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INTRODUCTION


COULD IT BE THAT THE BIBLE HAS NEVER REALLY RECEIVED THE attention it truly deserves? To many readers, this must sound like a preposterous question. After all, we are dealing here with the Book of Books, the holy scripture of Judaism and Christianity, which millions have scrutinized for countless centuries. We are nonetheless convinced that the Bible has not been given its due. It has not received recognition for the only thing that can be said with absolute certainty: it is the most important book of all of humankind. No other work has so much to reveal about us. The Bible is the Good Book of Human Nature.


The numbers alone support this proposition. The Bible was written over the course of more than 1,000 years, and for nearly 2,000 years it determined the fate of a large part of the world’s population. Today over 2 billion people still revere it as a holy text. And with a total print run of an estimated 5 billion copies, the Bible occupies an uncontested first place on the world’s eternal best-seller list.1


We do not intend for these numbers to prove the value of the Good Book, either in absolute terms or in comparison to texts from other religions. We only want to stress that the Bible—which has fascinated so many people from so many different cultures over such a long period—has a great deal of essential information concerning human nature hidden in its pages. The Bible is much more than a religious testimonial: it also documents humanity’s cultural evolution.


This realization led us to read the Bible again, keeping in mind the rich harvest of new findings in cognitive science and evolutionary biology to see what it has to say about human nature. We began our journey with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, made our way through the Old Testament’s vast expanses, met Moses and his chosen people along the way, encountered all the kings and prophets, immersed ourselves in the psalms, climbed up into heaven and down into hell, and finally ended our quest in the city of Jerusalem, where the Romans nailed Jesus of Nazareth to the cross—but not without taking one last look at Armageddon, where the final apocalyptic battle against the powers of evil is set to take place.


We soon discovered that a number of the Bible’s stories appear in a whole new light when viewed from a biological-anthropological perspective. Onetime mysteries suddenly began to make sense. We even began to understand some of God’s more unusual characteristics. What’s more, biblical anthropology also offers insight into the process of cultural evolution. It allows us to understand how the belief in supernatural beings helped us to overcome tremendous challenges, how human nature channeled cultural change into the trajectories we recognize today, and, last but not least, how the Bible offers a key to a better understanding of ourselves in the here and now. In the Bible we find answers to humanity’s greatest questions. We do not mean this in a religious sense. Rather, it teaches us why we fear death, how we deal with great misfortunes, and where our deep-seated desire for justice originated. The Bible shows us how we learned to survive in large, anonymous societies, why our modern lives sometimes seem so pointless, and why we are so often nagged by what we would describe as a longing for Paradise. When viewed without its halo, the Bible has something important to say to all of humanity.


WHY ARE WE THE FIRST TO SEE IT THIS WAY?


Remarkably, no other authors have ever taken this approach to the Bible—a fact that troubled us for quite some time. Why should we be the first to have discovered the unknown side of the Bible that has so much to say about human evolution?


For most of its history the Bible has been read as a holy text, as the word of God, but the last few decades have also witnessed an increasing number of attempts to uncover what else it holds for us. It has served as a historical source to reconstruct the birth of monotheism. Books such as Werner Keller’s The Bible as History and Israel Finkelstein and Neil Silberman’s The Bible Unearthed have reached millions of readers with their accounts of the archaeology behind the tales of the exodus from Egypt or about David and Solomon. The Bible was even placed on the couch: thirty-four psychologists interpreted its pages from Freudian or Jungian perspectives or examined it for traces of post-traumatic stress syndrome. But to date no one has dared to undertake the quest for the Bible’s anthropological treasures and the insights they might yield into human nature and cultural evolution. Why?2


Of course the theologians—the true experts of the Bible—also occasionally engage in biblical anthropology. They can be forgiven for focusing their efforts on reconstructing the biblical perspective on humanity in light of philosophy, or at best history,3 rather than evolution. Indeed, they remain focused on exegetical studies in which they try, with a detective-like flair, to uncover the Bible’s complex origins and fathom the seemingly inexhaustible ways in which it can be interpreted. Many of them still endeavor to distill the divine spirit from these ancient stories. This is no easy task, for the will of the Almighty is not at all clearly formulated. In fact—and not every believer is aware of this—no generally recognized theological interpretations exist for most episodes in the Bible. Given that we’re dealing with texts from the ancient Near East that were written millennia ago and subsequently reworked repeatedly, it’s no wonder that they are anything but self-explanatory for today’s readers. An increasingly wide gulf has therefore opened up between what the average churchgoer claims to know about the Bible and what theologians have uncovered through years of meticulous research.


The public at large also tends to know little about the work of the second major group to study the Bible, religious scholars. In their comparative studies of cultures, these researchers have discovered that many of the stories once believed to have been biblical originals are actually deeply rooted in the cultures of the ancient Near East. And archaeologists have uncovered an ancient Israel that looks quite different from the one we read about in the Bible. Even Yahweh himself was not always as lonely as a quick read of the Old Testament might imply—most likely there was once even a “Mrs. God.”4 Because this work aims to reconstruct the historical conditions in which the Bible and its religions arose, here, too, the Book of Books is not read as a book on human nature. We are convinced, however, that if we are to honor the Bible as such a document, we must expand our perspectives and firmly locate the Bible within the river of time that comes rushing toward us out of the deepest reaches of prehistory.


Although biological scientists some time ago became interested in the study of human nature, they have begun only in recent years to examine the nature and function of religion. This has led to an interdisciplinary approach that takes its cue from the observation that no human culture, regardless of its time in history, has managed to get by without some form of belief system. And this research agrees on one key point: religiosity, most likely a side effect of our predisposition to see actors behind every event, is a universal part of our fundamental psychology. Our innate tendency to attribute just about everything to supernatural powers, adaptive or not, is a basic part of the human condition.


And so neurobiologists began to give Christian nuns and Buddhist monks magnetic resonance imaging scans in a bid to discover which parts of the brain are active during spiritual experiences. Likewise, geneticists have started to search for a predisposition toward faith in our genome, and psychologists are studying the medical benefits of prayer.5 But this research has yet to come up with truly groundbreaking discoveries. More promising are evolutionary-biological approaches. The belief in God, many evolutionary psychologists believe, promotes cooperation, and religious rituals enhance our sense of community. According to this theory, religion serves as “social glue.” It therefore helps to solidify morality.6


Missing so far is religious-historical research from an evolutionary perspective.7 To date, no biblical researcher has conducted a comprehensive analysis aimed at determining whether the Bible can confirm his or her hypothesis. At best only individual biblical passages have been examined from an anthropological perspective. Evolutionary psychologist Steven Pinker refers to the Old Testament’s “staggering savagery” in order to illustrate how we have never lived in a world so free of violence as the one we inhabit today. Anthropologists Mary Douglas and Marvin Harris took on the Bible’s food taboos, and Robert Wright and John Teehan referred to the Bible in their books on the evolution of religion, but they only examined single episodes.8 No one has undertaken a systematic reading of the Bible to discover what the Book of Books can tell us about human cultural evolution.


This might have something to do with the fact that scientists aren’t all that comfortable working with literary products. What’s more, theologians have inadvertently barricaded the Bible against scientists’ prying by erecting a protective mountain of texts around it: for nearly every verse there are at least three monographs. Wouldn’t this mean that every word of the Bible has already been subjected to close examination? Anyone attempting to scale this peak of theological scholarship may find the heights a bit too dizzying, for the story of the Bible’s construction is extremely complicated, and its interpretations are incredibly diverse. And we’re not even talking about the issues surrounding dating and translation.


Another obstacle to scholarly examinations of the Bible is the hardened front that has arisen between religion and science, particularly in the United States. It certainly doesn’t seem to be the most auspicious time to establish the “word of God” as a subject of scientific investigation. As Richard Dawkins, today’s most prominent critic of religion, once said, “To be fair, much of the Bible is not systematically evil but just plain weird, as you would expect of a chaotically cobbled-together anthology of disjointed documents, composed, revised, translated, distorted and ‘improved’ by hundreds of anonymous authors, editors and copyists, unknown to us and mostly unknown to each other, spanning nine centuries.”9 We suspect that many researchers would agree with this statement. But just because very few sources on the early history of religion have survived, this does not mean that we should simply ignore the Bible, for no other document provides as much insight into the evolution of religion—and of culture. And anyone who takes the time to delve deeper into its pages will soon discover that it is anything but a “chaotically cobbled-together anthology.”


“THE WORST MISTAKE IN THE HISTORY OF THE HUMAN RACE”


What, then, led the two of us to believe the Bible might yield other insights than those of interest only to true believers? Quite simply it was the lucky coincidence that we—an evolutionary biologist and a historian—found ourselves drawn together by a shared curiosity about what the Bible has to tell us. Although both agnostics, we have always found ourselves fascinated by the fantastic stories served up in the Old and New Testaments and intrigued by their mysteries. We believed we were holding in our hands a colorful kaleidoscope that reveals human existence in all its splendor and drama. The Bible contains stories of love, death, and the devil, of riches, violence, and slaughter. It raises questions about earthly and heavenly morality and the nature of angels. And it’s full of dramatic topics such as incest and sodomy, human sacrifice, and what can best be described as promiscuity-control measures. Holy Scripture, it seems, is certainly not for those with delicate sensibilities. And so we began to read.


Both evolutionary biology and the cultural sciences aided us in our undertaking: we know what happened on earth before as well as after the Bible was written. This of course made it easier to understand what the Bible is really all about. To get straight to the point, we know how Homo sapiens became what he is today—roughly speaking, at least. We know how humans evolved over the last 2 million years and how and to what degree the prehistoric environment shaped the human psyche. That is to say, we can regard our emotions and behaviors as adaptations to a world that has long since disappeared—which explains why many of us don’t find life in modern societies all that easy. We can therefore reconstruct the problems the Bible was trying to solve. Armed with this knowledge, we were able to extract many amazing insights from the Bible’s pages. At the same time, this procedure allowed us to identify the problems that the Bible itself introduced into our world.


We soon discovered that a systematic reading of the Bible helped us reconstruct how religion as well as culture developed, at least in one particular corner of the world, and therefore the driving forces and the laws underlying their development. We discovered the key to this understanding in the Torah, the five books of Moses. We were taken aback by the countless and diverse calamities with which the Bible confronts its readers from the very outset. God had made humans for Paradise, but his creations eventually had to make their own way east of Eden. More than birthing pains, patriarchy, and living by the sweat of one’s brow defined the fate of humankind; people also had to deal with family feuds, murder, and catastrophes. All of these problems are crammed into the short book of Genesis.


But then, embedded in the monumental epic of Moses and the exodus, we came across a whole collection of rules aimed at reining in human conduct (and the Ten Commandments are just the tip of the iceberg). One major goal was soothing God’s wrath and thus putting an end to all the calamities. The measures condensed in the Bible’s 613 mitzvoth are truly impressive in their protoscientific sophistication. People who believe religion is an irrational affair have never taken a close look at the Torah.


Now, it’s important to realize that humanity hasn’t always lived in a world full of catastrophes in which even brothers like Cain and Abel go for each other’s throats. In order to understand this simple truth, we first have to scrutinize the single greatest change in behavior of any species on the planet. We are talking about the adoption of a sedentary way of life and all of the changes that followed in its wake. This was when we ceased to roam the wilderness as hunter-gatherers, as our ancestors had done for hundreds of thousands of years. It was the time we abandoned the small groups in which everyone knew everyone else for a life of coping with membership in large, anonymous societies. It was the time in which existence suddenly became much more stressful and social inequality ballooned.


