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Introduction
The literal interpretation of Judges 11:37 (example [1]), within the traditional ancient Near Eastern 
spatial-topographical orientation of ‘up’ and ‘down’ (as depicted in traditional dictionaries) (see 
Holladay 1988:143), evokes for the reader not only a description of an incompatible visual 
imagery of mental simulation, but differs also in the Bible translators’ literal translation of the 
phrase וְאֵלְכָה וְיָרַדְתִּי עַל הֶהָרִים (weʾelekāh weyāradtî ʿal hæhārîm).

1. Judges 11:37 (Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia [BHS])

וַתּאֹמֶר אֶל אָבִיהָ יֵעָשֶׂה לִּי הַדָּבָר הַזֶּה הַרְפֵּה מִמֶּנִּי שְׁנַיִם חֳדָשִׁים

וְאֵלְכָה וְיָרַדְתִּי עַל הֶהָרִים וְאֶבְכֶּה עַל בְּתוּלַי אָנֹכִי וְרֵעוֹתָי

wattoʾmær - ʾæl - ʾābîhā - yeʿāśæh - lî - haddābār - hazzæh - harpeh - mimmænnî - šenayim - ḥådåšîm - 
weʾelekāh - weyāradtî - ʿal - hæhārîm - weʾæbkæh - ʿal - betûlay - ʾānokî - wereʿôtāy

The general view of word meaning adopted under literalism (i.e. the notion that word meanings 
are relatively fixed and stable) is underlying in almost all the bible translations (see Recanati 
2004). Consider, for example, the translations of the Luther Bible (LB) [1912], La Sainte Bible (LSB), 
the American Standard Versions (ASV), the Darby Bible (DBY), the King James Version (KJV), the 
Old Afrikaans Translation (OAT), the Webster Bible (WEB) and Young’s Literal Translation (YLT) 
(see also Shibayama 1966:358–362). Furthermore, translations recognise the words within their 
syntactical relation only in terms of their given semantic context as defined in the lexicon. In some 
translations, the impossibility of a topographically understanding of ‘descend upon the mountains’ 
was intercepted by ignoring the presence of the verb וְיָרַדְתִּי (weyāradtî) (Schlachter [SCH1951, 
SCH2000], La Bible de Semeur {BDS}, The Bible in Basic English [BBE], the New American 
Standard Bible (1995) [NAB], the New American Standard Bible [1977] (NAS) and the New 
Afrikaans Translation [NAT]), or by changing morphologically the root of the verb וְיָרַדְתִּי (weyāradtî) 
to וְרָדְתִּי (werādtî) [רוד] (rwd) [‘wander’] (Robinson 2004:342; Soggin 1981) (the New King James 
Version [NKJ], the New Revised Standard Version [NRS], the Revised Standard Version [RSV] 
and Today’s English Version [TEV]), or by altering ‘the mountains’ to become a ‘valley’. Bruinses 
[1844], Liptzin [1985:102–112] and Houtman [2005:167–190] have pointed out that in literature, the 
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dubious wordplay of this story was recounted, even 
fictionalised in numerous literary forms.

In his article On עלה ‘Went Up Country’ and ירד ‘Went Down 
Country’, published in Zeitschrift für die Alttestamentliche 
Wissenschaft, Driver (1957:74–77) explains this ‘inexact’ or 
‘peculiar’ sense of the use of ירד (yrd) within a topographical 
depiction. He affirmed ‘… ירד “went down” may be used of going 
southwards, i.e. “down country”, without reference to the heights 
involved’. The problem, however, is firstly, that the direction 
which she wished to take in order to go into the hills is not stated 
in the text. In bridging this problem, he proposes another solution, 
and this time again within a topographical depiction, that is 
(Driver 1957): 

Mispah, the name of the place where her family lived, means 
‘place of outlook’, and hence we may infer that the city was situated 
on some eminence or spur of the Gilead-range overlooking a 
wide prospect. (p. 75) 

Secondly, in biblical Hebrew, only fictional border lines were 
described using ירד (yrd) for ‘southwards’ and עלה (ʿlh) for 
‘northwards’ in navigational space (Lamprecht 2015:169, 198). 

The literal language approach towards Judges 11:37 implies 
that without a specific utterance context, native speakers of 
English (and the translator of the ancient text) informally 
define ‘went down’ as relating to real horizontal motion in a 
downward direction along the vertical axis. This literal 
language approach to meaning construction is also evident 
in, for example, the lexical entry for ירד (yrd) in A Concise 
Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Holladay 
1988:143):

יָרַד

― I. mostly go down, but occasionally go 

up: Ju[dges] 11:37; so also Ju 1:9 15:8 2 K[ings] 2:2 

6:18 I C[hronicles]11:15

This lexical entry illustrates the fatal problem that most 
dictionaries of biblical Hebrew suffer: the principled 
separation between context-independent (sentence) meaning 
and context-dependent (speaker/writer) meaning (De Blois 
2000). In almost all biblical Hebrew dictionaries, words are 
assumed to have meanings connected to them which are 
context-independent.

