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Abstract:  

Aesop’s fables have traditionally conveyed timeless teachings through animal figures acting as people, meaning personification. 

But, here comes the question of relevance. Could animals’ metaphors still be relevant and applicable in this era of our ingrained 

technological culture and fast-paced life? This research paper argues that the explanations for these stories should not just be taken 

literally, and hence must change as the world evolves, thereby adapting to the changing environment which will lead to practical 

interpretations. 

By using findings from literary analysis and reviewing scholarly articles on Aesop’s fables, this research paper discusses how our 

contemporary understanding of both animals and humanity has changed greatly. Animal cognition has also evolved to be complex 

and nuanced in the current times. On the other hand, human experience is also considered to be characterized by the new sets of 

challenges and successes. Therefore, the situations from both perspectives have evolved very much from the times of Aesop. 

If the traditional interpretations are followed, the fables could actually relegate themselves to an ancient era, which would eventually 

lead the stories to be irrelevant to the current times. Consequently, we can find a new meaning for these old tales by comparing 

animal behaviour and experiences in relation with human life complexities and also align it within the digital age. If interpreted that 

way, the context of our understanding of these fables will change, which will enable Aesop’s fables to go beyond their conventional 

frameworks and relate to contemporary readers as well. 

Animal metaphors are fluid and dynamic with regards to Aesop’s fables, and embracing them would unlock immense interpretations 

without the limitations of time and species which will help us rekindle the core truths about humanity and life. This research paper 

will discuss how the animal interpretations could be made relevant to the current times of the digital age. 
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 Introduction: 

For centuries, Aesop’s fables have captivated readers with their 

wise animal characters and timeless lessons. The cunning fox, 

patient tortoise, and the workaholic ant - these animal figures 

have become representatives for a whole spectrum of human 

virtues and flaws (Aesop, 2019). Aesop has used these animals 

to discuss human life and the pattern of flaws (Auden, 1980). 

However, in our fast-paced and tech-driven world, do these 

animal metaphors still hold the same interpretation? Are the 

interpretations still relevant or do they need adaptation? This 

paper argues that while the core wisdom of Aesop’s fables 

remains as important as ever, the way we understand them needs 

a new adaptation according to the times that we are living in. 

Our views on ourselves, our place in the world, and how we 

https://doi.org/10.53555/AJBR.v27i1S.1640


Beyond Fur and Feathers: Revisiting Aesop’s Fables Through Animal Metaphors in the Modern World 

1442                                                       Afr. J. Biomed. Res. Vol. 27, No.1s (September) 2024  Sherly Hephzibah J et.al 

interact with each other have changed dramatically since the 

days of Aesop (Puchner, 2018). This means the qualities we 

once ascribed to the animal representations don’t always map 

clearly to the contemporary life that we are living in. 

According to Aesop’s fables, a tortoise is shown to be slow and 

steady, and in the story, that is the characteristic that helps the 

tortoise to win the race (Aesop, 2019). But, when we look at it 

in the setting of our current world where everything seems to 

move at lightning speed, we have to think if being slow is still a 

winning strategy when everyone else is sprinting (Foster, 2014). 

Because if not, we have to change the strategy of being slow and 

start aligning ourselves to the fast-moving world. Also in 

Aesop’s fables, the fox is shown to be a cunning animal, which 

is condemned as a sneaky trickster (Aesop, 2019). However, 

when we look at the situations through the lens of present times, 

cunningness similar to that of a fox could be advantageous in 

this era which is highly dominated by cyber threats and online 

scams (Powell, 2007). Moreover, hackers can only be outdone 

if security experts adapt a little fox strategy and safeguard our 

information (Popova, 2012). In fact, we should also have the 

cunningness of a fox to be careful enough to safeguard our 

privacy, and also to use our rights properly. Now this brings us 

to the question - Should we condemn cunningness as 

inappropriate? Or consider it as a weapon to deal with modern-

day challenges? 

This is why, with questioning, we could be able to redefine what 

Aesop’s fables’ animal metaphors could mean in the current 

world scenario. These questions enable us to see the fables with 

different perspectives, therefore honing our critical thinking 

skills (Timpane, n.d.). Recognizing how our perceptions of 

animals and human qualities have evolved over time helps us 

discover fresh approaches to appreciating these timeless 

masterpieces. The fables are treasures, but if we don’t develop a 

strategy to understand how these fables can stand the test of 

time, the set stories might not be relevant after some years. This 

research paper seeks to reexamine the animal metaphors in 

Aesop’s fables as well as their interpretations and discuss how 

the stories could be relevant to the current times. 

