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Interpretation of the book of Ecclesiastes (Qohelet) has been a source of debate and dispute 

among scholars for hundreds and even thousands of years. Equally debated is the key word that 

dominates Qohelet’s text: hebel. Simply the translation of this word is debated, not to mention the 

interpretation of what it means and how it functions within the book. 

 It is the intention of this paper to build upon the critical contributions of two Qohelet scholars, 

Michael Fox and Douglas Miller and to examine how they approach the interpretation of hebel. A 

tension will emerge in their viewpoints. From this tension I would like to make the proposal that we 

must view hebel as a philosophical and theological tool for Qohelet’s master plan of deconstructing 

the world. More specifically, he is destabilizing the human experience and the lives we live “under 

the sun.” 

 For some, the mention of the term “deconstruction” in the context of biblical exegesis might 

sound alarm bells. However, a few qualifications are in order here in the introduction, and will be 

restated as the arguments develop. 

 First, the focus of this paper is to discern, as best as possible, the intentions and discourse of 

the text, itself. The focus is on Qohelet – the Qohelet we have before us in the marvelous canonical 

text. The exegesis presented will seek to understand Qohelet’s message and text, itself. 

 Second, it is critical that the reader not impose preliminary judgments about what he or she 

believes “deconstruction” is or is not. Regardless of one’s level of familiarity with this 

term/philosophy it is important to understand that this project will clearly define what aspect of 

deconstruction is being noted by Qohelet. The purpose is not to make a one-to-one comparison 

between Qohelet and deconstruction, nor is there an axe to grind one way or the other for or against 

the deconstruction cause. The goal is simply to show that deconstruction can aid us as an explanatory 

tool. 

 Finally, it will become clear as we move through the text that certain aspects of 

deconstruction are not at all new and have, in fact, been imbedded in the canonical text of Qohelet for 

a few thousand years now. Qohelet was a deconstructionist long before 20
th

 century philosophy made 

it fashionable. 

But the focus of this paper is exegetical. It is maintained that if we understand Qohelet’s 

experience as a deconstruction/destabilization of life under the sun then it brings into perspective a 

major exegetical issue that has fueled intense debate amongst Qohelet scholars: the meaning of hebel. 
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The Exegetical Challenge: The Meaning of hebel 

The interpretation of Qohelet’s key word, hebel, has been the center of active and lively 

exegetical debate in recent decades.
1
 The debate has centered primarily on translation, and it is from 

this perspective that the issue has perplexed scholarly commentators. Of the nearly 40 uses of hebel 

in Qohelet, how does one translate the word? More specifically, should all instances be translated 

with the same word, or should each specific use of hebel be treated on a case-by-case, contextual 

basis? The tension is found in bringing together two factors: (1) There seems to be a commonality to 

every use of hebel (implied by the inclusio statements of 1:2 and 12:8), while at the same time (2) 

there is incredible diversity to the specific uses of hebel by Qohelet.
2
 Miller puts this tension simply: 

“There appears to be a lack [of] consistency in the author’s way of using this term, especially as one 

attempts to relate the individual occurrences of hebel with the thematic statements of 1:2 and 12:8.”
3
 

 As one begins to examine the specific contexts of each hebel use the diversity quickly 

becomes apparent: Qohelet speaks of injustice and inequity, futility, ephemerality, and 

meaninglessness, to name a few. Each use of hebel fits a particular experience of life lived “under the 

sun.” The problem, however, is that while a translation such as “futility” or “insubstantial” might 

work well in some of the contexts in other contexts a different emphasis is clearly in view. For 

example, in 2:11 Qohelet is reflecting upon the work of his hands and his toil finding it to be hebel 

and a “chasing of the wind.” Clearly there is a “futility” or an “insubstantiality” in view. However, in 

6:1-2 it is clear that what is being discussed is not a “futile” or “insubstantial” situation, but rather a 

gross and foul inequity: God has given a man wealth and property, but God does not give the man the 

ability to enjoy it. In this passage we are witnessing an affront to Qohelet’s sense of fairness - hebel is 

used to express disgust and indignation. 

 In light of the diverse and context-specific uses of hebel Michael Fox asks the obvious 

question: 

                                                 
1
 Choon-Leon Seow notes that hebel is “the obvious starting point in the consideration of Qohelet’s content”, Ecclesiastes 

(The Anchor Bible; New York: Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc., 1997), 47. Ogden takes note of the fact that it is 

the function of hebel and not simply the frequency of its occurrences that indicates that it is as key word/concept. 

“‘Vanity’ It Certainly Is Not,” BT 38 (1987) 302. Miller speaks of the confusion in interpreting hebel and states that “its 

interpretation has become perhaps the most crucial of many challenges involved with the book of Ecclesiastes. Because of 

its central use in the book, the approach taken to hebel dramatically shapes the way the entire book is understood.” Miller, 

Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes: The Place of Hebel in Qohelet’s Work (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 

2002), 2. 
2
 See Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric, 2-15 for a summary of various positions on interpreting hebel. Generally speaking, 

Miller breaks the previous positions as: “Abstract Sense”, “Multiple Sense”, and “Single Metaphor.” 
3
 Miller, “What the Preacher Forgot: The Rhetoric of Ecclesiastes,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 62 (2000): 215-235, esp. 

233. 
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Since several qualities – ephemerality, ineffectuality, futility, and inequity – evoke the hebel-judgment, why not 

translate hebel variously as “ephemeral” or “futile” or “ineffectual” or “inequitable,” in accordance with 

context?…Ordinarily this context-sensitive approach would be unobjectionable; a word can be used in different 

ways in one text. Such an approach, however, does not work for this word in this book. The thematic declaration 

that everything is hebel and the formulaic character of the hebel-judgments imply that for Qohelet there is a 

single quality that is an attribute of the world and, further, that this quality is an attribute of the particular 

hăbālîm that Qohelet identifies by the formula “This too is a hebel.” The hebel leitmotiv disintegrates if the word 

is assigned several different meanings.
4
 

 

 In this lengthy but important quotation Fox raises the question of whether it would be best to 

take a position that hebel might have multiple meanings. This has been the approach of some 

translators/commentators who seek to draw out the richness of each context-specific use of hebel.
5
 As 

Fox notes it is certainly not inappropriate to translate the same Hebrew word with various English 

words, drawing out the richness of each different sense – but yet Fox emphatically rejects this 

approach for Qohelet’s use of hebel. Why? 

