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Introduction

In this paper I will examine the lists in Ezra-Nehemiah, specifically Ezra 2 // Nehemiah 7, with a view to ascertaining their function in the post-exilic community.  I want to explore the tension between the manifest content of this text- that it is a list of the returnees - and its functional properties.  Specifically, I want to look at the way in which constructions of identity centred on the notion of exile and maintained via genealogy are at the same an aspect of the discourse of power and hierarchy of the post-exilic community.

This paper seeks to contribute to the constructs of society debate in two interconnected ways: Firstly, this is another modest argument in favour of the view that ethnic identity is constructed not static, instrumental not primordial, even when if it involves genealogy.�  Just at the point where we think the clearest lines are being drawn we discover a complexity which undoes the notion that the identity of a group such as the post-exilic returnees is a straight-forward thing.  Allied to this is the view that ideologies of identity are closely interconnected with other social processes including the legitimation of hierarchy.  Recognition of who we are often entails recognizing who rules.  Because identity is something that can be molded and shaped it is ‘susceptible’ to political pressures and ideological forces.

Secondly, this paper explores the implications of this view for how we reconstruct ancient society from texts, even seemingly innocuous ones like the lists of Ezra-Nehemiah.  Because these lists - including the making of such lists - are themselves a part of a complex social process, first and second order reference cannot be fully disentangled.  By first order reference I mean the ostensive reference of the text; the reality to which it directly refers.  By second order reference I mean the way in which a text not only points to social realities outside itself but is itself an enactment of these realities.�

Contents and Questions

Ezra 2 // Nehemiah 7 is one of the many so-called ‘documents’ which make up the historiographical pastiche known as Ezra-Nehemiah.  The pastiche-like character of the work has meant that two separate sets of questions have been asked: one set concerned with the authenticity and setting of the documents in their original form and the other in the ideology of the editor who stitched them all together.  Assuming that the reader is familiar with the narrative of Ezra-Nehemiah as a whole, I will give but a brief overview of the contents of the list found in Ezra 2 // Nehemiah 7 and survey the historical critical questions raised.

Contents of the List

The list found in Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7 appears at first glance to be a straight-forward list of returnees but on closer inspection reveals considerable variety.  It has the following subdivisions:



1.  Introduction (2:1-2a // 7:6-7a)

2.  Main list of ‘returnees’ organized into lay and clerical groups (2:2b-58 // 7:7b-60)

3.  List of those not able to prove their Israelite genealogy (2:59-63 // 7:61-65)

4.  Sum totals for the ‘whole assembly’ (2:64-67 // 7:66-68 [E 69])

5.  Note on donations given to the building fund (2:68-69 // 7:69-71 [E 70-72])

6.  Conclusion (2:70 // 7:72 [E 73])



1.  The introduction, which identifies this list as comprised of “the sons of the province who came up out of captivity”, fits reasonably well in both contexts.  In Ezra it continues the story of the return showing that there was an enthusiatic and unified response to Cyrus ‘edict’ (Ezra 1:2-4) while in Nehemiah 7 it is presented as “the book of the genealogy of those who were the first to come back” (7:5).  Thus, in the context of the narrative of Ezra-Nehemiah as a whole the list is used consistently as the list of the earliest returnees.  Just as the departure from Babylon is reminiscent of the Exodus so too is the return to the land reminiscent of the conquest account in Joshua.  They return “each to his own town” led by twelve men (following 7:7) representing perhaps the twelve tribes of Israel.  They are led by Zerubbabel and Jeshua just as the conquering Israelites were led by Joshua and Eleazar.  The only difficulty with the sequence of these two chapters is the fact that whereas Sheshbazzar is the leader of the community in chapter one, Zerubbabel is the one named in the list of chapter two.  

2.  The main list of returnees is organized as follows (following Ezra 2 for now):

2: 2-35	"the men of the people of Israel" (31 groups; 25,406)

vv. 36-39	"the priests" (4 groups; 4289)

vv. 40	"the Levites" (1 group; 74)

v. 41	"the singers" (1 group; 148)

v. 42	"the gatekeepers" (6 groups; 138)

vv. 43-54	"the temple slaves [netinim]" (35 groups)

vv. 55-58	"the sons of Solomon's servants" (10 groups; a combined total of 392 is given for this and the previous group)

The groups within each subdivision are for the most part identified as “the sons of so and so” but a significant proportion are identified according to place name as either “the men of such and such a place” or “the inhabitants (lit. sons) of such and such a place”.  Most of the places named are in the territory of Benjamin.

