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Preface 

The present study is a revised version of my PhD dissertation, completed at the 
Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of Lausanne under 
the direction of Christophe Nihan. It was conducted as part of the Swiss Na-
tional Science Foundation Project no. 153029, and examined in June 2018 by 
a panel consisting of Thomas Römer (chair), Christian Frevel, Sarianna Metso, 
Christophe Nihan (director), and James W. Watts. 

I wish to express my sincere gratitude to Prof. Nihan for his role as my doc-
toral supervisor. He provided me with an exceptional training environment at 
Lausanne, which enabled me to gain knowledge and competencies in a variety 
of new areas. I have benefited greatly from our many discussions over the 
years, as well as from Prof. Nihan’s comments on various drafts of my disser-
tation. I wish also to express my particular thanks to Prof. Nihan for his assis-
tance during my relocation from Australia to Switzerland with my husband, 
Timothy Rhyder, and for all that he did to make us feel welcome in Lausanne. 

Special thanks are also due to the members of my doctoral panel, who pro-
vided me with many valuable comments on various aspects of my research, as 
well as suggestions for improving the thesis for publication. I am particularly 
grateful for their willingness to travel to Lausanne for the public defense of my 
dissertation, which enabled me to benefit from a dynamic, face-to-face discus-
sion. I also wish to thank Konrad Schmid, Mark S. Smith, Hermann Spiecker-
mann, and David Andrew Teeter for accepting the present study into the series 
Forschungen zum Alten Testament. 

Several sections of this study were initially presented as papers at various 
academic meetings. The discussions of ritual and temporal standardization in 
chapters 4 and 6 were presented in different forms at the graduate student meet-
ing of the Faculties of Theology of Berlin, Göttingen, and Lausanne held in 
Lausanne in May 2016, at an international conference organized by the Faculty 
of Theology in Lausanne that same month, and at the European Association of 
Biblical Studies (EABS) Annual Meeting held in Helsinki in August 2018. The 
issue of Judean bias in the priestly traditions, addressed in chapter 4, was pre-
sented in a different form at an international conference hosted by the 
Protestant Institute of Theology at Montpellier in December 2018. The discus-
sion of the high priest’s vestments in chapter 4 also builds on research under-
taken for a coauthored paper (with Christophe Nihan) presented at the EABS 
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Annual Meeting held in Leuven in July 2016. Certain elements of chapter 5 
were presented at an international conference hosted by the Faculty of Arts at 
the University of Geneva in May 2014, at a colloquium hosted by the Collège 
de France in May 2018, and at the Annual Meeting of the Society of Biblical 
Literature in Denver in November 2018. My research on the 4QReworked Pen-
tateuch C manuscript, presented in chapter 6, was also delivered in a different 
version at the EABS graduate student meeting held in Leuven in March 2015. 
Finally, the discussion of the sabbath in chapter 7 was presented in modified 
form at the graduate student meeting of the Faculties of Theology of Basel, 
Göttingen, and Lausanne held in Basel in May 2018. I received many valuable 
comments at these various conferences and workshops, which were of great 
benefit to the present study. 

This book could not have been completed without the support of colleagues, 
friends, and family members. I revised the manuscript while working as a post-
doctoral researcher in a team led by Sonja Ammann at the Faculty of Theology 
of the University of Basel. I am grateful to Prof. Ammann for her support, 
advice, and kindness throughout this process, as well as for the friendship of 
my colleagues Helge Bezold and Stephen Germany at the University of Basel. 
I am also grateful to the various members of the Biblical Studies Institute at 
the University of Lausanne for their support during my doctoral studies, espe-
cially to my colleagues Anna Angelini, Aurélie Bischofberger, Hervé Gonza-
lez, Priscille Marshall, and Katharina Pyschny. I wish also to thank Anna 
Angelini, Mark Brett, Jordan Davis, and Benedikt Hensel for their feedback on 
drafts of select chapters of the study, Angela Roskop Erisman for her careful 
copyedit of the manuscript, and Joan Beaumont, Anita Dirnberger, Timothy 
Rhyder, and Garry Tongs, who provided valuable assistance with matters of 
indexing and proof reading. Special mention should be made of Rotem Avneri 
Meir, who proof read the entire manuscript and also assisted me in navigating 
the Modern Hebrew of certain secondary sources that were important for this 
study. Any remaining mistakes in the manuscript are my sole responsibility. 

