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Abstract
Dreams are used figuratively throughout Greek literature to refer to something 
fleeting and/or unreal. In Plato, this metaphorical language is specifically used to 
describe an epistemological distinction: the one who has false knowledge or opin-
ion is said to be dreaming while the one who has true knowledge is said to be 
awake. These figures are also central to Philo of Alexandria’s philosophical lan-
guage in De somniis 1-2 and De Iosepho. Although scholars have documented these 
epistemological metaphors in Plato and related treatments of the concept of sleep 
in Heraclitus, it has not been discussed in any detail in relation to Philo’s treat-
ment of Joseph in these two treatises. In De somniis 1-2, Philo primarily empha-
sizes his role as a dreamer and thus one incapable of true knowledge. In De Iosepho, 
Joseph is a dream interpreter who is not only awake but also capable of interpret-
ing the figurative dream of life to which most people are subject. Although some 
scholars have considered these treatises contradictory in terms of their treatments 
of Joseph, an analysis of Philo’s figurative use of sleep and dreaming reveals that 
they are a part of a coherent exegetical framework.
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Introduction

Different kinds of metaphors and similes related to the idea of a dream 
occur broadly throughout Greek literature, but most often a dream is used 
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figuratively to refer to something unreal and/or fleeting.1 Plato is the first 
to apply this understanding of a dream to the state of dreaming in order to 
speak figuratively about epistemological clarity.2 One who mistakes some-
thing unreal or fleeting for something real and permanent does not have 
true knowledge and thus may be described as experiencing a dream. 
Although Heraclitus never refers to dreams per se in the extant fragments, 
he uses the concept of sleep in epistemological contexts and in this way 
may be said to have prefigured Plato.3 It is not uncommon to find isolated 
examples of sleep or dreaming to describe a bad idea or a form of igno-
rance; however, the extensive use of it to make a serious point about true 
and false knowledge is rare.4 This figurative language has been discussed in 
some detail by scholars in relation to Heraclitus and Plato; however, it has 
not been documented in any detail in relation to Philo of Alexandria who 
uses it extensively in De somniis 1-2 and De Iosepho.5

1) Esp. of ὄναρ (LSJ s.v. I.2) and ὄνειρος (LSJ s.v. I.3). See A.H.M. Kessels (1978) 226-54 
for a survey of the use of dreams in similes and metaphors in Greek literature. Also see 
W.V. Harris (2009) 139-141, who argues that the use of dreams to describe something 
insubstantial is evidence of widespread skepticism.
2) Plato often refers literally to prophetic dreams in a positive way, but rarely uses dreams 
figuratively to refer to something positive. See Resp. 4.443b7-c2, where a fulfilled dream is 
used to refer to a point in the discussion that should be accepted as valid. On this passage, 
see H.D. Rankin (1964) 75-83.
3) See esp. DK 22 fr. B 1, 21, 26, 73; on these fragments, see R.G.A. Lieshout (1980) 
67-85, J. Mansfeld (1967) 1-29, R. Polito (2003) 53-70, and C. Brown (1986) 243-45. 
Also see H. Granger (2000) 260-81, who discusses Heraclitus’ use of sleep in order to 
explain how Heraclitus portrays the masses of foolish people like the dead in a similar man-
ner as Homer.
4) For example, Sextus Empiricus commonly uses ὀνειροπολέω to describe the incorrect 
dogmas of other philosophers: PH 1.91.3; 2.157.1; 3.41.6; 3.156.2; 3.240.3; 3.273.2; and 
Adv. Math. 7.245.5; 8.57.8-9. In Philodemus’ De pietate (Col. 1, line 1450), dreaming is 
used in the form of a simile to refer to those who are mentally imbalanced; see D. Obbink 
(1996) 522 for further references related to this passage. Also see Cicero, Nat.D. 1.42 where 
the somnia delirantium are contrasted with the iudicia philosophorum.
5) According to V. Mikeš (2007) 229-49, Heraclitus is the first to use sleep to refer to an 
inferior cognitive state, and Plato then applies this to the dream. On pp. 247-8, Mikes 
briefly mentions Philo’s use of this language in Ios. 125-45 and suggests that it contains 
elements of Heraclitus and Plato. See p. 249 for an English summary of the article.

On Plato’s use of dreams as similes or metaphors, see A.H.M. Kessels (1978) 236-42; 
D. Gallop (1971) 187-201; S.S. Tigner (1970) 204-12; P. Louis (1945) 139, 197.
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These treatises have received considerable scholarly attention because 
they appear to provide contradictory interpretations of Joseph. In De som-
niis 2, Joseph is presented negatively as one who is subject to a broad array 
of vices such as vainglory (κενὴ δόξα), but in De Iosepho, Joseph is note-
worthy primarily for his virtue as a leader.6 It has been suggested that 
Philo’s inconsistent attitudes reflect either his inability to manage his 
sources well or a shift in the political climate in Alexandria.7 Others have 
argued that the difference is best explained by Philo’s audiences. Whereas 
De somniis 2, along with the rest of the allegorical commentary, was 
intended for a Jewish audience, De Iosepho was aimed at a gentile reader-
ship.8 Often closely related to this notion is the idea that in De somniis 2, 
Joseph is actually a veiled symbol for the corrupt Roman leadership in 
Alexandria.9 All of these approaches are similar in that they view the differ-
ences between the two treatises as actual contradictions of substance, which 
need to be reconciled. In contrast, more recent scholarship has emphasized 
that Philo’s portrayal of Joseph is not as conflicted as previously thought. 
This is based on the idea that Philo saw Joseph as a multi-faceted character 
and could thus be seen from different perspectives. In this way, the differ-
ences are a matter of focus and Philo’s exegetical intentions in a given pas-
sage or text.10

