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T HE trend in biblical criticism in recent years has been toward 
treating large sections ofthe Hebrew Bible as unified wholes. For 

when all is said and done, no matter which school of source criticism 
one adheres to, we are still left with the Hebrew text as we have it. 
Instead of dividing up the text into its' microscopic parts, scholars 
have been pulling back the lens and viewing the text as a macroscopic 
whole. The biblical book which started the move to fragmentation, 
the Book of Genesis, has not been immune from this trend. 

Several important studies should be mentioned here at the outset. 
In 1975 Michael Fishbane published a seminal article on the Jacob 
cycle (25: 19-35: 22), 1 in which he showed that the various stories 
concerning the third patriarch are all duplicates of one another, 
aligned in chiastic order. That is to say, the first and last episodes 
share the same motifs and concerns, as do the second and next-to-last 
episodes, etc. Moreover, the relationship between these matching 
units is highlighted by a series of shared vocabulary items, or theme
words. 

In 1980 Jack M. Sasson wrote a similar work on the primeval his
tory ( 1 : 1-11: 9). 2 Here, too, there are matching units, again sharing 
related themes and various theme-words. In this instance, the indi
vidual units are not in chiastic structure, rather in parallel columns. 
Thus, the first and sixth episodes are paired, the second and seventh, 
the third and eighth, the fourth and ninth, the fifth and tenth. Sasson 
referred to the literary schema used by the compiler as "redactional 
structuring" (a term which is borrowed herein) and noted that "the 
episodes culled from Hebraic traditions of early history were con
ceived in two matching sequences." 3 

The groundwork for redactional structuring in a third portion of 
Genesis had actually been laid years earlier by Umberto Cassuto. 4 

This savant noted that the Abraham cycle (12: 1-22: 19) also con
sisted of a series of episodes which, to a great extent, duplicate and 
parallel each other, again in chiastic order. Cassuto did not live to 
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complete his work on Genesis, so there is no way to determine if he 
also would have noted theme-words linking the paired units. Nahum 
M. Sarna had noticed, apparently independently of Cassuto, some of 
the same structure. 5 He did point out shared vocabulary items, at 
least for the two lek Lekii ("go forth") stories, the call at Haran (12: 1-
9) and the Akedah (22: 1-19). 

Once it was determined that the first three cycles ofGenesis contain 
a purposeful literary structure, the search for such a pattern in the one 
remaining cycle, the Joseph story, became an obvious task. The 
Joseph story, by all accounts, is the most unified narrative in Genesis, 
perhaps in the entire Bible. As great a source critic as Gerhard 
von Rad described it as "an organically constructed narrative, " 6 and 
Sarna spoke of its "unparalleled continuity of narrative. " 7 

Accordingly, ifSasson, Cassuto, and Fishbane are correct about the 
literary structures of the first three cycles in Genesis, it should not be 
surprising to find a similar system operating in the Joseph story. This 
holds not only for the chapters dealing with Joseph directly, but for 
the material in which he is absent or nominally present as well. I refer, 
of course, to the interruptions of 38:1-30 and 49:1-28. The Judah 
and Tamar episode andJacob's testament are interludes which break 
up the telling of the Joseph story, but they nevertheless have been 
skillfully worked into the redactional plan of the cycle. 

The structure of the Joseph story is as follows: 

A Joseph and his brothers, Jacob and Joseph part (37: 1-36) 

B Interlude: Joseph not present (38: 1-30) 

C Reversal: Joseph guilty, Potiphar's wife innocent (39: 1-23) 

D Joseph hero ofEgypt (40: 1-41 :57) 

E Two trips to Egypt (42: 1-43:34) 

F Final test ( 44: 1-34) 

F' Conclusion of test ( 45: 1-28) 

E' Two tellings of migration to Egypt ( 46 : 1-4 7 : 12) 

D' Joseph hero ofEgypt (47: 13-27) 
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C' Reversal: Ephraim firstborn, Manasseh second born ( 4 7:28-
48: 22) 

