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Preface

The books of Samuel, which narrate the beginning of kingship in Israel and the reigns
of Israel’s first two kings, Saul and David, are replete with references to groups and
individuals from areas in the geographic vicinity of ancient Israel and Judah, including,
among others, Philistines, Ammonites, Amalekites, Edomites, Moabites, Arameans,
Gileadites, and Gibeonites. While the biblical narrative portrays Saul and/or David as
interacting with all of these groups and with individual members of the latter, the
question arises to what extent historical conditions from later periods in Israel and Judah
might be reflected and evaluated through the literary representation of such interactions
already during the reigns of Israel’s founding kings, Saul and David.

The contributions in this volume present a variety of case studies dealing with the
representation of interactions between Israel (and especially its first two kings, Saul and
David) and neighboring groups both within the world of the narrative and in relation to
the historical circumstances presupposed by the narrative’s authors. Many of the
contributions were first presented as papers at the conference “The Book of Samuel in
the Shadow of Empires: Relations between Israel, Judah, and Neighboring Nations in
Historical, Compositional, and Theological Perspective”, held at the University of Basel
on October 12—-14, 2022 with the financial support of the Swiss National Science
Foundation. These contributions have been supplemented with additional studies that
address the topic at hand from various perspectives, some of which have been published
previously in other contexts, while others have been written specifically for this volume.
Rather than constituting a comprehensive “handbook” on the representation of every
neighboring group of Israel and Judah mentioned in the books of Samuel, the
contributions in this volume reflect a snapshot of scholarship on the books of Samuel in
the early 2020s and the diversity of approaches existing at the interface of literary
analysis, history, and archaeology.

We would like to offer our thanks to all of the authors for their contributions to the
volume and for the stimulating discussion that arose both at the conference in Basel and
in the process of revising the contributions for publication. We would also like to thank
Anita Dirnberger, Nora Hurter, Damaris Zaugg, Joris Krapf, and Michael Klaiber for
their outstanding help with the organization and practical logistics of the conference in
Basel and with the formatting of the present volume. Finally, we wish to extend our
gratitude to the editors of the RIAB series for accepting the volume for publication, to
the editorial staff at Mohr Siebeck for their support in preparing the volume, and to the
Swiss National Science Foundation, which provided the financial support for the Open
Access publication of the volume.

Lausanne and Oldenburg, January 2025 Stephen Germany
Benedikt Hensel
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Introduction

Benedikt Hensel and Stephen Germany

The aim of the present volume is to investigate the portrayal of Israel’s and Judah’s
relations with neighboring groups in the books of Samuel from both literary and
historical perspectives. Many of the contributions in the volume were first presented as
papers at the conference “The Book of Samuel in the Shadow of Empires: Relations
between Israel, Judah, and Neighboring Nations in Historical, Compositional, and
Theological Perspective”, held at the University of Basel on October 12—14, 2022 with
the financial support of the Swiss National Science Foundation. These contributions
have been supplemented with additional studies that address the topic at hand from
various perspectives, some of which have been published previously in other contexts
(see the contributions by Aren Maeir and Jiirg Hutzli), while others have been written
specifically for this volume (see the contribution by John Will Rice and Matteo Béchtold
as well as the contribution by Stephen Germany and Assaf Kleiman).

Two major questions that this volume seeks to address are: (1) What is the
relationship between the depiction of population groups neighboring Israel in the world
of the text and relations between Israel, Judah, and other populations and polities
(including major empires) in the world in which the narratives in Samuel were
composed? (2) How can the latest historical and archaeological evidence pertaining to
the various neighboring population groups in the southern Levant during the first
millennium BCE be related to the rhetorical aims of the books of Samuel? In short,
closer investigation of the representation of neighboring groups in the books of Samuel
from the multiple perspectives of narrative structure, ideological content, compositional
development, and extrabiblical evidence facilitates understanding the historical
background and literary history of the books of Samuel more broadly.