In this article, I will provide an analysis of Philo’s treatment of Joseph 
that does not assume a contradiction and is thus in line with the second 

 6) For surveys of scholarship on these two texts, see E. Hilgert (1986) 262-70 and (1987) 
394-402.
 7) See V. Nikiprowetzky (1977) 170-4 and 192-3 for a discussion of scholarship on these 
points respectively.
 8) E.R. Goodenough (1938) 42-63. 
 9) E.R. Goodenough (1938) 21-41; J. Laporte (1964), 16-8; S. Sandmel (1979) 103-4; 
For criticism of this idea specifically, see V. Nikiprowetzky (1977) 217-9, n. 161.
10) See F.H. Colson (1935) xii-xv, who emphasizes that the apparent contradiction is part 
and parcel of Philo’s exegetical approach. According to V. Nikiprowetzky (1977) 217-9, 
n. 161, the apparent contradiction is a product of Philo’s thinking that the politician him-
self contains conflicting qualities. According to J.M. Bassler (1985) 240-55, there are dif-
ferent exegetical foci. He says that De somniis 2 is really about the soul while De Iosepho is 
really about the statesman, and in the end the differences can be accounted for in terms of 
three dichotomies which juxtapose contrasting elements between De Iosepho and De somniis 
2: Joseph’s whole life story/an episode in his life; the politician/the soul; narrative along 
with allegory/strict allegory. Also see M. Petit (1987) 41-53 and F. Frazier (2002) 1-30. 
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school of thought. I will show that Philo’s treatments of Joseph may be 
different but are not contradictions of substance when viewed in terms of 
Philo’s use of epistemological metaphors based on the concepts of sleep 
and dreaming. The evidence suggests that the basic metaphor is Platonic in 
origin but that Philo or his source innovated by expanding it to include the 
dream interpreter as well. Whereas the dreamer is one who is subject to an 
epistemological limitation and thus asleep to the truth, the dream inter-
preter is the one who has knowledge and is thus capable of dispelling igno-
rance. Philo uses these metaphors to interpret Scripture, and thus the 
portrayal of Joseph in De somniis 2 is primarily negative since Philo focuses 
on him as a sleeper and a dreamer; in De Iosepho, Philo emphasizes Joseph’s 
role as a dream interpreter and thus presents him more positively. The two 
presentations of Joseph are not conflicting since Philo thought that Joseph 
underwent a transformation between his dream experiences as a young 
man and his later role as a dream interpreter.

The Figurative Language of Sleep and Dreaming in De somniis 1-2

It is possible that Philo was influenced by biblical literature in his use of 
this figurative language, but there is very little evidence for it.11 The only 
other author prior to Philo to use it extensively to make epistemological 
claims is Plato. In general, Plato may describe an instance in which one 
has a mistaken or uncertain form of knowledge as a dream or a state of 
dreaming.12 The lives of most people may be characterized as a dream in 
which reality is not truly apprehended.13 In terms of specific idiomatic 

11) The concept of dreaming is not used figuratively in the Pentateuch, which Philo primar-
ily cites; however, it does appear in limited fashion in other biblical literature. The only 
passage where there is an epistemological connotation is in Isaiah 29.7-8, but there is no 
clear influence of this passage on Philo. See Laberge (1978) 25-8 for a comparison of the 
Hebrew and Greek of this passage; cf. Zeitlin (1975-6) 8-10. Also see Job 20.8 and Psalms 
72.20 where dreams are used in a comparison to emphasize impermanence and/or insub-
stantiality; cf. Ecclesiastes 5.1-6 and Wisdom of Ben Sira 34.1-7.
12) E.g. Meno 85c and Symp. 175e, where uncertain knowledge is compared to a dream in 
a simile using ὄναρ. Also see Ly. 218c and Tht. 208b where a piece of false or deceptive 
knowledge is described as a ‘golden dream’ (ὄναρ πεπλουτηκέναι). See R.G.A. Lieshout 
(1980) 116 on the golden dream in Plato. 
13) At Ap. 31a, Socrates explains that most people spend their lives in a figurative sleep from 
which he is divinely ordained to wake them. Cf. Resp. 7.520b-c, where the ideal city is said 
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 constructions, Plato is fond of using ὕπαρ and ὄναρ to distinguish between 
true and false perception. The one who has knowledge of the Forms is 
awake, but the one who has knowledge only of particulars is in a dream.14 
Similarly, figurative dream knowledge is specifically associated with Plato’s 
notion of δόξα in contrast with ἐπιστήμη.15

Philo does not use the same idiomatic constructions, but his use of the 
metaphor is conceptually quite similar. The main difference is due to the 
exegetical nature of Philo’s treatises. Plato invokes the figurative language 
of sleep and dreaming when he wants to make a point that actually has 
nothing to do with sleep and dreaming in a literal sense. In other words, 
they are just figurative ways of describing something fleeting or a person 
who lacks knowledge but are not the actual topic. Philo also does this, but 
in De somniis 1-2, the primary objects of exegesis are dreams and people 
who are in a state of dreaming. As a result, references to sleep and dream-
ing in the text become points of departure to discuss lack of knowledge. 
This is what distinguishes Philo as a philosopher whose primary medium 
of discourse is allegorical exegesis. Instead of simply drawing on imagery to 
explain his philosophical ideas, his philosophy also emerges from the imag-
ery in the biblical narrative. In this way, Philo not only invokes sleep and 
dreaming to explain knowledge but also invokes knowledge to explain ref-
erences to sleep and dreaming in the text.

