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Abstract

Prophetic complaints against landownership abuse that are attributed to eighth-century
Judah pose an interpretive problem: their contextual ambiguity. Passages like as Isa.
5.8-10 decry land seizures but lack key socio-economic variables: motivations and the
identities of perpetrators and victims. Faced with scarce archaeological and biblical
evidence pertaining to landownership in the eighth century, several scholars have
turned to the social sciences for clues. Marvin Chaney and D.N. Premnath have found
interpretive value in cultural-evolutionary theory.

Cultural-evolutionary theorists, like Gerhard Lenski and Timothy Earle, find that
recurring patterns tend to emerge as agrarian societies experience rapid economic
development and increased trade, including an abandonment of subsistence strategies,
land consolidation, and a hoarding of the benefits amongst elites. While Chaney and
Premnath have successfully used this model to explore economic abuses attributed to
eighth-century Judah, when the region was absorbed into the Assyrian trade nexus,
the effects of these recurring societal patterns on religious institutions have yet to be
explored by biblical scholars.

Religious practices and norms that support outmoded economic strategies tend to
be overturned during these transitional periods to accommodate new economic goals.
While some religious leaders are forced to choose between either honouring long-held
traditions or capitulating to a new economic environment, others find that their place
in society is rendered obsolete. Through considering these cultural-evolutionary
patterns alongside Hezekiah’s religious reforms, this paper explores the possibility that
prophetic authors who condemned the displacement of farmers may have also been
protesting their own displacement in an evolving Judean society.
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Introduction to the Problem

Hebrew prophetic literature attributed to the eighth-century BcE offers
a wealth of material on various issues of economic injustice, from the
condemnation of those who wrote oppressive statutes (Isa. 10.1-2) to
protests against those who seized fields and houses because it was within
their power so to do (Mic. 2.1). In addition to attracting the attention
of academics,' this body of texts has been a focus of prominent social
activists, like Martin Luther King Jr. and Jim Wallis, who find inspira-
tion in their bold cries for a just society—even if the prophets presented
their case in a religious-tolerance-be-damned sort of way.? Politicians
have also found ways to work these biblical texts into their rhetoric,
often with little regard for context.? The use of any part of the Bible
has been particularly valuable for American politicians, who work to
appease increased demand for scriptural literacy among conservative
members of the electorate while offering easy sound bites to be replayed
on television. However, while prophetic complaints against injustice
in ancient Palestine have provided inspiration for many, they also pres-
ent a rather cumbersome obstacle for those who want a deeper under-
standing of their meanings: they lack any real indication of the
socio-economic contexts in which they were written. The extent of this
contextual ambiguity is illustrated by the complaints against Judean
landownership abuse.

Isa.’5.8, which is attributed to eighth-century Judah, appears to decry
the displacement of Judean people through the use of land seizures.
The authors of the verse proclaimed, “Woe to you who touch house to
house, join field to field, until there ceases to be room and you dwell

U Ben Zvi, Micah (ed. Rolf P. Knierim; vol. 21B; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000).
Barton, Understanding Old Testament Ethics: Approaches and Explorations (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2003), 77-144.

? King, ‘Letter From Birmingham Jail’, in A Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings
and Speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr. (ed. Washington; San Francisco: Harper Col-
lins, 1991). Wallis, The Call to Conversation: Why Faith is Always Personal But Never
Private (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2005), 3-4.

% Berlinerblau, Thumpin’ It: The Use and Abuse of the Bible in Today's Presidential
Politics (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 82.
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alone in the midst of the land’.# The verse offers a powerful indictment
against landownership abuse, but all that can be contextually distilled
from Isa. 5.8 is that one generic group displaced another generic group
by joining houses and fields together until only the perpetrators
remained. The curses found in Isa. 5.10 indicate that those responsible
had profited from Judah’s agrarian industry, but the value of this infor-
mation is limited since all members of an agrarian society profit from
its agrarian industry, in one way or another. While key contextual infor-
mation like the motivations behind the seizures, the identities of per-
petrators and victims, and the effects that these offences had on Judean
society would have been apparent to the authors’ intended audience,
they remain hidden from the twenty-first century reader.

The contextual ambiguity found in prophetic complaints against
landownership abuse is further compounded by a lack of external evi-
dence with which to cross-reference passages like Isa. 5.8-10 and Mic.
2.1-2. As Baruch Levine writes, not only do modern readers have to
contend with a biblical record that is devoid of any actual documents
of land conveyance or deeds of landownership in ancient Palestine, ‘we
do not possess court records, official correspondence or royal edicts
from the kingdoms of northern Israel or Judah’.® While canonical law
codes in the Pentateuch preserve rules and restrictions pertaining to the
management of land, neither their precise dates nor the degree of author-
ity that they carried can be determined. Faced with alack of resources
traditionally used within the field of biblical studies, some scholars have
turned to the social sciences for clues. Marvin Chaney and D.N. Prem-
nath have found that the recurring exploitative patterns that cultural-
evolutionary theorists associate with rapid development in agrarian
societies are a useful model for interpreting the contexts behind prophetic
complaints against injustice. The theory that agrarian societies tend to

4 Author’s own translation: DIPD DOR TV 12™MP* 7TV NTY 22 2 PN TN
27p2 0372% DNV PINA.

% The plural is used in ‘Authors’ as redactors likely had a role in shaping this verse
before it was put in written form.

9 Levine, ‘Farewell to the Ancient Near East: Evaluating Biblical References of Own-
ership of Land in Comparative Perspective’, in Privatization in the Ancient Near East
and Classical World eds. Hudson and Levine; Cambridge: Peabody Museum of Archae-
ology and Ethnology, 1996), 224.
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experience common developmental patterns as they evolve into more
complex societies, regardless of culture and time, has offered valuable
insights into prophetic texts attributed to the eighth-century BcE, when
Judah experienced significant changes as it was absorbed into the Assyr-
ian economic world-system. While the use of this cultural-evolution-
ary theory has produced important results for biblical scholars, this
paper proposes that its value can be augmented by examining the effects
of cultural-evolutionary patterns on modern-day agrarian societies, as
they are absorbed into the current world system of corporate globaliza-
tion.”

Although the lack of socio-economic indicators in passages like Isa.
5.8-10 and Mic. 2.1-2 has been a point of frustration, the potential
value of this contextual ambiguity should not be ignored. Ehud Ben
Zvi suggests that by not providing the identity of those responsible for
the land acquisitions in Mic. 2.1-2, the complaint is allowed to take
on a general form that is ‘devoid of unequivocal markers pointing to a
specific historical situation ... these wrongdoers are presented as a time-
less type of “land-grabber”.® In this way, the passage can take on dif-
ferent referents, depending on the situation that a reader wants to
address. While such contextual ambiguity may work to the advantage
of those using these texts to address specific injustices of their time, the
elusive ancient contexts have confounded biblical scholars. A greater
understanding of the contexts behind prophetic complaints against
injustice might not only lead to a greater understanding of the world
of those that wrote these texts, it could also reveal connections between
ancient and modern cases of economic oppression. Before the value of

7 Corporate globalization is defined here as the world system that was developed out
of the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944, whose central power rests in international
financial institutions to. See MacGibbon, ‘International Monetary Control’, The
Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science 11, no. 1 (1945): 7. Hopkins.
‘Globalization With and Without Empires: From Bali to Labrador’, in Globalization
in World History (ed. Hopkins; London: Pimlico, 2002). Biersteker. ‘Globalization as
aMode of Thinking’, in The Political Economy of Globalization (ed. Woods; New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 2000).

8 Ben Zvi, Micah, 44.
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cultural-evolutionary theory to biblical interpretation can be addressed,
an understanding of this social science is required.

