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The purpose of this interdisciplinary work is to examine expressions of dif- 

ferentiation among groups of people named in the stories of the major judges in the 

book of Judges in order to determine if the narratives depict identity, segregation, and 

interaction among groups and their representatives in a manner which may be inter- 

preted appropriately as "ethnic." An anthropological mode1 of ethnicity is proposed 

which recognizes the combination of two facets, one which emphasizes the essential, 

traditional, and primordial aspects of gmup identity and a second which creates, 

recreatss, and accentuates differences and makes claims of ethnic uniqueness within 

the context of particular circumstances. The models and assumptions about ethnicity 

employed by a number of biblical historians with regard to the issue of Israelite 

identity are surveyed to demonstrate their lack of theoretical and epistemological 



clarity regarding ethnicity. To illustrate the application of a theoretically clear model 

of ethnicity, the narratives of the *majorm judges, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, 

Abimelek, Jephthah, and Samson, viewed in this study as compositions of the 

Deuteronornistic historian, are examineci to interpret whether or not the stories depict 

the two facets of ethnicity descnbed by the model. The purpose is not to wnte an 

ethnic history of early Israel, but to determine if the picture of relations in the stones 

of the major judges is consistent with the model of ethnicity. 

The thesis of this work is that the stories of the major judges, as composed by 

the Deuteronomistic historian, do express both primordial and circumstantial aspects 

of ethnicity in describing relations among the various gmups and individuals associ- 

ated with the major judges. Group narnes, genealogical details, and religion are the 

primary feaîures expressing differences in a priori primordial terms. Economic, 

political, and religious interactions are the main features describing differences 

dependent on particular circumstances. The conclusion is that gmups are descnbed in 

a manner consistent with the proposed model of ethnicity and that, as depicted in the 

narratives of ludges, ethnic identity is not entirely fixed or static but is also pictured 

k ing  d e f i  in response to changing conditions. 
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Introduction 

Ethnic relations and ethnicity are prominent in the research agendas of many 

anthmpologists and çociologists. ' And although there is spiriteci scholarly debate 

within these fields over the exact meaning of ethnicity and about the best theoretical 

approach to use in its study, the concept has not remained cloistered in esoteric 

academic halls. Ethnicity is a force which also attracts a sizable share of current pub- 

lic and media attention. Inde&, in recent yûan the reverberations h m  'ethnic" con- 

fiicts around the world have often pmpelled the concept to centre stage of humanity's 

concerns in the late twentieth century (Tambiah 1989). Discussion of ethnicity has 

spilled over academic boundaries and has figurai in the work of many other scholars, 

as weil, not just anthropologists and sociologists. Furthemore, since many ethnic 

groups voice their claims to autonomy and express their identity in ternis of religion 

(Banuazizi and Weiner 1986), ethnicity, ethnic relations, and ethnic identities should 

dm be of interest to scholars of religion. 

Ethnic gmups, ethnic identity, ethnic relations, and ethnicity are concepts cen- 

tral to anthropological research on group identity and on the general tendency of 

human beings to separate themselves into groups (Eisenstadt and Giesen 1995). The 

overarching question for social scientists concerns the motivation and justification for 

this segmenting of human populations. Are ethnic group identities expressed by 

gmup members as the result of a priori, inherent, and nahiral forces which impose 

sepration and constrain the actions of the members of the group? Or are the motiva- 

The Literature is v a t  but, for eumple, peruse any issue of the foilowing jourmis for a representative 
range of studies: Erhniciry, Erhnic Groups, 2he Journal of Erhnic Sncdies, Erhnic and Racial S d i e s ,  
Erhnic Stuùies, Ethnology . 



tions for such divisions expressed by group memben as arising h m  the choices and 

efforts of the participants thernselves? Are ethnic groups, therefore, to be explaineci 

as naturd and relatively static entities with mots deep within the human animal or are 

ethnic groups fluid and changeable categories, creaîed and constructed by the group 

members themselves in response to changing circumstances? How do ethnic group 

members express their identity and what do their expressions reveal about the motiva- 

tion and justification for their particular group's identity? Whaî mie does religion 

play in a group's definition and expression of its identity? 1s religion a force which is 

also a priori and does it also constrain the actions of group aemben or cause divi- 

sions within humanity? Or is religion one factor among many in a group's express- 

ions of its identity which is rationally constnicted and created by the members of the 

group? 

Apart from the merit these questions have in an academic sense, they also have 

implications for understanding humanity in general, for understanding relations 

between groups, and for understanding a group's expressions of its identity through 

its history, poiitics, culture, religion, and literature.2 It is a smaU part of the larger 

and more general enterprise of the humanities and social sciences which have the airn 

of adding to our knowledge and understanding of humanity. 

Scholars of ancient Near Eastern peuples and religions working from within the 

same general humanistic tradition also have used the concept of ethnicity in their 

studies. This is especially the case with regard to the Israelites. But perhaps it is not 

surprising, for, according to the epic traditions recounted in the Hebrew Bible,3 the 

See any inaoductory anthropology textbook for an overview. 

1 am using epic h e ~  in the sense employed by F.M. Cross in Çanaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, as 
'the constitutive genre of IsrsheI's religious experience, " a form which 'combines mythic and historicd 
features in various ways and proportions" (1973:viii). 



Israelites were a distinct group of people singled out by their God for special care and 

attention, a group with their own land, laws, family connections, and religious prac- 

tices which set them apart h m  other populations in the ancient Near East. Snidies of 

the Israelites have emphasized aspects ranging h m  history and material culture to lit- 

erature and religion. But all  of these studies have, to varying degrees, made the 

assumption that îhey are examining, for example, the &tory, material culture, litera- 

ture, or religion of a particular, identifiable, and distinct group of p e ~ p l e . ~  

Our understanding and knowledge about how a group identifies and describes 

itself or is identified and is describeci by others as a distinct group, however, requires 

a theory of group identity. If we use the concept, ethnicity, then we employ a theory, 

which may be implicit or explicit, of ethnic identity. And yet the epistemology of 

ethnic group identity, that upon which we base our claims for knowledge about the 

ethnic identity of groups, is by no means simple or self-evident. It is and has k e n  

the subject of classic as well as recent anthropological and sociological worke5 

Unfortunately, much of the recent theoretical discussion about group identity and spe- 

cifically about ethnic identity in the field of anthropology has not crossed disciplinary 

boundaries to enrich the assumptions made about or discussions of group identity and 

1 ethnicity by scholars of the ancient Near East. As a result of this lack of inter- 

This is evident even in the tities of some of these works. Note, for example, 
(Ahlstrom l986), A Histos, of lsrael (Bright 1 98 1 ), Early lsrael (Coote 1 99O), 

Who were the Israelites 
In Search of 'Amient 

Israel ' (Davies l992), 25e Tribes of Israel (De Geus 1 W6), 7he Archaeology of the Israelite Senlement 
(Finkelstein 1988), The Formarion of the Srare in Ancienr Imel (Frick 1985), Ihe Emergence of Israel 
in Canaan (Halpern 1983b), me Forging of Israel (McNun 1990), A Hiszov of Ancienr Israel and 
Judah m e r  and Hayes 1 986)- Early History of rhe Israelite People From the Wnnen and 
Archaeological Sources (Thompson 1 992). 

See, for exampIe, the clavics of Durkheim (1 91 5, i 964 < 1933 > ) and Weber (1 952). See 
Eisenstadt and Giesen (1995) for a recent o v e ~ e w  on the place Durkheim's and Weber's work in the 
body of theory dealing with the construction of collective identity. We wiil examine in detail below 
specific theories of ethnicity. 



disciplinary trammission, specialists in Israelite history, archaeology, literature, or 

religion have not been explicit about the theones of group identity which they employ 

irnplicitly to support their historiai, archaeologicai, literary or religious inquiries. 

This lack of theoretical and epistemological cl* is the problern we wish to address 

in this work. 

We will explore in the first chapter, therefore, theories of ethnicity and propose 

a mode1 which we will apply to the stories of the major judges. Note, however, that 

in the heuristic h e w o r k  of this sîudy we will employ two sets of distinctions. One 

applies to our anthropologid treatment and the other applies to Our treatment of the 

biblical data. The first, which bars on Our anthropological appmach, is a distinction 

between the defining feanires of a given ethnic identity, what Barth (1969) called the 

'cultural stuff," or content, of an ethnic group's ethnicity, and the processes by which 

the memben of a group actively defme their own coiiecbve ethnic identity. In this 

study we are not wncemed with the fim element, that is, with defining and descrïb- 

ing the historically specific particulars of the religion or cultural institutions of any 

one group such as, in this case, the traits and characteristics which typified an Israelite 

ethnic identity at any particular point in h e m 6  Rather, our focus is on the pmcess, 

on how the groups depicted in a portion of the epic literature of the Hebrew Bible are 

po-yed- 

The second distinction, which pertains to our use of the biblical data, recognizes 

that there is a ciifference between the historically specïfic culture to which the stories 

But, for a preliminary ovenriew, see Corne11 (1996) and the variety of approaches to these issues in. 
for example, any of the journals mentioned above (ml), or any of the coiiected essays in h t - T a l a i  
and Knowies (1996), Tonkin, McDonald, and Chapman (1989), or B a n d  and Weiner (1986). 



may refr and the picture of culture which the stories themselves pomay.7 Our con- 

cem in this work is not with the first facet, that is, with the cultural reality to which 

the stories refer, neither with the reality of the historical period which they may des- 

cribe nor with the reality of the historical penods in which the stories were composed 

or compiled. In other words, Our focus in this work is not on the history of the 

behaviour, culture, politics, economy, or religion of the Israelites per se. Rather, Our 

focus is on an image of culture, in this case ethnicity, which is portrayed in the stories 

of the major judges. However, to illustrate the lack of theoretical and epistemological 

clarity, we will examine representative views on IsraeIite ethnicity in the third chapter 

of this work. 

Our intent is to illustrate with the stories of the major judges in the book of 

Judges observations about the pmcesses of ethnic identity, ethnic relations, and eth- 

nicity that derive h m  our mode1 of ethnicity. Analysis of the major judges stories in 

light of the mode1 of ethnicity we propose will occupy the remainder of the work. 

The theoretical approach we take here raises questions such as the following: 1s it 

legitimate to discuss the groups descnbed in these stories as ethnic groups? Are the 

divisions between groups and their neighbours defined exclusively as a priori and nat- 

ural? Or are the group identities descnbed as resulting h m  the choices and decision- 

making processes of the characters in the stories? The anthropological question is, in 

the tems we will explain more fully below, are the divisions between gruups pictured 

as being primordial or circumstantial? 

Although any portion of Israel's epic with sufficient descriptive detail could be 

examineci as an illustration of the themetical and epistemological focus we are taking 

On this distinction see Davies (1994) and Carter (1996). 

6 



in this study, we have chosen to focus on the stories of the major judges in the book 

of Judges. This portion of Israelite literature was selected for andysis because of the 

following reasons: First, the stories of the major judges, as we will see in detail 

below, depict the Israelites, Israelite sub-groups, or representaîives of the Israelite 

people interacting with neighbouring groups, sub-groups, or their representatives. 

The texts' descriptions of interaction between groups provide appropriate materiais for 

an anthropological analysis of ethnicity, ethnic relations, and ethnic identity according 

to the model we will outline below. Second, the major judge stories poitray a variety 

of situational contexts or settings in which the interactions take place. The assortment 

of situations will be helpful for demonstrating the applicability of this particular 

model to a variety of cases. Third, although there is no unanimity among scholars on 

the date of the events described in the stories of the major judges, many scholars who 

discuss the nature and development of Israelite identity assume that the stories of the 

major judges do express ethnicity8 The problem of where historically to locate the 

presumed picture of ethnicity obtained from the major judge stories, that is, to a Mie 

before the Israelites achieved nationhood under a king (as the stories appear to des- 

cribe when taken at face value) or to a period after the loss of the northem kingdom's 

independence or to a tirne during or afier the Babylonian exile, is a question that is 

beyond the sape  of this study. Our aim, rather, is to examine the stories in the light 

of a clear model of ethnicity in order to produce a reading that has explicit theoretical 

support. 

The point of this study, as we have said, is to produce an epistemologically 

clear and theoretically wherent reading of ethnicity in the major judge stones of the 



book of Judges. This is, in part, because the term 'ethnicity" has figured promi- 

nently in many recent studies of ancient Israel but had not been treated adequately 

(see, for example, Skjeggestad 1992; Dever 1993; Mullen 1993; Schloen 1993; 

Thompson 1992). Although the word has b e n  used liberally and interest in group 

identity has been central in many of these works, none of these scholars have 

developed an adequaîe mode1 or stated clearly their undentanding of ethnicity and 

ethnic relations. One of their preeminent concerns in these works has been with the 

characterization of Israelite distinctiveness: Are the Israelites to be understood as a 

race, a tribe, a chiefdorn, a state or, indeed, a people auly separate from other 

peoples in the ancient Near East? Reaching an undentanding of Israelite identity in 

these terms presupposes the problem of what anthropologists cal1 'ethnicityn for it is 

concerned with issues of identity, differentiation between groups, and interaction 

between groups represented by different labels. The assumption in these works is that 

ethnicity is to be explained, at least p-y, as a matter closely related to a group's 

origins. niis is, however, as we shall explore in greater detail below, a view that 

does not adequately take into account recent anthropological theory which indicates 

that ethnicity is a continuous process more than a static identity achieved by a group 

at a particular moment of ongination. 

Most scholan who have included the subject of Israelite ethnicity in their work 

have approached it explicitly or implicitly as a pari of dealing with histoncal problems 

and, in particular, with the history of the emergence of Israel as a distinct group (see, 

for example, Ahlstrom 1986; Coote 1990; Coote and Whitelarn 1987; Davies 1992; 

De Geus 1976; Finkelstein 1988; Gottwald 1979; Halpern 1 W b ;  Thompson 1992 

and our further discussion below). The prirnary method these scholars have used in 

their examination of the problem of ongins is the historid-critical method, the 



dominant non-theologicd approach to biblical studies in the twentieth century. The 

general presumption for those using this method who have been concerneci with 

reconstructing history based on events portrayed in the Hebrew Bible is that the labels 

used in the text for various groups of people referred to actual groups of people which 

existed in historical reality. Most have used textual evidence, biblical and extra- 

biblical, as their primary data (see, for example, Ahlsacirn 1986, 1993; Bright 1981 ; 

Coote 1990; Davies 1992; De Geus 1976; Gottwald 1979; Halpern 1983b; Thompson 

1992). To varying degrees they have considered in addition the redactional history of 

the biblical text itself (see, for example, Miller 1976; Tov 1992) and the degree to 

which compositional processes evident in the creation of the text have affected its 

reliability and utility as an historical source (see, for example, Van Seters 1983). 

Others have approached the task of producing a history of the israelites by taking 

archaeological evidence as their primary data (see recently, for example, Stager 1985; 

Coote and Whitelam 1987; Finkelstein 1988; 1991 ; Dever 1992).9 

Early treafments of Israelite history in which scholars approached the question 

of the origin of the group's identity and ethnicity used the Hebrew Bible's names and 

labels for peoples to develop typologies, to define and catalogue key ideneing traits 

for each group, and to describe the movements and interactions of these named groups 

(Albnght 1935, 1939; Speiser 1933; Kenyon 1985; Alt 1966; Noth 1960). More 

recently, and especially following the ground-breaking work of Mendenhall (1962, 

1973), Gottwald (1 979), and Halpern (1 983b), and based on a greater awareness of 

Coote (1 990) has argued thai the debate benueen the textuai and the archaeo10gicai approaches to 
lsraelite history has r d t e d  in a pvadigm shift which has suppiied a new consensus on approaches to 
the history of ancient Israel. Whitelam (1994) argues, on the other hand, that scholars are fa- h m  
agreement and much work remains to be done to uni@ the textual and archaeological methods. An 
evaiuation of this debate is beyond the s a p e  of this work. 



anthropological and sociological research, historians have worked less to consma 

typologies and to describe movements and interactions of different groups, and have 

aimed more to produce social histories which iden* and undentand processes of 

indigenous development ( s e ,  for example, Cmte and Whitelam 1987; Coote 1990). 

Recent approaches to the question of the origin of IsraeIite identity as a distinct 

and autonomous presence in the s t r i p  of fertile land between Egypt and Mesopotamia 

can be grouped. in general, under one of three theoretical headings which identify the 

scholar's explanatory rnodels for the appearance of the Israelites: mnquest, immigra- 

tion, or interna1 emergence or revol~tion.~~ Implicit in these studies, as we will dis- 

cuss in greater detail below, is the assumption that the group's identity can best be 

explained through a history of the group's ongins. If we restate the problem in tenns 

of ethncity, the question is whether the Israelites amved in the temtory which 

eventually became their homeland h m  outside with a sense of identity already intact, 

either as conquerors or as immigrants, or whether they emerged autochthonously out 

of the ashes of the collapse of Late Bronze Age civilization and only gradualy 

developed an identity distinct h m  that of their Near Eastern neighbours. While our 

concern in this study is not with the relative accuracy of the historical reconstructions 

advanceci by the proponents of these positions, their works do illustrate that the con- 

cept, 'ethniciq, " has been poorly undentood and has been used without theoretical or 

epistemological clarity. We will examine in greater detail below, therefore, the 

approaches to ethnicity taken in these rnodels. 

Generally, two problems have characterizai the use of ethnicity by studies treat- 

ing the history of the emergence of a distinct Israelite identity that indude references 

Io W e  wili examine these rhree approaches in greater d e t d  below, but for preluninary bibtiography see 
GottwaId (1 979), Halpern (1 983b). and Hess (1 993). 

10 



to that identity in terms of ethnicity. The first is that scholars do not agree on the 

point in time when the identity of the group crystallized. This is an historical issue 

which deals with the question of how to date the events and action which epic biblical 

texts describe, as weil as the question of how to date the different layers of mmposi- 

tion and editing in the epic and the context in which these layers were written. These 

problems are beyond the scope of this thesis and so will not be treated critically here. 

The second general pmblem is a much more fundamental issue, in Our view, 

which concems the epistemology of ethnicity and ethnic identity. We suggest, and 

will demonstrate below, that studies of the Israelites have used îhese concepts with 

little or no theoretical clarîty or  soundness. The lack of epistemological awareness 

has meant that they have appropriateci what appear to be common-sense defuiitions 

and models of ethnicity and applied these to their data but without any critical aware- 

ness of the processes by which a group's identity is created, maintained, and 

expressed. This, in our view, is methodologically unsound. 

Our argument on this point is similar to that of Coliingwood's for history: 

'The philosophy of history . . . means bringing to light the principles used in 

historical thinking, and cnticizing them; its function is to criticize and regulate 

these principles, with the object of making history tmer and historically better. . 

. . (This conception of philosophicd inquiry as having a utility beyond itself, 

of assisting towards the development of something which is not itself 

philosophy, is a scanda1 to various people who, trying to keep the various inter- 

ests of human life in watertight compartments, insist that philosophy serves no 

purpose except that of supplying academic answen to academic questions; but 

human life is not really divided into watertight compartments, and it is a very 

fwlish method of combating utilitarianism to say that the thkigs in which 



utrlitarianisrn sees only utility really possess no utility.)" (1994:346) 

In this work, therefore, we wiu focus, as CoLlingwood suggests, on the epistemologi- 

cal issue because we feel that any approach to the problems of Israelite ethnic 

identity, historical, archaeological, literary, or otherwise, depends, at least in part, on 

how one identifies and treats ethnicity. Those who have used the concept, however, 

have skipped over this important point. Ethnicity has been used in their histories with 

little attention to anthropological theorking on the subject and without any present- 

ation of how these scholars detennine what evidence in their &ta is indicative of eth- 

nicity. Our aim in this work is to contribute in an interdisciplinary way to the fding 

of this gap between data and interpretation. 

A brief survey of the range of opinions on the fint problem is in order, 

however, even though our own concem is not with the history of the groups descnbed 

in the stories of the major judges or with the history of the penod in which the stories 

were created or with the history of the biblical texts which tell the relevant stories. 

There are two reasons for an examination of the dating issue. The fmt is that, 

although we are not focussing on the history of events described in the stories of the 

major judges, these stories were put into the form which we treat in Our examination 

in a particular time p e n d  Stipulating this period will help to cl* Our approach to 

these texts. The second reason for this bnef overview is that the positions taken by 

biblical historians with regard to the date of the textual data they use are often bound 

up with their views of ethnicity and of the formation and maintenance of ethnic group 

identity. In other words, and as we will examine in greater detail below, their 

epistemology of ethnicity, ethnic identity, and ethnic relations is related implicitly to 

the date they assign to the texts they use in their historical arguments and to their 

arguments about the origin of Israelite ethnicity. 



The context for the debate about the dahg  of texts relevant to the question of 

Israelite identity, and in the context of the major judges particularly, is the discussion 

of the xxalled Deuteronomistic History (Halpern 198%: 17-40). Martin Noth's 

(1981) seminal study on the composition of the books of Deuteronomy, Joshua, 

Judges, 1-2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings, put fonvard the hypothesis that together these 

books were the work of a single author who wove together various source matenals 

into a story of Israel and Judah written h m  the perspective of the theological princi- 

ples expressecl in the book of Deuteronomy in order to explain the destniction of 

Jenisalem and the Babylonian exile as a failure to follow the stipulations of the 

Mosaic covenant. In general, some scholars follow Noth in maintahhg that the over- 

all structure of the history is the work of a single author (Peckham 1993; Van Seters 

1983). Another prominent mode1 is that the Deuteronomistic History was produced in 

two editions, pre-exilic and exilic (Cross 1973; Nelson 1981; see Provan 1988 for an 

overview and critique). Scholars who take this position suggest that the first edition 

was wntten in support of the reforms of King Josiah in the 7th century B.C.E. whiie 

the second, exilic edition was composeci in order to explain the Babylonian exile (see 

WeinfeId 1992; and the surnmary of Sweeney 1995). 

A variety of themes and formdaic statements are gamered in support for the 

difYerent positions taken by these authon. Note, for example, hovan's (1988) 

examination of nla3 in the books of Kings, Sweeney's (1995) evaluation of the 

Deuteronomistic critique of Solornon, and Brettler's (1989) analysis of the support for 

the house of David evidenced by the book of Judges. Idenqing these textual foms, 

patterns, and themes enables scholars to argue for particular historical locations and 

functions for the Deuteronomistic History or for parts of it. 



For example, those historians who argue that the tex& to which they refer depict 

historical reality, tend to treat the stories they discuss as a record of actual relations 

between groups of people in ancient Syria-Palestine (such as Albnght 1935; 1939; 

1963; Kenyon 1985; Bright 198 1; and our more detailed discussion below). In their 

view, then, the bibfical texts they use in their hirtoncal reconstructions describe actual 

ethnic groups, ethnic relations, and ethnicity. Where these events are to be locaîed in 

time, however, and thus, accurding to their views on ethnicity, when the groups 

described onginated and lived, depends, at least in part, on their view of when the 

texts are to be dated. 

Some have rwponded to the problems of dating by treating biblid texts 

generally as literature, without supposhg that they relate in any way to some sort of 

historical redity and without considering the relationship between the texts and the 

world in which they were produced (see, for example, Alter 1981 ; Jobling 1986; 

Klein 1988). Even those who have continued to approach hÿtorical issues but from a 

position more cognizant of the Bible as literature have tended to devalue its historical 

reliability and valiaty and have emphasized the lateness of its creation and the 

ideological nature of its contents (see, for example, Ahlstr6m 1993; Davies 1992; 

LRmche 1988; Thompson 1992. Note Brettler 1989 for an example specifc to the 

book of Judges)." These scholars, therefore, see the texts reflecting more the 

agendas of the latest editors than any eady historical "reality . " Thus, in their view 

and as we will discuss in greater detail below, Israelite ethnicity, which must have 

had a specific point of origin (because of their understanding of ethnicity), is to be 

S e  Provan (1995) for n review of the field and of the debate between the historical positivists and 
the iiterary positivists. 



found in the period when vatious eariier texts were redacted (see, for example, 

Thompson 1992: 422-423). 

Muilen's recent work, which does address ethnicity, Nizmon've Histoly and Eth- 

nie Bozuzdun'es (1993), locates the text that he andyzes specifidy in the t h e  of the 

final redaction by the Deuteronomistic historian (c. 550 B.C. E.). H e  argues that, in 

the Judahite reality of that period, it functioned ritually to create and maintain a par- 

ticular ethnic configuration (Mullen 1993 :9- 10). However, an assumption that there 

atready was an ethnic unit called 'Israel" underlies the study and Muilen's argument 

focuses on how the text functioned to identify, create, and maintain that ethnic 

identity in the face of threats to its unity (1 993: 16, 283). He suggests that the over- 

arching Deuteronomistic argument, that is, that hrael failed to rem& completely m e  

to Yahweh, failed to maintain ethnic purity, and failed to remain mie to their value 

system, is an indication of three areas where Israel's ethnic unity had broken down 

(1 993: 17). The Deuteronomistic historian, in Mden's view , took pains to constnict 

the history in order to represent a particular view of the religious and ethnic distinc- 

tiveness of Israel (1 993: 286). While the agenda of the Deuteronomistic historian that 

Mullen proposes is certainly plausible, Mullen still begs the question as to what in the 

text is particularly "ethnic" and how the text expresses its particular view of 

'ethnicity." His epistemology of ethnicity, ethnic identity, and ethnic relations is not 

presented clearly. As we shall see below, irnplicit in Muiien's analysis is a view of 

ethnicity that does not fully account for the flexibility of the process of ethnic bound- 

ary formation and description. 

Within the broad sweep of the Deuteronomistic History as a whole, the book of 

Judges itself purports to depict a period in the life of Israel before it had atbined rela- 

tive stability and unity as a nation under a king and, in fact, a period when the people 



of the area siipped into apostasy and were dominaîed and controlled by their neigh- 

boua (Brueggemann 198 1). nie tales in Judges ïiiusaate certain clear 

Deuteronomistic themes: members of the community lose their independence and are 

'sold into the hand of" vanous of their enemies because they do not follow the stipula- 

tions of the conditional avenant with their god, Yahweh, who remains, nonetheless, 

ever-merciful (Cross 1973; Boling 1975; Brettler 1989; Gray 1986; Greenspahn 1986; 

Peckham 1993); the protagonists, the Judges, are in some cases idealized leaders who 

take the people to freedom and reestablish the correct, amrding to the 

Deuteronornist, covenantal relationship with Yahweh and thus prefigure the role of 

the ideal king, David, later in the History (Cross 1973; Boling 1975; Brettler 1989; 

Peckham 1993); in other stories the Judges represent antiheroes, rather than heroes, 

who exemplify the problem of leadership by a single individual and thus irnply a criti- 

que of the institution of kuigship (Boling 1975; Klein 1988). 

The basic Deuteronomistic pattern as found in Judges is expressed in a 

sirnplified and formulait fashion in Judg 3:7-11. The Israelites did 'evilw according 

to the standards of their deity , wayyacjû bënê yiird 'el 'et-harac bëcênê yhwh (Judg 

3:7). Yahweh, therefore, became angry and he "sold" Israel into servitude under 

another peuple, wayyimkërërn béyad, in this case, the King of Cushanrishathaim (Judg 

3: 8). But the Israelites 'cried out" to Y ahweh, wqyiz 'iiqû bënê-yiSrd2Z >el-yhwh 

(Judg 3: 9), and he raised up a deliverer, wayydqem yhwh niôSîac (Judg 3: 9), in this 

case, Othniel. Othniel "judged" Israel, wqyiipdf 'a-yiSra'Z1 (Judg 3: 1 O) and led 

them to victory over King Cushanrishathaim. There was thus peace for forty yean, 

~ ~ 3 q d !  M'ares 'arb&%n îmdndh (Judg 3: 1 1 ). This basic formula is repeated as a 

sacturing principle in all of the stones of the major Judges (Greenspahn 1986). 

Expressed schematically: Israel "sins" and Yahweh imposes punishment; Israel "cries 



out" and Yahweh saves (Brueggemann 1981). 

These central themes, which pemeate the Deuteronomistic History, overlay and 

add to core stones which were fvst formed in earlier contexts. The original tales, in 

Boling's view, each present 'the story of an exemplary figure in popular language for 

popular edification and delight " (1 975: 3 1 ) . However, they are not unsophisticated 

fantasies but rather, in his view, the work of 'a guild of professional storytellers in 

premonarchical Israel" (1 975 : 32). Yet , because of the Deuteronomistic editing , 

'they are employed in an evaluative presentation of Israel's historical life in that peri- 

odw (Boling 1975:35). 

How scholan use the book of Judges in their historical reconstructions also 

depends in large part on how they view the historicity of the source narratives. On 

one side, for example, is Halpern (1988), who argues that the Deuteronomistic his- 

torian remained true to the originals and so the tales are usefd for constructing a his- 

tory of pre-monarchic Israel. The Deuteronomistic edition generated the last changes 

in what we now have as the f i s h e d  text but this process, in his view, does not 

invalidate the book of Judges as a source for the ezly history of Israel (1988:20-24). 

At the other extreme is the analysis of van Seters, who suggests that the 

Deuteronomist's agenda is so completely woven through the original tales that it is 

mcult to separate the earlier material from the later (1983:342-346). In his view, 

the Deuteronomist's own theoiogical interests were what created the penod of the 

judges and the description of events, not as an impartial and accurate description of 

what-took-place but as an expression of the Deuteronomist's agenda (1 98%: 345-346)- 

Obviously, a history of the period described by the book of Judges is not a 

simple or straightfonvard matter. Our concem in this work, however, is not with the 

history of any one particular ethnic group but rather it is with ethnic theory and with 



the manner in which ethnicity is expressed. Therefore, we will not attempt to define 

the sequence of redactional strata in the book of Judges or trace the history of dif- 

ferent ethnic configurations by analyzing the history of the text itself. 

Ln Our study we will follow Mullen and other schoiars who focus on the corn- 

plete and final redaction of the book of Judges by the Deuteronomistic historian dated 

to the exilic penod. In particular, we wïii accept the theoq of the Deuteronomist 

proposeci by Peckham (1 985; 1993), who builds on the work of Noth (1981). Peck- 

h m  suggests that the Deuteronomistic history "was composed by one author* 

(1 985: 73), who used written sources that ' were not fragments transmitted and 

preserved for their antiquarian interest but the story of the nation interpreted and aug- 

mented by generations of historians" (1985:73). The hand of the author of the history 

is evident in its organization and structure, interests, style and language, and historical 

argument (1 985; 1993:518-655). It was composed afier the fall of Jerusalem (Peck- 

ham 1993:7). There is no unanimity among scholars on the problem of the 

Deuteronomist, however, and other theories, such as those that propose that the his- 

tory was composed in two major editions (Cross 1973; Nelson l98l), or that it 

included earlier materials that originated in the northem kingdom of Israel (Weinfeld 

1992), or that it fomed a more cornplex compilation of a number of earlier source 

materials (Halpern 1988), focus on i d e n e h g  and defining the component parts and 

sources of the history. The suggestion of Peckham's theory is that there is a unity of 

intent and purpose in the Deuteronomistic history that is evidence of the hand of a 

single author. This view i s  advantageous, especially for Our study, since it explains 

and descnbes the unified perspective and synthesis created by the Deuteronomistic 

historian. This theory, therefore, leads us to suggest that, because the whole history 

was a single-authored composition, we should be able to treat the complete story of 



each major judge with all of the interactions and relations it describes as a composi- 

tion with a unfied perspective. Thus, the portraya1 of relations and interactions 

between groups and their representaîives that the stories of the major judges contain 

and which we will examine below, may be t r d  as descriptions that are coherent 

and consistent, reflecting the views of a single author, rather than diffuse and dis- 

jointed, refle-g the views of multiple authon from different time periods. Our 

study, therefore, focusses on edinicity as portrayed by the Deuteronomistic historian 

in the stories of the major judges. 

Although MuIlen may be correct to argue that the Deuteronomistic History was 

a response to the "crisis of the exile" in which its author(s) proposed a particular 

redefinition of "Israelite" and "Judahite" ethnicity (1 993:9, n. %), as we have said, 

our concern is not with the character and nature of the p a r t i c h  ethnic group to 

which the Deuteronomistic historian belonged or with the history of the particular eth- 

nie milieu in which the text was composed. Rather, our concem is with the manner 

in which gmup identity is described and expressed in the stories of the major judges 

as described by the Deuteronomistic historian. Our question is, does group identity as 

portrayed by the Deuteronomistic historian in the tales of Judges conespond to the 

anthropological mode1 of ethnic identity we will outline below? And, if so, what are 

the characteristics of that ethnic identity as portrayed by the Deuteronomist that depict 

the processes of ethnicity outlined in our study? 

The second general problem that has characterized shidies of Israelite identity 

and, as we have said, the one we wish to address explicitly in the third chapter of this 

study, is that scholars who have discussed the problem of identity in ternis of ethnicity 

have not clearly explained their mode1 or epistemology of ethnicity. They have 

appropriatecl uncritically what appear to be cornmon-sense definitions of ethnicity and 



applied these to the biblical text.12 In effect, they have begged the question of 

whether or not the text does, in fact, accurately depict relations that today we wouid 

type in anthropological terms as ethnic. Those who have addressed the issue have 

simply assurned that the text does depict interactions and relations between different 

'ethnicn groups and have argueci that the 'ethnicityn they find in the textual data 

refers to one of three tirne periods: (i) the period pictured in the events as narrateci 

(for example, Halpern l983b), (ii) the period of tirne belonging to the first author or 

editor of the text (who was writing some time after the events the nanative describes) 

(for example, van Seters 1983), and (iii) the period of time beionging to the final 

editor of the text (who was writing well afier the events the narrative describes and 

also after the story was fmt set down and fixed in written fonn) (for example, 

Thompson 1992). 

Since these studies have appropriated the concept 'ethnicityw uncritically and 

without complete awareness, understanding, or consideration of the assumptions or 

implications inherent in different anthropological approaches to ethnicity, it is neces- 

sary to give some attention to this lack of what Provan (1995) has temed 

epistemological self-awareness. We will address explicitly, therefore, what has been 

assurned implicitly. Our aim will be to apply a rnodel of ethnicity to determine if the 

text's depiction of relations between groups of people or their representatives, in this 

case interactions depicted in the major judge narratives of the book of Judges, are 

relations that oui be characterized as "eîhnic" relations in terms of the anthropologicd 

mode1 we will develop below. 

l2 Syro-Paiestinian arch-logists have been guilty also of not king explicit about rheir models of how 
ethnicity is manifested in îhe archaeologicai record (see Dever 1993 for a discussion). 



This approach necessitates that we first develop a model of ethnic relations and 

interactions that is rooted securely in anthropological theory. We wiU then apply the 

model to various tex& depicting interaaions between groups and individuals and ana- 

lyze them to determine if, in fact, the groups of people and the relations and interac 

tions between them are depicteci in a manner that we can characterize as 'ethnic* and 

to illustrate how an appropriately anthropological model of ethnicity can be applied to 

some of these stories. By defining a theory of ethnicity tint and then by exarnining 

the text in light of the model of ethnicity, we can determine if ethnicity is describeci in 

the text at alla 

Once this is resolved, there may be additional historical implications for either 

the ernergence or later adaptations of the p u p  Israel, but these are beyond the scope 

of this study. Our focus, as we have said, is wt on the text as it may have functioned 

in a particdar community at any one particular time, but rather on how the stories of 

the major judges depict distinctions between groups of people and their representa- 

tives. We are not concemed with the "stuff or "content" of any one historically par- 

ticular configuration of an identity, such as, for example, Iron age Israelite identity, 

but rather with the manner in which ethnic identity is constructecl and portrayed in the 

stories of the major judges. 

Our question in this work does not, therefore, deal with the history of any one 

particular p e n d  in tirne and it does not presume that the text presents an historically 

coherent picture of any particular tine period. Instead, we will take as an heuristic 

approach the view that the text presents its own reality (Carter 1996; Davies 1994). 

Our particdar focus is on the way in which the text describes interactions and distinc- 

tions rather than on an historical reality to which most biblical historians already sup 

pose the text refen and more-or-less accurately describes. Ours is, in this sense, a 



texhial study, but h m  an explicit socid scientific perspective. Our questions are not 

concerned with the historical ethnic 'reality" of ancient Israel but rather with the tex- 

nial reality. We consider the manner in which the text depicts interactions and rela- 

tions between people that we, with Our particular theoretical lem, describe as 

'ethnic." Ethnicity, for the analytic purposes of this study, exists in the text itself. 

When events actually occurred or when descriptions of events were actually written 

down is not the issue. Rather, we seek to understand the principles underlying the 

description of peoples and events and the expressions of group differentiation.13 

We will not, in this study, treat the text as a transparent window which will 

d o w  us to view ethnic relations as if we were dispassionate observen of the past, but 

rather we wiU view the text itself as a participant in the process that ciifferentiated and 

distinguished the people 'Israeln from her surrounding neighbours. Our focus here is 

on how the text depicts the differences and relations among the various groups and 

characters in the narratives. Our question is, can this depiction be described 

accurately as 'ethnic?" The point in this work is to examine the congniities between 

the text and a model of ethnicity drawn from anthropological theory of ethnicity. We 

seek, therefore, the relationship between a general mode1 of one aspect of social 

reaïty, in this case, a model of ethnicity, and the Deuteronomistic historian's descrip- 

tion of groups and interaction between groups and their representatives. 

Our approach wilI be to develop a model of ethnicity. The model will be drawn 

from anthropological theory on ethnicity. It will show that expressions of ethnicity 

l3 However, the validity of these images for bistoncal studies must be treaied dm, but fiom an inde- 
pendent perspective in order for our findings to be confirmed. And, as Whitelam (1994) suggests, the 
archaeological data may be helpfui in this regard. h t  that is a whole other field of research, related to 
the problem, but not one we will address hem 



have two faces, one which emphasizes the timeless, a priori, or primordial elements 

of a group's identity and another which emphasizes that the group's identity is dehed  

in response to parti& circumstances. A group's ethnicity, encornpassing these two 

facets, does not descfibe a group's identity as fixed or static but rather it describes the 

group as being malieable and flexible in the face of changing circumstances. We then 

will detemllne if the stories of the major judges describe relations and interactions 

between groups of people and their representatives in a way that is consistent with the 

model. 

If the stories of the major judges depict groups and interactions between groups 

and their representatives in a way that is consistent with the model, we WU be able to 

suggest a number of conclusions. First, it will iilustraîe the utility of the model in 

this case showing that ethnicity and group identity as portrayed in the major judge 

stories are not sirnply an expression of only a primordially d e f d  collection of indi- 

viduals who fonn an ethnic community through no choice of their own. The ethnic 

group identities portrayed in these stones are flexible and malleable, defined and 

created by the membea of the group themselves from the resources of their own pasts 

as they adapt, recreate. and renew their identity in the context of changing develop 

mena and circumstances which sumund them. l4 Second, it will indicate that the 

group identities and interactions between groups and their representatives that are 

described in these narratives of the major judges may be described appropriately as 

'ethnic" identities. Historical considerations may follow from this conclusion but 

l4 Our focus on a limited set of expfessiom of Israelite identity is a Limited test, however. Additiod 
work cuuid be done on the history of the processes of adaptation in the group's identity at particular 
points in Israelite history and on the methods and types of renewals the cornmunity used to form its 
identity but, again, these are beyond the scope of the current work. 



these are beyond the scope of this work. Third, it will show what were both the 

primordial features and the circumstantial contexts which were portrayed in express- 

ions of ethnicity described in the stories of the major judges. We will see that labels, 

represented by group names, kinship, and religion generally express the primordial 

face of a group's identity in the stories of the major judges, although these features 

are not a l l  the same in each case and not a l l  are used in every story of every judge. 

Furthemore, we will see that econornic, political, and religious circumstances 

generally are the situations which are active in the definition of group identities in 

these same stories although, as with the primordial aspect, there is variability and not 

all of these conditions apply in every case. We note thai the overall framework of 

identity defined by these two aspects is applied to groups as portrayed by the 

Deuteronomistic historian. We will see that in each of the stories of the major judges, 

the primordial and circumstantial elements of group identity apply to the sub-groups 

or tribes of Israel and to different configurations of sub-groups which are descnbed as 

coming together in the exigencies of a panicular situation. Despite this variation in 

group configuration, the framework of primordial and circumstantial expressions of 

group identity remains throughout. This bifaceted quality of ethnic identity shows 

that, although the primordial and circumstantial elements of the identities portrayed in 

the stories of the major judges Vary from story to story, the prucess whereby the two 

facets are used in the expression of group identity is present in each example. In 

other words, the bifaceted qudity of identity is evident in each case while the social, 

political, econornic, or religious feanires which define the identities ciiffer frorn story 

to story. The differences in the content of the group identities portrayed in the stories 

may be signifiant for the history of the groups involved and for the history of Israel, 

but consideraton of these issues is beyond the scope of the current work. 



Our thesis is that the rnodel we propose does enable us to offer a theoretically 

supported interpretaîion of ethnic relations in the stories of the major judges. Eth- 

nicity is portrayed in a manner which can be identified and described by the model. 

The processes of ethnicity characterized by the anthropological theory of ethnicity we 

advance below are evident in the stones of the major judges. The tales do depict eth- 

nie identities king determined in part by the participants in response to changing cir- 

cumstances and in part by earlier definitions of identity which are described in 

primordial terms. We wiU see that the group's identity is not pictured as king 

entirely a priori, natural, static, or fked but that it is described also being constnicted 

and created by the characters involved in the action. 

Def initions 

We will briefly defme at this point what we mean by the tems "ethnicity," 

'ethnic," and "religion." We s h d  explore in greater detail below different theoreti- 

cal perspectives on ethnicity. However, before diving deeper into these theoretical 

waters, a brief outline of what we mean by the terms wiU provide a baseline for the 

discussion. 

The word ethnicity, an abstract noun, is a relatively recent tem in the English 

language. It does not appear, for example, in the 1951 second &on of the Web- 

ster's New Internatiod Dicriowry. It is listed in the 1969 reprinting of the W o r d  

EngZish Diczionary with the rneaning 'heathendorn, heaîhen superstition. " The 1972 

Supplement adds a second sense, "ethnic character or peculiarity," and cites in its 

etyrnological notes references to its earliest use with this meaning in 1953 and 1964. 

The second edition (1989) of the W o r d  English Dicriomq lists both senses. Sollors 



(1989:xüi) cites a book published in 1941 by W. Lloyd Wamer and Paul S. Lunt 

entitled The Social Life of a Modem ComrnLUti~, as the first instance where the word 

appeared in print. 

However, the mot of the noun, ethniciîy, goes back to classical Greek. The 

mot ethnos appears in English in an adjective, h i c ,  as in ethnic group, ethnic food, 

or ethnic clothing, in a combining form, erhno-, as in ethnocenaism, and with a suf- 

fix added to make the abstract noun, ethnicity. 

The classical writen used ethrws to describe large amorphous groups of beings, 

animal or human. Ambiguous English terms such as 'throng* or 'swarm" are used 

in sirnilar fashion. Sophocles used ethms for wild animais (Philoctetes 1147; 

Antigone 344), Aeschylus used it for the Furies (Ewnenides 366) and for the Persians 

(Persai 43, 56), and Aristotle used it in opposition it to 'Hellenes" when he si@& 

foreign and barbamus peoples (Politics, 1324. b. 10; all quoted in Chapman, 

McDonald, Tonkin 1989: 12). Thus, the Greek word erhnos signifed on a general 

level a distinct group of creatures, animals or people, who lived together and who 

could be separated h m  other groups (Liddell, Scott, Jones 1968). 

In a more m w  sense, it was used by Aristotle to label those who dwelt 

primarily in north-western Greece and whose social organization he considered to be 

'primitive* (PoZitics, 1324. b. 10). The rural non-Greek ethne were contrasted to the 

people and social organization of the Greek city state, or polis (Just 1989). The mem- 

bers of such rural groups were understood to be 'outsiders," provincial foreigners, 

and uncivilized, unculhired, irreligious barbarians who spoke unintelligible languages 

in contrast to the civilized folk of the cities. 

The Latin adjective ethnicus, denved from ethnos, continued the latter's use as 

a texm to denote a group considered, by the wordTs user, to be uncivilized (Harpers' 



Lan'n Dictiomry 1899). It, and the semantically related paganus, were used by 

Christian writers for gentiles or non-Christians and so it attained the meaning of 

heathen (Hapers ' M n  D i c î i o ~ ? y  1 899). Thus, notions of religious identity were 

wrapped up with the terni so that members of ethnic groups were not only uncivilized 

but also Pagan. This is reflected in the first O.E.D. definition of ethniciry as 

'heathendom, heathen superstition." In the widest sense this term signified a p u p  

of a similar kind, a people or nation. If the usage carried the implication that the 

group was unified by vimie of birth, then the word signified what in English is 

texmed a breed, species, or race. The semantically related Latin tenn, mtio, 

however, usually b e d  a more limited meaning and was used to sigr@ a distant and 

barbarous people. It was thus closest to the Greek ahnos and 'nation" became one of 

the standard English tems for distinct groups of people (Havers' Lan'n Dicrio~ry 

1899; see also Just 1989:71-88). 

The second rneaning in the O. E. D. , " ethnic character or peculiarity , " expresses 

current usage. Ethnicity signifies those qualities and characteristics which are typical 

of and serve to iden* particdar groups. This is the gened sense which we wiH use 

in this work. 

A more tightly focused definition is very difficult and, in fact, most 

anthropologists have not tried to spec* a precise and unequivocal ineaning for the 

word itself. They have, however, considerd more carefdly the concept fmm a 

theoretical perspective and we will treat this work in the next chapter. In an early 

survey, Isajiw (1974) examined 65 studies dealing with ethnicity and found only 13 

with explicit defuitions of the term. Isajiw pointed out that rnany writers seemed to 

feel that the concept was so cornmonplace as not to require clear-cut definition or they 

assumed that the ethnicity of the group they studied was obvious and thus required no 

explmation. Some recent work, such as the Harvard Encyclopedia of American Eth- 



nic Groups, has proposed a very broad perspective so that any collective group which 

has cultural attributes in common can be defmed as an ethnic group (Thernstrom, 

Orlov, and Handlin 1981). The problem with this approach is that almost any collec- 

tivity - unions, sects, occupational groups, classes - can be described as an ethnic 

P U P -  

A more cautious view, and the one we wiLl follow here, underlines the main 

identlfying characteristics but does not see such typical characteristics as necessarily 

having to be the dominant or primary deteminhg elements of the identity. Such a 

definition is suggested by Comell (1 996). He proposes that the main 'distinguishing 

feanire of ethnic idenbfication . . . is the claimed bond of blood or its approximation. 

Ethnicity is family writ large" (1996:268-269). As weIi, he suggests that an ethnic 

identity (as distinct from any other kind of identity) 'should also include the assertion 

on the part of group members of at least a history, if not a present, of cornmon 

culture" (1 996: 269). An ethnic group and expressions of ethnicity should include, 

then, at least references to kinship and common culture. 

However, as Our concern in this work is not with identifying or descnoing the 

characteristics and features of any historically particular ethnic configuration, it is, in 

Our view, more important to iden* and define clearly the theoretical approach that 

will be used when addressing the topic of ethnicity. Our aim is to establish 

episternological clarity. We will focus, therefore, on describing and clanfying the 

theory of ethnicity below more completely. 

One of the concerns of the present work is with the role religion plays in eth- 

nicity, statements of ethnic identity, and erhnic relations. We should have, therefore, 

an applicable definition of religion. l5 In this study, we rnean religion to refer to 

l5 On the definition of religion see M e r  the discussion of Clarke and Byrne (1 993) and bibliography 
îhere. 



theistic belief systems with one or more deities who may or may not be characterized 

as relating to humans through intermedianes, with cultic practices characterized by 

sacrifices cafzied out by a cultic e h ,  adherents who demonstrate their devotion and 

allegiance with behaviours ranging h m  individual asceticism to public celebration, 

and a rnythic literature which teus of the deities' activities in both transcendent and 

eaahly realms.16 

Religion, furthennote, is clearly related to ethnicity , ethnic identity, and ethnic 

relations. It is, for many social scientists, an important element in definitions of col- 

lective identity such as ethnicity (Eisenstadt and Giesen 1995). In general, scholars of 

ethnicity have treated religion in one of two ways, depending upon their theoretical 

stance. We will discuss the place of religion in dieories of ethnicity in greater detail 

below but note at this point that Geertz (1973b) is representative of one group who 

treat ethnic groups as a prion entities and who see religion as a defining characteristic 

which plays an active role in tying people together and which can be used to iden* 

an individual as a member of a particular group. Cohen (1969) is indicative of the 

second position in which ethnic groups are treated as associations of people held 

together by similar interests and motivations. From this perspective religion is one 

l6 It is interesting. but also uofortunate and disturbing, that none of the standard works on the 
'religionn of Israel or the "religion" of a q  other culture in the anCieni Near East explicitly address îhe 
problem of definihon. Frank Moore Cross's m g m m  opus, Canaanire Myrh and Hebrew Epic (1973)' 
which has the sub-title, 'Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel," does not define -religion." 
The recent festsdznfi for Cross, Ancienr Isrtzelite Religion (Miller, Hanson, and McBride 1987), 
contains not a single article with even just one paragraph on the issue. Similarly, a study such as 
Anderson's Sacnpces und merings in Anàenr Isruel: Stuàies in Zhezr Social ami Political Impo~ance 
(1987), states only that "The distinctiveness of the Israeiite cult is nothing other than the Limitation of 
cultic activity to one parhcular patron deityw (1987:3). Likewise, Ackerman (Under Eveïy Green Tree: 
Popular Religion in Sida-Cemry Judah) defines her topic oniy by stating that it is not normative 
Deuteronomistic religion (1 992:2). This lacuna possibly refiects the mots of biblical sruciies in a 
tradition of scholarship thai owes much to theology and assumptions about the nahue of religion. 



social factor among many (including, for example, political and economic factors) 

which people use to define themselves and others as distinct p u p s  if, in the context 

of particular circumstances, they find it advantageous to do so. 

These two perspectives have implications for the definition of religion. There is 

a similarity between the views of ethnic primordialists who, as 1 will discuss ùi 

greater detail below, define ethnic groups as a prion entities and those scholars of 

religion who tend to defme religion as an essentid and n prion reality. Both subjects 

of study, ethnicity and religion, are believed to have an objective existence which can 

be revealed and describeci through proper scientific scrutiny. Indeed, from this view, 

a particular religion usually is one of the key categories which identifies and actively 

defines a particular ethnic group. 

There is, likewise, a sunilarity between the views of ethnic instrumentalists who 

argue, as we will explore in p a t e r  detail below, that ethnic groups are defineci and 

defme themselves through interactions in the context of particular circumstances and 

those scholars of religion who propose, not an essential definition for religion, but an 

operational definition (Clarke and Byme 1993: 17). In both perspectives, ethnicity 

and religion are described as being historically and situationally specific and depend- 

ent on circumstances rather than on sui generis characteristics. In this view, religion 

and ethnic identity may be congruent or not; each case must be snidied individually. 

In our view, and as we shd  argue more fully in what follows, the second 

mode1 best explains the data, both for ethnicity and religion. Each religion is best 

accounted for by including the particular conditions surrounding it: historical, eco- 

nomic, political, or social. Note, however, that our study is not a history of Israelite 

religion, just as it is not a history of Israelite ethnicity . Ethnicity is best explained as 

depending both on the exigencies of particular circumstances as well as on primor- 



diiùly defineci transcendent realities. However, a key factor is that a claim to trans- 

cendent primordiality may carry a great ded of authority. Thus, and as we will 

demonstrate more clearly below, a religious daim with its smng recourse to state- 

men& about transcendent reality can provide very strong support for a claim to ethnic 

identity and, in effect, produce what appears, especially h m  a position within the 

group, to be a primordial or essential claim. 

In the remainder of this work we will explore expressions of ethnicity and eth- 

nie identity in the stories of the major judges in the book of Judges in accordance with 

an explicit model of ethnicity. Our study will begin with an examination of 

anùiropoiogical theories for ethnicity and outline the key explanatory approaches 

scholars have taken to ethnicity: primordial, circumstantial, or synthetic. We will 

describe a synthetic model of ethnicity which we will apply in our reading of the 

stories of the major judges in the book of Judges. We will then examine appmaches 

to ethnicity taken by a number of scholars who have dealt with Israelite identity to 

demonstrate their theoretical and episternologid wealaiess when using the concept of 

ethnicity. Our airn in the remainder of the work is to contribute to closing the gap 

between theory and interpretation by illustrating the application of a theoretically clear 

model of ethniciîy to a reading of the stories of the major judges: Ehud, Deborah, 

Gideon, Abimelek, Jephthah, and Samson. In Our examination of the textual data we 

will not consider the characters texmed the "minor Judges" who are descnbed in very 

short formulait statements that provide no descriptive information about interactions 

and relations between groups or individuals. Neither wiU we examine the f d  narra- 

tives concehg  the migration of the tribe of Dan and the inter-tribal strife with the 

Benjarninites, which do not involve partïcular judge-heroes. Rather, our intention is 

to indicate how, in relating the stories of the major judges, the writer of these texts, 



the Deuteronomisac historian, also portrays relations and interactions between the 

characters and p u p s  haî, when read from the perspective of an explicit mode1 of 

ethnicity, reveal something about how ethnic identity is depicted in these stories. 