A clear example of how Philo interprets the biblical text in terms of this 
figurative language is when he is interpreting the Chief Butler’s description 
of his dream (Gen. 40.9-11).16 Before focusing on the dream itself, which 
is primarily interpreted as an allegory of drunkenness, Philo points out 
that the Chief Butler began his description of his dream by saying ‘in my 
sleep’ (ἐν τῷ ὕπνῳ μου). According to Philo, this suggests foolishness 

to be ruled by those who are, as it were, awake. In contrast, most cities are ruled by leaders 
in a dim sleep. 
14) At Resp. 5.476c-d, Socrates asks whether the one who believes in beautiful things but 
not beauty itself lives his life in a dream or awake (ὄναρ ἢ ὕπαρ); cf. E.A. Havelock (1963) 
190 and B. Näf (2004) 59, both of whom briefly mention this passage in relation to the 
importance of Plato’s metaphorical dream language. See P. Louis (1945) 197 for a full list 
of passages where ὕπαρ and ὄναρ are contrasted. For further discussion of this construc-
tion, see A.H.M. Kessels (1978) 239-41. This phrase also appears in Diogenes Laertius 
10.135 (Life of Epicurus) but is not used to make an epistemological point. 
15) Plt. 278d-e; Meno 85c; Resp. 7.534c4-d1; on the latter, cf. Clement of Alexandria, Pae-
dagogus 2.10.106.
16) Somn. 2.159-163.
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(ἀφροσύνη).17 The importance of sleep and dreaming as epistemological 
figures becomes more explicit as he goes on to apply his analysis of the 
Chief Butler to every fool (ὁ φαῦλος) who is in a constant state of sleep and 
thus barraged by false images:

ὁ δὲ βαθὺς καὶ διωλύγιος ὕπνος, ᾧ πᾶς κατέχεται φαῦλος, τὰς μὲν ἀληθεῖς 
καταλήψεις ἀφαιρεῖται, ψευδῶν δὲ εἰδώλων καὶ ἀβεβαίων φαντασμάτων 
ἀναπίμπλησι τὴν διάνοιαν, τὰ ὑπαίτια <ὡς> ἐπαινετὰ ἀναπείθων 
ἀποδέχεσθαι. (Somn.2.162)

And deep and immense sleep, by which every fool is possessed, destroys true 
perceptions and fills the mind with false images and unsteady phantoms, per-
suading [the fool] to accept blameworthy things as praiseworthy.18

One can be sure that Philo is not here referring to dreams in a literal sense 
because at the beginning of the treatise he explicitly classifies the Chief 
Butler’s dream in his third category of predictive dreams sent from God.19 
The dreamer’s tendency to mistakenly perceive something bad for some-
thing good (i.e. τὰ ὑπαίτια/ἐπαινετά) is an idea that recurs throughout De 
somniis 1-2 in relation to this figurative language. It is also Philo’s way of 
connecting virtue and knowledge. The one who is figuratively asleep with 
respect to knowledge is more likely to lack moral uprightness since he is 
unable to distinguish the good from the bad and thus make correct ethical 
decisions.

Another example of the connection between virtue and knowledge in 
the context of this figurative language is a passage where Philo is discussing 
Jacob’s journey from the Well of the Oath to Haran in De somniis 1. On 
his journey, Jacob sleeps on a rock (Gen. 28.11), and Philo praises his aus-
terity and contrasts him with others who live luxurious lives. Then, describ-
ing Moses’ presentation of this episode, he explains that the life of those 
who live more extravagantly is like a sleep and a dream:

17) See S. Torallas Tovar (2003) 44, who says that Philo’s negative view of sleep is directly 
connected to folly and drunkenness. She cites Ebr. 204, Sobr. 5, and Migr. 222. According 
to R.G.A. Lieshout (1980), 77, 85, there is a close connection between sleep and drunken-
ness in terms of Heraclitus’ characterization of sleep as a particularly moist state in which 
the fiery element is at a minimum. 
18) All translations are my own.
19) Somn. 2.1, 5-6.
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οὐ γὰρ ἀξιοῖ τὸν ἀρετῆς ἐπιμελούμενον ἁβροδιαίτῳ βίῳ χρῆσθαι καὶ 
τρυφᾶν ζηλοῦντα τὰς τῶν λεγομένων μὲν εὐδαιμόνων πρὸς ἀλήθειαν δὲ 
κακοδαιμονίας γεμόντων σπουδάς τε καὶ φιλοτιμίας, οἷς πᾶς ὁ βίος ὕπνος 
καὶ ἐνύπνιόν ἐστι κατὰ τὸν ἱερώτατον νομοθέτην. (Somn. 1.121)

For he (i.e. Moses) does not think that the practitioner of virtue (i.e. Jacob) is 
worthy to make use of a luxurious life and fare sumptuously while seeking the 
eagerness and love of honor which belong to those who are said to be happy 
but in truth are full of misery, for whom, according to the most holy lawgiver, 
all of life is a sleep and a dream.

Just as the fool confuses the blameworthy with the praiseworthy in the 
dream of the Chief Butler, here sleepers and dreamers erroneously seek 
honor and luxury. The point is that those whose lives are full of excess are 
subject to an epistemological limitation, which causes them to mistake 
fleeting luxuries and honors for things that are real and permanent. In 
other words, lack of virtue is the product of a delusion that impedes 
 knowledge.