3.  The third section of the list is of special interest.  It enumerates those who “could not prove their ancestral house [bet abot] or their descent [zera], whether they belonged to Israel" (2:59).  Within this final group of ‘returnees’ are three lay groups (v. 62: of 652 men) and three priestly groups (v. 63: no number given).  The consequences of this lack of demonstrable Israelite pedigree is only spelled out with reference to the priests.  Because they are unclean, "the governor told them that they were not to partake of the most holy food, until a priest with Urim and Thummim should come" (2:65).  Included among the priestly families are the sons of Hakkoz who seems to have been reinstated later on (cf. Neh. 3:4, 21; 7:63).

4.  The returnees as a whole are referred to as the assembly (qahal) which is a significant term in Ezra-Nehemiah as a whole.  The number given for the assembly is greater than the sum of the parts.  Excluded from this assembly are the slaves.

5.  The return to the land is closely linked with the restoration of the sanctuary in Ezra-Nehemiah as a whole and in this list we encounter it in terms of a note on donations given to the temple.  This section of the list is the only section in which there is substantial disagreement between Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7.  In Ezra 2 it is simply the heads of the fathers' houses who give generously to the building fund whereas in Nehemiah the heads, the governor, and the rest of the people are named as donors.  The sums given also vary but in either case are large (cf. 61,000 drachmas of gold in Ezra 2:69 and 20,000 in Nehemiah 7:70 [E 71]).

6.  The list concludes with the notice that "all Israel dwelt in their towns", which is again reminiscent of Joshua and the lists of cities assigned to the various tribes.

Historical Critical Issues

Historical critical study of this list has focused on three questions: 

1. Which is the original form?  Ezra 2 or Nehemiah 7?

2. What is the date of the list?  Sixth or fifth century?

3. What was the purpose of the list?  Tattenai's Visit, Nehemianic Census or What?

1.  The first question concerns both the content of the list and the relationship between the list and two contexts in which it is found.  Most would argue that the Nehemianic version is the original, or closer to the original and that it was subsequently taken over and incorporated by the editor of Ezra 1-6.�  The main features cited in favour of Nehemiah 7 are the account of donations to the temple fund� and the transition from the list to the subsequent narrative.�  Nehemiah 7:72b [E 73b] "When the seventh month came . . ." serves to introduce a new narrative section about the reading of the law which began "on the first day of the seventh month" (8:2).  Ezra 2 has this same introductory verse "When the seventh month came . . ." but uses it to introduce the story of the restoration of sacrifice on the altar.  It is argued that the narrative sequence in Nehemiah 7 is more likely to be original.  

More recently, however, Blenkinsopp has argued that Ezra 2 is original citing the narrative continuity between the list and Ezra 1 and 3 especially as it relates to the restoration of the temple.  These details are out of place in the narrative context of Nehemiah.  Regarding the reference to the seventh month, Blenkinsopp notes that Ezra 3:6 also refers to "the first day of the seventh month".�  Whatever the merits of these two positions are, it goes without saying that larger composition-historical issues are at stake.  For our purposes these larger issues are irrelevant: we are interested in the purpose of this list as a 'document' in its own right on the one hand (assuming for now that this is possible) and with the purpose of this list as an integral part of the narrative of Ezra-Nehemiah on the other; not with how it got from one to the other.

2.  There are only two serious options as to the date of this list neither of which is 538 BCE, or the time of the first return under Cyrus as implied by the narrative context in Ezra.  A number of factors speak against this view not least of which is the leader with the Persian name Bigvai.  The groups named according to place (presumably of residence) also suggests a list which post-dates the return by a good margin.  The numbers given for the returnees (c. 50,000) are large compared to those given for the exile (c. 20,000).  Thus, the earliest plausible date is the time of Zerubbabel who is in fact mentioned in the text.  On this reading the list could be construed as a record of all the returnees from the time of Cyrus to Darius and not just a single return.