Fox points to the “thematic declaration” that everything is hebel as well as “the formulaic 

character of the hebel-judgments.” In other words, for Fox it is the text itself that is indicating that 

there is a common denominator to each instance of hebel: In the inclusio (1:2 and 12:8) Qohelet 

seems to be demanding a commonality. Fox concludes by stating his position, “To do Qohelet justice, 

we must look for a concept appropriate to all, or, failing that, the great majority, of the specific hebel-

judgments that are encompassed by the framing declaration of 1:2 and 12:8.”
6
 

In summary, then, we have observed a clear tension that emerges from the text. On the one 

hand there is a sense in which hebel has diverse and context-specific meanings that are unique to each 

use. On the other hand there is a universal sense that is true of each and every hebel statement. The 

exegetical question stated simply is this: What is the one commonality that unites all of these diverse 

and particular uses of hebel? 

 Douglas Miller, in his recent work Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes: The Place of Hebel 

in Qohelet’s Work (2002) makes a very important and profound contribution to the hebel discussion. 

Miller takes note of the tension summarized thus far and carefully constructs a literary solution to the 

tension that is rooted in an analysis of the rhetoric of Qohelet and also of Qohelet’s use of symbol and 

metaphor. Miller develops in great detail a literary and rhetorical analysis of hebel, and his thesis 

statement is well-reasoned and impressive: 

The thesis of this study is that Qohelet employs hebel as a “symbol,” an image which holds together a set of 

meanings, or “referents,” that can neither be exhausted nor adequately expressed by any single meaning. A 

                                                 
4
 Fox, “The Meaning of Hebel for Qohelet” Journal of Biblical Literature 105 (1986): 409-27, esp. 413-14. 

5
 See Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric, 8-10 for a helpful summary of those who hold to a “multiple sense” interpretation of 

hebel. 
6
 Fox, “The Meaning of Hebel for Qohelet,” 414. 
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number of different referents may be discerned for hebel in Ecclesiastes, each of which finds connection with 

some aspect of hebel’s material sense: its insubstantiality, transience, or foulness. Qohelet carefully constructs 

these metaphorical referents of hebel into a single symbol embodying them all in order to communicate the 

message that all human experience is hebel in one way or another.
7
 

 

 With such a proposal Miller intends to preserve both the unity and diversity of hebel. To 

preserve the unity of hebel Miller suggests the notion that Qohelet is using hebel as a literary symbol 

– that the “vaporous” hebel best summarizes the explorations and experiences of life under the sun. 

The result of this is that Miller is free to recognize the vast diversity of each use of hebel, which he 

summarizes into three categories: insubstantiality, transience, and foulness. 

 In order to better understand how he unites the diverse uses of hebel a few comments are in 

order to expand Miller’s understanding of a “symbol.” Miller’s succinctly defines a symbol as 

follows: “The term symbol, as used in this study, indicates a literary device which, like metaphor, 

communicates on a level beyond the most simple usage of a word or phrase.”
8
 Miller begins, then, by 

noting that a symbol, like a metaphor, goes beyond a “simple usage” of a word/phrase. In many cases 

this means that the symbol/metaphor points beyond its literal use. 

But to get a better idea of the heart of Miller’s proposal we now move into a discussion of a 

tensive symbol. Beyond merely acting like a metaphor a tensive symbol holds together a set of 

meanings. A tensive symbol is “an image which holds together a set of meanings that can neither be 

exhausted nor adequately expressed by any one referent. Whereas a metaphor has a single valency (R 

value), a tensive symbol is multivalent: it embraces several meanings at the same time.”
9
 

 The “R” in “R value” is the reference of a metaphor or symbol – that to which the 

metaphor/symbol refers. A symbol, as opposed to a metaphor, holds together several referents – 

hence it is multivalent. Miller continues this thought by noting examples of how symbols function: 

Tensive symbols may be (1) universal or archetypal, the way ocean, light, and voyage function across time and 

civilizations, (2) cultural, such as a country’s flag or cross within Christianity, and/or (3) artistic or literary, the 

presiding image within a work of art, such as the way the white whale functions in Moby Dick, or the Brooklyn 

Bridge in Hart Crane’s poem, “The Bridge.” Symbols within literature may also be cultural or archetypal 

symbol…For a tensive symbol, there is never a simple correspondence with its R-value complex. This kind of 

symbol, e.g., a flag, often functions as one of the most powerful images in a given culture. It picks up multiple 

and usually emotion-laden connotations through its use over time in a variety of contexts. It is not possible for 

Christians to give a simple explanation for what the cross represents, nor does such an explanation ever 

adequately substitute for the cross itself.
10

 

 

 A tensive symbol functions to bring together various referents, picking up “multiple and 

usually emotion-laden connotations through its use over time in a variety of contexts.” As Miller 

                                                 
7
 Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric, 15. 

8
 Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric, 44. 

9
 Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric, 44. 

10
 Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric, 44-45. 
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continues to develop his notion of a tensive symbol it becomes apparent how valuable this notion 

would be to a study of hebel. Rather than debating endlessly about the meaning or interpretation of 

hebel – a task that is truly a “chasing of the wind” – Miller’s development of a tensive symbol directs 

our attention away from meaning/interpretation and toward the function. Hebel is a symbolic 

representation of the world as Qohelet has experienced it. And just as it is not possible for a Christian 

to provide a simple explanation of what the cross represents, we encounter similar difficulties if we 

attempt to provide a simple explanation of hebel. Hebel, in a general and universal sense, holds 

together various descriptions and metaphors that describe the world in very specific and diverse 

instances.  

To further clarify we return to our example of hebel’s diversity found in 2:11 and 6:1-2. If we 

apply Miller’s idea of a tensive symbol to this instance we find that hebel acts symbolically – a 

“vaporous” symbol – to represent both the futility/insubstantiality of 2:11 as well as the foul and 

repulsive inequality witnessed in 6:1-2. This is true of hebel in the same way that it might be true of 

how the symbol of the cross holds together several diverse notions: redemption, freedom, and even 

the death of self. These diverse notions may not, in and of themselves, have a unifying commonality. 

