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PREFACE

The essays on Ancient Judaism appeared originally in the 1917-1919 issues of the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialforschung. They represent decades of study of Mediterranean antiquity and the great world religions.

Max Weber’s untimely death in 1920 prevented him from rounding out his studies with an analysis of the Psalms, the Book of Job, Talmudic Jewry, early Christianity, and Islamism. Marianne Weber, his widow, published Das Antike Judentum as volume three of Weber’s Gesammelte AufsÄtze zur Religions-soziologie (Tübingen, 1921). In presenting the essays “almost unchanged in their original form,” she observed: “A sovereign and resigned calmness toward his personal fate characterized Max Weber. Perhaps he would say now as often before: ‘What I do not achieve others will.’”

According to Weber, the world historical importance of Judaism is not exhausted by the fact that it fathered Christianity and Islamism. It compares in historical significance to Hellenic intellectual culture, Roman law, the Roman Catholic church resting on the Roman concept of office, the medieval estates, and Protestantism.1

Considering himself a relative amateur compared to historical specialists, archeologists, Egyptologists, and Old Testament scholars, Weber does not claim to have unearthed new facts. “It would require more than a lifetime to acquire a true mastery of the literature concerning the religion of Israel and Jewry…. We entertain but modest hopes of contributing anything essentially new to the discussion, apart from the fact that, here and there, some source data may be grouped in a manner to emphasize some things differently than usual.”2This emphasis, a genuine theoretical contribution, is sociological. New relations are perceived between old facts when Weber brings the varied talents of jurist, economist, historian, linguist and philosopher to the task of integration.



The first volume of Weber’s sociology of religion, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904-5)3occasioned one of the great debates in modern intellectual history.4Having developed the thesis that the puritan middle-class man of conscience was a casual factor in the rise of modern industrial capitalism, Weber tested his hypothesis by comparative studies of China and India.5These Eastern civilizations, while possessing many favorable factors, did not develop industrial capitalism. They buttressed Weber’s contention that Puritanism had to be included among the necessary and sufficient conditions for the emergence of modern capitalism.

Thus, the questions of The Protestant Ethic form one of the themes of Weber’s Sociology of Religion. However, as his studies in religion progressed, Weber increasingly saw industrial capitalism as only one typical development of the West. In the introduction to the book edition of The Protestant Ethic, written just before his death, Weber subsumed the development of modern capitalism under a more general Occidental process of “rationalization.” He found parallels in Western music, based upon a system of notation, standardized instruments, harmonic chord and counterpoint composition which also appeared to him peculiarly “rational” in structure. He traced other parallels in Occidental painting and architecture, as illustrated by such things as perspective and the use of the Gothic vault as a means of distributing stress and roofing spaces of all sizes. In Western thought Weber noted the primacy of the rationally defined concept, the systematically arranged universe of discourse, the mathematical “proof” (the legacy of Athens), the “experimental demonstration” (the Legacy of the Italian Renaissance) as uniquely constituting Occidental science. The Importance of Calvinism for science as for daily conduct is found in its force for emancipating man from magic and ritual.

In place of magical ritual western man has developed rational bureaucracies of vocationally specialized men in ecclesiastic, political and economic organizations. Modern capitalism, for Weber, is best understood as a rational structure based upon capital accounting and the productive organization of formally free labor for the sake of the enduring profitability of competitive private enterprise. Western Culture—its actors and symbols, its types of organization—are assessed in subtle polarities of “rational-irrational.”



In his sociology of religion Weber brought into focus the two major interests of his life work: (1) The problems of reason and conscience, of enlightenment and ethical responsibility in the face of capitalism which he called with Adolph Wagner “a system of masterless slavery.” (2) The tension between rational and irrational processes in world history.

In this concern with man’s reason and freedom Weber stands in the tradition of German Liberalism which at all major turning points of modern intellectual history reassessed the legacy of Jerusalem, Athens, Rome, and North Alpine antiquity. Lessing, Herder, and Hegel with their intellectual concern with early Christendom were part of the first “wave.” Goethe’s Suebian country parson speculates about ethical universalism and ritualistic particularism in early Judaism.6The Napoleonic generation enthusiastically hailed the storming of the Bastille. Hegel’s theological writings were anything but “theological,” as Georg Lukacs has recently shown.7The “Young Hegelians” of 1848, Ludwig Feuerbach, Karl Marx, Bruno Bauer, and David Friedrich Strauss followed suit and in turn were superseded by Nietzsche. Feuerbach displaced the “priestly lie” theory of enlightenment philosophy by interpreting religion essentially as a wish projection of needful and suffering man. Marx combined this with social historical determinism:

“Religious misery represents at once the expression of and the protest against actual misery. Religion is the moan of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, the sense of senseless conditions. It is the opium of the people.”8

Finally Nietzsche attacked the Judeo-Christian tradition widi the tools of his depth psychology and the concept of “resentment.”9

Weber stood between the two towering critics of modern western culture, Marx and Nietzsche, dealing simultaneously with Marx’ attacks on the world of capitalism as irrational “wage slavery” and an “anarchy of production,” in which man is compelled to alienate the truly human, and with Nietzsche’s attacks on Democracy and Christianity, on rational and ethical universalism.10Weber rejected Marx and Nietzsche although he learned much from both. He remained a liberal on the defensive, a nationalist in the ice age of imperialism, a humanist desperately holding on to the legacy of Kant and Goethe with their affirmation of rational man’s dignity and freedom, a politically astute thinker seeing only bleakness ahead.

Choosing science as his vocation, Weber took his stand for sober, rational enlightenment rooted in the Socratean ethos of intellectual integrity. He felt that nowadays prophets are singularly out of place. He concluded his lecture on “Science as a Vocation” with Goethe’s answer to the question, what shall I do? “Meet the demands of the day.”11Weber understood his Sociology of Religion as a scientific work aiming at insight rather than edification. “The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world.’”12

Critics and zealots have doubted that one can do valuable work on matters religious unless one can at least write on the basis of what Rudolph Otto and Schleiermacher termed the experience of “the holy.” This requirement would have made the development of comparative religion inconceivable from the time of Max Mueller to the present. Max Weber refused to reveal his inner experiences, rarely spoke of such matters, and referred to himself as “religiously unmusical.” The reader will look in vain for theologico-philosophical assertions such as Paul Tillich’s: “Religion lasts as long as man lasts. It cannot disappear in human history, because a history without religion is not human history, which is a history in which ultimate concerns are at stake.”13

Men close to Weber disagree in their estimations of him. In his obituary essay Robert Wilbrant called him a homo religiosus. Paul Honigsheim appears to agree, urging “If anyone is entitled to be brought into the neighborhood of Luther, it is Max Weber.”14But Karl Jaspers memorialized his friend at his bier as homo philosophicus, meaning a wise man not assured of possessing the ultimate truth. “He who has the final answers can no longer speak to the other as he breaks off genuine communication for the sake of what he believes in.”15This corresponds to Weber’s own contention that all logico-theological systems of belief eventually demand the “sacrifice of the intellect.”16Weber’s last words were “the true is the truth.”17They were a final affirmation of his dedication to man’s reason.

There is no evidence that Weber adduced theological propositions to make the contingent meaningful. He attributed his own success in academic life to chance, fortune, or “good luck.” In his last lecture, “Science as a Vocation,” he described Goethe’s position as “purely inner-worldly” and presents it as his last judgement on his own ethical commitment. He displayed an inner-worldly, stoic attitude in the face of death, and comforted relatives sorrowing for a suicide by endorsing the right and freedom of man to choose a preferable death by his own hand. He felt sympathetic respect for highminded Confucian statesmen of his own day who preferred to die in dignity by their own hand rather than to go on living a shameful life. And when World War I ended with the defeat of the Central powers and the downfall of the Romanovs, the Hapsburgs, Hohenzollers and other princely dynasties, Weber remarked that “Confucsian rulers and generals indeed knew how to die proudly when Heaven was against them in the high gamble [sic!] of war and human destiny. They knew better how to die than their Christian colleagues, as we in Germany know.”18He had advised the Kaiser, before his flight to Holland, to seek death in no-man’s land.

Weber shared the attitudes of the stoic philosophers of ancient Rome and of humanists like Montaigne, Hume, and Nietzsche. His essentially humanistic, rather than theological, attitude is most clearly evident in his attitude toward death. He knew that no redemption religion approves suicide, “a death which has been hallowed only by philosophies.”19He could agree with Montaigne following Seneca “Living is slavery, if the liberty of dying be away…. For a desperate disease a desperate cure….”20Weber was profoundly impressed by Tolstoy, the artist and “repentant noble.” But he held that “under the technical and social conditions of rational culture, an imitation of the life of Buddha, Jesus, or Francis seems condemned to failure for purely external reasons.”21Modern culture has developed its own ironic contexts negative to the possibilities of the good life and a meaningful death. Even Tolstoy could not imitate Jesus in a railroad station, or die without newspaper reporters as watchmen. Nevertheless, he viewed Tolstoy as a great challenging figure of his time and intended to write a book about him.

The question of a meaningful death, Weber thought, was the “keynote of Tolstoyan art.”22Tolstoy had decided that neither art, science, nor social progress could give meaning to Me. Hence death had no meaning. “The peasant, like Abraham, could die ‘satiated with life,’”23having rounded out his organically prescribed life cycle. For ancient man the organic relation between society and nature still obtained. Once cultural development and urbanism emanicapted man from nature, he found himself with an unlimited horizon for developing cultural values. Devoted to the perfection of an all-rounded self the cultured man is increasingly unable to subjectively incorporate even the objectively available culture. Goethe was the last Homo universale, and even he in but a qualified sense. Thus every advance of culture seems to condemn man to an ever more “senseless hustle in the service of worthless, self-contradictory, and mutually antagonistic ends.”24This is the humanistic rather than the religious search for the meaning of life.

Weber’s humanism affords contrasts to what has since happened in Germany in the fate of European Jewry under the Nazi heel.

