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Introduction 
  
 In the part about the Conquest, we´ve seen that there are indications pointing to 
the Israelite Conquest at the end of the Middle Bronze Age. On the other hand, it´s 
generally known that the dense network of mountain villages, around 250, marked as 
proto-Israelite, appeared in the hill country, from the Judean Hills in the south to the 
Samaria Range in the north, in the course of a few generations around 1200 BCE (p. 103, 
Israel Finkelstein, Neil Asher Silberman, 2007). Must this mean that the Israelites had 
come or appeared in the country only shortly before and therefore it isn´t possible to link 
them to the 1550 BCE events ? It needn´t necessarily be so. 
 Israel Finkelstein states that the oldest of these settlements showed on the basis of 
their oval shape that the people who had founded them had previously been nomads and 
these settlements copy the shape of circular settlements composed of tents that nomads 
build to drive in and protect their herds. Archaeologists also found in these settlements 
the artifacts showing that their inhabitants cultivated crops to some degree. Similar oval 
sites have been found in the Central Hill Country and its western foothills and in the 
southern Negev hill country (pp. 106-8, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Asher Silberman, 2007). 
So this could that the appearance of the first Israelite settlements needn´t indicate the 
Israelite arrival in the country but a major change of their lifestyle that they had 
undergone. It all could mean that before their settlement the Israelites had lived 
a nomadic or seminomadic life in the very country. But how long had they lived that way 
? Is it possible that they had lived that way in the country the previous ca. 350 years, 
since the end of the Middle Bronze Age ?  
 We also know that this time, roughly the Late Bronze Age, was the time when in 
Canaan the Egyptian influence and dominion was the biggest and strongest of all times. 
So would it be possible for the Israelites to be able to live in the country under such 
circumstances ? And if yes, do we have any evidence or clues about them from that time 
? And, also, if they have ever lived there at that time, how did they live there ?  
 In order to answer these questions we have to look at indications, direct or 
indirect, that could tell us more about this period. Putting it all together, in relation to the 
Israelites, three fundamental questions have to be answered – how would it have been 
possible for them to live and survive in the country under such circumstances ? Do we 
have any extra-biblical references or indications about them during this time ? And last, if 
the Egyptians controlled the country in the Late Bronze Age, why aren´t they mentioned 
in any story or description of the Book of Judges that should obviously speak about that 
time ? So we have to look at what the evidence can tell us... 
 
 
How Did They Live and Survive ? 
 
Character of the landscape 
  
 In order to try to find an answer to this question, we have to first look at the 
environment in which the Israelites lived in Canaan. In the Bronze Age the country was 
different from how we see it today. Instead of being largely bare, what is more a today´s 
picture, it was heavily overgrown. In the mountains the vegetation consisted of dense 



forests of oak, pistachio and carob trees, with some open spaces in between, while the 
rest of the land was steppe or even desert. The country was fragmented into numerous 
small valleys and with difficult passage between its various parts. Also, apart from being 
mountainous, the land was hard to penetrate because of wild animals like bears, boars, 
wolves and lions (p. 67, John Strange, 2000). Also from a later, monarchical times we 
have a biblical testimony about a battle that “took place in the forest of Ephraim. There 
the army of Israel was defeated by David´s men, and the casualties that day were great – 
twenty thousend men. The battle spread out over the whole countryside, and the forest 
claimed more lives that day than the sword” (2 Sam 18,6-8). The Hebrew word here is 
 ? devoured”. Did they get lost ? Or were they attacked by wild animals“ (le´ekhol) לאכל
The latter seems more probable. It all happened in the Iron Age II, so we can have an idea 
of what it must have been like in the Bronze Age times. We can see that the hill country 
was a real wilderness. 
 Such a type of country is obviously very suitable for a pastoral lifestyle and it is 
possible, if the forests are reclaimed, to broaden the territories to be used as agricultural 
fields. However, it took whole centuries and millenia to change the character of the 
country this way to something similar to what we see today. 
 
Evidence for pastoralists in the Late Bronze Age 
 
 Expectingly, we can see from the archaeological record, too, that this country was 
in the Late Bronze Age inhabited by nomads, especially the hill country, as it is possible 
to see from a model like Israel Finkelstein´s 1997 Late Bronze Age city-states (p. 71, 
John Strange, 2000). In the picture we can see that especially the lowlands were inhabited 
in the form of permanent settlements and that the number of permanent settlements 
especially in the Southern and Central Hill Country (but also in the hill country west and 
northwest of the See of Galilee) was very limited. Vast territories could have been used 
for pastoralism. As Israel Finkelstein and Neil Silberman put it, during this time the hill 
country was far from free of people. The analysis of animal bones dug up showed that at 
that time the hill country was inhabited by pastoralist nomads, as it is evidenced by 
higher proportion of sheep and goats in case of nomads as opposed to higher proportion 
of cattle in case of sedentists (pp. 111-2, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Asher Silberman, 2007), 
as well as by places where rather than permanent buildings are scattered pottery sherds 
and a large number of lonely isolated burial sites which don´t belong to permanent 
settlements (p. 143, ibid; p. 207, Eveline van der Steen, 2002).  
 However, who were these pastoralists of the Late Bronze Age and what relations 
did they have to the settled population of towns and villages ? Here the opinions start to 
differ. There´s no agreement whether these nomads had come from outside or whether 
they were local population who, for some reason, had started to live a different lifestyle. 
There´s also no agreement whether the relations between these two elements of 
population were basically good, often designated as „dimorphic coexistence“ where 
nomads and sedentists live side by side to their mutual benefit (this theory draws on some 
observations from much later times), with some occasional hostilities, or whether this 
existence was rather bad, the one of „constant tension“. 
 
 



The periods of Egyptian presence 
 
 From the written records that we have, it seems rather the latter. However, to 
understand the nature of such records we also have to take into account not only the local 
sedentist Canaanite urban population but also the influence of the New Kingdom 
Egyptian Empire which for long periods of the Late Bronze Age controlled large parts of 
Canaan. 
 
 In terms of Egyptian influence in Canaan we can divide this time into these 
periods. 
 
1. ca. 1550 – 1450 BCE “Reurbanization”  
 
 As we´ve tried to show in the previous „Conquest“ part, both from the 
archaeological record (Shechem) and preserved Egyptian records it seems that the full 
Late Bronze urban development in southern Canaan (Djahi) had been reached by ca. 
1450 BCE when even Shechem in the Central Hill Country, one of the remotest places in 
Djahi, was rebuilt and reoccupied as a town. It is around that time that the pharaoh 
Thutmose III captures and start to control the towns of this now urbanised society. 
 However, this urbanisation isn´t as widespread as it had been in the Middle 
Bronze Age and in the Late Bronze Age never achieves its Middle Bronze level. As Israel 
Finkestein states, the decline of the Canaanite countryside began already in the 16th cnt 
BCE (p. 101, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Asher Silberman, 2007), following the demise of the 
MB society. As we´ve already said, this urbanisation and sedeterisation was especially 
sparse in the hill country and continued so roughly until the end of LBA of around 1200 
BCE when we witness the emergence of the permanent proto-Israelite hill country 
settlements. 
 During this first period the Egyptians seem not to have been firmly established in 
the country and they may just have passed along the lowlands during their not many 
campaigns throughout Canaan. 
 
2. ca. 1450 – 1350 BCE “First Egyptian Dominance”  
  
 So the first wave of the Egyptian dominance seems to start with subjugations by 
Thutmose III after the Battle of Megiddo (c. 1457 BCE) and the Egyptians are starting 
a period of pacifying and controlling the land that reaches its peak under Amenhotep III 
which is a period of unprecedented prosperity and artistic splendour, when Egypt reaches 
the peak of her artistic and international power 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amenhotep_III; p. 8, William L. Moran, 1992). 
 
3. ca. 1350 – 1290 BCE “Egyptian First Intermediate Period in Canaan” 
 
 This period, begun somewhere during the reign of Akhenaten (Amenhotep IV) 
and lasting until roughly the end of the XVIIIth Dynasty marks the decline of the 
Egyptian power. The Egyptians are also losing some of their territories in the northern 
Canaan to the Hittite kings Suppiluliuma I and Mursili II, especially the inland of Kedem 



such as the region of Amurru (pp. 154-163, Trevor R. Bryce, 1998). Although based on 
on the Amarna Letters it was previously thought that at this time the empire was lost, 
recent scholarship, however, indicates that the empire was not lost, except for its northern 
border provinces of Kadesh and Amurru (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seti_I). However, 
e.g. Beth-Shean was destroyed during this period 
(http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm). 
 
4. ca. 1290 – 1200 BCE “Second Egyptian Dominance”  
 
 Then it came to the second peak of the Egyptian presence in Canaan, maybe even 
a bit stronger than the first one. While Egypt`s internal stabilization had already begun 
with the previous pharaohs, only with Seti I we have the first records about major 
renewed military activities in Canaan because evidence for the military activities of 
Akhenaten, Tutankhamun and Horemheb is fragmentary or ambiguous 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seti_I). Seti I through his activities reaffirmed the Egyptian 
power in Canaan, culminating in his capture of Kadesh, the northernmost Canaanite city, 
which was then in the Egyptian power sphere for a couple of years.  
 
5. ca. 1200 – 1185 BCE “Egyptian Second Intermediate Period in Canaan” 
 
 This period starts with the coming and destruction of the Sea Peoples in Canaan 
around the end of 13th cnt along the coast, as all centres along a coastal route from Gaza 
northward were destroyed, and evidence shows Gaza, Ashdod, Ashkelon, Akko, and 
Jaffa were burned and not reoccupied for up to thirty years. Also some inland cities were 
destroyed around that time (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bronze_Age_collapse). It means 
that the Egyptians were initially unable to stop the Sea Peoples on their Canaanite 
territory where the Sea Peoples wrought havoc, especially along the coast (the inland 
seems to have been destroyed by other populations). So the Sea Peoples seem to have 
been the masters of the coastal and other lowlands for some years in the course of this 
period. 
 
6. ca. 1185 – 1130 BCE “Third Egyptian Dominance”  
 
 Subsequently, in 1180s - 1170s the Sea Peoples and their allies were checked by 
Ramesses III at the border of Egypt itself in a couple of battles, most famous being the 
Battle of Djahi and the Battle of Delta. Subsequently the defeated Sea Peoples were taken 
and kept captive by Ramesses III, who allowed them to settle down on the Coastal Plain 
after some years in his captivity. This captivity, plus the time of the Sea Peoples` rule in 
Canaan, would explain the gap between the destruction and reoccupation of the Coastal 
Plain cities. 
 With the Philistines settled on the Coastal Plain by the Egyptians the third period 
of the Egyptian dominance in Canaan starts. This period is characterised, for instance, by 
the 20th Dynasty occupation in Beth-Shean (Strata Late VII and Lower VI). The finds in 
the houses indicate the high standard of living enjoyed by the residents of the Egyptian 
garrison at this site. In a later context a statue of Ramesses III, dating to this period, was 
also found (http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm). Also in the ruins of 



Megiddo a metal statue footstall with the name of Ramesses VI (1143 – 1136 BCE) was 
found (p. 89, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Asher Silberman, 2007). He is the last king of 
Egypt's New Kingdom whose name is attested in the Sinai (p. 288, Nicolas Grimal, 
1992). Information from other Canaanite sites indicates that the Egyptian rule in the 
country held out until the reign of Ramesses VI or VIII (no later than 1127 BCE) 
(http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm). After that, the Egyptian imperial 
presence seems to disappear from Canaan... 
 
Character of Egyptian presence 
 
 The Egyptian presence was twofold – a permanent one, through Egyptian 
garrisons and “envoys” – or “governors” - being there on behalf of the pharaoh, and an 
irregular and stronger one, when some of the pharaohs set off on their military campaigns 
in Canaan and Syria. Of course, however, these campaigns didn´t comprise the whole of 
the territory, but were specifically aimed at some area or areas. 
 
 Egyptian permanent presence The best view of the way of the Egyptian 
permanent administration we can see during the “Amarna period”, considered to 
comprise the reigns of Amenhotep III, Akhenaten and Tutankhamun 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amarna_letters), due to the “Amarna Letters” preservation. 
These texts show us that the government was monarchical; each city-state had a “king”, 
but the Egyptian overlords called him hazannu – ruler – like an Egyptian mayor of a city 
(p. 178, Nadav Na´aman, 1992, in p. 74, John Strange, 2000). 
 These city-state rulers, or “hazannu”, were responsible and ruled each over his 
polity. Their obligation was to send their various “gifts” to the pharaoh and help the 
pharaoh´s “envoys”, or “governors”, or “commissioners”, in the exercise of their duties. 
On the other hand, in case of danger these rulers could ask for help from the pharaoh in 
the form of pharaoh´s military. 
 The Egyptian governors had their seats in the so-called “governor´s residences”, 
typical buildings found in a variety of sites all over the land, where they resided, if they 
weren´t moving visiting various “hazannu” in their towns. 
 At least in some periods, the Egyptians had garrison towns around the country. As 
garrison towns very well known are Gaza and Joppa on the coast and Beth-Shean in the 
Jezreel Valley (p. 216, John H. Walton, Victor Harold Matthews, Mark William 
Chavalas, 2000). 
 As evidence also suggests, for instance, the Egyptians had their representative 
also at Tell el-Hesi near Lachish, as it is suggested by the already mentioned Tell el-Hesi 
Letter (EA 333), found discarded in a rubbish dump outside an impressive building 
(http://www.archaeowiki.org/Tell_el-Hesi), and also as already mentioned, they had a 
garrisoned fortress of several stories to protect the maritime trade at Tel Mor, around 5 
km north of Ashdod and under a kilometer from the sea, erected by Ramesses II and his 
successors (p. 81, Trudy Ring, Robert M. Salkin, Sharon La Boda, 1996). In Ashdod 
itself, a building was found that has been likened to that of the Egyptian 'residencies. A 
fragmentary stone doorjamb inscribed with the title of an Egyptian 'fanbearer on the 
king's right hand', perhaps resident in Ashdod, is thought to have originated in this 
building (http://www.archaeowiki.org/Ashdod). 



 So it seems – although it doesn´t need to be necessarily a rule - that very often the 
Egyptians were stationed in smaller garrison towns nearby some bigger regional city 
centres, as it is also visible at Beth-Shean vis-a-vis bigger Tel Rehov. As already said, too, 
in the Late Bronze Age and the beginning of the Iron Age I (15th-12th centuries BCE), 
Beth-Shean served as the center of Egyptian imperial rule in the north of Israel, with 
temples, governors' residencies, and dwelling quarters of the soldiers and officials of the 
Egyptian garrison stationed at the site. Three monumental basalt stelae with inscriptions 
from the reign of Seti I and Ramesses II, a life-size statue of Ramesses III, as well as 
numerous other Egyptian stelae and inscriptions, which constitute the most significant 
assemblage of Egyptian monuments in Israel, were found (pp. 62-76, Amihai Mazar, 
1997; http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm). This Egyptian presence in 
Canaan in the form of governors, garrisons, and also Egyptian immigrants in some places 
(Singer, 1988; Weinstein 1992, 17-22), seems to be the strongest during the XIXth 
Dynasty, especially under Seti I and Ramesses II (p. 74, John Strange, 2000). 
 However, as it is often stated, generally speaking this control exerted by the 
Egyptians was usually rather loose. Most of the time they just maintained their 
overlordship over the local kings of the city-states, and over the roads (p. 74, John 
Strange, 2000). They wanted the hazannús loyalty in the form of “gifts”, or tribute (EA 
254), to be sent to the pharaoh, and in providing all the necessary stocks for the coming 
Egyptian military, should the need be, who traveled around the country fulfilling their 
assignments and missions. The roads that the Egyptians wanted to control were located in 
the lowlands, on the Coastal Plain, the Sharon, in the Jezreel Valley and Akko Plain. One 
branch joined Egypt with Mesopotamia through the Jezreel, Damascus and Tadmor, and 
the other Egypt with the Canaanite and Syrian Mediterranean coastal cities through the 
Costal Plain, the Sharon, the Jezreel and the Akko Plain. Apart from all the necessary 
help and tribute to the Egyptians, the Canaanites had there own things in their hands and 
administered there polities in their way. 
 The local city rulers or “hazannu” sometimes rebelled, as it is attested by still 
new campaigns of pharaohs throughout Canaan and also farther in Syria, and these rulers 
played their own games of power, as we can see it in Amarna Letters, e.g. Abdi-Heba, the 
ruler of Jerusalem (Urusalim), vis-à-vis other cities like Gezer, Ashkelon and Lachish 
(EA 287), or Labayu, the ruler of Shechem, vis-à-vis Jerusalem (EA 289), Gezer (EA 
254) and Megiddo (EA 244), or Rib-Hadda, the ruler of Byblos (Gubla) vis-à-vis Beirut 
(Biruta) (EA 105) of Abdi-Ashirta, the ruler of Amurru (EA 81, EA 84). 
 
 Campaigns of pharaohs Generally said, the pharaohs usually campaigned in the 
north on the territories closer to Syria and didn´t venture very often into the hills. Instead, 
they usually sent a unit of archers there to help the local hazannu fight their adversaries. 
Sometimes, however, they seem to have penetrated deeper into the hill country and more 
inland. 
 We´ve already seen in the “Conquest” part that the campaigns of the first 18th 
Dynasty pharaohs seem to lead rather along the coast. We´ve seen Thutmose I, who had 
crossed the Euphrates, that he returned to Egypt with strange tales of the Euphrates, "that 
inverted water which flows upstream when it ought to be flowing downstream” (p.36, 
George Steindorff, 1942), that is, from the north to the south, as opposed to the Egyptian 
Nile. As the Jordan flows in north-south direction, too, as we´ve already said, one can ask 



whether Thutmose I didn´t simply know the inland Jordan or didn´t consider it a proper 
river. 
 However, the later pharaohs definitely seem to know the Canaanite geography 
better. Thutmose III seems to have spent some time in Canaan at the beginning of his 
proper rule, but later his campaigns seem to be focused more on the north and Syria. His 
successor Amenhotep II also fought especially in the north but we know of his last 
campaign from which he returned with many captive Habiru and Shasu which would 
indicate that he had moved more into the Canaanite hills and inland on this one 
campaign. Then, after a long time, we know of one small military expedition that Seti I 
sent to the hill country. His son Ramesses II was the pharaoh who may have conducted 
one campaign the deepest ever in the Canaanite territory. Although he conducted many 
campaigns elsewhere, in his 7th regnal year he fought even in the heart of the 
Transjordan. During this campaign he split his army into two forces. One was led by his 
son, Amun-her-khepeshef, and it chased warriors of the Shosu tribes across the Negev as 
far as the Dead Sea, and captured Edom-Seir. It then marched on to capture Moab. The 
other force, led by Ramesses, attacked Jerusalem and Jericho. He, too, then entered 
Moab, where he rejoined his son. The reunited army then marched on Hesbon, 
Damascus, on to Kumidi, and finally recaptured Upi, reestablishing Egypt's former 
sphere of influence (p.256, Nicolas Grimal, 1992). His son Merneptah fought in the hill 
country in all probability, too, as it seems to be attested by the famous Merneptah Stele. 
Some 20 years later Ramesses III fought on the territory of Edom.  
 But generally speaking, these pharaonic campaigns possibly involving a part of 
the hill country and Transjordan were very irregular and infrequent. The core of the 
activities was elsewhere, more in the north closer to the borders and in Syria… 
 
Way of survival 
 
 So would it be possible for any nomadic population to live in such a natural 
environment and under such social circumstances in any way independent of the 
Canaanites and Egyptians without the Egyptians or Canaanites completely subjugating 
and controlling them ? It seems that yes. Some factors could allow it. 
 Terrain Their first advantage would be the landscape. If a nomadic population 
lives in a hilly and forested country, it is difficult for someone as the contemporaneous 
Canaanites and Egyptians to effectively fight and/or control them. In such an 
environment it is not possible to deploy chariots and also in a hilly and forested terrain 
any organized battle formations lose their advantage. In such natural conditions the most 
effective army unit are archers, and that´s what we see in Amarna Letters the local rulers 
asking the Egyptians for archers (EA 269, in Gezer), (EA 286, in Jerusalem - “Let the 
king turn his attention to the archers so that archers of the king, my lord, will go forth. 
No lands of the king remain. The Habiru plunder all lands of the king. If archers are here 
this year, then the lands of the king, the lord, will remain. But if archers are not here, 
then the lands of the king, the lord, are lost”). Elsewhere, where the terrain is a bit 
different, in the foothills of the Shephelah, other means are requested. Milkilu of Gezer 
asks for chariots against the power of 'Apiru (EA 271). 



 On the other hand, as the Egyptians and Canaanites had archers, the nomads could 
have had slingers. We´ve already seen in the previous “Conquest” part, that the 
Benjamites were said to be excellent slingers (Judg 20,16). 
 However, regardless of the possible slingers on the adversary side, even for 
archers it would be difficult to conquer and dominate such a hill country. They are useful 
for defense, if they protect a sedentarised, fortified place, such as a town, from incursions 
from outside. But even with archers it is very difficult to subdue such a territory if their 
enemy lives in it. The enemy can lurk behind every tree, there is much room for hiding, 
they can attack a valley, ravine or gorge from every slope, this country and terrain is ideal 
for ambushes and sudden attacks. 
 From the time of the Judges, we have a biblical testimony, not relating to the 
Egyptians, but to the Midianites and other eastern people when they attacked Israel (Judg 
6,2-4), they made the people make 
 

מערותה ואת המצדות  את המנהרות אשר בהרים ואת 
(eth haminharoth asher bahareem w´eth ham´aroth w´eth ham´tsadoth) 

 
 „the dens“ (or translated „fissures“, „clefts“) „which are in the mountains, and 
caves and strongholds“ (Judg 6,2). We also another testimony from a later time, when 
Jonathan attacked the Philistine outpost at Gebah and the Philistines learned about and 
assembled a big number number of their troops, the Israelites were in distress and hid 
again 

 

 במערות ובחוחים ובסלעים ובצרחים ובברות
(bam´aroth oovakhawakheem oovas´laeem oovats´rikheem oovaboroth) 

 
 „in caves, and in thickets“ (also translated „in bramble“), „and in rocks“ („cliffs“), 
„and in (undergorund) cellars“ („holes“), „and in pits“ (1 Sam 13,6). 

 
 So we can see that when one is being attacked, in such a terrain they can use its 
natural features to get protected, but also to counterattack. It is very difficult to defeat an 
enemy completely in such an environment, if the adversary doesn´t live in it, as also the 
modern guerrilla warfare in many parts of the world – and the older times´ brigands - 
attest. 
 Dispersement Another advantage in such circumstances is dispersement. We read 
about the Israelite tribes how they divided the land and went to live throughout it on a 
vast territory. If unity is an advantage when conquering a country (when attacking, when 
trying to defeat an enemy), then dispersement can be sometimes an advantage when 
defending oneself, as we´ve seen it here above, when the Israelites were confronting the 
Midianites. Also, if in such a natural environment the enemy defeats a certain number of 
“countryside dwellers” in an area, there are many more in others. So that´s another reason 
why it´s difficult to fight and subjugate such an enemy. 
 Mobility The third reason could be mobility. Nomads are very mobile, if they are 
pressed in one area, they can move to another. Moreover, they don´t have any fixed 
“base”, such as a town or fortress, which, after it is attacked and destroyed, deprives its 
dwellers from any “safe harbour”. Nomads can set up such a base in a suitable 



environment practically anywhere and they can also move and set up new bases. We also 
have a similar story from the time of Judges when some of the Benjamites after their 
defeat – although at this time the Israelites are already living in towns - fled to the rock of 
Rimmon (Judg 20,45-47) where they had their stronghold (21,13-14). 
 Low priority As we´ve seen, in ancient Canaan the main commercial roads in the 
Bronze Age led in the lowlands and on the plains. So nomads living predominantly in the 
hill country weren´t usually perceived as an especially big security threat to those roads 
and a number one enemy. Moreover, due to their mobility, nomads don´t usually have 
many personal belongings and are rather poor. So the Egyptians didn´t have a prospect of 
rich booty in case of their defeat, either. 
 All together, this nomadic life can be difficult but has its advantages. Nomads 
living such a lifestyle can be perceived as “pesky”, and if these nomads are resolved to 
live in it this way, it´s extremely difficult, annoying and dear-costing (if not impossible) 
to defeat and subdue them in that environment. So we can see that terrain, dispersement, 
mobility and their relative poverty put nomads some advantages or tools in their hands 
how they could live an independent life and also to protect that lifestyle and themselves 
against even a culturally and technically superior enemy. I think we can see that if these 
nomads really wanted or had a reason to, they could live independently in such an 
environment in the Late Bronze Canaan… 
 
Sedentists vs. nomads - a time of constant tension ? 
 