B' Interlude: Joseph nominally present ( 49: 1-28) 

A' Joseph and his brothers, Jacob and Joseph part ( 49: 29-50: 26) 

The cycle builds through six episodes, A-F, leading to the climax of 
the tale, and then concludes with six parallel episodes, F' -A'. The 
structure is a chiastic one, just as Cassuto proposed for the Abraham 
cycle and as Fishbane demonstrated for theJacob cycle.8 The themes 
and motifs of the first half of the cycle are repeated or echoed in the 
second half. Moreover, just as Fishbane showed in the Jacob cycle, 
the relationship between any two matching units is cemented by the 
inclusion of shared vocabulary items, or theme-words. 

These theme-words can be of several types. The most obvious are 
those where the same word is used in matching episodes. Others are 
different words or, to use more precise grammatical terminology, differ
ent inflections, from the same root. Some theme-words can be like
sounding words which derive from separate roots, and still others may 
be merely similar in meaning or share a similar connotation. What 
links all of these variations is the ability to connect, if the writer or 
compiler has achieved his goal, the different units of the cycle. 

Let us progress to a unit-by-unit discussion where all of this is more 
clearly seen. 

AJoseph and his brothers,Jacob andJoseph part (37: 1-36) 

A' Joseph and his brothers, Jacob and Joseph part ( 49: 29-50: 26) 

Unit A establishes the major conflict of the tale, the conflict be
tween Joseph and his brothers. This conflict will not be fully resolved 
until the story's end, unit A'. The action of A is repeated in A' in two 
major ways. In both sections Joseph is alone with his brothers, their 
father Jacob not part of the scene. Also, in A father and son part due 
to the faked death of the latter, and in A' father and son part due to 
the actual death of the former. 

Twelve theme-words link the episodes still further: 

1) In 3 7: 1 we read that Jacob lived be'eref megure 'iibiw "in the 
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land of his father's sojourning"; and in 49:29 the patriarch 
instructs Joseph qibru 'oti 'el 'abotiiy "bury me with my 
fathers." 

2) be'ere~ kenii'an "in the land of Canaan" occurs in 37: 1; and 
'ar~iih kenii'an "to the land of Canaan" occurs in 50: 13. 

3) The word rii'iih "evil" appears three times in each unit, m 
37:2,37:20,37:33, and in 50:15,50:17,50:20. 

4) 'abihem "their father" is also prominent in both A and A', 
occurring in 37:2,37:4,37:12,37:32, and in 49:28,50:15. 

5) In 37:4 we read wayyir'u 'e~iiw "his brothers saw"; and m 
50:15 we have wayyir'u 'aMyosep "Joseph's brothers saw." 

6) The verbal root dbr "speak" is used in A in 3 7:4 and com
monly in A' in 49:28,50:4 (bis), 50:17,50:21. 

7) In 37:7,37:9,37:10, the Histaph'el (St) of~wh "prostrate"9 

is used in Joseph's dreams to illustrate his brothers' obei
sance; this reverberates with wayyipetu lepiiniiw "they [his 
brothers] fell before him [Joseph]" in 50: 18. 

8) wayyeleku (gam) 'e~iiw "his brothers went" occurs in 37: 12 and 
50:18. 

9) A local man assists Joseph in 37: 15-17 and the local Ca
naanites witness Joseph's and his entourage's mourning in 
50: 11. ~ 

10) The verbal root nkl in the Hithpa'el "plot" is used in 37: 18, 
and the nonrelated but assonant root klkl "sustain" is used in 
50:21. 

11) Similarly, the verbal root nkr "recognize" is predicated of 
Jacob in 37:32-33, andJoseph reportsJacob's use ofkariti "I 
dug" from the nonrelated but assonant root krh in 50:5. 

