 
receive it. What would this tell us about christianity if a majority of its 
cultural categories were “mirror networks”?

conclusion

This essay has proposed that early christian discourse achieves special 
dynamics and creativity through extensive processes of embodied con-
ceptual blending. six major early christian rhetorolects function as rich 
cultural frames for early christian discourse: wisdom, prophetic, apoca-
lyptic, precreation, miracle, and priestly. each rhetorolect either blends 
or competes with other rhetorolects either individually or in combination 
with one or more of the others. a special challenge of the blending in early 
christian discourse concerns the processes of blending in each rhetorolect 
and processes by which rhetorolects blend and compete with each other. 
one of the major issues in these processes is the relation of frames to iden-

69. ibid., 259.
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tity/character. how do frames and character work in conceptual blending 
with respect to God, to Jesus, and to believers? The character Jesus is highly 
transportable throughout the six rhetorolects, albeit in some instances in 
highly counterintuitive ways. one of the tasks must be to exhibit how Jesus 
operates in each of these cultural frames and perhaps in other frames as 
well. But another major question is how both God and believers operate 
in the six major cultural frames. it appears that believers operate in highly 
similar ways to Jesus in certain frames. do believers operate in some frames 
in highly different ways than Jesus? if so, how do they operate in different 
ways, and why do they seem to operate in these different ways? likewise, 
do believers operate in some frames in ways highly similar to God? or do 
believers usually act in ways highly different from God? how many sur-
prises are there for how believers operate in certain frames? some ways 
that seem highly counterintuitive may, in fact, be quite well developed con-
ceptually already during the first century. This essay suggests that we have 
much work ahead of us. perhaps, however, this work can show us some 
things we could not even think about before or perhaps could not think 
about in fruitful ways. if this essay helps us to take even some small steps 
forward in our understanding of the remarkable creativity underlying early 
christian discourse, it will have been worth the effort.



part 5 
rhetorolects and rhetography





rhetography:  
a new Way of seeing the Familiar text

Vernon K. Robbins

The process of writing this essay has reminded me that “there is nothing 
new under the sun” (eccl 1:9).1 it also has renewed my conviction that 
all things humans perceive to be new are reconfigurations of that which 
is old and commonplace. The topic of this essay is rhetography, a term of 
importance for scholars investigating the rhetoric of religious antiquity.2 

1. i am grateful in particular to my emory colleagues Gordon d. newby, devin 
stewart, laurie l. patton, John d. dunne, robert von Thaden Jr., Bart B. Bruehler, 
Juan hernandez, and William K. Gilders; and my rhetoric of religious antiquity col-
leagues l. Gregory Bloomquist, roy r. Jeal, duane F. Watson, david a. desilva, Fred 
J. long, priscilla Geisterfer, and robert l. Webb for contributing to specific aspects of 
this essay. in addition, i am deeply indebted to our son rick a. robbins, a figurative 
abstract and color field artist in the area of neoabstract expressionism, whose efforts 
to bring art into words has informed my attempt to describe how words evoke images 
in the mind.

2. a search on Google for the word rhetography, after a basic search with more 
conventional scholarly tools produced no findings, led to an announcement of the 
section of the society of Biblical literature in november 2006 for which this paper 
was written; my essay on “Beginnings and developments in socio-rhetorical inter-
pretation” (unpublished paper, 1 May 2004, http://tinyurl.com/sBl7103h); my paper 
entitled “conceptual Blending and early christian imagination” for the 2005 con-
ference in helsinki on “Body, Mind, and society in early christianity,” subsequently 
published in Explaining Christian Origins and Early Judaism: Contributions from Cog-
nitive and Social Science, ed. by petri luomanen, ilkka pyysiäinen, and risto uro, 
Bibint 89 (leiden: Brill, 2007), 161–95 (editorial note: see pp. 329–64 in this volume); 
and an essay by my rhetoric of religious antiquity colleague roy r. Jeal, “clothes 
Make the (Wo)man,” Scr 90 (2005): 685–99 (editorial note: see pp. 393–414 in this 
volume). also, see Vernon K. robbins, “enthymeme and picture in the Gospel of 
Thomas,” in Thomasine Traditions in Antiquity: The Social and Cultural World of the 
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rhetography refers to the graphic images people create in their minds as a 
result of the visual texture of a text.3 rhetography communicates a context 
of meaning to a hearer or reader. a speaker or writer composes, intention-
ally or unintentionally, a context of communication through statements or 
signs that conjure visual images in the mind, which, in turn, evoke “famil-
iar” contexts that provide meaning for a hearer or reader.

The term rhetography emerges from blending of both the linguistic 
and the pictorial turns that are occurring at the beginning of the twenty-
first century.4 The term has an important relation to the ancient progym-
nastic rhetorical exercise of ekphrasis in ancient Greek literature, which 
is “descriptive language, bringing what is shown clearly before the eyes” 
(aphthonius, Progymn. 46 [spengel]/37–38 [rabe]).5 it has a direct rela-

Gospel of Thomas, ed. Jon Ma. asgeirsson, april d. deconick, and risto uro, nhMs 
59 (leiden: Brill, 2006), 175 [175–207]; roy r. Jeal, “Blending two arts: rhetorical 
Words, rhetorical pictures and social Formation in the letter to philemon,” Sino-
Christian Studies 5 (2008): 9–38.

3. Visual texture is an aspect of sensory-aesthetic texture, which exhibits the range 
of senses the text evokes or embodies (thought, emotion, sight, sound, touch, smell): 
Vernon K. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-rhetorical Inter-
pretation (Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996), 29–36; robbins, The 
Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society and Ideology (london: rout-
ledge, 1996), 64–65, 89–91. roy r. Jeal describes these senses as visual, oral, aural, 
olfactory, tactile, gustatory, textual, prosaic, poetic, and intellectual: “Writing socio-
rhetorical commentary: colossians 1:15–20” (paper presented at the annual Meeting 
of the society of Biblical literature, Washington, dc, 17 november 2006), 12.

4. For the linguistic turn in new testament studies, see anthony c. Thiselton, The 
Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description with Special 
Reference to Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer, and Wittgenstein (Grand rapids: eerd-
mans, 1980), 117–39; Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The Theory and Prac-
tice of Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand rapids: Zondervan, 1992). For the picto-
rial turn in the study of literature and art, see W. J. t. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays 
on Verbal and Visual Representation (chicago: university of chicago press, 1994), esp. 
11–34. after using the term rhetography, i discovered a reference to “theography” in 
Jack Miles, God: A Biography (new York: Vintage Books, 1996), 12; see my reference 
to it in robbins, “enthymeme and picture,” 175, n. 2. see now the extensive use of the 
term theography alongside of theology on the internet.

5. see George a. Kennedy, trans., Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Com-
position and Rhetoric, WGrW 10 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2003), 117. 
Kennedy follows the numbering found in hugo rabe, ed. Aphthonii Progymnasmata 
(leipzig: teubner, 1926); and leonardus spengel, ed. Rhetores Graeci, 3 vols. (leipzig: 
teubner, 1984–1956; vol. 1.2 reedited by caspar hammer [leipzig: teubner, 1984]). 
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tion to erwin panofsky’s “iconography and iconology” and his dialogue 
with Karl Mannheim on interpretation.6 in addition, roland Barthes’s “The 
imagination of the sign” and “literature and signification” are important 
for understanding this essay.7 W. J. t. Mitchell’s Picture Theory, appearing 
in 1994, was a landmark moment in the discussion, and the three chapters 
in the section entitled “textual pictures” have a special relation to this 
essay.8 in this broader context, this essay emerges at the interface of “icon” 
and “logos,”9 namely, in a discussion of the interactive relation of rhetog-
raphy (pictorial narration)10 and rhetology (argumentative narration) in 
discourse.11 in the study of religion, this essay is especially informed by 
harvey Whitehouse’s work on arguments and icons, the work of robert n. 
Mccauley and e. Thomas lawson on “bringing ritual to mind,” and laurie 
l. patton’s work on the history of images in the religious literature of early 
india that people used for the attainment of mental and verbal ability.12

The importance of rhetography in rhetorical analysis has emerged as 
a result of extended sociorhetorical analysis of classical rhetoric and its 

also see douglas J. stewart, “on ekphrasis: a communication,” Arion 5 (1966): 554–
56; W. J. t. Mitchell, “ekphrasis and the other,” in Mitchell, Picture Theory, 151–81.

6. erwin panofsky, Studies in Iconology (new York: oxford university press, 
1939); Karl Mannheim, “erwin panofsky and Karl Mannheim: a dialogue on inter-
pretation,” Critical Inquiry 19 (1993): 534–66; see Mitchell, Picture Theory, 16–34.

7. roland Barthes, Critical Essays, trans. richard howard (evanston, il: north-
western university press, 1972), 205–11, 261–79.

8. Mitchell, Picture Theory: “Visible language: Blake’s art of Writing” (111–50); 
“ekphrasis and the other” (151–80); and “narrative, Memory, and slavery” (183–207).

9. Mitchell, Picture Theory, 24.
10. in Mitchell’s words, the “iconology of the text” (ibid., 112).
11. a central feature of argumentative rhetorical reasoning is the “enthymeme”: 

see George a. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism 
(chapel hill: university of north carolina press, 1984), 16–17, 49–61 and passim; see 
also Vernon K. robbins, “From enthymeme to Theology in luke 11:1–13,” in Liter-
ary Studies in Luke-Acts: A Collection of Essays in Honor of Joseph B. Tyson, ed. r. p. 
Thompson and t. e. phillips (Macon, Ga: Mercer university press, 1998), 191–214.

12. harvey Whitehouse, Arguments and Icons: Divergent Modes of Religiosity 
(oxford: oxford university press, 2000); e. Thomas lawson and robert n. Mccau-
ley, Rethinking Religion: Connecting Cognition and Culture (cambridge: cambridge 
university press, 1990); lawson and Mccauley, Bringing Ritual to Mind: Psychologi-
cal Foundations of Cultural Forms (cambridge: cambridge university press, 2002); 
laurie l. patton, “a history of the Quest for Mental power,” in Bringing the Gods to 
Mind: Mantra and Ritual in Early Indian Sacrifice (Berkeley: university of california 
press, 2005), 142–51.
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function in interpretation of texts. classical rhetoric developed its rhe-
torical system by picturing the rhetorical dynamics in three locations in 
the city-state: courtroom (judicial or forensic); political assembly (delib-
erative or symbouleutic [advisory]); and civil ceremony (epideictic or 
demonstrative). classical rhetoric understands the purposes, goals, and 
procedures of each kind of rhetoric by picturing in the mind the speaker 
(ēthos), speech (logos), and audience (pathos) in these three different loca-
tions.

traditional interpretation influenced by classical rhetoric has placed 
primary emphasis on speech (logos) in texts. From the perspective of 
sociorhetorical interpretation, this approach has given primary attention 
to rhetology at the expense of rhetography in literature. in new testament 
studies, the emphasis on “rhetology” has produced extensive investiga-
tion of the sermon on the Mount in Matthew; substantive analysis of the 
speeches of stephen, peter, and paul in the acts of the apostles; and many 
other insightful studies of other portions of narrative and speech in the 
gopels and acts.13 it also has focused on epistles as speeches or conver-
sations.14 The absence of attention to “rhetography” has left a gap in rhe-
torical interpretation, namely, a widespread consensus that it is not pos-
sible to formulate a systematic rhetorical approach to narrative portions 
of the gospels and acts, apocalyptic portions of early christian literature, 
and other aspects of early christian rhetoric in which rhetography plays a 
major role in the rhetoric. in private conversations with some well-known 
new testament scholars, i have been informed that: (1) the revelation 

13. on sermon on the Mount: hans dieter Betz, The Sermon on the Mount: A 
Commentary on the Sermon on the Mount, Including the Sermon on the Plain (Mat-
thew 5:3–7:27 and Luke 6:20–49), hermeneia (Minneapolis: augsburg Fortress press, 
1995); on speeches in acts: see, e.g., the bibliography in todd penner, In Praise of 
Christian Origins: Stephen and the Hellenists in Lukan Apologetic Historiography, esec 
10 (new York: t&t clark international, 2004); and duane F. Watson, “paul’s speech 
to the ephesian elders (acts 20.17–38): epideictic rhetoric of Farewell,” in Persuasive 
Artistry: Studies in New Testament Rhetoric in Honor of George A. Kennedy, ed. duane 
F. Watson, Jsntsup 50 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 1991), 184–208; on narrative 
and speech in gospels and acts: duane F. Watson, The Rhetoric of the New Testament: 
A Bibliographic Survey, tools for Biblical study 8 (dorset, uK: deo, 2006), 93–120.

14. hans dieter Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches 
in Galatia, hermeneia (philadelphia: Fortress, 1979); calvin J. roetzel, The Letters of 
Paul: Conversations in Context, 4th ed. (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998); 
Watson, Rhetoric of the New Testament, 121–80.
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to John contains no rhetorical argumentation, (2) classical rhetoric never 
analyzed stories, and (3) it is not possible to perform rhetorical analysis 
of all the writings in the new testament. a major reason for these asser-
tions by otherwise well-informed people has been a rhetorical focus on 
the rhetology of texts, which is a natural heritage from classical rhetori-
cal interpretation, rather than a focus on the blending of rhetology and 
rhetography in texts.

a doorway into rhetography in texts, and subsequently into analy-
sis and interpretation of the rhetoric of rhetography in texts, begins to 
open when one focuses on the speakers, who evoke ēthos, and the audi-
ences, who respond with pathos, in classical rhetoric. in the context of 
composing or analyzing a speech (logos), a speaker/writer or interpreter is 
asked to envision attributes of the speakers and characteristics of the audi-
ences where a speech occurs. This “envisioning” introduces dynamics of 
rhetography into classical rhetoric. cognitive picturing of the context for 
the speaker and the audience guides writers, speakers, and interpreters in 
understanding the meaning of the communication. classical rhetoricians 
distinguished three major types of rhetoric by differentiating between the 
role of (1) prosecutors and defenders in the context of judges and juries; 
(2) political leaders in the context of a political assembly; and (3) a civil 
orator in the context of a funeral, the dedication of a harbor or ship, the 
founding of a city, or the like. By picturing three different kinds of speak-
ers and audiences, classical rhetoricians described three different kinds 
of rhetoric. as the tradition of classical rhetoric has unfolded through-
out subsequent centuries, rhetorical interpreters have decontextualized 
judicial, deliberative, and epideictic rhetoric from the classical city-state; 
namely, they have placed the rhetography of the three modes of rhetoric 
so far in the background as to effectively remove it. The result has been the 
development of more and more abstract forms of rhetorical interpretation 
in the tradition of classical rhetoric that focus attention so completely on 
the “rhetology” of the discourse that it ignores substantive sequences and 
movements in the “rhetography” of the discourse.

