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Who Were the Israelites?

The Bible leaves little room for doubt or ambiguity about the unique ori- "
gins of the people of Israel. As direct, lineal descendants of the patriarchs
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the twelve tribes of Israel are the biological oft-
spring, over many generations, of the twelve sons of Jacob. Despite 430
years of bondage in Egypt, the Israelites are described as never having for-
gotten their roots in Canaan or their common heritage. Indeed the Bible -
stresses thar Israel’s strict maintenance of its distinctive way of life and spe-

cial relationship with God would be the key to its future. In Deuteronomy,

- Moses had promised the Israclite nation that if they sericddy observed the

laws of the covenant, shunned intermarriage with their neighbors, and

scrupulously avoided entanglement in the pagan ways of Canaan, they

wotld be forever secure in their possession of the promised land. Once the .
great conquest of Canaan.was completed, the book of Joshua related-in

- great derail how the Israelite leader divided the land ——now mostly cleared

of the indigenous Canaanite population—-among the victorious Esraehte

tribes as their eternal inheritances.

Yet within the book of Joshua and the foliowmg book of}udges aresome :

- serious contradictions to this picture of the tribes inheriting the éntire land . -
. of Israel. Although the book of Joshua at one point declares tha zhe Is.
raelites had taken possession of all the land God promlsﬁd and had de-f
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feated all their enemies (Joshua 21:43—44), other passages in the book of
Joshua and in the book of Judges make it clear that many Canaanites and
Philistines lived in close proximity to the Israelites. As in the case of Sam-
son, intermarriage_ was not unheard of. And there were also problems
within the family. In the book of Judges, the tribes of Israel combine to
wage war on the tribe of Bcﬁjamin, vowing that they would never inter-
marry with them (Judges 19—21). Finally, it seems that the different uibes
were left to solve their own local problems under the leadership of their
own charismatic leaders. The Song of Deborah (Judges 5) even enumerates
which ‘particular wribes were faithful and heeded the call o rally for the
cause of all Israel—and which tribes preferred to remain in their homes.
" If, as archacology suggests, the sagas of the patriafchs and the Exodus
© were legends, compiled in later periods, and if there'is no convincing evi-
dence of a unified invasion of Canaan under Joshua, what are we to make
of the Israclites’ claims for ancient nationhood? Who were these people
who traced their traditions back to shared historical and cultic events?
Once again archacology can provide some surprising answers. Excavations
of carly Israclite villages, with their pottery, houses, and grain silos, can
 help us reconstruct their day-to-day life and cultural connections. And ar- -
chaeology surprisingly reveals that the people who lived in those villages
were indigenous inhabitants of Canaan who only gradually developed an
ethnic identity that could be termed Israelite. '

Inheriting the Promised Land

" Once the great conquest of Canaan was over, the book of Joshua informs
us, ‘the land had rest from-war” (Joshua 11:23). All the Canaanires and
other indigenous peoples of Canaan had been utterly destroyed. jgshua
cenvened the tribes to divide the land. Reuben, Gad, and half the tribe of
Manassely received territories easc of the Jordan River, while all the others
received their portions to the west. Naphtali, Asher, Zebulun, and Issachar
were to dwell in the highlands and valleys of Galilee. The other half of the
tribe of ‘Manasseh, and Ephraim and Benjamin, received the bulk of the
centtal: highlands, extending from the Jezreel valley in the north to
Jetusalem in-the south. Judah was allotted the southern highlands from
Jerusalem to the Beersheba valley in the south. Simeon inherited the arid
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zone.of the Beersheba valley and the adjoining coastal plain. Although Dan
initially received an inheritance on the coastal plain, the tribe shifted its
home to an area in the north of the country. With that last migration, the
map of the holy land was set. .
 Orwasit? In a puzzling contradiction to the proclamations of total vic-
tory, the book of foshua reports that large territories within Canaan, situ-
ated outside the tribal inheritances, remained to be conquered. They
included “all the regions of the Philistines” along the southern coast of the
country, the Phoenician coast farther north, and the area of the Beqa valley
in the northeast (Joshua 13:1-6). The book of Judges goes even further, list-
ing important unconquered Canaanite enclaves in the territory of over half
of the tribes. The great Canaanite cities of thecoastal plain and the north-
_ ern valleys, such as Megiddo, Beth-shean, Dor, and Gezer, were listed in
the book of Judges as uncaptured —even though their rulers were included
~ in the book of Joshua in. its list of defeated Canaanite kings. In addition,
the Ammonites and Moabites dwelling across the Jordan River remained
hostile. And the violent Midianites and Amalekite camel raiders from the
desert were always-a threat to the people of Israel. Thus the menace that
faced the newly sertled Israclites was both military and religious. External.
enemies threatened the Israclites’ physical safety and the Canaanites re-
maining in the land posed the mortal danger of luring the Israclites into
apostasy—and thereby shattering the power of Israel’s solemn covenant
with God.

The stage was set for many years of protracted struggle. Following the
book of Joshua, the book of Judges presents an extraordinarily rich collec-
tion of thrilling war stories and tales of individual heroism in the battles be-
tween the Israclites and their neighbors. It containssome of the Bible’s most
colorful characters and most unforgettable images. Othniel, a Calebite,
- single-handedly beats back the forces of-the mysterious foe. Cushan-
" rishathaim, “king of Mesopotamia” (Judges 3:7-11). Ehud the Benjaminite

fearlessly assassinates Eglon, the powerful yet comically obese king of Moab,
- in his private apartment. (3:12—30). Shamgar slays six hundred Philistines
with an ox goad (3:31). Deborah and Barak rouse the Israclite tribes against
the threat of the remaining Canaanite kings in the north, and rhe heroic
- Yael, wife of Heber the Kenite, slays the Canaanite general Sisera by driving
a stake into his head while he sleeps (4:1—5:31). Gideon the Manassite puri-
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fies the land from idolatry and protects his people from the desert-raiding
Midianitcs'(G:ILSQS). Andofcourse, there is the famous saga of Samson, the
hero of Dan, betrayed and shorn by the Philistine temprress Delilah, who
goes to his death in Gaza, blinded and humbled, by pulling down the plllars
of the greac Philistine temple of Dagon (13:1-16:31).