ETHNIC THEORY 



Ethnic Theory 

Introduction 

We have suggested, and will discuss more throughty in the next chapter, haî  

scholars who consider the issue of Israelite identity have not adequately dehed  the 

theory of ethnicity they use when discussing the ahnie character of Israelite identity. 

And yet the tenns "ethnicityW and "ethnic" appear frequently in work on the 

Israelites. This is a problern because describing Israel as an ethnic group, but without 

defining or discusslig ethnicity itself, reveals more about the scholar's own presup 

positions and prejudices about the nature of human groups in general and about the 

origins of Israel in particular than about the ethnic identity of the group itself. Our 

argument here is that the epistemology of ethnicity us& in anaiyzing Israelite ethnic 

identity must be explicit. 

The model we propose will be developed from recent anthropological theorking 

on ethnicity, ethnic identity, and ethnic group relations. The applicability of such a 

mode1 depends on the anthropological assumption thaî all humans have and have had, 

in at least the past four thousand years, a talent and an ability for defining group 

identity in a manner that can appropriately be terrned, in Our discourse, "ethnic." In 

other words, we assume that models of ethnicity drawn from anthropological research 

on a variety of cultures at a variety of times since the discipline began may be appli- 

cable to the development of a model that can be applied to other evolutionally modem 

humans.17 Once we have developed the model it wiU be applied to textual data to 

determine whether or not the book of Judges does depict the groups described in the 

l7  Although anthpologists may have theoreticai debates about what ccnstitutes or does not constitute 
a "universal" theory, that discussion is beyond the scope of our work. 



stories of the major judgw in ethnic tenns and, if so, whether or not the ethnic groups 

are portrayed in a manner that reveals both primordial and circurnstantial aspects of 

ethnicity . 
The aim of thïs approach is to demonstrate how the portraya1 of relations and 

interactions between the characters in the stories of the major judges provide an exam- 

ple - a case study - of how ethnic identity may be expressed and, in particular, to 

provide an interpretation of how the Deuteronomistic Historian expressed Israelite 

ethnic identity. In order to cany out this program we need to have a sound theoreti- 

cal understanding of ethnicity and of the processes, qualities, and social features 

which give a group its characteristic ethnic identity. We turn to this topic now. 

The issue of collective identity, its causes and forms, is a classic theme in 

sociological and anthropological theory (see, for example, Weber 1978; Durkheim 

1 9 15; 1 964; Shils 1957; and especially Eisenstadt & Giesen 1995 for a recent over- 

view). Many studies have been concerned with the ciifferences between the primary 

group, Geminschaj?, of traditional societies and the secundary group , Gesellschqfr, 

of modem civil society (see, for example, Shils 1957). However, the comrnonly held 

view through most of the twentieth century that modernity ultimately would result in 

universal inclusiveness for all of humanity has been challenged by obvious recent 

upsurges in ethnic sentiment and conflict (Tambiah 1989). The question of group 

identity, whether groups are 'naturalw divisions within human society or whether they 

are formed by collective social action, thus remains the cenaal issue underpinning 

much of the discussion (Eisenstadt & Giesen 1995). 

The anthropological and sociological literature on ethnicity is vat.  There has 

been a virtual explosion of infoxmation since the late 1 960s. This has occurred in a 

period that has also been characterized by increased ethnic conflict in numerous 



countries around the world and by an increase in public awareness of and media atten- 

tion given to ethnic groups and their struggies. The volume of material means we 

cannot present a complete overview of the field of ethnic studies.18 Furthemiore, the 

context for much of the recent interest in ethnicity is that of modem pluralist 

societies, that is, societies and nations which are characterized by numerous distinct 

ethnic groups and often by ethnic conflict. Detailed discussion of all of these studies 

is beyond the scope of our work. What is relevant to our study is material dealing 

with the theory of ethnicity and ethnic groups. We will briefly surnmarize the field 

and set the context for the theoretical discussion which follows. 

Until the late 1960s modem anthropological definitions of ethnicity tended to 

use a stnictural-functionalist perspective. In Buchignani's view, this '. . . oriented 

the discipline towards questions of homogeneity, holism, consensus and system main- 

tenance in the wntext of coherent social units" (Buchignani 1982: 1). It could be said, 

dthough it is sornewhat an oversimplification, that the stmctural-functiod approach 

assumed an ethnic group was a concrete and immutable social fact. In Cohen's 

estimation, the goal of research during this penod was '. . . to understand assumedly 

homogeneous sociocultural units as entities, the relations of their parts to one another 

and to the whole, and the relation of the whole and its parts to their physical and 

sociocultural environmentsw (Cohen 1 978:38 1 ) . Ethnicity was assumed a priori to be 

a categoxy which could be used to defme a social group. Religion was understood to 

be one of the cultural elements which was a part of and which identifiecl particular 

ethnic categories and analysis focused on the function of religion within the group. 

So, for example, in his study of ritual of rebellion, Gluckman did not question if the 

* For a recent overview see, for example, Thompson (1 989). 



Swazi existed as an identiFiable ethnic group. He assumed thaî there was a group 

d e d  the Swazi who perfonned a rimal called the Incwala ceremony and 11% research 

then showed how this ritual functioned to create and maintain social unity within the 

group (discussed in Morris 1987:25O). Such an approach ignored the problems of 

adaptation in changing circumstances and essentially removed human creativity and 

interest from the explanation of society. 

Large-sale Mcieties which were described h m  the structural-functional point 

of view often were characterized as 'pluralist" societies. The structural-functionalists 

suggested that in such societies the 

. . . ethnic bounciaries are solidly reinforceci by institutional ones, which rnakes 

the boundaries that much more ngid and the groups which they enclose 

mutually dixrete. Plural societies are nonnaliy described in terms which make 

little ailowance for a flow of personnel across ethnic lines or changes of individ- 

ual identity (Nagata 1979: 1 85). 

This approach assumai a 'mosaic" picture of society. 

A different mode1 of ethnicity, but with similar presuppositions, was 

predominant in North Amenca during the 1950s and 1960s when the typical image of 

ethnic relations was that of the 'melting pot." Anthropologists focused their research 

primarily on issues of assimilation and acculturation. However, rather than describ- 

ing such processes in tems of flexible ethnic divisions where boundaries were 

crossed, removed, or recreated in varying degrees, research continued to assume the 

existence of concrete ethnic groups which, it was believed, simply 'dissolved" into 

the culture of the dominant 'ethnic-less" community (Nagata 1979: 186-1 87). 

At the beginning of the 1970s these two views and the whole structural- 

functional approach were brought into question. Indeed, there was a sign5cant 



paradigm shifi out of which emerged two clear theoretical positions. We wiIl survey 

a number of key articles and books which have appeared since the late 1960s which 

are significant to understanding developments in the anuuopOlogical theory of eth- 

nicity and which are relevant to Our study. We will briefly ouîline the two main 

theoreticai points of view and present a third, more integrative, position. This third 

will provide the theoretical base for our study. 

By the mid-1970s two theoretical approaches to ethnicity were clear. niese 

positions were fint articulateci plainly by N. Glazer and D.P. Moynihan in 1975 in 

the introduction to a book they co-edited entitled Ethniciry: Zîzeory and Experience. 

The first approach describes ethnicity as a primordial or independent category and the 

second views it as a circumstanîial or dependent category. We tum now to an 

examination of both of these categories in more detail. 

The Primordialist Appmach 

Anthropologists who explain ethnicity as a primordial category descnbe it as an 

independent variable which determines a group's identity. They hold the view that an 

ethnic identity cornes from ". . . . a corpus of basic, elemental, and irreducible 

loyalties, with a power of their own, whatever the nature of the e x t e d  social 

environment* (Nagata 1 979: 1 88). A group's identity , interests, strategies, and ail of 

the social features which define it as a group distinct from other groups are 

determined by its ethnicity. From this perspective the identity of the members of a 

group is fixed by factors beyond their control. Group members are held together by 

an ineffable and coercive absolute, the tie of blood and ethnicity is an absolute and 

independent category . 



Mward Shils (1957: 142) was the first to use the word 'primordial" to describe 

those ties that bind individuals to particula. groups and that are formed simply 

because of binh into the group. He suggested that such attachments were not only 

because of the nature of individual qualities and personal interactions, ties which 

created a social group like the b d ,  but also because the memben of a group all pos- 

sessed 'certain especially signifiant relational qualities which muld only be described 

as primordial* (Shils 1957:122). 

The idea has been used by ClBord Geertz as well. In his view, 

These congniities of blood, speech, custom, and so on, are seen to have an 

ineffable, and at times overpowering, coerciveness in and of themselves. One is 

bound to one's kinsman, one's neighbor, one's fellow believer, ipso facto; as 

the result not merely of personal affection, practical necessity, common interest, 

or incuned obligation, but at least in great part by the virtue of some unaccount- 

able absolute import attribut4 to the very tie itself (1 973a: 259). 

The ties that bind the members of an ethnic group together are ties stemming h m  the 

particular social feanires of language, location, religion, kinship, and custom which 

Geertz (1973a:263) argues are dl acquired at birth, and these are the detennining fac- 

ton in one's ethnic identity. Ethnicity is something very deep and primordial and it 

establishes ethnic affiliation and identity no matter what the extemal realities (see also 

Schermerhom 1974; Hoiberg and Hraba 1983; and Grosby 1994). 

Two further points must be made. First, ethnicity has an ahistorical quality in 

the primordialist view . Language, location, religion, kinship, and, custom are ail 

understood to be persistent and immurable defining features. They are the elements of  

an ethnicity which make an individual's identity and which give an ethnic p u p  its 

solidarity and longevity. Ethnicity is generally understood to be a constant (Scott 



1990: 149). If there is change and development it takes place on an evolutionary level 

and at an evolutionary Pace. 

Second, ethnicity has an ascriptive quality in the view of the prirnordhhts. 

That is, behaviour is deterrnined at a psychological level by the fact of ethnicity. The 

members of the gmup feel loyalty, solidarity, and trust toward other gmup members 

not because of the quality of individual interpersonal relationships but simply because 

of the fact that group members are related as kin (Scott 1990: 151; Dubetsky 

1976:435). The converse is tme as well. Members of other ethnic groups are treated 

with mistrust and suspicion simply because they are not related as b. Thus, not only 

are the identifying cultural features of a particular ethnic group determined by their 

primordial quality, but so too are the actions of p u p  rnembers. 

One problem with the primordialist perspective is what R. Cohen c d s  the 'unit 

problem" (1978:381). The issue is focused by questions over how groups are 

labeled. The primordialist position tends to assume that an ethnic group is a 

homogeneous unit, clearly bounded and defmed by a distinct culture that research is 

able to determine and defme clearly and objectively. However, cases such as Nuer 

and Dinka, fmt analyzed and separated into distinct groups by Evans-Pritchard (1 940) 

and later reexamined and found to have been separated and named on the bais of old 

colonial labels bearing no relation to the names and labels used by the people them- 

selves (Southall 1976), shows that ethnicity is not an objective category defined by 

distinct cultures. 

Taken to its logical extreme, the primordialist position has led to a view of eth- 

nicity and ethnic relations that is based on sociobiology. The strongest proponent of 

this position is van den Berghe (see, for example, 1971, 1976, 1978, 1980). He 

argues that sociobiology shows human behaviour is the result of a long evolutionary 



process involving 'the complex interplay of genotypical, ecological and cultural fac- 

tors" (1978:403). The resuit of this view is the assessrnent that 'ethnic and race senti- 

ments are to be understood as an extended and attenuated fonn of kin sekction" 

(1978:403). This is because ethnic groups are breeding populations that have main- 

tained their distinctiveness by keeping strong temtorial and social boundaries with 

other ethnic groups. This is not to say that migration, conquest, and breeding across 

bundaries did not take place, or that the argument that a l l  were descendeci h m  one 

ancestor was not partially fîctitious. But in his view these conditions are unimportant. 

Rather, it is the fact that blind and ferocious conflict c m  arke so easily between eth- 

nie groups and that the feelings and emotions are so inational and smng which indi- 

cates to him the deep "primordiality" of the ethnic divisions (1 978AO4). 

The problems with this view have been summarized quite weil by Reynolds 

(1 980) and Soott (1 990). The key issue is causation. In the sociobiologid view, a 

person's genetic makeup is the primary detemihant of psychology and psychology 

detemines the nature of pemnal and group relationships (Reynolds 1980: 3 13). 

There is a certain rigidity in this explanation which irks those who prefer to see 

humans as having much more freedom. The argument is opposed as weli to most 

social scientifc thought which suggests it is primarity a person's mind which con- 

structs and determines the individual's sense of self, interpersonal relationships, and, 

ultimately, group relationships. In his defense against Reynolds, van den Berghe 

(1980:480) is less dogmatic about the issue, and suggests that, just as it would be 

foolish to ignore cultural influences on human behaviour, it would also be foolish to 

ignore biological influences. Further research is required, he says, to determine just 

how much and what kind of behaviour is genetically based. It is clear, however, that 

the whole cause of ethnic distinctions is not biological. 



Despite the problems with the sociobiological approach, it does highlight one 

important point. That is, ethnicity does Wear to have a resilience and a strength 

which in cenain circumstances give ethnidy based claims a vociferousness which, at 

times, may lead to extreme conflict. It seems, therefore, that ethnicity cannot be 

based just on momentary divisions and interactions between groups alone. It does 

have a primordial side. 

The primordial side of ethnicity can link it to the idea of race. Race basically 

nancrdùes whatever prevaihg view of 'group" applies (Goldberg 1992559-560). 

In other words, the distinctions and differences in behaviour between people are 

rationalized and expressed as being natural distinctions and differences due, 

ultimately, to laws of nature. Dissirnilarities are usually expressed biologically and in 

the language of kinship. Thus, race is often thought to define groups on the bas& of 

biological differences whereas ethnicity is thought to define groups more on the bais 

of cultural differences. 

Goldberg suggests (19925531, however, that the choice to use "biology" as the 

paradigrnatic defining feanire is, in fact, a cultural choice and that it is only the 

'rnyth" of common descent that makes it appea. to be biological. No human group is 

completely biologically pure (see the classic statement of Boas 1940). Thus, race is 

used to articulate what really are cultural and not biological distinctions. Indeed, the 

distinction Goldberg points out is between a rhetonc of culture that is used when dif- 

ferences are expressed in terms of ethnicity and a rhetonc of descent that is used when 

differences are expressed in terms of race (1 992: 555).  

Although race was the standard term for dehbing different human groups until 

perhaps the middle of the twentieth century it has generally fallen out of use in recent 



discussion. lg Some authon have simply replaced race with ethnicity (see, for exam- 

ple, the work of van den Berghe. Note also the discussion by Goldberg 1992553- 

557). In general, anthropological discourse about distinctions between groups in 

terms of culture uses ethnicity as the key explanatory concept, while discussion about 

distinctions in tenns of biology often use race as the key explanatory concept. 

Although 'race" is not a tem currently used by biblical scholars workhg on the 

identity of early Israel, some have tended to assume that the people of Israel were dis- 

tinct h m  the people of neighbouring groups in an essentially biologie. rnanner. 

And although the word 'race" does not appear, the idea has retauied explanatory 

power that is just masked by the use of "ethnicity" (see, for example, Waters 1991). 

At this juncture we wiU amsider very bnefly the primordialist understanding of 

how new ethnic groups are fomed. For most writers this is a non-issue since they 

study ethnicity in the context of the modem reemergence and increased saliency of 

what are understood to be earlier ethnic groups. From this perspective, the increased 

activity and reestablishment of ethnic distinctions and activities based on claims of an 

earlier ethnic identity are important pieces of supporting data for their claim that eth- 

nie distinctions are primordial. Newly emergent ethnic groups are understood to be 

drawing simply on deep primordially based identities that did not completely dis- 

appear beneath a veneer of modem nationdism. Therefore, the question of how 

wholly new ethnic groups are formed is not treated by most primordialists. 

One author who has studied the genesis of new ethnic groups from a primor- 

dialist perspective is the Soviet anthropologist L.N. Gumilev (1973). In general, he 

seerns to undentand the formation of new ethnic groups as taking place at an evolu- 

l9 For an overview see Banton (1 988). 



tionary pace. For example, he suggests that the initial burst of energy which l ads  to 

the formation of a new ethnic group cornes h m  individuals possessing biologidy 

determined "drive" (1 973: 653). In his view, these are people who are iess concemed 

with simply living in harrnony with their environrnent and are more interested in 

'counteracting the environment" (1 973 : 653). UniMg with othen who feel the same 

way, they form a group which develops a level of social organizaiion and complexity 

consonant with the historical period of which it is a part. Gumilev argues that 

eventually the ethnos reaches a level of stasis for a period of tirne before it begins to 

decay until it f d y  disintegrattes (1 973:652). 

The environment figures prominently in Gumilev's analysis. He argues it is 

part of a feedback loop which does not completely determine the nature of the ethnic 

p u p  but which does influence it greatly (1 973 :654). Biology is also a factor since it 

is at the root of the individual drive which creates the buat of begùullng ethnic 

energy. Furthemore, as an inherited characteristic, it explains the peaistence of eth- 

nicity (1 973: 654). 

Indeed, in a review of Soviet theory on ethnicity, T. Dragadze (1980) points out 

that most scholars argue the mots of ethnitity are not restricted to any one historical 

period or stage of social evolutionary development. The outward social manifesta- 

tions may change over thne but the core is essentidy omnipresent, expressing "a 

deep psychological element in humans which causes them to ascribe themselves to an 

ethnos" (Dragadze 1980: 163). Research is focused on explaining the way various eth- 

nie groups develop, the reasons for particular paths of development, and the manner 

in which different groups interact (Dragadze 1 980: 1 64). 

Presupposed in this approach is a theory about a natural evolutionary develop 

ment of humans through more and more complex and larger types of social o r g e -  



tions, from bands to tribes, chiefdoms, and states (Service 1971). Thus, factors lead- 

ing to the ongin of a particular ethnic group can be described easily since, in fact, the 

genesis of that group is to be explained ultimately in evolutionary ternis. This is 

expresseci in the phrase 'historical destinies" in the following quotation: ' A n  impor- 

tant component of ethnic self-identifcation is the belief in a common origin. its 

reality is derived from common historical destinies of ethnic memben and their 

ancestors throughout their existence" (Bromley 1978: 1 8). In other words, the his- 

torical cornplexities of ethnicity are reduced by the members of an ethnic group to an 

explanation referring to the myth of a common ancestor, according to the eth- 

nogenesists, who themselves reduce the same histoncal complexities to an evolution- 

ary explanation. 

At this point we wiU briefly underline the view of religion held by 

anthropologists taking the prïmordialist perspective. In their view, religion is a 

primordial given. It is one of the elements of social life which determines an individ- 

ual's ethnic identity through its coercive power (see Geertz 1973b: 109-1 10). Religion 

is thus a primary element in a pemn's identity. It is one of the reasons why the 

members of a group have die identity that they do and it is one of the feanires which 

defmes them as members of one group as opposed to any other. Chlenov, for exam- 

ple (quoted in Dragadze 1980: 168), considers religion to be a particular iden*ing 

feature of ethnic groups and the study of religion to be concerneci with the relationship 

between religion and other characteristics particular to the ethnic group. Religion is 

thus understood to have a certain stability and permanency. It is a conservative and 

traditional force which keeps memben of the community tme to the ordained order of 

king (see Geertz 1973b). 



The tendency is for primordialist scholars to view religion as an a priori 

category. It is something that is ahistorical or nearly so. The ultimate ground of reli- 

gious experience is usually understood to be in a sacred metaphysical reality experi- 

e n d  individually and shared collectively. Indeed, the myths of the group which tell 

of the role of the ultimate sacred reality in the origins of the group are taken to be 

essentially tme. Such a position is related to the definitions and views of religion 

expressed most clearly in the work of R. Otto (1958). 

The primordial approach to ethnicity was the scholarly n o m  until ro~ghly the 

late 1960s. At that point social scientists began to reake that the boudaries and dis- 

tinctions between groups which had been treated as a priori stable categories were, in 

fact, less stable and less permanent than they had assumed. A paradigm shift 

occurred in the 1970s as research began to focus more on the flexibility of ethnicity 

and on the factors and processes involved in the creation and definition of ethnic dis- 

tinctions. We turn now to a discussion of the approach which developed in reaction 

to the primordialist position. 

The Circumstantialist Approach 

In contrast to those who hold the primordialist view, anthropologists who 

explain ethnicity h m  a circumstantialist perspective suggest that it is a dependent 

variable and that it is contingent upon particular circumstancw and interactions 

between groups, particularly in the political and economic realms. Whereas the 

primordialists tend to reduce ethnic motivations and actions to a priori sentiments and 

structures the circumstantialists tend ". . . . to reduce a l l  ethnic awareness and action 

ultimately to instrumental political and ecunomic interests and strategies" (Nagata 



1979: 188). While this statement oversimplifies the case, it does highlight a key cir- 

cumstantiiilist point: ethnicity is a dependent variable, determineci by such realities as 

the ecological, economic, or political environment. It is, as Cohen suggests 

(1978:388), situationai and not, as the primordkdists argue, an independent variable. 

In the circumstantialist view, people define different ethnic identities in response to 

unique inter- and goals, and as Ncumstances change and interests and agendas 

change, ethnic identity may also change. 

Max Weber (1978) and Edrnund Leach (1970) both observed and wrote about 

the flexible nature of group identity but it was the study of Fredrik Barth (1969) 

which was first recognized in the anthropological community as giving clear express- 

ion to the circumstantial understanding of ethnlcity. Barth argued that ethnic groups 

shodd be seen as foms of social organization (1 969: 13). In his view, the p r i r n q  

feature of an ethnic group is that its members use particular ethnic categories in a 

transactional way to describe themselves and othes in the course of their interactions. 

Ethnic groups are not o priori categories in his scheme; they do not and cannot exût 

apart from interaction. According to Barth, ethnic groups can be defined only to the 

extent that ethnic identities are used by memben of the group to categorize them- 

selves and othen for purposes of interaction. It is only in this way that ethnic groups 

can exist as  organizations (1 969: 13- 14). 

Thus: '. . . ethnic megories provide an organization vesse1 that may be given 

varying amounts and foms of content in dfierent sociocultural systemsn (1 969: 14). 

As such, an ethnic category is not a fmed and immutable thing; it is sirnply a form, 

without fixed shape or content. In Barth's view, dierefore, 'the cntical focus of 

investigation . . . becornes the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural 

stuff that it encloses" (1 969: 15). 



Furthemore, since ethnic groups are not immutable and since the form and the 

content of an ethnic category are not fîxed, the ethnic identity of an individual or of a 

group may change. Indeed, Barth suggested that there was incentive for a person to 

change identity inherent in a change in that person's circumstances. 'Different cir- 

cumstances obviously favour different performances" (Barth 1969: 25). What 

detemines ethnic identity then is the relative success of any particular identity in the 

coune of interactions with othen and the availability of alternative identities for use 

in interactions. 

It is clear that Barth focused attention on the ethnic boundaries rather than on 

the ethnic content because he saw that ethnic gmups were formed by processes and 

interactions detennined by changing ne& and interests. His insight was that ethnic 

identities were fluid; it was at the boundaries where the processes of definition could 

best be observed. In the circumstantialist view, the content of an ethnic identity, that 

is, the pârticular language, location, religion, kinship, and customs which identlfy a 

parhcular ethnic group, is flexible and defmed in response to particular circumstances 

and interactions with other ethnic groups. From the circumstantialist perspective eth- 

nicity is not a given but a process. 

Thus, the culture of a group, that is, the cluster of features, such as residence, 

language, belief, lifestyles, foodways, and material culture, which are usuaily 

understood to be attributes which the members of a p u p  ail have in cummon, are 

less important for defining a group's identity than are the interactions between a par- 

ticular group and neighbou~g groups. Leach demonstrated this clearly in his study 

of the Kachin in Burma (1970; see also the comments of Keyes 1976). Culture by 

itself does not define an ethnic group. Neither is it diagnostic for ethnicity. 



A number of scholars have pointed out that Barth's discussion does have its 

weaknesses. Buchignani (1982:6) suggests that by focushg on inter-personal interac- 

tion primarily, Barth has not recognized the importance of institutional and large-scale 

power relations in determinations of ethnic identity. Barth's theoretical formulation is 

therefore weak in tems of its ability to explain ethnic social organizatïon while it is 

strong in ternis of its ability to explain ethnic identity . Eickleman (1 98 1 : 158) argues 

that Barth has focused ody on cultural meanings that are "socially effective" and 

ignored other aspects of cultural meaning which might not be apparent in tems of 

social d o n  and interaction. In addition, both Buchignani and Eickelman suggest 

that Barth tends to assume that the individuals of an ethnic p u p  already have the eth- 

nie identity which he argues is created and maintained only through inter-personal 

interaction at the boundaries of the group. In other words, his argument is somewhat 

circular (Buchignani 1 982: 6; Eickleman 198 1 : 159). Furthemore, the emphasis on 

boundaries tends to reify them. Cohen (1978:387) points out that Barth implies that 

ethnic boundaries are 'stable and continuing." The danger in this is that the bound- 

aries are treated as fued and imrnutable just as the whole ethnic group was treated 

that way in the primordialist approach. 

A key answer to these criticisms is the observation that ethnicity requires an 

issue in order for the boundaries between ethnic groups to have saliency (R. Cohen 

1978: 397). Borden crystallize in a particular situation when group leaders are able to 

mobilize ethnic dichotomies and to highiight difYerences between groups as a response 

to the issue. Thus, accurding to Cohen, 

ethnic group formation is a continuing and often innovative cultural process of 

boundary maintenance and reconstruction. Once the ethnic identities and 

categories are triggered into king salient, cultural rationalkations for the 



legitimacy of the mobilïzed grouping are actively sought for and created by 

those involved (1 978: 397). 

Furthemore, not ail ethnic boundaries are the same. They can crystallize at 

different Ievels of ethnic interactions. Cohen (1978) describes four different types of 

ethnic interactions: fragrnented, indirect, balanced, and stratifiecl. These types are 

dependent upon the closeness of the interaction between the groups and upon the rela- 

tive power reIations between the groups. Fragmented is used by Cohen to describe a 

situation where the interacting groups are quite isolated and separate and their power 

relations are relatively balanced and equal. Indirect ethnic interaction describes 

p u p s  who are isolated and separate but have unequal power relations. Balanced des- 

cribes ethnic interaction between groups who are in close contact and who have rela- 

tively equal relations in terms of power. Straîified labels the interactions of groups 

who are in close face-to-face contact and who have unequal power relations 

(1978:389). This typology is most useful as a heuristic device to illustrate that not all 

ethnic relations or ethnic boundaries are the same (See Gallagher 1974 for the case of 

the Ndendeuii) . 

We tum now to a consideration of how the circumstantial position deals with the 

question of the formation of new ethnic groups. The overarching focus on the situa- 

tional context of ethnicity means that this approach has sought to understand the par- 

hcular ~Kcumstances out of which new ethnic organizations have arisen. Most recent 

research on this issue has been in a twentieth-century context focusing especially on 

the reemergence of ethnic groups that, it was assumed, had been completely assimi- 

lated. 

For exarnple, Singer's (1 962) study of Blacks in North America begins with the 

fact that this population originally came from a variety of cultural backgrounds, 



indeed, h m  different ethnic groups. But the slave experience removed or, at leart 

weakened, the earlier pre-slavery distinctions so that, afier slavery was abolished, the 

slow pmcess of forming a new milectivity began. Thus, out of a wide variety of eth- 

nie backgrounds there emerged a group of people who, for the most part, defineci 

themselves and were defined by others as a homogeneous ethnic group. Singer sees 

the process of ethnogenesis as taking place over five steps. First, a portion of a popu- 

lation is separated in ternis of power relations from the larger group. Second, the 

smaller group is assigneci a partidar social role which is then reflected in the division 

of labour within the whole society. Third, the differentiated groups develop social 

structures which soli- and help to perpetuate the differential Pwer  relations 

between the two groups. In the fourth step the smaller new group develops awareness 

of its own corporate 'fate. " Fifth, there is further 'intemal development" which 

takes place in dialogue with 'extemal" relations with the larger group (Singer 

1962: 424). 

R. L. Taylor (1 979) has also examined Black ethnogenesis, focusing in particdar 

on forces and processes within the Black community which contributeci to the creation 

of a distinct ethnic identity. In contrast to research which assumed ethnic groups 

were static entities which would either assimilate and düappear into dominant 

Amencan culture or continue to exist in some sort of pluralist mosaic, Taylor showed 

that within a context of urban inequality, occupational concentration, and residential 

segregation, a number of internal factors, such as the development of all-Black educa- 

tional facilities, stores, parks, churches, and voluntary organizations, promoted Black 

ethnicity (1979: 1412). Indeed, he wncluded by observing that Black ethnicity was 

strong particularly in the political sphere and that this provided a rneans to mobilize 

' . . . affective social ties, values, symbols, and other 'collective representations' in 



order to articulate informal political organization and to advance social, economic, 

and political interests" (Taylor 1979: 1 41 8; see Olien 1 988 for another example). 

These two cases illustrate three important points about the circumstantialist view 

of ethnogenesis. F i t ,  at least in a colonial or pst-colonial context, new ethnic 

groupings foxm out of smaller populations within a larger whole. New ethnic groups 

arise in a situation of domination or subjugation. Second, the process of formation is 

dialectid, involving not oniy interaction between the two groups but also intemal 

dialogue and development within the new ethnic p u p  as it cornes to recognize and 

then to bolster its own sense of identity. Third, the new ethnic group matures in 

accordance with its own developkig social, economic, and political interests. 

We tum briefly now to the circumstantialist view of religion. Scholars holding 

a circumstantialist view have tended to follow a Durkheimian tradition regarding the 

nature of religion (see Paden 199 1). Stated in overly simple ternis, religion does not 

refer to a sacred a prion reality, but it is a socd phenornenon on the same level and 

intimately bound up with other social phenornena such as economics and politics. 

Thus, religion does not cause ethnicity and there is no one-to-one correspondence 

between religion and ethnicity. Indeed, religious differences need not correspond to 

ethnic differences. 

For example, Canfeld's smdy (1978) of sectarian myths (Sunni and Shiite) in 

Afghanistan illustrates how the stories told about the heroes of the two groups serve to 

bolster and reinforce the moral and social differences between the sects. Indeed, he 

argues that, although ethnic distinctions in Afghani society do not exactly match cur- 

rent sectarian distinctions, the older sectarian alignments may be reasserted in new 

circumstances and may lead to new socio-political alignments which follow sectarian 

lines (1978:42). The point is that there is no one-to-one correspondence between reli- 



gious and ethnic distinctions. Religion is not an o priori reality which causes, or at 

least matches, the a prio~+ ethnic differences posited by the primordialist approach. 

Canfield's articIe points out that religious differences may or may not support ethnic 

differences, depending upon the circumstances . 
Abner Cohen's research on the Muslim Hausa of West-Afnca (1969) also 

illustrates this point. Until Nigerian independence and nationalkm in the 1950s, the 

Hausa maintained an economic advantage in long-distance -de between the coast and 

the interior. Their ethnic distinctiveness, which had been based on language, place of 

origin, place of residence, and economic activity , supporteci this advantage. With 

independence, however, Hausa economic and ethnic autonomy was threatened. The 

Yoruba, another West-Afncan ethnic group, began to gain some economic and polit.- 

cal advantages over the Hausa. In these new circumstances, the Hausa adopted the 

Tijaniyya Order, an Islamic Sufi sect. This allowed them to reassert their distinctive- 

ness and to maintain their identity in the face of the homogenizing tendencies of mod- 

ernization and nationdism. The Hausa case illustrates that neither religion nor eth- 

nicity is a primordial category and that as circumstances change so too can the way in 

which ethnicity is defmed. 

One problem with the circumstantialist approach, which is only apparent when 

the position is taken to its logical extreme, is that ethnicity may appear to be devoid 

of any content. If an ethnic identity is not based on a specific culture and if it is 

dependent instead only upon the circumstances and interests of the group at one par- 

ticular t h e ,  then what is ethnicity? The term rnay be vacuous, as this view does not 

ernphasize the cultural content of the identity. Furthemore, the circumstantidist 

approach fails to explain the tenacity of ethnic identities which seem to persist over 

long penods and continue to influence people and define conflicts dong ethnic lines. 



In response to this criticism, some scholan have formulated an inkgrative or synthetic 

approach which attempts to unite elements of both the primordialist and the circum- 

stantiaiist positions. We turn to this appmach now. 

The integrative Synthetic Approach 

Most anthropologists have favoured either an exclusively primordial or exclu- 

sively circumstantial explanation for ethnicity. More recently, however, some have 

suggested that both dimensions are active in an ethnic identity and that ethnicity is 

expressed through both structural and ascriptive action and discourse as well as inter- 

active and situational action and diswuae (Vincent 1974, McKay 1982, Scott 1 990, 

Tarnbiah 1989, and Cornell 1996). 

McKay (1982) describes the integrative synhetic approach as a ma& model. 

On the one axis are the features of a group's ethnic identity which group members 

describe and understand in primordial tems. These are the ascriptive elements of eth- 

nicity which they feel are acquired simply by birth into the group. Language, loca- 

tion, and kinship, for example, rnay all be feahires over which the members of the 

group feel they have no choice. In addition, cultural features and symbols which the 

group sees as persistent characteristics of their identity or, indeed, describe as etemal, 

and which the group hold to be meaningful for their sense of identity, are primordial. 

Spicer (1971) has calleci these the elements of a 'persistent cultural identity system." 

Furthemore, these primordial elements are often recounted as feanires from the past 

which the group uses in the present to define its identity. The perceived and repeated 

history, which may not be absolutely m e ,  is a meaninghil feature for group memben 

and they use it to understand and describe who they are (see Spicer 197 1 :796 and 



Scott 1990: 159). 

However, accordhg to the synthetic perspective these primordial aspects of the 

ethnic identity may or may not be ernphasized and active. It depends upon the cir- 

cumstances. It is the pmicu1a.r economic, political, ecological, or social circum- 

stances which determine the partida. shape and saength of an ethnic identity and, 

indeed, if primordial elements are even a factor in defining group boundaries at aLI 

(Cohen 1969). And it is the cVcumstantia1 aspects of ethnicity which fom the second 

axis of McKay's matrix mode1 (1982:404). 

The circurnstantial side of ethnicity can be observed in the interactions between 

groups and in the behaviour of group members. Since the boundaries which mark 

ethnic identities respond to changing circumstances it is at these boundaries where the 

processes of ethnicity are in action, as Barth (1969) has pointed out. Thus, if there 

are problems with access to political or economic resources or if the group has partic- 

ular political and econornic inierests, then these rnay be the situations in which ethnic 

identities malesce and where the distinctions between ethnic groups are drawn and 

expressed most clearly. The circumstantial aspect of ethnicity focuses on the issues 

around which ethnic identities becorne salient and change. 

Scott (1 WO), following Spicer (1971), highlights this point in terms of opposi- 

tion. The opposition between or among groups may crystallize around any number of 

issues, political, economic, social, or religious, depending upon the circumstances. 

In Scott's view it is the opposition experienced subjectively which mobilizes a group 

to assert its identity in primordial tems and to defme its distinctiveness over against 

another gmup (1 990: 162-1 66). 

Thus, in the synthetic approach there are two poles to expressions of ethnicity. 

One axis is the primordial. A particular ethnic identity is expressed in terms of 



cultural features which are said to be ancient and perceived to be a priori character- 

istics by which its members define the group in distinction to other groups. On the 

other axk, ethnicity is circumstantial. An ethnic identity is expressed in varying 

intensity through the interactions of the group and its members with oeighbouring 

p u p s  as individuals are mobilized in response to issues which focus groups in oppo- 

sition. Ethnicity is, therefore, a process. 

Stephen Cornell (1996) recently has presented an argument for the variable 

character of ethnicity which is a slightly different staternent of the focus we ou the  

above for the integrative approach. He notes that the concentration of recent work on 

the circurnstances or contexts in which ethnic boundaries were constnicted has been ". 

. . invaluable in overcoming prevailing notions of the fmed and unchanging nature of 

ethnic identities . . . . " (1 996: 266). We suggest also that both the circumstantial and 

integrative approaches impmve upon an excIusiveIy primordial approach. As well, 

Comell points out the limitation of an exclusively circumstantial approach which, in 

his view, 'makes it M c u l t  to account for the tenacity with which some gioups cling 

to identities which appear not to serve their 'objectively' determined interests" 

(1996:267). We too suggest that, at its extreme, an exclusively circurnstantial 

approach can appea~ to result in an identity which is devoid of any content. An ethnic 

group can appear to be essentially the sarne as any interest group. The integrative 

approach is, in our view, the strongest themetical position for understanding express- 

ions of ethnicity and ethnic identity. 

Comell then suggests that in the body of work on the circumstantial approach, 

there are two emphases. These two aspects are, in our view, very similar to what we 

have describeci here as 'primordial" and 'circumstantial." First is found in the con- 

centration of some studies on ". . . the extemal or situational factors - patterns of 



political, economic, and social circumstances or relationships - that constnict and 

give significance to ethnic boundanes, and thereby give logic to ethnic p u p  forma- 

tion and persistence" (1 996:266). This, in our view, is equivalent to the element of 

ethnicity which we have described as primordial for it is ascriptive, external to the 

members of the group, beyond their contml, and expressed as a force which makes 

the boundaries that define the gioup's identity. As ComeLl points out: 'these forces 

shape the ways people view themselves and their place in the world, and consequently 

the identity claims they makew (1 996: 266). 

The second emphasis he describes emerges from "the concem with boundary 

constructionn and it 'has focused more on the response groups themselves make to cir- 

cumstancial factors as they constnict identities that suit their varied purposes" 

(1996~266). This, we suggest, is equivalent to the element of ethnicity which we 

have descnbed above as circumstantial for it is responsive to the desires, strategies, 

and goals of group memben themselves as they adapt to changing circumstances. 

Cornell suggests this aspect might be tenned 'constructionist" for it adds to ethnicity 

'a creative component: ethnic p u p s  become agents in their own construction, shap- 

ing and reshaping their identities and the boundaries that enclose them out of the raw 

materials of history , culture, and pre-existing ethnic constructions" (1 996: 266). 

In Comell's view these two aspects must be taken together and seen as 

modifïers of each other. He suggests that 'they present a conception of ethnicity as a 

contingent, volitional, negotiated phenomenon in which both societal circumstances 

and the creative assertions of human groups play variable and interacting rolesw 

(1996:267). He thus integrates what Barth (1969) has tenned the 'stuff" of an ethnic 

identity - the content of a particular expression of ethnicity that appean to be what 

defines a group primordially - and the "extemd or circumstantid factors which play 



so large a role in the life cycles of those identities" (1996:267). 

The integration of these two aspects of ethnic identity can be seen at two levels 

of analysis in Cornell's view. One focuses on forces outside of the group, that is, on 

"those societal conditions and resultant positional interests that have encouraged, corn- 

pelled, or inhibited organization dong ethnic boundaries" (1 996: 266). This level is 

particularly amenable to histoncal analysis as it is the conditions at a specific point in 

tirne that supply the context and circumstances in which parti& ethnic identities are 

fomulated by the groups involved. If our work here were fistoncal, this is the level 

on which our analysis would focus. We would analyze the 'societal conditions" at 

the point in t h e  portrayed by the stories of the major judges, either the time pictured 

by the stories themselves, or the time of the monarchic Deuteronomistic edition, or 

the tirne of the exilic Deuteronomistic edition. A clear description of these sumund- 

ing cimimstances would further an understanding of israelite ethnic identity. Indeed, 

as Cornell points out, 

Ethnic p u p s  are products of shared material interests, their own or othen', 

which themselves are products of particular historical circumstances or contexts. 

As circumstance or context changes, so does the calculus of ethnic identity 

claims and assignments, and likewise ethnic identity itself. Viewed in such 

tems ethnicity becomes, for the most part, a situationally-determined byproduct 

of more 'fundamental' forces (1996:266) (emphasis added). 

The aim of an historical study, accordhg to these parameters, would be to understand 

and describe the situational context and the forces shaping edinic identity. For 'the 

external environment - the structure of economic, political, and conceptual 

opportunities and constraints that group members face - fundarnentally affects group 

formation" (1 996: 274). 



However, our study in this thesis is directai at the second level of Corneil's 

analytic framework. At this level the focus is 'on the response groups themselves 

make to circumstantial factors as they construct identities that suit their varied pur- 

posesw (1996:266). We concentrate, therefore, on expressions of the 'content' of eth- 

nie identities, that is, "on groups' own assertions of just what 'the stuff' within the 

boundary actually is, and on the ways they use their cultural resources to affirm their 

distinctiveness and promote their interests" (1 996:267). 

This is the aim in this thesis of our examination of the stories of the major 

judges in the book of Judges. We will analyze the particular expressions of identity in 

these stones to see how, in the stories of the major judges, ethnic identity is con- 

stnicted. If the integrative-synthetic approach we propose here is an appropriate 

mode1 for understanding expressions of group ethnic identity, then we will expect to 

find the two faces of an ethnicity - primordial and circumstantid - revealed within 

the stories. 

The integrative synthetic approach also answers the question of ethnogenesis. 

Jones and Ha ' s  (1982) study of the aboriginal folk of Ausnalia illustrates the point. 

Like Taylor, Jones and Hill-Bumett examine the way in which a single pan-Aborigine 

ethnic group was created which cut across and homogenized what were previously 

diverse heterogeneous local p u p s  or tribes. Their concem is with ". . . the process 

whereby a 'cornmon culture' cornes about and the manner by which it is defmed" 

(1982:216). The point is that there are primordial elements in the group's ethnic 

identity. Ancient Aboriginal traditions and symbols were used to defme the identity 

of the new pan-Aborigine ethnic group. But the primordiality was defmed and 

expressed in the wntext of particuiar circumstances. First, there was the influence of 

the Australian govermnent, representatives of the dominating group who held more 



political and economic power than the aboriginal population. This group sought to 

develop policies and a rhetoric which would enable hem to treat the Aborigines as a 

homogeneous ethnic group. Second, within the aboriginal population itself there was 

a great deal of debate over which cultural factors to use to define themselves and 

which interests to pursue in the face of the imposed homogenization. This case 

shows, as Jones and Hill-Burnett point out, that ethnicity "is a continuous p m s  of 

strategically negotiated identity and status" (1 982: 235). It has both a primordial pole 

and a circumstantial pole and the way in which these two sides are developed depends 

upon the character of the interaction and opposition within the group itself and with 

sumunding groups. 

The integraiive synthetic approach provides the theory for this study and is the 

bais  for the interpretive mode1 we will apply to the stories of the major judges. It is 

our contention that the two poles of ethnicity, primordial and ckcumstantial, are 

expressed in the stories of the major judges in the book of Judges and we will seek to 

identify elements which are indicative of each. This will demonstrate that expressions 

of group identity do not depend solely on primordial a priori, natural, categond, or 

static distinctions between insider and outsider, but that expressions of group identity, 

like the identity itself, descnbe fluidity, the social construction of identity, and depict 

changing circurnstances which influence identity. Expressions of identity thus use a 

rhetoric of primordiality but in a particular wntext in order to jus* particular argu- 

ments about group identity in the particular situation. A group's identity is, there- 

fore, not the resdt of 'natural" divisions within human society. Rather, it is a prod- 

uct of collective social action that uses the language of primordiality to support 

+c claims for cohesion or separation in changing circumstances. As Cornell 

points out, ethnic groups are 'agents in their own construction, shaping and reshaping 



their identities and the boundaries that enclose them out of the raw materials of his- 

tory, culture, and pre-existing ethnic constructions" (1 966: 266). Ethnic groups are 

not staîic or imrnutable facts which remain unaffected by interactions with other 

groups or by debate and dialogue within their boundaries. Rather, ethnic groups c m  

change their defit ion and character in response to changing cimmstances on both 

sides of their definuig boundaries. The stones of the major judges depict this fluidity. 

They contain portrayals of situations where ethnic group identities are expressed both 

by referring to or by implying primordial differences and by describing situations 

which show the identities k ing  defined in the context of particular circumstances. 





Representative Views on Israelite Ethnic Identity 

Introduction 

Despite the recent popularity of ethnicity and ethnic relations in studies of 

ancient Israel, no one in the field of biblical shidies has undertaken a systematic 

examination of anthropological theory on ethnic identity, ethnic groups, or ethnicity 

or assessed its potential for studies of bîblical literaîure or historiogxaphy. We have 

addressed the anthropological side of ethnicity in the previous chapter. E q d y  

unforninate to the lack of attention aven to anthropological theory, and perhaps 

resdting in part from the lack of theoretical and epistemological awareness, is the 

tendency for the terms to be used in an ad hoc manner which reflects more the 

assumptions and unexamined presuppositions of the scholars who use them than any 

clear theoretical understanding. Even those who have followed an explicitly social 

scientific approach to the Bible have tended to begin with the historiai-critical 

method and have asked historical questions of the text without fmt clanfying how 

they are treating ethnicity (se, for example, Wilson 1977; 1979; 1980; Rogerson 

1984; Lang 1985). In our view, this lack of epistemological exactness and clkty 

about ethnic groups, ethnic identity , and ethnicity is problernatic. The purpose of this 

chapter is to examine how some prominent historians of Israelite identity have used 

the terrn 'ethnicity" and to illustrate their often unstated dieoretical positions and 

assumptions about ethnicity and ethnic groups. This will demonstrate the general lack 

of epistemological and theoretical awareness that has been present in studies which 

use the concept ethnicity in discussions of group identity. 

As many who discuss Israelite identity assume that ethnicity is an issue of 

ongins, most who have addressed the topic have treated it is an historical problem and 



have amsidered it in the cuntext of the pre-state history of Israel. Their approach has 

been to reconstnict what they see as  the history of Israelite identity rather than to 

examine expressions of group identity per se. Our discussion here will examine the 

work of a number of such scholars whose work is representative of approaches to eth- 

nicity. It will be divided into four sections. The fmt three are defined by the three 

classic scholarly views about the emergence of IsraeIite identity. The first deals with 

those writers who describeci Israel's emergence as a process of 'conquest," the second 

examines those who explained it in tems of an 'immigration," and the third mars 

wnters who expresseci it as a process of 'revolt." We will not discuss the details or 

evaluate the relative men& and weaknesses of these three models in any depth as this 

has been done by others more adequately elsewhere.20 The fourth section discusses 

the work of some recent writers who do not fall into one of the three aaditional 

explanatory categories but who do discuss the process by which Israel achieved its 

collective identity . 
Until the work of G.E. Mendenhall and N.K. Gottwald, the generally accepted 

view of the disruptions at the end of the late Bronze Age and the beginning of the Iron 

Age was that outside groups, pre-formed 'packages" of peuple, caused the turrnoil 

when they moved into the region from other area~.~l This perspective is most promi- 

nent in the work of scholars who viewed the Israelites as wnqueron. We wiU 

20 For a good discussion and critique of the classic views on the emergence of 1-1 see N.P. Lernche 
(1 985), and his detailed analytis and evaluation of the conquest theorists as represented especially by 
W.F. Albright (1985:48-62)- the immigration theorists as exemplified by A. Alt and M. Noth 
(1985:35-48), and the work of the revolt theorists G.E. Mendenhaii and N.K. Gottwald (1985:l-34). 
See dso the summary of opposing views in Gottwald (1979) and in Halpern (1983b), the evaluation of 
Weippert (1 97 1 ), and the summary of Hess (1 993). 

21 For an example of this type of argument see the work of E.A. Speiser (1 933; 1960; 1962). 



examine the views of W.F. Albright, Kathleen Kenyon, and John Bright. 

Conquest Thmrists 

Perhaps the foremost statement of the 'conquest" position is found in the work 

of William F. Aibnght (1935; 1939; 1963). Albright argued that the biblical tradition 

of a unifieci military conquest and invasion by Israel was historically accurate. In his 

view the Israelites were outsiders, invaders, and conqueron. They were not, as Alt 

and Noth suggested, nomads following a typical pattern of transition h m  a wander- 

ing to a sedentary life style either through raiding or gradual infiltration (1963:30-31). 

Albright argued, however, that although the Israelites were invaders, the 

'conquest" of the Palestinian hill country in the early Iron Age was the culmination 

of a long process of movement which began much earlier. The fmt stages were to be 

found in the activity of Amorites early in the second millennium (Albright l963:7). 

In his view, Abraham and the ancestors describeci in the Genesis traditions were a part 

of this movement (Albright 1963:Z). Indeed, he argued that "among the Hebrew 

groups fmt settled in Palestine, whose migration from Mesopotamia probably goes 

back to the late Patxiarchal Age, presumably well after 1700 B.C.E., were several 

extinct clans of Judah and Benjamin" (Albright 1 973: 48). By this point then, the 

mid-second rnillennium, Albright felt that the people who eventually would becorne 

Israel already had a distinct identity. 

Furthemore, he suggested that by the late Bronze Age there was aiready a large 

early Hebrew presence in the centrai hiii country and that the Israelites, as Hebrews, 

were related to the 'upiru of the Amarna texts (Albright l963:26,32). However, he 

also maintaineci that the <apim were a class, not an ethnic group and not socially or 



economically homogeneous (1 963: 26). Thus, the people whom he might have called 

"proto-Israel" came h m  mixed social circumstances. In Albright's view, early Iron 

Age Israel reflected a diverse background with the population containhg elements 

who had e-xperience both as Egyptian 'state serfs" and as 'apinr 'caravaneers and 

freebooters" (1963: 35). Nonetheless, he felt that during the period of conquest it 

was '. . . only natural that most of the Hebrews in Palestine should join the new- 

corners h m  Egypt. It would also be natural for men of Judah to seek out relatives in 

the southem Ml-country and for men of Joseph to join their tribal kindred in the cen- 

tral hill-country" (Albright 1963:33). He claimed that in spite of their social diversity 

there was s t i l l  an element binding them all together and he seemed to suggest, with 

the mention of "rehtives, " that tfie ties were kin-based. Such kin ties are a feature of 

an ethnic identity and imply that this was the way Albright conceiveci of them, 

although he did not use the term explicitly. 

By the time of the Judges, Albright suggested that the tribes of Israel, aithough 

related as kin, were socially distinct groups unified, not only by kinship, but also by 

their worship at a central sanctuary which provided a common belief system, political 

unity, and enabled the development of a common language and common customs 

(1963:36). Indeed, ultirnaîely it was their religion, the Mosaic law carried by the 

mûsionizing Israelite invaders to Hebrew kin and to the native Canaanite population, 

which pulled and held them al1 together (Albnght 1 %6:99; 1963:37-38). However, 

offsetting the unifying forces of Israelite religion, were the stmng traditions of 

indigenous Canaanite religion characterized by the worship of Baal (Albright 

1963:38). The result was that social and religious heterogeneity remaineci the 

dominant characteristic of the ara until the monarchy. 



In summary, Albright's picture of early Israelite identity was somewhat con- 

fused. Although he did not articulate it cleariy, it seems to us that he was beginouig 

to see by the end of his meer that the issue of early Israelite identity was neither 

clear nor simple. On the one hand he argued that the Israelites constituted a distinct 

population gmup which had existed in the hiils of Palestine since the end of the early 

Brome Age. Their descendants were still there in the laîe Bronze Age as capim or 

Hebrews. On the other hand, he argued that the <apiru were more a class than an eth- 

nie group. However, he argued that the Israelites, those who fled Egypt as part of the 

exodus group, joined with others of their kin who were <apiru when they aniveci in 

Palestine. The force of their experience and the zeal with which they woahipped 

Yahweh provided a powerfd force for u m i n g  these related but disparate people. 

Kathleen Kenyon, like W.F. Albright, held the classic view that the Israelites 

entered the land of Palestine by conquest. She also m ~ e ~ t e d  the A m m  'apiru with 

the Hebrews, thus implying that there was some kind of general and early IsraeIite 

presence in the land before the Iron Age (Kenyon 1985:204). She suggested that the 

Israelite group itself, however, entered the area from outside as different tribes. 