Jared Diamond has provocatively called this event, which most people admiringly refer to as the Neolithic Revolution, as “the worst mistake in the history of the human race.” He dedicates fundamental parts of his classic Guns, Germs, and Steel to this transformation, which got under way some 10,000 to 12,000 years ago.10 Unfortunately, not a lot has been done since then to illuminate the consequences of the momentous changes that began at the start of the Holocene. Only slowly are those evolutionary biologists who trace the principles of cultural evolution entering the arena of pre- and early history. It must be said, however, that historians are not always pleased to find them trespassing into their territory, and perhaps this is why “the worst mistake in the history of the human race” is still waiting for a larger audience to understand it for what it really is: the decisive turning point in human evolution.


Most attention has usually focused on the progress this civilizing step brought with it. There’s no doubt that the Neolithic Revolution set the stage for an unprecedented success story. Over the course of the last 10,000 years, Homo sapiens’s population has exploded from 4 million to nearly 8 billion individuals, and we have seen revolutionary technological progress. But very little has been said about the collateral damage of this demographic and economic success story. Archaeological excavations have shown that violence became a prominent part of everyday life; people became shorter, suffered more often from starvation, and died younger than their hunter-gatherer forebears. And with the domestication of animals, a number of diseases leaped from livestock to humans. Diseases such as the plague, smallpox, measles, influenza, and cholera emerged and quickly evolved. Tooth decay exploded. At the same time, injustice and repression made themselves at home in the new societies, and women bore the brunt of the suffering. Over the course of the coming millennia, these various scourges would beset humanity like the Four Horsemen of the apocalypse. But there was no going back to the old way of life. The point of no return had long since come and gone.


But still people needed to do something to come to terms with all of the epidemics and other disasters that befell them. The problems were too urgent, too life threatening to ignore. Had our only option been to wait for biological evolution to produce adaptations to these threats, humanity probably wouldn’t have survived at all. It was time for our species to exercise its greatest talent—for culture to take over the reins. In order to gain the upper hand over misfortune, people began to look for the causes of all the catastrophes, violence, and epidemics so as to develop ways of protecting themselves from these dangers in the future. Cultural solutions were needed, and soon these efforts would result in a cultural “big bang.”


It’s important to remember that back then—and by “then” we mean the span of millennia in which first chiefdoms, then states, and finally advanced civilizations such as in Mesopotamia and Egypt developed—there were no independent fields of inquiry like science, medicine, law, and religion. Instead, there existed something of a primordial cultural soup. Only slowly did the individual spheres of knowledge begin to differentiate themselves, each eventually developing its own experts, methodologies, and institutions. But all of them remained deeply influenced by religion, for belief in the rule of supernatural powers was woven into every aspect of life. Any type of misfortune was credited to wrathful spirits and gods.


People tried the most varied strategies to vanquish their adversity. They faced a double challenge. On the one hand, their basic psychological makeup had evolved to deal with completely different problems stemming from completely different ways of life and was not up to the new obstacles people now faced. On the other hand, they had no knowledge whatsoever about the origins of the misery that came with sedentarization. They had absolutely no idea about microbial pathogens and their paths of infection, for example. So people improvised as best they could.


And thus they began to formulate rules and other measures that would eventually develop into entire systems of crisis management aimed at soothing the gods’ rage—in hopes of protecting people from diseases and catastrophes, putting an end to all the rampant violence, and promoting cooperation. Much of what we widely attribute to “religion” today began as part of this “cultural-protection system.” We shall examine this topic in greater detail in later chapters and also show why religion didn’t end there. After all, it provides much more than a means of coping with crises.


But we’d first like to address a possible misunderstanding. We are not trying to say that the Bible directly reflects humanity’s sedentarization. This would be difficult to imagine, for several thousand years lie between those events and the appearance of the written text. Much more importantly, sedentism brought with it a number of problems that remained threatening for long periods—some of them in fact still pose a danger to this day. Diseases are a good example: their virulence has fallen over the years, and we have developed medicines to combat them, but we can still catch the flu. The hunter-gatherers of the past were mostly spared all of this misery.


The Bible is much more than a reflection of historical conditions. Indeed, it presents us with the most ambitious strategies for dealing with “the worst mistake in the history of the human race” and all the calamities that followed. It documents congealed human experience from the time of the most decisive turning point in human history. But it also manifests the paths taken that would determine the fates of future generations. In sum, the Bible is humanity’s diary, chronicling both the problems our ancestors faced and the solutions they came up with.


If we focus on the Bible’s central themes, we can reverse engineer the problems people struggled with for thousands of years. Using this approach, we can work out where gulfs opened up between our innate intuitions and new social and ecological conditions. Here we are thinking about, among other things, how people dealt with the new cultural concepts of property, patriarchy, monogamy, and monotheism, to name but a few. This makes it easy to grasp why our undertaking is anything but backward looking, for an evolutionary reading of the Bible can offer the key to understanding human beings. It can explain a lot of the problems we still face each and every day.


OUR APPROACH


This book follows the Bible’s own chronology. We concentrated on the most revealing stories. Because there were so surprisingly many of them, we were also able to offer an overview of the Bible’s key stories. The journey through the pages of the Book of Books was at times like an upward-twisting spiral in which we repeatedly encountered the same themes at different levels. These represented questions that nagged ceaselessly at the people of the past—questions in search of new answers. We, too, underwent our own learning process during our journey through the Bible, particularly when it came to our understanding of that fascinating object of study called religion—a term that doesn’t even begin to do the phenomenon justice.


Our book pays special attention to the Old Testament, for this part of the Bible is the most direct response to the events that influenced the course of human history like nothing before or since. But our examination also lays the foundation for our understanding of the New Testament, which presents us with a figure whose charisma continues to captivate people to this day: Jesus of Nazareth.


Depending on the religion or denomination, Bible versions vary when it comes to the contents of the Old Testament. We generally follow the order found in the Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, which consists of three main parts: Torah, Nevi’im, and Ketuvim. The first two parts of our book discuss the Torah, or “instruction”—the perfect introduction to the world of the Bible. We begin in Part I with Genesis, which contains some of the Bible’s most famous stories and also presents us with many of the problems that offer a consummate starting point for describing the formation of such a unique religion. Part II of our book focuses on the remaining four books of Moses, in which we also learn of the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt. We will not only discover the cultural masterpiece known as the Mosaic Law but also witness the meteoric career of a middling war-and-weather god and develop a sense of how belief in the one and only God brought with it a degree of religious distress.


In Part III, we turn our attention to the Nevi’im, the “prophets,” to which belong the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings as well as the writings of the prophets themselves. Here we encounter not only questions of divine justice and morality but also the touchy subject of heavenly violence and even the understanding that the egoism of despots predictably ends up destroying society’s social capital.


Part IV of the book examines the Ketuvim, the “writings,” in which we find texts such as the psalms and the book of Job. Here we encounter a new form of religion that is familiar to believers today, for here God appears as a personal counterpart. The Ketuvim also deals with existential questions such as “Where does suffering come from?” and “Why do we have to fear death?” We suspect that the monotheistic God might play a role in these uncertainties: he himself introduced some of the problems with which people often struggle today.


Finally, Part V of this book looks at the New Testament, whose special character gains clarity when viewed against the backdrop of the Hebrew Bible. Cultural evolution produced an astounding marvel that managed to best fulfill humanity’s needs. The fact that God got a human face in the form of Jesus of Nazareth played a fundamental role in this process. But the New Testament has a lot more in store, from Mary to the devil, from the resurrection to the apocalypse. The last of the Bible’s additions fully satisfies human nature’s hunger.


One of the most amazing aspects of our tour through the Bible was almost seeing how the writers were thinking as they wrote. The changes in the Bible reflect their struggles over the centuries to cope with a world full of problems and challenges. Book by book, the authors gradually made their model of how divine forces shape the world more consistent with reality. For more than 1,000 years, the Bible was not a fixed document but an ongoing, urgent mission to finally wrest control over their fate.


Even though we set out to uncover the evolutionary context of the Bible, we often found we had to argue in historical and sometimes theological ways. Anything else would have been impossible, for the Bible grew up in a very special habitat, and ignoring this basic fact would have rendered all of our statements off base. We consistently made an effort to stay close to the original text and to avoid retreating into metaphor or reading interpretations into the Bible that have no basis in its pages. The ease with which we were able to do so reassured us that we were on the right track. When viewed from an evolutionary perspective, all of the stories we examined turned up insightful and comprehensible interpretations in line with historical realities—an outcome few biblical interpretations can offer.


When quoting biblical texts, we drew upon the most famous of all Christian Bibles: the King James Bible. Of course there are more exact translations to be had, but these would do little to remedy the deficit that we couldn’t read the original Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek versions. Fortunately we found there was no need to take a microscopic view of the Bible for what we set out to do in our book. We are interested in the big picture, not individual verses.


To ensure readability, we have generally refrained from indicating the exact source of direct quotes from the Bible, since we usually refer to the book under discussion, and they should therefore be easy to find. Whenever the source was not obvious, we did quote chapter and verse.


Follow the Jewish Tanakh but quote the King James Bible? Yes, our approach is rather eclectic, but the Bible is the holy text of Judaism as well as Christianity. We tend to focus on what these two religions have in common rather than what separates them. After all, cultural evolution is a cumulative process. That’s why we generally use the terms “Hebrew Bible” and “Old Testament” interchangeably. We found it important to move away from the view of the relationship between Judaism and Christianity as that of mother and daughter. Current rabbinical Judaism is a child of the same time and environment as Christianity. Both are products of early Judaism at the time of the Second Temple (515 BCE–70 CE), which itself was no clearly delineated religion (the English-speaking world often uses the term “Judaisms” to refer to the various religious systems of the early Jews).11 Rabbinical Judaism and Christianity therefore developed in close contact with one another, and this is why we believe—along with Harvard religious scholars Kevin Madigan and Jon Levenson—it makes sense to speak of Judaism and Christianity as “siblings.”12


And this is the source of one of our book’s blemishes: our limiting ourselves to the Bible with the Christian New Testament might convey the impression that we view Christianity as an improvement upon Judaism. This, of course, is not our intention. After the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 CE, Judaism and Christianity both continued to develop on their own. Ideally, we should therefore have included the Mishnah and Talmud—the core rabbinical texts—in our examination, but we believe our decision to take on the entire Bible was already hubristic enough.


And while we’re on the topic of terminology, by the time of the Old Testament, mainly the time of the kingdoms and the Babylonian captivity (ca. 900–500 BCE), we are generally referring to ancient Israel and the people of Israel or the Israelites. It’s important to remember that ancient Israel originally comprised two kingdoms: Israel in the north and Judah in the south. When we refer to the northern kingdom destroyed by the Assyrians in 722 BCE, we are talking about the kingdom of Israel.


There is one more thing we need to make clear. It is not our goal to present a theological or scholarly religious interpretation of the Bible. Of course we owe a great deal of thanks to the findings of theologians, religious scholars, and archaeologists, but we aim to show readers all the other things that can be found in the Bible. We strongly believe that a hidden side of the Bible still exists, one that deserves to be brought into the light. It can help provide answers to mysterious questions such as those relating to God’s wrath in the Old Testament and the astonishing phenomenon that even people who do not believe in God find themselves drawn to Jesus.


Perhaps our evolutionary study of the Bible can even offer the faithful clues that will help them distinguish their own authentic needs from beliefs that are the product of hundreds of years of tradition and doctrine. But our real intention is simply this: we want to show readers just what an exciting book the Bible is. It contains countless undiscovered treasures, for we could certainly not uncover them all. It would be a shame if the Bible remained solely in the domain of religion.