However, an analysis of the translations and explanation of 
Judges 11:37 shows firstly, that the ideal meaning of the verb 
 does not itself map directly onto the world and (yrd) ירד
secondly, that the meaning of the verb ירד (yrd) is not an 
inherent feature of the word-form, that is, fixed and stable. 
The literal interpretation of the verb ירד (yrd) in Judges 11:37 
illustrates the potential problematic position that meanings 
are context-independent. In addition to this example (1), the 
following examples (2–6) for the verb ירד (yrd) may also 
clarify this position.

2. 1 Kings 2:8

וְהוּא יָרַד לִקְרָאתִי הַיַּרְדֵּן

wehûʾ - yārad - liqrāʾtî - hayyarden

… but he came down to meet me (at) the Jordan.

3. Judges 19:11

וְהַיּוֹם רַד מְאֹד

wehayyôm – rad - meʾod

… the day went down much.

4. Genesis 15:11

וַיֵּרֶד הָעַיִט עַל הַפְּגָרִים

wayyeræd - hāʿayiṭ - ʿal - happegārîm

And the fowls came down upon the carcasses.

5. Joshua 18:16

וְיָרַד הַגְּבוּל אֶל קְצֵח הָהָר

weyārad – haggebûl - ʾæl - qeṣeḥ - hāhār

And the border came down to the end of the mountain.

6. Nehemiah 3:15

וְעַד הַמַּעֲלוֹת הַיּוֹרְדוֹת מֵעִיר דָּוִיד

weˊad - hammaˊalôt – hayôwordôt - meˊîr - dâwîd

… and unto the stairs that go down from the city of David.

In every example, the meaning associated with ירד (yrd) 
varies across each case of its use. In the first example (2), 
above and beyond the indication of a change in location 
(down to a river), the verb ירד (yrd) is also a deictic motion 
verb (Wilkens 2006:41–42). Motion involves spatial change 
and change involves time. As opposed to change and motion, 
in the examples (5) and (6), ירד (yrd) designates spatial 
configurations. The stairs and border are elongated objects 
which remain in a steady-state location. Talmy (1996:235–
287) has labelled examples like these as ‘fictive motion’. By 
this is meant that a static situation is encoded in a way that 
evokes a sense or a conceptualisation of something in 
motion. Furthermore, example (5) differs from all the other 
examples regarding the frame of reference feature: the 
cardinal point system (north-east-south-west) is a set which 
includes the word form ירד (yrd) meaning ‘down’ (see also 
Nm 34:11, 12; Jos 15:10; 16:3, 7; 17:9; 18:13, 17, 18; Jdg 15:8, 
11, 12; 1 Chr 11:15; 1 Sm 22:1; 23:13, 25; 2 Sm 5:17; Jr 22:1). In 
example (4), the verb ירד (yrd) in context clearly points to the 
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manner of motion as well, for example, fly. Moreover, the 
context dependence of ירד (yrd) is even more marked if we 
consider uses that are, intuitively, more figurative in nature 
as in (3).

What examples such as those in (2–6) illustrate is that the 
verb ירד (yrd) provides access to a diverse array of 
encyclopaedic knowledge involving distinct movements in 
distinct spatial categories, agents, actions and events. This 
implies that a word such as ירד (yrd) appears to be changeable 
in nature: it has a meaning potential, and dependent on the 
context of its use.

A large number of Cognitive Linguists (Evans 2009; Lakoff 
1987; Tyler & Evans 2003) and biblical Hebrew scholars (e.g. De 
Blois 2000) have argued that the principled separation of 
context-independent and context-dependent meaning is 
illusory. These scholars have shown that the meaning of a given 
word, and hence the valid interpretation of the sentence to 
which the word contributes, is typically a function of contextual 
knowledge. So, the received view of literalism as an approach 
to meaning-construction in Judges 11:37 must be revised.

The hypothesis of this study is that, in Judges 11:37, there 
is an intermediate level of spatial conceptualisation, where 
an image schematic function maps a motion-path 
description onto a spatial category. The spatial category 
determines the extent that the verb ירד (yrd) contributes to 
the meaning of Judges 11:37. The way that a motion relates 
to a space will depend on the category of space, that is, 
topography, worldview, body and objects (Lamprecht 
2015:89–132).

