This review of Shaye Cohen’s first chapter of his book ‘From the Maccabees to the Mishnah’ aims to evaluate the content of the first chapter and analyse the relevance of its content in both its academic discussion and its place in wider scholarship of its times. The review will analyse if Cohen discusses all the points raised his thesis and if the discussions had been fully developed perspectives, and why they may be lacking in some areas. This review will therefore consider the historical relevance of the points discussed, analyse the use of sources and evidence within the chapter, as well as the overall relevance and importance of Cohens discussions to wider scholarly discussions.

Cohen himself clearly set outs his aims at the very beginning of is chapter, where he states the main concerns of the chapter are to pinpoint Judaism’s major ideas, define its silent practices, and to interpret its coalescing patterns to Israelite society and religion[footnoteRef:1]. These terms seem to be general discussion which he intends to address, and do not establish the breakdown and organisation of his argument. Instead Cohen states that he will provide a chronological account of Judaic history, interweaving theological and religious debates into the chapter itself. These act as the more focused themes through which Cohen focuses his argument and are presented as chronology, issues surround periodisation, pre-exilic and second temple Judaism and discussions of unity and diversity. [1:  Cohen. 1987. 13] 


Cohen gives precise dates for the events discussed making the material accessible to those who are reading on Judaism for the first time, and explains the categorisation and usage of BCE and CE, which helps the reader establish a dating system that is separate from a Christian perspective[footnoteRef:2]. There is however a lack of direct sourcing throughout the article, with the few given often being religious texts or authors, who are only named or loosely referenced[footnoteRef:3].This lack of sourcing direct excerpts from the tests appears to be a theme of religious scholarship, and should therefore not be viewed as abnormal within its wider scholarly position[footnoteRef:4], however not all religious scholarship sticks to these confides, as Himmelfarb[footnoteRef:5] references both modern and ancient directly throughout their article. Cohen does address his lack of bibliographic sighting, so the decision is clearly not made to hinder its readers understanding[footnoteRef:6]. [2:  Cohen. 1987. 13.]  [3:  Ibid]  [4:  Grabbe. 2010. 17.]  [5:  Himmelfarb. 1998.]  [6:  Cohen. 1987. ix-xii.] 


Throughout the chronological discussions of the article Cohen appears to analyse Jewish history subjectively. One example of this, is the identification of Ezra and Nehemiah’s “activities” as the “most important achievement” of the Persian period[footnoteRef:7].  Due to the lack of direct evidence given for this evaluation, this can appear subjective as a claim. However, when further researched, this importance is linked to both the book of Ezra recording the building of the Temple in Jerusalem, marking the beginning of the second temple era[footnoteRef:8], as well as the changes and restrictions Ezra himself added to Jewish social life and marriage[footnoteRef:9]. Despite Cohens argument being well founded and having supporting evidence, the lack of attention given to this evidence ultimately weakens his argument to a reader unfamiliar with Jewish history and figures. This is notable later in the article as well Cohen often states the thoughts and feelings of the ancient Jewish communities he is describing, without giving formal evidence of these insights[footnoteRef:10]. It is likely that Cohen’s statements are grounded in some form of evidence, but his lack of bibliography can make such statements doubtful.  [7:  Cohen. 1987. 14.]  [8:  Vanderkam. 2001. 3.]  [9:  Vanderkam. 2001. 4.]  [10:  Cohen. 1987. 14; (16. “supported them wholeheartedly”, “felt insecure about his rule”).] 


Similar issues of lacking historical evidence within Cohen’s chronology are seen throughout the article, although he does often give dates for time periods, wars or important political rulers[footnoteRef:11]. This lick of direct evidence is not prevalent in all religious scholarship, Himmelfarb[footnoteRef:12] offers an analysis of Maccabees 2 through both a social and historical evidence. However, Cohen’s lack of bibliographic references for the texts used is likely a side effect of his interest in identifying major ideas and texts within ancient Judaic communities for theological discussions, rather than for a historiographical one. This focus on religious discussion over a full chronology creates gaps within the timeline Cohen creates. The most notable omissions the destruction of the first temple in the sixth century BCE[footnoteRef:13] by the Assyrian King Nebuchadnezzar[footnoteRef:14]. It is possible that this event, as well as much of the beginning of the second temple era are removed from the chronology, as they retract from the discussions that Cohen wishes to adress. However, it is most likely due to the fact that this chapter is introductory in nature and that these subjects are discussed in more detail later[footnoteRef:15] [11:  Cohen. 1987. 14; 17; 26.]  [12:  1998. 21.]  [13:  Sicker. 2007. 71.]  [14:  Grabbe. 2010. 23.]  [15:  Cohen 1987. 14.] 


