Article 12

Who Were the Israelites?

“Thus the Lord gave to Israel al the land
Jathers; and having taken possession of it,

Neil Asher Silberman

The story of the Istaelites® conquest of
the Promised Land has long been an
article of faith wherever the Bible is
widely read and respected. For centu-
ries famuiliar scenes of the Israelite
tribes crossing the Jordan River and
encircling the walls of Jericho with
their blasting trumpets have been viv-
idly described in fire-and-brimstone
sermons and solemn hymns, and de-
picted in heroic paintings and other
works of art. Yet a new generation of
archaeologists working in Israel has
come 10 challenge the scripural ac-
count in a manper that might seem
hererical t0 some. Their survey, exca-
vation. and analysis of finds from hun-
dreds of Early Iron Age settlements in
the rugged hill country of the West
Bank and Galilee have led them to
conclude that the ancient Israelite con-
federacy did not arise in a divinely
directed military conquest from the
desert but through a remarkabie socio-
economic change in the lives of a few
thousand herders. farmers. and vii-
lagers in Canaan itseif.

Today's archaeologists are certainly
not the first to challenge the Book of
Joshua—-its  historical reliability has
been a matter of dispute for more than
TWO cenfuries. At issue are the Book's
first 12 chapters, which describe how,
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after the death of Moses in the wilder-
ness. Joshua. his chosen successor. led
the Tribes of Israel across the Jordan
River to conquer the powerful Canaan-
ite cities of Jericho, Af, Gibeon, Mak-
kedah, Libnah, [achish, Eglon, Hebron,
Debir, and Hazor in quick succession.
By destroying these cities and exter-
minating or otherwise driving the pa-
gan Canaanites from the land. the
Israelite tribes fulfilled their God-
given mission and each recejved a par-
cel of the conguered territory. These
aliotments became permanent territo-
rial divisions in the later Israelite and
Judean kingdoms, and the force of
tradition is so strong that tribal names
are still used for many administrative
districts of modern Israel. Yet the
precise identity of those conquering
tribestnen—and the nature of their con-
quest-—remains one of the most persis-
temt riddles of bibiical archaeclogy:

MIRACLES AND METAPHORS

As far back as the eighteenth century,
many European scholars, relving more
on reason than reverence, began to
question many of the miraculous de-
tails in the Exedus and Conquest narra-
tives. Noting the tmplausibility of the
sudden parting of a body of water as
large as the Red Sea. the survival of
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which He swore to give to their
they settled there. And the Lord
had sworn to their Jathers; not one

Joshua 21: 43-44

two million wandering Israelites in g
scorching desert for 40 years subsist-

ing on manng, or the sudden stopping

of the sun above the city of Gibeon so
that the Israclites could complete their
conquest in daylight. bibiical scholars
turred to naturalistic explanarions. Ca-
predictable riptides, unvsualy nutritious
tamarisk sap. and the gravitarional of-
fects of a passing comet were invoked
10 explain these biblical events. Even
more important was the tendency to
see the Israelite conquest as an instruc-
tive metaphor, phrased in the pro-
gressive vocabulary of the times. In
1829. the English historian H. H_ Mil-
man noted “‘the remarkable picture”
that the story of the conquest of Canaan
presented “of the gradual development
of human societv.” With the arrival of
the Israelites, Milman explained thar
“the Land of Milk and Honey began o
vield its fruits to a simple, free. and
pious race of hushandmen.™