The theological meaning of this early period of settlement is made clear
at the very beginning of the book of Judges, in its sobering calculus of apos-
tasy and punishment. If the people of Israel remain apart from the indige-
nous population, they will be rewarded. Should they be tempted to
assimilate, divine punishment will be swift and severe. But they do not lis- .

ten. Only the intervention of divinely inspired righteouss leaders, called
“judges,” saves the people of Israel ar least temporarily from losing every-
thing:

And the people of Isrzel did 'what was evil in the sighe of the Lorp and served
the Baals; and they forsook the Lorn, the God of their fathers, who had
brought them ourt of the land of Egype; they went after other gods, from among
the gods of the peoples who were round about them, and bowed down to them;
and they provoked the LorD to anger. They forsool the Lorp, and served the
Baals and the Ashtaroth. So the anger of the LorD was kindled against Israel,
and he gave them over to plunderers, who plundered them; and he sold them
into the power of their enemies round about, so that they could no longer with-
stand their enemies. Whenever they marched out, the hand of the Lorp was
against them for evil, as the Lorp had warned, and as the Lorp had sworn to
_them; and chey were in sore siraits. Then the LoaD raised up judges, who saved
them our of the power of those who plundered them. And yet they did not lis-
ten to their judges; for they played the harlot after other gods and bowed down
to them; they soon turned aside from the way in which their fathers had walked,
who had obeyed the commandments of the Lorp, and they did not do so.
Whenever the LORD raised up judges for them, the L.orD was with the judge,
and he saved them from the hand of their enemies all the days of che judge; for
- the Lorp was moved to pity by their groaniﬁg because of those who afflicted
and oppressed them. But whenever the judge died, they turned back and be-
“haved worse than their fathers, going after other gods, serving them and bowing
down to them; they did not drop any of their practices or their stubborn ways.

{Jubpess 2:x1-19)
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Is the Bible relating a version of history as it really happened? Did the Is-
raelites .WO[Sh.IP one God for centuries, but sometimes slip into the poly-
theism of their neighbors? More generally, how did they live? What was
their culture like? Beyond the rales of ongoing struggle with idolatry, the
Bible tells us very little of the day-to-day life of the Israelites. From the
book of Joshita we learn mostly about the precise borders of the various
tribal allotments. In Judges we read about the bartles with Isracl’s enemies,
but we hear very little about the kind of setdements the Israclites chose to
establish and how they supported themselves. After centuries as immigrant
laborers in Egypt and forty years’ wandering in the desolate wilderness of
Sinati, they could not have been well prepared to begin farming the narrow
valleys and rugged upland fields of Canaan. How did they learn to become
settled farmers and so quickly adapt to the routines and struggles of settled
village life? :

Immigrants from the Desert?

We know from the Merneptah stele that there was a people named Israel
living in Canaan by 1207 BcE. Until very recently, despite doubts about the
historical accuracy of the Exodus and the conquest stories, few biblical his-
torians or archaeologists doubted that the Israelites were an immigrant
people who entered Canaan from the outside.

The apparent difference between Canaanites and Israclites was clearest
in the realm of material culture. Immediately above the destruction layers
at the various Late Bronze Age Canaanite cities, archaeologists regularly
found 4 scatter of haphazardly dug pits and coarse pottery—the apparent
remains of what they interpreted as the temporary tent encampments of
“seminomads.” Many scholars believed they recognized a familiar pattern

“in this archaeological situation, namely the mass movement of displaced
desert dwellers who invaded the settled land, then started to settle down,
and gradually adopted a sedentary way of life. Scholars familiar with

" bedouin raids on agricultural regions in the Middle East believed that there

had always been a conflict between desert nomads and settled peasants—a
constant struggle between the desert and the sown. Though the Israclites
might not have marched into Canaan as a unified army, the signs of their
arrival seemed to be dear. In comparison to the monumental buildings,
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imported huxury items, and fine ceramic vessels uncovered in the levels of
the preceding Canaanite cities, the rough encampments and implements
of the arriving Israclites seemed to be on a far lower level of civilization
than the remains of the population they replaced.

This comparison of lifestyles gave rise to what came to be called the
“peaceful-infiltration” model, first put forward by the German biblical
scholar Albrecht Alt in the 1920s. Al suggested that the Israclites were
pastoralists who wandered with their flocks in fixed seasonal migrations
between the fringe of the desert and the setded lands. At some time near
the end of the Late Bronze Age—for reasons that were not entdirely clear
to him—rthey started settling down in the sparsely settled highlands of
Cangan.

According to Alt, the process was actually gradual and quite peaceful at
the beginning, The arriving Israelite pastoralists cleared the forests and
began to practice small-scale seasonal farming along with herding. In time,
they adopted a more settled lifestyle, establishing permanent villages and
concentrating more of their energy on agriculture. It was only in later days,
when the new sertlers’ numbers grew and their need of ever more land and
water increased —so ran the theory-—that the Israelites’ problems with the
Canaanites began. Conflicts over land and water rights eventually led to
local skirmishes that were the real background to the struggles between Is-
raelites and dheir neighbors that the book of Judges so vividly conveys. (For
a derailed description of the peaceful-infiltration theory, see Appendix C.)

