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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

Technology and Culture

Technology and technological innovations have long been rec-
ognized as major contributors to the development of social and
cultural systems and have tended to be closely related to cru-
cial turning points in human history. For example, the devel-
opment of food-producing technology during the ‘Neolithic
Revolution’ in the ancient Near East has been called ‘the most
fundamental of all human technological breakthroughs’ (e.g.,
Bernard and Pelto, 1972:317). After this technology was
embraced, a chain-reaction of other technological develop-
ments followed in rapid succession—the invention of the
wheel, the development of metallurgy and systems of writing,
and succeeding innovations that contributed to the evolution
of human culture. Accompanying these developments were
increase in populations, the establishment of city-states, and
eventually the founding of empires. Also interacting with
technological changes in these processes were shifts in ideol-
ogy and political and economic systems. New institutions were
established, and customs, traditions, and ways of thinking and
perceiving the world were altered.! During the twentieth
century, the impact of new technologies on social and culture
change has been so great that it has prompted a number of
studies that express fear that technological advances are out
of control (e.g., Ellul, 1964; Dubos, 1965; 1968; Mumford,
1967).

1 For a more comprehensive discussion of the interrelationship
between technology and culture change see, e.g., Bernard and
Pelto, 1972.
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Technology also affects human symbol systems, which in
turn contribute further to culture change. Since technologies
are a major factor in the way people think and feel about
themselves and others and about the world around them, the
particular technologies used in a given culture determine in
part the ways in which people relate to one another and to
their social and natural environments. Essentially, technology
mediates between human beings and their world. This inter-
relationship among human beings, technology, and environ-
ment affects the way we think and thus the way we commu-
nicate meaning. In fact, many of the dominant or key symbols
in cultures throughout the world are technological symbols. In
an important study on key symbols, Sherry Ortner has noted:

In mechanized society... one root metaphor for the social
process is the machine, and in recent times the computer
represents a crucial modification upon this root metaphor.
But the social is not the only aspect of experience which root-
metaphor type symbols are used to illuminate; for example,
much of greater Indo-Tibetan cosmology... is developed on
analogy with the quite simple image of the wheel. (Ortner,
1973:1341)

In a recent study on the relationship of the computer to
Western culture, J. David Bolter (1984:8-12) refers to tech-
nologies with cultural symbolic value as ‘defining technolo-
gies’. Of defining technologies, Bolter says:

... the technology of any age provides an attractive window
through which thinkers can view both their physical and
metaphysical worlds... Very often a device will take on a
metaphoric significance and be compared in art and philos-
ophy to some part of the animate or inanimate world... a
defining technology develops links, metaphorical or other-
wise, with a culture’s science, philosophy, or literature; it is
always available to serve as a metaphor, example, model, or
symbol. A defining technology resembles a magnifying
glass, which collects and focuses seemingly disparate ideas
in a culture into one bright, sometimes piercing ray. Tech-
nology does not call forth major cultural changes by itself,
but it does bring ideas into a new focus by explaining or
exemplifying them in new ways to larger audiences.
(1984:10-11)
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That technology has had an impact on the way we order
our perceptions of the world around us is evident in the
symbolic labels we attach to historical periods. Designations
such as ‘Stone Age’, ‘Bronze Age’, and ‘Iron Age’ are symbols
that point beyond the technologies that were dominant during
particular periods. Encapsulated in them are beliefs about the
nature of social worlds, economic systems, political systems,
level of social complexity, and so forth. Similar labels were
applied to civilizations by ancient authors. The biblical book of
Daniel outlines a scheme of historical periods using metals to
designate successive periods (Dan. 2.31-45), as do other
ancient authors such as Hesiod (Works and Days 109-201)
and Ovid (Metamorphoses 1.89-150). Such labels are not
given only to ages long past. We often characterize our own
age as the ‘Nuclear Age’ or the ‘Computer Age’. The use of
technology as cultural and social metaphors occurs in
cultures both ancient and modern, in cultures both simple and
complex.

The symbolic value of these labels goes beyond conceptual
organization and structuring of the world, however. For
example, for the author of the book of Daniel and for others
such as Hesiod and Ovid, each metaphor also points to
particular qualitative associations. The ‘Golden Age’ typically
represents an age of ideal happiness and prosperity, whereas
the Tron Age,’ the age in which these authors lived, represents
a period of hardship, oppression, and cultural decline. Such
labels arouse in people for whom they have meaning feelings,
emotions, and attitudes toward the particular age in question.
In contemporary American society, for example, ‘Nuclear
Age’ conveys more than a simple meaning associated with
degree of scientific and technological advancement. It also
conjures up images and fears of potential catastrophe on a
world-wide scale, a potential reversal from relative order to
chaos. ‘Computer Age’ also conveys more than the meaning of
advanced technology. Also implied are the ever-increasing
complexity of our culture and society, a fast pace that is
difficult to keep abreast of, and a rushing flow of new informa-
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tion—not only satisfaction with accomplishments, but anxiety
associated with keeping up with a rapidly changing world.}

Recent studies on technology and symbolism incorporate a
number of different emphases and derive from different dis-
ciplines. But the conclusions in these studies tend to support
those drawn in the analysis of the symbolic representation of
iron technology in ancient Israel in the following pages—that
is, that technological symbols often serve as dominant cultural
symbols.? Some analyses stress the interrelationship of tech-
nology, science, and art as general symbol-making activities
(e.g., Smith, 1968; 1970; 1977). Others focus on specific tech-
nologies and/or particular historical periods. Several examples
will be sufficient to indicate the substance of these studies.

James B. Harrod’s study of the bow in ancient Greece
(1981) uses a history of religions approach for analyzing the
symbolic significance of this technology. Harrod examines the
essential techné of the bow (i.e., its invention, structure,
dynamics, and utility), summarizes its role in Greek religion,
proposes a hermeneutic of the bow as expressed in mythology,
and assesses the significance of this hermeneutic for ancient
Greek self-understanding as a whole. He concludes that bow
technology provides ontological metaphors (metaphors for
self-understanding) and ontological paradigms (models for
self-relating) which together comprise ‘self-becoming’.?

Using a similar history of religions approach, Mircea Eliade
(1968) examines the symbolism of the arrow as represented in
a broad spectrum of ancient and contemporary ‘primitive’
societies. Eliade argues along similar lines that symbols asso-
ciated with the arrow have an ontological or existential
emphasis. For Eliade:

Contrary to what may be called ‘cosmic symbols’-—stars,
waters, the seasons, vegetation, etc.—~which reveal both the
structures of the Universe and the human mode of being in

1 On the computer as a cultural symbol, see, e.g., Bolter, 1984.

2 On cultural symbols see, e.g., Fernandez, 1965; Geertz, 1973. Geertz
has argued that the entire cultural system is best understood
through the analysis of symbols and their power in structuring and
motivating that system.

3 Compare Clifford Geertz's ‘models of and ‘models for’ (1973:93-94).
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the world, the symbolism of tools and weapons discloses
specific existential situations. (1968:463)

In addition to examining the types of existential symbols
evoked by the arrow, Eliade points to the ambivalence with
which this technology is typically regarded (1968:465) and to
the significance of the arrow as a mediating symbol, particu-
larly as representing mediation between the divine and
earthly realms (1968:468-75).

Similar studies of the impact of technology on symbol sys-
tems have been applied to more recent historical situations by
scholars in the field of the history of technology. The use of
technological metaphors in Early Modern European societies
has recently been examined by Otto Mayr (1986). Mayr elu-
cidates a pattern of technological metaphors applied to politi-
cal systems in England and continental Europe during this
period. He argues that technology, as a human activity, is an
integral part of human culture that interacts with all other
manifestations of human life and culture (1986:xv). With this
principle in mind, Mayr asserts that in eighteenth-century
continental Europe clocks were used as dominant metaphors
in literature, science, and especially Cartesian philosophy.
They functioned in these realms as metaphors for authoritar-
ian systems of government in which, for example, monarchs
were able to ‘wind up’ the state mechanism and keep its parts
in motion. In Mayr’s estimation, clock metaphors were saying
several things:

They idealized the qualities of regularity, order, and har-
mony.

They insisted on the clock as the prototype for the world, with
regard to both its creation and its normal functioning.

By pleading the mechanical character of the physical world,
they sought to discredit magic; they sought to advance
rationality both in the selection of evidence and in the analy-
sis of causal connections.

They promoted the mechanical clock as a physical illustra-
tion of the hitherto amorphous notion of system, that is, of an
integrated assembly of numerous, dynamically interacting
parts.
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They advertised the advantages of authoritarian, centralist
command structures, be they in the body, in society, or in the
universe.

They illustrated and thus reinforced the general world view
of determinism. (Mayr, 1986:119)

In England, on the other hand, where the concern was more
with ‘self-regulating’ political systems, metaphors based on
technologies such as the self-regulating steam engine were
used (Mayr, 1986:181-89; cf. Bolter, 1984:24-32).

As a final example, I point to a study by Leo Marx (1965; cf.
1964) in which the symbolism of the railroad in nineteenth-
century America is considered. One of Marx’s primary con-
cerns i8 how technology affects the dominant structures of
meaning and values in culture. He argues that the image of
the railroad in nineteenth-century America functioned as a
cultural symbol. Marx emphasizes the multiple levels of
meaning encapsulated in this cultural symbol and the ambi-
valent attitudes that are conveyed in its various levels of
meaning. As a positive cultural symbol, the railroad repre-
sented a newly acquired power of human beings over nature
and the progress that was believed to accompany this acquisi-
tion. This level of meaning is represented in the image of ‘the
triumphant machine’. According to Marx, this was the most
popular meaning of the symbol and reflected the dominant
attitude that the railroad annihilates time and space and
thereby opens the door to progress. A second level of meaning
in this symbol Marx calls ‘the ambiguous machine’. This
image is one of a frightening monster that consumes natural
resources and causes doubt and anxiety. It operates alongside
the positive image associated with progress. The third level of
meaning is identified as ‘the menacing machine’, which rep-
resents the potentially catastrephic impact of industrialization
on society and associates the railroad with hostile and inhu-
man forces that alienate humans from nature and humans
from humans.

The present study of the symbolic representation of iron
technology in the Hebrew Bible poses questions similar to those
asked in the studies on technology and symbolism reviewed
briefly above. The basic question posed in the study is this:
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What kind of impact did the introduction of iron technology
have on ancient Israelite culture, and how is this impact
reflected in the use of iron technology as a cultural symbol?

Background

A number of studies over the last two decades have addressed
the question of iron technology’s introduction into the ancient
Mediterranean world (e.g., Waldbaum, 1978; Wertime and
Muhly, 1980; Stech-Wheeler et al., 1981). These studies have
focused primarily on determining the dates and modes of
iron’s introduction and on the technological innovations that
were necessary for it to overtake bronze as the preferred utili-
tarian metal. Some attention has also been given in these
studies to the interrelationships among iron technology and
the economic, political, social, and religious spheres of life in
the ancient world. The impact of iron technology has also been
emphasized in recent historical, archaeological, and social sci-
entific studies of ancient Syro-Palestine (e.g., Dothan, 1982;
Gottwald, 1979; Hopkins, 1985; Frick, 1985; Flanagan, 1988).

Because the development of iron technology was coinciden-
tal with or subsequent to the general social upheavals that
occurred throughout the Near East toward the end of the
Bronze Age, scholars have also attempted to determine how it
was related to these disturbances. In Palestine, both the emer-
gence of ‘Israel’ as a distinctive people and the arrival of the
Philistines into the coastal regions are thought to fit into this
general historical situation. Biblical scholars have often
asserted that the Philistines were responsible for introducing
the technology of ironworking into Palestine. However, the
Philistine hypothesis and assertions that the Philistines had a
‘monopoly’ on iron are based on a passage in 1 Sam. 13.19 that
does not even mention iron. At present, the archaeological
record does not support this claim with any certainty.