Weber was neither an anti-semite nor an equally dangerous philosemite. Meyer Shapiro’s judgement is, we think, accurate: “His whole nature was firmly set against Nazi barbarity and anti-semitism.”25To stress this point is especially necessary since Werner Sombart in his highbrow anti-semitic tract The Jews and Economic Life (1911) sought to “out-Weber” Weber by arguing the false though popular thesis “Puritanism is Judaism.” In this work Weber covered Sombart’s work with charitable silence and refuted in efficient brevity its major contentions.26



As regards Weber’s attitude toward Zionism we may be permitted to quote extensively from a letter he wrote in 1913:

“Judaism and especially Zionism rests on the presupposition of a highly concrete ‘promise.’ Will a prosperous colony, an autonomous petty state with hospitals and good schools ever appear as the ‘fulfillment’ rather than as a critique of this grandiose promise? And even a university? For the meaning of the promise lies on a plane altogether different from the economic goal of colonization. It would seem to lie in the following: Jewry’s sense of dignity could feed on the existence and the spiritual possession of this ancient and holy place—just as the Jewish diaspora could build its dignity on the existence of the kingdom of the Maccabees after their war of independence against the empire of the Seleucids; as Germandom all over the world could build its dignity on the existence of the Deutsche Reich, and Islamism on the existence of the caliphate. Germany, however, is, or at least appears to be, a powerful Reich, the empire of the caliphs still covers a large territory—but what at best is the Jewish state nowadays? And what is a university which offers the same as others do? To be sure, it would not be irrelevant but it could hardly compare to the ancient Temple.

What is chiefly missing? They are the Temple and the high priest. Were they to exist in Jerusalem all else would be secondary. Certainly, the pious catholic also demands the church-state, however small. Even without it, and in that case more readily, he gains his sense of dignity by realizing that the politically powerless pope in Rome is a purely spiritual ruler or 200 million people. This rule amounts to infinitely more man that of the ‘king’ of Italy, and everybody knows it. A hierarch of 12 million people in the world—who amount to what, after all, Jewry happens to be—that of course would mean something truly great for Jewish dignity, regardless of personal devoutness. But where is Zadok’s sib? Where is an orthodoxy to obey such a hierarch? According to law, what orthodoxy could grant this hierarch even one tenth of the pope’s significance? The pope’s authority is effective in every diocese and parish by virtue of the disciplino morum and his universalist bishopry more than by virtue of the relatively irrelevant infallibility. Where is nowadays the opportunity to establish anything comparable? The true problems of Zionism would seem to me to touch only here upon those values that concern the dignity of the Jewish nation. This sense of dignity is firmly knit to religious prerequisites.”

This letter, addressed to E. J. Lesser, was a follow-up to an “important discussion.” Marianne Weber states that Weber granted the possibility of colonizing Palestine but failed to see in it “a solution for the internal problems of Jewry.”27Like Friedrich Schiller on the eve of Jewish emancipation in his lecture on Moses’ Mission, Weber, on the eve of the Rathenau murder, might have said: “the nation of the Hebrews must appear to us as a world-historically important people and all evil that is usually ascribed to this people, all efforts of wits to belittle it will not prevent us from doing it justice.”28

Weber basically accepts Eduard Meyer’s and Wellhausen’s ‘higher criticism’ of the biblical texts although he disengages himself from their overall views and constructions. He makes use of literary form analyses when he distinguishes, e.g., in the Song of Songs pastoral love songs, courtly love songs, and heroic warrior songs and sees in these materials the scanty legacy of a rich literary tradition of kingly and possibly pre-kingly Hebrew life. He characterizes the Joseph legend as a work of art, a skillful short story of a practiced writer; the Servant of Yahwe theodicy in Isaiah 53 as the poem of a religious intellectual who in Babylonian Exile constructed a theodicy of suffering. He employs iconography in his interpretation of the images of God held by the prophets. Not committed to any special theological tradition and ready to learn from all of them, he avails himself of methods that in specialized theological traditions would seem to contradict one another. Thus, Johann Gottfried Herder even depreciated the psychological study of the prophets as a “useless art … since times have changed so greatly.”29J. Ph. Hyatt in his Prophetic Religion (1947) follows Herder’s judgement, so do Bentzen and Ivan Engnell.30Weber with due caution against overconstructing scanty source materials nevertheless discusses psychological aspects of the prophetic experience and characterizes the prophets as “ecstatic men” alternating between withdrawal into states of brooding solitude and states of ecstatic agitation in public.

With “higher criticism” Weber shares distrust in the great age of much of the patriarchical legends, although he realizes that the modern trends place much greater credence in the authenticity of the Books of Moses as evidenced by William Foxwell Albright,31Fritz Helling,32and the Swedish Bible scholars following Söderbloom. Webers “Liberalism” would seem “old fashioned” in our days of neo-orthodoxies.



Although accepting the great age of Jewish monotheism Weber is relatively noncommittal when dealing with “origins” and speculations concerning pre-Mosaic Judaism and the early past. At this point our knowledge has been considerably extended through archeological work.33

We may briefly summarize some of Weber’s sociological themes. For Weber the Jews enter the historical stage of Palestine as a tribal confederacy of peasants and husbandmen in quest of land. He rejects the thesis that they were either originally a ferocious “desert people” or the pacifistic partriarchs of an “idyllic oasis.” Disregarding evolutionary simplifications of Jewish history, Weber conceives the Jews as socially stratified warlike peasants and small stock breeders who have nothing to do with the later Bedouin camel nomads other than to defend themselves against such raiders in the eastern deserts. The law of early Israel is not the law of the desert. The mishpatim of the Jews are borrowings from the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi and are more concerned with early capitalistic legal forms than camel nomadism and desert feuds.

Weber also rejects constructions of the beginnings of a Jewish state exclusively in terms of the conquest theories of Ratzel, Gumplowicz and Oppenheimer in which nomadic steppe peoples conquer sedentary agricultural populations and organize themselves politically into a ruling class. External conflict is present, but balanced by endogenous developments of state power and kingship.

The tribal confederation is unstable, integrated on the basis of guardianship of a common god. Specific historical and social reasons led early Jewry to adopt Yahwism. Yahwe is a war god. He is a jealous god, a god of anger and of mercifulness. He is ubiquitous and majestic. As the god of natural catastrophes (locust plagues, pestilence, earthquakes, floods), he is opposed to fertility deities (Baalim and Astarte) and orgiastic cults. As an invisible god he is opposed to all symbolic representations. The Jews are his chosen people on the basis of a contract with mutual rights and obligations. He is the god of the collectivity rather than the individual which is jointly responsible to him. Granted the fulfilment of special conditions, Yahwe has pledged to lift up the down-trodden and deliver them, not in the beyond, but in this world. His chosen people must show themselves worthy of Yahwe by obeying his commandments. The relation between Yahwe and his chosen people unfolds in historical time from the creation through the vicissitudes of the Exodus, from the conquest of Palestine, kingly glory to the Exile, diaspora and the fulfillment of the promise.

The first sociological theme in Ancient Judaism consists in tracing the powerful integral relation between Yahwism and the social collectivity, their inseparable mutual interaction and development.

A second sociological issue of concern to Weber is the examination of social changes due to territorial organization and urbanization with its reactions upon the sedentary peasantry in the Jordan river plains and mountain valleys and the quasi-nomadic stock breeders of steppe and mountain slope. A second series of social changes have their point of gravity in hereditary kingship which particularly under Solomon drifts toward oriental despotism. Social antagonisms generated in these changes split the kingdom. Moreover within each of the divided kingdoms social differentiation sharpens, religious leaders reorient themselves and at pressure zones the great scriptural prophets arise in whose oracles the organization of the Old Testament is determined.

Weber saw the civic society of Palestine as a variation of ancient Mediterranean urbanism. Leading families settled in a fortified city under a prince or oligarchy.34A ruling class of wealthy urban families, an urban patriciate develops. Profits accumulate from middle man trade, levies upon caravan traffic, land rents levied upon farmers on the best soil falling under the expanding jurisdiction of the armed citizenry. Urban wealth permits the patricians to become “economically expendable” and to devote themselves to politics and war. They expropriate the new military technology of chariot combat spreading out from ancient Sumner after the second millennium.35Only the scion of the well born family can afford costly equipment and warrior training. The ancient free peasantry is disarmed, as Weber illustrates in his comparison of the peasant summons of the Song of Deborah with the chariot cities of King Solomon.

The consequences of city imperialism based on the concentration of urban wealth and increasing monopoly of arms are traced by Weber in Israelite, Greek, and Roman antiquity. These urban dynamics gave rise to typical class antagonisms between city patricians and socially, militarily, and economically descending peasants. The so-called “Biblical” social evils which the prophets chastize are located in these tensions.

The process of the rise and domination of their hinterlands by the ancient cities intersects with the growth of oriental despotism. Oriental despotism is not an arbitrary phenomenon or a mere product of the strong man. It arose as an indispensable politico-economic adaptation to the problems of flood control and irrigation in the great river valleys, the Hwang Ho, Yangtze Kiang, Euphrates, Tigris, and Nile. In all the great river civilizations great bureaucratic state structures crushed or suppressed the feudal nobility, centralized the taxation of the peasantry, “collectivized” the gathering of rents and organization of labor. Their leaders became priest kings, gods on earth, or “sons of Heaven” as in China. In China the ruling class culminated in the hierarchized quasi-religious Confucian bureaucracy, representing in Mosca’s terms an “organized ruling class.” The bureaucracy was able to weather all political storms, Mongol invasions, dynastic cycles with peasant usurpers—beginning with strong men of crisis and ending with decadent empress dowagers and harem eunuchs.

In none of the great river civilizations were religious institutions able to oppose the princes, kings, and scribes. The emergence of independent religious leaders like the Israelite prophets was blocked, religious and political authority was combined and religious leaders like the Brahmins in India and priesthoods of Babylon and Egypt and the Confucian literati in China came to serve state power.

It is not monotheism alone which accounts for the world historical significance of Judaism. Monotheism also appeared in Egypt in unexcelled sublimity. But in neither Babylon nor Egypt was magic eliminated. The social basis for this was bound up with the course of oriental despotism in Palestine.

Palestine was territorially diversified with mountains, valleys, plains and deserts and only minor rivers. It did not provide a sufficient economic base for a despotic bureaucratic state. Rents and taxes from mountain peasants hardly compare to the yields from irrigation agriculture in the great river basins. Thus, despite the relative success of Solomon in establishing an Oriental-model state36his glory could hardly be more than that of an Egyptian vassal king. Solomon’s Temple was essentially a court chapel and attempts to attach religion to the palace and establish exclusive royal prophets were unsuccessful. The emergence of “free” or “socially unattached” religious prophets and religious leaders upholding popular traditions of old opposed to despotism could not be prevented. The sociological, psychological, and ideological explanations of this constellation constitute the core of Weber’s book.