In order to reach a historically sound interpretation of the books of Samuel, it is
crucial to distinguish clearly between different levels of interpretation and
methodological approaches. The discussion involves various levels of analysis — biblical
texts, extrabiblical texts, and archaeology — which have not always been adequately
distinguished from each other in previous research. The contributions in this volume
reflect the distinct areas of expertise of their authors (above all textual analysis and
archaeology, respectively), and at certain points, the historical conclusions reached by
text-focused scholars on the one hand and by archaeologists on the other are not easily
reconciled. This tension is not necessarily a bad thing, however, as it cautions against
overly simplistic assumptions, such as the idea that the antiquity of the narratives in
Samuel finds clear confirmation in the archaeological evidence, or, conversely, the idea
that the narratives are purely a reflection of later times and do not reflect any received
knowledge about the early monarchic period in Israel.
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Certain contributions in this volume can be read in tandem with each other, providing
different perspectives on a single question, such as the historical background(s)
underlying the portrayal of the Philistines in the books of Samuel (see the contributions
relating to the Philistines by Hannes Bezzel, Ann Killebrew, and John Will Rice and
Matteo Béchtold). Others lack dialogue partners within the volume itself but are
nevertheless embedded in current scholarly debates at the intersection of literary
analysis and archaeology (see the contribution on Edom by Zachary Thomas and Erez
Ben-Yosef and the contribution on Amalek by Cynthia Edenburg). Yet others seek to
open up a dialogue between textual analysis and archacological research within a single
study (see the contribution on Aram by Stephen Germany and Assaf Kleiman) or focus
specifically on textual analysis (see the contribution on the Gibeonites by Walter
Biihrer), pointing to the potential for further historically-oriented research on the
depiction of specific groups in the books of Samuel.

The opening contribution by Aren M. Maeir, “On Defining Israel: Or, Let’s do the
Kulturkreislehre Again!”, offers a theoretical and critical frame for the historical
reconstruction of ethnic groups in antiquity. He begins with a discussion of the
theoretical basis for the study of archaeological correlates of identity, providing a brief
sketch of the dominant view in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that there
was a direct link between discrete archaeological assemblages and distinct human
groups (the “pots equals peoples” theory) and its critique beginning in the mid-twentieth
century with the advent of New Archaeology. It was only later, beginning in the 1980s,
that theoretical research on ethnicity began to make its mark in archaeology, yet in
Levantine archaeology, as Maeir notes, engagement with such theory remains
superficial, and in practice many Levantine archaeologists continue to equate ethnicity
with material culture. On the basis of recent research on ethnicity, Maeir reiterates that
culture and ethnicity do not overlap, and that, to the extent that identifying ethnicity in
the archaeological record is possible at all, one should compare practices between
groups rather than objects themselves. In the second main part of the essay (part 3, Israel
in Extra-Biblical Iron Age Texts), Maeir emphasizes that, with regard to antiquity,
“identifications of ethnic and other identity groups are almost always based on textual
information. [...] Given that the biblical texts may very well reflect later ideologies and
seek to backdate the origin of a group identity, and the large lacunae in the mention of
Israel in other texts, extreme caution is called for when offering hypotheses about who
and what Israel was, and what ancient populations can be archaeologically identified
with this group” (p. 23). The same can be said — mutatis mutandi — for other (ethnic)
groups mentioned in the biblical texts and other ancient sources. As an alternative way
forward, Maeir “propose[s] that a major focus of future studies of the various stages of
Iron Age Israel and related cultures and groups, place a strong emphasis on the study of
group-specific technological praxis. This includes analyses of a broad range of facets of
societal technology, such as pottery production, food preparation and consumption,
building methods, metallurgy, and coroplastic (figurine) production” (p. 31). Given the
aim of the present volume to illuminate the interplay between historical circumstances
and the textual representation of Israel’s neighbors in the books of Samuel, Maeir’s
concluding programmatic statement poses a challenge to the synthesis of archaeological
and textual data: “Let us set aside grand narratives of large entities and instead
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concentrate on the lived lives of local communities of practice and belonging that
comprised Israel at different stages of the Iron Age. To define what Israel was, and how
it developed over time, we should focus on what people did, based on archaeologically
observable evidence” (p. 32).