This study involved the particular challenge of relocating from Australia to 
Switzerland. I am grateful to my family and friends in Australia for their sup-
port and encouragement during this process. I wish to particularly mention my 
parents, Joan Beaumont and Oliver Beaumont, my stepmother, Pamela Bowen, 
and my sisters, Diana Beaumont and Caroline Beaumont, for their continued 
love and support. My mother, Joan, deserves a particular word of thanks for 
the model of academic excellence that she has always demonstrated in her work 
as a historian, and for her encouragement as I pursued my own academic inter-
ests. Finally, I am, above all, thankful to my husband, Tim, whose support dur-
ing the writing of this book has known no limits. I dedicate this study to him 
with gratitude and affection. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: 
The Holiness Legislation and Cultic Centralization 

Few issues have attracted more attention in scholarship on the Hebrew Bible 
than cultic centralization. The topic has generated a wealth of literature from 
Wilhelm M. L. de Wette’s 1805 doctoral thesis, to the seminal 1878 treatise by 
Julius Wellhausen, until today.1 Cultic centralization has typically been under-
stood as restriction of the sacrificial cult of the god Yhwh to a very small num-
ber of sanctuaries in ancient Israel. By the Hellenistic period at the latest, two 
main cultic centers are thought to have been operating. For Judeans, the temple 
in Jerusalem was identified as Yhwh’s chosen cultic center. For Samarians, by 
contrast, the temple on Mount Gerizim served as the central cultic institution 
prior to its destruction by John Hyrcanus in the late second century BCE. 
Scholars do not imagine that these two temples exerted a totalizing cultic mo-
nopoly; it is known that a small number of shrines operated in the diaspora, 
such as the second-century temple at Leontopolis mentioned by Josephus.2 
However, the majority view is that the number of local Yahwistic shrines rad-
ically decreased by the end of the first millennium; by this time, control over 
the sacrificial cult was largely concentrated in a limited number of temple in-
stitutions. 

 
1 Wilhelm M. L. de Wette, “Dissertatio critica-exegetica qua Deuteronomium a prioribus 

Pentateuchi libris diversum alius cuiusdam recentioris auctoris opus esse monstratur” (PhD 
diss., University of Jena, 1805) did not employ the term “centralization.” So far as I am 
aware, the first publication in biblical studies to employ the term “centralization” was J. 
Orth, “La centralisation du cult du Jéhovah,” NRTh 4 (1859): 350–60 (see further §3.2.1). 
Several recent monographs have been devoted to the topic of cultic centralization, or the 
idea of the “chosen place”; see Eleonore Reuter, Kultzentralisation. Entstehung und Theol-

ogie von Dtn 12, BBB 87 (Frankfurt am Main: Hain, 1993); Pekka Pitkänen, Central Sanc-

tuary and Centralization of Worship in Ancient Israel: From the Settlement to the Building 

of Solomon’s Temple (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2003); Melody D. Knowles, Centrality 

Practiced: Jerusalem in the Religious Practice of Yehud and the Diaspora in the Persian 

Period, ABS 16 (Atlanta, GA: SBL Press, 2006); Rannfrid Irene Thelle, Approaches to the 

“Chosen Place”: Accessing a Biblical Concept, LHBOTS 564 (London: T&T Clark, 2012); 
and Jeffrey G. Audirsch, The Legislative Themes of Centralization: From Mandate to De-