The Theory of Cultural Evolution

Modern-day sociologists and economic anthropologists who employ
cultural-evolutionary theory, such as Gerhard Lenski, Stuart Plattner,
Allen Johnson, and Timothy Earle, have found that, regardless of cul-
ture of time, agrarian societies tend to experience recurring patterns of
economic exploitation as they evolve to manage population growth
and/or new trade opportunities.” As the family-centered production
strategies that subsistence-based agrarian communities depend upon
prove to be unsustainable in the face of new societal challenges, some
of these communities experience an increased death rate due to famine
or disease until population levels come under control.'® Those societies
that are able to successfully navigate these challenges undergo an evo-
lutionary process in which control over agrarian production is removed
from producing families and given to an administrative class that can
orchestrate the centralization of cultivation, storage, protection, and
redistribution of community goods."! This shift of productive control
has significant ramifications for subsistence communities, not only
changing long-held agrarian practices but also the way that community
members interact.

Anthropologist Stephen Sanderson notes that as subsistence farmers
lose control over production and become increasingly dependent upon
the redistribution mechanisms of a developing political economy,
administrators find themselves in a position to compel others to pro-
duce large surpluses, allowing for greater participation in lucrative trade

% Plattner, ‘Markets and Marketplaces’, in Economic Anthropology (ed. Plattner; Stan-
ford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 180-81.

19 Cowgill, ‘On Causes and Consequences of Ancient and Modern Population
Changes’, American Anthropologist 77, no. 3 (1975): 507.

) Johnson and Earle, The Evolution of Human Societies: From Foraging Group to
Agrarian State (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 24-27.
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activities.'> Able to take advantage of a strengthened political economy,
ruling elites tend to use their power to ensure that their status is solid-
ified and that wealth generated by the new economic system goes to
members of their own class.”> Common patterns that allow these trans-
formations to take place are evidenced as early as Bronze Age Palestine
and as recently asimodern-day Vietnam and Peru.' Johnson and Earle
explain that in chiefdoms and states alike, ‘.. lelites carefully manage
the economy in order to maximize surplus production that may be
translated into power and political survival’, and ‘elite ownership of
resources and technology is typically formalized in a system of legal
property’." In order to accomplish these objective elites tend to

1. coerce farmers into abandoning traditional subsistence strategies and
the socio-religious norms that support them

2. consolidate land into large estates (or latifundia) in order to enable
the mass production of export goods, a process known as latifundi-
alization, and

3. hoard the benefits of these developments amongst themselves and
their supporters through systems of patronage and exclusion.'

In the end, productive efforts that had once been focused on the well-
being of the producers become refocused on the wellbeing of the mar-
kets, leading to a loss of self-sufficiency and increased hardship for

12 Sanderson, The Evolution of Human Sociality: A Darwinian Conflict Perspective
(Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2001), 300-01.
19 Johnson and Eatle, The Evolution of Human Societies: From Foraging Group to

lgrarian State, 26-27.

\A’ Richard, “The Early Bonze Age: The Rise and Collapse of Urbanism’, The Biblical
Archaeologist 50, no. 1 (1987). Chossudovsky, The Globalization of Poverty (Pincourt,
Québec Global Research, 2003), 180-83, 221-22.

1 Johnson and Earle, The Evolution of Human Societies: From Foraging Group to
Agrarian State, 35.

19 Lenski, Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification (New York: McGraw-
Hill Book Company, 1966), 220. Berdan. “Trade and Markets in Precapitalist States’,
in Economic Anthropology (ed. Plattner; Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1989), 79.
Johnson and Earle, The Evolution of Human Societies: From Foraging Group to Agrarian
State, 22-37.
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small-scale farmers.'” Chaney and Premnath have recognized the inter-
pretive value of these evolutionary patterns for approaching contextu-
ally ambiguous prophetic texts attributed to eighth-century Judah, when
the region experienced a period of rapid societal development.

Caveats on Using Cultural-Evolutionary Theory in Biblical Inter-
pretation

As with the use of archaeology, literary criticism, or other social-scien-
tific models for interpretation, the use of cultural-evolutionary theory
in biblical studies can produce a variety of pitfalls, and two of these
demand particular attention. A trap that appears to have snared Prem-
nath in his cultural-evolutionary approach to understanding the contexts
behind Isa. 5.8-10 and Mic. 2.1-4 is the temptation to treat the insights
gained from social-scientific criticism as historical evidence. Unlike
archaeological and literary approaches to interpreting the contexts
behind ancient texts, social-scientific models rely entirely'® on theoretic
assumption, and should not be treated in the same way. Lester Grabbe
rightly argues that social-scientific theories do not produce facts but
interpretations, to be critically examined against any material or literary
data that does exist, and then modified or discarded as necessary.'? Like
other social-scientific models, cultural-evolutionary theory’s value is
heuristic, not historic, for it can only indicate the expected outcome of
societal development in general terms, and Chaney rightly acknowledges
this in his work.?® Perhaps Philip Esler best explains the value of social
scientific models as lying in their ability to stoke ‘the social-scientific
imagination to ask new questions of data’.? The fruits of cultural-

7 Johnson and Earle, The Evolution of Human Societies (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1987), 273.

18 All approaches to biblical texts involve varying degrees of assumption.

19 Grabbe, Ancient Israel: What Do We Know and How Do We Know It? (London:
T&T Clark, 2007), 5.

2 Chaney. ‘Micah - Models Matter: Political Economy and Micah 6:9-15’, in Ancient
Israel: The Old Testament in its Social Context (ed. Esler; London: SCM Press, 2005),
145-46.

20 Esler. ‘Social-Scientific Models in Biblical Interpretation’, in Ancient Israel: The Old
Testament in its Social Context (ed. Esler; London SCM Press, 2005), 3.




M.J M. Coomber / Biblical Interpretation 19 (2011) 396-432 403

evolutionary theory can help us to consider peripheral aspects of the
societal situation that the biblical authors will not reveal.

The'second danger to be discussed here is focusing too narrowly on
points of inter-societal connection while ignoring the important dis-
crepancies that often arise as different societies are presented with a
given stimulus. Although societies may tend to exhibit common reac-
tions to common stimuli, no two societies will react in exactly the same.
Just because an agrarian society in fifteenth-century CE Asia and twen-
tieth-century CE Latin America share a common reaction to increased
trade, it should not be assumed that another agrarian society will pro-
duce the same outcome. In fact, any discrepancies that arise are just as
important as understanding cultural evolution as similarities. In bibli-
cal studies, failure to recognize such differences can not only lead to
sweeping generalizations about the intent of a given text, as Daniel Car-
roll R. has found in Premnath’s work, it can also lead to missed oppor-
tunities for a2 more nuanced understanding of the unique nature of
biblical cultures.”? As sociologists recognize, the differences that social-
scientific models provide can be just as important, if not more useful,
than the similarities that they suggest.??

Despite the potential hazards of applying cultural-evolutionary the-
ory to the interpretation of the hidden socio-economic contexts behind
prophetic complaints against landownership abuse in eighth-century
Judah, the amount of archaeological data pointing to a significant period
of societal evolution throughout eighth-century Palestine provides sound
justification for the practice. Evidence of massive population growth,
increased administrative centralization, large-scale rural and urban devel-
opment, heightened olive oil and wine production, and increased lux-
ury and military imports® all point to the sorts of societal changes that

2 Carroll R., ‘Book Review: D.N. Premnath, Eighth Century Prophets: A Social Anal-
ysis.’, 8, (2005).

) Chalcraft, ‘Evolutionary Sociology and Biblical Studies: Prospects and Problems’
(paper presented at 2009 Society of Biblical Literature International Meeting. Pontifi-
cal Gregorian University, Rome, Italy, July 3, 2009).