Another option is to date the list closer to the time of Nehemiah using the same arguments about the inclusion of residential groups and the large numbers.�  There is, however, some difficulty with a later date as noted by Rudolph and others.  Rudolph points out that the lack of the title of high priest for Jeshua seems to indicate a time before the temple is complete.  Also, Meremoth son of Uriah son of Hakkoz does not seem in any way disadvantaged in the days of Ezra (Ezra 8:33) and Nehemiah (Neh. 3:4) even though the sons of Hakkoz are banned from priestly activity in this text (2:61).�  Again, the composite nature of the list makes it difficult to reach any certainty on these matters though on balance an earlier date seems more likely.

3.  And finally regarding the purpose of this list a number of explanations have been advanced but as with the question of date no firm solution is likely.  One reason suggested for the drawing up of this list is that it occurred in connection with Tattenai's visit (Ezra 5:3-4 and 10) or some such visit by an official.  In this case the list would be a record of those who were granted permission to return and rebuild the sanctuary.�  The other main alternative is suggested by the association of the list with Nehemiah.  In Nehemiah 7 this list is found as a result of Nehemiah's request to have a new census taken, and the phrase “all the congregation” (Ezra 2:64 // Neh. 7:66) may reflect such a census.�  Other less plausible suggestions (less plausible because they don't take into account the composite nature of the list) are that it was made for taxation purposes or that it is connected with land rights.�

Evaluation

I would describe the approach taken in these accounts of the setting and purpose of the list as the 'documentary approach'.  The documentary approach treats this list as if it were an independent document, independent that is of the narrative contexts in which it is found.  In effect this approach brackets out the 'ideological' purpose of the list in the narrative in favour of more specific administrative purposes, perhaps on the assumption that only bureaucrats make lists and they do so for practical - as opposed to ideological - reasons only.  Another feature of the 'documentary approach' to these lists is that it attempts to explain why the community is enumerated quite apart from the question of who exactly is identified in this list and how they have been identified.

On a more general methodological level the documentary approach assumes that the first-order referentiality of the text is unproblematic (except in a superficial way).  It is taken to refer to groups that actually existed which used such names.  These groups define themselves genealogically - except for those named after place - but other than that their identity is not an issue.

In the following I will demonstrate that the first-order referentiality of this text is problematic.  The methodological implication of this is that the documentary approach which operates with the view that (at least) lists such as this can be treated as straight-forward historical sources which refer to straight-forward social realities is untenable.  Further, I will argue that the problems encountered with this text (when read as if it were referring directly to post-exilic social realities) can only be ‘solved’ with reference to second-order reference.  That is to say, this list and the practice of keeping such lists was itself an integral part of the social fabric of the post-exilic community and the ideological struggles for identity and legitimacy among its various factions.  We not only have to look more closely at the ‘who’ of this list but also at the ‘how’ and the ‘why’.  My hunch is that this list served not only to identify the assembly as a whole -who was in and by implication who was out - but also to sustain its internal hierarchies.

Who does this list identify?

	According to Ezra 2:59 each of the groups recorded in the list was a bet abot or ‘house of the fathers’, the groups identified according to locale notwithstanding.  The bet abot thus appears to be the basic social unit within the post-exilic community.�  In asking about the ‘who’ of this list, the first order of business is to take a closer look at the nature of this social unit. 

	Following Meyer,� Kippenberg asserts that the bet abot was a ‘clan’ (Geschlecht) comparable to the pre-exilic mispahah.  Because the mispahah is, in Kippenberg’s view, a classic kinship group, the structure, function and ethos of post-exilic Judean society can be illuminated with reference to pre-exilic texts concerning the mispahah.�  The assumption here is that there is an essential continuity at the level of kinship groups between the pre-exilic and post-exilic periods.  The ‘tribe – clan (mispahah) – extended family (bet abot)’ sequence (as operative for example in Josh. 7) is essentially intact in the post-exilic period only that the tribe is no longer all that significant and name for the middle group has changed changed from mispahah to bet abot.  In this view the bet abot continues to be a sub-division of the ‘clan’ in the post-exilic period which goes by the name bet abot.� 

