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Imitating Job
A Micro-Ethnographic Comment
By Emanuel Pfoh

The Palestinian social anthropologist ABDULLA M. LUTFIYYA, in a now old ethnographic
study about a Jordanian (Palestinian) village, writes the following anecdote:

“The author [LUTFIYYA] recalls once listening to an old man telling another villager who had just
lost his sick cow, the only property he had, ‘this is the will of Allah. By taking your cow, Allah has
tested your faith. Be thankful to Allah and you may be given a better cow’. ‘You are right’, replied
the second villager, ‘this is mashi’atu Allah, there is no god but He, and let Him be praised in all
circumstances’” .

It is certainly not difficult to recognise in these words the story of Job, or at least its essential
details and outcome > But, beyond this recognition, the key question with the present anec-
dote is: How did this Job-like situation end up among the peasantry of a Jordanian/Palestin-
ian village in the mid-20"™ cent. B.C.E.?

A first and seemingly obvious answer can be found, of course, in the reception history of
the biblical tradition in Islam in the Southern Levant, since the story of Job (Arab. Ayyub) is
briefly retold in the Qur’an ®. Yet another answer — which comes to supplement and complete
the spectrum of interpretations of the story — may be provided by attending to the societal
makeup of the region through ethnographic insights. In fact, data from anthropological re-
search in so-called traditional societies can allow us to produce what may be called a mi-
cro-ethnography of a biblical motif, namely establishing an analytical connection between
particular biblical depictions and social and cultural aspects guiding the behaviour and prac-
tices of people. In other words, the micro-ethnography of a story’s character builds upon
ethnographically attested practices and attitudes that help understand the codes of behaviour
found reflected in ancient literature *.

Ethnographic analogies, however, should not be taken as direct “windows to the past”, or
judged as primarily exposing a lack of historical and social change in certain societies or
situations: we do not see the “evolutionary past” of humanity — as Victorian travellers in the
Near East would do® — when conducting ethnographic research in non-Western communi-
ties ®. Instead, such analogies should better be seen as keys to understanding social practices;
namely, as guides for interpreting cultural features, opening possibilities for constructing
knowledge about the past and about how ancient peoples conceived of their own realities and
expectations.

' LuTFYYA 1966, 44.

2 Cf. especially Job 1:21 and 42:10-16; see further GRAY 2010.

3 Especially 21:83 and 38:41-44; see ViccHIO 2006, 67— 86.

4 Cf. an example in PFOH 2014.

3> Cf. VAN DER STEEN 2013, 18-37; MCGEOUGH 2015, 140 —183.
6 Cf. FABIAN 1983; further ProH 2017.
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My interest in this short comment is not precisely on the proper historical background of
the book of Job’, but rather on the socio-cultural setting of Job’s model of behaviour and
piety within the realm of an agrarian society, a model whose characteristics were still to be
found in pre-modern Palestine, or even in mid-20" cent. B.C.E. villages of the region, in spite
of more than two millennia of historical change since the biblical texts were produced ®.

The figure of Job represents the motif of the “righteous sufferer” in ancient Near Eastern
wisdom literature, as MARIO LIVERANI has originally called it while analysing the deeds of
Rib-Adda, a ruler of the town of Byblos in the mid-14™ cent. B.C.E. Levant®. In short, this
literary motif embodies justice and the correct behaviour to be observed, as the main character
is challenged, questioned or confronted by other characters or agents who are unjust or simply
not as wise to know how to behave. In that sense, by opposition, the righteousness of the
central figure is enhanced for the audience (or readership) of the story. This motif presents us
then not only with an ancient means for teaching wisdom, but also with the possibility of
scrutinizing ancient social values deemed as normative or expected to be followed by the
peoples of the ancient Near East !°. In Job’s story, it is recognised, the main theological issue
is the endurance of loyalty and faithfulness towards the inscrutability of divine will and
omnipotence, and also about the heavenly recognition and reward to the faithful servant '

Now, what may be further known, assumed or deducted about the socio-cultural reception
of Job’s behaviour and his values? Considering the implied agrarian setting of the story, and if
we attend to the historical and ethnographic records of agrarian societies, we rapidly find in
the latter examples of alliance towards, and dependence from, higher parties of various kinds
among the peasantry, especially by means of patronage or clientelism relationships '>. Pa-
tron-client bonds imply essentially an asymmetrical dyadic exchange between a patron offer-
ing protection and assistance in different ways and a client in need of such protection and
assistance, who offers in return his personal loyalty to the patron. Accordingly, in this eth-
nographic light, Job’s behaviour as a righteous sufferer in the story coincides not only with
what a loyal client is ideally expected to be and how he should properly act in a patron-client
relationship (i.e., accepting unconditionally the patron’s will), but also expresses a socio-
religious ethos anchored in an understanding of a divine patronage — coming from Yahweh or
Allah — over the worldly realm and its creatures, as illustrated by LUTFIYYA’s anecdote. Job’s
story and the Palestinian peasants’ dialogue reflect thus a dual, yet interconnected worldview
about the dependence of servants/peasants on both divine and earthly factors and circum-
stances, a situation ultimately constituting and manifesting a “hierarchical ontology” of mas-