The contribution by Hannes Bezzel, “Who Are the Philistines in the Books of
Samuel?”, deals with the question of which group(s) — and in which geographical area(s)
— are in view in the portrayal of the Philistines in the books of Samuel. Bezzel begins
by critiquing the circular reasoning of the “Philistine Paradigm” in which the biblical
narratives about the Philistines (especially in Samuel) have been used to explain the
archaeological evidence, which is then used once again to explain the biblical texts.
Bezzel argues that this paradigm can be called into question both on the basis of recent
archaeological research and on the basis of diachronic analysis of the biblical texts. At
the same time, he moves away from his own earlier position that the Saul-David
narrative as a whole dates to the late eighth century, now suggesting that “the equation
of the literary Philistines with the historical Assyrians on every redaction-historical level
appears to be a little too simplistic” (p. 52). Rather, Bezzel argues that the oldest
references to the Philistines in the books of Samuel reflect “no specific historical ethnic
or political group” but instead “represent the oppressive enemy as such” (p. 55); only
later did they come to be associated with the inhabitants of the southern coastal plain
and implicitly compared with the Assyrians.

The contribution by Ann Killebrew, “The Philistines in the Book of Samuel: An
Archaeological Perspective” provides an overview of the current archaeological
evidence from six sites commonly identified as Philistine: Ekron, Ashdod, Tell es-
Safi/Gath, Ashkelon, Tel Batash, and Tell Qasile. Killebrew reviews the material culture
evidence from these sites during the late Iron I and Iron II periods “in order to respond
to questions about the historical backdrop and literary history of the books of Samuel”
(p- 59). Following her survey of the archaeological evidence, Killebrew stresses that the
Iron Age I is the only period of time when all four of the excavated “Pentapolis” sites
(Ekron, Ashdod, Tell es-Safi/Gath, and Ashkelon) were major urban centers. On the
basis of the appearance of Philistine material culture at Tel Batash/Timnah and Tell
Qasile beginning in the Iron IB, she further concludes, “These findings suggest the
expansion of Philistine influence beyond the original core settlements, and they tally
with the biblical account in the books of Judges and Samuel of Philistine superiority
over Judah” (p. 85). Moreover, Killebrew suggests a correlation between the narratives
of David’s victories over the Philistines (2 Sam 5; 8) and evidence for the decline of
certain Philistine sites during Iron I1A, especially Tel Migne-Ekron, Tel Batash, and Tel
Qasile, but possibly also Ashdod and Ashkelon. While the fluctuation in settlement at
the six sites discussed by Killebrew may be uncontroversial, the question arises for
interpreters of the books of Samuel: Is it merely a coincidence that 2 Samuel places
David’s defeat of the Philistines roughly in the same historical period that the decline
of multiple presumed Philistine sites is attested? Or did the authors of the Philistine
passages in Samuel have access to some sort of knowledge of this “apex” (whether
connected to traditions about David from the outset or only later linked with him)? On
the other hand, caution is advised here, since the framing of the archaeological evidence
in Killebrew’s survey follows precisely the “vicious circle” that Bezzel warns of in his
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essay: “The text served as the basis for a historical reconstruction which was taken as a
matrix for interpreting archaeological findings which, reciprocally, were used to
confirm the supposed historical reliability of the biblical account” (p. 48).