The symbolic significance of the material iron has been
touched upon briefly in many of the studies mentioned above.
However, only two studies (Singer, 1980; Sawyer, 1983) have
focused specifically on iron’s symbolic representation in the
texts of the Hebrew Bible. K. H. Singer’s study on the symbol-
ism of metals in the Hebrew Bible looks primarily at the
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efficiency of iron as a utilitarian metal. John F. A. Sawyer’s
study asserts that both the Hebrew term barzel and iron tech-
nology itself were of foreign origin. In Sawyer’s estimation,
barzel is used in the Hebrew Bible as an emotive term with
unmistakeably hostile and aggressive overtones. This use of
the term, he argues, derives from a combination of iron’s for-
eign origin, the poor quality of most iron implements through-
out most of the period covered by the texts of the Hebrew Bible,
and the hostility and scorn with which the smith was
regarded. Both studies offer insights into how iron technology
was regarded by the ancient Israelites, but fail to take into
account the ‘multivocality’ of symbols, the complexities of the
interrelationship of technology with other spheres of culture,
and the effect that technologies have on a people’s self-under-
standing,

The Problem and its Significance

The impact that the introduction of iron technology had on
ancient Israelite culture and society is still imperfectly under-
stood. The textual references to iron and the technological pro-
cesses of ironworking are sparse and scattered and make no
direct reference to the time of their introduction, how the
technological process of producing iron was understood and
regarded, or how it affected the social, political, economic, and
religious spheres of Israelite society. Archaeological and extra-
biblical textual materials from the ancient Near East have
made significant contributions to our understanding of
ancient metallurgy, but a number of the questions discussed
above remain unanswered or at least in the realm of uncer-
tainty.

This study does not aim to find the elusive answers to all of
these questions. It does, however, depend on the information
that is available and the theories that have been proposed to
answer them in order to ‘set the stage’ for considering the
symbolic representation of ironworking in the Hebrew Bible.
Toward this end I have chosen to use a multidisciplinary/
integrative approach drawing on the disciplines of biblical
interpretation, archaeology, and anthropology. The primary
aim of the study is to illuminate in general terms the impact
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that the introduction of iron technology had in ancient Pales-
tine after its adoption into general use at the beginning of the
Iron Age, a time when Israelite society was moving toward
centralization. More specifically, my aim is to shed light on
how the adoption of this technological innovation later
affected Israel’s understanding of itself as a people and how
this was expressed symbolically in the sacred stories and texts
preserved in the Hebrew Bible.

Transforming iron from a soft ore to a metal of superior
strength is a complex and mysterious process. The technical
skills required for facilitating this transformation evidently
did not begin to be understood until approximately the same
time that Israel is thought to have become conscious of itself as
a cohesive people. One of the questions further posed in this
study is whether an understanding of this complex process
and the transformation it brought about in the metal iron had
any significance with respect to the way Israel viewed and
presented its development as a distinctive people both nation-
ally and religiously.

The hypothesis tested herein is that iron, ironworking, and
the interrelationships of the various factors contributing to the
production of iron—that is, the ironsmith and the various
instruments that are necessary for successful production—
functioned as dominant cultural symbols in Israel for express-
ing its understanding of itself as a people in relation to the past,
present, and future.

Method and Procedure

Integrative approaches to studying human phenomena are
becoming more and more common. Attention is being given to
integrating information and models from such diverse disci-
plines as literary studies, psychology, anthropology, archaeol-
ogy, history, science, and religion. Over the last several
decades, for example, the anthropological sub-discipline of
ethnohistory has gained increasing respect as a way of study-
ing historical societies and cultures. Historians can supply
anthropologists with invaluable, critically tested and inter-
preted materials and, conversely, anthropologists can provide
historians with equally valuable records based on careful and
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detailed observations and universal structural forms that shed
further light on history (Evans-Pritchard, 1973:368). Both
oral traditions and traditional history, which form a part of
peoples’ thoughts and thus part of their social life and culture,
are also becoming accepted as legitimate data for reconstruct-
ing cultures and their histories (e.g., Vansina, 1985).

Ethnohistory has been described as a kind of documentary
ethnology, a set of methods and techniques employed for
‘reducing all classes of documentation to raw ethnographic
data applicable to the study of human behavior with an
anthropological theoretical framework’ (Spores, 1973:25). For
the ethnohistorian, the document, either written or oral, plays
the role that the informant plays for the ethnologist. In addi-
tion to the critical interpretation of documents, the ideal for
the ethnohistorian is to keep:

an open mind with regard to utilization of all types of
graphic materials, oral history, conventional ethnography,
archaeological data, geographical, geological, or biological
data, or any other information that will aid in cultural
reconstruction, analysis, or explanation. (Spores, 1980:576;
cf., e.g., Carmack, 1972:233)

A similar approach in contemporary anthropological studies
is ethnoarchaeology. Ethnoarchaeology utilizes ethnographic
information from contemporary societies and anthropological
models for reconstructing the structure and evolution of his-
torical societies recovered through archaeological excava-
tions.

Anthropologists whose interests lie in interpreting the cul-
ture and symbol systems, that is, structures of meaning, in
contemporary and ancient societies are also considering the
benefits of observing the relationship between societies and
their oral and written literature, Victor Turner, for example,
has investigated the interrelationship of social structure,
behavior in observable social events, and genres of cultural
performance, which include both ritual and literature (1981).
Turner asserts that narratives are often grounded in what he
calls ‘social dramas’ (sociocultural processes) and that there is
an interdependent and dynamic relationship between social
dramas and genres of cultural performance. Anthropologists
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with similar interests have turned to interpreting texts using
methods similar to those used in literary studies in order to
recover the cultural meaning conveyed in texts. Several
anthropologists have even tried their hand at interpreting
cultural meaning in biblical texts (see, e.g., Lang, 1985).

Although one must recognize the problems associated with
attempting interpretations that cross disciplinary boundaries
and with borrowing models from other disciplines in which
one is not trained (see, e.g., Geertz, 1980), numerous studies,
not the least being those pursued by biblical scholars, are con-
tributing significantly to our understanding of human cul-
tures. In biblical studies, there are clear signs of emerging
interest in moving beyond recovery of the ‘everyday social
realia of Israel’s social world’ (Knight and Tucker, 1985:xvi)
to utilizing approaches that integrate the sociological or
anthropological study of Israel’s history with studies of biblical
texts (see, e.g., Culley, 1985; Knierim, 1985; Flanagan, 1988).

The general tendency among recent biblical scholars who
have appealed to anthropology, sociology, and archaeology in
their historical reconstructions has been to argue for the value
of hypotheses based on models and theories of socio-political
structure and process (e.g., Gottwald, 1979; Frick, 1985;
Flanagan, 1988). My study differs somewhat from these in its
emphases on the use of anthropological theories on symbols
and the interaction between symbols and culture. In this
respect it has more in common with earlier studies that
depended upon anthropology for interpreting ancient Israelite
myth, ritual, and symbols (e.g., Smith, 1894; Hooke, 1933;
1935; 1958).

From a methodological standpoint, the social scientific
approach to studying ancient Israel incorporates methods and
theories from the social sciences—sociology, anthropology,
and psychology—along with other critical methods tradi-
tionally used in biblical studies. Oral history, ethnography,
archacology, geography, geology, and studies of technology
have also informed these social and cultural analyses.

The significance of this type of approach to interpreting
ancient Israelite history lies not in providing further evidence
to the biblical scholar, but rather in introducing tools for ana-
lyzing the ancient information and applying theories about
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the way societies are organized and develop. From compara-
tive sociology (that is, anthropology and sociology) biblical
historians have drawn valuable information on structural
and processual forms in other societies that can shed light on
the social organization and institutions of ancient Israel and
on the religious foundations underlying the biblical texts. The
social scientific approach balances the tendency to concentrate
on Israel’s political and religious history with attention to eco-
nomic, social, technological, and other aspects of daily life. It
introduces a stronger concern for the general as well as the
specific, for the social world as well as isolated events and sin-
gle individuals.

The social sciences also illuminate the sociological dimen-
sions of the interpretive process. That is, they provide ways of
identifying the origins, transmission, and meanings of the
texts and relating these to social roles, social groups, and social
structures. They offer analogies from modern and historical
societies that help us interpret the oral traditions underlying
the biblical texts and the functions of the literary forms in the
Hebrew Bible.

Historical Background

Although the social scientific approach to interpreting the
Hebrew Bible is just beginning to enter main-stream biblical
scholarship, early biblical scholars also appealed to the social
sciences in their interpretations of ancient Israelite society,
religion, and literature (see, e.g., Hahn, 1966; Leach, 1982;
Wilson, 1984). William Robertson Smith was the first sys-
tematically to apply comparative methods and theories to
interpreting the Bible (see Beidelman, 1974). Robertson Smith,
a late nineteenth-century British scholar, had a significant
impact on early twentieth-century scholarship in such varied
fields as biblical studies, anthropology, sociology, and psychol-
ogy. His work contributed to broadening the scope of Hebrew
Bible studies to include comparative materials and social sci-
entific perspectives. In his most influential work, Lectures on
the Religion of the Semites (1894), Robertson Smith defined
the essential nature of ‘Semitic’, and thus ‘Hebrew’, religious
behavior. He concluded that sacrifice was the central and
basic rite of all religions.
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Although Robertson Smith has been criticized frequently
both for his methods of interpretation and his conclusions, his
contributions cannot be ignored. In the field of biblical scholar-
ship, for example, one of his basic questions, ‘What is the
nature and role of ritual in ancient Israelite society?’, contin-
ues to be of concern. But his greatest contributions to biblical
studies must be traced indirectly through the fields of anthro-
pology, sociology, and psychology. Of special importance in
carrying on Robertson Smith’s ideas and conveying them to
succeeding generations were the works of James G. Frazer,
Emil Durkheim, and Sigmund Freud. These scholars were
instrumental in developing schools of thought in anthro-
pology, classics, folklore, sociology, and psychology. Through
the works of subsequent scholars in these disciplines,
Robertson Smith’s ideas on such topics as totemism, sacrifice,
and the close relationship between religion and society have
filtered down to biblical studies, the history of religions,
anthropology, and sociology. The fruit of the seed planted by
Robertson Smith at the end of the nineteenth century is
represented in many of the contemporary anthropological
theories on symbolism and ritual that I depend on in this
study. Although the specific details and conclusions in his
work are outdated, modern anthropologists still laud
Robertson Smith’s theoretical and methodological contribu-
tions (see, e.g., Douglas, 1966:10-28; Harris, 1968:207-208). Of
particular import were his emphasis on studying cultural
systems as wholes and analyzing religion as part of these
wholes, his awareness of spatial and temporal social context,
his recognition of the need to view a culture from the
participant’s perspective, his cultural relativism, and his
treatment of the relationship between social organization and
ritual and belief. Especially important is his assertion that
rituals contribute to the maintenance of social solidarity. The
comparative approach advocated by Robertson Smith,
although greatly modified, has returned to the social sciences
as a valid analytical tool and has made an important contri-
bution to my own interpretations. And finally, combining the
comparative approach with historical study has become an
accepted method for the study of culture and culture change,
both in biblical studies and in anthropology.
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Following Robertson Smith, the next major contributions to
the social scientific study of ancient Israel were made by Max
Weber in Ancient Judaism (originally published in 1917-19;
English translation, 1952). Weber was the first to apply com-
prehensively to the study of ancient Israel the methods and
approaches of sociological analysis. His aim was to identify the
relationship between social organization and religion in
ancient Israel, particularly the connection between religion
and economics.’

Although not a biblical specialist himself, by drawing on the
works of biblical scholars Weber was able to present an
impressive analysis of the texts in the Hebrew Bible, while
simultaneously applying sociological methods of inquiry. In
addition to his evaluation of the relationship between religion
and society, Weber’s contributions include his analyses of
Israel’s cult, the covenant, early Israel’s ‘charismatic’ type of
leadership, the social role of the Levites, Israel’s diverse socio-
economic groups, and the nature and role of prophecy as
related to conflict between religious ideals and socioeconomic
organization. Weber perceived relationships in the Israelite
social world not previously recognized, and his work stimu-
lated new insights into the changing economic and social
conditions underlying the literary sources that had been
identified by earlier scholars. Finally, he stimulated new ways
of looking at the role of Israelite religion in maintaining eco-
nomic stability and in transforming Israel’s economic ideals
during times of crisis. My direct dependence on the insights of
Weber is clear in my discussion of the social location of metal-
smiths in ancient Israelite society in Chapter 5.

