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Social History as Discipline 
and as Method

Social History as a Subdiscipline of 
Historical Studies

The social history of ancient Israel is 
treated in these pages as a discipline of histori-
cal study. At the same time, it is an essentially 
theological discipline, because the Hebrew 
Bible, as the fundamental theological docu-
ment of Judaism and Christianity, tells the 
story of God—but not “mythically,” as is the 
case with the legends of the gods. Rather, the 
Bible tells the story of God as the history of 
God’s interaction with human beings, focused 
on the history of God’s interaction with God’s 
people, Israel.

Without understanding the history of this 
people, it is impossible to understand the his-
tory of God’s interaction with them. Israel’s 
social history is therefore necessary for an 
understanding both of ancient Israel as a his-
torical entity and of the theological reality 
that is the Hebrew Bible, a document of that 
ancient Israel.

Th e history of a people in a  particular era, 
here the history of Israel in the time to which 
the writings of the Hebrew Bible refer and the 
period in which they were composed, is always 
social history to the extent that a people is a 
social entity. Nevertheless, social history as 
a discipline within historical studies has an 
object of its own. It stands alongside other 
special historical fi elds such as history of reli-
gions, literary history, or art history.

1

Th e Social History Method

Social history is the history of a society’s • 
organizational development.
Social history investigates the  social con-• 
ditions that created the contradictions in 
biblical texts.
Different “speeds” of history (Fernand • 
 Braudel):

natural phenomena (ice ages, climactic  —
change)
(individual) events —
social history (the development of a soci- —
ety over time)

Types of social history:• 
the history of social institutions —
the history of eras or time periods —

The history of biblical social-history • 
 scholarship:

“Biblical antiquities” approach—Roland de  —
Vaux’s Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions

Sociology of ancient Judaism—Max Weber;  —
infl uenced Albrecht Alt and  Martin Noth
Post-1968—liberation theology; use of  —
sociological and anthropological theory; 
Marxism

K E Y  P O I N T S

Kessler Final Proofs B.indd   1Kessler Final Proofs B.indd   1 5/16/2008   11:24:02 AM5/16/2008   11:24:02 AM



2 The Social History of Ancient Israel

However, in this case the particular object 
is less evident than in other specialized fi elds 
of historical study. We cannot speak about the 
social structures of a society without taking 
into account its economic system, which is the 
subject of economic history. Nor can we leave 
out of view the system of laws, the object of legal 
history. Th e same is true of political structures 
and institutions, the description of which falls 
within the fi eld of political  science.

Despite a certain blurriness, which we con-
cede, the subject of social history can, never-
theless, be limited in the sense that it does not 
have to do with any particular statements of a 
society or primarily with particular events. Th e 
subject of social history is, rather, the form of a 
society itself. Of course, the word “form” sug-
gests something static, which is not at all the 
case. A society’s form is subject to constant 
change, oft en proceeding nearly unnoticed, 
but sometimes dynamic and intensely rapid. 
Th at is why social history, as its name implies, 
is always concerned with the form of a society 
as it evolves throughout history.

Social History as an Exegetical Method

In discussions of Israel’s social history over 
the last thirty-fi ve years, of course, scholars 
have not been content to regard social history 
as a subdiscipline of historical studies whose 
purpose was to describe the shape of society in 
ancient Israel. For as a theological discipline, 
a subdiscipline of Old Testament exegesis, it 
was also always concerned with biblical texts. 
And here the newer, social-historical oriented 
exegesis inquired not only about the sett ing in 
life of a particular genre (its Sitz im Leben), as 
earlier form criticism had done, but about the 
interests traceable in the texts. Th is question 
was associated with the reverse inquiry: how 

did the religious views we can discern in the 
texts in turn aff ect the social developments of 
the period?1

Since social interests are traceable in the 
biblical texts, this type of exegesis, working 
with social-historical methods, proposes that 
a society contains a variety of partly overlap-
ping, partly coexisting interests, which are 
capable of diverging or sharply confl icting. 
And it presupposes that texts also participate 
in this interweaving of interests, though as 
a rule not in the sense of simply refl ecting a 
particular interest in a particular text. “Con-
tradictions between diff erent statements in 
the Bible prove . . . as a rule to be occasioned 
by the diff erent social origins of the texts in 
question.”2 If the questions are posed in this 
way, this interweaving of interests has to be 
described, the social and historical circum-
stances of the diff erent interests have to be 
investigated, and the interaction of these 
interests and the dynamics of their changes 
must be  understood.

