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Jewish Identity and the Politics of Truth:

Reading the Anti-Idolatry Polemic in the Fifth Sibylline Oracle


My research interest has been to write a social history of the first six centuries of Christianity which does not have recourse to the meta-narrative of Christianization-- that is, the conventional narrative which attempts to explain how and why a small sect of Judaism came to dominate the "Roman world."
  Though the Christianization narrative as heuristic device has certainly produced a wealth of important scholarship, it is plagued by several problems.  First of all, it presupposes an essential Christianity which is reproduced unproblematically from generation to generation, at various times and in various places, without any demonstrable changes in its essence.  Related to this problem is the notion that this "essential Christianity" is "winning out" over its opponents-- most notably Jews and Pagans.  This conception has two problems.   First it ignores the diversity of Christianity, Judaism, and Paganism.
  Second, it ignores the relationships these various forms of Christianity, Judaism, and Paganism had with each other in the realms of the social, intellectual, political, and ritual.  For example, Michelle Salzman, in her recent study of the Christianization of the Roman aristocracy noted that we could just as easily make a claim for the aristocratization of Roman Christianity.  She showed that as Christianity became the official religion of Rome, it adopted aristocratic ideals and practices in order to be more acceptable to Roman elites.
  


Currently my research is focused on the Fifth Sibylline Oracle.  Sibylline Oracles were prophetic writings which were composed in Greek hexameter, mimicking the language of Homer, and were attributed to an ancient and fabled Greek prophetess.  They circulated in various parts of the ancient Graeco-Roman world, but the most famous collection of Sibylline verses was housed in Rome and was consulted regularly by the Roman senate in times of crisis.  When a fire destroyed the Roman collection in 83 B.C.E., the Romans decided to replace it.  This seems to have stimulated the production of numerous collections of Sibylline verses among the Greek-speaking inhabitants of the Roman East.
   The Egyptian Jews, who created a large body of literature in Greek, also composed Sibylline Oracles, one of which we now call  the  Fifth Sibylline Oracle-- a composite document which was probably composed around 80 C.E. by a group of Jews who incorporated traditional material which had been composed by other Jews and Greeks, and perhaps Egyptians and Persians as well.  But by the end of the second century C.E. the Fifth Sibylline Oracle was in the hands of Christians who were selectively adapting its contents for their own uses.


In my attempt to interpret this document and apply it to our understanding of the social relations between Jews, Pagans, and Christians, I have found an important resource in what may seem to be an unlikely source for an ancient historian--  Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe's 1985 book, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy.
  My intention was to find an interpretive method which was neither reductionist, that is viewing the formulation of the Sibylline Oracles as an expression, or reflection of the authors' economic and political concerns encoded in religious terminology,  nor a method that was idealist, that is seeing the composition of the oracles only in their relationship to other religious ideas without reference to the political, economic, and social concerns of the communities which composed them.  


The central point of Laclau and Mouffe's  project was to come up with a socialist strategy based not on any "dogmatic postulation of the essence of the social," but rather on the "contingency and ambiguity of every essence."
  Laclau and Mouffe were concerned with certain developments in late capitalism and western democracies following World War II which they say resulted in the "proliferation of struggles," such as feminism, the gay rights movement, and the greens, which were not always grounded in a fundamental economic class.  This concern to find a way to describe social conflict without limiting such struggle to the economic realm seemed to parallel in some ways my own research into the history of Jews and Christians in Egypt where there was also a "proliferation of struggles" among Jews, Pagans, and Christians of various economic, social, and legal standings.  