INVADERS FROM THE DESERT

The nineteenth-century archaeological
exploration of Egvpt, Sinai. and Pal-
estice moved the Israelite conquest
from the realm of social metaphor to
that of vivid historical fact, The de-
ctpherment of Egyptian hieroglyvphics
provided substantiation for biblical ref-
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erences to the “store cities™” of Pithom

and Ramesses. where the Israelites re-

portedly labored in caprivity. Even
more telling was the discovery of the
nzme “fsrael” on a commemorative
stele of the late thirteenth century s.c.
On this monument. Pharaoh Mernep-
teh boasted of his triumph over this
hostile group. Ironically. the tools of
prehistoric archacology, used in Eu-
rope in the nineteenth century to atrack
the credibility of the Book of Genesis,
Were put to use in Palestine in the
twentieth century 1o defend the Book
of Joshua. Though no indisputable
physical proof was ever found of the
[sraelites” exodus and wandering in the
desert. European. American. and Isra-
eli archaeological teams interpreted
the thick destruction levels of charred
beams. collapsed walls. and smashed
pottery blanketing the Late Bronze
Age levels at ancient Canaanite cities
as evidence of concerted military at-
tacks by the advancing Israelites. The
discovery of poor squatters’ hovels
and silos built in the ruins of the cnce
mighty Canaanite cities seemed addi-
tional proof of the triurmph of primitive
semi-nomads over the city folk. Earlier
doubts about the historical reliability of
the biblical narrarive were therefore
confidently brushed aside by scholars
like William E Albright of The Johns
Hopkins University and Yigael Yadin
of Hebrew University in Jerusalem
who ascribed the violemr destruction
and subsequent occupation of the con-
quered Canaanite cities in the late thir-
teenth century 5.¢. 1o arriving Israelite
warriors. perhaps even led by an his-
torical figure named Joshua—ijust as
the Bible said.

There were, however, differences
between the archaeological evidence
and dewils of the biblical story. At
Jericho. for instance. repeated. inten-
sive excavations uncovered no trace of
a city wall or destruction level at the
supposed date of the arrival of the
Israelites. At Yarmuth. Arad. and Ai
(cities all specifically mentioned as
being conquered). survevs and excava-
tions found no trace of thirteench-cen-
fury 8.c. occupation. While supporters
of the biblical narrative initially sug-
gested that these inconsistencies were

minor. the discrepancies grew wider as
the years went on. With the increasing
precision of pottery dating. it became
clear that the destruction of individual
Canaanite cities occurred at various
times over more than a century—far
longer than even the longest concerted
military campaign. Even more damag-
ing was the realization that in many
cases the ruined Canaanite cities lay
desolate and abandoned for many de-
cades before their occupation by new
settlers. And in recognizing the rela-
tive slowness of the transition. 2 new
theory of Israelite origins was born,

PEACEFUL IMMIGRANTS

In the 1920s. two German scholars.
Albrecht Alt and Martin Noth. sug-
gested a radically different explanation
for the Israelite “conquest.” Relving
on ancient Egvptian records rather
than bibiical tradition. they suggested
that the Israelite settlement of Canaan
was the result of gradual immigration,
not a unified military campaign. In
particular. they based their reconstruc-
tion on evidence from the fourteenth-
century B.C. Tell el-Amarna Letters, a
valection of diplomatic correspon-
dence between an Egyptian pharaoh
and various Canaanite princes. These
cuneiform tablets, which were discov-
ered by chance in Middle Egvpt in
1887, were filled with vivid reporis of
the chaotic political situation in Late
Bronze Age Canaan. and frequently
mentioned the activities of a restive
and rebellious group called ‘apiru on
the frontiers of the settled land.
While Alt and Noth followed earlier
scholars with their equation of “apiru
with “Hebrews,” they went much fur-
ther in assessing the term’s historical
significance. On the evidence of the
Amarna Letters, “apiru/Hebrews were
already present in Canaan and hostile
to the Canaarite rulers more than a
ceniury before the estimared date of the
Israclite conquest. Alt and Noth theo-
rized that the ancient Israelites. like the
modern Bedouin settling down on the
desert fringes of Palestine in the early
twentieth century, must have been pas-
toral nomads who slowly filtered into
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the settled land from the desert and
after a long period of uneasy coexis.
tence with the population of Canaap,
overran and destroved the Canaanijre
city-states.