) Finkelstein and Silberman, ‘Temple and Dynasty: Hezekiah, the Remaking of
Judah and the Rise of the Pan-Israelite Ideology’, /SOT 30, no. 3 (2006). Lernau and
Lernau. ‘Fish Remains’, in Excavations at the City of David 1978-1985, eds. de Groot
and Ariel; Jerusalem: Institute of Archaeology, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1992),
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dovetail with the exploitative patterns of land abuse that are common
to cultural evolution in agrarian societies. The following sections will
explore how cultural-evolutionary theory has been used to this end,
and then explore how its interpretive value can be improved by con-
sidering modern examples of injustice.

Chaney’s and Premnath’s Work

Chaney’s and Premnath’s use of cultural evolution in their approach
to landownership abuse in Isaiah and Micah has resulted in fresh con-
textual interpretations in an area of biblical studies that had become
somewhat stagnant. Despite the wide range of interpretive possibilities
that the contextual ambiguity surrounding passages like Isa. 5.8-10 and
Mic. 2.1-4 might provide,/a predominant view of Judean landowner-
ship abuse had developed by the mid to late-twentieth century that
relied more heavily on undefended assumptions than earnest engage-
ment with literary and archaeological evidence. Commentators includ-
ing Edward Kissane, Otto Kaiser, James Mays, and Ralph Smith offered
an eighth-century Judah in which ‘merchants’, ‘businessmen’, or sim-
ply ‘the wealthy’ corrupted the rights of ‘the poor’ in an otherwise just
legal system that was based upon the laws of YHw=.? It is interesting
that such a common theme developed, considering that there is'abso-
lutely no mention of such perpetrators or victims in either passage. It
could be that these commentators’ interpretations were rooted in the
socio-economic environment around them, as it was common for large
corporations and banks to increase their profits by foreclosing and con-
solidating the land of struggling farms.? It is indeed possible that the

136. Liphschitz and Biger, ‘Cedar of Lebanon (Cedrus Libani) in Israel During Antig-
uity’, Israel Exploration Journal 41 (1991): 172.

2 Kissane, The Book of Lsaiah: Translated from a Critically Revised Hebrew Text with
Commentary (2vols.; vol. 1; Dublin: Browne and Nolan Limited, 1941). 57. Kaiser,
Isaiah 1-12: A Commentary (London: SCM Press LTD, 1972), 65. Mays, Micah: A
Commentary (London: SCM Press LTD, 1976). 64. Smith, Micah—Malachi (Waco:
World Books) 24.

2 Dorsey, ‘Free Enterprise vs. The Entrepreneur: Redefining the Entities Subject to
the Antitrust Laws’, University of Pennsylvania Law Review 125, no. 6 (1977). Hum-
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assumptions of those who adhered to this common view of Judean
landownership abuse could be correct, but as in the case of Mays’ and
Smith’s work, no justification is provided for their contextual hypoth-
eses. Through Chaney’s and Premnath’s use of recent archaeological
considerations and cultural-evolutionary theory, however, they have
been able to offer a more nuanced socio-economic context for prophetic
texts on landownership abuse.?”

Rather than reiterating a commonly held contextual view of a few
amoral merchants who seized land from poor farmers by bribing judges,”
Chaney and Premnath suggest that a pan-Judean shift in economic
strategy took place, which reshaped Judah’s entire approach to land
management. By reading these texts through the socio-economic devel-
opments that took place in eighth-century Judah, Chaney and Prem-
nath conclude that the prophetic authors addressed a much more
widespread issue than most interpretations have considered. Chaney
writes that while

.. many modern readers of the prophetic books assume that these texts excoriate
a few venal individuals who deviated from norms otherwise observed in what was
a healthy and just economic system... little could be farther from the realities of
ancient Israel and Judah. As a careful reading of the oracles concerning economic
dynamics makes clear, the prophets critique certain changes in the political
economy as an integrated whole.”

phries, ‘U.S. Small Farm Policy Scenarios for the Eighties’, American Journal of Agri-
cultural Economics 62, no. 5 (1980): 882-88.

20 Chaney’s and Premnath’s diverse approaches invite the accusation that they are
cherry-picking models that support their theses. However, Allen Johnson and Timo-
thy Earle note that combining various approaches can provide a multi-angular
approach that reflects the complex nature of societies, giving credence to the various
potential factors that cause societies to change. Since no single methodology can
address all of the nuances that shape the transformation of a society, Chaney’s and
Premnath’s multi-angled approach allows them to consider the evolution of Judean
society and culture through a variety of lenses.

B Mays, Micah: A Commentary. Smith, Micah - Malachi. Kaiser, Isaiah 1-12: A Com-
mentary, Kissane, The Book of Isaiah: Translated from a Critz'mlly Revised Hebrew Text
with Commentary.

) Chaney, ‘Bitter Bounty: The Dynamics of Political Economy Critiqued by the
Eighth-Century Prophets’, in Reformed Faith and Emnomtcs[ (ed. Stivers; Lanham:
University Press of America, 1989), 16. i
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Considering evidence of a heightened demand for olive oil and wine
throughout Mesopotamia and Southern Europe in the late eighth-
century BCE, increased Judean access to trade routes through the expand-
ing world system of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, and levels of population
growth that would have demanded a greater centralization of agrarian
production—which reached into remote areas of Judah that had been
relatively self-sufficient®®—Chaney has offered a new way of looking at
issues of landownership abuse that considers a wider societal context.

Chaney and Premnath each propose that cultural-evolutionary pat-

terns emerged as administrators led Judean farmers to abandon risk-
w4 o reducing subsistence strategies in favor of the risky, yet lucrative,
® £ specialized cultivation of olives and grapes. As farmers became more

vulnerable to Judah’s erratic weather conditions, crop failure and depen-

"“E&G qul) dence on survival loans led to foreclosures and latifundialization.’! In

21\ the end, Judah’s political elite profited from trade as subsistence farm-

.o ers lost their land and traditional way of life, thus angering the pro-
phetic authors.

Bases for Chaney’s and Premnath’s Assertions

Chaney’s and Premnath’s theories of a pan-Judean economic shift that
adversely affected the landownership rights of Judean subsistence farm-
ers are not without archaeological or historical precedent. Evidence of
subsistence communities undergoing evolutionary changes in order to
accommodate population increases and trade opportunities date as far
back as the Early Bronze Age. As early as'EB 1, Palestine’s dispersed
village culture began to change into a system of larger settlements that
actively participated in interregional trade, as indicated by Egyptian
materials discovered in Palestine and Canaanite pottery found in Egypt,
dating to EB I.>> Suzanne Richard claims that it was due to these peri-
ods of heightened interregional trade that Palestinian communities

39 Liverani, Israel’s History and the History of Israel (London: Equinox, 2007), 155.
30 Premnath, ‘Latifundialization in Isaiah 5.8-10’, in Social-Scientific Old Testament
Criticism (ed. Chalcraft; Shefhield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997).

32 Harrison, ‘Economics with an Entrepreneurial Spirit: Early Bronze Trade with Late
Predynastic Egypt’, The Biblical Archacologist 56, no. 2 (1993). Ward, ‘Early Contacts
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underwent significant changes in their approaches to societal organiza-
tion and economic strategy, transforming what she believes to have
been a group of egalitarian tribal communities into a hierarchical pre-
state society.” As would be expected in agrarian societies experiencing
cultural evolution, changes that took place in the Early Bronze Age
appear to have led to increased social stratification. Harrison and Rich-
ard both find evidence of this in the rise of two-tiered settlement systems
and the development of segregated sections of the emerging ‘temple
towns’. >

The cultural evolutionary changes that occurred in the Bronze Age
appear to have followed 2 cyclical rather than a linear path. As neigh-
boring empires grew, so did Palestinian communities’ dependence upon
trade, and it appears that the converse was also true. Coote and Whitelam
note that as neighboring empires experienced economic demise and
trade opportunities became scarce, communities migrated back to ‘the
more marginal and arid areas of Palestine [suggesting] a desire to avoid
the more vulnerable lowlands, despite their relative fertility, in order
to develop a subsistence economy’.?* Such a demise of Palestinian urban
activity can be found in EB TV/MB, corresponding to the decreased
power and trade activity of the Egyptian First Intermediate.* These
sorts of societal transformations suggest that interregional trade, whether
in its ascendancy or decline, had a significant impact on the lives and
economic strategies of Palestinian farmers and their communities.