Following these early attempts to reconstruct the social
world of ancient Israel by appealing to the social sciences,
there was a hiatus during which biblical scholars turned away
from depending on social scientific approaches for recon-
structing the sociopolitical and economic spheres of Israelite
society, although there was continuing interest in the types of

1 Weber’s interest in the relationship between religion and economics
was in part stimulated by his disagreement with Karl Marx’s
assertions that religion in society is subordinate to economic
factors.
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questions posed by social scientists. For example, studies by
Johannes Pedersen (a 1926-40 psychological study of ancient
Israel) and Roland de Vaux (a 1961 study of Israel’s social
institutions) emphasized the importance of ancient Israel’s
social institutions. Hermann Gunkel’s interest at the turn of
the twentieth century in identifying the Sitz im Leben of liter-
ary genres was continued by other scholars throughout this
period (see, e.g., Hahn, 1966:119-56) and is still an important
aspect of form-critical studies today (see, e.g., Knierim, 1985).
However, after Gunkel there was increasing emphasis on
identifying the social settings of the language used in biblical
texts, with little attention given to the social roles that these
genres played in Israelite life as a whole. Other examples of
important early studies that emphasized social organization
are those by Adolphe Lods and Antonin Causse (see Hahn,
1966:166-70). The works of Albrecht Alt, Martin Noth, and
W. F. Albright also attest to a continued interest in trying to
reconstruct the social organization of ancient Israel.

The move away from a direct dependence upon anthropol-
ogy and sociology as potential contributors to reconstructing
ancient Israelite history and society was a consequence of a
number of interacting factors. Among these were an increas-
ing dependence on archaeological material, a move toward
greater concern with theological questions, and a recognition
that the works of the early advocates of social scientific
approaches shared the weaknesses of the contemporary socio-
logical and anthropological research upon which they
depended. Furthermore, in the mid-twentieth century
anthropology turned its attention to synchronic and culture-
specific studies (see, e.g., Harris, 1968). This movement was
stimulated by the structural-functional interests of British
anthropologists and the cultural relativism and historical
particularism of American anthropologists. Each stressed
detailed synchronic ethnographic studies. This was a move
away from the traditional concerns of biblical scholars with
the historical and diachronic dimensions of ancient Israel and
did not allow for the comparative approach that had con-
tributed so much to earlier reconstructions of ancient Israel’s
social world.
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However, an interest in social scientific theories was kept
alive by some biblical scholars concerned with reconstructing
the religion of Israel. In the social sciences, particularly
anthropology, theories of evolution had lost their appeal, and
concern for the diachronic dimensions of culture and culture
change had receded into the background. But some anthro-
pologists continued to deal with questions of culture change by
applying theories of diffusion. Out of this theoretical orienta-
tion developed the controversial British Myth and Ritual
School that was influenced particularly by the notion of
‘patterns’ of culture proposed by anthropologist A. M. Hocart.
S. H. Hooke, who had some training in anthropology himself,
was the founder of the school and the editor of a series of vol-
umes concerned primarily with identifying the connections
among the systems of ritual and myth in the ancient Near
East, especially as these related to the Hebrew Bible (1933;
1935; 1958). Applying Hocart’s assertion that social institu-
tions tended to conform to a limited number of ‘ideal types’
with fixed sets of component parts, Hooke proposed a common
ritual ‘pattern’ for the ancient Near East. And in agreement
with diffusionist theory, Hooke and others in the Myth and
Ritual School asserted that culture change is the product of
cultural contact rather than evolution and, thus, that the pro-
posed ritual pattern had diffused throughout the Near East
from one cultural center.

Although criticisms of the Myth and Ritual School have
been numerous and harsh, it did make a number of lasting
contributions to biblical scholarship. The School made a
forceful critique of simplistic evolutionary schemes, empha-
sized the significant contributions of the comparative
approach to studying culture, promoted awareness of the role
of the king in the Israelite cult, and stimulated collaboration
among scholars from different fields. The conclusions of the
Myth and Ritual School remain controversial, but many of
the insights of Hooke and others presage some of the more
recent theories on myth and ritual proposed by
anthropologists. The ‘pattern’ proposed by Hooke, for example,
is quite similar in structure to the processual structure of
rituals identified by Victor Turner and others (see Chapter 2),
although they are explained in radically different ways. My
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dependence in the following chapters on the processual
structure of rituals as a model for interpreting texts is
somewhat similar to the concerns of the Myth and Ritual
School.

Other studies from this period and later treated the subjects
of social, political, and religious offices, practices, and institu-
tions, but little attention was given to reconstructing their
cultural contexts. In recent decades there has been renewed
interest in applying social scientific approaches and theories to
reconstructing the society and culture of ancient Israel. Bibli-
cal scholars have recognized the importance of relating the
literature of the Hebrew Bible to its sociological contexts. Fur-
thermore, there is a growing awareness that this literature
was shaped by social, religious, and ideological factors that
were influenced by social as well as historical phenomena. The
availability of a wider range of social scientific data and
approaches combined with methodological rigor has gener-
ated new theories with the potential of opening up new per-
spectives on biblical material. Especially significant is the
emphasis on the importance of diachronic and processual
studies for understanding culture and society, an orientation
that is necessary both for understanding the nature of the bib-
lical literature and the sociocultural contexts that underlie it.

In biblical scholarship, there have arisen more methodologi-
cally responsible studies of the origins of Israel and of the insti-
tutions of the Israelite monarchy. These appeal to sociological
and anthropological models of nomadism, tribalism, and state
formation. Advances in archaeological theory have con-
tributed to these developments by giving more attention to the
use of ethnographic analogies (ethnoarchaeology) and to such
factors as settlement patterns and means of subsistence. Each
of these contributes to the goal of attaining a more nearly
complete picture of ancient Israelite society.

Much of this recent work focuses attention on reconstruct-
ing the social world of the enigmatic tribal period. Both the
controversy over the mode of settlement of the Israelite tribes
(conquest vs. peaceful infiltration) and the growing recogni-
tion that Martin Noth’s amphictyonic hypothesis inade-
quately explained the organization of the tribes have con-
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tributed to a growing interest in appealing to social scientific
models for possible insights.

The most comprehensive reconstruction of the tribal period
that is grounded in the social scientific approach is Norman
Gottwald’s monumental and controversial The Tribes of
Yahweh (1979). In this work Gottwald expands on George
Mendenhall’s earlier proposal of a peasant rebellion against
the oppressive Canaanite city-state system (1973) and further
postulates an intentional ‘retribalization’ that established a
tribal organization made up of diverse social groups sharing a
common egalitarian ideal and worshipping a common liberat-
ing God. Gottwald also examines the social processes that
shaped Israel during the tribal period, and by appealing to
sociological and anthropological studies analyzes the social
world and religion of tribal Israel in the context of politics and
economics. His primary goal is to delineate and conceptualize
early Israel as a total social system.

Gottwald begins by assembling what he considers to be the
most reliable information about Israel’s rise as determined by
traditional methods of biblical interpretation and by examin-
ing previously proposed hypotheses on the social characteris-
tics of early Israel (e.g., pastoral nomadism, tribal confederacy,
and peasant revolt). He then applies models from anthropol-
ogy and sociology. He makes use of a structural-functional
(synchronic) model to examine the relationship among the
various elements in Israel’s social organization and a histori-
cal cultural-materialistic (diachronic) model to explain the
changes that accompanied Israel’s emergence (19739:xxii-
xxiii). For the latter model, Gottwald relies heavily on the
stream of scholarship associated most closely with Karl Marx.
According to this theoretical perspective, the forces
underlying historical change are economic and social rather
than ideological (as had been asserted by Mendenhall).
Environmental and technological aspects of society such as
metallurgy, agricultural methods, and water systems are also
examined in the context of this model because they pertain to
the materialistic perspective.

Among Gottwald’s major conclusions are: 1. early Israel
was a heterogeneous formation of marginal and oppressed
Canaanite peoples that included ‘feudalized’ peasants, merce-
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naries and adventurers, transhumant pastoralists, tribally
organized farmers and pastoral nomads, and possibly itiner-
ant artisans and disaffected priests—social groups that were
identified in the fourteenth-century BCE Amarna letters; 2.
Israel emerged in a fundamental breach in Canaanite society
brought on by a common opposition to Canaanite imperialism,
not as the result of an invasion or immigration from outside; 3.
early Israel’s social structure was a deliberate and conscious
‘retribalization’ process; and 4. the Yahwistic religion was a
crucial societal instrument for supporting political and eco-
nomic equality at the individual and tribal levels (1979:xxiii).

Social scientific methods and theories have also been applied
to interpreting the social world of the Israelite monarchy. In a
1981 article on the development of the monarchy, James W.
Flanagan used anthropological theories on state formation to
reconstruct the transitional period in Israel’s history during
which tribal organization began to move toward state organi-
zation and the establishment of kingship. Flanagan examined
the transition in light of cultural evolution and social anthro-
pological descriptions of the processes involved in succession to
high office. He proposed an intermediate stage of chiefdom for
the reigns of Saul and David as one stage through which
Israel’s sociopolitical organization passed as kingship
emerged. As chiefs, Saul and David provided leadership for
familistic, but non-egalitarian, social groups. Flanagan
identified the principal prime movers that may have affected
Israel’s social organization during this transitional period and
outlined the origins of hereditary inequality that eventually
led to monarchy. In this study, Flanagan considered kinship
and the political, religious, and economic factors that con-
tributed to the rise of the monarchy.

Frank Frick also argues for a transitional stage of chiefdom
in the evolution of the Israelite monarchy (1985). Frick uses
an ethnoarchaeological approach. Based on his assessment of
archaeological remains combined with what is known about
the material culture of chiefdoms from ethnographic studies,
Frick argues for an earlier date for the introduction of chief-
taincy in ancient Israel. Of primary import in the studies of
both Flanagan and Frick is the recognition that factors inter-
nal to the social world of ancient Israel may have played an
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equal, if not more significant, role in the adoption of a state
form of sociopolitical organization as such external forces as
the Philistine threat emphasized in the biblical narratives.

In a more recent study Flanagan (1988) builds upon his
earlier proposal on the processes of state formation in Iron Age
I Israel. Here, Flanagan extends his 1981 study on chieftaincy
by including an analysis of the archaeological information and
illuminating archaeological and literary images with com-
parative sociological studies based largely on Middle Eastern
ethnographies.

Three new dimensions to the sociological approach to
studying ancient Israel are presented in this study. First,
Flanagan makes use of a common anthropological distinction
between human actions and notions, domains that are usually
only partially congruent. He suggests that the literary and
archaeological information from the ancient world cannot be
expected to agree entirely. Rather, texts and literature, which
he treats as representing the domain of ancient notions, con-
tain information from which we can infer images that differ
from the images derived from archaeological information.

For analytical purposes, Flanagan assigns primary respon-
sibility for interpreting the domain of notions to literary stud-
ies and responsibility for interpreting ancient actions to
archaeology. By allowing disparate images to emerge before
attempting to integrate and interpret them as ancient peoples
might have done, Flanagan moves the focus from the
images—whether similar or dissimilar—to the relationship
between them. It is the relationship between the ancient
domain of notions and actions that bears and communicates
the primary meanings of the social world of biblical antiquity.

Secondly, and still within the analytical stage of investiga-
tion, Flanagan turns to the technology of holography and the
images seen in holograms in order to explain how social world
studies illumine the meanings of the past. Holography is used
as a model for integrating the disciplines and images he treats
separately in the first step within his analytical model. He also
views the hologram as a metaphor for history itself and con-
cludes that history is a hologram, that is, history consists of the
meaning that we discover on the basis of information in
ancient sources that is illuminated by modern hypotheses
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based on comparative sociology. The past, therefore, is recon-
stituted in the present.

I need not describe the technology of holography or holo-
grams here, nor spell out the complexities of Flanagan’s
model. For my purposes, it is sufficient to note that holograms
must be illuminated in order for the image to become visible.
When illuminated, the visual information encoded on the
holographic plate (which is only partial) and the relationship
between the two sources of information (i.e., the relationship
between two light sources) are clarified. The result is the
reconstitution of a three-dimensional image of the object holo-
graphed. Flanagan uses this technology as a metaphor for
identifying the relationship between the separate ancient
sources of information once they are illumined.! Modern his-
torians see images that were visible to ancient peoples but are
now lost ‘behind’ the sources. Interpreters seek to understand
the complexities of ancient societies and the meanings that
were significant. In order to reclaim those meanings, the rela-
tionship between ancient notions and actions must be illumi-
nated.

For Flanagan, the illuminating ‘beam’ in social world stud-
ies comes from comparative sociology. Using ethnographies of
peoples who exhibit the same patterns of congruence and
incongruence in their actions and notions, he explains the dis-
parities and reconstitutes a clearer image of Iron Age I Pales-
tine. For example, he detects a much more complex pattern of
social movement during the period than was identified in ear-
lier hypotheses and demonstrates the relative impact of differ-
ing economic and religious motivations at work at the time.