Before we finally begin our examination by delving into the story of Adam and Eve, we would like to provide readers with a brief introduction to modern biblical studies and a concise primer on what we mean by cultural evolution and human nature. For all of those who fear that we adhere to a deterministic view of humanity that underestimates the value of culture, we would like to state emphatically that this is by no means the case. Humans don’t have one single nature—as we shall see, they actually have three. The Bible—according to our credo (or perhaps we should just say working hypothesis)—can help us to understand them all.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE BIBLE


God didn’t really write the Bible himself; nor did Moses write his five books. Insights such as these began to emerge in the seventeenth century, although they met with fierce resistance. English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) was one of the first to question whether Moses actually wrote the five books of the Hebrew Torah (Greek: Pentateuch). Then the Amsterdam-born Jewish philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677) published his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus in 1670, in which he listed all of the passages in the Torah that Moses couldn’t have possibly written himself, for they told of events that occurred after his death. For his troubles, Spinoza was banned from the synagogue and made the target of two assassination attempts. At least he survived. Less lucky was the Spanish humanist Michael Servet (1509/11–1553), who nearly a century earlier had produced evidence that the Christian Trinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit never actually appears in the New Testament. Servet was burned at the stake.13


The first clues as to how the Bible was created were found in the eighteenth century. Independently of each other, German theologian Henning Bernhard Witter (1683–1715) and French scholar Jean Astruc (1684–1766) discovered that in a number of texts in the book of Genesis, God is referred to as Elohim, whereas in other passages he is known as Yahweh.14 Every reader of the King James Bible can reconstruct this, for the “God” who made heaven and earth in the story of creation suddenly becomes the “LORD God” who ejected Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden. This indicated that at least two different authors were at work.


These early efforts gave rise to a veritable research tradition that firmly established how the Pentateuch drew upon a number of different sources that had been combined and reworked in a number of editorial phases. Then German biblical scholar Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918) achieved fame with the “documentary hypothesis,” which claimed that the Pentateuch was the result of the successive interweaving of four different sources—a theory that continued to have a significant impact well into the twentieth century. The theory is now considered outdated, not least because the existence of the “Yahwist”—a hypothetical author whose texts were believed to have been composed in around 950 BCE—has been refuted. What has remained, however, is the notion of “multiple authorship,” although the Bible’s creation is now believed to have been so complicated that reconstructing it in detail would be all but impossible.15


Nowadays scholars estimate that the Hebrew Bible was composed over the course of approximately eight hundred years (ca. 900–100 BCE). The main work thus took place much later than previously thought. “The historical-critical biblical scholarship has assembled enough evidence to show that the Old Testament books in their present form were clearly influenced by the theology of the Judaism of the Persian and Hellenistic periods” (ca. 540–100 BCE).16 Of course the authors drew upon older material, but this means that the Bible discusses events in the distant past that were written down and reworked at a much later date. Hence, the Bible cannot offer a dependable picture of historical reality. The Bible actually tells stories.


We do not wish to spend too much time on issues surrounding the dating of the Bible’s books—after all, even the experts have a hard time agreeing. William Dever, one of the most important archaeologists focusing on ancient Israel, notes, “The various biblical texts (or ‘traditions’) cannot in fact be dated very well at all. Even mainstream biblical scholars vary as much as 500 years in dating the material.”17


A Jumbled Mess: How the Bible Was Created


The following is an overview of what we now believe to be true about the Bible’s creation—and here we are focusing on the Hebrew Bible, which Christians refer to as the “Old” or “First Testament.” The word of God is actually the work of humans through and through. Most importantly, the Holy Scripture is not a single work but a collection of different writings.18 We can take references to it as the Book of Books quite literally, for it does indeed encompass an entire library. The number and arrangement of the books vary: the current Hebrew Bible comprises thirty-nine books,19 including, among others, Genesis, the books of the prophets, and the books of Ruth and Job; in Christian Bibles the texts and books in the Old Testament vary according to denomination.20 In fact, even the individual books are by no means the homogenous works of single authors, for they have expanded over time to reach their present forms. A number of authors and editors worked on the texts, more often than not creating contradictions and repetitions. In his The Old Testament: A Literary History, Zurich professor of theology Konrad Schmid describes such writings as “composite literature.”21


Oral traditions tend to be much older than their first transcription. The Bible’s raw materials are stories of varied origins passed down from generation to generation. Over time, narrative cycles developed around figures such as the patriarch Jacob, for example.22 As writing blossomed in the kingdom of Israel in the ninth century BCE,23 scholars began to put these stories to paper, and later they were combined, reinterpreted, and expanded upon. Theologian Christoph Levin compares the process to a snowball, “which begins to pick up layer after layer with each revolution.” In the Old Testament, “there is hardly a single textual unit which is not composed of several literary strata,” Levin writes.24 German Nobel Prize laureate for literature Thomas Mann (1875–1955) had something similar in mind when he called the Bible a “chronicle of humanity,” nothing but a “mountain of books that has grown together from the rocks of different geological epochs.”25 Because of this, it is just as impossible to “clearly and exclusively” assign a text to a particular time26 as it is to “clearly and exclusively” assign it a final interpretation. This, too, contributes to the Bible’s dazzling diversity.


None of this is all that unusual, of course. Quite a few of the world’s great narratives—such as The Iliad and The Nibelungenlied—took years to grow into great epics or collections of sagas. In the case of the Bible, unusual historical circumstances played an additional role. The Bible was born in not one but two small kingdoms: Judah, with its capital Jerusalem, in the south and Israel, with its capital Samaria, in the north. The problem, however, was that these two kingdoms were located at the intersection of the world’s great cultures of the era, which also happened to be humanity’s oldest civilizations. To the west lay Egypt, home of the pharaohs and their pyramids. To the east was Mesopotamia, where the empires of the Assyrians, Babylonians, and Persians took their turns at power. The “Holy Land” therefore repeatedly found itself between hammer and anvil. Again and again it was laid to waste and its people led away into captivity. As we will see in later chapters, without these catastrophes the Bible could never have become the book it is today.


We are dealing with an exceptionally productive melting pot. A succession of additional major powers and their cultures—the Hittites, the Philistines, the Phoenicians, the Greeks, and the Romans—also influenced developments in Palestine, as did smaller nations, such as the Aramaeans, the Amorites, the Moabites, and the Edomites, whose names come up again and again in the Old Testament. The competition among these cultural and religious influences was tremendous, and this jumble was to have a huge impact on the Bible’s development. Yahweh, the same god who would later champion monotheism, was still a work in progress at the time the Bible was written; he got his start as just one of a whole collection of deities. In all things religious, syncretism was in vogue—consciously or subconsciously the Israelites let neighboring peoples inspire them. Some stories were simply too good to ignore: the tale of Noah’s ark had its roots in an older Mesopotamian one, and the episode of the baby Moses floating down the river in a basket of bulrushes was lifted from a legend surrounding the birth of an Assyrian king.27


In sum, material that was highly heterogeneous with respect to text type, origin, and religious intention was combined. Much had to be smoothed over, edited, and censored. There was no master plan for the Bible’s composition—modern terms such as “bricolage” and “sampling” are certainly appropriate when it comes to describing the story of the Bible’s creation. Whereas it is true that Israel’s monotheistic God replaced the polytheistic pantheon of the ancient Near East, not all traces of the old belief system were completely obliterated. Opposing positions lingered on, and here and there we still encounter a strange ghost haunting the pages of the Holy Scripture. Everything from magic to witchcraft turns up in the Book of Books.


Many a believer may have to swallow hard on hearing Swiss Old Testament scholars Othmar Keel and Thomas Staubli speak of the Bible as a “river of a hundred voices.”28 Such faithful prefer to believe that “God sat behind His big oak desk in heaven and dictated the words verbatim to a bunch of flawless secretaries,” in the words of A. J. Jacobs, who himself wrote an amusing book about his attempt to live one year according to the Mosaic Law.29 The fact is, however, that the Bible has countless authors—and God most likely wasn’t one of them.


This “river of a hundred voices” also offers a beautiful illustration of how the process of cultural evolution works. The secret of Homo sapiens’s success is that we understand not only how to create knowledge, ideas, and discoveries but also how to communicate, refine, and—again and again—add to them. This is known as “cumulative cultural evolution.” And we shall now turn to this ancient specialty of our species, for this phenomenon transformed humans into creatures with three distinct natures.


CULTURAL EVOLUTION AND OUR THREE NATURES


Unlike purely historical examinations of the Bible, our anthropological approach considers humanity itself as a player on the great stage of cultural evolution. We see humankind as biological beings, animals that only differ from their primate relatives in that they also have cultural evolution at their disposal. Humans are not only capable of making inventions and passing them on to others; they are also able to improve on them, combine them with other ideas, and develop them into increasingly complicated systems. Cultural evolution enables us to quickly adapt to new habitats and even modify these environments to fit our own needs. It emancipates us from “biological” (or “organic,” as biologists like to call it) evolution, which leads to changes in our genetic material brought on by our adapting to ecological challenges over the course of countless generations.30


We argue that the Bible is so interesting because in its pages we find manifestations of the cultural strategies that helped Homo sapiens master problems and crises that can all ultimately be traced back to the greatest change in human behavior the world had ever seen: sedentarization. We now would like to briefly examine that process’s impact on humanity and human psychology. It’s important to realize that these changes took place in a relatively short period—over the last 12,000 years, to be exact. But what’s 12,000 years of cultural evolution compared to the roughly 2 million years of biological evolution in the genus Homo? Given this short time frame, it’s no wonder that we continue to feel the reverberations of sedentarization to this day.


A Cultural Quantum Leap


Why can we only write this type of book about humans and not some other species? Many will consider this a silly question; after all, only humans have cultures. Over the course of the last few decades, however, we have learned that other species also have their own cultures: they display distinct behavior patterns that vary from place to place and arose when an individual invented a new technique whose usefulness or novelty caused it to be adopted by others and to spread throughout a population. This process continues until some barrier prevents the innovation from spreading any farther. Take orangutans, for example. In the swamp forests of Sumatra, the orangutans on one side of an impassable river have mastered the skill of using sticks to bypass the sharp hairs of the Neesia fruit and so access its nutritious seeds. On the other side of the river, however, orangutans have not discovered this trick and must use force to crack open the woody fruits or simply leave them hanging.31


The importance of such simple cultural techniques in adapting to local conditions or environmental changes can hardly be overstated, for they can lead to survival advantages that may play out within an individual’s lifetime. Biological evolution, on the other hand, always begins with smaller or larger genetic mutations within a single individual, which means it can take countless generations to produce changes at the level of the population. Because most mutations do not lead to actual improvements—and generally more than one favorable mutation is needed to produce viable adaptations—new adaptations clearly do not arise so readily. Given all of these factors, organic evolution is a painfully slow process that hardly ever produces fine-tuned adaptations to local environments, especially when environmental conditions change again before the prolonged adaptation process can achieve optimum results.32 This means that for many species, there is a limit to how precise the fit between local conditions and behavioral adaptations can be. Cultural adaptation is much faster. Cultural “mutations,” new types of behavior or technological innovations, are usually produced to meet a particular need or solve a particular problem.


Great apes are also capable of producing such changes and can therefore be said to have culture. Yet, their cultures differ fundamentally from those of even the simplest human populations. Our ancestors managed to establish the novel process of cumulative cultural evolution. Innovations were refined, corrected, or combined with other ideas. And, again in contrast to the great apes, humans are capable of actively communicating advances to others, meaning they can be taught directly to other people. This is the decisive difference. We have the unique ability to continually improve on and expand our culture. In our reading of the Bible, we will see how certain changes can develop a momentum of their own and lead to even more changes.