We have to be content here simply to indi-
cate the consequences of such a conception 
of social-historical interpretation. Th ey aff ect 
our relationship with the biblical texts, so that 
social-historical biblical exegesis “in contrast 
to all the ideological tendencies to cover up, 
excuse, and harmonize that are to be found 
at all times in the history of human societies 
. . . names the real social confl icts of the past 
and present and so acts as a critique of ideol-
ogy.”3 Th e consequences of a social-historical 
biblical exegesis thus conceived extend even 
to social-ethical and practical theological 
questions so that, not to put too fi ne a point 
on it, one may say that “social-historical bibli-
cal exegesis” reveals “itself to be an aspect of 
liberation theology.”4

We cannot draw out this line of thought 
here,5 nor is it necessary to share all the implica-
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The Social History Method 3

tions and consequences of this understanding 
of social-historical biblical exegesis in order to 
enunciate what follows. I will, however, mark 
what I myself am interested in knowing by 
stating that in my own conception, the “social 
history of Israel”  encompasses more than what 
I am about to att empt in these pages, which is 
to reconstruct the social history of Israel as a 
subdiscipline of the history of ancient Israel.

Th e History of Events and 
“the Long Term”

Defi ning social history as an investigation of 
a society’s social structure within history is 
an att empt to join a static and a dynamic ele-
ment. In the real world of living organisms, 
the dynamic element of time does not proceed 
as a steady continuum, but moves with diff er-
ent intensities. Periods of accelerating change 
alternate with long phases of relative stability 
in which, at least on the visible surface, almost 
nothing changes.

Every type of historical study must take 
account of these diff ering dynamics in or 

speeds of history. Since the foundational 1946 
work of the French historian Fernand Braudel 
on the Mediterranean, it has been customary to 
distinguish three diff erently paced rhythms in 
history: “history over the long term” describes 
people’s relationship to their natural environ-
ment; since the latt er is a given, this kind of 
history moves “at an unaltered and even pace” 
(at least that was true, to a degree, when Brau-
del wrote his book). Th e “history of events,” 
the object of traditional historical writing, 
by contrast, concerns itself with individual 
events, rapidly shift ing surface movements. 
Social history, which Braudel called “that of 
groups and groupings,” lies between the two. 
It must take into account the natural condi-
tions that are not perceptible in themselves. 
But it must also have an eye to “events” (in our 
case, for example, the successive conquests 
by the Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, and 
Greeks) and investigate their eff ects on the 
community’s social organization.6

Every form of historical writing must take 
these diff erent rhythms into account, but each 
has a diff erent focus. In the sphere of history 
of events,† for example, there is a contentious 

† Translator’s note: Th e author speaks of “history of events” (Ereignisgeschichte) to refer to what is com-
monly called in English “political history” or more oft en, and inaccurately, simply “history.”

Th e Rhythms of History
Type of History Historical events covered Examples

History over the 
long term

Natural events Ice ages, climatic changes, ecosys-
tem changes, changes in Palestinian 
ecology over time

Social history Social changes, major his-
torical eras

Th e history of the family, the his-
tory of a government, the history of 
the twentieth century, the history of 
the evolution of Israel’s monarchy

History of events Specifi c historical events Wars, assassinations, elections, new 
discoveries, the fall of Jerusalem 
in 587/6. 
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4 The Social History of Ancient Israel

discussion about whether the conquest of 
Jerusalem took place in 587 or 586. For social 
history this one-year diff erence is inconse-
quential. For literary history it is interest-
ing to consider whether prophets like Amos 
or Micah wrote down their oral statements 
themselves or whether that was the work of 
their disciples and adherents aft er the death of 
the individual prophet. But for social history, 
which uses these texts as its sources, the ques-
tion is  incidental.

Examples could be multiplied but should 
not create the impression that questions of 
political or literary history are inconsequen-
tial, since whether a prophetic text is pre-
exilic or represents a projection backward 
from a postexilic time is, of course, relevant 
for social history as well.7 And whether the 
military, diplomatic, or commercial-political 
incidents reported of David or Solomon rest 
on  historical facts or represent literary fi ctions 
is interesting for social history, too.

Nevertheless, it must be said that social 
history is “a history of slow rhythms.”8 Cer-
tainly, insofar as it is a form of historical 
writing it is concerned with changes. But in 
the fi rst instance it intends to apprehend the 
form, or bett er, the diff erent forms, assumed 
by the society being studied, and that have 
remained stable over certain longer periods of 
time. Th erefore it need not concern itself with 
every event and does not require a precise 
dating in terms of the decade for its sources. 
Social history can permit itself a certain con-
trolled vagueness for the dating of events 
and sources.