The alternative understanding on the nature of word meaning 
proposed by Lakoff (1992:4) when he says that as ‘soon as one 
gets away from concrete physical experience and starts 
talking about abstractions or emotions, metaphorical 
understanding is the norm’, hardly comes to mind in any 
translation, commentary or literary study on this verse. This 
alternative view motivates the hypothesis that there is an 
intermediate level of spatial conceptualisation, where an 
image schematic function maps a motion-path description 
onto a spatial category and implies that the words 
בְּתוּלַי עַל  וְאֶבְכֶּה  הֶהָרִים  עַל  וְיָרַדְתִּי   - weʾelekāh - weyāradtî - ʿal) וְאֵלְכָה 
hæhārîm - weʾæbkæh - ʿ al - betûlay) were not used in their ‘normal 
everyday senses’. Spronk (2019:350), in his recent commentary 
on Judges, also admits the ‘strange’ use of the verb ירד (yrd) in 
this verse, but does not explain the linguistic processing of 
the sentence. Therefore, this hypothesis focusses on the 
linguistic processing of the verb ירד (yrd) and requires a closer 
look at the relation of interiority between an objective body 
and an objective space within biblical Hebrew language use.

Within the Cognitive Semantic approach to the study of 
language, the traditional view that meaning derived from the 
literal interpretation of the words in an expression becomes 
inadequate, and what is necessary to understand the non-
metaphorical (literal) and metaphorical meaning of words is 
a theory of background information and language usage.

A Cognitive Semantic approach 
towards language
The guiding assumption of Cognitive Semantics is that 
human language cannot be properly understood without 
taking into account the ways in which human cognition 
functions (Langacker 1987:12). Therefore, this methodology 
relates language to conceptualisation and human experience. 
Experientialism is used: 

[T]o describe the philosophical view that linguistic meaning 
cannot be described independently of the nature and experience 
of the organisms doing the thinking. Conceptual structure is 
meaningful because it comes from and is linked to the human 
perceptual system, which entails his pre-conceptual experience. 
(Barcelona 1997:9)

Meaning is seen as residing in conceptualisation. So, for 
experientialists, meanings do not exist independently (Lakoff 
1987) from the people who create and use them (Reddy 
1979:284–324). This means that ‘all linguistic forms do not 
have an inherent form in themselves; they rather act as clues 
activating the meanings that reside in our minds and brains’ 
(Barcelona 1997:9). Meaning is, therefore, not tidily contained 
in the lexicon, but ranges all through the linguistic spectrum. 
Meaningfulness involves the structuring of experience itself 
(Lakoff 1987:302). As most neurolinguistic research on the 
mental structuring model emphasises the neurological 
organisation, it tends to ignore the importance of people’s 
ordinary, kinaesthetic experience which is ‘structured in part 
by the nature of the bodies that humans have’ (Gibbs 2003:2). 
This means that ‘people’s subjective, felt experiences of their 
bodies-in-action provide part of the fundamental grounding 
for language and thought’ (Gibbs 2003:3). Thus, language 
and thought are inextricably shaped by embodied action and 
therefore meaning must be embodied.

The shift from the view that a word is ‘a minimal permutable 
element’ (Cruse 2004:85) à la the classical characterisation 
to ‘meanings as mental and embodied’ (Lakoff 1987:xi) 
brings about an alternative approach towards meaning 
(Croft & Cruse 2004:97). So, Cognitive Semantics adopts an 
experientialist perspective, which means that ‘it is concerned 
with the relationship between (embodied) experience, the 
conceptual system, and the semantic structure encoded by 
language’ (Croft & Cruse 2004:97).

A fundamental aspect of human cognition is our ability to 
embody events that capture, amongst others, our spatial 
experiences in the world (Lakusta & Landau 2005:1). For this 
reason, space forms part of the bedrock of the human’s 
cognitive architecture. Consequently, the study of spatial 
conception of the body in the Hebrew Bible is important as 
the non-linguistic representation of objects or structures, 
motions, paths and spatial-causal relationships that are 
mapped onto words reveals the hidden complexities of the 
ancient Israelites’ mind and how dependent their alleged 
world was ‘on the nature and organisation of the cognition 
which happened to evolve in a human body’ (Evans 2009:15).

http://www.hts.org.za
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Spatial conception of the body
One of the most important findings in Cognitive Science is 
that the mind, brain and body interact to construct the 
human’s experience of space (Rohrer 2007:340). This implies 
that cognition, space and body are interrelated and must be 
studied as such. Spatial knowledge comprises conceptual 
knowledge of, inter alia, human bodies (physiological) to be 
identified by their spatial properties. These spatial properties 
or dimensions include, inter alia, ‘the gradable characteristics 
of their typical, possible or actual extensions in space’ (Lang, 
Carstensen & Simmons 1991:1).