mise (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2014).  
2 J.W. 1.33; 7.426–36; Ant. 12.388; 13.62–73, 285. See further §3.1.3. 
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A question of enduring scholarly interest is how these processes of cultic 
centralization might have taken root in earlier periods. Biblical researchers 
have long held that the establishment of the centralized cult was strongly con-
nected to the composition of the Pentateuch. Much of past scholarship focused 
on the origins of the book of Deuteronomy, particularly on the obligation to 
perform sociocultic duties at a central םוקמ  ‘place’. The first version of this 
book is classically dated to the reign of the Judean king Josiah (ca. 640–609 
BCE). According to the account of 2 Kgs 22–23, Josiah found a הרותה רפס  
‘book of the law’ in the temple and used this to justify establishing the temple 
in Jerusalem as the only sanctuary in Judah. In his thesis, de Wette identified 
this book of the law with a first version of Deuteronomy, which, he suggested, 
was written to provide the legislative foundations of Josiah’s policies of cultic 
centralization.3 Today, many scholars would question whether we can draw 
such a direct link between Deuteronomy and the book of the law mentioned in 
2 Kgs 22–23 (see §3.1.1). The date of the core Deuteronomic Code (Deut 12–
26 + 28 [D]) is also a matter of debate, although most scholars would still 
support a Neo-Assyrian core of the legislation.4 However, despite these quali-
fications, almost all scholars would agree that the composition of Deuteronomy 
was a watershed in the transition to a centralized cult, insofar as it provided the 
conceptual underpinning for restricting key sociocultic practices to a central 
place in ancient Israel. 

In this study, I do not deny the importance of Deuteronomy in the history of 
centralization. However, I query why the strong focus on Deuteronomy in pre-
vious research has not been matched by an appropriate interest in how other 
pentateuchal traditions might also have advanced the case for a centralized cult. 
Most notably, the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch have so far received re-
markably few detailed treatments from the perspective of cultic centralization. 
The prevailing assumption since Wellhausen has been that the priestly tradi-
tions inherit Deuteronomy’s concept of centralization rather than articulate 
their own case for how the Israelite cult and community should be unified and 
centralized (see §3.2.1). They therefore are assumed to have little to contribute 
to the study of cultic centralization, because they simply tease out the conse-
quences of Deuteronomy’s mandate of centralization for the organization of 
the cult and its associated priestly hierarchies. This view has occasionally faced 

 
3 de Wette, “Dissertatio,” 164–65 n. 5. 
4 On the debates concerning the date of D, see the histories of scholarship offered by 

Peter Altmann, Festive Meals in Ancient Israel: Deuteronomy’s Identity Politics in Their 

Ancient Near Eastern Context, BZAW 424 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011), 8–36 and Eckart Otto, 
Deuteronomium 1–11, HThKAT (Freiburg: Herder, 2012), 62–230, esp. 146–230. They both 
confirm the ongoing support that a Neo-Assyrian date of a core version of D continues to 
enjoy among the majority of researchers. For a noteworthy challenge to this view, in favor 
of a later date for D, see esp. Juhla Pakkala, “The Date of the Oldest Edition of Deuteron-
omy,” ZAW 121 (2009): 388–401. 
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critique but has so far not been the subject of a dedicated study (see §3.2.2). 
To rectify this imbalance in the history of research, this book offers a detailed 
analysis of cultic centralization in one of the key priestly traditions; namely, 
the Holiness legislation of Lev 17–26 (H).5 

The Holiness legislation is an excellent entry point for research on centrali-
zation and the priestly traditions. As will be discussed in greater detail below, 
the study of H has been invigorated by the recognition that Lev 17–26 were 
not transmitted as a discrete legal code but are part of a compositional stratum 
that supplemented the Priestly narrative of origins (see §2.1). In addition, there 
is a growing recognition that the scribes who produced H coordinated diverse 
traditions, including not only the earlier Priestly materials but also D, the Cov-
enant Code of Exod 21–23 (CC), and various prophetic materials when crafting 
their legal rulings (see §2.2.2). H therefore has a heightened potential to illu-
minate the ways in which earlier literary materials, especially Deuteronomy, 
might have been considered determinative in shaping how cult centralization 
was conceived in the priestly traditions. 

The focus on H also has the potential to advance our understanding of the 
importance of the Persian period (ca. 538–333 BCE) in the emergence of a 
centralized cult in Yehud and Samaria. While the traditional focus of scholars 
of centralization has been on the monarchic era, especially in relation to the 
reign of Josiah in the seventh century BCE, various studies in recent decades 
have begun to explore processes of cult centralization during the Persian period 
(see §3.1.4). Yet, despite this growing scholarly interest, studies of centraliza-
tion in the Persian period have rarely considered the role that the writing of 
ritual legislation, such as that found in H, might have played in negotiating 
these processes. The date of H has been a matter of debate, but I maintain, with 
the majority of scholars, that there are strong grounds to situate the composi-
tion of Lev 17–26 sometime during the early to mid-Persian period (see 
§2.2.3). These chapters therefore provide a rich source for exploring the ways 
in which the promotion of normative ritual practice and its associated priestly 
hierarchies might have assisted in the concentration of sociocultic power and 
authority during the Persian period. 