It was thus assumed that the Israelites were scattered groups of arriving
pastoralists rather than a unified army. The “Israel” stele of Merneptah of-
fered no additional information abour the exact location, size, or nature of
this people. Yet other surviving Egyptian records— though providing only
a small glimpse at what must have been a much fuller account—mention
two groups of outsiders who chose to live or were pushed to live on the
margins of the Canaanite urban society: Both are of particular interest in
the search for the early Israelites. '

"The first are the Apiru, a group described in the Tell el-Amarna letters of
the fourteenth century BCE {(as well as other Bronze Age texrs) in a variety

" of unflattering ways. Living outside mainstream Canaanite society, up-
rooted from their homes by war, famine, or heavy taxation, they are some-
times described as outlaws or brigands, sometimes as soldiers for hire. In
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one case they are even reported to be present in Egype itself as hired labor-
ers working on government building projects. In short, they were refugees
or rebellious runaways from the system, living on the social fringe of urban
society. No one in power seemed to like them; the worst thing thart a local
petty king could say about a neighboring prince was that “he joined the
Apirn.” In the past, scholars have suggested that the word Apiru (and its
alternarive forms, Hapiru and Habiru) had a direct linguistic connection to
the word 7éri, or Hebrew, and thar therefore the Apiru in the Egyptian
sources were the early Israelites. Today we know thar this association is
- not so simple. The widespread use of the term over many centuries and
throughout the entire Near Fast suggests that it had a socioeconomic
meaning rather than signifying a specific ethnic group. Nonetheless, a con-
nection cannot be completely dismissed. It is possible that the phenome-
‘non of the Apiru may have been remembered in later centuries and thus
incorporated into the biblical narratives. _

The second group mentioned in the Egyptian texts were the Shosu.
They were apparently pastoral nomads, herders of sheep and goats who
lived mainly in the frontier regions of Canaan and Transjordan. An ac-
count of an Egyptian raid against rebels in southern Canaan in the days of

 Ramesses I11, in the early twelfth century 8cE, provides a good description
of these people. The Egyptian writer describes the plunder of their “tent
camps of people and possessions and their cartle likewise, their being with-
out number.” They were obviously a problematic and uncontrollable ele-
ment with an cspeciall); large presence in the wilderness and the highland
frentiers. They were also known to have occasionally migrated to the east-
ern delta of Egypt, as the thirteenth century papyrus reporting their move-
ments through the Egyptian border fortresses testifics.

Could cither of these have been the mysterious “Israel” simply called by

another name?

Uprooted Peasants?

Alt’s peaceful-infiltration theory came under fierce attack in the 1970s be-
cause of new and far more detailed ethnographic data and anthropological
theories on the relationship between pastoral nomads and sedentary com-
munities in the Middle East. The main criticism of the earlier ideas of the
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struggle berween the desert and the sown was that farmers and herders
were much more integrated and less alien to.each other. They were essen- -
tially components of a single society. And so, during the 1960s and 1970s,
-another unique theory of Tsraclite origins arose.

First put forward by the American biblical scholar George Mendenhall
and later elaborated by the American biblical historian and sociologist Nor-
man Gotrwald, this theory suggested that the early Israelites were neither
invading raiders nor infiltrating nomads, but peasant rebels who fled from
the cities of Canaan to the empty highlands. Mendenhall and Gotewald ar-
gued, on the basis of the evidence contained in the Egyptian documents
(mainly the Tell el-Amarna tablers), that Late Bronze Age Candan was a
highly stracified society with social tension and economic inequalicy on the
rise. The urban elite controlled land, wealth, and commerce; the peasantsin
the villages were deprived of both wealth and rights. With the deteriorating
situation in Canaan in the later phase of the Late Bronze Age, heavy taxa-
tion, mistreatment by landlords, and constant molestation by the authori-
ties—both local and Egyptian—became unbearable.

Thus Mendenhall and Gotrwald theorized that for many there was no
other solution but to leave their homes and look for new frontiers. Some of
them may have become Apiru, that is, people living on the fringe of the so-
ciety, causing troubles to the authorities. Many resettled in the relatively

.empty forests of the highlands, far from Canaanite and Egyptian control.
And in their new homeland these peasant rebels established a more equal
socicty-——less stratified and less rigid. In doing so, they became “Israelites.”

Gorttwald further suggested that the new ideas of equalicy were im-
ported into Canaan by a smiall group of people who came from Egypt and
settled in the highlands. This group may have been influenced by unortho-
dox Egyptian ideas on religion, like those that stimulated the monotheistic
revolution of Akhenaten in the fourteenth century sce. This new group
would therefore have been the nucleus around which the new settlers in
the highlands crystallized. The rise of early Israel was therefore a social rev-
olution of the underprivileged against their feudal lords, energized by the
arrival of a visionary new ideology. _

Unfortunately, this theory has no archacological evidence to support
it~—and indeed, much of the evidence flatly contradicts it. As we have

-seen, the material culture of the new villages was completely distinct from
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the culrure of the Canaanite lowlands; if the settlers had been ref:ugeeg from
the lowlands, we would expect to see at least more similarity in architecture
and potrery styles. More important, it has become clear in recent archaeo-
logical studies of the Late Bronze Age cities that the rural sector of the
Canaanite society had begun to be impoverished as early as the sixteench
century BCE. In fact, this weakened and less populous countryside—and
the consequent drop in agricultural production— may have played a role
in the collapse of the urban culture. But it surely could not have supplied
the energy behind a Vigorous new wave of settlement in the highlands.
Finally, even after the end of the Late Bronze Age and the déstruction of
the Canaanite urban centers, most of the lowland villages—few as they
were—managed to survive and continued their existence much as before.
This is evident in the heartland of Canaanite culcure: the Jezreel and Jor-
dan valleys and the southern coastal plain of Philistia.
Hence we really do not see hordes of uprooted people leaving their vil-

lages in the lowlands in search of new life on the highland frontier. The
answer to the question “Who were the Israelites?” had to come from some-

where else.

A Sudden Archaeological Breakchrough

The early identifications and wider sociological theories about the early Is-

raelites were based on the decipherment of scattered, fragmentary inscrip-
tions and on the sub}xective interpretation of the biblical narrative—not
primarily on archacology. The sad fact was that for decades, archaeologists
had been looking in all the wrong places for clues to the origins of the Is-
raelites. Because many of them took the Joshua narrative at face value, they
concentrated nearly all their efforts digging the major tells of Canaanite
cities—such as Jericho, Bethel, Lachish, and Hazor. Today we know that
this strategy was mistaken, for while these major rells revealed a great deal
about Late Bronze Age urban culture, they told us-next to nothing about .
the Israelites.