A Description of Social History

Since it is the task of social-historical writing 
to link the static moment in which a society’s 
form is described with the dynamic description 

of its historical development, two approaches 
to that description are, in principle, possible. 
Social historical description can begin with 
the form of society and explicate this amor-
phous phenomenon, “form of society,” or it can 
begin with historical development and off er a 
division by epochs “with a slow rhythm.”

Social History as the History of Institutions

Society is a very broad and abstract concept. 
If we try to characterize a particular society 
using a single concept (for early periods we 
may think of concepts like “agrarian society” 
or “feudal society,” and for the present expres-
sions such as “consumer society” or “experi-
ential society”)—as a rule we only succeed in 
capturing one particular feature of the society, 
even though our intention is to typify it. But 
this method does not bring the whole fabric of 
social relationships into view by ignoring gen-
der, family structure, military organization, 
and similar such factors.

Hence we are invited to diff erentiate this 
abstract and amorphous phenomenon called 
“society” into constituent parts. If we consider 
the whole society as a grand system, we could 
speak of subsystems. Following the tradition 
of French sociology, I will employ the con-
cept of institution, which is broader in scope 
than the corresponding popular expression 
in  German.9

If we begin our social-historical description 
with institutions, the static element necessar-
ily dominates. However, the dynamic element 
is not absent since, fi rst of all, every institution 
has, in turn, its own history, and second, par-
ticular institutions, such as kingship in Israel 
and Judah, are limited to particular historical 
locations. Th ese two circumstances consti-
tute the strength of a social-historical account 
based on institutions. It can take into account 
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The Social History Method 5

that  various institutions develop according to 
a variety of rhythms. Th us, for example, famil-
ial structures are stable over extended periods 
of time, while military institutions were sub-
jected to numerous changes during the rela-
tively short period of the monarchy. A further 
and closely allied advantage is that we can 
establish a certain hierarchy of institutions. 
So, for example, Erhard Gerstenberger pre-
cedes his “theologies in the Old Testament” 
with a “summary of the social history of Israel” 
and divides it as follows: family and clan; vil-
lage and town; tribes; the monarchical state; 
confessional and parochial communities.10 
Th e fi rst three represent basic institutions 
that, although they change, are relevant for the 
whole era covered by the Old Testament, while 
the monarchical state or the confessional and 
parochial communities are obviously second-
ary to the former and only exist at one time or 
another during limited periods.

Th is last example shows that even a depic-
tion of social history oriented to institutions 
must have a general notion of the periods 
into which it will divide the era in question. 
Th is suggests the possibility of making the 
period division itself the starting point for the 
description.

Social History as the History of Time 
 Periods (Epochs)

If the depiction of social history always begins 
with one period’s institutions, that represents 
an alternative form of presentation, but by 
no means the right in contrast to the wrong 
method. Both belong together; it is only that 
the accents are diff erently placed. As the 
description of institutions must always have a 
concept of time periods, so a description that 

follows time periods must always have a con-
cept of the institutions it intends to depict.

Th e method of presentation we have chosen 
here, following time periods, emphasizes his-
torical development; the description of social 
structures is subordinated to the division of 
time periods. Otherwise one would have to 
speak of a sociology of Israel rather than a 
social history. Th e weight of this presenta-
tion thus lies more on the radical shift s within 
society and what is characteristic of a partic-
ular period than on the continuing features 
such as family structures. Th is is intended 
to sharpen awareness that even a premodern 
society underwent altogether dramatic devel-
opments in the thousand years or so to be 
described here.

Th e choice to pursue a description follow-
ing time periods in no way way devalues a pre-
sentation according to institutions; rather, it 
remains in many ways and at multiple points 
related to and dependent on it. But it does rep-
resent a choice that implies a certain position 
as regards the history of scholarship. I will 
explain this more fully in the next section.

History of Scholarship

Th e history of Israel in biblical times as well 
as the so-called realia—the material objects, 
places, and social institutions mentioned in 
the Bible—have been of interest ever since 
there was a canon of the biblical writings that 
required interpretation. For, despite teachings 
about multiple meanings of Scripture, the sen-
sus literalis has always played a deciding role, 
and no such sense can be derived from the text 
without knowledge of  history and material 
remains. In his own description of “Hebrew 
Archaeology,” Immanuel Benzinger gives a 
short summary of the history of this discipline 
from ancient times onward.11
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6 The Social History of Ancient Israel

However, since the nineteenth century 
this discipline has enjoyed an unexampled 
upswing. Th e deciphering of hieroglyphics 
and cuneiform writing, excavations in the 
Near East, the increased travels of European 
scholars and new forms of documentation (for 
example, photography) augmented knowl-

edge in such quantity that a new quality arose 
as well. For whereas previously the Bible itself 
was almost the only source for the history and 
material lore of ancient Israel, it now became 
one source among many others whose value 
had fi rst to be determined.