The cyclical influence that neighboring empires had on agrarian life
and economic strategy in the Bronze Age continued into the Iron Age,
when the Neo-Assyrian Empire expanded into Palestine. Andrew and
Susan Sherratt explain that an emerging Iron Age world system that

Between Egypt, Canaan, and Sinai: Remarks on the Paper by Amon Ben-Tor’, Bul-
letin of the American Schools of Oriental Research no. 281 (1991).

3 Richard, ‘The Early Bonze Age: The Rise and Collapse of Urbanism’: 27.

3 Harrison, ‘Shifting Patterns of Settlement in the Highlands of Central Jordan dur-
ing the Early Bronze Age’, Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research no. 306
(1997): 19. Richard, “The Early Bonze Age: The Rise and Collapse of Urbanism’:
25-27.

) Coote and Whitelam, The Emergence of Early Israel: In Historical Perspective (5; ed.
Flanagan; Sheffield: Almond Press, 1987), 73.

39 Coote and Whitelam, The Emergence of Early Israel: In Historical Perspective, 72.



v

408 M.J.M. Coomber / Biblical Interpretation 19 (2011) 396-432

led to/increased trade activity with ‘imperial expansion in the Levant,
and economic expansion leading to state formation in the Aegean’, as
both of these regions ‘tapped into the resources of the central
Mediterranean’.’” As a result of the increased interregional trade that
came with the development of new trading relations, the archacologi-
cal record suggests that Palestine experienced profound societal changes
as the Neo-Assyrian Empire destroyed kingdoms and accumulated vas-
sals in the late eighth and early seventh centuries.

Cultural Evolution in Eighth-Century Judah

Late eighth-century Judah appears to have witnessed a period of rapid
population growth, heightened economic activity, the construction of
monumental works, and a centralization of administrative power. The
levels of population growth that are suggested by the archaeological
record alone would have provided the impetus for cultural evolution.
Jerusalem itself appears to have expanded from about six hectares to
forty-six hectares in the second half of the eighth century,* and while
the population levels of ancient sites are extremely difficult to determine,
Mario Liverani estimates that within the space of a single generation
Jerusalem’s population grew fifteen-fold from one thousand to fifteen
thousand.? Urban centers were not the only areas to experience such
levels of growth in the late eighth century. Finkelstein and Silberman
note that ‘settlements in the hill country to the south of Jerusalem
swelled from perhaps thirty-four in Iron IIA to 122 in the late eighth
century’.** The responses to these levels of population growth, as well
as the Assyrian threat, appear to follow those most commonly found

37 Sherratt and Sherratt, “The Growth of the Mediterranean Economy in the Early
First Millennium BC’, Worid Archaeology 24, no. 3 (1993): 369.

%8 Shiloh, Excavations at the City of David (vol. 19; Jerusalem: Institute of Archaeol-
ogy, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1984), 3.

) Liverani, Israel’s History and the History of Israel, 152. Finkelstein and Silberman
suggest the growth was from one thousand to ten thousand: Finkelstein and Silberman,
‘Temple and Dynasty: Hezekiah, the Remaking of Judah and the Rise of the Pan-
Israelite Ideology’: 265.

) Finkelstein and Silberman, ‘Temple and Dynasty: Hezekiah, the Remaking of
Judah and the Rise of the Pan-Israelite Ideology’: 265.
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in cultural evolution: a strengthening of the political economy, which
facilitates the sustenance of a society that has exceeded the limited
capabilities of a subsistence economy. From the construction of water-
ways, defenses, and building of trade emporiums at urban sites to the
construction of irrigation and dams in previously uncultivated areas
and the construction of fortresses in the Negev, these changes are
reflected in the archaeological record.! Alongside these developments
is evidence of increased specialized agrarian strategies, with the first
signs of mass-produced pottery in Judah, centralized olive oil produc-
tion in the Shephelah, and the introduction of standardized weights,
each of which indicate the development of a political economy.®
Advances such as these would have required increased centralized admin-
istration. While the increases in population growth and trade oppor-
tunities evidenced in the late eighth and early seventh centuries would
be likely igniters of cultural evolution, evidence of increased public
projects and olive cultivation further suggest the presence of the exploit-
ative patterns that cultural-evolutionary theorists would expend during
such periods of transformation.

Plausibility of Chaney’s and Premnath’s Theories on
Latifundialization
Chaney’s and Premnath’s theory that ruling and economic elites were

able to use the financial consequences of crop failure to pry land from
Judean farmers in the highlands is also plausible, considering that farm-

) Liverani, [srael’s History and the History of Israel, 152-55. Avigad, Discovering Jeru-
salem (Oxford: Blackwell, 1984), 46-53. McNutt, Reconstructing the Society of Ancient
Israel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1999), 153-54. Shiloh, Excavations
at the City of David, 19. Jamieson-Drake, Scribes and Schools in Monarchic Judab:
A Socio-Archaeological Approach (109; eds. Clines and Davies; Sheffield: Almond Press,

@ 1991), 97. Elat, “The Economic Relations of the Neo-Assyrian Empire with Egypt’,
Journal of the American Oriental Society 98, no. 1 (1978): 27. Liverani, Israel’s History
and the History of Israel, 155.

\/ ) Finkelstein and Na’aman, ‘The Judahite Shephelah in the Late 8th and Early 7th
Centuries BCE’, Tel Aviv 31, no. 1 (2004): 73-75. Kletter, Economic Keystones: The
Weight System of the Kingdom of Judah (vol. 276; Sheffield: Continuum International
Publishing Group, 1998).
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ers in that region are forced to contend with highly unfavorable mete-
orological conditions. Because of Palestine’s geographical location at a
crossroads between subtropical and temperate atmospheric patterns,
the highlands experience two distinct seasons: a winter rainy season and
a summer dry season. It is in the balance between these varying types
of precipitation that Judean farmers had to calculate their farming
strategies. What made such strategizing particularly difficult was the
fact that the winter season does not follow a uniform pattern of pre-
cipitation, but can play itself out in a variety of different patterns, each
of which demand different planting and harvesting strategies. In the
end, a farmer can expect total crop failure in three out of every ten years
due to insufficient rainfall if risk-reducing measures are not used to
offset seasons with low levels of precipitation.® Such conditions would
have served those who wanted to consolidate land under their own
control by driving farmers into debt.

Premnath suggests that as specialized farming led to crop failure, rul-
ers and creditors were ready to offer high-interest survival loans that
destitute farmers would have had little choice but to accept. As inter-
est accrued and these debts became insolvent, indebted farmers would
have lost their ancestral land and homes to foreclosure.® Unable to fall
back on subsistence crops, farmers would have been especially vulner-
able to this process. Chaney explains,

AAttenuation of risk-spreading measures rendered peasants ever more vulnerable to
the vicissitudes of an erratic climate! When natural disaster struck, they were left
no alternative to survival loans at #e facto interest rates usurious by any standards.

) Hopkins, The Highlands of Canaan: Agricultural Life in the Farly Iron Age (ed.
Flanagan; vol. 3; Sheffield: Almond, 1985), 87-89, 215. Ashbel, ‘Israel, Land of (Geo-
graphical Survey): Climate’, Encyclopaedia Judaica 9:185.