And yet the cross, functioning symbolically, holds together these diverse notions. In a similar way 

hebel acts as a tensive symbol and holds together Qohelet’s diverse observations of human 

experience and meaning – observations which, in and of themselves, might not have a unifying or 

universal commonality. 

 Miller’s proposal leads us to a profound and intriguing insight into hebel: He leads us away 

from an obsession with meaning and interpretation and introduces an emphasis on function. It is the 

function of hebel that matters more than meaning or interpretation. This is not to minimize 

discussions related to interpretation/meaning. After all, at some point the translator must face a 

decisive moment and choose a word or words that will best represent hebel, and by extension 

decisively shade the tone and meaning of Qohelet. However, Miller’s insightful literary treatment 

underlines the point that hebel’s function is the primary element of focus in this decisive instance of 

interpretation, and without considering the function of hebel one cannot do justice to the meaning of 

hebel. They are, in fact, bound up with each other. 

 Miller’s careful study certainly warrants equally careful study and attentiveness, but at this 

point we must question whether or not Miller has addressed Fox’s concern. Fox’s challenge was to 

find a common denominator: something that is true of every use of hebel by Qohelet: “Qohelet’s 

statement ‘all is hebel’ strongly implies that there is some meaning common to the various 
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occurrences of the term.”
11

 For Fox we must find a commonality that instantiates each occurrence of 

hebel. Note, however, that for Fox the commonality is “strongly implied.” In Rereading Fox actually 

acknowledges the possibility that hebel might possibly be used as a multivalent label – the position 

that Miller takes up and develops in detail. However, as soon as Fox takes up this possibility, 

however, he rejects it. A careful look at the following quotation makes this clear: 

If Qohelet were saying, “X is transitory; Y is futile; Z is trivial,” then the summary, “All is hebel” would be 

meaningless. Indeed, it would be specious reasoning or a rhetorical device – arguing from disparate categories 

that share only a multivalent label. To do Qohelet justice, we must look for a concept that applies to all 

occurrences, or, failing that, to the great majority of them. Then the summary statement “all is hebel can use the 

word in the sense established in the particulars.
12

 

 

Note that Fox speaks of “a rhetorical device” and a “multivalent label” in a very similar way 

that Miller does in his work. But Fox rejects Miller’s approach, and the interpretation of hebel as a 

rhetorical device or a multivalent label. However, Fox does not expand his argument in any depth 

except to point to the inclusio statements in 1:2 and 12:8 and find in them a strong implication for a 

common denominator for each, diverse hebel use. 

 For Miller the question of a common denominator for all hebel uses is unimportant. There is 

no, one commonality to all instances of hebel. When Qohelet states in 1:2 and 12:8 that “all is hebel” 

he is referring to the totality of human existence – the human experience as a whole. Thus Miller can 

do justice to the diversity of each context-specific instance of hebel, while not committing to finding 

one meaning that is common to them all: 

By use of a symbol, Qoheleth is able to employ hebel with different meanings, to declare that, like a vapor, some 

things are transient, other things are insubstantial, and still others are foul (or evil). He can also hold forth hebel 

at the beginning and the end of his treatise as a figure representing the totality of human existence and 

experience: all is hebel, all is vapor. In one image, then, the term hebel symbolizes, summarizes, and embraces 

the complexity of human experience.
13

 

 

 A tensive symbol, then, holds together diverse meanings/metaphors without the need for 

finding a universal meaning that applies to each instance. Miller’s argument rests solely on the 

literary and rhetorical function of hebel as a tensive symbol. He convincingly argues on literary and 

rhetorical grounds hebel is best viewed as a tensive symbol, and if it is a tensive symbol then the 

quest for a meaning common to all of the diverse hebel instances found in Qohelet fades into the 

background as irrelevant. 

 So, by way of summary we have noted a major exegetical challenge: to reconcile the many, 

diverse instances of hebel with the universal declarations of 1:2 and 12:8 that “all is hebel.” Fox’s 

                                                 
11

 Fox, “The Meaning of Hebel for Qohelet,” 411. 
12

 Fox, A Time to Tear Down & A Time to Build Up: A Rereading of Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 1999), 36. 
13

 Miller, “What the Preacher Forgot: The Rhetoric of Ecclesiastes,” 221. 
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challenge is to search for a common denominator that is found in all of the various uses of hebel. 

Miller’s approach is a literary and rhetorical one whereby he views hebel as a tensive symbol – a 

“vaporous” image that brings together represent the variety of meanings and metaphors used to 

describe the vast diversity of human experiences. As such, there is no need to find a commonality for 

all uses of hebel – hebel is functioning symbolically. We note, again, that Miller has turned our 

attention towards the function of hebel. Is Fox’s challenge legitimate? Or has Miller reduced the 

challenge to irrelevancy? 

 I would like to first note agreement with Miller. As noted above, I applaud the fact that Miller 

has turned our attention towards the function of hebel. As we will see, this is a critical step. I also 

believe that Miller has convincingly demonstrated that hebel is functioning as a tensive symbol. 

Miller’s arguments in this area are convincing and textually well founded with the result that I would 

agree with Miller that we are not obligated to look for a commonality that instantiates every hebel 

use. That is, the burden of proof has been effectively removed and this weighty burden has been 

lifted. 

 However, to say that the burden of proof has shifted or that the obligation has been removed 

does not mean that there is not a commonality. To say that hebel is a tensive symbol that does not 

require a commonality for all, specific uses in Qohelet only means that we need not obsess with 

finding that commonality. But it may still be that there is a common denominator for all hebel uses. 

And that is precisely what the remainder of this paper will proceed to demonstrate. 