  
Laclau and Mouffe's central claim, from which their theoretical positions flow, is what they call the "impossibility of society."
  By this they do not mean that society does not exist, but rather that "society is not a valid object of discourse."
  Their argument for this position is complex, convoluted, and repetitive, but Michele Barrett suggests that the best way to understand it is to consider what Laclau and Mouffe mean by the concepts of "suture" and "difference."
  The concept of "suture," which they are borrowing from Lacan, has to do with the "sewing together" of the various elements of society where there is either division or lack.  In other words, in any structure which we wish to name "society" there will be numerous elements and subject positions which have no necessary or logical relationship to one another.  However, in order to posit them as a unity, that is to consider them to be parts of a unified  "society," it is necessary create a "sutured reality"-- one in which the elements are held together by something exterior to them and independent of any necessity or inherent logic.  Thus, following Derrida's project of deconstruction, they then believe we can set out to study the "scars" which remain from this suturing.  That is to say, whenever there is a claim that two or more social elements are a unity, the difference(s) between them will survive in spite of that claim.  Thus, there will always be the possibility of eventually subverting that very claim to unity.  Here they follow two of Paul Hirst's most important arguments: that society should be thought of in terms of aggregates rather than totalities and that the relationships between them should be thought of as contingent, rather than in terms of causality and determinacy.
  When it comes to the concept of "difference" they are also following Derrida  in rejecting the notion of absolute meaning.  In other words, they argue that there is no "ultimate fixity" of meaning in any social identity, rather the identity of each element in a social structure is established contingently within a chain of difference.  So if the relationships between social elements are contingent and if the very identity of those elements is also contingent by virtue of being established by those contingent relationships, then the limits of society can never be ultimately fixed.  


For example, as an ancient historian I  must ask if  "Egyptian Society in the Roman Period" is an appropriate object of discourse.  The use of geo-political boundaries is problematic, not least of all because such boundaries can be somewhat arbitrary.  Such geo-political boundaries cannot serve to fix social boundaries, as recent conflicts in the Balkans illustrate.  Furthermore, even within the official boundaries of the province of Egypt, there were obviously numerous people living at various social levels and in various geo-political settings, each occupying numerous possible subject positions.  Under the Ptolemies, who ruled Egypt in the centuries leading up to the Roman annexation of the province, the population of Egypt had been divided into two classes: a Greek ruling class, and an Egyptian under-class.  Most of the Jews had been counted among the Greek ruling class.  This was because the ethnic category "Greek" had little relationship to family or country of origin.  Someone could be considered Greek as long as they spoke Greek, lived in a Greek city,  and shared to some degree in Greek culture.  Under the Ptolemies, if one met these criteria he was considered Greek.  If he did not, he was considered Egyptian.   Although the Egyptians lived in "near-apartheid conditions" under the Ptolemies, Greek privilege was still relatively limited.  The Ptolemies ruled as Eastern-styled monarchs retaining ultimate control of virtually all property and tying ownership of it to military obligations.  This prevented the development of a large land-owning elite in Egypt.  But, when the Romans took control of Egypt, they deliberately sought to establish a Greek urban land-owning elite through which they could govern their new province.  In the course of doing so, they made the legal criteria for what constituted "being Greek" more restrictive, as a consequence of which most of the Jews were no longer considered Greek, but were from thence on considered to be, at least from a legal standpoint, "Egyptian."   To apply Laclau and Mouffe's position to this example, the "unity" of Greek society under the Ptolemies was only a "sutured reality."  Almost immediately upon the imposition of Roman rule the logic of inclusion by which the Jews had been counted Greek was subverted.  Similarly, it becomes obvious that Jewish identity in Egypt was not "ultimately fixed" but was contingent, and articulated by way of their relationship to others, whether they be Egyptian or Greek.  From what I have I just said, it should also be obvious that the categories "Egyptian" and "Greek" do not have an absolute meaning either, but are also articulated in terms of difference.    