Another approach, first put forward by Weinberg in conjunction with the citizen-temple community hypothesis,� is to see the bet abot as a new exilic structure and not simply the continuation of the mispahah under another name or the rising to prominence in the exile of the smaller bet ab following the demise of the mispahah.  The size of the bet abot, reaching in some cases into the thousands (Ezra 2: 6), suggests a radical departure from the pre-exilic bet ab which cannot be attributed simply to natural growth within a kinship group.  In line with this, Smith would argue that the most likely scenario is that the bet abot is a conglomerate of a number of batte ab under the fiction of a common ancestor.�  It resembles the mispahah in size, the bet ab in name, but its origin and function have more to do with structural adaptation in exile than with the tribal-kinship system of pre-exilic Israel.�

	The differences between these groups can be defined further with reference to the anthropological study of kinship.  According to Rogerson, the mispahah was “probably a maximal lineage – that is, a descent group which established ties of kinship between families through a common ancestor who was no longer living”.�  The actual distance between the living descendants of this common ancestor varies and hence size of the group thus designated varies with the result that the term mispahah is used variously to designate a group within an Israelite tribe (e.g. Num. 27: 1-11; 36: 1-9), a tribe (e.g. Judah in Judg. 17:7) and even Israel (Amos 3:1).  Bet ab, on the other hand, is used to designate (among other things) an ordinary lineage or residential group consisting of a living head (i.e. the grandfather or father) and his sons together with wives and children (Gen. 50: 8).  The mispahah could thus contain a number of smaller, ordinary lineages or batte ab.  Assuming that the bet abot is a kinship group on this model, this difference between ordinary and maximal lineages might account for the large size of many of the batte abot.  On this reading, a small group like the "sons of Ater" (v. 16) is a smaller lineage within the larger bet abot of Hezekiah, making the full name of the group "the sons of Ater, namely of Hezekiah (lehizqiyyah)".�

	The lack of a category name for these smaller groups and the fact that only one such group is mentioned suggests, a weak kinship structure in the post-exilic community.  I say ‘weak’ because the ‘strength’ of a kinship-based society rests in its being based upon the pre-given family unit.  Smaller groups obviously existed at the time but they didn't have a well-defined status.  This would mean that the bet abot is some sort of hybrid quasi-kinship social unit and not an ‘ordinary’ maximal lineage.  Thus, in line with Smith, the comparison between the mispahah and the bet abot only takes us so far.

	It would appear also that the bet abot was not as flexible as the mispahah.  The eponym of the bet abot is used like a surname, much like the Scottish clan names.  Though members of a Scottish clan claim descent from the founder of the group, they are not necessarily able (or required) to demonstrate the genealogical link to this ancestor (except, of course, the head clansman).  Indeed the clan system whereby people identified themselves in this way is an eighteenth century development.  The important element at the time was the surname itself which marked out one clan from the next for social and political purposes.  This system of nomenclature transformed the once more fluid genealogical relationships into more rigid kinship groups.  There are only as many Scottish clans as there are clan names: the MacGregors, the MacDonalds, and Macleods, etc., and since ‘names’ cannot be divided these clans cannot split up to form new clans.  Hence, the clans simply grow in size over time.�  The mispahah, on the other hand, takes its name from the given name of the ancestor.  The mispahah, unlike the surname-clan, was thus an inherently flexible kinship grouping in that it could more easily absorb new members either via the amalgamation of two small kinship groups into a new mispahah (taking the name of a more distant ‘common’ ancestor as eponym) or, if the growth was internal, occurring at the level of say the bet abot, a large mispahah could split into two (taking the name of a more recent ‘common’ ancestor).�  