Kenyon argued there were three main groups: a northern and Transjordanian group 

that did not participate in the Exodus, a group expelleci h m  Egypt that entered the 

land from the south, and f d y  a group that fled Egypt and entered the land from the 

east (1 985: 205). 

Kenyon assumed that these Israelites, although related both to the capinr who 

presumably had remained in the land and to the northern group that did not experi- 

ence a time in Egypt, would be indicated archaeologically by the destructions they had 

wrought on some indigenous settlements and by the appearance of a new culture 

(1 985: 205). However, she imrnediateiy discounted the likelihood of ever finding dis- 



tinaive material culture since, in her view, the migrating tribes would not have 

carrieci with them durable items which would s u ~ v e  in the archaeological record. 

Furthemore, she suggested that such nomadic outsiders would have adopted the 

material culture of the indigenous sedentary population as  they adopted the new Me- 

style and the 'detenoration in culture" which was one of the indicaiors of the transi- 

tion from the late Bronze Age to the early Imn Age, was a reflection of the process of 

migraiion and sedentarization (Kenyon 1985: 206). The destruction evidence was 

problematic too. She discussed the destruction levels at Tell Beit Mirsim, Lachish, 

lericho, 'Ai, and Hazor and suggested that, at best, they indicated only the turmoil of 

the Mie (Kenyon 1 985: 207). 

But even in the early Iron Age, when accordkg to her mode1 presurnably all the 

Israelite groups were established in the land, Kenyon still could find little archaeologi- 

cal evidence for them. She suggested that this was because of the nature of the 

archaeological record, poor and thin deposits ofien disturbed by the work of later 

builders, and because their material culture was ' yet primitive" (Kenyon 1 985: 230). 

In addition she suggested that, 

The period is undoubtedly that in which the national consciousness of the 

Israelites is developing greatly. The biblical narrative shows how the p u p s  

were gradually combining together, with tentative efforts at temporal unification 

under the Judges and the stronger spintual link of a national religion, with the 

high pnest at t h e s  exercising temporal power. It is during these centuries that 

the groups allied by race, but differing in the manner and time of the settlement 

in Palestine, . . . must have corne to combine their ancestral traditions together 

under the influence of the Yahwehistic religion, and to believe that all  their 

ancestors took part in the Exodus. (Kenyon 1985:230) 



Kenyon's assumptions are very clear in this passage. She acknowledged that the 

group of people who eventually came to be identified collectively as 'Israel" had 

corne into the land in a variety of ways h m  a variety of backgrounds and that in this 

period they were still in the process of forming their collective 'national" identity. 

They were held together at times by a 'Judge" and at times, just as Albright arguai, 

by their religion. However, despite the diversity in their manner of settlement, 

Kenyon assumed that these disparate groups were united by 'race." Although she did 

not explain this term, it is clear that she used it in a way that is synonymous with 

'ethnicity " or at least a racial understanding of ethnicity . However, this racial unity 

was assumed a prion and unfortunately she presented no data or theory to support this 

particular point. 

We may summarize Kenyon's position as follows. She, like Albright, argued 

thaî the Israelites were a heterogeneous group made up of smalIer groups, which she 

identifed as mbes, some of whom had fled Egypt and some of whom had remained 

on the Eastern side of the Jordan River. Once these people were established in the 

hiils of central Palestine, she argued, again like Albright, that their religion was a 

major factor holding the disparate groups together. Moreover, and more ~ i ~ c a n t l y  

for this study, she suggested that they were related racially. This position seems to be 

based on the view that the 'apiru of the late Bronze Age were the Hebrew ancestors 

of the Iron Age Israelites. She assumes that race and kinship or, blood, relations 

were what united the people under a common identity . 
John Bright, one of Albright's students, is the third scholar of the 'conquest* 

position we will examine. He argued, as did Kenyon and Albnght, that the earliest 

ancestral traditions of Israel were situated historically in the movement of Northwest 

Semitic spealOng Amorites at the end of the Early Bronze period (Bright 1981 :95). 



Thus, in his view, throughout the Middle and Late Bronze penods there was a nascent 

Israelite presence in Palestine. 

By the end of the late Bronze Age and the t h e  of the tumoil revded in the 

Amarna texts, Bright suggested there was at least the possibility for some kind of 

equation between Hebrew and 'apim although he does not see it as a necessity. He, 

like Albright, saw the 'apim as a social class and not as an ethnic group (Bright 

1981:93-95). In addition, Bright wrote that 'men of various races and languages 

might be CApini" (Bright 1981:95), thus implying that ethnic distinctions might have 

been maintained despite a certain social unity. We should note in this passage that 

Bright assumed that the ethnic distinctions which were retained were indicated by 

what he calls 'race" and 'language." This also implies that the Israelites, or 

Hebrews, might not necessarily have k e n  part of the 'qpinc social movement and that 

they might have rnauitained a distinctive identity which was determineci, at lûast in 

part, by a unique 'race" and 'language." It is unfortunate, however, that Bright does 

not go any further in defining explicitly what he meant for the Israelites by these two 

terms. 

This is made even more confûsing because Bright also suggests that 'we are not 

to suppose that the entity we call Israel was formed and held together in the face of 

advenity exclusively, or even, primarily, through ties of blood kinship (Bright 

198 2 : 163). T'us, he wrote: 

Israel - both those parts of it that had corne h m  the desert and those parts 

aiready present in Palestine who entered into its structure - included elements 

of the most hetemgeneous origin who could not possibly have descended from a 

single family tree. . . . And, on the other hand, it was never her bloodstream, 

her racial stock or her language, that set Israel off h m  her immediaîe neigh- 



bon (Canaanites, Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, etc.), but rather the tradi- 

tion (or, if one prefen, the ideology) to which she was committed. Speaking 

theologically, one might with justice cal1 Israel a family; but h m  a histoncal 

point of view neither her first appearance nor her mnîinued existence can be 

accounted for in terms of blood kinship (Bright 198 1 : 163). 

In his view, it was the religion of Yahwism which drew and unified these disparate 

people together. Once established in the land, and in the period which was portrayed 

by the book of Judges, Bright suggests that it was generally a time of turmoil and dis- 

unity. However, in his view it was the Israelite religion which brought the group 

together, not in a gradual way but as a catalyst: 'The only really satisfjing explana- 

tion is that it must have corne about through some solemn ceremony of 'mas conver- 

sion' like the great covenant at Shechem described in Josh. ch. 24" (Bright 1981 : 165). 

In any case, the point for our study is that Bright argued that the population of 

Israel at this point was mixed. Sorne were peuple who had lived as slaves in Egypt 

and escaped to this new land and some were indigenous Canaanites. They were 

united by their poverty as well as their religion. But, according to Bright, even the 

religion was not entirely unifed at this stage and elements of the indigenous Canaanite 

religious practices and beliefs were in tension with the new Israelite religion (Bright 

1981: 178). 

We may summarize Bright's view in the following manner. Israelite identity 

had its mot in the early Bronze Age and was manifested in the movement of the 

Amorites. Israelite identity was well established by the late Bronze Age, although the 

Israelites could not be equated explicitly with the c~piru.  There is some confusion on 

this point but Bright seems to imply that the Israelites did have a distinct identity, one 

which could be termed an ethnic identity, with distinct racial and linguistic traits. 



However, the Israelite group was also characterized by much disunity and it was the 

religion of Yahwism which held the disparate people together? 

In summary of this fir t  section, the conquest theorists all assume thaî Israelite 

identity was established and in place by the time the people took conml of the land in 

the early Iron Age. The ultimate mot of the group, or perhaps "genesis" is more 

appropriate, was to be found in the migrations of the Amorites at the end of the early 

Bronze Age. The 'apiru, a group identifieci in the Amarna letters of the Iate Bronze 

Age, was a key element in the population of this are.. These writen all suggested, 

however, that the 'apim constituted more a social class than an ethnic group, in con- 

trast to the Israelites who did constitute a distinct ethnic group. For ail three writen, 

the most significant feature of Israelte ethnicity was the religion of Yahweh worship. 

This, together with the ties of kinship and blood, is what provided the glue which 

cemented the somewhat heterogeneous population together. 

In tems of the anthropological theory of ethnicity discussed earlier, these 

writen ail take a primordial perspective. In their view, the ethnic identity of Israel 

was an established fact, pre-determined by kin or race relations with mots as far back 

as the early Bronze Age. And although the group's rnembership may have chmged 

sornewhat with the conquest of the land or have been influenced by the application of 

a covenant with a deity, the fundamental ethnic identity was already fomed and 

established by the time the core of the group arrived in the area and certainly by the 

22 Note that Bright's ideas on Israel's formative period changed under the influence of Mendenhall 
whom he credits in the third edition of his Hisrory of lsrael (1981 : 1333~69). Nonetheless, although 
his more recent discussion aüows for more fluidity in the deveIopment of ltsraelite identity that it did in 
the second edition of his Hisrory of Israel(1972), he continues to ernphasize the importace of the 
movement of an earlier population into the region and the religion of Yahwism for the identity of 
IsraeI. 



period described in the book of Judges. 

Thus, in the view of these scholars, the interactions and relations between 

groups and their representatives which are described in biblical tex& such as the 

stories of the major judges, are historically accurate depictions of relations between 

historical ethnic uni& which were defineci and created at earlier points in time. Ethnic 

identity is the resuit of primordial events and the locus of ethnicity is  in the past. 

Thus, in the view of these scholars, the interactions and relations between groups and 

their representatives described in texts such as Judges are not indicative of any con- 

tinuing p m s  of ethnic de finition and expression. New circumstances presented 

challenges to a group with an already established identity but did not bring about 

change to that group's ethnicity. 

Immigration Theorists 

We tum now to the views of scholars who held that the Israelites appeared in 

the land through a pmcess of gradua1 Xdtration and immigration. In discussions of 

the history of the Israelites in the early Iron Age, Albrecht Alt and Martin Noth are 

best known for the theory that Israel settled in temtory in between lands traditionally 

under the domination or control of the city states of the late Bronze Age. 

Alt's approach might be described as environmental in that he focused on the 

territorial and geographic divisions he saw as being present in the land well before the 

Iron Age. He consciously sought to tum discussion away from the people 'Israel" to 

the 'more constant factor" of territory (1966: 136). The result of this approach was 

the theory that the Israelites settled more or less peacefully in territories outside the 

control of the city states and did not arrive as vigorous conqueron. 



Alt's focus on temtories did not speak direcly to the issue of ethnicity and the 

identity of the Israelites. However, it is possible and useful to examine the assump 

tions he makes about their identity. 

First, Alt situated his whole discussion in a context which he describeci as "the 

tirne of the migrations and the settlement . . . " (1 966: 135). Indeed, he states that: 'It 

is obvious that in a country where men have dwelt for a long t h e ,  settlement by 

invading tnbes will not only have a powerfid effm on the way of life of both the for- 

mer inhabitants and the newcomers, but will also have a substantial effect on the 

country itselr (1 966: 126). Alt obviously saw the Israelites as having a distinct &bal 

identity which distinguished them from the indigenous people of the ami. n i e  

Israelites were outsiders and newcomen. Their invasion brought about clear changes 

in the region. 

He suminarizes his account of the Israelite occupation of the land by reiterating 

how the Israelites settled in areas in between regions contmlled strongly by the city 

states, that is, in the mountains. These areas, in his view, ' . . . were least capable of 

resisting the advance of the Israelites, and offered them the best opportunity of set- 

tling down and gradudy tuming h m  their semi-nomadic way of life to an 

@cultural economy" (1966: 168). 

Alt suggests in a section analyzing the Israelite settlement which deals with the 

situation in the land after the settlement of the people, that the indigenous people 

sought to maintain the traditional situation. He cites Judges 1 as an indication of this 

motivation to maintain the status quo. Therefore, the changes brought about in the 

Iron Age could not have come from the indigenous population (1 966: 158). Indeed, 

Alt finds support for this analysis ". . . by the fact that the new states were aIl named 

after tribes and peoples who had played no part in the earlier history of the country, 



and indeed had only just senled there-Philistines, Israelites, Judeans, Edomites, 

Moabites, Ammonites, Arameans" (1 966 : 1 58). Furthemore, that these new Iron 

Age states were oamed after distinct groups of people indicates to him that these 

groups had a "national consciousness" which the eariier city-states muld not have had 

themselves. In keeping with his geographic analysis, Alt suggests there is a correla- 

tion between the extent of the temtory clairned by these new states and the area which 

people belonging to the same group actually settied. 

In addition, Alt suggests that Judges 1 indicates that the outsider Israelites were 

only able to control certain portions of the land and that the cities of the coast 

remained essentially independent. Later on, under pressure from the Philistines, Alt 

argues that Israel '. . . needed ta renounce the stem ideal of national punty and con- 

centrate on bringing about temtorial unity . . . " (1 966: 1 6 1 ). By this he seems to be 

implying that the Israelites already had a collective identity based on a 'national 

pur@." This is as close as he cornes to speaking directly of race or ethnicity. The 

argument he makes at this point is that Israel shifted from a 'national" state to a 

"territorial" state under David. Thus, the new kingdom of Israel came to include the 

old city states the population of which was not "pure" Israelite as well as the in 

between areas senleci by the original 'pure" Israelites. Alt calls this "an intemal 

revolution, h m  a state distinguished sinply by nationality to a compact area within 

fixed temtorial boundaries, and consequently without such a firrn national unity " 

(1 966: 163). 

In his analysis of the situation between the Late Bronze city states and the 

penod of kingship, Alt suggests that one factor in tribal unity, at least as regards 

settlement pattern, was genealogical relationships. He describes these groups as '. . . 
those which were united either because they settled next to one another, or because 



they were united as son to moîher by the relationship of their anceston" (1966: 166). 

Thus, k h i p  seems to be one of the iden-g factors Alt ernphasizes for i n d i d g  

Israelite ethnicity . 
We may summarize the views of Mt by noting two points in particular. First, 

Alt assumed that the Israelites were a distinct people with a distinct identity and that 

they entered the land as 'outsiders" with respect to the indigenous population. He 

does not go beyond this, however, in trying to seek the original root of the Israelite 

population. They are, he assumes, nomads but he does not try to situate them in the 

movement of the Amorites, for example. The second point to note is that Alt views 

genealogy as the key identifying ethnic characteristic. The Israelites tribes were 

related to each other just as were the nornadic Arab aibes of Mt's own &y. 

We turn now to the work of Mariin Noth who, like Mt, saw the Israelites as 

outsiders, semi-nomadic herders, people who had entered and settled the cenaal 

mountainous region at a particular point in hme (1 983:3,69). Both scholan focused 

on the tribes of Israd as the basic units involved in this process, but whereas Alt 

focused on the geographic regions inhabitecl by the tribes, Noth focused on the history 

of the tnbes as preserved in the Hebrew Bible. 

The key point for us is that Noth argued that the tribes gained their collective 

ident i~ only over a long p e r d  of time after they independently settled the region 

(1983:53,69). Thus the üibes may not have ken cornpletely unifiai at the time they 

fmt began to settle down in the hill country. He suggested that their relationships 

may have been quite Buid and volatile before they settled and that it was only after 

they had lived together for some time that the collective tribal identities codesced 

(1983:72). 



He suggested that the tradition of the tribes collectively settling into the land as 

a unified group is a biblical one dating to a period much later than the time it des- 

cribes. In Noth's view it is this tradition which ". . . thinks of the tribes and the 

whole of Israel as having arisen by propagation and ramifidon h m  the family of a 

common ancestor and having formed a unity based on blood relationship h m  Mie 

immemorial and being bound together by a common destiny " (1 98Wl).  This would 

seem to suggest that Noth felt that a collective Israelite 'ethnic" identity was not yet 

active when the Israelites fmt entered the land. 

However, Noth also suggests by the use of the tems 'propagation, " 'family," 

and 'ancestor," that kinship undoubtably was important to the collective identity of 

the group. The blood relationships so prominent in the narratives of Israel's early his- 

tory which he suggests date to a later period, nonetheless must have had some basis in 

reality. So, on the one hand the tradition about a united and kin-based large extended 

family group entering the land as a unit is not an accurate representahon of historical 

reality. But, on the other hand, there were real and significant kin relationships. 

Noth does not suggest how to distinguish between the fictive and actual kin relation- 

ships described in the Hebrew Bible. 

Noth also states that there were particular historically determined circumstances 

which brought 'more or less related" clans together to form a tribe. SYniiar kinds of 

circumstances brought the tribes together into a 'tribal confederation" (1 966: 72). 

Noth's discussion of these points indicates that he is aware, perhaps intuitively, 

of the flexibility of ethnic processes, even though he does not use the term specifically 

or elaborate further on the theory of group identity. Yet it is interesthg to note that 

he recognkes that the kin relationships described in the Bible may have born little 

resemblance to actual kin relationships and that much of what brought disparate clan 



and tribal groups together into a unified Israel were cornmon circumstances. This 

perspective has much in common with modem theuries of ethnicity, as  we have 

already seen. 

The circumstances Noth envisioned are found in the general assumption he 

makes about the propensity for semi-nomadic p u p s  to move into arable land and to 

take up permanent sedentary raidence. In Noth's view, it was the individual family 

and clan groups who were the basic units of this movement. As they found thern- 

selves in similar circumstances in the central hill country they then developed a 

unifed identity as they came to fïnd they had much in mmmon (1983:72). 

Indeed, the Israelites had much in common with other people who, according to 

Noth, were also moving in from the desert fringe to arable areas, notably the 

Ammonites, Moabites, and Edomites to the East (1983:83). These groups together 

with the Ismlites were ail part of a movement of Aramean people around the fertile 

crescent. Nonetheless, he maintains that the Israelites were distinct h m  these neigh- 

bouMg groups, as 'clans" which did not form themselves into tribes until they began 

to iive in Palestine (1 983:72). 

In addition, Noth r n a h ~ s  there were fundamental distinctions between the 

Israelites and the Canaanites. It is interesting to note that Noth suggests there were 

erhnic differences within the general Canaanite population (1 983: 141 ). But he does 

not elaborate further his use of this word. However, he does describe how the 

Israelites were quite distinct h m  the Canaanites and he suggests that these distinc- 

tions were based ultimately on the different circumstances from which the Israelites 

had corne (1 983: 142). He argued that the differences are mted primarily in the dis- 

tinction between the rural Israelite farmers and herders on the one hand and the urban 

Canaanites on the other. 



The distinctions Noth points out are in a number of areas. In terms of social 

structure, the Israelites had an egalitarian tribal organization while Canaanite social 

structure was sbratified (1 983: 142). In ternis of military organization, the Israelites 

were a mrlitia whiie the Canaanites had a chariot anny. The most important distinc- 

tion, however, was in the area of religion. The Canamites practiced a polytheistic 

fertility cult while the Israelites were moaotheistic and apparently opposed to fertility 

religious practices (1 983 : 1 42- 1 44). 

Although Noth was wrong in his assumption that semi-nomadic peoples have a 

natural desire to settle permanently in well-watered agricultural regions and in his 

thesis that once in the land the Israelites organized themselves as an amphictyony 

(Ahlstr6m 1986), he was very likely correct in his assumption that there was a certain 

fluidity in the early identity of the p u p .  

The work of Alt and Noth best exemplses the position of the scholars who 

viewed the Israelites as a d i s ~ c t  group who entered the highlands of PalesMe from 

outside, not as conqueron but as immigrants. Both suggest that the newcomers were 

united primarily by kinship. Accompanying this idea was the further notion that these 

groups were essentially nomadic and bound up with this nomadic identity was the 

view that there was a "natural" and perhaps even evolutionary propensity for such 

people to settle down and to become sedentary, a naturd step on the evolutionary path 

to civilization. Before setùing in the highlands the Israelite tribes were nomadic and 

'primitive" but once established in the central highlands they became settled and 

" civilized" (Mendenhall 1 973 : 2 1 ) . 
As with the conquest theorists, ethnicity is a given for the immigration theorists. 

In their view, the migrating groups have a distinct and well-established ethnic identity 

based primarily on the ties of kinship. Mt and Noth do suggest that there is some 



fluidity in group membership. Nonetheless, implicit in thei. discussion is the view 

that the ethnic identity of Israel was already estabhhed before the group appeared in 

the land. Their views thus represent a primordialist perspective. Like the conquest 

theorists these writers also present the source of ethnic identity as somewhere in the 

pan. They do not view interactions and relations between groups as indicative of 

ongoing processes of ethnic definition but rather they present them as the result of 

primordial distinctions between the groups involved. 

Interna1 Revolt Theorists 

George E. Mendenhall was the fint to suggest that the situation might be other- 

wise. in his view, the Israelites emerged from the indigenous population of the land 

after the collapse at the end of the late Bronze Age. If this was so, then the Israelites 

could not a priori have been a distinct ethnic group. In order to clairn this, Menden- 

hall had to have a different understanding of ethnicity than either the conquest 

theurists or immigration theorists. 

He suggested that 'reconstnicting the picture wiU be possible at al l  only by 

systematic rejection of the idea that the formative period of Israel represents a totally 

new culture unrelated to anything in the past" (Mendenhall 1973: 1 4). Indeed, ' there 

was no such thing as an ethnic group of 'Israelites" in this early period" (Mendenhall 

1973:27). 

Mendenhall was also the fmt scholar working on the question of the identity of 

early Israel to make explicit some sort of definition or theory of ethnicity. His 

understanding was apparently based (1 973: 1 1) solely on E. R. Service's Primitive 

Social Organizarion (1962). He thus missed most of the burgeoning literature on eth- 



nicity which appeared after Senrice's work. Mendenhall's theoretical understanding 

was therefore one-sided and did not take into account the nuances which were 

beginning to appear in the discussion at the time he was writing. Nonetheless, he did 

make some statement about his particular theoretical perspective. 

FoLlowing Service, Mendenhall staîed that 'ethnic solidarity is essentidy a mat- 

ter of allegiance to a tradition in a continuity " (Mendenhall 1 973 : 1 1 ). He stated fur- 

ther that 'the observation of the allegiance to a tradition at a given time must be kept 

quite distinct from the historical problem of origins, even though the allegiance tends 

always to be based in a religion that appeals to the past as the ground and precedent 

for that which is at some particular later penod" (Mendenhail 1973: 11). Elsewhere, 

in a discussion on the archaedogical identification of ethnicity, he wrote that 'ethnic 

identity is a function of personal relationships and interests, mmbined with such 

similarities of Ianguage, culture, and religious value systems as weil as geographical 

origins, as make new functionai social organizations possible" (Mendenhall 1973: 149- 

1 50). 

It is clear that Mendenhall sees edinic configurations as depending prirnarily on 

the exigencies of particular situations. It is interpersonal and dependent on interests. 

The wmmonalities of language, culture, and religion joui with geographic rootedness 

to make different social organizations. This is most decidedly not a perspective which 

views ethnic configurations as static and based on essential or primordial traditions. 

Mendenhall disassociateci ethnicity h m  race and from the categories of blood, 

language, and geography, feaaires which earlier scholars assurned were the essentials 

of an ethnic identity. Indeed, as we have seen, the scholars who viewed ethnicity in 

this way thus saw the Israelites as outsiders who brought a new culture and identity 

into the land when they arriveci. It was usually assurned that these newcomers were 



nomads with a distinct ethnic identity. Mendenhali vigorously repudiateci this. He 

stated: 'the old idea of one ethnic group's moving in to displace or desmy a 

predecessor which then promptly disappears is based upon most unsophisticated 

notions that cannot be tm thoroughly repudiatedw (Mendenhall 1973: 14). 

As with earlier scholars, however, Mendenhall also asks where the Israelite dis- 

tinctive idenw came from. And like earlier scholars he considen the 'apiru ques- 

tion. At the begùining of his discussion he states very clearly that 'It is now agreed 

by nearly all scholars that the terni <Apiru originally had no ethnic significance, but 

ratber designatecl a social or political status" (Mendenhali 1973: 122). cApiru were 

people who were outside of any legal comection with the city states of the late Bronze 

Age, not controlled, obligated, or protected by the king. 

As for the relationship of the capira to the Hebrews, Mendenhail suggests that 

'apiru was indeed a term applied to the Israeïtes. He argues that Israelite tradition 

preserves a history of "refusal by villagen and shepherds to becorne assirnilatecl to the 

existing political organizations in whose environs they lived" (Mendenhall 1973: 137). 

But it was much later, d u ~ g  the monarchy, that 'the term <Apini ceased to be a 

politicolegal term and became an 'ethnic" designation in addition to the proper name 

for the religious federation, Bene Yisra'eZ" (Mendenhall 1973: 1 37). 

He thus is arguing that Israelite ethnic identity developed through a slow process 

against the background of the dissolution of the late Bronze Age city state systern. 

There were no migrations of ethnically 'pure" tribes out of the desert (Mendenhall 

1 973 : 1 44). n ie  gentilics used in schoiarly arguments to identiQ members of dif- 

ferent ethnic groups or races are not valid, accordhg to Mendenhall. In his view, the 

gentilics are based either on place names, political organizations, or those solidarity 

and interest groups now called tribes (Mendenhall 1973: 155). 



Ultimately, accordhg to Mendenhail, religion was the key W g  factor in the 

case of Israel. In his view: 'early Israel was the dominion of Yahweh, consisMg of 

all those diverse lineages, clans, individuals, and other social segments that, under the 

covenant, had accepted the nile of Yahweh and sirnultaneously had rejected the 

domination of the various local kings and their tutelary deities-the baaltm" (Menden- 

hall 1973:28-29). Israel was made up of a great diversity of smaller units as is indi- 

cated by the variety of names for these groups (Mendenhall 1973: 18 1). In adaiton, 

the biblical story of Moses leading a diverse coilection of people out of Egypt indi- 

cates to Mendenhall that there was no ethnic unity in early Israel (Mendenhall 

1973:225). It is, therefore, 'a confusion in terminology to speak of the 'Israelites' as 

- an ethnic group during the biblical p e d .  Israel is the designation of a religious 

community, of a large social organization, that constituted the Kingdom of God" 

(Mendenhall 1 973 : 224). 

The ethnic unity of Israel was only later defined. Indeed, he suggests that it 

was not until the Persian period when Ezra and Nehemiah decreed that mamage of 

non-Jews was taboo that finally 'ethnicity or race was the foundation of the religious 

community and the bais of individual identity" (Mendenhail 1973:226). 

But Mendenhall takes the point further to argue that it is a failacy to describe 

any of these ancient peoples as ethnic groups. This reveals Mendenhall's rather nar- 

row understanding of ethnicity. For him it is linked closely to the idea of race and, 

indeed, he may be seeing the two terms as essentially interchangeable (note above his 

equation of 'ethnicity " with 'race*). He criticizes scholars who speak 'with such 

facility" of ancient groups of people as ethnic groups or races and argues that '. . . 
there is no such thing as a 'pure' ethnic group in any historicd social organization of 

considerable extent, and such racist ideas must be expunged from the conceptual bag- 



gage of the historian" (Mendenhall 1973: 220). Indeed, he suggests that the historians 

who explained the changes between the major historicd periods in the ancient Near 

East as k i n g  due to invasions and migrations of different population groups held a 

deep and unconscious 'racial bias " (Mendenhall 1 973 : 2 1 6 ) .  

Once Mendenhd tumed the focus of new research to the complex processes of 

change and development which led to the growth and emergence of Israel out of the 

indigenous peoples of Palestine, a nurnber of other works since his have looked 

closely at this process. Foremost arnong these is the monumental work of Norman K. 

Gottwald, nie Tnbes of Yaliweh: A SocioZogy of the Religion of Liberated Israel, 

1250-IO50 B.C. (1979). 

Although Gottwald does not discuss the theory of ethnicity it is possible to reach 

something of an understanding through a close reading of his work. The model which 

Gottwald presents, popularly known as the revolt model, suggests that the Israelites 

emerged, at least in part, h m  the indigenous population of Canaan. 

Like Mendenhall and the other scholars we have e-xamined, Gottwald considered 

the identity of the 'apinr to be an important issue in understanding the identity of the 

early Israelites. He suggested that "while they work at rnany activities and seem to be 

ethnidy mixed, the <apiru are characterized everywhere by their negative stance 

toward the existing social and political structuresw (Gotîwald 1979: 213). In his view, 

then, the <@ni were not an ethnic group but a socio-political class (Gottwald 

1979:401). 

But how do the c~piru relate to the terms 'Hebrews" and 'Israelites" in Got- 

twald's view? They are, in his view, ethnically synonymous. Focusing on passages 

in 1 Samuel 13-14 with 'ibdm, Gottwald points out that the term is used in two ways: 

when in the mouths of the Philistines it can be equated with Israelites but when in the 



mouths of the Israelites it denotes Capiru (Gottwald 1979:419-420). With this 

approach, Gottwald suggests "Hebrew" has a sociopolitical meaning rather than an 

ethnic meaning. To the Philistines, the Israelites were like the Canaanite <apim. 

Both were groups of people they wished to dominate and both were people who, for 

their part, tfied to maintain autonomy against the daims of the Philistine city States. 

Therefore, the Philistines called the Israelites capim. The Israelites, on the other 

hand, used 'ibrîm for those people, Israelite or non-Israelite, who offered 'apim serv- 

ice to the Philistines, that is, those who were mercenaries (Gottwald 1979:421-425). 

In other words, Gottwald argues against an ethnic understanding of 'apiru and 'ibrîm. 

It not only renders plausible the Merent senses of 'Hebrews" when used, on 

the one hand, by the Phil is~es for a l l  Israelites as their subjects and, on the 

other hand, by the Israelite speaker or narrator to designate Israelite or non- 

Isradite elements giving 'apiru service. It also shows that not all combatants 

were fimily locked into the PhilisMe or Israelite camps; some wavered between 

the two opposing forces. (Gottwald 1 979 : 424-425) 

Gottwald's argument reveals something of his understanding of ethnicity. His 

contention that 'apiru are not an ethnic group dows hirn to argue that 'apim and 

' m m  are simply different terms for essentially the same group of people. The two 

uses of cibrfm in 1 Sam 13-14 reflect this variation. However, if the tems were dis- 

tinct ethnic labels the two terms would have to refer to two different groups of 

people. But because Gottwald maintains the two terms refer to a single sociopolitical 

class then there is no distinction between them in terms of ethnicity. 

This would seem to imply clearly that the Hebrews or Israelites can be equated 

with the 'apim. However, Gottwald does not make this equation unequivocally. In 

fact, he maintains still that there is some distinctiveness about Israelites, although he 



does not define it. Thus there is a distinction beîween Israelites and Hebrews. 

"Hebrews' is here used as a differentiating term, either for non-Israelites or for some 

Israelites viewed in a particular way * (Gottwald l978:422). Hebrews are thus 

sociopolitically distinct from Israelites proper, either as <opira or as Hebrew Israelites. 

Although he does not state it, presumably Gottwald would maintain that this 

sociopolitical distinction would not extend to an ethnic distinctiveness. However, 

neither does he go so fa- as to state unequivocally that the Israelites were 'apiru. He 

does maintain a distinction between Israelites and Hebrews in this section of the book. 

He explains this with a bit more clarity elsewhere. He argues that Israel was 

both continuous and discontinuous with the earlier Capha  It was continuous in the 

sense that the cipiru first gained independence and then strength as bands and 'cultic- 

sociopolitical-rnilitaryn groups with a common religion centered on the worship of the 

deity El. It was discontinuous in the sense that Israel was an expanded association 

including 'apinc, Shosu, peasants, and pastoralists h m  Canaan and Egypt united with 

a common religion centered on the woahip of the deity Yahweh (Gottwald 1979:496- 

497). 

How, then, did Gottwald understand Israelite ethnicity? His major point is that 

Israel was not a homogeneous group from the begùining. He argued that 'apiru, 

peasants, and pastoralists, ail of whom had been integrated to a greater or lesser 

degree into the city-state system of the late Bronze Age, were now in the early Iron 

Age part of the mix that becarne Israel. "Consequently, Israel is most appropnately 

conceiveci as an eclectic composite in which various underclass and outlaw elements 

of society joined their diffuseci antifeudal experiences, sentiments, and interests, 

thereby foming a single movement that, through trial and emr ,  became an effective 

autonomous social systemw (Gottwald 1979:49 1 ) . Elsewhere he writes: "the coalesc- 



ing Yahwists were astonishingly divene ethnidy and culturally, but they had mm- 

mon social and political experiences and were forging together a common life of 

mutual defense and self-development" (Gottwald 1979: 2 15). 

The grouping was based more on common interests than on any other factors. 

Gottwald describes it this way: 

this eclecticism of converging, but in many ways diverse, social elements posed 

a precarious unity which can in no way be accounted for in tenns of prior ethnic 

or cultural factors. Only the long process of social struggle in Canaan, which 

step by step induced an agonizingly slow emergence of common consciousness 

among the oppressed peoples, can account for the integration and focus of the 

new community of Israel (Gottwald 1979: 49 1 ). 

Israel's ethnic identity was formed in the particular situation and circumstances at the 

end of the late Bronze Age. 

Gottwald is clear in his view that Israel was not a primordially stable or essen- 

tial ethnic unit which entered the land h m  outside with a pre-fomed identity. 

Israel was a mutation of major proportions wirhin Canaan, and its mutant reality 

as a social system must not be confused with a monolithic ethnic identiiy, a 

monolithic socioeconomic pastoral nornadic identity, or a monolithic religious 

identity as if, somehow, Israel's mutational si@icance could be accounted for 

by seeing it as an entirely separate people of non-Canaanite heredity coming out 

of the desert, professing an utterly supernaturd deity, self-containeci and corn- 

plete. In rny opinion, a l l  the evidence tells against the notion of Israel as a pre- 

set monolithic entity and all the evidence tells in favor of Israel's eclectic, 

synthetic emergence at the vortex of Canaanite civilization. The formalistic 

proper narnes of its enemies are best understood as surviving, variously 



developed and variously applied labels for sociopolitical oollectivities in the 

jumbled world of Canaan in which Israel arose and out of which segments of 

Israel itself were composed (Gottwald 1979502). 

But what was it that held these people from diverse backgrounds together? 

What was it that gave them a common identity? Gottwald suggests that it was the 

common circumstances and expenences of the people who became israel which united 

them (Gottwald l979:214). In this he disagrees with Mendenhall who emphasizes 

that it was the religion of Yahweh wonhip which tied the people together (Gottwald 

1979: 226). 

Furthemore, in Gottwald's view: 

Yahweh was not in bond with a people joined by actual genedogical links. 

While the interrelationships of the groups joined together in intertribal Israel are 

expressed by means of genealogies, this is easily recognizable as the well- 

hown phenornenon of giving pseudo-kimhip symbolic phrasing to complicated 

couplings and linkages of large heterogeneous social groups. The people with 

whom Yahweh was in bond did not have a common biologicaily traceable 

descent, or even a unified prehistory, but were a composite people whose aew- 

found unity was expressed, in spite of their heterogeneous origins, by means of 

the sociopolitical artifice of 'the family tree' (Gottwald 1979:688). 

In his view, the genealogies which are so characteristic of Israelite description of her 

past and so central to her self-def~tion are not accurate and real representations of 

m e  biological relationships. The descent patterns preserved in the genealogies depict 

fictive kin relationships. In other words, the traditional or primordidy defined bonds 

of blood relationships which are described as key elements in uniting the Israelites 

are, in fact, defined accordhg to the particular historical situation. And the circum- 



stances which explain the reason for the emphasis on geneaiogy in the Hebrew Bible 

are that the Israelites were concemed to legitimize and rationalize the early Israelite 

organization. 

If the cultural and political formulation of pseudo-genealogies or descent meta- 

phors was developed to an extreme by early Israel, we readily see that this 

prolix ideology was addresseci to the pressing need for rationalizing (i. e., 

explainkg, regularinng, and bonding) the complicated interrelations of corn- 

munities in a tribal community, of tribal communities in a confederate world of 

tribes, and of the whole vis-à-vis the constant threat of politically centralized 

societies to cmsh the emergent egalitarian social movement. The elaboratenw 

of Israel's descent ideology and the vehemence with which it was advanced are 

direct wrrelates of the fiagmented separate sub-histories of pro-Israelites, Le., 

of socially uprooted people seeking ideofogical mots for newly designeci, mm- 

prehensive and cooperative intergroup relations (Gottwald 1 979:337). 

Since the ground-breaking studies of Mendenhall and Gottwald, a number of 

other scholars have reexamined and reconsidered the history of IsraeI's emergence in 

the central hill country (Coote and Whitelam 1987; Coote 1990; Whitelam 1994). 

Although none have dealt specifidy with the question of Israelite ethnicity, all have 

incorporateci discussion of the formation of the identity of the Israelite group and 

many have used the terms ethnic groups and erhnicity ofien in their works. One of 

the most signifiant of these recent writen is Baruch ~alpern.23 

Like Mendenhall and Gottwald, Halpern does not discuss ethnic theory specifi- 

cally. However, he uses the term a great deal in his discussion and arguments about 



Israelite identity, although a lack of theoretical darity is evident. In a critique of 

Mendenhall and Gottwald beglining with the Capiru, Halpern follows de Vaux and 

argues that the 'apim were an ethnic group and not a socio-economic class as sug- 

gested by the 'revolt theoristsn (1983b53). Nonetheless, he points out that they were 

not necessarily a unifi& emnomic or residentid group. Furthemore, he feels that 

the bonds which held the capira together were bonds created by socio-ecunornic cir- 

cumstances. In sum, he writes: 

It may be that in the 'apapiru phenomenon, the scholar is confronted with a case 

of ethnicity detemined by life-style, with groups of people lumped together 

because they are not involved in the more orthodox specie of societal com- 

merce. At the same tirne, affinal and other solidarities may emerge among this 

'mixed multitude." In other words, the 'Hebrews" may have been ethnic even 

if they were a social class; and, the inverse relationship could also obtain mal- 

pem l983b:M). 

With this comment, Halpern reveals something of his understanding of ethnicity. The 

phrase, 'ethnicity detemined by iife-style," in the first sentence of this paragraph is 

significant in that it suggests a view of ethnicity somewhat similar to Gottwald's. He 

argues that it is the social situation of the 'apinr (alienated outwts), and not an a 

prion identity, which determines their ethnicity. In his view they had not yet 

developed the affinal or geographical aspects of their emerging ethnicity, but they did 

have cornmon social circumstances which united them. This is a classic anthropologi- 

cal perspective whidi focuses on the importance of circumstance for defining an eth- 

nie identity. However, Halpern does not discuss fûrther the theoretical framework 

inherent in this view or work out the full implications of it. In the end he draws a 

lwse analogy with the Arab tribes of World War 1 and suggests that 'the 'apiru may 



be the sort of overarching ethnic group of which the ADbs represent one instance" 

(Halpern 1983b55). 

With respect to the emergence of Israel in the land, Halpern seems to suggest 

that there were two aspects to the process. The first stage was characterized by an 

ethnically distinct group of Israelites entering the land from outside. The process con- 

tinued in a second stage which involved some of the indigenous Canaanite population 

who had interests sirnilar to the Israelites assimilahg to the initial group. 

Regarding the first step in the process, Halpern takes what seems to be a 

primordial view and maintains that there was an Israelite ethnic identity already in 

place before they entered the land. Thus he speaks about "some Israelite Hebrew 

group* entering Canaan through the Aijalon Pass (Halpern 1 W b :  9 1). This suggests 

a primordial understanding of Israelite identity. Furthemore, he States that: 

The Israelite recoîlections and the N e  of the Hebrew kingdoms converge in 

their evidence. Both bespeak rnilitary adventure and the dawning of an ethnic 

consciousness and concomitant political implications. As Israel's heterogeneity 

in Canaan indicates, as Israel' s systematizaûons of her history indicate, as lists 

such as Judg 1 : 21 ff. agree, Canaan was characterized by the sort of fluid con- 

flict characteristic of the A m m a  age, but conflict marked not just with political 

and economic, but also with ethnic consciousness. The simplest way to explain 

this is to invoke vaditions of a Hebrew or Israelite invasion following on the 

heels of occasional peneaation (Halpern l983b:gO). 

This is an important passage for it reveals Halpern's somewhat confùsing 

understanding of ethnicity. On the one hand he seems to argue for a slow process of 

ethnic emergence. This, he says, is indicated by the heterogeneity, fluidity, and con- 

flict at the end of the late Bronze Age. This argument is consistent with a circum- 



stantialist understanding of ethnicity. However, on the other hand, he suggests that 

this diversity can best be explained, at least in part, by the arriva1 of an outside group 

with an already formed ethnic identity. By not discussing where or how this extemal 

Israelite identity was h e d ,  such an explanation is predicated upon an a priori 

understanding of ethnicity . 
Halpern argues that already the people of the hill counw 'regardeci themselves 

as ethnically distinct h m  the lowlanden," and able to be self-sufficient and resistant 

to the turmoils at the end of the late Bronze Age (Halpern 1 W b :  100). Indeed, he 

feels that the Memeptah stele is documentary evidence of a distinct 'Israelite ethno- 

national consciousness" (Halpern 1 983 b: 2 1 6). 

He argues that the core group of Israelites giew in size by assirnilating some of 

the indigenous Canaanite people who had sirnilar interests because they lived in the 

same region, had a similar agricultural economy, and a history of revolt against 

Egypt . 

Halpern sees religion as a key factor brought by the embryonic cure aniving 

from Transjordan in creating the larger ethnic group (Halpern l983b: 1 02). The 

original group dorninated and absorbed the indigenous hill country population and 

"indoctrinated them with a sense of a new order, instilling in them a distinctive 

solidarity " (Halpern l983b: 103). He suggests that ' Yhwh represented the u w i n g  

force of the later confederacy; the religion of the (egalitarian) covenant welded and 

disthguished the Israelite ethnos" (Halpern 1983b392). He suggests that the Israelite 

consciousness cannot be descnbed apart from the covenantal ideology of the Yahweh 

wonhippers. 'It was in the cultic sphere that the fmt articulations of unity must have 

developed. Israelite ethnicity seems . . . to have been expressed and in part con- 

structed fmt on common allegiance to Yhwh, the king of Israel" (Halpern 



l983b: 224). 

Halpern also recognizes the creative force of religion in foming an ethnic 

identity. 'In a sense, the cultic community of Israel did more than articuiate eth- 

nicity; it reinforced that ethnicity, impressed it on the Young, gave it a whole network 

of symbolic systems, of mythologies, and so forth in which to trade and with which to 

develop a l l  manner of social and economic ties" (Halpem 1983b:236). But, in his 

view, religion was not the only factor which established the Israelite ethnic identity. 

He writes: 'Yahwism, such as it was, expresseci solidarity among Israelite and 

fidiateci elements; it was not tantamount to Israelite status" (Halpern 1983b:240). 

It is unfortunate that Halpern does not clearly discuss the features of the 

Israelite's social situation which defined their ethnicity. The most concise statement 

is in a summary section on political developments in early Iron Age Israel. Halpern 

writes: 'Israel proceeded h m  a rural, agrarian basis in a period presumably some 

years before Deborah's M e ,  in the wake of the descent of Canaan's city-states into 

general insolvency and relative impotence. Their ethnicity was cultural, geographic, 

affinal and cultic in charactern (Halpern 1983b:235). However, this statement is as 

explicit as any in his work and, unfortunately, he does not explain in more detaü how 

the specific elements of culture, geography, affinal relationships, and cult defmed 

Israelite ethnicity, either primordially or in response to particular circumstances. The 

confusion remains throughout his work, unfortunately, for nowhere does Halpern 

make explicit his theoretical position regarding ethnicity. 

However, he also suggests that eventuaily, 'over the course of the 13th and 

12th centuries, an ethnic consciousness and çolidarity dawned on this Israel" (Halpern 

1983b:gl) and that this group confederacy was in place by the time of the Song of 



Deborah. 'The decentralized, rural Israel of the 12th century was characterized by a 

distinctive ethnic coasciousness and even a considerable solidarity. SDeb (sic) attests 

strongly to the relative integration-economic, as well as religious and ethnic-of 

Israelite elements throughout Canaan* (Halpern 1 W b :  21 3). Halpern is seemingly 

unaware of the theoretical inconsistency of this statement in light of his argument that 

Israel entered the land with an already formed identity. 

Eventually, by the twelfth century, and possibly earlier, a clear distinction 

emerged between Israelites and Canaanites. 'This dichotomy was expressed not in 

sociological tems-Israel by Deborah's t h e ,  and therefore most likely from the start 

of any entity we could cal1 "Israel," comprehended a fdl kinship system, a social 

contract, probably a set of land-tenure theones-an integrated social structure. Israel 

distinguished herself h m  the Canaanites on the basis of what one can only call eth- 

nicity " (Halpern 1 983 b: 1 03). 

The revolt theorists have, in general, suggested that the ethnic identity of Israel 

was not established a priori, but gradually emerged, as did the people, 

autochthonously - as a part of the many changes sweeping through Syria-Palestine at 

the end of the late Bronze Age. In their view, Israel's ethnicity developed slowly in 

response to changing circumstances. While the scholan who take this position are 

apparently more cognizant of recent anthropologicd theorking on ethnicity, the lack 

of theoretical clarity remains a problem, for their views on ethnicity remain unstated 

and epistemologically unclear. That is, these writers do not present an explanation of 

what they see in their data that indicates a gmup' s ethnic identity . In other words, 

they are not clear about how they gain their knowledge of a group's ethnicity. 



Post-Revolt Theorists 

The work of Mendenhall and Gottwald has spawned much additional work in 

the history of early Israei and a great deal of debate on the relative rnerits of the con- 

quest, immigration, and revolt theones.24 One of the more prominent perspectives 

that has developed in the years since Mendenhall's and Gottwald's original pub- 

lications cm perfiaps be termed historical scepticism. In the view of the proponents 

of this approach, 'the overali description of Israel's history in Genesis-Kings and in 

Chronicles fails to be confirmai by the available non-biblical data, though these 

works do now and then contain incidents that are attested elsewherew (Davies 

1995:702). Any history of early Israelite identity that is based on the biblical text is 

problematic in their view. 

Our purpose in this section is not to survey or evaluate these more recent his- 

tories of early Israel from an historicd perspective. As before, our intent is to 

illustrate that, in spite of the scepticism these scholars bring to biblical texts, they are 

not as sceptical of their own anthropological assumptions and they still exhibit a iack 

of epistemological clarity with regard to ethnicity, a concept which, however, is a 

wmmon feature in their work. 

Thomas L. Thompson's Early Hisîory of the Israelite People (1992) is a prime 

example. The ternis "ethnic" and 'ethnicity " appear frequently throughout the text 

and, indeed, in the titles of two chapters, Chapter W, "Israel and Ethnicity in 

Palestine, " and Chapter Vm, 'Israel's Tradition: The Formation of Ethnicity. " 

24 See Provan (1995) for an evaluaîion of the discussion and the -nse by Thompson (1995) and 
Davies (1 995). 



However, there is no discussion of anthropologica theory and not a single work on 

the anthropology of ethnicity appears in the bibliography of the book. The tems are 

applied throughout without the epistemological clanty they require. 

However, Thompson's understanding is revealed by his use of the terms in his 

work and especially in his conclusion. He States: 

The concept of a benei &el: a people and an ethnicity, bound in union and by 

ties of family and cornmon descent, possessing a cumrnon p s t  and oriented 

towards a cornmon funiristic religious goal, is a reflection of no sociopolitical 

entity of the historical state of Israel of the Assynan period, nor is it an entirely 

redistic refraction of the pst-state Persian period in which the biblical tradition 

twk its shape as a cohering self understanding of Palestine's population 

(2 992: 422). 

Ethnicity, in his view, is a social category that is essentially stable and uaifi.ed and 

which s i e s  a coherent group of people unified by cornmon ties of blood, history, 

and religious ideology. He goes on to say: 

It rather has its origin and finds its meaning within the development of the tradi- 

tion and within the utopian religious percepions that the tradition created, rather 

than within the real world of the past that the tradition restructurecl in terms of a 

coherent ethnicity and religion. In this, the religion of 'Israel" is not identifi- 

able with the religion of Polestïrze of the past, however much it echoes and ras- 

sens aspects of that past religion (1 992: 422-423). 

Ethnicity , thus, as a static category , has a specific point of origin. But paradoxically 

this point of origin is not in 'the r d  world of the past" but in the created tradition 

which was fonned much later than the events it purports to describe. Thompson's 

view of ethnicity appears to be somewhat ambiguous: on the one hand it represents a 



cuncrete group of related people with a wmmon origin and a common history; on the 

other hand it represents a category creaîed by later tradition. 

This confusion is found elsewhere as weU. In a brief summary discussion of the 

archaeological evidence for the late Bronze Age - early Iron Age transition, Thomp 

son rightly suggests that caution must be exercised 'before we associate developments 

in settlernent fonns and economies, or  innovations in physical remains, with changes 

in ethnicity. Such f m r s  are not ethnic markers, however much they may provide 

the material cultural foundation for ethnic formationn (1992:303). This displays con- 

siderable lack of clarity with regard to "ethnic markersn and 'ethnic formation." As 

well, the terrns are used in a marner which implies that Thompson views ethnicity as 

a static category which is subject to 'formationn and which is indicated by 

" markers. " 

Thompson clearly assumes that edinicity involves an identifiable and distinct 

population. This view is evident in the following passage: 

Given the geogmphical exposure of Palestine to migration from the North, the 

South, and the sea, and given the international dislocations that occurred 

throughout Palestine and the whole of the eastem Mediterranean world at the 

turn of the millennia, the populations of not only the city-states on the coasts of 

Phoenicio and Philinin, but also those areas where eventually the regional states 

of Israel and Judah emerged in the hill country during the Iron II pend  of the 

ninth and eighth centuries, must have involved more than just the indigenous 

population of Palestine and its steppe. These regions-including the central 

hills-must have absorbed many displaceci groups immigrahg into Palesrine 

from the outside. Ethnic unis, is an unlikely factor in historical reconstructions 

of the early formation of any of these states (1992:306). 



Ethnicity, in his view, involves unified groups which, given the turmoil at the end of 

the late Bronze Age, were distinct ethnic units at this time and so could not have 

resulted in a unifïed Isradite ethnicity . 
Thompson also appears to assume that ethnicity involves a distinct territory. In 

his view '. . . Israel's ongin as a people needs to be associateci with the unification 

and integration of the central highlands with the lowland valleys, the Judean 

highlands, the Judean coast, the Shepheloh, the Golilee, GiZeud in Trmjordan, and 

the southem steppelands . . . " (1 992: 3 15). 'The origins of Israel' s people lie 

inextricably with the origins and histories of these apparently distinct regional 

settlements" (1 992: 3 16). 

This point is supporteci M e r  by the suggestion that language is dso an impor- 

tant factor in ethnicity . 'As geography , economics, and the process of sedentariza- 

tion are the most hindamentd factors causing ethnic differentiation in these regions, 

language is the single most apparent and distinctive ethnic marker" (1992:336). 

Indeed, Thompson takes something of a functionalist view in suggesting that "the 

fûnction of language in creating the unity and homogeneity of the region's emerging 

ethnicity cannot easily be dismissedm (l992:338). It appears that he views ethnic 

groups as a prirnordialist in that he implies ethnicity is static. The group's identity is 

determineci by such factors as language, econorny, geography, and tradition which 

results in the creation of a particular ethnicity at a particular point in t h e ,  but without 

any influence h m  any ethnic identity held by people pnor to that point. In Thornp 

son's history, this point is in the Persian period and Israelite identity did not come 

into being until that stage. 

Niels Peter Lemche is another scholar who in the past decade has addressed the 

issue of identity in the context of his work on  Israelite and Canaanite history (Lemche 



1985; 1988; 1991) and, like Thompson, the ternis 'ethnic" and 'ethnicity" appear 

frequently in his work. Lemche is particdarly notewoxthy because he does include a 

very bnef discussion of the anthropological literature on ethnicity (1985:239-242; 

199 1 : 5 1-52). However, his survey of relevant themies of ethnicity is incomplete and 

does not take into account substantial developments in the field following the work of 

Barth (1969). Furthemiore, Lemche ends up on the primorWst side of the debate 

about ethnicity despite his apparent mgnirance of Barth and the Ncurnstantiiilist posi- 

tion. His suggestions about ethnic identity are thus one-sided and flawed. 