 

Animal: Fox 

According to the traditional interpretations of fables, it can be 

understood that the fox could be addressed as a cunning animal, 

and the lesson from that is to ensure that human beings do not 

imitate the characters or behaviors of a fox. Nevertheless, upon 

close inspection, we realize that the fox is a big opportunist 

(Aesop, 2019). From stealing the crow’s cheese to making 

grapes look sour only because they were out of reach, Aesop 

uses the fox to tell his readers about treachery and its 

implications (Aesop, 2019). However, on closer examination, 

one can see that this is far from being all. 

In the fable, “The Fox and the Crow,” the fox gives sly flattery 

to the crow to trick it into dropping the cheese, for the fox to 

snatch (Aesop, 2019). In “The Fox and the Grapes,” the fox is 

not able to snatch the high-hanging grapes, and therefore he 

dismisses the grapes as being sour (Aesop, 2019). This shows 

how deceitful the fox is to downplay his shortcomings. “The 

Fox and the Stork” is also another fable that shows us the fox 

invites the stork to a flat dish, knowing that it can’t eat anything 

with its long beak (Aesop, 2019). The stork also returns the 

favor by inviting the fox to a tall jar, which left the fox famished 

as well (Aesop, 2019). 

However, when we look at it through the modern lens, we can 

see that these fables also have another way of interpretation 

where we can’t just see the fox’s cunning attitude as just trickery 

but also as a necessary survival strategy. In a world that is full 

of competition for resources, the fox’s wit allows him to live 

and thrive (Denworth, n.d.). His ability to manipulate situations 

as seen in the story “The Fox and the Crow” can be seen as a 

keen understanding of persuasion, which is a valuable skill in 

any social or professional setting (Wheeler, 2013). 

Additionally, in terms of the account ‘sour grapes’ 

interpretation, we can also think of it as being near-sighted. 

Maybe the fox was aware that his physical reach would not go 

beyond a certain limit. Several interpretations can be drawn 

from this story, such as his ability to analyze a situation and 

change goals when needed, which is very important in today’s 

fast-moving world (Couanis, 2018). 

The third fable, “The Fox and the Stork,” can also have an 

alternative meaning. His first dine may not necessarily indicate 

malice on the part of the fox but rather reflect his incapability. 

However, he must have learned from his previous mistakes and 

adapted to suit the stork’s needs. These actions show 

adaptability and a willingness to learn through interaction, 

which are desirable qualities for collaborative strategies (Van 

der Weel, n.d.). These attributes help a person to think out of the 

box to find innovative solutions, and the job market knows the 

importance of these attributes and therefore prioritizes them 

concerning training and recruitment policies. 

These scenarios are more like situations that require the ability 

to think out of the box and find innovative solutions. The fox 

used unconventional means unlike other people, thus making 

him resourceful in today’s context too. Certain scenarios that 

help us understand the fox’s cunningness in current times are: 

Security analysts use tricks similar to those used by a clever fox 

during its attempt to protect information protection against 

hackers’ assaults; A negotiator might use persuasion skills 

similar to that of a fox to make lucrative deals for their enterprise 

making sure that both parties involved in the deal get something 

out of it; Entrepreneurs should embrace flexibility much similar 

to shown by the fox, which will help them assess strategies 

continually before embarking on new opportunities. 

Fox is a traditional character in Aesop’s fables, but when we 

look at the character with contemporary eyes, we can see that 

the fox is more than just a trickster. We realize that cunning can 

include many useful attributes like persuasion, strategic 

thinking, adaptability, and resourcefulness. So, when the 

character of the fox is analyzed concerning Aesop’s fables, we 

should understand that the positive attributes of the character 

should be appreciated, while the negative attributes should not 

be followed. Consequently, these lessons apply well even in our 

current world, hence reinterpreting them will ensure Aesop’s 

fables remain relevant for future generations. 

 

Animal: Tortoise 

The tortoise in Aesop’s fables is a symbol of the virtue of slow 

and steady progress. In the story, “The Tortoise and the Hare,” 

the tortoise gets his victory with his perseverance, even though 

the hare had a burst of speed initially. With this turn of event, 

the fable is now celebrated for the patience and diligence of the 
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tortoise, which thereby became the global moral of the fable 

(Aesop, 2019). However, in our contemporary world that is full 

of rapid innovation and constant change, questions arise if 

slowness could still be considered a winning strategy. The 

answer to this question is complex. While blind adherence to a 

pace like a tortoise might not be a good start, the core value of 

perseverance remains relevant. 