By adopting this focus, this study offers a more critical conceptualization of 
the very idea of centralization for the study of the Pentateuch and for the history 
of ancient Israel. Surprisingly, given the widespread recognition that centrali-
zation is an important legislative theme in biblical studies, few attempts have 
been made to articulate a conceptual framework for understanding the 

 
5 The term Heiligkeitsgesetz was coined by August Klostermann, “Ezechiel und das Hei-

ligkeitsgesetz,” in Der Pentateuch. Beiträge zu seinem Verständnis und seiner Entstehungs-

geschichte (Leipzig: A. Deichert, 1893). It reflects the particular interest in holiness which 
characterizes the laws of Lev 17–26, and especially their focus on the sanctification of the 
Israelite community; see Lev 19:2; 20:7, 26. 
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dynamics of this concept. This omission can be attributed at least in part to the 
tendency of scholars to adopt a fairly wooden understanding of centralization 
in Deuteronomy – as the concentration of sociocultic practices and resources 
to a chosen םוקמ  – as the core definition of the centralized cult in ancient Israel. 
However, while the issue of where the Israelites worshipped is of undeniable 
importance, it is too limiting to understand centralization exclusively in terms 
of the choice of a central place. If we are open to reconceptualizing the term 
“centralization,” it becomes clear that other factors assisted in normalizing the 
concentration of resources and power that is inherent in centralization. This 
study employs the insights of contemporary social theorists about “center” and 
“centralization” in order to argue that cultic centralization in ancient Israel 
should not be understood narrowly as a process of limiting certain behaviors 
to a particular locale. On the contrary, centralization can be reconceptualized 
as a dynamic and multifaceted network of processes that includes activities 
such as standardizing ritual practice, restricting cultic authority to a monopo-
listic priesthood, funneling economic resources to a central sanctuary institu-
tion, and reconceptualizing central authority in the wake of the ideological cri-
sis that followed the downfall of the Judean monarchy.

1.1 Methodology 

This study employs a range of approaches in its analysis of H and its discourse 
of centralization. The methodology consists primarily of a detailed analysis of 
relevant texts of Lev 17–26 using the classical methods of historical-critical 
exegesis. In addition to philological analysis, particular emphasis is placed on 
textual criticism; the study thus reviews select evidence of the Reworked Pen-
tateuch manuscripts found at Qumran, especially the lengthy addition to Lev 
23:1–24:9 in 4QRP C frg. 23 (4Q365 23). The attention paid to textual criticism 
stems from the conviction that the transmission of Lev 17–26, as well as that 
of the texts on which their authors relied, provides valuable insights into how 
H’s discourse of centralization was understood in antiquity, and how it was 
developed to serve new discursive aims. When relevant, evidence of the recep-
tion of H’s centralizing discourse in Second Temple traditions such as the Tem-
ple Scroll will be considered. 

The study will also include a literary-critical investigation of the place of 
Lev 17–26 within priestly tradition. In particular, it will offer a detailed dis-
cussion of the likely scope of P at the time H was composed, an issue of par-
ticular importance for determining the extent to which H builds on a discourse 
of centralization already established by P and the extent to which it moves be-
yond these earlier materials in articulating a new centralizing logic. The anal-
ysis of H will also employ source and redaction criticism in order to justify 
treating the ideas about centralization found in Lev 17–26 as part of an 
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intentional compositional strategy rather than the haphazard result of multiple 
literary stages. The issue of texts outside Lev 17–26 that share strong phraseo-
logical and thematic correspondences with these chapters – what I refer to as 
“H-like” materials – will also be addressed when such texts are relevant. 