This connection between knowledge and virtue expressed in terms of 
the figurative language of sleep and dreaming is central to Philo’s negative 
treatment of Joseph in De somniis 2. At the beginning of this treatise 
(Somn. 2.8-16), Philo provides some background information on Joseph 
before going on to interpret the various dream passages. In contrast to the 
patriarch Isaac with whom Philo associates the Stoic notion that virtue 
alone is good, he associates Joseph with the Peripatetic idea of the mixed 
good.20 In addition to virtue, the mixed good includes physical and exter-
nal goods.21 In other words, Joseph’s tendency to seek material goods 
beyond virtue alone is the product of his association with the wrong philo-
sophical doctrine. His lack of knowledge leads to a lack of virtue.22 These 

20) The Stoic position that virtue is the only good is expressed in the phrase μόνον τὸ καλὸν 
ἀγαθὸν which also occurs in Philo at Det. 9 and Post. 133 (= SVF III, fr. 31); regarding this 
concept in the Stoic corpus, see SVF I, fr. 187 and III, fr. 29-67. Also see D. Winston 
(1984) 412, n. 132 for additional citations and discussion of this concept outside of the 
Philonic corpus.
21) Other passages in which Joseph is associated with the Peripatetic idea of the three-fold 
good include the following: Det. 7; Sobr. 13; Migr. 22, 203. Also see SVF III, fr. 136 and 
Aristotle, EN 1098b (I.viii.2) on the Stoic and Peripatetic positions. 
22) Also see Somn. 2.20 on the idea that the one who has clearer dreams is associated with 
Stoic notion of the good.
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prefatory remarks provide an appropriate introduction to Philo’s negative 
portrayal of Joseph throughout De Somniis 2 since his dreams are allegori-
cally interpreted as the aspiration for fleeting luxury and power.

In both of Joseph’s dreams, he symbolically imagines that his family will 
be subject to him at a future time in Egypt when he becomes a powerful 
leader there (Gen. 37.7-11).23 Philo understands that these are prophetic 
dreams about Joseph’s future and puts them in his second category of 
dreams sent from God; however, his allegorical treatment of the episodes 
depends to a large extent on the figurative associations of sleep and dream-
ing. Joseph’s dreams are for Philo an opportunity to discuss the lack of 
knowledge associated with one who seeks wealth and glory.24 In other 
words, prophetic dreams about future glory are metaphors for the delu-
sions entertained by one who lacks true knowledge and thus seeks material 
goods. He discusses all kinds of moral weaknesses, but most importantly, 
he consistently associates Joseph as a dreamer in a deep sleep with the con-
cept of κενὴ δόξα.25 Philo may also substitute words such as τῦφος, 
δοξομανής or similar variations.26 As a dreamer, Joseph lacks true percep-
tion and as a result, mistakes fleeting power and possessions for something 
real and permanent.

Philo’s interpretation of Joseph’s dreams in terms of the figurative lan-
guage of sleep and dreaming is made explicit in a difficult passage referring 
to Joseph’s second dream. According to the biblical text, when Joseph 
describes his second dream, his father responds indignantly. In discussing 
this passage, Philo posits a hypothetical discussion between Jacob and his 
son: Joseph defends himself for having the dream on the grounds that the 
dream simply came to him from some external source without his consent, 

23) See esp. Somn. 2.17-154 for Philo’s exegesis of these passages.
24) See esp. Somn. 2.97, 104-8.
25) In Somn. 2.31-47, Philo formally introduces the concept of κενὴ δόξα in relation to 
Joseph. See Somn. 2.133 where Philo explains that the followers of κενὴ δόξα may plot 
against the practitioners of virtue and bring them to a state of epistemological uncertainty 
associated with dreams. Cf. Mut. 214 where Joseph is specifically associated with κενὴ δόξα 
in the context of a reference to bodily and external goods. Philo may also use κενὴ δόξα to 
characterize Laban (Fug. 47) and Benjamin (Mut. 96). 
26) See T.H. Billings (1919) 72-5, who discusses the close relationship of a number of con-
cepts including οἴησις, τῦφος, κενὴ δόξα, ἀφροσύνη and φιλαυτία in terms of Philo’s 
Platonic inheritance. See p. 73, n. 10 for relevant Philonic references. Also see P. Graffigna 
(1988) on Philo’s use of τῦφος.
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and thus he bears no responsibility for the implication that his family will 
one day be subservient to him. Amidst this hypothetical conversation, 
Philo suddenly interrupts to proclaim that the present discussion is not 
what it appears to be:

ἀλλὰ γὰρ οὐκ ἔστι περὶ ὀνείρατος ὁ παρὼν λόγος, ἀλλὰ περὶ πραγμάτων 
ἐοικότων ἐνυπνίοις· ἃ τοῖς μὴ λίαν κεκαθαρμένοις μεγάλα καὶ λαμπρὰ καὶ 
περιμάχητα εἶναι δοκεῖ, μικρὰ ὄντα καὶ ἀμυδρὰ καὶ χλεύης ἐπάξια παρ’ 
ἀδεκάστοις ἀληθείας βραβευταῖς. (Somn. 2.138)

But the present discussion is not about a dream, but about things which seem 
like dreams; things which seem great and brilliant and worth fighting for to 
those who are not very pure are actually small, faint, and worthy of mockery 
among those who are impartial judges of truth.

It has been thought that the distinction being made here between an 
ἐνύπνιον and an ὄνειρος refers to non-predictive fantasies in contrast to 
predictive dreams, thus implying that Philo does not consider Joseph’s 
dream predictive. This is based on a terminological distinction used by 
Artemidorus and incorrectly applied by scholars to Philo, who actually 
makes it clear at the beginning of De somniis 2 that he considers all the 
dreams discussed in this treatise predictive.27 A better explanation is to 
consider that the distinction Philo is making is between the literal and 
allegorical meanings of the text. On the one hand, read literally, Joseph 
had a predictive dream, which suggests that he will one day be rich and 
powerful. Allegorically interpreted in terms of the figurative language of 
sleep and dreaming, the dreams and their narrative context are about the 
desire for fleeting wealth and power experienced by those who do not have 