In his study on Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty 
(1962:99, 148) describes the ‘relation between body and space 
not as a relation of interiority between an objective body and 
an objective space in which the former is located’. Beneath 
objective space, there is rather a ‘spatiality…which merges 
with the body’s very being. To be a body, is to be tied to a 
certain world; our body is not primarily in space: it is of it’. 
Our body thus ‘inhabits’ space (and time). Bodily attributes 
and images are transposed on to space and to the objects that 
occupy it. This implies an extension of space: the body 
incorporates the experiences of the social and cultural body 
as well. Spatial extension is, generally speaking, the property 
of ‘taking up space’. The idea of an increase in length can be 
seen in quantity, for example, hairs grow, tears roll down, 
bodily parts grow (from a baby to an adult), etc. These 
quantities vary according to the dimensions assigned to the 
body. The semantic form representations of the quantities 
vary from length (long-short), width (wide-narrow), 
substance (thick-thin), distance (wide-narrow), vertical 
(high-low) to size (big-small). Knowledge of these extensions 
is acquired by means of a seamless connection between the 
virtual and the physical space (Hwang, Kim & Rizzo 
2004:292). So, movement in bodily space is threefold: Firstly, 
human bodies are usually in an upright position: the head is 
up and feet are down. Moreover, the complete human body 
is an area on which water or oil ‘goes down’ from top to 
bottom. The downward path of the movement of oil or water 
on a body is because of the erect posture and gravity. 
Therefore, movement on a human body includes the spatial 
experience of movement from a higher locality to a lower 
locality on the body’s up-down shape. Secondly, humans 
drink water, eat food, etc., which means that the body is also 
a container of food, water, blood, etc. The physical experience 
of a container is, if you add more of a substance to a container, 
the level goes up and vice versa. Thirdly, a human body itself 
is able to move downwards, that is, to bend, to trample with 
feet or to hit something or someone with the hand. One of 
the great achievements in Cognitive Linguistic research is 
the finding that these perceptual components are stored in 
image schematic fashion. The asymmetry of up versus down 
and the experience of spatial extensions and movement in 
bodily space resulted, inter alia, in the image schematic 
structure of CHANGE.

The ancient Israelites who lived 3000 years ago had bodies, 
just like we do as human beings. On comparing these two 

‘bodies’ on the time continuum, it is clear that not much has 
changed physically (De Joode 2014:554–567; Lakoff & 
Johnson 1980:29–30). So, the thesis made by Rohrer (2007:360) 
that the body (along with other dimensions) grounds and 
shapes human cognition, it is concomitantly just as applicable 
to the ancient Israelites’ bodies as to our modern bodies. The 
fact that bodies shape and constrain how humans think in 
multiple dimensions is also applicable to biblical Hebrew 
literature (Kruger 2000:185). So, the body, cognition and 
language are perceptually situated in social and cultural 
practices (Sinha & Jensen de López 2000:17–41).

The interaction of the ancient Israelites’ bodies with the 
environment plays a decisive role in how categories of the 
mind are defined. The importance of the image schemas, as 
argued by Lakoff (1987) and Johnson (1987), lies in the fact 
that they are cognitively more primitive than the conceptual 
structures. To the ancient Israelites, the image schemas UP-
DOWN and CONTAINER were structures which interpreted 
and framed their experiences. These embodied schemas of 
concrete objects and situations were employed to make sense 
of more abstract entities and events.

Understanding abstract concepts – 
Judges 11:37
Schemas usually extend into a conceptual world of 
abstraction. While a perception of a scene is usually rich in 
detail, imagistic abstract concepts are not nearly as detailed 
as perceptions and do not have specific knowledge 
associated with them. They are rather one of the fundamental 
facilities through which people make sense of the world 
and they help provide meaning to experience and 
understanding to knowledge. So, imagination is (1) ‘the 
faculty of imagining, or of forming concepts of what is not 
actually present to the senses’ and (2) ‘the action or process of 
forming such concepts’ (Norman 2000:1–2). More 
specifically then to the ancient Israelites’ spatial experience, 
image schemas appear by virtue of analysing spatial 
displays of various sorts as related to the functional 
consequences with which they are correlated.

The ability to make the spatial experience accessible to the 
conceptual system by representing it as concepts comprises 
the cognition part of the representational system. Taking 
into account the perceptual and spatial experience to 
which the ancient Israelites were exposed, schematic 
memories of spatial representations (reflected as spatial 
organisational and structured image schematic concepts) 
can be derived.