 We´ve seen that the evidence shows that the nomads really lived in the hill 
country at that time. However, was their existence with the settled population in the form 
of a rather peaceful dimorphic coexistence or the one of a rather frequent tension ? In 
order to try to find an answer, there are two social groups with nomadic-like lifestyle the 
records about which could shed some light on it… 
 
 Habiru In addition to the Canaanites sometimes opposing the Egyptians and 
sometimes fighting between themselves, there was yet another element in the Late 
Bronze Canaanite population, which was very significant – and these were the Habiru 
who lived that nomad-like existence. They are attested both in the “official” pharaonic 
monumental epigraphy and in the various types of the preserved contemporaneous 
literature. The best source to have an insight into the character of the Habiru are beyond 
doubt the Amarna Letters. For our purposes they are important both due to their content 
and their dating. 
 As William Moran states, the chronology of the Amarna Letters, both relative and 
absolute, still presents many problems (p. xxxiv, William L. Moran, 1992) and 
considerable controversy exists regarding the precise dating of many of the tablets. (p. 
225, James M. Weinstein, 2001). Consensus obtains only what is obvious, certain 
established facts, and these provide only broad framework. However, it is now generally 
agreed that the Amarna archive spans at most about thirty years, perhaps only fifteen or 
so (p. xxxiv, William L. Moran, 1992). 
 As William Moran goes on, from the internal evidence, the earliest possible date 
for this correspondence is the final decade of the reign of Amenhotep III, who ruled from 
1388 (or 1391) BC to 1351 (or 1353) BC, possibly as early as this king's 30th regnal 



year; the latest date any of these letters were written is the desertion of the city of 
Amarna, commonly believed to have happened in the second year of the reign of 
Tutankhamun later in the same century in 1332 BC (p. xxxv, n.123, William L. Moran, 
1992). So most of the tablets date from the last years of Amenhotep III and the reign of 
his son and successor, Akhenaten (Amenhotep IV). It is likely that the tablets belonging 
to the time of Amenhotep III were transferred to Amarna when the foreign affairs 
operation at Thebes was closed. It is also reasonable to suppose that the tablets found at 
Amarna were those left behind when Tutankhamun vacated the city to take up residence 
at Memphis. (p. 225, James M. Weinstein, 2001). William Moran also notes that some 
scholars believe one tablet, EA 16, may have been addressed to Tutankhamun's successor 
Ay (p. xxxv, n.123, William L. Moran, 1992). 
 Amenhotep III came to the throne at a propitious moment in the history of 
Egyptian imperialism. His Eighteenth Dynasty royal predecessors had carved out a west 
Asiatic empire that by the early 14th cnt BC encompassed all of Palestine, the Phoenician 
coast up to the area of Ugarit, and inland Syria at least as far as Qatna, as the Amarna 
Letters suggest, so Egypt´s northern border was never so far north before or after. They 
had also forged a peaceful relationship with Egypt´s only serious Near Eastern adversary 
of the period, the Hurrian state of Mitanni in northern Syria (p. 223, James M. Weinstein, 
2001). 
 His lengthy reign was a period of unprecedented prosperity and artistic splendour, 
when Egypt reached the peak of its artistic and international power 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amenhotep_III). It was also a time when Egypt´s 
domination of the Levant during the Late Bronze Age had reached its apex. There also 
was no threat to the empire from any of the contemporary western Asiatic superpowers 
(Hatti, Mitanni, Assyria, or Babylonia). Amenhotep III´s long reign was the only period 
in the long history of the New Kingdom Empire when a situation so favorable to Egypt´s 
imperial interests existed in the Levant. As a result, not once during his nearly four 
decades on the throne did the king have to lead an Egyptian army onto Asiatic soil (p. 
224, James M. Weinstein, 2001), only in the beginning of his reign, the only recorded 
military activity by the king is commemorated by three rock-carved stelas from his fifth 
year found near Aswan and Sai Island in Nubia (Urk. IV 1665-66). 
 The two topographical lists preserved from the king´s reign – at Soleb and Kom 
el-Hetan – while impressive in their rosters of place-names from Asia (and, in the case of 
Kom el-Hetan list, the Aegean), reflect no military conquests and should he looked at in 
the context of Egypt´s wider international relations during the early fourteenth century B. 
C. (p. 224, James M. Weinstein, 2001). 
 Amenhotep III´s son and sucessor Akhenaten (ca. 1353-1336 BCE or 1351-1334 
BCE), known before the fifth year of his reign as Amenhotep IV, is one of the most 
famous pharaohs ever. In terms of international relations the beginning of his rule was in 
nature similar to his father´s but then during his reign he lost some of Egypt´s northern 
territories to the Hittites. It is often stated that Akhenaten neglected Egypt´s foreign 
territories in favour of his internal reforms, but William Moran argues, on the basis of the 
Amarna Letters evidence, that Akhenaten paid close attention to the affairs of his vassals 
in Canaan and Syria (pp. 248-9, William Moran, 1992). Akhenaten managed to preserve 
Egypt's control over the core of her Near Eastern Empire which consisted of present day 
Palestine as well as the Phoenician coast while avoiding conflict with the increasingly 



powerful Hittite Empire of Suppiluliuma I. Only the Egyptian border province of Amurru 
in Syria around the Orontes river was permanently lost to the Hittites when its ruler Aziru 
defected to the Hittites (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akhenaten#cite_note-24). Finally, 
contrary to the conventional view of a ruler who neglected Egypt's international relations, 
Akhenaten is known to have initiated at least one campaign into Nubia in his regnal Year 
12, where his campaign is mentioned in Amada stela CG 41806 and on a separate 
companion stela at Buhen (pp. 299-316, Alan R. Schulman, 1982). 
 This is a significant time. Anyone who has read the Amarna Letters just casually 
will realize how often the Habiru are mentioned in them, how important their part in the 
affairs of the region was and how they threatened local cities and polities, especially in 
the hill country and then in Qedem. And yet, in terms of time, it´s seems that it´s the peak 
of Egyptian administration in Canaan, the peak of the “First Egyptian Dominance”, in 
terms of territory occupation seemingly bigger than the subsequent “Second Egyptian 
Dominance”. So the importance of the Habiru shouldn´t be downplayed. 
 At the end of Amenhotep III´s reign, it´s quite obvious. At least around a century 
of pacification of Canaan had passed since the Thutmose III´s campaigns and the Habiru 
are still causing problems and don´t seem to be pacified in the least. 
 However, as to the Akhenaten, it´s often argued that the chaos that the Amarna 
Letters sometimes seem to hint at was caused just by the problems on the northern 
frontier. To me, it doesn´t seem so. It would be understandable if the turmoil in the north 
affected some neighbouring northern territories but the hill country seems to be too much 
in the south and too remote to be affected significantly by the troubles in the north. 
Moreover, the Amarna Letters indicate, as we´ve seen, that the pharaoh wasn´t indifferent 
to the Canaanite and Syrian affairs and was actively paying attention to and dealing with 
them. He may have been afraid to get into direct confrontation with militarily skillful 
Suppiluliuma I but, as the Amarna Letters indicate, the Canaanite governors were in their 
positions and moving around the country as well as the Egyptian garrisons, so the 
administration was still in place and working… And last, more instigated into revolt by 
the northern troubles should be primarily the local Canaanite “hazannu” and not the 
Habiru who were more isolated from the outside world… 
 So, if we take into consideration that the Habiru were causing problems both 
under Amenhotep III and Akhenaten and the places were these troubles occurred, we can 
reasonably surmise that the turmoil that is getting through in the Amarna Letters wasn´t 
caused by a northern threat but seems to be coming from the Habiru themselves and their 
activities, being more of an internal problem than something coming from the north… 
However, are there more indications pointing to a time of constant tension than just the 
Amarna Letters ? 
 Maybe the first reference to the Habiru comes from the tomb paintings of 
Puyemre (TT 39) and Intef (TT 155), in Hatshepsut`s times (first half of the 15th cnt 
BCE), where foreigners labeled Apiru are depicted working as vintners (p. 385, 
Diamantis Panagiotopoulos, 2006; p. 236, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, 1982). That would 
suggest that the Habiru came from viticultural areas, which is the Cisjordanian hill 
country, too. It also suggests that under Hatshepsut the Habiru were considered in Egypt 
as good vintners. 
 The next accounts of the Habiru comes from the time of Thutmose III. In his 
campaigns only the first four seem to be oriented primarily on Djahi, southern Canaan, 



while the latter seem to be focused more on Qedem (northern Canaan) and Syria. After 
the first campaign, with the famous battle of Megiddo, the next three campaigns appear to 
be oriented on the consolidation of Egypt´s hold of southern Levant (p. 331-2, Donald B. 
Redford, 2006). So it seems that the target of these initial campaigns was the the 
subjugation of the urban Canaanite population and not the Habiru in the countryside. 
However, we even at this point we have a testimony of Papayrus Harris 500, being from 
the time of Ramesses II, but originating from the reign of Thutmose III, an account of the 
conquest of Joppa by Thutmose´s general Toth, when the general asks the leaders of 
Joppa for permission to allow the mariyannu warriors to keep their horses in the city lest 
some “ ́pr (that is Apir – my note) come by and steal them” (p. 436, G. Johannes 
Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, Douglas W. Stott, Heinz-Josef Fabry, 2000; 
http://www.oldtestamentstudies.net/judges/hebrewhabiru.asp?item=4&variant=0). So 
here we see that even at that time the Habiru were perceived as a nuisance and were to 
occur as far from the hill country as Joppa on the coast which could suggest something 
about the extent of the territory that they roamed. Another possible mention of the Habiru 
of the time could come from the north at Wa(h)lia and Ullaza on the Arka Plain, less than 
fifty kilometres north of Byblos, where the Syrian city of Tunip stationed their garrisons 
to counter the expected Egyptian incursion and – according a possible reading of the 
broken passage on col. 11 – the local Apiru co-opted (p. 332, Donald B. Redford, in Eric 
H. Cline, David B. O´Connor, 2006). Here the Habiru are again rather in opposition to 
the Egyptians. 
 Thutmose III´s son, Amenhotep II led only one campaign affecting southern 
Canaan, his last one in his 9th regnal year, the others having conducted too far in the north 
and one in Nubia. This campaign apparently did not proceed farther north than the Sea of 
Galilee (p.202, Alan Gardiner, 1964). According to the list of plunder from this campaign 
on the Memphis Stela, Amenhotep took 101,128 slaves, which is an obviously 
exaggerated figure (p.76, Peter Der Manuelian, 1987). Among them were 127 Maryannu 
(Lords of Retenu) and 179 brothers of these Lords), 3 600 Apiru, 15 200 Shasu and 
36 300 Hurrians 
(http://nefertiti.iwebland.com/texts/asiatic_campaigns_of_amenhotep_ii.htm). So this 
campaign in southern Canaan could have been focused partly on the Habiru, too, in the 
general framework of the pacification of southern Canaan. What´s interesting, it´s the 
relatively low number of the captive Habiru, compared to other prisoners. This may 
reflect the Habiru lifestyle, living out of towns and often being on the move. 
 And then we have the second (smaller) Beth-Shean Stele from the reign of Seti I 
(around 1300 BC) which records a campaign against the ´Apiru and the Tayaru, who 
were attacking the town of Ruhama (p. 72, Kevin A. Wilson, 2005). The inscription 
states that the ´Apiru from a mount Yarumta with the Tayaru People had attacked the 
Asiatics (´Aamu) of Rehem (Ruhama). Pharaoh, angered that new disorders had broken 
out, immediately dispatched troops to the land of Djahi and after two days his soldiers 
returned from Mount Yarumta crowned with victory (ANET, 255). Yohanan Aharoni 
associates Mount Yarumta with the Jarmuth-Remeth of Issachar (Josh 19,21; 21,29; 1 
Chron 6,73 Ramoth), i.e. in the elevated region north-west of Beth-Shean. (p. 179, 
Yohanan Aharoni, 1979). It´s interesting that the Habiru are considered important enough 
to be captured on the pharaoh´s stele. 



 The there`s a list of goods bequeathed to several temples by Pharaoh Ramesses III 
(around 1160 BC) includes many serfs, Egyptian and foreign: 86,486 to Thebes (2607 
foreigners), 12,364 to Heliopolis (2093 foreign), and 3079 to Memphis (205 foreign). The 
foreign serfs are described as "maryanu (soldiers), apiru, and people already settled in the 
temple estate". 
 The laborers that Ramesses IV (c. 1153-1147 BCE) sent to the quarry of Wadi 
Hammamat in his third year included 5,000 soldiers, 2,000 men attached to the temples 
of Pharaoh as well as 800 Apiru (pp. 86-89, Alexander Peden, 1994). This is the last 
known reference to the Apiru in Egyptian documents 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Habiru). 
 So all these mentions of the Habiru from different times of the Egyptian New 
Kingdom (the 18th-20th Dynasties) seem to show further that it was wasn´t because of the 
Hittite threat that the Habiru were causing problems in the times of Amenhotep III and 
Akhenaten, but rather that the Amarna Letters, coming from one of the peaks of the 
Egyptian dominace, show a general picture of the Habiru troublesomeness throughout all 
of the Egyptian New Kingdom empire… 
 
 Shosu Another nomadic group in Canaan were the Shosu. “Shosu” is a general 
Egyptian term for nomads, a lifestyle very similar to that of the proto-Israelites. Even 
today 'shos' means “shepherd” in Coptic Egyptian. The first mentions to the Shosu 
already points to the reign of Senusret (Sesostris) III (c. 1878-1839 BCE) of the 12th 
Dynasty, although this is a mention to their presence in Nubia (p. 2, Kenneth R. Cooper, 
2005). From that time on, we have mentions to them both in Nubia and Levant all the 
way to the Third Intermediate Period. As we have a testimony about the Habiru 
unsubmissiveness from the time of the First Egyptian Dominance, so we have another 
testimony about the Shosu tenacity from the time of the Second Egyptian Dominance, 
another peak of Egyptian presence in Canaan. And it is Papyrus Anastasi I, officially 
designated papyrus British Museum 10247, used for the training of scribes during the 
Ramesside period. One scribe, an army scribe, a maher, Hori, writes to his fellow scribe, 
Amenemope (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papyrus_Anastasi_I). The letter gives 
examples of what a soldier scribe, so a higher officer, was supposed to be able to deal 
with: calculating the number of rations which have to be doled out to a certain number of 
soldiers digging a lake or the quantity of bricks needed to erect a ramp of given 
dimensions (p. 40, Dieter Arnold, 2002), assessing the number of men needed to move an 
obelisk or erect a statue, organizing the supply of provisions for an army. In a long 
section Hori discusses the geography of the Mediterranean coast as far north as the 
Lebanon and the troubles which might beset a traveller there 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papyrus_Anastasi_I). Papyrus Anastasi I is written in a 
Lower Egyptian style of handwriting, datable on palaeographical grounds to the second 
half of the Nineteenth Dynasty. Two recensions exist of the composition: a northern 
recension - closer to the original, probably composed at Piramesse (the biblical city of 
Rameses) in the early years of Ramesses II's reign - and a southern, Theban recension 
(http://www.archaeowiki.org/Papyrus_Anastasi_I). For us, its references to the Shosu are 
important which in the papyrus are in two places. 
 In the geographical section of the papyrus, the first reference is after places and 
towns like the “land of Hatti” (the area north of Kadesh in the Hittite possession), “land 



of Upi” (the area around Damascus), Kadesh(-on the-Orontes) and Qedem are mentioned, 
and before Phoenician cities like Byblos, Beirut, Sarepta and Tyre. So the area decribed 
seems to be Qedem, northern Canaan, as it could be also indicated by its reference to 
cedars. It follows –  
 
 Thou hast not gone to the region of the Shosu with the troops of the army. Thou 
hast [not] trodden the way to the mgr, (where) the sky is dark by day, and it is overgrown 
with cypresses(?) and oaks and cedars that reach the heavens; (where) lions are more 
plenteous than leopards and hyenas(?), and (it) is girt about with Shosu on (every) side. 
Thou hast not climbed the mountain of Shu. Thou hast not trodden (the road(?)), thy 
hands placed upon ///////// thy chariot worn by ropes, thy horse being dragged(??). 
Prithee let [me tell thee of] //////brt(?). Thou shrinkest from(?) its ascent, and crossest its 
stream because of it(?). Thou beholdest how it tastes to be a Maher! Thy chariot rests 
upon thy [shoulder(?)]. Thy [assistant(?)] is worn out. Thou makest a halt in the evening; 
all thy body is crushed and battered(?); thy [limbs are bruised(?) ///////// from sleep. Thou 
wakest, and it is the hour for starting in the drear(?) night, Thou art alone to harness (the 
horse); brother comes not to brother. A fugitive(??) has entered into the camp. The horse 
has been let loose. The ////// has turned back(?) in the night. Thy clothes have been taken 
away. Thy groom has awoke in the night, and marked what he has done(?); he takes what 
remains and joins (the ranks of) the wicked, he mingles with the people of the Shosu and 
disguises himself as an Asiatic. The enemy comes to pillage in secret. They find thee 
inert. Thou wakest up and findest no trace of them; they have made away with thy things. 
Thou art becoming a fully-equipped Maher, thou fillest thy ear(?)  
(http://nefertiti.iwebland.com/texts/anastasi_i.htm, translated by Alan H. Gardiner 
Egyptian Hieratic Texts - Series I: Literary Texts of the New Kingdom, Part I, Leipzig 
1911). 
 
 The second reference to the Shosu in the description of difficulties of the journey 
from Megiddo do Joppa (Jaffa). 
 
 Cause me to know the way of crossing over to Megiddo which is above it(??). 
Thou art a Maher skilled in the deeds of the brave! A Maher such as thou art is found 
(able) to march at the head of an army!  O Mariannu, forward to shoot(?)! Behold the 
///////// is in a ravine two thousand cubits deep (cubit: half a metre), filled with boulders 
and pebbles. Thou drawest back(?), thou graspest the bow, thou dost //////. thy left hand, 
thou causest the great ones to look. Their eyes are good, thy hand grows weak(?). Abdt 
km Ari mhr nam. Thou makest the name of every Maher, officers of the land of Egypt. Thy 
name becomes like (that of) Qedjerdi, the chief of Isser, when the hyena found him in the 
balsam-tree. The(?) narrow defile is infested(?) with Shosu concealed beneath the 
bushes; some of them are of four cubits or of five cubits, from head(??) to foot(?), fierce 
of face, their heart is not mild, and they hearken not to coaxing. Thou art alone, there is 
no helper(?) with thee, no army behind thee. Thou findest no ///////// to make for thee a 
way of crossing. Thou decidest(?) (the matter) by marching onward, though thou knowest 
not the road. Shuddering(?) seizes thee, (the hair of) thy head stands up(?), thy soul is in 
thy hand. Thy path is filled with boulders and pebbles, without a passable track(??), 
overgrown with reeds and brambles, briers (?) and wolf's-pad. The ravine is on one side 



of thee, the mountain rises(?) on the other. On thou goest jolting(?), thy chariot on its 
side. Thou fearest to crush(?) thy horse. If it be thrown towards the abyss(?), thy collar-
piece(?) is left bare(?), thy girth(?) falls. Thou unfastenest the horse so as to repair the 
collar-piece(?) at the top of the defile. Thou art not expert in the way of binding it 
together; thou knowest not how to tie(?) it. The ///////// is left where it is; the chariot is too 
heavy to bear the load of it(?). Thy heart is weary. Thou startest trotting(?). The sky is 
revealed. Thou fanciest that the enemy is behind thee; trembling seizes thee. Would that 
thou hadst a hedge of ///////// to put-upon the other side! The chariot is damaged(?) at the 
moment thou findest a camping-place(?). Thou perceivest the taste of pain! Thou hast 
entered Joppa, and findest the flowers blossoming in their season...  
 (http://nefertiti.iwebland.com/texts/anastasi_i.htm, translated by Alan H. Gardiner 
Egyptian Hieratic Texts - Series I: Literary Texts of the New Kingdom, Part I, Leipzig 
1911) 
 
 These texts can show us how the Shosu were perceived by the Egyptians and were 
they were supposed to be found. In the first text they are in the not so easily accessible 
areas where the nature is wild, as already described here above, one comes with the army 
there. What´s interesting, the text seems to suggest that sometimes the assistants of higher 
Egyptian officers ran away to the Shosu, maybe in the search of freer existence… 
 In the second description we also have images of wild nature and the Shosu living 
and lurking there who are threating even the main thoroughfare from Megiddo to 
Joppa… 
 So here we have a text, originally coming from the time of Seti I or the early years 
of Ramesses II when even Kadesh, captured by Seti I, may have still been in the Egyptian 
hands. And even at that time, the Shosu are still causing the problems, even along the 
main roads, just in that same Habiru-like manner… 
 And as with the Habiru, we also have evidence about the Shosu from other 
periods of the Egyptian New Kingdom. Probably the first reference to the Shosu is the 
already mentioned information from Ahmose, Son of Abana (Ebana), from the time of 
Ahmose I, who, after conquering Sharuhen, fought the Shosu in “Asia” before turning 
south to fight the Nubians (http://www.reshafim.org.il/ad/egypt/ahmose_inscription.htm). 
From the time of Thutmose II (c. 1493-1479 BCE), Ahmose-Pen-Nekhbet claims that he 
fought the Shosu in a brief battle as he followed the pharaoh north to fight at Niy in Syria 
(p. 2, Kenneth R. Cooper, 2005). As James Breasted noted, it is probable that this defeat 
of the Shosu was only an incident in the northward march against Niy in Syria (2:51, 
James Breasted, 2001). Thutmose III (c. 1479/de facto 1458/-1425 BCE) fought the 
Shosu in his 14th campaign (p. 3, Kenneth R. Cooper, 2005). Amenhotep II (c. 1427-1400 
BCE) also encountered and made captive the Shosu, as it is indicated on his already 
mentioned Memphis Stela 
(http://nefertiti.iwebland.com/texts/asiatic_campaigns_of_amenhotep_ii.htm). The Shosu 
are also mentioned in the Amarna Letters (as Akkadian “sutu”), though in much fewer 
instances than the Habiru, from the times of Amenhotep III and Akhetaten. Ramesses II 
(c. 1279-1213 BCE) describes himself as one who “has plundered the Shosu-land, 
captured the mountain of Seir” (p. 231, Burton MacDonald, 1994). Also there is a very 
well known text from Papyrus Anastasi VI, from the 8th regnal year of Merneptah, his son 
(c. 1213-1203 BCE), which mentions the pharaoh allowed the Shosu of Edom to enter 



Egypt for pasture to save their livestock… (pp. 66-7, Thomas E. Levy, Russell B. Adams, 
and Adolfo Muniz; p. 232, Burton MacDonald, 1994). Ramesses III (c. 1186-1155 BCE), 
one of the last pharaohs with strong presence in Canaan, also claims that he “destroyed 
the Seirites, the clans of the Shosu” (p. 231, Burton MacDonald, 1994). 
 So we can see that both the Habiru and Shosu were present and often opposing 
the pharaoh´s forces not only in the both peak periods of the Egyptian dominance in 
Canaan, under Amenhotep III and in the beginning of the Ramesside period, but 
continuously throughout the whole Egyptian New Kingdom presence in Canaan… And 
as we can see from Papyrus Anastasi I, Canaan was not a safe place under the 
Ramessides, all the more in other periods… 
 Of course, these nomads weren´t defying only the Egyptians but also the local 
Canaanites, as we see it in the Amarna Letters. As we have mostly the Egyptian 
perspective, we can´t say much about settled vs. nomadic Canaanites´ relationship – 
except, of course, for the Amarna Letters which speak exceptionally much on this issue. 
This opposition would correspond to the biblical statement of Josh 23,6-13, where Joshua 
says that the Israelites shouldn´t associate with the remaining nations, otherwise these 
nations will become snares and traps for them, and especially Judg 2,21-3,2 where 
a general situation between the Conquest and the Monarchy is described (Judg 2,10-19), 
written already about those times from the Iron Age perspective, and that these nations 
won´t be driven out, they´ll stay to test Israel and to teach them warfare. 
 So we see that the general picture of the times, although it is described especially 
from the Egyptian perspective, fits also the biblical picture. Both biblical and extra-
biblical evidence indicates that these times weren´t very peaceful, not of a dimorphic 
peaceful existence, but relatively frequently they were very tense. Of course, it didn´t 
need to be tension there all the time – even explicit opponents conclude sometimes 
alliances and cooperate. There also could have been times when these populations with 
different lifestyles lived relatively peacefully side by side. However, the preserved 
evidence seems to indicate that there has been a pretty lot of tension, too… 
 
Fortified settlements 
 
 Another factor that could indicate a degree of danger and tension in the Late 
Bronze hill country and areas more inland, are the fortified Late Bronze Age towns on 
this territory. We know that fortified settlements are not typical for the Late Bronze Age 
as very many towns, especially on the Coastal Plain and in the Shephelah (Lachish is 
often cited here), were not fortified. However, if we look inland and in the hill country, 
the picture is even in the Late Bronze Age different, as the most important towns there 
seem to have been fortified. 
 Hazor (Tel Hazor/Tell el-Qedah), the biggest Late Bronze Canaanite city, was 
fortified, using its Middle Bronze fortifications, until the city`s demise towards the end of 
the Late Bronze Age (pp. 127-142, Aharon Kempinski, 1992). 
 Shechem (Tell Balatah) was not occupied in LB IA according to its excavators 
(most recently by G. Ernest Wright, Bernhard W. Anderson, William Dever), but then in 
LB IB a new fortification was built on the ruins of the Middle Bronze Age fortifications 
(p. 50, Eveline J. van der Steen, 2002). 



 Tell Beitin, generally believed to be Bethel, was also a fortified LB city. The MB 
walls were re-used and a partially new LB wall was built above it. The LB II city 
contains two different occupation levels with a conflagration between them in the late 
14th or early 13th cnt BCE. The last LB town was destroyed by fire. According to 
a general consensus among the archaeologists, the first IA occupation was totally 
different, as the building patterns, pottery and other remains showed a great cultural 
break between Late Bronze Age II and Iron Age I (pp. 247-8, Eero Junkkaala, 2006). 
 And Jerusalem, as usual, is a case apart. LBA stratified remains attributable to 
the 1/2 of LBA (c. 16th-15th cnt) haven´t yet been identified in Jerusalem, nevertheless, 
ceramic remains characteristic of the transitional period spanning the end of the Middle 
and the beginning of the Late Bronze Age were recovered both from the later fills and 
from tombs excavated in the surrounding hills. The second half of the Late Bronze Age 
(c. 14th-13th cnt BCE) is well attested both by stratified remains excavated in the City of 
David and by tombs excavated in the hills surrounding Jerusalem. The LB stratified 
remains within the City of David consist solely of fragmentary structures found on or 
near the bedrock, but these remains have been found in at least six different locations: 
Kathleen Kenyon´s Area A, Trench I, and Area P, and Yigal Shiloh´s D, E, and G. The 
fragmentary nature of the stratified evidence for this period is exemplified by the remains 
of two walls (W55 and W56), a plastered floor, and pottery recovered in Kathleen 
Kenyon´s Square A/I, and the remains of two walls (W770 and W787), two floor 
surfaces, and the threshold linking them together recovered in Square E4 of Yigal 
Shiloh´s Area G, located approximately 30m north of Kathleen Kenyon´s Square A/I (pp. 
27-8, Jane Cahill, 2003). Jerusalem is also part of the Amarna Letters corpus - again, 
interestingly, together with Shechem as the two central towns of the Southern and Central 
Hill Country, a situation similar to the Egyptian Execration Texts of the 20th-19th BCE at 
the beginning of MBA II – and in the Amarna times Jerusalem`s ruler is writing to the 
pharaoh 5 letters… 
 Looking from the purely archaeological perspective, the fragmentary nature of the 
remains of the time and their publication has led some authors to conclude that during the 
Late Bronze Age Jerusalem was either uninhabited or, at most, the location of a fortified 
baronial estate (p. 32, ibid). As we`ve already said in the “Conquest” part, among them, 
Margreet Steiner´s supposition is based on the fact that while vast amounts of material 
from the Middle Bronze Age and from Iron Age II have been found in the City of David, 
significant amounts of pottery dateable to the 14th cnt have not been found. She argues – 
against those who believe that the LB architectural remains have been removed almost all 
by erosion, as it is also often argued in case of Jericho, too - that the amount of pottery 
found is a far better indicator in determining a settlement´s importance than architectural 
remains because pottery is not so likely to be washed away by erosion in big amounts, 
thus a more reliable indicator (p. 350, Margreet Steiner, 2003). This is well reasoned. 
 But according to the Amarna Letters, Jerusalem seems to be the most important 
settlement in the Southern Hill Country. That´s why, Margreet Steiner states, this whole 
situation seems to be one of the many instances when texts (i.e., the Amarna Letters) and 
archaeology contradict each other (p. 348, ibid). So at first she thought, as she continues, 
that Urusalim (name of Jerusalem in the Amarna Letters) was not ancient Jerusalem but 
in city located elsewhere in Palestine. However, she realised that geograhical references 
in the letters strongly support the identification of Urusalim with Jerusalem. Reconciling 



this, she thinks that Jerusalem of the Amarna period was not a large town but the „lands 
of Urusalim“ should be viewed and interpreted as a royal dominion of the pharaoh, with 
Abdi-Heba as his ruler, who lived in a fortified house somewhere near the spring, on top 
of the hill, or on the Mount of Olives (p. 351, ibid). 
 However, as we`ve seen in the “Conquest” part, there is another possibility which 
would put the whole situation into a different light. If we take the Temple Mount, today 
overlaid by Herod`s trapezium, to be the original and basic tell, the upper tell, and the 
City of David to be only an adjacent lower tell, having been built up most densely only in 
times of the city`s biggest expansion, MB II and Iron Age II, all the situation gets another 
perspective. It is generally known that in the Middle Bronze Age the cities were bigger in 
both number and size than in the subsequent Late Bronze Age (p. 27, Jane Cahill, 2003). 
Very often in the Middle Bronze Age for bigger cities both upper (the acropolis) and 
lower tell were occupied while in the Late Bronze Age only the upper tell was inhabited. 
 This way it would be possible to reconcile the text and the archaeology. It would 
explain – also together with the common use at the site to found new stone buildings right 
on the bedrock - why the LB finds in the City of David are so fragmentary, although, as 
we`ve seen, in six different locations. This situation would also explain why Jerusalem 
seems to be so prominent in the Southern Hill Country in the Amarna period. As we`ve 
already said in the “Conquest” part, before the building of the Temple Mount trapezium 
platform the size of the Temple Mount tell (the proposed Jerusalem acropolis) could have 
been around 7.2 ha (18 acres) (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Temple_Mount). This size of 
the city would easily make Jerusalem in the Late Bronze Age one of the biggest cities in 
the whole of southern Canaan, comparable with Megiddo and other cities communicating 
with the pharaoh in the Amarna Letters. If we even count up the fact that also at least 
parts of the City of David 4.8 ha (12 acres) were built over at that time, it makes 
Jerusalem even bigger and really one of the major Canaanite cities... 
 Based on their finds, both Kathleen Kenyon and Yigal Shiloh believed that the 
Middle Bronze fortifications near the Gihon Spring remained in use from the Middle 
Bronze Age II until the Iron Age II (pp. 21-3, Jane Cahill, 2003). If this is true, it would 
explain the Amarna period settlement in Jerusalem. Unlike the Middle Bronze Age, the 
Late Bronze settlement would have been limited mostly to the upper tell, with only some 
buildings and an underground and fortified surface access to the Gihon Spring on the 
lower tell… Maybe another piece into a mosaic pointing to Jerusalem`s importance in the 
Late Bronze Age could also be the recently found cuneiform tablet fragment, coming 
from the Ophel, attesting to a high scribal level and originating from the soil of the 
Jerusalem area (http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2010/07/100712102816.htm)... 
 So, whatever the case be, even Margreet Steiner thinks that in the Amarna period 
the small Jerusalem settlement was fortified (p. 351, ibid). Besides, it´s hard to imagine 
that inland Hazor, Shechem and Tell Beitin were fortified at that time, and not Jerusalem. 
There seems to be no other important settlement in the immediate vicinity in the Amarna 
period, so Jerusalem seems to be the centre of the southern hill country, just as Hazor was 
the centre of the northern inland country (including the northern hill country of Galilee), 
Shechem the centre of the Central Hill Country, with Tell Beitin somewhere between 
Shechem and Jerusalem... We also may have some hint from Abdi-Heba`s letter, 
Jerusalem´s Amarna period ruler, who says in EA 288 that he doesn´t visit the king 
(pharaoh) because he is „at war“ and that he is „like a ship in the midst of the sea“. This 