Chronology
Th e historical value of the stories of the patriarchs is uncertain.

Modern scholars have oft en proposed a date of 1800 bce for Abraham.

1250 bce (approx.) Exodus from Egypt (disputed)
1250–1000 Emergence of Israel in the highlands of Canaan

1000–960 (approx.) King David; beginning of monarchy in Jerusalem (disputed)
960–922 (approx.) King Solomon; building of the Jerusalem temple (disputed)

922 Division of kingdom: Israel in the north, Judah in the south
722/721 Destruction of Samaria, capital of Israel, by the Assyrians

End of kingdom of Israel
621 Reform of Jerusalem cult by King Josiah

Promulgation of “the book of the law” (some form of Deuteronomy)
597 Capture of Jerusalem by Babylonians

Deportation of king and nobles to Babylon
586 Destruction of Jerusalem by Babylonians

More extensive deportations; beginning of Babylonian exile
539 Conquest of Babylon by Cyrus of Persia; Jewish exiles allowed to return 

to Jerusalem; end of exile; Judah becomes a province of  Persia
520–515 Rebuilding of Jerusalem Temple

458 Ezra sent from Babylon to Jerusalem with a copy of the Law
336–323 Alexander the Great conquers the Persian Empire
312–198 Judea controlled by the Ptolemies of Egypt (also a Greek dynasty, 

founded by one of Alexander’s generals)
168/167 Persecution of Jews in Jerusalem by Antiochus IV Epiphanes, king of 

Syria; Maccabean revolt
63 Conquest of Jerusalem by Roman general Pompey

66–70 ce First Jewish revolt against Rome
Destruction of Jerusalem Temple

132–135 ce Second Jewish revolt under Bar Kochba; Jerusalem rebuilt as Aelia Capi-
tolina, with a temple to Jupiter Capitolinus
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The Social History Method 7

Th is new situation led to the appearance, 
beginning at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, of a fl ood of summarizing works that, 
however, stood entirely within the tradition of 
older investigations of biblical antiquities.

Th e Tradition of Biblical Antiquities

Immanuel Benzinger, already mentioned, 
begins his Biblische Archäologie (its fi rst edi-
tion appeared in 1893) with a defi nition. Bib-
lical archaeology, he says, is the name “of a 
special historical discipline whose task is the 
scientifi c depiction of all the living conditions, 
customs and usages, civil and religious institu-
tions of the Hebrews.”12 On the one hand, this 
is a much broader notion of archaeology than 
had been used heretofore, as it had previously 
been limited to excavations and their results. 
On the other hand, however, it was still only a 
subdiscipline “of the whole, still to be sought, 
of a cultural history” from which, in such a 
concept of biblical archaeology, “political his-
tory, literary history, and religious history” 
can be derived.13 Th e structure of Benzinger’s 
work can serve as an example of such presenta-
tions. It contains four parts: land and people, 
private antiquities, public antiquities, and 
sacred antiquities.

Benzinger’s demand that a comprehensive 
presentation should also consider “political 
history, literary history, and religious his-
tory,” was fulfi lled in a sense by Rudolf Kitt el. 
In his Geschichte der Hebräer [“History of the 
Hebrews”], the fi rst edition of which appeared 
in 1888–92, he undertook to integrate ele-
ments of a history of culture and religion, in 
that each section of the work, which divided 
chronologically according to political history, 
was supplied with a description of the culture 
and religion of the period.14

What for Kitt el is part of the overall history 
of Israel becomes the title of the work of Alfred 
Bertholet. He called his 1919 book Kultur-
geschichte Israels [Cultural History of Israel].15 
But the major impetus to a cultural history of 
Israel was developed in the work of the Dane, 
Johannes Pedersen—whose fi rst volumes 
appeared in Danish as early as 1920—in its 
English translation, Israel: Its Life and Culture, 
published in four volumes 1926–40.16 Here, for 
example in the 160-page section dealing with 
the Hebrew idea of the soul,17 we fi nd integrated 
into social history what French historiography 
has called the history of mentality. Sal Witt -
mayer Baron undertook something similar in 
his monumental Sozial- und Religions geschichte 
der Juden [Social and Religious History of the 
Jews] in 1937, which, however, remained almost 
without infl uence in Europe.18