These major Canaanire cities were located along the coastal plain and in
the valleys—far from the wooded hill country regions where carly Isracl
emerged. Before the late 1960s, only one comprehensive archaeological
survey was ever undertaken to search for evidence of purely Israclite sites. It
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‘was conducted by the Israeli archaeologist Yohanan Aharoni in 4 marginal
region-—at the very northern edge of the later area of Israelite control in
the rugged and wooded mountains of upper Galilee. Aharoni discovered
that the area was empty of Late Bronze sites and chac it was sectled on a
score of small, poor Iron Age 1 (c. ewelfth—eleventh centuries 8CE) sites,
which he identified with the early setdlers of the tribes of Naphtali and
Asher. Aharoni’s fieldwork in upper Galilee seemed therefore to provide
support for the peaceful-infiltration theory. The only problem was that his
survey was far to the norch of the heartland of Israelite setdement.
Surprising as it may seem, that Israelite heartdand in the highlands of

western Palestine between the Jezreel and the Beersheba valleys was virtu-
ally an archaeological terra incognita. The lack of archacological explo-
ration in the cencral hill country was not due to scholarly prefercnces
alone. From the 1920s to 1967, war and political unrest in the Middle East
“discouraged thorough archacological investigation in the heart of the hill

country. But later, after the 1967 war, the archacological landscape changed
completely. A young generation of Isracli archaeologists, influenced by
new trends in world archaeology, took to the field with a new method of
investigation: their goal was to explore, map, and analyze the ancient land-
scape of the hill country—rather than only dig. _

Beginning in the 1940s, archaeologists had recognized the importance

of regional studies that examined scttlement patterns over time. Excava-
tions at single sites produce highly localized pictures of the material culture
of ancient populations—— uncovering the sequence of styles of pottery, jew-
elry, weapons, houses, and tombs of a particular community, Bur regional
surveys, in which the ancient sites of a large area are mapped and dated by
the characteristic porttery sherds collected on the surface, exchange depth
for breadth. These surveys reveal where ancient people settled and the size
of their settlements. The choice of certain topographic niches (such as hill-
tops rather than valleys) and certain economic niches (such as grain grow-
ing rather than hortculture), and ease of access to main roads and water
sources, reveals a great deal about the lifestyle and, ultmately, social iden-
tity of populations of latge areas rather than individual communities. No
less important, surveys in which sites from many different periods are
mapped allow archaeologists to track changes in the demographic history
of a given region over long periods of time.
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In the years since 1967, the heartland of the Israelite settlement— the
traditional territories of the wibes of Judah, Benjamin, Ephraim, and Man-
asseh—-have been covered by intensive surveys. Teams of archaeologists
and students have combed virtually every valley, ridge, and slope, looking
for traces of walls and scatters of pottery sherds. The work in the field was
slow, with a day’s work covering, on the average, about one square mile. In-
formation on any signs of occupation from the Stone Age to the Ottoman
period was recorded, in order to study the highlands’ long-term settlement
histbry. Statistical methods were used to estimate the size of each settle-
ment in each of its periods of occupation. Environmental information on
each site was collected and analyzed to reconstruct the natural landscape in
various eras. In a few promising cases, excavations were undertaken as well.

“These surveys revolutionized the study of early Israel. The discovery of
the remains of a dense network of highland villages——all apparently eseab-
lished within the span of a few gencrations— indicated that a dramatic so-
cial transformation had taken place in the central hill country of Canaan
around 1200 BcE. There was no sign of violent invasion or even the infil-
tration of a clearly defined ethnic group. Instead, it seemed to be a revolu-
tion in lifestyle. In the formesly sparsely populated bighlands from the
Judean hills in the south ro the hills of Samaria in the norch, far from the
Canaanite cities that were in the process of collapse and disintegration,
about two-hundred fifty hilltop communities suddenly sprang up. Here
were the first Israelites.®

Life on the Highlamd Frontier

Excavations of some of the small Iron Age I sites discovered in the course of
the strveys showed how surprisingly uniform the sudden wave of highland
settlement was. The typical village was usually located on a hilltop oron a
steep ridge, with a commanding view of the surrounding landscape. It was
set in an open area surrounded by natural forests comprised mainly of oak
and terebinth trees. In some cases, villages were founded on the edge of nar-

* Although there is no way to know if ethnic identitics had been fully formed ax this tise, we identify these
distinctive highfand villages as “Israelite” since many of them were continuocusly ococupied welf into the pe-
riod of the monarchies—an era from which we have abundant sources, borh biblical and extrabiblical, tes-
tifying thae their inhabirants consciously identified themschves as Israclives. :



¥ ; THE BIBLE UNEARTHED

row valleys between the mountains— prestimably for easier access to agri-
cultural fields. In many cases they were built on the easternmost possible
fertile land overtooking the deserr, close to good pastureland. In every case,
the villages seemed to be self-sufficient. Their inhabitants drew water from
nearby springs or stored winter rainwater in rock-cut, plastered cisterns for
use all year round. Most surprising of all was the tiny scale of these settle-
ments. In most cases they were no more than a single acre in size and con- -
tained, according to estimates, about fifty adules and fifty childeen. Even

e Tabed'

Figure 12: An excavated sector of Izbet Sartah, a Late Iron Age I village in the western
foothills featuring pillared houses and grain silos.
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the largest settlements in the highlands reached only three or four acres in
size, with a population of a few hundred people. The entire population of

~ these hill country villages at the peak of the settlement process, around rooo
BCE, could not have been much more than forty-five thousand.