„like a ship in the midst of the sea“ could point to two things – that he felt like being in 
the middle of a hostile territory (which would allude to tension) and that he may have 
been fortified in the middle of this territory. His stronghold was like a ship that protected 
him against the „rough sea“... 
 Other Late Bronze fortified settlements Aharon Kempinski also gives Megiddo, 
where the older MB fortifications were reused, along with Tell Beit Mirsim (I believe, 
Debir, in the south), Beth Shean (in the Jezreel), Ashdod (on the southern coast) and Tell 
Abu Hawam (on the coast just north the Carmel ridge on the Akko Plain), where new LB 
fortification systems were constructed (pp. 127-142 Aharon Kempinski,1992; 
http://www.bu.edu/anep/LB.html). Maybe Tirzah (Tell el-Far´ah North), although the 
Late Bronze Age is poorly preserved at the site, with its MB city gate believed to have 
continued in use (with repairs and changes) throughout IA (p. 117, John Laughlin, 2006), 
was fortified, too. 
 So we understand why Ashdod and Tell Abu Hawam were fortified. These were 
important maritime trading centres with possibly strong Egyptian presence, and as such 
(although on the coast) were crucial for the Egyptians. Beth-Shean was also the most 
important Egyptian military stronghold in the north and its fortification is only natural. 
But the reason for the fortification of other inland and especially hill country cities 
(unlike the lowland cities) naturally seems to be security. This fact would further attest to 
the tension and degree of insecurity that was felt especially in the hill country. 
 Of course, these relationships didn´t need to be hostile all the time. Although the 
Amarna Letters portray the Habiru in the large majority of cases as contemptible 
enemies, there are also instances (we`ll speak about it in more detail here below in the 
sub-section “Cooperation of the Habiru and the Canaanites” ) where they seem to 
cooperate in some way and degree with the local rulers. It is possible that in the hill 
country – which according to the Amarna Letters seems to be one of the areas where the 
Habiru were especially present – it wasn´t possible to function without some cooperation 
with the Habiru, despite the overall obvious hostility seen in the Amarna Letters. This 
could be one of the examples of Realpolitik, although the “official line” - that the Habiru 
are despicable outcasts - could have been different. Maybe in the lowlands the Canaanites 
were at home – as we see it by the unfortified settlements – and in the highlands the 
Canaanites and Egyptians had only their urban outposts and the Habiru were there at 
home, which is also shown by the fortifications. We know that the pharaohs usually 
campaigned in the north and Syria, they didn´t campaign very much in the hills, they 
usually sent archers there to help the local hazannu. On the other hand, as to the Habiru, 
they could have penetrated or appeared sometimes in the lowlands, too, as we´ve seen it 
in the report from the conquest of Joppa… 
 
Incomplete distribution of the permanent settlement 
 
 And the last feature that could point to some foreign element, and to some tension 
in the Late Bronze Canaan, is the sparser distribution of permanent settlement. As already 
said, the large Canaanite towns were reduced both in size and number, and there is no 
indication of prosperity anywhere in the region in the late 15th cnt BC (the Late Bronze 
IB period). Recovery came to the Late Bronze Age Canaan only in the fourteenth century 
BCE (the Late Bronze Age IIA period), with the expansion of international trade. This 



rejuvenation was only partial, however, for the country never returned to the condition of 
urban stability and military strength that it had achieved during the Middle Bronze Age. 
Rivka Gonen has shown that while many new small settlements arose in Canaan during 
the fourteenth century BC, there were also many fewer large urban centers than in 
previous times (pp. 223-4, James Weinstein, 2001). And the rural part of the Canaanite 
society started to decline already in the 16th cnt BCE (p. 101, Israel Finkelstein, Neil 
Silberman, 2007). Could this be a consequence of pressure from the nomadic groups that 
didn´t allow the urban culture to develop to its fullest Middle Bronze extent ? What 
would have prevented this culture to develop to its previous degree ? It can be hardly 
attributed to the Egyptians as they wouldn´t have an interest in anything like that. 
Because the bigger a controlled population the bigger profit it brings. 
 This feature of poorer settlement distribution is to be seen especially in two areas 
– in the Cisjordanian hill country and on the territory of southern Transjordan. We´ve 
already seen that many urban hill country settlements, unlike the lowland settlements, 
were fortified, as well as their number and spread was sparser. Could this be the outcome 
of the Habiru pressure and activities that we´ve spoken about here above ? 
 A similar situation was also east of the Jordan, especially in its southern part. 
The southern Transjordan, or the southeastern Canaan, the most remote territory of the 
„Egyptian“ Canaan, unlike in the Middle Bronze Age with huge Tall el-Hammam and 
other settlements, this territory was inhabited mainly by nomads, especially in the first 
part of the Late Bronze Age. This may be the reason why only the northern Transjordan 
north of Wadi Hesa is attested in the Amarna Letters (pp. 70-71, John Strange, 2000). 
The absence of settlements of this area from the Amarna Letters could suggest that this 
remote territory was independent to a high degree and not under direct Egyptian control. 
 Later, from the Ramesside period (ca. 1270 BCE), we have the evidence which 
shows that there were at least some settled forts in this territory. Kenneth Kitchen gives 
Ramesses II´s epigraphic record where he depicts himself as warring in Moab and 
capturing five named forts, „Butartu in the land of Moab, Yan(?)d... in the mountains of 
Mararuna, Dibon“, while the fourth and fifth are lost. In each case the Egyptians text calls 
a place a dmi, or settlement, a term with which the „foreign fort“ representation agrees in 
each case (p. 195, Kenneth Anderson Kitchen, 2003). Most probably these forts were 
seats of the elite of predominantly nomadic population. The evidence of Ramesses II 
campaigning here (which, for this area, was very rare for the New Kingdom pharaohs, 
and conducted especially at the end of this period) suggests that the territory was not 
controlled by them. 
 The reason for this state of affairs seems to be understandable. Unlike the 
northern Transjordan, through which a main trade route led from the Jezreel to 
Mesopotamia, by the way of Pella, Damascus and Tadmor, this southern area was off the 
main commercial routes of the time, was protected by the hill country and the Dead Sea 
from the west, and by the desert from the southwest and south, so for the Egyptians, 
based especially in the lowlands and along the main commerciel roads, it was accessible 
only with much difficulty. 
 Interesting is here the situation at Jericho. It had a strategic position, there was 
a ford through the Jordan, as well as springs nearby, and yet, it wasn´t inhabited as a town 
until at least the 9th cnt BCE. It had a small occupation in the first half of the 14th cnt 
BCE, and maybe in the second half of the 15th cnt. However, it was unfortified, small and 



poor (p. 82, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Silberman, 2007; p. 259, Avraham Negev, Shimon 
Gibson, 2005). We will speak about that settlement later. In the Iron Age I (ca. 1200-
1000 BCE), the site was sparsely occupied and may have only served as an outpost or 
perhaps a caravan stop. It was not be rebuilt as a city site until the ninth cnt BCE, when, 
according to 1 Kgs 16,34, Hiel the Bethelite fortified and repaired it in the reign of Ahab, 
the son of Ouri who was one of the kings of Israel (874-852 B.C.) (p. 243, John H. 
Walton,Victor Harold Matthews, Mark William Chavalas, 2004; http://www.jericho-
city.org/etemplate.php?id=15). 
 No remains have been found even of the city built by Hiel (9th cnt). On the eastern 
slope of the mound one house of the four-room type has, however, been discovered. 
Little was found of the Persian period, during which the settlement of the time of the 
Restoration was built. The mound was abandoned shortly afterwards and the Jericho of 
the Roman period was built at Tulul Abu el-Alaiq (p. 259, Avraham Negev, Shimon 
Gibson, 2005). However, it is reasonable to suppose that these more recent layers, while 
being the most at the top, were severely disturbed by erosion. 
 So all this compels one to ask a question why Jericho hadn`t been built as a city 
but only at such late time. What could have been the reason ? It is obvious that for the 
Egyptians the access to that place must have been very difficult – it was possible to go 
there only from the Jezreel in the north, and it was some distance, too. On the other hand, 
it was easily accessible to nomads, so the Egyptians, due to its remoteness, could ensure 
its safety. We´ve seen in the previous “Conquest” part that this territory was densely 
populated by permanent settlement with Tall el-Hammam and its other satellite 
settlements, regardless of its remoteness from the coast. So could this state be a 
consequence of hostile population which prevented both the Egyptians and the urbanite 
Canaanites to penetrate on a permanent basis to places like Jericho and southern 
Transjordan ? I think we can´t exclude it… 
 So we´ve seen that especially the hill country seems to have been an area of 
tension in the Late Bronze Age and that much of the trouble involved either the Habiru or 
the Shosu – however, could we know that one of those groups were the Israelites ? Do we 
have any extra-biblical and biblical indicators for it ? In order to answer this question, we 
have to look at the possible extra-biblical evidence and also deeper into the social nature 
and structure of both the Habiru and Shosu… 
 
 
Do We Have Any Extrabiblical Evidence ? 
 
 Although pastoralist groups are archaeologically elusive because the brevity of 
their temporary occupations results in very limited physical remains (p. 290, Peter M. M. 
G. Akkermans, Glenn M. Schwartz, 2003), it isn´t impossible. We`ve already seen that 
the nomadic presence in the Late Bronze hill country can be attested by the analysis of 
animal bones, as well as by places where rather than permanent buildings are scattered 
pottery sherds and lonely isolated burial sites which not belonging to permanent 
settlements. Also above the destruction layers of some conquered Late Bronze towns 
there were found semi-nomadic settlement layers, such as in Hazor, Tell Beit Mirsim or 
Tell Beitin (pp. 79-81, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Silberman, 2007). 



 As to ethnicity, even if groups are known to mark their ethnic status with physical 
objects (e.g. items of dress), these are difficult to identify archaeologically (p. 290, Peter 
M. M. G. Akkermans, Glenn M. Schwartz, 2003). So whether one likes it or not, it is quite 
difficult to „grasp“ archaeologically the ethnicity of these nomads in the Late Bronze 
Canaan. As Israel Finkelstein and Neil Silberman show it, the settlements that are 
designated as „proto-Israelite“, were culturally very „pure“. They are designated as 
„proto-Israelite“ because many of them were inhabited continuously until the 
monarchical period and from this period we have many biblical and extra-biblical sources 
that show that the inhabitants of these settlements called themselves „Israelites“ (p. 103, 
Israel Finkelstein, Neil Silberman, 2007). Otherwise, their cultural signs are very 
„neutral“. 
 These villages were self-reliant. Unlike the Canaanite towns and villages in the 
lowlands there weren´t any public buildings, palaces, warehouses nor temples. There 
were almost no epigraphic records. No signs of luxury have been found, the ceramics was 
rough and simple, without any adornment. The villagers didn´t have any imported 
ceramics, and also almost no jewellery. Houses were simple and made of stone. The 
crops were grown but grazing was still important. The tools and vessels were only those 
needed for everyday life. We know almost nothing about the funerary customs because 
the graves were simple and the deceased were laid into them without sacrificial 
ceremonies. No sanctuaries were found and no traces of cult (p. 104, Israel Finkelstein, 
Neil Silberman, 2007). 
 However, there was only one important element that distinguished these hill 
country settlements from similar settlements from Philistia, Ammon and Moab, no pig 
bones were found, as opposed to these other settlements. The reason could have been no 
other than cultural (p. 114, ibid). But this can´t help us much when tracing the supposed 
Israelite nomadic life because the nomads in general don´t keep pigs. So, the state of 
things being like that, the only approach that could help us to have at least some hints 
from the archaeological point of view, are various aspects of the „negative evidence“. 
 
„Negative evidence” 
 
 Some cultural continuity We´ve already seen that some of the „proto-Israelite 
settlements“ of 1200 BCE had an oval shape at the „zero level“, indicating that these 
people had lived a nomadic life before. Also, as it is generally agreed nowadays, their 
culture – despite some new features - doesn´t show any special characteristics to attest to 
their immediate arrival relatively shortly prior to 1200 BCE. It all would indicate that in 
1200 BCE the „proto-Israelites“ had lived for a relatively long time in this environment, 
as it is shown by their high level of adaptation and general cultural features common for 
the native Canaanite environment. 
 Very often a new people entering an area will bring in a distinctive culture, 
evidenced by its possessions, such as pottery, jewelry, and weapons, and even its burial 
styles. From the immediate region this is very well attested in the case of the Philistines 
and especially their Aegean-style pottery, with their one-handled cooking jugs and craters 
decorated with birds (p. 16, Victor Harold Matthews, 2004), something completely new 
to the region. Only with time did the Philistines and their culture change to be more 



conform to their Canaanite environment. The later degree of adaptation was so high that 
they even took over the Canaanite Semitic language. 
 In the case of „proto-Israelites“, we´re not witnessing anything like that and their 
material culture seems commonly „Canaanite“ from the very start of their permanent 
settlement. There are some new features but they are explained rather as a factor of 
environment than as an expression of their cultural specificity. 
 One of them is a new housing style of the pillared „four-room house“ which, 
according to Israel Finkelstein, developed from the nomadic tent (p. 207, Eveline van der 
Steen, 2002). For instance, for Israel Finkelstein the pillars of these houses are 
a reminiscence of tent poles, thus being a remainder of their nomadic past. Still others 
explain the lay-out and pattern of the four-room house in the context of the hill country 
environment (p.15, Victor Harold Matthews, 2004). Other innovations in these villages, 
such as the terracing of hill-sides for farming and the plastering of cisterns to prevent 
seepage of water into the porous limestone, also seem to be a matter more of the natural 
developments of life in the hill country than of inventions that radically changed their 
world. The similarity of the material culture with the Canaanite Late Bronze Age material 
culture is seen especially with pottery (p. 207, Eveline van der Steen, 2002). In terms of 
pottery, unlike the Philistine pottery, the proto-Israelite ceramics of the early Iron Age 
remain the same as the older Canaanite forms. They used two-handled cooking pots, 
collared-rim storage jars, and a variety of undecorated bowls and jugs. These „proto-
Israelite“ villages formed non-stratified, close-knit, kinship-based villages and were 
dependent on each other and on living from harvest to harvest (p.16, Victor Harold 
Matthews, 2004).  
 So we can see that there are no strong and convincing indications pointing to the 
Israelite immediate arrival, on the contrary, in the oval settlements and Canaanite cultural 
forms there seems to be continuity to a rather nomadic past in Canaan. The change seems 
to be settlement, not a coming to the country... So could this good cultural and 
environmental adaptation mean that in 1200 BCE the Israelites had already been in the 
country 350 years, a time long enough to „acclimatise“ ? Here we can move from some 
social aspects to more cultural ones in looking at some „negative evidence“... 
 
 Higher religious purety As already said, in the proto-Israelite hill-country 
settlements no sanctuaries were found and no traces of cult. Also the graves were simple 
and the deceased were laid in them without sacrificial ceremonies. This could be quite in 
line with the Israelite religious way of turning only to Yahweh and not serving any idols. 
 As Israel Finkelstein and Neil Silberman state, so far only in one case a figurine 
of a bronze bull has been found by Amihai Mazar on a small mound in the north hill 
country (p. 104, ibid) in the territory of Manasseh, the only cultic installation yet from the 
period of the Judges. The bull, possibly a votive, is matched almost precisely by another 
bronze bull found by Yigael Yadin at Hazor in a Late Bronze context some two centuries 
earlier. As William Dever says, it must be recalled that the principal epithet of El, the 
chief male deity of the Canaanite pantheon in the pre-Israelite times, was „Bull“. Thus 
the Manasseh shrine, or sanctuary, was probably associated not with Yahweh, but with 
the old Canaanite deity El (p. 175, William Dever, 2001). So this find could point to the 
idolatry that is critised even in the times of the Judges (Judg 2,11-13). 



 However, just one such find from the time of the Judges is very little compared to 
hundreds of clay Ashtoreth statuettes, found in every settlement from the late 
monarchical period in Judea (p. 217, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Silberman, 2007), attesting 
to far greater idolatry in the later times. This could be in line with the biblical information 
that under the Judean king Josiah the Passover of the Lord was celebrated again, which – 
according to that testimony – „hadn´t been observed since the days of the Judges who led 
Israel, nor throughout the days of the kings of Israel and the kings of Judah“ (2 Kgs 
23,21-22). So the times of the Judges could have been the purest of all the subsequent 
pre-Exilic times, as the Bible seems to suggest it, and as it seems to be suggested by the 
archaeological record as well. 
 
 Isolation This may have been enhanced by the isolation of the proto-Israelite 
settlements. As we´ve already seen, there seem to have been no trading relations between 
the first settled Israelites in the hill country and their lowland Canaanite neighbours. At 
the same time, we know that in some places even in the farther-away Transjordan 
artifacts from that and earlier times of Egyptian and other foreign provenance have been 
found. So could this cultural isolation be purposeful ? 
 But while these 'negative evidence' finds point to these hill country dwellers not 
being typically socially “Canaanite”, they can`t help us very much in determining the 
ethnicity of these nomadic or semi-nomadic people. Here the literary sources could tell us 
much more. So we must look again at the epigraphic evidence and take a closer and 
deeper look into who the Canaanite Habiru and Shosu of the time might have been... 
 
 
The Habiru vs. the Israelites 
 
 Quite often the Habiru are linked to the biblical Hebrews in a way, and at the 
same time, this is controversial. As we`ve already said, the Habiru are one of the main 
topics of the entire body of Amarna Letters, so one can`t overlook them at all in the land 
of the contemporaneous Canaan. In most cases they seem to be opposed to the local 
hazannu and to live mostly on the fringe, not within the local Late Bronze Canaanite 
society – although a few cases show something else. 
 So it`s only natural that very early after the discovery of the Amarna Letters, 
based on the obvious phonetic similarity and some social resemblances, it was proposed 
to equate the biblical Hebrews with the Habiru. However, as more evidence appeared, it 
became clear that it wasn´t so easy. The term “Habiru” was found to be older than a Late 
Bronze one, going down to the Sumerians, and ranging from the end of the 3rd millenium 
in the Sumerian environment in the east of the Fertile Crescent to the end of the Late 
Bronze Age in the Egyptian environment. Moreover, it became clear that more than 
ethnic - such as 'Hebrew' - this term is social, or socio-economic, referring to a specific 
group of people living a socially specific type of life. So what did this term really mean 
within the Ancient Near East region ? And what did it mean to the Egyptians ? In order to 
have a better idea, we have to look at various sources from various environments... 
 
 Sumerian sources Sumerian documents from the reign of Shulgi of Ur III (ca. 
2093-2046 BCE, or 2029 BC–1982 BC, alternatively) describe a class of "unclothed 



people, who travel in dead silence, who destroy everything, whose menfolk go where 
they will — they establish their tents and their camps — they spend their time in the 
countryside without observing the decrees of my king". Those people are designated as 
SA.GAZ, a two-character cuneiform logogram of unknown pronunciation. Although the 
logogram occurs in Sumerian literature, the two symbols have no separate meaning in 
Sumerian. The SA.GAZ logogram in some ancient vocabulary lists is glossed as the 
Akkadian word habbatu which means a "brigand" or "highway robber" 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Habiru). 
 Early Mesopotamian (Akkadian) sources The Sumerian logogram SA.GAZ 
appears in texts from Southern Mesopotamia, dated from about 1850 BC, where it is 
applied to small bands of soldiers, apparently mercenaries at the service of local city-
states and being supplied with food or sheep. One of those texts uses the Akkadian 
cuneiform word Hapiri instead of the logogram; another described them as "soldiers from 
the West". Their names are predominantly Akkadian; some are West Semitic, some 
unknown. Their origins, when recorded, are in local towns. A letter to an Old Assyrian 
merchant resident in Ali'ar requests his aid in freeing or ransoming some Hapiri, 
formerly attached to the palace of Shalahshuwe (as yet unidentified), now prisoners of the 
local authorities. The Tikunani Prism, dated from around 1550 BC, lists the names of 438 
Habiru soldiers or servants of king Tunip-Tessup of Tikunani, a small city-state in central 
Mesopotamia. The majority of these names are typically Hurrian (Northeast Caucasian), 
the rest are Semitic, one is Kassite. Another text from around 1500 BC describes the 
Hapiru as soldiers or laborers, organized into bands of various sizes commanded by 
SA.GAZ leaders: one band from Tapduwa has 15 soldiers, another from Sarkuhe has 29, 
and another from Alalakh has 1,436 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Habiru). 
 Hittite sources In the Hittite texts from Khattushash from the times of 
Šuppiluliuma and Hattusilis III (14-13th cnt) they appear to be respected members of 
society. In one instance they´re listed between the nobility and normal citizens. They are 
not slaves or members of the upper classes of society or a separate ethnic group (pp. 435-
6, G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, Douglas W. Stott, Heinz-Josef Fabry, 
2000). 
 Ugaritic sources ´pr(m) The Ugaritic taxation lists no longer stigmatize the 
Hapiru as “outcasts” and “rebels”. The expression appears rather often in the taxation 
lists of Niqmaddu in the place-name hlb ´prm , “Aleppo of the ´Apiru”, suggesting that 
this was a peaceful urban settlement. One letter mentions four hundred ´prm who played 
a certain role in royal politics and who perhaps participated in a revolt that led to the 
downfall of Ugarit. In Ugarit the expression ´prm acquires new meaning. Although its 
ethnic significance is unclear, the expression that in the Amarna Tablets referred to rebels 
and outcasts now refers to a settled group who pay taxes to the state, are active in some 
sense in politics, and whose leaders (rb ´prm) occupy high positions within the royal 
administartion (p. 436, ibid). 
 Egyptian sources (16-12 cnt BCE) ́pr(.w) We can divide these sources as those 
by the local Canaanite hazannu of the Amarna Letters and those by the Egyprians 
themselves, describing the Habiru either from Canaan or in Egypt proper. The texts by 
Canaanite hazannu and some pharaonic inscriptions characterize the ´pr.w much as the 
Akkadian texts do - as independent plunderers and bandits who terrorize the population, 
including the armies. Their activities take place around cities, not necessarily in desert or 



peripheral areas (p. 436, ibid). Sometimes, but rarely, the Habiru enter into alliances with 
some hazannu against other hazannu. In the Amarna Letters sometimes instead of 
'Habiru' the old Sumerian logogram SA.GAZ is used... In texts from Egypt the Habiru are 
prisoners of war, slaves or forced labourers. 
 