In their contribution “Tradents of the Lost Ark: The Ark of the Covenant as an Object
of Discourse on Divine and Human Kingship”, John Will Rice and Matteo Béchtold
make an innovative contribution to the interpretation of the Ark Narrative in 1 Sam 4—
6 by focusing on the motif of divine kingship. Following a review of both earlier and
recent views on the literary development and rhetorical function of the Ark Narrative,
Rice and Béchtold emphasize that the later, expanded version of the narrative in 1 Sam
46 cast the ark “as a symbol of a lost era of self-determination within discussions of a
future self-determination taking place in many texts across the Hebrew Bible” (p. 95).
In contrast to earlier scholarship on the Ark Narrative, which followed Rost in regarding
the text as an originally independent “source”, Rice and Béchtold emphasize that the
narrative, “is most likely a product of its current literary context leading to the institution
of the Israelite monarchy” (p. 98). In addition, they show how the authors of several
different biblical texts used the “social availability” of the ark to advance their own
views about the nature of prophecy, priesthood, and human kingship (part 4). In the last
part of the study, they theorize the ark in terms of the poet Charles Baudelaire’s idea of
malentendu universel (universal misunderstanding), concluding that “it is the looseness
of the ark that gave it its impact and turned it into one of the main symbols of nationhood
in post-monarchic contexts” (p. 105).

The contribution by Jirg Hutzli, “Proximity to David, Proximity to Yahweh:
Foreigners in the David Narratives”, takes a literary approach to the portrayal of non-
Israelites in the books of Samuel. He argues that the frequent reference to the place of
origin of many of the characters mentioned in Samuel is intentional: In many cases, non-
Israelite characters are depicted positively, thus standing in contrast to the negative
Deuteronomistic image of foreign nations. Hutzli observes that the prominent place that
individual foreigners hold in the David narratives is reminiscent of the “foreigner-
friendly” perspective of the book of Ruth. Notably, the books of Samuel refer to
foreigners swearing by Yhwh, turning to Yhwh in times of need, handling the ark of
Yhwh competently, or having a Yhwh-theophoric name. On the basis of this evidence,
Hutzli argues that the books of Samuel presuppose a custom whereby foreigners residing
in Israel recognize Yhwh as the “god of the land” and turn to him, for example, in times
of need. In Hutzli’s view, many of the passages in Samuel featuring foreign individuals
date to the preexilic period. This relatively early dating of the narratives rests in part on
the argument that narratives mentioning the city of Gath reflect historical circumstances
prior to the destruction of Gath in the ninth century and likely would not have featured
this city if they had been written later. However, the fact that these passages share a
perspective similar to that found in the book of Ruth raises the question of whether they
may be better understood as reactions against a Deuteronomistic ideology rather than
as early texts that predate this ideology.

The contribution by Cynthia Edenburg, “In Search of Amalek: The Pursuit of an
Historical Referent in 1 Sam 307, raises the question whether the passages in the books
of Samuel mentioning Amalek and Amalekites may be a cipher for Persian-period
Idumea rather than references to an Iron Age nomadic group. She takes 1 Sam 30 as a
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case study, beginning with linguistic observations that lend support to a late dating of
the chapter (part 3), from which she concludes that “the scribe who penned the narrative
attempted to emulate the style of oral storytelling, but ultimately left tell-tale signs of
the scribal erudition of the Persian period” (p. 138). She then turns to a broader
discussion of the literary portrayal of Amalek in the books of Samuel as a whole (part
4), where she notes that “[p]erhaps the most striking feature in the biblical profile of
Amalek is the lack of ambivalence towards them on the part of the biblical scribes, in
sharp contrast to Edom, Midian, or the Kenites” (p. 139). While other scholars have
suggested that Amalek was a “blanket name” for the tribal groups of the southern desert
or as a cipher for first-millennium BCE Arabs, Edenburg asks why such groups would
evoke such hostility on the part of the biblical scribes and thus considers whether certain
details in the narrative might better fit another group. Edenburg notes that Judean
hegemony in the southern Hebron hills and the Negev began to wane at the beginning
of the sixth century BCE, thus disrupting the equilibrium between different groups in
the northern Negev and leading to competition between pastoralists and the settled
population for access to arable land. For Edenburg, the geographic sphere of the Amalek
narrative in 1 Sam 30 provides the key for identifying the group behind the term
“Amalek”: After the Babylonian conquest, the southern Hebron hills and the Negev
were no longer controlled by Judah and ultimately became the province of Idumea in
the Hellenistic period. In the end, Edenburg proposes two alternative scenarios for the
composition of the account of David’s battle with the Amalekites in 1 Sam 30. In the
first scenario, the story would have originally been a “legal midrash explicating the
origin of the custom for distributing war booty” (p. 146), and the identification of the
raiders with Amalek would be part of a late reworking that gave the story an anti-
Idumean slant. In the second scenario, this “legal midrash” would have been associated
with Amalek from the outset and was motivated “by the wish to reverse the hold of
Idumea upon what used to be southern Judah” (p. 146), retrojecting this wish onto
Judah’s founding figure.