The growth of the charioteering military professional at the expense or the peasant army involved the displacement of the bands of war prophets of old by the courtly prophet, promising long life, progeny, and political success to the dynasts. Other prophets established professional schools cultivating dervish ecstasy and offering their services to patrons. Some, however, developed a new conception of the prophetic role, withdrawing from social practice. In solitary broodings they received divine commandments. They did not organize bands of disciples or found religious institutions. The great scriptural prophets of doom, the “true” prophets lived for religion, opposed the ways of the world, and stood up to the kings and authorities in the name of Yahwe.

Weber characterizes them as religious demagogues out to warn and sway the people. The religious tradition hallowing them made them sacro-sanct precisely because they chanted impending doom, Yahwe’s wrath, vengeance to be visited upon a disobedient and stubborn people. Prophetic oracles were remembered for generations for some of them came true and these experiences shook the entire people.

The scriptural prophets emerged during the decline of kingly power when foreign conquest threatened, in a time of mounting insecurity and intense anxiety. To explain the prophets Weber links the Levitical cure of souls and the development of prophetic messianism as an eschatological expectation for the future buttressed by Yahwism.

Weber perceived the Levites as religious specialists permeating Palestine society from South to North. The Levitical oracular technique of answering questions by yea or nay demanded a skillful preparation of questions. This led to ethical interpretations of the miraculous and increasing repression of magical thoughtways. Granted collective responsibility to Yahwe an individual’s failings could endanger the community and Levitical services were increasingly sought.37

Weber credits the great scriptural prophets from Amos to Jeremiah and Ezekiel with the fulfillment of trends in Levitical practice, the elimination of magic and ethical sublimation of Judaism. In their roles as religious demagogues and pamphleteers the prophets expanded the features of the religious drama, magnified the stature of its protagonists to previously unknown majesty. In Weber’s view the prophets were the first historically known principled men of conscience, willing and able to “rather obey God than men.” He saw the emergence of conscience as a complex internal action pattern in the vicissitudes of the cultural-historical process of Jewry. It emancipated man from the “garden of magic.”

While for Freud King Oedipus’ and Moses’ alleged fate represent only the return of primeval patricide of the brother horde and Mohammedan religion but an “abbreviated repetition of the Jewish one”38Weber dismisses the construction of “totemism” as the original form of religion.39Weber explains the prophets not by assumed racial memories but by the social context.

The prophets were supported by Yahwistic families among the rural gentry that oriental despotism in Palestine had not been able to suppress. The prophets kept alive anti-royalist attitudes, voiced the needs of the economically exploited, legally oppressed, socially descending demilitarized peasants and husbandmen. They elaborated the glorious memories of old: King David the mountaineering boy who slew the Philistine knight; the ass riding—not charioteering—popular king of the peasant militia; the charismatic leader; Moses the liberator who struck down the Egyptian slave master and led the oppressed out of the house of bondage. These were counter images to the pomp and glory of despotic kings, marrying foreign wives, honoring foreign deities, establishing harems, forsaking the ways of the fathers, entering into alliances with hated Egypt.

At this point Weber, with Ernst Troeltsch, points up the political utopianism of the great prophets. For purely religious reasons, out of their trust in almighty God and his promises, in his ability to achieve what to human understanding would seem impossible, the prophets counsel political independence of the Babylonian conquerors whose frightful ways are known in Jerusalem, from the downfall of the Northern Kingdom, from the mass killings, abductions of urban skill groups, destructions of sanctuaries and cities. The universal political factitiousness and passionate excitation of the Jerusalem people made it unavoidable that the prophetic messages were interpreted in terms of their political implications, the more so as the prophets acted in public as powerful speakers. “Whether the prophets wished it or not they actually always worked in the direction of one or the other furiously struggling inner-political cliques, which at the same time promoted definite foreign policies. Hence, the prophets were considered party members.”40

“… according to their manner of functioning, the prophets were objectively political and, above all, world-political demagogues and publicists, however subjectively they were no political partisans. Primarily they pursued no political interests. Prophecy has never declared anything about a ‘best state’ … The state and its doings were, by themselves, of no interest to them. Moreover, unlike the Hellenes they did not posit the problem: how can man be a good citizen? Their question was absolutely religious, oriented toward the fulfillment of Yahwe’s commandments.”41

Weber rejects interpretation of the prophets as direct spokesmen of oppressed classes in their struggle against the oppressive urban patricians and the despotic state with its imposition of forced labor, heavy taxes, and other deprivations. Karl Kautsky in his analysis of “The Origin of Christianity” had advocated this thesis which comes to mind when reading the more recent interpretation of the great prophets as “revolutionary leaders” by Salo Wittmayer Baron.42Weber stressed the prophet’s characteristic isolation from the people. He stressed the absence of any organizational endeavor and eagerness to build something resembling a political or social movement. The prophet of doom was typically a lone man heroically swimming against the stream, boldly shocking his hostile audiences, at best inspiring the crowd of the market place with awe. Weber emphasized the prophet’s withdrawal into quasi-pathological states, his painful visions and auditions, his breedings. Occasionally the prophet, against his will, feels compelled to pronounce the divine revelations. The spirit of God comes to the prophet in his lone broodings, not in assemblies like the early Christian religious groups. Weber’s analysis owes much of its impressiveness to this construction of the prophet as an outsider of his society.

A final theme requiring special attention is Weber’s characterization of Jewry as a “pariah people.” The term is unfortunately lending itself to misconceptions. Weber did not intend a contemptuous attitude toward Jewry. He uses the terms “pariah people” and “guest people” in a technical sense. Guest people, guest artisans, and similar terms refer to groups or individuals who as a result of invasion or conquest have been expropriated from their lands by immigrant groups and have been reduced to economic dependence on the conquerors. These may reduce the native population to the “guest status” regardless of residential seniority. Similarly, migrations of groups or individuals may result in guest-host relationships. The status relationship between the guest and host groups may vary, the guests may be legally and conventionally privileged or underprivileged. Where the status relationship is implemented by ritual barriers Weber proposes the term “pariah people.”

The concepts “guest-” and “pariah people” belong to the sociological discussion of the stranger, of minority groups, of patterns of segregation and status relationships. The socio-economic situation of the guest people is determined by and dependent on the socio-economic order of the territorially dominant people. Special craftsmanship and middlemen services have frequently been the contributions of groups of “guests” to their “hosts.” In ancient India as in Israel “kingly guest artisans” were to be found. Weber refers to Hiram, “a man from Tyre,” the building master of King Solomon’s Temple; to byssus weavers, potters and carpenters. Among the Bedouin tribes musicians, bards and smiths had such “guest status.”43

Weber employs the concept in discussions of early Israelite tribes, of the conquest of Canaanite communities and the inclusion of the conquered into the larger community, of the place of the stranger, of metics, of infiltrating semi-nomadic herdsmen. The fruitfulness of his conceptional tools may be assessed from the discussion of the Levites who “represent the perfect type of ‘guest tribe’ in the Israelite community…. The Levites stood outside the association of militarily qualified landowners. They were exempt from military service…. Their religious services, as shown by the designation, ’eved, was considered a liturgy of metics given to the political community.”44

For the definition of a guest situation it matters not whether guest and host share the same religion or whether the guest is privileged or underprivileged. Nor is it necessary that guest and host visualize themselves as such. These are additional questions. Salo Wittmayer Baron’s critical note on Weber’s conception, we think, rests essentially on reading too much into the concept.45If he argues that the Jews could not be a guest or pariah people when living in the diaspora because they had a religion of their own, in contrast to guest or pariah peoples in India snaring the religion of their hosts, one might feel inclined to answer that religious differences may sharpen the distinction between guest and host. They help to maximize the social distance or mutual strangeness.

German protestant settlers came to Tsarist Russia during the eighteenth century. They received privileged guest status, were exempt from military service, and under pressure, diplomatically arranged “re-patriation” agreement and outright expulsion left the Soviet Union since the end of World War I. Their religious peculiarity probably contributed for better or worse to their “guest role.” Also the question of self images and evaluations of self are irrelevant for the definition. It may well be that Russian Mennonite peasants of German descent felt “superior” to eastern Orthodox Russians, and vice versa. The same may be presumed for the relation of such sectarians to Russian communists. And even if the Mennonites were to consider themselves especially sanctified or “chosen” opposite the “children of the world” or possibly “of the devil,” this would not affect their sociologically warranted characterization as a “guest people.”

The same holds, in Weber’s view, for Jewry in the diaspora. That even ritually segregated guest peoples, i.e., “pariah peoples,” do not accept the image of the outgroup no matter how harsh the attempt of the dominant people to impose it, Weber himself has emphasized. He states: “even pariah people who are most despised are usually apt to continue cultivating in some manner that which is equally peculiar to ethnic and to status communities: the belief in their own specific honor. This is the case with the Jews.”46In short, Weber would be the last to reject the observations which Baron directs against his conception. In fact, he demonstrates in the present work how the conception of Yahwe gains in majesty, how the perspective of an ultimate reversal of fate for His chosen people gains in grandeur precisely in the prophet’s responses to suffering, to threatening disaster and Exile.