The process of cultural evolution led to series of major transitions in our lifeways. The speed at which they took place accelerated rapidly over the course of the last 100,000 years, beginning with the invention of ever more sophisticated weapons, tools, art, and symbolic behavior. Over the past 10,000 years or so, these transformations began to take place at an even faster rate with the arrival of agriculture in its various forms. Predictably, these changes engendered large societies with their kings, cities, and wars.33 This amazing acceleration is unique and most likely the consequence of a positive feedback loop in which demography plays a significant role: more people mean more inventions, and more inventions mean more people. But every change challenged us to come up with new solutions to the new problems we had ourselves created. Unsurprisingly, however, the increased rate of rearrangement ultimately began to tax our own flexibility and inventiveness.


Viewed from this perspective, sedentarization represented a cultural quantum leap beyond all comparison. Within the shortest period, humans found themselves bombarded with new sets of problems. First and foremost were the diseases brought about by these changes, but hunger and violence resulting from increased competition also represented existential threats. Such rapid and dramatic change meant that genetic mutations did not have sufficient time to produce adaptations. In such situations populations usually go extinct or move on to more favorable regions. Instead, our ancestors developed new survival strategies that they implemented very quickly. Culture alone had to produce the solutions to these problems by building upon clever thinking, lucky guesses, or some combination of the two. People invented all sorts of new tools, developed new rules of behavior and rituals, and built cult sites where they could summon the spirits and—later—the gods. And even though these innovations didn’t always work out, culture itself advanced to become the recipe for success. In the end, culture produced the world in which we live today.


Just a Crutch?


Cultural evolution provided us with the tools we needed to live in our new environment, and in doing so it made biological adaptation nearly redundant. We generally see this as progress, but people seldom realize that culture does not always succeed in eliminating our problems entirely (or indeed at all); consider eyeglasses, which do nothing to cure poor vision, even though they do help us to see. Culture only offers tools to help us tackle the new and precarious living conditions we face. Some of these tools are hardly more than crutches, whereas others have become high-tech prostheses with which we can achieve undreamed of heights. But without them we can no longer live in comfort—and if we lose them we can really get ourselves in trouble.


But let us pause briefly to prevent any misunderstandings. We are not promoting cultural pessimism. The last thing we want to do is glorify French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s (1712–1778) “noble savage,” who lived a natural life unspoiled by civilization. Humans are not now, nor have they ever been, truly noble. Our point is merely that we should be aware of how culture has affected humanity. As much as we owe to culture, it really is something of a double-edged sword. Culture produced our unprecedented affluence and the world’s immense population, but it is also responsible for a number of the problems we were not designed for. We simply lack the necessary psychological tools to deal with them.


To put it in simple terms, thanks to biological evolution both our bodies and our minds became more or less adapted to our environment, but cultural evolution could never provide us with the same sense of well-being. Quite the opposite, in fact, for it led to a great divergence between our preferences and our actual state of mind (or body).34 We call these resulting maladjustments “mismatches.” Mismatch happens when some adaptation, say a particular behavior, founders because the environment in which it manifests itself is radically different from the one in which it evolved. Many readers will already be familiar with the idea: we move and feed ourselves today quite differently than we did in the times of the hunter-gatherers, when the specific physiological needs of our bodies were formed, and this has had a significant impact on the size of our bellies as well as the incidence of what are fittingly termed “diseases of civilization.”35


But fewer readers will be aware that we also struggle with such mismatch problems in the sphere of social behavior. When these problems rear their heads, we usually blame them on the poor choices of individuals and do not recognize them as the cultural products they really are. We will encounter many such examples in this book, especially in our examination of Genesis, but for now let us take an example from everyday life. For most of human history we lived in small communities in which everyone knew everyone else. Our fates depended on what everyone else thought about us, so we took great pains to maintain our reputations in front of the group. We automatically viewed any strangers we encountered as a potential threat. With the rise of cities, however, we began to live in large, anonymous societies. Cultural innovations have ensured that we can come to terms with the most serious complications: not all of us have to carry weapons, and we have learned that strangers are generally harmless. The rules of politeness ensure that our behavior is predictable. And then there are the inoculations that protect us from the infectious diseases strangers may carry.


This might sound like a case of successful cultural adaptation, but some things still don’t match. To this day we still take great care to protect our reputations, even though urban anonymity means that this is not nearly as important as it once was, and money now plays a much greater role in determining our status. And when packed together in big groups—in a busy department store, for example—people are at great pains to ignore all of the other strangers around them. The fact that some people might have trouble coming to terms with so many strangers is by no means due to their own shortcomings, for these feelings have their origins in a completely natural reaction. Nearly all of today’s phobias can be traced back to adaptive—that is to say, sensible—strategies for avoiding danger.


Three Natures


For our evolutionary reading of the Bible, we have developed a simple model of the human mind that can help us describe the effect culture has on people, one that pays heed to the biological as well as the cultural dimensions of our personalities. We differentiate between three kinds of human nature—and all three are found in all of us.


Our first nature consists of innate feelings, reactions, and preferences that evolved over the course of hundreds of thousands of years and proved their effectiveness in the daily lives of small groups of hunter-gatherers. Overall, these intuitions enabled people to function fairly smoothly in their social and ecological environments. Because they are anchored in our genetic codes, they require very little inculcation. The products of our first nature include myriad propensities, such as love between parent and child, a sense of fairness and outrage at injustice and inequality, a loathing for incest and infanticide, a fear of strangers and concern for reputation, a feeling of obligation after receiving gifts or assistance, jealousy, revulsion, and—not to forget our sense of religion—the tendency to see supernatural actors at work everywhere. In a nutshell, our first nature makes itself known in the form of intuitions and gut feelings.


The existential problems that arose in the wake of sedentarization were so severe that, as explained above, quick cultural workarounds were of the essence. These solutions in turn led to new habits, conventions, and ways of thinking. These cultural products cannot be inherited; once they have proven themselves, they can only be handed down and learned. Adults actively ensure that children internalize these behaviors during early childhood—to such a great extent that they come to make up our second nature. One doesn’t have to justify this behavior. If we consider our first nature our “natural nature,” this second nature is our “cultural nature.” French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu coined the term “habitus” to describe this phenomenon.36 Our second nature often varies from culture to culture and rarely reaches the same level of taken-for-grantedness—the same emotional depth—as our first nature. Yet our innate feelings still underlie our second nature, which may even co-opt them for its own purposes. This is why people react with revulsion (first nature) to the eating habits (second nature) of other cultures: “How can they bring themselves to eat dogs?” The realm of second nature includes traditions and customs, religion as a cultural product (the kind that is practiced in church, for example), and most of the things that Norbert Elias describes in The Civilizing Process: rules of decency, politeness, and good manners.37 In other words, all of the things to which we might say, “People here just don’t do that!” or “It’s just the way things are around here!”


Our third nature reflects our rational side. Third nature consists of the maxims, practices, and institutions that we follow consciously—due to a targeted analysis of a given situation, for example. This doesn’t mean that these rules always make perfect sense, of course. But we usually believe it’s a good idea to follow them, for not doing so might get us into trouble. Third-nature products are also internalized to a certain degree, but this usually occurs at a later phase of development—at school or in other institutions, for example. Over time, some successful third-nature products sink to the level of second nature, especially if they are not at odds with our first nature and we are indoctrinated with them in early childhood. Most aspects of our rational nature, though, remain only skin-deep, owing to their cognitive complexity as well as the fact that they often conflict with the innate proclivities of our first nature. The result is reluctance. Examples include all the things we balk at doing even though we know they are in our best interest: eating healthily, exercising, not drinking and driving, and obeying the speed limit, to name just a few. New Year’s resolutions, too, are typical products of our third nature. That’s why we almost always fail to live up to them. They are merely prudent, after all.


In Praise of Our Gut Feelings


In the prehistoric environment in which human evolution took place, we used our first nature’s feelings and intuitions as a compass to navigate daily life. Our second nature supplied us with special habits, techniques, moral prescriptions, and social practices such as rituals, which varied from group to group. Our third nature only came into play in emergency situations when we faced new challenges and tried-and-true mechanisms no longer performed as expected. The cognitive solutions of our commonsense nature could—if they were any good and did not conflict too greatly with our first nature—become habits and conventions and thus, over time, achieve second-nature status. This process of cultural accumulation continuously expands the courses of action we have at our disposal. For most of human history, it took place at a modest pace, for truly new challenges were uncommon in our ancestral environment.


The dramatic shift in human behavior that took place at the beginning of the Holocene opened up to us a whole new world, one for which we simply were not made. Our first nature could no longer keep up with the changes that came in the wake of sedentarization, such as immense population densities and technological advancement. So our third nature took over the helm—and with impressive efficiency. Today hardly any situation we might encounter would induce us to happily hand control back to our first nature. But because our third nature was so adept at ensuring our survival, natural selection had very little opportunity to introduce fundamental changes of its own. And this meant that the mismatch problems that came with these changes were here to stay.


This outcome was inevitable. Because our first nature is anchored in our genetic code, and 12,000 years have not been enough for these changes to modify our psychological preferences, we continue to carry these mismatch problems around with us. When Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Faust spoke of two souls dwelling in his breast, he was talking about our first nature, which is always happy to make itself known. It protests against what it still considers a new way of life; it niggles at the back of our minds and gets us into moral dilemmas. We have to summon up all our discipline to maintain control, but sometimes we simply don’t have the energy to do so. In recent years, experiments have shown that self-discipline is actually something of a limited resource. At some point, when we are tired and weary, we will simply give in to our desires. That is when our first nature takes over and, like Goethe’s Faust, cries out to the fleeting temptation, “Stay, thou art so fair!” Unfortunately, as we know all too well, there’s a rude awakening in store for us at the end.


Here is a classic example. A married woman falls in love with another man, or a committed husband falls for another woman. Our first nature sighs with pleasure, “Love!” Our second nature calls out, “Fidelity!” And our third nature objects, “Think of the mortgage, the lawyers’ fees, the alimony payments!” As a moral dilemma, this is a thoroughly modern problem, since monogamy is a cultural invention that has barely managed to achieve second-nature status (it’s also absent from most parts of the Bible). The church’s attempts at remedying the situation—“What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder”—have done little to make it all seem more natural.


“Our systems for social interaction did not evolve in the context of vast groups and abstract institutions like states, corporations, unions and social classes,” explains anthropologist Pascal Boyer. “Sedentary settlements, large tribes, kingdoms and other such modern institutions are so recent in evolutionary time that we have not yet developed reliable intuitions about them.”38 The result is a latent discontent with civilization, a recurrent feeling of living in an upside-down world. Our second and third natures are cultural products. They have helped us survive, but they don’t necessarily make us happy. As workarounds they can only partially fulfill needs that hearken back to a long forgotten world. Ever since we gave up being mobile foragers, life has become a matter of the head instead of the heart.


In our anthropological reading of the Bible, we have developed a greater appreciation for our gut feelings, which have proven something of an effective divining rod in our examinations. Whenever we came across something that just didn’t sit well, we knew we had stumbled across another mismatch problem. Our first nature was telling us that something wasn’t quite right. In fact, this happened right at the start, with the story of Adam and Eve. The Bible begins with a story that, to be honest, is plain weird. Why did God cast his own creations—and all of their descendants to boot—out of Paradise for a minor misdemeanor? Such cruelty cannot but rile our first-nature repugnance for injustice.