The focus in the present essay is on the work of George a. Kennedy 
because he observed a blending of what he called “worldly” rhetoric in 
new testament texts, which from our perspective is guided by a focus 
on the rhetology of new testament texts, and what he called “radical” 
rhetoric, which our investigation has found to be rhetoric in which the 
rhetography of new testament discourse presupposes contexts in God’s 
created and uncreated world rather than contexts in the classical city-state. 
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The approach in the present essay is to show how “radical” rhetography 
in the midst of texts Kennedy analyzes from the perspective of “worldly” 
rhetology creates rhetorical modes of discourse that require terminology 
beyond deliberative, judicial, and epideictic. our argument is that Ken-
nedy’s systematic rhetorical analysis of new testament texts produces 
data supporting the sociorhetorical view that first-century christians pro-
duced at least six rhetorical modes of discourse that blend worldly and 
radical rhetoric: prophetic, apocalyptic, miracle, wisdom, precreation, and 
priestly. our goal is to show that Kennedy’s work should not be taken as 
a final statement about the nature of new testament rhetoric in relation 
to classical rhetoric but as an investigation that exhibits blends of worldly 
and radical rhetorics that new testament rhetorical interpreters need to 
analyze and interpret carefully and systematically within a conceptual 
framework that moves beyond the categories of deliberative, judicial, and 
epideictic rhetoric.

early christian discourse as a Blend of radical and Worldly rhetoric

The present essay exhibits how current sociorhetorical interpretation is 
building on Kennedy’s investigation during the 1980s of rhetoric in the 
new testament. of special importance for sociorhetorical interpretation 
is Kennedy’s conclusion that early christian discourse contains a mixture 
of worldly and radical rhetoric. in his words:

a striking result of the present study is recognition of the extent to which 
forms of logical argument are used in the new testament. Though sacred 
language stands behind this, inherent in many of the utterances of Jesus, 
and though a tradition of radical, nonlogical discourse survived in the 
church and still exists in modern existentialism and fundamentalism, 
even in the first century a process was underway of recasting expressions 
in enthymematic form, thus making sacred language into premises which 
are supported, at least in a formal sense, by human reasoning. The work-
ings of the human mind significantly changed in the centuries preceding 
the christian era because of the conceptualization of thought in Greece 
and the spread of Greek culture throughout the east. The new testa-
ment lies not only at the cusp of Judaism and hellenism, but at a cusp in 
Jewish and hellenic culture where thought in myths confronts thought 
in logical forms. some modern philosophers, or antiphilosophers, regard 
logical analysis and exegesis as a negative factor in civilization which has 
vitiated human efforts to comprehend reality. But “those things which 
can be learned from men should be learned without pride,” augustine 
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argues in the prologue to On Christian Doctrine. “The condition of man 
would be lowered if God had not wished to have men supply his word to 
men.” it is rhetoric that supplies word to men, as augustine well knew, 
and it is conceptualized rhetoric that describes that process.15

Kennedy observes that new testament writings contain a mixture of 
worldly rhetoric (rational argumentation) and radical rhetoric (sacred 
rhetoric of authority). in his investigation of new testament literature, 
Kennedy defined worldly rhetoric as “an understanding of the forms of 
logical argument and refutation, … deliberate arrangement of material, 
and … careful choice and composition of words.”16 a beginning point 
for Kennedy was an assertion that most new testament writings contain 
enthymemes, which are “forms of logical argument, but the validity of 
their arguments is entirely dependent on their assumptions, which cannot 
be logically and objectively proved.”17

accepting Kennedy’s focus on enthymemes as important for under-
standing the rhetorical nature of new testament discourse, i introduced 
the word “rhetórolect” (emphasis on the antepenult) in 1994 to describe 
multiple enthymematic kinds of reasoning in first-century christian dis-
course.18 The essay describes a rhetorolect as “a form of language variety or 
discourse identifiable on the basis of a distinctive configuration of themes, 
topics, reasonings, and argumentations.”19 The presupposition underlying 
the definition was twofold: (1) early christians spoke in ways that were 
significantly “understandable” among Greek-speaking people in the Medi-
terranean world; and (2) even though their discourse was in many ways 
understandable, it was highly unusual, in the manner in which a dialect 

15. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 159.
16. ibid., 96.
17. ibid., 17–18.
18. Vernon K. robbins, “The dialectical nature of early christian discourse,” Scr 

59 (1996): 353–63. The linguist Benjamin h. hary, emory university, encouraged me 
to elide the two words “rhetorical dialect” into “rhetorolect” by analogy to his use of 
the term “sociolect” in his research: Benjamin h. hary, Multiglossia in Judeo-Arabic 
(leiden: Brill, 1992); hary, “Judeo-arabic in its sociolinguistic setting,” in Language 
and Culture in the Near East: Diglossia, Bilingualism, Registers, ios 15 (leiden: Brill, 
1995): 126–55; hary, “adaptations of hebrew script,” in The World’s Writing Systems, 
ed. peter t. daniels and William Bright (new York: oxford university press, 1996), 
727–34, 741–42.

19. robbins, “dialectical nature of early christian discourse,” 356.
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is unusual. The essay displays enthymematic reasoning in the form of a 
thesis followed by a rationale and sometimes a summarizing conclusion 
for six rhetorolects: wisdom, miracle, apocalyptic, opposition, death-res-
urrection, and cosmic.20 The implication of the essay, from the perspective 
of Kennedy’s analysis, was that early christian rhetoric contained at least 
six modes of rhetoric that used “worldly” reasoning in their argumenta-
tion, not simply three: deliberative, judicial, and epideictic.

an essay for the lund rhetoric conference in 2000 entitled “argumen-
tative textures in socio-rhetorical argumentation” provided an opportu-
nity to analyze larger portions of new testament literature to show how 
each of the six early christian rhetorolects produced enthymematic rhe-
torical elaborations.21 This was an exercise in moving beyond exploration 
of enthymemes in the six rhetorolects into the “deliberate arrangement of 
material” in the “worldly” rhetoric in the rhetorolects.22 The analysis was 
not limited to speeches and letters in the new testament, but it focused 
on the twenty-seven books in the new testament in their broader context. 
Then, in research on the coptic Gospel of Thomas after 2000, i became 
aware that pictorial narration was essential to early christian rhetoric and 
therefore central to enthymematic argumentation.23 analysis of pictorial 
narration, namely, the rhetography of each rhetorolect, gradually led to a 
delineation of the social-cultural-ideological location that gave each first-
century christian rhetorolect its contextual meaning in Mediterranean 
antiquity. after the “worldly” rhetorical nature of each of the six major 
early christian rhetorolects had come into view, a careful review of Ken-
nedy’s rhetorical investigation of new testament literature called attention 
to the distinctive blending of “radical” rhetoric with “worldly” rhetoric in 
each of the rhetorolects. This meant that the challenge must be to develop 

20. ibid., 357–61. in the ensuing years, three of the names for the rhetorolects 
stayed the same (wisdom, miracle, apocalyptic) and three of them changed (opposi-
tion to prophetic, death-resurrection to priestly, and cosmic to precreation).

21. Vernon K. robbins, “argumentative textures in socio-rhetorical interpre-
tation,” in Rhetorical Argumentation in Biblical Texts: Essays from the Lund 2000 
Conference, ed. anders eriksson, Thomas h. olbricht, and Walter Übelacker, esec 
8 (harrisburg, pa: trinity press international, 2002), 27–65. on pp. 31–63, the six 
rhetorolects were called wisdom, miracle, prophetic, suffering-death, apocalyptic, 
and precreation.

22. see Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 96.
23. robbins, “enthymeme and picture in the Gospel of Thomas,” 175–207.
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a “conceptualized rhetoric”24 that reflects the manner in which “thought 
in myth” (radical rhetoric) confronts “thought in logical forms” (worldly 
rhetoric) in early christian discourse. The result was an awareness that 
what Kennedy called radical rhetoric emerged from the rhetography of 
early christian discourse in the context of the rhetology of the discourse, 
which Kennedy called worldly rhetoric.

Kennedy’s conclusions and rhetography in early christian discourse

Kennedy’s definition of “radical rhetoric” as “a form of ‘sacred language’ 
characterized by assertion and absolute claims of authoritative truth 
without evidence or logical argument” provided a beginning point for 
sociorhetorical exploration of the contexts of meaning in early christian 
discourse that Kennedy himself did not explore.25 These contexts, avail-
able to us through the rhetography of the discourse, provide the cultural 
frames for understanding and negotiating the meanings in early chris-
tian argumentation. in other words, every form of christian rhetoric 
contains a radical dimension, namely, a sacred rhetoric of authority, but 
every form also contains a worldly dimension, namely, a kind of rational 
argumentation. These blends of worldly and radical rhetoric result from 
the multiple contexts of meaning in God’s created and uncreated world 
that early christians embedded in the rhetography of their discourse, 
instead of the primary contexts of meaning in the classical city-state that 
first-century hellenistic-roman rhetoricians embedded in the rhetogra-
phy of their discourse.

to view the emergence of six major early christian rhetorolects from 
the perspective of classical rhetoric, it is helpful to begin with the rhetog-
raphy in the three classical forms of rhetoric as Kennedy analyzed them in 
new testament texts: deliberative, judicial, and epideictic rhetoric. Ken-
nedy’s analysis reveals that early christian discourse blended delibera-
tive rhetoric from the political assembly in the city-state with assemblies 
in which prophets confronted leaders and participants in the kingdom 
of God on earth (prophetic rhetoric). also, it blended judicial rhetoric 
from the courtroom in the city-state with a future imperial apocalyptic 
court over which either God in heaven or the son of Man on earth would 

24. Kennedy’s term in New Testament Interpretation, 159.
25. ibid., 104; see also 7, 93, 96, 104–6, 113, 159.
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preside (apocalyptic rhetoric). in addition, it blended epideictic rhetoric 
from civil ceremonies in the city-state with public events featuring mirac-
ulous renewal of human bodies (miracle rhetoric).

it is important to recognize that the “radical” rhetorics of first-century 
christianity blended the “worldly” rhetorics of the first-century Medi-
terranean world into their rhetorics, rather than simply developing new 
forms of rhetoric. The process produced not only prophetic, apocalyp-
tic, and miracle discourse through the use of rhetorics of reasoning and 
argumentation associated with the contexts of earthly kingdom, imperial 
court, and body, but also the family household (wisdom rhetoric), impe-
rial household (precreation rhetoric), and sacrificial temple (priestly rhet-
oric). Then by the fourth century, when christian leaders began to enjoy 
alliances with roman emperors, they used the context of the imperially 
sanctioned city council to produce creedal (doctrinal) rhetoric.

The thesis underlying this essay, then, is that first-century christians 
created at least six forms of radicalized worldly rhetoric—apocalyptic, 
prophetic, miracle, wisdom, precreation, and priestly—and by the fourth 
century they successfully launched creedal rhetoric, which became an 
even more distinctive form of radicalized worldly rhetoric in Western cul-
ture. This thesis is so large that it will take a generation of scholarship to 
work out its implications. The present essay is a midpoint of exploration 
and refinement of the thesis through deeper engagement with Kennedy’s 
rhetorical analysis of new testament writings. since the sociorhetorical 
thesis was launched in its initial form in 1996, partially modified and more 
fully developed in 2000, and is undergoing fuller explication at present,26 
this essay is not designed to persuade the reader of the underlying thesis. 
rather, in the midst of an ongoing process of sociorhetorical testing and 
refinement of the thesis, the present essay explores the relation of the six 
first-century “rhetorolectic” forms of christian discourse to Kennedy’s 
investigation of “mixtures” of worldly rhetoric and radical rhetoric in the 
new testament.