In contrast to the culture of the Canaanite cities and villages in the low-
lands, the highland villages contained no public buildings, palaces, store-
houses, or temples. Signs of any sophisticated kind of record keeping, such
as writing, seals, and seal impressions, are almost completely absent. There
are almost no luxury items: no imported pottery and almost no jewelry. In-
deed, the village houses were all quite similar in size, suggesting that wealth
was distributed quite evenly among the families. The houses were built of
unworked fieldstones, with rough stone pillars propped up to provide sup-
port for the roof'or upper story. The average building, around six hundred
square feet in size, presumably housed four to five people—the size of a
nuclear family. In many cases, stone-lined pits for storage of grain were dug
between the houses (Figure 12). These silos, and a large number of sickle
blades and grinding stones found in every house, indicate that grain grow-
ing was one of the villagers’ main concerns. Yet herding was still important;
fenced courryards near the houses were apparently used for keeping ani-
mals secure at night.

The amenities of life were simple. Pottery was rough and basic, with no
fancy or highly decorated vessels. Houseware included mainly storage jats
and cooking pots— the basic utensils for everyday life. The jars were ap-
parently used to store warer, oil, and wine. We know almost nothing about
burial customs, apparently because graves were simple and the dead were
interred without offerings. Likewise, there is almost no indication for cult.
No shrines were found in the villages, so their specific religious beliefs are
unknown. In one case, at a tiny hilltop site in the northern hill country ex-
cavated by Amihai Mazar of the Hebrew University, a bronze buli ﬁgurine
was discovered, suggesting the worship of traditional Canaanite deities. At
another site, on Mount Ebal, Adain Zertal, of Haifa University, discovered
an unusual stone structuare chat he identified as an early Israelite alear, but

the precise function of thar site and its surrounding walled enclosures is
disputed. ' ‘

It is also noteworthy——in contrast to the Bible’s accounts of almost con-
tinual warfare between the Israclites and their neighbors—-thatthe villages
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were not fortified. Either the inhabitants felc secure in their remote settdle-
ments and did not need to invest in defenses or they did not have the
means or proper organization 1o undertake such work. No weapons, such
as swords or lances, were uncoveréd— although such finds arve typical of
the cities in the lowlands. Nor were there signs of burning or sudden de-
struction that might indicate a violent atrack.

One Iron Age I village——Izbet Sartah-——located on the western margins
of the highlands overlooking the coastal plain, was almost fully excavated -
and rherefore provided enough information for a reliable reconstruction of
its subsistence economy. A detailed analysis of the excavated dara by

‘Baruch Rosen, an Isracli specialist in ancient agricultural production and
nutrition, suggested that the village (with an estimated population of
about one hundred) was prbbably supported by about eight hundred acres
of surrounding land, four-hundred fifty of which were cultivated and the
rest used for pasture. Under the conditions of the Early Iron Age, those

fields could have produced up to fifty-three tons of wheat and twenty-one
' tons of barley per year, with the help of about forty oxen for plowing. In
addition, the inhabitants apparently maintained a herd ot about three hun-
dred sheep and goats. (It should be noted; though, that chis village was lo-
cated in a fertile area of the foothills. Most villages in the highlands were
not as ‘rich.”) '

All this shows that the main struggles of the early Israclites were not with
other peoples but with the stony terrain, the dense forests of the highlands,
and the harsh and sometimes unpredictable environment. Yet they seem to '
have lived relatively peacefully and were able to mainrain a self-sufficient
economy. They were quite isolated from regional trade routes and also
seem to have been quite remote from one another; there is no indication
that any trade goods were exchanged between the highia_nd_ villages. It
comes as no surprise therefore that there is no evidence of significant social
strarification in these villages, no sign of administrative buildings for offi-
cials, large residences of dignitaries, or the specialized products of highly
skilled artisans. o

The early Israelites appeared around 1200 BCE, as herders and farmers in
the hills. Their culture was a simple one of subsistence. This much we
know. But where did they come from?-
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New Clues to Israelite Origins

As it turned out, the answer to the question of Israelite origins lay in the re-
mains of their eatliest settlements. Most of the villages excavated in the
highlands offered evidence abour Israelite life several decades oreven a cen-
tury after they were founded. Houses and courtyards had been expanded
and remodeled over those years. In only a very few cases were the remains
of the initial serddement preserved intact beneath the later buildings. One
such case was at the site of Izber Sartah, already mentioned.

The earliest phase at the site had a highly unusual plan, very different
from the later cluster of recrangular, pillared houses that later arose on the
site. The first settlement was built in the shape of an oval, with a row of
rooms surrounding a large open courtyard (Figure 13). Those outer rooms
were connected to one another in a way that for_med_é kind of continuous
belt protecting the inner courtyard. The large, enclosed courtyard hints
that the inhabitants had herds, probably flocks of sheep and goats. The dis-
covery of a few silos, sickle blades, and grinding stones indicates that they.

practiced a bit of grain farming as well.

Figurc 13: The Early Iron Age phase at Izber Sartah. The oval layout indicates the
pastora] origins of the inhabirants, :
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Figure 14: An oval bedouin encampment near Jericho as shown in a pineteenth cen-
rury drawing,

Similar oval sites have been discovered in the central highlands and in
“the highlands of the Negev in the south. Comparable sites, which date to
other periods, have been found in the Sinai, Jordan, and other areas of the
Middle East. In general, this type of enclosure scems to be characteristic of
settlements in the highlands and on desert frontiers. The plan of this very
carly Iron Age I village is similar not only to Bronze and Iron Age sites in
the steppe lands, but also to bedouin tent encampments described and
even photographed by travelers in the Judean desert, Transjordan, and the
Sinai at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century
(Figure 14). In this type of encampment, a row of tenes encircled an opén
courtyard, where the flocks were kept at night. The Iron Age highlands and
Negev sites are uncannily similar in shape, size, and number of uniss.
Though in the ancient sertlements stone walls replaced the portable tents,
form clearly suggests function in both kinds of serdements. The people liv-
ing in these sites—both past and present—were pastoralists primarily
concerned with protecting their flocks. All this indicates that a large pro-
portion of the first Israclites were once pastoral nomads.
But they were pastoral nomads undergoing a profound transformation.
The presumed shift from the earlier tent encampments to villages of simi-
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Jar layout in stone construction, and, later, to more permanent, recrangular
pitlared houses indicates that they abandoned their migratory lifestyle,
gave up most of their animals, and shifted to permanent agriculture. Trans-
formations like this can still be scen in the Middle East. Bedouin in the
process of settling down often replace their tents with similarly shaped
stone or brick structures. They also tend to maintain the layourof the tra-
ditional tent encampment in the layour of their first permanent settle-
ment. Later they gradually depart from this tradition and shift to regular .
sedentary villages. A very similar evolution is apparent in the remains of
the Iron Age highland villages.