Thirdly, after establishing his analytical model, Flanagan
turns his attention to a systemic model, that is, toward
explaining the social processes that characterized Iron Age L.
For this model, he draws upon ritual studies, primarily those
of Victor Turner on rites of passage and social dramas and
Roy Rappaport on systemic ecology.

1 Flanagan’s use of holography as a metaphor for sorting out and
identifying relationships is similar to the ways in which societies
construct and use metaphors based on technologies.
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Here, again, Flanagan finds the processes operating in Iron
Age I Palestine to have been more complex than those
identified in previous interpretations. Whereas most explana-
tions emphasize the demise of Canaanite cultures and the
emergence of Israelite society as more or less sequential pro-
cesses, Flanagan proposes that the processes of sociopolitical
and religious devolution and evolution were simultaneous,
continuous, and characteristic of a single, open society that
was struggling to maintain its equilibrium in the face of
enormous economic and political change. In his estimation,
rituals functioned in these processes to regulate and mediate
the metamorphoses by adjusting egalitarian religious values
in relation to decreased economic resources during the turbu-
lent Late Bronze to Iron Age I transition. Flanagan argues
that the type of figure the biblical David represents would have
been acceptable to most of the social groups of the time—if
stripped of the Yahwist roles imposed by the biblical writers.
The Late Bronze Age cultures sought to limit the decline of
their influence by halting the devolution from monarchical
statehood at the level of chieftaincy. Iron Age I cultures, on the
other hand, found the limited centralization of chieftaincy to
be compatible with their level of social development and their
religious values. Flanagan hints that the real social role of the
literary figure of David (or of the historical individual if such a
person existed) is most at home within the Philistine tradi-
tions. He finds that the role of the Philistines as mediators and
traders between pastoral and agrarian peoples and between
nomadic and sedentary groups corresponds positively to
ethnographic information on the Middle East. The biblical
David figure, therefore, may have emerged from those tradi-
tions,

This review of recent social scientific research is by no
means comprehensive. The studies cited above are those that
in some essential way have influenced my own thinking and
have contributed to my own orientation and approach to
interpreting ancient Israelite literature and history. I depend
on a number of them as background information for this
study and have learned something from each of them about
how to integrate archaeological and literary information and
how to apply in a responsible way comparative information
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from contemporary ethnographic studies. I do not always
agree with the methods and conclusions of these individuals,
but I acknowledge the significant contributions they have
made to promoting the social scientific study of the Hebrew
Bible as a legitimate and acceptable approach to interpreting
ancient Israelite society.

My own study also departs in some significant ways from
the major emphases and trends in this still-developing field.
My concern is not with proposing hypotheses about the nature
of Israelite social structure or the processual development of
Israelite society as a whole, but with analyzing a single aspect
of Israelite culture, that is, technology. I also diverge from
some of these studies in my emphasis on identifying the sys-
tems of meaning associated with technology and technological
innovations rather than the impact of technology on the
material environment of ancient Israelite society. The field of
symbolic anthropology is a rich one that has yet to make
major inroads in biblical studies. It is a perspective that is being
taken more and more seriously by anthropologists who rec-
ognize that there has been an overemphasis on the material
side of culture and not enough on the ways in which people
think about their worlds and construct systems of meaning
that are expressed through symbols (see, e.g., Geertz, 1973;
Turner, 1977). Also important is the growing awareness that
systems of meaning are not mere appendages to the material
culture of human beings, but can also influence social and
cultural change. Anthropology in recent years has been con-
cerned not only with the behavior of human populations, but
also with their models for perceiving and interpreting their
material environment and generating behavior. What is
emphasized in this interpretive orientation is attention to the
interrelationship between modes of thought and modes of
action. If anything I hope that this study of the symbolic repre-
sentation of ironworking in the Hebrew Bible will encourage
others to delve into this fascinating world of symbols.

Research Model

Because the project is multidisciplinary in scope, methodologi-
cal issues are particularly important. Models and theories
developed by anthropologists, archaeologists, and biblical
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scholars who have used a social scientific approach to inter-
preting the history and literature of ancient Israel are inte-
grated in defining, sorting, and interpreting the various cate-
gories of information considered and then in integrating the
conclusions drawn from each of these. The model proposed by
Flanagan in his 1988 study (cf. 1985) has had the greatest
influence on the approach I have taken in separating, analyz-
ing, and relating categories of information. The archaeological
and textual information from ancient Israel, the domains of
actions and notions respectively, are treated as ‘informants’ of
ancient Israelite society that can supply us with ‘ethno-
graphic’ data. The comparative ethnographic material from
contemporary African societies and anthropological theories
on symbols serve as heuristic devices for illuminating the
relationship between the archaeological and literary cate-
gories of information and for proposing hypotheses about sys-
tems of meaning. In considering the narratives from the
Hebrew Bible, traditional interpretations are supplemented by
and tested against proposals made by anthropologists about
the ways texts convey meaning. Examples are Edmund
Leach’s application of the processual structure of rites of pas-
sage to interpreting the structure of texts and Victor Turner’s
application of ‘social drama’ and liminality as heuristic aids
for understanding texts.

Organization

An overview and analysis of the relationship between iron
technology and other spheres of culture in traditional African
societies and the use of this technology to express cultural
meaning through symbols (Chapter 2) precede my analysis of
the information from the ancient Near East. African tradi-
tions are considered because of the availability of ethnographic
information and analyses of the relationship ameng iron
technology and other spheres of culture for that region. The
analysis of this material provided a wealth of insights that
made it possible for me even to consider analyzing the biblical
symbols drawn from iron technology. Attention is also given in
this chapter to reviewing anthropological theories on symbol-
ism and how symbols function in society and culture. Particu-
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lar attention is given to theories that serve as heuristic devices
for understanding how metaphors derived from technological
processes in general and ironworking in particular contribute
to a society’s self-understanding.

Chapter 3 consists of a review and summary of the evidence
and theories relating to the rise of iron technology in the
ancient Near East from its earliest appearance in texts and
archaeological contexts down to the beginning of the Iron Age
(c. 1200 BCE). The material presented in this chapter estab-
lishes a background from which to view the evidence for the
adoption of iron technology in Iron Age I Palestine.

In Chapter 4 the archaeological evidence related to the
innovation and adoption of iron technology in Iron Age I
Palestine is reviewed and considered in historical and
sociological context. Artifact types, chronological and spatial
distribution of artifacts, and the archaeological context of
artifacts are included in the review and analysis. Questions
are raised about what the archaeological information infers
about the symbolism of iron during this transitional period
and how the adoption of iron technology related to the
evolution of the Israelite state.

The biblical information on the symbolic representation of
iron is reviewed and interpreted in Chapter 5. These symbols
are considered in relation to the archaeological information on
the development of iron technology and the technological pro-
cess of ironworking. The symbols are interpreted in light of
the theories presented and the conclusions drawn in Chapter
2. Attention is given to how these symbols function in the
context of Israelite culture and society, particularly how they
are related to Israelite religious understandings. Where
relevant, the literary structure of biblical narrative is also
analyzed in order to interpret the meaning behind the
symbols.

The concluding chapter gives particular attention to identi-
fying the relationship between the archaeological and the lit-
erary information, and what this suggests about the interre-
lationship between the domains of actions and notions in
ancient Israelite society. Also considered are shifts in the
meanings conveyed by symbols associated with iron technol-
ogy over time in relation to the development and adoption of
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the new technology and in the context of changing historical
and social circumstances. The result is a picture of how iron
technology as a ‘defining technology’ functioned in Israelite
society as a dominant or key symbol, as a root metaphor, for
expressing reaffirmation or reinterpretation of shared values
and principles in relation to understandings about the people’s
past, present, and future.



Chapter 2

IRON TECHNOLOGY AND
SYMBOLISM IN AFRICAN CULTURES

Introduction

I have argued in Chapter 1 that ethnographic information is
useful as a heuristic device for interpreting the social world
underlying the texts of the Hebrew Bible. In particular, I pro-
pose appealing to ethnographic examples as a means of illu-
minating the relationship between the ancient Israelite
domains of actions (represented primarily in archaeological
information) and notions (represented primarily in the litera-
ture of the Hebrew Bible) (see Chapter 1; Flanagan, 1985:302-
304; 1988:88-103). The specific relationship this study is con-
cerned with identifying is that between the introduction and
development of iron technology and the impact of this new
technology on the culture and religion of ancient Israel as
expressed through symbols. Of central import is getting at the
meanings underlying these biblical symbols.

Information from studies on iron technology in African
societies serves as my point of departure for proposing hypo-
theses concerning the social world of ancient Israel. It is
important to emphasize, again, that utilizing ethnographic
information is meant only to raise questions and as a heuristic
aid, not as ‘evidence’ for the situation in ancient Israel (see
Flanagan, 1985:298-99; 1988).

Africa has been selected as the most useful source of infor-
mation for several reasons. First, a great deal of information
on iron technology in African societies has been recorded and
evaluated by ethnographers. The sources include not only
information on the technological processes involved in iron
production, but also on the popular beliefs and perceptions
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about these processes that are expressed in social and religious
beliefs and practices. The role of the primal smith or iron god
in mythology and tradition, the social roles and statuses of
ironsmiths, and the symbols associated with the ironsmith, the
tools of the trade, the smithy, and the end product—iron—are
examples. Secondly, in traditional African societies, iron tech-
nology is a defining technology that is crucial to social and eco-
nomic well-being. The iron tools and weapons provided by the
ironsmith are essential for agricultural production, for war-
fare, and, in some societies, for hunting. Finally, several recent
studies (e.g., Coy, 1982; Margarido and Wasserman, 1972;
Quirin, 1977) have explored the relationship between what we
have defined as the domains of actions and notions.

Three major African culture areas have been selected for
examination in order to provide a broad spectrum for analysis:
1. sub-Saharan West Africa; 2. East Africa; and 3. the African
Horn. Within and among these culture areas are represented
a variety of ecological zones, subsistence strategies, economic
systems, and sociopolitical and religious organizations and
institutions. Providing a broad spectrum of the beliefs and
practices associated with iron technology is essential to the
analysis of the symbols in the Hebrew Bible and the
hypotheses proposed in Chapter 5. Although the manifesta-
tions of the social and religious beliefs and practices
surrounding the ironsmith and the various elements of his
work are unique in each society, they nevertheless
communicate strikingly similar symbolic messages.

The information presented in this chapter is gathered from
twentieth-century ethnographies and studies that span a time
period from as early as the turn of the century down to the
present. During these nine decades the character of African
culture in many areas has changed dramatically. Some
African peoples, for example, have held on tenaciously to their
traditional beliefs and ways of life, while others have more
readily accepted and incorporated elements of European cul-
ture. Technology in particular has been affected by the
African encounter with European culture. Traditional tech-
nologies such as ironworking have been swept up in the tides
of change. The smelting of iron, for example, has been aban-
doned in many societies because of the ready availability of
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scrap iron. Such changes pose a problem for interpreting the
nature of ironworking in traditional societies, because many
of the old practices are being abandoned. However, even in
those societies that have experienced rapid technological
change, traditional beliefs often endure. The reformulation of
myth and religious beliefs and the modification of social
sentiments are slow processes when compared to changes in
technology and sociopolitical relations, because traditional
myths and codes preserve patterns and social relations that
are considered to be of intrinsic and overriding value, and are
believed to be indispensable to the preservation of social
cohesion and solidarity.

While recognizing the difficulties associated with separating
old traditions from the effects of new technological innova-
tions, my review of ironworking in African societies focuses
primarily on how ironworking is perceived in ¢raditional
African culture. I use the ‘ethnographic present’ with an
awareness that many of the traditions I discuss either have
been abandoned altogether or are falling into disuse. In some
cases [ cite situations in which symbols associated with iron
technology have been appropriated and reinterpreted to deal
with culture change.