26. robbins, “dialectical nature of early christian discourse”; robbins, “argu-
mentative textures”; robbins, The Invention of Christian Discourse, rra 1 (dorset, 
uK: deo, 2009).
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prophetic discourse and the rhetography of God’s earthly Kingdom

in Kennedy’s chapter on deliberative rhetoric, he analyzes the sermon on 
the Mount, sermon on the plain, and some additional sayings of Jesus 
that exhibit deliberative rhetoric.27 Then, in a later context, he analyzes 1 
Thessalonians and Galatians as instances of deliberative rhetoric.28 Ken-
nedy’s analysis is, as one would expect, deeply informed by his knowledge 
of classical rhetoric and highly instructive for new testament interpreters. 
it will only be possible briefly to discuss aspects of his interpretation of 
Matthew’s sermon on the Mount in this essay.

it is noticeable in Kennedy’s discussion of the sermon on the Mount 
that he never mentions the reconfiguration of the rhetography of the 
speaker, speech, and audience in these texts from a political assembly, 
like one found in the city-state, to an assembly where people are being 
informed about the earthly kingdom of God.29 instead of reference to ben-
efit for a particular city-state, Kennedy refers to “self-interest and the expe-
dient” as an abstract “focus of argument in deliberative rhetoric.”30 There 
are eight references to the kingdom of heaven in the sermon on the Mount 
and four references to prophets.31 Kennedy observes that “radical” rhetoric 
comes into play in the logic of the verses that refer to the kingdom, but he 
does not correlate the reconfiguration of the context in the rhetography of 
the discourse with the “radical” reasoning in the rhetoric. in his excellent 
analysis of the beatitudes as enthymemes, he observes that the value of the 
minor premises (“The poor in spirit will obtain the kingdom of heaven,” 
and so forth) to Jesus’s audience “is dependent on all three factors in the 
speech situation: speaker, speech, and audience. Jesus speaks with external 
authority, based on the miracles he has performed, strengthened by his 
general reputation, his role as rabbi and perhaps Messiah, and the support 
of his disciples.”32

Most of all, perhaps, it is noticeable that Kennedy does not mention 
the prophetic nature of Jesus’s speech in the context of the multiple ref-

27. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 39–72.
28. ibid., 141–52.
29. ibid., 39–63. 
30. ibid., 46.
31. Kingdom: Matt 5:3, 10, 19(2), 20; 6:10, 13, 33; 7:21; prophets: Matt 5:12, 17; 

7:12, 15.
32. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 50.
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erences to prophets in the sermon on the Mount. The context of Jesus’s 
speech is not that of a leader in a city-state appealing to his fellow citizens 
to act in an expedient manner. rather, the rhetography of the discourse 
shows that Jesus functions with the external authority of a prophet who 
knows the inner nature and responsibilities of living in God’s kingdom 
on earth. in other words, the rhetorical context of the speaker, speech, 
and audience evokes the dynamics of the conventional call and activities 
of a prophet in the context of an earthly kingdom over which God rules. 
in an unexpected context, God confronts a person, calls the person to a 
prophetic task, and provides the person with a “word of God” that must be 
pronounced before the king, groups of official leaders, and assemblies of 
the people in the kingdom. Kennedy actually shows an awareness of this in 
his assertion toward the end of the analysis: “Few orators could have deliv-
ered the sermon successfully, but the warnings of the hebrew prophets did 
constitute some precedent for Jesus, and his teaching therefore did not fall 
into a genre with which his audience was entirely unfamiliar.”33 Yet Ken-
nedy does not correlate his observations about the mixture of worldly and 
radical rhetoric in the sermon on the Mount with a reconfiguration in the 
rhetography of the discourse from a leader in a political assembly in a city-
state to a prophetic speaker engaged in deliberative rhetoric with people 
who are already blessed in God’s kingdom on earth and aspire to inherit 
the kingdom of heaven. an explication of the nature of the blending of 
“worldly” deliberative rhetoric and “radical” prophetic rhetoric in the 
sermon on the Mount remains for sociorhetorical interpreters to achieve.

The rhetography of prophetic rhetoric evokes a picture of God calling 
and sending a prophet to perform a specific set of tasks associated with 
a kingdom over which God rules both on earth and in heaven. Biblical 
prophetic discourse evokes the context of a kingdom of God with spe-
cific boundaries on earth. God chose a special region of land, arranged for 
anointed kings to rule over it, and called prophets to confront the leaders 
and the people when they were not living according to God’s covenantal 
guidelines.34 in early christian speech and writing, the regional boundar-
ies of God’s kingdom expand beyond the land of israel to an area that spans 

33. ibid., 62.
34. For an excellent example of analysis of biblical prophetic discourse that pro-

vides rich data for understanding the nature of early christian prophetic rhetoric, see 
Mark roncace, Jeremiah, Zedekiah, and the Fall of Jerusalem, Jsotsup 423 (new York: 
t&t clark, 2005), esp. 5–25, 146–73.
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from rome (acts 28:16) to ethiopia (acts 8:27–39), with a plan of expand-
ing from rome to spain (rom 15:24, 28). in this context, early christian 
prophetic rhetoric reconfigures God’s promise of land to God’s promise of 
“an inheritance” (klēronomos).35 The power of early christian prophetic 
argumentation resides as fully in the authoritative picture it evokes of 
God’s calling of the speaker as it does in the deliberative reasons, ratio-
nales, analogies, precedents, and arguments from contraries and opposites 
in the discourse itself.

apocalyptic discourse and the rhetography of imperial divine courtroom

Kennedy’s discussion of judicial rhetoric in 2 corinthians illustrates work 
that needs yet to be done to blend “worldly” judicial rhetoric with the 
“radical” imperial courtroom rhetoric of apocalyptic in the new testa-
ment. Kennedy considers 2 corinthians to provide “the most extended 
piece of judicial rhetoric in the new testament.”36 again, his analysis is 
excellent and very important for new testament interpreters. There is, 
however, once again an absence of interpretation of the rhetography in 
the discourse that exhibits the “radical” reconfiguration of its context of 
argumentation. in short, paul makes clear that his defense is before the 
imperial courtroom of God, rather than before a courtroom of humans, 
but Kennedy does not discuss this aspect of the rhetoric. as a result, Ken-
nedy only partially exhibits to the reader the blend of radical and worldly 
rhetoric in 2 corinthians.

Kennedy skillfully observes that 2 cor 1:3–8 is a proem that intro-
duces a narration in 1:8–2:13. Then, after the narration, there is a proposi-
tion followed by a partition in 2:14–17 containing three headings that will 
provide the proof: (1) as men of sincerity; (2) as commissioned by God; 
and (3) in the sight of God we speak in christ. in the analysis and inter-
pretation that follows, Kennedy adroitly interprets the headings “as men 
of sincerity” and “as commissioned by God.” When interpreting the third 
heading, however, he drops the “in sight of God,” interpreting only “we 
speak in christ.”37 This results in an omission of the “radical” role of first-
century christian imperial apocalyptic rhetorolect that is blended into the 
“worldly” judicial rhetoric in 2 corinthians.

35. e.g., 1 cor 6:9–10; 15:50; Gal 3:18, 29; 4:1, 7, 30; 5:21; rom 4:13, 14; 8:17.
36. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 86.
37. ibid., 87–88, 89–90, 90–96.
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Kennedy’s omission begins with no mention of paul’s assertion in the 
narration that the corinthians will be able to be proud of paul and his 
companions, and they will be able to be proud of them “on the day of the 
lord Jesus” (1:14). paul’s addition of reference to the apocalyptic day of 
the lord Jesus in the rhetography of the discourse already reconfigures the 
judicial context from a courtroom in the city-state to an imperial heavenly 
courtroom on the day of judgment. This external appeal introduces a radi-
cal dimension, which Kennedy does not discuss, into the worldly judicial 
rhetoric. after paul’s reference to the day of the lord Jesus, he continues 
the topic of the day of judgment: first through the phrase “in the presence 
of christ” in 2:10 and then the phrase “in the sight of God” in the parti-
tion in 2:17. paul’s defense of himself in 2 corinthians, then, is before the 
imperial courtroom of christ and God, not really before the corinthians 
as judge and jury in a particular city on earth.

as Kennedy’s excellent discussion of the sections on “as men of sincer-
ity” and “as commissioned by God” in 2 cor 3:4–5:10 unfolds,38 he fails 
to observe that paul concludes the section with an explicit and detailed 
reference to the imperial divine courtroom of apocalyptic rhetoric: “For 
we must all appear before the judgment seat of christ, so that each one 
may receive good or evil, according to what he has done in the body” 
(5:10).39 Kennedy’s failure to notice this leads to an interpretation of the 
worldly rhetoric in the last section without including the radical apocalyp-
tic rhetography of the imperial divine courtroom as paul starts the elabo-
ration of the third heading: “Therefore, knowing the fear of the lord, we 
persuade men; but what we are is known to God, and i hope it is known 
also to your conscience” (5:11). here the fear of the lord, known to God, 
concerns God and the lord Jesus as judges of guilt or innocence on the 
day of the lord. Kennedy’s failure to observe this causes him to drop the 
phrase “in the sight of God” in the final heading, referring to it only as “we 
speak in christ” as he begins an interpretation of the final section.40 This 
leads, in turn, to Kennedy’s omission of paul’s reference to “the sight of 
God” in paul’s recapitulation of his defense in 7:12 and to paul’s summary 
of the context of his defense in 12:19. When paul summarizes the judicial 
context for his defense, the radical rhetography of the discourse is explic-
itly clear: “have you been thinking all along that we have been defending 

38. ibid., 88–90.
39. unless otherwise noted, all biblical translations follow the rsV. 
40. ibid., 90.
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ourselves before you? it is in the sight of God that we have been speaking 
in christ, and all for your upbuilding, beloved” (12:19). here the blending 
of paul’s “worldly” judicial defense with the rhetography of paul’s “radi-
cal” imperial apocalyptic context of interpretation is fully evident. in the 
context of Kennedy’s skillful explication of the worldly judicial rhetoric 
in paul’s argumentation, then, there is an absence of a full explication of 
the blending of the radical judicial rhetoric in the rhetography that moves 
the contextual picture beyond a courtroom in a city-state to the imperial 
divine courtroom of apocalyptic rhetoric. once again, the stage for inter-
pretation of the blending of worldly and radical in judicial rhetoric in early 
christian discourse has been skillfully set by Kennedy, but careful analy-
sis and interpretation awaits the tools and strategies of the sociorhetorical 
interpreter who works carefully with the rhetography of the discourse.

Miracle discourse and the rhetography of Body

When Kennedy discusses epideictic rhetoric in chapter 3, he refers to 
various new testament texts but analyzes and interprets only the “topi-
cal” configuration of John 13–17.41 While this is an informative discus-
sion in the context of the expansion of epideictic rhetoric by the time of 
Menander rhetor in 300 ce, it bypasses the “praise” orientation that lies 
at the basis of epideictic rhetoric. as Kennedy himself observes, the ini-
tial focus of epideictic rhetoric was on praise in panegyrics and funeral 
orations.42 one of the most central epideictic features of first-century 
christian epideictic rhetoric is its miracle discourse. Kennedy discusses 
at a number of points the “radical” nature of miraculous healing in the 
new testament, but nowhere does he pursue the epideictic nature of this 
rhetoric. This aspect of Kennedy’s analysis and interpretation will require 
some of the most serious sociorhetorical reformulations of the func-
tion of first-century christian epideictic rhetoric in the future.43 Vari-
ous places in Kennedy’s book, however, represent an important inroad 

41. ibid., 73–85.
42. Kennedy (ibid.) summarizes the initial focus on praise on pp. 73–75 but 

moves away from this emphasis to the third- and fourth-century ce handbooks on 
epideictic rhetoric on pp. 75–77 to establish the context for interpreting John 13–17.

43. a major start on sociorhetorical interpretation of miracle discourse in the 
new testament appeared in duane F. Watson, ed., Miracle Discourse in the New Testa-
ment (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2012).
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into the epideictic nature of miracle discourse in the new testament. For 
example, Kennedy identifies the importance of miracle discourse in the 
Gospel of Mark as he talks about the “radicality” of its rhetoric:

“immediately” is one of Mark’s favorite words and gives a forward 
movement to his account. The truth is immediately and intuitively appre-
hended because it is true. some see it, others do not, but there is no point 
in trying to persuade the latter. This is the most radical form of chris-
tian rhetoric. When Jesus performs his first miracle, the witnesses are 
“amazed” (1:27); they recognize truth but do not comprehend it ratio-
nally. The miracle is a sign of authority, as the crowd at once admits.44

to understand how miracle discourse functions as radical epideictic rhet-
oric in Mark, one needs to analyze how the narration depicts Jesus repeat-
edly performing miracles in Mark 1–10 in a manner that brings forth praise 
from public audiences. as aristotle says in Rhetoric: “since praise is based 
on actions and to act in accordance with deliberate purpose is character-
istic of a worthy person, one should try to show him acting in accordance 
with deliberate purpose. it is useful for him to be seen to have so acted 
often” (1.9.32 [Kennedy]). While miraculous healing of the body regu-
larly leads to sanctuaries of healing in the Mediterranean world, in early 
christian discourse it presupposes interaction between Jesus’s body and 
the malfunctioning body of an ill, diseased, or otherwise afflicted person 
that evokes praise and amazement in public contexts. in other words, in 
early christian discourse a major context for understanding the function 
of praise emerges from miraculous recoveries of illness, ailment, or death 
in the body itself. The geophysical context for early christian miracle dis-
course is the body itself in relation to the body of the healer. an excellent 
example is the healing story just after the verse to which Kennedy refers:

now simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him 
about her at once. he came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. 
Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them (Mark 1:30–31 
nrsV).

With this act, Jesus’s deeds of healing begin to become commonplace in 
Markan characterization of Jesus. at sunset, Jesus heals all kinds of ill 
people, with “the whole city gathered around the door” (1:33). Then Jesus 

44. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 105.
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heals a leper, a paralyzed man, and a man with a withered hand in the 
ensuing narration, leading to a summary of Jesus’s healings and exorcisms, 
which cause the unclean spirits to shout out, “You are the son of God” 
(3:11). This is first-century christian epideictic miracle narration, so cen-
tral to early christian discourse that it occurs repetitively in all the new 
testament gopels and acts.

once Kennedy has observed the radical function of miracle rhetoric 
in the Gospel of Mark, he does not show the reader how to analyze it as 
early christian epideictic rhetoric. The important thing is the presence of 
Jesus’s body in relation to the body of those who are ill. in early christian 
discourse, the hand of the healer is often central, but it need not be. The 
essential context for the discourse is a relationship between the body of 
the healer and the body of the person who is ill or otherwise afflicted. The 
healing can occur in a house, alongside a road, by the sea, on a mountain, 
or anywhere. early christian epideictic miracle rhetoric regularly occurs 
in the form of a story that features an extraordinary transformation of 
a malfunctioning person into a healthy and well-ordered social being or 
in a summary of Jesus’s healing of a large number of people. This is radi-
cal rhetoric containing epideictic dimensions, which is well understood 
through the actions of elijah and elisha in biblical tradition and through 
the healings of asklepios in Mediterranean tradition.45 First-century 
christians gave it a prominent place in their epideictic discourse. since its 
rhetography, rather than its rhetology, is so central to its epideictic rhetori-
cal function, it remains for sociorhetorical interpreters to show the blends 
of worldly and radical rhetoric that make it a prominent aspect of early 
christian discourse in the Mediterranean world.