	The large size of the bet abot, on the one hand, and the absence of any socially significant group at the extended family level, on the other, suggests that the bet abot did not have the flexibility of the mispahah.  The bet abot as (in all likelihood) an exilic formation was not ‘designed’ to accommodate that kind of growth and expansion.  One could well imagine that in the immediate aftermath of deportation the exiled Jews residing in various locations in Babylonia formed new social groups (i.e. batte abot and probably named after the first leader or head) using a combination of real and fictive kinship ties in order to maintain their identity as an ethnic minority.  Having re-grouped in this way there was no need for a mechanism to incorporate new members or groups.  Boundary maintenance was probably the order of the day.  The number of batte abot so formed and named would have stayed the same and all those who belonged to a bet abot would have used the name of the founding leader in a manner analogous to the use of the Scottish clan name; that is, as a surname.  This is at any rate one way of explaining the origin, size and indivisibility of the eponymic batte abot.  Only the sons of Ater, of Hezekiah suggest a significant sub-division.  The sons of Ater seem to have established themselves as a significant social group in their own right though continuing to identify themselves as related to another (larger?) group.

How does this list identify?

	There are of course some subtle and some not so subtle variations in the list of returnees which draw our attention to how this list identifies.  To begin with, what about the groups named after a locality?  The members of the majority of these groups (in Nehemiah 7) are described as “the men of [anse] (place name)” which suggests both a post-exilic setting and an expanding community.  But why not simply create new batte abot named after an eponym?  If it was done in the exile, why not in the post-exilic setting?  Why maintain this subtle distinction between exilic and non-exilic groups (a distinction that would still obtain even if they were both considered batte abot) and yet cover up this distinction at a higher level in claiming that all these groups came from the exile?�

	The solution to these difficulties in understanding the social significance of the bet abot might be found in considering another anomaly with regard to these lists; namely, why there are exilic groups that are not batte abot.  Why do these groups not have genealogical records which link them to Israel via a bet abot when the bet abot is itself somewhat of a fiction?  Were they Babylonian converts to Judaism?  If not (and the fact that some of them were priests suggests that they were not converts), why was it so important to have a particular type of kinship connection when, according to the main criterion (being a returnee), one was considered to be an acceptable member of the assembly (as opposed to the slaves and the ‘remainees’)?  The priestly families without the right connections were not allowed to partake of the most holy food, but they were free to partake of the lesser holy food.  They were not excluded outright; they merely had to wait for the time when the high priest would consult the Urim and Thummim.�   All these groups did belong to a kinship group of one description or another but, apparently, not of a socially-significant kind.  Is it possible that they had no memory of their grandparents or great grandparents who were taken into exile?  I venture they did.  It appears, therefore, that the bet abot (or at least this particular list of batte abot) was also a mechanism of social discrimination within the community as well as a vehicle for identity maintenance.  In other words, more is involved in this list than “the determination of true Israelites”.�

	Whilst the overall and overt concern is to distinguish between the community of returnees and the “people of the land” or ‘remainees’ (and even this was not a watertight distinction as testified to in the text in positive, negative and covert terms)� in terms of descent from Israel, the means by which this is done – i.e. the bet abot – seems to serve other and perhaps conflicting purposes.  It was important to be a returnee but it was not the only important issue.  Whilst those unable to prove their descent are clearly marked off in this list, the batte abot named after a place are not distinguished in any way except by being put at the end of the list of "the Israelites."  Both groups had kinship relations but, presumably, not of the right kind.  Being able to trace one's ancestry back to the right type of group – the eponymic bet abot – was clearly as important as the larger issue of being of exilic and ‘Israelite’ descent.  My suspicion is, therefore, that this list and the kinship structures to which it refers were an essential element in the hierarchical structure of the post-exilic community.�

Why identify in this way?

	This suspicion is confirmed when we consider the only other context in Ezra-Nehemiah in which the bet abot is mentioned, namely, in connection with the “heads of the houses of the fathers”.  The following list of texts illustrates the degree to which these ‘heads’ are involved in (or are portrayed as involved in) the central events and leading affairs of the community.

Ezra 1:5	the heads are the leaders of those who respond to Cyrus' edict.

Ezra 2:68-9	the heads donate large sums of money towards the construction of the temple (parallel in Neh. 7:70-2).

Ezra 3:12	the heads are among those who remember the first temple.

Ezra 4:3	the heads respond to the charges of the "adversaries of Judah and Benjamin".