 Summary of extra-biblical sources So if we take all those texts together, the 
Habiru seem to be both nomads and city dwellers, both outcasts and part of the society, 
both soldiers and rebels. It is very strange for the Habiru to have some many, clearly 
antagonistic, functions. Obviously words in each and every human language are usually 
used to separate notions, and not to blur everything into one because this way the 
language loses its very function. 
 Ambiguities in languages do occur when individual words are used in contexts 
that don´t make these words clear. Very often in ancient texts we don´t see that context 
and it can result in seeming contradictions. So, to understand these antagonisms, we have 
to try to see these words in their context and this way we can try to properly understand 
them. 
 It seems apparent that the term “Habiru” underwent some development in various 
languages and every culture and language had their own understanding of this term. 
However, all those various – and sometimes opposite – notions in different languages and 
cultures must have had a common origin, a common original notion, otherwise this very 
same term wouldn´t have been chosen, but instead another one, more appropriate. So it 
seems that on some similarities other languages took over and adjusted this term to their 
own cultural specificities. 
 It´s obvious that the original languages using the word “Habiru” - and its 
respective semantic notion that is behind it – were first Sumerian and then Akkadian. 
Obviously the Sumerians first coined their own term and then the Akkadians took it over. 
Then, as Akkadian was the most spread diplomatic language for the most part of the 
second millennium BCE, this Akkadian term and its notion were adopted and adjusted by 
other Near Eastern languages and cultures. So, in looking for the original notion, we have 
to turn to Sumerian and Akkadian first and then to outline a possible development how in 
various cultures this term got its other meanings… 
 In Sumerian, these people appear to be nomadic, independent people, not 
respecting the local rulers, living by their own rules. Quite naturally, such people, being 
out of sedentarised society and not under the power of the local ruler, are prone to enter 
into conflicts with the sedentarised population. So no wonder that some ancient 
Sumerian-Akkadian vocabulary lists gloss them as habbatu, “brigands” or “highway 
robbers”. These people quite naturally must, at least occasionally, have intimidated and 
robbed the sedentarised population and especially travelers. Another important detail is 
that these people didn´t seem to have led this lifestyle far away from sedentarised 
population, but rather near them, as it is suggested by the terms “highway robber” and 
“brigand”. 
 But these people maybe weren´t only robbers, so another term had seemingly 
prevailed, hapiru, better expressing their nature of independent and nomadic life. 
Stemming from this lifestyle is another important feature, and it´s that these people are 
naturally good soldiers, better than sedentarised and peasant population used to be 
controlled. So again no wonder that other Akkadian texts describe them as small bands of 



soldiers, apparently mercenaries. For rulers, it must have been quite natural to hire such 
people for their services. 
 And maybe the last important feature of this term, according to Akkadian sources, 
is that this word isn´t an ethnic notion, but rather social one, describing rather a way of 
life than ethnicity, as it is shown by Akkadian, West Semitic, Hurrian, even Kassite 
names of the Hapiru. From some of these texts, it seems that even at that time some of 
the Hapiru, assumingly for the reasons of service to the local rulers, changed their 
previous lifestyle and moved into towns. However, they kept their previous status of 
soldiers, of a special class, and continued to be called Hapiru, as opposed to other classes 
of society. It´s also possible that as prisoners they had to work as labourers. So, based on 
Sumerian and Akkadian sources, I´d say that these people were originally independent, 
nomadically living people, nevertheless, living so near the sedentarised society, with 
which they could have had contacts of various kind, not only antagonistic, and who very 
often acted as soldiers… Having all this in mind could help us explain the seemingly 
contradictory characteristics of the Hapiru in various ancient Near Eastern societies, but 
at the same time, coming from the same root, from the same one, common and original 
notion of this Sumero-Akkadian word. 
 If in the Hittite texts the Hapiru appear to be respected members of the society. If 
there are listed in order between the nobility and normal citizens, it could point to their 
status of soldiers, being more important than ordinary population, but less important than 
rulers. Their status of soldiers would also explain the respect that they had. But this 
doesn`t exclude a possibility that before they had become Hittite soldiers (maybe hired), 
they had lived an independent lifestyle. Their separation from the 'normal citizens' could 
suggest it... 
 In Ugarit, they seem to have integrated into society. However, if “Aleppo of the 
Hapiru” is mentioned, it means that they were still considered apart and may have had 
their own quarters or settlements which they had been given before. Their involvement in 
the politics and high positions of their leaders in the royal administartion could suggest 
their military status, too, at that time at least that of their leaders. Again, this doesn't 
exclude their previous independent life, we again see some separation from the Ugaritic 
society. Their indicated “hot temper” could relate to their “unsettled origin”... 
 The Canaanite references are even closer to the seemingly original Sumerian and 
Akkadian meaning, as they are described mostly as outcasts fighting against the 
established administartion, although some of the Habiru occasionally enter into alliances 
with the local rulers against another rulers. In Egypt proper they seem to be especially 
labourers, probably former prisoners of war, working as forced labourers in specific 
functions… 
 So I think all these mentions from various languages and contexts could have had 
a common semantic origin - that of independently living people who, by nature, are very 
often nomads – which in various cultural contexts got a bit different meaning. However, 
we can feel even in these new contexts – as I think – the original notion of 
“independence”, and sometimes “mobility”, too... Logically, if their hadn't been a 
common origin, they wouldn't have used the same Sumerian and Akkadian word... 
 We may see something similar in the changes of meaning of originally Latin word 
“humor” where it meant either “humidity” or “liquid” or “juice”. Then it moved into 
French where, as “humeur”, it started to mean “mood” - maybe meaning “liquid of a 



human person”. From French it moved into English where it started to mean “humour”. 
And from English it moved, spelled as “humour”, back into French where it means, as in 
English, “humour”. So in the current French we have both “humeur”, meaning “mood”, 
and “humour”, meaning the same that in English. So, I think, that behind the differences, 
we can still feel some common similarity in all the meanings of this basically Latin 
word... 
 However, even if we accept that the basic and original Sumerian and Akkadian 
meaning of the word SA.GAZ, or 'Habiru', respectivelly, is that of “independent and 
often moving people”, could this be related to 'Hebrews' ? In the Sumerian and Akkadian 
context this word really is more social while in the biblical context an ethnic one. So 
doest it have anything in common with the Hebrews ? Here we have to look at the 
biblical meaning and uses of the word “Hebrew”... 
 
 Biblical sources In a general sense the term “Hebrew” is in the Bible ordinarily 
used by foreigners (Egyptians or Philistines) with reference to proto-Israelites (Gn 
39,14;41,12; Ex 1,16;2,6; 1 Sam 4,6-9;13,19;14,11), or by the latter themselves as a self-
designation over against foreigners (Gn 40,15; Ex 1,19;2,7;3,18;5,3 and others) (p. 431, 
G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, Douglas W. Stott, Heinz-Josef Fabry, 2000; 
pp. 437-8, Jozef Heriban, 1998). After the founding of the Israelite state, the term ´ivree 
fell into disuse except in archaic passages and the biblical authors no longer use it (pp. 
431, 444, G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, Douglas W. Stott, Heinz-Josef 
Fabry, 2000). The term ´ivree is an early appellative for the descendants of Abraham, and 
is synonymous with b´ne yisrael and y´hooda of later periods (p. 437, ibid). 
 So we have three expressions in the Bible - ´ivreem (Hebrews), (b´ne) yisrael 
(sons of) Israel (i.e., the Israelites) and y´hooda (Judah, the Judahites, the Jews). Having 
all this in mind one can ask – why are there all these expressions used ? In the case of the 
latter two, it`s clear – the term y´hooda is used when the Israelite territory was restricted 
only to Jerusalem and its environs, so roughly the tribal territory of Judah where this tribe 
had been prevalent. And the term 'Israel', 'the Israelites', is very natural and logical 
because Jacob, later 'Israel', was a common ancestor of all the Israelite tribes, thus all the 
Israelites. But why is there the appellation 'Hebrews' ? 
 The Sumerian SA.GAZ (or SA.GAZ.ZA, SA.GA.AZ, GAZ) of the extra-biblical 
texts was rendered hapiru (less accurately habiru but we call them 'Habiru' by 
convention) in Akkadian, ´prm in Ugaritic, and ́pr.w in Egyptian (p. 432, ibid). So, 
despite disputes if the word “Hebrew”, ´ivree, could have come from the word “Hapiru”, 

there is clear phonetic similarity. In the Hebrew word the basic consonants are ר – ב – י 
(´ - v – r) whereas for the 'Habiru' they seem to be ´ - p – r, as all Akkadian, Hittite, 
Ugaritic and Egyptian sources agree. We don´t know how this word was pronounced 
initially by the Hebrews but it could have been with a 'p' as in all other contemporaneous 
languages. In the course of times, it could have changed in the Hebrew environment into 
a 'v'. We see at the first sight how similar in pronunciation these two consonants are, so 
'p' could have easily evolved into 'v' over the centuries. This etymological relationship 
between the two terms is now accepted by most scholars (p. 212, Eveline van der Steen, 
2002). 
 However, it is sometimes argued that the term 'Hebrew' comes from the name of 

Eber עבר ('-v-r), another ancestor of the Israelites (Gn 10,24; 11,16-26), liguistically so 



similar to עברי ('ivree). However, it doesn` t sound very convicing, in fact, dubious. In 
case of Jacob, it`s clear because he was the direct ancestor of all Israelites. But why 
would the Israelites be called after an ancestor - and the entire Old Testament restricts the 
term to the Israelites themselves - whom they shared with other nations - Arameans and 
the Arabic tribes (p. 437, ibid) ? The Israelites had had many various ancestors – why 
would this one, and no other, be so special ? There seems to be no good and ready 
explanation for it...  
 And there`s another interesting fact about the Habiru, this one being a historical 
one. As we`ve already seen, the term 'Habiru' disappears from the extra-biblical sources 
ca. 1150 BCE where the last reference to the Habiru in the Egyptian documents is from 
the reign of Ramesses IV where in his third year among the labourers sent to the to the 
quarry of Wadi Hammamat there were 5,000 soldiers, 2,000 men attached to the temples 
of Pharaoh as well as 800 Apiru. Also in the Bible we have one of the last references to 
the Hebrews when Saul is just beginning to set up his kingdom and it is still not firmly 
established (1 Sam 13-14) which is usually considered to be at the end of the 11th cnt 
BCE. So we see that historically the use and disappearance of these two terms „Habiru“ 
and „Hebrew“ roughly coincide. 
 It all offers – at least, I think so – a more plausible explanation for the etymology 
of the word 'Hebrew' – aren`t the obvious linquistic similarity and only early use of this 
term a reflexion and memory of an old tradtion from the times when the Israelites were 
called 'Habiru' ? Isn` t it an originally Egyptian (and Akkadian) social term for semi-
nomadically living people on the fringe of the settled society that later in the Israelite 
environment became an ethnic one ? 
 One should also note that one of the first (if not right the first) mentions of the 
term 'Hebrew' is when Abraham is called as such (Gn 14,13). Here in this reference 
there`s no speech about a nation, just a person is called as such. So is it a reference rather 
to Abraham as an ancestor of Eber (without any context or explanation) or is it rather a 
reference to his lifestyle, a reflexion of the Sumerian or Akkadian designation of the time 
? If the latter, it is accurate because he socially led exactly a life of Habiru, a semi-
nomadic one. Also Nadav Na'aman is of the view that in the Bible the word is always 
used with a sociological connotation, one that coincides with the meaning found in other 
sources for Habiru. Herbert Donner sees the word 'Ibri in the Bible primarily as a social 
term, too (p. 211, Eveline van der Steen, 2002). 
 In ca. 1200 BCE the Israelites settle down. It is also possible that the Philistines 
who may have taken the term 'Habiru' from the Egyptians or the Canaanites, continue 
calling the Israelites as such, as we`ve seen in other extra-biblical sources where settled 
people are called the 'Habiru' too, until after the establishment of the Israelite monarchy 
the term 'Habiru' disappears from the usage... So could the Habiru of the Amarna Letters 
have been the Hebrews of the Bible ? 
 
 The spread of Habiru in the Amarna period Canaan And there' s one more 
interesting fact about the Habiru – and it`s cited as an argument against the identification 
of the Habiru and Hebrews – it`s the geographical spread of the term 'Habiru' according 
to the Amarna Letters. In them the Habiru are described being active not only in Djahi 
where traditionally Israel is supposed to have lain, but also on the whole of territory of 
Qedem (today`s Lebanon and the adjacent southern Syria), that is the whole of Canaan, as 



it was described in the “Conquest” part, within the territory of “Brook-of-Egypt and 
Lebo-Hamath” borders. 
 In the town of Arqa (Irqata) near present-day northern Lebanese border its 
inhabitants fought the 'Apiru (EA 100) and the ruler Etakkama of Qidshu (Kadesh-on-
the-Orontes) states that the ruler Biryawaza of Dimashqu (Damascus) had allowed the 
cities to go over to the 'Apiru in Tahshi (supposed to be between Damascus and Kadesh-
on-the-Orontes, p. 183, Yohanan Aharoni, 1979) and Upu (the region surrounding 
Damascus). He, Etakkama, restored the cities from the 'Apiru and disbanded them (EA 
189). So the Habiru are spread much more to the north as is the traditional Israelite 
territory thought to have been... 
 However, this picture gets another meaning if we take for real the already-
mentioned biblical information from the monarchical times that for an all-Israelite 
assembly the Israelites gathered from the Brook of Egypt to Lebo-Hamath (1 Kgs 8,65). 
Also the Israelite census under David went as far as “Takhteem Khodshi” (2 Sam 24,6) 
which seems to be, as we´ve said in the previous “Conquest” part, “Hittite Kadesh”, 
“Kadesh of the Hittites”, i.e. “Kadesh-on-the-Orontes. If this is true, this would mean that 
the Israelites didn`t live only in Djahi, as it is traditionally thought, but also in Qedem. As 
it seems, the diference would be that in Djahi they had initially conquered the cities, too, 
as it is described in the Books of Joshua and Judges, and also in the monarchical times 
they regained and inhabited some of these cities back, while in Qedem they had never 
conquered and inhabited major cities, neither under Joshua or shortly thereafter, nor any 
time later. It would seem that they had penetrated Qedem after the Joshua`s time (in line 
with the Lebo-Hamath border) but here they lived only in the countryside (something 
similar to all the Israelites in the Late Bronze Canaan) and maybe smaller settlements, but 
never in cities. It would be in line with the biblical statement that this territory had never 
been fully gained (Josh 13,4-5) until the monarchical times, and even at that time the 
Israelites didn`t live there in cities, only – as the Bible puts it - some stronger Israelite 
kings controlled these prevalently foreign Canaanite kingdoms with some Israelite 
minority. Interestingly, the above-mentioned city of Arqa is close to Halba (Helba) that 
the Book of Judges gives as unconquered (Judg 1,31). We should also note that to the 
south the Habiru seem also to be mentioned in connection with a city as far south as 
Tjaru (Sile) at the border of Egypt proper (EA 288). 
 What`s also interesting, in the Amarna Letters the Habiru seem to be most active 
on the territory that would later become the heartland of Israel (the regions around 
Jerusalem and Shechem) and also on the territory of Qedem… Would these “northern 
mentions” have had anything to do with the tribe of Asher and their activities ? So even 
the spread of the Habiru in the Amarna period seems to have interesting similarity to later 
Israelite spread in the monarchical times, as it is expressed in the Bible... 
 However, we have to note here – as “Habiru” in the Late Bronze Canaan was a 
social, not an ethnic term - that not all people referred to as the Habiru within the territory 
of Canaan proper needed have been the Israelites. From the Bible itself we have many 
mentions of the Kenites (Gn 15,18-21; Ex 3,1; Judg 1,16; 1 Sam 15,6; 30,29) who 
seemed to live alongside the Israelites and elsewhere in a similar semi-nomadic lifestyle 
in many areas and times. From the time of Judges the most well-known Kenite seems to 
be Jael (Judg 4,17-22), the wife of Heber whose another wife Rechab is traditionally 
considered to be the ancestor of Rechabites (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rechabite). It is 



also possible that the Habiru and Shosu that Biryawaza (Namiawaza) of Damascus 
mentions as his soldiers (EA 195) were the ancestors of later Aramaeans... As well as 
other Habiru mentioned especially in connection with the north neededn`t have been the 
Israelites. However, I think that many of the Habiru mentioned in the Late Bronze 
Canaanite context – especially referring to the hill country, but also to other environments 
- were in fact the Israelites... 
 
 Cooperation of the Habiru and the Canaanites Another noteworthy fact is that 
despite general animosity the Habiru and Canaanites sometimes cooperated in some way. 
Although the Amarna Letters portray the Habiru in a large majority of cases as 
contemptible enemies, there are also instances where they seem to somehow cooperate 
and act together with the local rulers. 
 For example, Rib-Hadda, the hazannu of Gubla (Byblos), although he mentions 
the danger and threat of SA.GAZ people in almost all letters, says in EA 112 “I have 
given 13 (minas) of silver (and) one pair of garments as compensation to the Gaz-man, 
after he had brought the tablet to Sumura (...by night)”. EA 254 implies that Labayu´s of 
Shachmu (Schechem) son consorted with the ´Apiru. Also the local hazannu accuse each 
other very often that the others cooperate with the ´Apiru. Zimredda of Sidon says “All 
the cities have united with the SA.GAZ people” (EA 144). Hazannu of Tyre accuses so 
the ruler of Hasura (Hazor) (EA 148). Rib-Hadda makes similar accusations (EA 81, 91). 
In EA 88 he says that all the cities as far as Egypt will unite with the ´Apiru if the king 
(pharaoh) doesn´t listen. Abdi-Heba of Urusalim (Jerusalem) accuses Zimredda of 
Lakisha (Lachish) (EA 288), says Milkilu of Gazru (Gezer) and the sons of Labayu gave 
the Habiru the land (EA 287), he even accuses the Egyptian envoy that he sympathises 
with the Habiru (EA 286). 
 It may be very well that many of these acccusations are just slanderous but most 
probably not all, and very probably there has been cooperation between the Habiru and 
some of the local hazannu. Also the Bible suggests in some places, the Israelites 
cooperated with their enemies on the daily basis, that they had a mode-de-vivre, a modus 
vivendi. This is especially seen in the story of Samson and other Israelites and their 
dealings with the Philistines (Judg 13-17), in the story about the Benjamites, where this 
story seems to suggest that if the Israelites wanted, they could have stayed overnight in 
the Jebusite Jerusalem (Judg 19,10-13), and in the story of Saul, Jonathan and the 
Israelites vs. the Philistines where the Israelites are shown to come to the Philistines to 
have their tools sharpened (1 Sam 13,19-22) and some are even shown to have previously 
come to the Philistine side to fight alongside the Philistines (1 Sam 14,21). Also the 
introduction to the Book of Judges (1,1-3,6) suggests some relations, especially verses 
like “The Israelites lived among the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites 
and Jebusites. They took their daughters in marriage and gave their own daughters to 
their sons, and served their gods” (3,5-6). Also the serving to baals and ashtoreths, “gods 
of the peoples around them” suggests some contacts (2,11-13). And also Jahel, as a non-
urban Canaanite, seems to have had good relationships with the Canaanites before what 
she did to Sisera (Judg 4,17). 
 It seems natural that living side by side for a longer time generated contacts, and 
these contacts could have had a different nature in different environments. In the Song of 
Deborah 'Dan lingers by the ships' and 'Asher remains on the coast and stays in his coves' 



(Judg 5,17) while Ephraim, Benjamin, Makir, Zebulun, Issachar and Naphtali (Judg 5,14-
18) – so the people of especially the hill country – are fighting... 
 Having all this in mind, this cooperation between the Habiru and local Canaanites 
– in the Amarna Letters very rare, but present, as opposed to very broadly expanded and 
frequent hostility present in the vast majority of cases - doesn`t exclude the possibility 
that at least some of the Habiru of the Amarna Letters were the Israelites... This 
cooperation is suggested even by the Bible... 
 It is also very much possible and natural that even some of the native „urban“ 
Canaanites fled and joined the Habiru, escaping the hierarchy, hard conditions and 
oppression of their Canaanite urban and farming environment. Also in the Pentateuch 
Books we have mentions that not only the Israelites wandered in the desert but also 
people from other nations (Ex 12,38; Nm 11,4; Dt 29,11). The same could have happened 
in the Late Bronze Age Canaan. This existence „on the fringe“ could have been culturally 
simpler and poorer, but freer and more equal, more egalitarian, just like the social 
structure of the first proto-Israelite villages... 
 
 We`ve seen that there are some indications (a limited period of use of the term 
'Hebrew', its linguistic similarity with the term 'Habiru', the geographic spread of the 
Habiru in the Late Bronze Canaan) that could point to the Habiru being identical with the 
biblical Hebrews. However, there`s another group in the Late Bronze Canaan that could 
possibly qualify as the Israelites of the Bible – and it`s the Shosu. What do we know 
about them from the extra-biblical sources ? 
 
The Shosu vs. the Israelites 
 
 The Shosu (mostly called “Shasu”) were apparently another social, and not ethnic, 
group known by the Egyptians. As we`ve already said, we find mentions of them from as 
early as the Egyptian 12th Dynasty (19th cnt BCE) down to the Third Intermediate Period. 
The social character of the term 'Shosu' is evidenced by the fact that we find the Shosu 
both in Nubia and Canaan, and the Shosu are sometimes ethnically or territorially 
specified, such as in the Amenhotep III´s list, for instance “the Shosu of S'rr”, that is “the 
Shosu of Seir”, or “Edom”. Sources point that they generally lived a nomadic life and 
they lived rather in more remote areas, such as the Transjordan. However, sometimes we 
find them in less remote areas, too, such as the Cisjordan in some Amarna Letters 
(although very few, much fewer than the mentions of the Habiru), and as we´ve seen 
from the Papyrus Anastasi I, they were to be found in northern Canaan as well as in the 
Jezreel and on the way to Joppa. 
 What makes some of the Shosu as potential Israelites is Amenhotep III´s list 
inscription. The two topographical lists are preserved from his reign – one at Soleb, 
Sudan, and another at Kom el-Hetan - contain impressive rosters of place-names from 
Asia (and, in the case of Kom el-Hetan list, the Aegean). They reflect no military 
conquests and should be looked at in the context of Egypt´s wider international relations 
during the early 14th century (p. 224, James M. Weinstein, 2001). What´s more 
interesting for us, on the column bases at the temple of Amun at Soleb there´s list of 
peoples from the Transjordan which lists the following Shosu-lands (as these Shosu 
names are followed by the hill-country determinative) - the Shasu of S'rr, the Shasu of 



Lbn, the Shasu of Sm't, the Shasu of Wrbr, the Shasu of Yhw, and the Shasu of Pysps. The 
same list is copied later by either Seti I or Ramesses II at Amarah-West inscriptions (p. 
219, Michael Hasel, 1998; p. 118, Barbara Sivertsen, 2009). As Michael Astour has 
observed, regarding the "Shosu of Yhw," the "hieroglyphic rendering corresponds very 
precisely to the Hebrew tetragrammaton YHWH, or Yahweh, and antedates the hitherto 
oldest occurrence of the Divine Name from the 9th cnt BCE - on the Moabite Stone - by 
over five hundred years” (p. 18, Michael Astour, 1979). In the Ancient Near East a divine 
name was also given to a geographical place where the god was worshipped (p. 60, Lars 
Axelsson, 1987; bibleandscience.com/history/egyptian.htm). We see how important Yhw 
was in this area and with its people. Here we have a reference to people designated by 
Yhw already in the first half of the 14th cnt BCE. The fact that the same list is copied at 
Amarah-West seems to indicate that by the 13th cnt the situation hadn´t changed and the 
same Shosu were still in the same country. Was it in the end these people that were the 
biblical Israelites ?  
 
The Habiru, or the Shosu, as the Israelites ? 
 
 So could the Shosu or Habiru be the Israelites ? And if yes, which ones ? I think 
that referring to the Israelites are both of these groups, each to a different specific sub-
group of the Israelite society, and it´s precisely because of the social character of both of 
these terms. 
 It is often argued – as we´ve seen, rightly – that neither Habiru nor Shosu is an 
ethnic term, and therefore, as is often argued, it can´t be the ethnic designation of the 
Israelites but rather a designation of a specific socio-economic group of Canaanites in 
contemporaneous Canaan. (This argument is used especially in conjunction to the 
Habiru). But I believe that it`s because of the socio-economic character of both of these 
terms that they both can be applied to and designate the Israelites, each one a specific 
Israelite sub-group with its own specific lifestyle. And I believe there are some good and 
reasonable indicators for this conviction. 
 We`ve already said that there are some – I think, plausible - reasons to surmise 
that the Canaanite Habiru were the biblical Hebrews. But if the Habiru could have been 
the Hebrews, how to explain that one of the Shosu tribes was called “the Shosu of Yhw” 
? As already said, the explanation could offer the fact that both of these terms were social 
for the Egyptians, so the Egyptians could have called a different part of the Israelite 
society by a different name. Even the Bible makes here a difference. 
 If we read Nm 32, we see that especially the tribes of Reuben and Gad (we´ll 
speak about the half-tribe of Manasseh later) are described as perceiving themselves a bit 
different. They seem to see themselves more nomadic than the other tribes and they ask 
Moses to give them the land of Transjordan. “The Reubenites and Gadites, who had very 
large herds and flocks, saw that the lands of Jazer and Gilead were suitable for livestock” 
(Nm 32,1). So they came to Moses, Eleazar the priest and the leaders of the community 
and told them that “the land are suitable for livestock and your servants have livestock” 
(Nm 32,4) and asked for it. So it is also possible that instead to some remote nomadic 
Semitic ancestors of early Israelites the Egyptian Soleb incriptions refer to those tribes of 
Israel. 



 On the other hand, if we read the story of Gideon (Judg 6-8), we see something 

slighty different. At the time of Gideon, “whenever the Israelites planted their crops (זרע 
zara  ́“had sown”), the Midianites, Amalekites and other eastern people invaded the 

country. They camped on the land and ruined the crops (יבול הארץ y´vool haaretz “the 
produce of the land) all the way to Gaza and did nor spare a living thing for Israel, neither 
sheep nor cattle nor donkeys” (Judg 6,3-4). It was the same time, as we´ve already seen, 
when the Israelites were hiding in mountain clefts, caves and strongholds (Judg 6,2). We 

also see Gideon “threshing wheat in a (wine)press (גת gath)” (Judg 6,11). In the same 

events the Midianite leader Zeeb was killed at a winepress (or “vat” יקב yekev) by the 
Ephraimites (Judg 7,25). Gideon was from Manasseh, so it all is describing the Central 
Hill Country (Judg 6,15). 
 So it implies that the lifestyles of Cisjordanian and Transjordanian tribes were 
quite different. The Transjordanian tribes were rather nomadic and the Cisjordanian ones 
seem to be rather semi-nomadic, as it is attested by “sowing”, “produce of the land” and 
“presses” on one hand, and “sheep” and “cattle” on the other. So it shows that in the hill 
country both types of life co-existed – both grazing and farming. It was presumably near 
forests and in case of danger people often looked for refuge in these forests. 
 It seems probable that the Egyptians at the time - not having the insight that we, 
as Bible readers, have – didn´t know much about the ethnic links between some of these 
nomadic groups in the Transjordanian and the semi-nomads in the Cisjordanian hill 
country. It could be compared to the Romans and their gradual knowledge of the 
Germanic or the later Byzantines and their knowledge of the Slavs. At the beginning they 
hadn´t known much about the Germanic/Slavs but with time and more contact over the 
course of this time they better got to know their structures and social relations and links. 
So it´s probable that the Egyptians - because these groups lived most isolated of all 
Canaanites from the Egyptians - didn´t see the relations between these groups and called 
them after what they only saw - the social aspects of their lives. The Israelites in the hill 
country lived a semi-nomadic, independent life, with few contacts with the outside 
society. Yet they lived quite close to that society, not so far as the Transjordanian 
nomads. So they called them by the social term that best fitted them – the ´Apiru, a form 
of egyptianised Hapiru. On the other hand the Israelites in the Transjordan lived a purer 
nomadic life far away from the Canaanite settled society and that´s why they were called 
the Shosu. 
 In around 1200 BCE the Israelites had lived in different natural conditions (the 
Transjordan and the Cisjordanian hill country) for 350 years, so it`s only natural that with 
progressing time their social and economic lives had started to differ accordingly, with 
the Habiru (the Cisjordanian Israelite tribes) being more semi-nomadic and the Shosu 
(the Transjordanian Israelite tribes) more purely nomadic. Also the Habiru in the hill 
country lived closer to the settled Canaanite society than the far-away Shosu. So I think 
that the most appropriate present-day translation for the Habiru would be “countrysiders”, 
“country-side dwellers” while for the Shosu “nomads”. 
 The Habiru lived closer to the settled society, did some farming and viticulture, 
too, and the settled society had more contacts with them – although they didn`t live in 
cities, at least, not initially – so they were called something like the “countrysiders”, 
Akkadian Hapiru and Egyptian 'Apiru. On the other hand, the Shosu lived far from the 



settled society, the settled society didn`t have so many contacts with them and they were 
much more shepherds – so they were called Shosu in Egyptian and Shutu in Akkadian. 
 Of course, sometimes nomads could have come closer to the settled society, and I 
think that`s where we encounter them in the Amarna Letters. However, these mentions to 
the Shutu in the Cisjordan are very very rare compared to the number of occurrences of 
the Habiru. It`s natural because the Amarna Letters are mostly from the Cisjordanian 
cities... 
 Having said that, of course, this doesn´t want to suggest that there was a sharp 
division in lifestyles, that in the Cisjordan hill country only semi-nomadic life was led, 
and on the other hand in the Transjordan only a nomadic one. The story of Gideon tells us 
that there were times when the nomads from the Transjordan invaded the hill country, 
reaching as far as Gaza (Judg 6,3-4). In the Amarna Letters, as we`ve already seen, 
sometimes 'Shutu' are mentioned. Also the above-mentioned Papyrus Anastasi I speaks 
about the Shosu in the Cisjordan. It`s clear that the Habiru and Shosu lifestyles were very 
similar in many respects and it`s possible that it was sometimes just a subjective feeling 
of an Egyptian or Canaanite (if they perceived some people to be more nomadic or semi-
nomadic and farming) that determined whether this Egyptian or Canaanite called these 
people 'Habiru' or 'Shosu'... 
 Another appropriate point to raise when speaking about the different possible 
designations for the Israelites is that we don´t know exactly how strong the Israelites 
perceived their unity in the pre-monarchical times, especially the early times. I think they 
definitely felt ancestral, social, cultural and religious unity, but with the perception of 
political unity, “my tribe vis-à-vis the other Israelites”, it may have been different. In the 
Joshua times, this political unity could have been stronger, although the Israelites 
remained divided into tribes, but after the land allotment and the Israelite tribes scattering 
all over their territory it may have got weaker. In fact, we read about an Israelite 
assembly from “Dan to Beersheba and from the land of Gilead” (Judg 20,1) only at the 
very end of the Book of Judges. Before, the Israelites had been able to unite also on an 
inter-tribal base, too, but the Bible never shows it as an all-Israelite reunion. In the story 
of Ehud and Eglon, these are the Benjamites (Judg 3,15) and the Ephraimites, and maybe 
other tribes from the hill country (Judg 3,27). In the story of Deborah, Barak, Sisera and 
Jabin, these are Naphtali, Zebulun, Issachar, Makir, Ephraim and Benjamin (Judg 5,14-
18). In the story of Gideon and Midianites, these are Manasseh, Zebulun, Naphtali, Asher 
and Ephraim (Judg 6,35; 7,24-25). In the story of Jephthah and the Ammonites, these are 
only Gilead and (eastern) Manasseh, that is the Transjordanian tribes (Judg 11,29). 
Sometimes, we even read about antagonisms between the Israelite tribes, such as the 
Ephraimites against Gideon of Manasseh (Judg 8,1) or against the Gileadites (Judg 12,1-
6), or the Benjamites against all other Israelite tribes (Judg 19-20). In those earlier times, 
individual tribe members definitely acted under their tribal identity vis-à-vis other 
Israelite tribes. It may have been the case, too, that also in front of the non-Israelites they 
presented themselves rather under their tribal identity than under a common Israelite 
identity, the reason being simply that they were not politically united at that time and thus 
could have perceived their tribal identity stronger than their Israelite identity… They 
were also dispersed over a relatively vast territory, so as a final effect, they all may not 
have been perceived as a coherent whole by the Canaanites, and especially not so by even 



more distant Egyptians... All this could have led the “outsiders” to call them rather by 
social names than by ethnic ones... 
 