The key point that Lemche highlights from the anîhropological literature on eth- 

nicity is the difference between 'the ethnographer's ideas about traditional society and 

the ones prevailing in that society itself" (1 99 1 :5 1 ). The case he gives in point is that 

of the Nuer who were described in detail by Evans-Pritchard (1940). Later work 

among the Nuer, however, revealed that they defined their group identity quite dif- 

ferently than was descnbed in Evans-Pritchard's ethnographie account and, indeed, 

even called themselves by a name different than the 'Nuer," which was how they 

were identifid by neigbouring folk (SouthaU 1976; 1970). The point Lemche 

illustrates with this case is that the 'modem notion of ethnicity" and group identity is 

not the same as the traditional notion of identity (as in the case of the Nuer) or, by 

andogy , the idea of group identity present in ancient societies, such as the Canaanites 

(1 99 1 : 52). The difference, Lemche argues, 

is that we today possess very definite ideas about the identity of peoples and 

nations which accord well with the division of our world into nation-states. In 

the ancient world - and this at least is applicable to Western Asia - no such 

nation-states existed and no nationdistic ideology had yet arisen (I 99 1 : 52). 

In his view, nationality and ethnicity are clearly equated. 



Since the Nuer do not fall into the category of a nation because their self- 

d e f d  identity is very flexible (they codd be identifieci in one way by their neigh- 

bours but in a different way themselves), they use a different notion of group identity, 

not the 'modem" notion of ethnicity which Lemche implies is the only legihate 

mode1 for the discussion. In other words, the "modem" nation and nation-state with 

clearly d e f d ,  tightly bounded, and well established identities, are, in his view, what 

is indicated by the concept of ethnicity. Thus, neither the Nuer nor other pre-modern 

peoples cm be described as ethnic groups in the sense he uses. And furthemore, 

with regard to the peoples of Western Asia, they also "never considered thernselves to 

be citizens of nations or nation-states and they never thought of themselves as belong- 

hg to a definite ethnos in contrat to other ethne (1 99 1 : 52). 

Lemche' s understanding of ethnic groups, however, reflects a primordialist 

understanding of ethnicity. It is, in Lemche7s view, correct to equate modem nation- 

States and nationality with ethnicity and ethnic groups. Nations have clearly defmed 

borders and are signifiecl by unequivocal labels, according to Lemche, that make the 

identity of their citizens unmistakable. Where or how such identities are created is 

not considered or explaineci - they just are. This is a prirnordialist view at its best. 

And, in his view, since the Nuer and ancient West-Asian groups are pre-modern 

peoples and not nations, they cannot be ethnic groups. 

These trends in Lemche's thinking are present as well in his discussion of 

Israelite identity. The comection between ethnicity and nationality is apparent in the 

manner in which he ties together the emergence of a distinct Israelite identity and the 

emergence of a distinct Israelite nationality. He suggests that the biblical picture of 

Israelite prehistory was intended to function as legitimation for Israelite control of the 

land (1988: 1 12- 1 13). And, in order to do this, 'the writea chose the concept of an 



Israelite narionhood, that is, the idea of a nation which forced iîs way into the ter- 

ritory of others and seized it" (1988:113). Indeed, 

In the case of Israel, it is possible that the writen chose to speak of a 'sede- 

ment' instead of an origin in the country in order to emphasize the racidpuriv 

of the people of Israel at a time when people were convinced that the Israelitw 

were sornething quite special and different h m  aU othen . . . . Thus it is 

entirely possible that the emergence of the Old Testament account of Israelite 

prehistory was a function of the separaîion of an Israelite nation or Israelite 

people from other peoples. (1 988: 1 14) 

Lemche's use of the phrases such as "nation which forced its way into the temtory of 

others" and "racial purity" and "separation of an Israelite nation or Israelite people 

h m  other people" are all indications of his primordial assumptions about ethnicity. 

They show that, in his view, a group's ethnic identity and its sense of distinctiveness 

from other groups is based on the group's nationality and its 'racial purity." This 

assumes that a p u p ' s  unity is a priori. It is not a circumstantialist position which 

suggests that a group's unity is negotiated and flexible, changing as circurnstances 

change. 

The last of the recent works that we wlil examine which discuss Israelite 

identity is E. Theodore Mullen's Namaiive History arui Ethnic Bowidanes (1 993). 

His aim is "to contribute toward formulating and developing a different set of ques- 

tions that, if answered, allow for a new understanding of some of the roles and func- 

fions that can be anributecl to the literature under consideration" by creating and 

applying 'a new mode1 for analyzing a particular set of narratives contained within 

the Hebrew Bible" (1993:3). Specifically, he wishes to address "the present text of 

the deuteronomistic history as it might have hnctioned with respect to the formation 



of the community whose identity as an ethnic group was threatened by the exile with 

complete assimilation and ethnic dissolution" (1 993:s). This agenda differs from the 

goals of the other works we have discussed thus far in that it is not concemeci particu- 

lady with early Israelite history or with the emergence of a distinct Israelite identity. 

Rather, Mullen's argument is that the deuteronomistic history functioned 'to develop 

and maintain a new social construction of Judahite reality" and to create 'social ethnic 

boundary limitations" that enabled the exiled community to retain its identity 

(1%: 10). In other words, "the book of Deuteronomy might be interpreted as a type 

of social manifesta that attempts to give a form and stmcture to an ideally visioned 

ethnic group calied 'Israel'" (1993: 12). He is thus concerneci with definllig what role 

the history played in the community in which it lived, specifically the exilic corn- 

munity . 
His argument with regard to ethnicity is îhat the deuteronomistic history acted to 

create a sense of ethnic identity for the exilic community. He thus sets the 

deuteronomist's history in a specifc histoncal context beginnùig with the release of 

Johoiachim from prison in Babylon in 561 B.C.E. (2 Kgs 2527). This, Mden  sug- 

gests, is the specifc period in which the exilic community experienced a religious and 

cultural crisis which the deuteronomist's history was meant to address (1 993:38). The 

sense of ethnic identity was produced, he argues, by the presentation of 'shared 

memones of a common history" that bound the members of the community together 

and provided 'a set of boundarïes" for the gmup (1993: 14). Specifically, 

By recreating in narrative form a series of 'social dramas' and by using com- 

munal expressions of ritual actions, especially in the fom of confessional, 

covenantal expressions, at critical junctures within the narrative, the 

deuteronomistic author created a 'common myth of descent,' a history that 



could be shared by the group facing the tragedies of the exile. (1993: 10) 

The nafiatve of the deuteronomistic history, therefore, hinctioned to wnstmct the 

social reality of Israelite national and ethnic self-consciouness (1 993 : 15). 

The problem with Muilen's work from our perspective is that, in spite of his 

specific conceni with ethnicity and ethnic identity and in spite of some very b i e f  dis- 

cussion of ethnic theory, his approach employs a narrow and one-sided epistemologi- 

cal framework with regard to ethnicity. Mullen, mch  like Lemche, views ethnicity 

as primordial and builds his argument on an understanding of ethnicity that owes litde 

to recent anthropological discussion and developments in the field since Barth (1969). 

Although he does take note of Barth's key point on the flexibility of ethnicity , he does 

not completely incorporate this theme into his view of Israelite identity or of the d e  

taken by the deutemnomistic history in the creation of that identiv. Rather, M d e n  

underlines what he sees as the 'self-ascnptive" aspect of ethnic identity which 'both 

insures the continuity of such groups and is dependent upon the erection and mainte- 

nance of boundaries" (1993:36-37). This, in Our view, is placing particular emphasis 

on the apparent static, structural, conservative, and coercive aspects of ethnicity, that 

is, on the primordial. Note that, from this perspective, the memben of the ethnic 

group are held togeîher not by their own desire and will but by boundaries which 

insure the group's continuity. Indeed, religious narratives, in Mullen's view, are key 

"expressions of the boundaries which defme those areas of meaningful and legitimaîe 

social interaction and mrnmunal activity " (1 993: 37). And the role played by or func- 

tion of such religious expressions is "the erection and maintenance of those bound- 

aries" which "become essential to the survival of the group" (1993:37). And, 

although he does recognize Barth's important point that ethnic boundaries are flexible 

and can change, he States that 'a significant aspect of ethnicity, especially in regard to 



its religious function, is the denial of such changes and the insistence upon an absolute 

continuity with the past" (1993:37). In other words, the group's ethnic identity does 

not change its expressions of ethnicity because of the will of its mernbers to create a 

new identiîy but, in fm, the group is restricted and constrained by expressions of 

identity which defme the group's ethnicity. 

A fùrther indication of his primordial understanding of ethnicity is that Mulien 

cites the views of two primordialist anthropologists in support of his own discussion 

of ethnicity, Geertz and Smith. He uses Geertz's (1973b) definition of religion to 

support his argument that 'religion claims, at the most basic Ievel, to be the source 

from which culture, or 'me' culture at any rate, is denved" (1993:36). Indeed, Md- 

Ien suggests that "Religion grants stability to those who are penuaded by the symbolic 

universe created and ' factualized' by this common cultural phenornenon" (1 993 : 36). 

Thus, he suggests, following Geertz, that religion makes a powerful and coercive 

assertion which provides the bais  for a p u p ' s  sense of identity and its "tme" and 

' factualized" culture. Religion is, from this primordial perspective, the coercive a 

prion source for a group's stability. Similady, Mullen cites A. D. Smith's (1989) 

view that "ethnic groups are built upon shared mernories of a common history that 

binds mernbers together and separates them h m  others" (1 993: 14). In the work 

Mullen cites and in other writings, Smith argues that behind the rise of modem 

expressions of ethnicity and ethno-nationalisrn there are experiences of cummon his- 

tory, past deeds, glorious victories, and tragic losses that defme a group's identity and 

ensure its persistence (1984a; l984b; 1988; 1993). In his view, these primordial a 

prion experiences are the forces that make ethnic groups persist and are the experi- 

ences upon which expression of their ethnicity are based. 



A final aspect of Mullen's work which is related to his primordialist perspective 

on ethnicity is the emphasis he puts on 'function" and, in particular, on the function 

of the deuteronomistic history narratives in the creation of an Israelite ethnic identity. 

This concem appears to reflect a mode of anthropological thought - functionalism25 

- which seeks to understand and describe how the parts of a social system work 

together to maintain the cohesiveness, stability, and inte& of the whole social 

system. This approach emphasizes how the separate components of a social system 

work together to achieve a successful and stable adaptation in a particular environ- 

ment. However, the functionalist approach is particulariy weak in explaining change 

in social systems and it presents a restricted view of social systems. It is obvious that 

societies do not evolve into and then maintain steady States and, furthemore, it is 

clear all parts of the social system do not necessarily work together to achieve 

stabrlity. As well, it is not entirely accurate to describe the members of a given social 

group sirnply as parts of a large equilibrium-seeking mechanism. Functionalism, 

therefore, provides a poor theoretical framework for examining ethnicity. 

Furthemore, the functionalist emphasis on social stability and cohesion parallels 

the primordialist view of the coercive power of Society in defining the group's ethnic 

identity. The boundaries of the group, in the functionalist view, must be in place, a 

prion, in order for the group's identity to exist. Ethnicity and ethnic identity are thus 

dependent upon the preexistence of the boundaries which define thern. Expressions of 

ethnicity, as argueci by Mden, operate to highlight and emphasize the boundaries 

which defme and, in essence, create the group. But the group's identity must already 

25 The functionalist or struaunl-functionaiist qproach is baseâ p n d y  on the. work of E.R. 
Radcliffe-Brown, The Andaman Islanders (1 92î) and Bronislaw Malinowski, Aqomuts of rhe Western 
Pnciyic (1 922). 



exist in order for the narratives to function in the way in which he suggests they do. 

The problem with the pst-revolt theorist's use of ethnicity is the a n ~ u h g  

tendency to r e e  and primoxdialize the ethnic group and its boundaries. This 

approach, however, does not address the circumstantial aspect of ethnicity. Further- 

more, none of these scholars present a sufficient discussion of anthropologid theories 

on ethnicity or describe how they see ethnicity depicted in their data. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is clear that ethnicity, for the most recent scholars of ancient 

Israel, is a more comptex topic than it was for those wnting some 20 years ago. It is 

dso clear that more recent writen discuss ethnicity with considerably more sophistica- 

tion. However, it is s a  evident that there is a c o n ~ u e d  lack of epistemological 

clarity and a general tendency to treat ethnicity in primordial tenns. The result is that 

the discussion and understanding of ethnicity and ethnic identity by scholars who treat 

Israelite identity remains weak in terms of anthropological theory. 

Within the broad sweep of the field of Israelite studies, it is apparent, however, 

that as generd societal awareness of ethnicity and ethnic relations developed through 

the twentieth century, so too did the framework of scholan with an interest in the 

identity ancient Israel. We note that when anthropologists were focusing on the issues 

of race and assurning that distinctions between human groups were based on racial 

differences, so too were historians of the Bible and the Ancient Near East. With this 

assumption in place, the basic mode1 was conquest. A 'package" of people, Israel, 

who were racially distinct from other peoples in the area, moved into the central hill 

country of Palestine and took it by force. The anthropological epistemology of group 



identity was strictly primordial. 

However, as assumptions about racial distinctions between p u p s  of people 

were disaedited and the anthropologid community turned its focus more on the 

tribe, so too did biblical historians. Biblical scholars assurned îhat one basic unit of 

human organization was the tribe and tumed theïr attention to the movements and 

organizaîion of nomadic tribal groups. The dominant view for the emergence of 

Israel thus became the immigration model with its assumption that tribal groups 

moved into the fertiie cenaai hiii country from the barren deserts to the east. 

However, the episternology was still primordial as the group's identity was assurned 

to be fomed and active at the time the people entered the land. 

Once the tribe came under closer scrutiny by the anthropologicai community 

and tribalism was shown to be more complex and less usehl as a categorizing tool 

(see Fried 1968), attention turned more to ethnic identity and ethnicity as another 

model for describing and discussing differentiation in human groups. Concomitant 

with this shift in anthropological focus has a been a shift in the views of biblical and 

Near Eastern historians to models of indigenous development as the best means to 

describe and discuss processes of change and shifts in the patterning of human groups 

in the ara  Ethnicity has figured in many of these studies, as we have seen. And the 

so-called revolt mode1 has gained prominence as one of the favoured explanations for 

emergence of Israelite identity in the highlands of Canaan or Palestine in the early 

Iron Age. Nonetheless, most scholars since Mendenhali and Gottwald who have 

addressed or even simply touched upon the subject of Israelite identity have continueci 

to treat the issue as a question of ethnic origins concomitant with the emergence of a 

distinct group of people in the land and without attending to how the processes of eth- 

nicity are expressecl in the textual sources. 



This question of when or how Israelite ethnic identity emerged, however, is an 

histoncal issue and wiU not be treated in this work. Raiher, our concern is to cl- 

and spe* how it is that we can know or say anythuig about identity in ternis of eth- 

nicity at all. No matter how it was that the Israelites eventudy came to live in the 

land, whether by mnquest, by immigration, by evolution, or by some combination of 

these processes and no matter when the texts describing the group's history were writ- 

ten, whether close to the t h e  of the events they describe, during the monarchy, or 

d u ~ g  the exile, Our wncem is with if and how we can view group identity as 

expressed in the stories of the major judges in the book of Judges as ethnic identity. 

Do the stories reveal an ethnic identity and, if so, how is it expressed? 

In the previous chapters we have explaineci Our epistemology of ethnicity and 

have developed a mode1 to apply. As well, we have exarnined a number of works 

which are representative of the approaches to and exphnations for Israelite ethnicity 

and ethnic identity used by a range of scholars and we have noted the understanding 

or lack of understanding about ethnicity which they have employed. Now we will 

undertake a reading of the narratives of the major judges in order to illustrate an 

application of the model to a particular body of material. This will enable us to see 

how these particular narratives depict group identity and to determine if it is in a man- 

ner that is consistent with the model described above. 





Ehud 

Judges 3:12 - 3:30 

Introduction 

The first of the major judge figures, Ehud, the son of Gera the Benjaminite, is 

depicted in this story as wi-g Ereedom for the Israelites from the oppression of the 

Moabites who, according to the tale, dorninated Israel for eighteen y-. Eglon, the 

corpulent Moabite king, mets Ehud for an official exchange of mbute. But, after the 

servants and retainers have left them alone, the lefi-handed Ehud kiUs Eglon. Ehud 

then escapes to Israelite temtory where he musten Israd and leads h e m  to victory 

over the Moabites. Although the action of the story revolves primarily around these 

two main characters there is, as we wiil see, ample material for analysis and com- 

parison to the anthropological mode1 of ethnicity we have discussed above. 

The story closely follows the general thematic pattern established earlier by the 

Deuteronomistic historian for the major j ~ d g e s . ~ ~  The Israelites, bënê yijrii'ël, did 

'evil, " Mm: according to the Lord's standards (Judg 3: 12), and so he 

'strengthened," yë&uzi?q, the king of Moab against them and he defeated Israel, 

wqyëlek wayyak 'et-yiird 'ëZ (Judg 3 : 13). The sons of Israel thus 'served, " 

wayyacabdû, Eglon for 18 years (Judg 3: 14). But then the Israelites 'cried out," 

wayyizcüqû, to Yahweh who "raised up," wayydqem, a 'deliverer, " maSîac, Ehud, the 

son of Gera the Benjaminite (Judg 3: 15). After craftiy killing Eglon while with him 

in pnvate, Ehud renirns to Israel, sounds the trumpet in the region of Ephraim and, 

after proclaiming that the Lord has given the Moabites into their hand, kî iultm yhwh 

26 See Judg 3:7-11 and the discussion above. 



'et- 'Oy&êkem 'et-mô'ûb bZyedkem (Judg 3:28), leads the Israelites to victory. The nar- 

rative ends with the statement that Moab was subdued and peace remained for 80 

years (Judg 3: 30). 

Biblical scholars who have addressed this story have tended to use as their pri- 

mary method approaches that are either histoncal or literary. The standard mm- 

mentaries, for example, manifest an interest in the history of the Israelite wmmunity 

which, accordhg to the story, was now expenencing conflict in its interactions with 

neighbouring peoples (Garstang 193 1 ; Boling 1975; Soggin 1981). Halpern 

(1988:39-68) has made a particular effort to show the historical nature of the story 

and, indeed, mncludes that, 'This is history, historical narrative, intended by reenact- 

ment to communicate antiquarian data" (1988:68). On the other hand, Webb, who is 

indicative of those who take a literary approach, underlines the satirical nature of the 

story and the pivotal role that deception plays in its telling (1987: 129-132). Brettler 

is noteworthy for his attempt to combine the historical and literary approaches. He 

conchdes that, 'History and literahire meet by explainhg in tandem how Judg 3: 12- 

30 functioned in ancient Xsrael " (Breîîler 199 1 ) . None of these scholars, however, 

touch on ethnicity . 
Of particular interest, therefore, is the work of Handy who does use ethnicity in 

his discussion. He takes a literary approach and states explicitly that this srory is 'not 

history" (1992:233). More signifknt to Our study is the fact that he argues the tale 

of Ehud and Eglon is "a Moabite joke, which is a subset of the form of litemry genre 

known as 'ethnic humour'" (1992:233). Handy defines "joke" as "something said or 

done to provoke laughter", especially 'a brief oral narrative with a climactic twist" 

(1 992:234). Furthennore, he states that " when such a narrative is related so that the 

speaker's ethnic group is shown to be superior to that of another, this is ethnic 



humour" (1992:234). Indeed, he stipuiates that "since ethnicity is central to the 

humor of the piece, it is fair to cal1 this story 'ethnic humor'" (1 992:235). Nowhere, 

however, does he discuss or define what he means by 'ethnic" or 'ethnicity. " This, 

in our view, is problematic. Whaî is it in the joke that makes it parîicularly 'ethnic?" 

What is it in the story to indicate that the charactes of Ehud and Eglon are represen- 

tatives of two different ethnic gmups? What is it that defines their ethnicity? How 

are we to know what it is that signif~es their membership in different ethnic groups? 

As Handy is not explicit about his theory of ethnicity his understanding appears 

to be based on assumption. Furthemore, because Handy is not explicit about how 

the story , through its narrative and descriptive details, depi- what he understands as 

ethnicity, he is emneously assuming what it is in die text that is indicative of eth- 

nicity . In Our view , it is imperative that one be clear about how, if at all, ethnicity is 

constructeci in the story if one wishes to go on to draw conclusions about how the eth- 

nie qualities of any particular group or groups relate to wider historicd or literary 

questions or hypotheses. 

The Deuteronomistic interests reflected in the story's pattern of apostasy, 

appeal, salvation, and success inform the whole narrative. Nonetheless, the descrip 

tion of the Israelites and their representative, Ehud, who interacts with the Moabites 

and their king, Eglon, conîains elements in the setting and action of the story which 

may illustrate the processes involved with the formation, maintenance, and expression 

of ethnic group identities, ethnicity, and ethnic relations. We wiIl examine Judg 

3: 12-30 for these features in light of the theory we have outlined above. This will 

help to test the applicability of the theory as well as lead to a better understanding of 

the way in which ethnicity is expressed in this story. We wiU begin the analysis with 

those elements that are depicted in the story in primordial terms. 



Primordial Features 

Religion may be an expression of an aspect of a group's identity that supplies a 

reawn or justification for the group's distinctiveness. In this case, the narrative of the 

whole incident between Ehud and Eglon is preceded by the statement that the 

Israelites had done evil in the sight of Yahweh (Judg 3: 12). The phrase portrays the 

Israelites as a group who, at some point before this story begins, had met the expecta- 

tions of their relaîionship with the deity but who, in this case, had acted differently 

and in a marner which is described as 'evil," harac. The relationship between the 

deity and this particular people is thus presupposed by this opening statement. 

The idea of a relationship in place before the events pomyed in the r a t  of the 

story is repeated in Judg 3:28. Ehud is pictured spurring the Israelites on to battle 

against Moab with the cry that 'the Lord has given your enemies the Moabites into 

your hand, " kî n&tm yhwh Jet-'~yëbêkem 'er-M'db béyëdkem (Judg 3:28). The group 

as a whole is distinguished, therefore, by their dependence upon Yahweh in battle 

and, according to the argument presented in this story, by their reliance on the deity 

for success. The group's identity is defuied in part by the relationship between the 

members of the group and this god. The primordiality of this relationship and the 

primordiality of this aspect of the group's identity is seen in the way the relationship 

is portrayed as prior to and essential for the action and events portrayed in this part of 

the story. 

Another expression of identity through religion is found in Judg 3:20. In the 

scene in which the main characten have their meeting, Ehud approaches Eglon as 

soon as they are alone to deliver a message which the story describes him introducing 



as, 'a word h m  god," d & w  W ~ h î m  (Judg 3:20). The signifcant point in tenns of 

identity is that the deity is here referred to as W ~ h î m  rather than yhwh. The more 

generic tenn for a god, 'bhirn ,  is used in the interaction between the two characters 

who are representatives of two different groups of people. Yahweh, yhwh, is the 

name resened for the deity associated exclusively with the Israelite group. The 

Deuteronomistic historian indicates that Yahweh was not recognized or accepted by 

the Moabites. In terms of identity, Eglon the Moabite could not acknowledge a mes- 

sage h m  Yahweh, primordial god of the Israelites, whereas he could recognize a 

message h m  a deity in more genenc terms. And Israelite identity is defineci, in part, 

by the relationship between this group and the deity Yahweh, a relationship that is 

established apart from the action of this particular story. 

Temtory is an additional aspect of group identity that is expressed primordially 

in this story. In the description of Moabite supremacy over Israel, the Moabites are 

said to have taken possession of the 'city of palms, " <îr huztëmdfim (Judg 3: 13), 

which is likely the Jordan Valley city of Jencho (Boling 197557; Soggin 198 1 : 49). 

The description presupposes that Israelite temtory, as descnbed in this story, u s d y  

included the "city of palms." In other words, the story depicts Moab as the group 

who controlled the city in this "abnormal" situation of Israelite subjugation. This fact 

is an indication that the 'city of palms* was understood to be normally a part of 

Israelite "home" tenitory and not a usuai part of Moabite "home" temtory. The 

primordiaiity of this description is seen in that the 'city of palms" is depicted as 

Israelite without any additional explanation or discussion. Presented as a fact 

illustrating the situation of Moabite control, it defines the domain of the Israelites 

which is, in this case, was lost to the Moabites. 



However, the description of who possesses the 'city of palmsw also adds a cir- 

cumstantial aspect to the depiction of group identity. The statement that the Moabites 

possessed the 'city of palms" is an indication of Moabite conml over the Israelites in 

this particular situation. The conflict and tension between the two groups of people 

that the rest of the story describes is based, in part, on the condition of Moabite 

custody of a part of Israelite primordial temtory. Thus it is aiso the specific situation 

that helps to define the groups' identity. 

The importance of temtory as an indication of Israelite identity is also suggested 

by the boundary marker described specifically as 'the sculptured stones," hczppësîlrm 

(Judg 3: 19 and 3:26), that in Judg 3: 19 are flagged as king ' near Gilgal. * There is 

also a religious aspect to this element. The pësîfirn often represent 'idols" or 

"images," physical representations of humans or animals which may be the object of 

devotion but that are often stipulateci in the Hebrew Bible as items which should not 

be reverenced in any way.27 In the structure of the story, the two references to these 

stones frame the one-teone interaction between Ehud and Eglon: Ehud turns back to 

deliver his special message to Eglon at the "scdptured stones near Gilgal* (Judg 

3: 19); and the point in the narrative between Eglon being discovered by his servants 

(Judg 3:25) and the Israelite rally to battle (Judg 3:27) is marked by the notice that 

Ehud escaped and went beyond 'the sculptured stones" (Judg 3:26). Like the 

reference to Jericho, these markers indicate the difference between Israelite 'home* 

territory - in both a physical and a religious sense - and Moabite "home" temtory 

- the latter being depicted as that dangerous area which the "saviour," Ehud, the 

Israelite representative, must enter to have contact with Eglon, the Moabite king and 

27 See, for example, in the 'Tm Commandrnenis" Exod 20:4 and Deut 5:8. 



Ieader of the group that dominates the Israelites. nie difference between the Israelites 

and Moabites is thus underlined in the story by the references to these 'sculptured 

stones" which mark the physical and religious boundary between Israelite and 

Moabite territory. Note that this boundary is not flexible or negotiabIe but is d e f d  

as part of the framework of the narrative. In the rnanner it is presented in this story, 

it constitutes a primordial marker of the difference between Israelite and Moabite ter- 

ntones. 

Family or group names are other expressions of group identity. Ehud is 

identifieci as the 'son of Gera, the Benjarninite, " ben-@rd' ben-hqërnînî (Judg 3: 15). 

Elsewhere Gera is idenfieci as a son of Benjamin (Gen 46:21) or a nephew of Ben- 

jamin (1 Chron 8:3). This iden*ing comment serves to locate Ehud within a 

specific group and to legitimate his position as representative for the Benjarninites. 

There is no indication in the story that his membership is flexible or is based on 

negotiation. By birth he is a member of this particular group. His identity and posi- 

tion is thus depicted as a fixed or structureci element in the interactions between the 

representative of different groups. 

The relationship of Benjamin to the group Israel, however, is not defmed 

genealogically but is simply established by the fact that Ehud, the Benjaminite, is 

described in the story as the deliverer raised up for Israel and not only Benjamin by 

Yahweh and as the one who carried Israelite tribute to Eglon (Judg 3: 15). Indeed, 

Ehud's position as an Israelite representative is depicted in this story as being depend- 

ent only on the circumstances of the particular situation. There is no primordial con- 

nection between Benjamin and Israel expressed in this story. The oniy indication that 

Benjamin is related to Israel in any way is suggested by the role descnbed for Ehud 

the Benjaminite. In other words, that a Benjaminite was described as an Israelite 



agent in this story indicates that the Benjarninites were seen as an Israelite sub-pup. 

The relationship, however, was not depicted as being dependent on any prior connec- 

tion but rather on the demands of the particdar situation. 

The difference between Israel and the enemies of the Israelites is indicated most 

sirnply by the names of the groups. The Israeltes are caiied 'sons of Israel," bënê 

yijra'el. However, in this case, bënê, 'sons of, " likely does not refiect actual blood 

ties but rather is a metaphor used by the text to denote a close relationship at another 

level (see Gottwald's discussion, 1979:239-241; note also Wilson 1977 and Halpern 

1 983 b: 24-26). Although the Israelites are ail descnbed as " brothers, " this language 

may reflect ody a 'pseudo-genealogy," as Gottwald terms it, which is an extension 

of smd-sale or local kin relations into an over-arching explanation for relations of 

the larger body politic (1 979: 740 n. 168; followuig Malamat 1973). The exact nature 

of these larger relations, whether social, economic, or political, is an important his- 

torical question but one that is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, it seems 

likely that the fact a genealogical relationship is suggested in the phrase bënê yi3rdW 

means that the text meant to imply that the group was unifed by long-standing kin 

ties.28 As such, it is certainly an expression of ethnicity and it clearly reflects a 

primordial understanding of group identity.29 

Note that in the story of Ehud and Eglon, the history or the circumstance lead- 

ing to the application of the labels 'Israel" and 'Moab" to particular populations is 

not supplied. The narnes are used as a priori signifiers of the different groups of 

28 On the ideatity of the Iabeler who used this term. see Besters (1 967). 

29 For additionai work on the the more spenilative earliest history of 1-1, see Lernaire (1973; 1978; 
1 984). 



people. The action of the tale itself then supports the distinction indicated by the 

names. In the case of the Moabites, the interaction of the two main characters, Ehud 

the Benjarninite acting for Israel and Eglon the Moabite, confirms the difference 

between the groups suggested by the names. 

The other named groups, the Ammonites, bPnê Ciznur&n, and the Amalekites, 

cIlmaleq, are defied as groups opposed to Israel through their association with the 

Moabites. According to Judg 3: 13 they were allied with Moab under king Eglon 

when he took control of the "city of palms." Again, the circumstances or situations 

behind the application of these labels are not describeci in this story. As employed by 

the Deuteronomist here, the labels imply a priori distinctions that are then supported 

by the situation described in the story. 

Leadership is the fuial element that is depicted as a part of the framework of 

difference between Israel and Moab. Eglon is a king, melek, while Ehud is a 

temporary saviour, môSîa: with a position of leadership only in the particula. situa- 

tion depicted in the story. Indeed, the structure of Moabite leadership is expressed 

simply by the label, melek, attached to Eglon. There is no discussion or description 

of how Eglon received or gained the authority to represent the Moabites. Thus, the 

point of difference, that is, Moabite identity is associated in part with rule by a king 

while Israelite identity is associated in part with a specially appointai leader, helps to 

defuie the difference between the two groups of people. In the case of the Moabites 

the leadership structures are described as being permanent and independent of the par- 

ticular situation of conflict, This is not the case, as we wiIl see below, for the 

Israelites . 
In the story of Ehud and Eglon, the interactions between these two characters 

and the groups of people they represent enable us to examine the depiction of p u p  



identity. We note that in this story features of religion, temtory, group names, and 

leadenhip are described as feaîures of identity that are static and in place and inde- 

pendent of the interactions depicted in the rest of the story. These represent features 

of identity that, h m  the theoretical perspective we have presented above, are defined 

in this story primordiaIly . 

Religion, although a significant marker of a group's identity in stnicturd or 

primordial tems, may dso be an indicator of the distinctiveness of a particular group 

in the context of a specific situation or circumstance. In this story, Israel's identity as 

a group with a relationship to the deity Yahweh is depicted, in part, as primordial. 

But, in addition, it is through the situation and the particular set of circumstances 

described in the story that the group's identity is also defined and expressed in reli- 

gious tenns. The situation descnbed by the Deuteronomist, that Israel was a group of 

people that did evil in the sight of Yahweh (Judg 3: 12), a group that cried out to Yah- 

weh (Judg 3: 15), and a p u p  that Yahweh saved by raising up Ehud (Judg 3: 15), 

defuies and describes the identity of that group. According to Boling, "evil," &irac, 

is a ' religious offense with sociopolitical wnsequences* (1 975: 74). It is a standard 

Deuteronomistic phrase that appean throughout Judges (2: 1 1 ; 3: 7, 12; 4: 1 ; 6: 1 ; 10: 6; 

13: 1) and in Deuteronomy (4:25; 9: 18; l7:2; 31 :29) (Weinfeld 1992). The 

'sociopolitical consequences," as Boling sees it and as the text describes, are the 

oppression the Israelites experience because of their lack of fidelity to Yahweh, the de 

facto d e r  and leader of the people, and their lack of fideiity to Yahweh's law (Boling 

1975:75-76; Weinfeld 1992). Thus, the Israelites are the group of people bound 



together by these particular circumstances that are described in this tale. This story 

depicts a group of people united, in part, by their own actions, the repercussions from 

those actions, and their interactions with Yahweh. And this identity is expressed here 

in religious terms through the circumstances of their relations with Yahweh. The 

group's identity as a people that has a relationship with Yahweh is expressed prirnor- 

dially. But the circurnstances depicted in the story add additional dimensions to that 

identiîy . 

The political circumstances that the story depicts also define the group's 

identity. In this case, the Israelites, the people represented by Ehud, are described as 

being dominated by the Moabites, the group represented by Eglon. This situation 

begins, according to the tale, with the Moabite capture of the city of palms, <?r 

hanémarîm (Judg 3: 13). Moabite control over Israel is depicted as contiming so that 

the Israelites are said to have 'served," yacabdû, Eglon King of Moab, for eighteen 

years (Judg 3: 14). The situation of s e ~ t u d e  marks the identity of the p u p .  As 

well, it is in the context of domination that Ehud is descnbed gohg on the mission of 

carryiog tribute, to Eglon (Judg 3: 15) and is depicted acting as the represen- 

tative for the whole group. The circumsîances described in the story determine 

Ehud's role as gmup representative. This is likewise the circumstance in which 

Ehud' s primordial group, Benjamin, is linked to Israel. 

A final political situation that defmes the group' s identity is described near the 

end of the story. After Eglon's death, Ehud CAS the people to arms and it is the 

Israelites, bënê-yijrd'el, who follow him into banle against the Moabites (Judg 397-  

29). In parallel to the opening condition of servitude, that defines the group and is 

marked by the Moabite capture of the "city of palms," the retum of the group to a 

situation of freedom and independence is marked by the Israelite capture of die fords 



of the Jordan (Judg 3:28). According to the circumstances depicted in the story the 

victory was decisive, the Israelites annihiiating a substantial number of Moabites. 

Thus, the situation of control is reversed at the end of the story, with Israel dominat- 

ing Moab (Judg 3:30). The mïiitary victory of the Israelites over the Moabites that is 

depicted in this story is a situation that separates and defines the two groups. 

A fmd aspect that is depicted through the circumstances of the action described 

in the story is the difference between the personal qualities and character traits of 

Ehud and Eglon. Although much of the action in the story that involves these two 

characters is dependent upon their unique natures such as, for example, Ehud's left- 

handedness or Eglon's corpulence, these individual characteristics are not used to 

denote typical features of the groups which they represent. Ehud's lefi-handedness is 

not described a s  a typical trait of the Israelites and, indeed, he is explicitly defined as 

a Benjarninite, literally a 'son of the nght. " Similarly, Eglon's weight is not depicted 

as a defuiing feature for all Moabites. These two characteristics, although central to 

the action of the story, are not linked to the description of the groups which they 

represent, 

Thus, Handy's (1992) characterization of the Ehud and Egion story as an 

'ethnic joke" is incorrect. The story certainly has humorous features. But as the 

comic elements of the two main figures, which do help to define and descnbe their 

individual identities, are not extended to apply directIy to the groups of which they 

are leaders, then their amusing personal qualities simply defme their individual 

identities, and there is nothing particularly "ethnic" about the humorous qualities of 

the two characters. The ethnic elements in the story, which express the distinct 

identities of the Israelites and the Moabites, are not related to the humorous qualities 

of Ehud and Eglon or to the humour of the story. 



In summary we note that the story of Ehud and Egion depicts a number of fea- 

mes  that are relevant to our discussion of ethnicity. In conjunction with those fea- 

mres we have described as primordiai, there are also a number of elements of group 

identity that are desaibed as  being dependent upon or unique to the -c situation 

portrayed in the story. These situational features include religion, political circum- 

stances, including the association of Ehud the Benjaminite with the Israelites, warfare, 

and territory as discussed above in relation to possession of the 'city of palms. * 

Conclusion 

Group identity is expresseci in the tale of Ehud and Eglon through characteristics 

and features thaî are depicted in both primordial and circumstantial terms. The 

Israelites are identified in part by their prior relationship to Yahweh and their estab- 

lished association with a particular temtory. Ehud, their representative, is identifid 

clearly with a brief statement about his genealogical place within the Benjarninite fam- 

ily . As well, the names which iden@ the enemies of the Israelites also imply an 

established difference which is independent of the situation descnbed in the story. 

But these aspects of identity which are portrayed as k ing  established prior to the inci- 

dents descnbed in the action of the taie are not the only features that defme the eth- 

nicity of the group. 

Ethnic identity is also defined through the particular circumstances that are 

descnbed in the story. Thus, the Israelites are defined as a group not only by their 

established relationship with Yahweh, but also by the particular circumstances of 

apostasy , appeal , deliverance, and liberation that the story describes . Similady, the 

political situation that the stov depicts, that is, the domination and control of the 



Moabites and then, after Eglon's death and the victory over the Moabites, the return 

to independence, al% defmes and describes the identity of the Israelite group. Note, 

however, that, although the Deuteronomist casts the story as a conflict between Moab 

and Israel, the only Israelite group specified in this situation is Benjamin. 

OveraU, it is the two aspects together that express Israelite ethnic identity in this 

narrative. The primordially established features that are depicted in the story are sup 

ported, strengthened, and expanded by the situations and incidents described in the 

action. Both elements discussed in the t h e o q  of ethnicity above are expressed in the 

story of Ehud. This suggests that the mode1 of ethnicity we have proposed can be 

applied to texts such as the Ehud story in order to andyze such materials for express- 

ions of ethnic identity. It suggests further that Israelite ethnicity, as depicted in this 

narrative by the Deuteronomist, involves boîh primordial and circumstantial elements. 





Deborah 

Judges 4 

Introduction 

Judges 4 and 5 present one of the rare occasions in the Hebrew Bible where 

back-teback parallel passages describe the same event (see the comments of Halpern 

1983c:379-380 and Freedrnan l987:3 1 8). The two chapters relate the story of the 

defeat of Canaanite forces near the Wadi Kishon in the Jezreel Valley by various 

Israelite tribal groups under the leadership of the judge Deborah and the d i t a r y  com- 

mander Barak, son of Abinoam. The mut is completed when the coup de grhce is 

administered to Sisera, the fleeing Canaanite commander, by Jael, wife of Heber the 

Kenite, who drives a tent peg through his head. It is a wonderfd story, nch in detail 

and narrative art. The texts aiso reveal much of their writers' understanding of dif- 

ferences between the peuple involved and so are signifiant for Our analysis of eth- 

nicity . 
There is a general consensus about the antiquity of Judges 5 (except for 

Ahlsmm 19771, and it appean, on the basis of its poetic form, style, language, and 

orthography (Albright 1922; Robertson 1972; Miller 1973; Cross 1973; Cross, Freed- 

man 1975; Freedman 1980), to be an older version of the events and the basis for the 

re-telling of the tale in Judges 4 (Malamat 1971 ; Halpern 198%; Na'aman l990:433). 

Judges 4 is generally agreed, therefore, to be a later edition of the same story told in 

Judges 5 (see Halpern's discussion, 1988:76-97 and Malamat 1971 ; Halpern 198%; 

NaDaman 1990). In its context within the Deuteronomistic History, Judges 4 

represents an interpretation of certain events depicted dso in Judges 5 and Joshua 11. 

This story of Deborah w t s  events in the typical Deuterowmistic pattern of apostasy, 



appeal, deliverance, and liberation and prepares the reader for the poetic version in 

Judges 5. 

As with other poxtions of the Hebrew Bible, in addition to the standard mm- 

mentaries (Moore 1910; Burney 1920; Gray 1967; Boling 1975; Soggin 1981), some 

scholars have approached the text of Judges 4 primarily as literature (Murray 1979; 

Amit 1987; Brenner 1 WO), while others have focused on histoncal issues (Mayes 

1969; Yadin 1975; Na'aman 1990). Matthews (1991) is one of the few who has 

treated it anthropologically, although he does not focus on ethnicity. 

Our analysis wiii concentrate on the manner in which group identities and dif- 

ference between groups are portrayed in the story of Deborah. Our interest will be to 

identZy fmt those elements of identity which are described as being independent of 

the action in the story and second those elements of identity that are described as 

king dependent upon or axising out of the action and events depicted in the story. 

Primordial Features 

In Judges 4 and in Judges 5 names of groups are used as labels that indicate or 

imply that there were established identities for the particular groups involved. The 

Israelite people themselves are identifieci in Judges 4: 1, 3, 5, 23 and 24 as bënê 

yijraJZ1, 'sons of Israel. "30 The conspicuous appeal to kinship in the naming of the 

group in Judges 4, 'sons of Israel," especially reflects a primordial sense of unity. 

Other groups are aiso identifed by name. The enemy of Israel, Canaan, 

kénacan, is specified in Judges 4. The additional situational detail is added that 



Canaan is led by the specific king, Jabin, yûbîn, of the city of Hazor (Judg 4:2), as 

weii as the name of his general, Sisera, stsërd', and his place of residence, Harosheth- 

hagoiim. Only two Israelite groups are named specifically, Naphtali and Zebulun 

(Judg 4 5 6 ,  IO), instead of the ten listed in Judges 5. And the Kenites, huqqênî, are 

named as part of the description of the d e  played by h l .  

The way in which these narnes are used in this story, as labels that the text uses 

to signify what are assumed to be o priori distinctions between the various groups of 

people who play a role in the story, implies that these distinctions were established 

primordially, that is, prior to the action depictd in the story. Although the antece- 

dent details are not supplied here, insofar as the labels are used to indicate different 

groups, they suggest that ciifferences behueen the groups of people were not depend- 

ent solely on the particular cirnimstances described in this story. However, note as 

well that the actions describeci for these groups of people also add to the definition of 

their identity through the roles which are assigned to them in the circumstances of the 

action, 

Judges 4 also contains specific detail about the geographic setting of the story. 

Thus, for example, the leader of the enemy is singied out in Judges 4 as King Jabin 

who is described as being specifcally from the city of Hazor. As well, Sisera, 

Jabin's commander, is presented as king exactly from "Harosheth-hagoürn" (Judg 

4:2, 13, 16). Furthermore, Deborah's location is given as "between Ramah and 

Bethe1 in the hill country of Ephrairn" (Judg 4 5 )  and 'Qedesh in Naphtali" is given 

as the home of Barak. In addition, Jael and Heber the Kenite are located "near the 

Oak of Zaanannim near Qedesh" (Judg 4: 1 1). 

While these details certauily add to the narrative nchness of the story they also 

are indicative of the fact that one of the key features of a group's identity is location. 



The key point for our analysis is that these geographical details indicaîe a particular 

understanding of the distinctions between the groups involved. The two Canaanites, 

Jabin of H m r  and Sisera of Harosheth-hagoiim, are opposed to the Israelites simply 

because, in part, they are Canamites and they corne h m  Hazor and Harosheth- 

hagoiim which are spec i f idy  Canaanite places. Likewise the two Israelites, 

Deborah, who is located in the hills of Ephraim between Ramah and Bethel, and 

Barak, h m  Kedesh in Naphtali, are opposed to the Canaanites because they corne 

from these places that are specifically Israelite places. They are not described as com- 

ing from these specific locations just in this situation. Rather, this is a primordial 

association of particular groups of people with particular locations, which strengthens 

the ethnic identity of the characten. Israelites belong in EphraVn and Naphtali and 

Canaanites in Hazor and Harosheth-hagoüm. The identity of the characters and their 

people are inexorably linked according to Judges 4 and the association is not specific 

to just this situation. 

Genealogical information supplied for various characters in the story also con- 

tributes to the definiton of group identity. Deborah is designateci specifically as 

'wife of Lappidothn (Judg 4:4) and Barak is stipulated as "son of Abinoamn (Judg 

4:6, 12). Similady, the genealogical background of Jael and the Kenites is explained 

in some detail. In Judges 4: 1 7 ~ ~  Jael is specifically "wife of Heber the Kenite. " 

However, Judges 4 adds additional details on Heber. He is a member of a Kenite 

clan that has a peaceful relationship with Jabin of Hazor. In 4: 1 1, Heber is specified 

as a Kenite who 'had separated h m  the other Kenites" and the Kenites are specified 

as "the descendants of Hobab, the father-in-Iaw of Moses. " 

31 And also in Judges 5:24. 



As mentioned above for the "sons of Israel," these genealogical details need not 

reflect actual geneaIogicaI reality in order for them to indicate primordiality. Rather, 

it is the concem of the text for establishing and c l m i n g  the relationship of charac- 

ters in the narrative with an already established genealogical framework that suggests 

primorn;iliity. These genealogical details serve to legitimate their place within the 

ancient kinship structures of Israelite identity that permeate the Deuteronomistic His- 

tory (Peckham 1985: 64). These details represent an expression of primordial aspects 

of Israelïte identity. 

The position of the Kenites is noteworthy. The close affiliation of the Kenites 

with the Israelites is legitimated in 4: 11 by the explanation that the Kenites were the 

'descendants of Hobab, the father-in-law of Moses." In essence, the text suggests 

with this statement that the bond between the two groups was based on the ancient 

kinship alliance between Moses and his Kenite wife, a fact estabfished much earlier in 

the biblical history (Exodus 2: 15-22}. Here, the Deuteronomistic Historian recalls 

this primordial relationship, apparently as a means to legitimate the d e  of the 

Kenites, through Jael, in providing an Israelite victory in the battle against Sisera. 

Summarizing our discussion of features of identity discussed thus far in the nar- 

rative of Deborah and the Israelite's battle against Sisera and the Canaimites, we have 

seen that some differences between the groups express an a prion' sense of distinctive- 

ness. The text treats differences between groups and individual representatives of 

groups as an established fact which exists apart from the details of the specifc situa- 

tion depicteci in the story. Through naming, geographic details, and genealogical 

information, groups are portrayeci as distinctive, separate, and unique, regardless of 

the particular circurnstances surrounding this battle. 



Religion is one of the key elements in the situation depicted by Judges 4. It is, 

in one sense, a primordial feature of the narrative which indicates a prion differences 

between Israel and other people in the area. This is so in that the relationship 

between Yahweh and the Israe1 is assumed to be a distinctive feature of Israelite 

identity. However, some of the specific circumstances indicaîing differences between 

the Israelites and the Canaanites are also focused on religious issues. 

First, the situation that led to the banle is outiined in Judges 4: 1-2. Here, the 

text gives the cause for the Israelite oppression as being that the Israelites 'did what 

was evil in the sight of the Lord." Thus, according to Judges 4, the battle with the 

Canaanites is a result of the Israelite's doing evil, hdrac, in not following Yahweh. 

The text does not descnbe any other historical, social, or economic circumstances 

which may have led to the battle. The situation that emphasizes the difference 

between Israel and Canaan and which thus partially defmes their ethnic identity is 

dexribed at this point in the story in religious or theological tems. 

Deborah is described as a prophetess who, at that Mie ,  bdcer hahîJ, was judging 

Israel (Judg 4:4). Her d e  and her position are not descnbed as a primordial feature 

of Israelite religious practice, but are depicted as specific to this particda- time. In 

addition, she 'used to sit under the palm of Deborah" (Judg 45) .  Again, this is not 

an ancient or a prion' feature of Israelite religion, but is limited ta this case. 

Deborah, the champion of the people and leader together with Barak, is not depicted 

as a permanent d e r  and the bënê yiSrdW were not depicted with an established lead- 

ership structure as  were the Canaanites. Unlike their foes, Israelite leadership 

depended upon the situation and the direct intervention of their god. 



Indeed, this element of Yahweh's relationship to Israel is depicted in the deity's 

interactions with the people through Deborah. In Judges 4:6, Yahweh cornmands 

Deborah to instruct Barak to take up position at Mount Tabor in preparation for the 

banle against the Canaanites. The message is specific to this situation. Sirnilar is the 

marner in which the battle begins. Deborah pmlaims to Barak: "This is the &y on 

which Yahweh has given Sisera into your hand" (Judg 4: 14). And although it is 

undeatood that Yahweh is the divine wamor who fights for his people, as in 'Does 

not Yahweh go out before you?" (Judg 4: 14), the text has Deborah describe the deity 

in this way specifically in the context of the particdar situation. It is not the r e h d  

of a primordial description of the characteristics of the deity but rather a picture of the 

deity acting in a particular way in particdar circumstances. So too is the description 

of the circumstances of the victory . In Judges 4: 15, 'And Yahweh threw Sisera and 

all his chariots and aU his army into a panic before Barak," it is Yahweh who gives 

the victory to Barak. 

Rzligion, in the way it is depicted in Judges 4, is one of the factors which 

defines the uniqueness of Israel in the situation depicted in the story. According to 

the text, it is Israel's apostasy which Ieads to the circumstance in the fmt place. Fur- 

themore, Deborah's role as judge and spokesperson for Yahweh is limited just to this 

situation, and the deity is the one who ultirnately gives Israel the victory. This is in 

contrat to the Canaanites whose go& and religious affiïiations are completely absent 

from the description. In effect, the text describes the victory of Israel, the people of 

Yahweh under the leadership of the prophetess Deborah, over the Canaanites, a 

people whose gods are not even descnbed and who are under the leadership of a king. 

The story thus descnbes the identities of two different groups of people. 



Judges 4 also describes a ciifference between the material culture of the 

Canaanites and the Israelites. Sisera, the genemi of the Canaanite army, is said to 

have had 'nine hundred chariots of ironw (Judg 4:3, 13). This staternent corroborates 

the situation depicted in the Song of Deborah, where the material culture of the 

Canaanites reflects a more urban situation than does the material culture of the 

Israelites who, as in Judges 5, are described as hill country folk who attack the 

C d t e  chariot army on the valley floor frorn the slopes of Mt. Tabor (Judg 4: 14). 

Likewise, the tent-dwelling heroine of the story, Jael, is pictured with the material 

culture of a prirnary agricultural producer as in Judges 5, and is subject to the 

demands of the urbane Sisera. 

The interaction between Sisera and Jaef is also described in terms that are 

specifx to this particular situation. Although Jael, the heroine of the story and the 

one who provides the victory for the Israelites, is a member of the Kenite group, 

which seems to have a close relationship to the Israelites, especially by the f a  of her 

d e  in the narrative, Judges 4: 17 points out specifcally that " there was peace, " 

f&Z6m, between the 'house of Heber the Kenite," bêt heber haqqênî, and Jabin of 

Hazor. This situation explains why, in the story, the fleeing Sisera is able to seek 

refuge within a tent of the Kenite group. The boundaq between the Kenites and the 

CaRaanites was sufficiently permeable to allow for the kind of close interaction 

between Jael and Sisera that Û depicted in the text. 

Sorne have suggested that this follows a typical pattern of Near Eastern 

hospitality (Matthews 1991). In Matthews' view, the text portrays rituals of 

hospitality being abused by Sisera, thus resuiting in shame and dishonour, and 

ultimately justifjing the violence against him (1 99 1 : 20). Therefore, Jael was simply 

following the rules of proper behaviour in allowing Sisera to enter her tent. Further- 



more, the text bases the hospitality that Jael shows to Sisera on the fact of the peace 

between Jabin and the house of Heber. This may imply that nomally there would not 

be such peaceful interaction between the Canaanites and the Kenites and it was only 

because of this "peace" that the interaction took place at ail. It seems, therefore, that 

Judges 4 and the Song of Deborah describe a unique situation and one where the 

boundaries of interaction were not based on pre-defined primordial des .  

The text also implies that there was some son of relationship between the house 

of Heber the Kenite and the Israelites. In Judges 4:22, Jael invites Barak, who is in 

hot pursuit of Sisera, into her tent to discover the slain enemy. In this case, instead 

of the interaction taking place because the Israelites and the Kenites enjoyed a parth- 

lar relationship, the whole scenario is prefigured by Judges 4:9, where Deborah 

relates to Barak that Yahweh will give Sisera over 'into the hands of a woman. " 

Thus, accordhg to the text, the situation of Barak's i n t e d o n  with Jael cornes about 

because of divine intervention. The text does not give any indication of the quality of 

the relationship between the Israelites and the Kenites. We can only surmise that in 

order for Jael, a Kenite, to have been an Israelite heroine, the Deuteronomist intended 

to show that some kind of situation applied, unstated in Judges 4, that ailowed her to 

be related as closely as she was, in this case, to the Israelites. 

We note in summary of the circumstantial features of Judges 4 that, according 

to this text, religious factors were very significant in creating the situation that led to 

the conflict between the Israelites and Canaanites and in defdng the particular 

response and end result of the situation. In addition, the material culture situation of 

the Canaanites differed fmm that of the Israelites and a particular situation of alliance 

existed between these groups and the Kenites. 