“ Premnath, Eighth Century Prophets: A Social Analysis (St. Louis: Chalice, 2003),
95-96.

%) Chaney, ‘Micah—Models Matter: Political Economy and Micah 6:9-15’, 148.
Chaney. “Whose Sour Grapes? The Addressees of Isaiah 5:1-7 in the Light of Political
Economy’, in The Social World of the Hebrew Bible: Twenty-Five Years of the Social
Sciences in the Academy eds. Simkins and Cook; Semeia, ed. Brenner; Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 1999), 107.
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Foreclosure on family land and/or the indentured labor of family members
pledged as collateral was often at the discretion of the wealthy urban creditors.*

Anticipating that some farmers would have attempted to avoid this
trap, Chaney suggest that rulers could have brought incompliant farm-
ers into the fold of specialized cultivation by levying ‘a heavy tax upon
grain produced “inefficiently” by the subsistence farmers of the hill
country’,”” to pave yet another way to survival loans and foreclosure.
Chaney adds that while elites benefited from the new economy, ‘Vil-
lagers traditional priorities for the long-term sufficiency of mixed, sub-
sistence agriculture and its penchant for risk spreading were overwhelmed
by these pressures, and land consolidation proceeded apace’.® It was
against such a predicament for Judah’s subsistence farmers that Chaney
and Premnath believe that the authors of Isa. 5.8-10 and Mic. 2.1-2
protested.®

By moving beyond the text itself, and long-held assumptions that
are found in the work of twentieth-century commentary, Chaney’s and
Premnath’s use of the socio-economic transformations that appear to
have taken place in eighth-century Judah open a new way of under-
standing prophetic complaints against landownership abuse. While
Premnath tends to cross a line and present his conclusions and assump-
tions with a false historical validity, their work has opened new avenues
through which to approach these ambiguous texts. Naturally, any use
of cultural-evolutionary theory will be undoubtedly based on assump-
tion, but its use may be enhanced if a tangible point of comparison

could be introduced.

) Chaney, ‘Micah - Models Matter: Political Economy and Micah 6:9-15°, 148.

) Chaney, “Whose Sour Grapes? The Addressees of Isaiah 5:1-7 in the Light of
Political Economy’, 107.

“ Chaney, “Whose Sour Grapes? The Addressees of Isaiah 5:1-7 in the Light of
Political Economy’, 107.

) Chaney, “Whose Sour Grapes? The Addressees of Isaiah 5:1-7 in the Light of Polit-
ical Economy’, 107-09. Chaney. ‘Bitter Bounty: The Dynamics of Political Economy
Critiqued by the Eighth-Century Prophets’, 24-26. Premnath, Eighth Century Proph-
ets: A Social Analysis, 100-07.
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The Next Step

While cultural-evolutionary theory has offered a new and valuable inter-
pretative approach to understanding prophetic complaints against eco-
nomic injustice, its use has been somewhat limited to the abstract, even
though the abusive patterns associated with cultural evolution are not
restricted to scholarly writings. Moves away from subsistence agriculture
toward specialized farming, the consolidation of land, and the hoarding
of riches by an elite minority continually repeat themselves in agrarian
societies as world systems wax and wane.”® These patterns are'no less
predominant today as agrarian societies are absorbed into the modern-
day world system of corporate globalization. It is the continuity of these
exploitative patterns that leads back to the central thesis of this paper:
if biblical scholars are going to use recurring cultural-evolutionary pat-
terns to interpret the intangible contexts of prophetic complaints attrib-
uted to the time in which Judah entered the Assyrian world-system,
the next step should by to consider the effects of these same patterns
on modern, and thus tangible, agrarian societies as they are absorbed
into the current world system. Before testing this exercise, an important
caveat must be addressed.

An Important Caveat

The vast differences between modern corporate-globalization and the
world system into which Judah was absorbed may appear to render any
comparative analysis as futile. The Judean farmers and traders did not
enjoy trans-global communication or transportation, satellite-guided
combine harvesters, international financial institutions to regulate trade,
or even a monetary system.’! Despite these important differences,
world-systems theorists argue that connections do exist, as corporate
globalization is not simply a modern economic phenomenon, but the

% Wilkinson, ‘Globalizations’, in Globalization and Global History eds. Gills and
Thompson; Rethinking; London: Routledge, 2006. Modelski. “World System Evolu-
tion’, in World System History: The Social Science of Long-Term Change eds. Denemark,
Friedman, Gills and Modelski; London: Routledge, 2000.

D Ronen, ‘The Enigma of the Shekel Weighes of the Judean Kingdom’, The Biblical
Archaeologist 59, no. 2 (1996): 122.
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culmination of 5,000 years of world-systems evolution.’> The world
systems of the ancient Near East and corporate globalization are con-
nected by a lineage and an important characteristic: the motivations
that drive them. As Joachim Rennstich explains, although technologi-
cal contexts between successive world systems change as advances in
agriculture, trade and management strategies develop, ‘... the driving
logic (human agency) of this process remains the same, its context
changes, constituting a “social learning algorithm” of evolutionary
change that is at work at all levels of the world system process (from
the individual to the change of the world system itself)’.>* Although
corporate globalization has developed into a far more efhicient and far-
reaching system than its Iron Age II ancestor, the driving motivations
of profit and control—as well as the wounds that these desires tend to
inflict upon subsistence farmers—are common. It is this connecting
thread that allows the possibility for corporate globalization and cultural-
evolutionary theory to address ancient contextual questions for which
archaeological and literary evidence is scarce. Naturally, the modern
context cannot reveal what actually took place over 2,700 years ago,
but it can allow the modern reader to see these ancient texts in a new
light and reveal contextual issues that may not have previously been
considered. Additionally, insights gained though the effects of cultural-
evolutionary patterns on modern agrarian societies may help scholars
to assess previous interpretations of biblical texts.

Insights on a wide variety of issues were gained by using cultural-
evolutionary theory and the effects of corporate globalization on mod-
ern-day Tunisia to interpret the contexts behind landownership abuse
in Isa. 5.8-10 and Mic. 2.1-2.>* While some of these insights address
questions pertaining to the displacement of farmers, the effects of land

52 Rennstich, “Three Steps in Globalization: Global Networks from 1000 Bce to 2050
cE, in Globalization and Global History eds. Gills and Thompson; vol. 2 of Rethinking
Globalizations, ed. Gills; London: Routledge, 2006), 204-8. Modelski and Thompson,
Leading Sectors and World Powers: The Coevolution of Global Politics and Economics
(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1996).

53 Rennstich, “Three Steps in Globalization: Global Networks from 1000 BcE to 2050
ce), 205.

> In a final version I will place a reference to my forthcoming monograph, in which
I have written on these issues, but have not included in this draft to protect anonymicy.
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seizures on societal stability, and the potential identities of perpetra-
tors and victims, a peripheral issue that addresses a long-standing ques-
tion in the field came to light: what motivated members of the religious
elite to not only complain against the abuse of farmers’ land rights, but
to record their disapproval with such virulence?

Potential Motivation for Prophetic Attacks against Landownership
Abuse

Several biblical scholars have offered theories as to why a segment of
Judah’s religious elite would have taken such offence at the abuse of
farmers’ land rights as to protest on their behalf. From David Noel
Freedman and Francis Andersen to John Dearman, biblical commenta-
tors have offered explanations for prophetic motivation that range from
compassion for the plight of victims to rage against those who offended
Yawn’s divine order.> Joseph Blenkinsopp and Walter Houston sug-
gest that the authors of Isa. 5.8-10 and Mic. 2.1-4 feared the potential
societal ramifications of latifundialization, such as peasant revolts.*®
While these theories are all helpful, another potential motivation came
to light while researching the rapid developments that took place in
Tunisia, as it became an active participant in the expanding world
system of the mid twentieth-century ck.