It is not my intention to make direct comparisons between
contemporary African ironworking and ironworking in
ancient Israel. Nor is it my intention to draw definitive con-
clusions about the symbol system of ancient Israel based on
information from Africa. Temporal and spatial distance mili-
tates against making such assertions. Some interpreters have
argued that the diffusion of Near Eastern culture was
responsible for the development of West African civilizations
(e.g., Lucas, 1948). Similar arguments have been proposed for
the diffusion of iron technology (see, e.g., Trigger, 1969). Such
claims may be valid for the African Horn and parts of East
Africa, but they cannot be substantiated for West Africa. How-
ever, diffusionist arguments do not enter into the present
evaluation, nor do they ultimately affect the conclusions I
draw. The symbol system of any society, whether ancient or
modern, must be interpreted in the overall context of that
society’s particular situation.
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None of the African societies considered here is directly
comparable to that of ancient Israel. Many of them are agri-
cultural, some are pastoral, and some have mixed subsistence
strategies dependent on both. Ecological zones range from the
fertile zones of the West African savanna, forest, and wet for-
est regions and the Ethiopian highlands, to the more arid
zones of Somali and East Africa. Sociopolitical organization
ranges from the highly developed states of many West
African peoples to the ‘tribal’ organization of such East
African peoples as the Masai. Considering such a wide range
of situations is particularly useful for a study of the beliefs
associated with iron technology because the similarities in the
essence of these beliefs are so striking. These essential
similarities provide a foundation for assessing the nature of
iron technology in ancient Israel, how this important
technology was perceived by ancient Israelite peoples, and
how these perceptions were translated into the many rich
symbols present in Israel’s sacred literature.

Organization

The ethnographic material in this chapter is presented under
two major headings, divided according to major culture areas:
1. West Africa; and 2. East Africa and the African Horn.
Within each section I discuss the roles of iron technology and
ironsmiths in myth and ritual, the social roles and statuses of
ironsmiths, and the symbolic significance of the ironworking
process itself.

Despite the imbalance in the quantity of information avail-
able for each society in the representative sample considered
here, erough information is available to assess the symbolic
value of the ironworking process and to propose a common
denominator underlying the varied symbolic expressions. The
final section in this chapter defines this common denominator.
The analysis of the ethnographic information is based on the
nature of the ironworking process and anthropological theo-
ries on symbols. It is suggested that central to the symbolic
expressions in all of these societies are the concepts of trans-
formation and mediation (in addition to the traditional asso-
ciations of strength, power, superiority, and so on).
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Africa: The Introduction of Iron Technology

With the exception of countries of the Mediterranean basin,
Nile Valley, and Red Sea Coast (e.g., Egypt and Nubia; see
Chapter 3), a Bronze Age did not precede the Iron Age in
Africa. Iron was the first metal produced (van der Merwe,
1980:463). The origins of this important technology are
obscure, and the debate over whether it was the product of
diffusion from the Near East or was an indigenous develop-
ment remains unresolved. It has been theorized that a num-
ber of Sub-Saharan West Africa’s cultural traits—for exam-
ple, ironworking, brick architecture, and divine kingship—
diffused across the Sudan grasslands from Meroe in Nubia.
Although this theory has gained fairly wide acceptance, there
is no solid archaeological evidence to substantiate it (see Trig-
ger, 1969; Guggenheim, 1961; van der Merwe, 1980:474).
Iron smelting appears to have been practiced there by c. 500
BCE, about the same time as Meroe, but there is no indication
that the source of origins was the same. A stronger argument
can be made for the diffusion of iron technology from Meroe
into East Africa since the swamp region of the southern Sudan
poses less of a barrier to population movements.

In Ethiopia, iron technology was present as early as the
tenth to ninth centuries BCE and may have been influenced by
technologies developed in the Near East. From c¢. 1000 BCE on,
Semitic speaking peoples from southern Arabia were settling
in northern Ethiopia, and close cultural contact was main-
tained between the two areas. The presence of locally manu-
factured iron at Hajar Bin Humeid in southern Arabia from
the tenth to ninth centuries implies that iron was known in
Ethiopia at the same time. Coupled with this is the fact that
the word for iron in the Kushitic languages spoken by many
Ethiopians is a Semitic one (van der Merwe, 1980:475).

Whatever its origins in each of these regions, the wide vari-
ety of approaches, furnace designs, and smelting products
suggests that new inventions were added locally. Every con-
ceivable method of iron production appears to have been
employed in Africa, and a number of procedures do not fit the
traditional categories of direct or indirect processes of produc-
tion. In fact, the laborious procedures of carburization,
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quenching, and tempering (see Chapters 3 and 4) are rarely
applied in any systematic way in Africa (van der Merwe,
1980:485-86).

General Surveys on Iron and Symbols

The sacred role of the ironsmith and that of the metal that is
the source of his! livelihood, and the esteem rendered both, are
evidenced from antiquity down through the Middle Ages (see,
e.g., Fleming, 1986) and continue to exist in many contempo-
rary societies. Much of the historical and ethnographic mate-
rial relating to ironworking has been reviewed in the works of
such historians and historians of religion as R. J. Forbes in a
series of studies on ancient technology (1971; 1972) and
Mircea Eliade in a study of alchemy (1978).2 One can also find
such information gathered in encyclopedias of religion and
popular studies (e.g., Newall, 1970; Robins, 1953). From this
literature it is possible to glean bits of information about myths
in which the metalsmith plays a prominent role, the symbolic
qualities of the metal iron, the social roles and statuses of
smiths in various societies, the rituals associated with the
ironworking process, and the power ascribed to the smith’s
tools and the smithy.

In mythology, the smith is most often portrayed as a crucial
actor in mythic dramas about heavenly battles or as a civiliz-
ing or culture hero (see, e.g., Eliade, 1978:87-108; Newall,
1970:2616). For example, in Egyptian mythology the god
Ptah, in the role of smith, assisted Horus in defeating Seth by
forging Horus’ arms. In a similar myth from India, Indra was
able to overcome the demon Vritra by using weapons manu-
factured by the smith Tvashtri. In Canaanite mythology, the
artisan god Kothar was responsible for supplying Baal with
the weapons necessary to defeat Yam, the cosmic representa-
tive of chaos. Hephaestus in Greek mythology made the thun-

1 The masculine pronoun is used throughout this chapter to desig-
nate the smith. I use it intentionally because I have come across no
references to women as smiths in these traditional societies.

2 On the philosophical and religious underpinnings of alchemy, see
also Burckhardt, 1971.
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derbolt with which Zeus overcame Typhon. With a hammer
forged by the dwarfs Thor vanquished the serpent.

The general studies cited above note the consistency with
which the smith and his products are perceived in both
ancient and contemporary cultures. In many societies the
ironsmith holds a position of prestige. Although there are
societies in which he is despised rather than honored, he
seems always to be held in awe. According to the general
interpretation, the pattern seems to be that among pastoral
peoples he is perceived as a dangerous sorcerer, and thus is
spurned or feared, but among agriculturalists is honored,
often holding the position of counselor, and sometimes chief or
priest. Among the latter, he is often looked upon as a wise and
clever man who is an important go-between and trader, a
man whose curse is taken seriously, a prophet, or a person
with healing powers. In many societies he also serves as an
important person in initiation rites, secret societies, and the
religious life of the community in general (Forbes, 1971:71,
74-75; Eliade, 1978:98).

Also noted in these general studies is the smith’s position
within the organization and structure of society. Smiths tend
to form groups apart that are in some way isolated from the
rest of the community. This separation may be radical, espe-
cially in societies in which the smith is held in low esteem, or it
may take the form of endogamous families, as seems to be
typical of societies in which he is honored. The smith’s trade is
one that is generally passed on through heredity, handed
down from generation to generation and recorded in long
genealogies. Because the proficiency of the trade is acquired
through generations of practice and discipline, smiths are
normally (among agriculturalists) organized in guilds that
jealously guard their secrets and adhere to a rigid system of
ethics (Forbes, 1971:73, 83; Eliade, 1978:101-102).

The work of the smith is generally bounded by traditional
rites and ceremonies. Among miners, rites of purification,
fasting, meditation, prayers, sacrifices, and other acts of wor-
ship are normally strictly observed. Practically every opera-
tion of the smelting and forging processes (e.g., lighting the
kiln, starting the fire, or beginning a new piece of work) must
also be accompanied by specific rites. The work of the iron-
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smith must be undertaken in a state of ritual purity. Sexual
taboos are typical, and in some societies women are forbidden
to enter the smithy. The fire is especially important and must
be kept burning and purified by regular offerings because in
the fire resides the power that assists the smith in transform-
ing stones into metal (Forbes, 1971.73-74; Eliade, 1978:53-70).

The material that is transformed in the smelting process
and the tools of the trade also take on mysterious and powerful
qualities among many peoples. Ambivalent feelings toward
iron are common, and many taboos are observed in its manu-
facture and use. In folklore, iron objects are traditionally pro-
tective against witchcraft, evil spirits, and malign influences.
The power of the metal is often ascribed to its connection with
the earth, that is, it is believed to be a piece of earth that has
been purified by fire.

Finally, there is the power ascribed to the smith’s tools
(particularly the hammer, anvil, and furnace) and the
smithy. The smith’s tools are often endowed with sexuality
and assigned roles as such in the creation of iron. The furnace,
for example, serves as a symbolic uterus where the ore com-
pletes the period of gestation. Often tools are credited with
divine attributes, and great care is taken when handing them
on during an initiation into the smithing trade. The smithy is
often viewed as a ritual center or temple where the smith is
priest and the furnace an altar upon which the rites are
enacted (Eliade, 1978:34-52, 57).

Survey of Traditional African Societies

The general surveys cite most of these characteristics as typi-
cal in traditional African societies. The ambivalent attitude is
present and tends to be somewhat regionalized. A despised
smith caste and absence of smelting ritual are said to charac-
terize the pastoral and hunting societies of the northern and
eastern grasslands. Trade guilds, sorcery, association with
secret societies, and a smithy that serves as a gathering place
or temple are viewed as typical of smiths in West Africa
where agriculture is practiced and arts and crafts are well
developed. Ironsmiths in these societies are often ‘priests’ and
are regarded as separate from the rest of the community. This
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separate status is manifest in the tendency for their families to
be endogamous, marrying only within their own ranks. In the
Congo there is often a close association of smiths with chiefs
and hunters, complex rituals in which ‘medicines’ and spirits
play major roles in the smelting and forging processes, and
organization in guilds. Secrecy, the belief that sexual activity
can in some way compromise the work, personification of
hammer and anvil, and inheritance of the profession are gen-
eral throughout Africa. In some parts of Africa smiths rate as
‘shamans’ or religious leaders (Cline, 1937:114, 140; Forbes,
1971:54-55; Parrinder, 1961:75, 180).

The general surveys are informative and provide a broad,
although superficial, spectrum of the beliefs surrounding the
processes of ironworking in Africa. However, they do not allow
for the culture-specific variation that occurs within the major
African culture regions. To identify this variation, it is neces-
sary to look at some specific cultures.

West Africa

West African cultures are typically agrarian societies that
have flourished for thousands of years and have developed
great empires and highly complex cultures, often with cen-
tralized kingship and strong secret societies. These cultures
extend from the savannas of northern West Africa into the
forested area of the south where kingdoms were established in
ancient times in such areas as Benin and lle-Ife in Nigeria
(Zuesse, 1979:152).

Smithing in many African cultures is a sacred process
shaped by cosmological beliefs (Zuesse, 1979:96). This is
reflected in a number of West African myths in which the first
smith was the demiurge or agent of the creator god, the trick-
ster, or the first culture-bringer. The role of the smith as civi-
lizing or culture hero has been noted above. In this role the
smith as god or as a semi-divine figure assists in the comple-
tion of creation, in organizing the world, and in educating
humans.

The Dogon. The Dogon of the Volta area of West Africa have a
particularly well-developed mythology that explicates such
problems as their place in the natural world, the nature of the
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individual, and the reasons for certain rituals. In their elabo-
rate system of myths and symbols, the Dogon express a corre-
spondence between their social organization and the world
order as they conceive it. Social life is believed to reflect the
working of the universe and, conversely, world order depends
on the proper ordering of society. The social order is also pro-
jected on the individual, who is a microcosm of the whole and
also affects cosmic order (Griaule, 1960:365; Griaule and
Dieterlen, 1954:83-84).