 While I find agreement with Miller’s general approach of viewing hebel as a tensive symbol I 

would like to suggest that Fox’s challenge can still be met. The means for meeting that challenge 

emerges from Miller’s own study on hebel and his direction of our attention towards the function of 

hebel. But whereas Miller has focused on the literary function of hebel, I would like to focus on the 

philosophical and theological function of hebel. There is, in fact, a common philosophical function of 

hebel that is true of all diverse uses of hebel. It is a function of destabilization that shows strong 

parallels with the contemporary formulations of deconstruction. In one way or another each hebel use 

is functioning to destabilize and deconstruct the world, or, more specifically the human experience of 

life “under the sun.” I will demonstrate this by examining each use of hebel by Qohelet, and grouping 

together similar categories. But before examining the particulars in the text it would be appropriate to 

briefly review and understand the concepts of deconstruction that show parallels to Qohelet. As noted 

in the introduction it is not the purpose of this paper to note a one-to-one equivalency between 

Qohelet and deconstruction. Given the contextual and historical distance between Qohelet and 
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contemporary deconstructionists such a comparison would almost certainly appear forced and 

contrived. Rather, the objective of this paper is simply to take note of concepts within deconstruction 

that aid us in our understanding of Qohelet and his remarkable use of hebel as a powerful 

philosophical and theological tool. 

 

Hebel as a Functional Destabilizer – Defining the Terms 

 The aspect of deconstruction that shows the closest parallel to Qohelet’s philosophical and 

theological notion of hebel is that of stability. One thing that emerges out of deconstructive 

philosophers, particularly that of Jacques Derrida, is that on the one hand we have a desire and a need 

to pursue the stable – to fix the world into something that we can interpret with conclusiveness. On 

the other hand the world itself is unstable – real life is constantly shifting and changing. The result is 

that whenever we try to press a stable interpretation on the world the world shifts and changes, 

resulting in a destabilization of our position. In short, there is a built-in instability in the world. The 

following comments will flesh this out a bit. 

 The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy attempts to define and outline deconstruction and 

the deconstructive task as follows: 

A demonstration of the incompleteness of a philosophical position using concepts and principles of argument 

whose meaning and use is legitimized only by that philosophical position. A deconstruction is thus a kind of 

internal conceptual critique in which the critic implicitly and provisionally adheres to the position criticized. The 

early work of Derrida is the source of the term and provides paradigm cases of its referent.
14

 

 

 The first thing we notice is that deconstruction is working from the inside. Deconstruction, as 

taken from the early work of Derrida, seeks to simply notice the deconstruction that is taking place 

within a thing itself. Deconstruction, on its own claim, is not so much a method that one applies, as 

much as it is something that emerges from the instability that is built in to a thing. John Caputo, a 

theologian that has echoed some of Derrida’s themes, elaborates on this: 

The very meaning and mission of deconstruction is to show that things – texts, institutions, traditions, societies, 

beliefs, and practices of whatever size and sort you need – do not have definable meanings and determinable 

missions, that they are always more than any mission would impose, that they exceed the boundaries they 

currently occupy. What is really going on in things, what is really happening, is always to come. Every time you 

try to stabilize the meaning of a thing, to fix it in its missionary position, the thing itself, if there is anything at 

all, slips away.
15

 

 

                                                 
14

 Michael Hallett, “Deconstruction” The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy 2nd Edition Gen. Ed. Robert Audi (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 209. 
15

 John D. Caputo, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida (New York: Fordham University 

Press, 1997), 31. 
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 Here Caputo points out the scope of deconstruction: It is applied in a very general way across 

a broad spectrum of human thought and life. Qohelet, like a deconstructionist, also applies his 

destabilizing observations over the vast plain of human existence. Also note that in the above quote 

there is the issue of stabilization: The attempt at stabilization so often seems to fail us. In fact, in this 

quote Caputo states that things, by their very nature, cannot be fixed. This is so much the case that as 

soon as we fix something it “slips away.” Such is the impossible nature of fixing and stabilizing.
16

 

 For Qohelet the one common denominator in all hebel instances is that he is destabilizing the 

human experience as well as things, concepts, ideas, or institutions that accompany the human 

experience. Hence, we will notice that whenever we encounter a hebel we can be assured that 

Qohelet is, in some way, destabilizing his audience.
17

 This is a destabilization that is deeply 

philosophical and theological, for what goes along with a destabilized world is that interpretations of 

that world are also unstable. Fox comments: 

Qohelet is not so much contradicting himself as observing contradictions in the world. To him they seem to be 

antinomies, two equally valid but contradictory principles. He does not resolve these antinomies, but only 

describes them, bemoans them, and suggests how to live in such a refractory world.
18

… We should listen to the 

uneasy dissonances that ring in his attitudes and worldview. The contradictions may reside in the world itself. 

Qohelet just describes things the way he sees them.
19

 

 

 Here Fox speaks of “contradictions,” and such contradictions are inherent in the world itself – 

we cannot escape them because they seem to be built into the fabric of reality. One way in which this 

occurs is that Qohelet seems to be observing not just the world, but the world as a system contains 

such contradictions. Fox expands this thought: 

Qohelet is extending the meaning of this word because he is probing not so much the reasonableness of human 

actions as the reasonableness of the system in which they occur.
20

… Underlying Qohelet’s hebel-judgments is 

the assumption that the system that relates to outcome should be rational. For Qohelet, this means that actions 

should reliably produce appropriate consequences. Qohelet stubbornly expects this to happen; see 3:17; 5:5; 

7:17; 8:12b-13. He believes in the rule of divine justice. This is why he does not resign himself to injustice, but 

is continually shocked by it. It clashes with his belief that the world must work equitably. Injustices are offensive 

to reason. And the individual absurdities are not mere abnormalities. Their absurdity infects the entire system, 

making everything absurd.
21

 

 

                                                 
16

 I would note again here that I am not attempting to make a one-to-one comparison between Qohelet and Derrida, 

Caputo, or any other deconstructionist. In this particular quote I am simply taking note of the fact that Qohelet, like 

deconstructionists sees in the world a great deal of instability, and that this instability is built in to the fabric of reality and 

human existence. 
17

 In Miller’s analysis of Qohelet’s rhetoric Miller takes note of the destabilization aspect found in Qohelet: “Qohelet 

moves to destabilize the symbol and belief system of his audience… he adopts a strategy which is largely indirect, and 

which employs destabilization as a major tool.” Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric, 165. 
18