Conclusion 

We fmd in the story of Deborah in Judges 4 that, as in the story of Ehud, group 

identity is expresseci by both primordial and circumstantial features. Naming con- 

stitutes a feaîure which implies thaî there were primordial distinctions between the 

groups involved in the narrative. Such labels for the groups involved are used as 

givens that require no further explanation. As well, genealogical and geographical 

details highlight a priori dis~ctions between the difrent named groups. These fea- 

tures of identity imply that the people and places namd had great historical depth and 

are distinct, at least in part, on the bais  of long-term structural characteristics. 

Hence, according to the framework of the mode1 outlined above, they are primordial. 

A difference that is depicted as being unique to the particular situation described 

in the story in Judges 4 is material culture, although the point is made in Judges 4 

only by reference to the chariots of Sisera. Details of this situation are more explicit 

in the Song of Deborah. The circumstance of the Kenite-Canaanite alliance is clear in 

Judges 4, which explains that there was "peace" between Heber and Jabin. Note also 

that in the situation depicted in Judges 4, it is only the Israelite groups Zebulun and 

Naphtali which are specified acting together against the Canaanite army under the 

leadership of Deborah and Barak. Thus, although the conflict is depicted by the 

Deuteronomist as concerning Israel, in the situation described in this story, it ody 

involved these two groups. 

A key circumstantial aspect is in the religious situation dexnbed in the text. In 

Judges 4 a theological interpretation is supplied by the text with the suggestion that 

the cause of this particular situation of conflict was that the Israelites had not 

remained true to their relationship with Yahweh. As well, the voice of the deity, 



through the rnediation of the judge Deborah, is depicted in this specific situation. It is 

implied, therefore, in Judges 4 that the Israefites are different h m  the Canaanites, at 

least in part, because of the unique affiliation îhey have with their particular god, 

Yahweh. 
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Judges 5, the Song of Deborah, has k e n  studied intensively and enjoys a vast 

bibliography primarily because it is generally accepteci as one of the oldest passages in 

the Hebrew Bible. The range of research approaches to Judges 5 is impressive. 

Some recent work has focused on feminist issues since women characten figure so 

prominently in the story (Lindars 1983; Bal 1988a; 1988b; Couturier 1989; 

Gevaryahu 1989-90; Fewell and GUM 1990). However, most of the research has 

concentrateci on linguistic and philological questions (for example Robertson 1972; 

Cross 1 973; Cross and Freedman 1 975; Freedman 1 980). Other scholars (especially 

Blenkinsopp 1961 ; Globe 1974; Coogan 1978; Brenner 1990) have focused more on 

the literary structure and unity of the poem and have expressed some skepticism about 

its historicity. However, many have stressed its historical value (Malamat 1971 ; 

Aharoni 1971; 1975; Halpern 1983a; 1983b; 1988; Na'aman 1990 for positive 

evaluations; but see Ahlswrn 1977; 1986; Caquot 1986 for negative views) while still 

othen (Chaney 1976; Stager 1985; 1988; 1989; Gottwald 1979; Matthews and Ben- 

jamin 1992; Schloen 1993) have taken a more anthropological approach. We shall 

examine the contribution of the later work in greater detail below. First, we will seek 

those elements which indicate a primordial understanding of Israelite identity and of 

the differences between the Israelites and other groups. 



Primordial Features 

The reference to yijrdW, "Israel," in Judges 5:2 is to a collective term, a label 

for a group of people.32 The etymology of the name itself is not clear and, indeed, 

there is nothing helpful for Our discussion from the etymological per~pective.'~ 

Freedman highlights the fact that the reference to this particular p u p  in Judges 5 2  

does not include all of the traditional twelve tribes of Israel (a point to which we will 

return below) and suggests that it likely refers only to the group of ten tx-ibes that was 

situated geographically in the north of what later became the unifid state of Israel 

and eventually the independent northern kingdom Israel (1 980: 153). These included 

the groups named for their eponymous ancestors Naphtali, Zebulun, Ephraim, Ben- 

jamin, Machir and Issachar who joined the battle against the kings of Canaan and the 

groups Reuben, Gilead, Dan, and Asher who held back from the fighting. Judah and 

32 The texnial problems of verse 2 are mt centrai to our anaiysis. The problem is largely to do with 
the meaning of p f ,  whether it indicates the "letting go* or "unbindingw of hair or has to do with lead- 
ers, the leadership of the people, or the making of preparations for warfare (Boling 1975: 107). See 
dso the discussion by Miller (1973:87-90) and Janzen (1989). 

33 See Coote (1 972) and Margalith (1 990) for the most recent complet= dixussion. Note aiso the corn- 
ments of Gottwald (1 979:494); Smith (1990:7); and Halpern (1 983:81-82). Ahistrôm has summarized 
views of what the word, yiSrdJPI, refers to and he points out that it is wrapped up thickly with what 
have been inseparable questions about the origins of the people who used the name and the origins of 
their religion (1 986:M). Skjeggestad (1992: 161) dso has reviewed the different positions. He indi- 
cates chat scholars have undektood the term in at least four different ways and have taken at l e s t  four 
different positions about the underlying foundations for the collective label. It has been seen as a ter- 
ritorial desigmtion (Ahlstrom l986), a reiigious grouping (Mendenhall 1962; 1973; Freedman 1 %O), a 
social and politid titie rooted in the independence of dissaîisfied mobile or refuge C a - t e  groups, 
the 'aprru (Na'aman 1986), or an ethnic label first and foremost from its earliest mention in the 
Merneptah stela (Lemche 1992). Aii of these caîegories, however, emphasize different aspects of ele- 
ments whkh aii contribute to the definition and expression of ethnicity. 



Simeon are not named. Furthermore, the naming of these 'mbes" of Israel, reflects 

the &terYs notion of the a priori collective identity of these groups. However, 

although the antecedent actions that describe the application of this label to this group 

are not supplied in this story , yiSrdJi?l in Judges 5: 2 refers to a distinct group of 

people and its usage implies that there was a group whose members had enough in 

common that they could be labeled by this tem. The name thus implies the primor- 

diality of the named identity. 

A number of other groups of people are mentioned by name who were not 

Israelites, including Canaan, ~idian,34 ~ m a l e q ,  35 Memz, and the Kenites. The 

naming suggests a certain primordial aspect. The text gives no fulther explanation to 

these identifications and hence reveals through the names an a priori organization and 

s t r u c t u ~ g  of the dis~ctiveness of the groups who populate this narrative. 

34 Midian is found in verse 10 by ememiing the M-retic Text nllddin (mdyn) to mi&& (mdyn). 
The word has long k e n  a c m  inrqrezum. Som have suggested taking it as the o d y  attestation of 
the plural form of mad, 'measure, garmenî," and thus retained the Massoretic vocalhiion, rniddin, 
"cloîh garments" or "carpets" (Brown, Driver, Bnggs 195 1 ; Kautzsch 1910; Soggin 198 1). Boling 
suggests taking the root as dyn, "to judge" or ujudgrnent" with a prefomative m h  and thus translating 
it as "judgment seat, " aiîhough he does not propose how it is to be vocatized (Boling 1975: 1 10). 
Coogan suggests revocalization to midydn, 'Midian" (Coogan 1978: 1 10; Schioen l993:26). This is 
the reading adopted in the present study as it is plausible given the generai conditions of trade and corn- 
merce depicted in the text and the common description of Midianites as traders (e.g., Judg 6-8; see also 
Schioen's discussion l993:26-27). The phase ydiëbê Cal m i e n  is understood as "the d e r s  of 
Midian" or 'those who sit over Midian" (Schloen l993:26; Gottwald 1979512-530). The u n d  
syntax of a noun in constnict form, ydSëbê, before a preposition, 'al, remains however one vocalizes 
mdyn. This same construction occurs in the third phase of verse 10, w2hdl2kê 'al derek. 

35 This is the case if îhe word bcnilq, 'in Amalek," in verse 14 is wt emended to bcmq, 'in the val- 
ley," as has often been done (see the discussion of Soggin 198 1 :88-89). The emendaîion to bacemeq, 
"in the vailey ," is based on the reading of the Codex Alexandrinus of the Septuagiut. However, as the 
bdcdmlZ8q of the Massoretic Text requires no emendation and is supportai by both the Codex 
Vaticauus of the Septuagint and the Vulgate, it is the reading we wiii follow here (see also Schloen 
1993). 



The reference to the "kuigs of Canaan," d & ê  kenncm, in Judg 5: 19 expresses 

the political difference between the Israelites and Canaanites. It suggests that the 

Canaanites were organized poli t idy as a nurnber of monarchies, in contrast to the 

Israelites who are depicted as not having a fixed Leadership pattern. This difference, 

since it is indicated without any description of particular political circumstances asso- 

ciated with it, is thus a difference that is d e f d  primordially. However, Judg 5 

depicts a situation of conflict behueen the 'kings of Canaanw and Israel. The exact 

nature of the situation which gives rise to this mnflict is not explainecl in detail, and 

yet there is the implication that particular interests influenced the conflict in that it is 

described as not involving both populations completely but only sub-groups with their 

own particular interests. We will examine these interests in greater detail below. 

Nonetheless, the basic distinction between Canaan and Israel is assumed to have been 

in place and simply manifested in this incident. Israel and Canaan are distinct in 

primordial terms and the situation of this conflict reflects and reinforces that distinc- 

tion. 

Midian, another of the named groups, appears in verse 10 in the emended read- 

ing ydSëbê 'al midynn. The reference here, as with the Canaanites, represents an ele- 

ment of differentiation and identification which is implied by the name. And, in addi- 

tion, the circumstances of Midianite interest are also suggested by the text. The asso- 

ciation of Midian in Judg 5: 10 to 'riden on tawny donkeys," rdkebê WOnôt &drôt, 

and "those who w a k  on the way, * hdl2kê 'al derek may represent an allusion by the 

writer that irnplies that this group was involved in aade.36 

36 This is supportcd further on the basis of additional evidence in Judg 6-8. It also has some historical 
support fkom the archaeological evidence in the northern Hejaz region east of the Gulf of AqabdElat 
( M e n d m  199Zb: 8 17; P m  1982). Alîhough Mendenhall (1 992b) suggests the presence of locally 
made Mycenaean style pottery in the early Iron Age here indicates that at l e s t  some elements of 
Midianite Society had roots in Anaiolia or the Aegean, it seems more likely thaî such forms indicate 



The group Amalek in verse 14a is another primordial reference. It refen to a 

group of people ofien described as nomads or seminomads living in the area of Edom, 

in what today is southwestern Jordan, and who were traditionally depicted as enemies 

of the Israelites (Maîtingly 1992). According to Judg 5: 1 4 and 1 2: 15, they were dso 

situated on the western side of the Jordan in the central hills in territory described as 

belonging to Ephraim. They figure in the Gideon narrative, as we shall see below. 

Gazelles (1974) suggests that the reference to Ephraim in Amalek is an indication that 

the people of Amalek were present for at least some tirne in the centrai hills prior to 

the battie described in Judg 5. Schloen (1993:27) takes the point M e r  by relying 

on the sense of the form Sr?, "root, " in, +?prcryim SoréSam bacEurrdlëq, 'Ephraim, his 

mot is in Arnaleq," to argue that Ephraim may, in fact, have descended from or even 

been related closely to ~ m a l e k .  37 This may have been m e  in a different set of cir- 

cumstances but, as we have no record of those circumstances and the situational 

details in this verse are nonexistent, the group name used here as a label without any 

additional explanation suggests that the expression of ciifference is used in a primor- 

knowledge and imitation of ceramic forms well-knom from trade contacts in the late Bronze Age. 
However, in Mendenhall's view, it lads  him to conclude that the Midianites likely were not a distinct 
and autonomous ethnic group, but rather were a "small gras-mots social organization" thai eventually 
grew in site and coniplexity uobl it gained some localized political power (Mendenhall 1992b:817). 

37 If this were the case, then, in te- of the history of ethniàty, this reference suggests that Amalek, 
wMe portrayecl as a mortal enemy of Israel in other texts (for example, Num 14:43-45; 1 Sam 15), 
may at one hme have even been allied closely with Ephraim. 

38 The situaiional relations between Israel and M e k  are not specified here in Judg 5. They are. 
however, central to the story of Gideon in Judg 6-8 and we will discuss them further below. Note, 
however, that in the association of Arnalek with Midian in Judg 6-8, trade is pictured as the central 
issue around which conflict crysralli.lPd. 



The fourth name requiring further explanation is Meroz, mérûz, in Judg 523.  

As this k the only occurrence of this narne in the Hebrew Bible the data are scant. 

Generally understood to be a place name, but with clear connotations of a people as 

well, its location has not been clearly established (Gottwald 1979:778, n.507; Hunt 

1992:705). Its use here with no additional explanation implies differentiation at a 

primordial level, although without clear indications of antecedent actions explaidg 

the distinctiveness, this cannot be demonstrated with certainty. 

The identity of Meroz also has a situational aspect. Gottwald has pointed out 

that the ydSëbêhû, referruig to Meroz and traditionally translated simply as "its 

inhabitants," should better be understood as "its d e n ,  " as was suggested above for 

yt%ëbê 'al (1979529). He follows Alt (1940/41) on this point and also in 

suggesting that Meroz was a Canaanite city that had allied itself with the Israelites 

under Manasseh and was, in some sense, obligated to participate with the Israelites in 

their wars of freedom against their Canaanite overlords (Gottwald 1979573). This 

relationship would explain why Meroz is cursed soundly in Judg 523  for not taking 

part in the battle. As a determination of the historical veracity of this position is 

beyond the scope of the current study, we note only that the text irnplies that the two 

groups had enough of a relationship for the wnter to apply a curse against Meroz 

since it did not meet an expectation of participation. They received a curse in the 

Song of Deborah because they did not join the Israelite confederation. And this situa- 

tion was one of the factors which underlined the ciifference between Meroz and other 

groups depicted in this story. 

The last group, the Kenites, are named in a blessing in verse 24. Indeed, the 

heroine of the story is Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite, ydcëZ Wet heber haqqênî (Judg 



5:24).39 Jael is describeci as a tent-dweller and likely a member of a group of herden 

since she is able to offer the fleeing Sisera da iq  products in a fine vessel. Although 

distinguished by name, the identity of the Kenites as represented by Jael is established 

in Judges 5 through the circumstances depicted in the Song of ~eborah.~ It would 

seem, therefore, that the text depicts a relationship between the Israelites and a group 

usually not included in the primordial definition of bënê yiSrd%?l. In the particdar cir- 

cumstances described in the Song of Deborah, Jael of the Kenites was remembered as 

a heroine and blessed for her actions on Israel's side in the battle against the 

Canaanites. Thus the boundaq between the Israelites and the Kenites was not so 

strongly drawn by the writer of the Song of Deborah that an unequivocal separation 

was assumed. Indeed, the circumstances depict the opposite, alliance rather than 

separation. In the situation as it is described in Judg 524,  the Kenites, as represented 

by Jael, are not depicted dearly as a separate and distinct ethnic group. 

39 It has been suggested th& the Kenites, qéni, were smiths or metal-work because of the mot mean- 
ing of the word, qyn, or musicians because of the meaning of a s idar  root, &z (Halpern 1992). 
However, Halpern suggests thaî 'even if it began as an occupational te=, by the time of our texts it 
had an ethnic denotation-and may bear no relation to the economic activity of Kenites in Canaan" 
(199218). 

In the Deuteronomistic introduction to iudges, Judg 1 : 16-1 7, the Kenites are associated with the 
Amalekites and describai as moving up together with Judah, one of the traditional groups of Imel  not 
mentioned in Judg 5, h m  the 'City of Palms," usually understd to be Iericho (Kobayashi 1992), 
into the wildemess of Judah in the "wilderness of Arad," bënegeb Furthermore, although the 
Massoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible leaves out the name of Hobab, Moses' fatber-in-law, it is inserted 
in Judg 1 : 16 on the basis of the Sephiagint (see the standard commentators and modern traoslations; 
Moore 191 0; Burney 1920; Boling 1975; Soggin 1981 ; NRSV 1989; and Judg 4: 1 1 where it appears as 
well). Note: Exod 2:16-21 States thaî Moses met his father-in-law, here named Reuel, the priest of 
Midian, in Midian. Exod 3:1 again refers to Moses' father-in-law as the priest of Midian, although 
here he is calied Jethro. Thus the Deuteronomistic historia. depicts a relationship between the Kenites 
and the Midianites through Hobab and thus with the Israelites through Moses (Mazar 1992; Halpern 
1992). And as this relationship is described in terms of ancestry and kinship, it is primordial. 



As we have seen in our analysis of the stories of Ehud in Judg 3 and Deborah in 

Judg 4, religion may express a group's identity in primordial tenns. Judg 54-5 

review the qualities and actions of the majestic Yahweh, powerful god of the southem 

mountains of Sinai (see Miiier 1973 : 90-9 1 ; Cross 1973: 100- 101 ; Freedman 1980: 

147-149). Although it has been argued that this passage describes Yahweh marching 

forth in this particular situation to do heavenly battle in parallel to the earthiy battle of 

Deborah and Barak versus Sisera (Moore 19 10: 139-1 40 and Burney 1920: 109-1 12), it 

seems more likely on the bais of parallel passages relating the sarne events @eut 

33:2-3, Hab 3:3-6, Ps 68: 17-1 8) that this is a rehearsal of a primordial myth of Yah- 

weh the warrior god (Gray 1967: 277; Boling 1975: 108; Freedman 1980: 147- 148) .41 

It harks back to the myth of Yahweh, the powerful God whom the people first experi- 

e n d  during their primordial wandering through the desert after their escape h m  

bondage in Egypt, marcbg  forth from his mountain abode in Sinai at the head of his 

heavenly amies to banle on the people's behalf at their conquest and entry into the 

land of Canaan (se Miller 1 973 for a full discussion). It should be noted, however, 

that bis is not the sipical fidl formulait Deuteronomistic review of the Exodus, Con- 

quest, and Victory that appears elsewhere (see Judg 2: 1 and 6: 8-10, for example). It 

is thus not a cornplete reteiling of the idealized and schematized primordial early his- 

tory of Israel or a complete restatement of the primordial charter, but radier it is a 

reference to just one facet of the roots of Israelite identity. 

Freedman (1980: 148) raises the valuable point that, in the context of the history 

of Israelite religion, these verses cornmernorate the movement of Yahweh and his 

41 Both Boling (1975: 108) and Freedman (1980: 147) cal1 this a 'flashback." 



people h m  Sinai north into a new bcality, the land of Canaan. Alttiough this no 

doubt constitutes an idealized and simplified version of early I s d i t e  history, Judg 

5:4-5 describes primordial events that aanspired at Sinai. In other words, a primor- 

dial memory of the God of Sinai was retained even though Yahweh became the God 

of Zion (Freedman 1980: 148). 

It is signifiant that this is a religious aspect. A key i d e n m g  feanire of 

Israelite identity is the relationship of the people with their god Yahweh. This rela- 

tionship is assumed by the text and the primordial mot of this association in the Sinai 

experience is repeated in these two verses as a refrain. It highlights and emphasizes 

that Yahweh is the particular god of this particdar people and has been ever since the 

primordial events at Sinai. Religion, expressed here in terrns of the majesty of Yah- 

weh, is one of the key primordial factors in Israelite identity and unity. 

Also relevant to our discussion of primordial references is the term 'am, a col- 

lective word for 'people" as a whole, which appears six rimes in the Song of 

Debord, 5: 2, 9, 1 1, 13, 14, and 1 8.Q Gottwald suggests that in general usage the 

expression is a social, cultural, and ethnic designation and not a political one (Got- 

twald 1979:24l, 509-5 1 1 ). If so, its appearance in Judges 5 would indicate that the 

writer may have conceived of the group to which 'am referred as a prirnordially 

defmed social or ethnic group rather than as a more volatile and circumstantially 

defined political entity. The tenn requires further explmation. 

42 For general discussions on this tenn see Gmeweg (1 983), Haipern (1 98 1 : 1 90-202). Nicholson 
(19651, and Speiser (1960). The cornmon and important expression 'am hdJdres which has a more 
specific meaning and which has generated some debate (see Nicholson 1965; Gunneweg 1983; de Vaux 
1961; Talmon 1986) does not appear in Judges 5 and so will not be discussed here, 



We will begin with two references in the Song of Deborcih that fall in the des- 

cription of the tribal groups who participated in the battle. Judges 514 refers to the 

actions of the tnbe Benjamin, dong with a group referred to as 'your people" or 

"kin," bac&m&&ka, and in Judges 5: 18, the tribe Zebulun is referred to as a 

"people," 'm. That this apparently generd term is used for these srnder sub-groups 

of Israel requires some explanation. 

Speiser, who has produceci perhaps the most relevant study for our purposes, 

has shown that Cm %as essentially a term denoting close family connections, and 

hence secondarily the extended family, that is, people in the sense of a larger, but 

fundamentally cunsanguineous, bodyw (1 960: 159). Indeed, he suggests that the 

original meaning of the word is still carried in Arabic where the mot of the same 

form, h a  the annotation of 'paternal unclew (1 960: 160). Thus, by extension, 

it carries the idea of the whole nuclear family and by further extension, the extended 

family in its broadest sense, which, according to Speiser, is an 'ethnic" sense 

(1 960: 160). Weinfeld agrees and notes that the ' . . . 'm denotes a body of persons 

related by blood" (1992:228, n. 1). Finally, in contrast to the word "nation," gôy, 

which may be the object of the verbal actions 'to make," 'to establish, " or "to 

found," 'am, the 'people," according to Speiser, "just is; it is a physical fact" 

(1 960: 160). It seems likely that each of the cammîrn of Judges 5: 14 and 1 8 are kin 

groups in the sense of an extended family since they are sub-groups of the larger 

whole called Israel. Furthemore, they are groups wnstituted a priori who =just 

are," physical facts which the text describes as part of the reality depicted in Judges 

5. Therefore, the term 'am implies historical depth at the sub-group level and gives a 



primordial nuance in addition to the primordial fact of labehg by name to the p u p s  

named in the Song of Deborah. 

However, the other appearances of 'am (Judges 5: 2, 9, 1 1, 13) are different in 

that the word is applied to all of the groups together, that is, to Israel as a whole. 

The people are specifically "the people of Yahweh, " 'am-yhwh, in Judg. 5: 1 1 ,13. 

Speiser has demonstrateci that many times 'am has clear religious connotations in that 

it is associatecl with the deity, Yahweh, and often in possessive constructions, such as, 

'people of Yahweh" or, in the words of the deity, 'my people" (1960: 158-159). 

Gottwald (1979) also feels that its usage in the Song of Deborah has clear religious 

connotations. Furthemore, he points out that the phrase, 'Israel, the people of Yah- 

weh, " balances in a pardel structure the references to the god as, 'Yahweh, the God 

of Israel," yhwh 'ëhhê yiSrdJêZ, in Judg. 5:3,5 (1979:242). He suggests that the reli- 

gious relationship between the people and their god is usually expressed in terms of 

covenant and that it is the covenantal agreement between Yahweh and the people 

which is implied here. 

The va t  amount of research on covenant is not directly relevant to this study 

(see McCarthy 1972; 1978 for an oventiew). However, we may note that Menden- 

hall (1954) has suggested it was probable that the early Israelite community was 

bound together more by covenant than by real kin relationships or by common politi- 

cal interests. In addition, later in Israel's history the covenant relationship between 

God and the people was expressed particularly in the language of marriage (especially 

in Hosea and other passages such as Jeremiah 3 1 :32) or in the language of father-son 

adoption, both social situations bound by covenantal agreements between the parties 

involved (for example Deuteronomy 32: 19-20; see McCarthy 1965). The idea of 



covenant being a central ideology in defining the community is well established. It is 

likely, therefore, that the word, Cam, rnay indicate a community united by a covenant 

which was primordial awrding to the writer of this text. As such, if it was 

used to indicate a group also bound together by particular circumstances, might also 

represent an ethnic group but without a patronymic label. 

Another nuance to 'am is highlighted by Halpern who suggests that the Cm is a 

"fictive kin-group" (1 983b: 148). In his view , the various sub-groups who were 

united around the covenantai relaîionship to Yahweh found the language of kinship to 

be a powemil metaphor to express their un@ and their 'ethnic" relations. But it was 

a metaphorka1 'brotherhood* only and not one based on real blood rela t i~nships .~~ 

Indeed, he suggests that Judges 5 groups Israel into four sections, kmmôt or 

'mother's houses," which correspond to four sets of sons of the eponym Jacobllsrael, 

each set made up of the sons of Jacobflsrael's four different wives or  concubines. 

And, furthemore, every " 2 r d  correspondeci to one of the geopolitical and social 

sections of the (Halpern 1 983 b: 1 491, which, in this case, refen to the whole 

of Israel as it is constituted at this point in its history. We will discuss below in 

greater detail the tribal groups, which are named, and which are not. Suffice it to say 

at this point that, in Halpern's view, the word 'am may use the primordial implica- 

tions of farnily relations to express what is a unity created more in the particular cir- 

cumstances described by the Song of Debord. 

The references to in Judges 5, verses 2 and 9 cany a slightly different 

social nuance, one which is also present in the term's usage in verses 11 and 13, and 



one which implies a more cirnimstantial aspect to its meaning. We will discuss this 

in greater detail below. 

It seems, therefore, thaî 'am or 'people" in Judges 5 has both a primordial and 

a circumstantial side. The term, therefore, indicates ethnicity . Halpern (1 98 1 : 190) 

makes a valuable point which seems to recognize this. In his view, the 'people" were 

a p u p  defined in a variety of ways, 'dependent on the moment and the 

participants," in other words, on the circumstances. This would seem to be mie espe- 

c idy  on the miiitary front. However, 'm also irnplies some primordial depth espe- 

cially in the way it draws on the idea of family and kin relations. This sense of 'am, 

the primordial name yiird '22, and the covenantal relationship of the people to the god 

Yahweh all assume a collective awareness and a collective identity without further 

elaboration. In this sense they are primordial. 'Israel," whether a regional unit or a 

kin unit or a combination of both aspects, is used by the writer as a collective 

identifier. It and the kinship sense of 'om refer to the people as a complete and 

urd5ed whole. Neither of these terms irnply or refer to a formative p e n d  when there 

was no collective identity. As used by the writer here in Judges 5, they s i g w  an o 

priori identity , accepteci by the writer and presented to the audience. These tems 

together with their expression of the deity's majesty a l l  indicate a primordial 

understanding of the gmup's ethnic identity. 

Circumstantial Features 

Circumstantial expressions of ethnic identity are also prominent in Judges 5. In 

contmt to the primordial elements of identity which are assumed and taken as a 



priori in descriptions of people in the cext, the circumstantial elements are Merences 

that are defined in the particular situation. 

A key issue is the description of the tribes, some of whom take part in the battle 

and some of whom do not (see verses 14 to 18). Halpern (1983~; see also 1988:76- 

82) has producd the most in-depth study of this problem. Judges 5 agrees unequivo- 

c d y  with Judges 4 that the groups Naphtali and Zebulun are participants. But, 

according to Halpern, the Song of Deborah also adds Ephraim, Benjamin, Machir, 

and Issachar ta the mster of those who join the battle, and lis& Reuben, Gilead, Dan, 

and Asher as groups who do not participate, to give a total of ten, leaving out the 

groups of Judah and Simeon. The text is difficult and requires careful analysis. 

The fmt  phrase of verse 14 is cormpt but it seems clear that Ephraim, together 

with Benjamin in the second phrase, is included in the verbal action of yrd which is 

described for the people as a whole ('am yhwh) in verse 13 and specifically for 

Machir and Zebulun in the second half of verse 14 (Halpern 1983c:383-384; Stager 

1 988 : 226) .44 Therefore Ephraim, Benjamin, Zebulun, and Machir were all 

participants, depicted in the text as among those people who 'went down" to banle 

together with ~ e b o r a h . ~ S  It is also clear in verse 15a and 15b that Issachar, described 

44 Yrd appears twice in verse 13 and once in verse 14. The simple m&g is 'to cornelgo d o m w  
(Brown, Driver, Bnggs 195 l), but, as Stager suggests (1 988:226), in the curent context it has an 
a d v e d v e  force and so it has the sense of "marching down (to battle) againstn (note also Moore 
1910:150 and the translation of the NRSV, "marched down"). This fits coherently with the general 
circumstances of militaq conflict described by the poem. 

45 W e  read with the Masoretic Text, idrjdrn, 'their root," as this requins no emendation. Boling. on 
the other hand, would read SrS as a verbal form (probably a Pocël idkitive constnict with the third per- 
son plural pronominai suffix, dthough he does not indicate how he wouId see it pointed), with the 
sense of 'to take root" and translate the p h  as, 'those of Ephraim have taken root in Amaleq" 
(1975:102, 11 l), thus suggesting that Ephraim did not participate in the battle. However, many others 
who have stniggled with this difficult text have produced interpretations which need not necessarily 
exclude Ephraim fiom participation (for an overview see the comments of kgg in  1981 :88-89). Note, 
for example, the rendering of the LXXB presupposes a pointing as an active Pie1 form to create the 
sense of 'to uproot them" but this wouid leave them still as participants (se Halpern 1983c:385, 



as being 'with Deborah," 'im dëbdrâh, and the 'support of Baraq," ken bdrdq, is 

depicted as another of the groups îhat fought in the battte against the kings of Canaan 

(Boling 1975: 1 1 2 for ken) .46 

At verse 15c, however, there is a qualitative change in the way the groups are 

described. As Moore puts it: 'The encomium of the tribes which under their gallant 

chieftains marched down to the fray (v. 13-15a) is followed by reproaches of those 

who were missing from the ranks of Israel" (1 9 10: 1 53). Most modern interpreters 

have foliowed this line (see Burney 1920; Gray 1967; Boling 1975; RSV 1965; M S V  

1989). Reuben did not pariicipate as is implied by the question about the group's 

The history of partkular circumstances as depicted in Judges 4 and 5 have been 

discussed in a number of articles by Stager (1985, 1988, 1989) and Schloen (1993). 

Together, however, their interpretations of the textual data present positions which 

n.28). Burney would emend M m  to &kw (mdSëki), 'they spread out" or  "they deployed, " and fol- 
low the LXX* in ernending bcrnlq, 'in Amaiek," to bcmq, -in the valleyw (as in verse 15a) to create 
the reading 'From Ephraim îhey deployed in the vaileyw (1920:133). Gray dso sees tûe text as king 
very comtpt but would emend it in a similar fashion to Burney to read Zdni Sdm bdcëmq, 'they set out 
thither into the vailey* (1967:285) thus still including Ephraim in the batîie order. 

46 Gray emends the phrase to &n Zëbdrdq, and takes ken as an adjective meaning 'hue" (1967:286) to 
produce the same sense. 

47 However, Haipern argues that these descriptions are not rebukes, but rather are 'lyric character- 
itations, implying participation at war, not narrative assertions of cowardicew (1983c:383). In this he 
foliows Miller (1973) who, following a suggestion of Cross, interprets the Idmmcih, usually translated 
as, "why," in verses 16 and 17 as an emphatic lamed in the particle Z O - ~  rneaning "indeed" or 
'surelyw (Miller 1973 :96; Cross 1973 :235, n.74). Thus Halpern translates verse 16a as "Do you not 
dweii among the hearths," as a sbtement of fact which does not necessariiy imply inaction on the part 
of Reuben. The more common is, " M y  did you tarry among the sheepfolds," keeping the Idmmcih as 
a question and t r a n s l m  miSpëtclyim as "sheepfolds," although this same form could equaily mean 
"hearths" or  "ash-heapsw (see Burney 1920: 141 ; Moore 1910: 154; Gray l967:287 for 'sheepfolds"; 
Boling l975:ll2 for "hearths;" but note the m e r  discussion below). While Halpern's is tecbnicdy 
a possible reading, we prefer to take the Massoretic Text as it stands without emendation and to read 
16mntcih as "why." 



dovetail nicely to present a wherent picture of the situation as it is portrayed in the 

text. Their interpretation of features in the text is what is of interest to Our study. 

Stager' s primary argument (1 988; 1 989) is that there were socio-economic circum- 

stances that explain why some of the tribes did not participate in the battle against the 

Canaanites, In his view, the whole of Reuben or, at least, a sub-group within 

Reuben, held the socio-economic position of 'specialized sheeplgoat pastoralists" in 

the early Iron Age society descnbed in Judges 5 (1988:227). In his view, this is indi- 

cated by verse 16a, lammâh ydsabtd bên hammiSpëtayim liSmdoc Sikiqôr ccinrh, 

which he translates as 'Why did you sit beside the hearths, listening to the pipings for 

the flocks?" (1988:227). He thus takes 1- at face value as 'why" and h m -  

miSpétayim as 'heaxthsn or "sheep-folds" (see 1989:63; see also Craigie 1977:41-43 

for 'sheep-foldsn; Albright l968:237, n.ee for 'hearths"). He sees the same situa 

tion applying to Gilead who, acmrding to verse 17a, bëcZber hayyard& Saken, that is, 

'remained camped beyond the Jordann (19893227). Stager also cites in suppon of his 

interpretation Num 32: 1 where Reuben and Gad are described as settling in the area 

of Gilead, a region that is depicted as being prime grazing land (1988:227). 

Schloen, on the other hand, cites the only other occurrence of hammiSpëtayim, 

Gen 49:14, where Issachar is descnbed as king as "stmng as a donkey," and follows 

the suggestions of Speiser (1964:367) who translates the word as "saddlebags." In 

this they both follow an early study by Saarïsalo (1927:92) who suggests, apparently 

basecl largely on analogy with his personal observation of the loading of asses in the 

south-eastern Galilee early in this century together with one possible meaning of the 

verbal form, S<lpat, "to place," that the word may best be explaineci as the double 



hamess upon which is placed the load on the beast's back. W e  this possibility 

accords weil with Schloen's overall argument (see below), it should only be seen as a 

possibility. Either way Reuben was not a participant. 

Stager suggests further that the pastoralism of Reuben and Gilead should be 

explained by reference to modem understandings of nomadic pastoralism, citing 

Khazanov's (1984) description of the necessarily close economic relationship between 

nomadic and sedentaxy populations. To this we may add the work of Rowton (1973; 

1974; 1976; 1977) who has demonstrated there is and has been a close symbiotic rela- 

tionship between sedentary society and seasonally m i g r a ~ g  pastoralkt portions of the 

same or closely related social groups in many periods of Middle Eastern history. The 

points Stager draws h m  this line of reasoning are that the economy of the sheeplgoat 

pastoralists lies behind the description in Judg 5. Reuben and Gilead were closely tied 

to the economies of sedentary groups and, therefore, they were described in the text 

as being less independent than other groups. Circumstances were portrayed as  such 

that they were unable to sever their ties to permanently settled groups and, therefore, 

were unable to participate in the battle against the Canaanites (1988:228; 1989:63). 

The fmal two groups who are described as not participahg in the battle against 

the Canaanites are Dan and Asher. Stager translates the mcult key phrase of verse 

17a, wë& kZmndz ydgûr %nfyy6?, as 'And Dan, why did he serve as a client on 

ships?" (1 988:228; l989:64). The chief problem here is the association of '~njyo?, 

ships, with Dan. According to the narrative history of Josh 19:40-48, Judg 1:34, and 

Judg 18, Dan was originally located in the low hiU country of the Shephelah region in 

the south but later moved north to the headwaters of the Jordan River at the foot of 



Mt. Hermon. The problem with both of these traditions is that the p u p  is not 

depicted as being close enough to water of sufficient quantity to warrant any associa- 

tion with ships. 

One possible solution is that at one tune the temtory of Dan actually extended 

as far as the Mediterranean or, at least, the city of Jaffa (as perhaps indicated by Josh 

19:46). Yadin has suggested, in fact, bat Dan is to be associated with one of the Sea 

People groups known as the Danuna or Denyen in Egyptian descriptions of troubles 

with foreign invaciers at the end of the late Bronze Age (Yadin 1968). In this senario 

Dan would have been originally a coastal people and the reference to "ships* per- 

fectly sensible. Others have emended the text on the bais of parallels with Ugaritic 

and Arabic mts, repointed '&@y& into an adverbial accusative form, removed 

hmi?h,  and translateci the passage with the sense of 'Dan dwelt at ease" (Gray 

1967:288; Craigie 1977:38-41; de Vaux l978:78O; Halpern 1983c:386). 

Stager's solution is to retain '&nonjyôr, 'ships," and propose a sociological inter- 

pretation of ydgûr, 'to dwell" or 'sojoum," which depends upon his understanding of 

the noun gZr. He argues, based in part on the observations of W. Robertson Smith 

(1 8%), that the ger, 'protected stranger" (Smith 1 894:75), entered into a covenantal 

relationship with not only the one providing protection but also with the god of that 

person's sancniary, so that not only the individual but also the god became the 

manger's patron. The protected stranger, gér, would thus becorne a client of the per- 

son offering protection and also a client of the temple of the local god where he might 

'sojoum, " yagiir, or ''live as a gér" (Smith 18%: 77). Moore (1 9 10: 385) interprets 

the gZr of Judg 17:7 in this way dm, pointing out that such a person must be 



undemood to be a client of the person or farnily who provides hirn with protection 

(see dso Stager 1988:230). Taking this idea further, Stager argues that the whole 

group of Dan was a "client tribe," without long-texm contml of temtory in the south 

and eventually forced to move to a new area in the north (Judg 1:34 and Judg 18). 

Therefore, he suggests that the people of Dan lived in close wmpany with the 

inhabitants of the coastal plain who were not Israelites, serving them or hired by them 

as clients in the coastal shipping economy. Thus he translates, verse 17a, wéddn 

Zdmmâh ydgûr 'dnjyôr, as 'And Dan, why did he serve as a client on ships?" 

(1988:228; 1989:64). His interpretation of this text, therefore, is that Dan is pictured 

being constrained by circurnstances h m  participating with the other groups. 

Judg 5: 17b wncerning Asher, '65Pr y& Môp yammîrn wécal mrprü@yw 

yiSkdn, is translaîed by Stager as, 'Asher lived on the sea-coast and on its estuaries he 

stayed camped, " in a sirnilar fashion (1988:228; see also Halpern 1983c:386). This 

verse, together with Judg 1 :3 1-32, wqyëSeb h&dSërî bëqereb hakimcdnlrnf, 'Asher 

lived arnong the Canaanites," is interpreted by him to show that the people of Asher 

may have also worked or been clients with those who convolleci shipping interests 

along the coast. Like the Danites, they were unable to join the tribes who fought 

against the Canaanites because of their social, economic, and cultic obligations and 

interests with people along the coast. Given these particdar circumstances and their 

particular interests, they did not join the r a t  of the group. 

Whereas Stager focuses on why certain groups narned in Judg 5 did not join in 

the battle, Schloen (1993) examines and interprets the description of circumstances 

sumunding those who did join. He argues that the groups who participated were 



united by pafticular interwts. He suggests that the picture portrayeci in the Song of 

Deboroh is of the Canaanites who were disrupting caravan trade routes and thus hurt- 

ing highland economic interests. Those groups who were hurt the most banded 

together to remove the threat to their hterests (Schloen 1993: 20). 

The primary evidence for this point cornes h m  verses 6-7 and 10-1 1. Schioen 

(1993:22) translates this passage as foilows: 

In the days of Shamgar son of Anat 

in the days of Jael 

Caravans48 and wayfarers held bacfi9 

Caravans traveUed by round about routes. 

48 This is pointed in the Massoretic Text, Jfird@t. It oc- twia in verse 6 and is based on the rwt  
.1, 'paths" or 'waysw (Brown, Driver, Briggs 195 1). However, afkr the suggestion of G.F. Moore 
(1910) and followed by most scholars since, this same root may be repointed as Jdrë&5t, meauing 
"caravans." This suggestion is refiected in Boling's commentaq (1975) and in the New Revised Standard 
Version transiation (1 989). 

49 The root ocairs three timeE in verses 6 and 7 in the Qd third person masculine p l d  verb fom. 
The more cornmon meaning of the verbal form, &&hl, is " to cease" (Holladay 1 97 1 : 96). The Arabic 
parailel, whïch preserves an earIy meaning, has the sense of 'abstained from, neglected; held back h m ;  
left, forsook, deserted" or "refkain, hold oneself back fiomw (Thomas 1957:g-lO). Later Arabic parallels 
have the sense of 'to ceasew momas lgS7:ll). Hdl also has a second less common sense of "to grow 
plumpw or "to be, becorne prosperous," on the basis of Arabic @dula, 'to be, becorne full, large, round, 
fat, " especiaily of people and parts of the body (Thomas 1 957: 14; Calderone 1 96 1 :45 1 ; HoUaday 
1971 :96). Chaney (1976) bas made a strang case for the second meaning in these verses. Gottwald fol- 
lows Chaney's understanding of (zd2 and interprets Judg 5 6 7  Uonicaily (1979505-506). The caravans 
and caravaneering of the Canaanites were brought to an end by the successful military exploits of the 
Israelite peasantry who 'grew fatw thanks to the leadership of such heroes as Deborah and Baraq and their 
victones in incidents such as described in the Song of Deborah. Schloen, on the other hand, takes the first 
meaning of the root Ml, 'to cease, to hold back, to refrainw (Schloen 199393). In this he follows the 
interpretation of Lewis who questions the existence of MI-II in Hebrew at ail  (1985). Lewis argues, fol- 
lowing Thomas (1957), that the sense 'cease" or 'corne to a .  end" is very rare and that the proper sense, 
corroboraîed by the Arabic and Targumic sources and bibIicd paralieIs, is in h s t  al1 cases, 'to hold 
back" or "refrain h m n  (1 985: 107). Furthexmore, as Lewis points out, Chaney 's translation requires 
taking the verb in tbe sense "to ceasew in verse 6 and as 'to grow plump" just one verse later (1 985: 108). 



~ i l l a g e r s ~ ~  in Israel held back 

They held back untii you arose, Deborah 

You arose as a mother in Israel. 

The situation depicteci by these verses is of disnxptions in the economic circumstances 

of a group of villagers in Israel particularly with regard to travel and hade. Schloen's 

suggestion (1993) is that those who were affected by this situation thus bandeci 

together and were unifiai under the leadership of Deborah. The collective identity of 

this group, according to this interpretation of these verses, was the  result of partidar 

circumstances. 

An additional picture of the situation is provideci by Judg 5 8  which is another 

problematic verse. It may be transIated as foLlows: 

New gods were chosen 

then there was war in the gates 

Were shield or spear seen among forty thousand in Israel? 

50 Aibright (1968:43, n.101) translated p ë w n ,  'warriors," on the basis of the C d t e  paralle1 in 
Papyrus Anastasi instead of the usual 'villagers" or 'peasauts" based on Arabic parallels (see Brown, 
Driver, Briggs 1951; note also the discussion by Lemche l985:278). Older commentanes (Moore 1910; 
Burney 1920; Gray 1967; and note also Gottwald 1979506) reflect the "villagers" translation, whereas 
some more recent treatments foilowed Albrigbt (Boling 1975; Craigie 1972; Coogan 1978; Freedman 
1980)- Some have suggested ernending the text to r&Znîm, 'rulers" (Gray 1967:279; see comments of 
Lemche 1985:278), arguing for both dittography and the similarîty of p and r in paleo-hebrew script. 
However, Stager argues more soundly for a return to the earlier understanding of për&ôn, especially on 
the basis of parailels with the term, përdzôr, in Ezek 28:11, 1 Sam 6:18, Dt 35, Esth 9:19, and Zech 2:4, 
where it describes unwaiied villages in contrast to fortified dies. In this interpretation për&ôn, 
" villagers," probably means the inhabitants of the përdzôz, "villages" (Stager 1988:224-225). 



The textual traditions present confiicting evidence and their lack of agreement with 

what is preserved in the Massoretic text indicates a good deal of corruption and sug- 

gests that the ancient scribes also had difficdties with this phrase and its interpretation 

(see Burney 1920: 1 17-1 20 and Gray 1967:280-281 for a discussion of the various 

traditions). 

Mon modem interpreten, however, take the verse as it stands in the Massoretic 

text and we will follow them in this, although their interpretations vary. m e r s  

points out that it seems to bear little comection with what krnediately precedes or 

what immediately follows it (Hïüen 1965: 126). Nonetheless, Gray suggests that the 

verse reveals a theological view propounded by the Deuteronomistic historian that the 

general turmoil depicted in the book of Judges was due to religious apostasy and turn- 

ing away h m  the one god of Israel(1967:280-281). Miller (1973) notes that the 

vene is obscure and compt and says nothing further. Coogan (1978) reads with the 

Massoretic text and makes no further comment and neither Gottwald (1979) nor Lem- 

che (1985) examines the verse at all.51 

Boling suggests taking the text as it stands, fmding the vocabulary of this verse 

consistent with the rest of the Song. Following on a comment by Mendenhall 

(1 973: 133, n.56), he would see the 'new go&" as referring to deities who were wit- 

nesses and guarantos of treaty agreements between trading parties. He argues that 

Cross suggests emendaîion, changing '2hy.m to ))lm, from 'godsw to 'leaders" (Cross 1973:122, 
n.34). It may be that the devant verb, yibkr, a singular foxm, should be repointed in the plural, 
yzbenî, ' they chose" (Hiilers 1 965 : 1%). 



the context is one of 'the collapse of trade route agreements and general security" and 

that this was the chmstance that brought about the general warfare describeci in the 

Song of D e b d  (Boling 1975: 109). This interpretation adds to Our view of the gen- 

eral economic situation which is portrayed in Judg 5. As weil, the reference to 'new 

gods," ëlbhîm m m  (Judg 5:8), may be a rather cryptic portraya1 of a situation of 

religious conflict or tension that would imply circumstances such that groups were 

divided over their different religious allegiances. This rnay be an additional aspect to 

the picture of only some groups acting in concert in the situation of conflict. But with 

no additional details in the text in this regard, there is no other evidence to support an 

interpretation that groups were differentiated in accordance with their support for dif- 

ferent go&. 

The next point to consider is the general material circumstances depicted in the 

Song of Deborah. As Gottwald and Stager have pointed out, there is a clear 

dichotomy between rural and urban modes of existence and patterns of behaviour 

depicted in the text (Gottwald 1 979:SO6; Stager 1988: 222-223). These indications of 

different economic circumstances have def i te  implications for ethnicity. 

The main hints we have of the material circumstances of the Israelite side of the 

battle corne from the rich detail in the description of Jael and her surmundings. The 

material culture is decidedly that of a low-income rural producer of primary 

agricultural products (see, for example, Hopkins 1987). She lives in a 'tent," 'dhel, 

and provides the fleeing Sisera with " m a ,  " &il&, and in die parallelism, "curds, " 



?zernJiîh (Judg 524-25). The murder weapon is not a M y  honed iron or bronze 

blade but a simple 'tent peg," ydted, and 'workman's mallet," halmûr cZUneli'm (Judg 

5:26). Indeed, as described from the Israelite point of view, this was a t h e  when 

'shield, " mügën, and 'spear," rom&, were not seen in Israei (Judg 5:8). 

The Israelite groups are not described as urbanites. Reuben, although chastised 

for not joining the banle, is associateci either with trade or with pastoral nomadism 

depending on how one interprets hammi@érayim as "sheepfolds" or "hearthsw or 

'saddlebags" (Judg 5: 16). Naphtali is described as being on the 'heights of the 

field, " ntZrômê Sddeh (Judg 5: 18). The ones who participated are describecl as those 

who 'came down," ydrod, into the valley for the banle against the Canaanites. 

Although there may be a certain figurative aspect to the use of this verb it can also be 

taken as an indication, dong with the description of Naphtali, that the Israelites were 

people of the h a  country. Certainly they were the ones who were outside and corn- 

h g  to battle against the city; they were not defending their city h m  attack (Judg 

5: 11). 

The enemy's material culture is depicted most clearly in the description of 

Sisera's mother, the figure whose description poignantly balances that of Jael and who 

is the " bad mother" to Deborah's "good mother. " She is a wealthy city dweller who 

lives in a house with fine secondary products for which she must be dependent on the 

energy of women such as Jael and her family. She watches for her son through a 

" window , " &zZIûn, and in the parailelism, a ' lattice, " 'e3nd.b (Judg 5: 28). Her war- 



rior son uses a "chariot" in battle, rekeb (Judg 528). The spoils of victory that she 

expected him to bring back included slaves, 'a womb-a pair of wombs," r .  

ra@m&tayirn, 'dyed fabric, " s&d%n, and *embroidered fabric, " ripu2.h (Judg 5: 30). 

Furthermore, the urban Canaa.de woman is looking forward to a conspicuous display 

of the spoils of victory, "dyed stuff (and) a pair of embroidered pieces for the cap- 

tor' s neck, " sebac rigmatayiim ZësawwëW 5&ld (Judg 5:  30), a kind of behaviour not 

described for the Israelites. The general economic situation that we have argued is 

portrayed in Judg 5 is supporteci by these details. The Canaanites are pictured enjoy- 

ing a material situation quite different h m  that of their enemies, who are portrayed 

as the victors in this battle. And, as described in the Song of Deborah, the different 

situations that are portrayed for the two sides in the conflict help to indicate and to 

define the identities of the two groups. 

In addition to its primordial aspects, the references to 'am in Judges 5:2 and 5:9 

carry a social nuance, which is also present in the term's usage in verses 1 1 and 13, 

and one which implies a more circumstantial aspect to its meaning. This is the word's 

military connotation. Gotîwald has pointed out how the covenantai agreement 

between the deity and the people often has military connotations (1979:242; see also 

Anderson 1970: 150). Indeed, some scholars have suggested that the in Judges 5 

refen exclusively to a military group. Boling, for example, suggests that refers 

to a particular group of people, the conquering military forces of Israel 

(1 975:7 1,107). Miller also (1973:88-90) argues that the fmt line of Judg. 5: 2 has to 



do with wanion and the ntuals of holy war and that in the second line of the verse 

the people are the warrion.s2 However, Halpern (1981:190) points out that there are 

many other ternis for the army of Israel (notably 'men of Israel, * 'anëSê yiSrdJêl) and 

so <am need not refer to a m i l i t q  force. Although the people described in Judges 5 

do indeed go to battle, they are not simply a military force. 

The key point for Our analysis is that the military context described by the Song 

is not primordial, but raîher it is particular to the specific circumstances. The 'am is 

not depicted as a military force which is a primordially d e f d  and permanent fight- 

ing force but it is descnbed as a group of people united for the particular situation. 

Given this context it seems that the military aspect of 'om should be understood as a 

circumstantial and situational aspect of the identity of the group descnbed in Judg 5 

by this tenn. 

n i e  flexible aspect of edinicity, that which responds to changing circumstances, 

is expresseci in the Song of Deborah through the list of Israelite sub-groups who do 

participate in the conflict against the Canaanites in contrast to those who do not take 

part. The implication is that the lack of solidarity is because the different tribal 

groups had different interests. The details of material culture that the text describes 

for the victonous group and the defeated group are quite different and suggest that 

52 Cross (1975:17) makes the point even more strongly by emending the text to read. 'geai-hearted of 
tbe people," by adding nëdîbê before <am on the basis of menical integrity and a p d l e l  phrase in 
Num. 21 : 18. It thus would indicate the "nobIesw or "leadersw of the 'am, the military commanders in 
the parhcular battie described in Judges 4 and 5 .  



they are tied to two different economic situations, urban and rural. Circumstances, as 

portrayed in Judg 5, thus are signifrcant in the definiaon of group identity. 

Conclusion 

The image of ethnicity presented in Judges 5 indicates an identity and a unity 

that, in part, is primordial. It was based on devotion and allegiance to Yahweh, the 

primordial god of the people, a powerful deity from the region of Sinai whose 

theophany is descnbed in verses 4 and 5. The deity's presence is taken as an accepted 

fact by the Deuteronomistic fiamework. In addition, a name, yiSrdW, is used as the 

label for a comrnunity although, in this text, the exact composition and strength of 

relations between the various sub-groups of the wllectivity is obscure. At least some 

of the people were descnbed as a unity based on kinship, if we understand the use of 

the term corredy, and this understanding may have been applied, at least par- 

tially, to the people as a whole, as we see in the phrase <a . .  yhwh. 

However, although certain elements of this ethnic identity were expressed as a 

priori or primordial relations, other elements were articulaîed through the specific cir- 

curnstances described in the text. Ethnic unity was expressed in the situation of a 

battle against the kings of Canaan over an issue which was described as having crys- 

tallized in the context of the general economic situation. The implication is that eth- 

nicity may have been motivated in this instance by issues of trade and commerce. 



