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THE POOR AND THE NEEDY IN THE BOOK OF AMOS
Terry Giles

1. Introduction
A number of recent studies of the book of Amos have been concerned with the sociological
characterization of the prophet. In particular, several have attempted to define the political
intent of the prophet and/or the book which bears his name. 1 Morris Silver has argued that
"the classical prophets sought, with the support of Israel- Judah's affluents, to commit the
rulers to programs of social amelioration and regeneration. "2 With regard to the prophet
Amos, Silver supports his argument with evidence drawn from certain reform minded
literary parallels culled from various parts of the Ancient Near East and with a plausible
reconstruction of the prophet's social positioning. 3 Similarly, Max Polley relies upon a
presupposed view of state religion imposed upon the prophet in order to provide a suitable
context for his reading of the book.4 Whether or not Polley or Silver are correct, their work
illustrates the difficulties involved in utilizing the biblical text while making sociological
judgements. Regarding his own view of the prophets and their social function, Bernard
Lang states that "this reading represents no more than an educated guess. "5
In the investigation of the sociological or political design of a portion of the biblical
text, there must be established criteria which have been agreed upon and which identify
valid literary evidence by which to make sociological conclusions. This paper attempts to
add to this discussion by noting the peculiar fashion in which the book of Amos identifies
victims of social abuse. When compared with the other prophetic documents found in the
Hebrew Bible, especially those of the eighth century, the book of Amos is unusual in the
terminology which it employs in identifying those victims.

It will be suggested that the prophetic critique involves a perception of the contrived
nature of the present social reality.6 O. Keel is in agreement with the assessment
concerning the prophets that, for them, the way things are is not the way things need be,
for alternative worlds are possible.? The focus of the prophetic critique identifies a set of
norms which the prophet considers valid and necessary in constructing an alternative
world. The construction of that alternative calls for the eradication of the present abuses.
The suggestion made in this paper is that the manner in which the prophet views the nature
of the social victim involves a specific attitude concerning his perception of the social abuse
and this qualifies as valid literary evidence in determining the social or political intent of the
prophet. The. assumption is made that in a document such as the book of Amos the plight of
the victim is addressed by any proposed social or political program of reform. The
identification of the victim will aid in the characterization of the proposed reform.
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2.

The Personae Miserabiles

Throughout the Biblical literature, and especially throughout the prophetic books, certain
members of the Israelite community are mentioned as deserving special judicial care and
kindness. Typically, the "widows and orphans" are recognized as meriting protection from
the rest of the community. In turn, the prophets are quick to reprimand and condemn their
fellows if the "widows and orphans" are not treated with kindness. 8 In addition to the
"widows" and "orphans", the Biblical writers use three other terms to refer to those who
are specially deserving of acts of kindness: "poor" ('1l'1/'':J'1, 0:,'1) and "needy" (l'''::l~).
Those books which have occasion to refer to the "widows and orphans" will typically have
occasion to refer to the "poor" and "needy" as well. 9 Isa 10:2 serves as an example: 10
To turn aside the poor from justice
and to rob the poor of my people of their right
that widows may be their spoil,
and that they may make the fatherless their prey.
In contrast to the other Hebrew prophets, Amos, whose book is largely given over
to the discussion of social ills and judicial practices, never mentions the "widow and
orphan", while he regularly uses the terms l"'::l~ and 0:,'1, and less frequently the term
'':J'1.11 These several terms used in the prophecy of Amos deserve special consideration
due to their importance in identifying the victims of the abuses mentioned in the document
and thereby helping to illuminate the nature of the social interaction which served as the
context for the prophetic indictments. The use of the terms in the literature stemming from
the traditions which are thought to have influenced the prophet will be surveyed in order to
provide a context for the examination of the terms within the book of Amos. Only those
parts of the book which are most commonly accepted as having originated in the eighth
century will be examined. 12
a. ~'7 (poor)13
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The root dll is found in most Semitic languages. H. Fabry suggests that the root does
not suggest the idea of poor in the sense of helpless (l"'::l~) but rather that of "oppressed,
exploited, or enslaved.,,15 His definition requires that the referent of the term be
understood as intrinsically social in nature. In that the term assumes an oppressor,
exploiter, or enslaver, the condition is the result of social interaction. Throughout the
Ancient Near East, the regency of a king was evaluated as to how well the poor fared under
his rule. 16 The plight of the "exploited" &'1) was evidently thought to have been a political
concern and care for the poor was a commonly accepted social ideal.