Furthermore, this study will explore H’s reliance on other pentateuchal tra-
ditions by means of innerscriptural exegesis. This method, although conceived 
in different ways by different scholars, will here be treated as the identification 
of lexical, syntactic, and sequential correspondences between two or more 
texts, correspondences that might be interpreted as evidence of the reception 
of one text by the other.6 This study will apply rigorous standards when as-
sessing what might constitute a suitably strong correspondence as to warrant 
postulating that H is dependent on an earlier tradition. These standards will be 
discussed in particular detail when assessing the degree to which H’s discourse 
of centralization borrows from D or draws primarily on the earlier P materials. 

I also position the analysis of Lev 17–26 within a comparative approach in 
which H’s discourse of centralization is understood against a broader back-
ground of relevant ANE textual sources. This will be particularly relevant 
when assessing the significance of the absence of a royal figure from P and H, 
as well as their depictions of the centralized cult; the emphasis in Lev 23 on a 
fixed calendar for the entire community; and the image in Lev 25 of the land 
as Yhwh’s estate and the Israelites as his slaves. In addition, the centralizing 
discourse of Lev 17–26 will be considered in light of historical evidence per-
taining to the social, political, economic, and cultic situation of Yehud and Sa-
maria in the Persian period, as well as the Judean diaspora at Elephantine and 
other locales. For this purpose, I also draw on archaeological, epigraphic, and 
textual documentation when relevant for illuminating H’s discursive strategies 
and how these might be situated historically. 

Finally, as already mentioned, my reading of H’s discourse will draw on a 
range of social science methodologies that can assist us in the task of concep-
tualizing centralization. Social theories are employed as a supplement to the 
close reading of Lev 17–26 which is the focus of this book; they are introduced 
only when their different conceptual lenses enhance our understanding of the 
issues raised by the text itself. Discourses about centralization are widely rec-
ognized to be inherently about power dynamics and the attachment of signifi-
cance and meaning to sociocultic practices in order to affirm a particular soci-
opolitical order (see below §1.2.1). The H materials thus share many 
fundamental similarities to more recent textual and oral traditions in which 
centralizing values and behaviors are promoted. Hence, it is appropriate to be 
sensitive to the arguments of many social theorists that discourse in social 

 
6 See Michael A. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1985). 
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domains, including ancient ones, is never value-free, and to integrate such the-
ories of power relations into the study of centralization and H. 

These various methodologies and theoretical insights, then, will be com-
bined to provide a multimodal approach to the analysis of the Holiness legis-
lation and its discourse of centralization. The term “multimodal” refers to the 
decision taken in this study to avoid employing any one of the methodologies 
described above in isolation, or to confine a particular approach to a specific 
chapter in the analysis of Lev 17–26 and their literary and historical context. It 
is only in combination that these methodologies and theories work most effec-
tively to help untangle the complex issues of interpretation inherent in the issue 
of centralization. 

1.2 Key Concepts 

Any study of centralization and the pentateuchal traditions immediately en-
counters the question of definition. This relates, in the first instance, to the 
scribal and authorial categories that scholars routinely employ. The terms 
“priestly,” “P,” and “H” are constructs of modern scholarship, and the compo-
sition of each raises interpretative issues concerning profile, scope, date, se-
quence, and intersection with other traditions. These issues will be explored in 
detail in chapter 2, but some initial words of clarification are in order. 

In the analysis that follows, I employ the adjective “priestly” when referring 
to the texts in Genesis–Numbers that were first identified by Theodor Nöldeke 
and are still affirmed (with adjustments) by the majority of scholars today as 
sharing a distinctive stylistic, narrative, and thematic profile that distinguishes 
them from other materials in these books.7 These shared characteristics and 
concerns suggest that the priestly texts stemmed from closely related traditions 
that might have originated within a common institutional setting; namely, the 
priesthood in Jerusalem (see §4.4, §5.4.2, §6.4, §7.3.2). I do not consider all 

