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A Marxist View of Biblical History 

Daniel J. Bukowski 
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Kemper Financial Services, Inc. 

The purpose of this text is not to prove or disprove any 

specific view of Biblical History. Instead, what we merely wish 

to present here is an illustration of how economic theory may aid 

in the interpretation of a specific episode in Old Testament 

History. Namely, we wish to demonstrate how the concept of 

"historical materialism", as developed by Karl Marx, may be 

applied to the biblical episode of the Israelite conquest of 

Canaan circa 1000 - 1200 BC. 

First we will describe the most prevalent interpretation of 

the conquest. Next we will show some conflicting evidence. 

Finally we will describe a Marxist version, whereby we will 

present an interpretation in which the conquest will be coached 

in terms of a class struggle. This seems to deal more fluidly 

with the evidence. 

All quotations of Biblical verses will come from the Oxford 

Revised English Bible. The views expressed herein do not 

necessarily reflect the beliefs of the author. 

The Conquest Model: 

The conquest model depicts an Israelite military conquest of 

Canaan. This is the twelve tribe invasion and seizure of Canaan 

as described in Joshua 1 - 12. Briefly, when one reads the text, 

one pictures a nomadic people who escape from slavery in Egypt, 

journey through the wilderness, cross the River Jordan and embark 

on a series of victorious assaults against the Canaanite 

population. They then proceed to divide and settle the land 

unopposed. Num 33:50-56 recalls the command of God to Moses for 

the Israelites to do just so. Josh 10:40-43 and Josh 11 describe 

the conquest as complete (to wit, v23 "Joshua took the whole 

land, fulfilling all the commands that the Lord had laid on 

Moses; he assigned it to Israel, allotting to each tribe its 

share. Then the land was at peace."). 
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Let us now consider archeological evidence . First, evidence 

does show widespread destruction of Canaanite cities around 1200 

BC, roughly the time when the conquest occurred. Second, at the 

sites of destroyed cities, there was a replacement in the type of 

civilization towards that associated with the Israelites, one 

containing a lower material standard of living. 

However, the archeological evidence is far from unanimous in 

supporting the conquest model . First, many cities were not 

destroyed at this time, including Jerusalem, Gibeon and Gezer. 

In fact, it does not appear that Gibeon yet existed, casting 

further doubt on Israel's treaty with the Gibeonites. The 

destruction of Hezor, meanwhile, bodes well for the biblical 

account, particularly in Josh 11, but conflicts with that in Judg 

4, in which it is yet standing and ruled by king Jabin. 

Other archeological evidence relates to the important 

settlements of Jericho and Ai. Current archeological evidence 

depicts the settlement at this time at Jericho, if it were 

occupied at all, to be a small, unwalled village or, at most, a 

small fort. The city of Ai, meanwhile, at the time of the 

conquest appears to have been uninhabited for centuries. One 

explanation put forth has been that the Biblical recorder has 

confused the conquests of Ai and Bethel, but then we are left 

with conflicts between the conquest of Ai in Josh 8 and Bethel in 

Judg 1. 

A few more comments before we leave archeology. First, 

nothing has been found that yet identifies the party that caused 

the destruction of the cities or even if, in fact, they were 

caused militarily as opposed to some other calamity (fire?). 

Second, a point made by the Cambridge Ancient History is that, 

although it appears that the Canaanite civilization of the day 

was replaced by one with a lower material standard of living, no 

evidence has been found that a new ethnic_group came to power. 

This is a point we shall refer to later. 

While Josh 1 - 12 depicts a speedy and total occupation, 

note that even here the military activity is exclusively confined 



r 

r 

( 

l 
l 
l 

l 
I 
k 
l 
l 
L 
L 
L 

Page 3 of 8 

to the area of the tribe of Benjamin with forays into Naphtali 

and Judah. The majority of the territory is not considered. 
Additionally, numerous references demonstrate that the conquest 

was far from complete at the time of Joshua's death (Deut 7:22, 

Josh 11:13, 13:1-7, 15:63, 17:11-13, Judg 2:21-22, 3:1-6). When 

we contrast the picture presented in Josh 1-12 with the picture 

in Judges, we find an account of a long struggle. Josh 12:7-24 

presents a list of kings defeated by the Israelites. We note 

that many of these kings ruled cities which remained unconquered 

until the reign of David. 