In the legal documents, the Book of the Covenant [Exod 23:3] and the Holiness
Code [Lev 19:15; 25:6], the 0:,'1 appears as a full and free citizen, not listed as a household
dependent, who is caught in the daily struggle of survival and the maintenance of his or her
independence. This person is vulnerable to those who are more wealthy and so is in special
need of the protection of the court in order to retain possession of his or her small land
holding. I7 Other texts are not so explicit. In 2 Kings 24:14 and 25:12 [cf. Jer 52:16] the
term is contrasted with craftsmen and smiths. The "poorest of the land" were left in Judah
by the Babylonians to maintain vines and fields. Fabry identifies the "poorest of the land"
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as the "lowest social stratum. "18 Peter Ackroyd is of the opinion that the 2 Kings narrative
is designed to indicate that "nothing of significance was left in Judah."19 It is clear that
those remaining, the poorest of the land, were agriculturalists and it is probable that they
held no title to the land and that their produce was appropriated in order to sustain the
occupied province. This relationship to the land approaches the situation described in the
book of Amos.
The Hebrew wisdom literature presents a portrait of the Lord God of Israel as the
lawyer for the disadvantaged, among whom are included the '?'; .20 The king, expected to
emulate the Lord, is encouraged to protect the rights of the poor and oppressed [Prov
29:4,14; 31:5]. The recipients of this special attention are distinguished from those who,
through their own neglect and laziness, have become poor [Prov 12:11,24; 13:4; 24:33].21
This difference in attitude, given expression in Prov, suggests that a sense of social
responsibility had developed which acknowledged the propriety of nurturing the poor and
oppressed while neglecting the lazy and indifferent. 22 Job agrees that this attitude is proper
both in the realm of the human and divine [31:16-23; 34:19,28].
This same ethos, which is present in the Wisdom literature, is expressed in the
prophecy of Amos. The prophet uses '?'; [2:7; 4:1; 5:11; 8:6], l"':l~ [2:6; 4:1; 5:12; 8:4,6],
and ')~ [2;7; 8:4] in close association with each other. 23 Moreover, all four occurrences
of the word '?'; in Amos appear in parallelism with the word l'1':l~ [2:7; 4:1; 5:11; 8:6].24
The '?'; mentioned in Amos retain property, for fines are exacted from them. They
are nevertheless subject to abusive treatment and are in jeopardy of exploitation by the other
members of the society [2:7; 5:11; 8:6]. This exploitation has generally been understood to
include some form of debt-slavery which effectively removed from the victim the economic
means of restoration. The lender created a forced dependency in which the victim, reliant
upon the lender for the means of survival, became chattel which could be bought and sold.
The poor seem to have had little legal or economic power. In Amos, the victims of the
oppression appear to be directly involved in agricultural production, in contrast to the
oppressors who appear as beneficiaries of the agricultural production. The posture assumed
by the prophet is not one which champions the cause of the small farmer simply because he
is a small farmer, but instead is one that brands the practices of the powerful elements of
society as contrary to the will of God due to their inhumane treatment of the poor. The
devaluation of the poor is expressed economically [5:12] and judicially [2:7], and as a
result the offenders stand in danger of the punishment of God. Sue Gillingham is of the
opinion that the poor "are those within the community who are physically oppressed" and
that "nowhere outside the Psalter does dal suggest... a particular social class. "25
b.