 Fox, Rereading, 3. 
19

 Fox, Rereading, 26. 
20

 Fox, “The Meaning of Hebel for Qohelet”, 425. 
21

 Fox, Rereading, 49. 
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 By extension, the instability that is built into the world and the system of our world subjects 

all of our interpretations of that world to the same instability. Seow provides a summary of Qohelet’s 

thought, and connects the fact that both the world and our interpretations of it are unstable: 

“Observing all that happens, all that God has done, one realizes that no human can discern the 

rationale of it all (8:16-17).  So this is the situation in which mortals find themselves.  They live in an 

arbitrary world over which they have no control and about which they do not understand.”
22

 

 Fox also makes a connection between the unstable world and our inability to stabilize our 

understanding of it: 

Wisdom falls short of the grand goals that Qohelet (sharing the attitudes of the more conventional sages) sets for 

it. This failure is due not so much to the inherent feebleness of human intellect as to the cussedness of life. An 

absurd world thwarts understanding. Qohelet’s complaints are not an attack on wisdom, but a complaint against 

life on wisdom’s behalf.
23

 

 

 The above make is clear why Qohelet would seek to destabilize wisdom. Wisdom would seek 

to stabilize and seek to exclude the unstable. And this would bring us back to deconstruction. 

Returning to Caputo: “Whenever it runs up against a limit, deconstruction presses against it. 

Whenever deconstruction finds a nutshell – a secure axiom or a pithy maxim – the very idea is to 

crack it open and disturb this tranquility.”
24

 

 Finally, it must be noted that both for deconstruction and for Qohelet there is not simply a 

focus on the unstable at the expense of the stable. Rather, it is noticing how the two are 

interconnected. The person who would focus exclusively on instability would be making the same 

mistake as those who would only strive for the stable. The mistake is to dichotomize the two and only 

recognize one or the other as superior. For Qohelet, as for the deconstructionist, the point is to 

recognize that the one cannot exist without the other. Gary Gutting comments on Derrida: “Despite 

our relentless failure to attain perfect meaning and truth, all our thought and language is based on the 

assumption of and drive for such meaning and truth.”
25

 Similarly, Barry Stocker notes, “The urge to 

                                                 
22

 Seow, Ecclesiastes, 51. Also crf. Fox, Rereading, 104: “Two passages in particular are important because of their 

programmatic nature: 1:13f., in which Qohelet says what he intended to do, and 8:16f., in which he looks back to report 

on what he accomplished…” 
23

 Fox, Rereading, 92. Also crf. page 86 where Fox makes some interesting observations about Qohelet’s epistemology 

that are germane to the issue of stabilizing interpretation. Amongst other things, Fox notes that for Qohelet, “no human 
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bring the absolute into presence, to have truth and being immediately before us, is necessary for there 

to be thought and for there to be language.”
26

  

 Caputo summarizes this situation as “an impossible fix”: 

One might even say, maybe it has already been said, that “the experience of the impossible,” being in an 

impossible fix, is just what deconstruction is all about…Deconstruction is the relentless pursuit of the 

impossible, which means, of things whose possibility is sustained by their impossibility, of things which, instead 

of being wiped out by their impossibility, are actually nourished and fed by it.
27

 

 

 I believe that it is to this impossible fix that Qohelet is speaking to. Qohelet is undertaking a 

project of destabilization using hebel as his definitive term. This is, in a very broad sense, a 

philosophical project. Qohelet is speaking to the entirety of human experiences and commenting on 

existence as a whole. It is also theological because Qohelet’s commentary centers on the experience 

of living life in light of the reality of God’s existence and interest in the world. Qohelet’s 

observations are God-centered. 

Qohelet’s project is to take note of the instability that is built into the world and our encounter 

with it. Again, this is not so much a method of destabilization as much as it is a recognition of an 

instability that is already present in our world: the world is unstable and it is permeated by instances 

of hebel. The destabilization, then, is nothing that Qohelet is doing. Rather, it is something that he is 

exposing and bringing to light. 

 This paper began by noting an exegetical tension: Hebel is used by Qohelet in many diverse 

ways that seem unconnected, and yet Fox’s challenge was to reconcile these diverse uses with the 

inclusio of 1:2 and 12:8 – to find the commonality that binds all of the diverse uses together. Miller’s 

solution to this exegetical tension is to simply note that there is no tension – that Qohelet is using 

hebel, not as a term that denotes a common meaning to all uses, but as a symbol whose function is to 

bring together and represent the entirety of human existence. 

 We then noted, in a very general way the parallels between deconstruction and Qohelet. These 

parallels center on the idea of destabilization: That Qohelet is destabilizing the world and human 

experiences. More specifically, Qohelet is taking note of an instability that is built into the world. 

Thus, when Qohelet applies the term hebel he is, in some way, destabilizing the human experience 

and the world in which we find ourselves. 

 If this proposal is correct then it we could both recognize Miller’s contribution – that 

interpretation of hebel is a matter of function – and also answer Fox’s challenge to find a 
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commonality to all the diverse uses of hebel. This would be done, I suggest, by noting that hebel is 

functioning as a literary tensive symbol and also that hebel is functioning philosophically and 

theologically as a destabilizer. Hence the common denominator, true of each use of hebel is that 

Qohelet is noting an instability that destabilizes the human existence and experience under the sun. 

This commonality, then, expands on Miller’s idea of function, but does so in such a way that we can 

say there exists a property that is true of each and every use of hebel. We can do this while at the 

same time recognizing the rich diversity of each use of hebel. That is, we can recognize hebel as a 

philosophical/theological destabilizer while not, necessarily, committing ourselves to reading the 

same meaning into each use of hebel. The success of this project, however, still hinges on an 

examination of the details of the text. At this point, then, we shift from a general discussion to a 

detailed engagement with the text in order to observe how in every hebel use there is a commonality 

of destabilization. 