Robert Park who never displayed any particular acquaintance with Weber’s work took a life-long interest in minority groups and can hardly be accused of conscious or unconscious anti-Jewish or other anti-ethnic bias. He attributed many of the so-called “race-issues” to the secularizing consequences of conquest and migration. So, for example, he urges that under urban conditions different peoples may come to “live side by side in a relation of symbiosis, each playing a role in the common economy, but not interbreeding to any great extent.” Each group may maintain “like the gypsies or the pariah peoples of India, a more or less complete tribal organization or society of their own. Such was the situation of the Jew in Europe up to modern times.”47Park has introduced into sociological literature the concepts of marginality, marginal man, etc. In substance, we think, Weber’s analyses of guest and pariah situations agree with Park’s more fortunate and less ambiguous terminology. Nothing would be lost were we to speak of “marginal artisans” of high or low status, instead of “guest artisans,” or, with Howard Becker,48of “marginal traders” or “marginal trading peoples” instead of “non-resident foreign trading peoples.”49

Weber imputes early medieval anti-semitism to the competitive hostility of the prospering resident traders. “Out of the wish to suppress such competition grew the conflict with the Jews…. It was in the time of the crusades that the first wave of anti-semitism broke over Europe, under the two-fold influence of the war between the faiths and the competition of the Jews…. This struggle against the Jews and other foreign peoples—Caursines, Lombards, and Syrians—is a symptom of the development of a national commercial class.”50

In presenting the view that “all essential traits of Jewry’s attitude toward the environment can be deduced from their pariah existence” Weber did not mean to impose the conception of the Indian caste order on Jewry. Rather he emphasized three essential differences between Jewry and Indian pariah tribes: 1) Jewry became a pariah people in a social surrounding free of castes; 2) its religious problems were not structured by a theology of birth and rebirth according to presumed merit in a world thought to be eternal and unchangeable, but rather the whole attitude toward life was molded by the conception of a God ordained social and political revolution to come, and 3) ritualistic correctness, circumcision, dietary prescriptions and the Sabbath rules combined with ethical universalism, hostility toward all magic and irrational salvation striving. The simplicity, ready understandability, and teachability of the Ten Commandments combined with the religious mobilization of the plebeian by active emissary prophets and later Rabbis living for, not off, religion, sets Judaism off from all oriental religion. Without following the Hegelian construction of the “Tübingen school” Weber nevertheless dramatizes the fork of the road between ritualistic self-segregation into a voluntary ghetto since the days of the Babylonian Exile, and the depreciation of ritualistic correctness as indicated by the prophets’ emphasis on the “circumcision of the heart” or on “what cometh out of the mouth” rather than what goes into it and, finally, on Paul’s victory over Peter at Antioch. It opens the road for the conception of a universal brotherhood of man and the redefinition of “the generalized order.”51

The translation is the outcome of intimate cooperation during all phases of work, from rough draft to final version. All biblical citations of Weber’s have been carefully checked and many obvious mistakes of the German text have been corrected. As in previous Weber works, we have used all of Weber’s headings as stated at the beginning of his essays. We have taken the liberty of inserting additional headlines for parts, chapters, and sections where advisable. The original text is divided into two essays headed, I. The Israelite Confederacy and Yahwe, and II. The Emergence of the Jewish Pariah People. A third essay on the Pharisees is added as a Supplement The text of the first essay of the German original flows uninterruptedly over 280 pages. We realize the controversial nature of our procedure of imposing breaks upon the original text for the convenience of the reader.
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THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND ITS SETTING


Prefatory Note: the Sociological Problem of Judaic Religious History1


THE problem of ancient Jewry, although unique in the socio-historical study of religion, can best be understood in comparison with the problem of the Indian caste order. Sociologically speaking the Jews were a pariah people, which means, as we know from India, that they were a guest people who were ritually separated, formally or de facto, from their social surroundings. All the essential traits of Jewry’s attitude toward the environment can be deduced from this pariah existence—especially its voluntary ghetto, long anteceding compulsory internment, and the duaustic nature of its in-group and out-group morality.

The differences between Jewish and Indian pariah tribes consist in the following three significant circumstances:

1. Jewry was, or rather became, a pariah people in a surrounding free of castes.

2. The religious promises to which the ritual segregation of Jewry was moored differed essentially from those of the Indian castes. Ritually correct conduct, i.e., conduct conforming to caste standards, carried for the Indian pariah castes the premium of ascent by way of rebirth in a caste-structured world thought to be eternal and unchangeable.

The maintenance of the caste status quo involved not only the continued position of the individual within the caste, but also the position of the caste in relation to other castes. This conservatism was pre-requisite to salvation, for the world was unchangeable and had no ‘history.’

For the Jew the religious promise was the very opposite. The social order of the world was conceived to have been turned into the opposite of that promised for the future, but in the future it was to be over-turned so that Jewry would be once again dominant. The world was conceived as neither eternal nor unchangeable, but rather as having been created. Its present structures were a product of man’s activities, above all those of the Jews, and of God’s reaction to them. Hence the world was an historical product designed to give way again to the truly God·ordained order. The whole attitude toward life of ancient Jewry was determined by this conception of a future God-guided political and social revolution.

3. This revolution was to take a special direction. Ritual correctitude and the segregation from the social environment imposed by it was but one aspect of the commands upon Jewry. There existed in addition a highly rational religious ethic of social conduct; it was free of magic and all forms of irrational quest for salvation; it was inwardly worlds apart from the paths of salvation offered by Asiatic religions. To a large extent this ethic still underlies contemporary Mid Eastern and European ethic. World-historical interest in Jewry rests upon this fact.

The world-historical importance of Jewish religious development rests above all in the creation of the Old Testament, for one of the most significant intellectual achievements of the Pauline mission was that it preserved and transferred this sacred book of the Jews to Christianity as one of its own sacred books. Yet in so doing it eliminated all those aspects of the ethic enjoined by the Old Testament which ritually characterize the special position of Jewry as a pariah people. These aspects were not binding upon Christianity because they had been suspended by the Christian redeemer.

In order to assess the significance of this act one need merely conceive what would have happened without it. Without the adoption of the Old Testament as a sacred book by Christianity, gnostic sects and mysteries of the cult of Kyrios Christos would have existed on the soil of Hellenism, but providing no basis for a Christian churcn or a Christian ethic of workaday life. Without emancipation from the ritual prescriptions of the Torah, founding the caste-like segregation of the Jews, the Christian congregation would have remained a small sect of the Jewish pariah people comparable to the Essenes and the Therapeutics.

With the salvation doctrine of Christianity as its core, the Pauline mission in achieving emancipation from the self-created ghetto, found a linkage to a Jewish—even though half burieddoctrine derived from the religious experience of the exiled people. We refer to the unique promises of the great unknown author of exilic times who wrote the prophetic theodicy of sufferance (Isaiah 40-55)—especially the doctrine of the Servant of Yahwe who teaches and who without guilt voluntarily suffers and dies as a redeeming sacrifice. Without this the development of the Christian doctrine of the sacrificial death of the divine redeemer, in spite of the later esoteric doctrine of the son of man, would have been hardly conceivable in the face of other and externally similar doctrines of mysteries.

Jewry has, moreover, been the instigator and partly the model for Mohammed’s prophecy. Thus, in considering the conditions of Jewry’s evolution, we stand at a turning point of the whole cultural development of the West and the Middle East. Quite apart from the significance of the Jewish pariah people in the economy of the European Middle Ages and the modern period, Jewish religion has world-historical consequences. Only the following phenomena can equal those of Jewry in historical significance: the development of Hellenic intellectual culture; for western Europe, the development of Roman law and of the Roman Catholic church resting on the Roman concept of office; the medieval order of estates; and finally, in the field of religion, Protestantism. Its influence shatters this order but develops its institutions.

Hence we ask, how did Jewry develop into a pariah people with highly specific peculiarities?


General Historical and Climatic Conditions


THE Syrian-Palestinian mountainland was by turns exposed to Mesopotamian and to Egyptian influences. Mesopotamian influence derived initially from the tribal community of the Amorites, who, in ancient times ruled both Syria and Mesopotamia. The rise to political prominence of Babylonian power at the end of the third millenium and the continuous ascendency of Babylon and its commercial importance as the area where forms of early capitalistic business originated constituted later aspects of Mesopotamian influence. Egyptian influences rested on trade relations between the Old Kingdom and the Phoenician coast, on Egyptian mining in the Sinai peninsula, and on geographic nearness.

Because the nature of military and administrative technology of the time precluded it, before the seventeenth century B.C., a lasting political conquest was impossible for either of the great cultural centers. The horse, for instance, while not completely absent, at least, not in Mesopotamia, had not as yet been converted into an implement of special military technique. This occurred only during those peoples’ movements which established the rule of the Hyksos in Egypt and the dominion of the Kassites in Mesopotamia. The technique of chariot warfare emerged only then, providing the opportunity and incentive to great conquest expeditions into distant regions.

At first the Egyptians invaded Palestine as a source of booty. The eighteenth Dynasty was not satisfied with liberation from the Hyksos—among whom the name “Jacob” appears for the first time—but pressed its conquest to the Euphrates. Its regents and vassals, for reasons of internal politics, remained in Palestine, even after the expansionist drive subsided. Later, the dynasty of the Rameses had to resume the struggle for Palestine, because, meanwhile, the strong empire of the Hittites of Asia Minor had advanced southward and threatened Egypt. Syria was partitioned, through a compromise settlement under Rameses II. Palestine remained in Egyptian hands and so, nominally, continued till after the end of the reign of the Rameses, hence, during a large part of the period called by the Israelites the “times of the Judges.” Actually, however, for inner-political reasons, the power of both the Egyptian and Hittite empires had declined so greatly that Syria and Palestine were left essentially to themselves from the thirteenth century to the ninth, when the newly established military might of the Assyrians became important. After a first thrust in the tenth century the Egyptians stepped in again during the seventh. So did Babylonian power.

Beginning in the last third of the eighth century, Palestine’s territorial independence was bit by bit lost to the Assyrians, and partially for a time to the Egyptians, and definitely to the Babylonian great kings, whose legacy was taken up by the Persian rulers. Only in the interim period of a far-reaching and general decline of all international political and commercial relations, which, in Greece, was correlated with the so-called Doric migration, could Palestine develop independently of great foreign powers.

The strongest neighbors of Palestine during the period of Egyptian weakness were, on the one side, the Phoenician cities and the Philistines immigrating from the sea, and, on the other, the Bedouin tribes of the desert, then in the tenth and ninth centuries the Aramaic kingdom of Damascus. Against the last named power, the Israelite king invited the assistance of the Assyrians. The interim period saw, if not the origin, at least the military climax of the Israelite confederacy, the Kingdom of David and, then, the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah.