Like the world systems into which they were absorbed, the differ-
ences between the agrarian societies of Tunisid and eighth-century BCE
Judah are vast, from technological and economic advances to modern
concepts of human rights. However, the cross-cultural nature of cul-
tural evolution and a few key parallels between these two societies, such

5% Petersen, The Prophetic Literature: An Introduction (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox Press, 1989), 90. Andersen and Freedman, Micah (24E; eds. Albright and
Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 2000), 270-74. Dearman, Property Rights in the
Eighth-Century Prophets: The Conflict and its Background (eds. Roberts and Talbert; vol.
106; Scholars Press: Atlanta, 1988), 52-57.

59 Blenkinsopp, Sage, Priest, Prophet: Religious and Intellectual Leadership in Ancient
Lrael (ed. Knight; Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1995), 161. Houston,
Contending for Justice: Ideologies and Theologies of Social Justice in the Old Testament
(London: T&T Clark, 2006), 30.
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as similar agrarian challenges and religious-based systems of land man-
agement, provide a tentative basis for comparison.

The Tunisian Experience

Despite the vast differences between Judah and modern-day Tunisia,
a few important similarities do exist. One important characteristic that
Tunisia and Judah share is a'similar agrarian and meteorological envi-
ronment. Since agrarian societies with similar environmental challenges
tend to develop in similar ways,” the arid and unpredictable weather
patterns of Tunisia and Judah make a useful comparison. Like the
farmers of Judah, Tunisian agriculturalists have had to deal with a
particularly harsh growing environment. Out of the over 100,000 square
miles of land that lie within Tunisia’s borders, only thirty percent is
arable, and forty-five percent of that land was covered by trees as of the
late 1990s.>® Due to a lack of available farmland and unpredictable
weather patterns, disruptions in the region’s long-developed risk-reduc-
ing subsistence strategies have a significant impact on farming com-
munities.”® When such strategies are disrupted by the demands of
specialized agriculture, farmers find themselves vulnerable to both the
weather and market forces, as suggested by Chaney and Premnath in
the Judean context.®’ It appears that the wellbeing of both modern and
ancient farmers along the Mediterranean has been susceptible to hard-
ship as a result of increased commercialization.

7 Steward, Theory of Culture Change: The Methodology of Multilinear Evolution (Lon-
don: University of Illinois Press, 1955).

58 Zaibet and Dunn, ‘Land Tenure, Farm Size, and Rural Market Participation in
Developing Countries: The Case of the Tunisian Olive Sector’, Economic Development
and Cultural Change 46, no. 4 (1998): 833.

) Anderson, The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya: 1830-1980
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 44. Johnson, et al., ‘Rangeland and
Marginal Cereal Cropland in Central Tunisia’, Rengelands 11, no. 5 (1989).

9 King, Liberalization Against Democracy: The Local Politics of Economic Reform in
Tunisia (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), 117. Hopkins, ‘Tunisia: An
Open and Shut Case’, Social Problems 28, no. 4, Development Processes and Problems
(1981): 386.
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Another useful feature is Tunisia’s traditional land-management sys-
tem, the Muslim-based cooperatives called the habous, which shares the
inalienable and religious sentiments of the land-tenure system tradi-
tionally associated with Judah. Whether or not the people of Judah
managed landownership based on inheritance, as proposed in Lev. 25,
cannot be known, but such a system does reflect those of other ancient
near Eastern cultures.®! Although the differences between the habous
and the methods of land tenure found in Leviticus are great, they
share/a religious-based inalienable approach that is designed to-ensure
that even poorer families have access to arable land.®> Although there
are no perfect points of comparison between modern and ancient cul-
tures, the fate of the habous provides some interesting interpretive
insights.

After gaining independence from France in 1956, the Tunisian gov-
ernment surrendered key aspects of its cultural heritage in order to ben-
efit from corporate globalization. Adopting a common paradigm that
blamed stunted economic development on a ‘dysfunctional attachment’
to traditional production strategies,*> President Habib Bourguiba
worked to jettison any aspect of Tunisian culture that was seen as an
obstacle to development. In this spirit of modernization, Bourguiba
sought to undermine the influence of Tunisia’s religious establishment,
which both perpetuated and was supported by traditional values and
modes of production. This attack on the religious elite was largely
accomplished through the abolition of the habous land endowments.

'The origins of the habous date back to the dawn of Islam in the first
century AH (622-719 ck). The habous land endowments were formed,
in part, to give peasants the right to share land communally and enjoy
the fruits of their labor while providing for both the material and

€ Zaccagnini, “The Price of Fields at Nuzi’, Journal of the Economic and Social History
of the Orient 22, no. 1 (1979): 15. Malamat, ‘Mari and the Bible: Some Patterns of
Tribal Organizations and Institutions’, Journal for the American Oriental Society no. 82
(1962): 148.

€ Lev. 25.23, Num. 27.1-11; 36.1-12, and Josh. 17.3-6

@ Shils, ‘Political Development in the New States’, Comparative Studies in Society and
History 2, no. 3 (1960): 265-67. Duwaji, ‘Land Ownership in Tunisia: An Obstacle
to Agricultural Development’, Land Economics 44, no. 1 (1968): 129.
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spiritual needs of rural communities.** Made inalienable from their
inception, David Powers explains that when a habous was formed,

...a (wagqif) [founder] would assign the usufruct of a revenue-producing property
to either a person or an institution in a way considered “pleasing to God,” while
sequestering the property itself in such a manner that it became inalienable in
perpetuity and could not be sold, given away as a gift, or inherited.®

As mentioned above, while the habous system is not connected to the
system offered in the Hebrew Bible, they do share a religious-based
approach that values inalienability and ensures that even poorer fami-
lies can maintain access to arable land.%

The Ottomans introduced the habous system to Tunisia in the 16%
century, and two types covered one-fifth of Tunisia’s arable land at the
time of Tunisian independence.”” While the public habous provided
rural communities with land to farm and charitable institutions, such
as schools and hospitals, the private habous perpetuated the wealth of
the old upper class in Tunis.® It was through closing these charitable
and private endowments that Tunisia’s new leaders were able to over-
turn traditional modes of farm production, deprive religious elites of
fiscal independence, and weaken the old upper-class families for whom
the private habous had been endowed.®

Beyond weakening the religious establishment financially, Bourgui-
ba’s government sought to undermine the influence of the Muslim legal
scholars, or ulema, who perpetuated norms and values that ran coun-

® Powers, ‘Orientalism, Colonialism, and Legal History’, Comparative Studies in
Society and History 31, no. 3 (1989): 536.

) Powers, ‘Orientalism, Colonialism, and Legal History’: 536.

6 Lev. 25.23, Num. 36.1-12

) Anderson, The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya: 1830-1980,
235. Prior to French colonization the hzbous covered one-third of Tunisia’s arable
lands. See McKay, “The French in Tunisia’: 387.

® Anderson, The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya: 1830-1980,
234,

%) 'The use of inalienable land to maintain the wealth of aristocratic families was com-
monly practiced by the Romans. See Clawson and Crist, ‘Evolutxon of Land-Use Pat-
terns and Agricultural Systems’, Mountain Research and Development 2, no. 3 (1982):

265.
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ter to the country’s new developmental goals. The Tunisian govern-
ment was able to accomplish this by suspending the sharia courts,
closing Muslim educational institutions, and taking over the conserva-
tive Zeitouna university system, which was viewed as a symbol of obso-
lete tradition.” By eroding the ability of the #/ema to control Tunisian
religious discourse and perpetuate their traditional values, as they had
done for centuries, a power vacuum was created in which Muslim doc-
trine could be redefined to support the government’s economic goals.
Marion Boulby notes that

...deprived of their land [and] controlled by the state in the classroom and the
mosque, the political and economic demise of the ulema was cleatly apparent [by
the mid-1960s]). Some of the sheikhs at Zeitouna decided to leave Tunisia for
other parts of the Islamic World... [while] many of the ulema capitulated to
Bourguiba’s reforms.”