7 About this, see the detailed study by KNAUF 1988; cf. also GRAY 2010, 32-38, and for a socio-
historical background, see KESSLER 2006, 141—172. Also, for the ancient Near Eastern intellectual
context of the book of Job, see initially GRAY 1970 (also 2010, 5—20); and more recently, UEHLIN-
GER 2007, with abundant bibliography and discussion.

8 On the agrarian society of the ancient Southern Levant, see, for instance, the different approaches in
GUILLAUME 2012, including relevant ethno-historical data; and BOER 2015, much less ethnogra-
phy-oriented. On modern Middle Eastern examples, see, e.g., GLAVANIS/ GLAVANIS (ed.) 1990.

® LIVERANI 1974; cf. also ALBERTZ 1981; FOSTER 2003; GREENSTEIN 2017.

10See LIVERANI 1974, 175-176. Cf. further on this question THOMPSON 2005.

11 See, however, the problematisation of the theme in CLINES 1990.

12See WOLF 1966, 77-95 and the theoretically, and still most valid, study by POWELL 1970. On the
permanence of patron-client bonds and networks in recent times see, for instance, EISENSTADT/
RONIGER 1982. An ethnography worth consulting on the survival of political personal networks in a
Transjordanian village in the 19505 -1960s is ANTOUN 1979.
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ters and servants through which events and situations acquire meaning '*. The social hierarchy
of earthly patronage is therefore subsumed into a greater scheme of divine patronage over the
world and its creatures, including humankind '.

As noted initially, the transmission of the biblical tradition through Islam in the Southern
Levant until recent times might of course help explain the reference of a Job-model of
behaviour by the peasants of LUTFIYYA’s ethnographic study. But also does it the virtually
uninterrupted presence of patron-client relationships at several levels of Levantine society
during the last millennia '*>, which actually reinforces such pattern of dependence and subor-
dination behaviour and social expectations, as manifested in literary and/or intellectual cre-
ations. Even though further research on this question should be pursued, the preliminary
conclusion one may draw, from the particular micro-ethnographic insight offered here, is that
the message of the story of Job makes sense sociologically not only in a rural or semi-rural
environment, but specifically in an environment organised socio-politically by means of
patronage bonds, in which divine will and human fate are also integrated and understood as
ruled by an inherent patron-client logic '°.

Bibliography
ALBERTZ, R.
1981 Der sozialgeschichtliche Hintergrund des Hiobbuches und der »Babylonischen Theo-
dizee«, in: J. JEREMIAS/L. PERLITT (ed.), Die Botschaft und die Boten. Festschrift fiir
Hans Walter Wolff zum 70. Geburtstag (Neukirchen-Vluyn), 349-372.
ANTOUN, R.T.
1979 Low-Key Politics. Local-Level Leadership and Change in the Middle East (Albany).
BOER, R.
2015 The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel (Library of Ancient Israel; Louisville).
CLINES, D.J.A.
1990 Deconstructing the Book of Job, in: D.J. A. CLINES, What Does Eve Do to Help? and
Other Readerly Questions to the Old Testament (Journal for the Study of the Old Tes-
tament. Supplement Series 94; Sheffield), 106 —123.
EI1SENSTADT, S.N./L. RONIGER
1982 Cultural and Structural Continuities in Situations of Change and Development. Persist-
ence and Transformation of Patron-Client Relations, in: Schweizerische Zeitschrift fiir
Soziologie 8, 29-52.
FABIAN, J.
1983 Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York).
FOSTER, B.R.
2003 Just Sufferer Compositions, in: W.W. HALLO (ed.), The Context of Scripture, I. Canon-
ical Compositions from the Biblical World (Leiden, New York, Cologne), 485—495.
GIORDANO, C.
1982 Geschichte und Skepsis: Das Uberlagerungsmotiv in mediterranen Agrargesellschaften,
in: Schweizerische Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie 8, 63 —84.
GLAVANIS, K./P. GLAVANIS (ed.)
1990 The Rural Middle East. Peasant Lives and Modes of Production (London).
GRAY, J.
1970 The Book of Job in the Context of Near Eastern Literature, in: Zeitschrift fiir die
Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 82, 251-269.

131 borrow the notion of “hierarchical ontology” from GIORDANO 1982, 65 —69.