27) Somn. 2.1; Artem. 1.1b. According to LSJ (ἐνύπνιον s.v. 2), Philo alone follows Artemi-
dorus in this distinction. See S. Torallas Tovar (1995) 153-4, where the technical distinc-
tion described by LSJ is taken for granted and misapplied to Philo in selective passages. In 
the proem of book 4 of his Onirocritica, Artemidorus also claims that the words are inter-
changeable when not being used in the technical sense, and this seems to be the way Philo 
uses the terms throughout. After all, Philo sometimes collectively refers to all the dreams 
discussed in De somniis 2 as ὄνειροι/ὀνείρατα (Somn. 2.5, 8). His decision to use ἐνύπνιον 
in a given passage seems to some extent to be tied to his citation of it in various biblical 
passages in which it is used to refer to Joseph’s dreams (2.96, 111, 135, 136). On the flex-
ibility of Philo’s onirocritical vocabulary, see M. Petit (1974) 152-4. Also see A.H.M. Kessels 
(1978) 190-2. 
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true knowledge. The point of the statement is to show the absurdity of the 
hypothetical conversation. It treated the narrative as if it were really about 
a dream when in fact the deeper meaning of the text is not about dreams 
at all.28 It is about lack of knowledge and virtue.

The second part of the passage is similar to the passages above 
(Somn. 2.162, Somn. 1.121) in which Philo says that the dreamer is unable 
to distinguish between two categories, one good and one bad. Here Philo 
describes an inability to understand that things great, brilliant, and worth 
fighting for are actually small, faint, and worthy of mockery. The point is 
that the figurative dreamer entertains aspirations that are not at all valued 
by those who have true knowledge. This method of interpretation based 
on the figurative associations of sleep and dreaming are the central feature 
of Philo’s negative treatment of Joseph throughout De somniis 2.

Joseph the Dream Interpreter

Since the negative portrayal of Joseph in De somniis 2 depends to a great 
extent on the idea of dreaming as a metaphor for lack of knowledge and 
virtue, it is in this context that any contradictions it may have with De 
Iospeho should be considered. De Iosepho is a biographical treatise, which 
has been interpreted as an attempt to present Joseph as an ideal leader, in 
a manner consistent with Hellenistic ideas about kingship. He is presented 
as temperate and self-controlled, and his experiences as a shepherd and a 
master of Potiphar’s house are also emphasized.29 Additionally, there are 
further parallels with various Neopythagorean texts.30

Joseph’s role as a dream interpreter is necessarily central to Philo’s por-
trayal of him as a great leader. According to the biblical text, it is Joseph’s 
interpretation of Pharaoh’s dreams that leads to his position of leadership 

28) My interpretation of this passage is further supported by Somn. 2.302. Both passages 
deny the apparent meaning of the discussion and suggest that it is but a likeness of the 
actual meaning. Whereas ἔοικα is used in Somn. 2.138, εἰκάζω is used in Somn. 2.302. 
This is Philo’s way of reminding his reader that he is speaking allegorically. Also see 
Cher. 69 where ἔοικα is used in a similar way with ὄνειρος. 
29) E.R. Goodenough (1938) 42-63; J. Laporte (1961) 23-25, 30-1.
30) J. Laporte (1961) 27-30. There are a number of parallels between Philo’s description of 
the ideal ruler and the Neopythagorean treatises by Ecphantus, Diotogenes, and Sthenidas. 
On these treatises, see L. Delatte (1942).
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in Egypt (Gen. 41.38-45). After describing the literal narrative, Philo turns 
to an allegorical interpretation in which he equates the dream interpreter 
and the statesman: ἐγὼ δ’ ἐρῶ μηδὲν ὑποστειλάμενος, ὅτι ὁ πολιτικὸς 
πάντως ὀνειροκριτικός ἐστιν (Ios. 125). As Philo goes on to explain, the 
statesman is no ordinary dream interpreter; rather, the dream he interprets 
is the human life: ὁ δὲ ὄνειρος οὗτος, ὡς ἀψευδέστατα φάναι, ὁ τῶν 
ἀνθρώπων ἐστὶ βίος· (Ios. 126). In the following sections, this dream is 
characterized by Philo as the fantasies and false appearances to which most 
people are subject throughout their lives. Thus the waking perception of 
most people can be described as a series of dream visions that lack reality. 
The extended passage (Ios. 125-47) in which Philo describes the dream of 
life has received attention by scholars because it reveals the influence of 
Heraclitus in its description of the constant change with which life is char-
acterized and possibly even a Skeptic source.31In the concluding sections, 
Philo returns to the comparison between the dream interpreter and the 
politician:

τοσαύτης οὖν ταραχῆς καὶ ἀταξίας ἔτι δὲ ἀσαφείας γέμοντος τοῦ βίου, 
παρελθόντα δεῖ τὸν πολιτικὸν ὥσπερ τινὰ σοφὸν τὴν ὀνειροκριτικὴν τὰ 
μεθημερινὰ ἐνύπνια καὶ φάσματα τῶν ἐγρηγορέναι δοκούντων διακρίνειν . . . 
(Ios. 143)32

Therefore, since life is full of such disorder and confusion and even lack of 
clarity, it is necessary for the politician to come forward and just as the wise 
dream interpreter to interpret the daytime dreams and phantoms of those 
who seem to be awake. . . .