Ceriauily the material circumstances of the Israelites as depicted in the text, those of 

low incorne rural producers of primary agricultural products, m e r  h m  the material 

circumstances depicted for the Canaanites. Note that it is the eponymous groups 

Zebulun, Naphtali, Ephrairn, Benjamin, Machir, and Issachar which are united in the 

conflict. Four other groups, Asher, Dan, Reuben, and Gad, are depicted as not 

acting in concert with the other six. The implication in the portmyal of these four is 

that they were tied to particular interests which kept them apart h m  an ethnic unity 

which included 'all Israel." Nonetheless, it seems that the writer did understand 

them to be a part of Israelite identity in some fashion, for they are rebuked for not 

taking part in the battle. But in the circumstances described in the Song of Deborah, 

six are united against the Canaanites. 

A final point is that the text hints at possible closer relations between Israel and 

other groups, Midian, Amalek, Meroz, and the Kenites, which suggest that sharp eth- 

nie distinctions may not have been drawn between these groups and Israel. Certainly 

Jael, a Kenite and the heroine of the story, was not a member of one of the traditional 

Israelite tribes and yet, in this context, she is described as acting for the good of those 

groups involved in the battle. 





Gideon 

Judge~ 6: 1 - 8:30 

Introduction 

The exploits of Gideon, another of Israel's "judges," are portrayeci vividly in 

Judges 6 through 8 in a nanative that is nch in descriptive detail. Calleci to be a 

deliverer or saviour by a messenger of God, cautious d u h g  the surnrnons, devout in 

acceptame, victonous in baale, tenacious in pursuit, and humble in triumph, Gideon 

seems in many ways to be the epitome of an ideal Israelite leader. Indeed, there are 

many similarities between the story of this hem and the stories of other signifiant fig- 

ures in the biblical history of Israel. Gideon's call is comparable to the d l  of Moses, 

fire consumes his sacrificial offering just as it does Elijah's, and Gideon is renamed 

Jerubbaal in rnuch the same way Jacob is renamed Israel (see Auld 1989). And at the 

end of the Gideon narrative the people of Israel ask him to d e  as a king over hem, a 

request which befits such an ideal figure, but which also brings forward the issue of 

Yahweh's role in leading Israel and the whole question of kingship. These are also 

themes that lead namrally into the narrative of Judges 9 in which Abirnelech, the son 

of JerubbaaVGideon, attempts to establish himself as king over Israel h m  the city of 

Shechem. 

Apart from the standard wmmentaries on Judges (Moore 1910; Burney 1920; 

Gray 1967; Boling 1975; Soggin l98l), the literature on Gideon has demonstrated a 

variety of approaches. Because these chapten seem very familiar with a whole range 

of biblical figures and because they are concemed with monarchical issues, many 

scholars have dated the a x e  Gideon stories late, at least to the period of the rnonar- 

chy. Auld argues they may be an even later suppiement to the supplemental material 



of Judges 17 to 21, and although he does not stipulate a specific date, he implies that 

it may be pst-Deuteronomistic and as late as the Persian period (Auld 1989: 266- 

267). In this, his work is closer to recent studies thai treat the text more as a literary 

whole than as an ancient document wntten shortly after the events it describes. For 

example, Tanner (1 992) and Webb (1987) both work with the text as  a unit and deal 

more with literary than historical questions. There is a good body of literature, 

however, that deals with traditional concerns about the history of the text itself (see 

for example, Zimmermann 1952; Whitley 1957; and Haag 1967) and many other 

scholars have dealt with aspects of the history which the text depicts (for example, 

Malamat 1953; 1971 ; Tolkowsky 1925; Reviv 1977; de Vaux 1978). No one has 

employed a specifically anthropologicd appmach. 

The central topic of the narrative of Gideon ben Joash is the interaction between 

the people of lsrael and the Midianites and, hence, we will find ample evidence for 

our analysis of ethnicity. We begin with the primordial fean>res in the story. 

Primordial Features 

Names and kinship are the dominant primordial features. Religion and location 

are occasionally described in these terms as well. As we shall see, however, dif- 

ferences are expresseci far more frequently in the context of particular circumstances 

described in the text. 

As in other texts we have examined, names ixnply primordial distinctions as they 

are used as labels which, although not specified, suggest antecedent conditions which 

lie behind indicated differences between the p u p s  of peuple named in die story. In 

the case of the Gideun narrative, Midian, midyûn, constitutes such a group, indicated 



by name specifidy and described throughout chapters 6 through 8 as a people in 

conflict with Israel. 

However, as in Judges 4, the general circumstances that the text depicts as king 

the cause of conflict between Israel and Midian are thmlogic.. According to Judges 

6: 1 and 6: 10 Israel had not remained true to her avenant obligations to Yahweh and 

so he 'gave them into Midian's hand for seven years," wqyittént?m yhwh béyad 

midm Sebac Sdnîm (Judg 6: 1). The Deuteronomist's argument, then, is that 

ultimately Israel is responsible for the discord because of the people's apostasy. They 

had committed what Boling calls a 'sociopolitical offense* (197576) and failed to 

follow the leadership of Yahweh, their chief d e r .  Furthemore they had tumed 

away h m  Yahweh and followed the lead of other older and well-established local 

deities (Judg 6: 10). The punishment meted out by Yahweh follows in logical fashion. 

The clear implication is that if Israel had remained tme to Yahweh's command- 

ments and stipulations then there would be no dispute between Israel and Midian. 

This does not carry a further implication that there would be no Merence at all 

between the two groups. They are assurned to be distinct already and, indeed, 

prirnordially distinct. These verses simply argue that Israel's apostasy has 

exacerbated differences and the wnflict follows. 

There are other points in the text, however, that depict a situation that was l e s  

metaphysical and more ecunomic. Judges 6:3-6 mentions that when the Israelite 

farmers planted a crop, 'im &ac yiSrdW, it was desmyeci by the Midianites, 

Amalekites and Eastemers, specifically their livestock, miqnêhem, and including their 

carnels, gëmZlêhem ( 6 5 ) .  The result was that no means of living remained for 

Israel, w u J  yaSW mihyâh bëyiSrdJëZ, neither sheep, ox, nor donkey, wëieh wator 

wa@mûr (6:4). Thus, according to Judges 6: 6, Israel was " brought very low , " 



wuyyiddal yiird e l 9 d  (or " utterly destitute" as Boling translates 1975: 124). 

Indeed, Judges 6: 2 describes Israel as having to make ' hiding places, " ham- 

m i n h d r 6 ~ , ~ ~  in places where travel was difficult, in mountains, caves, and strong- 

h01ds. ~4 

The situation that is depicted is one that irnplies that trade and economic issues 

were related to the interactions between Israel and the others. There are three indica- 

tions of  this. First is the location of the interaction. It is descnbed as taking place 

near the eastem end of the Jeneel valley. Gideon and his forces are situated at the 

spring of Harod, <ên Mrdd, on the south side of the hill of Moreh, gibca.t hommôreh, 

which divides the broad plain of Jezreei at this point into northem and southern out- 

lets (Judg 7: 1). Gideon and the Abiezerites are in Ophrah, possibly the site of 

'Affbleh on the south side of Moreh, in the main route from the Jordan valley and the 

53 This is a hapax legomenon that oc- only in the plural. If it is related to the Arabic minhdra, 'a 
place hoiiowed out by waîer," it may indicaîe deeply eroded raviries, crevices, or caves. If, however, 
it cornes h m  the root ndhar, 'to shine, beaxn light," it may have the sense of "beacon-posts" (FSrown, 
Driver, Briggs l977:626; Gray l967:294). Boling suggests the root, nhr, implies a water eroded 
ravine or clefi in the mountains and hence translates it 'densW (1975: 122). 

54 A number of biblicd scholars with historical hterests have interpreted this as an indication of raids 
by maraudhg bands of desert n o d .  Gray, for example, suggests: 'The whole situation is pardleled 
in periodic Bedouin raids tiil as late as the early days of the British Mandate, in face of which there 
were reguiar watchers of crops and signal stations on prominent hills" (1967:295; see also Moore 
1910: 178; Burney 1920: 185). This inîerpretation, of course, begs the whole question as to why the 
nomariic groups encountered by nineteenth-century explorers raided setthxi lands at ail. More recent 
research on nomridism of the Middle East bas sfiown that nomadic or semi-nomariic herders existed in 
close relationship to sede- vilIagers and farmers (Rowton 1974; 1976; see also Gottwald 1979:435- 
463). In other words, raiding of settled area by n0marl.c is not a typical and 'natural" practice. There- 
fore, the Midianites, Amalekites, and Easterners likely were not raiding Israelite agricuitural land 
simply as an end in itself. Indeed, Garstang (1931) discusses a slightly different context for the aggres- 
sion. He argues that, 'Their incursions into Palestine would appear to have been not so much an 
organiseci raid of waning tribes, as a general movement of nomsrria in search of food and Pasture, 
impeiled maybe by the failure of the rains in their own districts and profiting by the breakdown of 
Egyptian authority " (Garstang 193 1 :3 1 8). While Garstang 's interpretation adds the political factor as a 
motivating element, he still implies that the presence of the Midianites, Amalekites, and people of the 
East in Gideon's temtory was a natural migratory process. 



site of Beth Shean at the south-eastern outlet of the Jeneel (Aharoni 1979:263). 

Midian, Amalek, and the people of the East are located in the northern outlet of the 

Jezreei on the nonh side of the hill of Moreh (Judg 7: 1 ). Psalm 83 locates the 

battle specifically at the spring En-Dor which is located on the north side of Moreh 

(Aharoni 1979:263). By describing Gideon and his clan in this location, the 

Deuteronomist depicts a difference between Israel and Midian rnarked by the dif- 

ference in location. And since the Jezreel Vailey is the settîng of the story and it is a 

significant trade route, the picture given in the story of cornpetition over access to the 

valley suggests cornpetition over the economy of trade. 

The second indication that trade and commerce may have b e n  the key circum- 

stance is the bnef reference to Gaza in Judges 6A.55 It is important to note, 

however, that Gaza is at the Mediterranean end of a major southem communication 

and trade route along the Beersheba valley. Like the Jezreel in the nonh, this vdey  

comected the coast with trade routes in the rift valley. The claim in Judges 6:4 that 

Midian, Amalek, and the people of the East were destmying the produce of the land 

as far as Gaza depicts a difference between Israel and the group of three and implies a 

similarity with the situation in the Jezreel. 

The references to the carnels of the Midianites, Amalekites, and people of the 

East is the third indication that trade was possibly an important issue in this panicular 

situation.56 The picture described by the Deuteronomist is that the people who 

55 Most commentators feel this is anachronistic. Burney. for exampk, suggests it rnay be due to a later 
editor who drew a paraiiel with incursions into Israeiite Land by southem nom& many years later 
(1920:185-186). Gray feels it may be a cryptic indicàtor for the western slopes of Israelite land along 
the coastal plain highway which went down to Gaza (1967995). Presumably then this wodd be 
intended as a further indication of the raistance the Israelites encuuntered as they settled the land. 

56 The came1 was not dornesticved uniil the last part of the second miiiennium B.C.E. (Zarins 1992). 
While it was probably k t  used domesticatly for its prirnary products, such as meat and milk, and its 
secodary products such as hides and hair, by the end of the Iate Bronze Age it was also used as a beast 



entered the Jezreel valley and who came up against Gideon and the Israelites were 

traders. 

In summary, the economic interests depicted in Judg 6-8 help to define the dif- 

ference between Gideon's group and the others. Midian, Amalek, and the b2nê 

qedem were people usually situated on the eastern side of the Jordan River. Judges 6 

to 8 depicts them in this situation as entering the Jezreel Valley, a major communica- 

tion route, with herds of camels. In addition, they are not described following the 

easiest route through the valley which lies south of the hiu of Moreh but which, in 

this case, is held by Gideon and the Israelites. Rather, they are depicted as taking the 

route lying noah of Moreh in an area which is apparently not controLled as securely. 

Furthemore, they are described as also being in the area of Gaza, a coastal city at the 

western end of another important mde route with co~ections through the rift valley 

to the production areas in the Arabian peninsula. It therefore appears that, as with the 

situation depicted in Judges 4 and 5, the general circumstances described in the story 

of Gideon which serve to separate Gideon and his followers h m  Midian, Amalek, 

and the people of the east have to do with made and economic issues. Cornpetition 

over wntrol of the valley is, in this case, the situation which separates the two groups 

and the ciifferences between them are further emphasized by the conflict. 

One of the other groups named in conjunction with the Midianites, the 

Amalekites, cZUndZëq, have been discussed already in the cuntext of Judges 5 and we 

need only repeat here that they, like Midian, are depicted as traditional enemies of 

Israel. 

of burden (Zarins 1 992; see also Knauf 1988: 10). 



The 'people of the East," bënê qedem, appears to represent a more genenc terni 

for the inhabitants of the semi-desert areas on the fringes of arable land to the east and 

south-east of the Israelite highIands. Boling sees the references as a summarizing 

phrase which parallels the two terms " Midian" and ' Amaieq" (Boling 1 975: 1 25). 57 

Both names constitute labels which were used in the text in order to oppse a gmup of 

people to the Israelites. 

A further point is that the three groups, Midian, Amaleq, and the 'people of the 

East," are mentioned together in Judges 6:3 and 33, mrmrdy&n watWIeq ûbenê qedem, 

and in 7:12, mi- wac&n&ieq wekdl béni qedem. That the three groups are men- 

tioned in unison as something of a triumvirate when, in fact, the narrative deals 

primarily with a conflict between Midian and Israel, suggests that the references to 

Amalek and the 'people of the East" are related less to the particular circumstances of 

the conflict described in Judges 6 to 8 and more to primordial distinctions between the 

Israelites and neighbouring peoples. The fact the writer undentood ail of these 

groups were to be enemies of Israel may explain why they were joined together as a 

cdectivity. AU were foes as opposed to friends. The text assumes that this linkage 

is intelligible to the reader and so the further details and context of the relationship are 

not supplied. 

The one case that would seem to mitigate against this observation is Judges 

8: 10. Gideon is described as surprising the Midianite kings, Zebah and Zalmunna, 

dong with their remaining force which is calleci, 'the camp of the people of the 

East," r@ùinZh bënê qedem. One might expect a different phrase to have been used 

57 Kmuf (19%) suggests thai in Judges 6-8, bënê qcdem does not =fer to any specific population h m  
the penod of history described by the text, but rather to raiding came1 nomads of the 6th century and 
later and familiar to the Deuteronomist. 



such as, 'the camp of Midian," mz@n&?h midydn, such as occurs in Judges 7: 1, 8, 

13, 14, 15. The use of 'people of the East" in Judges 8: 10 may indicate that it was a 

generic descriptive phrase for enemies from the eastem desert f i g e  in general, 

including Midian and Amaleq. However, h m  a different perspective it could be 

suggested that the "people of the East" were a specific enemy of Israel on another 

occasion and that the rernembrance of this conflict was linked here to the tradition of 

the Midianite battle. Either way , Judges 8: 10, like the other references to bënê 

qedem, is primordial because the details of the circumstances of this particular battle 

are focused more on Midian than on the "people of the East" and this phrase is used 

as an a priuri identifier to describe traditional enemies of Israel. 

There is one isolated and rather enigmatic reference to the "gods of the 

Amorites, " W6hê hd'ëmdrî, in Judges 6: 1 0. Boling hiwghts that the 

Deuteronomistic writer used this phrase in order to explain in theological terms the 

problem Israel and Gideon faced with the attack from the Midianites and the "people 

of the East" (Boling 1975: 126- 127) .58 They and their religion represented to the 

Deuteronomistic writer all that the Israelites should have rejected in givbg their 

allegiance to Yahweh. The faa  that Israel did not reject the 'gods of the Amorites* 

cornpletely, according to the Deuteronomist, resulted in the situation of conflict with 

Midian, Amalek, and the "people of the East. ̂  This is a formdaic statement which, 

according to the text, refen to a long-standing distinction between the two peoples 

and, therefore, it is primordial. 

According to the received historical view, the Amorites, Iiteraliy 'Westerners," were ihird- and 
second-miilenniun inhabitants of northern and western regions of the fertile crescent (Mendenhall 
1992a). 



The genealogical details of Gideon are also a primordial feature. He is 

specified as the son of Joash of the clan of Abiezer of the tribe of Manasseh (Judg 

6: 11; 8:32). The name of Abiezer, +5bîCezer, stems h m  the clan's ancestor, one 

Abiezer, who, according to biblical genealogical information given elsewhere (1 Chr 

7: 18) was one of the great-grandsons of the Israelite ancestor Manasseh. His name 

then beaune the patronym for one of the families of the tribe named after the 

patriarch Manasseh (Josh 17:2). These references to the primordial rwts of Gideon 

apparently serve, in part, to legitimize hirn as an Israelite saviour figure. They tie 

him to the earlier history of Israel and link him to an ancestral structure which, h m  

the point of view of the text, was essentially timeiess. According to the argument 

presented by these details, Gideon, the Abiezerite of the tribe of Manasseh, is clearly 

a proper leader for the battle against Midian. His association with Manasseh and with 

Israel, bënê yijrdJZZ, is a primordial given, established because of the fact of his birth 

within this family. 

The locational details in the stories of Gideon are indicators of difference. 

Apart from the general picnire that Israel is situated primarily in land on the western 

side of the Jordan River and Midian, Amaleq, and the 'people of the Eastn are 

situated primady in land on the eastem side of the Jordan River, most of the the 

geographical details are depicted in the context of the particular circumstances nar- 

rated in the story. 

According to Judges 6:2, because of the situation with Midian, Israel made 

'hiding places, " m i n h d r ~ t , ~ ~  in the ' mountains, " Mrîm, 'caves, " méc'rôr, and 

59 Or 'beacons. " See previous fcmtwte. 



"strongholds," rnë~&d6t .~ The implication is that Israel took up positions of 

defensive strength in more secluded and mountainous areas, such as  in the range of 

Mount Gilboa on the south side of the Jezreel valley. 

A further indication of this situation is in Judges 6: 11. Gideon is depicteci as 

'beating out wheat in the wine press," w b q  hwm boggar. This is not the standard 

technique for threshing wheat which usually takes place on a "threshing floor," 

gdren, a large open and usuaily public place outside of the town (Borowski 1987:62- 

63). As the text describes, Gideon's technique, that of beating, Nbe!, handfuls of 

ripe wheat, which probably was done with a stick, Sw or m g e h  (see Isaiah 28:27), 

occurred in a winepress, gat. This is not an exposed and public winepress, yeqeb, 

outside of a town in the area where the vines were planted which is often mentioned 

in cunjunction with the public threshing fioor, gdren (Borowski 1 987: 1 1 1 ) . Rather, 

the gar was a Stone and plastered installation likely placed within a town and thus not 

as exposed to public view as the threshing floor outside of the town walls (Borowski 

1987: 11 1). 

There are other geographical details, however, which do not support completely 

the picture irnplied by Judges 6: 2 and 6: 1 1 of a people forced to live only in seclusion 

in the hills. Gideon's town, Ophrah, as we have already pointed out, was likely the 

site of (Affdeh, located on the south side of the hi11 of Moreh in the southem outlet 

of the Jezreel valley (Aharoni 1979:263). This site is in the valley itself and well 

situated to command access through this outlet down to the city of Beth Shean on the 

Jordan. It is hardly in a secluded location. Furthemore, once Gideon has taken up 

60 The mot for this term, pvd, relaies to *huntingW and so mi@dÔt iikely refers to hunting places or 
secluded places from which game couid be hunted (Brown, Driver, Briggs 1977). 



the pursuit he is described as chasing the Midianites well out of the Jezreel, into the 

Jordan valley, across the Jordan river, and into areas that are generally understood to 

be in the eastem desert of what today is the kingdom of Jordan (Judg 7:22-28; 8: 10- 

1 1 ; Aharoni 1979: 264; Garstang 193 1 :321-323). This apparent wide-ranging free- 

dom of movement does not sustain cornpletely the image of Israel being for& to hide 

in mountains and caves because of pressure from Midian. 

In tems of circumstantial distinctions that are depicted between the Israelites 

and their enemies, however, these locational details agree. They descnbe a situation 

whereby the Midianites, Amalekites, and people of  the East were positioned primarily 

in transportation routes dong valleys, road-ways, and passes, while Israel was located 

primarily in mountainous terrain or in cities and towns in or near the trade routes. 

The two groups were distinct as depicted in the situation described in the text. 

In sumrnary, we have seen that the names of Israel's enemies are presented in a 

primordial fashion as labels for groups which are depicted as traditional enemies of 

Israel. Likewise, Gideon's genealogy establishes his legitimate place in the historical 

hierarchy of Israelite society and distinguishes him from non-Israelite leaders. The 

remaining points we will discuss describe differences between the Israelites and othen 

only in tems of panicular circurnstances. 

Distinctions between groups and individuals that are described in the context of 

particular circurnstances predominate in Judges 6 through 8. We have already dis- 

cussed the circurnstantial aspects of group interaction and spatial descriptions and we 

tum now to the remaining features in the story that depict differences in terms of cir- 



cumstances, 

An additional a r a  where differences are depictecl is in the economic and 

material circumstances of the groups. Gideon and the Israelites are described as 

farmen in Judges 6 to 8. The result of the action by Midian, Amalek, and the people 

of the East, according to Judges 6: 4, was that no means of livelihood rernained in 

Israel. Smcally this is said to include sheep, oxen, and asses. As we have already 

discussed, Gideon is pictured threshing wheat by hand in a wine press. He prepares a 

meal for the messenger of Yahweh in Judges 6: 18-21. It consists of the rneat of a 

'kid," gëdî cizzîm, and 'unleavened bread cakes," 'êpar qemph ma.gôt. Gideon's 

sacrifice on the new altar he builds for Yahweh is a 'bull," par MSôr (Judg 6:25- 

28). As one of Gideon's tests before Yahweh he lays out on the ground a 'fleece, " 

g b t  hqsemer, to d e c t  the night dew (Judg 6:36-40). As well, Gideon's picked 

300 tmops hide the& torches in jars, a standard storage container in the small 

agricultural settlements found throughout the Israelite highlands (Judg 7: 16, 20). And 

finally, the saying Gideon uses to appease the disgruntled Ephraimites is one that 

draws on an agricultural idiom: '1s not the gleaning of the grapes of Ephraim better 

than the vintage of Abiezer?" (Judg 8:2b). Clearly the text depicts the Israelites as 

f m e a  and senled people. 

This is not the case for the Midianites, Amalekites, and the people of the East. 

They are described as caravaneen and pastoralists not living in a permanent town or 

city environment but in tents (Judg 65). The description of the physical circum- 

stances of the two people's lifestyles shows them to be distinct. 

In addition to the details which indicate the different economic circurnstances of 

the two groups, the eastemen are differentiated h m  the Israelites by items of 

material decoration. The camels of the Midianite kings, Zebah and Zalmunna, are 



describecl as king adomed w ith "crescents, " hhürdnîrn (Judg 8: 21, 261, 'pendants, " 

në@îpôr (Judg 8: 26), and 'collars, " c . 6 t  (Judg 8:26). The kings themselves are 

depicted as wearing the traditional cloaks of "purple," bigëdê hdJarg&m&rz (Judg 8:26) 

that were wom by royalty or penons of high status and wealth (e.g., Est 8:15). As 

well, the easterner m y  wore persona1 decorations of 'gold d g s , "  niunê &ûb 

(Judg 8: 24-26). The text, presenting this as a signifcant marker of ethnic difference, 

explains the adornments with the statement that they were 'Ishmaelites," yiSmeci?'lAm 

(Judg 8: 24). 

The material cirnimstances of the Israelites and their enemies are depicted quite 

differently in the text. The Israelites are characterized as seale. famiers and the 

details in the story support this picnire. On the other hand, the Midianites, 

Amalekites, and people of the East are described as having a different situation, that 

of mobile caravaneers. 

In addition to the overarching Deuteronomistic theological framework discussed 

above, that is, that the apostasy of the Israelites was the reason for the Israelite's con- 

flict with the peoples of the east, there are other descriptions of what we may c d  reli- 

gious circumstances. These also help serve to dernarcate the Israelites as a distinct 

ethnic group, although the distinctions between the religion of Israel and the religion 

of her enemies are not specifed. The overall argument of the text is clear, however. 

Israel, according to the situation which the text describes, achieved success over the 

Midianites, Amalekites, and people of the East because of Gideon and his unique rela- 

tionship to Yahweh. In other words, Israel was the victor and, hence, superior to and 

separate from the others because of her special situation. 

In the theophany at the beginnùig of Gideon's story, Judges 6: 1 1-32, an "angel 

of the Lord, " mal'ak yhwh, appears to Gideon by the "oak at Ophrah" (Judg 6: 1 1). 



This is not an estabLished communication that reflects a primordial understanding of 

the relationship between Yahweh and Israel. Rather, it is described as an event that is 

unique to a particular occasion and, we are told, it is because of this thaî Gideon is set 

apart as the one to deliver Israel h m  its trouble. This is the key n d v e  point 

which motivates the remainder of the story of Gideon. 

Once the Lord's messenger informs Gideon that the Lord is with him (Judg 

6:12), however, Gideon questions the bas& of that statement in light of the particular 

circumstances. In fact, Gideon is portrayeci as chalienging the primordial assumptions 

of Israel's relationship to Yahweh. In verse 13 he briefly rehearses the primordial 

history, tersely menfioning the flight from Egypt and the wonderful acts of Yahweh 

that the ancestors had recounted. He then cuntrasts that with the current situation and 

asks how the Lord can be with Israel when they are dorninated by Midian (Judg 

6: 13). 

Furthemore, the story of Gideon ffishes with a postscnpt which pictures him 

making an ephod, 'epdd,61 in opposition to the stipulations of a good covenant rela- 

tionship with Yahweh (Judg 8:27). Indeed, the text passes judgment on Gideon and 

Israel, saying they 'prostituted themselves, * wayyWzû, before it and it became to 

them a 'snare," môqéi. This foreshadows the protracteci problems for Israel that the 

Deuteronomist continues to portray through the book of Judges. It is also a further 

description of a situational, as opposed to primordial, view of the relationship 

between Israel and Yahweh. 

The details of Israelite religion are describeci throughout Judges 6 - 8 

predominantly in terms of the partidar circumstances. However, Judges 6:8-10 is 

61 This is an object of cultic signifi-ce ohen associateci witb o r d a r  decisions (de Vaux 1961). 
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one section that does present a view of Israel's religion in primordial terms. Here, 

the text relates that God sent a 'prophet," 33 dî', to the Israelites and this figure 

presented to them a fomulaic theological statement of the past and how Israel had 

tumed away from strict adherence to the word of God. The prophet surnmarizes for 

Israel, b2nê yiSroW, their primordial history; how Yahweh brought Israel up out of 

Egypt and out of slavery, rescued them, gave them the land, and directed them not to 

worship the 'go& of the Amontes, " Wohê hd JëmW (Judg 6: 8-1 o ) . ~ ~  Then they are 

berated for having 'not listeneci ta my voice," wëW Sëmcrem bëqôlî. This statement 

correlates with the opening verse of Judges 6, 'The Israelites, * bënê yiSrd'~2, "did 

evil in the sight of Yahweh, and Yahweh gave them into the hand of Midian," yad 

m i d p ,  'for seven years" (Judg 6: 1). Thus, in the view of the Deuteronomist, the 

reason for the mnflict with Midian is a theological one and circumstantial. 63 Israel, 

in this situation, has reneged on the primordially established relationship with Yah- 

weh, a relationship which sets Israel apart h m  other groups. 

There are additional situations that help to describe the group's identity in tems 

of religion. The dJ& yhwh appoints Gideon to be a 'saviour," the one who wiu 

deliver Israel from the situation of oppression by the Midianites (hô3actd 'eî yiSrd'ë1, 

62 Note the rimilarity of this statement to the primordial reference to Sinai in the Song of Dcbornh 
(Judg 5:4-5) and to a longer rehearsal of primordid history in the narrarive of Jephthah (Judg 1 1 : 12- 
28). 

63 Evidence thal Judges 6:8-10 is a passage inserted into the Gideon traditions by a later editorïal haad 
is provided by the Qumran text fragment #QJud8 (Barrera 1989). In this fragment, Verses 7 to 10 are 
absent. Barrera concludes that these verses carmot have been part of the eariiest compositional level of 
the narrative but were most likely a later addition which included various typical Deuteronomistic for- 
mulae (1989238). 4QJudga is an important witness that this rehearsal of the primordial saivation his- 
tory of Israel may not have been a central theme of the eariiest stories of Gideon. It is possible that 
ihese verses were the work of a writer or editor for whom the relationship of the Israelites to Yahweh 
was a primordial relationship, whereas an eariier writer of the story of Gideon treated ody the particu- 
lar circumstauces of Gideon's religious experiençes and practices, but a soIution to this issue is beyond 
the parameters of the current study . 



Judges 6: 14). As with the other major =judgen figures, Gideon's position is not a 

primordial p s t ,  but it is specifk to the particular circumstances and the text 

emphasizes the conditiodity of the appointment. Indeed, Gideon is depicted as 

protesting thai within the permanent social structures of Israel and, in particdar, 

within the group of Manasseh, his clan, >elep, is the weakest, dal (Judg 6:15). Fur- 

thermore, Gideon protests thaî he is the weakest individual within his own group 

(Judg 6 3 5 ) .  Obviously, what is described is an "officen that Gideon does not rake up 

as a permanent position within a primordially established social framework. Rather, 

the text describes a sp6c situation in which a more enduring social order is 

bypassed. The weakest individual of the weakest unit is singled out to be a leader in 

this particular situation. 

As depicted here, the appointment of Gideon as saviour does not depend on a 

primordially established social order. Ir1 fact, his position is just the opposite. The 

picture is not of a society where the social hierarchy was well defined so that the 

leader of the group came from the permanent structures and order of the society . 

M e r ,  it was sorneone from the periphery of the group's hierarchy who becomes the 

leader. Gideon's designation in this role is an indication of the circumstantial nature 

of the p u p ' s  leadership and, by extension, its collective identity as represented by 

this leader. 

The uniqueness of the pafticular situation described in the story of Gideon is 

emphasized aiso by the interaction between Gideon and Yahweh's messenger. The 

point that, in this particular situation, Yahweh will remah close to Gideon and Israel 

is made clear in Judges 6: 16 ('ehyeh 'immdk). Relations between the people and their 

deity will not, in this case, depend on a primordially established relationship. Success 

will corne about because of Yahweh's presence in these circumstances. 



Furthemore, the depiction of Gideon's responses to the rnessenger does not 

describe regularized ritualistic practice as one would expect if the group and its defini- 

tion were already established and dependent on primordial features. Rather, this is a 

unique occasion and Gideon is pictured preparing a special meal in thanks and as a 

test of the messenger's mithfulness in this special situation (vs. 17-21). 

Similarly, Gideon's sacrificial offering of one of his father's bulls constinites a 

new practice in new circurnstances.64 In addition, it results in the overthrow of the 

traditional, or primordial, altar to Baal. The depiction of Gideon's surreptitious 

destruction of the predominant imns of Canaanite religion, the Asherah and altar of 

Baal, and then his construction and sacrifice on a new altar to Yahweh is, in part, a 

key ethnic indicator. What is pictured in this text is the change from a Canaanite reli- 

gious order to a new, Israelite, religious order which is particular in this case to the 

cirnimstances. The primordial traditions are overturned. Gideon, depicted as the 

weakest of the weak, communiates with a god who has not received the complete 

allegiance of the other members of the group, is appointed a saviour, and acts as a 

religious reformer. But his calling and his responses are all cas in tems of the par- 

ticular situation. The new definition of the group's religious affiliation is sensible 

only in this particular context. It represents a newer formulation and definition of the 

group's identiv. 

The picnire of Gideon's scepticism, his testing of Yahweh's messenger, and his 

need for proof of God's power mitigate against seeing the relationship between Yah- 

weh and the people as static and traditional. The images are of the process of ethnic 

64 Emerton (1978) argues that MSdr may be understood as 'finest" or 'hi& ranking" on the basis of 
a simiiar Arabic and Sytiac rwt .  



identity formation within the group itself and not just through wnflict with other 

groups. Although the opening contact between the messenger and Gideon rnakes 

reference to the primordial history of Yahweh's role in the creation of the group (Judg 

6: 8-1 O), in all that follows the portrait is of a relationship that is unique to the particu- 

lar circumstances. Indeed, the text describes a situation where the primordial is not 

taken-for-granted and, indeed, is questioned. The picnire is of a people defining their 

relationship to a particular deity in a particular context. They thus becorne the 

"people of Yahweh" as opposed to the 'people of Asherah" or the 'people of Baal" 

and their battle cry is now a cry for Yahweh and for Gideon (Judg 7: 18,20). 

The shift is signifed as well by Gideon's name change (Judg 6:32)? In the 

context of this narrative, the new name for Gideon syrnbolizes in part the shift in his 

status from the weakest of the weakest clan to the "saviour" of the whole group. It 

may also be indicative of the new definition of the group's identity for they are no 

longer followea of Baal, as is suggested by Gidwn's new name, yërubbacal, Jerub- 

baal, which the Deuteronomist describes as meaning, "Let Baal struggle against him," 

ydreb bô habbacal (Judg 6:32). 

A final point about the particular circumstances depicted in the narrative of 

Gideon's battle with the eastem peoples is that in Judges 6:34-35 and 7:23 Gideon's 

kin-bas& extended group, the Abiezentes and the rest of Manasseh, together with 

Asher, Zebulun, and Naphtali, are the key participants. Later on in the story, 

Ephraim is included as well (Judg 7:24). 

The fact that these groups are named may be signifcant in the light of Our view 

that trade and the economic circumstances were important factors in the conflict. 

65 Such changes commody mark rites of passage and signify the change in staîus of an individual 
within a society (van Gennep 1960; Turner 1 96%; 1 969b). 
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Asher and Zebulun were both coastal groups at the western end of the Jezreel Val- 

l e p  while Naphtali controlled the hiUs on the northem side of the valley, opposite 

Manasseh. That Gideon is picnired calling upon gmups to participate in the conflict 

who were Iocated on either side of the Jezreel is a fûrther indication that the trade 

situaiion was a significant factor in the conflict. 

The negotiaîed nature of group identity in the context of particular circurn- 

stances is illustrated by the Ephraimites' cornplaint to Gideon in Judges 8: 1-3. They 

are depicted criticking Gideon for not including them in the original caU to battle 

(Judg 6:35). Gideun is pictured placating the Ephraimites: '1s not the gleaning of the 

ppes  of Ephraim better than the vintage of Abiezer?" (Judg 8:2). Ephraim stays, 

participates in the conflict, and is included within the boundanes of the group. The 

unity of the force against the 'people of the East," bënê qedem, is successful. This 

incident thus describes debate and negotiation within the group about appropriate 

action and protocol in the particular situation. The order and statu of sub-gmups 

within the whole are not primordially d e f d  but are negotiated just as are the bound- 

aries of the group with its outside neighbours. 

Furthennore, as in Judges 5, the text does not depict a l l  of the sub-groups of 

Israel taking part in the c o n f l i ~ t . ~ ~  It is an indication that the Deuteronomistic his- 

torian's portraya1 of the definition of the group 'Israel" depended, at least in part, 

upon the circumstances that the story depicted. Who was included and who was teft 

out appean to have been flexible. This clearly indicates the circumstantid aspect to 

66 Note thu M e r  did not participaie in the bpttle portrayed in Judges 5 because, Wre the gmup of Dan 
(Stager 1988), they were obligated to maintain their alliance with the shipping interests dong the coast. 

67 On the implications for Israelite history, see Halpern (1983b). p.172: 'But the absence of pan- 
Israelite action, determined by purely historicd cunsiderations, does not impiy the absence of a people, 
or community, Isfael. It implies at worst the lcmse, decentralized nature of its political structures." 



the definition of who was a member of the group. In the situation portrayed in the 

story of Gideon, it was a coalition of Manasseh, Asher, Zebulun, Naphtali, and 

Ephraim. 

Conclusion 

The key ethnic descriptors in the narrative of Gideon ben Joash include features 

that the text descnbe~ in terms of both primordial traditions and the specific situation. 

Kin relationships, and a brief mention of the primordial history of Israel's founding 

ancestors,6* constitute the only significant primordial traditions recorded in this narra- 

tive. 

The overall situation is described in terms of the relationship between IsraeI and 

Yahweh. The typical Deuteronomistic agenda presents the view that the conflict 

between Israel and Midian is due to Israel's inadquacies in remaining tnie to their 

god. Their apostasy results in their oppression. Their salvation, through Gideon, 

cornes fmm their god. Once visited by Yahweh's messenger, he is transformed from 

the Iowest of the low to a saviour, he overtums the images of traditionai Canaanite 

religion, sacrifices to Yahweh instead, and gains the victory. The message is clear: 

we who wonhip Yahweh will have victory over othea who wonhip Baal and 

Asherah. It is dirough these particuiar religious circurnstance that, in the narrative, 

boundaries are drawn around the group and it is through the specific conflict with 

Midian and the b2nê qedem that the Deuteronornist makes the point that insiden wor- 

68 Though, on Ihe evidence of 4QJrdga and as w e  have already pointed out, these partiailar verses 
may be a later addition. 



ship Yahweh while outsiders wonhip other deities. 

As weU, the picnire of particular ecunomic and geographic circumstances helps 

delineate who is Israelite and who is not. Gideun and the groups that met the threat 

with him are portrayed as poor agricdturalists in the hills around the Jezreel Valley. 

As in Judges 4 and 5, the situation is thaî they were attemphg to control the aade 

route dong the valley and the flow of goods MITTied by the caravans of Midian and 

the bënê qedem and, according to the tale descnbed by the Deuteronomist, the eco- 

nomic circumstances were a key factor leading to the batîle and an important element 

differentiating Israel and significant in defuiing her ethnic boundaries. 

What the story of Gideon portrayed was a people creating and maintainhg reli- 

gious and economic distinctiveness in a situation of conflict with neighbouring 

groups. In those circumstances, particular boundaries were depicted: Israel was dif- 

ferent economicall y and religiousl y. 





Abimelek 

Judges 8:30 - 957 

Introduction 

Abimelek, the son of Gideon (Judg 8: 3 1 ; or in Judg 9: 1, Jerubbaal) by a 

unnamed woman from the city of Shechem, follows in the fwtsteps of his father as a 

leader in Israel, according to the picture presented by Judges 9. However, Abirnelek 

is neither a "judge," Sdper, nor a 'saviour," môSîuC, the usual terms used to describe 

the 'Judges," rather, he is called a 'king," melek (Judg 9:6). Indeed, the narrative 

appears to focus primarily on interna1 political issues and to describe an early experi- 

ment with kingship that, in the end, fails. 

Research into the histoncal situation depicteci in Judges 8:30 - 957 has largely 

focused on the politid aspect. The mot iva~g  question has been to determine what 

the text indicates about politic. evolution within Israel. Maly argues that it descnbes 

an 'unnaîural development" in Israel's political history and represents a condemnation 

by later commentators of a poor choice for monarch (Maly 1960). Boling (1 975: 184) 

suggests that the story shows the atiempt by Gideon and Abirnelek to consolidate and 

solid* power over the nascent nation-state around the important northern city of 

Shechem. Halpern (1978; 1983b) supports this view and argues that the event of 

Abimelek's failed rule was what motivated the shaping of Israelite political structure 

into 'a system of non-monarchic leadership based on local militias" (1983b:229-230; 

see also Garstang 193 1). Soggin sees it as a picture of ' . . . conflicts over power and 

cornpetence between what today we would cal1 the legislative power (the assembly) 

and the executive power (the sovereign) " (1 98 1 : 163). Gray (1 986:212) suggests the 

text depicts tension between two classes in Shechem, one supporting the rule of 



Abimelek and the other aligning themselves with Gaal and his supporters (Judg 9:26). 

Other writers have been concerned more with the theological implications of 

this attempt at nile vested in the hands of a single person. Boling (1975: 185) makes 

the point that a Deuteronomistic political and theological agenda that was antagonistic 

to rule h m  any centre other than Jerusalem may have k e n  behuid this portrait of 

failure. Klein (1988) too, atthough focused primarily on literary features in the text, 

highlights the role of Abimelek as an 'anti-judge," a figure who, although of the seed 

of Gideon, a paradigrnatic 'good" leader in early Israel, ultimately brings about 

'evil" through the destruction of two Israelite cities, the death of many Israelites, and 

the weakening of Israel' s relationship to Yahweh. 

Many have focused on the history of the text itself and on its apparently com- 

posite structure. They have attempted to determine which are the oldest and most 

authentic sections of the narrative and to put the separate sections in chronological 

order (for example, Whitley 1957; Fritz 1982). Others have emphasired features in 

the text that can be comparai to similar materials in writings frorn other cultures in 

the Near East (Gevirtz 1963; Wright 1 970). 

Some recent authon have emphasized the text as a literary whole. For exam- 

ple, Boogaart (1985) presents an analysis of the theme of retribution, suggesting that 

Abimelek's 'crime" of murdering his half-brothen on a 'single stone" is balanced 

perfecdy by his own death beneath the upper mill-stone dropped on his head by the 

woman in Thebez (Judg 953) .  Janzen (1987) agrees with this approach but suggests 

that the balance proposed by Boogaart is not so exact. In his rhetorical analysis, Jan- 

zen argues that the narrative elements used to describe Abirnelek's rise to power are 

also used to describe his downfall. As he puts it: 'One who would rule Shechem 

single-handedb as its head (v.37), and who to that end kiüed seventy brothen upon 



a single stone, in the end is killed by a single woman who drops a dl - s tone  

upon ('al) his head" (1987:35). No scholar has taken a specifcally anthropologicd 

approach to an interpretation of the story of Abimelek. 

The interactions depicted in this story take place between individuals and groups 

associated with the city of Shechem. There are no participants who are categorized as 

Israelite enemies from other locations (e. g., Midian). Furthemore, the city of 

Shechem and its inhabitants are treaîed with ambiguity. On the one hand, the text 

describes them as willing participants in Abimelek's alliance and yet, on the other 

hand, they are picnird acting independently. Given Our focus on expressions of eth- 

nie processes, however, this story does have something to offer with regard to Our 

analysis of ethnically significant interaction even though the focus of the narrative is 

on debate within, as it is described by the Deuteronornist, the Israelite community. 

We begin with the primordial elements. 

Primordial Features 

The overall situation depicted in the narrative of Abimelek appears to focus on 

what amounts to an intemal Israelite debate, or, a family feud, over the question of 

leadership. Within the context of this overarching ciraimstance, there are several fea- 

tures expressed in primordial terms that iden* and separate the participants. 

A signifiant indicator of ethnicity is kinship. Abbreviated genealogies are 

given for a number of key charactea in the narrative in a f o m  stating the father's 

name together with the son's name. One such figure is Jotham son of Jerubbaal, 

yôtdm ben yëmbbacal, the youngest son of Gideon (Jerubbaal) who is described as the 

only survivor of Abimelek's purge (Judg 95). It is Jotham who, from the top of Mt. 



Ge+, delivers the fable of the trees choosing a d e r  and supplies an interpretation 

of the moral of the story (Judg 9:8-20). The narrator's final condemnation of 

Abimelek (Judg 9:57) harkens back to this fable and refen to the "cune," qilëlat, of 

Jotham son of Jenxbbaal. In part, it is this primordial kin relationship that justifies 

Jotharn's critique of Abimelek's nile. The sole s u ~ v o r  of the purge, the implication 

is perhaps that his critique of Abimelek carries more weight because he is of the same 

family. Or, from another perspective, the point is that Jotharn's counter-argument 

ces as much primordial auîhority as does Abimelek's argument given that they are 

both h m  the same family. The force of these primordial points, however, are made 

in the context of a debate over leadership, which WU be examineci in more detail 

below . 

Another figure identified by kinship is G a d  son of Ebed, gaCd ben cebed,69 

who challenges Abimelek's d e  over Shechem (Judg 9:26, 28,30, 31, 35). Boling 

raises some intereshg points regarding G d ' s  genealogy and his relationship to the 

people of Shechem. In his taunt to the people of Shechem, Gaal is depicted askuig if 

the son of Jembbaal, that is, Abirnelek, and Zebul his officer served Hamor the father 

of Shechem (Judg 9:28). Accordhg to Gen 33: 19 and Gen 34:2, Hamor was the 

father of Shechem. As Boling points out (1 975: 176), Gad is pictureù attempting to 

69 There is a variant of the name in the L X X ~  which has 'I&&X, lobel. Soggin suggests that this is 
simply due to a common confusion in Greek between A and A, so thai lobel is reaiiy lobed, a good 
transliteration for the MT Hebrew 'bd, 'ebed, 'servant * (198 1 : 1 84). However, Bohg feels that the 
L X X ~  may preserve a Greek version of the theophoric name, ydboCaZ or ydbecl, meaning 'Yahweh is 
lord, " or the like (1 975 : 176). In his view, this is a further indication of the syncretism present at this 
time in Shechem where the cult combinai Israelite Yahwistic worship with that of Cairnanite El or Baai 
worship, and he suggests thai the full name was possibly something like, gcl bn 'bd bn ywbcl (Boling 
1975: 176). This argument seems tenuous, at best. Boling's reconstnicted name does not appear any- 
where else in the Hebrew Bible nor is there any other evidence for the syncretism he supposes. Sog- 
gin's suggestion of a simple confusion in letters is to be preferred. 



support his claim to lead Shechem on a deeper primordial genealogy than Abimelek's 

claim, indeed, on one that goes as deep as it is possible to go, al1 the way back to the 

eponymous ancestor of Shechem, Hamor. In the context of the story of Abimelek 

and the Deuteronomistic point of view, this scene serves to highlight the inadequacy 

of such clairns and the necessity, in the theological fiamework of Judges, of adhering 

to the stipulations of the Yahwistic covenant (Boling 1975: 178). However, in the 

context of our study the scene shows that a c l a b  to d e  Shechem was depicted as 

being dependent, in part, on a genealogical c l a h  and on the primordiality of the rela- 

tionship of the claimant to the city. Akhough Gad is pictured as an outsider who 

moved into Shechem with a genealogy stated only as far as his father, Ebed, the fact 

that he questioned the pnmordiality of Abimelek's claim to rule by asking if he served 

Hamor indicates the cenaality of this principle in the situation described by the narra- 

tive. Rule in Shechem is described as having to depend, at least partially, on a 

primordial kinship relationship of the d e r  to the city. The confiict between 

Abirnelek and Gad is an example of internat conflict over different primordial clairns. 

One of the arguments presented by the story appears to be that Abimelek failed, in 

part, because his clah was not as smng as that of othen. 

The father of Abimelek, Gideon, son of Joash, is described as from the family 

or clan of Abiezer, one of the sub-groups of the Israelite tribe Manasseh (Judg 6: 11; 

and also 1 Chr 7: 18). This primordial link is rehearsed bnefly at the beginnuig of the 

narrative in Judges 8:32 and, as in the 

ship to She~hem.~O 

There has been some suggestion, however, 

previous cases, establishes Abimelek' s relation- 

that the details concerning Abimelek's birth in Judg 8:31 
may only be background explanation in Light of the fact he is specifically caiied a son of ~erubbai  in 
Judg 9: 1. The argument is that two different traditions have been united, one having to do with 
Gideon, son of Abiezer, and the second with Abimelek, son of Jerubbaal- See the comments of Gray 
(19861207; 210; 300-301). 



The link is through his mother who was a Shechemite. According to Gottwald, 

the dominant Israelite kin model was one of patrilineal descent with patrilocal (or 

virilocal) residence (1 979: 304-305; 3 1 5). Thus, it would be expected that the picture 

portrayed in the story wodd be that Gideon's sons and their families would reside 

with him and that, if he or hk family established a pattern of succession, one of the 

sons h m  his residence at Ophrah would be the one to succeed him. However, 

Abimelek does not fit this model. 

Indeed, is he portrayed as a true Israelite at aU? Not dl scholars agree and the 

text itself is decidedly ambiguous. Soggin (1 981 : 181) describes Abimelek as 'half a 

foreigner" and suggests that as half-Israelite and half-Shechemite he may have been 

an attractive leader to the population of the city. In other words, by the primordial 

relationship to his mother he was a Shechemite and represented a link to an independ- 

ent pre-Israelite past of the city. By the different primordial relationship to his father 

he was an Israelite. To other Israelites he constituted a legitimate leader. To the 

Shechemites, Soggin suggests, he represented a link to the new Israelite-dominated 

political order (1 981 : 182). Both of these arguments, however, are justifki on the 

primordial kin relationship. Gray also describes Abimelek as a 'half-Canaanitem and 

implies that this was a factor in the Deuteronomistic condemnation of his d e  

(1 986:3Ol). 

This brings up the question of his mother. The fact that he is described as born 

from the union of his father with a concubine, pîlegeS, is neither condemned outright 

nor implicated as the cause for Abimelek' s demise. De Vaux (196 1) suggests that 

Gideon's relationship with the mother of Abimelek was comparable to the ancient 



Arab sadiqa union. In this situation the woman c o n ~ u e d  to live with her father and 

with her father's clan but was visited periodically by her 'husband" (see also 

Hodgson 1 974: 1 8 1). Implied in this kùid of relationship is that the woman' s off- 

spring, if they rem& with her and within her father's extended famiiy, WU have 

closer ties to her family than to the father's family (see Keesing 1975). 

This appears to be the situation depicted in Judges 9. Abimelek tums to his 

mother's father's house, bêr 'abî 3'M, for primordidy justified support when he 

makes his claim for leadership over Shechem (Judg 9: 1 ). They back him with the 

statement that 'he is Our brother," >@~înû hû: primordial language which depicts the 

closeness of his relationship to Shechem. The opposite kind of relationship is implied 

on his father's side. Indeed, Abimelek is described being so far removed from a 

socially close relationship to the rest of his family, that he readily nullifies most of the 

potential opposition to his authority by killing all of his brothers at his father's house, 

bêt 'obîw, in Ophrah (Judg 95). 

In setting the mother's father's house, bêr Wî ?&, in opposition to the 

father's house, bêr %bîw, the narrative not only heightens tension but also describes a 

situation of p t  social tension resulting from differing primordial claims. Gideon's 

marTiage to the woman of Shechem describes a political alliance (Boling 1975; Hal- 

pern 1978, 1983b). Through it, Gideon strengthened ties to Shechem and this 

allegiance, created in the context of particular circurnstances, was cemented with rnar- 

riage and farnily ties that expresseci the alliance in primordial terms. 

When Gideon died, however, the alliance did not survive. Abimelek of 

Shechem, the offspring of the union, manifested his divided loyalties. He reasserted 

the city's independence through his mother's father's house and removed aLl other 

claims to leadership that might have arisen from his father's house by killing dl of his 



brothers. 

Yet the reaction h m  Ophrah is limited to Jotham's fable. Here, the character 

of Jotham presents what is essentially a primordial statement, rehearsing Gideon's 

actions as a saviour: "my father fought for you, and risked his own Me, and rescued 

you from the hand of Midian," Wer nil&m 'ûbî 'lêkern wayydlek 'et mp3ô min- 

neged wayyagl ' e h  miyyad mi- (Judg 9: 17). But rather than an irnmediate 

condemnation of Abimelek and the Shechemitw on thwe primordial grounds, the text 

depicts Jotham presenting an argument that is decidedly circumstantial. "If you have 

acted with Jerubbaal and his house in complete faithfulness this &y, rejoice in 

Abimelek," wë>Nn b e J ë m  û b ë t . î m  '&fîtem 'im yémbbacal wecim bêtô hayyôm h a -  

zeh fimëhû ba'iibîmlek (Judg 9: 19). The question of the legitimacy of the heir on the 

basis of his parentage is not an issue according to the fable. On the one hand, as a 

descendant of Gideon, Abimelek is pictured as a legitirnate contender for the throne. 

On the other hand, by killing his brothers and removing the claim of Ophrah to 

remain the seat of power, Abimelek is open to castigation. However, according to 

the fable, it depends ultimately on the circumstances of Abimelek' s support and 

whether or not he was chosen faithfully, be3ëmt (Judg 9: 19). The text describes the 

manipulation of these points of primordial iegitirnacy in the context of arguments over 

different claims in the interna1 debate over Israelite leadership and, hence, how Israel 

was to be govemed and set apart from neighbouring people. 

In the end, perhaps, the ambiguity of Abimelek's primordial position helps to 

explain the conflicts described in Judges 9 which eventually led to his death. He 

alienated his 'father's house," bêt 'dbîw, and removed a potential source of political 

support by killing his brothers. He also alienated his 'mother's father's house," bêr 

%bî *&. The text does not supply details in this regard but states that God sent 



"an evil spirit," rûah rdc&, between Abimelek and the 'Lords of Shechem," baCaIê 

3ëkm (Judg 9:23). The Deuteronomistic theological explanation implies that the f a -  

h g  out was in order to avenge the death of Gideon's other sons (Judg 9:24). 