12) The root 'bl "mourn" is used in connection with Jacob's 
mourning for Joseph in 37:34-35, and in 50: 10-11 m con
nection with Joseph's mourning for Jacob. 
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B Interlude: Joseph not present (38: 1-30) 

B' Interlude: Joseph nominally present ( 49: 1-28) 

It hardly takes deep analysis into the Joseph story to realize that B 
is· a unit with no direct relationship to the general story line. Joseph is 
nowhere mentioned, and although there are connections between B 
and A and C, 10 the narrative is complete without 38: l-30. That this 
chapter is an interlude has not only been recognized by modern 
scholars, 11 but by Rashi and Ibn Ezra centuries ago. 

Although it has been worked into the story a bit more directly, B' is 
also an interlude. It interrupts the narrative, as a comparison of 48:21-
22 and 49: 29 demonstrates. Joseph is only nominally present, unlike 
C' and A' where he dominates. 49: l-27 is clearly an independent 
poem. Donald B. Redford has astutely noted that it is set in Canaan, 12 

and in this sense it is a fitting parallel to 38: 1-30 which deals with 
Judah's life in Canaan. The Egyptian flavor which characterizes the 
Joseph story throughout is lacking in both units. 13 

The Judah and Tamar episode and the Testament of Jacob might 
seem too different-beyond their role as interludes and their setting in 
Canaan-to have themes and theme-words linking them in any 
meaningful way. But such is not the case, for as the following list 
indicates, there are surprisingly more such items shared by B and B' 
than by any other matching units in the cycle. 

Since the only common material in B and B' is that concerning 
Judah, it is appropriate to begin looking atJacob's words to his fourth 
son in 49:8-12. These verses are filled with cruxes, but scholars in the 
last several decades have begun to solve many of them by reading 
them as references to the Judah and Tamar episode. From the works 
of Edwin Good, 14 Calum Carmichael, 15 and James Ackerman 16 the 
following tie-ins may be cited. 

1) The key to seeing the blessing of Judah as a reference to 38: 1-
30 is the similarity between filoh, traditionally rendered "Shi
loh," in 49:10, and selah "Shelah" in 38:5,38:11,38:14, 
38:26. 17 

2) The Jebet "sceptre" shall not depart from Judah in 49: 10, just 
as Judah's matteh "staff" was handed to Tamar in 38: 18 and 
used as evidence against him in 38:25. 

3) A sexual connotation can certainly be read into mehOqeq mibben 
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raglaw "the staff between his legs" in 49: 10, and allied to 
Judah's visiting a prostitute in 38: 15-19. 

4) 'iroh "his donkey" in 49:11, evokes 'ir "Er," Judah's first son, 
in 38:3,38:6,38:7. 

5) Similarly, beni )atono "son of the she-ass" in 49: 11, brings to 
mind )oniin "Onan," Judah's second son in 38:4, 38:8,38:9. 

6) foriqiih "vine, stock" in 49: 11, alludes to the valley of Soreq, 
which recalls Timnah in 38: 12-13. 18 

Other links between the blessing to Judah and his earlier escapades 
may also be pointed out. 

7) The verbal root swr in the Qal "depart" appears in 49: 1 0; 
and in the Hiph'il "remove" it occurs in 38:14, 38:19. 

8) yiibo) "he comes" in 49: 10, suggests wayyiibo) "he came" m 
38: 18. 

9) sutoh "his robe" in 49: 11 is not etymologically related to kisse
tiih "she covered" in 38: 15, but they share three consonants, 
sound alike, and both convey the idea of clothing. 

1 0) The root lbf "clothe" appears in both 49: 11 and 38: 19. 

The few verses spoken to Judah thus contain ten theme-words 
which link B' withjudah's history in B. But the blessings to the other 
sons also contain similar exprdsions to those in 38: 1-30. 

11) bekor "firstborn" occurs in 49:3 and 38:6. 

12) )ani "my vigor" in 49: 3 might also suggest )onan "Onan" in 
38:4,38:8,38:9. 