The notion of human behaviour, an abstract concept, is 
highly amenable to metaphoric extension in languages and 
biblical Hebrew is no exception. The preconceptual structure 
or image schema directly meaningful to the ancient Israelites 
enabled them to organise their conceptualisation of bodily 
space and appears to outline the UP-DOWN schema. 
Consider Isaiah 15:2–3 (example [7]): (I accept the BHS text-
critical note changing עָלָה הַבַּיִת וְדִיבֹן [ʿālāh – habbayit - wedîbon] 
to עָלְתָה בַת דִּיבֹן [ʿāletāh – bat – dîbon]).

http://www.hts.org.za
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7. Isaiah 15:2 …

עָלְתָה בַת דִּיבֹן הַבָּמוֹת לְבֶכִי 

ʿāletāh – bat – dîbon – habbāmôt - lebækî

‘she went up (spatial + motion) - the daughter of Dibon - to the 
heights (spatial) - to weep’

עַל נְבוֹ וְעַל מֵידְבָא מוֹאָב יְיֵלִיל

ʿal – nebô- weʿal - mêdebāʾ- môʾāb - yeyelîl

… upon (spatial) Nebo and upon (spatial) Medeba – Moab cries 
bitterly

Thus far in this example (7), the organised subdomains 
operate normally in form and meaning in that topological 
features in the absolute spatial direction are the interpretational 
type. The located goal is the endpoint. An analysis of the 
building blocks of motion for עָלְתָה (ʿāletāh) [עלה (ʿlh)] is:

Figure: Human

Source: Topographically lower region

Goal: Topographically higher location/near God (Peleg 
2013:109–115)

Spatial part: Horizontal: high

Motion: Translocative, unbounded

The first part of the next verse (verse 3) (example [8]) links up 
with the previous verse (verse 2) in terms of the organisation 
of the subdomains, but the remainder of the verse בַּבֶּכִי  יֹרֵד 
(yored babbækî) employs a different spatial direction (bodily), 
as well as a different frame of reference (space of the body). 
The motion is fictive, non-translocative and bounded:

8. Isaiah 15:3

בְּחוּצֹתָיו חָגְרוּ שָׂק עַל גַּגּוֹתֶיהָ וּבִרְחֹבֹתֶיהָ כֻּלֹּה יְיֵלִיל

beḥûṣotāw - ḥāgerû – śāq - ʿal – gaggôtǣhā - ûbirḥobotǣhā – 
kulloh - yeyelîl

Upon (spatial) their streets – they dressed – (in) sackcloth

Upon (spatial) her house-tops (spatial) – and on her city squares 
– everyone cried bitterly

יֹרֵד בַּבֶּכִי

yored babbækî

Going down (spatial + motion) in weeping

An analysis of the building blocks of motion for יֹרֵד (yored) 
 :is ([yrd] ירד)

Figure: Human (behaviour)

Source: Abstract concept: State of gladness 

Goal: State of sadness

Spatial part: Vertical: bottom

Motion: Fictive: non-translocative, bounded

Lakoff and Kövecses (1987:195–221) indicate that ‘the body is 
a container for emotions’. The effect of this is observable: the 
human body usually reflects its emotional stand (Lakoff & 
Johnson 1980:20). For example, an erect posture typically 
accompanies a positive emotional state, while a drooping 
posture typically reflects sadness and depression. Mourning 
may also form a part of the liminal phase characterised by 
passiveness: the person usually sits on the ground in a 
passive posture (Kutsch 1965). However, humans may differ 
by employing different gestures or bodily attitudes to express 
a certain emotion or communicate a particular message. Take 
the common body language of nodding (vertically) which is 
almost universally an indication of agreement or subtle 
subservience (a form of bowing or making oneself lower in 
status). In this example (8), GOING DOWN (ירד [yrd]) IN 
WEEPING is experientially linked with the network for 
behaviour. The downward movement of the body designates 
a change in emotional state from positive (an erect posture) 
to negative (a drooping posture). The underlying knowledge 
structure is the UP-DOWN orientation and the static ‘path: 
under’ points to the emotional stand. The following basis of 
the conceptual metaphor SADNESS IS DOWN in this verse 
can be derived:

Metaphorical expression: He goes down in weeping.

Source domain: Movement in bodily space

Target domain: Sadness

Binary structure: UP-DOWN

Conceptual metaphor: GLADNESS IS AN ERECT POSTURE 
OR SADNESS IS DOWN

This psychological view is supported by Sutskover (2014:205) 
who argues that movement in space, and the mention 
of characters’ positions may symbolise the characters’ 
psychological state.

So, from this example, it seems that when someone fulfils an 
act of mourning, he or she usually ‘goes up’ to a higher place 
(topology) which is non-fictive, translocative and unbounded, 
probably in mourning near the deities, but the act of 
mourning was a negative experience in that weeping was an 
act of ‘going down’ (bodily space). The latter is fictive motion, 
non-translocative and bounded. This is then an example of a 
complex mix of orientation and functional criteria within the 
ancient Israelite’s grammatical structures to express meaning. 