PART I


GENESIS


When Life Became Difficult


Genesis. What a treasure trove of stories! Speaking snakes, mysterious trees in the Garden of Eden, a God who forms the first man from dust, Noah and his ark filled with animals, a tower that soars into the heavens, and intimate glimpses into the private lives of Abraham, his wives Sarah and Hagar, and their numerous descendants. Even respected theologians are convinced that the Bible’s “most wonderful stories” are found in the book of Genesis.1 And they are right. Few other works have managed to capture our imaginations for such a long time. Could this have something to do with the fact that these tales—if you bother to actually read them—are profoundly enigmatic?


The number of calamities encountered at the very beginning of the Good Book will shock the modern reader. Adam and Eve are ejected from Paradise. Cain slays his brother Abel. Humanity endures a catastrophic flood and then, for its audacity in building the Tower of Babel, is scattered across the globe. The tales of the patriarchs abound in intrigue, murder, and mayhem.


Bereshit, meaning “in the beginning,” is the Hebrew name for the first book of the Torah. Its Greek name is Genesis, which translates as “birth,” “origin,” or “emergence.” This name also jibes perfectly with our evolution-inspired perspective. The Bible has identified the true origins of human misery and the resulting—and still omnipresent—feeling of alienation that comes from living in a world for which we were not made.


Some biblical exegetes simply interpret these difficulties as a consequence of the fall from grace. “That’s the way the world is,” they say. “Our troubles began when people disobeyed God’s commandment and were forced to leave the Garden of Eden.” Although we do not find this explanation very convincing, we do agree with the surprising conclusion that Homo sapiens has not always lived with life’s tribulations—the drudgery, the pain of giving birth, the fratricide. Indeed, these problems are new, the result of the behavioral changes that followed in the wake of our ancestors’ adoption of farming and livestock breeding. These innovations brought injustice, disease, and massive violence into the world with them.


That’s why the Bible is such an inexhaustible and incomparable anthropological resource. By surveying the problems described in its pages, we can assemble a catalog of the afflictions that plague humanity. The biblical narratives tell of a time when our species faced problems so pressing and new that we were unable to evolve effective genetic adaptations to deal with them. People therefore had to develop their own coping strategies, and this led to a cultural big bang whose echoes still resonate today. The Bible reports on what might be the most ambitious, systematic, and sustained attempt to come to terms with all of the sorrow that has confronted humanity for thousands of years. Its pages pack a lot of cultural evolution.


At the end of our journey through Genesis, we will come to see the hand of God in this misery and find an answer as to why the stories of the Book of Books continue to fascinate us to this day. Above all, we will appreciate how religion morphed into a veritable cultural Swiss army knife. Today’s readers of the Bible may not all find their way to God, but they will certainly come away with a better understanding of human nature.
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ADAM AND EVE


The Real Fall of Man


THERE IS NO BETTER BEGINNING THAN THE STORY OF ADAM AND Eve. Let’s be honest: Who has never marveled at the fact that God threw both of them out of Paradise for the sake of a little nibble on the sly—and in doing so brought eternal doom down upon all of humanity?


Isn’t the Bible’s beginning puzzling? Adam and Eve’s fate throws up one question after another, and we have an urgent need to find meaning in the story. Throughout the ages people have objected to the fundamental injustice: It’s just not right! How could God cast the pair out of the Garden of Eden? Our gut instinct refuses to accept it.


In fact, the Good Book’s opening story confirms our suspicion that there is a telling of the Bible that remains to be discovered, a story that has remained hidden from readers.1 How else can we explain that after 2,000 years there is still no consistent, generally accepted interpretation of the story? Most people are simply not aware of this. Readers believe the true message is the “Fall of Man,” which headlines the tragic tale of the world’s first pair of lovers. This headline, however, was actually a later addition2 and a rather tendentious one at that.


This is why we wish to scrutinize the story of Adam and Eve. In this chapter we subject it to a more detailed examination than in our handling of the Bible’s later stories in order to illustrate how our anthropologically inspired reading of the Bible works. Our first step is to recall the actual course of events in the Garden of Eden rather than what thousands of years of speculation have made of them. We therefore take a close look at the embellishments surrounding the first two people on earth. This is quite entertaining, for it turns out that nothing limits our imagination when it comes to extracting an at least moderately acceptable interpretation from the word of God. The actual story has long since been buried under the many previous attempts at finding meaning, and this is why, like archaeologists, we have to clear away all of civilization’s rubble.


Scholars of religious history traditionally begin by critically analyzing the historical circumstances out of which the Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, arose. In the second step of our analysis, we use their insights to unlock the brilliant world of the ancient Near East. This will allow us to peer back into the depths of history and identify the ancient substrate from which the story arose—the “before” that refers to our transition from foragers to agriculturalists and pastoralists. As it turns out, the church is right. The story of Adam and Eve really is the story of humanity’s original sin. But this original sin is something entirely different from the interpretation the church has maintained over the centuries.


In the third step we introduce our biblical anthropology into the mix. We show just what surprising perspectives emerge when we keep in mind that the Bible’s story is actually a tale of the existential difficulties brought about by the radical change in behavior that occurred when Homo sapiens adopted a sedentary way of life. When we read it in this way, the Bible suddenly becomes transparent.


THE SEARCH FOR MEANING


Anyone who pays close attention to the first pages of the Old Testament will be struck by just how strangely it all began. Genesis tells of how God first created heaven and earth and then everything else in the world. And on the sixth day he said to himself, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” And it came to pass. “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.” His instructions were clear: “Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it.”


Then something peculiar happened. After God looked again upon his work, declared it “very good,” and allowed himself a day of rest, what did he do next? He started over. He took earth from the fields, formed Adam from it, and breathed life into him. Then God “planted a garden eastward in Eden” and placed Adam in it. And because God immediately realized that it was “not good that man is alone,” he thought to himself, “I will make him an help meet for him.” From earth he once again formed the beasts in the field and the birds in the sky and presented them to Adam, who was allowed to name them. “But for Adam there was not found an help meet for him.” At that point God came up with the idea of the rib.


He put Adam into a deep sleep, took one of his ribs, and from it formed a woman. “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh,” Adam realized immediately. “And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed.” God had every reason to be satisfied. But he didn’t reckon with the snake.


We all remember the rest of the story: Eve is tempted by the snake to defy God’s commandment and taste the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Adam does nothing to stop her. From that point on, they are both ashamed of their nakedness, and God casts them out of Paradise. We have lived east of Eden ever since.


Generations of believers, deeming every letter of Genesis holy (and not knowing that it combines two creation stories), have puzzled over the details. Why did God create humans twice? What happened to the first people? It’s no wonder that the rumor arose that Eve was actually Adam’s second wife. The first had run off, and that is why God resorted to the trick with the rib.


Not surprisingly, the story of Paradise has given rise to endless questions—and brought forth new stories. Seldom are they of a pious nature. Why did God first show Adam the animals when looking for a helpmate? Theologians like German Old Testament scholar Erhard Blum speak of a “trial and error process.”3 The Babylonian Talmud really gives free rein to the imagination: Adam supposedly tried to mate with one female animal after another.4


We can understand all this intense interest. The creation account seeks to explain the curious course of our history. We want to know all the details—it’s about our own fate, after all. There are no limits when it comes to conjuring up new interpretations, and even the smallest detail is worthy of our attention. Did Adam and Eve have navels although they were not natural-born? Most painters seem to believe they did. Did Eve have one rib more than Adam because she was made from one of his? No, men and women have the same number of ribs. Does that mean that Adam originally had thirteen ribs? Maybe: around 10 percent of people do. And the snake that was damned to crawl around on its belly after it tempted Eve—haven’t snakes always done that? No, some paintings depict the snake sauntering around on two legs; some even show it riding a camel.5


All Because of an Apple That Wasn’t


Not only are the details contested, but even the core question of the story’s message remains unresolved. Although mountains of learned interpretations have piled up over the years, there is still no convincing answer to the most important question of all: What does the Bible want to tell us through the story of Adam and Eve? Why did God punish them? It almost seems as if every rabbi or theologian has his or her own opinion on the subject.


At this point a number of believers will shake their heads in bewilderment and say, “There’s no question about it! It’s right there in the chapter headline of every Bible: man’s disobedience.” But isn’t this a strange tale? All of humanity is held collectively responsible and punished over hundreds of generations—all because of a single apple? In fact, the Bible does not even mention an apple, speaking simply of a “fruit.” Only in late antiquity did scholars begin to refer to it as an apple because the Latin word for apple, mālum, was similar to the Latin malum, meaning “misdeed,” “evil,” or “calamity.”6


More importantly for our analysis, the story of the Garden of Eden makes no mention of sin,7 a term that does not appear until the story of Cain and Abel. And if you consider how mild God’s punishment was in the face of a capital offense—it was, after all, humanity’s first case of murder, and Cain was merely exiled—the inexorable penalty meted out to our first parents is quite disproportionate. Why was God unable to forgive the theft of a single piece of fruit?


Could it be that he wanted to draw attention away from his own guilt? After all, God alone bears the responsibility for his creations. He had just formed the actors in this story, including the snake that tempted Eve. If one of his creations messes up at the first opportunity and his creatures don’t know how to behave, then that’s a problem for him. Isn’t he to be held accountable?


Other questions arise once we begin to reflect on these issues. What was so bad about what the first couple actually did? Eve only wanted to learn, and what’s wrong with that? “The fact that humankind strives for knowledge about good and evil, that it wishes to be wise,” notes theologian Rainer Albertz, “is not the ‘original sin’ in all of the rest of the Old Testament, nor is it anywhere else in the Near East of antiquity.”8 Albertz goes one better and asks whether the humankind “that God actually wanted was meant to be dumb and incapable.”9 In the past such speculation might have got him burned at the stake.


Some Adam and Eve advocates doubt the two were even capable of guilt. At the moment of committing their crime, they existed in a state prior to the knowledge of good and evil. They could not have known that they were doing something wrong, for they had no idea what evil was. As they were incapable of guilt, it follows that they could not be punished. In fact, theologians have described their behavior as something more akin to “muddle-headedness and naïve childishness.”10 As intellectually challenged as they were when it came to morality, they deserved some leniency. Or at least a recognition of mitigating circumstances.


But maybe that is what they actually received. The punishment that God gave them is strangely inconsistent. God had threatened Adam, “In the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.” Yet this did not come to pass, for believe it or not, Adam lived to see his 930th birthday, surviving for many centuries after the fall. Was the serpent right when he recommended they taste of the fruit and told Eve, “Ye shall not surely die”? The exegetes of early Judaism sought to save God’s honor by means of numerical acrobatics. They claimed that Adam and Eve did indeed die on the day they ate from the tree of knowledge, but one of God’s days is equal to nearly 1,000 human years.11 This is also a side story, but it shows how God’s inconsistency also managed to confound the scholars of antiquity.12


What was God’s punishment according to Genesis? He cast Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden. As he did, he told the woman, “In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.” Then he told the man, “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” Yet then God showed himself to be surprisingly considerate when he fashioned them coats out of skins and clothed them himself. Did God have a bad conscience? This first story in the Bible truly is quite peculiar.


It Must Be True!


Even though we could continue along this line of reasoning for hours, let us try to keep things brief, lest the theologians among our readers grow bored. We are, after all, not the first to point out these inconsistencies. Still, the fact remains that new questions arise out of Genesis’s every paragraph. God’s message was not clear at all, something that parents understand all too well: “Daddy, why is the snake bad? Why didn’t God make him good?” These questions are of interest not only to children.


Homo sapiens is the “storytelling animal,” says Jonathan Gottschall, a literary scholar inspired by evolutionary biology.13 Anthropologist Pascal Boyer also describes that our minds are “narrative” or “literary”: “Minds strive to represent events in their environment, however trivial, in terms of causal stories, sequences where each event is the result of some other event and paves the way for what is to follow.” And we pay close attention to whether these stories are consistent.14 The story has to be logical even when it deals with the fantastic.