Tribal designations for the Israelites pre-1200 BCE ? 
 
 So, in line with this, besides possibly social designations for the Israelites in the 
Late Bronze Canaan there are other references from this time that could refer, on the 
contrary, to the specific tribal identity of some of the Israelites. 
 One of such suggestions pointing to a tribal identity has been made by Edward 
Lipinski. He holds that one of the already mentioned Shosu-lands on the Soleb 
inscriptions - the Shosu of S'rr, the Shosu of Lbn, the Shosu of Sm't, the Shosu of Wrbr, 
the Shosu of Yhw, and the Shosu of Pysps – is actually the tribe of Reuben. We have to 
note here that Egyptian 'l' can also be read 'r' (exactly as in the present-day Japanese) 
because the Egyptians had only one sign for both of these consonants. So Lbn can also be 
read Rbn… 
 The first name mentioned is the Shosu of S´rr. As Kenneth Kitchen notes, 
commenting on the Ramesside Amarah West list, “here, the association of Shasu with 
mountain terrain would suit Se´ir/Edom very well. In the Amarah West lists of Ramesses 
II, six place-names are prefixed with the term ´Shasu-land´, the first being Se´ir (misspelt 
with a second r instead of 3-sign or bookroll-sign; text, KRI, II,217:92; translated, RITA, 
II, 75:92)” (p. 94, Kenneth Kitchen, 1994). 
 And Edward Lipinski adds, commenting also on the Amarah-West list, “one of 
the Shasu-lands was probably the territory of Reuben, whose original name was 
Rababan: T3-Š3-sw R-b-b3-n-3. By dissimilation, the first b later became w (Rwbn), like 
in kwkb < kbkb, “star”. Since waw was no mater lectionis, an aleph was added in the 
script (R´wbn) to prevent the reading Ρουβην. As this Shasu-land is mentioned in the 
Amara list next to T3-Š3sw S´rr, it was very likely located in southern Palestine or in 
Transjordan. This list appears to have been copied from Amenhotep III´s temple at Soleb, 
Sudan, and therefore witnesses the existence of the tribe of Reuben in the 14th cnt 
BCE…. The following T3-Š3-sw Pys-pys, a plural by reduplication, is closely related to 
the Sabaic tribal name Fysn. Next comes T3-Š3-sw S3-m3-mi-t-i, identified with the 
Edomite tribe Šammáh in Gn 36,13-17 (pp. 362-3, Edward Lipinski, 2006). So here we 
may have an extra-biblical designation for Reuben seemingly at the very same 
geographic place where the Bible puts it, too... 
 Here it would be appropriate to add a few notes on the territory of Manasseh. 
What`s strange is that only a half-tribe of Manasseh settles in the Transjordan and the 
Bible doesn`t give any reason for this strange division within this tribe. Interestingly, in 
Nm 32 in the whole passage of Nm 32,1-32 only Reuben and Gad are mentioned, with 
the half-tribe of Manasseh mentioned together with them only once in the verse 33. Then 
in the verses 34-38 again Reuben and Gad are mentioned, while in the verses 39-42 
Machir, Jair and Nobe. And in just another passage, in Josh 13,7-12 only nine and a half-
tribe are given for the Cisjordan (verse 7) and only Reuben and Gad are given for the 
Transjordan (verse 8, not mentioning at all the Transjordanian half-tribe of Manasseh). 
And interestingly, in the verses 9-12 Reuben and Gad are given as heirs of all the 
territory conquered in the Transjordan, including all Gilead and Bashan. Only later in 



Josh 13,29-31, after the land allotment of Reuben and Gad (Josh 13,15-28) the half-tribe 
of Manasseh, Machir, is given half of Gilead and all Bashan. 
 In the Blessing of Jacob, and elsewhere ascribed by textual scholars to a rather 
earlier time period, (e.g., Josh 17,14-18; Judg 1,22-26) Ephraim and Manasseh are treated 
as a single tribe, with Joseph appearing in their place. Also, though the biblical 
descriptions of the geographic boundary of the House of Joseph are fairly consistent, the 
descriptions of the boundaries between Manasseh and Ephraim are not, and each is 
portrayed as having exclaves within the territory of the other. From this it is regarded as 
obvious that originally Ephraim and Manasseh were considered one tribe - that of Joseph 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tribe_of_Joseph). So this could suggest that originally the 
tribe of Joseph could have been considered as one of the twelve tribes, with only later 
(after Levi stopped being considered a territorial tribe, the tribe as all others) Ephraim 
and Manasseh replacing Joseph. 
 But this isn`t all. In the Song of Deborah Manasseh is not mentioned at all, only 
Ephraim and Machir (Judg 5,14). In the Elohist and Jahwist texts Manasseh is also 
frequently absent, while Machir is mentioned 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tribe_of_Manasseh). Moreover, in the Song of Deborah`s 
passage Machir seems to be given among the Cisjordanian tribes, after Ephraim and 
Benjamin, and before Zebulun and Naphtali. Only later the Transjordanian tribes of 
Reuben and Gad (Gilead) are mentioned, in clear hints to their Transjordanian territory 
(5,15-17). 
 So, considering it all, plus passages like Nm 32 and Josh 13, it would seem that 
originally there was only a tribe of Joseph which settled in the Cisjodanian Central Hill 
Country. Later this tribe divided into two halves, Ephraim and Machir (Manasseh could 
be a later name), still on the same Cisjordanian territory. As Machir was in the northern 
part of this territory (including the part of Jezreel), from this territory it was easiest to 
penetrate to the Transjordan, as there were no significant natural barriers. So, in the later 
part of the Late Bronze Age, or Early Bronze Age I, some groups from Machir penetrated 
into the Transjordan and settled there. These could have been leaders called Machir, Jair 
and Nobe (Nm 32,39-42). Later some separation occurred between the Cisjordanian 
group and the Transjordanian group and these “half-tribes” had different leaders (1 Chron 
27,20-21)... Also later the newer name Manasseh seems to have replaced the older name 
Machir... 
 One also has to note here that in the story of Gideon Manasseh and Ephraim are 
portrayed as separate tribes, both living in the Cisjordan (Judg 6,15-8,3) while in the 
story of Jephtath they are also portrayed as separate (Judg 11,4) but Manasseh seems to 
be in the Transjordan because “Gilead lives between Ephraim and Manasseh” (ibid). 
Logically, it seems – because Gilead is definitely in the Transjordan - that under 
“Ephraim” Central Hill Country is meant and under “Manasseh” roughly Bashan area is 
understood, with Gilead in between. Also at the beginning, in calling for war, Jephtath is 
shown to tour around Gilead and Manasseh (Judg 11,29), which also suggests that he 
only roved the Transjordanian territory. So it seems that in those times the separation had 
already occurred, only Manasseh is called in these stories under its seemingly newer 
name, not under its older name Machir, suggesting of a later final redaction of these 
stories...  



 So, to sum it up, although Machir and Gilead, as individuals, are described in 
biblical genealogies as father and son, and as son and grandson of Manasseh, in the view 
of some critical scholars Machir and Gilead are treated as the names of tribes which are 
different from one another in the Song of Deborah. Tradition regards these as region 
names with the region Gilead being named so, long before the grandson of Manasseh 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tribe_of_Manasseh). Also, having all this in mind, Machir 
could be an older name than Manasseh, with the stories of Manasseh as having been in 
the Transjordan right from the Conquest times being created (using some real earlier 
traditional material) only later to explain the presence of some Israelite groups in the 
Transjordan... So this could be a natural explanation of the strange division of a single 
tribe of Manasseh, as it is given in the final redaction of the Bible... 
 So, if this is true, and the 14th and 13th centuries BCE only the tribes of Reuben 
and Gad were present in the Transjordan, in the Soleb and Amarah West inscriptions the 
“Shosu of Rbn” could have been the tribe of Reuben and the “Shosu of Yhw” the tribe of 
Gad... With the “Shosu of S'rr”, preceding them, being the Edomites... 
 So it is possible that at least one of these extra-biblical mentions refers to an 
Israelite tribe, pointing more to its tribal identity in the pre-monarchical times. However, 
this treatment of tribal identity could lead us to the Merneptah Stele and its inscription 
where the name “Israel”, that is, not a tribal designation but an all-Israelite one, is 
mentioned for the first time extra-biblically in the known history… 
 
Merneptah Stele 
 
 That on the Merneptah Stele of the year 1209-7 BCE there is the first mention of 
the name or entity of Israel, is a generally recognised fact. What is also clear that this 
stele by designating “Israel” doesn´t mean an urban society of a city-state but rather a 
community or group of people, something like a tribe or something similar, as it is shown 
on the stele by the respective Egyptian hieroglyphic determinative. 
 While the other defeated Egyptian enemies listed besides Israel on this inscription 
such as Ashkelon, Gezer and Yeno´am were given the determinative for a city-state (a 
throw stick plus three mountains designating a foreign country), the hieroglyphs that refer 
to Israel instead employ the determinative sign used for foreign peoples - a throw stick 
plus a man and a woman over three vertical plural lines. This sign is typically used by the 
Egyptians to signify nomadic tribes without a fixed city-state, thus implying that ysrỉr 
"Israel" was the demonym for a seminomadic or rural population at the time the stele was 
created (p. 97, Carol A. Redmount, 1999). 
 As from this period of around 1200 BCE we´ve also got the archaeological 
evidence of first proto-Israelite settlements, or villages, it´s quite clear that this 
determinative refers to their Israelite semi-nomadic way of existence at that time, being in 
the form of small, approximately equal villages, and no big polity centre towns, as was 
the case of contemporaneous Canaanite city-states. 
 A slightly - but only slightly - less clear can be what territory the stele is referring 
to by pointing to Israel. The last two lines dealing with the campaign in Canaan mention 
the cities of Ashkelon, Gezer, Yeno´am and the entity of Israel. Although the exact 
location of Ashkelon and Gezer is known exactly, it isn´t so with Yeno´am. The context, 



however, indicates that Israel of the stele lay in the central hill country (p. 155, Ann E. 
Killebrew, 2005). 
 The so-called First (Larger) Beth-Shan Stela of Seti I mentions tha cities of 
Hammath, Pella and Yeno´am as confronting Beth-Shan (p. 136, Michael G. 
Hasel,1998). As Pella lay in the Transjordan near Beth-Shan and Hammath is identified 
as Tell el-Hammah 10 miles south of Beth-Shan (p. 138, ibid), we can look for the city of 
Yeno´am somewhere between Ashkelon and Gezer region and Pella and Hammath 
region. So it could lay in the Sharon or in the Jezreel. But regardless of whether Yeno´am 
lay in the Sharon or Jezreel, the context implies that Israel mentioned was most probably 
in the central hill country, as it is close both to Gezer or respectivelly placed Yeno´am… 
 But what could be of interest is why exactly referring to this territory the name of 
Israel is first mentioned. I think the Bible can give us some hints. The Central Hill 
Country was inhabited by the tribes of Manasseh (in the north) and Ephraim (to the 
south). Small, peripherical (in the sense of being small and farthest from its centre) part 
of this territory to the south of Ephraim belonged to Benjamin, too. 
 It is well known that these two tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh were also referred 
to since the oldest times as the House of Joseph (Josh 16-17; 17,17; 18,5; Judg 1,22; 
1,35). As the House of Judah was considered the core of the southern territory (2 Sam 
2,10), and later of southern kingdom, so was the house of Joseph for the north (Josh 18,5; 
Zech 10,6). At the same time, the House of Israel was sometimes considered equal to the 
house of Joseph (Am 5,1-6; 1 Kgs 11,28-37; 2 Sam 19,20-22), or the House of Jacob was 
equalled to the house of Joseph (Ob 1,18). Sometimes, the tribes of Ephraim and 
Manasseh seem to keep their distinct tribal identity (Josh 16-17; Judg 6,15-8,3). And 
sometimes Ephraim seems to represent the north just as Judah the south (Hos 5,10-14; 
11,8-12; 12-14). One can also note that how many of these citations come from the 
prophets of Amos and Hosea, considered one of the oldest prophetic books (p. 194, Israel 
Finkelstein, Neil Asher Silberman, 2007)… 
 So it all implies that in the Central Hill Country there were many identities, or that 
the identities were more blurred there than in other Israelite territories. The tribal, 
Josephaite and Israelite seem to have co-existed side by side. So we can cautiously 
suppose that in the Central Hill Country that perception of Israelite identity was stronger 
and more blurred with the tribal identity than in other Israelite territories. And having this 
in mind, it isn´t surprising and seems only natural that we first meet this Israelite identity 
– in a social sense - in the Central Hill Country.  
 Of course, this first reference to the name of Israel from ca. 1207-9 BCE doesn´t 
necessarily imply that the Israelite tribes had only recently come to or emerged in 
Canaan. As we´ve already, the above-mentioned oval foundations preserved of some 
proto-Israelite villages and epigraphic evidence mentioned here above point rather to a 
longer, nomadic and semi-nomadic, and earlier Israelite presence in Canaan of some 
centuries… 
 
 Karnak “Cour de la Cachette” reliefs Relative to Merneptah Stele we can also 
mention four battle scenes incised on the western outer wall of Karnak´s “Cour de la 
Cachette” (Walter Wreszinski 1935, taf. 58, 58a). They are a lesser-known Egyptian 
source that some consider to be a depiction of “early Israel”. These four reliefs depict the 
conquest of three fortified city-states: Ashkelon is specifically mentioned, but the names 



of the other two cities are not indicated. Against the traditional attribution of the reliefs to 
Ramesses II, Frank J. Yurco (1986; 1990; 1997) assigns the battle scenes to Merneptah. 
Based on a comparison with the campaign described in Merneptah´s Stela, he suggests 
that the two unnamed sites are Gezer and Yeno´am. The fourth badly damaged scene 
depicts a battle in a hilly environment that lacks any indication of a fortified city and is 
directed against a foe that is portrayed as a Canaanite. Frank Yurco suggests that these 
Canaanites should be identified with the same Israel mentioned in the Merneptah Stela. 
However, not all Egyptologists accept Frank Yurco´s attrribution of these battle scenes to 
Merneptah (see, e.g. Donald Redford 1986; 1992b, 275 n. 85; 2000, 4) (p. 155, Ann E. 
Killebrew, 2005). So if this attribution is right – and the reasons for it are quite good – it 
would mean that the Israelites at that time dressed as Canaanites. After 350 years in 
Canaan – witnessing also similar acculturalisation later with the Philistines – it would be 
nothing surprising and well in line with the material cultural similarities with the 
Canaanites that we marked in the proto-Israelite hill country settlements of 1200 BCE... 
 
 So besides the “negative” material archaeological evidence we have also some 
pre-1200 BCE epigraphic evidence which could point even a bit more to the Israelites 
from the tribal, social and religious point of view... 
 
Summary of extra-biblical evidence 
 
 So now we can try to summarise all what we`ve gone through so far, in order to 
have a more compact and coherent picture. 
 After the disruption of the Middle Bronze Age culture the rural part of the 
Canaanite society is never what it had been before in the Middle Bronze Age. It takes 100 
years for the cities to reappear on a larger scale, but they also are not what they had been 
previously in the Middle Bronze Age. They are usually smaller, there are fewer, 
especially so in the hill country and more inland, including the Transjordan. We can say 
that generally the farther from the coast and lowland trading routes we are the less 
permanent settlement there is. 
 On the other hand, the archaeological evidence attests to nomads who seem to 
replace the room that the permanent settled society once had occupied. The fortified 
settlements in the hill country and more inland, unlike the generally unfortified 
settlements in the lowlands, can point to some tension and insecurity that is present in 
these more distant areas. The character of the hill country landscape also helps the 
nomads to have a better refuge against any possible invaders. They are also helped by the 
fact that the Egyptian presence in these areas (and in general, compared to later history) is 
not very strong and obviously this area is a low priority for them. 
 From the beginning of the more permanent and firmer Egyptian presence in the 
middle of the 15th cnt BCE we also have epigraphic records about the Habiru and Shosu 
who relatively often are presented as enemies and “disturbing elements”. The best picture 
of the Habiru comes from the Amarna Letters of about 100 years later, from the mid-14th 
cnt BCE (the peak of Egyptian might in the Levant), who are linguistically so similar to 
the Hebrews (what is otherwise a mysterious designation for the Israelites), whose 
territorial spread is so similar to later biblical descriptions of the spread of the Israelites, 
and whose name disappears from the extra-biblical history roughly at the same time as 



the name “Hebrew” from the biblical history. From around the same time as the Amarna 
Letters, the mid-14th cnt BCE, we also have a record about the “Shosu of Yhw” and 
“Shosu of Rbn”, contextually from the areas that were biblically occupied by the tribes of 
Reuben and Gad. The same situation is described in a similar inscription from c. 100 
years later, from the 13th cnt BCE. 
 Then, 150 years later, in the Southern and Central Hill Country, on the same 
territory that had been described in the Amarna Letters as one of the territories with the 
strongest Habiru presence, the first proto-Israelite permanet settlements appear, being the 
heartland of the first “settled” Israel. Some of these settlements show their link to a 
former nomadic past of their occupants (oval pattern), however, they don`t attest to any 
recent arrival of these settlers in the country (no special distinct 'foreign' ceramics). It 
would mean that these newly settled people had previously lived nomadically in the same 
country, on the same territory. On the other hand, the same settlements show a certain 
isolation from the Canaanite society (no trading contacts, self-subsistence, no special 
religious links to the Canaanite society). Their culture seems to be very 'pure', 'neutral', 
which suggests more of a monotheistic, anti-idolatric tradition of these settlers, as it is 
later presented in the Bible. And finally, from around that time we also have the 
Merneptah Stele which mentions for the first time extra-biblically the name “Israel”... It 
is shortly after this time that the Egyptians retreat from Canaan. It is even possible that 
this Israelite “settling down” and abandoning the nomadic lifestyle to a large degree is 
linked to this Egyptian retreat from Canaan... 
 And these very people, as we`ve seen in the “Conquest”part, had their own stories 
and tradition which reflected very well the reality of the previous Canaanite Middle 
Bronze Age at its end, from the political, social and cultural point of view (size and 
importance of certain settlements, balance-of-power and distribution of important 
settlements, generally strong fortifications, no Egyptian presence, two strong centralised 
states in the Transjordan and a confederation of city-states in the Cisjordan, strong 
Amorite presence). 
 So, if we combine these Late Bronze indications from contemporaneous Canaan 
with the Middle Bronze tradition of these people from the same territory, which has been 
reviewed in the “Conquest” part, I think, we can again consider the fact that these people 
had lived nomadically on the same territory for 350 years, from ca. 1550 BCE to ca. 1200 
BCE, until their first permanent settlements sprung up, a real possibility... 
 
 
Dating and Assigning the Stories 
 
 After looking at the especially extra-biblical references pointing to an Israelite 
presence in the Late Bronze Canaan, we can look at the Book of Judges itself and 
examine, whether it wouldn´t be possible, on the basis of archaeological and biblical data, 
to date some of its stories to some specific time periods and assign them to some 
archaeological finds... 
 
 
 
 



General dating and division of the Book 
 
 If we take the Conquest to have happened around 1550 BCE and the monarchy to 
start some time before 1000 BCE, we see that the Book of Judges comprises two 
archaeological periods, the Late Bronze Age and the Iron Age I, roughly 550 years. All 
that has been preserved from such a long time, is the introduction to the Book (Judg 1,1-
3,6) and some of the „main“, longer stories, linked together by some „smaller“ shorter 
stories, often just a few sentences long. 
 
 Book Introduction (Judg 1,1-3,6) As already said, this part seems to be an 
introduction to the whole Book, and as such, it seems to cover and generally describe the 
whole of that ca. 550-year-long period of the Israelite history in Canaan. We can 
conclude it from the archaeological evidence, too. This passage can be divided into 
various thematic sub-divisions. 
  
 We have already said in the „Conquest“ part that, its first section (Judg 1,1-1,26), 
„Initial Late Bronze Age Conquests“, refers both to the time of the end of the Middle 
Bronze Age and the very beginning of the following Late Bronze Age when the Israelites 
were still „on the conquest trail“.Only the second half of the verse 1,19 (in outright 
contradiction with the information of the verse 1,18) and the verse 1,21 (in clear 
contradiction with the information of verse 1,8) seem to have come from a later Late 
Bronze tradition when Israel lost in big part its conquering abilities and the Canaanites 
regained in the course of time (within the Bronze Age I period) the big cities back. 
  
 The second section (Judg 1,27-1,36), „Historic Part“ , enumerates in particular 
the cities throughout Canaan from which the Israelites hadn´t driven the Canaanites. At 
the first sight, it gives the impression as though the Israelites had never really conquered 
these cities. However, as we´ve seen in the previous „Conquest“ part on the basis of both 
archaeological and biblical data, in fact most of these cities hadn been conquered by the 
Israelites at the end of MBA and the beginning of LBA, and only later lost again to the 
Canaanites. However, as we´ve seen in this part, the archaeological evidence shows that 
the Canaanites hadn`t regained back the whole territory to its previous Middle Bronze 
extent, there were quite big areas with nomads and semi-nomads, with the urban 
Canaanites in the big cities where their Late Bronze culture continued. 
 It seems that later, looking some centuries back, the Israelites lost awareness of 
the particular conquests of many of these cities and kept only a tradition of the general 
initial conquest and some of its most important cities. It´s natural, since they held these 
cities - better said the territory around them - only some initial 50-100 years and then they 
lost them again for long centuries. This is shown by the archaeological record of the 
Canaanite culture in these cities in the Late Bronze and Iron I Ages up until the time of 
the monarchy. Some of these cities, such as the Coastal Plain cities, were never actually 
fully inhabited by them until the end of the Judahite monarchy, the Second Temple 
period. 
 So no wonder, as already said, that „harmonisation“ happened and they show that 
they defeated the kings of these cities (Josh 12) and not the cities themselves. This seems 
to reflect the passage of Judg 1,27-1,36. As the archaeological record shows, in the Late 



Bronze and Iron I Ages these cities were occupied by the Canaanites, so this passage, 
following after the „Initial Conquests“ section, chronologically reflects the next times, 
the times of the Cannanite urban dominance in the Late Bronze and Iron I Ages. 
 I think there is no need to describe each and every unconquered city, as they are 
given in this passage and also in a scattered way in the tribal allotment passages of the 
Book of Joshua (Josh 13,13-19,48), because it is absolutely clear and obvious that these 
cities were inhabited by the Canaanites in the Late Bronze Age and many also in the Iron 
Age I. 
 But we may mention one that may stand out – and it`s Beth-Shean. There are 
many cities given as unconquered in the Jezreel and its vicinity in Josh 17,11-12 and 
Judg 1,27-28 but Beth Shean is always given as the first, although we know that it wasn`t 
the biggest city of all the mentioned in these passages, on the contrary, maybe it was one 
of the smallest because in the Late Bronze Age its area didn`t exceed 1.2 ha (3 acres) 
(http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm). Also in the following passage, Josh 
17,14-18, no other settlements, only Beth-Shean is mentioned (verse 16). The reason 
seems clear, Beth-Shean`s significance was military because it was in the Late Bronze 
Age the main Egyptian stronghold not only in the Jezreel, but in all of inland northern 
Canaan. Also in the Israelites` perspective, as they seem to have lived in particular in the 
hill country and inland – although there were other Egyptian garrison towns – this one 
was the closest to them and maybe the most exposed to mutual interactions, as we can 
also see it, for instance, in the already-mentioned Seti I`s Beth-Shean Smaller Stele... So 
the role and importance that seems to be attributed to Beth-Shean in the stated passages 
of the Books of Joshua and Judges, may well reflect Beth-Shean`s crucial role in the Late 
Bronze Age in the Egyptian Empire in Canaan, especially in the inland areas, and these 
biblical passages could be a distant preserved memory of the importance of this city in 
the past... 
 But we have to note here also two interesting and significant facts. The first is, as 
the most recent, renewed, Amihai Mazar`s excavations have showed up, during 300 years 
of the Egyptian New Kingdom (the whole of the Late Bronze Age only without the Late 
Bronze Iron Age I) there was no significant Canaanite settlement at the site during this 
period. Beth-Shean essentially served only as the headquarters of Egyptian rule, 
containing administrative buildings, temples, and dwelling quarters of the Egyptian 
officials and the soldiers serving in the Egyptian garrison 
(http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm). However, in the Bible it is written 
(Josh 17,16-18; Judg 1,27) that Beth-Shean, inluding its villages plus the lowland and the 
Jezreel were inhabited by the Canaanites. We`ll speak about this fact here below in the 
section „Why are the Egyptians not mentioned in the Book of Judges ?“. 
 The second fact is that the Bible gives Beth-Shean as an unconquered city, and we 
know from the archaeological record that Beth-Shean was captured in the Late Bronze 
Age at least three times, each time when the Egyptian presence in Canaan was at its 
weakest, each time in a violent destruction. The first time it was during what is called 
here the “Egyptian First Intermediate Period in Canaan” , ca. 1350 – 1290 BCE, (above 
Strata IXa-b: The Eighteenth Dynasty (Following the reign of Tuthmosis III until the late 
14th century  BCE according to the excavator), then in the period of the “Egyptian 
Second Intermediate Period in Canaan” , ca. 1200 – 1185 BCE, following the strong 
Ramesside period (above Strata VIII-VII: The Nineteenth Dynasty, 13th century BCE 



according to the excavator), and finally at the end of the “Third Egyptian Dominance” 
period when the Egyptians definitively lose their Canaanite possessions (above Strata 
Late VII and Lower VI: The Twentieth Dynasty, 12th century BCE according to the 
excavator) (http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm). 
 However, we can`t be sure of any of these captures and destructions of Beth-
Shean to be at the hands of the Israelites. The second destruction, ca. 1200 BCE, was 
very probably by the Sea Peoples, later Philistines. Also the third destruction doesn`t 
seem to have been Israelite as a purely Canaanite city was built subsequently on the ruins, 
even partially renovating the previous Egyptian settlement, with the walls rebuilt and the 
streets continuing the same contours as in the previous stratum 
(http://www.rehov.org/project/tel_beth_shean.htm), unlike Hazor where after the 
destruction of the last Late Bronze Canaanite city Hazor was settled by semi-nomads , 
who lived in tents or huts. Although the same temporary settlement was enlarged at 
Hazor in the 11th century BCE, the first building activities, limited to the upper city, are 
dated to the mid-10th century BCE and attributed to Solomon 
(http://www.bibarch.com/ArchaeologicalSites/Hazor.htm; 
http://unixware.mscc.huji.ac.il/~hatsor/hazor.html). 
 The first destruction at Beth-Shean could well have been the consequence of the 
pressure of some local Canaanite city-state rulers, something similar to what we can see 
and feel in some Amarna Letters of short time earlier, originating from the neighbouring 
areas (e.g. Shechem). 
 And even if one of these destructions was Israelite, the site possession would 
never have been permanent and it soon would have been reoccupied back by the 
Egyptians or Canaanites. We see in the Bible (1 Sam 31) and the archaeological record 
alike that even in the Saul`s times the city wasn`t Israelite yet. That`s why this city can 
rightly be given as unconquered because for a very long time of several centuries it was 
never in the permanent Israelite possession, most probably not any time at all... 
 