The Social Revolution Model: 
Thus, we are left with the story of a nomadic tribe rapidly 

conquering a region militarily. Yet, even within the source of 

the thesis, the Bible, there are many inconsistencies. The 
archeological record also contains many points of objection. Let 

us now turn to an alternative explanation, one that incorporates 

military conquests, yet does not rely solely on military 

conquest, which seems more in accord with many of the 

inconsistencies noted above. This model is in line with Marxist 

theory in that it classifies the conquest as a class struggle, a 

social revolution. 
We first note the contrast in the paths of migration between 

Num 21 and 33. This leads both the Encyclopedia of Judaica and 

the World History of the Jewish People to conclude that, as 

opposed to there being one migration of all Israel, namely the 

Exodus from Egypt, the Israelites entered Canaan in waves of 

migration. In any case, this disallows the assumption of all of 

Israel as entering Canann with the Exodus. The Cambridge Ancient 

History goes further in claiming that only the tribe of Joseph, 

e.g. Judah, emigrated to Egypt and was the only tribe to enter 

Canaan via force. Recall that in Gen 34 Israel is peacefully 
living in Canaan before Joseph emigrates to Egypt. 

There are frequent mentions in the Bible of kin relations 

between the Israelites and the Canaanites. Num 25:1-9 mention 
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that, within the the lifetime of Moses, Israelites were marrying 

Moabite women. Judg 3:5-6 mentions Israelites living among and 

marrying Canaanites. While Num 26:28-30 lists both the 

Gileadites and Ephraimites as Josephites, Judg 12 lists the 

Ephramites as escapees of the Gileadites. Moreover, during their 

escape, the Gileadites identified the fleeing Ephramites {so as 

to kill them to prevent escape) by their inability to pronounce 

"shibboleth" {v5-6), emphasizing how different the tribes had 

grown. 

Nwn 26:29-34 identifies Hepher and Tirzah as belonging to 

the tribe of Manasseh. Josh 12:7-24 lists them among the kings 

slain by Joshua. Josh 17:1-4 depicts how these clans were 

allowed to ·become Israelite clans. We are also presented with 

Canaanites converting to Israelites in Nwn 21:27-31 {Sihon the 

Amorite), Josh 2, 6:22-25 {Rehab and her clan), and groups in 

Judg 1:22-26 and Gen 38. 

Finally, Num 11:4 refers to the group in the Exodus from 

Egypt as "a mixed company of strangers". Thus, all in all, the 

Biblical record does not reject an interpretation of the tribes 

conquering Canaan as unrelated on the basis of kinship, and not 

all having been slaves in Egypt. In fact, it appears that the 

bonds of kinship between the Israelites and Canaanites were not 

distinct, and that some of the Israelites remained in Canaan 

while the House of Joseph was in Egypt. In fact, the 

Encyclopedia of Judaica notes that Egyptian sources place the 

Israelite tribes of Issachar and Asher within Canaan during the 

time when Israel was in slavery. Thus, we may proceed with 

kinship not being the definitional difference between the 

Israelites and Canaanites and must present an alternative. 

In turning to the economic situation in Canaan, we note that 

it was characterized by an Asiatic mode of production. This 

contained many city/states with heavy taxation .of the populace in 

which the wealth of the few was built by a broad base of virtual 

serfdom of the many. There was no middle class. 
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There are many Biblical examples of the continual civil 

strife in Canaan during this period (note Josh 10:1-5, Judg 9). 

In fact, the Amarna letters demonstrate that the various 

city/states were almost continually at war. One of the favored 

techniques was to starve the enemies' populace by denying access 

to harvest their crops, thereby attempting to incite rebellion in 

the enemy's camp. In all, the lower classes were left to bear 

the brunt of the economic/military situation. 

To those familiar with the Amarna letters, we are not 

referring to the erroneous identification of the Hebrews with the 

Apiru (Habiru) · and the claims that these refer to the Israelite 

conquest of Canaan. These letters refer to an earlier time, with 

no real reference to any major violence occurring. Instead, we 

incorporate these texts to establish the civilization of Canaan 

at the time. 

When referring to Apiru, we are not referring to an ethnic 

group, but to a social class. This is a low social class which 

has renounced any obligation to society. In times closer to 

ours, Robin Hood and his band would be a representation. In 

Biblical times, David became an Apiru when fleeing Saul, as 

depicted in 1Sam22. The Apiru would band together as a group of 

freebooters or serve someone else as slaves or mercenaries. The 

World History of the Jewish People notes that Ramses II used 

Apiru labor (along with the Hebrews of the Exodus), and also 

mentions the simultaneous trouble with marauding tribes in 

Canaan. 