Cohens discussion surrounding issues of periodisation, particularly the ‘Hellenistic’ period is nuanced and highly informative[footnoteRef:16]. Here Cohen states the problematic definition of the term, highlighting that different cultural groups identify the Hellenistic periods using different dates and cultural events. This allows the reader to understandi why the implementation period defined by an external group is problematic for determining Jewish history, as it doesn’t account for internal cultural events. Despite this discussion, Cohen fails to establish exactly which version he uses for the rest of the article. Although as the Jewish version is mentioned last, and is the most pertinent to the discussions of the article, the reader would have to presume this is the one being referenced. Despite Cohen’s own use of periodisation within the article being unclear, the criticisms are unlike other discussion seen within scholarship of the time. Issues surrounding the periodisation of Jewish history are more commonly found in the most recent scholarship[footnoteRef:17], so Cohens discussions here are clearly significant and the indicate greater importance of this chapter within its scholarly surroundings. [16:  Ibid]  [17:  Honigman. 2014. 86.] 




Cohen’s discussions of the diaspora’s reflection in Israelite society and community, perfectly fits within his discussions of unity and diversity of Jewish communities. Cohen clearly explains the religious changes linked to the diaspora became an integral part of post exilic Judaism[footnoteRef:18]. Cohen describes how the diaspora, rather than hindering Jewish identity, inspired the production of a rich literary tradition, that unified Jewish communities despite their separation[footnoteRef:19]. Cohen aptly emphasises how the relationship between Israelite religion and society is demonstrated through literary and cultural outputs[footnoteRef:20]. This relationship between region and cultural changes is also made clear int the etymological discussion of the term “rabbi” and it changes meaning on Jewish religion becomes de-centralised[footnoteRef:21]. [18:  Cohen. 1987. 15.]  [19:  Cohen. 1987. 17.]  [20:  Cohen. 1987.18.]  [21:  Ibid.] 


This is not to say that Cohen’s representations of Jewish culture and religion are infallible. Often the language used is rooted within hindsight, with terms such as “nationalist” being used to describe the Maccabees and “imperial” for the Romans[footnoteRef:22]. These terms are not fully applicable as, during the period Cohen discusses, Rome is not yet an Empire, but a republic[footnoteRef:23], and the Maccabees, although clearly proud of being a Judaic state, shouldn’t be described as nationalistic without full explanations, as the term is a modern idiom created to describe groups of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries[footnoteRef:24], not pre-exilic Judah. There are also some descriptions of the changes structure the diaspora created when Jews returned to Babylonia, however these terms are not fully explained, and can seem confusion to those who do not understand the application of the term’s “tribe” and “clan” within Judaic communities[footnoteRef:25]. [22:  Cohen. 1987. 16.]  [23:  Alston. 2015. 244. The emperor was established by the victory of Augustus’ Triumvirate in 27 B.C.E.]  [24:  Rich. 1970.]  [25:  Cohen. 1987. 21] 


Cohen is clearly focused on religious and theological debates within this chapter. Discussions into the political and social changes to faith are well discussed and thought out. Cohen lacks this detail when considering the historical chronology of Judaism. There is little direct referencing to ancient or modern sources for evidence, which makes the chapter appear as opinions rather than a scholarly discussion of a history. However, in later editions of the book Cohen acknowledges this lack of direct referencing and amends it where necessary or explains his reasons for their exclusion[footnoteRef:26]. There are relevant, pertinent and valuable theological and religious discussions concerning periodisation, addressing the confusion and insensitivities caused by the use of these terms.  Cohen’s revision of periodisation is not fully incorporated within the chapter, although this is likely due to this being an introductory chapter of the book, rather than an exhaustive analysis of these issues. There is a clear focus on religious documentation, particularly 1 and 2 Maccabees, however, they are not referenced directly, nor are the biases and perspectives of these sources taken into account. Overall Cohen produced a detailed discussion on the religious and theological debates of Judaic history, but does not provide a full and detailed history of the first and second Temple eras, however he manages to discuss all of his key concern of the chapter, with only minor issues within these arguments. [26:  Cohen. 1987. ix-xii. (second edition, 2005 print)] 
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