Th e writing of social history in the tradi-
tion of biblical antiquities reached a certain 
 climax with Roland de Vaux’s Institutions. If 
we consider the subtitle of the two  volumes, we 
fi nd once again the same structure as in Ben-
zinger’s Biblische Archäologie: volume 1 treats 
“Nomadism and Its Survival; Family Institu-
tions; Civil Institutions,” while volume 2 deals 
with “Military Institutions” and “Religious 
Institutions.”19

Th e works described here have two consis-
tent similarities. Th ey are, fi rst of all, descrip-
tive in their form and avoid any att empt to 
construct theories about the form of ancient 
Israelite society they describe. Frants Buhl, 
who presented an analysis of “Israelite social 
conditions” in 1899, expresses it this way: his 
intention was to give “a simple and clear pre-
sentation of the material in the Old Testament, 
devoid of any theories and constructs.”20 Sec-
ond, the presentations, with the exception of 
Kitt el’s Geschichte Israels, are kept historically 
fl at. In his Die biblischen Altertümer (1914), 
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8 The Social History of Ancient Israel

Paul Volz asserted: “Within the individual 
sections, material from very diff erent peri-
ods has oft en been brought together without 
hesitation.”21 Th ere were two reasons for this: 
namely, that diachronic development (devel-
opment through history) within social institu-
tions is oft en hard to follow, and that ways of 
life have in any case changed very litt le in the 
course of time. A third, and probably uncon-
scious, reason may be added: the historical 
picture in these presentations is exceedingly 
biblical to the extent that the early period, 
which is equated with what is depicted in the 
Pentateuch, plays the decisive role. As a rule 
there are only two eras, namely before the 
occupation of the Land and aft er. As a late 
phenomenon of the Romantic longing for ori-
gins, there is genuine interest only in the early 
period up to the monarchy. So Kitt el ends his 
history of Israel with the destruction of Jeru-
salem in 587.

In contrast to the authors to be treated next, 
the works in the tradition of biblical antiquities 
can thus be summarized as “descriptive works 
with a general abstinence from theoretical con-
struction.”22 Works of this type should rather 
be categorized with presentations of social 
history as history of institutions than with its 
depiction in terms of time periods. But just as 
an orientation to periods does not devalue an 
orientation to institutions, so also the descrip-
tive portrayals of conditions in ancient Israel 
are not outdated, which is why, in the most 
recent state of research, such depictions are 
still again and again necessary.23

Th e Religious Sociology of 
Ancient Judaism

Biblical archaeology, as characterized above, 
has always regarded the investigation of mate-

rial facts and social relationships as merely an 
auxiliary science, subordinate to the purpose 
of understanding the biblical writings.24 Reli-
gious sociology’s view of ancient Israel is quite 
diff erent: its purpose is to understand the reli-
gion itself and the society that produced it. For 
this fi eld of scholarship the biblical writings 
are not the real aim of the work, but the source 
and at most a part of the religion and society 
being studied. Th is is exemplifi ed by Max 
Weber’s posthumous (1921) study, Ancient 
Judaism.25 Th e very fact that it appeared as 
the third volume of his collected essays on 
religious  sociology shows that its systematic 
location is not within biblical scholarship, but 
rather in the sociology of religion.

Of course, Weber relies on the works of 
biblical scholars, as he acknowledges in a six-
page note on the title “ancient Judaism.”26 But 
Weber is posing a diff erent set of questions, 
which arise from the observation that, “from 
a sociological point of view,” the Jews were a 
“pariah people,”27 something that, accord-
ing to Weber, has been true of Judaism from 
the Babylonian exile to the present. “Th us the 
problem is: how did the Jews become a pariah 
people with this highly specifi c and unique 
character?”28

In att empting to answer this question, 
Weber begins with the upper classes of the pre-
national society, the Bedouins, the city dwell-
ers, the farmers, and the semi-nomads. But he 
is not content with a superfi cial description of 
the various groups; he posits a constellation 
of interests: “However, over against the city 
patricians and the Bedouins stood two groups: 
farmers and herders in equal opposition, and 
in this opposition to the fi rst two groups, the 
latt er two developed a community of inter-
ests.”29 Weber then, beginning with the con-
cept of “covenant,” calls the social form within 
which this constellation of interests reached a 
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The Social History Method 9

relatively stable balance a “confederation.”30 
Th is confederation is “a military covenant 
under and with Yhwh as the war god of the 
covenant.”31 “Th is fragile Israelite community 
had, until the royal period, as far as we can see, 
no enduring political organs at all.”32