In “The Tortoise and the Eagle,” the tortoise’s determination 

allows him to reach the desired height by using the strength of 

the eagle. While this is a smart move, it shows us the importance 

of resourcefulness and strategic thinking when faced with 

limitations (Aesop, 2019). 

However, we can see that the limitation of the tortoise becomes 

apparent in the story of “The Tortoise and the Two Doves.” This 

story warns against depending solely on others for progress. Not 

being able to fly across the sea on its own, the tortoise chooses 

to depend on the doves. But, as the story proceeds, we can see 

that the tortoise finds it hard to stay quiet during the trip, and 

that leads it to its ultimate failure (Aesop, 2019). In a world that 

demands constant adaptation and initiative, relying solely on 

external forces and not being careful with one’s own actions 

could lead to unpleasant consequences. 

The contemporary world thrives on agility and the ability to hold 

on to and use the fleeting opportunities (Christensen, 2016). 

Technological advancements happen very quickly and in a 

context like this, the slow and steady approach of the tortoise 

might not be the answer to all the situations - because it might 

even leave one lagging behind. For example: If a startup keeps 

working on outdated business models while their competitors 

take up innovation - the tortoise might never even reach the 

finish line, even if it doesn’t finish first. 

However, the journey of the tortoise in Aesop’s fables has 

valuable lessons. The tortoise had unwavering focus and 

meticulous planning skills which will be of high use in the 

current setting if applied strategically (Gawande, 2010). For 

example, businesses can use the tortoise’s approach within 

specific stages of development - like meticulously planning a 

new product launch while remaining agile in marketing 

strategies (Jones, 2020). 

The key point here is to find a balance. We can’t just rely on the 

pace of the tortoise in the fast-paced world today. However, his 

perseverance and focus offer to be valuable tools when applied 

strategically. The right approach would be to learn from the 

strategy of the hare - the initial burst of speed, but also to couple 

it with the strategy of the tortoise, by not giving up or taking a 

break - but identifying and seizing opportunities and thereby 

maintaining the unwavering determination like of the tortoise’s 

(Smith, 2021). This will help us to see things through and move 

forward and reach the finish line. 

The metaphor of the tortoise also requires reinterpretation for a 

contemporary audience. While unwavering slowness might not 

be the sole answer, we can learn from his focus, resourcefulness, 

and unwavering determination (Brown, 2019). 

 

Animal: Owl 

The owl is a creature of the night with wide, knowing eyes that 

has been traditionally symbolized as wisdom in Aesop’s fables. 

In “The Owl and the Pussycat,” the owl serenades his love with 

a charming song, showing a gentle and a romantic side to it 

(Clark, 2018). The stereotyped image of owl only shows that the 

owl is wise, but a romantic side to it is less known to the world. 

However, a closer look at other fables in the collection shows us 

a more nuanced picture where the owl’s wisdom doesn’t always 

lead to a perfect judgment. This, yet again, breaks the 

stereotypical thinking that every wise person always makes the 

right decisions (Davis, 2022). This opens up a new perspective 

in the contemporary world, where people are encouraged to 

think on their own terms and not force themselves to be perfect. 

“The Owl and the Farmer” shows that the owl offers unsolicited 

advice to a farmer struggling with a rat infestation. The owl 

suggests that the farmer tie bells around the cat’s neck, which 

results in the cats being mistaken for the rats and chased away. 

This fable shows the limitation of theoretical knowledge. While 

the owl has bookish wisdom, it doesn’t have a practical 

understanding of the situation, which has resulted in 

unfavourable consequences (Edwards, 2017). Something 

similar happens in another fable, “The Owl and the Raven” 

where the owl misses to notice a hunter thereby leading to its 

capture. Both these fables tell us how even the wisest falls 

victim if it is not vigilant (Franklin, 2016). 

The modern world requires a multi-faceted approach to problem 

solving. We definitely need knowledge to face the world, but it 

needs to be coupled with practical experience and critical 

thinking for the knowledge to be effective. Entrepreneurs can 

learnt from these fables based on ‘Owl’ to understand that 

extensive research is important, but it is also very important to 

consider real-world implementations, because neglecting it 

would lead to business failures (Grant, 2023). 

However, the owl doesn’t always represent flawed wisdom. 

There is a valuable lesson that comes from the keen observation 

skills and the nocturnal nature of the bird. This could be a 

learning for Data Analysts who can use the detailed focus of 

Owl and his ability to see patterns hidden from plain sight. On 

the other hand, therapists can also adopt to owl’s quiet 

observation to get a better understanding of their clients 

(Harrison, 2021). 

The basic concept is to acknowledge the complexity of the owl. 