This “peacetul immigration™ thegry
gained influential supporters. and for
many years seemed the best explana-
tion for the growing body of archae-
ological evidence. In the early 1950s.
Israeli archaeologist Yohanan Aharoni
believed that he found conclusive proof
for the Alt-Noth theory in the Cpper

- Galilee. T~ -2, he discovered a group

of small. unfortified settlements in the
traditional territory of the [ribe of
Naphali that. he suggested. represented
the arrival of ar early wave of "apiru or
“proto-Israelites.”™ And afier the 1967
war, throughout the West Bank—in the
traditional tribal terriories {and pew
Israeli administrative districts) of Ma-
nasseh. Ephraim. Benjamin. and Ju-
dah—the theory of peaceful immigration
was seemingly bolstered as other ar-
chaeologists located the remains of ap-
proximateiy 250 more Early fron Age

herdsmen’s enclosures. fulitop ham- -

lets. and unfortified viilages whose ar-
chitecture and artifacts were much
simpler than those found in the Capa-
anite cities of the preceding [Late
Bronze Age.

In 1978. Adam Zerta] of the Univer-
sity of Haifa began the most painstak-
ing survey of sites connected with the
Israelite settlement of Camaan. in his
exploration of the 800-square-mile rer-
ritory of the tribe of Manasseh in the
northern West Bank. Carefully record-
ing the locations and relative dates of
136 Early Iron Age sites in the region.
Zertal also collected information on
cach site’s topography. geology. avail-
able water sources. and soil quality.
Never before had so much environ-
mental information been correlated
with remains of Earlv [sraelite sites.
When he listed the scattered sites in
chrorological order, Zerwal detected
evidence of a gradual population move-
ment trom the eastern desert fringe
into the interior vallevs and finally w
the hills during the Early Iron Age,
suggesting progressive ecological ad-
aptarion from herding to grain-growing
to intensive terrace agriculture. Through
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this process of economic intensifica-
tion. he contended. the ancient [sra-
elites came in from the desert and,
abandoning their wanderings. inherited
their Promised Land.

PASTORALISTS AND FARMERS

The cecologically based picture of
“peaceful immigration™ had its prob-
lems—some would say even a fatal
flaw. Like the more militant *‘unified
conguest™ theory. it presumed that in
the thirteenth CEMury s.c. a discrete
ethnic group of semi-nomads had en-
tered Canaan. This theory further sug-
gested that the material cujtyre of this
group was far more primitive than thar
of the native Canaanites. The Istaelite
conquest of Canaan. whether by sud-
den miiary campaign or gradual infil-
tration, was therefore placed in the
timeless. often violent conflict between
Middle Eastern farmers and nomacs—
between “the Desert and the Sown."

This neat historical reconstruction,
however, was based on some outdated
ideas abour Middja Eastern pastoral-
ism. The first and most important of
these was the nine{eenth-cenmr}f belief
that throughout anuiquity the Syrian
and Arabian deserts contained - vast
rurnbers of trbulent nomads who pe-
riodicaily invaded and ravaged the set-
tled [and. a theory apparently spawned
by romantic images of the Muslim
Conguest with flashing scimitars and
thundering camels. By the 1960s, how-
ever. there was 3 growing consensus
among anthropologists that the great
deserts had been unable 1o support
more than a handfiy] of pure nomads
before the widespread domestication of
the camel around 1100 s.c. Since this
development took place after the Isra-
elites were already presumably in Ca-
naan. a “bedouin invasion™ seemed an
unlikely explanation for their arrival.
Far more probable was thar the Isra-
elites were not pure nomads bur rather
primarily sheep- and goat-herders,
pastoralists who roamed with their
flocks—not in the midst of the desert
but on the fringes of the heavily popu-
lated. settled land.