While at this time the political power of the great states on the Euphrates and Nile rivers was small, one has to guard against conceiving of this epoch in Palestine as primitive and barbaric. There remained, to be sure, somewhat weakened, not only diplomatic and commercial relations, but also the intellectual influence from the culture areas. Through speech and writing, Palestine had remained in constant contact with the geographically distant region of the Euphrates even during the Egyptian dominion. The influence of Mesopotamia is in fact unmistakable, especially in legal life, but also in its myths and cosmological ideas. Egypt’s influence on the culture of Palestine appears, in view of its geographic nearness, strikingly slight. This was due, first of all, to the intrinsic nature of Egyptian culture; its bearers were temple and office prebendaries who had no inclination toward proselytism. Yet in some important points Egypt probably strongly influenced the spiritual development of Palestine, although indirectly, partly by way of Phoenicia and partly as an essentially negative developmental stimulus. This stimulus can not be readily assessed, since in addition to linguistic obstacles such, apparently slight, direct influence was due to profound differences in natural environmental conditions underlying the social order.

The Egyptian corvée state, developing out of the necessity for water regulation and the construction works of the kings, appeared to the inhabitants of Palestine as a profoundly alien way of life. They detested Egypt as a “house of bondage” and “iron furnace.” And, for their part, the Egyptians considered barbarous all neighbors who did not share the divine gift of the Nile floods and the royal administration of scribes. The religiously influential strata in Palestine, above all, rejected the cult of the dead, the decisive religious foundation of Egyptian priestly power, as a frightful depreciation of their own this-worldly interests. This attitude is characteristic of peoples free of hierocratic rule and comparable to the manner in which, at times, the Egyptian Dynasty itself under Amenophis IV strove in vain to escape the power of the priests even then so firmly established. Although within Palestine also, conditions of life and social relations showed considerable variation, the antagonism toward Egypt was, in the last analysis, based on natural and social differences between the two realms.

Palestine affords important climatically-determined contrasts in economic opportunities.2In the central and northern regions at the beginning of recorded history, grain cultivation and cattle breeding were to be found beside the cultivation of fruit, figs, wine, and oil. Date cultivation also was practiced in the oases of the bordering desert and in the territory of the palm city of Jericho.

Irrigation from springs and, in the Palestine plain, rain facilitated agriculture. The sterile desert in the south and east has been and is a place of horror and demons, not only to the peasant, but also to the herdsman. Only the marginal regions, the steppes, periodically subject to rainfall, were and are available as camel or small-stock pasture and in favorable years usable by nomads for occasional grain cultivation. All sorts of transitions from temporary to regular, settled agriculture were and are to be found. (In the book of Joshua (15:19) Calib, who had received the Hebron, gives his daughter as dowry a “south land” (eretz ha-negeb) and adds, at her request, “the upper springs and the nether springs.” The agriculturally-useful land, in contrast to the steppe, is called “sadeh”.) Pasturage, in particular, differs in kind. At times pastures can be utilized by a settlement in firmly delimited areas either for small stock only or for both small stock and larger cattle. Usually, however, it is necessary to change pastures in accordance with the seasonal variations of a rainy period in winter and a rainless time in summer.3

According to one pattern, the cattle breeders alternately use and leave empty summer and winter villages, the latter situated on mountain slopes. The equivalent is to be found among cultivators whose fields lie far apart and are subject to different periods of vegetation. In a second pattern of shifting pasturage, the grazing grounds of the different seasons may lie so far apart or vary so greatly in yield that fixed settlement is impossible. These cases concerned only small-stock breeders, who lived in tents in the manner of the camel herdsmen of the deserts and, in periodic change of pasture, drove their herds over great distances, some from east to west, others from north to south, much in the manner of similar groups in Southern Italy, Spain, the Balkan peninsula, and North Africa.4

Given the opportunity during the course of change of pasturage, natural grazing was usually combined with gleaning pasturage of harvested fields and the fallow land. Or again periods of village-dwelling alternated with periods of nomadism and periods of search for work opportunities afar. Some of the village-dwelling peasants in the mountains of Judah lived half the year in tents. Between fully established householding, on the one hand, and tent nomadism, on the other, were found all conceivable transitional and unstable combinations. At present, as in Antiquity, there occur transitions from nomadism to tillage caused by population increase and the concomitant need for bread and the reverse, the transitions from fellahhood to nomadism caused by sandy soil. With the exception of the quite limited lands irrigated from springs, the entire fate of the year depends upon the amount and distribution of rainfall.5

There are two types of rainfall. The one brings the sirocco from the South often in violent thunder storms with cloud bursts. To the fellahs and Bedouins strong lightning means strong rain. If there is no rain, today as in Antiquity, it is interpreted to mean that “God is far off” and this is viewed today, as formerly, as a consequence of sins, particularly those of the sheiks.6Often fatal for the agricultural top soil of Trans-Jordania, these downpours in the steppe filled the cisterns and hence were welcome to the camel breeders of the desert. Therefore, the rain-giving God was and remained for them the wrathful God of the thunderstorm. For the date palms and trees in general, these strong rains are not detrimental but useful when not too excessive. The mild land-rains, on the other hand, make fields and mountain pastures flourish and are brought by the southwest and west wind which Elijah on Mount Carmel expected from the sea. Hence, for the tiller, most desired was this rain, in which the rain-spending God does not approach in a thunder storm—which of course often preceeded him—but “with a still, soft sound.”

In Palestine proper the “Desert Judaica,” the levelling off of the mountain land of the Dead Sea, formerly, as today, has been a region almost without settlements. In the central and northern Israelite mountains, on the other hand, rainfall in winter (November to March) is equivalent to the annual average for Central Europe. Thus, in good years, when strong rains set in early (in Antiquity often as early as the Feast of the Tabernacles) and continue late (until May) good harvests of grain can be expected in the valleys and luxuriant growth of flowers and grass on the mountain slopes. However, when the early and late rains fail, the absolute drought of summer makes all the grass wither and the devastation can extend over more than two thirds of the year. Then, the herdsmen, especially of sheep, had to purchase foreign grain, in Antiquity, from Egypt, or they had to emigrate. The life, especially of these shepherds, was meteorologically precarious, and only in good years was Palestine for them a land where “milk and honey flow.”7Obviously date honey is meant, which the Bedouins knew even at the time of Thetmosis, perhaps also fig-honey in addition to the honey of wild bees.


The Bedouins


THE naturally given contrasts in economic conditions have always found expression in differences of the social and economic structure.



At one end of the scale stood and stand the desert Bedouins. The Bedouin proper, who in Northern Arabia, too, is quite different from the settled Arab, has always scorned agriculture, has disdained houses and fortified places, has lived on camel’s milk and dates, has known no wine, has needed and tolerated no form of state organization. As Wellhausen,8among others, has described the situation of the Arabs in Epic times, the sib head, the sheik, was the one, normally permanent, authority beside the Mouktar, the head of the family (i.e., the tent-community). The sib comprises the complex of tent-communities which, rightly or wrongly, trace their descent to a common ancestor and whose tents, therefore, stand side by side. The sib, with its duty of blood revenge, is the most firmly and closely knit association. Communities form out of a number of sibs, through joint migration and encampment for mutual protection. Thus emerges the “tribe,” which rarely comprises more than a few thousand souls. It has a permanent leader only when a man through feats of warfare or judicial wisdom has gained such distinction that by virtue of his charisma he is recognized as a sayid. As hereditary charisma, his prestige can, then, be transferred to the respective sheik of his sib, especially in the case of a wealthy sib.

However, the sayid is only primus inter pares. He presides over the tribal palavers (among small tribes often occurring every evening) and he has the decisive voice whenever opinion hangs in the balance, he sets the time for the departure on the march and determines the camp site. Like the sheik, however, he lacks all power of coercion. His example and verdict will be honored by the sibs only so long as he proves his charisma.

Furthermore, all participation in the war expeditions is voluntary, only indirectly compulsory through ridicule and shame. The single sib seeks adventure at its pleasure. Similarly, the sib extends its protection at will to strangers. Both, however, can react on the community, the first through reprisals, the last through revenge for the violation of guest right. The community itself intervenes only in exceptional situations, for any association more extensive than the single sib remains highly unstable.

The single sib separates from its former tribe and joins others at will. The difference between a weak tribe and a strong sib is fluid. Under certain conditions, however, the political grouping of a tribe, also among the Bedouins, can turn into a relatively firm structure. This may occur when a charismatic prince succeeds in securing for himself and his sib a position of permanent military authority. In the nature of the case, this is possible only when the warlord receives a fixed income in the form of ground rents and tribute from the intensively cultivated oases or from tolls and convoy fees from the caravans and when his income allows him to maintain a personal following in his mountain castles. (So in the land east of Byblos—where recent hypotheses locate the scene—did a Retenenu sheik hold sway over a region of wine, oil, and fig cultivation; the sheik makes the fugitive Egyptian Sinuhe his official and gives him a fief.) Apart from such situations, all power positions of individuals are quite unstable.

All notables in the last analysis have only obligations and are rewarded only through social honor, or, at best, enjoy a certain preference in judgment. Nevertheless, property and hereditary charisma can make for considerable social inequality among the sibs. On the other hand, strict duties of brotherly aid in time of need are to be found, first within the sib, and, under certain conditions, also within the tribe. By contrast, the non-brother is without rights if he has not, through table community, been received into membership in the protective association.

The grazing grounds which the loose and unstable tribe claims and defends are respected out of mutual fear of revenge. Such grazing grounds change hands, however, with shifts in power position, which is tested mainly in struggles for the most important objects, the wells. There is no property in land. War and robbery, above all highway robbery, while it is occasionally practiced as a matter of honor, stamp the typically Bedouin concept of honor. Famous lineage, personal bravery, liberality are the three traits for which a man is praised. Concern for the nobility of his family and the social honor of his good name were held by the pre-Islamic Arab to be the mainsprings of all action.

Economically the present-day Bedouin is often considered to be an unimaginative traditionalist,9disinclined to follow peaceable economic pursuits. This, however, is only a conditional generalization, for the tribes dwelling near the caravan routes of the desert usually had an interest in the highly profitable middleman’s trade and convoy service wherever such commerce existed. The high sanctity of guest-right also rests, in part, on this interest in itinerant trade. As on the ocean, oversea trade and piracy are linked, so in the desert middleman trade and highway robbery belonged together, for the camel is unsurpassed among the animals as a carrier.10The foreign trader would and will be robbed, so long as no foreign power guards the routes with garrisons or the merchants fail to make firm agreements for protection with the very tribes that control the routes.