 

Hebel as a Functional Destabilizer – Analyzing the Text 

 The following analysis will seek to group various occurrences of hebel in Qohelet that bear 

similar destabilizing characteristics. The following categories are by no means concrete or absolute, 

and many of the classifications overlap. In a few cases, that I think are significant, I have taken note 

of the overlap. The purpose of these groupings is to bring out the various aspects of human 

experience that Qohelet finds unstable. He is destabilizing these areas by simply noting something 

crucial about them. As mentioned previously, Qohelet is not so much destabilizing/deconstructing a 

thing, as much as he is bringing to the forefront the instability that lies within the thing itself. The 

aggregate effect of all of this is to unfold one of Qohelet’s primary points: That life as a whole is 

unstable. 

 

“All is hebel” 

 There are many hebel statements that concern life in its totality. There has been much 

scholarly discussion related to the “all” (lKo) of these sweeping statements. For the current purposes 

we will simply make note of the fact that “all” need not refer to each and every aspect of human 

experience. While it may be the case that the reference is to each and every aspect of reality it seems 

more likely that in these instances Qohelet is merely taking a macro look at life in its totality. In 

either scenario the effect on our present project is the same in that human experience is being 
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destabilized. The first two passages that fall into this category are the inclusio, which have been 

mentioned above: 

1:2 "Vanity of vanities," (‘~ylib'h] lbeÛh]) says the Preacher, "Vanity of vanities! All is vanity" (lb,h'( lKoïh; ~yliÞb'h] lbeîh]). 
12:8 "Vanity of vanities," (~yli²b'h] lbeóh]) says the Preacher, "all is hebel!" 
 

 These have also been called “framing statements.” As previously discussed, the positioning 

(at the beginning and end of the text) and phrasing of these verses imply that there is a certain 

commonality to each instance of hebel. Additionally, they reinforce to the reader that despite the 

positive experiences found in life – of which Qohelet acknowledges and at times praises – the totality 

of human experiences is nonetheless dominated by a world of hebel – a world of instability and 

uncertainty. 

 Other instances of this type are as follows: 

1:14 I have seen all the works which have been done under the sun, and behold, all is hebel and striving after 

wind. 

6:12 For who knows what is good for a man during his lifetime, during the few years of his hebel life? He will 

spend them like a shadow. For who can tell a man what will be after him under the sun? 

9:9 Enjoy life with the woman whom you love all the days of your hebel life which He has given to you under 

the sun; for this is your reward in life and in your toil in which you have labored under the sun. 

11:8 Indeed, if a man should live many years, let him rejoice in them all, and let him remember the days of 

darkness, for they will be many. Everything that is to come will be hebel. 

11:10 So, remove grief and anger from your heart and put away pain from your body, because childhood and the 

prime of life are hebel. 

 

Note in 11:10 that it is youth that is primarily in view: Youth is being judged hebel. However 

I include it in the category of “all is hebel” because in context Qohelet is praising youth as a 

paradigmatic opportunity to enjoy life and to seize the moments and opportunities for pleasure. All 

that life has to offer opens up to the young, and the ability to grab all the gusto of life is within one’s 

reach. As such I interpret Qohelet as destabilizing the quintessential paradigm of life: Even when 

living life to the full is at one’s fingertips the world is no less stable and the things that one seizes 

today may be gone tomorrow. In fact, the reality of old age will one day replace youth. (crf. 12:1) 

This is the unpleasant reality of life and further destabilizes human existence. Furthermore, I take 

11:8 and 11:10 as a package deal: everything that follows youth is hebel, and youth itself is hebel. 

The implication is that all of life is unstable. Chapter 11, for all of its praise for youth still contains 

words of caution to be on guard against the uncertain.
28
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The Royal Experiment 

 Despite the fact that life in its totality or the system of the world as we know it may be hebel 

and unstable, there seems to be something built inside of us that believes that there is some escape. 

That if we could reach the top of the food chain we could make our own rules and define our own 

reality. It is in the Royal Experiment that Qohelet turns his philosophical attention to this question: 

What if we gained the whole world? Surely there is an escape from hebel if a person has at his or her 

disposal all that life has to offer. 

 Qohelet examines several areas of life that many would consider to be the penultimate of 

human existence: achievement/status, toil, pleasure, and wisdom/knowledge. Qohelet takes the 

Solomonic vantage point – the king who has the world at his fingertips. Qohelet destabilizes this 

experience by noting some instabilities that are built into these things: death equalizes the wise and 

the fool (2:12-16, 21) and also the equalizes the accomplished as well as those with nothing to show 

for their efforts (2:18-19, 21). Pleasure is destabilized because it simply does not accomplish 

anything (2:1-2).  

This type of destabilizing emerges rather frequently in Qohelet’s experience. More 

specifically, Qohelet notes an instability built into an experience of life that is based on some sort of 

deficiency: The wise and the accomplished must leave their wisdom and projects to others who may, 

quite likely, turn out to be fools. Similarly Qohelet notes very pointedly that pleasure doesn’t 

“do/accomplish” (hf'[') anything. However, in the Royal Experiment there is also a very fascinating 

deconstructive force at work when we gain the whole world: We expect there to be more than there is 

– Our expectations are greater than this things can deliver. 

This destabilizing motif is also present in other areas, but in the Royal Experiment it is crucial 

to understand in order to realize the extent to which Qohelet is deconstructing the person who has 

gained the whole world. There is an expectation that the possession of pleasure, achievement, toil, 

and wisdom would yield more that it does. The fact that it fails to deliver on this expectation is what 

makes it a “chasing of the wind” (x;Wr tW[r>). There is a sense that there should be something more. 

Fox summarizes this sense of expectation: “The quality of absurdity does not inhere in a being, act, or 

event in and of itself (though these may, be extension, be called absurd), but rather in the tension 

between a certain reality and a framework of expectations.”
29

 

Along with the presence of the “chasing wind” phrase that occurs 4 times in the Royal 

Experiment there is also the “portion”/“profit” distinction, and it is in this distinction that we see most 
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clearly the destabilization that is taking place.
30

 In 2:10-11 Qohelet notes that although he has 

achieved a heleq (“portion” ql,xe) he has failed to gain a yitron (“profit” !Art.yI). The heleq is what 

Qohelet received from toil/accomplishment/pleasure/wisdom after investing time and energy into it: 

He received what was due him from his investment. As we will note below, it is not always the case 

that these things will deliver a heleq. One may invest themselves in something and it could fail to 

deliver. However, in the Royal Experiment Qohelet receives all that is due him, but what is missing is 

a yitron – a profit. These things may deliver what is expected from them, but there is nothing more.  