The link that Philo draws between the dream interpreter and the politician 
has no parallel in other sources and for this reason has been criticized by 

31) See H. Arnim (1888) 53-100 (esp. 94-100). After showing that Philo is the earliest wit-
ness to the tropes of Aenesidemus in Ebr. 171-205, Arnim goes on to discuss Heraclitean 
and Skeptic elements in Ios. 125-47. In particular, he emphasizes the close parallels between 
Plutarch, De E apud Delpos 18 where Heraclitus is mentioned by name and Ios. 127-129. 
He concludes that the influence of Heraclitus came to Philo through a Skeptic source. Also 
see J. Laporte (1961) 33-8 and F.H. Colson (1935) 601-2 for discussions of these issues. 
32) Also see Ios. 147: ἐπισκοτεῖται γὰρ ψευδέσι δόξαις, ὑφ’ ὧν ὀνειρώττειν ἀναγκαζόμενα 
καὶ τῶν πραγμάτων ὑστερίζοντα οὐδὲν παγίως καὶ βεβαίως ἱκανὰ καταλαμβάνειν ἐστί. 
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E.R. Goodenough as a ‘labored allegory’.33 His point is that there is no 
evidence that the ideal statesman was ever characterized as a dream inter-
preter, and as a result, Philo only resorts to this interpretation since he is 
faced with the dilemma of making sense of Joseph’s role as a dream inter-
preter in the biblical text. This view assumes that Philo is attempting to 
force an allegorical interpretation on the text, which is otherwise inconsis-
tent with his exegetical goals. In contrast, I would like to propose that 
Philo’s figurative use of the dream interpreter is just an extension of his 
epistemological metaphors relating to dreaming and is directly or indi-
rectly based on Plato’s description of the philosopher king.34

Although Plato does not refer to the philosopher king as a dream inter-
preter, he does use the figurative language of sleep and dreaming to char-
acterize the just rule of the ideal leader. Having described the allegory of 
the cave in book 7 of the Republic, Socrates emphasizes that the one who 
escapes the shadows of the cave and comes into contact with their source 
must return to help those still deceived by the shadows. In the same way, 
after the guardians have received their theoretical education, they are obli-
gated for the good of the community to engage in practical governance. In 
contrast to these leaders in the ideal state who are awake (ὕπαρ), the leaders 
in other cities lack this theoretical knowledge, and thus their cities are 
ruled as if in a dream (ὄναρ).35

In two additional passages where Plato describes the true knowledge of 
philosophers, there are references to the figurative dream of life. In book 5 of 
the Republic, Plato contrasts the lovers of spectacles with philosophers. The 
former only delight in particular beautiful things, but the latter look to 
beauty itself. In this respect, it is asked whether the lovers of spectacles live 
awake or in a dream (ὄναρ ἢ ὕπαρ δοκεῖ σοι ζῆν), and of course it is con-
firmed that they dream while awake. Plato further characterizes this as a dif-
ference between γνώμη and δόξα.36 This idea is similarly expressed in terms 
of δόξα and ἐπιστήμη in book 7 of the Republic. The one who has only δόξα 
is said to spend his whole life in a dream (τὸν νῦν βίον ὀνειροπολοῦντα).37 

33) Goodenough (1938) 56.
34) See M. Alexandre (1999) 188-92 for a description of the rhetorical structure of 
Ios. 125-47.
35) Resp. 7.520b-c.
36) Resp. 5.476c-d.
37) Resp. 7.534c4-d1. See D. Gallop (1971) 190-92 for further discussion of these passages 
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Although the wording is different, Plato’s references to the dream of life in 
these passagesare the closest parallel to Philo’s description of it in De Iosepho 
but have not been considered by scholars in relation to it.38

Philo’s emphasis on Joseph as a politician and a dream interpreter begins 
to make much more sense when viewed against the backdrop of Plato’s 
figurative language of sleep and dreaming in relation to his theory of 
knowledge and the philosopher kings. Considering that the biblical text 
provides a literal account of Joseph becoming a ruler as a result of his abil-
ity to interpret dreams, it was not a great leap for Philo to emphasize 
Joseph’s role as a dream interpreter.39 He (or his source) simply expanded 
the philosophical metaphors to account for the specifics of the biblical nar-
rative. In any case, it certainly seems to be the product of an exegete in the 
Platonic tradition trying to make sense of the biblical story of Joseph. 
Considered in this light, Philo’s discussion of Joseph as a dream interpreter 
was not really out of place in a treatise presenting him as an ideal ruler.

Joseph’s Transformation from Dreamer to Dream Interpreter

From the discussion thus far, it is evident that Philo has two distinct ways 
of allegorizing Joseph: the dreamer in a deep sleep who lacks knowledge 

in the context of Plato’s figurative use of dreams and his theory of knowledge. Gallop 
describes three characteristics that are commonly associated with dreams: lack of clarity, 
incoherence, and lack of stability. He then shows that these are the same characteristics 
Plato uses to describe the inferior knowledge of the sensible world in contrast to the supe-
rior world of intelligibles. Similarly, I would like to point out that Philo also applies these 
characteristics to knowledge when he is using sleep and dreams as epistemological meta-
phors. See esp. Somn. 2.105-8, 138, 162; and Ios. 147. 
38) Cf. Plato, Meno 99c-d where the distinction between δόξα and ἐπιστήμη is related to 
politics; and Resp. 3.414d where the education of the guardians is described as a dream. 
According to D. Gallop (1971) 192, this is meant to emphasize that their early education 
‘. . . exposed them to sensible images of Beauty and other Forms, which they would see 
directly only later in life when trained in dialectic.’
39) M. Petit (1987) argues that the link between dream interpreter and statesman is literal 
whereas the notion that the most people are subject to delusion regarding the world of 
appearances is allegorical. Petit also points out that Pharaoh’s dream had significance for the 
whole country whereas the dreams of the other Egyptians only have significance for the 
individual dreamers. In this way, interpretation of a dream with impact for the whole 
nation justifies Joseph becoming a leader of that nation. 
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and the dream interpreter who possesses knowledge and thus dispels the 
dream of life for others. The question remains, however, whether these are 
just two conflicting ways Philo interpreted Joseph at different times or are 
they a part of a coherent exegetical strategy.