14 An example of this divine and human hierarchy in the Late Bronze Age Levant is studied by HANDY
1994.

15 See PFOH/THOMPSON in press; also TAMARI 1982.

16 Cf. further THOMPSON 1996, 257ff.

ZDPV 134 (2018) 2



Imitating Job: A Micro-Ethnographic Comment 199

2010 The Book of Job (The Text of the Hebrew Bible 1; Sheffield).
GREENSTEIN, E.L.
2017 The Book of Job and Mesopotamian Literature: How Many Degrees of Separation?, in:
7. ZEVIT (ed.), Subtle Citation, Allusion, and Translation in the Hebrew Bible (Bristol,
Sheffield), 143 —158.
GUILLAUME, P.
2012 Land, Credit and Crisis. Agrarian Finance in the Hebrew Bible (BibleWorld; Sheffield).
HaNDY, L.K.
1994 Among the Host of Heaven. The Syro-Palestinian Pantheon as Bureaucracy (Winona
Lake).
KESSLER, R.
2006 Sozialgeschichte des alten Israel. Eine Einfithrung (Darmstadt).
KNAUF, E. A.
1988 Hiobs Heimat, in: Die Welt des Orients 19, 65-83.
LIVERANI, M.
1974 Rib-Adda, giusto sofferente, in: Altorientalische Forschungen 1, 175-205.
LuTtriyya, A.M.
1966 Baytin. A Jordanian Village. A Study of Social Institutions and Social Change in a Folk
Community (Studies in Social Anthropology 1; London, The Hague, Paris).
McGEOUGH, K.M.
2015 The Ancient Near East in the Nineteenth Century. Appreciations and Appropriations,
I. Claiming and Conquering (Hebrew Bible Monographs 67; Sheffield).

ProOH, E.
2014 A Hebrew Mafioso. Reading 1 Samuel 25 Anthropologically, in: Semitica et Classica 7,
37-43.
2017 Notes on Ethnographic Method and Biblical Interpretation, in: Biblische Notizen 172,
43-52.

ProH, E./T.L. THOMPSON
in press  Patronage and the Political Anthropology of Ancient Palestine in the Bronze and Iron
Ages, in: I. HJELM ef al. (ed.), A New Critical Approach to the History of Palestine:
Palestine History and Heritage Project 1 (London).

POwELL, J.D.
1970 Peasant Society and Clientelist Politics, in: American Political Science Review 64,
411-425.
STEEN, E. VAN DER
2013 Near Eastern Tribal Societies during the Nineteenth Century. Economy, Society and
Politics between Tent and Town (Approaches to Anthropological Archaeology; Sheffield).
TAMARI, S.
1982 Factionalism and Class Formation in Recent Palestinian History, in: R. OWEN (ed.),

Studies in the Economic and Social History of Palestine in the Nineteenth and Twentieth
Centuries (St. Antony’s/Macmillan Series; London), 177-202.
THOMPSON, T.L.

1996 He is Yahweh. He Does What is Right in His Own Eyes. The Old Testament as a
Theological Discipline, 1L, in: L. FATUM/M. MULLER (ed.), Tro og Historie. Festskrift
til Niels Hyldahl i anledning af 65 érs fgdselsdagen den 30. december 1995 (Forum for
Bibelsk Eksegese 7; Copenhagen), 246 —263.

2005 The Messiah Myth. The Near Eastern Roots of Jesus and David (New York).

UEHLINGER, C.

2007 Das Hiob-Buch im Kontext der altorientalischen Literatur- und Religionsgeschichte, in:
T. KRUGER et al. (ed.), Das Buch Hiob und seine Interpretationen. Beitrige zum
Hiob-Symposium auf dem Monte Veritd vom 14. — 19. August 2005 (Abhandlungen zur
Theologie des Alten und Neuen Testaments 88; Ziirich), 97-163.

VICCHIO, S.J.

2006 The Image of the Biblical Job. A History, II. Job in the Medieval World (Eugene).
WoLF, E.R.

1966 Peasants (Foundations of Modern Anthropology Series; Englewood Cliffs).

ZDPV 134 (2018) 2



ZDPV 134 (2018) 2 — Inhalt

Excavations at Tell el-Far‘a (South), 1998-2002. By GUNNAR LEHMANN, REVITAL GOLDING-

MEIR, BAT-AMI NEUMEIER-POTASHNIK and HERMANN M. NIEMANN . . . . . . . 109
Who Destroyed Canaanite Lachish? An Analysis of the Potential Suspects by the Occam’s

Razor Approach. By DAVIDLURIA . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. ... ... 151
The Seated Figure from Hirbet Salih/Ramat Rahel and the Neo-Assyrian Throne-Chariot.