The choice given to Tunisia’s Muslim leaders to either physically or
ideologically abandon the Zeitouna Mosque, which had been a centre
of religious training and thought since the eighth century ck,” repre-
sented a significant break from over twelve hundred years of Muslim
heritage.

Perhaps the most shocking attack on Tunisia’s religious traditions
was a call to stop observing the sacred fast of Ramadan, due to its neg-
ative economic impact. At a rally staged during the month of Rama-
dan, Bourguiba asked his audience, ‘At this moment when we are doing
the impossible in order to increase production, how can we resign our-
selves to seeing [productivity] slump to a value near zero?””> Underscor-
ing his defiance of Ramadan’s sanctity, he drank a glass of orange juice
in front of the crowd.” Although Bourguiba attempted to justify his

" Tozy, ‘Islam and the State’, in Polity and Society in Contemporary North Africa eds.
Zartman and Habeeb; Boulder: Westview Press, 1993), 104-05.

7Y Boulby, ‘The Islamic Challenge: Tunisia Since Independence’, Third World Quar-
terly 10, no. 2, Islam & Politics (1988): 593.

72 Saoud, The Impact of Islam on Urban Development in North Africa (Foundation for
Science Technology and Civilization, 2004 [14 April, 2009); available from heep://
www.muslimheritage.com/uploads/naurban.pdf.

73 Boulby, ‘The Islamic Challenge: Tunisia Since Independence’: 594.

79 Boulby, “The Islamic Challenge: Tunisia Since Independence’: 592.
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religious reforms as new interpretations of Islam, his Ramadan address
revealed a prioritization of economic interests over religious tradition.
From a cultural-evolutionary perspective, these attacks on the religious
establishment and its traditions are not surprising but rather common-
place as agrarian societies experience rapid economic development.

The Effects of Development on Religious Establishments

Due to the dire consequences of crop failure in agrarian societies, farm-
ing and religious practices often become intertwined through rituals
and feasts that dictate planting, harvesting, and land management. Roy
Rappaport explains that over time these ritualized economic practices
come to be considered as infallible as the deities to whom they are con-
nected, making it very difficult to separate the two.”> However, as a
society’s economic priorities evolve, religious practices that are inter-
twined with obsolete economic strategies come to be seen as impedi-
ments. This connection between the sacred and economics was used to
establish and maintain the status of various elite groups in the ancient
Near East.

Anthropologist Kajsa Ekholm-Friedman claims that from the devel-
opment of the earliest Mesopotamian societies, hierarchies have been
established through creating an otherworldly element to generate a
higher sense of unity. Ekholm-Friedman writes, ‘First a higher unity in
the form of a symbolic space is created, and then this “empty” space
can be filled with economic and political content. The process of change
in southern Mesopotamia encompasses an early transformation of this
type’.’® By creating a mystical authority that exists outside of a society’s
tangible reality, that reality can be recreated to justify the hierarchical,
economic, and political activities of elite groups. Ekholm-Friedman
further explains that ‘when a point of centralization was established
“above” existing social groups, it was [placed] beyond their reach and

7 Rappaport, ‘The Sacred in Human Evolution’, Annual Review of Ecology and Sys-
tematics 2, (1971).

79 Ekholm-Friedman, ‘On the Evolution of Global Systems, Part I: the Mesopota-
mian Heardand’, in World System History: The Social Science of Long-Term Change eds.
Denemark, Friedman, Gills and Modelski; London: Routledge, 2000), 161.
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could gain enough autonomy to develop on its own! It then transformed
the former power structure, giving rise to a new type of society’.”” The
manipulation of a sacred ‘other’ to establish political and economic
goals can lead to a variety of challenges as radically new economic goals
develop.

Due to the connections that exist between religious and economic
practice in agrarian societies, various religious norms and teachings
come into question as economic strategies evolve. If the ways in which
a society’s economy evolves render previously held subsistence strate-
gies as obsolete or undesirable, tensions grow as those who stand to
gain from the emerging economic order work to alter or eliminate reli-
gious customs that might impede wealth accumulation, community
survival, or both. Such tensions were experienced in the fifteenth-century
CE as agrarian societies in Europe and Asia abandoned religious taboos
that obstructed wealth accumulation through increased trade opportu-
nities.”® The consumption of foods and spices that had previously been
considered taboo outside of sacred rituals were opened to general con-
sumption when lucrative markets began to demand them both domes-
tically and abroad.”

A modern example of this tension between religion and evolving eco-
nomic goals is found in the experience of Tunisia’s neighbor Libya,
under the rule of Colonel Mu’ammar al-Qadhdhafi. Similar to the
motivations behind Bourguiba’s decision to close the hzbous in the
1950s, in the 1970s, Qadhdhafi sought to control the Libya’s religious
elite and ensure new developmental goals through the nationalization
of the wagqif (habous) lands which had previously been controlled by
the religious establishment. Perhaps taking his lead from Bourguiba’s
handling of the #/ema, Qadhdhafi accused anyone who questioned his

" Ekholm-Friedman, ‘On the Evolution of Global Systems, Part I: the Mesopota-
mian Heartland’), 161.

78 Bayly, “‘Archaic’ and ‘Modern’ Globalization in the Eurasian and African Arena:
c. 1750-1850”, in Globalization in World History (ed. Hopkins; London: Pimlico,
2002), 52-53. Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: Europe, China, and the Making of the
Modern World Economy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 119-20.

7 Bayly, “Archaic’ and ‘Modern’ Globalization in the Eurasian and African Arena:
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moves of ‘inaccurately interpreting the true meaning of Islam’.%° Qad-
hdhafi took further measures to display his dominance over Libya’s
Muslim elite by reinterpreting religious doctrine, altering educational
institutions, and reforming the traditional Muslim Calendar.?' When
religious and economic interests come into conflict, the economy often
prevails, as was the case in twentieth-century ce Libya and Tunisia.

It is important to note that President Bourguiba’s religious reforms
did not disrupt a utopian society in which all Tunisians benefited
equally, for no such society ever existed. Lisa Anderson points out that
prior to the closure of the habous in the late 1950s, various patterns of
sharecropping, supported by the habous system itself, contributed to a
stratified society that was rife with all of the inequalities that accom-
pany clientelism.®? But unlike the absentee landlords of pre-indepen-
dence Tunisia, who were beholden to religious doctrines that emphasized
charity and provided parcels of land to peasants for the cultivation of
their own sustenance crops, the ruling elite of the new Tunisia did not
have to adhere to such religious commitments.?> Economic centraliza-
tion cannot be blamed for all of a society’s ills. While centralization
tends to introduce new injustices, it can also amplify those that already
exist. A crucial question must now be addressed: can the suffering of
the Tunisian wlema shed light on prophetic texts against landowner-
ship abuse?

Tunisia and the Hebrew Prophets

To claim that the Tunisian example can uncover the experience of
Judean religious leaders as Judah was absorbed into a thriving world
system at the end of the eighth-century BcE would be to/fall into the

%) Anderson, The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya: 1830-1980,

82‘)66[.\ndcrson, The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya: 1830-1980,
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trap of using cultural-evolutionary theory as a source for historical
evidence. In no way should the plight of the #/ema, the religious lead-
ers in Libya, nor the relaxing of religious norms in the 15®*-century ce
be used to ‘prove’ anything about eighth-century Judah, or any other
period of ancient Near Eastern history. However, if cultural-evolution-
ary patterns are used heuristically and as a measure to be used against
available literary and archaeological data, new understandings of the
text may be discovered. Although there is no data to directly connect
the common loss of revenue and prestige that Tunisia’s religious estab-
lishment suffered to the experiences of YawHist leaders in eighth-cen-
tury Judah, a tentative literary link does exist: Hezekiah’s religious
reforms. If the reforms recorded in 2 Chronicles, 2 Kings, and Isaiah
actually occurred, they could have had as profound an affect on Judah’s
religious establishment as Bourguiba’s reforms did on Tunisia’s #/ema.
Centralizing worship in the Jerusalem Temple by destroying regional
altars,® calling for all tithes to be sent to Jerusalem,® and proclaiming
that everyone from Beer-sheba to Dan would resume the Passover pil-
grimage to Jerusalem® would not only have centralized Yrawsist reli-
gious practice but also its revenue stream.