Wisdom discourse and the rhetography of Family household

Kennedy observes argumentation that evokes radical worldly wisdom 
discourse. early christian wisdom rhetoric naturally unfolds according 
to patterns and principles Kennedy assigns to rationally oriented, worldly 
rhetoric in his study of new testament literature. The rhetography in this 
rhetoric blends the household and its members with God’s created world 
and the vegetative productivity in it. as a result, virtually everything in 

45. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation of Miracle discourse in 
the synoptic Gospels,” in Watson, Miracle Discourse in the New Testament, 17–84. 
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a household and in God’s created world function by analogy in relation 
to one another. God the Father of the created world is like the father in 
a household, and people in the world are children of God, like the little 
people in a household are children of the parents. in addition, people 
may be like animals (sheep, wolves, doves, serpents) or like trees that bear 
good or bad fruit. This is a primary form of deliberative rhetoric in early 
christian discourse. nevertheless, much of this, as Kennedy says, is radi-
cal rhetoric.

in the context of the strategies of worldly rhetoric, as Kennedy calls 
it, careful investigation of early christian wisdom discourse reveals that 
imagery of the family household lies at the base. The ideal teacher is a 
father figure who teaches his children how to live because he cares for 
them. This imagery blends with a concept of God as Father over the cre-
ated world, making it into a household where God provides food, shelter, 
and clothing for all who live in it, like a father provides for the needs of 
his family. in early christian discourse, the function of God as father finds 
its beginnings in God’s creation of the universe and provision of light as a 
means for productivity in it. in this conceptual domain, the light of God is 
God’s wisdom, which guides people to live generously and harmoniously 
with their neighbors. luke 11:33–36 is a very interesting passage in this 
regard, evoking many aspects of the picturing central to early christian 
wisdom discourse:

no one after lighting a lamp puts it in a cellar, but on the lampstand 
so that those who enter may see the light. Your eye is the lamp of your 
body. if your eye is healthy, your whole body is full of light; but if it is not 
healthy, your body is full of darkness. Therefore consider whether the 
light in you is not darkness. if then your whole body is full of light, with 
no part of it in darkness, it will be as full of light as when a lamp gives you 
light with its rays. (luke 11:33–36)

This wisdom discourse evokes the context of a family household. The imag-
ery of the lighting of a lamp and the placing of the lamp in the household 
brings to mind the location where parents teach their children wisdom in 
the context of caring for their bodies from early childhood. The goal is to 
bring the light of God’s wisdom into their bodies, so they may function 
like the good, productive world God created at the beginning of time. This 
is didactic, rather than political, deliberative rhetoric. The eye is the special 
vehicle for the knowledge that will lead the hearer or reader to the right 
decision and action. learning to see in the visible world the light of God’s 
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goodness and learning allows the eye to shine this light into the body and 
create a person who is able to produce goodness and righteousness in 
the world.46 This is radical wisdom discourse that functions internally in 
most of the “worldly” rhetoric in the new testament. a basic challenge for 
sociorhetorical interpreters is to identify, analyze, and describe how this 
“radical” worldly rhetoric pervades most of early christian discourse and 
exhibits inner reasonings of wisdom that make it immediately accessible 
to the understanding of the hearers and readers.

precreation discourse and the rhetography of imperial household

Kennedy makes statements that lead an interpreter to the nature of precre-
ation rhetoric in early christian discourse:

John’s Gospel is radical christian rhetoric in its demand for immediate 
and direct response to the truth, but John makes far more demands than 
Mark on his readers in approaching the truth they are to perceive. he 
uses the forms of logical argument not so much as proof, as does Mat-
thew, but as ways of turning and reiterating the topics which are at the 
core of his message.47

Kennedy’s insights lead a person to precreation rhetoric, a kind of radical 
epideictic rhetoric that presupposes that Jesus’s knowledge is in Jesus as a 
result of the intimate relation he, as the only begotten son of God, has had 
with God since before creation. The experiential base of this was knowl-
edge about the imperial household, which for most early christians was 
far away and never seen by them. Blending the imperial household with 
the household of God, the Gospel of John evokes an imperial primordial 
household outside of time and space with an intimate relation between the 
imperial father and his son. The father sends his son out into his empire to 
distribute the benefits of his eternal wealth to those who profess uncondi-
tional loyalty and friendship to the son. By this means, friendship with the 

46. John h. elliott, “The evil eye and the sermon on the Mount: contours of a 
pervasive Belief in social scientific perspective,” BibInt 2 (1994): 51–84; John J. pilch 
and Bruce J. Malina, eds., Handbook of Biblical Social Values (peabody, Ma: hendrick-
son, 1998), 68–72.

47. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 113.
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son enacts a relationship with the father that yields benefits from the realm 
of eternal peace, salvation, and life.48

The Gospel of John, then, evokes the context of an imperial realm with 
a son of the emperor who goes throughout the empire to distribute pri-
mordial benefits that only an emperor can bestow. everything Jesus does 
and says is primordial wisdom and action. God’s creation of the world 
only made God’s wisdom partially visible to human beings. Jesus’s action 
and speech present the unfathomable wisdom of God to humans in terms 
that are comprehensible only with truly exceptional insight into the nature 
of God. in this instance, then, the radical rhetoric evokes a picture of Jesus 
with God before the creation of the world. Jesus, as the only begotten son 
who listened carefully to everything God the Father said to him and who 
watched carefully everything his Father did, uses extraordinary images and 
arguments, regularly in the form of logical argument, to communicate the 
extraordinary knowledge available to him from God’s primordial sphere. 
When God sends Jesus to earth to speak to people, Jesus uses unusual 
images and performs extraordinary signs among them. in early christian 
discourse, this is epideictic precreation wisdom that gains plausibility for 
the hearer through blending with the scope of divine powers and benefits 
inherent in the emperor and his household.

priestly discourse and the rhetography of sacrificial temple

Kennedy leads us incidentally to a sixth major kind of radical rhetoric in 
early christian discourse when he discusses “topics,” topoi or loci, which 
are “the ‘places’ where [the speaker] looks for something to say about his 
subject.”49 he presents the following example of “past fact leading to the 
topic of degree”:

“While we were yet sinners christ died for us. since, therefore, we are 
now justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from 

48. For an initial exploration of the imperial nature of the discourse in the Gospel 
of John, see Gerhard van den heever, “Finding data in unexpected places (or: From 
text linguistics to socio-rhetoric): a socio-rhetorical reading of John’s Gospel,” Soci-
ety of Biblical Literature Seminar 1998 Papers, 2 vols., sBlsp 37 (atlanta: scholars 
press, 1998), 2:649–76.

49. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 20.
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the wrath of God” (rom. 5:8–9). This type of a fortiori argument is com-
monly known as “the more and the less.”50

With this example, Kennedy incidentally introduces early christian 
priestly rhetoric blended with apocalyptic rhetoric. The statement about 
being justified by christ’s blood when he died evokes epideictic priestly 
reasoning associated with a temple containing a sacrificial altar. Then the 
statement about being saved from the wrath of God evokes apocalyptic 
reasoning associated with the power of an emperor to destroy rebellious, 
“impure” people with legions of his imperial army. in this conceptual 
domain, the impurity of the people is regularly a result of an unwilling-
ness to participate in ritual worship of the emperor and the emissaries the 
emperor sends out to perform certain tasks in his empire.

The picturesque nature of early christian priestly discourse reaches its 
fullest form in a passage from hebrews:

But when christ came as a high priest of the good things that have come, 
then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, 
that is, not of this creation), he entered once for all into the holy place, 
not with the blood of goats and calves, but with his own blood, thus 
obtaining eternal redemption. (9:11–12 nrsV)

This discourse evokes the context of a sacrificial temple and blends this 
context with the conceptual realm of God in the heavens. Jesus is the high 
priest in God’s temple in the heavens who offers himself as the perfect 
sacrifice. This is radical reasoning, but it is reasoning based on Mediter-
ranean understanding of the process and benefits of offerings on an altar 
in a temple designed for sacrificial ritual.51 The image of the context in the 
mind of the hearer enacts a conceptual domain in which the assertions can 
be understood as reasonable. The blend of radicality and reasonableness in 
it again is a rhetorical characteristic Kennedy identified both appropriately 
and skillfully.

50. ibid., 20.
51. For an excellent analysis of biblical priestly discourse that provides rich data for 

analysis of early christian priestly rhetoric, see William K. Gilders, Blood Ritual in the 
Hebrew Bible: Meaning and Power (Baltimore: Johns hopkins university press, 2004).
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conclusion

From the perspective of sociorhetorical interpretation, Kennedy’s approach 
to radical rhetoric is a key for understanding the nature of the rhetoric 
in the new testament writings. Kennedy’s approach does not move us 
fully into rhetorical analysis of early christian rhetoric, however, because 
it brings a system of “rational rhetoric” to the new testament writings 
and describes the “nonrational rhetorical” aspects of the new testament 
in terms that are oppositional to “real rhetoric,” which he calls “worldly 
rhetoric.” in contrast to an approach that uses worldly rhetoric as a nor-
mative standard for real rhetoric, the goal of a rhetorical interpreter must 
be to use the insight that the new testament writings blend rational and 
nonrational rhetoric, worldly and radical rhetoric, rhetology and rhetog-
raphy, together. careful analysis of the relation of the rhetography to the 
rhetology in the discourse can lead us to the multiple kinds of rhetoric in 
early christian discourse.

since 2002, the theories of critical spatiality and conceptual blend-
ing have provided a means to identify the inner nature and boundaries of 
each rhetorolect more clearly.52 a special result has been an awareness of 
the rhetography characteristic of each rhetorolect and the relation of that 
rhetography to its argumentative texture. in the present understanding 
of sociorhetorical interpreters, now influenced by conceptual integration 
(blending) and critical spatiality theory, a rhetorolect is an idealized cog-
nitive model. This means there are four aspects to a rhetorolect: (1) argu-
mentative-enthymematic patterning (rhetology); (2) image-descriptive 
patterning (rhetography); (3) metaphoric mappings; and (4) metonymic 
mappings.53 The present essay has focused on the image-descriptive pat-
terning, namely, the rhetography, in six basic rhetorolects in early chris-
tian discourse. Focusing on the rhetography leads us to rhetorolects as 
cultural frames that contain an argumentative texture that blends rhetog-

52. david M. Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, eds., ‘Imagining’ Biblical Worlds: Stud-
ies in Spatial, Social and Historical Constructs in Honor of James W. Flanagan, Jsotsup 
359 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 2002). Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, The 
Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (new York: 
Basic Books, 2002).

53. George lakoff, Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal 
about the Mind (chicago: university of chicago press, 1987), 68–76, esp. 68. see rob-
bins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 104–15.
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raphy and rhetology in a manner that evokes a conventional context of 
understanding for negotiating its reasonings and meanings. The argumen-
tative texture of each rhetorolect is a result of the interaction of its par-
ticular rhetography with its particular rhetology. This means that an early 
christian rhetorolect is a network of significations and meanings associ-
ated with social-cultural-ideological places and spaces familiar to people 
in a certain geophysical region. in terms that combine insights from Ken-
nedy’s analysis and from Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner’s concep-
tual integration theory, a rhetorolect is a blending of radical and worldly 
rhetoric in a cultural frame that functions as an environment of emergent 
structure.54 rhetography is an essential ingredient in a rhetorolect, since 
rhetography is the means by which people envision a speaker and audi-
ence as a context that gives meaning to its rhetoric.

an early christian rhetorolect achieves it status as a cultural frame that 
functions as an environment of emergent structure by means of a blending 
of what Kennedy calls worldly and radical rhetoric. in other words, every 
rhetorolect is radical from the perspective of worldly rhetoric; yet every 
major type of radical rhetoric in early christian discourse has actual or 
imitative worldly rhetoric in it. identifying the central cultural rhetogra-
phy in a rhetorolect and correlating it with its particular cultural rhetology 
enables an interpreter to establish and interpret both the inner rhetorical 
workings and the boundaries of a particular rhetorolect. The reasoning 
in a rhetorolect emerges from social-cultural-ideological experiences in 
specific geophysical locations. Therefore the rhetography provides the pri-
mary cultural clue to the logic of the discourse.