Thus, Laclau and Mouffe's claim that society is open and  built on a string of contingent relationships  leads them to a new, more precise definition of the "social,"-- a concept which is distinct from society in their theory.  They refer to the "social" as an attempt to "suture" the openness of society.  In other words, the goal of social acts, including but not limited to discursive acts, is to occlude difference.  The social is an attempt to objectify the fiction of society.  Thus, social acts and statements are attempts to constitute a unified reality which makes contingent positions seem to be necessary.  For example, when a group of  Egyptian Jews in the late Hellenistic or early Roman period decided to express their perspective on idolatry, their choice of  genre itself was a social act intended to occlude difference.  Their repudiation of the iconic elements of Greek religion would have marked them as non-Greek, but their choice of the Greek prophetess and their use of Homeric language, even including using Homeric epitaphs for Zeus to describe their God,
 was an attempt to "suture" the difference between them and their Greek neighbors.  In other words, they used traditionally Greek cultural forms to constitute their own Jewish identity.  The act itself was a claim to be Greek.  Conversely, when the Alexandrian Homeric scholar, Apion, tried to oppose Jewish claims to Greek identity, he argued that they could not claim to be Greek if they did not "worship the same gods" as the Greeks.   In both cases the contingency of Jewish identity is exposed.  But what both positions accept implicitly is that there is a certain "logic" or "necessity" to the claim that Greeks deserved special privilege while Egyptians did not.  This is especially striking considering the fact that the Greeks were descendants of foreign invaders.  In this latter case, the work of the "social" is complete, that is, it remains "sutured" making an entirely contingent position seem objective.  This is especially interesting when we consider the fact that Apion himself was a "made" Alexandrian-- he was originally from the Egyptian Oasis and was not initially considered Greek, but Egyptian.
 It was his achievements in the cultural realm as a Homeric scholar which validated  his claim to Greek identity.   


To analyze what the "social" is doing and how it is doing it, Laclau and Mouffe distinguish between four concepts: articulation, discourse, moments, and elements.  They define "articulation" as "any practice establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is modified as a result of the articulatory practice."  By "moments" they mean the "differential positions, insofar as they appear articulated within a discourse."  "Elements" are "any difference that is not discursively articulated."  Finally, for them, "discourse" is the "structured totality resulting from articulatory practice."
  So, articulation is concerned with establishing the identity of various elements by (partially) fixing their meaning. Elements that have been thus identified are called "moments" by Laclau and Mouffe.  The unity or totality which results from this articulation is what they call "discourse."  As Barrett has pointed out, this does not represent a "vertigous leap into idealism."
 On the contrary, this is an attempt to obliterate the idealism/materialism polarity.  Furthermore, this does not mean that Laclau and Mouffe do not believe that the external world "exists" apart from language. Rather, it means that the various elements of the discursive world do not have any meaning apart from their place within a discursive formation.  


For example, in 38 C.E. the Alexandrian Jews were subjected to a terrible pogrom.  In the course of these events, many of the Jewish leaders were dragged into the theater and, as Philo the Jewish philosopher puts it, they were "flogged like Egyptians."
  He explains that when Alexandrians were flogged they were beaten with a "flat blade" which presumably caused less severe injuries.  While Philo says the Jews were normally flogged with the kind of lash designated for Greeks, during the pogrom the Jewish leaders were flogged with the scourge normally reserved for Egyptians.  This does not mean that various kinds of lashes could not exist apart from a discursive formation.  Nor does it discount the importance of the relative severity of the injuries inflicted by each kind of scourge.  But Philo's articulation, which no doubt mirrored  the "regularly dispersed" flogging practices  current in Egypt, shows that the choice of lash to be used on the Jewish leaders was an articulation-- that is, it was a discursive act.  The lash used and the injuries it inflicted in the pogrom had a social meaning: namely, that the Jews were Egyptians and not Greeks.  So this example shows that even elements that are physical objects, such as  scourges and wounds, become moments, that is they enter the social field, by way of articulation.  In this case, the meaning of the lashes and the wounds is fixed in an opposition which is tied to social status.  However,  the "new,"  pogrom meaning of the "Egyptian scourge" could not be related to the Alexandrian Jews in a way that could be said to be "overdetermined,"
 that is, a means by which the identity of the Jews themselves would be fixed by it, since it had not been subjected to "regular dispersion" in the Foucaultian sense."
  The identity of the Egyptians, including those persons who were of Greek or Jewish descent but failed to possess Greek culture, was probably already being fixed in part by the fact that they were repeatedly and "regularly" scourged in this manner.  What we see in the pogrom is an attempt by some Greek and Roman officials to articulate a degradation in the status of Alexandrian Jews through the act of scourging.  Thus the backs of the Alexandrian Jewish leaders became the tabula rasa for a new articulation.  Their wounds, and the manner in which they were inflicted, became part of the "discursive field."