Collections of ancient Israelite laws show no trace of genuine Bedouin right, and the tradition holds that the Bedouins were the deadly enemies of Israel. Eternal feud ruled between Yahwe and Amalek. Cain, the ancestor of the Kenite tribe, bearing the “sign of Cain,” that is the tribal tattoo, was a murderer condemned by the Lord to vagrancy and only the frightful harshness of blood revenge was his privilege. For the rest, Israelite custom hardly ever suggests Bedouin elements. Only one important trace exists, namely, wiping of the door posts with blood to ward off demons, a custom diffused throughout Arabia. With respect to military affairs there is the prescription in Deuteronomy (20:8) to exempt all who are “fearful and faint-hearted” from army summons or to send them home. Usually this prescription is interpreted to be a purely Utopian, theological construction of the time of the prophets, though it might possibly be linked historically with the strictly voluntary participation in Bedouin war expeditions. But this does not spring from borrowing from the Bedouins, but represents, rather, reminiscences of habits peculiar to tribal cattle breeders which, to be sure, correspond to Bedouin customs.


The Cities and the Gibborim


ON THE other end of the scale stood and stands the city (gir). We must analyze it somewhat more closely. Doubtlessly, its antecedents in Palestine, as elsewhere, were on the one hand, the castles of warrior chiefs established for themselves and their personal following, on the other, the refuge places for cattle and men in dangerous regions, especially those near the desert. Our tradition supplies no details about either. In his inscriptions, Sanherib speaks of King Hezekiah’s numerous castles, which he claims to have destroyed. The Chronicles, also, tell of Hezekiah’s castles, likewise, of numerous border fortresses of Rehoboam. The garrisons probably had castle-fiefs. Some of the cities described in the Amarna letters were obviously castles of this type. The charismatic chieftains also possessed castles, as did David and, in early times, Abimelech.

Economically and politically, the cities of the tradition represent very different phenomena. The city could be but a small fortified agricultural community with a market. In this case it differed only in degree from a village. If fully developed, however, the city throughout the ancient Orient was not only a market place, but above all a fortress and, as such, seat of the army, the local deity, his priests, and the respective monarchical or oligarchical authorities of the body politic. This clearly suggests the Mediterranean polis.

The political constitution of the Syrian-Palestine city actually represents a developmental stage of urbanism which resembles that of the old-Hellenic “polis of the gentes.” Even in pre-Israelite times the sea-cities of the Phoenicians and the Philistines were organized into full cities. For the time of Tethmosis III, Egyptian sources reveal the existence of many city-states in Palestine, among them even the kind that continue to be found during Canaanite times of Israel (according to Lakisch).11

In the Tell-el-Amarna correspondence there appears under Amenophis IV (Ikhnaton) in the larger cities, most distinctly in Tyros and Byblos, an urban stratum beside the vassal kings and regents of the Pharaoh with their garrisons, magazines and arsenals. This urban group controlled the city hall (bitu) and pursued an independent policy which often was inimical to Egyptian rule.12

Whatever other traits may have characterized this group, it was obviously in the nature of an armed patriciate.13Its relations to the vassal princes and regents of the Pharaoh were apparently already similar to those we find later between the urban Israelite sibs and such military princes as Abimelech, Gideon’s son. Besides, there are similarities in another respect between pre-Israelite, Israelite, and even late Judaic times. Still in Talmudic sources several categories of villages are distinguished so that a number of rural towns belong to each chief fortified city. Villages, in turn, belong to both, as political dependencies. The same or similar state is already presupposed in the Amarna letters,14and, likewise, in the Book of Joshua,15dating from the time of Kings (Josh. 15:45-47; 17:11; 13:23, 28; compare Jud. 11:27 and Num. 21:25, 32).

Obviously, this state of affairs existed throughout known history wherever the urban defense organization attained to full political and economic development The dependent places are, then, in the situation of periocoi places, i.e., without political rights. The master sibs are, or are held to be, city dwellers. In Jeremiah’s home town, Anathoth, there are “only small people” who lack understanding of his prophecy (Jer. 5:4), so he goes into the city of Jerusalem where the “great men” are, in hope of better success. All political influence lies in the hands of these “great men” of the capital city. When under Zedekiah, at Nebuchadnezzar’s command, at times, others than the “great men” are in power and, particularly, control the office, it is held to be an anomaly. It is a possibility that Isaiah holds out as just punishment for continual profligacy of the mighty ones, at the same time, however, as a terrible evil for the community. However, the people of Anathoth are considered to be neither metics nor a special status group, but Israelites who simply do not belong to the “great men.”16

Here the type of the prevailing polis of the gentes is developed in the very manner of early antiquity: with periocoi places devoid of political rights, but considered to be settlements of freemen.

The organized sib, also, remains basic in the city. However, while it has exclusive significance for the social organization of the Bedouin tribes, in the cities, the distribution of land ownership has made its appearance as the foundation of rights and has finally outweighed the former. In Israelite antiquity, social organization is usually articulated in terms of father houses (beth aboth). These household communities are considered to be subdivisions of the sib (mishpacha), which, in turn, is a subdivision of the tribe (shebet).



We saw, however, that the tradition of the Book of Joshua already has the tribe subdivided into cities and villages rather than into sibs and families. Whether every Israelite belonged to a “sib,” might, by analogies, be questioned. The sources assume it, inasmuch as every Israelite freeman qualifies for war service. However, an increasing differentiation among the armed freemen was occurring. Occasionally tradition (in Gibeon, Josh. 10:2), expressly identifies all citizens (anashim, elsewhere, e.g., Josh. 9:3, josebim) of a city with the gibborim, the warriors (knights). But this is not the rule. Rather, the term gibborim refers regularly to the bne chail, the “sons of property,” i.e., the possessors of inherited land called gibbore chail in contrast17to ordinary men (’am), the militarily trained section of whom are later (Josh. 8:11; 10:7; II. Ki. 25:4) called the warriors (’am hamilchamah). Boas, in the Book of Ruth, is called a gibbor chail.

(How inordinately expensive the armor of a gibbor was in the time of the writing of the Book of Samuel is indicated by the Goliath tale. He required a shield bearer, and Saul is also mentioned as having one. )

Also named gibbor chayil were the large owners upon whom King Menahem placed a tax levy of 50 shekels each, in order to raise the Assyrian tribute. The most important reference is II. Kings 15:20 which Ed. Meyer with justice has adduced at the time; occasionally warriors generally are so designated. However, a ben chail refers just as little as its literal Spanish equivalent, “hidalgo,” to the possessor of any sort of land. The bne chail by virtue of economically inherited wealth are fully capable of equipping themselves, and hence, represent those who, economically, are fully capable of war service and war duties, therefore, from politically privileged sibs. These sibs held power when and wherever costly weapons and training were decisive in war.18

Also where, as so often in early antiquity, a hereditary charismatic city prince (nasi) stood at the head of the city, he had to share power as primus inter pares, with the elders (sekenim) of the sibs, and with the family heads (roshi beth aboth) of his own sib. The power of these latter could become so great and at the same time the predominance of the princely sib over all other sibs of the city and their elders could become so extensive that the city appeared as an oligarchy of the family heads of the princely sib, as we find quite regularly in Israelite history. But conditions may well have differed. In the Genesis account, Shechem is ruled by a rich sib, the bne chamor, the head of which holds the title nasi (prince) and is called “Father of Shechem” (Jud. 9:28). For important transactions, for example, for the reception of strangers into the association of citizens and land owners, this city head required the assent of the “armed” men (anashim) of Shechem. Alongside this old master sib there appeared after the war against the Midianites Gideon’s sib as an overpowering competitor, which, in its turn, was displaced by Hamor’s sib in the revolt against Abimelech.

The sibs, as in early Hellenic times, often settled interlocally; at times, a sib was predominant in several, particularly in small, towns. Thus, Jair’s sib in Gilead held sway over an entire group of tent villages, which were later, also, occasionally called “cities.” As a rule, actual power was in the hands of the elders (zekenim). These appear in all those parts of the tradition for which city constitutions are basic. Hence, they appear, above all, in Deuteronomic law as the Zikne ha-’ir, permanent public authorities who sit “in the gate,” that is to say, administer and hold court in the market place at the gates of the city. The Book of Joshua presupposes their existence for Canaanite as well as Israelite cities. For the city Jezreel, beside the elders, “nobles” (chorim) are mentioned. Elsewhere, heads of the father house (roshi beth aboth) appear beside the elders; the family heads, also, in later times (Ezra) appear as representatives of the city beside the zekenim and the magistrates, differently named at the time, who are obviously identical with the latter. In the first case a permanent charismatic preference seems to have been accorded to one or several sibs constituting the magistracy, in the latter, the family heads of all arms-bearing sibs of the city are concerned. Such distinctions are also found in the older traditions. Whether and to what extent actual organizational variations corresponded to these terminological differences, however, is neither transmitted nor evident. The charismatic position of a sib of notables depends, of course, above all, on its military strength, and connected with this, its wealth. As is known from Snouck Hurgronje’s description, the place of the land-owning city sibs corresponded roughly to that of the oligarchy of Mecca. The gibbore chayil, the propertied hero warriors corresponded to the Roman adsidui. The Philistine knighthood, too, consisted of trained warriors. Goliath is referred to as a “man of war from his youth”: that presupposes possessions. The ancient Israelite political leaders of the mountain tribes, however, are occasionally called “staff bearers” like the Homeric princes.

A comparison of Israelite with pre-Israelite, and with Mesopotamian conditions, shows that in Israel, never a single elder, but always several elders are mentioned in place of the single city king of the Amarna times and still later epoch of the Rameses and the one local elder of Babylonian documents.19This is a reliable indication of sib rule as is the plurality of suffits and consuls.

Conditions differed when a charismatic war lord succeeded as lord of the city in making himself independent of the aristocracy of elders by winning a personal following, or by hiring paid, frequently foreign-born, mercenaries, who constitute a bodyguard only to him. He might recruit personally devoted officials (sarim) from his following or from among slaves, from freedmen or the politically disqualified lower classes. If he based his rule completely on these power sources, that form of princely rule emerged which, in later inimical perspective, was associated with “kingship.” The legitimate, hereditarily-charismatic “prince” of old was viewed as a kind of man who rode an ass. Therefore, the messianic prince of the future should come once again on this riding animal of pre-Solomon times.