As it happens, we all do have an internal compulsion to seek out coherence aimed at “cognitive dissonance reduction.”15 We have to lend meaning to the things that we do and the things that happen to us. Our very survival has always depended on this: someone who could not interpret the signs in his environment wouldn’t make it all that far in life. That is why our “storytelling mind” is downright allergic to uncertainties and true coincidences. And if our mind is unable to come up with a meaningful interpretation, then it has absolutely no qualms about making one up.16 We will encounter this over and over again in this book.


Confirmation bias—the error cognitive psychologists refer to as the “father of all fallacies”17—also has a role to play here. We humans seek out information and prefer to grasp at those bits that confirm our preconceived ideas. Information that conflicts with these ideas we often do not even notice. Confirmation bias is responsible for the fact that fundamental assumptions seldom get called into question. When Adam and Eve were cast out of the Garden of Eden, there must have been a good reason for it.


And if we are dealing with a story that claims to explain why life has become such an ordeal, then our internal speculation engine switches into high gear. We simply have to identify the mistake that led to this state of affairs, for we certainly don’t want to make it again. The clergy might claim that the Lord works in mysterious ways, but this does not stop people from trying to decipher them.


Taming Unruly Texts


Even theologians speak of a “plausibility gap” at the beginning of Genesis, by which they mean that the world “apparently is not as God’s plan of creation intended.”18 Does this not lead to the heretical question of how firmly God is in control of his handiwork? A subversive tendency resides at the heart of our passion for making up stories, something brought home by the interpretations we have mentioned above. They are seldom all that pious: Adam carries on with the animals! Adam’s first wife ran off on him! And Eve has even been accused of sleeping with the devil, leading to her conception of the fratricidal Cain. You cannot even complain there is ill intent behind all of this speculation: it reflects a desperate attempt to make logical sense of the biblical story.


A great deal of effort has therefore gone into searching for religiously acceptable interpretations. The Jewish philosopher Philo (15/10 BCE–40 CE) is considered the first to make use of allegorical exegesis borrowed from the Greeks. From then on, whenever they came across something too “naïve, anthropomorphic, or Oriental—when, for example, God regrets having created humanity or, after having first created a paradise for man, immediately drives them out of it for a childish mistake, or when he either out of anger and/or fear of competition destroys their nice big tower and confounds their language—then the philosophical scholars claimed that all of this was figurative in meaning.”19 Following this formula, we can extract appropriate meaning from just about any unruly text.20


Let us now examine the most important attempts at making sense of this story. They are all expressions of our craving for coherence, and they also represent the rubble we must first clear away if we hope to reach the Bible’s substrate. It is actually a fairly enjoyable job: the rubble makes for rousing reading.


The Devil in the Serpent


We have already noted how the story of the Garden of Eden makes no mention of sin. It is therefore remarkable that the notion of original sin derives from such a sin-free story, a sin of such intensity that it affected all of Adam and Eve’s children as well as their children’s children. The idea of original sin does not originate in Genesis, and throughout the rest of the Old Testament, it is never invoked to explain the existence of death, disease, or suffering.21 Not until the book of Sirach (ca. 175 BCE), which Jews and Protestants consider apocryphal, does the fatal sentence first appear: “Sin began with a woman, and thanks to her we must all die.” Even after that, the idea took some time to gain traction. In the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch one reads, “And what will be said of the first Eve who obeyed the serpent, so that this whole multitude is going to corruption? And countless are those whom the fire devours.”22 On the Christian side of things, Paul23 (ca. 5–64 CE) and, most importantly, the church father Augustine of Hippo24 (354–430 CE) are responsible for propagating the idea of original sin.


We also know by now that the devil appeared—or, to be more precise, entered into the snake—much later.25 This interpretation, even if not predominant, is still common today: “Man, tempted by the devil, let his trust in his Creator die in his heart and, abusing his freedom, disobeyed God’s command. This is what man’s first sin consisted of,” according to the current catechism of the Catholic Church.26 But Genesis itself makes no mention whatsoever of Satan or Beelzebub or fallen angels or the envy of the demons.


For this reason, industrious biblical scholars have devised alternative interpretations. Here we take a look at three of them. The first is a very modern reading in which hubris lies at the heart of the first couple’s transgression. According to this theory, Eve decided to take fate into her own hands as if she herself were God. The desire for independence thus acquired the “stigma of godlessness.”27 The second exegesis is all about sex.28 As early as the Middle Ages, scholars speculated that the couple—naked and without shame—were tempted not by the tree’s sweet fruit but by the sweet allure of intercourse: “God did not mean to say: ne edatis, but ne coeatis,” according to Kurt Flasch.29 The consequences of their sinful behavior were agony in childbirth for the woman and hard work to feed the family for the man.


More intellectually demanding is a third interpretation, which views the story of the Garden of Eden as a metaphor for adolescence. The apple symbolizes maturity, and the bite represents a coming of age, as well as, in the words of Konrad Schmid, professor of Old Testament studies in Zurich, the consequence that “adult human life guided by the ‘knowledge of good and evil’ . . . necessarily moves away from God.”30 Schmid’s German colleague Erhard Blum believes the story manifests “man’s self-inflicted exit from his blessed immaturity.”31


In all these cases authors have foisted their interpretations on the Bible to transform this stubborn material into something more manageable. And in every case doing so requires moving away from the original text, either by adding material that isn’t there—you can keep on looking, but you won’t find the devil hiding in Eden—or interpreting it allegorically. In 2,500 years of exegesis, no definitive theological interpretation of the story of Adam and Eve has emerged. Compared with this, the religious historians have done better.


THE GLITTERING ORIENT


Religious history provides two major frameworks for interpreting these stories. First, whether they arose in Egypt, Mesopotamia, or Greece, stories of the gods explained how the cosmos and humans were created and why the conditions of life were as they were and not different. Such stories are known as etiologies.32 In this framework, the story of the Garden of Eden offers explanations for why our life on earth consists first and foremost of hard work. But it also describes how the world became patriarchal, why the Sabbath became holy, and why God no longer walks among us.


The second perspective uses the story of the loss of Paradise to explain the realities of life among the Israelites. In 722 BCE, the Assyrians destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel, and in 587 BCE the Babylonians captured the southern kingdom of Judah—including its capital, Jerusalem—and exiled the upper classes to Babylon. According to the priesthood, God had made use of the foreign armies to punish his own people for their disobedience. Just as Adam and Eve were cast out of Paradise for their waywardness, the kingdoms of Israel and Judah were lost to the Assyrian and Babylonian oppressors because their peoples had ignored God’s commandments. The losses of the Promised Land and the Garden of Eden—according to this historical theological interpretation—were God’s punishments for a lack of loyalty.33 The Diaspora thus began with Adam and Eve.


Few believers are comfortable with such interpretations: God’s word is eternal, after all, not bound to a particular time. Yet only a historical analysis can explain why the story of Adam and Eve continues to capture the imagination today. But this analysis should not limit itself to the world of the Bible alone. Indeed, if we broaden our scope to cover another one or two millennia and also encompass the broader region stretching from the Nile to the Tigris and Euphrates, then the analysis becomes more powerful and the Bible more sensible, largely because much of the ancient Orient is buried in the story of Genesis.


There is nothing remarkable about that, for Palestine was situated at the crossroads of the ancient high cultures. It was a transit zone for goods, ideas, and stories, whether they came from Egypt or Mesopotamia. Most of the episodes appearing in the Old Testament were written down and reworked either during or after the Babylonian exile—and all of this took place against the backdrop of contemporary Oriental religions. The authors and editors were well versed in the stories of their rivals’ gods, and they had absolutely no qualms about using them for inspiration—or even copying a few stories in their entirety.34


Biblical scholars have uncovered a number of ancient stories that fed into the story of Genesis. For our research, the most interesting of these originated in Mesopotamia. The Enuma Elish, dating from the second millennium BCE, recounts the creation of the heavenly bodies and humans much as Genesis does.35 The myth of Atrahasis (ca. 1800 BCE) even describes a great flood, sent to destroy the humans, who had come to trouble the gods. But Atrahasis, warned by the god Enki, built an ark, brought animals aboard, and survived.36 This flood narrative also found its way into the most renowned epic of the era: the saga of the feats of the Sumerian king Gilgamesh.37 Here, too, we find motifs familiar to readers of the Bible. For example, Gilgamesh finds the herb of life, only to have it stolen by a snake.38 Gilgamesh also encounters a second snake, which hides in the roots of the huluppu tree planted in a holy garden.39 Finally, in 2014 biblical scholars Marjo Korpel and Johannes de Moor reported that they had discovered a tale from the Canaanite city of Ugarit, now located in modern-day Syria, that could have served as a model for the authors of the story of Adam and Eve. In the text, dating from the thirteenth century BCE, the god Horon takes on the form of a snake and, by means of a bite, transforms the tree of life located in a “vineyard of the gods” into a tree of death.40


Whether vilified as plagiarism or celebrated as “bricolage” or “sampling” in the humanities, this form of adaptation is one of humankind’s oldest cultural techniques. In cultural evolution “endless cross-fertilization” is only to be expected.41 Motifs, characters, and ideas wander from culture to culture. They are crossed with one another to create new stories.


He Was Not Alone


Not only is Genesis full of motifs taken from older stories, but these stories also played out against the backdrop of the ancient Middle Eastern cosmos. It is a colorful world full of life, a polytheistic world full of gods and spirits—a concrete setting unfettered by abstract ideas. It is hardly ever explicitly moralistic and often not even moral.


The final editors of the Bible tried to eliminate this Oriental legacy in favor of their new idea of monotheism, and they sought to adapt the older stories to fit the new religion. This is particularly apparent in the story of the flood. Whereas there were three gods and a goddess at work in the Mesopotamian original, in the Bible we only meet God, and he plays all of these roles. This fact explains why his actions are not all that “coherent.”42


The creation story downsizes divine diversity: whereas the sun and moon were powerful gods in neighboring cultures, the God of the Bible demotes them to mere “lights.”43 The primordial ocean, once the formidable goddess Tiamat, is now nothing more than just water. And whereas the Oriental gods had to slaughter one of their own in order to obtain the blood needed to awaken the people they had formed out of clay,44 in the Bible it took only the divine breath of life. Here it is easy to see what Max Weber meant when he spoke of the “disenchantment of the world.”45


This process of disenchantment was never carried to its full conclusion, however. How could it be? Otherwise, we would have had to do without the story of Adam and Eve. For the story to be retold, one could not do without the talking serpent. It is not an evil intruder but a native inhabitant of the Garden of Eden.46 And what is true for the snake is also true for God himself. At the beginning of creation he remains a representative of the older polytheistic world. He is neither abstract nor discarnate, neither omniscient nor omnipresent. In the evenings he goes for a walk in his garden and cannot find his creatures. He has to call out for Adam: “Where art thou?” And to whom is he speaking when he says, “Let us make man in our own image”? Religious scholars see this as evidence that he was once accompanied by a divine entourage.47 As Robert Wright wrote in his Evolution of God, “Apparently God himself didn’t start life as a monotheist.”48


Today we lack the sensorium required to detect the remnants of the ancient cosmos of the gods. Some of them are obscure, such as when Eve is dubbed “the mother of all living,” a title derived from a very special lady indeed: Asherah.49 Once upon a time she was most likely God’s wife (more on this later). Other clues are less obvious, because we no longer perceive them as such divine remnants. We believe, for example, that God posted an angel armed with a sword to guard the entry to the Garden of Eden, but in reality there were two guards, who were much more exotic: the cherub is a winged creature, a hybrid of man and animal, and the flaming sword is a solidified flash of lightning.50


Not a Question of Morality


Once we are aware of this backdrop, Genesis really begins to sparkle. The story of Adam and Eve has its origins in an old polytheistic world swarming with supernatural beings. And they often got in each other’s way—even a snake could thwart a god’s plan. This dazzling array of powers made it impossible to differentiate between good and evil.