 Then the next section (Judg 2), „Theological Part“, after the account of the 
unconquered towns, explains reasons for this state of affairs. First it describes a story of 
an angel of the Lord - in my view a real story sometime from the beginning of the Late 
Bronze Age - coming to Bokim and explaining that it is because of the Israelites` sins that 
the things had turned out like this (Judg 2,1-5). 
 Then there is a short returning to Joshua and his last days (Judg 2,6-9). Then 
follows an interesting sentence, „After that whole generation had been gathered to their 
fathers, another generation grew up, who knew neither the Lord nor what he had done for 
Israel“ (Judg 2,10). This first generation could roughly correspond to those first 50-100 
years of the Late Bronte Age when the Canaanites hadn´t regained the big cities back yet, 
and the next generations „who knew neither the Lord nor what he had done for Israel“, 
could corrspond to the time when the Canaanites started to slowly regain some (but only 
some) of their lost positions... 
 And then follows a general description and theological explanation of this 
situation and of all those next times of the judges (Judg 2,11-23) when the various 
ethnicities in Canaan controlled significant parts of the Canaanite territory in the Late 
Bronze and Early Iron Ages. Because Israel sinned, „the Lord handed them over to 
raiders who plundered them. He sold them to their enemies all around, whom they were 



no longer able to resist. Whenever Israel went out to fight, the hand of the Lord was 
against them to defeat them, just as he had sworn to them. They were in great distress. 
Then the Lord raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these raiders“ (Judg 
2,14-16). But they didn´t listen even to the judges. But as long as the judge lived, the 
Lord saved Israel through him. When the judge died, Israel turned quickly from good 
ways. So the circle continued... And the Lord didn´t drive the nations that Joshua left 
when he died. He used them to „test“ Israel and „see whether they will keep the way of 
the Lord and walk in it as their forefathers did (Judg 2,21-22). And the explanation 
finishes by „The Lord had allowed those nations to remain; he did not drive then out at 
once by giving them into the hands of Joshua“ (Judg 2,23) which is most likely written 
from the Iron Age perspective when the exact idea of the time of Joshua and his 
conquests had been very blurred already... 
 
 Then follows Judg 3,1-6, Ethnicities´ Part, where the remaining ethnicities are 
enumerated. The mention of the Philistines (Judg 3,3) further attests to placing the 
redaction to the Iron Age. Interesting are the verses 1-2 „These are the nations the Lord 
left to test all those Israelites who had not experienced any of the wars in Canaan. He did 
this only to teach warfare to the descendants of the Israelites who had not had previous 
battle experience“. It also seems to suggest that after the Conquest there was some time 
of greater peace and only then the warring started again. Of course, the explanation for 
this - in order „to test“ them - is rather a personal exegesis of the redactor... 
 
The stories of „major“ judges 
 
 After a general theological introduction of the Book with some historical 
information preserved in it (Judg 1,1-3,6), there follow the stories of individual „judges“, 
or „chieftains“. At first I thought that this is just a disorganised bundle of various folk 
stories preserved and handed down by tradition, without any chronological line, which 
was done only later, but after a closer examination I realised  that these stories, at least 
the „longer“ stories of judges, may well have been aligned even to a chronological order. 
 Before trying to find any clues to dating these „longer“ stories, it´s appropriate to 
look at these stories in general. There´s story of Othniel and Cushan-Rishathaim, king of 
Aram Naharaim, the story of Ehud and Eglon, king of Moab, the story of Barak and 
Deborah, and Jabin, the king of Hazor, and Sisera, the commander of his army, the story 
of Gideon and the Midianites and other eastern peoples, and the following story of 
Abimelech, the story of Jephthah and the Ammonites, the story of Samson and the 
Philistines, the story of Danites, and the story of the Israelites fighting the Benjamites. 
 Out of these stories, one gives a threat from the north (Othniel), three from the 
east - or better said – southeast (Ehud, Gideon and Jephthah), one from within the 
Cisjordan itself (Deborah and Barak), one from the west (Samson) and two describe 
rather internal Israelite events (the Danites and the Benjamites). 
 
 Barak and Deborah vs. Jabin and Sisera (Judg 4-5) Maybe the archaeologically 
best known is the story of Hazor and its Late Bronze destruction. Although this 
destruction is mostly attributed to Joshua, if we place the time of Joshua to ca. 1550 BCE, 
what the previous „Conquest“ part points to, this Late Bronze destruction could be 



ascribed to Barak. What´s interesting here, the Bible doesn´t explicitly say that the 
Israelites destroyed Hazor at that time, only that after the defeat of Sisera and his army 
„the hand of Israelites grew stronger and stronger against Jabin, the Canaanite king, until 
they destroyed him“ (Judg 4,24), which strongly implies Hazor´s destruction, though. 
This not explicit mentioning of Hazor´s LB destruction is maybe due to some later 
harmonisation, as the conquest and destruction of Hazor ascribed to Joshua (Josh 11,10-
11), so a possible later Iron Age redactor, writing down this Late Bronze tradition and not 
knowing the exact LB social developments, couldn´t properly grasp the Israelite „double-
conquest“ of Hazor, both at the end of MBA and in the LBA, both in the time of Joshua 
and Judges, so it is possible that he formulated the end of this story in a way so as not to 
explicitly mention the Hazor´s conquest and destruction, only as a „Jabin´s destruction“, 
which, of course, strongly implies the capture of city, after the defeat of Sisera´s army not 
having been able to effectively protect and defend his city... However, this „Jabin´s 
destruction“ is clearly archaeologically attested in the form of Hazor´s Late Bronze 
destruction... 
 Based on the pottery found at the tell, Israel Finkelstein and Neil Silberman place 
its destruction slightly before the 13th cnt BCE (p. 89, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Asher 
Silberman, 2007). If this was true, the city would have been captured sometime in 
between the Amarna period and the 19th Dynasty onset (ca. 1350-1300 BCE) when the 
Egyptian presence in Canaan wasn´t very strong. 
 However, as Avraham Negev and Shimon Gibson point out, the last reference to 
the place in the Egyptian sources comes in a document of the time of Ramesses II (p. 
220, Avraham Negev, Shimon Gibson, 2005). Also before, his predecessor pharaoh Seti 
I, in an inscription describing his military campaign against Canaan ca. 1300 B.C., 
claimed to have destroyed Hazor (Abraham Rabinovich, Neil Asher Silberman, The 
Burning of Hazor, an article in the Archaeology Magazine, Volume 51 Number 3, 
May/June 1998; http://www.archaeology.org/9805/abstracts/hazor.html). So this 
epigraphic records would point to a later, final 13th cnt conquest, as it is generally 
believed to have happened (p. 221, Avraham Negev, Shimon Gibson, 2005). 
 The lower city was destroyed around that time and in the upper city, and in 
stratum XIII, the last of the LBA strata, the building was destroyed by fire. The next 
Stratum XII, of the 12th cnt BC, was the earliest of the Iron Age strata. Hazor was then 
settled by semi-nomads, who lived in tents or huts. The same temporary settlement 
continued in stratum XI, of the 11th cnt (p. 221-222, ibid). So this corresponds very well 
to a possible nomadic conquest and the subsequent occupation of this area by semi-
nomads as the archaeological record shows, which is well in line with the biblical 
Israelite conquest from the time of judges... 
 Also Amnon Ben-Tor, Hazor´s current excavator, based on the archaeological 
evidence at the site, points to an Israelite capture. He believes that the intentional 
smashing of statues at Hazor, particularly those of the Egyptian kings, makes unlikely the 
possibility of final Hazor´s destruction by the Egyptians. (Besides, the Egyptians, rather 
set on control and tribute, would very improbably destroyed the city to such an extent – 
my note). Amnon Ben-Tor also dismisses the likelihood of destruction at the hands of a 
rival Canaanite city-state because of the apparent absence of nearby cities powerful 
enough to attack Hazor. As for the Sea Peoples, Amnon Ben-Tor notes that not a single 
sherd of their distinctive decorated pottery has been found in the city, which is much 



further inland than the sites they are known to have conquered. That leaves the 
Israelites… (Abraham Rabinovich, Neil Asher Silberman, The Burning of Hazor, an 
article in the Archaeology Magazine, Volume 51 Number 3, May/June 1998) 
(http://www.archaeology.org/9805/abstracts/hazor.html) 
 
 Ehud vs. Eglon (Judg 3,12-30) Before the story of Hazor in the Book of Judges, 
there´s the story of Eglon, king of Moab, and Ehud, a „judge“, chieftain from Benjamin 
(Judg 3,15).  
 It maybe isn´t an accident, too, that most of the threats – as already said, three - 
that the Israelites had to face in the times of Judges came from the east-southeast. As 
already said, the southern Transjordan, or the southeastern Canaan, was the most remote 
territory of the „Egyptian“ Canaan, far from the contemporaneous commercial routes and 
protected by such natural features as hills, the desert and the sea. We´ve seen that it was 
inhabited mainly by nomads who were obviously difficult to control for the Egyptians. 
 However, we´ve also seen that in the later Ramesside period (ca. 1270 BCE) there 
were at least some settled forts in this territory such as „Butartu in the land of Moab, 
Yan(?)d... in the mountains of Mararuna, Dibon“, called a dmi, or settlement, by the 
Egyptians, a term with which the „foreign fort“ representation agrees in each case (p. 
195, Kenneth Anderson Kitchen, 2003), most probably forts of the elite of predominantly 
nomadic population. This could be the reason why Ramesses II campaigned here (for this 
territory something very rare even for the expansionist New Kingdom pharaohs) and left 
us his report. All this points to the fact that this southern Transjordanian territory was 
never controlled by the Egyptians, with the New Kingdom pharaohs only occasionally 
going there on raids, as it is possible to see, for instance, by Papyrus Harris I from 
Ramesses III´s times.  
 In this light and context we can understand both the frequency of the incursions of 
eastern people against the Israelites (these people were very independent, forming their 
own policy, and not subjugated by the Egyptians) and also why the king of Moab is 

mentioned as living in a kind of palace with עליה (aliyyah), “roof chamber”, “upper 

chamber”, and מסדרונה (misd´ronah), “porch”, “colonnade”. 
 If we look at the City of Palms – that is, Jericho – in the Late Bronze Age, it 
seems, as we´ve shown, that in this period only in the 14th cnt, and maybe also in the 
seconf half of the 15th cnt BCE, was Jericho inhabited – and it was unfortified, small and 
poor (p. 82, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Silberman, 2007). In the Late Bronze Age II city 
there was little pottery of the 14th century BC. It seems that the site was inhabited after 
the beginning of this century but deserted again by the second half (p. 259, Avraham 
Negev, Shimon Gibson, 2005). Recovery may have begun before ca. 1450 BCE, but 
occupation ceased sometime before ca. 1350 BCE… Kathleen Kenyon, its excavator, 
found no city walls at all of the Late Bronze Age, and only a few tombs and scant 
domestic occupation of the Late Bronze IIA phase, ca. 1400-1350 BCE (p. 439, Watson 
E. Mills, Roger Aubrey Bullard, 1990). The latest Late Bronze Age occupation 
uncovered in her work is a section of a house and some tombs, both to be dated to the late 
fourteenth century BCE (Kenyon 1957: 262) (p. 21, William Henry Propp, Baruch 
Halpern, David Noel Freedman, 1990). 
 The plan of the building is similar to other palaces of the period and fits the 
description given in the Bible. The building was an isolated structure, as the Bible 



implies. The resident was wealthy, seen by a large quantity of imported articles and other 
decorated pottery. The resident was involved in administrative activities, as evidenced by 
a cuneiform tablet found. The building was occupied for only a short period of time and 
then abandoned (http://www.truthnet.org/Biblicalarcheology/7/Judges-Bible-
Archeology.htm). 
 So the archaeological record matches quite well the biblical description. The 
small and unfortified settlement can suggest a predominantly nomadic population, with 
only the royal elite living and ruling from it. Another interesting point is that this 
settlement seems to have been inhabited for only a short time and thereafter not for 
centuries. So it seems that it was really inhabited for only a short time by some 
population from the east (obviously having cultural or trading contacts with the west, as it 
was typical for the whole more northern contemporaneous “settled Transjordan”), 
because for them it was quite “close”, only across the Jordan River opposite the Jezreel. 
It may never have occupied by the Canaanites from the west or the Egyptians because for 
them it must have been very remote, that is, too distant and dangerously away from the 
main power base on the coast and in the Jezreel. So based on all available evidence we 
could place the story of Ehud and Eglon to ca. 1400-1350 BCE, before the 13th cnt when 
the story of Barak, Deborah, Jahel, Sisera and Jabin seems to have happened… 
 
 Othniel vs. Cushan Rishataim (Judg 3,7-11) After treating the third and second 
„longer“ stories, the first „longer“ story is the one about Othniel and Cushan Rishataim. 
Othniel was a son of Kenaz, Caleb´s younger brother (Judg 3,9), who we know from the 
stories od the Book of Joshua. So this would place this story only approximately one 
generation forwards, to the beginning of the Late Bronze Age, to ca. 1525-1500 BCE. 
 Othiel´s adversary was Cushan Rishataim, king of Aram Naharaim (Judg 3,8). 
Although his name is definitely corrupted by later tradition, „rishataim“ means double 

wickedness, the name „Cushan“, the root כוש, not a Hebrew one (p. 109, Rodney Steven 
Sadler Jr, 2005), may have an Indo-European origin. If yes, this also could be in line with 
the general developments in the north at the time, as after the Hittite sack of Babylon by 
Mursilis I (long chronology: 1651 BCE, middle chronology: 1595 BCE , short 
chronology: 1531 BCE , ultra-short chronology: 1499 BCE, but most often given in 1594 
BCE) exactly at that time the Indo-European Mitannians began to gain a firmer ground in 
the territory of Syria north of Canaan, spreading west and south. In this context it is very 
possible that Cushan Rishataim could have been one of Mitannian rulers, controlling - 
and seeking to expand – into some territories south of this area. As we`ve seen in the 
„Conquest“ part, Hurrite (Indo-European) names can be attested in the following Late 
Bronze Age even in southern Canaan... 
 The mention of Aram-Naharaim, „Aram of Two (Water) Currents“, can very well 
refer to the territory between and around the Euphrates and the Orontes, rather than the 
territory between the Euphrates and Tigris (cf Ps 60, 1; 1 Chron 19,6; Dt 23,4; Gn 24,10). 
From this territory immediately north of Canaan (north of Kadesh-on-the-Orontes) the 
Mitannian rulers could have launched their incursions further south... As Egypt hadn´t 
been so expanded at that time and the first Egyptian campaigns so far north were 
Thutmose I´s around 1500 BCE, we understand that between 1550-1500 BCE there was 
a room for the Mitannians to expand south. However, it can´t be excluded that this story 



happened some short time after 1500 BCE as Thutmose I´s campaign weren´t strong and 
effective enough to establish a firm Egyptian control of this territory. 
 What´s strange and surprising in this story, is that a chieftain from the territory of 
Judah helps against a northern invader. But this doesn´t need to be completely unnatural. 
In the story of Deborah we see that she had her palm tree between Ramah and Bethel in 
Ephraim, and she sent for Barak from Kedesh in Naphtali (Judg 4,4-6). Also in this Hazor 
campaign a coalition of men from Naphtali, Zebulun, Issachar, Makir, Ephraim and 
Benjamin (Judg 5,14-18) was formed, so sometimes the tribes were able to unite on 
a larger basis. Also in other stories more than one tribe often unite and fight together. 
Moreover, it seems that Othniel was the first „judge“ after Joshua, so it was a time when 
the all-Israelite unity from Joshua time was still strongly felt, and Othniel, as a brave 
warrior, could have set out north, to help his northern brothers... In this context this 
northern intervention doesn´t need to seem out of place... 
 
 Gideon vs. the Midianites and Other Eastern Peoples (Judg 6-8) The second 
story involving people from the southwest is that of Gideon and the Midianites and other 
eastern peoples. This story is closely related to that of Abimelech, Gideon´s son (Judg 9). 
Here we also have archaeological evidence. 
 At Shechem, according to the Bible some Shechemites “went into the stronghold 
of the temple of El-Berith (Baal-Berith)” (Judg 9,46), which subsequently Abimelech and 
his men set on fire and the people died there (Judg 9,47-49). Archaeological confirmation 
of such burning was of such a burning was in 1926 in the excavations of the German 
archaeologist Ernst Sellin. He found a building from this period that he identified with 
the “House of Berith”, “migdal” or fortress temple. The pottery evidence showed that it 
had been built about 1300 BC and was finally destroyed by burning about 1150 BC. This 
correlation between the destruction recorded in Judges 9 and archaeological investigation 
was confirmed by the Drew-McCormick excavation at Shechem (1956-1966) under the 
direction of George Ernest Wright (p. 121, Joseph P. Free, Howard Frederic Vos, 1992). 
Other source states that the excavators dated the destruction to c. 1125 BCE when the 
Iron I city underwent a violent destruction (Judg 9,45), which obliterated its buildings 
and left the site a wilderness of ruins (p. 279-280, David M. Howard, Michael A. 
Grisanti, 2003). 
 So we can see that the destruction of the city is dated approximately to the second 
half of the 12th cnt BCE. Based on that, as Abimelech was Gideon´s son (Judg 8,31), we 
can place the Gideon story some one generation earlier, to around 1175 BCE. From 
around this time we have an interesting extra-biblical document, too, and it´s Papyrus 
Harris I. 
 Papyrus Harris I contains a summary of the wars of Ramesses III (1182-1151 BC) 
against the Shasu of Seir: “I destroyed the people of Seir among the Shasu tribes. I razed 
their tents: their people, their property, and their cattle as well, without number, pinioned 
and carried away in captivity as the tribute of Egypt. I gave them to the Ennead of the 
gods as slaves for their houses”. In ancient Hebrew literature, the hill country of Seir is 
located both east and west of Wadi Arabah. It is identified with Edom (Gn 36,8-9; 36,21), 
and the land of Edom is repeteadly referred to as the land of Seir (Gn 32,3; Nm 24,18; 
Josh 24,4) (pp. 363, Edward Lipinski, 2006). 



 So this papyrus decribes approximately the same area, a nearby Shasu-land, from 
which “the Midianites, the Amalekites and other eastern people invade the country” 
(Judg 6,3). Interestingly as the papyrus describes them being “without number”, so does 
the Bible. “They came up with their livestock and their tents like swarms of locusts. It 
was impossible to count the men and their camels; they invaded the land to ravage it” 
(Judg 6,5). So it´s possible that around that time there really was a big number of nomads 
living in the southern Transjordan, and also further south and southwest, south of the 
Dead Sea. These nomads seemed to be a threat to the pharaohs of the 19th and the 
beginning of the 20th Dynasty, as it is attested by their numerous epigraphic records, as 
well as, according to the Bible, to the Israelites. 
 
 Jephthah vs. the Ammonites (Judg 10,6-12,7) Then follows the third story 
involving the eastern people, the one of Jephthah and the Ammonites. This story is 
difficult to date archaeologically, although the Bible states that Jephthah “devastated 
twenty towns from Aroer to the vicinity of Minnith, as far as Abel Keramim” (Judg 
11,33). This would suggest a more settled Transjordan, perhaps the Iron Age I. There´s 
also a speech by Jephthah in which he says that “for three hundred years Israel occupied 
Heshbon and its settlements, Aroer and its settlements and all the towns along the Arnon” 
(Judg 11,26), as it is placed in Jephthah´s mouth by the biblical redactor. If we look at the 
internal biblical chronology where the Israelite arrival in Canaan is placed around 1400 
BCE, then by subtracting 300 years we come to ca. 1100 BCE which really could be, 
referring to dating of other stories of judges, the approximate time when these events 
happened and where the biblical redactor places them. 
 Relative to this story, we might make the arrival of Machirites in the Transjordan 
a bit more precise. We`ve already said that in the story of Gideon Manasseh and Ephraim 
are portrayed as separate tribes, both living in the Cisjordan (Judg 6,15-8,3) while in the 
story of Jephtath they are also portrayed as separate (Judg 11,4) but Manasseh seems to 
be in the Transjordan because “Gilead lives between Ephraim and Manasseh” (ibid) 
where Ephraim is the Central Hill Country and Manasseh roughly Bashan, with Gilead in 
between. So if this is true, it would mean that the Machirites came to the Transjordan 
after the time of the Amarah West inscriptions (13th cnt BCE) and before the time of 
Jephthah (c. 1100 BCE)... 
 
 Samson (Judg 13-16) And the next “longer” story after Jephthah´s story is the 
story of Samson. This story is not about destroying the towns, but the very many 
references to the Philistines and their settlements really places this story to the Philistine 
period some time after 1200 BCE. Since there are some hints in the text that the 
Philistines were ruling over the Israelites at that time (Judg 14,4; 15,11), that would 
rather suggest a later time when the Philistine power in southwestern Canaan was firmly 
established. Also, according to the Bible when the angel of the Lord appeared to 
Samson`s parents he told them that he would “begin the delivrance of Israel from the 
hands of the Philistines” (Judg 13,5). So this would also suggest a relatively short time 
before the monarchy time when Samuel and Saul were starting to act. Since this time of 
Samuel is considered to have been sometime between 1030-1000 BCE, we can roughly 
guess that Samson´s activities may have been around 1070-1050 BCE, some relatively 
short time before the events leading to the establishment of the Israelite monarchy. 



 It`s also suitable to say here that similar two-pillared temples, as the one described 
in the story, has been found at Tel Qasile and Ekron (Tel Miqne) 
(http://www.scribd.com/doc/2678773/Bible-Archaeology-1). 
 
 Micah´s Idols and the Danites (Judg 17-18) and Israelites vs. the Benjamites 
(Judg 20-21) The Book is concluded by two stories that are by both academic and 
traditional thought viewed as Appendices. So the last judge is Samson and the traditional 
view is that Samson's exploits probably synchronise with the period immediately 
preceding Eli, who was both high priest and judge. It is thought that the narrative 
preceding the Appendices continues in 1 Samuel, as if the narratives of the Appendices 
are not present (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Judges)... Another reason for 
considering these passages appendices is also the fact that these stories didn´t speak about 
any judges but rather describe two Israelite internal lines of events, probably so known 
that owing to their character they deeply and strongly penetrated in the tradition. 
However, these stories seem to come from the time of Judges, otherwise they wouldn´t 
have been included in this book but elsewhere. There is also a mention that the Danites 
“continued to use the idols Micah had made, all the time the house of God was in Shiloh” 
(Judg 18,31), thus placing this story in the pre-monarchical times…  
 Also, it is usually thought that they cover events occurring at the start of the 
period of Judges and so chronologically belong before the remainder of the book, not 
after it (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Judges). One of the reasons may be due to 
the mention of Phinehas, son of Eleazar, son of Aaron (Judg 20,28) in the story of the 
Benjamites. But on the other hand, the story is set in the urban character of the Israelite 
society, the towns seem to be an integral part of the story. In this story of the abominable 
crime of the Benjamites there are mentions of the Benjamites living in the towns of 
Gibeah and Ramah (Judg 19,12-15), which would date this story post-1200 BCE. On the 
contrary, the mention of an annual festival of the Lord in Shiloh (Judg 21,19) would 
place it pre-1000 BCE… 
 If this is true, the mention of Phinehas would be some later interpolation. 
Phinehas is a very famous person from the early history and figures in many stories (Ex 
6,25; Nm 25; Nm 31,1-12; Josh 22). Maybe that`s why somebody from later times 
included him into this story as the priest of the time, too, which he considered from his 
perspective very old... Another possibility is that here Phinehas of the “Conquest” times 
was mistaken by later tradition for another Phinehas, his namesake, priest at that time... 
Maybe also the name of the king of Hazor, “Jabin”, which appears in the story of Ehud 
(Judg 4,2; 4,17; 4,23), is not a dynastic name, as it is sometimes thought, but is a 
consequence of some confusion of these two stories in a later tradition where the king of 
this Late Bronze Hazor is confused with Jabin, the king of Middle Bronze Hazor (Josh 
11,1). One can also note that the king Jabin is not mentioned in the Song of Deborah 
(Judg 5) at all, although Sisera is mentioned more times (Judg 5,26; 5,28; 5,30)... 
 So if this supposition about a later interpolation (or confounding) of Phinehas into 
the story is true and the story really happened after 1200 BCE, then its putting to the end 
of the Book of Judges is natural and understandable... 
 In the story of the moving of the Danites, there are even more open issues. In the 
Song of Deborah the Danites are still shown to dwell by the sea - “And Dan, why did he 
linger by the ships ?” (Judg 5,17). On the other hand, in the texts like Ez 48,1-8 they are 



shown as the northernmost Israelite tribe, even more northern than Asher. We also have 
the famous expression “from Dan to Beersheba”, the northernmost and the southernmost 
Israelite towns, known from the monarchical times. Interestingly, for the first time this 
expression appears in the story of the Benjamites (Judg 20,1). If this information is 
authentic, it would mean that the moving of the Danites happened before the story of the 
Benjamites and then the biblical placement of the story of the Danites before the story of 
the Benjamites is chronologically correct. 
 So, as the events of Hazor`s destruction are usually considered to have happened 
in the 13th cnt BCE, the Danite resettlement must have happened after them some time 
later. The hints to people living already in houses (Judg 17,4; 17,7; 18,2-3; 18,4-5; 18,14-
18) makes the post-1200 dating very probable, too. Also the last sentence of the story 
“They continued to use the idols Micah had made, all the time the house of God was in 
Shiloh” (Judg 18,31) speaks roughly about the 12th and 11th centuries BCE. So in this 
context, too, the placement of the story to the end of the Book of Judges is right and 
natural again. 
 Another open question could be the exact location of the city of Dan. The story 
places it somewhere in the Beth-Rehob Valley (Judg 18,28), so theoretically it could have 
been anywhere in the Biqa' Valley or in some territory south of it. However, the location 
of this city much to the north is not very probable, as it would be too stranded. So Dan 
most probably was in the south of this northern territory, near to where it is placed today. 
It was the last big Israelite city and then more north up to Lebo-Hamath only some small 
Israelite settlements must have existed, as it could be suggested, as we`ve seen, by the 
Amarna Letters and the Bible... 
 Of course, the traditional location for Dan is generally considered Tell el-Qadi, 
with some justification. However, Edward Lipinski suggests that also Abil al-Qamh could 
be Dan. It is an unexcavated tell of 18 ha (45 acres), 800 m long and 200-250 m broad. It 
was a powerfully walled Bronze Age city, from the pottery found on the surface it is 
known that it was inhabited already in the Early Bronze Age and also in later periods. 
There are major Middle Bronze defences. It was an important city, which is mentioned in 
the Execration Texts, the Mari tablets, and the topographical list of Thutmose III, always 
assuming that this is Laish (p. 256-260, Edward Lipinski, 2006). 
 So, considering it all, the placement of these stories to the end of the Book, and 
not to the beginning, seems completely natural.... 
 