The contribution by Zachary Thomas and Erez Ben-Yosef, “Copper, Nomads, and
Kings: Rethinking the Social and Historical Background of the Book of Samuel”,
focuses on the problem that not all complex hierarchical societies are readily identifiable
in the archaeological record. The study is divided into two distinct parts. In the first
main part (sections 2-3), Thomas and Ben-Yosef make the case for the existence of an
Edomite polity during the tenth century BCE on the basis of archaeological evidence
and extrabiblical texts (the reference to Shasu tribes in Papyrus Anastasi VI and the
Nimrud Slab of Adad-Nirari III). In doing so, they identify the workers involved in
copper smelting at the southern Arabah site of Timna with the Shasu and note that “the
society responsible for this early Iron Age copper industry can only have been tent-
dwelling pastoral nomads” (p. 157). They identify this polity with Edom, critiquing in
detail the questioning of such an identification by Piotr Bienkowski (and in doing so
rely in part on biblical texts such as 1 Kgs 9:16; Num 34:3; and Josh 15:1). In the second
main part (section 4), the authors argue that biblical scholars should take seriously a
reading of the books of Samuel “against the background of a socially polymorphous
Israel during the early Iron Age” (p. 160) and provide four case studies of how such a
background affects the reading of particular passages in Samuel. They propose (1)
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understanding the reports of Saul’s and David’s defeat of Edom in 1 Sam 14:47 and
2 Sam 8:12—14 as reflecting these kings’ desire to control the supply and trade of copper;
(2) understanding certain instances of the term 7'y in Samuel as referring to a social unit
dwelling in a tent camp rather than a built-up city; (3) interpreting the term 9271 against
the background of pastoral nomadism rather than as a term designating the fringes of
civilization; and (4) interpreting the references to Shiloh in 1 Sam 1-4 as reflecting a
tent-shrine that would fit within the pastoral-nomadic social structure of early Israel. In
sum, the authors use recent archaeological evidence for a largely “invisible” complex
society that they identify as Edom as the starting point for the thesis that certain details
in the books of Samuel relating to Edom and early Israelite social structure as
historically reliable.

The contribution by Stephen Germany and Assaf Kleiman, “Arameans in the Book
of Samuel: Textual, Historical, and Archaeological Approaches”, inquires into the
historical background of multiple passages in the books of Samuel in which “Aram”
(i.e., Damascus) and/or other Aramean groups or polities are mentioned (or potentially
mentioned). The first part of the study consists of a textual analysis of the passages in
Samuel in which Arameans are either mentioned explicitly or potentially implied,
including an evaluation of the relative dating of these passages within the compositional
history of the books of Samuel. The second part of the study considers extrabiblical
textual evidence relevant to contextualizing the aforementioned references historically,
and it reinforces the conclusion that the texts reflect knowledge of historical
circumstances from well after the time depicted in the narratives, namely, the second
half of the ninth century at the earliest and possibly extending down to the Persian
period. The third part of the study reviews the archaeological data for the settlement
history of the central Levant during the early first millennium BCE and places a special
focus on the Sea of Galilee region. Both extrabiblical texts and the archaeological
evidence from the Sea of Galilee region suggest that the authors of the books of Samuel
had access to knowledge about the region extending back to the late ninth century (but
likely not earlier) and knowledge of an inhabited Sea of Galilee region as late as the
Persian and Hellenistic periods. Parallel to this, the analysis of the biblical texts
themselves suggests that the specific passages in Samuel referring to Arameans were
composed sometime between the late eighth century and the Persian period. In order to
account for the difference between the terminus post quem suggested by the
extrabiblical evidence and that suggested by the biblical texts themselves, one is almost
inevitably faced with the necessity of postulating the reception of earlier “traditions” in
the passages in question. Yet contrary to earlier scholarship, which would regard these
as traditions about David, a more parsimonious conclusion would be that the authors of
Samuel had access to fragments of information (such as from Neo-Assyrian annals or
copies of inscriptions from neighboring regions).