 
7 Theodor Nöldeke, Untersuchungen zur Kritik des Alten Testaments (Kiel: Schwers’sche 

Buchhandlung, 1869), 7–93. Nöldeke’s list of priestly texts in Genesis–Numbers includes 
Gen 1:1–2:4; 5:1–29a, 30–32; 6:9–22; 7:6–7, 11, 13–16a, 18–21, 24; 8:1–2a, 3b–5*, 13a, 
14–19; 9:1–17, 28–29; 10:1–7*, 20, 22–23*, 31–32; 11:10–27, 31–32; 12:4b–5; 13:6, 11b–
12*; 16:1a, 3, 15–16; 17:1–27; 19:29; 21:1b–5; 23:1–20; 25:7–11a, 12–17, 19–20, 26b; 
26:34–35; 27:46; 28:1–9; 31:18*; 33:18; 35:6a, 9–13, 15, 22b–29; 36:1–14; 37:1–2; 41:46a; 
46:6–7; 47:27b–28; 48:3–6; 49:1a, 28b–33; 50:12–13; Exod 1:1–5, 7, 13–14; 2:23–25; 6:2–
15 (16–27), 29–30; 7:1–13, 19–20a*, 22; 8:1–3, 11–15; 9:8–12; 11:9–10; 12:1–23 (24–27), 
28, 37a, 40–51; 13:1–2, 20; 14:1–4, 8–9, 10*, 15–18, 21*, 22–23, 26, 27*, 28–29; 15:27; 
16; 17:1; 19:2a; 24:15–18b; 25–31; 35–40; Lev 1–27; Num 1:1–10:28; 13:1–17a, 21, 25, 
32*; 14:1–10, 26–38; 15; 16:3–11, 16–24, 35; 17–19; 20:6–11, 22–29; 21:10–11; 22:1; 25–
27 (28–29); 30–31; 32:2–6*, 16–32; 33:1–49; 34–36. In present research, the issue of 
priestly materials in Deuteronomy is controversial. See §2.2.2. 
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the priestly traditions to form part of a single source, redaction, or layer. How-
ever, I do subscribe to the majority view that a core set of priestly materials 
originally circulated as a discrete document, which was only later combined 
with the non-priestly traditions (see §2.2.2). When I refer specifically to the 
Priestly document or source, I will employ the uppercase term “Priestly.” The 
earliest core of this document will be referred to as “Pg” (short for Priester-

grundschrift). I will generally refrain from entering into the complex debates 
about the scope of Pg and the thorny issue of how to locate its original ending.8 
The focus of this study is on the priestly texts that can be said with some con-
fidence to have existed at the time Lev 17–26 were written rather than what 
might have been the shape of the Priestly narrative at the time of its inception. 

Use of the term “P” is limited in this study to the Priestly source materials 
in the books of Genesis, Exodus, and Leviticus that are presupposed in Lev 
17–26 (see §2.2.2). Other scholars have defined P in different ways and may 
question my comparatively limited focus on Numbers. However, I argue that 
the vast majority of the priestly texts in Numbers can be reasonably assumed 
to postdate the composition of Lev 17–26 and are therefore unlikely to have 
informed the legislation within these chapters (see §2.2.2). Selected priestly 
traditions in Numbers (e.g., Num 1–10; 28–29) are of interest in this study 
primarily for the evidence they provide as to how the priestly logic of central-
ization developed in later materials. The same pertains to other texts, such as 
Exod 6:13–27 and Lev 10, that likely postdated the composition of Lev 17–26. 

I use the term “H” (the common shorthand for “Holiness legislation”) only 
when referring to Lev 17–26. When discussing texts outside these chapters that 
share with them strong linguistic, stylistic, and thematic parallels, I adopt the 
term “H-like.” This term leaves open the possibility that, although these texts 
evince a strong dependence on Lev 17–26, they might not have stemmed from 
precisely the same compositional stage as the core H materials (see §2.2.2). 
Although Lev 17–26 do contain late additions and supplements, as well as 
traces of earlier source materials, they are characterized by a high degree of 
structural integrity, thematic coherence, and linguistic distinctiveness that jus-
tifies treating them as a discrete subsection of legislative materials, with the 
descriptor H (see §2.2.1). 

Beyond these matters of terminology, a second problem besets the study of 
centralization; namely, what is meant by the term “centralization” and how 
might it be applied to the study of ancient texts such as the pentateuchal tradi-
tions. In the case of Deuteronomy, the concept of the chosen םוקמ  is an im-
portant anchor for the study of its centralizing discourse. However, for the 
priestly traditions – including Lev 17–26, the subject of this study – there is no 
comparable term or expression that so distinctly frames its centralizing dis-
course. This absence adds a further layer of complexity to the consideration of 

 
8 On these debates, see §2.2.2. 
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which legislative themes within these materials might shed light on their dis-
course of centralization. 