The smith is a highly esteemed individual in Dogon society,
and his tools have an important role in the cult. This is
reflected in the essential place the first smith occupies in their
creation myth. A number of variants of this myth have been
recorded (see, e.g., Dieterlen, 1973; Griaule, 1960; 1965; Gri-
aule and Dieterlen, 1954; Margarido and Wasserman, 1972),
but the role of the first smith remains constant despite varia-
tions in detail. The myth is very long and its characters and
symbols very complex. It will suffice for my purposes to focus
on the smith’s role in the myth. The first smith is said to have
been created from the umbilical cord of the sacrificed Great
Nommo or the blood of his castrated testicles (Dieterlen,
1973:45; Margarido and Wasserman, 1972:94). The Nummo
(pl. of Nommo) are twin spirits who helped inspire and shape
the first eight ancestors of humans. Sometimes the first smith
is considered the Nommo’s twin (Dieterlen, 1973:44-45). The
principle of twinness is fundamental to Dogon cosmology and
dominates the organization of society and the family.! All exis-
tence is conceived in an eight-fold pattern, and everything is
‘twinned’ with a male and a female half (Griaule and
Dieterlen, 1954:86; Zuesse, 1979:160). The primal smith is said
to have participated in the reordering of the cosmos following
the activities of the rebellious and earth-defiling trickster
figure (see, e.g., Griaule and Dieterlen, 1954; Dieterlen, 1973;
Pelton, 1980), and to have introduced agriculture to the
Dogon. In one variant of the myth, the first smith received
specimens of the primary cultivable grains from the supreme
deity Amma, which he placed in his hammer. He then sus-

1 On the concept of twinship in African symbol systems, see Southall,
1972.
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pended himself by means of an iron chain, and Amma sent
him down to earth. He is also said to have stolen grain from
Amma and concealed it in his hammer. When he was subse-
quently sent down to earth, he became unclean and was
unworthy to return to the sky.

Typically, the first smith is identified either as one of the first
eight ancestors created from the sacrificed Nommo or as one
who accompanied the Nummo in their descent from the sky
to the earth in an ark. He was responsible for building and
bringing to earth the first granary, symbolized by the smith’s
hammer (see Griaule, 1965:38-42). The granary and its con-
tents reflect the world system of the new order established by
the smith. When it was brought to earth, the granary was dis-
persed and became the primordial field, around which
humanity came to be organized. This primordial field was
distributed among the first eight ancestors, each of whom took
a special craft. The celestial first smith was also the inventor of
fire and taught humans about agriculture and animal domes-
tication. In one variant of the myth (Zuesse, 1979:96), the fire
was transported to earth in an ark that was also the smith’s
furnace and anvil. This ark was ‘feminine’, the smith’s ‘wife’,
and represented the female Great Nommo. When the first
smith hammered this ark/furnace/anvil the vibrations pro-
duced life in all directions. The anvil, the blood of the sacrificed
Nommo, is also said to be responsible for purifying the earth
which had been polluted by the trickster (Dieterlen, 1973:46).
Another report concerning the introduction of fire (Griaule,
1965:42) asserts that the ancestral smith stole a piece of the
sun in the form of live embers and white-hot iron (cf. Dieter-
len, 1973:48). He hid it in one of the skins of the bellows,
exclaiming, ‘Gouyo’ (‘stolen’). This word also means ‘granary’
and is said to serve as a reminder that without the fire of the
smithy and the iron of hoes there would be no crops.

The creation of the smith’s tools and his workplace is also a
part of the Dogon creation myth. The penis of the sacrificed
Nommo was made into the tuyére and his testicles into bel-
lows. The grains brought to earth by the primal smith were
contained in his hammer, which is a symbol of the primal
granary and represents the male Nommo. Iron ore was cre-
ated from the blood of the Nommo’s spleen (Dieterlen,
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1973:46-48). The wooden beam in which the ‘female’ anvil is
embedded is the bed of the two Great Nummo, and when the
hammer strikes the anvil the two come together. With the
sound produced when the smith strikes iron with his ham-
mer, he reminds others of the supreme power of Amma and
the Nummo, and assists in both prayer and appeasing the
possible wrath of the celestial beings. Striking the iron with the
hammer is also a means of restoring order among quarreling
people and of requesting that the earth restore to the smith the
strength of which he had formerly been emptied. As a descen-
dant of the primal smith, who poured a large portion of his
strength and life-force into the granary, the Dogon smith is
characterized by a diminished life-force that removes him
from the category of the ‘living’ (i.e., other Dogon). This
enfeeblement constitutes a kind of uncleaness that sets the
smith apart, although it is of a different sort than ordinary
impurity. In one sense, he is diminished, but in another sense
he is increased because he has given his energy for the com-
mon good (Griaule, 1965:86).

According to the myth, the primal smithy was constructed
on the flat roof of the granary and the tools and implements of
a forge assembled, because the future task of the smith was to
teach humans the art of ironworking to enable them to culti-
vate land. The Dogon smithy is a model of this primal smithy
(Griaule, 1965:84-86). In the primal field the smithy/granary
was erected on the north side at the edge of the land that was
to be cleared. Thus, Dogon smithies are always located on the
north side of the central square which itself is always to the
north of the village. The layout of the village is likened to a
person, with the smithy as the head (Griaule and Dieterlen,
1954:96).

Smiths then became masters of fire. They were given the
power to extract minerals from the soil and to smelt and
transform them. Endowed with the capacity to make tools
and weapons, both vital to humankind, the smith became a
‘master of knowledge’. He carried out the rites of circumcision
and excision on the first ancestors in order to render them fit
for marriage and to prepare them to receive learnming.
Learning was transmitted to young people by the first smith,
who survived the death of the eight primordial ancestors. The
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myth ends with his death and the celebration of his funeral,
sixty-six years after his descent to earth. Events pertaining to
the mythical smith, and their consequences, are symbolically
reenacted whenever a new smithy is built or repaired
(Dieterlen, 1973:49).

Germaine Dieterlen (1973:50-53) draws the following con-
clusions about the relationship between the creation myth and
the Dogon smith’s social status: 1. Since the smith is essentially
a ‘twin,’ like all the first living beings created by Amma, he
shares their privileges, their powers, and their ‘sacred’ char-
acter. For this reason he is able to invoke Amma when he
prays for rain, the sperm of the sacrificial Nommo, his ‘twin’,
whose sexual attributes he manipulates in his forge. 2. Onto-
logically, the smith is considered to belong to the same class as
the members of the oldest generations. As such, he is ‘seated’
beside the chief priest during communal ceremonies. 3. Dogon
smiths form an endogamous group and other Dogon will not
mix blood with them in marriage. According to tradition, this
is because smiths have ‘mixed blood’, one part of which derives
from the blood sacrificed at creation by the Nommo. 4. The
materials and tools used by the smith symbolize the organs
and limbs of the sacrificial Nommo, who passed through the
extreme stage of impurity (death) and triumphed over this
impurity through resurrection. The smith works with both
the ‘pure’ and ‘impure’. He is associated with the breakdown
of an earlier established order and the organization and
maintenance of a ‘new’ world. 5. The ‘sacrificial’ blood of the
smith derives in part from the sexual attributes of the
sacrificed Nommo. Sexuality is incorporated into the work of
the smith at his forge, which is likened to sexual activity and
procreation. Taboos surround this activity because, as is char-
acteristic of the smith in general, sex has ambivalent charac-
teristics that involve the risk of impurity. 6. As one whose
‘blood’ derives in part from the castration of the sacrificed
Nommo, the smith is responsible for performing circumci-
sions. In a sense, circumcision is understood to be a sacrifice
presided over by the smith. The results of the rite of circumci-
sion are similar to the changes wrought on the iron he
extracts from the earth and works at the forge. It is a kind of
rebirth. Circumcision changes a child into a man in the full
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meaning of the word. 7. The Dogon smith is one of the masters
of initiatory knowledge and plays a prominent role during the
ceremonies that commemorate the ‘renewal of the world’
that take place every sixty years. This role is reflected in the
last episodes of the myth where he is identified as a purveyor
of knowledge.

In the annual sacrifice associated with the cult of Lebe (one
of the first ancestors), the smith also plays a central role.
When the throat of the sacrificial victim is cut, he beats the
ground with his hammer to facilitate the passage of the life-
force of Lebe from the victim to the person who is to receive it
(Griaule, 1965:133). In addition to his role as ritual specialist,
the Dogon smith is considered to be the holder of technical
secrets, is often a healer, is responsible for mediating conflicts,
and is believed to have the ability to mediate between the living
and the dead (Margarido and Wasserman, 1972:98).

The blacksmith’s special position in Dogon mythology
derives in large part from his importance to the success of
agriculture, the dominant mode of production in Dogon soci-
ety. He is excluded from agricultural work in the fields, but he
nevertheless represents the determining factor in agricul-
ture—it is he who manufactures the necessary implements.
This separation from agricultural work is also manifest in the
social separation of smiths who, in addition to being endoga-
mous, live in separate villages or in separate areas within vil-
lages (Margarido and Wasserman, 1972:96).

The Bambara (Bamana). The Bambara are a Mande people
of Upper Nigeria who at one time controlled an empire
extending thousands of square miles over the savanna. They
are neighbors to the Dogon with whom they share a history of
economic, military, and diplomatic interaction. They also
share with the Dogon a system of social organization that dis-
tinguishes artisans from other members of society, providing
them with a prominent and honorable position (McNaughton,
1977:4).

The cosmology and religion of the Bambara also have much
in common with those of the Dogon (Dieterlen, 1973:53). Like
the Dogon, the Bambara conceive of the world as having been
created in two stages, the first stage characterized by severe
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cosmic disorder.’ Faro, the counterpart of the Dogon Amma,
was responsible for reorganizing the universe and establishing
the present order. The first ironsmith is said to have been cre-
ated from the blood of the water spirit’s castration, a belief that
is similar to that of the Dogon that he issued from the twin
Nummo, or water spirits, sacrificed in the sky by Amma. This
is why the sacrificer in the worship of the guardian spirit of
water must belong to a family whose ancestors are smiths
descended from heaven. The primordial smith is said to have
collaborated in creation by serving as Faro’s intermediary and
introducing agriculture to humans. He descended from the
sky in an ark, holding in his hand a ‘mass’ containing the
eight cereal grains. The celestial ironsmith is also the most
important of Faro’s auxiliaries, who participate in his ongoing
maintenance of cosmic order, acting as a kind of ‘secretary’
(Dieterlen, 1960:75).

The ironsmith’s forge and the tools of his trade are also
attributed mythological significance, as well as sexual charac-
teristics, among the Bambara (see Dieterlen, 1960:161-66).
The forge, for example, is conceived as a living being sur-
rounded by taboos aimed at protecting its material and spiri-
tual integrity. Breaking these taboos is equivalent to attacking
the virility of the ironsmith because the bellows, for example,
are his testicles. The forges of a village are generally grouped
together in a public square around a large anvil. In front of
this communal anvil judicial affairs are settled, vows and
promises are made, and purification for breaking taboos takes
place.

According to tradition, Bambara ironsmiths have occupied
central positions, undertaken important roles in their
societies, and at times been at the very center of the history-
making process from as early as the twelfth century CE down
to the present (see McNaughton, 1977:19-48). Smiths are
separated from the agrarian population by their profession
and by the cultural components that constitute its special
character. Among the Bambara, social differentiation is
defined in relation to the materials one is able to manipulate.

1 For a more complete account of the Bambara creation myth, see
Dieterlen, 1960:13-58; Cline, 1937:129; Zahan, 1979:123.
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This system is conceptualized in terms of relationships to
agriculture, the forge, leather- and wood-working, and the art
of speech. The major social distinctions are between those who
devote themselves to working the earth and are able to
provide for their own alimentary needs, often called ‘nobles’ in
the ethnographic literature, and those whose skills are used
for providing the farmers with what they need to fulfill their
task. For example, ironsmiths extract iron and manufacture
implements that are necessary for tilling the soil, other
artisans provide utensils that are necessary for preparing and
consuming food, and ‘masters of speech’ enhance the glory of
farmers through compliments and praise. These artisans
depend for their livelihood on what farmers exchange for
their services. The social separation of smiths is also manifest
in settlement and marriage patterns. Smiths live in separate
enclaves within communities or in separate communities
altogether. They are also endogamous and do not intermarry
with ‘nobles’ (McNaughton, 1977:39, 55, 87). Interpreters
have often identified this social differentiation as a rigid hier-
archy that constitutes a kind of ‘caste’ system in which arti-
sans, especially smiths, are ‘despised’ (e.g., Zahan, 1979:121-
24; Paulme, 1973; on the Mande in general, see Vaughan,
1970).' This assertion has recently been challenged as a
misinterpretation. According to Patrick McNaughton
(1977:50-55), smiths are not differentiated on a hierarchical
scale, but are simply perceived as special and different.?
Bambara smiths, in fact, perceive themselves as ‘a separate
nation’ (McNaughton, 1977:23; cf. Richter, 1980:40; Vaughan,
1970:77; 1973:167). In contrast to being ‘despised, as they

1 The question of caste is one that is debated in the literature on
African societies. Recent studies of both West and East African
peoples have called ‘caste’ into question as an appropriate descrip-
tive term. On the question of ‘caste’ among Mande pecples, see
Vaughan, 1970; 1973; McNaughton, 1977:50-55; Richter, 1980.
‘Castes’ in East African and African Horn societies are considered
below. For a survey of the issues associated with the question of
caste in Africa, see Tuden and Plotnicov, 1970.