13) The word 'iiz "strong, fierce" is used in 49: 3, 49: 7; and in 
38: 17, 38:20 we have 'izzim "goats." 

14) wayyit is used in 49: 15 and in 38: 16 meaning "he bent, he 
turned"; and it also occurs in 38: 1 meaning "he pitched." 

15) In 49: 17 we read 'ale derek "by the road"; and in 38: 16 we 
have )el hadderek "by the road." 
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16) The alliteration giid gedud yegudennu "Gad shall be raided by 
raiders" in 49: 19, suggests the important gedi "kid" in 38: 17, 
38:20, 38:23. 

17) yiigud "he shall raid" m 49: 19, evokes wayyuggad "it was 
told" in 38:24. 

In sum, there are seventeen theme-words which highlight the par
allel status of 38:1-30 and 49:1-28. As a comparison with other 
matching units in the Joseph story will determine, seventeen such par
allels is an unusually high number. Perhaps because the Judah and 
Tamar tale and the Testament of Jacob are so dissimilar, the need 
was felt for more shared words and ideas than is customary. That is to 
say, A and A' and the other matching units are similar enough in 
action not to require that many theme-words. B and B' are less 
homogeneous, however, and thus the redactor has ensured their cor
respondence through a veritable plethora of theme-words. Commen
tators have usually dismissed the two pericopes as interludes, which is 
here not denied, but they should also be recognized as the balancing 
second and penultimate sections in the Joseph story. 19 

C Reversal: Joseph guilty, Potiphar's wife innocent (39: 1-23) 

C' Reversal: Ephraim firstborn, Manasseh secondborn (47:28-
48: 22) 

In the first of these pericopes, a switch of positions finds Joseph, 
who is innocent, found guilty, and Potiphar's wife, who in actuality is 
guilty, found innocent. In the second episode, Ephraim, who actually 
is the secondborn, is declared the firstborn, and Manasseh, who 
naturally is the firstborn, is reduced to the secondborn. In both in
stances, Joseph's superior is ultimately responsible for the reversal, 
whether it be his master Potiphar or his father Jacob. In each case the 
action centers around the bed. This is explicit inC' whereJacob lies 
in bed (mi!fiih in 4 7: 31) and Joseph is beside him, and implicit in C 
where Potiphar's wife presumably is in bed or has the bed in mind 
and Joseph is beside her. 

A series of theme-words links the two units. 

1) The verbal root brk "bless" is important in both units, occur
ring in 39:5 (bis) and in 48:3,48:15,48:16,48:20 (bis). 
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2) wayemii'en wayyo'mer "he resisted and said" appears in 39: 8; 
and the same words with the subject 'iibzw "his father" inter
posed occur in 48: 19. 

3) In 39:4 we read wayyim~ii'yosep Mn be(enaw "Joseph found favor 
in his eyes"; and in 4 7 : 29 we have 'im nii' mii~ii 'ti ~en be(enekii "if 
I have found favor in your eyes." 

4) The word ~esed "favor" is used in both 39: 21 and 4 7: 29. 

5) The verbal root fkb "lie" is prominent in C, occurring four 
times in 39:7-14, and it reverberates inC' in 47:30. 

6) yiid "hand" in its various forms is extremely common and very 
important inC, occurring nine times. It is equally important in 
C' since the reversal results from Jacob's crossed hands and 
because it is used in Joseph's swearing to Jacob; see 47:29, 
48:14,48:17 (bis). 

7) The method of swearing in 4 7: 29 involves the sexual organs, 20 

and clearly Potiphar's wife has sexual intercourse in mind in 
39: 7' 39: 12. 

8) le~em, literally "bread" but figuratively "wife," 21 occurs m 
39: 6; and bet lii~em "Bethlehem (house of bread)" occurs m 
48:7. 