Social theories developed by scholars in other disciplines are thus particu-
larly valuable in framing this study of centralization and H. Such theory should 
not be employed in a procrustean fashion to impose externally generated con-
clusions upon the text. The text must determine the utility of theoretical in-
sights, rather than the reverse. However, used with appropriate care, social the-
ories can provide a necessary and illuminating conceptual framework for a 
more nuanced and multidimensional understanding of centralization, and es-
pecially the critical relationship between textual discourses and historical pro-
cesses of centralization. I therefore turn now to a description of how social 
theories shape my understanding of the key terms and concepts that will inform 
the analysis that follows; namely, centralization, center and periphery, dis-
course, and social memory. 

1.2.1 Centralization 

“Centralization” can be defined as simply the process of bringing activities 
together but, as social theorists have argued, these processes are rarely without 
some political and ideological underpinning. Centralization is therefore better 
understood as the structuring of power relations and social processes so that 
authority, decision making, and material resources are concentrated rather than 
dispersed.9 Inherent in the process of centralization is the “progressive subor-
dination” to central loci of power.10 Such subordination, of course, is rarely, if 
ever, absolute. The manner and extent to which power is concentrated or dis-
persed within a given group or society is always a matter of contestation and 
fluctuation; even if a center attains control over certain procedures or re-
sources, control does not always entail monopolistic action. Centralization in-
volves “a variety of mechanisms of control.”11 Some of these may even 

 
9 Royston Greenwood and C. R. (Bob) Hinings, “Centralization Revisited,” Administra-

tive Science Quarterly 21, no. 1 (1976): 151; Joseph Rogers Hollingsworth and Robert Han-
neman, Centralization and Power in Social Service Delivery Systems: The Cases of England, 

Wales, and the United States, International Series in Social Welfare 3 (Boston, MA: Kluwer-
Nijhoff, 1984), 8; and Vivien Ann Schmidt, Democratizing France: The Political and Ad-

ministrative History of Decentralization (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 
12. 

10 Humberto González Chávez, “The Centralization of Education in Mexico: Subordina-
tion and Autonomy,” in State and Society: The Emergence and Development of Social Hi-

erarchy and Political Centralization, ed. John Gledhill, Barbara Bender, and Mogens Trolle 
Larsen; trans. Victoria Forbes Adam; One World Archaeology 4 (London: Routledge, 2005), 
316. 

11 Karen Barkey, Bandits and Bureaucrats: The Ottoman Route to State Centralization, 
The Wilder House Series in Politics, History, and Culture (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1994), 231. 
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concede a degree of autonomy to peripheral groups in order to ensure long-
term compliance with central authority. Overlapping processes of centraliza-
tion and decentralization can simultaneously cohabit within different sectors 
of society.12 

Archaeologists and historians have taken particular interest in the connec-
tion between centralization and processes of state formation, including in an-
cient Israel.13 The emergence of the state is widely understood as characterized 
by the organization of populations into consolidated territories and the integra-
tion of military, economic, and bureaucratic powers into a central government. 
Such processes typically produce or consolidate new centralized institutions 
and, with them, new elites who control these institutions and the procedures of 
governance. However, processes of state formation are far from linear or mon-
olithic; many states remain tolerant of regional diversity and discretion or may 
place little emphasis on the need for central powers to exert control over the 
whole population. Nevertheless, the political and economic benefits that cen-
tralization can bestow through processes such as taxation or military service 

 
12 Alberto Diaz-Cayeros, Federalism, Fiscal Authority, and Centralization in Latin 

America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 10 n. 9. 
13 The literature on centralization and state formation is vast; see, with further studies, 

Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, trans. Ephraim 
Fischoff et al. (Berkley: University of California Press, 1978); David Nugent, “Building the 
State, Making the Nation: The Bases and Limits of State Centralization in ‘Modern’ Peru,” 
American Anthropologist 96, no. 2 (1994): 333–69; Marcella Frangipane, “The Develop-
ment of Administration from Collective to Centralized Economies in the Mesopotamian 
World,” in Cultural Evolution: Contemporary Viewpoints, ed. Gary M. Feinman and Linda 
Manzanilla (New York, NY: Kluwer Academic, 2000), 215–32; Frangipane, “Centralization 
Processes in Greater Mesopotamia: Uruk ‘Expansion’ as the Climax of Systemic Interactions 
among Areas of the Greater Mesopotamian Region,” in Uruk Mesopotamia and Its Neigh-

bors: Cross-Cultural Interactions in the Era of State Formation, Advanced Seminar (Ox-
ford: School of American Research, 2001), 307–48; John Gledhill, Barbara Bender, and Mo-
gens Trolle Larsen, eds., State and Society: The Emergence and Development of Social 

Hierarchy and Political Centralization; One World Archaeology 4 (London: Routledge, 
2005); Michael Mann, A History of Power from the Beginning to A.D. 1760, vol. 1 of The 

Sources of Social Power, 4 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); and Scott 
F. Abramson, “The Economic Origins of the Territorial State,” International Organization 
71, no. 1 (2017): 97–130. On state formation in ancient Israel, see, among others, Frank S. 
Frick, The Formation of the State in Ancient Israel: A Survey of Models and Theories, 
SWBA 4 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1985); John S. Holladay, “The Kingdoms of Israel 
and Judah: Political and Economic Centralization in the Iron IIA–B (ca. 1000–750 BCE),” 
in The Archaeology of Society in the Holy Land, ed. Thomas Evan Levy (London: Leicester 
University Press, 1998), 368–98; Daniel M. Master, “State Formation Theory and the King-
dom of Ancient Israel,” JNES 60, no. 2 (2001): 117–31; and Israel Finkelstein and Neil 
Asher Silberman, “Temple and Dynasty: Hezekiah, the Remaking of Judah and the Rise of 
the Pan-Israelite Ideology,” JSOT 30, no. 3 (2006): 259–85.  
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mean that it is a strategy employed by a great variety of states to consolidate 
power and resources. 

The interest of other social scientists in centralization, meanwhile, has com-
monly been at the substate level. This interest ranges from the study of systems 
that are small – such as the family, the business, or communities – to larger 
organizational structures, including the welfare state. The focus of these stud-
ies, which need not be rehearsed in detail here, has reflected the disciplinary 
interests of scholars; economists, for example, are concerned with the causes 
and impact of the centralization of economic resources, political scientists with 
the political concentration of power, and sociologists with the inequalities as-
sociated with particular forms of centralization. All, however, recognize that 
centralization as a process is rarely, if ever, value-free or dissociated from 
power structures. 

One of the strategies employed in centralization, one that we will encounter 
often in this study focused on the centralization of cultic practice, is standard-
ization. Like “centralization,” “standardization” can be defined with a limited 
technical meaning, as the process of implementing and developing technical 
standards that maximize compatibility, interoperability, safety, repeatability, 
or quality. But standardization also has associations with societal control and 
power dynamics. Standardization is by nature inimical to diversity – that is, it 
reduces individual discretion in favor of conformity. Hence, as the Flemish 
sociologist Mark Elchardus puts it, processes of standardization “are always 
closely related to issues of inequality and power,” because they aim to produce 
“a standard by which people can be compared, discriminated, classified in a 
hierarchical way.”14 Pierre Bourdieu, using elements of Marxist sociology, also 
notes the extent to which issues of diversity and standardization are intertwined 
with issues of power, inequality, and class.15 He focuses on the centralizing 
effect of standardization when used to define official forms of knowledge or 
customs – in the specific case of his research, the establishment of a “standard” 
French language (see further §4.4.2). By setting sociocultural standards that 
align with particular sets of expertise, cultural elites reinforce their privileged 
position within society, while marginalizing those who operate according to 
different norms or customs. 

Standardization, then, is much more than a technical process. As later chap-
ters in this study will show, it can also be a device for developing norms and 
scripts which regulate behavior within a community for which the standardized 

 
14 Mark Elchardus, “Diversity and Standardization: Concepts, Issues, and Approaches,” 

in Diversity, Standardization, and Social Transformation: Gender, Ethnicity, and Inequality 
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