So, for Laclau and Mouffe,  in order for the social to create "society" it must dissolve the field of difference by creating equivalence.
  They  argue that not only are the relationships between elements contingent, but the very identity of each element must also be contingent.  To create equivalence, one must say that A is the same as B.  But if A were really the same as B, it would be an identity, not an equivalence.  Thus equivalence is a way of ignoring the differences between A and B.  The problem is that the differences have only been dissolved by way of articulation, thus creating the "scar" to which Laclau and Mouffe refer.  Thus this equivalence between A and B can be subverted by articulating the differences between A and B.  This dissolving of equivalence is precisely what happened to the Egyptian Jews when the Romans took control of Egypt.  Their claim to Greek status could be subverted by pointing to the one consistent point where a Jew was different than a Greek-- the fact that the Jew did not share in the civic religion of the Greeks, but practiced a foreign religion.  But this articulation of difference is related to a larger chains of meaning.  This is because the importance of "being Greek" was relative, that is differing, under the Ptolemies and Romans who each created different meanings for the term Greek which was  understood in relationship to other identities found in texts, decrees, taxes, and, as we have seen, even whips and wounds.


So in this light, it becomes obvious that the process of articulation, whether it be the articulation of equivalence or difference, is never complete.  It is this lack of completion which creates room for antagonism.  This is why Laclau and Mouffe say that antagonism is "the experience of the limit of all objectivity."
  In other words, if social acts are intended to posit a certain "objectivity" to "society," antagonism is the experience of incongruities and contingencies in "society."  Hegemony then, according to Laclau and Mouffe, is "a space in which a whole conception of the social based upon intelligibility . . . reduces its distinct moments to the interiority of a closed paradigm."
  That is, hegemony is the act of reducing the limitless possibilities for social identities and relations to a final "that's just the way things are."  It never occurred to Philo, the Jewish-Alexandrian philosopher, at least as far as we know, to question why Egyptians should be scourged in a more degrading fashion than Greeks.  Nor did it ever occur to him to question the practice of flogging itself.  Hegemony had done its work.  But  under Roman rule, with the new status the Romans gave to the category of "Greek," the antagonism that had previously been only potential, surfaced in the Greek's claim that the Jews could not be considered Greek.  So the main function of the "traditional" material in the Fifth Sibylline Oracle was to "re-suture" this tear in the conception of Greek society.  But the Jewish editors of the Fifth Sibylline Oracle had to do this without totally eliding their own Jewish identity.  In other words, they wanted to maintain their claim to be Greek without compromising at the very point in which they were most vulnerable-- their monotheistic religion.


It as at this point that the theoretical framework of Laclau and Mouffe provides an important and fruitful way of analyzing the Fifth Sibylline Oracle.  I can illustrate this briefly by looking at the anti-idolatry polemic in the oracle.  There are two main passages in which the Sibyl is made to denounce idolatry-- both of which belong to the "traditional" Jewish material in the Fifth Sibylline Oracle.  In the first passage, idolatry is condemned in terms which basically recapitulate the polemic of  the Hebrew prophet Isaiah.
  The Sibyllists argue that it is foolish to worship idols since they are just lifeless stones which cannot think, hear, or speak.  The second passage calls on the readers to forsake the worship of idols and pay attention to the "one begetter, God."  If people do not heed this warning, the Sibyl promises great ecological disaster which will result in  a devastating famine.  Commentators have quickly skimmed over these passages finding little in them of historical value.  On the one hand they are dismissed as basically clichéd formulas which just replicate Isaiah's argument.
  On the other, they are dismissed as a mere expression of Jewish alienation-- that is, as an expression of the Jewish resentment of the Greeks and Romans expressed in religious terms.  But I would argue that neither position exhausts their meaning.


What previous scholars have missed is the fact that in both of the anti-idolatry passages the idolatrous practices the authors have in mind are specified.  In the first passage the authors go on from their clichéd recapitulation of Isaiah to condemn beastiolatry-- that is, the worship of animals.
  Beastiolatry was considered by the ancient authors to be a unique and stereotypical characteristic of Egyptian religion.  In the second passage the Sibyllists are even more explicit.  They tell readers to turn from the worship of mortal things, which they specify as "dogs and vultures-- things which Egypt taught (people) to worship."  So the anti-idolatry polemic is not necessarily directed against paganism generally, but against Egyptian religion specifically.  In fact, when the Greeks are mentioned in the traditional material, it is with the hope that they will convert to Judaism.