Th is characterization already implies that 
the rise of the monarchy brought with it a new 
epoch in the social history of ancient Israel. 
Th at was not yet true of Saul’s kingdom or 
David’s early years, but was so in the “alto-
gether diff erent structure of the kingdom that 
began when David took up residence in the 
city, and became defi nitive from the time of 
Solomon.”33 What was decisive about this new 
structure was the city location, as well as the 
“resulting change in the organization of the 
army.”34 “Out of the loose confederation of 
farmers, herder tribes, and small hill towns, 
Solomon . . . sought to create a tightly orga-
nized political structure.”35

Naturally the end of the kingdom consti-
tuted the transition to the third epoch, that of 
what Weber called the “pariah people,” even 
though the roots of that existence were to be 
found earlier, especially in the preexilic proph-
ets. “Pariah people” was to be understood as 
“a nation of resident aliens, separated ritually, 
formally or actually, from its social environ-
ment,” from which could be derived “all the 
essential characteristics of its relationship to 
its environment, especially its . . . self-chosen 
ghett o existence and the nature of the dualism 
between its internal and external morality.”36

Weber’s thesis about a pariah people can-
not be discussed here; as a matt er of fact, it 
found no followers.37 What is important for 
us is the overall evaluation of Weber’s initia-
tive that arises from it. Unlike the descriptive 
presentations of biblical antiquities, Weber’s 
work focused on a theoretical conception of 
the society under study; he calls it a confed-

eration, a monarchy, and a pariah people. And 
unlike the ahistorical depictions, or those that 
distinguished only a period before entrance 
into the Land and the time of existence in the 
Land, Weber was interested in the character-
istics of the epochs as such and in the transi-
tions, and he did not (in contrast to Kitt el’s 
Geschichte des Volkes Israel [“History of the 
People of Israel”]) stop with the end of the 
monarchy, but devoted the second of two parts 
of his study entirely to the topic of “Th e Estab-
lishment of the Jewish Pariah People.”

Weber’s work had a profound infl uence 
on German Old Testament scholarship, even 
though the authors aff ected by it seldom 
acknowledge this explicitly. Above all, Albrecht 
Alt and Martin Noth took up Weber’s theoreti-
cal interest in social formations and their devel-
opments and transitions. Likewise, individual 
theories such as the transhumance of nomadic 
herders, the tribal  military  confederation of 
the pre-national period, the importance of the 
contrast between city and country in the royal 
period, or the description of postexilic Israel 
as a cultic community can be traced without 
diffi  culty to Weber. Add to these some new 
theories such as the thesis of an amphictyony 
in pre-national Israel or the categories drawn 
from the Middle Ages and applied to Israel’s 
royal period (vassal status, fi efdoms, royal 
estates, and similar medieval categories.).38 
Th ese theories and categories are not found in 
Weber’s work, it is true, but they are certainly 
“infl uences . . . derived from Weber’s thesis.”39 
As with Weber, they aid the att empt to under-
stand the social and religious reality of ancient 
Israel with the assistance of sociology, espe-
cially the sociology of religion.

Although no notice was taken of it in 
Germany for a long time, there developed 
in France, from the end of the nineteenth to 
the middle of the twentieth century, an alto-
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10 The Social History of Ancient Israel

gether independent image of ancient Israel 
that, nonetheless, can be compared in its basic 
intent and structures to that proposed by 
Max Weber. Its most important results were 
found in the work of the Strasbourg Protestant 
Old Testament scholar Antonin Causse, Du 
groupe éthnique à la communauté religieuse. Le 
problème sociologique de la religion d’Israël. Th e 
book’s dedication page shows the tradition 
within which Causse stood and how it diff ered 
from the German scholarly trend represented 
by Weber. Th at is, the book is dedicated to 
Professor Lévy-Bruhl, the “master of stud-
ies of the primitive mind.”40 And Causse also 
sees in the defi cient “att ention to the primitive 
structure of the mentality, of the social order 
in Israel” the weakness of Weber’s study, even 
though he shows a great deal of admiration for 
his “intuitive” grasp.41