D Joseph hero of Egypt (40: 1-41: 57) 
' 

D' Joseph hero ofEgypt (47: 13-27) 

Twice during the Joseph story we have episodes which describe 
how Joseph saves Egypt from famine and becomes a national hero. It 
is clear that these units, one relatively long and one relatively short, 
are parallel. The following theme-words highlight the correspon
dence. 

1) The word rii(iib "famine" occurs ubiquitously in D and in D' in 
47:13 (bis), 47:20. 

2) The word le~em "bread" is used twice in Din 41:54-55, and 
commonly in D'. 
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3) (we)tiiliih "he hung, he will hang" occurs in 40:19,40:22, and 
wattelah "languished" appears in 4 7: 13. 

4) The verbal root fbr "buy/sell grain" is used in 41:56-5 7 and in 
47: 14; the noun feber "grain" also occurs in 47:14. 

5) qiineh "stalk" appears in 41 : 5, 41: 22; and the verbal root qnh 
"buy" occurs in 47:19,47:22,47:23. 

6) 'iirzm "cities" is used in 41:48 and 47:21. 

7) 'eref miJrayim "the land of Egypt," or simply hii'iiref "the land," 
are exceedingly common in D and D'; the latter also uses 'adii
miih "land" and various forms. 

8) The root ~mf in the sense of dividing the land into fifths occurs 
in 41:34 and 47:24,47:26. 

E Two trips to Egypt ( 42: 1-43:34) 

E' Two tellmgs ofmigration to Egypt (46: 1-47: 12) 

As the Joseph story progresses there follows the account of the 
brothers' two trips to Egypt. In the first trip they go merely to acquire 
food and in the second trip they return with Benjamin in order to free 
Simeon. Parallel to the two journeys are two tellings of how Jacob's 
family migrates to Egypt and settles in Goshen. The first account is 
comprised mainly of a genealogical list and the second describes the 
presentation of Jacob and his sons before Pharaoh. Furthermore, the 
first trip to Egypt in E and the second telling of the eventual migration 
to Egypt in E' are both centered on economic concerns. Similarly, the 
second trip in E and the first telling in E' are both centered on family 
concerns. Accordingly, even within the greater chiastic structure of 
the entire Joseph story, there is a minichiasm built into these two 
matching units. 

Various items link the two units. 

1) In 42:1-2 redu "go down" and miJrayim "Egypt" are collo
cated; in 46: 3 we read merediih miJraymiih "from going down to 
Egypt." 
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2) The brothers present themselves as ?ibiidekii "your servants" to 
Joseph in 42: 10,42: 11,42: 13, and use the same term in speak
ing to Pharaoh in 46:34,47:3,47:4 (bis). 

3) Judah has a prominent role in 43: 3-10, and he appears m 
46:28 as well. 

4) The verbal root sl~ "send" is used in connection with Jacob 
sending his sons led by Judah to Egypt in 43: 4-5, and in 46: 28 
when he sends Judah ahead to pave the way. 

5) lo' tirY1 piinay "you shall not see my face" are Joseph's words 
quoted to Jacob in 43: 5; and re'oti 'et piinekii "I have seen your 
face" are Jacob's words to Joseph in 46: 30. 

6) Similarly, ha <ad 'abikem ~ay "is your father still alive?" are 
Joseph's words quoted to Jacob in 43: 7; and ki <odeka ~iiy "that 
you are still alive" areJacob's words toJoseph in 46:30. 

F Final test ( 44: 1-34) 

F' Conclusion of test ( 45: 1-28) 

Standing at the middle of the Joseph story are the units leading up 
to the cycle's denouement and the denouement itself. The former is 
highlighted by Judah's famous speech, unsurpassed in Scripture for 
the sympathy and suffering, emotion and pathos it stirs. Indeed it 
moves Joseph to tears and to disclose his true identity, actions which 
dominate the latter unit. 

F and F' are further connected by the following theme-words. 

1) The verbal root mhr "hasten" occurs in 44: 11 and in 45:9, 
45: 13. 