2 The special and different nature of the smith, as opposed to hierar-
chical differentiation, is also treated in studies of other Mande
peoples. On the Marghi, see Vaughan, 1970:79-80; 1973:167. On the
Senufo, see Richter, 1980:40.
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have so often been labeled, they are highly respected and
feared among the Bambara and often hold important
leadership positions, although they are barred from assuming
direct political leadership as chiefs and kings. The fact that
outsiders have often referred to them as ‘despised’ points to
the ambivalent attitudes inspired by the awe and fear in
which they are held. According to Mande beliefs, ironsmiths
are born with the potential of securing high levels of energy,
which they develop and learn to control and manipulate
during an eight-year training period (McNaughton, 1977,
91-92). Smiths are called numu (pl. numuw) and are
distinguished along with other artisans as nyamakala (see
McNaughton, 1977:68-80; Paulme, 1973:91). Nyama has
typically been defined as the power that animates and
activates the universe, and kala as ‘handle’. Nyamakala, then,
means something like ‘handle of power’ (McNaughton,
1977:69). Marcel Griaule defines nyama as:

instant energy which is impersonal and unconscious,
shared by all animals, plants, and supernatural beings,
things of nature; it is an energy which tends to support, in
its being, the sustenance required either temporarily (mortal
beings) or eternally (immortal beings). (quoted in Paulme,
1973:91)

Denise Paulme (1973:91) interprets nyamakala quite dif-
ferently, and her interpretation points to the ambivalent atti-
tudes with which artisans are regarded. According to her
interpretation, by a play on words and a perhaps unconscious
pun,! nyama (‘pile of rubbish’, ‘manure’) is linked to n’ya-ma
(‘life, personality, spirit, divine spirit, divinity’), whose essential
source is blood. She points out that filth, nyama, is naturally
very rich in n’ya-ma, since it is secreted along with waste
matter, but continues to remain a part of the individual.
‘Strength and filth—it is easily understood with what mingled
feelings of fear and contempt the caste groups are treated’
(Paulme, 1973:91).

1 Edmund Leach (1976:18) notes that punning is an important feature
of symbolic forms of communication, especially in areas of social
life that are the focus of taboo.
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The activities of the nyamakala among the Bambara
involve the manipulation of nyama, that is, the transforma-
tion of matter by rearranging and radically altering it. They
are bearers of profound power, having learned the laws of
universal order and action, which they use to benefit others.
Their distinguished social position is defined according to these
principles (McNaughton, 1977:68-80). They hold important
leadership positions, are indispensable to the proper practice of
traditional Bambara religion, and are a primary source of
economic and moral stability. The name by which a smith is
called, numu (pl. numuw), identifies a person as a smith, but
also as a sculptor, doctor, diviner, and a number of other occu-
pational specialists.

The knowledge’ smiths are said to possess provides them
access to power and is therefore surrounded by secrecy. With-
out this secret knowledge, smiths could not forge iron into ade-
quate tools, nor could they perform their other roles ade-
quately (see McNaughton, 1977:104-57). Because of their
secret knowledge of the nyama of the sky, they can provide
rain. As ‘persons who know’, they are diviners who can tap
the natural order and operation of the universe. Of the other
responsibilities of the smith, the most difficult and potentially
dangerous are those of circumecision and excision. Only smiths
are permitted to carry out these important initiatory opera-
tions.

The Bambara smith’s ritual functions extend to the rituals
associated with the most important of Bambara religious
societies—the Komo (see Dieterlen, 1960:187-216). Theoreti-
cally, the Komo society in each village is made up of all cir-
cumcised men, both living and dead, the sanctuary and its
altars, the responsible chief (preferably a smith), and the
Komo masks. The latter are made by smiths and are consid-
ered their most dramatic and powerful accomplishments
because they are infused with the energy that the smiths are
most qualified to use (McNaughton, 1977:i1). The Komo soci-
ety, dominated and protected by the power of Faro, is involved
in most of the activities of Bambara daily life—birth, circum-
cision, marriage, burial, the cult of the ancestors, agriculture,
technology, and political and economic issues.
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The Komo is a society which unites the highest divine power,
men [gic!j, animals, and plants until the end of the world. It
is the keeper of souls. When there is no longer life on earth,
when there are neither men [sic!], nor animals, nor plants,
the Komo will awaken the souls of the dead which have been
in its keeping for eternity. (Dieterlen, 1960:215-16)

As the chief functionary in this religious society, the smith
has considerable responsibility. He is guardian of the altar,
which contains all the spiritual forces of the society. He is the
only one able to manipulate these forces, and thus is in charge
of all rituals that depend on them. As chief of the Komo, he is
responsible for dispensing justice since the Komo is the reposi-
tory of traditional beliefs and rules of solidarity. As Komo lead-
ers, smiths are community arbitrators and personal advisers
to political leaders (McNaughton, 1977:153-57; cf. Richter,
1980:41; Vaughan, 1970:86-87; 1973:168-69). They are a
potent force in the community without holding the highest
offices. They serve as advisers and interpreters, financial and
social intermediaries, judges, spokespersons, and witnesses.
The smith’s anvil, which represents his authority, is the sur-
face on which oaths are declared. Essentially, the role of the
smith in Bambara society is maintainer of balance and har-
mony (McNaughton, 1977:159).

The Ewe. The motif of the smith as culture hero is also preva-
lent in the beliefs of the Ewe peoples of the Dahomean King-
dom of West Africa. The Ewe are scattered over a linguisti-
cally homogeneous area of over 8,000 square miles from what
is now southern Ghana west through southern Togo into
Benin (Verdon, 1983:21). Although there is much diversity
among Ewe groups—for example, southern groups are more
‘centralized’ with a type of ‘divine’ kingship, while northern
groups are more ‘decentralized’ with a chiefly type of leader-
ship—they share common legends of origin and a common
language (Verdon, 1983:21, 23). They have been greatly
influenced by their Yoruba neighbors, particularly in the
realm of religion (Mercier, 1954:210), and according to tradi-
tion migrated from Yorubaland (Verdon, 1983:21; on the
Yoruba, see below).



2. Iron Technology and Symbolism 59

The Fon are an Eastern Ewe people who live for the most
part in what is now Benin. Although the wealth of Fon reli-
gious and cosmological ideas represents a number of diver-
gencies and contradictions, there is nevertheless a remarkable
stability in the essential patterns of Fon myths, patterns that
have correspondences in the social sphere. For example, the
principle of dualism, so prominent in the religions of the
Dogon and Bambara, is also found in Fon religion and society
(Mercier, 1954:212-17).

The head of the sky gods, the dual Mawu-Lisa, was respon-
sible for the present ordering of the world.! In the dual Mawu-
Lisa, Mawu, associated with the moon, is female, and Lisa,
associated with the sun, is male. Sometimes their relationship
is expressed by the concept of an androgynous, self-fertilizing
being. Their dual nature is said to express the complementary
forces activated in the world. The concept of twins expresses
the equilibrium maintained between opposites, which is the
nature of the world (Mercier, 1954:219; Booth, 1977:161-62).

In the sky pantheon of the Fon, Gu, the vodu (god) of iron
and war, often ranks first among the offspring of Mawu-Lisa.
Gu is one of the two vodu who were not assigned a special
domain. The other is Legba, the Fon trickster (see, e.g.,
Mercier, 1954:228-29; Pelton, 1980), who acts as an observer
and interpreter among the vodu. Gu is the Fon culture hero,
the agent of the introduction of civilization. He was charged by
Mawu to make the earth habitable for humans. It is Gu who is
believed to have supplied the tools for human beings to build
shelters, hoe the ground, cut down trees for firewood, make
boats and implements, and triumph over enemies. He also
introduced the knowledge and practice of ironworking, a task
he is believed to carry out down to the present. Among the Fon
it is said that ‘Gu himself is not iron, but that property of iron
which gives it the power to cut’ (Booth, 1977:170).

Gu is regarded variously as a person or as an instrument in
the hands of Mawu-Lisa (Herskovits, 1938:105; Mercier,
1954:223). As a person, he is the celestial ironsmith, patron of
earthly ironsmiths, and inventor of all crafts (except weav-

1 On Fon cosmogony, see Mercier, 1954:17-33; Booth, 1977:161-62;
Herskovits, 1933; 1938.
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ing). As an instrument of Mawu-Lisa, Gu is conceptualized as
a ‘force’ that took the form of a gubasa, a kind of ceremonial
sword or wand of office. As a wand of office Gu is said to have
been in Mawu’s hand when Mawu created humanity or in
Lisa’s hand when civilization was established. He is also
believed to have been largely responsible for organizing soci-
ety. He is regarded as one of the first founders of families
because on his visits to earth he mated and paved the way
toward social, organized life.

The Yoruba. The Yoruba live in the savannas and forests of
southern Nigeria between the lower Niger and the Gulf of
Guinea. They are bounded on the west by the Ewe-speaking
peoples of Benin. Although quite diverse in some respects, the
Yoruba are bound together by common language, dress, sym-
bolism, ritual, myth, and history. Before the advent of the
British, the Yoruba were famous for their arts, including
ironworking, in addition to their competence as agricultural-
ists. Today, most Yoruba identify themselves as either Muslim
or Christian, but many continue to practice some aspects of
their traditional religion.

Among traditional Yoruba gods, Ogun, the god of metal and
war, is considered an indispensable deity and has maintained
a particularly strong following in modern times.! Tradition-
ally the god of iron and of those whose occupations are related
to the use of iron (hunters, warriors, and smiths), Ogun is now
also worshiped by chauffeurs and mechanics. He is also
greatly respected by Yoruba farmers, who recognize that iron
is essential to their work. Ogun is numbered among the orisha
(‘lesser deities’) of the Yoruba, who are subordinate in
classification to the ‘Supreme God’ Olurun or Olodumare. The
orisha are associated with persons, places, functional con-
cerns, and even diseases. Ogun is variously regarded as one of

1 On the role of Ogun in Yoruba religion, see, e.g., Booth, 1977;
Lawson, 1984:61-62; Lucas, 1948:106-8; Parrinder, 1961; Awolalu,
1979; Zuesse, 1979:96; Idowu, 1962:85-89. Parrinder (1961:34) sug-
gests that Gua, the Ga thunder god who is served by smiths, may be
related to Gu and Ogun of the Ewe and Yoruba. On the religion of
the Ga, see Field, 1937, On the survival and diffusion of Ogun’s
popularity, see, e.g., Barnes 1980 and 1989.
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the original gods or as a deified ancestor. He is considered to be
the first forger of weapons and the first hunter, who used to
descend from heaven on a spider’s web. According to tradition,
when the gods first came to inhabit the earth they came upon
a thicket they were not able to cut their way through. A path
was finally cleared through the mediation of Ogun and his
metal axe. The Yoruba thus hold the belief that when one’s
path is obstructed, or when one encounters difficulties, appeal
to Ogun will clear the way. They also believe that Ogun opens
paths for communication between the heavenly and earthly
spheres and that he mediates material and spiritual prosper-
ity. For these reasons, an emblem of Ogun is often found sta-
tioned at the entrance of many shrines. He is said to be the pos-
sessor of two axes: one with which he prepares the farm and
one with which he clears the road. It is also believed that Ogun
put the finishing touches on the creation of human beings by
taking charge of the work of circumcision, tribal marking,
tatooing, and other surgical operations necessary for keeping
humans in good health (Idowu, 1962:85-87; Awolalu, 1979:
31).

According to the religious traditions of the city of Ife, Ogun
was its first king. Ife is considered to be the navel of the cosmos
where the earth was established and humans created (Pelton,
1980:156). The fierce, warlike character of the iron god is
emphasized in this tradition which claims Ogun to be the son
of Oduduwa, a creator god, and a great warrior who assisted
his father in battling enemies. Rulership of the city was given
to him as a reward for his victories. The story speaks of Ogun
as an explosive ruler who lost control when his subjects failed
to show him proper respect. After killing a number of his sub-
jects, he killed himself and disappeared into the earth, estab-
lishing himself as a mediator between the worlds of the living
and the dead. His last words are said to have consisted of a
promise that he would respond to all who call on him in times
of great need (Lawson, 1984:61; Awolalu, 1979:31).