He is not just a repository of wisdom that is perfect, but he is a 

symbol of potential pitfalls and strengths that is associated with 

knowledge. Owl is more like a reminder for us to be discerning 

learners who analyze data effectively, filter out irrelevant data 

and also practically apply knowledge. This reminder is even 

more relevant at the current information age which is 

bombarded with data (Iverson, 2020). 

Rather than viewing the owl with the “wise” label, we should 

understand that this Aesopean character comes with a richer 

understanding of life. The owl embodies the importance of 

lifelong learning, critical thinking and the ability to adapt 

knowledge to real-world scenarios. Through these stories and 

the characterization of Owl in Aesop’s fables, we learn that true 

wisdom of life is all about thoughtful application of our skills 

and information (Jones, 2020). 

 

Animal: Lion 

The lion is the king of the jungle and Aesop’s fables 

acknowledge the leadership qualities that the lion has and it also 

expresses how the lion embodies strength, courage and 

leadership (Anderson, 2019). However, when we take a closer 

look, we can see that Aesop has used the character of ‘lion’ in a 

very nuanced way, because throughout the stories, ‘lion’ is not 
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just portrayed as a symbol of power, but it is also used as a 

symbol to express the consequences of misusing the power and 

leadership position. In the story “The Lion and the House,” the 

strength of the lion becomes a liability. The lion seeks shelter 

from a storm, and bumps into an abandoned house. On the sight 

of the house, he roars ferociously and tries to intimidate the 

house so that it could submit to him. He later realizes that the 

house is inanimate, and therefore his threats would not do 

anything to him. This story shows how brute force has its own 

limitations, and power doesn’t work always with everyone 

(Brown, 2020). Leaders who solely rely on their power to 

intimidate other will eventually face challenges and it will 

require more nuanced approaches to solve the issue. 

“The Lion and the Boar,” fable also highlights the same point in 

a different perspective. In the story, the encounters a boar, and 

tries to prove its power. While the boar is physically smaller, he 

stands on his ground against the lion and declines to give up, 

and that leads to a situation where the lion had to to 

acknowledge the strength of the boar and also respect him. 

Through these scenarios, we understand the leaders should learn 

to acknowledge the capabilities and abilities of the people they 

are leading. If leaders fail to do so, they usually end up in 

situations that are filled with conflicts and missed opportunities 

(Clark, 2021). 

“The Lion and the Fox,” is another fable that shows how power 

could be misused. The fable talks about a lion that gets 

weakened by illness, and therefore becomes weak to hunt on his 

own. The lion relies on the fox to find prey; however, when the 

fox brings the prey, it doesn’t give credit to the effort of the fox, 

but takes the credit for himself. This story tells how someone 

with power can also be affected by arrogance and insecurity, and 

this in turn diminishes their power and undermine their 

leadership (Davies, 2018). 

At present, we need leaders who are not just strong but are also 

wise and adaptable. Business leaders in the current times can 

learn from lion’s mistakes. When the corporate set-up relies 

solely on authority to dictate decisions, it might stifle innovation 

and employee morale. To make sure leadership is effective, it 

requires an inspired and collaborative effort with others, which 

will increase the strengths of the team (Edwards, 2022). 

By playing the Lion as the symbol of power and leadership, 

Aesop brings out the perspective of misused leadership. A true 

leader will stand on his/her ground and will be prepared to 

acknowledge the strength of others. Lion as a metaphor in 

Aesop’s fables gives us a valuable lesson about leadership in a 

world that demands collaboration and adaptability (Foster, 

2023). 

 

Animal: Dog 

The dog is often seen as a loyal companion of human, and 

usually they are always portrayed to be polite canines. However, 

Aesop’s interpretation of these animals seems to show them to 

us in a different light. 

In the fable, “The Dog and His Shadow,” a dog carries a piece 

of meat in his mouth, and when it sees its reflection in a stream, 

it attempts to snatch the piece from the other, which results in 

the dog losing its piece as well. This fable becomes an allegory 

of human greed and the pursuit of illusion. The dog desired for 

more even when it had what it needed, and that shows the human 

tendency of sacrificing the tangible in an attempt to grab the 

intangible (Green, 2017). 

On the other hand, the story of “The Dog and the Wolf,” gives 

us a very contrasting image. A house dag which is pampered at 

his best, meets a haunting wolf, and when the wolf shared about 

his life experiences, which is filled with risks and complications, 

he gets content with what he has, and doesn’t want to strive for 

a better life, while initially it was jealous of the freedom of the 

wolf. Here, the story highlights the perception of freedom and 

security. The story tells us that superficial appearances can be 

deceptive and that contentment comes from least expected 

places. But, it is very complicated to make a choice between the 

dog and the wolf here, because by the end of the day, choices 

matter, and it all depends on how people make the best out of 

the lives that is given to them (Harris, 2019). 

