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Theory and Methodology in Ancient Religions – Book Review

Author: Christopher Garwood (1102458)
Due Date: 24 May 2018

Book Review: Mark S. Smith. The Origins of Biblical Monotheism: Israel’s Polytheistic Background and the Ugaritic Texts. New York: Oxford University Press, 2001.


The origins of a belief in one God is a topic that continues to generate interest and debate.  In his work of the origins of monotheism in the bible, Mark Smith considers the polytheistic background of Israel in conjunction with the Ugaritic texts.  Broadly, he addresses what might be meant by divinity in an attempt to link the ideas of many deities to the development of Yahweh, the single deity of what might be termed a post-polytheistic Israel. The book is very detailed and reflects a considerable level of scholarship.  
Smith’s study fills a gap in current literature in relation to the study of the emergence of monotheism vis-à-vis the Bible from an earlier Israelite and Ugaritic polytheistic environment.  Smith intends to address questions around what needs did biblical monotheism address at the time of its emergence that existing polytheistic beliefs could not.  He uses the Ugaritic texts to develop a framework of understanding of deities and the corresponding structures of belief in them to compare with the Biblical texts in order to develop his ideas about a single god for the Israelis.  
Smith structures his work into three sections.  The first section deals with the structures of divinity.  In this section, he focuses on such things as divine council but also divine family and it with these sections that the connections among various polytheistic system in the Near East can begin to be compared in Smith’s work.  He concludes this section by considering that “The Ugaritic texts provide a massive strategy for articulating cohesion and unity in religious reality” (p. 79).
The second section examines the characteristics of divinity.  This section is shorter than the other two and focuses on the physical traits of deities as described in ancient texts.  He traces issues around both physical characteristics of deities but also issues around anthropomorphism and sexual assignment of deities.  As with the first section, this section looks at those elements of divinity that allow for a comparative framework in which to focus on the Israeli development of monotheism.
The final section investigates the origins of monotheism in the bible.  In this section, the reader is introduced in more detail to the deity Yahweh within the context of polytheism. The section concludes with an examination of the Book of Isaiah and the concept of monotheism.  This example of Isaiah is an important one as Smith notes that it is in this work that “Yahweh becomes more than the god above all other gods: the existence of other gods is denied” as “the putative stupidity of cultic devotion to their images” disappears (p. 179).
Smith’s overarching theme in this work appears to be that the idea of a single deity, or monotheism, developed out of an original polytheistic environment that was subjected to a variety of factors but included a notion of unity of a divine family.  His principal focus is the collection of texts found at Ugarit.  The importance of these texts to Smith’s developing argument is clear and their importance is demonstrated in several places including the chapter on divine relationships.  Smith notes that “Ugaritic polytheism probably offered its adherents a far more integrated vision of reality than its modern students have ever imagined” (p.80).  The initial discussion around the issues of comparing and contrasting the terms monotheism and polytheism are well articulated (p. 10-14) with monotheism commanding greater investigation as a term in Chapter Eight (p.151-155).  
While the author does draw various points back to the notion of the development of belief in a single god, it does not always seem to be a smooth transition.  For example, Chapter Six details the thoughts of Frazer with respect to dying and rising gods and while the there are undoubtedly some connections, this chapter does not convincingly link its purpose with the development of the overarching argument of Smith until perhaps the end of the chapter.  This particular chapter could have benefitted from a similar approach to the preceding chapter in developing the connections with Yahweh early on.  
However, Smith is also compelling in his analysis of the development of Yahweh from El in Chapter Seven or if not a development then an interaction between the two from the perspective of worshipers.  The question of whether El was the original god if Israel is posed but no definite answer is given; rather a number of possible scenarios in which El could have been the original Israeli god (p. 143-144).  From this, Smith’s move to the actual origins of monotheism in the Bible and it is here that the development to single god becomes clear.  Smith’s statement around the “changing social dynamics in this period” (p.164) lead well into his assessment of the singleness of a divine family transforming into a single divine entity.
Smith does point out correctly that there are some instances when textual information is not enough to validate certain points and that some ideas are speculative.  It is not clear from his assessments if there is any possible supporting or validating evidence from archaeology in the form on non-textual artefacts.  Perhaps given the subtitle of the work such additional materials should not be expected.
Smith delves deeply into linguistic considerations which, while relevant, make the work difficult to follow in places.  Some of the discussions around specific words do feel as though they may be better suited to separate publications.  Although the text is dense in some places, it is readable.  The structure helps with reading and the chapters within the three sections are short which allows for ease of comprehension.  As well, the ordering of the issues allows for the recognition of a progression of thought with respect to the emergence of a single God.  The end notes are extensive but there is not structured bibliography which makes organising further reading on this and tangential topics difficult.
Smith’s contribution to the study on ancient religions generally and to the emergence of a single God from a context of polytheism is important and insightful.  Indeed, one of the work’s strengths is presenting options for interpretation to the reader while simultaneously putting forward the author’s own opinion.  The evolution he demonstrates is compelling and although there may be some issues around some persistent gaps, which may never be filled, the questions he poses at the beginning in terms of the source of Biblical monotheism are addressed.  The focus and discussion of linguistic evidence is important but does contribute to a general slowness in terms of readability.  There were sections were the text appeared to veer from the main point but were in the main brought back to point.  
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