1'1':J.~

(needy)26

In Exod l"':l~ is clearly contrasted with the landowner [32:11]. The landowner is able to
live off the surplus produce of the land during the fallow years, while the l"':l~ is forced to
eat that which grows wild. Exod explicitly forbids perverting justice which is due to the
l'1':l~ [23:6]. It is interesting for our examination of Amos that prohibitions in Exod
against the mistreatment of the "righteous" [23:7] follow close behind the regulations
protecting the l"':l~ [23:6]. Amos, likewise, makes a close connection between the
"righteous" and the "needy" [2:6; 5:12].
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The wisdom literature, particularly Prov, uses other terms in reference to the poor
(.,." 'Il>", and'ly /'1ly) much more commonly than l'l'::J.~. Frequently, poverty is
depicted as the outcome of a lifestyle [10:4; 14:23; 19:15], yet the admonition is also
present which states that the one who oppresses the "needy" insults the Creator [14:31].27
Very explicitly, Prov indicates that the "poor" ('ly .,.,) are specially cared for by the Lord
God of Israel [22:22,23]. Further, the person who shows kindness to the "poor" (.,.,)
receives kindness from the Lord [19:17; 22:9]. Gillingham seems to think that l'l'::J.~
parallels this use of .,." for she is of the opinion that'" eflyon implies those who want
something they cannot have, and thus are materially poor. "28
Amos uses l'l'::J.~ in 2:6; 4:1; 5:12; 8:4,6. The term finds its parallel in the term""
in 2:7; 4:1; 5:11, 8:6, and b''1ly in 2:7; 8:4. Of particular interest is the close usage with
"righteous" (j"~) in 2:6 and 5:12.29 The j"~ and l'l'::J.~ are victims of the perversion of
justice within the city gate. Francis Anderson and David Noel Freedman suggest that the
two terms are here complementary and may best be understood as "righteous poor."30
These unfortunates are deprived of their rights, something guaranteed by Exod 23:6.
Parallel to the enslavement of the "righteous" (j.,~)31 and the "needy" (l'l'::J.~) in 2:6,
verse 7 mentions the affliction of the b'"'' and the b''1ly. The introduction of the term
b''Ily may indicate that the prophet also has in mind a sense of psychological humiliation
as well as material need. 32 Interesting is the parallel occurrence of this indictment in 8:6,
which replaces the j"~ with b''''', but maintains l'l'::J.~ in both 2:6 and 8:6. This
interchange, as noted by Andersen and Freedman, is purposeful and suggests a
commonality when contrasted to the "oppressors" which can rightly be characterized as
j.,~)3 J. Emmette Weir writes: 34
The biblical understanding of the poor is that they are
not merely those who are lacking in material goods
but those who are without the means to protect
themselves from the oppression of the influential and
powerful. They are the 'righteous,' those whose
rights have been taken away ... by those who wield
power. In biblical teaching, 'The poor are the
powerless.'
While Weir's claim to represent the whole of the Biblical text may be too ambitious, he
does seem correct regarding the poor in Amos. The antagonists of the l'l'::J.~ are named
explicitly only in 4:1, the "cows of Bashan." These luxurious pleasure seekers are accused
of maintaining their lifestyle by oppressing the "poverty strickeri" (b'.,.,) and crushing the
"innocent needy" (l'l'::J.~).35 In 4:1 two participles !lfe used to characterize those abusing
the poor and needy. The prophet uses n'lj:l'll>y and n'l~~" to describe the activity
engaged in by the cows of Bashan. A variant of j:I'Il>y also appears in 3:9. In both 3:9 and
4:1 misdeeds are described which appear to be institutionally sanctioned. 36 The activity of
4:1, directed towards the poor, is perhaps better described as extortion. Economic
misdeeds also appear to be the concern of 5: 11 and 12. Here the"" suffer extortion, while
the j'''~ are pressed hard (.,.,~) because of bribes)7 Amos' use of l'l'::J.~ and .,., in
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close association with j"~ as the victim of these misdeeds suggests a moral sensibility
which is inflamed by what is perceived to be a violation of property rights.

3. Conclusion
Several summary conclusions may be offered regarding the identity of the "poor" and
"needy" in the book of Amos. First, it is apparent that Amos does not have in mind a
particular social class identifiable by either marital status or land ownership. If, however,
social class is defined as a group differing from other groups by its relation to property in
means of production then the prophet does appear to be class conscious.38 The "poor"
own property, while the "needy" mayor may not. Yet, common to both the "poor" and
"needy" is a susceptibility to the social power of others, and the inability to offer any real
defense to the domination of those wielding judicial and economic power. Second, the
oppression or exploitation of the "poor" and "needy" received legal sanction. Those guilty
of oppression were apparently not guilty of breaking Israelite law. The prophet does not
appeal to litigation as a means for correcting identifiable abuses. In fact, the prophet is
convinced that the judicial process enhances the abuses meted out to the "poor" and
"needy." Third, the life-style of the oppressors could be maintained only by the continued
subjugation of the "poor" and "needy." It is perhaps significant that there is absolutely no
indication within the book that those guilty were ever directly involved in production. They
appear as officials, responsible for judicial proceedings [2:7; 5: 10,12], military endeavours
[6:13], political decisions [4:1], and merchants [8:5,6], but never as growers or laborers.
The basic assertion which seems to have informed the behavior of those whom
Amos indicts was a valuation based upon functional economic potential. Those with greater
economic potential were granted more privileges within the community, while those of little
economic potential were denied a minimum standard of human rights. Those rights
included, but were probably not limited to, fair judicial treatment, continued economic
independence, and vocational self-determination. This bifurcation of human rights based
upon the functional economic value of an individual was unacceptable to the prophet.
While not explicitly stated as such in the book, Amos appears to prefer a noneconomic method of determining the worth of an individual. Economic disaster is presented
in chapter 4 as something other than the normal consequence of individual functional value.
This presentation smooths out economic distinctions and invalidates the function of
economics in calibrating good social standing.
Amos' critique involves an awareness that the present social experience composes a
contrived reality and not a necessary one. Realization of this contrivance is the first step in
developing an alternative social reality more in keeping with the prophet'S sense of justice
and equity. The alternative world envisioned by the prophet is one which alleviates the
plight of the poor and needy. The process of realizing the vision of the alternative world
necessarily involves political alteration. The terms "poor" and "needy" are used since they
represent referents which are intrinsically social in nature and require an agent of
oppression, while the terms "widow" and "orphan" represent victims of providence and
only potential victims of the social system. The poor are the powerless. It is clear that the
victims whose cause was championed by the prophet were victimized by those maintaining
Israel's social institutions. The peculiar way in which the prophet formulated his concern
for the oppressed makes certain that in his mind an institutional problem was at fault. This
identification lends support to the contention that Amos did indeed have an agenda for
political reform.
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