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Abstract

The Bible stories are abound with references to domestic beasts, but in spite of this
abundance, the literary function of those beasts as part of the plot seems insignificant, and is
thus generally ignored in research. Nevertheless, a more profound examination of several
biblical episodes can show that those references exceed the normal expectancy, and the beast
appears to be one of the protagonists — so, for example, the camels in Rebecca's betrothal story
(Gen. 24 — 18 references), the sheep in Jacob and Laban stories’ cycle (Gen. 29-31 — 45
references) and more. Not only that, but one may find several casual ‘beastly’ mentions, and it
is their mention that is puzzling — so, for example, The alleged redundant mention of the donkey
in the Agedah episode: “stay here with the donkey” (Gen. 22:5), or Joseph’s brothers odd care
about their donkeys, above all: “...so that he may seek occasion against us and fall upon us, to

make slaves of us and seize our asses” (Gen. 43:18), and more.

The current study aims to suggest a new explanation for the above mentioned phenomenon,
which can be expressed briefly as such: Domestic beasts were perceived as representing the
inner essence of the human being, and so the exceptional references to beasts in the biblical
literature function as a literary means to express abstract concepts such as essence, identity,
values and so on — terms that did not exist, as we know, in the ancient world in general and

especially in the Bible.

This explanation is based on two foundations; one is biblical, the other is anthropological:
The biblical foundation is rooted in the ideological infrastructure that exists both in the creation
narratives and in the Pentateuch laws of sacrifice: In both, the relations between human and
beast are relations between equivalent subjects, and the beast, mainly the domesticated one, is
even perceived as a vicarious subject (as surprisingly manifested in the two ‘talking animals’
stories of the Pentateuch: The serpent of Eden and Balaam’s jenny). The anthropological
foundation is rooted in the well-known phenomenon in that field, whereby native and tribal
cultures (until nowadays!) acknowledge kinship relations between humans and all sorts of
animals. The aforementioned ‘representation concept’ may shed new light on a handful of
biblical episodes, and maybe even on some texts of the ancient Near Eastern literature which

can be explained similarly.
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A oracle sought; Rebekka struggles in 25: 19-34+
childbirth; bekhorah-birth-right;
birth; themes of strife, deception,
and fertility

B interlude; strife; deception; berakhah- 26
blessing; covenant with foreigner
C deception; berakhah stolen; fear of 27-28:9

Esau; flight from land

D evening encounter with divine beings 28:10-22
at sacred site, near border; berakhah

E internal cycle opens; arrival; kisses; 29
Laban at border; wages; deception

Rachel barren: Leah fertile

F 30 >
Rachel fertile; Jacob breeds the herds

E' internal cycle closes; departure; kisses; 31
Laban at border; wages; deception

D! evening encounter with divine beings at 32
sacred sites, near border; berakhah

C! deception planned; fear of Esau; 33
berakhah-gift returned; return to land

B! interlude; strife; deception; 34
covenant with foreigner

A! oracle fulfilled; Rachel struggles in 35:1-22 -

childbirth: berakhah; death; resolutions
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