The rhetography in a rhetorolect—in other words, the pervasive pic-
torial narration in it—evokes the conventional context of meaning for the 
texture of its argumentation. picturing a kingdom of God in which God 
calls, authorizes, informs, and commands prophets to confront the leaders 
and people in the kingdom to enact God’s principles of justice and righ-
teousness in the region evokes the reasoning internal to early christian 
deliberative prophetic rhetorolect. picturing an empire with an emperor 
who rules through an imperial court evokes judicial reasoning about 

54. The definition has been refined especially through insights from robert h. 
von Thaden Jr., Sex, Christ, and Embodied Cognition: Paul’s Wisdom for Corinth, esec 
16 (dorset, uK: deo, 2012); and the ph.d. work of priscilla Geisterfer at st. paul uni-
versity, ottawa. also, see the discussion of framing in patton, Bringing the Gods to 
Mind, 46–47.
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divine action that judges and destroys evil to create contexts of peace and 
salvation internal to early christian apocalyptic rhetorolect. picturing a 
malfunctioning body miraculously healed through the presence of the 
body of a healer evokes epideictic reasoning internal to early christian 
miracle rhetorolect. picturing a household where parents teach their chil-
dren wisdom, then employ teachers outside the family to take them further 
into adult wisdom, evokes deliberative logics internal to early christian 
wisdom rhetorolect. picturing an emperor who has an intimate relation 
with his son outside of time evokes epideictic reasoning about the sending 
of a special son to distribute the benefits of special divine resources to the 
loyal subjects of his empire internal to precreation rhetorolect. picturing a 
priest at an altar evokes epideictic reasoning about the actions and results 
described and asserted in early christian priestly rhetorolect.

after the attributes of the six major rhetorolects that emerged by 100 
ce have been more fully explored and explained,55 the next challenge will 
be to explore the rhetorolects that participate in the movement of chris-
tian discourse beyond its first-century rhetorical modes into the creedal 
rhetorolect that became central to it during the fourth century. By the 
fourth century ce, fully developed creedal rhetorolect emerged that was 
based on the imperial political structures that convened church councils 
in particular cities in the roman empire. The beginnings of this seventh 
rhetorolect lie in those parts of new testament literature characterized 
by Kennedy as “when a doctrine is purely proclaimed and not couched in 
enthymemes.”56

While the six basic first-century christian rhetorolects had their 
beginnings prior to earliest christianity, creedal rhetorolect had its deci-
sive beginnings in the interfaces among Jewish, christian, and hellenistic-
roman discourse during the first and second centuries ce. lewis ayres’s 
Nicaea and Its Legacy57 skillfully describes the dynamics that created the 
context for creedal rhetorolect to emerge as a major force within fourth-
century christian discourse. one of the major strengths of his account 
lies in its preservation of the multiplicities, tensions, counter-valences and 
unresolved issues as pro-nicene forces gained a stronghold over a large 
sector of the christian church.

55. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse.
56. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 7.
57. lewis ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitar-

ian Theology (oxford: oxford university press, 2004).
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at the center of the christian creedal rhetorolect that emerged during 
the fourth century stands the nicene-cosmopolitan creed.58 Within an 
overall frame that blends christian wisdom and priestly rhetorolect, this 
creed features God as Father, Jesus as the only son, the holy spirit as “wor-
shipped and glorified like the Father and the son,” and Mary as the mother 
of Jesus. in this context, the creed foregrounds precreation and apocalyp-
tic rhetorolect rather than elaborating priestly imagery that would make 
christ an atoning, substitutionary, or expiational sacrifice. in addition, the 
creed pushes prophetic and miracle rhetorolect almost entirely into the 
background. philosophical debate reconfigures the “authority, power, and 
illumination” of prophetic rhetorolect into a reference to the holy spirit, 
“who spoke through the prophets.” in turn, it redirects the “amazement” of 
miracle rhetorolect into creedal conviction in the amazing story of “the one 
lord Jesus christ” who came down from heaven, was incarnate, became 
human, rose on the third day, ascended to heaven, sits on the right hand 
of the Father, and will come again with glory to judge the living and the 
dead. in other words, the overall christographical story line becomes the 
miracle rhetorolect in the context of the creedal rhetorolect.59 The result 
was creedal rhetorolect that asserted

that God was one power, nature, and activity; that there could be no 
degrees in divinity; that the divine persons were irreducible although all 
share in the divine being without any ontological hierarchy; that human 
beings would always fail to comprehend God and that one could only 
make progress towards knowledge and love of God through entering a 
discipline and practice that would reshape the imagination.60

philosophy, mystery, and institutional structure blended together in 
christian creedal rhetorolect, providing a cultural frame that has func-
tioned as an emergent structure for sixteen centuries. at a time when 
christianity faces a special need to enter into productive conversation 
with Muslims, Buddhists, and hindus, some scholars are calling for chris-
tian theology to return to a more creedal base of discourse. in turn, other 

58. J. n. d. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (london: longmans, Green, & co., 
1952), 344–67; see also luke timothy Johnson, The Creed: What Christians Believe 
and Why It Matters (new York: doubleday, 2003), 32–38.

59. Vernon K. robbins, “precreation discourse and the nicene creed: christian-
ity Finds its Voice in the roman empire,” R&T 18 (2012): 1–17.

60. ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy, 434.
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scholars are calling for christian theology to renew itself by discovering 
and reclaiming the inner dynamics of its multiple discourses in contexts 
of interaction with the discourses of other religions in the world. perhaps 
an awareness of the rhetography in new testament discourse that leads 
to six major first-century christian rhetorolects can help to create more 
healthy and productive interaction not only among biblical interpreters 
but also between biblical interpreters and interpreters of sacred texts in 
other religious traditions.61

61. e.g., Bart B. Bruehler, “Karma Yoga and christian ethics: reading Bhaga-
vad Gita 3 in light of ephesians 4–6,” in Song Divine: Christian Commentaries on the 
Bhagavad Gita, ed. c. cornille (leuven: peeters, 2006), 23–48.



clothes Make the (Wo)Man

Roy R. Jeal

costly thy habit as thy purse can buy,
But not express’d in fancy; rich, not gaudy;
For the apparel oft proclaims the man,
and they in France of the best rank and station
are of a most select and generous clef in that.
(polonius in William shakespeare, Hamlet, act 1 scene 3)

Thinking about perceptions of body as they are used in the Bible leads, 
inevitably, to reflecting on clothing and the idea of clothing. clothing is a 
powerful image throughout biblical literature and in human society gen-
erally.1 at the most obvious level, clothing covers and conceals the body, 
protecting it from exposure to the elements and the view of other persons. 
But the significance of clothing extends much further since garments not 
only cover and conceal, but also function to display the body in particular 
ways and with many meanings. The ways in which bodies are clothed have 
far-reaching and sometimes dramatic implications for identity, for move-
ment, for relationships with others, for behavior, for economic, social and 
spiritual status, for sexual roles, and for religious, ideological, and politi-
cal discourse. clothing is part of how people are presented to the world, 
of how they relate socially, and of how they are empowered morally and 
politically. clothing is a feature of the body’s shapes and actions that are 
offered for view and that differentiate people from one another. clothing 
is thus tied to recognition. humans are frequently recognized and defined 
by the clothes they wear. dressing, undressing, and redressing have lit-

1. For general information about clothing and the imagery of clothing in the Bible 
see douglas r. edwards, “dress and ornamentation,” ABD 2:232–38; and “Garments,” 
in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, ed. leland ryken, James c. Wilhoit, and tremper 
longman iii (downers Grove, il: interVarsity press, 1998), 317–20.
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eral, symbolic, and rhetorical connotations that define people and social 
realities.2

The description and imagery of clothing occurs throughout the 
Bible. There are many notable examples. adam and eve fashioned leaves 
together to cover their nakedness (Gen 3:7) and were subsequently 
clothed with skins by God (Gen 3:21). The image of clothing is prominent 
in the Joseph cycle of stories (Gen 37–45), where Joseph receives a special 
robe from his father, Jacob, with the favoritism indicated thereby arous-
ing hatred toward Joseph among his brothers (Gen 37:3–4). The robe is 
removed from Joseph, indicating his enforced fall from favor, and then is 
used to deceive Jacob into thinking that Joseph was dead, at which point 
Jacob tears his own garments in a show of grief (Gen 37:23–35). in egypt, 
Joseph’s clothing plays a role in his avoidance of the sexual advances of 
potiphar’s wife and in the false accusation made against him (Gen 39:12–
18). later, when Joseph is restored to dignity, he is given fine garments 
by the pharaoh (Gen 41:41–42), and, when Joseph and his brothers are 
reconciled, he provides garments for all of them (Gen 45:22). embedded 
within the Joseph story is the incident involving Judah and tamar, where 
tamar indicates her availability to Judah as a prostitute by the way she 
clothes herself (Gen 38:14–15). The priests of ancient israel wore special 
clothing or vestments in which they performed their sacerdotal duties 
(exod 28:1–43). These vestments were consecrated and to be passed on 
through generations (exod 29:1–29). hannah’s annual provision of a robe 
for samuel demonstrates her dedication to the son who was given to her 
(1 sam 2:19). in the hebrew Bible, the image of being clothed not with 
a garment but with a particular attribute occurs in some passages (e.g., 
2 chr 6:41; Job 8:22; pss 35:26; 132:9, 16, 18). even God is “clothed with 
honor and majesty, wrapped in light as with a garment” (ps 104:1–2). 
in the new testament, the newborn Jesus is wrapped in bands of cloth 
which serve, in part, to identify him (luke 2:7, 12). at the transfiguration, 
Jesus’s clothing became “dazzling white” (Matt 17:2; Mark 9:3; luke 9:29). 

2. clothing functions to indicate personal identities, social and cultural positions, 
and roles. For example, garments worn may indicate that one is male, female, young, 
old, wealthy, poor, monarch, peasant, priest, minister, civilian, soldier, athlete, pris-
oner, judge, academic, or many other things. a redressed person may be a re-formed 
or re-presented person, one who has a changed identity and a changed social role. on 
this, see alison lurie, The Language of Clothes (new York: random house, 1981), 
3–36.
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a woman merely touches the edge of Jesus’s garment and is healed (luke 
8:43–48). The very best robe symbolizes the acceptance and restoration 
of the prodigal son by his father (luke 15:22). paul addresses the veiling 
of women in 1 cor 11:2–16.3 according to rev 7:9–17, the members of 
an innumerable, multiethnic, multilingual, celebrating crowd are clothed 
in white robes that have been made white by having been washed in the 
blood of the lamb.

a rhetoric of clothing

There are many more portrayals of clothing in the Bible, but what 
emerges is that there is a rhetoric of clothing employed in many texts. 
This should not be surprising given the pervasive nature of the images of 
body and clothing in world cultures. among all creatures, only humans 
intentionally use garments in nearly countless colors, styles, and fashions 
and with as many implications.4 The purpose of such widespread fashion 
is to provide nonverbal communication, and it is clear that people do pay 
attention to what is communicated by clothing.5 This has recently been 
made evident in the sociohistorical studies of tina Mai chen, who has 
investigated the intentional use of clothing and body as a communica-
tive device in Maoist china.6 chen describes and analyzes the effect of 
Mao’s concern that “what was needed for perfection of body and mind 

3. on this now see troy W. Martin, “paul’s argument from nature for the Veil 
in 1 corinthians 11:13–15: a testicle instead of a head covering,” JBL 123 (2004): 
75–84, and, Martin, “Veiled exhortations regarding the Veil: ethos as the controlling 
Factor in Moral persuasion (1 cor 11:2–16),” in Rhetoric, Ethic, and Moral Persuasion 
in Biblical Discourse: Essays from the 2002 Heidelberg Conference, ed. anders eriksson 
and Thomas h. olbricht, esec 11 (new York: t&t clark, 2005), 255–73.

4. see Jib Fowles, “Why We Wear clothes,” ETC 31 (1974): 343–52.
5. ibid., 344, 350; and lurie, Language of Clothes, 3–36. clothing can elicit delight, 

sexual arousal, mourning, fear, disgust, peacefulness, awe, strength, joy, and many 
other things. actually, humans and their bodies lose identity without clothing. apart 
from the obvious, one cannot distinguish a king from a servant or an archbishop from 
a prostitute when they stand together naked.

6. tina Mai chen, “proletarian White and Working Bodies in Mao’s china,” Posi-
tions 11 (2003): 361–93; see also chen, “Female icons, Feminist iconography? social-
ist rhetoric and Women’s agency in 1950’s china,” Gender and History 15 (2003): 
268–95.
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was physical transformation that could elicit reconstitution of the mind.”7 
clothing was one of the things employed to bring about these changes 
resulting in “a discourse of proletarian dress and body”8 supportive of 
the aims and politics of the regime in china. The use of garments in 
this way is observable in photographs, drawings, and literature from the 
period. The physical human body of some populations was symboli-
cally reformed by changes in clothing from what was customarily worn 
in the pre-1949 period to what was worn subsequently.9 This physicality 
was deemed to be necessary for the transformation of people into good 
socialist members of the larger ideological community. a change of gar-
ments produced refashioned bodies that had new social roles and minds 
with a new social consciousness. The rhetoric of clothing that developed 
became interwoven10 with a variety of political projects initiated by the 
Maoist government.11 a rhetoric of clothing can bring about changes of 
appearance, identity, behavior, and social meaning that function to bring 
about intellectual and social change. Body and clothing together become 
a symbolic system by means of which life becomes reconfigured and cul-
ture becomes altered.12 The goal of this rhetoric is, interestingly, to bring 
about change that leads, eventually, to conformity to a particular ideol-
ogy and way of life.

clothing the Body in the pauline letters

in the pauline letters, the image of body is prominent in many places, 
particularly in the well-known “body of christ” passages. in other texts, 
the believer’s body, while described as already a temple of God (1 cor 
3:16–17; 6:19), is in a state of transition or conformity to christ’s body and 
righteousness (e.g., rom 6:5–6; 8:10–13; 12:1–2; 2 cor 4:8–11; phil 3:21) 
and awaits glory (e.g., rom 8:18–23; 1 cor 15:35–54; 2 cor 4:16–5:10; phil 

7. chen “proletarian White and Working Bodies,” 361.
8. ibid., 362.
9. see ibid., 364–68.
10. in sociorhetorical terms, there are many interweavings or “textures” to be 

considered. see Vernon K. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-
rhetorical Interpretation (Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996).