2) pi "mouth of" occurs in the sense of the mouth of the bag in 
44: I, 44:2, 44:8, and in the sense of a human mouth in 45: 12, 
45:21. 

3) Benjamin is essential to F, mentioned specifically in 44:12 and 
alluded to as the youngest brother throughout Judah's speech 
in 44: 18-34; he is also notable in F' in 45: 12, 45: 14, 45:22. 
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4) The verbal root sl~ "send" appears in F in 44:3 and common
ly, six times to be exact, in F'. 

5) The verbal root yrd "descend" is common in F, occurring seven 
times, and appears in F' in 45:9,45:13. 

6) Judah describesJacob's reaction toJoseph's absence and pre
sumed death in 44:28 !iirop !iiriip "he must have been torn to 
pieces"; Joseph lets his brothers know that he knows the true 
story in 45:5 mekartem 'otz "you sold me." 

The foregoing dissection of Genesis 37-50 demonstrates that a sys
tematic editorial pattern is operative in the Joseph story. A series of 
units builds toward a climax, then follows a second series where 
matching units in reverse order bring the story to resolution and 
fulfillment. The two sequences A-F and F' -A' are hinged at a pivot 
point standing smack in the center of the cycle, 45: 1-4, where Joseph 
reveals himself to his brothers.22 Everything in A through F (with the 
possible exception of the interlude in B) has been structured to lead us 
to this climax, with Joseph in the position of power whereby he can 
exact playful revenge on his brothers. From F through A (again with 
the possible exception of the interlude in B) all is resolved. Jacob's 
family migrates to Egypt and settles in Goshen, famine strikes, yet 
Joseph sustains the people, Joseph's children receive Jacob's blessing, 
Jacob breathes his last breath, and Joseph too dies, having lived the 
fullest of lives as indicated by his 11 0-year lifespan. 23 Our redactor 
has done his job remarkably well, even to the very last word of Gene
sis, bimi~riiyim "in Egypt," a fitting conclusion to the Joseph story 
which also neatly sets the scene for the Book of Exodus. 24 

The shared theme-words cement the parallelism of the respective 
units. It is obvious that an occasional example among the dozens 
listed above may be coincidental, especially when we are dealing with 
a fairly common verb, e.g., sl~ "send," which links both E and E and 
F and F (in each case as point 4 in the lists above). However, the 
cumulative weight of the evidence suggests that the theme-words have 
been specifically selected by the redactor to link the units of the cycle. 
Moreover, my sense is that, with few exceptions, the redactor in
tended the various theme-words to operate collectively. They connect 
the matched units as a group, not just as single words. 

The recognition of the literary structure of the Joseph story has 
important ramifications for both redaction criticism and source criti-
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cism. The results of my study impact on the traditional methods of 
each of these approaches, as the following examples will illustrate. A 
glance at any standard commentary on Genesis will reveal that most 
scholars believe that the Joseph story in its final form is an expanded 
version of an originally shorter tale. That is to say, various secondary 
passages have been added, for one reason or another, to the essential 
story. However, the literary structure of the cycle lam proposing in
validates these suggestions. Four examples may be put forward. 

First, the reference to the unnamed stranger who assists Joseph in 
his search for his brothers in 37: 15-17 is admittedly most peculiar. 
Both von Rad and Redford have labeled this passage "secondary,"25 

but a closer look reveals that is is integral. It is needed to counterbal
ance the reference to the local Canaanites in 50: 11. Redford also con
siders the latter verse secondary,26 but it is odd that both "secondary" 
additions are among the points which cement the bond between A 
and A (point 9 in the appropriate list above). 