To further identify the conquest with a class struggle, we 

need to consider the aspect of Israelite religion which would 

appeal to the underclass. We previously developed that the bonds 

of the Israelites may not have been due to kinship. Now we will 

consider the economic aspects of the religion which would appeal 

to the underclass. 

Canaanite religion was a religion based upon the city/state 

and the fertility cult. In Yahwehism we are faced with a single, 

non-human overlord. We find a religion in which the community 
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transcends the tribe, to God alone is given the land, power and 

military leadership. There is no divine authority underlying the 

Canaanite political institutions, and only later does the 

Israelite kingship appear. 
Next, the Covenant Law represents something new to Canaan as 

well, in that it grants concern to the slave and non-citizen, the 

underclass. In this way, the harsh realities of slavery are 

somewhat softened for, at the time, slavery was most commonly the 

result of: (i) prisoners of war, (ii) inability to pay debts or 

(iii) selling oneself or one's offspring into slavery due to 

inability to support oneself or one's family. The Covenant Law 

softened the treatment of slaves. 

Finally, by placing the community over the tribe, by placing 

Yahweh above the tribal gods, internal peace was promoted. As 

noted previously, the hardship of constant war also fell 

primarily on the underclass. Thus this, too, would be appealing 

to the underclass. 

To further stress the alliance of the Israelites with 

underclass, note that within the Bible there is not a dichotomy 

between the villager and the shepherd. Note the brothers, Cain 

and Abel, or the family of Jacob and his sons. Instead, the 

contrast appears to be city/state against city/state, or city 

against villager as the elite, from the city, war with one 

another. Moreover, the reliance on miracles in the desert during 

the Exodus serves to further demonstrate the lack of comfort of 

the early Israelites with a completely nomadic lifestyle. 

Thus, it becomes tenable to place the early Isralites both 

within Egypt prior to the Exodus and within Canaan. In both 

cases, an identification of the Hebrews with the Habiru becomes 

tenable, though the identification need not be perfect. We also 

noted that the bonds of the tribes do not appear to be bonds of 

kinship, and thus become bonds of religious beliefs. Finally, to 

close the circle, we note that these religious beliefs would have 

a strong appeal to the underclass. The class we are concerned 

with. The class we identify as precipitating the class struggle. 
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Turning to Biblical evidence which supports the thesis, we 

begin by noting the anarchistic tendencies of the Hebrews, which 

would be ascribed to a confederation of tribes bound together by 

social class/religious belief. Judg 21:25 and IKings12:16 both 

contain an anarchistic bent, while the second may even imply a 

lack of kinship. 
Note that initially the tribe of Israel was weak for they 

decided to bypass the kingdoms of Moab and Edom while wandering 

in the desert before entering Canaan. Yet Balaam, king of Moab, 

resorts to a curse against Israel instead of a military attack 

(Num24). While there are several explanations, fear of a peasant 

uprising inspired by the Israelites would be one. 

The above would also be in line with the earlier observation 

that Josh12 only lists defeated kings, which does not necessarily 

mean that the populace was destroyed. This is also in accord 

with the earlier mention that, while the established culture was 

replaced with one less affluent materially, there is no evidence 

as to a change in ethnicity. This would not conflict with the 

theory of a peasant uprising. 

Nor does our thesis conflict with much of the Bible. In 

fact, much of it is based upon a more fluid method of dealing 

with conflicts already noted. Recall our previous mention that 

Yahwehism represented something different than the tribal 

religions and gods prevalent within Canaan. With this in mind 

and the weakness of Israel initially, contrast the strength with 

which Yahweh is identified as the Lord God of Israel in Josh24 

with Ex3 and Ex6, where God is identified as the God of the 

forefathers. In fact, while they were weak, God was identified 

as the God of the forefathers, something more akin to a tribal 

god, than the identification in Josh 24. 

Finally, the above thesis does not answer the "chicken or 

egg" question as to which appeared first, the social dynamics or 

the religious system. However, it does reject any Ourkheimian 

notion of the sociology of religion, whereby the religion acts 

simply to personify the spirit of the community. Instead, the 
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social revolutionary model demonstrates how a materialistic 

interpretation can lend a new possibility for the socialogy of 

religion by demonstrating that the power of e~onomics, the 

"invisible hand", can lend itself to the power of religion. 