So if the Israelites’ lonely deser:
origins were only a mirage. what of
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their hostility to the peoples of Canaan
whom they had supposedly driven
from the land? When anthropologists
working in Central Asia. the Middle
Euphrates Valley. and North Africa
began to study the economic links be-
tween pastoralists and farmers, they
discovered how closely the two groups
are bound together. Since the summer
grain harvest throughout much of the
Middle East coincides with the drying
up of grazing lands on the deserts”
edges, the natural movement of pas-
toralists and their flocks toward the
well-watered agriculnyral regions brings
them into contact with the settled popu-
lation. There, the pastoralists may be
hired as seasonal agricuttural workers
and their flocks may be allowed to
graze in and fertilize the stubble of the
harvested fields. In some cases, as with
the modern Agedar people in the Mid-
dle Euphrates Valley. pastoralists and
farmers may be members of a single
community whose nomadic members
wander off 1o the desert steppe in the
winter, while the more sedentary mem-
bers stay behind 1o prepare and plant
the community's felds.

This pastoral/agricuirural society was
apparently common in the ancient
Near East. Ina study of the cuneiform
archives of the Middle Bronze Age city
of Mari. also on the Euphrates, John
Luke of the University of Michigan
convincingly dernonstrated that the an-
cient records did not differentiare be-
tWeen populations of setted farmers
and wandering pastoralists: the distinc-
tion was, instead. between those peas-
ants who tended animals and peasants
who tended crops. The situation in
ancient Canaan was probably not much
different. Israelite" pastoralists and
“Canaanite” peasants would have been
members of the same Canaanite society.

PEASANT REBELS

[sraelites from Canaan? The thought
clashes with everything we've peen
taught to believe, Yot in the 1960s,
based on this understanding. a fascinat-
ing new theory of the [sraelite “con-
quest” of Capaan arose. George
Mendenhall, a felsty biblical scholar

and one of Johp Luke's teachers g
Michigan, rejected both the imimigra-
tion™ and “conquest” theories of Isra.
elite settlement. For years he haq
claimed thar the rise of the Israelige
religion and iribaj confederacy coyly
be explained solely on the bagis of
internal  social developments in C,.
naan. As zarly as {947 he had revieweq
the evidence of the Amarna Letters
and insisted that the ‘apiru. long iden.
fied as invading Hebrews, were not an
ethnic group at all byt 3 well-defineq
social class,

Mendenhall argued that the [ are
Bronze Age citv-states of Canaan were
organized as highly stratified societies,
with the king or ZOVernor at the top of
the pvramid, with princes. court offi.
ctals, and charior warriors right below
him. and the rural Peasants at the base.
The “apiru were apparently outside this
scheme of organizarion. and they seem
to have threatened the social order in a
number of ways. Besides being pas-
toralists on the fringes of the settled
land. they somerimes also served as
mercenaries for the highest bidder and.
when that work was not forthcoming.
Some “apiru actively encouraged the
peasants to rebel. This social unrest,
Mendenhall asserted, was not a con-
flict between nomads and a settled
population but between the rura) popu-
lation and the rulers of the city-states,
The Amarna Letters are filled with
repores of famine and hardship and the
increasingly onerous exactions by the
kings. It was no wonder. noted Men-
denhail, thar the ‘apiru had grear suc-
€SS in stirring up the peasants and that
many Canaanite royal cities were de-
stroyed. at that time. “There was no
real conquest of Palestine in the sense
that has usuaily been understood.” he
wrote in 1970, ~What happened in-
stead may be termed. from the point of
view of the secular historian interested
only in  socio-political processes. a
peasants” revolt against the network of
interlocking Canaanite city-states. ™

At the heart of Mendenhall's “peas-
antrevolt™ thecry was a novel explana-
tion of how the Israelite refigion
began. Mendenhal] maintained that the
‘apiru and their beasant supporters
could never have united and overcome
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Cunaanite feudal domination withour a
cornpelling ideology to unify and in-
spire them. He believed that their
worship of a single. (ranscendent
god—Yahweh—was a  brilliant re-
sponse to the religion of the Canaanite
kungs. Instead of relying on a pantheon
of divinities and elaborate feruility rit-
uals that could be performed only by
the king and his official priesthood, the
new religious movement. Mendenhall
believed. placed its faith in a single god
who established egalitarian laws of so-
ctal conduer and who communicated
them direcrlv to each member of the
commuaity. The hold of the kings over
the people was therefore effectively
broken by the spread of this new faith.
And for Mendenhall the true Israelite
conquest was accomplished—without
Invasion or immigration—when large
aumbers of Canaanite peasants over-
threw their masters and became
“Israelites.”