First of all, it is evident that Philo thought that Joseph underwent some 
kind of epistemological and ethical transformation in his life. In De som-
niis 2, Philo explains that Joseph will one day wake up from his figurative 
deep sleep and stop dreaming. Discussing the hate the brothers have for 
Joseph, Philo says that one day this hate will end when Joseph has changed 
for the better:

ἐπειδὰν δὲ πρὸς ἀμείνω βίον μεταβάλῃ καὶ μηκέτ’ ἐνυπνιάζηται μηδὲ ταῖς 
κεναῖς τῶν κενοδόξων φαντασίαις ἰλυσπώμενος κακοπαθῇ μηδὲ νύκτα 
καὶ σκότος καὶ πραγμάτων ἀδήλων καὶ ἀτεκμάρτων συντυχίας ὀνειροπολῇ, 
περιαναστὰς δὲ ἐκ τοῦ βαθέος ὕπνου διατελῇ μὲν ἐγρηγορώς . . . οἱ μὲν 
ἀδελφοὶ καταλλακτηρίους ποιήσονται συμβάσεις τὸ μῖσος εἰς φιλίαν καὶ 
τὸ κακόνουν εἰς εὔνοιαν μεταβαλόντες . . . (Somn. 2.105-8)

And whenever he (i.e. Joseph) changes his life for the better and no longer 
dreams nor suffers the vain fantasies of vainglory as he crawls along nor 
dreams of night and darkness and the events of unclear and unproven deeds, 
but after waking up from a deep slumber, continues in his wakefulness . . . then 
the brothers will make reconciliatory agreements as they change their hate to 
love and their ill-will to goodwill . . . 

It is unclear if Philo understands this change within a literal chronology, 
but it is at least evident that Philo in some sense perceived an end to the 
figurative delusions of Joseph the dreamer. At a later time, his brothers will 
cease their hate when he wakes up, as it were, from this deep sleep (ἐκ τοῦ 
βαθέοςὕπνου). This passage has not figured prominently in scholarly dis-
cussions regarding Philo’s seemingly contradictory presentations of Joseph, 
but if taken seriously, it has important consequences for the debate: Joseph 
can be presented in two different ways because he went through an major 
transformation which sharply distinguishes the two periods of his life.

One might argue that Joseph’s figurative waking up does not adequately 
account for his ability to be a leader who can interpret the figurative dream 
of life, as in De Iosepho. After all, just because one comes to a deeper state 
of knowledge does not mean that one is able to dispel the ignorance of 
others. My point throughout this article is to show that Philo’s seemingly 
contradictory presentations of Joseph are a part of a coherent scheme when 
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examined in terms of the language of sleep and dreaming. For this reason, 
it would be helpful to find passages that suggest that Joseph’s transforma-
tion made him a virtuous leader. In what follows, I will show that a strong 
case can be made for this when one examines Philo’s use of the language of 
sleep/dreaming in relation to his use of the language of mystery religion.

It is generally agreed that there is no evidence that Philo’s numerous 
references to the mysteries indicate the existence of Jewish rites similar to 
those practiced in pagan mystery cults. Instead, the mystery of which Philo 
speaks is the mystery of true philosophy (i.e. mystic Judaism). In this sense, 
Philo is similar to other Greek philosophers who consider the true myster-
ies a transformation without rites, which results in purification and divine 
knowledge.40 Although this intangible mystery was certainly a reality for 
Philo, his expressions are metaphorical to the extent that they do not refer 
to a specific ritual practice. Instead, his expressions are stylistic devices 
inherited from Plato, which he often uses to refer to a deeper understand-
ing of Scripture.41 Thus Philo’s use of mystery terminology has strong epis-
temological associations and can be used to describe a transformation of 
knowledge. It is in this way that it is similar to his use of the figurative 
language of sleep and dreaming.

Due to the epistemological associations of both sets of figurative lan-
guage, Philo can combine them. An example of this is when he is discuss-
ing Jacob’s dream of the ladder in De somniis 1. Philo explains that certain 
passages have the ability to enlighten those who are intellectually blind so 
that they do not rely exclusively on a literal reading of the text. However, 
even if one closes his mind’s eye, Moses, the high-priest, has the ability to 
open one’s eyes and reveal that which was previously hidden:

ἀλλὰ κἂν ἡμεῖς καμμύσαντες τὸ τῆς ψυχῆς ὄμμα μὴ σπουδάζωμεν ἢ μὴ 
δυνώμεθα ἀναβλέπειν, αὐτός, ὦ ἱεροφάντα, ὑπήχει καὶ ἐπιστάτει καὶ 
ἐγχρίων μή ποτε ἀπείπῃς, ἕως ἐπὶ τὸ κεκρυμμένον ἱερῶν λόγων φέγγος ἡμᾶς 
μυσταγωγῶν ἐπιδείξῃς τὰ κατάκλειστα καὶ ἀτελέστοις ἀόρατα κάλλη. 
σοὶ μὲν δὴ ταῦτα ποιεῖν ἐμπρεπές· ψυχαὶ δ’ ὅσαι θείων ἐρώτων ἐγεύσασθε, 
καθάπερ ἐκ βαθέος ὕπνου διαναστᾶσαι καὶ τὴν ἀχλὺν ἀποσκεδάσασαι 

40) E.R. Goodenough (1937) 227-241. 
41) C. Riedweg (1987) 70-115. Unfortunately, Riedweg does not address the connection 
between mystery terminology and sleep/dreaming. Also see M. Petit (1974) 153-4. Petit 
briefly mentions that Philo employs the vocabulary of mystery religion in order to describe 
Joseph as a dreamer but does not elaborate.
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πρὸς τὴν περίβλεπτον θέαν ἐπείχθητε μεθέμεναι τὸν βραδὺν καὶ μελλητὴν 
ὄκνον, ἵν’ ὅσα θεάματα καὶ ἀκούσματα τῆς ὑμετέρας ἕνεκα ὠφελείας ὁ 
ἀγωνοθέτης εὐτρέπισε κατανοήσητε. (Somn. 1.164-5)

But even if we do not hasten to look up or are not able to after we have shut 
our mind’s eye, you, Sacred Guide (i.e. Moses), you speak to us internally and 
take charge and never cease from anointing, until you initiate us into the hid-
den light and show those beautiful things which are locked up and invisible 
to those uninitiated. Indeed, it is fitting for you to do these things; and you 
souls, as many of you who have tasted divine loves, after getting up as if from 
a deep sleep and wiping the mist from your eyes, hasten to the sight which is 
admired by all as you get rid of that slow and obstructing burden, in order 
that you may understand as many sights and sounds as the judge has prepared 
for your benefit.