Ezra 8:1	Ezra gathers leaders "from Israel to go up with him". . . . "These are the heads of the abot and this is the genealogy of those who went up with me from Babylonia . . . ".  The list generally follows the pattern: "from the sons of [eponym], x".  Eleven of the seventeen eponyms found in Ezra 2:3-19.

Ezra 10:16	Ezra selects heads to examine the matter of mixed marriage and those who agree to divorce their foreign wives are listed according to batte abot.  Again, the pattern is "from the sons of (eponym)".  Six of the seventeen eponyms from Ezra 2:3-19 are included here.

Neh. 8:13	the heads, the priests and the Levites come to Ezra to study the Law.

Neh. 10:1ff	fourteen of the signatories to the covenant have eponymic names (!) from Ezra 2:3-19.

Neh. 11:3ff	the list of inhabitants who live in Jerusalem is but of the heads who live in Jerusalem are named as "x son of y son of z".

Neh. 12:12ff	lists the heads of the priestly and Levitical batte abot.

	These examples illustrate quite clearly that the heads had a prominent role within the post-exilic community and (as the writer of Ezra-Nehemiah would have it) worked closely with representatives of the imperial administration, namely Ezra and Nehemiah.�  The only exception to this pattern is the role played by the “elders of the Jews” in negotiating with Tattenai in the time of Darius (Ezra 5:5, 9; 6:7).  Smith suggests that the elders were the leaders of the exilic community who retained some of their leadership functions in the post-exilic period.  The heads are simply the most prominent members of the larger group of elders.�

The heads performed what could be described as legitimate community functions as the representatives of the community at a higher level.  The heads act and speak on behalf of the community they represent; their actions are the community’s actions and their interests are the interests of the community.  At no time do we observe a clash of interests save perhaps the complaint of the destitute women against their fellow Jews in Nehemiah 5.  This sort of representation is not, however, representation on the parliamentary model.  This mode of ‘representation’ serves a system of power and authority which is built right into the kinship structure.  This hierarchical structure may indeed have been integral to the batte abot but it was also capable of exploiting the community thus represented.

Conclusion

What this closer look at the list of Ezra 2 // Nehemiah 7 has disclosed is that social structures and ideologies which relate ostensibly to the interests of the community as a whole also contain hierarchical structures which may distort the community and its discourses from the inside.  Thus, the function of the list is ambivalent.  On the one hand it served to identify the community as a whole as an assembly of returnees, literally post-exilic.  On the other hand it served to distinguish between those within the community who had the right sort of exilic connection and those who didn’t.  What mattered was not exilic descent as such but descent from the right exilic family.  And then there are the enigmatic groups named after locale.  If these groups represent remainees, then the exilic-descent claim is a front for a community dominated by exilic batte abot, namely those named after an eponym.  If these ‘residential’ groups are long-established settlers the same sort of hierarchical arrangement would obtain: a community dominated by a select group of heads of eponymic bet abot (and the evidence from the rest of Ezra-Nehemiah seems to bear this out).  It is my view, therefore, that the complexity of this list mirrors the internal differentiations within this community and indeed was an integral part of its discourses of identity and legitimacy.  What was at stake in the debate about community identity - as seen for example in the ‘inter-marriage crises’ in Ezra-Nehemiah - was not simply the religious integrity and genealogical purity of the assembly but also the status and position of the heads of the batte abot.

�

Footnotes



See T. H. Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives (London / Boulder, CO: Pluto Press, 1993), pp. 54-5 for a summary of the debate between the ‘instrumentalist’ and ‘primordial’ perspectives on ethnicity.

I take these terms from P. Ricoeur, From Text to Action: Essays in Hermeneutics II (London: Athlone, 1991), pp. 84-6, but not his definition of them.

Rudolph, Ezra und Nehemia (HAT; Tübingen: Mohr, 1947), p. 13; D. J. A. Clines, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1984), pp. 44-45; H. G. M. Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah (WBC; Waco, Tx: Word, 1985), pp. 29-30.