11. chen, “proletarian White and Working Bodies,” 388.
12. ibid., 363. other examples might include the distinctive garments worn by 

members of some Mennonite and other anabaptist communities.
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3:21).13 The description of body and clothing is also very significant on its 
own (e.g., 1 cor 12:22–24; 2 cor 5:1–10; eph 6:13–17). some passages 
do, however, go on to employ the garment and body imagery of dress-
ing, undressing, and redressing, of “stripping off ” (ἀπεκδύομαι, ἀποτίθημι) 
and “putting on” (ἐνδύω), to describe the nature of the coming of faith in 
christ (Gal 3:27) and to encourage moral and behavioral change and an 
altered focus of living (rom 13:14; col 3:8–10; eph 4:22–24). This rhe-
torical topos of stripping off and putting on clothing was well known and 
fairly widely employed in the ancient Mediterranean world as a means 
of encouraging people to adopt appropriate qualities and behaviors.14 
What is new to the topos in these pauline passages is the rhetoric of being 
clothed with a person.15 to this image, there appears to be no clear paral-
lel in ancient literature.16 The concern of this essay is to examine what the 
rhetoric of putting on a person does to and for its audiences. What fol-
lows will offer a sociorhetorical interpretation of this rhetorical image in 
new testament discourse and its implications for behavior and a political 
discourse of body. putting on the new person suggests the production 
of a refashioned body that has new religious, social, and political roles 
in the world. refashioned bodies become agents of social change.17 The 
body displayed by a garment that is a person can bring about new social 

13. see Karl olav sandnes, Belly and Body in the Pauline Epistles, sntsMs 120 
(cambridge: cambridge university press, 2002), 15–21; James d. G. dunn, The Theol-
ogy of Paul the Apostle (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1998), 489–90.

14. some examples include philo, Conf. 31; let. arist. 122; 1Qs iV, 2–V, 10. on 
this see the commentaries and, especially, pieter W. van der horst, “observations on a 
pauline expression,” NTS 19 (1972–73): 181–87.

15. peter t. o’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1999), 
327. see also Michael B. Thompson, Clothed with Christ: The Example and Teaching 
of Jesus in Romans 12.1–15.23, Jsntsup 59 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 1991), 150.

16. James d. G. dunn (Romans 9–16, WBc 38a [dallas: Word, 1988], 790) cites 
dionysius of halicarnassus, Ant. rom. 11.5 where the phrase τὸν Ταρκύνιον ἐνδύσασθαι, 
“to put on tarquin,” is used to refer to an actor playing the character, tarquin, in the 
theater (see this reference also in albrecht oepke, “ἐνδύω,” TDNT 2:319). unlikely 
is the claim of van der horst (“observations on a pauline expression,” 184–85), who 
purports to have found a parallel to “putting off the old person” in a fragment refer-
ring to antigonus of carystus. The apparent parallel is more about inconsistency of 
behavior than an intentional removal of inappropriate behavior. There is no evidence 
that this statement or the phrase from dionysius of halicarnassus had any influence 
on the new testament.

17. so chen, “proletarian White and Working Bodies,” 361–93.
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realities.18 The interest here, then, is not to provide a source-critical study 
of the origin and provenance of the language of putting on a new person, 
but to see how it is (re)configured to make a sociorhetorical point in the 
early christian situation.19

a sociorhetorical approach

as it has been developing,20 sociorhetorical interpretation has aimed to 
produce a multidimensional interpretive analytic that takes into account 
many methods and insights of various kinds and is constantly “drawing and 
redrawing boundaries of analysis and interpretation” as it goes along.21 it 
brings together study of the literary, sociocultural, ideological, and sacred 
aspects of texts to come to an understanding of how these dimensions of 
language move people to beliefs, points of view, and actions. sociorhetori-
cal interpretation recognizes that early christians found that they needed 
new ways to speak and write in order to address their new faith under-
standings and the new social environment within the christian commu-
nity. What developed were multiple modes of christian discourse that 
are now being called “rhetorolects.”22 “a rhetorolect is a form of language 
variety or discourse identifiable on the basis of a distinctive configuration 
of themes, topics, reasonings, and argumentations.”23 These rhetorolects 
have within them various “textures” that include sensory-aesthetic, social 
and cultural, and ideological features and effects that, in turn, have faith, 

18. interestingly, the english word “person” derives from the latin “persona,” an 
actor’s mask. a mask is something that actors “put on” in order to be identified as 
characters in a play. to put on a person is thus to change identity and be conformed to 
a different life, behavior, and culture. see n. 16 above. 

19. on configuration and reconfiguration as sociorhetorical features, see rob-
bins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 40–50.

20. sociorhetorical interpretation has been developed by Vernon K. robbins 
and is discussed by him in many of his writings. For a description of how it has 
emerged see especially Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” in The 
Blackwell Companion to the New Testament, ed. david e. aune, Blackwell compan-
ions to religion (Malden, Ma: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 192–219. Many scholars are 
taking up robbins’s ideas and applying them to various texts.

21. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation.”
22. ibid. The rhetorolects are wisdom, prophetic, apocalyptic, precreation, mira-

cle, and priestly.
23. ibid.
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social, ethical, and political implications that convey meaning in many 
ways.24 topics (topoi) within the textures and rhetorolects are elaborated 
by pictorial narration referred to as “rhetography” and by argumentation 
called “rhetology.”25 The rhetorolects blend rhetography and rhetology 
together in order to move audiences toward appropriate understandings 
and behaviors.26 some aspects of this approach are particularly helpful 
for examining the garment rhetoric of putting on a person, because they 
help interpret how some early christians reshaped the ways in which they 
thought about themselves and their environment and how they should live 
and behave in it. one of these ways was through the imagery and rhetori-
cal argument of changed clothing that uses visual, narrative, rhetographic, 
highly textured modes of discussion to reconstitute the body in a new way 
and, at the same time, destabilizes and deconstructs an older image of the 
body seen to be inappropriate in the new community.

Galatians 3:27

ὅσοι γὰρ εἰς Χριστὸν ἐβαπτίσθητε, Χριστὸν ἐνεδύσασθε

This rhetoric of putting on christ stands in a context where paul is, over-
all, employing the prophetic rhetorolect.27 Galatian gentile christians have 
been persuaded to think that it is necessary to observe the torah (particu-
larly certain parts of it, e.g., circumcision). paul, here as prophet, aims to 
communicate what he believes is in fact the will of God by arguing that 
the law did not bring the spirit to the Galatian christians but that it came 
out of hearing of faith (ἐξ ἀκοῆς πίστεως, Gal. 3:2–5). The law was provided 

24. on “textures” see robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” and, in more 
detail, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society and Ideology 
(london: routledge, 1996); and robbins, Exploring the Textures of Texts.

25. see robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation.”
26. see ibid. By now, sociorhetorical interpretation is moving on to see how 

“critical spatiality theory” and “conceptual blending” can be employed to understand 
the nature of the rhetorolects of early christian discourse; see robbins, “socio-rhe-
torical interpretation.”

27. on argumentation in prophetic rhetorolect, see Vernon K. robbins, “argu-
mentative textures in socio-rhetorical interpretation,” in Rhetorical Argumentation in 
Biblical Texts: Essays from the Lund 2000 Conference, ed. anders eriksson, Thomas h. 
olbricht, and Walter Übelacker, esec 8 (harrisburg, pa: trinity press international, 
2002), 44–50.
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by God until such time as the promise to abraham (3:6–18) had been ful-
filled, until faith had come (3:19, 22, 23), and functioned only as a discipli-
narian (παιδαγωγός) to lead toward justification by faith (3:24). The prom-
ised faith to come is the faith of Jesus christ (ἡ ἐπαγγελία ἐκ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ 
Χριστοῦ);28 it is God’s action in christ, to be given to all who believe, who 
trust (3:22) as did abraham (3:6). all, including the gentile Galatians, are 
now sons of God in christ29 (Πάντες γὰρ υἱοὶ θεοῦ ἐστε), of abraham’s seed 
(τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ σπέρμα ἐστέ, 3:29), members of the elect people along with 
israel. This new identity is marked, according to paul, by the Galatians’ 
baptism that indicates they have put on, clothed themselves with, christ.

paul uses the pictorial narration that sociorhetorical interpretation 
refers to as rhetography throughout the passage. audiences are to imag-
ine the “foolish Galatians” (3:1, 3), to see, with the Galatians (οἷς κατ’ 
ὀφθαλμούς), the crucifixion of Jesus (3:1, 13), miracles (3:5), abraham 
and his descendants (3:6–9, 16), the writing of wills (3:15), the giving of 
the law (3:17), the παιδαγωγός (3:24–25), and baptism indicating being 
clothed with christ (3:27). rhetography, then, carries the argument along. 
in verse 27, the double image to be pictured in the mind is that of baptism 
and of putting on a person, christ.30 This visual imagery, something that 
with words mentally engages the eyes and perhaps the sense of touch with 
the imagined feeling of clothing and fabrics, indicates a sensory-aesthetic 
texture.31 audiences are to visualize people presented in a specific gar-
ment, and, as we have noted, garments make a visual, sensory, and aes-
thetic impact on both wearers and observers. What does this clothing look 
and feel like? in what way is it attractive? since the clothing is a person, 
we do not, of course, know what it looks and feels like in a literal physi-

28. on the debates about the phrase πίστις Χριστοῦ, see richard B. hays, The Faith 
of Jesus Christ: An Investigation of the Narrative Substructure of Galatians 3:1–4:11 
(Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2002); hays, “ΠΙΣΤΙΣ and pauline christology: What is 
at stake?” in Pauline Theology IV: Looking Back, Pressing On, ed. e. elizabeth Johnson 
and david M. hay (atlanta: scholars press, 1997), 35–60; and James d. G. dunn, 
“once More ΠΙΣΤΙΣ ΧΡΙΣΤΟΥ,” in Johnson and hay, Pauline Theology IV, 61–81.

29. i recognize the ambiguity of the wording “in christ Jesus” in 3:26, διὰ τῆς 
πίστεως ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ but opt for the interpretation as in nrsV, “for in christ Jesus 
you are all children of God.”

30. see J. louis Martyn’s translation: “For when all of you were baptized into 
christ, you put on christ as though he were your clothing.” J. louis Martyn, Galatians, 
aB 33a (new York: doubleday, 1997), 373.

31. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 29–36.
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cal and physiological sense. The presentation is, nevertheless, made by 
means of newly clothed bodies. This is how the Galatian christians are 
now observed. Their baptism displays them in a new way, and they are 
now recognized by their appearance in the new clothing. From a sensory-
aesthetic point of view, they are to see themselves and be seen by observ-
ers as people recognized by their relationship to christ rather than to the 
rules of the torah. They are to be seen (sensed) not as fools (3:1) but as 
abraham’s seed (3:29).

The rhetography of baptism and clothing indicates the presence of 
cultural, social, and historical intertextures.32 cultural intertexture relates 
to the knowledge audiences already have because they are members of a 
culture or know something about other cultures.33 The terminology used 
in a text is known, recognized, and hence understood. The audiences of 
Galatians (i.e., the first “Galatian” audience and other informed audiences 
of the letter since then) will recognize the reference to baptism since it was 
a feature of their early christian culture. indeed, the reference to baptism 
in Gal 3:27 draws on what members of the Galatian and other christian 
cultures know about its significance. it is a part of a known tradition. simi-
larly, the notion of being clothed is an accessible cultural idea to readers 
of Gal 3. clothing and fashion says something about their identity and 
their presentation to other people. Their new clothing presents them in 
a distinctly christian way. social intertexture relates to common knowl-
edge without regard to cultural location or knowledge.34 audiences of 
Galatians are naturally aware of conventions of clothing and so will know 
something of its meaning. The Galatian christians will know that paul, by 
referring to their new clothing, alludes to the social identity as believers 
in christ indicated by clothing, to the way that clothing displays bodies, 
and to the larger point that they are, in christ, children of God through 
faith, not by the observance of the law. historical intertexture relates to 
actual events that people know about.35 The gentile christians of Galatia 
will be reminded by paul’s statement that they had indeed been baptized 
at some specific time and place and that their baptism signified clothing 
themselves with christ. What Gal. 3:27 has done, then, is to bring cultural, 
social, and historical knowledge into view through a rhetoric of clothing. 

32. ibid., 58–68.
33. ibid., 58.
34. ibid., 62–63.
35. ibid., 63–68.
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clothing has been invited into the discourse so that the range of ideas 
that it can bring about in audience minds can be effective. The rhetoric of 
clothing is employed to help bring out what is actually determinative for 
the Galatian christians, that is, the coming of faith. Faith has come with 
christ, and the feelings and ideas communicated by the language of being 
clothed with christ help drive that point home.

Where does this knowledge and rhetoric of clothing take people? This 
question leads to the ideological texture36 and the political implications of 
putting on christ as clothing in Gal 3:27.37 ideology is to be found in the 
“rhetorical goal” that texts aim to achieve among their readers.38 The task 
of the examination of ideological texture is to come to an understanding 
of how texts move people to take a point of view, to come to a particular 
mindset or worldview, to subscribe to a particular political or economic 
standpoint or to a particular religious creed, to come to a particular belief 
and to behaviors related to or based on such things. ideology is about using 
power to get people to think and to act in particular ways. in texts, ideol-
ogy is about the rhetorical power of words and language to evoke pictures 
and arguments that move their audiences to think and act in particular 
ways. according to l. Gregory Bloomquist, “texts do not just evidence 
preexisting worlds; they create them.”39 texts bring about change, and the 
study of how they do this and what they produce is the study of ideological 
texture.40 The rhetoric of clothing has this creative ability in the way that 

36. ibid., 95–119. helpful examples of the study of ideological texture in bibli-
cal texts are found in the essays by h. J. Bernard combrink, John s. Kloppenborg, 
david B. Gowler, l. Gregory Bloomquist, charles a. Wanamaker, russell B. sisson, 
and Wesley h. Wachob in david B. Gowler, l. Gregory Bloomquist, and duane F. 
Watson, eds., Fabrics of Discourse: Essays in Honor of Vernon K. Robbins (harrisburg, 
pa: trinity press international, 2003).