All of this also makes it clear that the biblical story of the Garden of Eden contains one prominent object that does not belong there: the tree of knowledge of good and evil from which Adam and Eve were said to have eaten. It stood, according to Scripture, next to the tree of life in the center of the garden. Yet its strangely long-winded name is enough to suggest that the tree was not indigenous.51 And why, going against narrative economy, does the Bible mention two trees? Only one of them is important when it comes to the story. Exegetes have repeatedly pointed out that Eve, having been approached by the serpent, only seems to know of one tree.52


In fact the tree of life was an old, familiar fixture in the ancient Middle East. The Canaanites53 believed it to be the seat of the goddess, and in Gilgamesh we already saw the connection between snakes and plants or trees of eternal life. Never before seen in the ancient Middle East, however, was a tree of knowledge of good and evil.54 Some biblical scholars therefore surmise that the tree was a later addition.55 We have to agree: the black-and-white logic of good and evil postulated by the tree of knowledge simply doesn’t fit into the old, scintillating world of the Eden episode. Such strict morality only appears when monotheism arrives on the scene: if there is only one God, you are either with him or against him; you are either good or evil. Tertium non datur—there is no third possibility.56 The polytheistic cosmos lacks such rigid dualisms. No godly decision is irrevocable, for another god might easily upend everything. People find this attractive. If they don’t agree with one god’s way of thinking, they can turn to one of his rivals. Adam and Eve do this as well when they follow the advice of the serpent instead of listening to God. The realization that the tree of knowledge is a later addition has far-reaching consequences. Whatever the story of Adam and Eve was about, it was not about the knowledge of good and evil or humanity’s acquisition of morality.


Why We Really Got Expelled


So far we have exhaustively documented what the story is not about. Here is what we think its actual subject really is: the Garden of Eden story tells the tale of a worsening existence. It is about a cultural step: in the beginning we lived in a world of abundance, and this gave way to the involuntary adoption of a life of tillage and toil. We must follow this trail as it leads directly to a point in history that is deemed a decisive turning point in human cultural evolution: the adoption of a sedentary way of life.


Variations on this theme appear in a number of stories of the ancient Middle East. First primordial man is created, and in a second step he is civilized. A Sumerian literary work with the curious title The Debate Between Grain and Sheep begins by describing how humans knew nothing of culture and lived like the animals: “The people of those days did not know about eating bread. They did not know about wearing clothes; they went about with naked limbs in the Land. Like sheep they ate grass with their mouths and drank water from the ditches.” The gods then decided to civilize people so that they could provide food for them. According to the myth of Atrahasis, humans were solely created to nourish the gods and later were decimated by plagues, because the gods felt they made too much noise.57


Probably the closest religious-historical parallel to the story of the Garden of Eden appears in an early Babylonian version of the epic of Gilgamesh—in the biography of Gilgamesh’s friend Enkidu, to be precise. After Enkidu was formed from clay, he first lived like a wild man together with the animals. It was not the gods, however, who civilized him, but rather a harlot skilled in all the womanly arts of seduction. Although all of the animals left Enkidu and his ability to run was compromised, his intellect expanded, and for the first time he understood her words. The harlot commented on his transformation as follows: “You are wise, Enkidu, and now you have become like a god.” That sounds familiar—“and you shall be as gods,” or so reads the serpent’s well-known promise to Adam and Eve. The similarities are striking. In the Gilgamesh epic, the civilizing act has equally negative repercussions: Enkidu loses his innocence and his feeling of security among the animals. Now that he is a civilized human being, his thirst for action and glory will harm the animals and offend the gods. As a result he brings the gods’ wrath upon himself and suffers a tragic end.58


Henrik Pfeiffer describes these stories so typical of the ancient world of the Middle East as “two-staged anthropogonies.”59 Man’s transformation from an evidently wild creature into a cultural being led to a life of backbreaking labor. “In these texts work is always described as drudgery,” Old Testament specialists Othmar Keel and Silvia Schroer explain.60 A key point in all of them, however, is the understanding of this step as the result of a transgression. “The existence that arose as a result of a transgression against God’s commandment . . . is clearly seen as negative and must become humanity’s doom.”61 The new way of life is a burden. And, astonishingly, such interpretations show that these two-stage anthropogonies are actually surprisingly close to historical reality. And with that it is time for us to get to work on the evolutionary interpretation.


THE TRULY ASTONISHING


We now turn to the prehistoric world, when humans roamed the earth in small groups of hunter-gatherers. During this time our first nature was formed, that innate set of emotions, psychological needs, and moral intuitions necessary for us to master life in groups of manageable size. We shall see that the hunter-gatherer epoch provides the necessary backdrop for understanding biblical phenomena.


They Were Not Ashamed


For most of our history, we were nomadic hunter-gatherers. A tiny number of scattered people still live like that today, and we can reconstruct how we would have lived based on knowledge of these people’s lifeways. Hunter-gatherers resided in small, multifamily bands comprising some thirty to fifty members that were always on the move. They formed loose networks with neighboring bands, even though they were not in constant contact. Hunter-gatherers required large swathes of territory. Only occasionally did all members of these “macrobands” come together to arrange marriages or to service their alliances.


Within the individual groups, people lived in close personal contact with one another. At least in the warmer regions of the world, they had few clothes and mainly covered only their genitals. They also had very little in the way of belongings. Distinct hierarchies were just as absent as significant concentrations of power. Social differentiation was minor, determined by individual abilities or prominent personality traits. Resources, game in particular, were shared. Generosity improved hunters’ reputations. In short, for the longest time human existence was generally egalitarian and democratic. This, etched into our psyches, determines the perception and interpretation of our social surroundings to this day.62


Cooperation was everything. Interdependence among group members was the foundation of communal living. Decisions were made as a group, often after long discussions. An individual’s reputation was of great importance. Could one rely on his knowledge and experience? Was he dependable and ready to help? Reputation was the capital of prehistory. As humans in those days had no stored provisions at their disposal, foragers had to invest in social relationships, and these included relationships with other bands of the same community. Whoever had proven that he was prepared to support the other members of the community could count on their support in times of need. Cooperation was a form of life insurance.


Accordingly, harmony was of paramount importance. Every transgression against community life was noted and, if necessary, punished. In serious cases this might lead to expulsion from the group or even the death of the troublemaker.63 But these were rare occurrences, for no one stood a chance of surviving on his own, and this meant everyone was at pains to be a good group member. The group was also capable of forgiving misconduct if the culprit showed the proper remorse. In the wilderness, every woman and every man counted. There was no place for rigorism.


The emotions of our first nature governed how we lived together. Over hundreds of thousands of years of evolution, innate preferences and moral intuitions ensured that hunter-gatherers functioned in a way the others could count on. Particular traditions such as customs or rituals had long since become a part of their second nature, and they rarely found themselves confronting a situation that forced a third-nature solution to the problem. We can safely assume that the state of grace that Adam and Eve enjoyed in the beginning of the story—“And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed”—closely matched life in prehistoric times.


To avoid any misunderstandings, we do not wish here to romanticize the prehistoric world before humans adopted sedentary ways of life. We only wish to establish that the life of the hunter-gatherer did possess some “paradisiacal” traits—at least compared to the living conditions that came next. We are interested in the fact that humans lived in an environment to which they had genetically adapted over the course of hundreds of thousands of years. The “mismatch,” as it is often called, did not yet exist. Before sedentarization, there was no gulf between the “old” psyche and the “new” environment—the source of doom and gloom. Still, that does not mean the life of the hunter-gatherer was a picnic, so to speak.


Paradise Lost


With the waning of the last ice age around 15,000 years ago, many parts of the area known as the Fertile Crescent, situated between the Nile to the west and the Tigris and Euphrates to the east, were transformed into a virtual land of milk and honey. Herds of antelope, gazelles, horses, and wild cattle populated the extensive grasslands. In many places, hunter-gatherers who previously had constantly roamed around found they no longer had to do so. They established permanent camps and began to enjoy all of this bounty. In a way their lives were not so far from that in the Garden of Eden—but their luck would not hold for long.


Prehistorians continue to debate whether the end to these paradisiacal conditions around 12,000 years ago stemmed from climate change or human activity. Regardless, there is clear evidence that overhunting caused animal populations to collapse. If they wanted to avoid a similar fate, the foragers had to come up with something new. A return to nomadic life was no longer an option in many of these places, as densities had become too high and neighboring communities no longer tolerated trespassers on their lands. Another problem surely was the loss, after generations of sedentary living, of a great deal of the knowledge needed to survive in the wilderness. People desperately tried to come up with new strategies for survival.


We can be sure that no one in those days ever proclaimed, “Eureka! Let’s be farmers!” The early days of agriculture were a haphazard affair. Humans had always collected berries, nuts, and wild grains, and seeds would have continually fallen on the ground close to their settlements. This would have led to the seeding of whatever plants they had brought back. At some point, humans began to make systematic use of this discovery. The domestication of animals such as goats and sheep also took place during this time.


This new life was hard, however, which Genesis sums up in a nutshell. That Adam and Eve have to make a living east of Eden by toiling in the fields and pulling weeds is a sign of punishment. “Cursed is the ground for thy sake!” God was pretty clear when it came to explaining to Adam and Eve their new fate. “In sorrow shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life. Thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to thee; and thou shalt eat the herb of the field. In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread.”


The new way of life really did appear to be a curse, and over the centuries things got progressively worse. Evidence of this surfaces in prehistoric skeleton finds. It seems that sedentary life didn’t agree with humans: people were no longer as tall as their hunter-gatherer ancestors, they suffered from hunger64 and disease, and they died younger. They had to toil in the fields. Without decent seeds, fertilizer, and effective irrigation techniques, they were lucky to bring in a good harvest. Droughts and floods had a much greater impact than in the past, for people were now closely bound to a particular place. Sam Bowles, an economist and anthropologist at the Santa Fe Institute, has calculated that the earliest agriculturalists had to invest a great deal more time to obtain the same amount of calories as the hunter-gatherers of yore enjoyed.65 This means that the latter had more time for maintaining social relationships. Viewed from this perspective, the life of their ancestors must have seemed like paradise to the earth’s earliest farmers.


Is the Bible Right After All?


The biggest question is, how could the authors of the Old Testament have remembered all this? The Old Testament was not set to paper until the first millennium BCE—thousands of years after sedentarization had taken hold. There is a tremendous gap between the two events.


The idea of a “collective memory” has firmly established itself in the human sciences.66 This memory comprises personal “communicative memory,” which includes no more than three generations, and a “cultural memory” that reaches back further into the past. The latter preserves memories in the form of myths, rituals and beliefs, stories, songs, and sayings. There has never been any proof that events could be retained in the cultural memory over thousands of years before the invention of writing. Nevertheless, many biblical stories sound like distant echoes of the Neolithic Revolution, particularly when the Bible falls back on older traditions. As we shall see in subsequent chapters, the Bible repeatedly focuses on precisely the problems that developed during this time.


There are, of course, alternative explanations. Lost paradises, golden ages, and lands of milk and honey appear in myths and fairytales from all over the globe. The idea that “nature provides its full blessings of its own accord and without human assistance” appears to be a persistent fantasy throughout human history.67 Such stories are often interpreted as backward-looking utopian tales whose true purpose is a critique of the present. Perhaps.