There is another clue that points in the same direction: the kinds of
places the Iron I secders chose for their first permanent setdlements suggest
a background in pastoral nomadism. Many of the settlements from the be-
ginning of Iron Age activity in the highlands were located in the eastern
part of the region, not far from the desert fringe. FEsrablishing settlements
in this area enabled the villagers to continue sheep and goat herding, while
gradually shifting 1o farming as their main means of support. Only later
did they begin to expand to the west, which is less hospitable to farming
and herding and more fitted to the cultivation of olive groves and grape-
vites,

Many of the early Israclites were thus apparently nomads who gradually
became farmers. Still, nomads have to come from somewhere. Here too,

recently uncovered archaeological evidence has something to say.

Canaan’s Hidden Cycles

The extensive highland surveys of recent decades have collected data on

the nacture of human occupation in this region over many millennia. One -

of the biggest surprises was that the dramatic wave of pastoralists settling

down and becoming permanent farmers in the twelfth century BCE was
not a unique event. In fact, the archaeological evidence indicated that be- .
fore the rwelfth century BCE there were two previous waves of similar h1gh-
land serclement, both of which were followed by an eventual recurn of the:
inhabitants to a dispersed, pastoral way of life. '
We now know thar the first occupation of the highlands took place
the Farly Bronze Age, beginning over two thousand years before the rise
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TABLE ONE
WAVES OF SEITLEMENT IN THE HE(;HLANDS

PERIOD DATES MAIN CHARACTERISTICS
Easly Bronze Age 35002200 BCE First wave of sertlement; abour

‘100 sites recorded

Intermediate 22002000 BCE  Sertlement crisis; most of the
Bronze Age sites deserted _
Middie Bronze Age 20001550 BCE Second wave of sertlement;

abour 220 sites recorded

Late Bronze Age 13501150 BCE Sctdement crisis; only abous 25
sites recorded

Iron Age 1 150—900 BOE Third wave of sextlement about
250 sites recorded

Iron Age IT 900586 BCE Serdlement system develops
: and reaches over 500 sites
{eighth century BCE)

— . J

early Israel, in around 3500 BCE. At the peak of this wave of settlement,
there were almost a hundred villages and larger towns scattered thioughout
the central ridge. More than a thousand years later, around 2200 BCE, most
of the highland settlements were abandoned and the highlands became a
frontier area again. Yet a second wave of serderent, seronger than the first,
began to gain momentum in the Middle Bronze Age, shortly after 2000
sce. This wave began with the establishment of small, scartered villages
that gradually grew into a complex network of abourt 220 settlements,
ranging from villages to towns to fortified regional centers. The population
of this second settlement wave has been estimated at about forty thousand.
Many of the major, fortified centers of this period— Hebron, Jerusalem,
Bethel, Shiloh, and Shechem—would become important centers at the
time of the Israelites. Yet the second wave of highland settlement came to
an end sometime in the sixteenth century sce. And this time, the high-
lands would remain a sparsely populated frontier zone for four centuries.

Finally

as a third major wave-—the early Israclice settlement began
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around 1zoo BoE (Figure 15). Like its predecessors, it commenced widi
mainly small, rural communities with an initial population of approxi-
mately 45,000 in 250 sites. It gradually developed into a mature system
with large cities, medium-sized regional marker ceneers, and small villages.
By the highpoint of this settlement wave in the eighth century sce, after
the establishment of the kingdoms of Tudah and Israel, it encompassed
over five hundred sites, with a population of about 160,000.

This dramatic population growth was made possible by the full utiliza-

tion of the region’s agricultural potential. The highlands offer excellent
. ferrain_ for olive and vine growing— the most profitable sectors of the tradi-
tional Middle Eastern economy. In all three periods of extensive highland
settdement, surplus wine and olive oil seemn 1o have been sent to the low-
lands and even éxported beyond the borders of Canaan, especially ro Egypr.
Early Bronze Age storage vessels found in Egypt have been analyzed and
found to have been made from dlay from the Canaanite highlands. In one
extraordinary case, a jar from Canaan still contained remains of grape seeds.

The similarities berween the setdement patterns of the three major
waves are thus clear. In many cases particular sites were occupied in all
three periods. No less important, the overall scttlement pacterns in all the
waves shared certain characteristics. First, it seems that the southern part of
the highlands was always less populated than the northern part, which, as
we will see, was the result of cheir very different natural environments. Sec-
ond, it appears that each wave of demographic growth started in the east
and gradually expanded to the west. Finally, each of the three waves is char-
acterized by a roughly similar materia} culture-—portrery, architecrure, and
village plan— that was probably a result of similar environmensal and eco-
nomic conditions.

