The Establishment of Israel

There are problems discerning how Israel emerged as a state, but through historical research there has developed three main models to discuss the emergence of Israel.  

The conquest theory postulates that the book of Joshua in the Hebrew Bible should be literally interpreted in order to reconstruct an accurate picture with regards to the settlement of Canaan.  According to the depictions in Joshua, after wandering in the wilderness for forty years, the Hebrews are finally allowed to enter into the land.  Due to their nomadic wanderings, they entered the land through the Transjordan instead of through the south.  There is a dramatic scene in which the people cross over into the land by way of the Jordan River, the river itself holding back its waters so as to let the people pass.  After the crossing, the Hebrews celebrate the first Passover in the new land, recognize and memorialize Yahweh for His faithfulness, and then proceed to travel around Canaan for the purpose of conquering the land, destroying cities, and subduing the inhabitants.  They succeed through a series of miraculous events which enable them to capture cities and dispose of the native population.   Eventually, with only a few exceptions, the land is completely conquered and systematically divided up between the remaining nine and a half tribes.  The only tribe without land is that of the Levites, but they are selected by God to serve Him and tend to the cultic practices and needs of the tabernacle.  The Levites will also be economically sustained through the tithes of the other tribes.  Though the land has been conquered, there is still a remnant of the Canaanites and therefore Yahweh outlines explicit rules dictating the limited interaction that the Hebrews will have with the Canaanites.  The biblical narrative portrays this remnant as a test for the Hebrews of their faith for their God.
Similar to the conquest theory in that the Hebrews are immigrating to the land from the east and crossing the Jordan, the peaceful infiltration theory posits that the Hebrews did not conquer the land of Canaan, but instead settled in the area and assimilated to the people that were already there.  This theory was first presented in 1925 by Albert Alt.  “Heavily under the influence of Max Weber, he… framed the [theory] as one of historical geography and political structures.”
  Alt examined the sociopolitical likeliness of the emergence of Israel, and setting the biblical literature aside, Alt proceeded to draft his own position based on geopolitical speculations with the support of developing archeological excavations.  


“Alt concluded that Israelites had first entered and occupied those hinterlands least fitted to 
withstand their penetration.  Their movement into Canaan resembled that of semi-nomads fixed on 
a course of sedentarization, a model contoured to the paradigm of Israel’s wandering in the 
wilderness.  Yet Alt’s scenario incorporated the healthy qualification based on the model of 
Bedouin sedentarization, that such a people could have entered the land only by infiltration.”

Of course, there arose the question of literary reconciliation between the biblical text and that of Alt’s theory.  Historical claims are difficult to incorporate the depiction of supernatural events, such as the miraculous destructions of the Canaanite cities of Jericho and Ai and the holding back of the waters of the Jordan River in order to allow the people to pass into the land.  Modern historians do not necessarily reject the possibility of divine intervention “it is a presupposition of modern historiography that the general cause and effect aspects of history are explainable without reference to unique disruptions in natural conditions… or any kind of overt divine involvement in human affairs.”
  Therefore the account within the book of Joshua makes claims that historians, when trying to accurately reconstruct history, find difficult to accept.  “The notion of ‘conquering’ Canaan evolved only slowly out of the gradual consolidation of Israel’s ethnopolitical condition there.”
  A critical historian would qualify the accounts of conquest with a less than literal interpretation and possibly develop a nonbiblical scenario to encompass improbabilities.  However, Albert Alt took his theory a step further by claiming archeological support for his explanation which completely refutes the historical claims set forth in the conquest theory.

“Alt’s position entailed evaluating Israel’s conquest literature as a telescoped compendium of 
subsequent honors, devoid of direct or literal value.  He himself stressed its etiological character, 
and drew strength from the fact that excavations at Ai showed the site to have been vacant during 
the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1570-1200 B.C.E.), when the Israelites should have been destroying it.  
Subsequent exploration at Jericho disclosed, too, that the walls did not ‘come a-tumblin’ down’ 
because there were no walls to have tumbled.”