Moreover, in logical categorisation, two logical concepts are 
included under the next higher category as their genus 
proximum, and maintain their distinctive characters, viz.:

Superordinate level: ritual
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Basic level: mourn

Subordinate level: wail, put on sackcloth

That the superordinate concept is a necessary condition for 
the subordinate one is a necessary condition for the derivation 
of meaning. A ritual is not something objective in the world 
independent of any being; it is rather what Lakoff (1987) 
refers to as: 

[A]n interactional property – the result of our interactions as part 
of our physical and cultural environments given our bodies and 
our cognitive apparatus. Such interactional properties form 
clusters in our experience, and prototype and basic-level structure 
can reflect such clusterings. (p. 51)

Lakoff (1987) explains it further by saying that: 

[B]asic-level categories are human-sized in that they depend not 
on objects themselves, independent of people, but on the way 
people interact with objects: the way they perceive them, image 
them, organise information about them, and behave toward 
them with their bodies. (p. 51)

Thus, basic-level categories have different properties from 
superordinate categories. For example, superordinate 
categories seem not to be characterised by images or actions. 
For example, we have mental images of mourning – abstract 
images that do not fit any particular mourning – and we have 
general actions for being ‘dressed in sackcloth’. But if we go 
from the basic-level category MOURN to the superordinate 
category RITUAL, a difference emerges. We have no abstract 
mental images of rituals that are not images of basic-levels 
like mourn, cry, shout, etc. People seem not to be able to 
imagine a more abstract object for RITUALS that does not 
seem like mourning, crying or shouting, etc. 

So, the category RITUAL becomes a metonymic principle for 
the act of mourning, in this verse בַּבֶּכִי  (yored babbækî) יֹרֵד 
(‘going down in weeping’). This implies that the psychological 
effects of behaviour stand for the behaviour (Lakoff 1987:382). 
Mourning has the psychological effect of ‘go down’, and 
therefore stands for the behaviour. As a result, the expression 
 indicates the (’going down in weeping‘) (yored babbækî) יֹרֵד בַּבֶּכִי
presence of RITUAL and MOURN via its supposed 
psychological or bodily effects. As a final point, when 
describing experiences such as emotional insecurity, the 
Hebrew Bible uses the spatial concept of motion as well as the 
image schematic structure of CHANGE (up-down) as the 
path. Rosenberg (1987:102), as echoed by Spronk (2019:350), 
also makes an effort to link the two texts (Jdg 11:37; Is 15:3), 
but with no reference to the linguistic processing of the 
abstract concepts involved. 

In the experientialist approach to the mind, the world is 
‘created’ or built up by the mind in several imaginative ways. 
The imaginative ways include such cognitive processes as 
categorisation based on prototypes and understanding 
experience through metaphors. Consider again the example 
(8) (Is 15:3): This example designates an event in the domain: 

change of state of behaviour. In the Lakovian sense, we might 
say that the expression ‘going down in weeping’ illustrates a 
change of state and is metaphorically construed in terms of an 
experientially more basic domain, change of location (although 
fictive and non-translocative, but bounded). Thus, in this 
example, the human behaviour ‘goes down’ from one 
metaphorical location (the state of being glad) to another 
metaphorical location (the state of being sad). The conceptual 
metaphor SADNESS IS DOWN or A LESS DESIRABLE 
STATE IS DOWN implies that reason has a bodily basis, and 
that the space of the body frame of reference is applied.

Let us turn to the example (1) in Judges 11:37. What will the 
prototype of the verb ירד (yrd) be in which the cognitive process 
of categorisation functions? The original impetus for Cognitive 
Linguistics came from the pioneering research of psychologist 
Eleanor Rosch on the nature of human categorisation (Rosch 
1973a:328–50, 1973b:111–44, 1978:27–48). According to this 
research, the minds of human beings tend to assign everything 
that is perceived in the world around us into categories. 
Categories are not universal, but depend on the experiences, 
beliefs and cultural practices of a certain group. Different 
people may perceive the world around them in varying ways, 
which will be reflected in different categories.