Mendenhall did not deal with the
archaeological evidence directly, but
biblical scholar Norman K. Gorrwald.
who accepted and expanded Men-
denhall’s theories, confronted it, While
Mendenhall had merely dismissed al]
talk of semi-nomads in the hill country,
Gottwald believed that the Early Iron
Age sites discovered there were. in
fact. Israelite. He theorized that the
remote frontier and forest regions were
natrally artractive to the members of
an independence movement who had
fled from the more heavily populated,
and more closely controlled. cities of
the coastal plain to establish a new way
ot life. Adherents of the “peaceful im-
migration” theory had explained that
the simplicity of the artifacts in the
Early Iron Age villages was due 1o the
Israetites” primitive, semi-nomadic or-
igins. Gotrwald. however. countered
by suggesting thar the absence of lux-
ury goods was evidence of the break-
down in the high-status trade that had
been carried on exclusively by the
Canaanite nobility,

The "peasant revolt™ theory of Isra-
clite origins had obvious rhetorical
power 1n the 1970s, a time of modetn
national liberation movements and
Third World insurgency. Yet it. too.
had its shortcomings—chief of which

was that it simply did not fit the accu-
mulating  archaeological  evidence.
Through the 1980s Adam Zertal's ex-
plorations in the territory of Manasseh
were complemented by major new sur-
veys in the Galilee and in the territo-
ries of the tribes of Ephraim and Judah
farther south. Unfortunately for the
supporters of the peasant revolt theory,
no evidence could be discerned for a
major dermographic shift from the
coastal cities toward the hill country.
The area of uroccupied hills imme-
diately o the east of the coastal plain
apparently experienfed no intense
wave of settlement during the Early
Iron Age. Even more important, the
pattern Zertal discovered in Manasseh
seemed to apply to other parts of the
hill country as well. The earliest of the
new settlements were clustered far to
the east, in the grazing lands of the
desert fringe. And their characteristic
sprawling layour of rustic structures
surrounding a communal animal pen
was dramatically different from what
might have been expected from city-
bred Canaanite peasants who headed
out to establish independent farmsteads
on the frontier.

INVISIBLE ISRAELITES

Though rejecting the idea of a peasant
revolt. the conquest story that has
emerged in recent years may be the
most revolutionary version of all. It is
framed as an epic struggle—not be-
tween Israelites and Canaanites, pas-
toralists and settled populations. feudal
lords and rebellious peasants, but
between the human populations of Ca-
naan and a changing economic envi-
ronrnent. [srael Finkelstein of Tel Aviv
University, who directed the survey of
the territory of Ephraim. has gone far
beyond the conventional chronological
limits imposed by the biblical story in
crafting a new reconsiruction of
events. Having traced settlement pat-
terns and ecological adaptation in the
kUl counery of Canaan over hundreds
of years. Finkelstein is convinced that
the demographic revolution of the
Early Iron Age can ao longer be seen
in isolation. In fact, he believes that the