In spite of this weight given to the his-
tory of ways of thinking, which characterizes 
French historiography to the present time, 
Causse continually pursues a goal comparable 
to Weber’s: “Th e principal problem is in rec-
ognizing how the transition from this primi-
tive, pre-logical, and group mentality to more 
developed ethical, rational, and individualistic 
ideas took place. In studying, in the following 
pages, the crisis of social groupings in ancient 
Israel and the origins of the Jewish com-
munity, I have att empted to point out some 
aspects of that transition.”42 As with Weber, 
there are two points to this agenda. On the one 
hand the social structures and the mentalities 
associated with them in the several epochs are 
to be described in sociological terms (“eth-
nic group,” “religious community,” “nation,”43 
“sect”44). On the other hand, there is a funda-
mental interest in the transitions. Th is is clear 
from the occurrence already in the title of the 
formula (which then recurs so frequently) of 
“from . . . till.” Again and again he speaks of 

“passage,” that is, transition, as in the sentence 
quoted above, and the title of two out of four 
major sections contains the phrase “the crisis 
of social groups.”45

Th us it is entirely appropriate that Peter 
Welten, aft er “descriptive works that as a gen-
eral rule fashion no theories,” links the works 
of Weber and Causse as a second “related 
group” of predecessors of the newer social his-
tory under the rubric of “works presenting a 
non-Marxist theoretical construction.”46

Since 1968

It was characteristic of the period aft er World 
War II that the images of ancient Israel that 
had been developed in the inter-war period 
were at fi rst unquestioningly regarded as 
valid. References to Alt and Noth in German-
language scholarship, to Pedersen among 
Scandinavian, English-speaking, and Dutch 
scholars, and to Causse and related authors 
in the French-dominated Romance-language 
realm47 indicate a broad consensus. Certainly 
there were always critical voices, but they 
remained in the minority, and on the whole 
interest in social history was minor—so minor 
that aft er the emergence of the “new social his-
tory” the dominant impression was oft en that 
this was something entirely new and without 
precedent.48

Th is movement to a new social history 
was related in a twofold way to the—real and 
symbolic—year 1968. In the fi rst place, 1968 
was the year in which a nonelectoral political, 
social, and cultural movement took the fi eld 
in most of the Western nations. Part, though 
certainly not an especially large part, of that 
movement in Germany was made up of stu-
dents of theology, members of student groups 
who were also active in church organizations, 
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especially the synods (church districts). In 
critiquing the political and social situation 
and striving for changes in society and church, 
they rediscovered with special enthusiasm, 
among other biblical traditions, the proph-
ets’ social critique. Th e “Critical Papers” that 
appeared that year in Westphalia adopted the 
programmatic name “AMOS.”

Likewise, in an intensifi cation of symbol-
ism, 1968 was the year that Latin American 
liberation theology was born.49 In that year 
the second conference of the Catholic bishops 
of Latin America, at Medellín in Colombia, 
following Vatican Council II, offi  cially sanc-
tioned the new position of the Bible and the 
preferential option for the poor. In 1970, then, 
the programmatic Teología de la liberación by 
Gustavo Gutiérrez was published in Spanish 
in Lima, Peru; by 1973 it had been translated 
into English, and also into German.50

Th e larger part of the extra-parliamentary 
movement’s publications in Germany (and 
other Western countries), as well as an impor-
tant segment of what took place in the base 
communities in Latin America under the name 
of lectura popular, belongs to the realm of “gray 
literature.”51 As far as the history of scholarly 
research is concerned, such pamphlet litera-
ture52 had at fi rst only an indirect infl uence, 
but its impact was all the broader for that. It 
found expression in a multitude of articles on 
the subject of prophetic social criticism.53 To a 
lesser extent they employed this newly awak-
ened interest in a positive sense, but the major-
ity rejected the implied or expressed claims 
that the Old Testament prophets were some-
thing like social revolutionaries or liberation 
fi ghters.54 Th e fl ood of literature shows what 
a stimulating eff ect this external impulse had, 
in spite of the fact that it was not even aimed at 
scholars. At the same time this should not be 
overemphasized, since the studies of the late 

1960s and early 1970s dialogued with their 
scholarly predecessors.55

Aft er the initial reaction to the new social 
developments, fi rst recorded in some fairly 
short articles, there began to appear from the 
mid-1970s onward some works that renewed 
engagement with questions that had been pro-
posed since the 1920s. Th e older theories were 
tested, and dismantled, for example, Noth’s 
“amphictyony” by C. H. J. de Geus (1976) and 
Weber’s “confederation” by Christa Schäfer-
Lichtenberger (1983).56 But in spite of the 
critique of the specifi cs of the older proposals, 
their interest in a theoretical understanding of 
social structures was seen in a positive light. 
In particular, Max Weber’s sociologically ori-
ented initiative was retained, as evidenced 
especially by the cooperation of many biblical 
scholars in the two volumes on Weber’s studies 
of ancient Judaism and on his view of ancient 
Christianity, edited by Wolfgang Schluchter 
in 1981 and 1985 respectively.57