Ezra 2:68-69 appears to be a summary of Neh. 7:69-70 [E 70-71], specifically as it relates to the numbers.  Furthermore, Ezra 2:68 contains a plus overagainst Neh. 7:70 tying it in with Ezra 1 and 3-6 in terms of content and vocabulary.  See Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, p. 34, for a summary of these arguments.

As noted earlier, Neh. 7:7 names twelve leaders versus Ezra 2:2's eleven.

To these argumnents J. Blenkinsopp, Ezra-Nehemiah (Old Testament Library; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1988), p. 83, adds the point the awkwardness of the syntax of Neh. 7:69.

Batton, Ezra and Nehemiah (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1913), pp. 71-3.  Mowinckel also argued for a late date on the basis of the thesis that the groups involved are fictionalized lineages in the vein of the ‘guilds’ of Neh. 3: S. Mowinckel, Studien zu dem Buche Ezra-Nehemiah (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1964), p. 75.

Rudolph, Ezra und Nehemia, pp. 16-20.  See H. G. M. Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah (WBC; Waco, Tx: Word, 1985), pp. 30-32 for additional arguments.

Galling, Studien, pp. 89-108.  Supported by Schultz, "Tensions" with reference to an allegedly similar situation in connection with the Eanna sanctuary.

Albright, Biblical Period from Abraham to Ezra (New York: ??), pp. 87-88, 110-11 and Blenkinsopp, Ezra-Nehemiah, p. 83.

Alt, Kleine Schriften zur Geschichte des Volkes Israel, II (München: C. H. Beck), pp. 316-37 and G. Hoelscher, Esra und Nehemia (Tuebingen: Mohr, 1923), respectively.

Weinberg cites the following lexical statistics in support of this view: the terms bet abot and abot (a shortened form of bet abot) occur six times in Joshua to 2 Kings and forty six times in Chronicles and and nineteen times in Ezra-Nehemiah.  Bet ab, on the other hand, occurs thirty five times in Joshua to 2 Kings and ten times in Chronicles and once in Ezra-Nehemiah [J. Weinberg, Citizen-Temple Community (JSOTS 151; Sheffield: JSOT Press,.1992), p. 49].

Meyer, Die Entstehung des Judentums: Eine Historische Untersuchung (Halle: Niemeyer, 1896), pp. 134-5.

According to Kippenberg’s typology the mispahah had the following characteristics: patrilineal descent; corporate ownership of the land; militia unit; common residence; right of possession passed on as inheritance; sub-divided into bet ab; mutual support; endogamous marriage; maintains religious customs and the collective memory; a unit of the tribe [H. Kippenberg, Religion und Klassenbildung im antiken Judäa:  Eine religionssoziologische Studie zum Verhältnis von Tradition und gesellschaftlichen Entwicklung (SUNT 14; second edition; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1982), pp. 25-8].

Kippenberg, Religion, pp. 23-41.

Weinberg, Citizen-Temple Community, pp. 49-62.

Smith, The Religion of the Landless: The Social Context of the Babylonian Exile (Bloomington, IN: Meyer Stone, 1989), p. 102.

See Smith, Religion, pp. 101-2.  The textual evidence outside of Ezra-Nehemiah which supports this argument is found in Numbers (P) and Chronicles where the term bet abot is confused with larger social units.  In Num. 1:4 and 17:2 the bet abot is used as a synonym of matteh ‘tribe’.  This confusion may stem from the failure of the writer to differentiate between the smaller pre-exilic bet abot and the larger post-exilic bet abot; in other words, it may be nothing more than the unintended consequence of a poor choice of name.  In 1 Chron. 15:12 the leaders (sarim) of the secondary sub-divisions within the tribe of Levi are called the “heads of the fathers’ [houses]” of Levi, whereas in 1 Chron. 6:4 the secondary subdivisions are called mispahot while the tertiary units are abot (cf. 1 Chron. 23:7-11).  These ‘mistakes’ on the part of the post-exilic writers may be no more than just a question of confusing nomenclature, to be sorted out with reference to less-confused/confusing social realities, but they also may be indicative of more substantial social ambiguities.  It is true, of course, that the difference between kinship terms used before and after the exile raises the question of what happened in the exile, but it may be that the post-exilic realities, within which this nomenclature was used, are more relevant to our inquiries, especially in view of the fact that the most important texts concerning the bet abot are post-exilic.
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There are other examples of subgroupings within the list: "the sons of Pahath-moab of the sons of Jeshua and Joab" (v. 11), "the sons of Jedaiah of the house of Jeshua" (v. 39), and "the sons of Jeshu, namely of Kadmiel of the sons of Hodevah" (v. 43).  Another view is to see the returnees as only part of exilic groups.