The historical validity of Hezekiah’s religious reforms is certainly
subject to debate, but archaeologists such as Ze’ev Herzog and Finkel-
stein and Silberman allow for the possibility that the destruction of
the sanctuaries in Arad and Beer-sheba took place in the late eighth-
century during Hezekiah’s reign, suggesting the existence of such a
policy.®” Nevertheless, it is worth considering accounts of such a trans-
formative restructuring of YHwHist practice, which would have chan-
neled the cult’s revenue into Jerusalem at the same time in which Judah
was experiencing the strains of population growth and increased trade
activity. As seen above, such a move on King Hezekiah’s part would
have made economic sense. Through eliminating these competing cen-

) 2 Kgs. 18.22, 2 Ch 32.12, Isa. 36.

8 2 Ch. 31.4-6, 11.

8 2 Ch. 30.5.

%) Herzog, “The Fortress Mount at Tel Arad: An Interim Report’, Tel Aviv 29, (2002):
35, 40, 69-72. Finkelstein and Silberman, ‘Temple and Dynasty: Hezekiah, the
Remaking of Judah and the Rise of the Pan-Israelite Ideology’: 271-72.
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ters of cultic power and removing regional worship sites as suggested
in 2 Kgs. 18.4 and 2 Ch. 32.12, Judah’s ruling elite would have been
able to focus YHwHist activity on Jerusalem and centralize religious
control under a central authority. Finkelstein and Silberman, who claim
that archaeological evidence of the destruction of countryside shrines
mesh with the biblical account, interpret these activities as an effort to
centralize religious authority in Jerusalem, which ‘would have been
aimed at strengthening the unifying elements of the state—the central
authority of the king and the elite in the capital—and at weakening the
old, somewhat autonomous, clan-based leadership in the Judahite
countryside’.® Finkelstein and Silberman’s hypothesis points to the
same drive for change that led President Bourguiba to undermine the
influence of the ulema and propagate new pro-development religious
norms by the takeover of religious educational institutions in Tunisia.

Considering the economic significance of temples in the ancient Near
East, which served as treasuries and centres of trade and land
management,* a move by Hezekiah to direct YHWHist income into
Jerusalem would have been highly lucrative for a Judean state strug-
gling under the pressures of development and an Assyrian threat. While
increased economic activity in Jerusalem may have served the interests
of the ruling elite, such reforms could easily upset the power and eco-
nomic structures that supported the livelihood and status of many
within the religious elite—save any provisions to protect the religious
establishment.”

) Finkelstein and Silberman, ‘Temple and Dynasty: Hezekiah, the Remaking of
Judah and the Rise of the Pan-Israelite Ideology’: 274.

) Adams, Heartland of Cities: Surveys of Ancient Settlements and Land Use on the Cen-
tral Floodplain of the Euphrates (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981). Stevens,
Temples, Tithes, and Taxes: The Temple and the Economic Life of Ancient Israel (Pea-
body, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishing, 2006), 82-85.

) The religious establishment are rarely protected in these instances, as seen in the
dissolution of the Knights Templar by Pope Clement V and of the monasteries by
King Henry the VIII. See Veitch, ‘Repudiations and Confiscations by the Medieval
State’, 46, no. 1 (1986): 33. Hoyle, “The Origins of the Dissolution of the Monaster-
ies’, The Historical Journal 38, no. 2 (1995).

& g !
(ongpn&i

pavties?



424 M.J.M. Coomber / Biblical Interpretation 19 (2011) 396-432

An Alternative Interpretation of Prophetic Motivation

Considering cultural-evolutionary patterns and their effects on modern-
day Tunisian society has offered a new avenue by which to approach
the question of why a segment of Judah’s religious elite would have
protested so passionately on behalf of farmers’ land rights. At the risk
of appearing cynical toward those who would employ prophetic com-
plaints against injustice in struggles against injustice, I would like to
propose that prophetic complaints against landownership abuse might
have been inspired as much by the displacement of the prophetic
authors, themselves, as they were by the displacement of Judean farm-
ers. Considering the bridges that are commonly built between econom-
ics and religion in agrarian societies, cultural-evolutionary patterns of
the abandonment of traditionally held values in favor of economic goals,
examples of this in the second millennium cg, and biblical references
to religious reforms that are attributed to a time of massive economic
and administrative change in Judah, this is a hypothesis that is worth
considering. If YHWHist leaders had not benefited directly from Judean
system of land management, the issue of exploiting farmers could have
been used to add piety to grievances against other repercussions of the
same period of cultural evolution, such as the'loss of regional worship
sites or tithe income that was being redirected to the Jerusalem Temple.
If Judean landownership systems had benefited the religious establish-
ment in Judah, the land seizures that are addressed in Isa. 5.8 and Mic.
2.1-2 would have directly disrupted the socio-economic structures that
the prophetic authors had depended upon.

The idea that prophetic complaints against Judean landownership
abuse served the self-interests of these texts’ authors does not devalue
their complaints against the suffering of those who may have been
caught in the wake of the changes that took place in eighth-century
Judah, or anger towards offended religious sensibilities. Considering
the dire consequences that transitions from subsistence-based agricul-
ture to specialized cultivation tend to have on farmers and traditional
religious norms, the changes that took place in late eighth-century Judah
are likely to have caused great suffering and changes in religious prac-
tice. Rather than disputing the prophets’ concerns for the injustices
against farmers or impiety against established religious beliefs, the effects
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of cultural-evolution on Tunisia’s farmers and religious elite offer an
additional consequence for consideration: the displacement of Yirwsist
leaders who had been supported by an economic system that became
obsolete as Judean society evolved to meet new political, biological, and
economic challenges. As found in the Tunisian example, it should not
be assumed the poor alone are vulnerable to social change. As societies
evolve, so do the institutions upon which various groups depend.

Conclusion

Attempts to augment the use of cultural evolution in biblical studies
with modern examples of landownership abuse have opened new ave-
nues through which to consider the contexts behind prophetic com-
plaints against injustice, while allowing new questions to be asked of
existing biblical and archaeological data. It has also been shown that
beyond the issue of landownership abuse, itself, modern examples can
address a variety of peripheral questions, like that of prophetic motiva-
tion. The theory on prophetic motivation that has been offered in this
paper, itself, opens new areas for exploration. Perhaps the prophetic
complaints against temple activity, as found in Isa. 1.10-13 and Jer.
6.21-26, reflect anger against the Jerusalem Temple by those who lost
their regional worship sites. Maybe the false prophets and religious
figures referred to in passages like Jer. 6; 14, and Mic. 3.5-8 were per-
ceived as collaborators in a position to gain from the changing economic
landscape or like the ulema who capitulated to President Bourguiba’s
demands. Although neither cultural-evolutionary theory nor modern
examples of injustice can offer proof of the socio-economic contexts
that the authors of Isa. 5.8-10 or Mic. 2.1-2 addressed, they can help
biblical scholars to approach contextually ambiguous texts from fresh
angles, derive new interpretations from a limited body of evidence, and
appreciate societal complexities that are not offered in the texts.
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