Six „lesser“ judges 
 
 So we can roughly date the time of Othniel to ca. 1530-1500 BCE, Ehud to ca. 
1400-1350 BCE, Deborah and Barak to ca. 1300-1200 BCE, Gideon to ca. 1200-1150 
BCE, Abimelech to ca. 1150-1100 BCE, Jephthah to ca. 1100 BCE, too, maybe slightly 
later, and Samson to ca. 1070-1050 BCE. All this makes up six judges, that are 
considered „major“ (Abimelech, due to his wickedness, is not considered a judge, but 
a king or ruler, and Deborah and Barak, due to their having been involved in the same 
story, are considered as one). This makes us see that the placement of these stories in the 
Book most probably reflects their real time chronology, and not just some amassing of 
stories without any time considerations. 



 However, besides these six „major“ judges, in the Book are also given six „lesser“ 
judges – Shamgar (Judg 3,31), Tola and Jair (Judg 10,1-5), Ibzan, Elon and Abdon (Judg 
12,8-15). Today, under textual criticism the text is believed to have combined together 
six earlier separate texts, one for each of the six “major” judges and one for Abimelech, 
adding passages to join them together (4:1a, 8:29-31, 10:17-18, and 13:1), sometimes 
interrupting the narrative to do so (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Judges). 
 Then the text is believed to have been further altered by the (possibly later) 
addition of passages concerning five last “minor” judges, Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon and 
Abdon (Judg 10,1-5 and 12,8-15) in order to make the total number of judges a more 
religiously significant number (12, including Abimelech), harmonizing them 
chronologically so that the total number of years of their reign (73) is close to the number 
of years of oppression under the “major judges” (70). The next addition of Judg 3:31, 
placing Shamgar in the list of judges, is believed to be a later recension, created in order 
to remove Abimelech from being counted amongst the judges without disturbing the total 
number of 12, in order that someone so apparently wicked not taint the role 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Judges). 
 I agree with the idea that there were originally six „big“ real separate stories 
handed down, which were later taken together by later Iron Age II (monarchical) 
redactor(s), and „enriched“ by six other traditionally known names of the heroes past, in 
order to create a „book“, a religious and symbolic whole. Most probably there had been 
even more pre-monarchical heroes who due to this reason – to keep the number to a 
symbolic 12 – may not have found their way into the book in this redactional work. To 
this whole the chronology was „made up“, making 410 years altogether, perhaps to be in 
line with the general biblical chronology, which places the coming to Canaan to ca. 1400 
BCE.  
 As shown here above, it seems that with the ordering of the six „major“ stories, 
the real time chronology may well have been preserved. On the other hand, it`s more 
questionable for the six „lesser“ judges. Let`s take the case of Shamgar (Judg 3,31) which 
can tell us something. 
 In his case this later interpolation is maybe most visible. Shamgar is said to have 
struck down six hundred Philistines with an oxgoad. As this story is placed between Ehud 
(1400-1350 BCE) and Deborah (1300-1200 BCE), according to the proper chronology 
this story must have happened ca. 1350-1300 BCE, which is not very probable, as the 
Philistines are known to have come to Canaan only around 1200 BCE... Also the textual 
stylistics seems to reveal an interpolation. The story of Deborah begins as „After Ehud 
died, the Israelites once again did evil in the eyes of the Lord“ (Judg 4,1). However, the 
story of Shamgar also begins by „After Ehud came Shamgar, son of Anath..“ (Judg 3,31). 
If this verse of Judg 3,31 was an integral part of the text, the subsequent story of Deborah 
would begin as „After Shamgar died“, and not Ehud, thus stylistically attesting further to 
its later interpolation... It shows that the stories of Ehud and Deborah had initially been 
written together as some whole, and only later the information about Shamgar was 
interpolated into that previous text... 
 Having said that, of course, it doesn`t want to attest that Shamgar, as a 
personality, hadn`t lived before Deborah. Deborah herself mentions him in her ancient 
Song (Judg 5,6). But the mention of „Philistines“ as an ethnicity suggests very much a 
later edition of this infomation by a later redactor not already knowing the real historical 



context. So, having in mind the seemingly right chronological context of Shamgar`s 
placement and the seemingly wrong linking him with the Philistines, it may be possible 
that some chronological list of heroes (containing not much detail) about them was taken 
and combined with the six „bigger“ stories. This way even chronology of „lesser“ and 
„bigger“ judges could have been preserved, while not all details about them (Shamgar`s 
„Philistines“ could have been added from an oral source which at that time wasn`t 
already rightly preserved). Tola and Jair are given between Abimelech and Jephthah 
which suggests a time when the Israelites had already been settled. The mention of „Jair`s 
villages“, „hawwoth“, could fit this time, too. So maybe really the „lesser“ judges could 
also be chronolocically correct, although we have too little information about them at 
present to know for sure... 
 When speaking about the „lesser“ judges, we can also mention the judge Jair and 
his „hawwoth“ , „settlements“, „villages“ (Judg 10,3-5) which are mentioned in the Bible 
relatively often (Nm 32,39-41; Dt 3,14-15; Josh 13,29-31; 1 Chron 2,22-23). As already 
said, Jair may also have been related to the moving of the „half-tribe of Manasseh“, the 
Makirites, to the Transjordan. „Jair`s villages“are given to be in Gilead (Nm 32,39-41; 
Judg 10,3-5; 1 Kgs 4,13; 1 Chron 2,22) or Bashan (Dt 3,14; Josh 13,29-31). Maybe by 
Gilead a broader territory is meant in these passages, including Bashan, too... The 
memory of the moving of such a big group of the Israelites (including many good 
warriors) may well have been strong enough to have been preserved by later tradition... 
 
A closing review on the developments in the times of „judges“ 
 
 Summed up, we can see that with the archaeological and epigraphic data record it 
seems possible to date all the stories of „major“ judges. Also the „lesser“ judges may 
have kept their real relative chronology among themselves and with the „major“ judges, 
although this is not completely certain. The introductory passage of Judg 1,1-3,7 seems to 
generally describe the situation and developments throughout the whole „Judges“ period, 
i.e. archaeologically roughly the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages. 
 Some stories, as is the story of Abimelech and the story of Benjamites, seem to 
suggest that with the 1200 BCE settlement the Israelites may have started penetrating 
more and more into bigger hill country towns and their culture and their interaction with 
the Canaanite population may have increased. 
 Also, maybe not accidentally, relatively fewer stories – 3 out of 6 „big“ stories 
(Othniel, Ehud and Deborah/Barak), or 8, if „appendix“ stories are inluded, and 1 
(Shamgar) out of 6 „lesser“ judges - seem to come from the pre-1200 BCE time when the 
Israelites hadn`t been settled. This isn`t little but a bit less than in later times. 
 Also out of these 4 stories only 1, that of Shamgar – as we`ve seen, most probably 
an „adjusted“ story – deals with a threat from the west where the Egyptians were most 
present in the Late Bronze Age times. The other three speak about threats from the north 
(Othniel), east (Ehud) and seemingly Canaan proper (Deborah and Barak). One has to 
note in this respect that Hazor, the biggest Canaanite city (at least in Djahi) in the Late 
Bronze Age, is considered to have had the biggest autonomy (although not complete) 
from the Egyptians by some scholars. This could be quite natural because the bigger a 
settlement is the more possibilities it has either to lead its own policy, or to play a bigger 



role in the policy-making of the supra-regional entity (such as an imperial power) which 
is controlling it... 
 In any way, this absence of pre-1200 BCE confrontations with the west (except 
Shamgar) may not be accidental. The Egyptians kept their „pax egyptiana“ in Canaan and 
for the Israelites at that time they were no real match. Of course, as we shall speak more 
in the next section, it doesn`t mean that the Israelites didn`t enter into confrontations with 
them at the time, as we`ve seen it from the epigraphic pharaonic records and the Amarna 
Letters. It could only mean that no large-scale and outright change had happened in 
relations to the west over that time and the changes at that time were rather slow and 
long-term... Ironically, one can say that if one wants to know more about the Israelite life 
at that time, they have to read the Amarna Letters... 
 
 The time of Deborah and Barak – a breaking one ? Also, the time which 
happens around the end of this period -although not precisely after this period, the time of 
Deborah and Barak - may have been one of the breaking ones. The passage of Judg 5,6-8 
of the Song of Deborah seems to describe a time relatively shortly before Deborah`s time, 
the time of Shamgar the judge. „In the days of Shamgar, son of Anath, in the days of 
Jael“ 
 

 חדלו ארחות
 (khad´loo arakhoth)  
„ceased the roads“  

 

 והלכי נתיבות ילכו ארחות עקלקלות
 (w' holkhe n'theevoth yelkhoo arakhoth 'akalkalloth) 

„and (those) going (along) the paths went (along) the roads crooked“ (verse 6) 
 

 חדלו פרזון בישראל חדלו
 (khad´loo p´razon b´yisrael khadelloo) 

„ceased the villages? (the peasantry?) in Israel, ceased“ 
 

 עד שקמתי דבורה שקמתי אם בישראל
 ('ad shakamtee d'vora shakamtee em b'yisrael) 

„until I arose, Deborah, I arose, a mother in Israel“ (verse 7) 
 

 יבחר אלהים חדשים
 (yivkhar eloheem khadasheem) 

„he chose new gods“ 
 

ריםשע  אז לחם 
 (az lakhem sh'areem) 

„then the war was (at) the gates“ 
 
 



 מגן אם יראה ורמח בארבעים אלף בישראל
 (makhen im yera'e waromakh b'arba'eem elef b'yisrael) 

„shield, if it is shown, and the spear among the forty thousand in Israel“ (verse 8) 
 

 „In the days of Shamgar, son of Anath, in the days of Jael, the roads ceased and 
those going along the paths went along the crooked roads“ (verse 6). Doesn`t this 
description remind a bit of the Amarna times ? It seems to suggest that because of tense 
relations, it was dangerous to go along the main roads, the roads became practically 
impassable and when one wanted to move, they had to be extremely careful and instead 
of main roads they had to use by-ways. It seems to suggest the tension that one can feel in 
some of the Amarna Letters. It is also the situation that is described in Judg 4,1-3. On the 
other hand, this depiction can also recall Gideon and the time when the Israelites had to 
hide in forested areas as it is described in Judg 6,2. 
 „Ceased the villages? (the peasantry?) in Israel, ceased, until I arose, Deborah, I 
arose, a mother in Israel“ (verse 7). Here the description of the situation in those times 
and of its atmoshere continues. Here there`s also not a complete consensus how to 
translate the word p'razon. One translation is – most probably referring to a post-biblical 
meaning of similar words – as „peasantry“, i.e. a group of people. Another one is – 
referring to the biblical place of Dt 3,5 – as „unwalled settlements“, i.e. a designation of 
place. It`s natural that in antiquity small unwalled settlements were usually agricultural 
ones, supplying with their produce the bigger, fortified central settlement. So in any way, 
both of these translations seem to point to the same social structure – small agricultural 
communities. The words with similar root to p'razon are very rare in the Bible. So my 
supposition is that this word originally designated small, agricultural, unfortified 
settlements of early Israelite semi-nomads, something that we would today designate as a 
„camp“. From these semi-nomadic agricultural camps later the first proto-Israelite stone-
built settlements and villages may have developed. Also in later development the root 
p(f)-r-z could have started to mean a group of people coming from these settlements, the 
peasants. 
 If this interpretation is true, it would mean that under Shamgar and Jael also these 
settlements were in danger and under threat, and these times had been very volatile and 
insecure until the time of Deborah when the situation seems to change for the better for 
the Israelites. This may have been a decisive time of change for the inland hill country. 
We know that after its Late Bronze capture and destruction Hazor wasn`t rebuilt until the 
10th cnt BCE, and instead, semi-nomadic camps existed at the site in the meantime. It 
may have given more security for the Galilean hill country settlements to develop. In the 
Central and Southern Hill Country Shechem and Jerusalem still existed but we see from 
the stories of Gideon and Abimelech and of the Benjamites that the relations may have 
changed. While there seems to be some cooperation between Shechem and the Habiru in 
the Amarna Letters of ca. 1350 BCE, the relations are in general very hostile. In the story 
of Gideon, some 200 years later, it seems that the Israelites had regular and much better 
relations with the Shechemites, as Gideon had a son by a local woman in the town (Judg 
8,31). With Jerusalem, it seems similar. While during Abdi-Heba`s time the relations 
seem very tense, in the time of the story of the Benjamites (post-1200 BCE), the Israelites 
seem to have a possibility, if they want, that while travelling they can stay overnight with 
the Jebusites in Jerusalem (Judg 19,10-12). So it may be that in the course of time - and 



maybe due to some of their military victories and strength, and maybe also simply due to 
some prolonged mutual contact - the Israelites became more accepted by the (especially 
hill country) Canaanites and got a firmer ground there. This may also have contributed to 
the Israelite settlement process and the peaceful way it seems to have happened... 
 
 The Israelite hill country settlement process When speaking about the settlement 
process, the stories of earlier judges may also give some hints. In the story of Ehud 
(seemingly 14th cnt BCE), we have no references to Israelite settlements except Judg 3,26 
which says that Ehud had escaped from Jericho, he came to a place called „Seirah“, 

 where he blew a trumpet in the hill country of Ephraim, and the (s´eeratha) שעירתה
Israelites went down with him from the hills (verse 27). This word has the same root and 

origin like the words שער (se´ar) „hair“, שעיר (sa´eer), as a noun „a male goat“, in its 

adjectival meaning „hairy, shaggy“, and שעיר (Se´eer) „(country of) Seir“, a „rough“ 
country, so it is supposed that it described a densely overgrown place, „a shaggy forest“, 
thus implying much more a nomadic culture than town dwellers. Also the verse 27 
implies more of the people living in a natural settings than urban ones. On the other hand, 
in the story of Gideon (seemingly 12th cnt BCE), after the 1200 BCE settlement process, 
we have plenty of allusions to Israelite settlements - Ophrah (Judg 6,11; 6,24; 8,27; 8,32), 
Harod (7,1), Beth-Shittah, Zererah, Abel-Meholah (7,22), Beth-Barah (7,23-24), Succoth 
(8,5-7; 8,14-16), Peniel (Penuel) with its tower (8,8-9; 8,17), Nobah and Jogbehah (8,11). 
This attests of a fairly developed culture of settlements. 
 It`s interesting to look in this context at the story of Deborah and Barak, placed in 
between them, dated to the 13th cnt BCE. As shown here above, the references in the 
Song of Deborah to Shamgar (an oxgoad, Judg 3,31) and Jael seemingly shortly before 
that time would point to a pastoral culture. In the story of Deborah and Barak, we have 
references only to two Israelite places - the Palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel 
in the hill country of Ephraim under which Deborah held court (Judg 4,5), and Kedesh in 
Naphtali where Barak came from (Judg 4,6) and where he summoned his army (4,9-10). 

In the first case the expression תמר דבורה (tomer d´vora), „Palm of Deborah“, which 
names the place, would point to a traditionally famous location that got this name and 
kept it long after Deborah`s time. Its placement between „Ramah and Bethel“ could very 
well come from later „settled“ times, to locate it more precisely for later Israelites in the 
course of handing this story down, so I don`t think this passage attests that Bethel and 
Ramah were settled as towns by the Israelites at the time. (Tell Beitin, if it is Bethel at all 
– but its location could have changed, even more times, over the centuries – was in the 
13th cnt BCE still a Canaanite town, destroyed by fire, and only in the 11th its material 
culture was exchanged with very different, poorer culture, which – as we`ve already said, 
according to a general consensus among the archaeologists - was totally different, as the 
building patterns, pottery and other remains showed a great cultural break between Late 
Bronze Age II and Iron Age I (p. 186, Kenneth Kitchen, 2003; pp. 247-8, Eero Junkkaala, 
2006). 
 Another issue, however, are the events relative to the battle of Barak against 
Sisera. In this battle, especially the tribes from Galilee, Naphtali, Zebulun and Issachar 
(Judg 4,6-10; 5,14-15; 5,18) – along with the Central Hill Country tribes of Benjamin, 



Ephraim and Machir (Judg 5,14) – participated. Here a look at the situation in Upper and 
Lower Galilee and in southern Lebanon can give us some clues. 
 
 The settlement pattern in Lower and Upper Galilee, and in southern Lebanon 
 The region of Lower and Upper Galilee, and southern Lebanon, were surveyed by 
Yohanan Aharoni, and more recently, Lower Galilee was surveyed by Zvi Gal. His 
survey, and revision of Yohanan Aharoni`s one, allowed him to present a general outline 
of developments in the region. 
 Out of 25 sites surveyed in Lower Galilee, few of them can be considered as cities 
in the Middle Bronze Age. Of these, Tel Gath-Hepher and Tel Rekesh are relatively 
small, and only Tel Hannathon is regarded as a major site. All the others are small sites 
located near small springs with an economy based on irrigated gardens. It appears that all 
of these villages were destroyed or abandoned at the end of the 16th cnt BCE and were 
never renewed during the Late Bronze Age (p. 56, Zvi Gal, 1992). In Upper Galilee, Tell 
el-Hirbeh and Tel Rosh showed occupation during the Middle Bronze Age (p. 59, ibid). 
 Then, the end of Middle Bronze II marks the beginning of one of the poorest 
periods in the history of Lower Galilee, evidenced by the fact that only four major LB 
sites are found in this region - Tel Rekesh (a central city in eastern Lower Galilee), Tel 
Hannathon (the major Canaanite city in the entire Lower Galilee), Tel Qarney Hittin (a 
Canaanite fortress on the Via Maris), and Tel Vavit (a small village not far from Tel 
Hannathon). As Zvi Gal states, obviously, such a poor settlement system would be 
reflected in only a limited way in the historical sources (p. 56, ibid). In Upper Galilee, 
Yohanan Aharoni specified Late Bronze pottery only at Tel Kedesh and Tell el-Hirbeh. 
Tell el-Hirbeh and Tel Rosh by their pottery and geographical occupational context 
exhibits poor Canaanite occupation during LBA. It is clear that the EB cities and other 
settlements – a period when the region had been most occupied - spread into the 
highlands of Canaan while the LB sites were mostly limited to the valleys and plains. 
Also southern Lebanon whose geographical structure is much more accessible than 
Upper Galilee, proves to be poor in Canaanite sites of Late Bronze I-II and its settlement 
pattern is similar to those of Upper and Lower Galilee (pp. 58-9, ibid). As Zvi Gal 
concludes, Upper and Lower Galilee were empty and rather poorly settled during the Late 
Bronze Age. The region served as an intermediate zone between Hazor in the east and 
Tyre and Akko to the west (EA 148) and the depiction of Galilee in such a way may 
summarize the historical geography of the area during the Late Bronze Age (p. 62, ibid). 
Finally, as he emphasizes, only Hannathon in Lower Galilee is mentioned in the El 
Amarna archive, while there is no reference to any other city in either Upper or Lower 
Galilee (p. 59, ibid). 
 In light of the occupational status at the end of the Late Bronze Age, the 
settlement pattern at the beginning of the Iron Age signalled an impressive change in 
Lower Galilee. This period is marked by a major change in the settlement of Lower 
Galilee, the significance of which is reflected in some 22 to 25 sites concentrated mainly 
in the southern part of the region, that is, in the Nazareth hills and the Beth-Netopha 
Valley. These are in fact very small settlements but they create a pattern of settlement 
completely different from that of the Late Bronze Age. The recognition of this difference 
is not new, but is magnified in Lower Galilee because of the previously poor Canaanite 
occupation (p. 84, ibid). In Upper Galilee, Tell el-Hirbeh and Tel Rosh - unlike in the 



Late Bronze Age – by their pottery and geographical occupational context exhibits dense 
settlement during Iron Age I. At the end of LBA and Iron Age I they were part of the 
chain of setlements which Yohanan Aharoni found in his Upper Galilee survey (these 
chains are also known in southern Lebanon) (p. 59, ibid). 
 So to summarise, we see that the situation presented here in the Galilean 
(Northern) Hill Country is very similar to that in the Central Hill Country. The 
settlements were abandoned at the end of MBA, the occupation in LBA was very poor - 
which gave „room“ to semi-nomads - and in IA I there appears dense settlement with a 
completely new pattern... 
 
 Regions and settlements of Deborah and Barak`s times From this outline we can 
see from which areas – where the Canaanite urban culture was very poorly present - the 
fighting men of Zebulun, Napthali and Issachar assembled for the Battle of Kishon Brook 
(Judg 4,7; 4,13) in the 13th cnt BCE. The tactics deployed may have been very similar to 
that supposedly used by Joshua, described in the „Conquest“ part, and also similar to the 
one later used by the Sea Peoples. We see that Sisera loses confidence in the superiority 
of their chariot army, jumps off his chariot and escapes on foot (Judg 4,15). The entire 
Canaanite chariotry and troops can`t counter, are chased and routed by the sword (Judg 
4,16). After this crushing and devastating defeat of the Canaanite army Hazor is despite 
its fortifications more exposed and vulnerable than ever and crumbles under the 
subsequent Israelite strain (Judg 4,24). The consequences are to be seen in Hazor`s 
archaeological record. 
 However, what`s not completely clear, it`s the status of Kedesh-Naphtali from 
which Barak is said to have come came and which seems to have played an important 
role as the gathering place of the Israelite army. On the territory of Naphtali there were 
two known Kadeshes, which should not be confused, one in Upper Galilee, a city of 
refuge (Josh 20,7; 19,37), the present Tel Kedesh (also Tel Qades), and another in Lower 
Galilee, east of the Jabneel Valley, by the southern end of the Sea of Galilee, near the 
border with Issachar, the modern Khirbet Qadish. This latter is generally considered to 
have been Barak`s seat (cf p. 278, Avraham Negev, Shimon Gibson, 2005). 
 The site of Tel Kedesh is on the western edge of the Kedesh Valley, the largest 
pocket valley in Upper Galilee and southern Lebanon, extending over 6 sq km with great 
economic potential. The Kedesh Valley is close to the Hula Valley, where major 
Canaanite cities like Hazor and Dan existed. It seems that Kedesh, although on its 
fringes, was part of this city system. It is also possible that an additional reason for its 
location is the road which climbed up from the Hula Valley and passed through the 
Kedesh Valley toward Tyre via Tibnin (p. 58, Zvi Gal, 1992). So we see that this quite 
important Canaanite city could hardly have been Barak`s town at the end of the Late 
Bronze Age. Also the context and manoeuvres of the battle, as they are depicted (a march 
to Mount Tabor and the encounter at the Kishon Brook, Judg 4,6-16) point to a southern 
location. 
 But what`s a bit perplexing, however, is that in the 13th cnt BCE Barak is stated to 
come from what seems like a permanent settlement. Of course, the start of the settlement 
process as begun in 1200 BCE is approximate and rough and could have started slightly 
earlier. Also in various regions the settlement process could have started at slightly 



different times. And also we don`t know for sure when precisely in the 13th cnt Hazor 
was captured. So Barak could have come from a permanent settlement of some kind. 
 However, there is another possibility. Some signs show that the final redaction of 
this story comes from later times when the memories and details were not so clear 
already. The story indicates that only the „most Galilean“ tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali 
gathered and fought in the battle (Judg 4,6; 4,10) while the Song of Deborah, besides 
adding Issachar, also gives the participation of the Central Hill Conutry tribes of Machir, 
Ephraim and Benjamin and states in detail which tribes had not participated (Judg 5,14-
18). As we`ve already said, the story gives that Jabin, the king of Hazor, was „destroyed“ 
(Judg 4,24), not explicitly stating the capture of Hazor because by later tradition this was 
attributed to Joshua. 
 In the Book of Joshua we read that Joshua was given as his inheritance the town 
of Timnath Sera (Timnath Heres) in the hill country of Ephraim which he had asked. And 
as the Bible goes on, „he built up the town and settled there“ (Josh 19,50). We`ve already 
said that especially the „allotment passages“ of the Book of Joshua have Iron Age signs. 

The word עיר (´eer) „town“, used in this verse, can also designate even an 
„encampment“ or „post“, so a semi-nomadic settlement that Joshua could have set up for 
himself, could qualify, too. However, the expression „built up“ seems to point more – in 
line with the general dating of these passages - to the Iron Age. Interestingly, in the other 
two passages where Joshua`s burial place at Timnath Sera (Heres) is mentioned, Josh 
24,30 and Judg 2,9, there are no references to settlement, Joshua is said to have been 

buried בגבול (big´vool) „on the territory“ of his inheritance at Timnath Sera (Heres) in 
the hill country of Ephraim, north of Mount Gaash, so referred to are rather natural 
features, more familiar to semi-nomads. 
 So could anything possible be the case of Kedesh-Naphtali, Khirbet Qadish ? 
Could this indicate - bearing in mind the signs pointing to a later redaction of the story of 
Deborah and Barak - that Khirbet Qadish at the time was also not a stone-built town or 
village but rather a semi-nomadic settlement with this name (and maybe even other 
name) that later developed into a town and was preserved by later tradition as such ? The 
entire Israelite army, which is said to have gathered there (Judg 4,9-10), surely hadn`t 
gathered within a settlement, but rather near it. 
 What we can say as of now is that except for Kedesh-Naphtali, reference to the 
settlement of Meroz (Judg 5,23) and the Palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel 
there are no other references to settlements in the story. On the other hand, as we`ve seen, 
the Gideon`s story is defined very much by many towns and settlements... However, only 
excavation could illuminate more the character of Khirbet Qadis, Kedesh-Naphtali, at the 
end of Late Bronze Age in the 13th cnt BCE. For the time being, one must leave the 
question of the nature of Barak`s town at the time of the battle unanswered... 
 
 Judges 5,8 So, after having treated the settlement process around the times of 
Deborah and Barak a bit more, we can get back to the passage of Judg 5,6-8 of the Song 
of Deborah, describing the difficult times that seem to have been right before Deborah`s 
time and which seem to have some resemblance with the previous Amarna times. The 
poem states that with Deborah the situation had changed and become better. This could 
be relative to non-existence of Hazor and the oppression that it had exerted on the 
Israelites (Judg 4,1-3), and it may have contributed – at least in Galilean (Northern) Hill 



Country – to the full development of the Israelite Iron Age I culture on this territory with 
its dense settlement network and to a new situation of power in the hill country. 
 The poem then continues with the explanation of the previous unhappy condition. 
Because the Israelites had chosen „new gods“, it got reflected in the „war at the gates“. 
What does this picture mean ? The open Israelite settlements at that time didn`t have any 
gates. So is it meant figuratively ? Or literally, and the gates of contemporaneous 
Canaanite towns are meant ? One can think of a section of one of Jerusalem`s Abdi-
Heba`s letters (EA 288) which seems to speak about „a war at the gates“, too.  
 