A “king,” on the other hand, is viewed as a man who has war horses and chariots in the manner of the Pharaoh. From his castles, he holds sway over the city and the dependent region by means of his treasure, his magazines, his eunuchs, and, above all, his bodyguard, which he provisions. The king installs regents over the city, probably giving his followers, officers and officials, fiefs, especially castle fiefs—such as “the men of the castle” (millo) in Shechem presumably had (Jud. 9:6, 20). The king imposes forced labor, and increases, therewith, the proceeds of his own land holdings. In Shechem King Abimelech has placed his castle steward (Jud. 9:26-30) in a position of authority and the ancient, hereditarily charismatic authority of the bne Hamor was displaced by him. The old Israelite tradition saw “tyranny” in such personal military rule of an individual. The parable of the sway of the thorn bush and the curse: that the fire from King Abimelech may consume the patricians of Shechem and, similarly, theirs him, characterizes the antagonism between charismatic tyranny and hereditarily charismatic patricians. The tyrant, like Peisistratus in Athens, rules with the support of hired “idle men” (rekim) and they are “rabble” (pochazim, Jud. 9:4)—we shall have to investigate further their social origin.

The transition between princehood and city kingship was actually quite fluid. For, throughout Israelite antiquity, even for the mightiest kings, the great land-owning sibs and their elders as a rule remained an element not to be permanently ignored. As it was a rare exception in early times to report of a harlot’s son, hence, an upstart (Jephtah) as a charismatic leader, so in the time of Kings, upstart royal officials are the exception rather than the rule. To be sure, in the Northern Kingdom there were to be found several kings without father’s names, hence, without descent from fully qualified sibs; Omri did not even bear an Israelite name. The priestly kings’ law in Deuteronomy, therefore, deems it necessary to stress pure Israelite blood as a prerequisite to kingship. But the king everywhere has to reckon with the gibbore chayil, the militarily full-qualified landowners and the representatives of the notables, the zekenim of the great sibs, who, also, by the editors of the genuine political tradition in Deuteronomy (chaps. 21, 22, 25 in contrast to the theologically influenced places 16:18 and 17:8, 9), are considered to be the sole legitimate representatives of the people. The power situation was unstable. In an emergency, a king could dare tax the gibbore chayil, as Menahem did for the Assyrian tribute. And it is noticeable,20too, that in contrast to all other epochs, the city elders in the period between Solomon and Josiah recede more into the background in the sources. Indeed, the stewards and officials of the kings possibly displaced the elders completely, taking over their position as judges, at least in the royal residences which, after all, were fortresses. It is possible that the elders retained their old position only in rural areas as was the case in almost all Asiatic monarchies.

As soon as the power position of kingship declined, for example, through a revolution, as under Jehu, and definitively after the complete absence of kingship in post-exilic times, the elders promptly returned to their own power position in the cities. Of even greater significance was the fact that royal slaves and eunuchs only rarely played a role in office. To be sure, upstart followers of foreign or lowly birth were to be found as officers and officials. By and large they appeared during the early career or during the rise of a new prince. However, in normal times, excepting the period of David and Solomon, the most important officials, at least under the kings in the Judaic city, were from old, native, wealthy sibs. Of such, for instance, was David’s field commander, Joab, and the tradition (II. Sam. 3:39) makes it clear that because of the might of his sib, King David was not in a position to punish him, and therefore, on his death bed, David recommended his revenge to Solomon. The hate of the distinguished sibs of Jerusalem cries out of Isaiah’s oracle (22:15) against the foreign born major domus, Shebna. Normally, no king was able to conduct his government with any permanence contrary to the will of the sibs. As indicated by the context, Jeremiah considered the “sarim of Jerusalem” and “of Judah,” of whom he speaks (34:19), as representatives of the richest families of the land.

While the early Israelite city at its height was an association of hereditary, charismatic sibs economically qualified to bear arms, quite similar to the early Hellenic and early medieval city, the composition of this association was as unstable in Israel as in the West. In the time before the kings, some sibs were accepted into the city with full rights (Jud. 9:26), others were expelled. Blood revenge and feuds between urban sibs and alliances of some sibs against outsiders, apparently, were frequent. The individual urban sib was able to grant guest rights to strangers, this, however, according to the tradition, was often precarious.

Politically these conditions suggest somewhat those prevalent in the Hellenic city of the gentes; they suggest, too, the conditions in Rome at the time of the affiliation of the gens Claudia with the civic association. However, the cohesion [of the Israelite burghers] was somewhat more loose. A formal synoecism occurs for the first time with the founding of a city by Ezra and Nehemiah with its fixed distribution of liturgies among the sibs, which commit themselves to move into the city. However, we know nothing concerning the distribution of city taxes and military services in early times.

In relation to the more comprehensive political organizations such as the tribe and the confederacy, the city for purposes of military draft was clearly a unit which was considered to be the equivalent of a multiplicity of tactical units, of fifty men each21and often comprised one thousand men.22The sources leave us completely in the dark concerning other relations between tribal organization and city.23

Presumably, the “tribe” here was an affair of those sibs economically capable of warfare, sibs which traditionally belonged to it. The plebeian freeman, on the other hand, probably belonged merely to the place of their settlement. The manner in which the plebs were dealt with during the synoecism after the Exile permits this inference. Changes of military technique must have played a part in this. In any case, in the Philistine and Canaanite city organizations, the military and political domination of the patricians over the surrounding countryside and its occupants rested on the summons of iron chariots of the knightly sibs; the same was doubtlessly true in the Israelite cities.

As in the ancient Hellenic and ancient Italian polis, the urban patricians held sway over the countryside, not only politically, but economically. They lived off the rents of their lands, which were cultivated by slaves subject to forced labor or tax payments, or by serfs or by coloni (sharecroppers or part-tenants). In a fashion typical of Antiquity such laborers were recruited particularly from debt slaves, constantly augmented by squeezing the free peasants. The ancient class distinction between the urban patrician as creditor and the peasant outside the city as debtor thus, also, occurred in the Israelite cities. Here, too, the urban sibs doubtlessly gained the means to oppress the rural areas usuriously, partly directly or indirectly from commercial profits. For, as far back as we can go, Palestine was, in historical times, a middleman’s country between Egypt and the region of the Orontes and Euphrates and between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean.

The significance of the caravan route for the economy is strikingly brought out in the Song of Deborah. It stresses equally that the highways were unoccupied while the travelers walked through byways because of the conflict between the Canaanite patriciate and the confederacy and that the peasants ceased work. Basically, the efforts of the cities to conquer the mountain land were attempts to gain control over the trade routes and, as elsewhere in Antiquity, the powerful sibs were interested in urban settlement for the substantial trading advantages correlated with such control of the highways and not only because they wished to share political power.

The sibs engaged either in local or interlocal trade, on the coast, in overseas trade, and, in the interior, in caravan trade, especially in the form of the commenda or similar legal forms of capital advance such as are illustrated by Babylonian law, which was well-known in Israel. At times the sibs had storage, marketing, or convoy rights, again, they levied fees and taxes. No details are known. In any case, income from these sources provided an essential part of the means with which to accumulate land, reduce the peasants to debt slavery through usurious lending, and to finance their own military equipment and training.

All these phenomena are typical of the polis of early antiquity. In Palestine, as elsewhere, it was of decisive significance that the city-state promoted the most highly developed military technology of the time. For the urban patriciate was the champion of knightly chariotry, which only the wealthiest sibs could afford under conditions of self-equipment. From the middle of the second millennium, this military technique was diffused from China to Ireland.

It is in accordance with our general knowledge of the Mediterranean polis that the peasant on the best soil, i.e., rent-yielding, was most exposed to the patrician’s quest for land accumulation. This peasant was least able to offer military resistance. As in Attica where the fertile Pedia was the seat of patrician landlordism, in Palestine it was the plain. And, as in Attica, the diakrioi dwelled on rentless land on the mountain ridges which were militarily least accessible to the knights, so in Israel they were the freeholders and shepherd sibs, which the city patricians with variable success sought to subject to tax obligations.


The Israelite Peasant


CLEARLY in early times the free peasants of Israel usually lived outside all city organization. The sources say nothing of them or of their social and political organization. This, in itself, is typical. Often the lack of detailed source material concerning the free peasants has led to the assumption that, in early Roman times, there were only patricians and clients and in later times only big landlords and slaves; that in Egypt there were only officials and unfree workers or peasants on king’s land. In the case of Sparta one is willy-nilly afflicted with the notion that there were only Spartans and helots. Similarly, the free peasants of ancient Israel stand in the deep shadow of mute sources which give us almost nothing beyond the fact of their existence and original power position. This, to be sure, is quite obvious in the Song of Deborah which praises the victorious struggle of the Israelite peasants under Deborah and Barak in the struggle against the Canaanite city league under Sisera’s leadership. The life conditions of the peasants, however, are left obscure.

Above all, nothing is known about the political organization of the peasantry. The various ancient designations of their leaders, e.g., in the Song of Deborah, tell us nothing about the inner structure of the political organization. Similarly, they tell us nothing of the nature and extent of social differentiation which clearly also existed among the mountain peasants. Military organization into units of 1,000 men would seem to have already existed among them.24The round number of 40,000 able bodied soldiers in all Israel, which is named in the Song of Deborah, suggests that. However, nothing further is known.

The same lack of information applies to the economic condition of the free peasants. There is no certain trace of the open field. Some passages have been interpreted as indicative of it, and, in comparison with contemporary conditions, have been adduced where landlords who, presumably, have arisen socially from among tenants, occasionally distribute land in some regions of Palestine. These, however, are politically-determined conditions of oriental sultanism which yield no knowledge of the early peasant of Israel. Jeremiah is reported to have taken himself to the land to receive his lot among his “people” (’am) (Jer. 37:12). It is the one important passage, among those adduced, in support of this assumption. But its meaning is uncertain and it may well be understood to mean that the great sibs, under certain circumstances, had disposition over land, be it over permanent joint-sib property which was periodically repartitioned, be it over the heirless land of a sib member. In any case, Jeremiah was no peasant. The passage in Micah (2:5) uses the term chelob for the allotment of the women in the community (Rachel) and indicates, merely, that the landlots were measured with the cord only during settlement, but proves nothing for the periodic redistribution of land.