The description of 'bad blood" also underhes the shallowness of Abimelek's 

primordial claim to d e .  The inhabitants of Shechem asserted their freedom from 

Abimelek and independently ambushed and robbed travelers on the major trade route 

running through their valley, a practice that seems to describe a toll or tax on the pas- 

sage of trade goods past the city (Judg 9:25; Soggin 1981 : 182). This may suggests 

that the Deuteronornist wanted as well to suggest that Abimelek's d e  had economic 

implications that were onerous for the Shechemites. In response, Abimelek fought 

against the people of Shechem and defeated them (Judg 9:40 and 49), only to be 

kUed himself in fighting the inhabitants of Thebez (Judg 953). Without backing 

h m  either the house of his father or the house of his mother's father, Abimelek was 

left without any support other than that of his own followen. Indeed, the narrative 

underlines the shortcornings of Abimelek's position even further with the parallel 

narnelessness of bis mother and the namelessness of the woman who caused his death. 

A fuial primordial feanire in the narrative of Abimelek concems the issue of 

kingship and the implication of institutionalized rule. The fact that leadership is a 

central feature of the story and that this is expressed by words such as mi[, "nile" 

(Judg 9: 2), and mZk, "king" (Judg 9:6), implies a certain stability in the structures of 

political leadership. What is presupposed in this text is that the leader was not chosen 

or appointai either by the people or by Yahweh purely in response to a perceived 

threat as is the case with other "judges." Rather, elements of a more permanent f o m  

of d e  are depictecl. This implies that there were primordial traditions about lead- 

ership and about who was an acceptable leader for the community. Abimelek was 



made 'king, " melek (Judg 9: 6). 71 By describing Abimelek as the son of Gideon, the 

previous d e r ,  the text implies that the typical dynastic kingship mode1 was the nom, 

or, at least acceptable. This mode1 seems to presume that the Shechemites' social and 

political structures were stable and that they had a tradition of permanent d e .  Or, at 

the very least, this was a primordially defined option used in the debate over lead- 

ership. 

In fact, however, the text does not depict stability in the leadership or in the 

way the community supports the d e r .  It appears, rather, that, in this case, the 

Deuteronomist depicted a case where the appointment of a leader depended more on 

the situation or the circumstances than on a primordiaily established institution. We 

tum to these circumstantial features now. 

Circumstantial Features 

Theological and political circumstances portrayed in the story of Abimelek lead 

to interactions among the various characten which help to defme the identity of those 

who are involved. As is typical in the stories of the major judges, the 

Deuteronomistic narrator writes that the prirnary circumstance motivahg the events 

descnbed in the story of Abimelek is that the Israelites tumed away from following 

Yahweh, the god of Israel, and instead foUowed the gods of the Canaanites. Accord- 

ing to Judges 8:33 they "prostituted themselves to the Baals and made Baal-bent their 

god," wayyiutû W r ê  hat>bëcalîm wuyy&.hii Z&em bocal bërît lë'lahîm. This state- 

71 Which in Near Eastern sutes typically involved dynnstic succession (de Vaux 1961 :94ff.; Bolhg 
l975:169-170). 



ment cornes at the beginniog of the nanative and likely is a part of the typical 

Deuteronomistic concem for Israelite apostasy (Soggin 198 1 : 1 6 1 ; Boling 1975: 169). 

It is paraleled by a closing statement that Abimelek's death was just retnbution for 

killhg his brothea, the seventy sons of Gideon (or Jerubbaal), and that Shechem's 

destruction was in response to their following Abimelek (Judg 956-57)- 

However, despite this Deuteronomistic theological assessment of events in the 

story, nowhere does Yahweh, the god of Israel, acnially figure in the events that are 

described. The narrative depicts Abimelek's financial support as cornhg from the 

temple of Baal-berit in Shechem (Judg 9:4). In other words, the distinction in reli- 

gious circumstances that is drawn by the opening and closing sections of the narrative, 

that is, that the people of Israel are defined by their relationship to the god Yahweh, 

is not supponed by details in the action part of the story. Indeed, religion is not 

depicted as a factor thaî defmes the conflict between Abimelek and the Shechemites. 

Abimelek willingly uses the money h m  the temple of Baal-bent to support his dimb 

to power and, in fact, he is pictured having the same religious alignment as the 

Shechemites. 

The point, then, that allegiance to Yahweh alone is what distinguishes the 

people of Israel from the members of other groups is not supported by the narrative 

circumstances in the story of Abimelek. It is only the Deuteronomistic introduction 

and conclusion that makes this point. Furthemore, the fact that the Deutemnomistic 

fmework applies to and describes the entire situation depicted in the story means 

that a i l  the characters, both protagonists and antagonists, are united as those who did 

not, amrding to the Deuterunomist, follow the stipulations of their relationship with 

Yahweh. Thus Shechem and its inhabitants are descnbed by this context as Israelite 



in spite of their degiance to a B=ralistic ~ a n c t u a r y . ~ 2  There is no distinction drawn in 

terms of religious affiliation either primordially or circumstantially between the 

people portrayed in this ~ t 0 r - y . ~ ~  

72 Haipern suggests, however, that the ethnic distinctions b e w n  Israel and Shechem are unclear 
(1983b:2&). Nonetheiess, he argues that Judges 9 provides evidence for a treaty between Israel and the 
non-Israeiite inhabitants of Shechem, and that because of additional biblicd traditions about Shechem as 
an important Israelite cult centre, "The evidence of Judges 9 points to a period when Shechem as a 
town was integraI within the Israelite federationw (1983b392). Furîhermore, Shechem, the son of 
Hamor the Hivite, after raping Dinah, Jacob's wife Leah's daughter, proposes that the sons of Jacob, or 
Israel, exchange wives with the men of the city of Shechem (Gen 34: 16). The scheme is never carried 
out, however, and, according to the story, Dinah's brothers take the opportunity to kiil all the men of 
Shechem three days afier they have been circumciseâ (Gen 3425). Although this is a problematic text 
in te= of dating and it may not accurately reflect any single historic situation, it does indicate thai 
Shechemite women were viewed as potential &age partners. Gottwald raises the issue of whether or 
not this is an indication of clan exogamy and of an alliance between Israel and Shechem but concludes 
that there is no clear evidence for the pahilineal or matrilineal exogamous clan in "ancient Israelw (Got- 
twaid 1979:3 10-3 13). Although the practice was not a ' d e ,  " in the narratives of Judges 8 and 9 the 
exogamous relationship of Gideon with a woman of Shechem did result in a leadership candidate. The 
Shechemites, therefore, are not completely "other." Indeed, the offspring of such intefmamage could 
legitimaîely be included in Israel's primordial genealogy. As well, according to Joshua 17:2, Shechem, 
dong with Abiezer, was one of the descendants of Manasseh- This, in Aharoni's view, is an indication 
that the Israelites were dominant in the region by tbis period, had subdued various C d t e  cities, 
including Shechem, and included them w i h  their genealogical framework (1 W9:î 1 1 ) . Nonetheless 
he suggests thai aithough power rested in the han& of the Israelites, the general population and 
govemment of Shechem 'remained Canaanite unîil the days of Abimelech" (1 979: 192). In spite of its 
inclusion in Manassite gendogy, however, Shechem is descxibed elsewhere as king in the tribal ter- 
ritory of Ephraim (Joshua 20:7; 21 :SI). The most likely explanation for this discrepancy is that these 
texts reflect the point of view of writers from a later p e r i d  in history (see the discussion of Gray 
l986:46-5 1). Nonetheless, Shechem was certainiy included in Israel's genealogical myth and, hence, 
could be included in a primordial defuition of her ethnic identity. 

73 For example, Josh 24 describes a covenant renewal festival on the mountains Gerizim and mal, 
which flanked the vaiiey city . This event, in many histones of Israel, indicaies a significant develop- 
ment in the religion of Israel, the unification of a number of tribaI groups around the god, Yahweh 
(e.g . , Bright 1981, de Vaux 1978). Other texts support the point. Abram built an alta. to Yahweh at 
Shechem (Gen 125-S), Jacob purchased some land there and also buiit an altar (Gen 33: 18-20), and 
Joshua built an aitar on Mount Ebal beside the city (Josh 8:30-35). Gray suggests that Shechem was 
ideally situated to be a boundary sanctuary where 'relations between neighbouring groups could be 
ratifiedw (l986:16). The neighbours were, in his view, a variety of groups. First, the city was impor- 
tant in relations between the Israelites and the Canaanites (Gen 34). It was significant as well as a 
boundary sanctuary for the Israelite groups Ephraim and Manasseh, which were important in the early 
Israelite codederaiion reflected in Judges 5 (Gray 1986: 16). The key for Gray is that, in many texts, 
Yahweh, the God of Israel, is closely linked with Shechem, the sanchiary of which was associated with 
El, the Canaanite hi& god (1986:17). ï h i s  is specifically ço in the Abimelek nanative with 'I bZfi 
(Judg 9:46) and baCal bërîf (Judg 8:33; 9:4). As discussed above, Boling suggests that Gaal ben 
Ebed's name may reflect what he CAS the syncretism of Israelite Yahwism with the Caaaanite El or 



The dominant situation depicted by the text is in the political sphere and it con- 

cem the question of leadership and succession. The picture is of Abimelek taking 

advantage of an opening in the configuration of power in the area at the death of his 

father Gideon, or Jerubbaal. With the help of the 'lords of Shechem, " bacCê Sëhm, 

he hires mercenaries and kills his brothers, Gidmn's other sons, who also might have 

had a claim to lead Israel (Judg 9: 1-6). While the institution of kingship which the 

Shechemites follow in making Abimelek their leader may be an indication of primor- 

dial traditions about leadership (see Boling 1975: 16% 170 and above), Abimelek's 

actions seem to be focused more on the situation at that particular time. The story 

describes hirn taking advantage of that situation. 

The motivations for Abimelek's actions are not stated clearly. Abimelek's 

appeal to his family for support before the 'lords of Shechem" (Judg 9: 1 -2) conveys 

what might best be described as penond ambition. Indeed, the personal focus of 

Jotham's fable, the battle between the people Shechem led by Gad and Abimelek and 

his forces, the details of Abimelek's death at Thebez, and the final condemnation of 

Abimelek by the narrator for kiUing his brothers, ail convey the individuality of 

Abimelek's actions. The story apparently depicts a situation of an individual thirsting 

for power and a debate within the expanding community about the appropriate form 

of leadership. 

Another circumstantial feature in the text centres around the actions of the lords 

of Shechem. First they support Abimelek, back him with funds from the temple of 

Baal cult (1 975: 176). Gray (1 986: 17) sees this as indicating the assimilation of El, the god of Israel's 
ancestors, with El the god of the Canaanites. However, it is more iikely thai this.indicates that Israelite 
religion developed out of and eventuaiiy separateci îÎom Canrranite reIigion (se Cross 1973:39 and 
especially chapter 3). Indeed, HaIpern suggests th& the shrine to 'Zl  bënf at Shechem "served as a 
niajor cultic center for the earliest Israelite community " (1 983b:W). 



Baal-bent, and make him king (Judg 9:3-6). But after three years of Abimelek's d e  

they apparently renounce his leadership and change their degiance to Gaai ben Ebed 

(Judg 922-25). The text supplies two situations as explanation for this behaviour. 

One is theological. Judges 9:23 records that God, Wbhîm, sent an 'evil spirit," rû. 

rdcâh, between Abimelek and the lords of Shechem. This is clarified further in verse 

24 with the explanation that this was in retribution for Abimelek killing his brothers. 

The second hints at an economic circumstance. In Judges 9:25, the text relates îhat 

the lords of Shechem set up ambushes on the mountain tops, rd%? hehdrîm, and 

robbed, wayyigzëlû, passers-by.74 The situation that is pichired implies that the 

Shechemites, by collectuig their own tax, were attempting to establish (or reestablish) 

their authority in the region in opposition to the authority of Abimelek. Therefore, 

accordhg to the story, Abimelek went to war against the city in order to reestablish 

its place in his dominion and to regain economic control. The conflict between 

Abimelek and Shechem, in the Deuteronomist's view, is because god intervend and 

because Shechem wished to be free of Abimelek's rule. And, withùi the 

Deuteronomistic framework, this shows that Abimelek was a wrongfuily self- 

appointed d e r  who was not the ideal leader for Israel, including Shechem. 

In summary we note that Judges 9 depicts a situation of conflict over the issue 

of leadership within Israel. Religious circumstances are presumed in the 

Deuteronomistic introduction and conclusion to the text, but there are no apparent 

religious differences depicted in the main body of the narrative. Similarly, the people 

of Shechem and the Israelites led by Abimelek are described participating in the same 

74 Histoncally this may indicate, as Soggin suggests, that the Shechemites were aSSeSSiflg a tax or ml1 
on trade goods passing through the important cross-roads at the city (1 98 1 : 182). 



political and econornic systems. However, the conflict between Abimelek and the 

lords of Shechern clearly descnbes differences over the issues of leadership and eco- 

nomics. 

Conclusion 

Judges 8:30 - 957 pictures a senes of situations sumunding the character of 

Abimelek and, in tems of ethnicity, c e n t e ~ g  on the issues of leadership and 

alliance. The problems of leadership illustrated by the Deuteronomistic historian 

depict interna1 debates about nght and appropriate social ties and about the group's 

correct political fom. There is no clear indication that the people of Shechem were 

'enernies" in an a priori primordial sense, iike the Canaanites, Amalekites, or 

Philistines. What is depicted here, rather, are intemal flexible and adaptive processes 

of ethnicity in a situation where primordial facets of identity are manipuiated in the 

context of particdar circumstances in order to gain political power. 

Without a clearly depicted situation of conflict with another primordially 

defmed group in this situation, however, the ethnic identity of Abimelek's group is 

not established with complete clarity. Shechem is depicted as being amenable to 

Abimelek's rule on the one hand and yet rejecting his mle and suffering destruction 

on the other. The city is pictured as not behg unequivocally IsraeIite and as main- 

taining non-Israelite traditions, especially religious ties through the temple of Baal- 

berit. Abimelek is depicted ambiguously as well. He is son of the great judge and 

victonous Israelite leader Gideon on the one hand and an anonymous Shechemite 

woman. He is described as being motivated by what seems to be personal ambition 

but, at least initially, he is described as being supporteci by the city. The most prorni- 



nent reason for Abimelek's failure, according to the story, is theological. He tried to 

usurp the correct order of nile by installing himself as d e r  without being appointed 

as Yahweh's representative. Yet the details of Abimelek's lineage and the politid 

implications of his situation suggests that perhaps he was condemned because his 

claim to rule was based in part on his mother's Shechemite family and this was con- 

sidered unacceptable. Abimelek's lineage is implied to be a factor in his fdure. He 

was not a 'pure" Israelite who followed the Israelite religious ideal of nile by Yah- 

weh's appointment oniy. Ethnically, he is described, in part, as an 'outsider" and 

that seems to be intended to explain, in part, why he failed. 

Furthermore there are the economic factors. As in the stories of Deborah and 

Gideon, the control of  trade appears to be a key issue. Here, the text describes 

Abimelek apparently attempting to conml trade dong the lucrative routes leading 

through Shechem. These would have provided alternative passages to the route 

through the Jezreel valley, which was also conwlled by Israel, as  depicted in the nar- 

ratives of Deborah and Gideon. The group identified as Israel in the Deuteronomistic 

introduction is also treated ambiguously. Its memben are united in history and w m -  

mon wonhip of the one god Yahweh on the one hand and yet bickering and fighhg 

among themselves on the other hand and unable to settie on Abimelek's d e -  

Similarly, the Shechernites are not treated with particular clarity. Although they 

accept Abimelek's d e  for a tirne, they are described as having not relinquished their 

non-Israelite religious traditions and their particular economic interests. They t00 

remain 'outsiders" in one sense and that too suggests, in part, why the city was 

destroyed. 

Once again, we see ethnic distinctions being drawn, dthough in this case 

without much strength or clariv, by reference to primordial traditions as well as to 



particdar circumstances and interests. The most significant point is that the text also 

pictures intemal conflict over the nature of the Israelite polity and, hence, the ethnic 

character of the face it wouid present to neighbouring people. The result o f  this par- 

ticular debate was a lack of  consensus except that, according to the Deuteronornistic 

introduction and conclusion, all characters in the story failed to act in an appropriately 

Israelite mamer. Abirnelek, the d e r  who represents the whole group, holds the 

position only temporarily and his abortive reign ends in tragedy. 





Jephthah 

Judge~ 10:17 - 12:7 

Introduction 

The nanative of Jephthah the Gileadite, Judg 10: 1 7- 12: 7, describes the conflict 

between the people of Ammon and an Israelite sub-group, the people of Gilead. The 

hem is Jephthah, an illegitimate son of Gilead, who, according to the narrative, 

returns fiom imposed exile in the land of Tob to lead IsraeI to victory against the 

Ammonites with the help of Yahweh. It is a bittenweet victory, however, for 

Jephthah's triumph cornes at the expense of his nameless daughter, whom he 

sacrifices according to the ternis of a vow he made to the god of Israel before his 

battle with the Ammonites. The conquest is dso marred by a scene of intertribal con- 

flict between the Israelite groups, Gilead and Ephraim. 

Commentators have generally focused on the theological implications of the nar- 

rative, on the pattern of Jephthah's judgeship as compared to that of the other judges, 

and on what this text adds to our understanding of the history of relations between the 

Cisjordanian Israelites and rheîr neighbours (see, for example, Moore 1910; Burney 

1920; Gray 1967; Boling 1975; Soggin 1981 ; Gray 1986). Others have focused spe- 

cifically on the shorter narrative segments within the story of Jephthah, on the tragedy 

of Jephthah's daughter (Sypherd 1948; Day 1989), or on the infamous Shibboleth 

incident (Rendsburg 1992). 

Our focus is on the portraya1 of interactions between p u p s  and individuals. It 

is in the description of these aaivities and the descriptions of similarities and dif- 

ferences among the acton that we find evidence for our discussion of ethnicity. As in 



previous sections we will focus fifit on distinctions and structures that are portrayed 

in primordial terms and second on those that are descnbed in ternis of spedic cir- 

cumstances . 

Primordial Features 

The Ammonites, bëné 'ammôn, are the first group mentioned in this story (Judg 

10: 17). 75 The key factor is that the Ammonites, bénê 'ammôn (Judg 10: l7), are 

assumed in the narrative of Jephthah to be different and dimnct h m  the Israelites, 

bënê yiird'él (Judg 10: 17). No explanation is given; it is presented as an a priori 

fact. The basis for the distinction is not dependent on the particular circumstances 

but, rather, is based on the Deuteronomist's assumption of difference expressed in 

primordial ternis with the language of kinship. The *sons," bgnê, of one ancestor, 

cmm6n,  are separate from the 'sons," bënê, of another ancestor, yiSrdJd. This 

implies that antecedent kin relations are the reason for the difference between the two 

p u p s .  The reasons for the particular conflict between the two groups tbat this narra- 

tive describes wiU be explored in more detail below. 

Names of smaller groups also figure prominently. Manasseh is mentioned (Judg 

11 :29) as an area through which Jephthah passed on his way to banle with the 

Ammonites. It also appears in an obscure explanatory passage in the Shibboleth inci- 

75 Biblical tradition describes a root for the distinction between the Ammonites and Israelites in Gen 
19:36-38- Ammon, the eponymous ancestor of the Ammonites, was the son of Abraham's nephew Lot, 
the result of an incestuous relationship between Lot and one of his daughters, according to the story. 
There is no other bibtical information on the ongins of the Ammonites or how they came to occupy the 
plateau around the headwaîers of the Zarqa river, the biblical labboq. According to the traditions of 
Israel's entry into the land, the Ammonites were never conquered and, indeed, Deut 2:19 and 37 
depicts Yahweh explicitiy ordering the lsraeiites to avoid Ammonite temtory. 



dent76 (Judg 12:4, which will be examined in greater detail b e l ~ w ) . ~ ~  These 

references to Manasseh, without any further explanation in the story, depict an 

understanding of the temtory occupied by the Israelite group Manasseh and its rela- 

tionship to Gilead in tems that can best be described as primordiaI since it presup 

poses a separation and distinction presumably based on prior circurnstances although, 

in this case, without any explanation or description of the situation that created the 

difference. The primordiality of Ais difference would be stronger in this story if 

details regarding the prior root of difference were supplied. 

The group Ephrairn also figures prominently in the narrative of Jephthah, spe- 

cificaUy in the story depicMg the inter-Israelite conflict between the men of Ephraim 

and the men of Gilead. Alîhough the conflict, which emphasizes differences in the 

identity of the groups involved, is over particular circumstances that are not explicitly 

detailed in the text, the distinctions in name indicate a division between Israelite sub- 

groups which is assumed by the Deuteronomist and, hence, carxies an implication of 

difference based on an antecedent situation or condition.78 

76 This second case. however, is in a phrase that does w t  appear in some Greek manuscripts (Boling 
1975:212; Gray 1986:321). 

'' The territory of Manasseh extended h m  the mountains south of the Jeneel Valley into the 
highlands on the east side of the Jordan River. It was bounded on the north by the Yarmuk River, on 
the south by the Jabbok River, and on the east by the territory controiied by the Ammonites (de Geus 
1992). Accurding to the genealogy of Numbers 26, Gilead was a sub-group or clan,  mi^^, of 
Machir which was a sub-group or dan of Manasseh- 

78 
the 

Ephraim and Manasseh both are described as sons of Joseph (Num 26; Gen 48:13-20). Manasseh, 
first born, is listed first in the genealogy of Numbers 26. However, Ephraim is describexi as having 

priority over Manasseh accord@ to the blessing of the eponymous ancestor, Israel (Gen 48: 13-20). 
This apparent contradiction expresses a kind of tension between the two groups in the primordial terms 
of genealogy. The reasons for this tension are not expiicitly stated in the text although, as de Geus 
(1976: 79-80) points out, it may reflect a historical situation where Ephraim held expansionist political 
aims and was moving into territory held by Manasseh. Both groups occupied the central hiil country 
nortb of J e d e r n ,  Manasseh southward fiorn the Jezreel valley to Tappuah and Ephrairn southward 
from Tappuah through the rnountains north of Jerusalem (Aharoni l979:2lO, 257; Josh 16:s-9; 17:7- 
9). The uneasy relationship of these two neighbours may be reflected in the situation of the town of 



The Gileadites, in Noth's view, were d e d  'fugitives of Ephraim," pëlîrê 

'eprayim, in Judges 12:4 because, in historical tenns, Ephraim became the dominant 

group that eventuaily expandeci eastward across the Jordan into the region of Gilead, 

an area associated with the tribe of Manasseh (Josh 17: 1 ; Noth 1960: 6 1 ; see also Got- 

twald 1979: 255). Boling (1 975:2ll), on the other hand, suggests that the phrase, 

pëZî$? 'eprayiim, applies not to the Gileadites, as it does in the foilowing verse, Judges 

125, but to the Ephraimites who had crossed the Jordan to fight the Gileadites. In 

either case, however, this labeiiing replicates a distinction between the Gileadites and 

the Ephraimites and expresses it in primordial tems. The men of Ephraim, T3 

>eprayim, are described as willing to participate together with Gilead in the battle 

against the Ammonites (Judg 12: 1-2) and are depicted acting as if they, because of 

this participation, were entitled to a share of the benefits of Jephthah's victory. They 

wmplain to Jephthah that they were not included in the fight against the Ammonites 

and threaten to bum down his house (Judg 12: 1). This description is the situation that 

leads to the conflict. As when dealing with the Ammonite threat, Jephthah is piarecl 

trying diplomacy fmt, but then tuming to battle as negotiation 

The result is the infamous shibboleth incident (Judg 1 2: 5-6). The primordial 

distinction between the two groups implicitly justifies Ephraim's apparent claim on 

the temtory and economic advantages gained by Gilead through the victory of 

Jephthah. The brief passage reports that, during the conflict between the two 

Israelite groups, the Gileadites under Jephthah were victonous over the Ephraimites 

Tappuah which, although its surromding land belonged to Manasseh, beionged itself to Ephraim, 
according to Josh 17:s. 

79 On the paraiiel structure of the Iwo conflicts, Gilead venus the Ammonites and Gilead versus the 
Ephraimites, see Boling (1975:212-213). 

This is a distinction which is expressai in, for example, Num 26 and Gen 48:13-20. 



and they capturd the "forcis of the Jordan," macbër6r hzyyard~n (Judg 125). The 

fleeing men of Ephraim, trying to return home by mssing the river from east to 

West, were stopped by the Gileadites and asked if they were Ephraimites. When they 

answered, 'no, " the Gileadites forced each to say , 'Shibboleth, " Sibbdlet. The 

Ephraimites wdd wt and instead said, 'Sibboleth," sibbüler (Judg 12:6).*l This 

inability to produce the same çound as the Gileadites gave away the m e  identity of 

the retreating Ephraimites and the men of Gilead killed them. A key point for us, 

however, is that this linguistic distinction is describeci prirnordially . That is, the story 

describes the difference as an a priori fact that the Ephraimites could not pronounce 

the word in the sarne way as the Gileadites and this fact is presented as an established 

marker of difference between the two groups. The situation itself is not depicted as 

the cause of the dialectical difference between Ephrairn and Gilead. The fact of dif- 

ference, accordhg to the way it is portrayeci in this story, is primordial. 

Nonetheless, although the difference is depicted as a primordial distinction, the 

relevance of this dialectical distinction depends on this particular situation. The con- 

flict between Ephraim and Gilead is primarily about the temtory and economic 

advantages gainecl by Gilead through the victory of Jephthah over the Ammonites in 

At f?ce value. tbis incident suggests that, at least in some cases, Epbraimites could not pronounce J 
as i but instead promunced S as S. However, the linguistic solution to the problem rests in the Roto- 
Semitic interdental phoneme - or 8 (as in thin). Rendsburg, following Speiser, argues thai this 
phoneme was presewed in Transjordanian didects (pinting out that it appears in Ammonite and in 
Later Safaitic inscriptions) (Rendsburg 1988, 1992). However, this phoneme, /$, was represented in 
Hebrew and other Cauaanite diaiects by the grapheme S. So instead of saying &ibbolet], written 
iibbdler, as the Transjordanian Gileadites could (aithough they would have sounded as if they had a 
lisp), the Cisjordanian Ephraimites said [sibbolet], written sibbdler. Thus the distinction is not due to 
different pronunciations of S, but is due to different pronunciations of I I /  which could only be written 
as S. The Gileadites could produce 111 while the Ephraimites could not. Their y came out sounding 
like I d .  See also Haipern (1 983b: 166-1 67). Regardes of how the different pronunciation is 
explained linguistically, as Rendsburg points out (1992:12ll), this is an important piece of evidence, if 
it is historically accurate, thai there were regional dialects of Hebrew. 



this particular situation. That is, these are the circumstauces that pmvide the reason 

for the conflict depicted in the story. Disagreement over who has rights to spoil won 

by another gmup is the situation. The difference between the two groups, indicated 

in this stoq by who could not pmnouce Sibbbler, is describai primordially. But it is 

the particular situation thai exacerbates their prirnordialiy defined differences to the 

point of conflict. It is the situation that leads to the linguistic boundary marker bec- 

oming a salient marker of ethnic difference. 

That this marker is described as an indicator of difference between two Israelite 

sub-groups is significant in terms of edinicity. Linguistic differences are often taken 

to be marken of ethnic distinctions since they function as key factors in the process of 

ethnic boundary definition and maintenance (see, for example, Fishman 1968, 1989, 

Gudykunst and Schmidt 1987, Huffines 1986). As pomayed here, the difference in 

pronunciation of Sibbblet and sibbbler qualifies as a primordial difference in dialect 

and, given that this marker is signifiant in the particular context of this conflict, the 

story represents a description of ethnic difference in the context of particular circum- 

stances. Note that the description of ethnicity involves two aspects, primordial and 

circumstantial, as we expect from the theoretical mode1 presented earlier. The shib- 

boleth incident, as depicted in Judg 125-6, thus can be interpreted with additional 

details by our mode1 of ethnicity.82 

Place names in the narrative also represent a primordiaüy defmed understanding 

of temtory and of distinctions between regions occupied by different groups. Gilead, 

gilc&i (Judg 10: 17-1 8) is used in three different ways: as the name of the eponymous 

82 If an historical impliation about the premonarcbic period is to be drawn fiom this analysis, it is that 
the portrayai of ethnic sepration in these verses supports the view t h ,  prior to the monarchy, Israel 
had not yet achieved amplete ethnic unity (a view expressed by Mendenhaii 1962%). 



ancwtor of the group, as the people of the group itself, and as the temtory in which 

the people lived. It signifies the region prirnarily (De Geus 1976).83 Ammonite ter- 

ritory lay irnmediately southeast and Moabite land stretched directly to the south. In 

some cases the name appears to have been applied to aU Israelite territory in Transjor- 

dan (Ahamni 1979:39; Num 32:29, 30). As we have already seen, Judges 5: 17 

depicts an Israelite presence in this area and chastises Gilead for being one of the 

Transjordanian groups that did not participate in the battle of Deborah against Sisera. 

According to Judg 1 1 : 26, Israelites had lived in the area for 300 years. 

However, the statement in Judg 11: 1 that Gilead was lephthah's fatherYg4 wayyôled 

g i l C a  'et y@?@, serves to underline the point by emphasizing Jephthah's primordial 

He was a Gileadite by birth. However, notwithstanding the fact he was the 

'son of another woman," ben 3'SSâh 'deret (Judg 1 1 :2) and the fact that his 

apparently younger brothers excluded him from his inheritance rights, 'you will not 

inherit in our father's house," b'-tin&l bëbêt-%baotniî (Judge 1 1 :2), and forced him 

83 This temtory lay east of the Jordan River and extended up and over the highlands on the north and 
south of the Jabbok River as far as the inhahitable desert fringe on its eastern boundary. It included the 
high fertile mountainous region called Bashan (Ottosson 1992). The ara's link to centrai lsraelite ter- 
ntory is rooted deeply in Israelite primordial history. Gilead was the region occupied by Jacob, the 
eponyrnous aucestor of a11 Israel, when he formalized his relationship to Laban the Aramean by 
wvenant (Gen 31:23 ff.) and even before he received the name Israel (Gen 32:28). This narrative is 
one of many texts which Iegitimate Israel's ciairu to the temtoq of Wead on the east side of the Jor- 
dan river (Otîosson 1992). 

84 The individual named as Jephthah's father oould not be the patnarchal figure, Gilead, the son of 
Machir who was the son of Manasseh (Num 26:29, 27:1, 36:1), who would have Lived genedons  ear- 
lier according to the biblid chronology. Machir was probabty a Cisjordanian group originally (Judg 
5:14) that may have moved east across the Jordan into the general region of Gilead (see Halpern 
l983b: 169). Machir appears therefore in the primordial genealogy as the eponyrnous ancestor, the 
"father of Gilead" (Num 26:29; Josh 17: 1 ; de Geus 1976:72, 1992). This is not surprising and, 
indeed, as Goüwald points out, the "tribe," S~bet, was a malleable social unit which changed 
demographicaiiy and geographically over time (1 9 7 9 3 6 ) .  

*' As Bohg points out, thïs statement explains the earlier -ment tht Jephthah w u  the son of a 
prostitute. He foliows Burney in suggesting thai "Gilead" refers to the temtory, here personified as 
the 'father" of Jephthah (Boling 1975: 197). 



into exile in the land of Tob (Judg 11:3), Jephthah is st i l l  depicted as a legitimate 

leader of Gilead against the Ammonite threat. The text justifies his nght to rule 

through his genealogy . Indeed, Gray suggests that lephthah's title, 'the Gileadite, " 

haggilcadî, is, in ins  case, an "ethnic" appeliation raîher than a 'geographical* desig- 

nation (Gray 1986:314). 

The main point is this: Gilead refers to a particular area and to the people of 

that area and is used in a way that demonstrates how Gilead is understood primor- 

dially. And, as Gottwald points out, in terms of ethnicity, Gilead is described in the 

Jephthah narrative as a sociopolitical entity (1 979:247, 255). 

A number of other place names in the text can be aeated as primordial features. 

Of note is the 'land of Tob," 'eres rab, the land to which Jephthah 8ed afier his 

brothen drove him away h m  his father's h~use .*~  The point for us, in this case, is 

that the narrator of the stov assumes that the significance of the "land of Tob" is 

obvious to the reader and its place in the landscape is known without additional 

explmation in terms of circumstances. The Deuteronomistic historian rnay be imply- 

ing that pnor conditions establish the signiFicance of the 'land of Tobn for Jephthah's 

identity. However, without additional details of the antecedent situation, this primor- 

dial point of difference is not established strongly. 

The case is sirnilar for the place Mizpah, mi@ (Judg 10: 17, 1 1 : 1 1, 34), or 

MYpeh of Gilead, nzispzh gilcad (Judg 11 :29), and the places Amer, cdrbcZr, Min- 

86 Gray suggests this may have been an area on the eastern edge of the Bashan plateau thai was 
occupied by Arameans (Gray l986:3 15). Noth puts it in roughiy the same area, fkiher south but st i i i  
north of the Jabbok River (Noth 1960:158). Boling f e l s  it refers to an area on the Bashan plaieau 
(Syria) thai was later allied with the Ammonites against David (2 Sam 10:6). He points out that the 
literal meaning of fôb, "good," also has a technical nuance of 'covenantal arnityw and suggests that this 
place name was applied in this partidar narrative context more because of Jephthah's covenanted rela- 
tionship with Yahweh than because of any historical veracity (1975: 197). 



nith, minnîr, Abel-keramirn, W ë i  kerdmim (Judg 1 1 :33), and Zaphon, sdpôn (Judg 

12: 1 The exact locations of none of these places have been established (Boling 

1975:208).s7 However, as with the 'land of Tob," they a l l  are a prion' part of the 

author's narrative geography and, hence, static descriptive features in this story. MU- 

pah gains additional primordial significance because it is at this place that Jephthah 

sealed his covenant with the elden of Gilead before the god Yahweh as a witness 

(Judg 11: 11).88 However, as wiîh the *land of Tob," these place names are only 

weak indicaton of primordial distinctions, as the Deuteronornistic historian does not 

provide additional details. 

The stmngest primordial statement in this narrative is Jephthah's retelling of a 

portion of Israel's ancient history during his negotiation with the Ammonite king 

(Judg 11: 12-28)?9 In response to Jephthah's query about the reason for the 

Ammonite threat agakt  his land, the Ammonite king sends a message to the effect 

that, in the past, during Israel's flight from Egypt, Ammonite land between the Amon 

and Jabbok rivers was taken by Israel (Judg 11: 13). Jephthah's message in response 

summarizes Israel's primordial history in Transjordan following the flight from Egypt 

under the leadership of Moses. His c l ah  has three aspects. The fust is that Israel, 

under the banner of their god Yahweh, had won the land fairly from Sihon, h g  of 

the Amontes, who held the temtory at that time. The argument is that the Israelite 

victory in that earlier primordial time established the right for Israel to hold the land 

87 Boling, however. dws suggest that Miqah  may be in the area of Jebel Jelcad and Khirbet Jelcad to 
the south of the Jabbok River (1 975: 199). 

88 It may be thsl M k p l  had patticular importance because it had a centrai religious shrine that wu 
relevant for the group as a whole and not just for the people of the town itself (Aharoni 1979:265). 

89 These verses replicate Num 21 21-24 and Deut 2:26-35 with ody minor variations. They may 
rqxesent, as Gray suggests, a " free adaptation by the Deuteronomistic Historian" (1 986:3 1 6). Note 
also the similar statement in Judg 6:s-10, discussed earlier. 



in the present (Judg 1 1 :21). The second aspect of the claim is that Yahweh the god of 

Israel was victorious over Chemosh the god of the Moabites and therefore the 

Israelites had a nght to the temtory gained by their victorious deity (Judg 11 :24). 

Jephthah's third point is that since Israel had held the land for some 300 years, 

according to him, then the Ammonites had no right to challenge for it after aU that 

time (Judg 1 1 : 26). All of these statements express in primordial terms through an 

appeal to the past the claim that Israel had to the land. 

The problem that has vexed historians concerns the references to Moab and the 

Moabite deity Chemosh (Judg 1 1 : 24-25). Supposedly Jephthah is negotiating ody 

with the Ammonites but these references seem to imply that the Moabites are involved 

as well. Some have suggested that, in fact, the negotiauons are wholly between 

Jephthah and the Moabites (Moore 1910). mers have argued that two acwunts have 

been conflated, one describing exchanges with the Moabites and another detailing 

interaction with the Ammonites (Burney 1920). Boling feels there has been no con- 

flation and argues instead that the Ammonite king is following diplornatic protod by 

negotiating in the name of the Moabites and the Moabite deity who held the temtory 

before both the Ammonites and the Israelites (1975203-204; see also Soggin 

1981 :210). Gray suggests a similar view but puts the use of the earlier Moabite aadi- 

tion in the hands of the Deuteronomistic Historian (1986:316). This is the view we 

foilow here given that Our discussion focusses on the major judge stones as 

Deuteronomistic creations. in any case, the appeal to a Moabite tradition in the con- 

text of Israel's history represents to Our analysis an appeal to a primordial bais for 

the distinction between the Israelites and their neighbours. The past is described as a 

justification for the present distinction. 



Religion is another feaîure that is expressed in primordial ternis in the narrative 

of Jephthah. As in the other stories we have examineci, Yahweh is taken a prion' to 

be the god of Israel. Yahweh is presented as  witness to the covenant agreement 

between Jephthah and the elders of Gilead when they ask him to return h m  exile ta 

be their leader in the fight against the Ammonites (Judg 1 1 : 10- 1 1). Accorduig to 

Jephthah's telling of the primordial history of Israel's presence in the contested ana, 

Yahweh was the victorious wanior god who won the land for the Israelites instead of 

Chemosh, the god of the Moabites (Judg 1 1:24). As well, it is to Yahweh that 

Jephthah rnakes the vow that results in his victory over the Ammonites and the 

unfortunate sacrifice of his daughter (Judg 1 1 :30-3 1). And f d y  , it is Yahweh who 

empowers Jephthah with his "spirit," rC& yhwh (Judg 11:29) and, accordhg to the 

theology of the text, gives Jephthah victory over the Ammonites in these circum- 

stances (Judg 1 1 :32). The role and actions of Israel ' s deity in suppon of Israel are 

presented in these texu as facts independent of the particular circumstances surround- 

ing the human interaction. That is, Yahweh's role is not defmed by the particdar cir- 

cumstances depicted in this narrative but, rather, the presentation of Yahweh as a wit- 

ness, a victorious wanior god, and a supplier of personal power to Jephthah are 

actions that are assumed to be appropriate for Israel's god. They are maken of the 

difference between the god of the Israelites and the god of the Ammonites (or 

Moabites) and hence, by extension, marken of the difference between Ammonites (or 

Moabites) and Isradites. 

The fact that the enemy's deity is mentioned by narne is also sigficant in 

primordial terms. Although the particular deity of the Ammonites was Milkom, 

rnilkdm (e.g., 1 Kgs 11 5; see Heider 1985), and not Chemosh, EmOS, the national 

deity of the Moabites as stated here (Judg 11 :24), the point is clearly primordial. No 



additional history or explanation is given for Chemosh. It is used by the writer as an 

already established fact that requires no additional e x p l d o n .  The implication is 

that Israelites and the enemy (Moabite or Ammonite) are distinct people who have dif- 

ferent deities. 

To sum up, primordially defmed differences are depicted in a number of the 

features which distinguish the various groups named in the Jephthah story. Jephthah, 

the Israelite hero, is defined by his genealogy as a Gileadite and, therefore, as a valid 

leader, although not without negotiation, as we wil l  see below. Jephthah's leadership 

of the Gileadites is distinguished from that of the Ammonites who are described as 

k ing  led by a king. The primordial differences between the sons of Ammon and the 

sons of Israel also include temtory, religion, and history. The shibboleth incident 

describes in primordial tems a linguistic difference between groups living in different 

regions. Even though difference is depicted as becorning relevant only in the particu- 

lar situation, the exact circumstances are not described in the text and so the distinc- 

tion between Gilead and Ephraim is related only in primordial terms. 

Circums tantial Features 

The circumstantial features in the narrative of Jephthah the Gileadite are not as 

prominent or as frequent as the primordial features. Nonetheless it is clear that the 

particular situations depicted in this story do play a role in creating the distinctions 

between Israelite and non-Israelite that the text pomays. The political situation is the 

clearest circumstantial feature, affecting not only the interaction between the Israelites 

and the Ammonites but dm Jephthah's role as leader of the Israel. Economic circum- 

stances, although only implied, may also be relevant in explaining the interactions 



among the various groups described in the tea. 

It should be noted initially that, despite Jephthah's banishment h m  Gilead due 

to the primordial facts of his bhh, he is pictured king able to gain some success and 

a reptation as a ' mighty warrior, " gibbôr mil (Judg 1 1 : 1 ), with his own band of 

followers, mercenary outlaws, or 'worthless fellows," ~ZinaS?m rêqîm (Judg 11:4).~O 

In other words, the text portrays Jephthah's power as stemming more h m  the partic- 

ular circumstances of his situation than from any a priori structurecl place in the 

hierarchy of leadership within Gilead. Indeed, Jephthah's appointment in this situa- 

tion represents the antithesis of an established order. He is portrayed as the son of a 

another woman who was denied any part of his inheritance or place in the established 

order of succession (Judg 1 1 :2) and yet he is the one who leads Israel to victory over 

the Ammonites. The text implies that it was because of Jephthah's reputation in the 

land of Tob that, when the Ammonite threat arose, the Gileadite elders turned to 

Jephthah for leadership. 

The political circumstances sumunding his appointment can dso be found in 

the negotiations between Jephthah and the elden of Gilead. They ask him to be their 

'commander," q*,91 (Judg 11:6, 11) and 'head," rdT,S,92 (Judg 11:8, I l )  so that 

they can fight with the Ammonites (Judg 1 1 :6).  His appointment is portrayed as 

Abimelek's personai followers are desCnbed in the same terms (Jwlg 9:4). 

91 As Gray points out, this iem is usunlly relnted to the Arabic q@, djudge" or "decider," and hence 
to give Jephthah's role in this story the same connotation given in the usual Deuteronomistic summa- 
tion of each hero's Iife, thaî is, that they "judged," Sdpar, Israel for so maay y m  (e.g . , Judg l2:7, 
' Jephthah judged Israel six years , " wqyi@d! yipr. 'et yiird SëS Sdrtîm) . However , Gray suggests 
thai, in fact, q w n  may not be relaîed to q@ but may be a passive participle of a verbal mot qean, 
with the sense of "de"  or "commandw (1986:109). Et is used in the sense of military commander, for 
example, in Josh 10:24. 

92 BoIing suggests that rd4 is a hierarchically higher and more permanent office than q&în and refleas 
the additional enticement of greater political power thai the elders of GiIead were offering Jephttiah 
(1 975: 198). 



king dependent on the particular situaion. This point is emphasized when Jephthah 

questions why he should be appointed when he is the one who has ken  rejected and 

driven into exile (Judg 11 :7). The dearth of primordial structure in Jephthah's psi- 

tion as leader and representative of the Gileadites is underlined by the conditionality 

of his agreement with the elders. He is depicted saying he will be 'head," rdf, 'if," 

?m, he returns and the Lord gives him victory over the Ammonites (Judg 11 9). This 

conditional bargain with the Gileadite eldea is seded by the primordial god, Yahweh, 

as a witness at the primordial sanctuary site of Mizpah (Judg 1 1 : 11). But the agree- 

ment which makes him a leader of the Israelites is set entirely in the context of the 

particular circumstances of the Ammonite threat and not in any primordial structures 

of Gileadite or Israelite group organization. In fact, this point is highlighted fu~ther 

by the fact that the Ammonites are d e d  by a king, meiek, in conaast to the Isradites 

who do not have a permanent d e r .  This political situation is one of the feahires 

which distinguishes the two groups. 

A further point to note is that the depiction of this political difference between 

Israel and Ammon is mirrored in the types of argument presented in the story itself. 

Withh Israel the issue of leadership is decided in response to the particular situation 

at a specific t h e .  It is a conditional agreement between Jephthah and the elders of 

Gilead. Within the Israelite boundary we see a flexibility that is responsive to the 

parhcular circumstances. On the Ammonite side of the boundary between the two 

groups, however, the picture is quite different. Jephthah is describeci couching his 

argument to the Ammonite king in distinctly primordial terrns. The defining Israelite 

face that Jephthah presents to the Ammonites is solidly wnstnicted on the facts of 

primordial history. Yet within the Israelite camp leadership, at lem in this case, is 

descnbed in much more malleable terms. 



The situation behind the Ammonite threat and the war between the two groups 

is obscure. No circumstances are praented to explain why there is this particular ten- 

sion. The story of Jephthah merely begins with the statements that the Ammonites 

were 'cailed to arms," yig&c@û, agaimt the Gileadites (Judg 10: 17), and that the 

Ammonites 'made war, " yill@&.nzii, against Israd (Judg 1 1 : 4). As we have seen 

above, Jephthah's negotiations with the Ammonites are based exclusively on a 

primordial argument and nothing is described of the specific interests of the two 

groups. Jephthah's argument is depicteci as having no effect (Judg 11 :28), and the 

banle ensues (Judg 1 1 :32). Since there are no specific circumstances described as the 

cause for the confrontation, the story of Jephthah carries the implication that it is 

based solely on primordial differences, that is, on the past battles, victories, and dif- 

ferences in temtoxy won by Yahweh on behalf of the people of Israel (Judg 11: 12- 

28) - 

However, the wider context for the Jephthah story described in Judg 10:6-16, 

before the narrative proper beguis, does depict circumstances in typical 

Deuteronomistic ternis which do imply a reason for the tension between Israel and 

Ammon. According to this introduction, the Israelites again reneged on their loyalty 

to Yahweh by worshipping other gods, s p e c i f d y  the gods of other people and 

places, the gods of Aram, Sidon, Moab, Ammon, and Philistia (Judg 1 O:6). Because 

of this situation the Israelites were oppresseci by the Ammonites and the Philistines 

(Judg 1 0:7-9). Israel cries out to Yahweh (Judg 10: 10) who rehearses primordial acts 

of salvation and then abandons them to the salvation of their most recent gods (Judg 

10: 1 1 - 14), whereupon they have a change of heart and retum to Yahweh (Judg 10: 15- 

1 6). Thus, as portrayed in the Deuteronornistic introduction, the circumstances 

behind the conflict between Ammon and Israel is Israel's lack of faithfulness to Yah- 



weh. This theological situation leads to the strife between the two groups. 

However, in the Jephthah story proper, the fact that temtory figures in 

Jephthah's primordial argument about the past suggests that temtory may be sig- 

nifcant in the description of the current situation of conflict. This is emphasized fûr- 

ther by the story 's summary of Jephthah's victory. It records that he inflicted a great 

defeat on the Ammonites, m&k& gZd6liüz më%d (Judg 11:33), on over 20 towns in a 

temtory extending from Amer to Minnith and Abel-keramim (Judg 1 1 :33). 93 While 

not stated explicitly in this story, the implied situation is that the Ammonites were 

interested in maintaining their strategic location on the main trade route that ran south 

from Syria thmugh what today is Jordan dong the eastem side of the highland plateau 

to the Arabian peninsula (Malamat 197 1 : 156- 157). 94 The description of Jephthah's 

successes in the land of Tob, if that region did, in fact, lie further to the north in the 

Bashan region, may also be an implicit reference to the circurnstances of trade 

between Syna and the temtory of the Ammonites (Judg 11 :3). As well, recall that in 

another narrative, Gideon is portrayed pursuing Midianite caravaneen from the Jez- 

reei valley up through the Transjordanian highlands and into the eastem desert and the 

area of the major north-south trade route on the plateau (Judg 7: 22-25; 8: 10-1 1). 

Together these pieces of evidence suggest a pichire of economic circurnstances associ- 

ated with trade in the Transjordanian plateau that descnbes a situation that may have 

93 Soggin suggests the number may be a Iaîer ed i tod  addition with minimal historieal value that was 
intended to magni@ the victory (1981:214). Malamat, however, argues the 20 refers to specific 
Ammonite border fortresses (1971 : 157). Although the exact I d o n  of these places is not known, it is 
likely that they lay in the region west and possibly south-west of Rabbath-ammon, the capital of the 
Ammonites (Ahamni l979:265). 

94 Bright (1981:181) suggests an historicai situation in which the specific Ammonite interest in this 
confiict with the Giiedites denved from an aim to control a greater portion of the Arabian caravan 
trade at the expense of the Israelites. 



motivated, at least in part, tension and confiict between the Ammonites and the 

Israelites under Jephthah. And this situation, although only implied by the text, des- 

cribes a circumstance in which the boundary distinguishing the Israelites from the 

Ammonites became salient, 

A finai c~cumstantid issue to consider is depicted in the d v e  segment con- 

ceming Jephthah's daughter. Before his battle with the Ammonites, Jephthah makes a 

vow, neder, to Yahweh that he WU sacrifice to him whatever first comes out of the 

doors of his house on his return from victory over the Ammonites (Judg 1 1 :30-3 1 ). 

The tragedy portrayed with such poignancy is that it is Jephthah's innocent daughter 

who cornes dancing out to meet her victorious warrior father and who must be offered 

as a sacrifice acmrding to the terms of her father's vow (Judg 11 :34-40).95 

Two circumstantial points can be noted in this story. Fîrst, Jephthah's daughter 

is the one who makes the cl& îhat it was Yahweh who gave Jephthah the victory 

over the Ammonites in this situation. Unlike other narratives in the book of Judges, 

that define the Israelite's apostasy as the situation behind the conflict between Israei 

and other groups, in the story of Jephthah the confrontation between Israel and 

Ammon is explained more in primordial terms. Nonetheless, Israel's victory under 

Jephthah's leadership is described by Jephthah's daughter as being due to the actions 

of Yahweh in giving hirn vengeance over his Ammonite enemies in this particular 

situation, caiâh l a  yhwh n2qdmôr ~ ' d y ë b ê k d  mibbënê Cornmôn (Judg 1 1 :36). 

Akhough the mots of the conflict are described primordially, the resolution is 

explained as king due to the partïcular circurnstances of Yahweh's actions. 

95 See Bal (1988a; 1988b) for a literary and feminist analysis of this and other d v e s  in Judges. 



The second point concem the depiction of Jephthah's daughter's actions when 

she leami of her impending sacrifice. She requests that her father ailow her to go 

into the mountains with her cornpanions to 'bewail my virginity," 'ebkeh cd-bPnîay, 

for two months (Judg 11:37). Day has s h o w  convincingly that this smry describes a 

nte of passage for women passing h m  immaturity to adolescence (1 989). This story 

is, in a sense, an etiological tale which was told to explain a particular rihial practice 

(Boling 1 975: 2 10; Day 1989: 58-59). There is, unfortunateIy , no other reference to 

this particular practice in the Hebrew Bible. Consequently we cannot say with 

certainty whether or not this rituai became a uniquely Israelite ceremony and a feahire 

of its ritual life that distinguished its women h m  those of n e i g h b o u ~ g  peoples. 

Nonetheless, this pichire of the circumstances s m u n d i n g  this 'first" practice of the 

custom stands as an explanation for its ongin. Indeed, the text implies that it is 

because of the particular situation of Jephthah's daughter that the 'daughtea of 

Israel" stiu practice this 'custom, * @q (Judg 1 1 : 39), as if at the author's M i e  the 

ntual was viewed as a primordial rite. Still, this could ody be taken as relevant for 

ethnicity if we could show that such a ritual was a marker of difference between the 

Israelites and their neighboun. 

In summary, we note that the dominant circumstantiai features described in the 

narrative of Jephthah involve the political situation and secondarily the economic and 

religious situation. The political circumstances are seen most clearly in the negotia- 

tions sumunding Jephthah's appointment as leader of Gilead. As depicted in this 

story , Israel's leadership was appointeci according to the demands of the situation at 

the particular time. In contrast, Ammon's leadership was characterized by the more 

permanent structures of kingship. The economic situation is not specified directly but 

is implied in the location of Ammon dong the major north-south trade route in the 



highlands of Jordan. Finally, the religious situation depicted in the tragic circum- 

stances sumunding Jephthah's daughter gives another image of Israel's d i s ~ d v e -  

ness king defuied in the context of a particular situation. 

Conclusion 

In the d v e  of Jephthah the Gileadite, primordial aspects of distinction are 

more prevalent than are differentiating features descnbed in terms of particular cir- 

cumstances. As in the other stories we have examined, it is clear that the distinctions 

and conflicts between Israel and her neighboua were portrayed using both primordial 

and circurnstantial features. 