The discovery of metals and tool-making is considered by
the Yoruba to have been a fundamental and creative step for-
ward. The implements that are a product of this creative act
are known to be both destructive (weapons) and constructive
(tools) and are considered to have both divine and human
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attributes. Ogun’s status as both god and ancestor reflects this
duality. He is associated with both heaven and earth; his abode
is both in the heavens and on (or under) the earth; he is both a
living god and a dead ancestor. Because of his borderline sta-
tus, Ogun stands for both the justice of the gods and the justice
required in human actions. He is, therefore, called upon to
witness covenants or agreements between individuals or
groups. When an adherent of traditional Yoruba religion is
brought to court, he or she is asked to swear by Ogun, repre-
sented by a piece of iron he or she must kiss. Anyone who
swears falsely or breaks an agreement is believed to suffer
serious consequences that normally result in accident or
death. In addition, the smithy often serves as a place where
pacts of friendship are sealed (Lawson, 1984:61-62; Awolalu,
1979:33; Parrinder, 1961:35).

Ironworking, the trade with which Ogun is most closely
identified, is a traditional Yoruba craft, organized in guilds,
which is hereditary and is passed down from father to son (see
Lloyd, 1953). As in other West African societies, the smith is
said to be a kind of ‘magician’ and healer (Margetts,
1965:116). The symbol of Ogun is iron, and the anvil and forge
are regarded as sacred.

The LoDagaa. Among some West African peoples, the smith
and his work are closely identified with the earth (see Eliade,
1978:43-52). This is the case among the LoDagaa, an agricul-
tural people who live in the northwestern corner of Ghana.
Until recently, all LoDagaa were farmers and hunters. The
exceptions are a few specialists such as smiths, xylophone
makers, diviners, and others who specialize in magico-reli-
gious activities. The territory of the LoDagaa is divided into
ritual areas, each containing an Earth shrine. Those persons
owing allegiance to a particular Earth shrine are in effect a
local ‘congregation,” bound together by the observance of cer-
tain prohibitions, particulary against shedding the blood of a
fellow member.

LoDagaa smiths are organized in kin-guilds in which the
traditions are handed down among their members. The
smith’s tools (saa kpiera) and the smithy are closely associated
with the Earth shrine. ‘The smithy is [the same in certain
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respects] as the Earth shrine (saa in tenggaan), say the
LoDagaa. This association probably derives from a common
link with iron, which is dug out of the earth.

Since the smith works with the ‘earth’ (iron), his role in
some respects parallels that of the Earth shrine’s custodian.
Like the Earth priests, the smith, who fashions the weapons of
war, can also act as a peace-maker. Like the Earth priests, he
can ‘throw ashes and make things hot and cold’. His tools are
attributed similar powers and can calm a person who is
inclined toward self-violence. For example, a father who
attempts suicide following the death of his son is forced to
grasp a pair of smith’s tongs. After this, it is believed, any fur-
ther attempt at suicide would prove futile. This act is likened
to forcing a suspected witch to swallow some earth—both acts
are carried out under threat of force and both invoke the
Earth shrine (Goody, 1962:3, 6, 91-92, 205; 1971:46).

Yatenga. The smiths of Yatenga also play an important role in
relation to Earth shrines. Yatenga is one of four Mossi king-
doms that comprise a part of the West African Voltaic region.
All Mossi are farmers. It is only during the season after the
rain has stopped and the harvest is in that attention can be
turned to more specialized activities.

Metalworking, woodworking, and the manufacture of pot-
tery are the most specialized Mossi crafts and are almost
exclusively confined to the smiths, saba, who form an endog-
amous ‘caste’ descended from the indigenous inhabitants of
Yatenga (the Mossi population is made up of indigenous peo-
ples and peoples who later migrated into the territory). The
wives of the smiths are the potters among the Yatenga. The
right of smiths to engage in their specialized work is ascribed
on the basis of their separate social identity. Not all members
of the smith descent groups work with metal, however, for it is
a matter of choice.

A distinctive ritual aura surrounds both the smith and his
work, and he often serves the Earth deity in a ritual capacity.
The Earth priests are denied any sort of political power but are
the principal intermediaries between the people and the natu-
ral manifestations of the deity. Along with smiths, the Earth
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priests, elders of the patrilineages, are descended from the
‘indigenous’ population.

The Bogaba (sing. Boga), most of whom are smiths, are sub-
ordinate and auxiliary to the Earth priests. Their ritual
responsibilities consist of maintaining a balance in the society’s
relationship to the vegetal aspect of the deity. They are also
responsible for such activities as assisting barren women to
conceive. Many elements of their social status parallel those of
the Earth priests. They are, for instance, always the elders of
the founding lineages of their sibs (Hammeond, 1966; Goody,
1971:46; Cline, 1937:130).

The Tiv. The mediatory role of the ironsmith is pronounced
among the Tiv, a northern Nigerian people. The Tiv stress a
kind of metaphysical relationship among iron, stone celts,
thunderbolts, and the cult of the dead, and in Tiv magic there
is a close association of heaven, thunderbolts, and the iron-
smith’s craft. Iron plays a role in making contact with
deceased persons and functions as a mode of communication
between the worlds of the living and the dead. The tuyére, one
of their cult emblems, is employed along with iron in rites to
secure the aid of household ancestors and to ward off their
displeasure.

The power ascribed to iron also flows through the smithy,
which serves as a kind of common meeting place, and all
objects associated with it. This power is manifest in thunder-
bolts. Thus, for example, it is said that a member of a secret
society who uses his power for destructive purposes and then
enters a smithy will be struck by lightning. The power of a
smith’s tools or iron slag automatically brings death by light-
ning upon a sorcerer or witch who tries to bewitch a person
who possesses it. For this reason, the things that the mbatsav
(‘witches’) tend to shun are those most closely associated with
smithing—fire, earth, slag from the furnace, the tongs, and
the ‘Axe of Heaven’. The slag of the furnace also serves as
protection for boys immediately following rites of circumci-
sion, and is thought to cause lightning to strike any offender.
Oaths are sworn at the smithy and on the ironsmith’s tools. In
addition to its protective function, iron is said to connote power
and prestige. This is why the Tiv chief wears a pair of iron for-
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ceps around his neck and why many chiefs possess complete
sets of smith’s tools (Cline, 1937:126-127; Bohannan,
1965:513-514, 538-539; East, 1939:36, 62-63, 254).

The Ibo (Igbo). Among the Ibo peoples of southeastern Nigeria,
smiths are organized in hereditary sacred guilds' whose
secrets are carefully guarded. They enjoy special economic
and social status, are accorded a high social position, and as a
rule must not be harmed (Cline, 1937:129; Neaher, 1979:90-
91). The ironsmiths of Awka are especially notorious, not only
for their skill in ironworking, but also for their religious, social,
political, and legal influence. They travel extensively as
smiths, doctors, purveyors of cults and cult symbols, circum-
cisers, teeth-filers, missionaries of the priest-chiefs of Nri, and,
above all, as agents of the oracle of Agbala, which is a kind of
final court of appeal in disputes (Neaher, 1979; Cline,
1937:129; Meek, 1970:18).

The Nri people of Ibo territory claim that they are not of Ibo
descent but rather are descended from Eri, a man sent from
the sky by the great God. The ironsmith plays a prominent
role in the legend associated with this tradition. It is said that
when Eri, the first king, found himself standing in the morass
of the world surrounded by water, he complained of his plight
to the great God. The great God responded by sending an iron-
smith, who blew on fire with his bellows and made the ground
dry. This smith then became the ancestor of the Awka Ibo,
who since that time have specialized in ironworking (Hender-
son, 1972:59-60; Neaher, 2979). Thus, as among other West
African peoples, the smith is perceived as having a primary
role in establishing culture.

The metal iron plays a prominent role in the Ibo ritual per-
formed during the building of mbari houses, temporary tem-
ples that are never repaired and eventually fall into ruin. The
central figure in the mbari house is usually Ala, the Ibo earth
goddess, in whose honor it is set up to invoke the blessings of
prosperity and offspring (Parrinder, 1961:37-38, 61).

1 On guild organization in Africa, see, e.g., Nadel, 1942:257-94;
Jaggar, 1973.
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Before the date is set for sealing the ritual contract to build
the mbari, a diviner searches the town for women who have
passed child-bearing age. From among these women the
diviners select the ‘leaders of iron’ or ‘people at the head of
iron’. These individuals are said to represent the deity for
whom the house is being built. The ceremony of ‘tying the
head on iron’ or ‘establishing the leader of iron’ follows this
selection. This ceremony focuses on an iron bar that previ-
ously had been offered to Ala as an osu sacrifice (typically a
living sacrifice in which a cult slave is dedicated to the god-
dess). The rod iron, which symbolizes strength, wealth, and
supernatural power, also serves as a symbol that the mbari is
to be built, and both the rod and the women are thought to be
invested with the power of the god. During the ceremony the
rod iron is ritually prepared for the next phase of the ritual,
‘walking the iron’. It is during this phase of the ritual that the
participants in the building of the mbari enter into a period of
ritual seclusion in the compound where it is to be built. The
ritual consists of entering into the compound by walking on
long narrow iron bars laid down end to end. The iron bars
serve as a bridge which conveys the workers to their ritual
death, that is, into the liminal phase of this rite of passage,
which is to last for three weeks. Once inside the fence of the
compound the workers are secluded in a kind of communal
living situation in which members of both sexes live together
and cannot act normally until after the mbari opens. Before
the initiates emerge from this seclusion, which prepares them
for a change in status, or ‘rebirth’, each acquires a staff of iron
that serves both as protection and to identify him or her with
the god (Cole, 1982:75, 81-84, 185-186).

The Fang. Similar kinds of symbols are associated with iron in
the contemporary Bwiti cult? among the egalitarian Fang of
the equatorial forest of West Africa (northern Gabon). Bwiti is

1 Iron rods are used in a similar mediatory fashion among the Bari of
East Africa to induce rain, i.e., to mediate between heaven and
earth. See Seligman, 1928:468-70.

2 Numerous symbols are manipulated in the Bwiti ritual process, of
which forge imagery is one. On the Bwiti cult, see, e.g., Fernandez,
1965; 1966; 1973; 1977; 1982.
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a reformative cult that originated at the turn of the century
and represents a reworking of the Fang ancestral cult, a cult
with which traditional ironworking is closely associated.!
Since World War II a substantial number of Christian ele-
ments have been absorbed in the cult liturgy and cosmology.
Much of what is symbolized in the liturgy of the cult is related
to the transition between the traditional ways and the modern
world, the past and the present, toward which the Fang have
an ambivalent attitude consisting of both regret and satisfac-
tion. Through the Bwiti rituals and the sermons delivered in
the context of the rituals, the Fang are able to derive some
consistency in the distribution of traditional and modern val-
ues (Fernandez, 1966:48).

As is the case among other West African peoples, ironwork-
ing is an old and much respected craft among the Fang,
although the smith is not accorded exceptional status
(Tessman, 1959:257; Fernandez, 1973:198). This is reflected
both in their mythology and their rituals. A good example is
found in the Fang myth of the creation of human beings:

Now Zame looked around and even though he was in the
company of Nlona and Nyingwan he still felt lonely, so he
reflected and made a hole in the earth—a smelting hole—
and he made the Fang bellows, nkom, and he took the fire
from the sun which belonged to him. He gathered together a
ball of earth and he shaped it, for the body comes from Zame.
Then he turned to Nyingwan who reached into her heart
and took out the last drop of blood that always remains in the
heart of any living thing even when it is dead and she placed
that drop in the center of the body of the earth. For our blood
is that of Nyingwan Mebege. Then he turned to Nlona who
reached into his brain and took out the white substance,
‘meyom,’ and placed it in the earth. Now the ball of earth
was placed in the fire and Nyingwan Mebege began to pump
the bellows while Zame turned the earth. Finally when it
was red hot Zame reached in and removed it and struck it
with his hands. It cracked open and out stepped Adam who
resembled Zame in every particular. (Fernandez, 1982:328)

1 Traditionally, ironworking among the Fang was closely associated
with both the fire cult and the ancestral cult. See Tessman,
1959:245. For a discussion of traditional ironworking in general, see
Tessman, 1959:243-62.
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This type of forge imagery is also richly represented in Bwiti
rituals in which the actions of forging are often simulated. It is
used, for example, in the ‘dance of Creation’ when entering a
Bwiti chapel. Represented in this dance is a move from disor-
der to order, obscurity to clarity, coldness to heat. There is a
movement from a desolate lifeless place ‘out there’, where one
is barely warmed by the creation fire, to the lively and orderly
place, the ‘forge’ of the Bwiti chapel where one is heated 