By RENATE M. VAN DJK-COOMBES . . . . . . . . « v v v v v v v e v e o . 163
Revisiting Hirbet Gazzir and Hirber es-Siig on the Transjordanian Plateau. Archaeological and

Chronolog:cal Remarks on the Search for Biblical Jazer. By ALEXANDER AHRENS . . 177
Jerusalem and the Benjamin Plateau in the Early Phases of the Iron Age: A Different Scenario.

L7 IECYNEL ERTETEINEG] 6 6 6 0 6 ¢ 6 6 ¢ 6 0 ¢ v 0 6 o & & 8 o0 680 a9 190
Imitating Job. A Micro-Ethnographic Comment. By EMANUEL PFOH . . . . . . . . . . 196
Georg Baron von Alten, deutscher Consul in Jerusalem. Die Suche nach dem richtigen Vorna-

men. Von HANSWULF BLOEDHORN . . . . . . . . . . . . « o o v v o v v . . 200
Rezensionen

Prag, Kay, Excavations by K. M. Kenyon in Jerusalem 1961-1967, VI. Sites on the Edge

of the Ophel (Oxford 2017). Rez. D. VIEWEGER . . . . . . . . . . . « « . . . . 205

Qorschot, Jiirgen van/Markus Witte (ed.), The Origins of Yahwism (Berlin, Boston 2017).

RezZi R AGHENBAGH 3 ¢ & & 0 o 6 & o s o 88 mm @m0 608 s e e d o 209

Finn, Jennifer, Much Ado About Marduk. Questioning Discourses of Royalty in First

Millennium Mesopotamian Literature (Berlin, Boston 2017). Rez. M. KREBERNIK . . . 213

Benedertucci, Francesco M., Il paese di Moab nell’eta del ferro (Rom 2017). Rez. S. TiMm 216
Helms, Tobias, Steingeriteindustrien in frithurbanem Kontext. Eine wirtschaftsarchéolo-
gische Analyse der lithischen Funde aus Tell Chuéra und Kharab Sayyar (Nordsyrien)

(Wiesbaden 2017). Rez. B. SCHRODER . . . . . . . . . . . . o « o v o o .. 218
Mitteilungen

Bei der Redaktion eingegangene Biicher . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. .. 222

Gemeinsame Tagung: Neue Forschungen zur Mescha-Stele . . . . . . . . . . . . 224

Ausschreibung von Stipendien zur Teilnahme am Paldstina-Kurs 2019 . . . . . . . . 226

Ausschreibung des Jahres 2018 von Fordermitteln fiir das Jahr 2019 . . . . . . . . 228

Der Deutsche Verein zur Erforschung Paléstinas

veroffentlicht entsprechend seinen Zielsetzungen wissenschaftliche Beitriige zur Landeskunde, Geschichte
und Kultur Palistinas und seiner Nachbarldnder. Aufsitze, Berichte, Buchbesprechungen und Mitteilungen
erscheinen in der Zeitschrift des Deutschen Paldstina-Vereins (ZDPV), die in der Regel halbjahrlich heraus-
gegeben wird. Die in der ZDPV eingehenden Manuskripte werden interdisziplinir und international begut-
achtet. Seit 1969 werden in unregelmiBiger Folge auch Monographien in den Abhandiungen des Deutschen
Palistina-Vereins (ADPV) veroffentlicht. Die ZDPV ist zugleich Organ des Deutschen Evangelischen In-
stituts fiir Altertumswissenschaft des Heiligen Landes. Bei Stiftungen oder letztwilligen Vermichtnissen fiir
den Verein lautet der Name in rechtsgiiltiger Form: Deutscher Verein zur Erforschung Paléstinas.

Der Miigliederjahresbeitrag, in dem der Bezugspreis dieser Zeitschrift inbegriffen ist, belduft sich fiir
korporative wie fiir individuelle Mitglieder derzeit auf € 40,--, fiir Studierende gegen Vorlage einer
Immatrikulationsbescheinigung auf € 20,--, und soll nur bei der Postbank, Niederlassung Frankfurt am
Main, Bankleitzahl 500 100 60, iiber das Konto Nr. 3548-604 , Deutscher Verein zur Erforschung Palis-
tinas* (IBAN: DE61 5001 0060 0003 5486 04; SWIFT-BIC: PBNKDEFF) entrichtet werden. Der Bezugs-
preis der Zeitschrift im Buchhandel betrégt zur Zeit € 50,--.

Manuskripte und Rezensionsexemplare sind zu senden an Prof. Dr. A. LICHTENBERGER oder Prof. Dr. M.
WITTE, Tauschexemplare an die Bibliothek des DPV, c/o Prof. Dr. M. WITTE (Anschriften siche den
hinteren Umschlag dieses Heftes).

Die Adresse der Homepage des DPV lautet: http:// www.palaestina-verein.de



	DDDvorn
	DDDep
	DDDhinten