ey
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phenomenon of Israelie settlement g
intimately connected 10 developmem_s
that began half a millenninm before.
As recent archaeological surveys have
indicated. the hill country of Canaap
was thickly settled and dotted with
fortified cities, towns. and hamless in
the period beginning around 1750 B.C,
Yet the surveys also showed that around
1550 s.c.. toward the end of what is
called the Middle Bronze [JC period,
the settled population in the hij] coun-
try declined dramaticaily, During the
succeeding Late Bronze Age (1550-1200
8.C.). while the Iarge cities along the
coast and in the major valleys contin-
ued to flourish, more than 90 percent
of the permanent settlement sites in the
hili country were abandoned and the
few surviving sites became much
smaller in size. But that is not 1o say
that the hill country of Canaan was
empty. Far from it. According o Fin-
kelstein. the people who would later
become Israclites were already there.
His basic argument, put simply, is
that the model of pastoral nomads set-
tling down and farming. long regarded
as the main avenue of human progress,
was always something of a IWo-way
street. While Enlightenment thipkers
and early-twentieth-century archaeolo-
gists pointed to the economic and
social conditions that prompted pas-
teralists to become farmers. they ne-
glected 1o think about the kinds of
conditicns that might encourage the
reverse. Such was precisely what hap-
pened among the Canaanite population
of the hill country, according to Fin-
kelstein, at the end of the Middle
Bronze Age. Population pressure,
competition for scarce agriculmural
land in this rugged region. or perhaps
even political change in the adminisira-
tion of the Canaanite city-states caused
a shift in the balance between farmers
and pastoralists. A large portion of the
population of the hill country gradually
abandoned their villages. While some
may have gone to the coast to find
work. toiling in the fields and or-
chards, others—perhaps the majority.
according to Finkelstein—may have
adopted a new. wandering way of life.
These hill-country farmers-turned-
herdsmen (almest invisible 10 archae-
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Canaanite feudal domination without a
compelling ideology 10 unify and in-
spire them. He believed that their
worship of a single. transcendens
god-—-Yahweh—was a  brilliant  re-
sponse to the religion of the Canaanite
kings. Instead of relving on a pantheon
of divinities and elaborate fertility rit-
uals that could be performed oniy by
the king and his official priesthoed, the
new religious movement. Mendenhall
believed. placed its faith in a single god
who established egalitarian laws of so-
ctal conduct and whe communicated
them directly to each member of the
community. The hold of the kings over
the people was therefore effectively
broken by the spread of this new faith.
And for Mendenhall the true Israclite
conrquest was accomplished—without
iNvasion or immigration—when large
numbers of Canaanite peasants over-
threw their masters and became
“[sraelites.™

Mendenhall did not deal with the
archaeclogical evidence directly. but
biblical scholar Norman K. Gotrwald,

who accepted and expanded Men-

denhall’s theories. confronted it. While
Mendenhail had merely dismissed al]
talk of semi-nomads in the hill country,
Gottwald believed that the Early Iron
Age sites discovered there were. in
fact. Israelite. He theorized that the
remote frontier and forest regions were
naturally attractive (o the members of
ar independence movement who had
fled from the more heavily populated.
and more closely controlled. cities of
the coastal plain to establish a new way
of life. Adherents of the ~peaceful im-
migration™ theory had explained that
the simplicity of the artifacts in the
Early Iron Age villages was due 1o the
[sraelites’ primitive. semi-nomadic or-
igins. Gowwald. however. countered
by suggesting that the absence of lux-
ury goods was evidence of the break-
down in the high-status trade that had
been carried on exclusively by the
Canaanite nobility,

The ~peasant revolt” theory of Isra-
elite origins had obvious rhetorical
power in the 1970s. a time of modern
national [iberation movements and
Third World insurgency. Yet it. too.
had its shortcomings—chiet of which

was that it simply did not fit the accu-
mulating  archaeclogical  evidence.
Through the 1980s Adam Zertal's ex-
plorations in the territory of Manasseh
were complemented by major new sur-
veys in the Galilee and in the territo-
ries of the tribes of Ephraim and Judah
farther south. Unfornately for the
supporters of the peasant revolt theory,
no evidence could be discerned for a
major demographic shift from the
coastal cities oward the hiil COUNtTY,
The area of unoccupied hills imme-
diately to the east of the coastal plain
apparently experieneed no - intense
wave of settlement during the Early
[ron Age. Even more important, the
pattern Zertal discovered in Manasseh
scemed to apply to other parts of the
hill country as well. The earliest of the
new settlements were clustered far to
the east. in the grazing lands of the
desert fringe. And their characteristic
sprawling layout of rustic structures
surrounding a communal animal pen
was dramatically different from what
might have been expected from city-
bred Canaanite peasants who headed
out to establish independent farmsteads
on the frontier.