“The Dog in the Manger,” is a story where the dog prevents 

every other animal from consuming hay, just because it couldn’t 

eat hay. This is a highlight of the dog’s selfishness and pettiness. 

This also get parallel to the human scenarios where people hoard 

resources and opportunities, when they cannout use it, but 

neither will they share it with others just because of their spite 

or their fear of loss (Iverson, 2016). 

While usually a dog is portrayed to be a loyal pet, Aesop’s fables 

have gone beyond the stereotype to metaphorize the dog to give 

profound insights into human nature, thus exploring the themes 

of greed, choice and selfishness (Johnson, 2018). 

 

Animal: Ant 

In popular understanding, the ant is always connected with 

characteristics of diligence, and foresight. However, in Aesop’s 

fables, it goes beyond that, and the ant is interpreted as 

industrious, but also compassionate, resourceful and also clever. 

In the story of “The Ant and the Grasshopper,” the ant is 

celebrated for its prudence in preparing for the winter season. 

Everyone interprets this story for its hard-work. However, it is 

very much important to note that beyond hard work, the ant had 

the foresight for individual survival, but beyond that, it also had 

a strategy for the colony’s well-being. This shows that the ant 

has collective intelligence and cooperation. This is often 

overlooked in simplistic interpretations (Johnson, 2017). 

"The Ant and the Dove," is another fable that shows the 

character of the ant from a different perspective. In the story, the 

ant is trapped in a river and the dove drops a leaf to save it. In 

return, when the dove gets trapped in a hunter’s net, the ant bites 

off a string that binds the net, freeing the dove. This story reveals 

that the ant has a heart of gratitude and has the morality to 

reciprocate goodness, which is a characteristic that is very often 

attributed to larger animals. It also shows the importance of 

cooperation and mutual aid, challenging the perception of the 

ant as a solitary worker (Smith, 2018). "The Ant and the Flea" 

portrays the ant’s character on a lighter note. In the story, the 

flea boasts its ability to jump higher than the ant, however, it 

gets defeated when the ant climbs a blade of grass and jumps 

off, hence winning the challenge. This story shows the ant's 

intelligence and resourcefulness in overcoming challenges. It 

puts down the stereotype of the ant as small and insignificant, 

and hints how a minor character can outsmart a larger opponent 

as well. Thus, these stories of Aesop subtly put forward that 

characters that are oftentimes small in appearance or moral 
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status, carry a higher moral value and they should be in the 

society as well (Davis, 2019). 

 

Conclusion 

Aesop’s fables, with their captivating animal characters and 

timeless lessons, have been a source of wisdom for centuries. 

However, the rapid pace of our modern world brings in a need 

for a fresh perspective on these ancient tales. By examining the 

animal metaphors through a contemporary lens, we get to reveal 

a huge amount of meaning and relevance (Brown, 2020). 

This research work has demonstrated that the traditional 

interpretations of these fables often fall short of capturing the 

complexities of the human experience in the 21st century. By 

reimagining animals like the fox, tortoise, owl, lion, dog and ant, 

we can reveal new layers of meaning and apply their wisdom to 

contemporary challenges. 

The fox, once seen as a cunning trickster, emerges as a symbol 

of adaptability and strategic thinking. The tortoise, while 

embodying perseverance, also highlights the importance of 

agility and seizing opportunities. The owl, often associated with 

wisdom, reveals the need for critical thinking and practical 

application of knowledge. The lion, traditionally representing 

power, underscores the significance of ethical leadership and 

collaboration. The dog, known for loyalty, mirrors human 

complexities such as greed, choice, and selfishness. The ant, 

often associated with diligence, showcases the importance of 

cooperation and resourcefulness (Clark, 2021). 

By reinterpreting these animal metaphors, we can bridge the gap 

between the ancient world and the modern era. Aesop's fables, 

far from being relics of the past, become dynamic tools for 

understanding human nature and navigating the complexities of 

contemporary life. As we continue to evolve, so too must our 

interpretations of these timeless tales. By embracing the fluidity 

and dynamism of animal metaphors, we can unlock a treasure 

trove of wisdom that transcends time and species, reminding us 

of the core truths about humanity and life (Foster, 2023). 

Ultimately, this research work brings in a need for a renewed 

appreciation of Aesop's fables as living documents, capable of 

evolving and adapting to the changing landscape of human 

experience. By doing so, we ensure that these ancient stories 

remain relevant and inspiring for generations to come (Grant, 

2022). 
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