 ".... I gave over [to his char]ge 10 slaves, Shuta, the commissioner of the king, 
ca[me t]o me; I gave over to Šuta's charge 21 girls, [8]0 prisoners, as a gift for the king, 
my lord. May the king give thought to his land; the land of the king is lost. All of it has 
attacked me. I am at war as far as the land of Sheru and as far as Ginti-kirmil. All the 
mayors are at peace, but I am at war. I am treated like an 'Apiru, and I do not visit the 
king, my lord, since I am at war. I am situated like a ship in the midst of the sea. The 
strong hand (arm) of the king took the land of Nahrima-(Mittani), and the land of Kasi, 
but now the 'Apiru have taken the very cities of the king. Not a single mayor remains to 
the king, my lord; all are lost. Behold, Turbazu was slain in the city gate of Silu-(Tjaru). 
The king did nothing. Behold, servants who were joined to the 'Api[r]u smote Zimredda 
of Lakisu, and Yaptih-Hadda was slain in the city gate of Silu. The king did nothing. 
[Wh]y has he not called them to account? May the king [pro]vide for [his land] and may 
he [se]e to it tha[t] archers [come ou]t to h[is] land. If there are no archers this year, all 
the lands of the king, my lord, are lost." 
      (translation William L. Morran, 1992) 
 
 However, the last part of this verse 8, „shield, if it is shown, and the spear among 
the forty thousand in Israel“, which could possibly illuminate it more, seems too corrupt 
to do so... 
 
 So, after this Deborah and Barak`s time, until the Philistine pressure starts to be 
really harsh in the 11th cnt, the biggest threats for the Israelites seem to come no more 
from the west or from the Canaanite society itself, but from other nomadic nations from 
the east, as it is laid down in the stories of Gideon and Jephthah... 
 When speaking about the threat from the west, it gets us back to Shamgar. We`ve 
seen that the information about him has been interpolated in all probability in the text. So 
seeing this text „adjusted“, and having in mind the Egyptian threat which was quite real 
in this period, one can only wonder whether originally there weren`t „the Egyptians“ 
instead of „the Philistines“ in this piece of information, and only later did some later 
redactor, not knowing the realia of the time, „correct“ this information to later-time 
Philistines... Of course, this is a sheer speculation but one cannot resist thinking about 
this possibility, having in mind all the context... 
 And speaking about the Egyptians, and having in mind their New Kingdom and 
their role in contemporaneous Canaan, it finally moves us to the last basic question that 
has been posed at the beginning of this part – why the Egyptians aren`t mentioned in the 
Book of Judges... 
 



Why Are the Egyptians not Mentioned in the Book of Judges? 
 
 In the previous sections we`ve spoken about the Judges stories and tried to look at 
the extra-biblical epigraphic and archaeological data in the biblical context. All this can 
be of help now at this stage because it makes the background for and makes it possible to 
try to answer the last question – why the Egyptians, the rulers of Late Bronze Canaan, 
aren´t mentioned in the Book of Judges - of course, as the rulers of Canaan, otherwise 
they are mentioned in connection to Egypt (Judg 6,9; 10,11). 
 It is quite clear why they aren´t mentioned in the Book of Joshua. At that time 
there were simply no Egyptians in Canaan because first they fought the Hyksos and it 
took them roughly 100 years until they established their Canaanite presence more firmly. 
 However, with the Book of Judges, it´s completely different because in a great 
part of that time, the Late Bronze Age, the Egyptians are generally considered the rulers 
of Canaan, which is certainly true. So the question of their absence from the Book 
remains one of the most serious ones... 
 It`s surprise-provoking in any way. Even if we only take the time of 1200 BCE 
and later - when it is mostly agreed that the proto-Israelite settlements were already 
present in the Canaanite highlands – the Israelites lived „side by side“ with at least some 
Egyptians in Egyptian-controlled Canaan roughly 50 years during the Third Egyptian 
Dominance... And there is no mention of the Egyptians anyway... What could be the 
reason ? 
 What we´ve said so far can give us some clues to answering this question and 
explaining this state of affairs... We`ll explore it now in greater depth... 
 
 The Egyptian presence in Canaan wasn´t strong. We´ve seen that despite the 
Egyptians being the uppermost rulers over Canaan, their presence wasn´t very strong. At 
the peak of their might in Canaan they had their „envoys“ or „governors“ present in the 
country who communicated and cooperated with the local Canaanite rulers. They also 
had their garrisons in place but very often were stationed in the their smaller garrison 
cities, often isolated from the other towns. Very good example is, as we`ve seen, Beth-
Shean. It was a relatively small town, compared to nearby Rehov and other bigger 
Cananite Jezreel cities. So there were many more local Canaanites in the country than the 
Egyptians and their presence needn`t have been so visible all the time. Of course, these 
Egyptian soldiers came out to fight once at a time, and we know that they helped the local 
Canaanites, and it seems possible that they fought alongside local Canaanite soldiers in 
various trouble spots. 
 However, their primary role was to protect the trade routes in the lowland and it 
probably was possible to see them in the highlands only in times of special needs. Very 
often these soldiers weren´t the Egyptians proper, but mercenaries from different 
countries, e.g. the black Nubian archers, Medjay „police“ members, or the Libyans... 
 We may see a similar model from the beginning of the Israelite „United 
Monarchy“ and also at the beginning of the Assyrian times. According to 2 Sam 8,1-14 
David first defeated the Philistines and then the Moabites. The Moabites became his 

 ,“gift„ (minkha) מנחה servants“, „slaves“, „subjects“ and brought„ (avadeem) עבדים

„tribute“ (8,2). In Damascene Aram he put נצבים (n´tziveem) „garrisons“, they also 



became servants and brought tribute (8,6). Also in Edom he put garrisons and the 
Edomites became his „servants“ (8,14). 
 Under Solomon, according to 1 Kgs 5,1-4 (4,24), Solomon ruled over everything 

„beyond“ the River, from Tiphsah as far as Gaza, over all the מלכי (malkhe) „kings“ 
beyond the River and he had peace everywhere. According to 1 Kgs 9,15-19, Solomon 
rebuilt Jerusalem, Megiddo, Hazor, Gezer and Lower Bethhoron, and Baalath (and 
Tamar-Tadmor) in the wilderness of the land, and all the cities of storage which he had, 
the cities of chariots and the cities of horsemen, and all which he desired to build, from 
Jerusalem to Lebanon, in all the land of his rule. As it continues in verses 20-21, all the 
people that had been left from the Amorites, Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites, 

who were not from the sons of Israel, on those Solomon levied למס-עבד (l´mas-oved) 
„service of bondage“. 
 So we see that this model was very similar to the Egyptian one. Under David the 
kingdoms seemed to be ruled by their own local rulers, they were only subjugated to 
David (the Israelites), David had garrisons in some towns and they paid tribute like to the 
Egyptians before. What´s interesting, passages like 2 Sam 24,16-25, the story of the angel 
of the Lord and Araunah the Jebusite, suggest that after conquering Jerusalem David let 
the Jebusites to live even in Jerusalem and he even respected their personal property 
there... 
 Under Solomon also the local native kings stayed in place and Solomon may have 
strengthened and improved the storage and garrison cities´ system. The rebuilding of 
Gezer, Megiddo and Hazor is maybe no chance and logical explanation seems to be that 
these cities stood at strategic places between the areas with an Israelite majority and the 
areas with a majority of another nation, Gezer as a stronghold against the Philistines, 
Megiddo as a stronghold against the Canaanites of the Jezreel and the Akko Plain, and 
Hazor as a stronghold against the Aramaeans. So we can consider this territory (maybe 
also including some Transjordanian territory) as his heartland (something like Egypt 
proper) and the rest of the Canaanite territory under his control as something like vassal 
states and tribute payers. Unlike David, Solomon also used foreign forced labour for his 
public buildings just like the Egyptian New Kingdom pharaohs in Egypt. 
 If we look later at the Assyrian times and the Neo-Assyrian Empire, until the 10th 
cnt BCE the most conquered territories had been left in the hands of local dynasties. The 
local ruler had only been assigned an Assyrian local official and a small Assyrian 
garrison (p. 121, Nea Novaková, Lukáš Pecha, Furat Rahman, 1998). Also this is very 
similar to the Late Bronze Egyptian model in Canaan. Only during the 9th cnt BCE it 
came to a bigger administration centralisation and the conquered territories were 
gradually annexed to Assyria as its provinces, headed by governors appointed by the 
Assyrians (ibid) instead of the local ruling dynasties... However, it had never come to 
anything like that in the Late Bronze Canaan. The Egyptians had their garrison towns and 
their envoys. But the Canaanite towns had been governed by the local Canaanite rulers... 
 As the Amarna Letters suggest – even if they often asked help from the Egyptians 
– the local hazannu often organise their own response to troubles on their territory, so the 
hazannu are the main opponents of the Habiru and maybe sometimes Shosu. 
 Moreover, the Habiru seem to have lived even more freely than the local 
Canaanites who had to pay tribute or taxes in the form of gifts. They didn´t pay any 



„taxes“ and lived their way of life. So the Habiru and Shosu were obviously even less in 
touch with the Egyptians than the local Canaanites. 
 Another way of the Egyptian presence were campaigns of various pharaohs. 
However, as we`ve seen, these campaigns most often missed the Israelite core territory, 
too. There were only few exceptions. Very often these campaigns were led in the north 
with the aim of extending the Egyptian territory and only a few were affected the hill 
country. 
 So ironically, if we look at the Bible, the biggest threat to the Habiru don`t seem 
to be the Egyptians (because their led a different lifestyle) but other nomads (because 
they were directly interested in the Israelite territory and due to their lifestyle they could 
fight the Israelites better and more effectively). And as we`ve said, it`s maybe no wonder 
that the biggest threat for the Israelites came most often from the southeast, an area that 
was least (better said „not at all“) under the Egyptian control... 
 
 The Israelites didn´t have any tradition of a big defeat of the Egyptians in 
Canaan. If we divide southern Canaan from the perspective of the most dominant 
ethnicity, there seem to be various phases. The Early Bronze Age seems to be a 
Canaanite Age, the Middle Bronze Age an Amorite Age, the Late Bronze Age an 
Egyptian Age, the Iron Age I a Philistine Age and finally the Iron Age II an Israelite-
Aramaean Age. 
 If we look at the Amorites and Philistines, the Israelites had a strong tradition of 
defeating either of these two ethnicities. The first one was in the time of Joshua, and the 
latter in the time of David. These two etnicities were also at their times strongly 
embedded in the Canaanite territory. The Amorites in the Middle Bronze Age seem to 
have been a dominant ethnicity, with real presence in very many settlements throughout 
the country. The Philistines had their Pentapolis and they also most probably controlled 
and taxed the lowland Canaanite territory north of it as well as the Israelite highlands. 
The Bible leaves us some hints how the Israelite were controlled by them. We`ve seen 
that in the story of Samson the Philistines are referred to as “Israelite masters” (Judg 
14,4; 15,11). Under Samuel they most probably burned down Shiloh. In the time after 
that we read that the Israelites did penance and achieved some success (1 Sam 7) but it 
wasn`t permanent. In the time shortly preceding the establishment of Israelite monarchy 
their control seems to be stronger than ever. The Philistines had their garrison in the very 
heart of the Israelite territory, in Gibeah (Geba) (1 Sam 10,5; 13,3). It also seems that at 
some point they had their garrison at Bethlehem too (2 Sam 23,14). They also didn`t 
allow the Israelites to work metals because they feared Israelite rebellions (1 Sam 13,19-
20), obviously a measure of submission – only Saul and Jonathan had a sword (1 Sam 
13,22). This suggest a complete Philistine control and a total Israelite submission. So the 
Philistines seem to have directly controlled the Israelites on their territory, even in its 
very heart. 
 On the other hand the Egyptians had never really controlled the Israelite tribes in 
Canaan, they had been the component of the local population that they weren`t really 
controlling. As we`ve seen, it had been especially due to a significant aspect of nomadism 
present in their lifestyle. In the “Philistine times” the Israelites had already been settled, 
and it is obviously much easier to control a settled population than the one moving to a 



high degree. Also, as already said, the Egyptians hadn´t been so strongly physically 
present in Canaan as the Amorites and the Philistines. 
 In this situation of not so widespread an Egyptian presence in the country, as 
opposed to the Amorite and the Philistine presence in other periods, the Israelites didn´t 
also have any tradition of defeating the Egyptians in Canaan. The Egyptians had to retreat 
from Canaan at the end of their New Kingdom due to their internal weakness caused by 
natural disasters and internal troubles and not by having been pushed out by a strong 
opponent. The Israelites may only have conquered some inland Late Bronze Canaanite 
cities in various times of the Egyptian weakness. On the other hand the Israelites had a 
very strong tradition of “conquering” the Egyptians in Egypt proper, when going out of 
their captivity. 
 So it seems that the Late Bronze Age in Canaan was a time of status quo, a time 
of „pax egyptiana“. Of course, this doesn´t mean that this time was peaceful and quiet, on 
the contrary, as we`ve seen, there seems to be some evidence of much tension. But during 
that time the balance of power in the country didn´t significantly change for a longer time 
and in case of some changes to this situation, as we`ve seen, for instance, in the case of 
Beth-Shean, the situation always returned after some time to its previous state. That`s 
why, I think, so relatively little (time passed between these stories happening and time of 
their writing is another factor, too, of course) has been left from this time in the Bible – 
the story of Ehud, the story of Deborah and Barak, the story of Gideon and Abimelech 
and maybe the story of Jephtah. And significantly, as we`ve said, all but one (Deborah 
and Barak) of these stories deal with a threat from the east, not from the west where the 
Egyptians were. Only the last „big“ story, the story of Samson speaks about a western 
threat, the Philistines, and at this time the Egyptians are already out of Canaan. So 
ironically, we can say that if one wants to know what the Israelites were doing at that 
time from the Egyptian perspective, one has to read the Amarna Letters... 
 So the Egyptians and urban Canaanites lived their lives, troubling themselves and 
sometimes being troubled by various semi-nomads and nomads, and for the Israelites 
they din´t seem to represent a lethal danger because they lived a different lifestyle, their 
spheres of influence were „touching only on the edges“, they lived side by side. On the 
other hand, quite interestingly and paradoxically, as we´ve seen in the Book of Judges, 
the biggest danger for the Israelites were other nomads. Because these nomads penetrated 
in the very heart of their territory, and tried to occupy directly their land, live directly 
from their hand. They weren´t only „touching the edges“, by making invasions they were 
„overlapping“ the Israelite territories and so were a much bigger and dangerous threat, as 
it is also depicted in the Book of Judges. If the Israelites had been settled in a firmer way 
at that time, the Egyptians and Canaanites would obviously have represented a much 
bigger threat, maybe even something comparable to later Assyrians or Babylonians... 
 
 Time of writing down the memories The later Philistine grip on and control of the 
Israelites was much stronger than the previous Egyptian presence, it was also later, from 
the Iron Age I, and the Israelites themselves, „personally“, defeated the Philistines.. So 
the memory of the Philistines was much stronger and fresher. On the other hand, the 
Egyptians were linked especially with the oppression in Egypt, their presence in the Late 
Bronze Canaan was not so immediate to the Israelites, it was from an earlier time than the 
memories of the Philistine and monarchical times and the Israelites never defeated them 



in Canaan. However, the memory of the „defeat“ of the Egyptians in Egypt, by the hand 
of God, was crucial to the Israelite tradition. 
 So to me, it seems plausible that the „defeat“ of the Egyptians in Egypt, their non-
defeat in the Late Bronze Canaan, little contact with them in the Late Bronze Canaan, 
relatively early time of when these events were occuring, the later „personal“ defeat of 
much more dangerous enemies, and the much later and immediate time when these later 
enemies were defeated, all this covered – for these reasons, not very strong – memory of 
the Egyptians in the Late Bronze Canaan and contributed to the fact that the Egyptians 
are not mentioned as present in the country in the times of Judges... 
 It maybe shouldn`t be so surprising. Before the monarchical times and their defeat 
by David, the Israelites had lived side by side with the Philistines already 200 years (ca. 
1200 – 1000 BCE) – and they were settled at that time, so they were more easily 
controlled - and all we have from those times is a story of Samson. On the other hand, 
during the time when the Egyptians were present to some degree in Canaan - for 300 
years (ca. 1450 – 1150 BCE) - they had lived there side by side with the local Canaanites 
and “eastern people” and we have from those times three stories of defeating the “eastern 
people” (Ehud, Gideon and Jephthah), who seem to have been a far more dangerous 
threat, and one of defeating the Canaanites (Deborah and Barak). However, there is no 
such story of defeating the Egyptians on a really significant basis or in any memorable 
way. So these 300 years are relatively quite well covered but it seems that the Israelites 
simply hadn`t had any significant “clash” with the Egyptians. I think, it isn`t surprising - 
they simply didn`t “clash” with their interests as much as with the Easterners and the 
local Canaanites (who both wanted their territory much more than the Egyptians). 
 The Egyptians wanted formal subjugation and tribute and free movement along 
the strategic military and commercial routes. That was their interest in their “foreign 
empire”. Formal subjugation and tribute are difficult (if not impossible) to obtain in case 
of nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes. And although these tribes can endanger the 
strategic routes (as we`ve seen in Papyrus Anastasi I), due to their lifestyle and big spread 
in difficult terrain it`s impossible to fight them in a major and conventional way. 
 So there may have been rather skirmishes and some minor battles, some small 
victories (the tribes could have heavily hit some local Canaanite city with some Egyptian 
garrisoned soldiers), some losses (some of which are caught on some pharaonic stelae). 
But it seems that the Egyptians themselves were never defeated on a major scale in 
Canaan – which is again not much surprising – unlike the local Canaanites (Deborah and 
Barak), so there couldn`t have been any „big story“ preserved by later tradition. And of 
course, the defeats are not handed down – unless they are related in some way to some 
big subsequent victory. It seems that something like that didn`t happen with the 
Egyptians in the Late Bronze Canaan, only earlier in Egypt proper... All this found its 
reflexion when these stories were handed down and much much later written down... 
 
 The purpose of writing down the memories And finally, the purpose of catching 
these memories in writing also seem to have affected the final version of the Book of 
Judges. 
 The Book of Joshua and the Book of Judges are very similar in some respects, 
especially the „Introduction“ section of the Book of Judges and similar part of the Book 
of Joshua. This could be one of the reasons why it is generally supposed that these books 



were finally edited in the same time and probably by the same people, forming together, 
also together with other books, the so-called „deuteronomistic history“. 
 We´ve seen that the Book of Joshua has been significantly changed, „adjusted“, 
„harmonised“ by the Iron Age redactors, and it´s only some closer analysis and 
archaeological data that allow us to recognise and distinguish the later layers from the 
earlier ones. We`ve seen these examples in the „Conquest“ part. 
 Obviously, in these books theology is priority, not the social and political history. 
Many important and crucial events are not mentioned. In the Book of Judges there is no 
Israelite change of lifestyle, the settlement, mentioned at ca. 1200 BCE, nor the arrival 
and disruption by the Sea Peoples, nor the settlement of the Philistines in Canaan. So no 
wonder the Egyptian presence and campaigns are not mentioned, either. In view of those 
handing down the tradition they were not directly and immediately related to any of the 
„theological stories“. 
 So no wonder that later Israelites were not quite well aware of political and social 
context after so many centuries in which the stories had happened. All that had been 
preserved after – or considered „worth writing down“ - were strong stories where the link 
between the faithfulness to God and the strength of Israel was reflected. The social and 
political data remained only in some passages and in some unclear hints, such as the 
account of the unconquered towns or some details of the stories of the judges... 
 
 Summing up So, to sum up, as the Egyptian presence wasn`t very strong, the 
Israelites didn`t have any „big story“ of having defeated the Egyptians in Canaan (and 
they had a very strong tradition of having „defeated“ them in Egypt), the memories of 
having defeated other adversaries were newer and „fresher“ and the aim of the book of 
Judges was theological, not social, it could have made that no Egyptians in the Late 
Bronze Canaan are mentioned in the book... 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 So if we get back to our three basic questions that we asked in the beginning of 
this part - How would it be possible for the Israelites to live and survive in the Late 
Bronze Canaan ? Do we have any extra-biblical references or indications about them 
during this time ? If the Egyptians controlled the country in the Late Bronze Age, why 
aren´t they mentioned in any story or description of the Book of Judges that should speak 
about that time ? - we see that it is possible to answer each of them. 
 It was possible to survive in the inland hill country and, as we`ve seen, the Habiru 
of that area even posed a security threat evidenced in the fortified settlements and in the 
Amarna Letters. Ocassionally, the moving Habiru were found even as far as the coast. 
 We also have extra-biblical indications pointing to the Israelites, be it „the Shosu 
of Rbn“ and „the Shosu of Yhw“ of the Soleb and Amarah-West inscriptions, or the 
analysis of the Sumerian and Akkadian term „'Apiru“ . Also it is possible to place each of 
the six „major“ judge stories in a broader archaeological and epigraphic context of 
„general extra-biblical history“. 
 And the Egyptian absence from the stories can be explained by relatively little 
contact with the Egyptians in the country at the time, the smaller Egyptian numbers there, 



the absence of a tradition of defeating the Egyptians in Canaan (and a very strong 
tradition of their „defeat“ in Egypt) and a relatively long time between the events actually 
having happened and their having been written down, leading to the ignorance of the Late 
Bronze social and political reality by much later Israelite generations. All this could have 
caused the disappearance of the Egyptians from the „Canaanite tradition“ and their 
preservation in the „Egyptian tradition“.  
 All this could lead us to the conclusion, all combining together, that nothing 
serious hampers to believe – together with the data summarised in the previous 
“Conquest” part - that Israelites really lived in a (semi-)nomadic way in Canaan from ca. 
1550 BCE to 1200 BCE, side by side with the Egyptians and various other “Canaanites”, 
until they settled down in ca. 1200 BCE, thus significantly changing their lifestyle. Then 
subsequently they lived this way until ca. 1000 BCE when the monarchy starts to 
emerge... 
 
 
Shiloh 
 
 And we can close this part the same way as the previous one, at Shiloh. We`ve 
seen in the previous “Conquest” part that according to its excavator, Israel Finkelstein, a 
nomadic sanctuary seems to have been at Shiloh in the Late Bronze Age. This would fit 
very well the biblical account. 
 However, around 1200 BCE the Israelites settle down, and also the character of 
settlement at Shiloh seems to change. At the beginning of the Early Iron Age well-
constructed buildings were partly built into the glacis of the Middle Bronze Age defence 
wall. As we`ve already seen, on the top of the tell all earlier remains were removed by 
Roman and medieval builders, so we can`t see the most important building(s), but it is 
probable that these buildings at the edge would have had a service function for the 
complex on the top (pp. 49-50, Eveline van der Steen, 2002). 
 Many silos, some still containing the charred remains of wheat, were found, as 
well as the seeds of grapes, olives, lentils and the like. Animal remains consisted largely 
of sheep/goat, while the cattle bones showed traces of having been used as plough 
animals. This Early Iron Age settlement revealed a higher percentage of cattle and a 
lower percentage of sheep/goat than the Late Bronze Age. The pottery repertoire was 
domestic, consisting of collared rim jars, cooking pots, deep bowls and kraters, and jars; 
it is dated to the second half of the 12th and the beginning of the eleventh century (p. 49, 
ibid). 
 The higher percentage of cattle in the IA I to the higher percentage of sheep/goat 
in the Late Bronze Age would obviously mean that a more sedentarised population 
inhabited this place than its Late Bronze Age one. This would correspond to the Israelite 
change in lifestyle in ca. 1200 BCE.  
 In the archaeological repertoire from this period there are no indications, either 
architecturally or in smaller finds, for a sanctuary at the site (p. 50, ibid). But this is not 
surprising, given the places that it was possible to excavate. These buildings could have 
served the sanctuary servants or even – but this is less probable due to the proximity of 
the place to the top of the tell – ordinary citizens of Shiloh. However, this doesn`t exclude 
the possibility of a sanctuary at the site in the slightest. 



 As of now, we can only state that the Bible indicates that there was a kind of 
sanctuary at Shiloh in Samuel`s times. Just like the Philistine god Dagon had a “house” 

 ;beth“ (1 Sam 1,7“ בית ”beth“ at Ashdod (1 Sam 5,2), so the Lord had a “house“ בית

1,24; 3,15) at Shiloh. The Bible even calls it a “temple” היכל „hekhal“ („temple, 
palace, large public building“) where the Ark was (1 Sam 3,3; 1,9). There was a God`s 
light there, and interestingly, Samuel slept there (ibid). It seems that Eli often sat in a 

chair at the doorpost מזוזה „m´zoozah“ („doorpost, gatepost“) of the Lord´s temple and 
it was so when he was watched Samuel`s mother Hannah praying (1 Sam 1,9) and it was 

a building with a “door” דלתות „daltoth“ („doors“)  (1 Sam 3,15) or “gate” שער 
“sha'ar” (1 Sam 4,18). Eli was there in his seat when he sat and watched the road as a 
Benjamite came and brought the news of the defeat by the Philistines (1 Sam 4,13). 
 So it all suggests that the “Lord`s House” was in an elevated place because Eli 
could sit there at its door and watch the road. Here the top of the tell is a natural place for 
it, the layers of which were, as we`ve seen, later removed. The context also seems to 
suggest that it was not a big building but rather something smaller and more modest, in 
accordance with the urban culture of the Israelites of the time. Although it is called a 
“temple”, traditionally the “real” First Temple is known Solomon to have built. 
 And interestingly, this Iron Age I Shiloh seems to bear some similarities and 
symbolism with Jerusalem of the next two temple periods. At the end of the First Temple 
Period Jerusalem along with the First Temple was destroyed and the same happened at 
the end of the Second Temple Period – both Jerusalem and the Second Temple were 
destroyed. In the Bible we have no record of Shiloh destruction from the Iron Age I but 
the archaeological record shows that Shiloh burned down and was abandoned at the end 
of the 11th cnt BCE (p.64, Israel Finkelstein, Neil Silberman, 2010). It may explain why 
the Ark after its Philistine capture and subsequent return to the Israelites wasn`t placed 
again at Shiloh but changed places until it found its final place in Jerusalem. It is possible 
that the sack of Shiloh was due to the Philistines - the biblical references seem to suggest 
that for the Israelites Shiloh was a holy place and city where they annually went (1 Sam 
1,3-2,21) and an annual festival was held there, too (Judg 21,19) – so it may have been 
the Philistines who ended the “Shiloh Temple Period”... 
 Whatever it be, this “settled” and urban Iron Age I Shiloh moves us to another 
period, the period of Samuel and other personalities, a period leading to the rise of a new 
social and political structure when the monarchy appears... For this time, the Iron Age, 
not the “historicity” of Israel is questioned and the character of the debate becomes 
different, is that of the existence of the “united monarchy”. However, as this study deals, 
first of all, with the possible historicity of the biblical tradition, with “earlier history”, this 
time of the Iron Age is not the subject of the present study... Instead, we will move back 
in time and try to explore the biblical tradition in what it says about the time right before 
the Conquest, what it says about Egypt… 
 Egypt is important – although in the previous “Conquest” part we`ve tried to 
summarise the reasons why an internal rebellion is unlikely for the destruction of the 
Middle Bronze Age Canaan, the indications from Egypt could point to a further 
affirmation of that part of the biblical tradition. So we`ll try to continue there where we 
stopped in the “Conquest” part and look at Egypt... 
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