Of course, dismantling the old theories 
was not the end of research; new proposals 
took their place. On the basis of the works of 
the sociologist and anthropologist Christian 
Sigrist, Frank Crüsemann and Rainer Neu 
described pre-state Israel as a segmentary 
lineage-society and a regulated anarchy.58 
Oswald Loretz introduced the concept of 
sharecropping, borrowed from Hans Bobek, 
to describe the social relationships in the back-
ground of the prophets’ social critique, while 
Hans G. Kippenberg preferred, following Karl 
Marx, to speak of an ancient class society.59 
Again, postexilic Israel was described by Joel 
Weinberg as a citizen-temple community.60

Th e infl uence of Marxism on the new theo-
retical constructions was relatively small.61 It 
is true that many authors use the concept of 
social classes and att empt to understand social 
developments in terms of the dynamics of 
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class confl ict; likewise, great weight is given to 
economic and social conditions, with special 
att ention paid to property relationships. But 
all that is found in Max Weber as well. Th us 
the decidedly Marxist sixty-four page study by 
Moscow professor M. Lurje on the “economic 
and social conditions in the Israelite-Jewish 
kingdom” remains an exception (published 
in 1927 in the series Beiheft e zur Zeitschrift  
für die altt estamentliche Wissenschaft 62). 
Instead, we should reckon rather with a vague 
infl uence of Marxism mediated by works that 
were writt en in conversation with Marxism.

Naturally, the newly awakened interest in 
social history was not restricted to theoretical 
proposals. Most of the work is found in a mul-
titude of individual studies. Th ese concentrate 
on particular epochs, such as “Th e Formation 
of the State in Ancient Israel,” or “State and 
Society in Pre-exilic Judah”;63 they investigate 
particular institutions: for example, “Offi  cial-
dom in the Israelite Royal Period,” or the 
“concept of the social type” of the “foreigner” 
(ger);64 or they study particular biblical texts 
with a special social-historical interest such 
as “Th e Social Criticism of the Book of Amos 
in Historical-Critical, Social-Historical, and 

Archaeological Perspective” or “Social Jus-
tice in Israel’s Prophets.”65 Th ese are some 
examples of monographs among a great many, 
to say nothing of the multitude of essays and 
dictionary articles.

However, there has been some hesitance to 
att empt an overview of Israelite social history. 
A fi rst, important impulse came in 1988 from 
Niels Peter Lemche, who subtitled his Ancient 
Israel “A New History of Israelite Society.”66 
In German, we may mention Rainer Albertz’s 
1992 Religionsgeschichte Israels and Erhard 
Gerstenberger’s 2001 Th eologien im Alten 
Testament.67 It is true that these belong to a 
diff erent fi eld, but they describe their respec-
tive subjects against the background of social-
historical developments in the several epochs 
of Israel’s history. In English-language litera-
ture, two books in the American series Library 
of Ancient Israel, Reconstructing the Society of 
Ancient Israel by Paula McNutt  (1999) and Th e 
Politics of Ancient Israel by Norman K. Gott -
wald (2001) deserve mention.68 And much 
as in the case of Albertz and Gerstenberger, 
J. David Pleins’ study of Th e Social Visions of the 
Hebrew Bible (2001), although devoted to ethi-
cal concepts, may be seen as social  history.69
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Now that we have introduced the 
question of what a social history of Israel will 
deal with, we must consider how to achieve 
a social history of Israel. We must take into 
account three multiple overlapping fi elds. 
First, there is the framework within which 
the social history of a community develops, 
its geographical and historical environments. 

Th en we must have proper methods for deal-
ing with the archaeological, epigraphic, and 
literary sources on which the description must 
draw. Finally, and intimately related to the 
question of sources, issues of theory and espe-
cially the search for analogies and the appro-
priateness of categories that may be used in 
the social history also play a role.

PART ONE

Methods for Studying the Social 
History of Israel

Kessler Final Proofs B.indd   13Kessler Final Proofs B.indd   13 5/16/2008   11:24:06 AM5/16/2008   11:24:06 AM



Map of the world of the patriarchs

Kessler Final Proofs B.indd   14Kessler Final Proofs B.indd   14 5/16/2008   11:24:07 AM5/16/2008   11:24:07 AM



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