37. hans dieter Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in 
Galatia, hermeneia (philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 189 n. 68, points out that commen-
tators have often denied any political implications to paul’s statements, particularly 
those of 3:28, claiming they are solely religious.

38. on this see l. Gregory Bloomquist, “paul’s inclusive language: The ideologi-
cal texture of romans 1,” in Fabrics of Discourse: Essays in Honor of Vernon K. Rob-
bins, ed. david B. Gowler, l. Gregory Bloomquist, and duane F. Watson (harrisburg, 
pa: trinity press international, 2003), 165–93, esp. 172–76 (editorial note: see pp. 
119–48 in this volume).

39. ibid., 176.
40. as Bloomquist (ibid., 173) points out: “Thus, a programmatic analysis of ideo-

logical texture involves some way to get at choices and movements.”
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the topos clothing can show not only that a body is covered, but also how 
it is being displayed in order to make (or create) a point.41 clothing itself 
displays ideology.

in Gal 3:27, the topoi of baptism and putting on clothing are inter-
twined to create a response. The desired response is the recognition that 
faith has come and that believers are “no longer under a disciplinarian” 
(οὐκέτι ὑπὸ παιδαγωγός ἐσμεν, 3:25), the law, but are “children of God 
through faith (3:26) and “abraham’s seed” (3:29). This desired response 
is evoked by the image or topos of baptism and how it is elaborated by 
the image or topos of putting on christ. Baptism, here, is the act of put-
ting on christ as a garment, thereby providing a new presentation or pic-
ture of oneself and of all who have been baptized (πάντες, 26; ὅσοι, 27).42 
The clothing, or christ, is now a determinative identity marker, itself as 
clothing creating new identity, a new and different display of the people 
wearing it that demands different perceptions of them. This clothing ideo-
logically envisions and portrays to those who observe it the new social 
situation of 3:28 where all are one in christ (πάντες γὰρ ὑμεῖς εἶς ἐστε ἐν 
Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ), where social and highly politicized divisions are gone. The 
perception that Galatian christians must maintain their status before God 
by themselves, that is, by observance of the law in their own bodies,43 is 
deconstructed. an old clothing is implicitly deconstructed or removed 
and the new clothing is worn now in a new ideological situation that has 
observable results. Galatians 3:27 is not only an encouragement to recall 
baptism, but it is a call for believers to think about the garment they now 
wear and the rhetorical meaning that the garment presents to themselves 
and to the world around them. The new clothing is ideologically powerful, 
indeed it is power, because it influences wearers and observers to want to 
live in the new situation of faith and social unity. The new life situation is a 
good situation. This is, clearly, very like the ideological intention and result 
of the use of clothing in Maoist china, as chen has pointed out. Those 
who are now clothed with christ are also now abraham’s seed, inheriting 

41. see again the effect of clothing in Maoist china as described by chen, “prole-
tarian White and Working Bodies,” 361–93.

42. Many commentators suggest a connection between Gal 3:27 and a supposed 
baptismal liturgy and with the early practice of baptizands removing their clothing 
when entering the baptismal water and putting on new robes when leaving it. such a 
practice is not dated, however, before the second century.

43. Most graphically, of course, in circumcision.
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the promises to abraham and so are ideologically identified with abra-
ham and the promises to israel.44 They, though remaining gentiles, are in 
the political stream that descends down to them from abraham. They are 
in a continuum from abraham as sons of God, apart from israel’s law, now 
without sociopolitical barriers between them.45 Their new clothing con-
veys this message to them and to others. This counters the ideology of the 
false teachers in Galatia who tried to shape gentile believers to an identity 
(or clothing) of law. it is the new clothing that identifies the nature of the 
new identity. paul’s statement about putting on christ is prophetic, in line 
with the prophetic rhetorolect being employed.46 The message from God 
is that believers now wear christ as clothing and therefore have an identity 
and social condition defined by christ himself and not by their own activi-
ties that are performed in accordance with the law.

romans 13:14

ἀλλ’ ἐνδύσασθε τὸν κύριον Ἰησοῦν Χριστὸν καὶ τῆς σαρκὸς πρόνοιαν μὴ 
ποιεῖσθε ἐπιθυμίας

of the passages being considered here, rom 13:14 is closest in actual 
wording to Gal 3:27.47 But, unlike Galatians, in romans the words are set 
in a distinct paraenetical (wisdom rhetorolect) context as is the language 
of putting on a new person in colossians and ephesians. The verb ἐνδύω 
occurs as an imperative. in romans, the words call for people to do what 
Galatians speaks of having already been done. in addition, the exhortation 
is set in an eschatological frame where behavior that makes no provision 

44. see Martyn, Galatians, 374, 377–78.
45. The removal of sociocultural barriers does not mean that ethnic, gender, or 

social particularities no longer exist but that they must no longer separate people who 
wear christ as clothing. see denise Kimber Buell and carolyn Johnson hodge, “The 
politics of interpretation: The rhetoric of race and ethnicity in paul,” JBL 123 (2004): 
235–51.

46. it is also apocalyptic in that it is describing the new reality brought about by 
the coming of the messiah.

47. perhaps for this reason many scholars claim there is an allusion in rom 13:14 
to baptism. paul is not here, however, calling for people to be baptized again nor is it 
necessary to see any reference to baptism at all in this verse. The point is, rather, about 
how believers present themselves to the world, in light of eschatological expectation. 
see dunn, Romans 9–16, 790–91.
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for the flesh (σάρξ) that leads toward lust (ἐπιθυμία) is practiced in light of 
the apparently imminent arrival of salvation and the metaphorical light 
of day (13:11–12). There is an eschatological motivation for the action 
of putting on christ. all this is the language and thought of the wisdom 
rhetorolect where the discourse is intended to move people to produce 
goodness and righteousness through their behavior.48

in sociorhetorical terms, the directive to “put on the lord Jesus 
christ” indicates the presence of a repetitive texture49 because ἐνδύω 
has already indicated the notion of clothing in 13:12 (ἐνδυσώμεθα [δὲ] 
τὰ ὅπλα τοῦ φωτός). The image of taking off and putting on garments 
will be in audience minds before they come to the thought of putting 
on christ. There is, then, a clear rhetography of clothing, along with the 
pictorial narrative about appropriate time, of waking from sleep, of the 
time when audiences became believers, of night, and the revealing nature 
of day and of putting off the “works of darkness” (13:11–13). There are 
also rhetographs of what are considered to be unacceptable behaviors 
(13:13). By contrast (ἀλλά) to these activities, readers are to visualize the 
act of clothing themselves with good things. This rhetography provides 
a sensory-aesthetic texture as was observed in Gal 3. The images con-
nected with the body and its senses are quite prominent: waking from 
sleep, putting off clothing, putting on clothing, the possibly recognizable 
senses connected with drunkenness, debauchery, licentiousness, quarrel-
ing, jealousy, and lust. audiences are to be aroused by this texture to 
imagine, indeed to feel (perhaps by recalling the sensations), these things 
occurring in their own bodies. again, by contrast, they can visualize and 
sense themselves putting on the lord Jesus christ as a garment, indicat-
ing that they are separated from the old garments and old ways, now 
making no provision for the flesh. in this garment, they appear in a new 
fashion, clothed in something obviously good and displayed in a way that 
demonstrates a way of life that stands against the things of darkness and 
the flesh. as did the rhetography of Gal 3, the imagery in rom 13:14 
includes cultural and social intertextures. The use of clothing and the 
significance of undressing and redressing are well-known cultural images 
that suggest alterations to the activities in which people engage and how 
they are viewed and understood when engaging in the activities. audi-

48. see robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation.”
49. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 7–8.
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ences of the text will also be conscious of the social conception of how 
clothing and altered clothing make statements about the wearer’s iden-
tity. also at work here is an apocalyptic or eschatological intertexture in 
the reminders of the time and the nearness of salvation. it seems obvious 
that christians in rome, on hearing these words, would immediately be 
aware of their previously learned knowledge of an imminent parousia. 
This intertexture is part of the rhetographic argument that supports the 
importance of putting on christ as a garment.

ideologically, putting on the lord Jesus christ calls for a new display 
of believers collectively50 in a particularly behavioral way. The explicit 
order to remove the old clothing of the works of darkness destabilizes and 
deconstructs the negative power of darkness. indeed, when the new cloth-
ing is worn, there is to be no provision made at all for things of the flesh.51 
Questionable behavior is gone and the garment of christ is strongly sug-
gestive of the practice of behavior that is beyond any question. The rheto-
ric of bodies clothed with christ is a strong communicative device that 
elicits a “reconstitution of the mind,”52 creating a world that displays what 
believers can imagine christ himself displaying, bringing about, in turn, 
reconfigured views of how people can and should live.53 displaying christ 
in this way promotes conformity to the ideology that behavior in view 
of the parousia is an important consideration. This ideological rhetoric 
of clothing bodies, too, flows out of the hortatory rhetoric that began in 
rom 12:1–2, where believers are called to present their bodies as living 
sacrifices, where their minds are to be transformed in order to discern the 
will of God.54 This is an ideology and political presentation of what paul 
perceives to be christian identity.55 The clothing has the power to encour-

50. The verb forms and pronouns are plurals, thus envisioning a collective rather 
than individual redressing.

51. Which flesh audiences of romans who have heard the entire letter in sequence 
will recall. see rom 6:23; 7:5–25; 8:1–17.

52. chen, “proletarian White and Working Bodies,” 361.
53. That this ideological rhetoric can have such powerful effect is illustrated 

by how 13:13–14 are reputed to have brought about the conversion of augustine to 
christian faith. see dunn, Romans 9–16, 793.

54. on the rhetoric of rom 12, see roy r. Jeal, “Melody, imagery and Memory 
in the Moral persuasion of paul,” in Rhetoric, Ethic and Moral Persuasion in Biblical 
Discourse: Essays from the 2002 Heidelberg Conference, ed. Thomas h. olbricht and 
anders eriksson (new York: t&t clark, 2005), 160–78.

55. Joseph a. Fitzmyer, Romans, aB 33 (new York: doubleday, 1993), 682, claims 
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age humans who are conscious of the various desires of the flesh to “walk 
respectably” (εὐσχημόνως περιπατήσωμεν, 13:13) in their lives.

colossians 3:8–10

νυνὶ δὲ ἀπόθεσθε καὶ ὑμεῖς τὰ πάντα, ὀργήν, θυμόν, κακίαν, βλασφημίαν, 
αἰσχρολογίαν ἐκ τοῦ στόματος ὑμῶν· μὴ ψεύδεσθε εἰς ἀλλήλους, 
ἀπεκδυσάμενοι τὸν παλαιὸν ἄνθρωπον σὺν ταῖς πράξεσιν αὐτοῦ καὶ 
ἐνδυσάμενοι τὸν νέον τὸν ἀνακαινούμενον εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν κατ’ εἰκόνα τοῦ 
κτίσαντος αὐτόν

The most obvious difference of language in col 3:8–10 (and eph 4:22–24) 
is that the person who is put on as clothing is not explicitly christ as it is 
in Gal 3:27 and rom 13:14. here the explicit term is ἄνθρωπος, “person.”56 
a second difference is that “stripping off ” (ἀπεκδυσάμενοι) and “putting 
on” (ἐνδυσάμενοι) are given as participles rather than as imperatives.57 a 
third is that colossians uses the word ἀπεκδύω rather than ἀποτίθημι to 
describe stripping off the old person. The context is clearly paraeneti-
cal, and a wisdom rhetorolect, where behavior that accords with life that 
is now hidden with christ in God (3:2) is encouraged. There are clear 
injunctions in 3:5–9 for believers to rid themselves of known vices. The 
“having stripped off ” and “having put on” sequence, however, under-
stood not imperativally but as a description of something already accom-
plished, is not a directive to take on good behaviors but is a basis for 
the directives and, rhetorically, makes the argumentative move toward 
the good behaviors indicated in 3:11–15. since believers have put on the 
new person and since that new person is undergoing continuing renewal, 
they should display behavior that is in harmony with the clothing now 

too much by stating that “the baptized become another christ.” Believers do not 
become the lord Jesus christ themselves, rather they wear christ as clothing and are 
identified by the clothing.

56. The nuanced renderings such as “self ” or even “old nature” and “new nature” in 
some translations or that ἄνθρωπος refers to the good deeds themselves, are misleading.