What more is Qohelet looking for? Well, this is not entirely clear, but what is most obvious is 

that it relates to a certain existential expectation. We see this in the fact that because Qohelet fails to 

gain a yitron he “hates” (anEf') both “life” (~yYIx;) and his labor (lm'[') (see 2:17-18). He seems to be 

experiencing existential anxiety and some sort of depression. This existential element is very 

important to this section, and the fact that one could hate such a seemingly charmed life further 

underscores how easily destabilized life truly is – even the life of one who has all things at their 

disposal and has accomplished things that most men only dream of. One may gain the whole world 

but lose the joy in their soul. 

The result of Qohelet destabilizing this persona is that there seems no hope for anyone else 

who would seek to escape the instability of hebel. If gaining the whole world still subjects one to 

hebel – and in such a way as to lead to despair! – then there seems to be little hope for anyone else to 

escape the destabilization. This is not to say, however, that one cannot find true meaning and 

enjoyment. The point of the Royal Experiment is simply to destabilize the fantasy that leads us to 

believe that if we gain the whole world somehow we have “gained” (yitron) something. This is one of 

many absolute formulas that Qohelet picks apart throughout his text. 

 

Destabilizing from the Inside 

 We will briefly note two examples, both economic, where Qohelet destabilizes a thing by 

noting something that is intrinsic to it. Specifically, that the driving force behind economy – the 

desire to get ahead and the love of money – are the very things that undercut economy: 

4:4 I have seen that every labor and every skill which is done is the result of rivalry between a man and his 

neighbor. This too is hebel and striving after wind. 

5:10 He who loves money will not be satisfied with money, nor he who loves abundance with its income. This 

too is hebel. (NAS) 
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 In 4:4 Qohelet exposes that the very thing that fuels “labor” (lm'[') and “skill” (!Arv.Ki) is also 

the thing that undoes it. He destabilizes the morality of economy simply by pointing out that it is 

envy that pushes economy forward.  

 A similar dynamic takes place with the love of money – there is something that is intrinsic to 

it that undermines it. Those who love money will never be satisfied by money. The thing being 

destabilized here is the “love of money” (‘@s,K,’ bheîao). Ironically, it is that very love of money that 

continues to drive a person in such a way that they are never satisfied. It is a cruel irony and one that 

deeply destabilizes the pursuit of wealth. 

Whether or not he is correct in the moral implications of these economic observations is, of 

course, beside the point. For purposes of this paper it is sufficient to point out that Qohelet is 

continuing on in his quest to destabilize various aspects of human experience, and that in some cases 

he destabilizes a thing from the inside and uses something intrinsic to that thing as its own undoing. 

 

Human Meaning 

 There are three passages in this section that deal with the meaning of human beings. The first 

two destabilize language and the third destabilizes the man/animal distinction: 

5:7 For in many dreams and in many words there is hebel. Rather, fear God.
 

6:11 For there are many words which increase hebel. What then is the advantage to a man? 

3:19 For the fate of the sons of men and the fate of beasts is the same. As one dies so dies the other; indeed, they 

all have the same breath and there is no advantage for man over beast, for all is hebel. 

 

 5:7 and 6:11 deal with “words” (rb'D'). I take this to be a reference to the linguistic capabilities 

of human beings. Language and communication is one of the chief distinctions of humanity. And it is 

primarily (if not exclusively) through language that we construct meaning. By destabilizing language 

Qohelet is deconstructing human meaning, itself – a major aspect of the human experience. 

 The third verse destabilizes human meaning by blurring the lines between man and animal. 

The fates of men and animals are one and the same – death swallows both – what then is the 

advantage that a man has over an animal? Human meaning is bound up together with a distinction 

over and above that of animals. Meaning in this area is predicated upon a certain separation and 

priority over the animal. If this priority disintegrates then meaning begins to unravel with it. 

 Once again, we could debate the legitimacy of Qohelet’s claims, and in many cases this is 

easily done because Qohelet often simply states his viewpoint with little or no explanation. However, 
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for the present purposes we are merely noticing that Qohelet’s modus operandi is to apply the label or 

symbol of hebel to those aspects of human experience that he is destabilizing. 

 

The Singular Example of hebel 

 The previous category of human meaning is a very general and abstract concept. In the 

following verses Qohelet levels the hebel judgment against singular, isolated examples: lonely labor, 

an unappreciated ruler, the inability to enjoy riches/wealth/honor.  Each scenario is specific, the result 

of Qohelet making an observation of life that he has gathered by what seems to be first hand 

observation: 

4:7 Then I looked again at hebel under the sun.  

4:8 There was a certain man without a dependent, having neither a son nor a brother, yet there was no end to all 

his labor. Indeed, his eyes were not satisfied with riches and he never asked, "And for whom am I laboring and 

depriving myself of pleasure?" This too is hebel and it is a grievous task.  

4:16 There is no end to all the people, to all who were before them, and even the ones who will come later will 

not be happy with him, for this too is hebel and striving after wind.  

6:2 a man to whom God has given riches and wealth and honor so that his soul lacks nothing of all that he 

desires; yet God has not empowered him to eat from them, for a foreigner enjoys them. This is hebel and a 

severe affliction. (NAS) 

 

We take note, then, of various examples that appear to be isolated instances of hebel; sundry 

observations that Qohelet makes of instability. These various scenarios destabilize the reader. In 4:7, 

8 a lonely man with no son or close relative toils away and is surrounded by riches and yet all of his 

toil seems meaningless without the meaningful connection of family. In 4:16 we see the bitter end to 

a ruler who had served his people well, and yet he remains unappreciated. 6:2 exposes a scenario 

whereby a man gains riches/wealth/honor only to find himself unable to enjoy or use them – perhaps 

because they have been taken from him, though the specific reason is unclear. 