There is no attempt to authenticate the biblical literature in any way other than to imply that the authors were severely misguided in their historical reconstruction.  

However, with a third theory being posited, there is a minimal attempt at linguistic reconciliation between theory and biblical text.  The indigenous origins theory suggests that the Hebrews were an ethnic group already in the land of Canaan, but inhabited the lowlands of the region near the coast.  Questioning the motive for relocation, the Hebrews migrated to the highlands.  In support of this indigenous origin, the first written acknowledgement of Israel was that of Egyptian Pharaoh Merneptah’s Israel Stele which is dated at 1207 B.C.E.  This artifact recognizes Israel, but instead of identifying them as a nation, as with some of the other cities mentioned in this text, Israel is described as an ethnos, or ethnic people.  This might suggest that the Hebrews did not have a clearly defined geopolitical area of identity, but instead were distinguished as a separate people within a nation of other ethnic group(s).  In 1962, the first person to seriously challenge Albert Alt’s peaceful infiltration theory was G. E. Mendenhall.  His method was attacking Alt’s strongest yet least defended claim.  Mendenhall countered that the Israelites had not been nomadic, nor had they transitioned from being wanderers to sedentarized farmers.  Mendenhall “found Alt’s supporters at a disadvantage, for the biblical text affords evidence of migration, even of pastoral pursuits inside Canaan, but none of nomadism.”
  He suggested that the people previously identified in extrabiblical texts as Habiru were actually Hebrew peasants already settled in Canaan.  “The appearance of the ha-bi-ru (Eg. ‘apiru) in the archive from the 14th century court of Akhenaten at El Amarna… [and] the Amarna letters from Egyptian vassals in Canaan were taken to reflect the first stage of Israelite occupation.”
  In order for Mendenhall to make a connection between the Habiru and the establishment of Israelite statehood, “he suggested these [Habiru] peasants must have withdrawn from the city-state structures, drifting off to a refuge in the highlands.”
  Mendenhall’s theory as presented by him was ultimately refuted due to the discovery of other extra biblical texts which established the Habiru as a term identifying loosely knit groups of marauding mercenaries who drifted throughout the Levant.  A revised indigenous origins theory has been implemented in the place of Mendenhall, which establishes the Hebrews as a possible Canaanite ethnic group which was set apart from other Canaanite groups because they prescribed to Yahwistic practices.  The Hebrews were forced away from the coastland, not because of an internal rebellion against the current governmental infrastructure, but instead because of the mass migration of Sea Peoples out of the Aegean and into Canaan.  The local Canaanites were forced to relocate further inland to the seemingly vacated highlands.  Egyptian and Ugaritic documents support the historicity of a violent displacement of northern Mediterranean tribes into the south.  In order to semi-reconcile the biblical literature with that of extra-biblical and archaeological evidence, linguistic expository study has been conducted on certain passages of contradiction.  In order to eradicate these differences, biblical scholars have examined what the possible meanings could have been for the terms “Egypt”, “The Red Sea”, and “The Jordan River”.  It would be historically naïve to look at Egypt as the present day country it now is.  Egypt during the Late Bronze Age was an empire that encompassed most of northern Africa and the southwestern Levant.  Therefore, in order for the Hebrews to leave the captivity of Egypt, they need merely to move from coastland Canaan to inland Canaan.  The crossing of the Red Sea would be better translated as the crossing of the Sea of Reeds.  There is debate as to what exactly this identification refers to, as is there confusion about the exact crossing location of the Jordan River.  The names used to identify these geographic locations are to present day scholars quite ambiguous.  Most of the biblical depiction of the emergence of Israel is qualified as a folkloric national epic with few pieces of verifiable historical accuracy and therefore, most of the biblical text is rejected for the purpose of historical reconstruction.
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