The contribution by Walter Biihrer, “The Long Shadow of the Gibeonites in the
Account of Saul’s Post-mortem Rejection and Restitution (2 Sam 21:1-14)”, addresses
the role of the Gibeonites, who are portrayed as non-Israelites residing within the
boundaries of Israel, in the books of Samuel. In contrast to other recent analyses of the
story relating to Saul’s bloodguit in 2 Sam 21:1-14, Biihrer concludes that the story is
largely a compositional unity, with only isolated later additions in vv. 2b—3aa, 7, 12apb—



Introduction 7

13a. On the basis of this diachronic analysis, Biihrer finds the hypothesis that the
“bloodguilt of the house of Saul” originally meant the “bloodguilt against the house of
Saul” (H. Bezzel) unconvincing. Rather, the “bloodguilt of the house of Saul” was
bloodguilt against the Gibeonites from the outset. Yet the Gibeonites” demand to David
to kill seven descendants of Saul and to deny them a proper burial as recompense creates
a new violation of the social order: the failure to honor the dead. As Biihrer points out,
“The post-mortem destruction of the killed Saulides aims at the radical erasure of the
memory of Saul. By not only killing his descendants and thus preventing them from
commemorating their father and grandfather, but also preventing them from being
remembered themselves, the Gibeonites aim at a complete damnatio memoriae for
Saul’s family. Following the execution, Rizpah’s wake over the bodies of the murdered
Saulides makes David realize that Saul himself is still not buried in his family tomb,
leading David to transfer Saul’s bones from Jabesh-gilead to the land of Benjamin.

The final contribution by Benedikt Hensel and Stephen Germany, “Shifting Trends
in the Study of Non-Israelite Groups in the Books of Samuel”, provides a wider context
for the preceding contributions in the volume by briefly reviewing the current state of
research on the portrayal of non-Israelite groups in the books of Samuel, especially with
regard to the hypothesized historical context(s) in which the various literary strata of
these books were written.






On Defining Israel: Or, Let’s do the Kulturkreislehre Again!®

Aren Maeir

1. Introduction

If the scope of archaeological research is to obtain an insight into the identity constructions of Iron Age
people as suggested by the material evidence, then we need not to be fixed on one particular type of
identity, which may or may not be actually present in the archaeological record, but rather allow for all
possible scenarios to unfold and pick the one(s) that seem(s) most plausible. This implies a 180° turn
in the relationship between identity concepts and the material record. One should not categorize the
material record based on some large (ethnic) identities that we assume people shared, but rather
reconstruct past identities based on the material record patterns.!

While the opening quote seems to fit in perfectly with some of the conundrums of the
archaeological definition of identity in the Iron Age Levant, and in particular of ancient
Israel, in fact it is directed at quite a different period and cultures (early medieval
Europe). Clearly, the issues discussed in this article are not only relevant to the study of
ancient Israel. Rather, critical perspectives from the broader contexts of archaeological
research are of importance in attempts to archaeologically define early Israel.?

But why do we need another discussion on archeologically defining early Israel? Can
an archaeological perspective help discussions like those in this issue on the question of
a “big” and “little” Israel?

Both questions can be answered with “Yes”. It appears that we do indeed need to
bring up these issues again, though perhaps from a slightly different angle. As I will try
to demonstrate below, much of the discussion, archacological and textual, on the
definition of “early Israel” in general, and of the formation and meaning of the term
“Israel”, is wrought with serious theoretical and methodological problems.