We might also be dealing with an encounter between contrasting experiences. In some places, agriculturalists must have had sporadic contact or even trade with nearby groups of hunter-gatherers. Travelers spread rumors of unclothed people who knew no shame and appeared to receive nature’s fullest blessings. Or perhaps the nomadic herdsman lifestyle of neighboring pastoralists struck the agriculturalists as primitive?


Distant echo, backward-looking utopia, or contrasting experience—we do not wish to exclude any of these explanations. Ultimately, however, disentangling these sources is of merely historical interest, because such an analysis cannot explain why so many of the Bible’s stories remain so fascinating to this very day. But that is precisely what our anthropological argument can do! It doesn’t really matter if people were aware that their ancestors had not always had to deal with the problems that came with sedentism, for many of the problems are just as persistent now as they were thousands of years ago. It still feels as wrong to our first nature that we have to toil in the field by the sweat of our brow as it did on the very first day.


In terms of evolution, the few millennia since these problems initially appeared simply represent too short a period for human psychology to adapt. Had such adaptations evolved, our psyches would no longer find such living conditions problematic; they would seem normal—the problems would simply have ceased to exist. And no one would have ever found it necessary to build a gripping story around these issues, for stories never center on the obvious. Instead they are time-tested simulations that we use to reflect upon problems and develop solutions. Jonathan Gottschall describes the telling of stories as a powerful “virtual reality” technology that enables us to take a theoretical approach to challenges, determine possible actions, and test their acceptability. “Just as flight simulators allow pilots to train safely,” Gottschall notes, “stories safely train us for the big challenges of the social world.”68 People everywhere have always fallen back on the medium of the story to deal with life’s miseries, and mismatch problems were the seeds from which these stories sprouted. The best of them survived because they offered explanations that people felt were plausible.


This is what our evolutionary reading of the Bible has to offer: by seeking to expose the core of these stories, we can recognize the problems humans faced after the greatest change in behavior that Homo sapiens had ever experienced. It allows us to identify those challenges that evolution saddled us with. These are not the idiosyncratic problems of particular individuals: to a greater or lesser extent, they continue to trouble us all. This is why the Bible still has something to say even to those who don’t believe it is God’s word.


SCANDAL IN PARADISE


With all of these considerations in mind, we now return to Adam and Eve. As we shall see, their story reflects more than our desire to comprehend why life for most of us consists of so much drudgery, for it also manifests two other important problems of our new existence: the invention of property and the oppression of women.


The Invention of Property


The first and only rule that God had issued in Eden was simple: “Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat: But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it.” It was God’s property, and because Adam and Eve did not follow this simple rule, they were ejected from Paradise. Indeed, the invention of private property is the most consequential outcome of the adoption of sedentism, and respecting someone else’s property is the first commandment of the settled world.


It is hard for us today to imagine the significance of this change. Property rights are so familiar that we take them for granted; indeed, we treat them as natural rights. Nomadic hunter-gatherers, however, only owned a few everyday objects, such as a spear and butchering knife. Game, large fish, and honey, however, they shared, and they even celebrated this act of sharing. Anyone who tried to keep all of the meat for himself would suffer a loss of reputation—and if it happened repeatedly, the perpetrator would face more severe sanctions. The land itself belonged to the group, the tribe. Everyone knew exactly where the neighboring tribe’s territory began, but within the tribe’s own stretch of land, every member enjoyed the same rights of use. Anyone who claimed, “That there is my tree. You may not eat of its fruit,” would have been ridiculed.


With the arrival of sedentism, all of this inevitably changed. Agriculture demanded that certain things could no longer be shared. How can one have a good harvest if everyone helps himself to the fruits of the field? From this point on, the farmer would claim, “This is my land! Those are my plants and my stores!” Others were no longer allowed to take from them. But establishing this new concept of property was by no means easy. It required an enormous intellectual effort to convince members of a community that certain things now belonged to a single individual or family. Why should this land or this tree suddenly be off-limits to everyone else? Everyone would have made use of it in the past! What right did an individual have to call it his own?


Ethnologist Frank Marlowe observed among the Hadza of today’s Tanzania how one individual hunter-gatherer once began to tend a crop but soon abandoned the idea when other members of the group helped themselves to the produce. Today we might call their actions shameless—and, indeed, they never would have thought for a moment that they were in the wrong.69


This should not come as a surprise, however. As there was no property worth mentioning in the world of the hunter-gatherer, our recognition of it never became anchored in our first nature. American psychologists Jonathan Haidt and Craig Joseph compiled a list of five universal moral modules: “suffering (it’s good to help and not harm others), reciprocity (from this comes a sense of fairness), hierarchy (respect for elders and those in legitimate authority), coalitionary bonding (loyalty to your group) and purity (praising cleanliness and shunning contamination and carnal behavior).”70 Conspicuous in its absence is a moral module that drives us to respect the property of others. It does not exist because 12,000 years turned out not to be enough for evolution to anchor it in our genes.


In order to effectively protect their belongings, people had to come up with new ideas—a classic task for our third nature, our ability to reason. What are needed are cultural rules that help to establish the new idea. As we have seen when it comes to the Bible, prohibitions coupled with a threat were quite popular in the past, something along the lines of “If you eat that, something bad is going to happen to you.” Among horticulturists (foragers who also plant gardens), spirits are responsible for protecting the garden in its owner’s absence. In Polynesia, ethnologists have observed how owners utter a taboo over their fruit or vegetable garden and leave it up to the gods to punish the thief.71


The Bible shows us that verbal measures are not that effective, however. Eve herself was no longer sure exactly what God’s commandment meant after the snake had whispered in her ear. Strong institutions are better than mere words. In order to prevent humanity from stealing from the tree of life, God transformed Paradise into a hortus conclusus, an enclosed garden, and even posted sentries outside for good measure.


It took a few generations for the new rules concerning private property to establish themselves. The more acceptance of these conventions grew, the more they became a part of our upbringing, and this is how respect for other people’s property became a part of our second nature. Its position is tenuous, however: “property” is a concept that we have to teach children (“Give her back her toys! They’re not yours!”). And even adults bear sympathies for robbers such as Robin Hood who steal from the rich and give to the poor.


In light of this perspective, we have to ask ourselves just what the actual scandal in Paradise was. The fact that Adam and Eve failed to heed God’s first commandment was, as we have shown, certainly not it—at least not to nonreligious sensibilities. One does not have to be a hunter-gatherer to find it hard to believe that the fruit of a particular tree is taboo. Pick the fruit before someone else does—that is our first nature.


The real scandal therefore lies elsewhere. When humans adopted a sedentary lifestyle, a fundamental rule of human coexistence was cast aside, an everyday norm developed over the course of hundreds of thousands of years: food must be shared; selfishness is shameful. For ages this had been obvious. The new concept of property subverted the prehistoric reliance on solidarity. What was commonly owned—nature’s food supply—suddenly became monopolized. That is the real scandal! We have to imagine how an everyday, even necessary activity—the gathering of fruit—was not merely forbidden but criminalized. The scandal reverberates to this very day. If we had found it reasonable that God punished Adam and Eve for picking the forbidden fruit, their story would not have captivated us for so long.


Materially Rich, Socially Poor


Sedentarization brought about a number of processes that sparked radical changes in human societies. Earlier we touched on how hunter-gatherers, unable to store provisions, invested in social relationships to ensure mutual support in times of emergency. Cooperation was everything; solidarity served as a form of life insurance. Suddenly, the world was turned on its head: the privatization of resources made the farmer far less dependent on his neighbors. People no longer relied on the critical support of other families, and they have neglected these less crucial social relationships ever since.


Thus begins our journey down a one-way street leading to a world in which life is ever richer in terms of material goods but also socially and emotionally impoverished.72 Relationships with people outside the family become less and less important. What’s more, property has to be protected, with violence if necessary. And because one’s own relatives offer the best allies—blood is thicker than water, after all—sons begin to stay at home with their fathers. That means that women now have to be brought in from elsewhere. These developing patriarchies transform women into tradable goods, into chattel.


Wherever the new stockpiling economy is successful, population numbers begin to soar. Competition is everywhere, social distinctions grow larger, hierarchies are born, and a privileged class arises. The discontent of men with neither property nor women of their own begins to swell. This can only lead to one thing: more violence. In this respect, philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau was probably right when he wrote,


The first man, who, after enclosing a piece of ground, took it into his head to say, ‘This is mine,’ and found people simple enough to believe him, was the true founder of civil society. How many crimes, how many wars, how many murders, how many misfortunes and horrors, would that man have saved the human species, who pulling up the stakes or filling up the ditches should have cried to his fellow: Be sure not to listen to this imposter; you are lost, if you forget that the fruits of the earth belong equally to us all, and the earth itself to nobody!73


We will pay close attention to the Bible and uncover the wide variety of problems called into being by the new property-based way of life. Women were its first victims, and this conclusion brings us to the second major problem of this novel lifestyle.


All About Eve


Poor Eve. Just look at all she was made to suffer. God cursed her with the words, “I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children.” If that were not enough, he added, “And thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.” The biblical exegetes upped the ante with their interpretation of Eve’s role in committing the original sin, which brought bitter suffering down upon everyone who came after her.


This bias against women is quite a recent phenomenon. The relationship between the sexes was actually much more balanced among hunter-gatherers. For sure men were the dominant sex, but women were able to return to their families at any time or even to switch partners if their current husband behaved too high-handedly. Pair bonds at that time were not necessarily exclusive, and in practice the notion that a woman was bound to one man for her entire life was alien. Sometimes women even maintained parallel relationships. Ethnological observations among the Aché people, who lived as hunter-gatherers in the highlands of Paraguay until quite recently, have shown that over the course of her life, one woman had an average of twelve husbands.74 Engaging in sexual relations with several men was in a woman’s best interest, allowing her to establish a network of potential fathers for each of her children.


The fact that women knew how to best use their charms was a natural part of their sexual freedom. In most hunter-gatherer societies, women leave their breasts uncovered. Women really were naked and knew no shame, just like the Bible tells us. Sexual freedom was effective in egalitarian groups because it brought all members a bit closer together by creating an invisible “network of love” (even if jealousy was just as big an issue then as it is now). This was all over as soon as this group’s way of life fell apart and every man started worrying about his property and demanding absolute faithfulness from his wives.


As mentioned, the new concept of ownership led to a situation in which sons remained with their fathers. If it had been the other way around and sons had left the farm, then not only would the clan lose able-bodied males who could be depended on as fighters thanks to a shared genetic heritage, but families would have to bring strangers into their homes as husbands for their daughters. There was always the risk that these outsiders would side with their original male kin should a conflict arise.


So the daughters were married off into other families. They served to help forge alliances or were simply viewed as tradable goods. The new families, however, treated the new wives with suspicion. As these were arranged marriages and thus not generally love matches, the women did not necessarily harbor strong feelings of solidarity with their new families. Only after they had born children to the son of the household did things change, for then a shared genetic interest had taken hold that bound the entire family together.


In this new state of affairs, patriarchs did all they could to prevent their wives from sleeping with other men. And in those areas where wealth and power prospered, men turned to polygyny, that is, marriage to more than one woman. This is commonplace in the stories of the Old Testament; nearly everyone from Cain’s descendant Lamech to Abraham and Solomon had more than one wife. When women become the property of men, their power has to be reined in, and a large share of this power lies in their sexual attractiveness. The Bible underscores this point. Adam and Eve have to reach for the fig leaf, and God himself fashions them clothes. Although Genesis lets them both wear clothes, in agrarian societies, the women in particular must dress more modestly than they did in the days of the hunter-gatherer.
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