Thus, the anti-idolatry polemic is not an expression of Jewish alienation, rather it is an expression of a Jewish-Greek identity.  It provides a way for the Jews to conceive of themselves as Greek while not forsaking their own identity as Jews.  The use of  Isaiah is an articulation of equivalence with Judaism.  Here the Sibyl is made to concur with a common body of Jewish discourse, thus demonstrating that there is no conflict between Judaism and Hellenism while still not giving up Jewish cultural distinctiveness.  The denunciation of idolatry, by remaining in clichéd terms, prevents the Sibyl from really engaging contemporary paganism in a serious dialogue.  She does not attack some of the more popular developments in paganism such as theocrasy and monism-- conceptions which conflated the polytheistic gods of various cultures into one divine principle-- a position with which the "traditional material" is actually rather consonant. By making the Sibyl direct her attack against  Egyptian worship practices, the composers of the Fifth Sibylline Oracle  could distance the Jews from the Egyptians while attacking paganism in the form which other pagans recognized as its most base form-- beastiolatry.  In other words, while people like Apion could claim the Jews were not Greek since they didn't worship the same gods as the Greeks, the Sibyllists reverse the argument, claiming the Jews could not be Egyptian since they did not worship the same gods as the Egyptians.  By directing their invective against the Egyptians they were also able to subvert paganism in a form which most Greeks and Romans considered debased.  


For example, Cassius Dio, a Pagan historian who wrote in Greek, reports that when Octavian first visited Egypt the local residents invited him to tour the temple of Apis-- the Egyptian bull god.  Octavian refused with the quip "I am in the habit of worshipping gods, not cattle."  Juvenal, the Latin satirist, also lampoons Egyptian religion because the Egyptians worshipped crocodiles, ibises, and a "golden image of a sacred monkey."   He, probably tongue-in-cheek, laments the fact that in Egypt there are "whole towns worshipping a dog, but no one worships Diana."  He also ridicules the Egyptian tendency to worship plants by saying that Egypt is a nation where "gods are born in gardens" and  it is "a sin to violate a leek or an onion."  Tacitus, a Latin historian, is similarly dismissive. He describes Egypt as a place filled with a restless, licentious, and superstitious populace, ignorant of laws and uncivilized.
  So the Sibyl's anti-idolatry polemic, which was really an attack on Egyptian religion, would have been consonant with the views of many Pagans.


Thus the advantage of Laclau and Mouffe's theory for me as a social historian has been to give me a way to understand the composition of the Fifth Sibylline Oracle as a social act.  As an example I have shown that the anti-idolatry polemic, rather than merely being a recapitulation of a biblical text or a reflection of alienation, is actually an attempt to articulate a social identity for the Egyptian Jews.  But, as the examples I have used throughout this paper show, this is not an exercise in idealism-- that is, divorcing ideas from material circumstances.  On the contrary, the identity question for the Jews was intimately connected with political, economic, and legal issues.  Furthermore, my analysis has also pointed out the contingent nature of identity in the ancient world.  


This brings me back to my original problem.  How can I write a social history of the relations between Jews, Pagans, and Christians without resorting to a narrative of Christianization which depends on a fixed meaning for every identity and the concept of a closed society?  This can be done by first asserting the impossibility of society and then by refusing to accept the absolute meaning or fixity of any identity.  Having accepted these two negative positions, it is then possible to view each moment of the discursive formations before us as contingent and thus attempt to  explain the significance of each articulatory act.  This is an approach which not only "reads" texts, but reads systems of taxation, legal declarations, bureaucracies, scourges-- any element can be studied to determine its relation within a discursive formation.  It also has the advantage of insisting that none of these articulated moments should be viewed in isolation, but should be viewed in relationship to other elements.  Finally, none of these elements should be overemphasized, but should be analyzed, to the degree that it is possible, as to the regularity of the dispersion of each identity.  
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