INVISIBLE ISRAELITES

Though rejecting the idea of a peasant
revolt, the conquest story that has
emerged in recent years may be the
most revolutionary version of all. It is
framed as an epic struggle—not be-
tween Israelites and Canaanites, pas-
toralists and settled populations, feudal
lords and - rebellious peasants, but
berween the human populations of Ca-
naan and a changing economic envi-
ronment. [srael Finkelstein of Tel Aviv
University, who directed the survey of
the territory of Ephraim. has gone far
beyond the conventional chronological
limits imposed by the biblical story in
crafting a new reconstruction of
events, Having traced settlement pat-
terns and ecological adaptation in the
hill country of Canaan over hundreds
of years. Finkelstein is convinced that
the demographic revolution of the
Early Iron Age can no longer be seen
in isolation. In fact. he believes that the
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pheromenon of Israelite settlement g
intimately connected o developmenys
that began half a millennium before.
As recent archaeological surveys have
indicated. the hiil country of Canaan
was thickly sertled and dorted with
fortified cities. towns. and kamlers in
the period beginning around 1730 5.
Yet the surveys also showed that arcund
1550 s.c.. toward the end of whar is
called the Middle Bronze [IC period.
the settled population in the hill coun-
try declined dramatically. During the
succeeding Late Bronze Age (1550-1200
s.c.). while the large cities along the
coast and in the major valleys contin-
ved to flourish, more than 90 percent
of the permanent settlement sites in the
hill country were abandoned and the
few surviving sites became much
smaller in size, But that is not 1o say
that the hill country of Canaan was
empty. Far from it. According to Fin-
kelstein. the people who would later
become Israelites were already there.
His basic argument. put simply. is
that the model of pastoral nomads ser-
tting down and farming. long regarded
as the main avenue of human progress.
was always something of a [Wo-way
street. While Enlightenment thinkers
and early-twenzieth-century archaeolo-
gists pointed 0 the economic and
social conditions that prompred pas-
toralists to become farmers. they ne-
glected 1o think about the kinds of
conditions. that. might encourage the
reverse. Such was precisely what hap-
pened among the Canaanite population
of the hill country, according to Fin-
kelstein, at the end of the Middle
Bronze Age. Population pressure,
competition for scarce agricultural
land in this rugged region. or perhaps
even political change in the administra-
tion of the Canaanite city-states caused
a shift in the balance between farmers
and pastoralists. A large portion of the
population of the hill country graduaily
abandoned their villages. While some
may have gome to the coast to find
work. toilling in the fields and or-
chards, others—perhaps the majority.
according to Finkelstein—may have
adopted a new, wandering way of life.
These hill-country farmers-nirned-
herdsmen (almost invisible to archae-
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ologists when compared to populations
that built permanent houses) were abie
to establish a stable. alternative way of
life. on the desert fringe. For two or
three centuries they lived in symbiosis
with the settled populations of the large
cities along the coasts and in the major
vallevs—presumably to trade milk.
meat. wool. and leather for agriculturat
produce. It was only when the Canaan-
ite city-state system finally broke down
completely and us agriculturat surplus
evaporated in the great upheavals of
the thirteenth century s.c. that the fife-
style of the hill-country Canaanites
shifted again.

Sometime shortly after 1250 s.c.,
far to the west in the Aegean. a combi-
nation of political. climatic. and eco-
nomic factors brought an end to the
power of the Mycenaean kingdoms—
and this dramatic collapse disturbed
the delicate balance of economic and
political power in the entire eastern
Mediterranean world. In an era of
social. political. and economic disas-
ter, the elaborate rituals of diplomacy
and exchange of luxury goods that had
legitimized the rule of hundreds of
Bronze Age princes. kings, priests. and
warfords throughout the region simply
could not be maintained. The eco-
nomic life of the cities was disrupted.
The scatiered pastoralists in the hill
country of Canaan could no longer
depend on the periodic markets in the

coastal and valley cities—where they .

had grown accustomed to trading their
sheep and goats for grain. Those cities
could now hardly support their own
mhabitants: the pastoralists were left
on their own. When the first clans of
wandering herders began to choose
unoccupied hilltops for permanent set-
tlements—and started to clear nearby
fields in preparation for planting—they
became what archaeologist might call
Eariy Israelites.