“The Gaels of Scotland and the Jews of Poland were two ancient communities who long escaped surnames.  Both had enjoyed communal autonomy, surviving for centuries with traditional name forms using either patronymics (such as the Jewish ‘Abraham Ben Isaac’, i.e. Abraham, son of Isaac) or personal epithets.  The famous Highland outlaw, whom English-speaking Lowlanders called Rob Roy MacGregor, c.1660-1732, was known to his own as Rob Ruadh (Red Robert) of Inversnaid.  Both Gaelic and Jewish nomenclatures fell victim to state bureaucracies in the late eighteenth century.  After the Jacobite defeat, the Scottish Highlanders were registered according to clan names which they had previously rarely used, thereby giving rise to thousands upon thousands of MacGregors, MacDonalds, and MacLeods” [N. Davies, History of Europe (Oxford: OUP, 1996), p. 169].
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If one were to take the view that the groups named after locality were also exilic, one would still have to ask why they were not organised into eponymic batte ‘abot.  Why the distinction?

Exod. 28:30, Lev. 8:8, Num. 27:21.  Williamson (Ezra, Nehemiah, p. 34) argues that they were waiting for their status to be confirmed.  The relationship between descent (fictional or otherwise) and cultic purity is not spelled out though one finds an echo of this in the intermarriage ‘crisis’ of Ezra 9 which also concerns the “seed” (the “holy seed” no less: 9:2) and cultic concerns as indicated by the use of “separate” and “abomination” (9:1).  According to Smith (Religion, pp. 145-8) the priestly concerns for pure categories reflects the concerns of a minority community which is seeking to maintain its distinct identity, ethnic and religious, via ritual and social practices which emphasize separation (badal).

Smith, Religion, p. 105.  Japhet speaks of “true Jews” [S. Japhet, “People and Land in the Restoration Period”, in G. Strecker (ed.), Das Land Israel in biblischer Zeit (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1981), pp. 113-14].

By positive terms I mean those texts which speak of those “who had joined them and separated themselves from the pollutions of the peoples of the land” (Ezra 6:21).

Johnson puts it exactly the other way around when he says that “underneath the notion of legitimacy and racial purity is the desire to express the continuity of the people of God, that is to say, the identity of the new Israel of the restoration with the old Israel of the monarchy” [M. D. Johnson, The Purpose of Biblical Genealogies (Cambridge: CUP, 2nd edn., 1969), pp. 43-4).

Their prominent position is also confirmed in Chronicles if Jehoshaphat's judicial reforms reflect post-exilic realities, for the heads are said to have given judicial duties (2 Chron. 19:8).  Indeed, the genealogies of Levi is reduced to the genealogy of heads (1 Chron. 6) which indicated for Meyer the increasing prominence of certain families between Nehemiah and the Chronicler’s time [Meyer, Entstehung, pp. 163-5].

Smith, Religion, p. 97.  The list of functions would be expanded if the heads were among the seganim and harim (Kippenberg, Religion, pp. 37-9).  The former filled local administrative positions relating to the province, including district governorships (Neh. 4:13).  See Ezra 9:2; Neh. 2:16; 12:40 for references to seganim; and Neh. 2:16; 4:8[14],13[19]; 5:7; 7:5; 13:11, 17 for seganim and harim.  Blenkinsopp (Ezra-Nehemiah, pp. 223, 252) suggests that the former were hereditary nobility (Jer. 27:20; 39:6; Is. 34:12) whereas the latter were probably regional administrators (Jer. 51:23,28,57; Ezek. 23:6,12,23).  According to Williamson (Ezra, Nehemiah, p. 191) the seganim are indistinguishable from the harim (cf. the last five references) and he concludes merely that they are leaders of the community.
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