Applied to the text in Judges 11:37, the categories and 
operations for structuring the linguistic expression 
 and I will bewail upon my‘) (weʾæbkæh - ʿal - betûlay) וְאֶבְכֶּה עַל בְּתוּלַי
virginity’) are as follows:

Category 	axiality

Notions 	directed shif = emotional insecurity

 	endpoint =   restoration of emotional 
stability or joy

These operations are derived from the ritual of sacred 
promiscuity underlying the narrative of Jephthah’s daughter 
(Gur-Klein 2003:20, 29). The story brings to the surface a few 
different but analogous significant niceties. In order to gain 
social honour amongst the ancient Israelites after been forced 
to leave home, Jephthah is, on the one hand, the outsider in 
space in relation to Gilead (Israel), which embodies the inside. 
On the other hand, יהוה (Yhwh) is the outsider in space in 
relation to Jephthah’s house to bring divine blessing upon 
Jephthah’s vow to the war against the Ammonites and 
inherently fertility to the whole of Israel. The suffering 
participant in the end is not only the son of a prostitute, but 
also his only and virgin daughter. Jephthah won the fight, 
but it was for a short while: Jephthah’s house was under 
siege: Jephthah’s daughter became a ‘sacrifice’ to a divinity, 
an act of sacred promiscuity. ‘Common to sacrifices is the 
desire to forgo personal claims for the sake of the gods, which 
usually concerns pleasure: food, possession and/or women’ 
(Gur-Klein 2003:20). Apart from the social honour, the 
function of the outsider in these cults was to bring divine 
blessing and fertility (Bal 1988). The ‘sacrifice’ of a virgin 
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daughter to the temple of the goddess of fecundity underlines 
a permuting custom. Excess is the equivalent of propitiatory 
sacrifice, and ‘sexual continence and sexual promiscuity were 
closely linked, both requiring the forfeiting of individual 
rights for the sake of the gods’ (Briffault 1927:202). This ritual 
has its origin in a frame in which the natural order of life in the 
ancient Near East assigned particular roles to each person – 
whether from a specific status or gender. So, ‘once a person 
had managed to survive childhood, the expectation was that 
he/she would become a contributing member of the 
household and the community’ (Briffault 1927:216–217). In 
this sense, Stol (1995) notes that: 

[T]he Sumerian Hymn to Gula includes the following stages of a 
woman’s life: I am daughter, I am bride, I am spouse, I am housekeeper. 
Thus all members had tasks to perform in managing their lives 
of those who depended upon them. (pp. 287–297)

But, the daughter of Jephthah was going to die unmarried 
and childless – indeed, a forfeit of life’s enjoyment (see also 
Keddell 1840:77; Wood 1975:290). Moreover, the act of 
mourning was a very negative experience for a woman. 
When the sackcloth was put on around the waist and below 
the breasts, the shoes (2 Sm 15:30; Ezk 24:17, 23) and the 
headdress (Ezk 24:17, 23) were taken off, the ‘nakedness’ (as 
described in Mi 1:8) of the body was an expression of personal 
sorrow and shame.

The directed shift on the axiality of the linguistic expression 
 and I will bewail upon‘) (weʾæbkæh - ʿal - betûlay) וְאֶבְכֶּה עַל בְּתוּלַי
my virginity’) towards the fictive endpoint can be described 
as fictive motion which is located (but non-translocated). 
This directed shift could be classed amongst the category 
RITUAL, which is a metonymic principle for the act of 
mourning. The conclusion in Isaiah 15:3 that mourning has 
the psychological effect of ‘down’ is applied in the same way 
here: while the phrase עַל בְּתוּלַי  (weʾæbkæh - ʿal - betûlay) וְאֶבְכֶּה 
relates to the psychological or bodily effects in the same way 
as the word בַּבֶּכִי (babbækî) in Isaiah 15:3, the verb וְיָרַדְתִּי 
(weyāradtî) describes the emotional experiences of insecurity, 
using the spatial concept of motion as well as the image 
schematic structure of CHANGE (up-down) as the path.

The inclusion of a topological feature הֶהָרִים (hæhārîm) (the 
mountains) presupposes a translocative motion of a figure 
(human) to a location topographically higher or near God 
(Peleg 2013:109–115). In an isolated structure, this physically 
located goal may be mistaken as the only endpoint of motion 
in the sentence. In this verse, however, such is not the case. 

The endpoint of motion is rather a dual mix of orientation 
and functional criteria. Spronk (2019:350, following Sasson 
2014:441) just mentions the syntactical topic position of the 
verb ירד (yrd) between the two cohortatives, without 
explaining the topicalisation conceptually. So, structurally, 
the following schema may be applied as shown in Figure 1. 