Whether the “Sabbath year,” to be discussed later, might somehow be connected with an open field system of the past remains, as may be said in advance, more than doubtful. For the rest, the situation of the free peasants can only be indirectly determined. The Song of Deborah indicates that the ancient Israelite confederacy was, indeed, largely a peasant organization. The song has the peasants confront the Canaanite knights of the city league and extolls them for having fought “like gibborim.” That the confederacy in historical times has at no time been only a peasant organization has also been established. Later, in the time of Kings, there is no more talk of “peasants” in the armies, at least, they are no longer the backbone of the army. It is highly probable that economic and technical military changes here played the same role as elsewhere. The transition to costly armor under the rule of principled self-equipment of the army always excludes the economically disqualified small holder from the fully equipped army. Besides, the small holder is far less “expendable” than is the landlord living off rent. The ascendancy of the gibbor chail over the mass of free warriors, the ’am, is doubtlessly due to this circumstance, and it must be assumed, though it cannot be proven in detail, that the fraction represented by the stratum of economically and therefore politically fully qualified warriors diminished more and more with increasing costliness of armor. In Chronicles, revised in post-Exile times, the gibborim and bne chail are occasionally identified with all men able to “bear buckler and sword and to shoot with bow”25or also, simply, with “archers.”26According to the older tradition, the gibborim were equipped with the lance, and, above all, with a coat of armor and apparently they were charioteers in contrast to the peasant militia. The latter, according to the Song of Deborah (Jud. 5:8), were also equipped with shield and lance, (the adduced passage would seem to indicate the opposite, Ed.). but at times only with slings, certainly, they were always essentially more lightly equipped, and, in particular, had no coat of mail. (David is unusual to mail; Goliath, by contrast, is a knight in armor). The warriors of the tribe of Benjamin, which was a peasant tribe at the time, are called “swordsmen” in the Book of Judges (20:35).

Besides having to shoulder the costs of his knightly equipment, the full warrior had to be economically expendable for military training. In the Occident similar circumstances led to a corresponding differentiation of status groups. In Israel the development was definitely similar after the great Canaanite cities had been integrated into the confederacy. To be sure, the sources never refer to a fully secular nobility as a special estate. The king could apparently marry any free Israelite inasmuch as the members of fully qualified sibs considered one another as peers. However, not all free sibs were politically equal. Naturally, there were great differences resulting from economic qualification for military service, which was a pre-condition of all political right. Furthermore, superior position in the distribution of social and political power rested on the hereditary charisma of princely sibs of various cantons (Gau).

Tradition always indicates the significance of a sib in pre-kingly times by the number of sib members who ride on asses. Typical, for the time of the second Book of Kings, is the use of the term ’am ha-aretz for politically important persons alongside kings, priests and officials. Occasionally the expression means, simply, “the people of all the land” not the rural people alone. However in some places it clearly means something different.27It refers, obviously, to a group from which a few select men were trained militarily by a special officer of the king. Nebuchadnezzar found sixty such men in Jerusalem and carried them off. They opposed the later prophets and the submission to Babylon, as recommended by Jeremiah, and later they opposed the Jerusalem congregation of the returned Babylonian exiles.

The bne chail and their leaders, the sare ha-chayalim (II. Ki. 25:23) similarly rebel against and slay Nebuchadnezzar’s regent, Gedaliah, who had been taken from the party of the prophets.

The abducted ’am ha-aretz are not identical with the plain husbandmen who were left behind in Jerusalem (II. Ki. 25:12). Rather they may have belonged to the party of the sare hachayalim previously mentioned. Where the term ’am haarez is intended as “plebs,” this is indicated by a special addition (II. Ki. 24:14). In the light of the preceding reference to the military training of ’am haarez, one has the choice of assuming that the king, at the time, had men from the politically disqualified plebs compulsorily drafted and drilled and that this plebeian stratum was designated ’am haarez. Or, one may choose to view them in the main as the national “squirearchy,” which, backed by their rural following, opposed the post-exilic Yahwistic Puritans, then the opponents of the rural shrines. The participation of the ’am ha-aretz in the acclamation of kings and in counter-revolution speaks for the latter rather than the former view.

In pre-Exile times the urban sibs supplied the people who qualified fully for war service and therefore for political office. The prophetic sources speak of the “great men” in contrast to the “people” in so typical a manner that the former expression must refer to an actually exclusive, though, of course not legally, closed circle. The pre-Exile sib registers, which in Jeremiah (22:30) would seem to be presupposed at least for Jerusalem, apparently comprised only the sibs of this circle and doubtlessly served the secular sibs as an army register, indicating those qualified to serve as gibborim. Chail, fortune, meant also army and military ability. The “great men” of the prophetic age, hence, were those sibs which provided well-trained, fully armored and equipped warriors. Such sibs, therefore, also controlled the policy decisions of the state because they held the courts and administrative offices in their hands. Apparently, with the increasing exclusion of peasants from the army, sib organization, too, decayed among them. For this best explains the fact that in the synoecism of Ezra so many persons were not listed by lineage, but only by place of birth; the lineage register included only the militarily qualified sibs, in Roman terms the classis.

Those free men not belonging to these fully qualified sibs are identified by some eminent scholars, among them Ed. Meyer, with the gerim or toshabim of the sources: the Beisassen or metics.28But this is quite improbable. For the small-holding Israelite peasant of the Deborah army and of Saul’s summons, did not qualify for service in knightly armor and can hardly have occupied the special ritualistic position, which in olden times was peculiar to the gerim (lacking circumcision!). And wherever we read of the “little people” in opposition to the “great” (as in the prophets, particularly, Jeremiah) they are the very Israelite brethren who are oppressed by the great and are considered champions of correct deportment and piety. The free Israelite peasants who were economically not fully qualified to serve in the army will, in substance, have occupied the place which throughout Antiquity we see assigned to the agroikos, periokoi, and plebeji and which we can plainly recognize in Hesiod. Personally free, such a peasant is legally or in fact excluded from active political rights, above all from legal office. This, indeed, gave the patricians the opportunity to exploit him usuriously, to reduce him to debt slavery, to bend the law and overpower the peasant demos. This is bewailed throughout Old Testament literature. This economic class-stratification Israel shared with the cities of all early antiquity. The debt slaves, especially, are typical phenomena. They are found in the tradition as the soldiers of fortune following all charismatic leaders from Jephthah (Jud. 11:3), Saul (I. Sam. 13:6, Hebrews enslaved by the Philistines), particularly David (I. Sam. 22:2) to Judas Maccabeus (I. Maccabees 3:9). Once the kernel of the army of the Israelite confederacy in the battle against the Canaanite chariot-fighting city patriciate, the free peasant with the increasing urbanization of the great Israelite sibs and the change-over to the chariot fighting technique was increasingly reduced to a plebeian within his own people.

The metic, ger or toshab, however, was something entirely different. His situation must be inferred from a combination of pre- and post-exilic sources.
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THE GERIM AND THE ETHIC OF THE PATRIARCHS


The Plebeian Strata


INCLUDED in the gerim of the cities as well as among the Bedouins of the desert were a great many artisans and merchants. To judge from Arabic conditions, the tribal organizations did not grant them full membership. The smith, for instance, the single most important craftsman of the Bedouin, is a guest artisan almost always viewed as ritually impure and usually excluded from intermarriage and commensalism. Blacksmiths form a pariah caste enjoying only traditional, usually religious, protection. This also is true of bards and musicians indispensable to the Bedouins. In agreement with this, Cain (Gen. 4:21, 22) is the tribal father of the smith and the musician and, at the same time (4:17), the founder of cities. It may, thus, be assumed that at the time of the establishment of this lineage such artisans, in Palestine as in India, were guest people, standing outside, both the gibborim and the general Israelite brotherhood.

Alongside the guest-status of numbers of these skill groups we encounter certain highly skilled craftsmen viewed as liberal charismatic artisans. Yahwe (Ex. 31:3f.) “fills” Bezaleel “with the spirit of God.” He is the son of Uri and grandson of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, hence is a freeman, and Yahwe teaches him to work in precious metals, stone, and wood. Alongside Bezaleel as helper appears another freeman from the tribe of Dan. They produce religious paraments, reminding us of the ritualistically privileged position of the Indian Kammalar artisans, who practiced the same art. The similarity goes farther. The Kammalar of Southern India were imported and privileged royal artisans. Dan, according to tradition, was settled in the area of Sidon and, in I. Kings 7:14, Hiram, the master builder of Solomon’s Temple, is alleged to be a “man of Tyre.” According to tradition, furthermore, Hiram had a Naphthati mother and was, thus, a half-breed whom Solomon called to his court. We may assume that trades important for the construction works and military needs of the king were generally organized as royal crafts.

In the post-exilic Chronicles the byssus weavers, potters and carpenters appear to be tribal foreigners, perhaps like the royal artisans of pre-Exile times. After the destruction of Jerusalem, Nebuchadnezzar carried off the artisans, particularly those of the king, along with the military sibs. With the return from Exile and the reconstitution of the community under Ezra and Nehemiah, goldsmiths, shopkeepers, and venders of ointments formed organized guilds outside the old kin-organizations. By this time they were divested of their tribal foreignness and were received into the Jewish confessional community-organization. However, still in the time of Jesus ben Sira, and, presumably, still later, artisans were not qualified for office, in contrast to the members of old Israelite sibs. Henceforth they constituted a specifically urban demos.

At the time of the post-Exile city-state, this plebeian stratum included, not only artisans and traders, but, as Eduard Meyer has convincingly demonstrated, other important groups. It included (1) the numerous persons in the register of peoples who returned under Cyrus and who are not listed by sib, but simply as men (anashim) from a certain place of the district of Jerusalem, hence as plebeian inhabitants of a rural town dependent on the capital. Furthermore, this plebeian stratum included (2) the several thousand persons who, without such statement of place of residence, were enumerated under the category “sons of bondswomen” (bne has-senua). Michaelis and Eduard Meyer quite rightly viewed this group as plebeian inhabitants of the city of Jerusalem. Both groups obviously are Israelite plebeians not listed in the old kin-registers of the gibborim. Whether they had been formerly considered to be Israelite plebeians or, like most artisans, metics, the members of these strata, according to Eduard Meyer’s convincingly argued assumption, were now organized with their land allotments like sibs and named after their place of birth. They were entered into the new register of citizens if they accepted the law.
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