To do so, I will step back and consider the question primarily from an archaeological
perspective. But I will not simply reiterate well-known criteria from the material record
that have been used frequently in previous studies. Rather, I will consider them through
a critical theoretical lens. As such, my data set will not be limited to what is usually
used for defining ancient Israel. I will also adduce relevant scholarship from the study

* This contribution was originally published in HeBAI 10 (2021): 106—-148.

! Popa 2018, 191.

2 As used in this contribution, “Israel” can refer to several things. 1) Specific mentions of the name
Israel in ancient sources; 2) The commonly used generic term for the population of the southern
Levantine central hills region (often “Ancient Israel”); 3) “Big” and “Little” Israel, following
Monroe/Fleming 2019, referring to the changing meaning of the term Israel during the Iron Age. As
needed, the specific use will be noted.
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of identity of other ancient cultures and contexts, where many of the same problems are
being grappled with.

In doing so, I realize that I am entering a minefield. Archaeologists and historians
who write about ancient Israel have focused on the five Ws (who, where, when, why
and what). These, indeed, are the essential questions, and the axes of complex debates
in the field. What I have to offer will not resolve these disagreements. Neither do I claim
that the theoretical perspectives I bring here are entirely unknown to my colleagues,
some of whom, indeed, refer to them in their work. But I maintain that they have
insufficiently informed work in the field; indeed, in the work of many scholars of ancient
Israel they play no role at all.> Clearly, to define (and identify) what ancient Israel is, at
different stages, requires, as a precondition, some common ground in the field not only
on what the term “Israel” refers to, but also on how it is manifested in the archaeological
record, both at specific points in time and over extended periods.

By and large, archaeologists and historians in the field fall into the same trap. When
thinking of ancient Israel, they picture it in a manner according with their intuition of
what it should look like. Usually, the image comes from an Israel of a very specific
socio-historical timeframe. They then project this image backwards and forwards, most
often flattening the developmental processes and the temporal and situational diversity
of how this Israel is manifested in the material record.

Even given the premise that there was a group (or groups) consisting of people with
a common identity that they, or others, defined as “Israel” in some form or another, at
different stages of history (from that term’s first appearance c¢. 1210 BCE on the
Merenptah Stele to modern times), the referent it points to was neither static nor one
that underwent a simplistic, uniform and linear development. Richard Jenkins puts it in
a nutshell: Identity, he writes, “is a process — identification — not a ‘thing’. It is not
something that one can have, or not; it is something that one does.”*

In other words, the meaning of the term “Israel”, denoting a group with a common
identity, has always been in flux, taking on very different characters over time.
Furthermore, the nature of its permutations is complex. That means that any
presumption that the term can be simplistically defined by reference to specific
definitions, characteristics, continuities, and developmental pathways is untenable. For
example, the entities referred to as “Little Israel” and “Big Israel” in the recent scholarly
discussion are not simply a physical development of each other, but are connected to
complex ideological viewpoints, both in antiquity and in modern interpretations. Thus,
from an archaeological perspective, a straightforward developmental continuity of the
material correlates of various stages of Isracl may be very difficult, if even impossible,
to define. Indeed, there may not be any such thing.

3 T am hardly the first to question the theoretical foundations of a substantial part of the discussions
on the definitions of early Israel, in particular in relationship to the definition of ethnicity and its
archaeological manifestations. See, e. g., Kletter 2006; Kletter 2014; Lemche 2010; Lemche 2012;
Nestor 2010. It is crucial to continue pointing this out due to the fact that these theoretical
misconceptions can still be seen in seemingly influential publications (e.g., Dever 2017, 210-218;
Faust 2018).

4 Jenkins 2008, 5. See as well, e.g., Melucci 1982, 68; Schlesinger 1987, 237. For a review of
concepts of identity in connection with early Israel, see Toyrddnvuori 2020, 205-215.
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