In the periods between the peaks of highland setdement, when the
cities, towns, and even most of the villages were abandoned, the highlands
were far from deserted. Important evidence for this comes from an unex-
pected source—not inscriptions or excavated buildings, but a close analy-
sis of excavated animal bones. Bones collected at sites that flourished
during periods of intense settlement in the highlands contain a relatively
large proportion of cattle—which generally indicates extensive field farm-
ing and the use of the plow. Indeed, these proportions are similar to what

we sec in traditional village farming communities in the Middle East today.
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Figure 15: Iron Age I sites in the central highlands
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However, a dramatic difference can be seen in the bones collected at the
few sites in the highlands that conrinued to be occupied in the periods be-
tween' the major sertlenent waves. The number of carde is minimal, but
there is an exceptionally large proporiion of sheep and goats. This is simi-
lar to the composition of herds among bedouin groups. For pastoralists
who engage in only marginal seasonal agriculture and spend much of the
year seeking fresh pastureland, heavy, stow-moving cattle are a burden.
They cannot move as fast and as far as sheep and goats. Thus in the periods
of intense highland settlement, more people were engaged in farming; in
the crisis years, people practiced sheep and goat herding,

Are such dramatic fluctuations common? In the Middle East, people
have always had the know-how to rapidly change from village life to animal
husbandry——or back from pastoralism to seuled agriculeure-—-—according
to evolving political, economic, or even climatic conditions. Many groups
throughout the region have been able to shift their lifestyle according to
the best interest of the moment, and the avenue connecting village life and
- pastoral nomadism has always been a two-way street. Anthropological
studies of setidement history in Jordan, southwestern Syria, and the middle
Euphrates valley in the nineteenth and early rwentieth century show just
that. Increasingly heavy taxation and the threat of conscription into the
Otroman army were among the factors that drove countless village families
to abandon their houses in the agriculrural regions and disappear into the
desert. There they engaged in animal husbandry, which has always been a
-more resilient, if less comfortable, way of life. '

. An opposite process operates in times when security a_nd economic con-
ditions improve. Sedentary communities are founded or joined by former
nomads, who take on a specialized role in a two-part, or dimorphic, soci-
ety. One segment of this society specializes in agriculture while the other
continues the rraditonal herding of sheep and goats.

This pattern has special meaning for the question, who were the first Is-
raelites? That is because the two components of Middle Eastern society—
farmers and pastoral nomads——have alwayé maintained an interdependent
economic relationship, even if there was sometimes ténsion between the -
two groups. Nomads need the marketplaces of settled villages in order to
obtain grain and other agricultural products, while farmers are dependent
on the nomads for a regular supply of meart, dairy products, and hides.
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However, the two sides of the exchange are not entirely equal: villagers can
rely on their own produce for survival, while pastoral nomads cannot exist
entirely on the products of their herds. They need grain to supplement and
balance their high-fat diet of meat and milk. As long as there are villagers to
trade with, the nomads can continue to concenrtrate on animal husbandry.
But when grain cannot be obtained in exchange for animal products, the
pastoral nomads are forced to produce it for themselves.

And that is apparently what caused the sudden wave of highland sectle-
ment. In Late Bronze Age Canaan, in particular, the existence of large pop-
ulations of pastoral nomads in the highlands and desert fringes was
possible only as long as the Canaanite city-states and villages could pro-
duce an adequate grain surplus to trade. This was the situation during
three centuries of Egyptian rule over Canaan. But when that political sys-
tern collapsed. in the owelfth century BCE, its economic networks ceased
functioning. It is reasonable to assume that the villagers of Canaan were

-forced to concentrate on local subsistence and no longer produced a signif-
icant surplus of grain over and above what they needed for themselves.
Thus the highland and deserc-fringe pastoralists had 1o adapt to the new
conditions and produce their own grain. Soon, the requirements of farm-
ing would cause a reduction in the range of seasonal migrations. Flocks
would then have to be redu_ced as the period of migrations grew shorrer,
and with more and more effort invested in agriculture, a permanenc shift to
sedentarization occurred. _

The process that we describe here is, in fact, the opposite of what we have
in the Bible: the emergence of early Israel was an outcome of the collapse of
the Canaanite culture, not its cause. And most of the Israelites did not come
from outside Canaan— they emerged from within it. There was no mass Ex-
odus from Egypt. There was no violent conquest of Canaan. Most of the
people who formed carly Isracl were local people—the same people whom
we see in the highlands throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages. The early Is-
raelites were——irony of ironies-— themselves originally Canaanites!

In Whar Sense Was Ancient Israel Unique?

In the more fertile areas of the highlands east of the Jordan, we see the same
ups and:downs in sedentary activity, the same crisis in the Late Bronze Age,
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" and exactly the same wave of settlement in the Iron Age [. Archaeological

surveys carried out in Jordan have revealed that the settlement history of

the territories of Ammon, Moab, and Edom was broadly similar to thase of
early Isracl. We could take our archaeological description of a typical Iron

Age | Israelite village in the highlands west of the Jordan and use it as a de-

scription of an early Moabite villdge with almost no change. These people

" lived in the same kind of villages, in similar houses, used similar potrery,

and led an almost idenrical way of life. Yer from the Bible and other histor-

ical sources, we know that the people who lived in the villages of the Iron

Age 1 east of the Jordan did not become Israclites; instead, they later

formed the kingdoms of Ammon, Moab, and Edom. So, is there anything

specific in the villages of the people who formed carly Israel that distin-
guished them from their neighbors? Can we say how their cthnicity and -
nationality crystallized? :

Today, as in the past, people demonstrate their echnicity in many differ-
ent ways: in language, religion, customs of dress, burial practices, and elab-
orate dietary taboos. The simple marerial culture left by the highland
herders and farmers who became the first Israclites offers no clear indica-
tion of their dialect, religious rituals, costume, or burial pracrices. But one
very interesting detail about their dietary habits has been discovered. Bones
recovered from the excavations of the small early Israelite villages in the
" highlands differ from sertlements in other pirts of the country in one sig-

nificant respect: there are no pigs. Bone assemblages from earlier highlands
settlements did contain the remains of pigs and the same is true for later
(post-Iron Age) settlements there. But throughout the Iron Age—the era
of the Israclite monarchies——pigs were not cooked and eaten, or-even
raised in the highlands. Comparative data from the coastal Philistine set-