The following distinctive forms and meanings prevail: 
the conceptual blending of A + C in this example embodies 
the absolute spatial direction with the located goal that is the 
endpoint. An analysis of the building blocks of motion is:

Figure: Human

Source: Topographically lower region

Goal: Topographically higher location

Spatial part: Horizontal: high

Motion: Translocative, unbounded

In contrast, the conceptual blending of B + [D + E] is an 
example of the body as spatial direction. The expression 
relates to the act of mourning. As וְאֶבְכֶּה עַל בְּתוּלַי (weʾæbkæh - ʿal - 
betûlay) refers to a non-physical entity which thus cannot 
undergo vertical motion, the expression ‘went down’ would 
appear not to apply in the same way as it does, for example, 
in 2 Kings 8:29:

9. 2 Kings 8:29

וַאֲחַזְיָהוּ יָרַד לִרְאוֹת אֶת יוֹרָם בְּיִזְרְעֶאל

(waʾa.ḥazyāhû – yārad - lirʾôt - ʾæt – yôrām - beyizreʿæʾl)

And Ahaziah went down to see Joram in Jezreel.

 in Judges 11:37 refers to a change of state of (weyāradtî) וְיָרַדְתִּי
behaviour, from one ‘location’ (the state of being glad) to 
another ‘location’. Given that ‘down’ is not being used in a 
topographically spatial sense, we might informally describe 
its usage as being non-literal or figurative in nature. This 
figurative conception ‘relates to that part of the semantic 
potential which is activated during the process of 
interpretation during the construction of a conception’ 
(Evans 2009:285). Within the cognitive model where 
BAHAVIOUR is taken to be an instance of an abstract 
domain, the figurative conception arises when cognitive 
models are activated in the secondary cognitive model 
profile. This means that BEHAVIOUR as an abstract domain 
is structured in terms of content from the more concrete 
domain, that is SPACE. This implies that we have to do with 
a unipolar conceptual metaphor.

An analysis of the building blocks of motion concerning the 
unipolar conceptual metaphor of B + [D + E] is then:

Figure: Human (behaviour)

Source: Abstract concept: State of gladness, joy 

Goal: State of sadness

Spatial part: Vertical: bottom

Motion: Fictive: non-translocative, bounded

A וְאֵלְכָה

וְיָרַדְתִּי

עַל הֶהָרִים

עַל בְּתוּלַי

B

C 

D

E

ה ְְְ ִִו ְ אבכִ

FIGURE 1: Structural relation: Judges 11:37.

http://www.hts.org.za


Page 8 of 9 Original Research

http://www.hts.org.za Open Access

So, GO DOWN gives access to knowledge relating to a 
physical entity that is capable of motion, and the motion is 
directed against gravity on the vertical axis. These represent 
at least two of the primary cognitive models to which 
GO DOWN affords access (MOTION and VECTOR 
DOWNWARDS ALONG THE VERTICAL AXIS). A small 
number of secondary cognitive models are illustrated 
(Figure  2). The first relates to the spatial extension DECREASE 
IN QUANTITY. A further secondary cognitive model 
concerns the consequences that naturally increase by virtue 
of less quantity. For instance, the lower the level of water in a 
jug relates to less ability to have good living conditions. In 
addition, there is also a secondary cognitive model of 
WEAKENING which derives from a decrease in quantity. 
Weakening relates to a CHANGE evaluated as negative, in 
this instance a decrease in emotional stability.

In the text of Judges 11:37, conflict resolution is achieved by 
virtue of the secondary cognitive model of WEAKENING, 
achieving primary activation. This provides a match 
between the informational characterisation associated with 
בְּתוּלַי עַל   and the secondary (weʾæbkæh - ʿal - betûlay) וְאֶבְכֶּה 
cognitive profile to which וְיָרַדְתִּי (weyāradtî) (went down) affords 
an access. So, this example in Judges 11:37 provides a 
metaphorical conception, as it involves clash resolution in a 
secondary cognitive model profile.

Conclusion
Certain aspects of the (literal) lexical meanings of ירד (yrd) are 
intimately linked with perceptual mechanisms and captured 
by spatial representations. This study has shown that ירד (yrd) 
can shift meanings within different contexts of use. The shift 
from the literal to the metaphorical aspects of the lexical 
meaning of the verb ירד (yrd) involves, inter alia, image 
schemas found in both the linguistic system as well as the 
conceptual system. An important finding regarding the 
ancient Israelites’ conceptual system is that abstract concepts 
are systematically structured in terms of conceptual domains 
deriving from their experience involving properties like 

motion in bodily space. The verb ירד (yrd) in Judges 11:37 is 
used for the conceptualisation of CHANGE in the following 
target domain: BEHAVIOUR. The metaphorical extensions 
identified are:

A LESS DESIRABLE STATE is DOWN and by implication, A 
MORE DESIRABLE STATE is UP.

This study offers a conceptual integrated account for the 
domains of motion, space and mourning and argues that the 
ancient Israelites’ spatial cognition motivates the coding of 
the BEHAVIOUR-concept that is not in itself self-evidently 
spatial and present in many parts of linguistic structure. The 
significant finding of this study is that spatial conceptualisations 
provide the basis for non-spatial expressions in the Hebrew 
Bible, including behaviour.
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