A second example is especially illustrative. Many scholars have 
been puzzled by the reference to Rachel's death and burial in 48: 7. 
John Skinner wrote, "The notice ... is very loosely connected with 
what precedes."27 Von Rad stated, "The reference to Rachel's death 
has no recognizable relation to what follows or precedes. "28 Robert 
Davidson opined, "This brief note about the death and burial of 
Rachel (see 35: 16-20) is poorly related to the context .... What is 
not clear is why it appears at this point inJacob's speech toJoseph."29 

And finally Bruce Vawter called it "a seemingly pointless reference to 
Rachel's death and burial." 30 August Dillmann was less concerned 
about the notice as a whole, stating that "the absence of any apparent 
motive prevents our regarding the verse as a mere gloss," but he did 
note that "the words hw' byt l~m are out of place in Jacob's mouth, and 
are a late addition." 31 Admit!tedly this is correct, for one would not 
expect to see such a gloss (see Genesis 14 for many more examples) in 
direct speech. But by paying heed to the use of le~em in C in 39:6, 
where it is pregnant with meaning, we are able to uncover the redac
tor's reason for including bet lii~em in C in 48: 7 (see point 8 in the 
appropriate list above). Such an important word from C needed to be 
reverberated in C, and the inclusion of Bethlehem, no matter how out 
of place, was a way of accomplishing that task. 

My third example deals with an entire unit, namely D, the fifteen 
verses which describe the implementation of Joseph's agrarian re
forms in Egypt. Redford considered the entire section "extraneous to 
the plot of the Joseph Story," 32 but attention to redactional structur
ing indicates that this pericope is needed to counterbalance unit D 
and thus should be considered an integral part of the cycle. 
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My final example of a redactional problem which may be alleviated 
by paying heed to the literary structure outlined above is the case of 
46:6-27, the list of Jacob's descendants. E. A. Speiser considered 
these verses to be "intrusive in the present narrative," 33 and Davidson 
has similarly contended that "the list has obviously been inserted into 
the narrative at this point; verse 28 being the natural continuation of 
verse 5."34 One cannot deny that the genealogical material interrupts 
the flow of the narrative, but the literary schema I have presented 
explains why the list is placed where it is. Since there are two journeys 
which the brothers make in E, there needs to be two descriptions of the 
final migration to Egypt in E'. Since there was only one actual migra
tion by Jacob's family, the compiler could give only one account, 
namely 46:28-47: 12. But to balance the two actual journeys of 42: 1-
43:34, 35 the redactor incorporated a brief notice about a theophany 
discussing the descent ( 46: 1-5) followed by a long genealogy describ
ing the extent of the family which settled in Egypt ( 46: 6-27). 

These four examples sufficiently demonstrate the lesson to be 
learned here. Exegetes should be careful in their use of the term 
"secondary" and should take note of the artistic manner in which all 
portions of a particular story operate together. 36 

The implications of the literary structure of the Joseph story for 
source criticism are also crucial. The establishment of a basic unity in 
a large section of narrative in the Torah by necessity leads to a discus
sion of the Documentary Hypothesis. Now it is true that the resence of 
a literary structure in the Joseph story does not a priori militate 
against the conclusions of the JEDP Theory. 37 Fish bane, for example, 
in his treatment of the Jacob cycle, wrote, "This is not to side-step 
'documentary' issues. For it is clear that the Jacob Cycle has been 
composed from numerous traditions. It is, however, the point of this 
paper to see what was 'done' with these traditions."38 In other words, 
it is possible that the compiler of the Joseph story or the Jacob cycle 
merely took theJ, E, and P materials and edited them in a manner to 
produce the corresponding sections. 

Cassuto took a more negative view toward the Documentary 
Hypothesis in his discussion of redactional structuring in the Abra
ham cycle. He concluded, "The perfected form of this sturcture does 
not support the view espoused by most modern exegetes, who regard 
the text as an accidental product of the combination of a number of 
fragments from various sources .... This theory and the problem of 
the sources of the narratives in general we shall discuss later."39 Un
fortunately, the author's death prevented him from completing this 
task, though a few pertinent sentences may be culled from the com
mentary on 12: 1 13:5 which survived. But even these statements do 
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not speak to the specific point of how the cycle's unity contradicts the 
JEDP Theory. Thus it is difficult to predict what route Cassuto would 
have used. 

