
The Book of Samuel is un iversally ac-

knowledged as one of the supreme 

achievements of b ib lical lit eratu re. Yet 

the book's anonymous au thor was more 

t h an an inspired storyteller. The au thor 

was also an uncann ily astute observer of 

po lit ical lif e and the m oral compromises 

and con t rad ict ions t h at the struggle for 

power inevitab ly entails. The Beginning 

of Polit ics mines the story of Israel's first 

t wo kings to unearth a n atu ral h istory of 

power, p rovid ing a forceful new reading 

of wh at is arguably the first and greatest 

wo rk of Western po lit ical t h ough t. 

Moshe Halber t al and Stephen Holm es 

show h ow the beaut ifu lly crafted narra-

t ives of Saul and David cut to the core 

of polit ics, exp lor ing themes th at reso-

nate wherever po lit ical power is at stake. 

Th rou gh stories such as Saul's madness, 

David 's m urder of Ur iah, the rape of 

Tamar, and the rebellion of Absalom, the 

book's au thor deepens our understanding 

n ot on ly of the necessity of sovereign ru le 

but also of it s costs—to the people i t is in -

tended to protect and to those who wie ld 

i t . W h at emerges from the met icu lous 

analysis of these narrat ives includes such 

themes as the corrosive gr ip of power on 

those who h o ld and compete for power; 

the ways in wh ich po lit ical violence u n-

leashed by the sovereign on his o wn sub-

jects is rooted i n the paranoia of the iso-

lated ru ler and the den iab ility fostered by 

h ierarch ical act ion t h rou gh proxies; and 

the in tensity w i t h wh ich the t ragic con flict 

between polit ical loyalty and fam ily loy-

alty explodes wh en the ru ler's b lood line is 

made in to the guaran tor of the all- im por-

tant con t in u ity of sovereign power. 

The Beginning of Polit ics is a t im ely 

m ed it at ion on the dark side of sovereign 

power and the endur ing dilemmas of 

statecraft. 
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