These instances raise an interesting question: If events had gone the other way would their 

lives have escaped hebel? If the hebel judgment is leveled against a specific scenario – a life 

experience gone bad – then it seems as though there are some who would escape this hebel. For 

example, what if the lonely man had, in fact, a close companion. If he had a son or brother to enjoy 

his prosperity and inherit his wealth then he would have escaped hebel. This is most certainly true, 

and this brings out another equally fascinating aspect of Qohelet’s destabilizing project: It is the 

possibility of hebel that destabilizes life as a whole. In other words, the mere possibility of such 

specific and isolated scenarios renders the whole of life unstable. We each face the prospect of 

running into hebel at any turn of life. 
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The three verses listed below are examples that I consider to fit the category of the singular 

example of hebel. However, each of the following cases contain some interpretive issues and 

interpretation of Qohelet’s precise aim in these passages contains some ambiguity: 

6:4 for it comes in hebel and goes into obscurity; and its name is covered in obscurity. 

6:9 What the eyes see is better than what the soul desires. This too is hebel and a striving after wind. 

7:6 For as the crackling of thorn bushes under a pot, So is the laughter of the fool; And this too is hebel. 
 

Deed/Consequence 

 In some ways this category is also a continuation of the previous one. Many of these also 

appear to be isolated and singular examples of hebel that undercut the whole of human experience. 

And yet these examples are distinct because they concern the connection between deed and 

consequence – that fortune should follow the righteous while ruin should follow the wicked. Mark 

Sneed, who has written on more than one occasion on deconstruction and Qohelet makes the 

following observation: 

Qohelet’s most deconstructive feat is his questioning of the contemporary formulation of retribution. The 

Germans call it the deed/consequence connection (Tun-Ergehen-Zusammenhang), that is, a person’s behavior is 

connected with his fortune…Qohelet’s method in deconstructing this notion of retribution consists of 

challenging two related dichotomies: wisdom/folly and righteousness/wickedness. He does this by demonstrating 

that the contemporary definitions do not fit reality…deed and consequence are already built into the definition of 

the Hebrew words ‘wise’, ‘righteous’, ‘fool’, and ‘wicked’. Qoheleth then demonstrates that the opposite than 

expected fate often resulted. So, if the righteous receive what the wicked should expect are they really 

‘righteous’?…Qohelet shows how its formulation deconstructs.
31

 

 

 Simply put, for Qohelet there are specific observations of instances when good things happen 

to bad people and bad things happen to good people. This aspect of reality is a highly destabilizing 

feature, and one that Qohelet specifically ties to his hebel symbol in the following verses: 

7:15 I have seen everything during my lifetime of hebel; there is a righteous man who perishes in his 

righteousness and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his wickedness.  

8:10 So then, I have seen the wicked buried, those who used to go in and out from the holy place, and they are 

soon forgotten in the city where they did thus. This too is hebel.  

8:14 There is hebel which is done on the earth, that is, there are righteous men to whom it happens according to 

the deeds of the wicked. On the other hand, there are evil men to whom it happens according to the deeds of the 

righteous. I say that this too is hebel. 

 

 Fox’s formulation of Qohelet’s hebel has focused on drawing a parallel with Albert Camus’ 

notion of the absurd. Fox makes the following observation: 

Hebel for Qohelet, like “absurd” for Camus, is not merely incongruous or ironic; it is oppressive, even tragic. 

The divorce between act and result is the reality upon which human reason founders; it robs human actions of 

significance and undermines morality. For Qohelet hebel is an injustice, partly synonymous with ra‘ah, 

“inequity, injustice” (see 6:1-2; 9:3; cf. 2:21; 4:8).
32 
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 For Qohelet, then, this “oppressive” and “tragic” aspect of human experience is a 

destabilizing feature. It breaks down the formulaic distinction between the righteous and the wicked 

and creates uncertainty as to what circumstances we expect will attend to certain moral behaviors. 

 It is also appropriate to briefly comment on Fox’s appreciation for the thought of Camus and 

his notion of the absurd. Fox draws upon Camus because of the similarities that he sees between 

Camus’ notion of the absurd and Qohelet’s notion of hebel. Fox, himself, will point out that 

translating hebel as “absurd” may not work in each and every instance.
33

 However, he nonetheless 

sees a close enough approximation between the two concepts to employ Camus’ notion of the absurd 

as an explanatory tool for better understanding Qohelet’s hebel.  

A similar project has been undertaken in this section of the paper: To better understand the 

function of hebel by drawing out a similarity with deconstruction. Qohelet is deconstructing the world 

through a process of destabilization. He is destabilizing the world simply by bringing to light the 

instability that is inherent to it. Simply stated, he is simply stating what is already there. Qohelet 

states the obvious. If this section has successfully demonstrated that Qohelet’s hebel is functioning to 

destabilize, then I think that it also gives us ample reason to consider that there may be benefits to 

incorporating elements of deconstructive philosophy into biblical studies. 

 

Conclusion 

 To some in biblical studies it may seem radical to state that we can incorporate elements of 

deconstruction into biblical exegesis. But if this paper has been successful in its aim, then this claim 

is far less controversial than it may seem at first. What we have seen in this paper is that viewing 

Qohelet as a destabilizer brings sense to the philosophical and theological function of hebel. This 

expands the work of Miller who focused on literary function. But all that this means is simply that 

Qohelet, himself, was some form of a deconstructionist long before it was it was fashionable to do so. 

And that would simply mean that deconstruction has been around long before Jacques Derrida and 

others who have expressed similar sentiments. This is not to say there is a one-to-one comparison, but 

it is simply to note that there are some important parallels in thought and that some of the 

contributions of deconstruction help us understand Qohelet, and that, conversely, some of the 

contributions of Qohelet might also help us to better understand deconstructionists. 
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 But above all this has been an exegetical journey and the findings of this paper stand or fall 

upon the exegesis of Qohelet. Fox’s challenge was to find a common denominator for each hebel use. 

The proposition put forth here is that this challenge can be met by expanding Miller’s thesis of 

literary/rhetorical function into the domain of philosophy and theology. Whereas Miller focused on 

the literary/rhetorical of hebel as a tensive symbol that holds together several referents this paper has 

aimed to show that hebel is also functioning as a destabilizer. Qohelet puts to use this destabilizer as 

he deconstructs his world and brings to the surface the instabilities that are a part of this unstable 

world. 