57. Whether these participles are to be taken in an imperatival or adverbial sense 
is debated, but the adverbial sense is likely because the participles then stand as the 
basis for the exhortations and agree with the transformation discussed earlier in col 
2:6–15 and 3:1–4. see peter t. o’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, WBc 44 (dallas: Word, 
1982), 218–19; Margaret Y. Macdonald, Colossians and Ephesians, sp 17 (collegeville, 
Mn: Glazier, 2000), 137.
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worn. Many interpreters associate “having stripped off the old person” 
and “having put on the new person” with the imagery of baptism as seen 
already in col 2:11–14 and Gal 3:27.58 Baptism may form an interesting 
intertexture here, but there is no explicit or causal reason to assume that 
it is the referent, or necessarily in mind.59 What is in mind has more to 
do with what baptism can, in part, stand for, a separation from sin, than 
echoes of baptism itself. The rhetography is, nevertheless, quite appar-
ent with the pictures of putting to death, of various evil activities, and of 
undressing and redressing noted in 3:4–10.

as in rom 13, there is a repetitive texture at work on audience think-
ing because the notion of stripping off clothing (ἀπεκδύσις, ἀπεκδύομαι) 
has already occurred in col 2:11, 15. The notion of putting on clothing 
(ἐνδύω) recurs in col 3:10 and 3:12 and is implied in 3:14. The result is that 
undressing and redressing are thoughts clearly in mind, used as topoi that 
help carry meaning along. again as in rom 13, there is a strong sensory-
aesthetic texture palpable not only through the senses of the sight and feel-
ing of bodies clothed with either an old or a new person, but also in the 
bodily senses aroused by the thought of actions like the anger, rage, evil, 
blasphemy, obscene speech, and lying mentioned in 3:8–9. Most of these 
sensory features are focused on the use of the mouth and are actions that 
are self-disclosing about people and the lenses through which they see the 
world and other people.60 The sensory texture of stripping off and putting 
on clothing extends into historical intertexture as readers recall that they 
have, at some previous time, undressed and redressed by becoming believ-
ers in christ. cultural and social intertexture play the same role that they 
do in Gal 3 and rom 15.

it is ideological texture that stands out prominently in the imagery of 
putting on the new person.61 The new person who has been put on is not, 
strictly speaking, what believers have become. Believers are not described 

58. as, for example, eduard lohse, Colossians and Philemon: A Commentary on 
the Epistles of Colossians and Philemon, hermeneia (philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 
141–42; Macdonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 136, 145–47.

59. see Markus Barth and helmut Blanke, Colossians, aB 34B (new York: dou-
bleday, 1994), 409; andrew t. lincoln, “colossians,” NIB 11:643.

60. see robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 30–31.
61. For the views of interpreters who perceive connections between the old and 

new persons and adam-christ typology, mysticism, corporate notions of new human-
ity and other ideas, see the commentaries.
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as the new person who is now to be understood as some new humanity 
or new personality.62 More correctly, the new person is the clothing that 
believers have put on. The new person is what one wears. The old person 
was not the same thing as the old practices; the practices accompanied 
the person (ἀπεκδυσάμενοι τὸν παλαιὸν ἄνθρωπον σὺν ταῖς πράξεσιν αὐτοῦ, 
3:9); the old person represented those practices; and the garment worn 
displayed people as those who engaged in the practices. similarly, the new 
person is not the good practices of col 3:11–15. rather, the new person/
garment displays the good practices. Thus, just as wearing the old person 
represented a way of behaving in life, so wearing the new person represents 
a way of behaving and living in life. in other words, what is important is 
not merely what the clothing is; what is important is what the clothing 
does, what it brings about and how it brings about ideas and action. The 
new garment identifies one’s new belief, thereby identifying who a believer 
now is, and the new garment also displays, sets forward, conveys to the 
believer and to all observers a new appearance in the world. The pres-
ence and observability of the new clothing already in the present urges 
the behavior that it implies on both the wearer of the garment and those 
who see it. The clothing itself brings about an altered religious, social, and 
behavioral situation among the redressed people. This is an ideological 
effect with significant persuasive and political implications. The cloth-
ing itself is powerful, creating a new condition for the bodies that wear it 
and promoting conformity to it. The metaphorical physical transforma-
tion elicits a reconstitution of the mind and, with it, behavior. What is 
brought about by means of the reconstituted mind is very like what was 
noted in Gal 3:28–29: a new situation of faith and unity where ethnic, 
religious, and social barriers have been deconstructed (3:11), where all are 
treated carefully and respectfully (3:12–13), where love, which is also put 
on as a garment, is the bond of perfection (3:14), and where the peace of 
christ rules (3:15). ethnic, religious, and social distinctions are no longer 
important markers in human life. The “visible,” “sensory,” marker is not 
the replacement of vices with virtues, but the replacement of old cothing 
with new that displays a new reality. The clothes make the (wo)man.

62. as, for example, o’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 190–91; lincoln, NIB 11:643; 
James d. G. dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, niGntc (Grand 
rapids: eerdmans, 1996), 227.
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ephesians 4:22–24

ἀποθέσθαι ὑμᾶς κατὰ τὴν προτέραν ἀναστροφὴν τὸν παλαιὸν ἄνθρωπον τὸν 
φθειρόμενον κατὰ τὰς ἐπιθυμίας τῆς ἀπάτης, ἀνανεοῦσθαι δὲ τῷ πνεύματι 
τοῦ νοὸς ὑμῶν καὶ ἐνδύσασθαι τὸν καινὸν ἄνθρωπον τὸν κατὰ θεὸν κτισθέντα 
ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ καὶ ὁσιότητι τῆς ἀληθείας

in the paraenetical context (eph 4:17–25, overall a wisdom rhetorolect) in 
which these verses are set, believers are exhorted to abstain from inappro-
priate behavior (the way “gentiles” live, καθὼς καὶ τὰ ἔθνη περιπατεῖ, 4:17) 
and to lead lives that accord with how they have “learned christ” (οὕτως 
ἐμάθετε τὸν Χριστόν, 4:20–21). as in col 3, there are clear injunctions 
to stop engaging in some specified activities and to practice others that 
are reminiscent of vice and virtue catalogues.63 here the “stripping off ” 
and “putting on” clothing sequence uses aorist infinitives (ἀποθέσθαι and 
ἐνδύσασθαι) rather than imperatives (as rom 13:14) or participles (as col 
3:8–10). While there has been debate about whether these infinitives (with 
a third, present passive infinitive, ἀνανεοῦσθαι, in 4:23) may be understood 
in imperatival or other senses,64 their actual function is to remind audi-
ences of the undressing and redressing that has already occurred. The 
infinitives, then, reflect imperatives that were likely given and followed at 
some earlier time, followed also in the past by the change of clothing. as 
in col 3:8–10, then, the clothing rhetoric does not itself function as a call 
for a change of behavior but is used argumentatively, as rhetology, urging 
audiences to recall a change already made in order to support the pres-
ent exhortation. again, as with col 3:8–10, many interpreters state that 
the undressing and redressing imagery is a direct reference to baptism, 
to a baptismal liturgy, and to the disrobing and rerobing thought to have 
been already practiced by the time of writing of ephesians.65 But none of 
these things associated with baptism are explicit here, and it is not neces-
sary to think that they are in mind or that they in themselves explain the 

63. The intertexture with colossians is fascinating but beyond the range of things 
to be done in this essay.

64. see discussion in the commentaries, e.g., harold hoehner, Ephesians: An 
Exegetical Commentary (Grand rapids: Baker, 2002), 599–602; andrew t. lincoln, 
Ephesians, WBc 42 (dallas: Word, 1990), 283–84.

65. For example, Macdonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 304–5.
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rhetoric.66 it is the explicit rhetography of undressing and redressing with 
garments that are old and new persons67 that is central to the exhortations.

The rhetography of the verses casts images of people that readers 
would recognize, indeed in which they would recognize themselves in a 
former existence as gentiles (who have now been brought near to israel 
and salvation; cf. eph 2:11–16). The description is of the gentile mind of 
darkened understanding, of alienation from God due to ignorance, of 
insensitivity, and of abandonment to evil practices (4:17–19). This “gen-
tile” picture presents a strong cultural intertexture that reminds of how an 
entire group had been characterized. The contrasting cultural intertexture 
is that of the believing community that has “learned christ” and prac-
tices that all would agree are good behaviors. These pictures are graphic 
in the way they inform readers of some of the realties of life in the world 
and, particularly, in how they remind them of what has happened and 
should happen in their own lives as believers. This rhetography on its own 
prompts audiences to remember and agree with what is being described.

This texturing is elaborated by the garment topoi of stripping off the 
corrupt old person and of putting on the new person, bringing into view 
how the cultural and social identities are worn and thus cover visualized 
bodies so as to classify and display them. The old garment, the old person, 
is intended to evoke sensory-aesthetic notions of something that was very 
unattractive, that was an identifier and classifier of the “gentile” mindset 
and behavior that displays futility, darkness, and alienation (4:17–18). The 
old garment marks off those who have not learned christ. The rhetoric 
of a “new person” has already been employed in ephesians (ἕνα καινὸν 
ἄνθρωπον, 2:15) and, consequently, a repetitive texture in the larger unit of 
ephesians is formed when the words are repeated in 4:22. audiences will 
already have a feel for the idea and its meaning when it appears in 4:22. 
The “one new person” of 2:15 is comprised of gentiles and Jews and has 
been made so by christ (2:13–15) so that both groups might be reconciled 
to God (2:16). This is instructive for how the new garment as a person 
is to be understood: the repetitive texture suggests to audiences that the 

66. see Markus Barth, Ephesians 4–6, aB 34a (new York: doubleday, 1974), 
506–7.

67. as observed for colossians in n. 56 above, nuanced translations of ἄνθρωπος 
do a disservice to meaning. on this in eph 4:22–24, see rodney delasanta, “putting 
off the old Man and putting on the new: ephesians 4:22–24 in chaucer, shake-
speare, swift and dostoevsky,” ChrLit 51 (2002): 339–62.
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new person is one whom christ has made out of separate, disparate things 
or persons. By contrast, the old person may be expected to be divided, 
separated, experiencing disunity in the world and “alienated from the life 
of God” (ἀπηλλοτριωμένοι τῆς ζωῆς τοῦ θεοῦ), as 4:18 indicates. The new 
clothing that is a person is the now saved and reconciled humanity. This 
new clothing is attractive and is meant to appear as something that readers 
of ephesians would want to keep on wearing and by which they would be 
happy to be identified and described. The fabric of the garment is woven 
by christ out of formerly separated and hostile materials that now, in its 
unity, displays a new reality.

ideological texture is of special interest here. Believers are not dis-
playing what they are on their own in their bodies or by their own merits, 
but, in their new clothing they are displaying what christ has made in 
order to bring about change in the world. as in col 3, the old person is 
not the evil practices and behaviors themselves, nor is the new person the 
good practices and behavior themselves. it is, rather, the new person worn 
on the bodies of believers, portraying what christ has done for humans 
by destroying the things that separated human groups from each other 
(2:11–15). The new clothing has been manufactured by christ, and it 
moves people toward an ideological sensibility relative to other bodies 
wearing the same clothes: behave well relative to them. at the same time, 
it indicates a boundary by being a fashion that distinguishes the wear-
ers from others in the world (“gentiles”) who behave badly. The clothing 
itself is thus creative, doing something for both wearers and observers.68 
it is important to distinguish, again, between the clothing and the per-
sons who are being encouraged to behave in specific ways. They are not 
the same. interpreters frequently blur the lines between the new person 
who is a garment and believers who as (new) persons in christ practice 
appropriate behaviors. The wearing of the new person encourages the new 
way of life in contrast to the former “gentile” way. it is clothing that here 
brings about an ideological shift that persuades the christians to behave 
in social and religious ways appropriate to the garment worn. clothes 
make the (wo)man, and the wearing of them is a political act that pro-
vides the wearer with a refashioned ideological identity and tends to bring 
about in wearers’ and observers’ bodies the same refashioning of identity, 
ideology, and behavior. Believers portray through their new clothing “the 

68. see Barth, Ephesians, 540–41.



 clothes MaKe the (Wo)Man 413

demeanor of the community—its public persona,”69 the public face that 
has the power to influence how people think and behave.

conclusion

The title of this essay is obviously picking up on the old expression “clothes 
make the man” and attempts to make it inclusive by altering it to “clothes 
make the (wo)man.” The term is, however, not merely a trite saying when 
seen in the light of the new testament rhetoric of being clothed with a 
person. What this essay is claiming is that the new testament passages 
considered here demonstrate an awareness of the ability of the imagery 
of garments to elicit transformation in human lives. The new clothing of 
a person, of christ (Gal 3:27 and rom 13:14) or of the new ἄνθρωπος (col 
3:8–10 and eph 4:22–24) is meant to display christians in a distinctly 
christian way, bringing into view a particular knowledge not otherwise 
easily seen. The new clothing influences people to think and live in a situ-
ation of faith and social unity. The new clothing evokes a “reconstitution 
of the mind” that brings about reconfigured behavior in accord with the 
nature of the clothing worn and displayed. The important ideological 
power of the clothing imagery is found not simply in what the clothing is 
but in what it does, in what it creates. The new clothing creates a new con-
dition for the bodies that wear it and promotes conformity to the nature of 
the clothing. The new clothing is meant to promote conformity to christ 
and to the new reconciled being that christ has made. Just as in Maoist 
china, the imagery of physical transformation brings about an intellectual 
transformation where “old” cultural and social barriers are deconstructed 
and no longer employed. a change of clothing draws attention to a new 
politic where there is peace, community, and genuine care for people, thus 
developing a new aesthetic.70 The redressed body indicates a reshaped 
human person. it is true that “clothes make the man or woman” in the 
sense that they bring about ideological and political change.

putting on a person, so clothing the body, is fundamentally a political 
act. it is not merely a religious act of the individual because clothing shows 
that a claim has been made on the body and, therefore, on the public 
appearance and activity of people so clothed and on observers of them. 

69. Macdonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 322.
70. see chen, “proletarian White and Working Bodies,” 383.



414 Jeal

“Things are not the same any more” for bodies that are wearing a person. 
The change of garment brings about changes of perception, of understand-
ing, even of notions of intent and goals. This is more than matters of the 
heart or religious sentiment. it is not only about encouraging people to 
be well-behaved. it is about a way of viewing the world. in Maoist china, 
changes of clothing brought about a change of consciousness and a new 
political identity and ethos among some groups. in the new testament 
passages considered here, the same effect occurs. clothing aids in trans-
forming the citizens of a society. a way of speaking, of using an ancient 
figure of speech, has been in the new testament distinctively shaped and 
strengthened into something that has a significant effect on how people 
think and act. Being clothed with a person has become a feature in the 
making of persons.
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