Although Jephthah was made a leader in answer to a particular situation of con- 

flict, his qualifications and justification for the position are Iargely primordial. He is 

entitkd to be judge in Israel because of who he is in an a prion sense. The facts of 

his birth, as they are portrayed here, are enough justification. 

The distinction between the sons of lsrael and the sons of Ammon, although 

depicted as a single case of conflict in a parcicular situation, is also based on an 

understanding of difference that is taken for granted. This narrative describes the two 

groups as inherently distinct. Furthemore, the difference is depicted in the words of 

Jephthah as king  based on events that occumd in the past, that is, on primordial his- 

tory. The temtories that the two groups inhabit are irnplied by the Deuteronomistic 

Historian to be intelligible as distinct areas and no explanation of the particular cir- 

cumstances are required in order to describe the difference between Israel and 

Ammon. And, fmally, the deities of the two people are assumed to be distinct, but 

without any further explanation. 



However, the conflict between the Israelites and the Ammonites is described in 

this story in the context of a particular incident. Jephthah's appointment is in 

response to this situation. The methods of leadership of the two groups are different 

and Israel's leader, Jephthah, acquires the role only in this context. Furthemore, 

although the two groups are described as king primordially different, there is the 

implication in the story that there are particular economic circumstances that were 

among the factors that led to the wnflict. 

It appears that, as in the other stories in Judges, the differences between the two 

main groups are depicted both in primordial terms and on factors that are unique to 

the particular situation. The fluid and changeable nature of the distinctions between 

groups is seen most clearly in the shibboleîh incident. A primordial dialectical dis- 

tinction between Ephrah and Gilead is desnibed as becoming operative in the con- 

text of a particular situation. Claiming, on the one hand, to be in league with Gilead 

and willing to join with the Gileadites in the fight against Ammon, the men of 

Ephraim are descnbed fighting against Gilead and expressing a distinct identity when 

circumstances are different. The identity of the Israelites thus depends not only on 

interaction with "others" such as the Ammonites, but also on internai debate and 

interaction. In the case described in the story of Jephthah, Gilead and Manasseh pre- 

sent a united front against Ammon, a grouping that explicitly does not include 

Ephraim. And the depiction of aIl of the interaction, extenial and internal, uses ele- 

ments of identity that are depicted as being motivated both by primordial and circum- 

stantial definitions of difference. 



SAMSON 

JUDGES 13:l - 16:31 



Samson 

Judges 13:l- 16:31 

Introduction 

Judges 13 to 16 contains a series of wonderful tales about the Danite hem Sam- 

son and his exploits among the Philistines. Samson was a man, according to the text, 

who was set aside from conception and dedicated at birth to a life of serving Israel's 

god and, yet, one who mvelled k l y  back and foxth to Philistine muntry, convers- 

ing and interacting easily with the Philistines, battling on several occasions with 

Philistine contingents, and even falling in love at various times with Philistine 

women. That the text presents nich a paradigrnatic Israelite as a great and powemil 

man who judged Israel for 20 years (Judg 16:31) on the one hand, and also describes 

him relating easily and often with the Philistines, Israel's coastal enemy, on the other 

hand, suggests that the text's portraya1 of interactions between these two groups will 

provide ample material for our analysis. 

The stories of Samson have been recognized by biblical scholars as among the 

most artfully constnicted of any narratives in the Hebrew Bible (Crenshaw 1974; 

Exum 1 983; Reinhartz l992), and they have been studied most intensely in recent 

years by scholars pursukg an explicit literary analysis (see, for example, Alter 1990; 

Camp and Fontaine 1990; Greene 1991 ; Margalith 1986a, 1986b, 1987; Matthews 

1989; Ne1 1985; Niditch 1990). The focus of much of this work has been on the 

characten as portrayed in the text, the structure and balance of various narrative ele- 

ments, on literary foms which appear in other traditional literatures, such as riddles, 

or on broader literaq motifs, such as the trickster or hem, after which Samson 

appears to be modeled. The standard commentaries have focused on historical qua- 



tions and especially on what these stories add to Our knowledge of the Phdistirtes and 

the tribe of Dan, on the uniqueness of the Samson srones and the character of this 

hem as a judge when compareci to other judges, and on theological issues (Boling 

1975; Gray 1986; Soggin 1981). 

Primordial Features 

In ternis of genealogy, Samson is depicted as a member of the Israefite tribe, or 

mi@&@h, of Dan. This is established in Judges chapter 13, the story of Samson's 

birth. His father, Manoah, was h m  Zorah and was a Danite (Judg 13:2).96 This 

genealogical point is reinforced at the end of the Samson stories where the text reports 

that Samson was buried in the tomb of his father between Zorah and Eshtaol (Judg 

1 6:3 1) -97 The emphasis on the patrilineal line is clear. Samson's mother's limage 

does not figure in her son's identification and, indeed, she is not even identifid by 

name. nie story presents these facts of Samson's genealogy as a de f~ t ion  of his 

identity in primordial ternis. 

However, Samson's birth also involves speciai circumstances, both in ternis of 

the angel's foretelling his conception and birth and in ternis of his dedication m the 

d e  of mîr .  Judges 13 relates that Samson's mother, the umamed wife of Manoah 

of Zorah, is visitai twice by a messenger of the Lord, mal%zk-yhwh, who tells her 

that, although she is barren and has had no children, she will won conceive and bear 

96 This refiects a tradition that pu& Dan in the Shephelah region behveen the centrai IsraeLite hill- 
country and the Philistine coast (Josh l9:4l). Zorah lay in the Sorek V d e y  near Beth-Shemesh 
(Aharoni l979:26; Soggin 1981 S 6 ) .  According to Judg 18, Dan eventually migrated to the north east 
corner of Israelite territory and occupied the Canrranite city of Laish (Boling 1975:218-219). 

97 Eshtaol w u  also located in the Sorek Vdey near Zorah and Beth Shemesh (Ahamni 1979). 



a son who will grow up and deliver Israel h m  the Philistines (Judg 13:3-5, 9). 

Reinhartz (1 992) has shown that, on a literary level, several features in Judges 13 

create expectations of Samson's greamess and success, expectations that are then dis- 

appointed by events describeci in the remainder of the tale. This powemù literary 

device also serves to underline that Samson is a very special and ''ideal" Israelite, one 

in whose birth the Lord hirnself had a hand. The unique cimmstances of his birth 

described in Judges 13, together with his primordizl relationship to the Israelite sub- 

group of Dan stated in l3:Z, defmes Samson as an exemplary Israelite, one who 

should stand clearly on the Israelite side of the boundary separating Israel fiom the 

Philistines. The tension in the tale cornes about because he is, in fact, portrayed as 

behaving in anything but an exemplary fashion. His actions in the story ultimately 

Iead to his death. 

Samson is set apart further by his situation as a nazirite, nnûr.98 Although 

Samson the ndzîr represents something of an exaggeration of what it m e .  to be a 

follower of Yahweh, as an Israelite hem he stands in stark contrast to the Philistines. 

He is opposed to the Philistines through allegiance to his god, by his abstinence, in 

his appearance, and even in hû strength. 

Furthemore, Samson the Danite is distinguished from his Philistine enemies by 

the "spirit of Yahweh," J~ .@z yhwh, which empowers him in situations of immediate 

conflict and which the naffative depicts as the dtimate cause of his victones (Judg 

98 A ndzîr is 'one oonsecrated by vow to the senice of Yahweh" (Brown, Driver, Briggs 195 1). 
According to the stipulations of Num 6: 1-21 a w n t e  man or woman was s e p ~ e d  from secular 
Israeiite society by a vow of rigorous purity and ritual prohibitions from drinlring any wine or strong 
drink, cutting the hair, and coming in contact with a corpse. Specific rituahzed sacrifices were 
reqiured in the event of accidental defilement and at the end of the period of separaiion fiom everyday 
li fe deIimited by the vow (see also de Vaux 1 96 1 ) . 



1 3: 25; 14: 6 ;  19; 1 5: 14). 99 The implication carried by these descriptive details is that 

it is primarily Yahweh who sets the Israelites apart h m  the Philistines. Samson i s  

presented by the text as the instrument in each situation of confrontation and the 

yhwh, which is depicted 'rushing," ?dl&, on Samson, is the special force which 

cornes from Yahweh and which dis~guishes Israel fmm the Philistines. Note, 

however, that it is not presented as an a priori primordial force but as special power 

specific to unique situations. 

However, Samson, as an "ideal" or 'amplified" Israelite - one whose mother 

was singled out for special attention by Yahweh's messenger, one who was a n&îr, 

one witb great strength and prowess, and one upon whom the spirit of the Lord rested 

more than once - is a failure. It seems very unlilcely that the Deuteronomistic his- 

torian intended to argue that aIl Israelites shodd behave as this 'ideal" IsraeLite did. 

Indeed, it seems very likely that the message was intended to be just the opposite: no 

Israelite shodd consort with the 'enemy" as much as Samson did, not even one as 

'ideal" or as unique as Samson. In other words, in no circumstances should the kind 

of relations with the Philistines that Samson exemplifies be imitated by other 

Israelites. 

Samson's enemies, the Philistines, are depicted as paradigrnatic 'other," and his 

relations with them are anything but sedate. Samson is attracted by the women and 

attacked by the men. He is pictured caught between two forces, one centripetal, with 

the potential to lead to alliance through maniage, and the other centrifugai, with the 

potential to lead to hrther differentiation through conflict. But in a l l  of the narra- 

99 See also l6:28 which describes Samson's finai request for Yahweh's assistance. However, it i s  
notable thai, though Samson does display his strength one more time and does achieve his revenge, the 
appearance of the yhwh is implied only. The words do not actually appear in the text. 



tives, the Philistines are pictured as prirnordially distinct from Samson and the 

Fïrst, the Philistines are distinct for the very good primordial reason that they 

have a different group name, a sign that is, in effect, an ethnic label. The name 

presupposes that the audience knows the identity of the Philisti.nedoO The iabel also 

presupposes that the Philistines are distinct h m  the braelites and implies that this 

difference is mted in prior, although unspecified, conditions. 

However, the animosity that is depicted between Samson and the Philistines is 

predicated upon particular circurnstances. Indeed, each distinction, or lack of distinc- 

tion, as the case may be, is descnbed as being dependent upon specific circumstances. 

For example, the tenitorid boundary beîween the Israelites and the Philistines is very 

permeable. Samson is pictured going down to Timnah in Judges 14: 1 where he sees a 

Philistine woman whom he decides he would 1ke to many. In verse 7 of the same 

chapter he again goes down freely and talks to the woman. The only hindrance Sam- 

son experiences to free passage between his home and Philistia is the young lion (Judg 

1 4 5 6 )  but it does not stop him h m  moving back and forth as he desires. Indeed, 

Samson is described returning to Philistia a number of times. In 15: 1 he goes down 

at the tirne of the harvest to attempt to renew his relationship with the Thnite woman 

and her family, in 16: 1 he visits Gaza and a prostitute diere, and in 16:4ff. he travels 

lûû For recent -ch on the history of the Philistines. see Dothan and Dothan (1992) and the dassic 
Dothan (1982). The issue of Philistine ethnicity has received some attention, alrhough primarily from 
an archaeologicaI perspective. See, for example, Bunimovitz (1990). According to references in Amos 
9:7 and Jeremiah 47:4, and implied in Gen 10: 14, the Philistines were associaîed by the bibiical writers 
with the Aegean island of Crete. But no matter where they originated, rhe Philistines were pictured as 
"outsiders, " distinct and different, and enemies of Israel. See, for example, I Sam 4 - 6 (the Philistine 
defeat Israel and capture the ark of the covenant); 1 Sam 13 : 19-22 (the Philistine monopoly on iron 
technology); 1 Sam 28 - 31 (the defeat of Israel under Sad by the Philistines); 2 Sam 5: 17-25 (David's 
victones over the Philistines). 



down to De1ilah in the Valley of Sorek. Furtherrnore, the text describes the 

Philistines corning up unirnpeded against the IsraeIites after Samson has killed some 

of hem in response to their violence against the woman of Timnah and her family 

(Judg 159). In addition, Samson's family is able to corne down to remeve his body 

for burial in the family tomb (Judg 16:3 1) following his final act of revenge agakt  

the Philistines and his suicide. 

These cases show that when we fwus on the interactions between the two 

groups, there i s  little, if any, temtorial barrier depicted between the Israelites and the 

Philistines. Temtoriality is neither a primordial feature in Samson's interactions nor 

are any temtorial lines drawn firmly in response to particular circumstances. 

Although the descriptions suggest that the Danites and Judah were iocated in different 

regions than were the Philistines, this is not portrayed as a strong marker of dif- 

ference between the two groups that necessarily keeps memben of the groups apart. 

Samson is, as already noted, descnbed as a member of the Israelite sub-group, 

Dan (Judg 13:2), but no explanation is supplied for the origin of his group or descnp 

tion of the circumstances leading to the occupation of the temtory depicted in the set- 

M g  of the narrative.lol Thus the label Dan reflects the writer's primordial 

understanding of Dan's (and, therefore, Samson's) place in the structures of Israelite 

society . 

lol Dan was the son of the eponymous anastor of 1-1, Jacob, through Biihah, the maid-servant of 
his wife Rachel (Gen 30:l-6). According to the tradition of Josh 19:4048, and presupposed in the 
stories of Samson, the offspring of Dan were Iocakd originally in the region of the Shephelah, the 
gently rolling fwt hilis of the Judean fiigidands, south west of the mountainous temtory assigned to 
Ephraim (Josh 16). There is a further tradition that, because of expansion and pressure from the coastal 
Philistines, the ûibe of Dan later migrated to its permanent home around the site of Laish and the head- 
waters of the Jordan River (Josh 19:47; Judg 18: 1-31), although not al1 scholars wouId agree on the 
historicity of this tradition (see Soggin 1981 :226 ff.). 



Another Israelite sub-group, Judah, figures in an incident described in Judges 

15:9-19. The text pictures the Philistines pursuing Samson into the temtory of Judah 

and raidhg his hiding-place at Lehi, 1*7, or ujawbone" (Judg l5:g). l m  As with 

Dan, the identity of Judah is assumed by the text and, hence, is primordial.lo3 The 

point for us, in any case, is that both Dan and Judah are depicted in primordial fash- 

ion as representaîives of an Israelite presence in conflict with the Phi l i s~es .  

In a similar, fashion, Philistine tenitory is described as including certain cities 

but without any discussion of the circumstances that led to the cities corning under 

Philistine control. They were organized apparently into a kind of pentapolis contain- 

ing five cities: Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Gath, and Elcron (Josh 13:3). Two of these 

cities figure in the story of Samson: Ashkelon, which our hem visits in a fit of anger 

in order to appropriate th+ garments h m  thirty Ashkelonites so he can pay hÛ debt 

to the Philistines after they solved his nddle (Judg 14: 19), and Gaza, which is the set- 

ting for Samson's dangerous liaison with a certain prostitute and the site of his 

imprisonment and final act of vengeance against the Philistines (Judg 16: 1-3, 21 -30). 

The town of Timnah, the home of Samson's fmt wife and the setting for his fmt 

exploits arnong the Philistines, was a srnall senlement in the Sorek vailey, on the edge 

of Philistine territory, approximately 7 km east of Philistine Ekron (Tel Miqne) and 7 

lo2 The exact I d o n  of Lehi is unknown but it may have been in the vicinity of Beth S h e d  
(Boling 1975238). There is some doubt, however, if Lehi even existed at dl, given the aetiological 
character of this story (Soggin 1 98 1 :ZO) .  

lo3 Judah was one of Jacub's sorts by his wife Leah (Gen 29:35) and the offspring of Judah were 
eventually located in the central highlands around and south of Jerusaiem. The conflict between the 
traditions of Judahite versus Danite presence in the coastal plain, the area described in Judg 13-16 as 
divided between Dan and the Philistines, has led Soggin to suggest that there may be no historiai 
validity to the traditions of  Dan's confiict with the Philistines and evenaial move north to the foot of 
Mt. Hermon (Soggin 1981 226-228; Judg 18). He argues that the movement of the tribe of Dan may 
reflect a period of semi-nomadism in the group's history when their ties to the Shephelah were tenuous, 
at best (1981:227). 



lan West of Israelite Beth-Shemesh (Josh 15: 10; Ahamni l979:3 12; Mazar l99O:3 12). 

The Philistine presence in these settlements is assumecl by the text and, therefore, 

represents a primordial depiction of their temtory. 

The Philistines are described as king  primordially distinct in the realm of reli- 

gion as weii. They are picaird wonhipping Dagon, dag6n Oit. 'grain"), a cornmon 

Semitic deity of the second millennium,l04 while the Israelites, of course, are 

descnbed as wonhipping Yahweh. Samson's final act of revenge, pulling the roof 

down upon his Philistine captors, is pictured as ocuirring during a celebration and 

sacrifice to Dagon (Judges 16:23 ff.).lo5 The contrast which the text describes 

between the Israelite god, Yahweh, who, by the hand of his representative, Samson, 

brings down the roof, and the Philistine god, Dagon, on whom the roof f d s ,  drives 

home a primordial point of distinction. Israel's god, Yahweh, is more powerful than 

the Philistine's god, Dagon, and the two deities indicate and represent a religious dif- 

ference between the two groups. It is expressed as a ciifference in the primordial reli- 

gious structures of the two groups and the distinction remains independent of the par- 

ticular situation depicted in the text. 

A final primordially defmed feature that distinguishes the Philistines from the 

Israelites is that the Philistines are not circumcised. Samson's parents respond to the 

news that he wishes to marry the Philistine woman of Thnah by asking if he really 

has to take a wife from among the 'uncircumcised Philistines" (Judg 14:3). In 

Judges 15: 18 Samson hirnself refen to the Philistines as 'the uncircumcised, " 

lû4 Gray suggests Dagon w u  a local deity whom the Philistines adopted as their own when they popu- 
lated the Palestinian coast (1 986:337). 

The fullest description of Philistine religion is fouiid in 1 Samuel 5 which pichues the Philistines 
capturing the Ark of the Covenant and then having to d d  with a variety of catastrophes that follow 
when they place it in the temple to Dagon at Ashdod. 



ho%r&. The Israelites had, on the other hand, a primordial tradition of circumci- 

sion (see Gen 129-27; Exod 4:24-26; Josh 5:2-9). Whether the lack of circumcision 

was a simple cultural preference of the Philistines or a strict religious requirement we 

are not able to say. In any case, it constituted a primordial marker of difference. By 

definition the Phrlistines were uncircumcised while the Israelites were circumclsed. 

The text does not describe any flexibility or interaction over this point and it con- 

stitutes a ckar marker of difference. 

There are two additional points that are noteworthy for their lack of importance 

in the description of ethnic identity in the stories of Samson. First, note that there is 

no a priori linguistic distinction between the Philistines and the Israelites. They corn- 

municate freely and easily with each other at al1 times and this state is simply taken 

for granted without any explanation. Judg 14:7 States specifically that Samson went 

down to Timnah and talked with the woman. The riddling contest d u ~ g  the wedding 

feast is mutualiy intelligible and the tenns of the wager are culturally acceptable to 

both parfies (Judg 14: 12-14). It may be that this was simply a narrative necessity for 

the Deuteronomist; however, the fact remains that the interactions pictured in these 

tales presuppose easy communication and so there is no primordial linguistic distinc- 

tion described for the groups involved. 

The second point to note is that, in a similar fashion, there is no a prion sexual 

or marriage boundary described between the two groups. Samson is able to marry the 

Philistine woman of Timnah, not without some protest from his parents, but the act 

can be acmmplished with relative ease. Fut simply, amrding to the narratives of 

Samson, Philistines and Israelites cm intemarry. No primordial prohibition against 

such an alliance is describeci in the text and, indeed, the events that transpire do not 

dissuade Samson h m  this or further exploits. When Samson's maniage does not 



succeed, we see from the remainder of the nanative that, indeed, no other sexual 

boundanes are portrayed between Samson and other Philistine women, neither the 

Gaza prostitute (Judg 16: 1-3) nor Delilah (Judg 16:4-22). 

The lack of a primordially defined or, indeed, any circurnstantially defïned 

oommunication or marriage boundary suggests that these distinctions were not seen by 

the Deuteronomistic historian as necessary indicaton of difference between Philistine 

and Israelite. This is interesthg in tems of ethnicity since language and marriage 

often do define group boudaries. Their absence in the story of Samson emphasizes 

that, in this case, the distinctions depicted between the two groups are based on other 

primordially and circurnstantially defineci factors. 

In summary, we note that, notwithstanding the lack of a linguistic or mamage 

boundary, the story has a number of feahires that reflect the primordial side of eth- 

nicity and that indicate clear structural distinctions between the Philistines and the 

Israelites. These are depicted through the details of Samson's genealogy, the naming 

of places, the Merence in deities, and in the practice of circumcision. AU of these 

elements are described as a prion markers of difference between Samson the Israelite 

and the Philistines and they do not depend on the specifics of the situation depicted by 

the text. 

Circumstantial Features 

We tum now to the interactive and circumstantial side of the ethnic pichire that 

the Samson narratives portray. As in other narratives ue have examined, the overall 

situation of conflict is attributed by the Deuteronomist to circumstances that are 



described in theological terms. 1°6 According to Judges 13: 1 the Isradites had done 

what was evil in the Lord's sight, wqydsîpfi b2nê yijr&W laCZLidt h&rac bë 'ênê yhiuh , 

and therefore he put them under Philistine domination for 40 years, wayyitën2nz yhwh 

bt?yd-p2ZiStîm 'urbdcîrn Mn&. 

This point is reiterated elsewhere, in a way that emphasizes the political 

ramifications of Yahweh's actions. The reader is reminded that the story depicts a 

time when the Philistines dominated Israel, bdC& hohi' pëliStîm mbSëfim bëyi.ir&W 

(Judg 14:4). lo7 According to the picture of relations between the two groups, the 

Philistines held more power than the Israelites in the situation. The story does not 

describe in exactly what sphere the Philistines had the advantage - political, eco- 

nomic, military - and no information is given about relations between the two groups 

in these areas. However, although the details are missing, it is clear that circum- 

stances were such that the Philistines held the advantage. In this particular instance, a 

power boundary is depicted, one that indicates a facet of the circumstantial side of an 

ethnic boundary . 

The centrality of the situation in motivating relations between the groups is 

emphasized further by the Deuteronomistic historian's comment in Judges 14:4 that 

Samson's father and mother did not know that their son's actions (desiring a Philistine 

woman for a wife) were motivated by Yahweh. Aithough some primordial distinc- 

tions are pomayed, the primary point of Judg 4 is that it is due to the political situa- 

tion of Philistine domination (ultimately due to the action of Yahweh) that tensions 

'O6 See the portrayal of Deborah and Barak (Judges 4) and Gidmn (Judges 6 - 8). 

lo7 The key phrase in Judges 1 3 5  is yadpëlijnîn, the 'hand of the Philistines," with the figurative 
sense of "strengh* or 'power," while in 14:4 and 15:11, the key mot is mdSal, "to rule, reign, or 
have dominion overw (Brown, Driver, Briggs 1951). 



between Israel (represented by Samson) and the Phil is~es are exacerbateci. 

Other indications of the circumstantial aspect of ethnicity are to be found in the 

narrative of Samson's marriage with the woman of Timnah (Judg 14 - 15). Here we 

see an e sca l a~g  series of events that serve, in the context of the situation, to increase 

the strength of the border marking the distinction between Philistine and Israeiite. At 

the begjnning of the taie, Samson's riddling contest appears to be empty of ethnic 

import (Judg 14: 14). There is nothing in the wager or contest between the members 

of the wedding party to suggest any ethnic involvement. As describecl here, it is a 

simple contest at a personal level. However, the contest escalates when Samson is the 

loser. He is describeci attacking the Philistines at Ashkelon, one of the cities of the 

Philistine pentapolis, and taking 'booty" h m  people there in order to pay his wager 

(Judg 14: 19). The attack on the Ashkelonites includes other membea of the 

Philistines who were not present at or included in the original wager. The oonflict 

extends beyond the inter-personal limits fvst set during the wager. It is now a con- 

flict between one group and Samson. 

However, according to the story, nothing transpires in response to Samson's 

attack. Only afier he returns to Timnah again to attempt to reestablish contact with 

the woman does the escalation continue. Samson is depicted responding to the news 

from the woman's father that she has been given in marriage to another by torching 

Philistine grain fields and vineyards (Judg 154-5). This situation thus describes the 

definition of a border between Israel and the Philistines. Accordhg to the picture 

drawn by the text, it is no longer simply a feud between Samson and the Tirnnite but, 

because of the damage done to their fieIds, the group to which the Timnite beiongs is 

now also involved. 



Their first response, however, is to deal with the problem from within the 

p u p .  According to the story, their retaliation is w t  against Samson, the Danies, or 

Israel as a whole, but is against the Timnite and his daughter. They are describai 

approaching the problem as if it were solely an intenial one having nothing to do with 

another gmup or a representative of another group. The Philistine response is to burn 

the woman from Timnah and her family (Judg 15: 6). log 

Samson is then pictured crossing the boundary of his own group and slaughter- 

ing some Philistines in revenge for their attack on the Timnite and his family (Judg 

15:7-8). As described in this passage Samson's response is, if anything, the response 

of a Philistine, a kinsman to the Timnites. His act of revenge is not motivated by an 

attack against his birth group, but rather it is in response to an attack against a 

Philistine family with whom he had created (or almost created) an alliance through 

m-e. This portion of the tale depicts a situation which, at this point, does not 

strengthen the dif'ferentiation. Samson is described allying himself with the Timnites 

rather than separating or maintaining a distance. 

F M y  the Philistines respond in a marner typical of an ethnic p u p  involved 

in ethnic conflict; they go up and attack. However, it is obvious that the ridiculous is 

a central point in the Deuteronomist's teLling of this part of Samson's story (Judg 

15:9) (Soggin 1981:249-250). Note that the Philistines are not pictured attacking the 

Danites, Samson's birth group, but the men of Judah, 53 yëhûdâh (Judg 15: 10). Fur- 

thermore, the men of Judah are pictured not even knowing why they are being 

lo8 The economic implications acoompanying Samson's destruction of Philistine agricuiniral land are 
not discussed in the story . In effect, aithough Samson's actions could have brought about a situation 
that might have escalated tension between the groups and thus have led to a clearer definition of ethnic 
distinctions, this d o s  not happea. 



attacked. They have to inquire of the Philistines just why it is they are under assault 

(Judg 15: 10). As weil, once Judah l e m  that the reason for the attack is Samson, 

they do not defend the great hem as one of their own. Indeed, the men of Judah are 

depicted doing just the opposite; they save the Philistines the trouble of going afier 

Samson themselves. They advance with three thousand men, Sëhfet Wdpîrn T3, cap- 

ture and bind Samson, and tum him over to the Philistines (Judg 15: 1 1 - 13). Samson, 

for his part, meekly allows himself to be bound and brought to the Philistines without 

a fight (Judg 15: 13). Only when they anive at Lehi does Samson buat free h m  his 

bindings and kiu one thousand men, 'elep % (Judg 15: 15). 

Three points should be noted about this description. First, it raises a question 

about the ethnic statu of Samson. He is a member of the tribe of Dan (Judg l3:2), 

and yet he is not supportecl in this situation of ethnic tension between himself and the 

Philistines by members of his own ethnic group. This is surpnsing in that one would 

expect, where ethnic boundaries were strongiy defined, that action by an outside 

group against one member of another group would result in that individual's group 

acting together in support of their own.109 This part of the story thus describes a case 

where the circumstances apparently take precedence over a primordially defineci rela- 

tionship. In this situation, Samson is not supported by his own group, Dan. Second, 

it l ads  one to consider the relationship of Samson to Judah. Although Judah and Dan 

are both defineci primordially as sons of the eponymous ancestor Jacob and, hence, 

Israelites, in this circumstance Samson receives no support h m  the men of Judah 

either. What is described in terrns of ethnicity is a situation which again ovemdes 

potential primordial attachments. Indeed, Samson is pictured in a state where he is 

Iû9 See, for example. 1 Sam 30; David versus the Amaiekites who had attacked Ziklag. 
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treaîed as a complete outsider with no ties to the gmup. In fact, Samson is pictured 

in this situation more as a Philistine than as a member of a group which has ties to 

Judah. Third, it raises a question about the relationship between Judah and the 

Philistines. Why was Judah depicted so readily handing over Samson? The reason, 

in this case accordhg to Judg 15: 11, is that the Philistines "ruied over," W d ,  

Judah. In other words, the situation was such that the men of  Judah could not defend 

Samson against the Philistine advance. In the view of the Deuteronomist, Judah had 

no choice in the particular circumstances to do anything but tum Samson over to the 

Philistines. The picture of ethnic relations drawn here is one where circumstances are 

such that an ethnic boundary between Judah and the Philistines is pichired not being 

strongly drawn or vigorously or being automatically defended according to a prion 

primordial principles. Indeed, in the situation depicted by the text, the border is 

exceedingly permeable or perhaps even nonexistent. Nevertheless, it is also clear on 

the basis of the tragedy of Samson that the story was intended to illustrate how this is 

not an acceptable situation. 

In sum, the depiction of distinctions that are drawn on the basis of the 

exigencies of particular circumstances figure prominently in the narrative of Samson. 

The hero is defmed as an 'ideal" Israelite and a nazirite in contrast to the ordinary 

Philistines, but not in primordial ternis. Throughout his interactions with the coastal 

people he is pictured following his own interests and concerns in the context of partic- 

uiar circumstances. 



Conclusion 

To conclude, we see in these Samson stories that, in the interactions between 

the Philistines and the Israelites, distinctions between the two groups are expressecl in 

both primordial and circumstantial terms, Some of the differences between the two 

groups are depicted as being in place prior to and independent of events described in 

the rest of the story. The diss-hilarities of name, temtory, religion, and the practice 

of circumcision are aU descnbed as n priori structural distinctions that separate the 

two pups .  

However, in dl the specific situations of interaction described ùi the narrative, 

the boundaries and differences that the text pomays are drawn, or in çome cases not 

drawn, in the context of the particular circumstances. The overall power differential 

that defines the plot and motivates the action is explained in theological terms; the 

whole situation is attributed to the will of Yahweh. In addition, Samson, the Danite 

representative of Israel, is described anaining his unique position through special cir- 

curnstances. As well, Samson is not separated from the Philistines by a strong ter- 

ritorial boundary, and even though they are understood to occupy different cities and 

towns, Samson and the Philistines talk and interact like neighbors of the same group, 

and there is no sexual boundary between them. No circumstances are described to 

indicate that these feaiures were part of a strong ethnic border between the two 

groups. Indeeâ, in the portraya1 of Samson's capture at Lehi, he is depicted in a 

situation where whatever prirnordidy defined factors may have tied him to Dan or to 

Judah, these ties are supersedeci by other exigencies and Samson is left unprotected 

and unsupported by those who would be expected to corne to his defense. 



Sm, the story does portray boundaries and there is tension between the 

Philistines and Samson, the Israelite hem. But the p i m e  that the Deuteronomistic 

historian paints is not of two separate 'packages" of people. Some of the boundaries 

between the groups are fluid. In features that we rnight expect to indicaîe strong eth- 

nie distinctions we fmd none, specifically in the areas of location, language, and mar- 

riage. In othen, namely name, religion, circumcision, and power, we do find well- 

defined differences. 

As in the other narratives of Judges, ethnic boundaries are described as being 

fluid to a certain extent. In some situations boundaries were weakly d e f d .  In other 

circumstances, distinctions were express& in stmchired primordial tems. The 

underlying message in the story of Samson, however, appean to be that such fluid 

and relaxed boundaries are not to be enjoyed. For, in the Deuteronomistic m e -  

work, the story illustrates that such fluidity can lead to the downfall of even someone 

as ideal as Samson the nazirite. 



CONCLUSION 



Conclusion 

Our intent has been to examine h m  a theoretically strong perspective dif- 

ferences in group identity that are expressed in the narratives of the major judges in 

the book of Judges. We have demonstrated that there is ample evidence for illustra- 

tions of identity, segregation, and interaction in terms that we c m  interpret 

appropriately in anthropological terms as 'ethnic." 

Other scholars have also suggested that ethniciîy is described in biblical narra- 

tives. But the problem with the work of those who have discussed ethnicity, espe- 

cially that of bibLical Israel, is that they have applied the concepts of ethnicity, ethnic 

identity, and ethnic group uncntically and without theoretical awareness o r  support. 

They have appropriated the idea h m  the social sciences and, in particular, from 

anthropology but without recognizing biases or imbalance in their use of the concepts 

and without taking into account dialogue and debate within anthropology concedg  

ethnic theory. And because these studies have not been theoretically clear, their dis- 

cussions of ethnicity, ethnic identity, and edinic groups as expressed in biblical texts 

are flawed. The lack of a clearly stated understanding or model for interdisciplinary 

interpretation is the problem we have addresseci here. The aim of this work has been 

to cl- ethnic theory and to illustrate the theory by applying a model from a posi- 

tion of theoretical strength to an interpretation of the stories of the major judges. 

We have suggested that ethnicity can best be described with a model that distin- 

guishes two facets of group identity, one that emphasizes the essential, traditional, 

and apparently timeless or primordial aspect of the group's character, and a second 

that creates, recreates, and accentuates difference and argues for daims of uniqueness 

or similarity within the context of particular circumstances. Ethnicity is very much a 



process of identity renewal, refomiulation, recreation, and creative adaptation to 

changing situations. Ethnicity is not a state or a static identity typified by particular 

characteristics, which a group may achieve, given ceriain conditions and a specific 

environment. In certain circumstances, often characterized by cornpetition for scarce 

resources, claims to ethnic identities may be particularly vociferous and divisive. On 

other occasions ethnicity may be quiescent, apparently invisible until circumstances 

arise in which group members perceive it to be advantageous to claim distinctiveness. 

At yet other M i e s  the memben of a group may chwse to align themselves with a dif- 

ferent ethnic identity entirely and to assert a new ethnicity in a new situation. And 

sometimes an ethnic identity rnay disappear altogether through assimilation or 

domination or another situation, which leads to the complete loss of the primordial 

aspects of the group's ethnicity. These are just a few of the possibilities for ethnic 

configurations. But the central point remains, that ethnicity bases its claims to dis- 

tincbveness on what are presented as essential primordial aspects but in the context of 

particular circumstances of tension, competition, or differentiation. 

When we compare the theoretical perspective presented in this study to the eth- 

nie theones employed by recent studies on the history of the early Iron Age in Syria- 

Palestine and particularly of the p e d  during which Israel emerged as an autonomous 

people, it is clear that most writers have assumed that an ethnic group, such as Israel, 

was essentially static and that such a group could be typified by a cenain number of 

specific characteristics. However, according to the mode1 we have proposed, ethnic 

Israel can never be described or understood solely as an a priori, f d ,  or established 

identity. Given the processual nature of ethnicity and in light of the integrative 

synthetic approach we have outlined here, we would expect to see a malleable and 

changing identity that renewed and recast primordial expressions of distinctiveness 



and created new foms  and statements of unity in response to the vicissitudes of 

changing circumstance. 

In this snidy we have maintaineci what we beiieve is a useful heuristic distinc- 

tion between those social relations, to which the biblical stories refer, that existed his- 

toncally at a particular point in tirne, and those social relations that biblical stories 

themselves describe. Our conceni in the current work, however, is not with the first, 

that is, with the a d  history, but with the second, that is, with the portrayal of 

identity and interaction in the stories. This is a portrayal that, in the case we consider 

in this work, was created by the Deuteronomistic historian. Our aim has been to 

examine the descriptions of groups and interactions between groups and their repre- 

sentatives with a mode1 that enables us to present an epistemologically clear inter- 

pretation of ethnicity in the stories of the major judges. 

In the narratives of the major Judges, the primordial aspect of identity is 

expressed through a concem with the past, with genealogy, or by an assumption that 

the distinction between groups and individuals' allegiance is established o prion, apart 

from the specific situation related by the narrative. The circumstantial aspect is 

expressed in the context of the particular incident described in the story. Usually it is 

indicated by tensions or conflict between groups or their representatives that rnay refer 

to a process of definition, solidification, or establishment of a distinctive identity. 

The dominant feahires of identity that are used in the text to expresses distinc- 

tions in primordial terms are group names or labels, genealogical details, and religion. 

Naming represents an a prion labelling of distinctiveness, especially when it implies 

that there are antecedent rasons for the differences indicated by the labels. The 

groups so named are depicted in the text as being dissimilar and are signifed as 

by different labels. The groups may be of a variety of types, frorn surrounding 



'peoples" or 'nationsn to 'aibes" or sub-groups of larger populations. The fact that 

no additional explanation is given in support of the labeling implies prirnordiality. 

The use of such labels within the narrative points by implication to antecedent dif- 

ferentiation and to earlier instances of naming, events that are in the past and unre- 

lated to the subject of the narraiives of the judges. Indeed, the origins of many such 

group names used in Judges are supplied in ancestor traditions recorded in Genesis. 

In the narrative logic of the Deuteronomistic historian, then, these stories of earlier 

times are presupposed by the narratives of Judges. It is incidental for Our argument 

whether or not these details reflect historical reality. That the narratives of the Judges 

assume in some cases there are antecedent conditions for distinctions between people, 

supports the text's presentation of the a priori distinctiveness of the different named 

groups. However, the evidence for the pnor sepration is not always provided in the 

stories of the major judges and so the primordial naming is often just implied. 

Geographical names also represent a primordial expression of differentiation. 

In most cases, places, regions, and cities or towns are presented as a part of the narra- 

tive landscape associated with a particular group but without any additional explana- 

tion regarding the ongin of the relationship or the situation that led to the association 

of a particular place with a particular group. In the stories of the major judges, most 

of these details of setting, location, or a character's affiliation with a specific place 

are set out as a prion facts. The ody exceptions are a few aetiological details that, 

because they are discussed in relation to the specific incident described in the story, 

relate more to the circurnstantial aspect of ethnicity. For the most part, however, par- 

ticular groups or individuais are associated with particular places in a predetermined 

manner, as if the relationship were primordial. 



In a simila- vein, genealogical details supplied for some of the individuals in 

some of the stories pmvide an additionai primordial cast. By presenting the family 

line of a particular character, the Deutemnomist shows that the individual's link to the 

community is not determined solely in the context of the particular situation. Rather, 

it establishes that a penon is relateci to the wmmunity by birth. Again, this need not 

be historically accurate in order for the primordial point to be made. The genealogy 

argues that an individud is tied to the group through the most primordial and coercive 

of bonds, the tie of blood (Geertz 1973). Whether or not it is biologically accurate, 

the line of descent enables the point to be made in the social context depicted by the 

story that the individual, as a true-bom mernber of the group, is justifieci in represent- 

ing the whole group. This proposition obviously helps to support the authority of the 

particular figure as a leader. 

In addition, genealogical details relating to the eponymous ancestor of a group 

imply that the group itself has not been defined according to the exigencies of the 

moment but according to family relationships extendhg over many generations. This, 

of course, has suggested tribalism or group allegiance based on kinship dirough the 

extended family, a type of group definiton early biblical scholars found particularly 

appealing for their reconstructions of the social history of early Israel. However, 

there has been much work from both the biblical and anthropological fields to indicate 

that this model is too simple to explain the full complexity of the situation.l1° 

According to the terms of Our analytic model, references to the eponymous ancestor 

of a group, whether direct or irnplied, simply represent an appeal to the group's 

On the biblical side, sec Gottwald (1 979) and de Geus (1976) and on the anthropological see 
Fned (1 968). 



primordial nature. The argument is that the gmup coheres as a group because ail 

membea can claim to be related in some way to the prirnogenitor. 

Statements with religious import, indicated in the stones of the major judges 

p ~ c i p a l l y  by references to deities, constitute another important expression of the 

primordial side of ethnic identity. l niwh figures prorninently in such statements as 

the god of the people, yiSr&W, Israel. In some cases the text underlines the primor- 

dial nature of this relationship with brief statements rehearsing key events in the his- 

tory of the god's interactions with the people. Judges 5:4-5, for example, presents an 

image of yhwh, god of the high mountains of Sinai, marching forth at the head of his 

heavenly amies to battle in a metaphysical realm in parallel to the battle on earth that 

his people are undertaking with their Canaanite enemies. The reference to Sinai 

assumes an earlier story of Yahweh's interaction with Moses, the leader of the 

Israelite group on their flight h m  Egypt, related in Exodus 19, and hence is a 

primordial explanaîion for the close association of the people with the god. Similar 

fonnulaic abbreviated statements of Israel's primordial history occur in the Gideon 

and Jephthah narratives (Judg 6: 8- 10; 1 1 : 12-28), 

In most cases, the relationship between the group or representatives of the 

group and the deity is sirnply assumed in the story and whenever the god is depicted 

playing a role in the narrative, the god of Israel is always and without question Yah- 

weh. Thus, Israel is titled "people of Yahweh, " 'am yhwh in Judges 5: 1 1 and 13. As 

weil, when a mvenanted agreement is witnessed (Judg 1 1 : 10-1 1 ; 1 1 :30-3 l), or when 

the Israelite hem is empowered with the 'spirit of Yahweh," r- yhwh (Judg 11:29; 

M e r  religious statements express the circumstantial side of ethnicity. We will summarùe these 
below . 



13:25; 14:6, 19; 15: l4), or when a sacrifice is offered by an Israeiite (Judg 6:24-32; 

13: 19-20), Yahweh, the god of the Israelites, is involveci. Similarly , the go& of 

other peoples are specific to them and, indeed, are among the identifying character- 

istics of those groups: the gods of the Amontes for the people of the east (Judg 6: IO), 

Chemosh for the Transjordanian adversaries of Jephthah (Judg 1 1 : 24-25), and Dagon 

for the Philistines (Judge 16:23 ff.). The relatiomhip between each deity and the 

group associateci with the deity is depicted in the stones of the major judges without 

any additional explanation or discussion. The relationship between the foreign gods 

and the peoples they represent is depicted as an established fact. 

The circumstantial aspects of ethnic identity are expressed in the narratives 

primarily through features of economic, political, and religious ixnport. The eco- 

nomic situations portrayeci in each narrative principdy descnbe cornpetition and con- 

flict over the control of resources and of signifiant mde and communication routes. 

In the story of Deborah (Judg 4 3 ,  some groups are depicted not participating in the 

battle against the Canaanites and the implication is that this was because their ecu- 

nomic interests were elsewhere (Stager 1988). The narrative of Gideon also portrays 

conflict in the Jezreel valley and again there are indications that economic concerns 

are the key issue, both in terms of Israelite crops destroyed and in terms of the conml 

of trade. The tales of Abimelek and Jephthah, although apparently depicting conflict 

between memben of Israelite sub-groups, also have indications of the economic issues 

describeci by the Deuteronornistic historian which were influencing factors in defining 

the groups' identities as a part of the situation surroundhg the conflict in the stones. 

Some descriptive details in the stories also suggest economic differences 

reflected at the level of material culture. Israelite p u p s  and individuals are depicted 

primarily as rural people, agriculturalists with tools and products relating to activities 



associateci with pastordism and smali-scale fanning. Jael the Kenite is placed in a 

setting detailed by articles related to herding (Judg 524-26) and Gideon is described 

in a fanning environment (Judg 6: 1 1 ). Their adversaries, on the other hand, are ofien 

depicted in senuigs with details of material culture typicaily associatecl with city- 

dwellers- Note, in this regard, the description of Sisera's mother (Judg 5: 28-30) and 

of the generai sethng of the Philistines as urbanites (Judg 13-1 6). The Midianites, 

although depicted as caravaneen, are set apan from Gideon's followen by the adorn- 

ments on their camels and their own rich cloaks (Judg 8:21-26). 

Political circumstances that are described by the Deuteronomistic historian in 

the narratives also take a role in the definition of group identity. We mean the politi- 

cal sphere to apply primarily to issues of leadership and power relations between 

groups. Except for Deborah, who, according to the text (Judg 4:4-5), was already a 

judge, S m ,  at the t h e  of the circumstances related in the narrative, al1 of the heroes 

are depicted as taking up the d e  of leadership in response to the crisis of each 

specifc situation. In effect, the role of leader is not picturd as being primordially 

defmed; each case is described as being unique. This expresses the circurnstantial 

aspect of ethnicity, for it indicates the flexibility of the group's intemal organization 

in response to the exigencies of the particular extemal situation. There is no a priori 

hierarchical structure defined. In contrast, antagonists in the stones of the major 

judges are depicted as having some kind of permanent leadership structure, usually a 

king, melek. Deborah and Barak are against Jabin, king of Hazor (Judg 4:2), Gideon 

battles Zebah and Zalmunna, kings of Midian (Judg 8:4-21), Abimelek, even though 

he himself is named king, melek, opposes the Lords of Shechem, bac&@ Sékem (Judg 

9:6), Jephthah is against the king of the Ammonites (Judg 11: 12), and Samson is 

eventually captured by the lords of the Philistines (Judg 16: 18). Thus, while Israelite 



leadership is picîured as bas& on a response to particular Ncumstances, their 

opponents' political systems are described as being more permanent. 

Two elements of religious signifiicance are expressed in circumstantial terms as 

weii as in primordial terms. In partidar, the o v e d  situation in each narrative seg- 

ment is motivated, according to the text, by the 'sin" of the Israelites. This theologi- 

cal explanation for situations of tension and conflict is applied in the stories of Ehud 

(Judg 3: 12-1 4), Deborah (Judg 4: 1 ), Gideon (Judg 6: 1 ), Abimelek (Judg 8: 34-35), 

Jephthah (Judg 10:6-8), and Samson (Judg 13: 1). According to the description of the 

Deuteronomistic historian, this was what caused situations of mnflict which con- 

tributed to the definition of the identity of the gzoups portrayed in the stories. 

The second elernent of religious significance which is expressed circumstantially 

relates to the appointment of some of the Israelite leaders in the situation of conflict. 

Not only is their leadership defined in context of the specifc cimtmstances, but the 

explanation for their personal authority, power, or strength is also theological. 

Deborah is described as a prophetess, one who is depicted speaking with the authority 

of yhwh ' ë l ~ h é  yi.fr& 'ZZ, 'The Lord, the God of Israel" (Judg 4:6). Gideon is 

described receiving his authority h m  a messenger of yhwh (Judg 6:  11-23) and 

Jephthah by a avenant witnessed by yhwh (Judg 1 1 9 - 1  1). Samson, also, is pictured 

receiving his authority from Yahweh through the unique situation of his birth (Judg 

13), his status as a nazirite (Judg 13: 7), and the occasions when the "spint of the 

Lord," &.&z yhwh, is descnbed as empowering him in tirnes of danger (Judg 13:25; 

l4:6; 19; 15: 14). Only the c h m e r  Abimelek is not pictured with the deity's sup- 

port although, even so, the situation of conflict described in that story is explained 

religiously as being due to an 'evil spirit, " &@ rdc&, that God, 'ëZ~hîrn, sent 

ktween the lords of Shechem and Abimelek. 



The role of religious elements in both primordial and Ncumstantial explana- 

tiom of differentiation indicates a significant point of contact between religion and 

ethnicity . Religion, like ethnicity, can make a stmng appeal to the past, to the 

primordial mots of clifference, and to tradition, in order to legitimate a particdar 

manifestation of unity or to explain and to justify a particular fom of segregation. 

The authority of the primordial nicely parallels the authority of religion expresseci, as 

it is here, by a deity. On the other hand, religion can also be used to expiain, inter- 

pret, or justify particular circumstances and, like ethnicity, can be changed or adapted 

to meet the demands of a changing situation. The air of primordial authority, 

however, enables adjustments to be made in new circumstances while still pemieating 

the explanations, interpretations, or justifications with the essence of past tradition. 

And so ethnicity, like religion, enables both stability and adaptability, and supports 

the continuity of the group of people who cling to the security it provides. 

The presence in the stones of the major judges of both primordial and circum- 

stantial aspects in the expression of group identities shows that the model of ethnicity 

that was proposed is applicable, at least to these biblical nanatives in the book of 

Judges. This suggesü that the model provides a beneficial interpretive framework for 

analyzing and discussing features in the stories of the major judges that may be 

indicative of ethnicity. 

We cm also conclude that the group identities portrayed in these narratives are, 

according to the integrative synthetic approach, ethnic identities. What is described in 

the stories of the major judges is a number of ethnic identities in a variety of situa- 

tions in which each group is definecl both by primordial characteristics that un@ and 

separate it from other groups, and by interactions and events that are particular to the 

situation. Furthemore, in this portraya1 they are not static "packages" of people but 



they are flexible and responsive to changing circumstances and the defintion of the 

ethnic identity of the membea of the group can be manipulated and altered. What is 

pictured is a special response in each case that is unique and that enables the group, 

on the one hand, to create and maintain its separation h m  opposing groups and, on  

the other hand, to create and maintain a particular unity in response to the particular 

crisis. The position or response may not be defmed without interna1 debate or con- 

flict, however. Deborah's Israel does not include each and every Israelite group and 

neither does Gideon's. The narrative of Abirnelek is largeIy concernai with an inter- 

na1 debate over which leader and what form of leadership can best represent Israelite 

interests. Likewise, Jephthah is involved in a similar debate between Ephraim and 

Gilead. Our analysis illustrates this dynamic aspect of ethnicity with some elements 

of group identity expresseci as essential or primordial while other elements are 

described as open to negotiation. This is, according to Our model, a cenaal and typi- 

cal characteristic of ethnic identities. 

A fuial point to note concems the ethnic identities portrayed by the 

Deuteronomist in the stories of the major judges. Israel, as described in these narra- 

tives, is never a completely unifieci configuration with all sub-groups or ' tribes" 

specified and acting in concert. In fact, the story of each major judge depicts dif- 

ferent groups in tems that show the ethnic configuration of the Deuteronomistic his- 

torian's Israel is in each case somewhat unique. Benjamin, through its representative 

Ehud, is depicted as batthg for Israel through the circumstances of a conflict with the 

Moabites. But no other Israelite groups are described. In Judg 4, it is Zebulun and 

Naphtati which are united in the situation of confiict against King Jabin of Canaan. In 

Judg 5, Zebulun and Naphtali are again depicted as participants united in battle 

against the "kings of Canaan." These two are joined by Ephraim, Benjamin, Machir, 



and Issachar in this situation to form a group united, apparentiy, by a cornmon inter- 

est centered in the Jezreel Valley. Asher, Dan, Reuben, and Gad are also identified 

but are singled out for their lack of participation in this situation of conflict against 

the Canaanites. Gideon leads a coalition of Manasseh, Asher, Zebulun, Naphtaii, and 

Ephraim in the same general area which is united against Midian, Amalek, and the 

'people of the East." Jephthah represents Gilead together with Manasseh, united in 

battle against the Ammonites. Ephraim, however, in a situation depicted in the shib- 

boleth incident, is clearly excluded from the group unified in the conflict against 

Ammon. The stones of Abimelek and Samson both depict problems with associating 

leadership with a particular ethnic group identity. Abirnelek's leadership of Shechem 

is temporary and ends without success and in tragedy. Samson, although clearly 

defined as a Danite, is depicted acting for what, apparently, are his own interests and 

without the support of the Danites or even Judah. His story ends tragically too. 

The point is that groups with primordially defmed identities form a variety of 

groupings in response to a variety of Ncumstances, groupings that are described as 

successful or not depending on the situation. These depictions of situational unity 

relate economic and political issues as the prirnary causes which bring primordially 

defined groups together under mmrnon interests. 

Israel as a whole appears only in the primordial expressions of unity under the 

god Yahweh and in the Deuteronornistic historian's descriptions of situations of sin 

and apostasy. Yei the picture of them in the stories of the major judges is in general 

of a fluid configuration of people. Never is there a picture of a completely unifiecl 

Israel with all sub-groups or 'tiibes" acting in concert. Some groups are described 

banding together in certain situations to meet particular needs. m e r  situations are 

pictured in which people whom we would expect from other biblical texts to all be 



members of ethnic 'Israel" are, in fact, in conflict with each other. Given the model 

of ethnicity we have proposed, this should not be unexpected. What is required for 

ethnicity is that the group's identity should be expressed in terms that refer both to the 

primorniality of the group's cohesiveness and to the flexible and adaptable aspects of 

the group's unity as it responds to changing circumstances. Both facets of ethnicity 

are expressed in the narratives we have examined and so we are justifieci in claiming 

that, in terms of the interpretive model we have proposed, ethnic groups are indeed 

portrayed in these texts. If there are historical implications to this observation, 

however, these remain to be explored. 
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