The finds from the hundreds of Early
[ron Age settlements in the hill country
can be seen as evidence of this social
process: architectural forms. pottery
vessels. and even a few cult objects
reflect the slow crystallization of a
new. settled culture on the fringes of

Canaanite society. No rassive immi-
gration from the outside is necessary to
explain the sudden establishment of
these [sraelite sectlements. New meth-
ods of estimating ancient population
through studying site size and the eco-
nOMUC carrying capacity of the land
have also helped to place the Israclite
setlement of Canaan in a more reason-
able perspective. While the Book of
Exodus relates that the Israelites flee-
ing Egypt numbered 600,000 warriors
(bringing the incredible total to more
than two million), recent archaeologi-
cal assessments suggest that the Isra-
elite population at the beginning of the
Early Iron Age—which may indeed
have included a small number of refu-
gees from Egypt—probably did not

-exceed 20,000 souls.

Thus, the founding fathers of the
Israelite nation can now be seen as
scattered groups of pastoralists living
in small family groups and grazing
their flocks on hilltops and isolated
valleys in the hill counry of Canaan,

reacting in their own way to the far- -

reaching social and economic changes
that swept over the entire eastern Med-
iterranean world. Whether they pos-
sessed a unique. monotheistic religion—
whether it was inspired and first articu-
lated by refugees from Egypt—these
are questions that are simply impos-
sible to determiine on the basis of cur-
rent archaeological evidence. What

-seemns almost certain, however. is that

the story of the bloody conquest of the
Land of Canaan as a unified military
campaign led by a single. divinely di-
rected leader was woven together cen-
turies later—an anachronistic saga of
triumph on the battlefield, crafted and
compiled by loyal court poets anxious
to flarter the later Israelite and Judean
xings.

WHO WERE THE ISRAELITES?

This new understanding of Israelite
origins as a socio-economic transfor-
mation is not really a religious chal-
lenge. it is a fulfillment of one of the
most time-honored traditions of the
West. For wherever the biblical faith

has spread across the globe, the image
of the Tribes of {srael conquering their
Promised Land has been a medium of
self-reflection as well as an episode of
sacred history. For the seventeenth.
century English Puritans, Canaan was
the rolling hills and forests of New
England. For the Boer setders of South
Africa, the Promised Land was the
rich farmland of the Transvaal, with its
own indigenous Canaanites. And the
self-affirming visions continuex through-
out the nineteenth and twentieth cenm.-
ries, as Western scholars formulated
vivid images of manifest destiny, evo-
lutionism. sociological analysis. and,
now in the 1990s. hardheaded reflec-
tions on demographic pressure and
economic change. Yet the historians of
each age do not merely deceive them-
selves into believing that what is famil-
iar is true. Generations of scholars are
drawn $o the problems of most imme-
diate relevance to their society. view-
ing the ancient Israclites through an
ever changing sequence of lenses. Each
generation's reimerpretation of the
biblical story has deepened historical
understanding by addressing contem-
porary concerns,

“The crystallization of the People of
Israel in their land.” Finkelstein re-
cently wrote, “was not a unique or
miraculous evemt thar occurred to a
unique or peculiar people. but part of a
wider. familiar phenomenon sharad by
many peoples appearing for the first
time on the historical stage.” In some
earlier epochs. the suggestion that the
Israelites, in their struggle to adapt and
survive. were no different from hun-
dreds of other groups throughoue his-
tory would have earned its author a
public stoning. or excommunication at
the least. Yet one era’s heresy is often
another’s article of faith. That's per-
haps why in our own late-twentieth-
century society—iorn by economic
stress. burdened with belated ecologi-
cal awareness, and astounded by
sweeping political changes—the new
social explanation of Israelite origins -
can be seen as our generation’s power-
ful and distinctive variation on a time-
less biblical theme.