" tlements of the same period— the lron Age I—show a surprisingly large
number of pigs represented among the recovered animal bones. Though
the early Israelites did not cat pork, the Philistines clearly did, as did (as
best we can tell from the sketchier data) the Ammonites and Moabites east
of the Jordan. _

A ban on pork cannot be explained by environmental or economic rea-
sons alone. Ir may, in fact, be the only clue that we have of a specific, shared
identity among the highland villagers west of the Jordan. Perhaps the
proto-Israelites stopped eating pork merely because the surrounding peo-
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ples—their adversaries—did eat it, and they had begun to see themselves
as different. Distinctive culinary practices and dietary customs are two of
the ways in which ethnic boundaries are formed. Monotheism and the wra-
_ditions of Fxodus and covenant apparently came much later. Half a mil-
lennium before the composition of the biblical text, with its detailed laws
and dietary regulations, the Israelites chose— for reasons thar are not en-
tirely clear-—not to eat pork. When modern Jews do the same, they are
continuing the oldest archaeologically attested cultural practice of the peo-
ple of Isracl.

The Book of Judges and Jadah in the Seventh Century

We will never know to whart extent the stories in the book of Jﬁdgc’s are
based on authentic memories of local heroes and village conflicts preserved
over the centuries in the form of epic poems or popular folktales. Yet the
historical reliability of the book of Judges cannot be assessed by the possi-
ble inclusion of heroic tales from earlier eras. Its most significant fearure is
an overall literary pattern that describes Israel’s history in the period after
the conquest as a repeating cycle of sin, divine retribﬁtion, and salvation
(2:11-19). Only in the last verse (21:25) is there a hint that the cycle can be
broken —with the establishment of a monarchy.

It is clear that this theological interpretation of the tales in the book of
Judges was developed centuries after the events it purportedly describes.
Though the individual stories of Israelite conflict against the Philistines,
Moabites, Midianires, and Ammonites feature many differént settings and
characters, they are all used to illustrate an uneasy relationship between
God and his people. YH'WH is depicted as an angry, disappointed deity,
who had delivered the Israelites from slavery in Egypt and had given them
the promised land as an eternal inheritance, only to find them to be a sin-
ful, ungrateful people. Time and again they betrayed YHWIH by running
after foreign gods. Thus YHWH punished them by giving them to the
hands of their enemies so that they might feel the pain of violence and suf-
tering—and cry to YHWH for help. Accepring their repentance, YHWH
would then save them by commissioning a rightéous leader among them to
lead them to triumph against their adversaries. Theology, not history, is
central. Covenant, promise, apostasy, repentance, and redemption consti-
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tute the cyclical sequence that runs throughout the book of Judges. And so
it must have seemed to the people of Judah in the seventh century BCE that
the same cyclical sequence applied to them. '

Biblical scholars have long recognized that the book of Judges is part of
the Deuteronomistic History, which, as we have argued, is the great ex-
pression of Isractite hopes and political aspirations compiled in Judah in
the time of King Josiah, in the seventh century sCE. The stories of early Is-
raelite settlement in the highlands offered a lesson to the people, with di-
rect relevance to contemporary affairs. As Josiah and his supporters looked
northward with visions of uniting the land of Isracl, they stressed that con-
quest alone was worthless withoura continuous and exclusive obedience to
YHWH. The Deuteronomistic movement saw the pagan population
-within the land of Israel and in all the neighboring kingdoms as a mortal
danger. Deuteronomy’s law-codes and the historical lessons of the Deu-
teronomistic history made it clear that the people of Israel had to resist the
~ tempration of idolatry, lest they suffer new calamities.

The chapter that opens the book of Judges makes a clear connection be-
tween past and present. Though many scholars have regarded it as a later
addirion, the biblical historian Baruch Halpern assigns it to the original
Deuteronomistic History. This chaprer tells us how the tribes that made up
the core of the Southern Kingdom— Judah and Simeon——perfectly ful-
filled their sacred mission in conquering all the Canaanite cities in their
territories. The kingdom of Judah was therefore protected from the imme-
diate danger of idolatry in its midst. Bur this was not the case with the
tribes that later composed the core of the northern kingdom of Isracl. All of
them are reported to have failed in their quest to eliminate the Canaanites,
and the Canaanite enclaves that persisted in each one of their tribal territo-
ties are listed in detail (Judges 1:21, 27-35). No wonder then, that pious
Judah survived and apostare Israel was vanquished. Indeed, most of the
tales of the book of Judges deal with the sin and punishment of the north-

. ern tribes. Nor a single story explicitly accuses Judah of idolatry-

But the book of Judges implicitly offers a way out of the endless cycleof .
sin and divine retribution. It hints that the cycle had aiready been broken .
once before. Again and again, like a mantra, it repeats the sentenc-e "‘Ifl
those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right‘.m -hls_ :
own eyes” (Judges 21:25). This is a reminder that soon after the period of -
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the judges came a great king to rule over all the tribes of Israel—-the pious
David, who established an eternal covenant with God. This king would
banish the influence of foreign gods from the hearts and daily practices of
the Israelites. He would establish a single capital in Jerusalem and desig-
nate a permanent place for the Ark of the Covenant, One God, wor-
shipped in one Temple, located in the one and only capiral, under one king
of the Davidic dynasty were the keys to the salvaton of Israel—Dboth in
David’s time and in the time of the new David, King Josiah. By eradicating
every trace of the worship of the same foreign gods that led Israel vo sin in
the past, Josiah would putan end to the seemingly endless cycle of apostasy
and disaster and would lead Judah into a new Golden Age of prosperity
and hope. :
As we now know, however, the Bible’s stirring picture of rightcous Is-
raclite judges-—however powerful and compelling— has very litle to do
- with what really happened in the hill country of Canaan-in the Early Iron
Age. Archacology has revealed that complex social transformations among

the pastoral people of the Canaanite highlands were—far more than the -

later biblical concepts of sin and rcdemptlon—rhe most formative forces
int the birch of Israel.

Bnia s
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