This docs not mean that Cassuto's basic assumption is incorrect. 
Notwithstanding my statement above that redactional unity need not 
a priori invalidate the JEDP Theory, when one considers the evidence 
of the theme-words, the failings of this traditional approach to source 
criticism become readily apparent. That is to say, as the examples 
below will illustrate, if source X uses theme-words a, b, c, d, e, etc., 
and source Y uses the same items, it becomes clearer and clearer that 
we must see one hand behind the authorship of the Joseph story and 
not multiple hands. 

Let us use units D and D' as our first illustration. The former is 
usually ascribed to the Elohist and the latter to the Y ahwist. If this is 
so, however, then we must posit the question as to why riiciib, le~em, tlh, 
fbr, qnh, ciirim, 'ere-? mi-?rayim, and ~mf are used in 40: 1-41 :57, presum
ably by one author, and then again in 47: 13-27, presumably by 
another author (the items listed are points 1 through 8 in the discus
sion of C and C' above). 

Similarly, most of unit A, especially the first twenty verses, is 
customarily assigned to the Yahwist, whereas most of unit A', espe
cially from verse 15 on, is typically ascribed to the Elohist. Again we 
ask: how is it then that presumably one author uses riiciih, 'abzhem, 
wayyir'u 'e~iiw, dbr, the Histaph'el of ~wh, wayyeleku 'e~iiw, and nkl, and 
that presumably another author uses riiciih, 'ablhem, wayyir'u 'aM yosep, 
dbr, wayyippetulepiiniiw, wayyeleku gam 'e~aw, and klkl (these are points 3 
through 8 and point 10 in the discussion of A and A' above). 

I could continue to multiply such examples from among the various 
units which comprise theJoseph story, but the point is already clear. I 
contend that there is more source unity in the Joseph story than is 
generally assumed and I have no problems claiming that one hand is 
responsible for the whole narrative. The evidence, especially when the 
total picture is properly assessed, leads me to conclude that the stan
dard division of the Joseph story into J, E, and P strands should be 
discarded.40 This method of source criticism is a method of an earlier 
age, predominantly of the nineteenth century. If new approaches to 
the text, such as literary criticism of the type advanced here41 and as 
pursued by other scholars as well,42 deem the Documentary Hypoth
esis unreasonable and invalid, then source critics will have to rethink 
earlier conclusions and start anew. 

Obviously, I would not go so far as to claim that one individual 
authored all of the Joseph story's constituent parts. It is quite prob
able that the genealogical list in 46:6-27 and the Testament of Jacob 
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in 49: 1-28 once existed independently, to cite two instances. How
ever, I would hasten to add that the distinction many scholars make 
between "author" and "redactor/compiler" is a modern one. It is 
more than likely that an ancient reader would not have recognized 
this distinction and that to him the individual responsible for the 
whole ofGenesis 37-50 was its single author. 

One thing remains certain: the Joseph story, already a masterly 
woven plot filled with emotion and suspense, is built from a well
conceived blueprint expertly executed by the individual responsible 
for this classic tale. 

At the outset I noted that theJoseph story is the most unified ofthe 
four major cycles in Genesis, and I quoted several authorities to that 
effect. This conclusion has been borne out thoroughly, highlighted 
through theme-words shared by matching units. Standing at the cen
ter is the pivot point, the focus of the entire narrative, Joseph's disclo
sure to his brothers. The story begins with only Joseph and his 
brothers present (A) and ends the same way (A). It is therefore fitting 
that the midway point should include only these very characters. Rec
ognition of the chiastic structure, the theme-words, and the pivot 
point, placed on top of what is already a masterly constructed story 
filled with emotion and suspense, permits us to reaffirm what earlier 
readers have already discovered: that the Joseph story is truly a~sana 
al-qaJafi "the most beautiful of narratives."43 
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