Words such as μυσταγωγῶν and ἀτέλεστοι are blatant appropriations of 
mystery terminology, and the imagery of light and vision also has these 
associations.42 Moses, in his role as the inspired author of the Pentateuch, 
is the mystagogue who is able to lead one into mystic initiation (i.e. a 
deeper understanding of Scripture). Most importantly for my purposes, 
this mystic transformation is described as a waking up from a deep sleep 
(ἐκ βαθέος ὕπνου). In this way, Philo is able to combine the metaphorical 
language of sleep and mystery cults because both are ways that he refers to 
epistemological transformation. Interestingly, the phrase ἐκ βαθέος ὕπνου 
is also used in the passage cited above about Joseph’s transformation.43

Moses’ role as an initiator of mystic rites is further explained in De 
gigantibus where Philo describes Moses’ own figurative initiation. Refer-
ring to a passage where Moses is said to have pitched his tent outside of the 
camp (Ex. 33.7), Philo explains that it was there that Moses learned the 
secrets of the holy mysteries.44 In doing this, Moses became not only an 
initiate (μύστης) with knowledge of the mysteries but also one capable of 
imparting this knowledge to others. In this role, he is specifically called a 

42) See Riedweg (1987) 96-8 on the mystery terminology found in this passage. Riedweg 
does not mention the figurative use of sleep. Also see Goodenough (1935) 233.
43) Philo always uses this phrase figuratively. Often, it has an epistemological connotation 
and/or refers to some kind of transformation. In addition to the passages cited above, also 
see Cher. 62; Deus. 39, 97; Abr. 70; Somn. 2.18. Cf. Wisdom of Ben Sira 22.9 and Clement 
of Alexandria, Paedagogus 1.8.66.3. 
44) Gig. 54. See Riedweg (1987) 104-5 on the mystery terminology found in this passage.
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ἱεροφάντης just as he was in Somn. 1.165 above, where he was also described 
as a μυσταγωγός. Philo’s depiction of Moses as one who underwent an 
initiation and was thus able to initiate others provides an important paral-
lel for Philo’s presentation of Joseph.

When Philo is discussing the way Joseph described his second dream in De 
somniis 2, Joseph is said to be both an initiate and an initiator of dreams:

Ἀλλ’ ὅ γε τῶν ἐνυπνίων μύστης ὁμοῦ καὶ μυσταγωγὸς θαρρεῖ λέγειν, ὅτι 
ἀνέστη τὸ αὐτοῦ δράγμα καὶ ὠρθώθη. (Somn. 2.78)

But the one who was at the same time an initiate and an initiator of dreams 
boldly says that his sheaf got up and stood straight.

The language of mystery religion is here used to describe Joseph’s roles as a 
dreamer and a dream interpreter. In other words, Philo conceives of dream 
interpretation as a kind of mystic initiation. The dreamer is the one who 
has the dream, but the dream interpreter brings the dreamer to under-
standing by interpreting his dream. As I have explained, the reason Philo 
can use the language of mystery religion in this context is that dreaming 
also has an important epistemological connotation for Philo. If this pas-
sage is read against the background of the other passages relating to Moses 
that I described above, then it is very revealing with respect to Philo’s pre-
sentation of Joseph in De Iosepho. Joseph’s ability as a leader to interpret the 
dream of life is no different from Moses’ ability to act as a mystagogue who 
can lead one into a deeper understanding of Scripture. Figuratively speaking, 
it is the product of a mystic transformation, which results not only in initia-
tion but also in the ability to lead others to a deeper state of knowledge. 
When Philo refers to Joseph as both an initiate and an initiator of dreams, he 
is admitting that Joseph embodies both of these roles since he went through 
an epistemological transformation. In other words, Joseph’s negative and 
positive associations are a part of a coherent exegetical strategy in which he is 
at one time only an initiate and at another time the initiator.

Conclusion

The purpose of this article has been to show the importance of the figura-
tive language of sleep and dreaming for Philo’s treatment of Joseph. As a 
dreamer and a dream interpreter, Joseph embodies both the negative 
 qualities of a dreamer who is subject to delusion and the positive qualities 
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of the dream interpreter who is able, as it were, to dispel the delusion of 
dreaming. While De somniis 2 and De Iosepho may each emphasize only 
one of these to the exclusion of the other, there is no reason to see these 
presentations as contradictions of substance. As I have shown, Joseph is 
understood as having undergone a transformation from ignorance to 
knowledge, which Philo expresses in terms of a figurative waking up.

I should also stress that my approach does not necessarily conflict with 
that ofscholars who have explained the differences between De somniis 2 and 
De Iosepho in terms of Philo’s audience or contemporary political motiva-
tions. There is no reason why Philo’s shift in exegetical foci might not reflect 
contemporary historical issues or the audiences to whom the texts are 
directed. My emphasis on his use of the figurative language has simply shown 
that Philo’s notion of consistency is often guided to a large extent by philo-
sophical metaphor and its relation to the content of  Scripture.
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