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Introduction

“In an effort to make archaeology an exact science, the New Archaeology tried to find
general, “covering laws”.  Such laws were hard to find, or are defined in such broad
terms that they become meaningless. The heavy use of jargon was disturbing. Models
often became an end rather than the tool for creating a more meaningful analysis. The
new archaeology focused primarily on prehistoric phases and on cultural changes, and
neglects historical cases. At least in its more dogmatic forms, it failed to discuss political
borders in a satisfactory way, since it created a sharp dichotomy between pots and
people – as if pots were independent beings.” 

This rather harsh judgment, by Raz Kletter (Kletter 1999, 21-22), of the tools and the
philosophy of New Archaeology, may seem a strange opening sentence for an
introduction that deals with models, models being the flagship of New Archaeology.
That is, of course, the reason why it is used here. The quote contains some useful
warnings, puts the concept of model-building into perspective, and underlines the
purposes of this study. 

“... the new archaeology tried to find general, “covering laws”...”
Covering laws, or models that can predict human behaviour within a set of specified
circumstances (such as climate, surroundings, population density) are indeed hard to
find, basically because humans do not behave like numbers, or chemical substances that
turn from solid to fluid to gas under specified pressure and temperature. We want human
behaviour to be predictable. And it is, or can be, to a certain extent. But only to a certain
extent; human reactions can be compared to those of other living creatures (Wilson
1975), and so ‘universal’ laws can be described in order to explain, analyse and ‘predict’
historical events and situations. But like other living creatures, humans and their
reactions can never be completely predicted. On the other hand, deviations from the
general laws do not invalidate them.
Any model that describes or explains human behaviour, should be based on reality. This
may seem self evident, but as Kletter states: “Such laws were hard to find, or are defined
in such broad terms that they become meaningless.”  Even in general models for human
behaviour, we must be aware that sometimes models may be valid, or represent reality
for one situation, period or group, but not for another. We must be prepared to limit
ourselves, in order to remain meaningful. The reality that I propose here, and that limits
my model in a spatial sense, although hardly in a temporal one, is that the Southern
Levant has always, at least since the Early Bronze Age, been a ‘tribal’ society.
The word ‘tribal’ has many connotations. In western society, and in New Archaeology, it
is associated with a relatively low level of social organisation (Renfrew and Bahn 1991,
153ff, with references). In Near Eastern contexts it is often associated with economic
behaviour, notably the herding of sheep and goats, and the breeding of camels. That,
however, is not the essence of ‘tribalism’. Sometimes the word ‘tribal’ is replaced by
‘kin-based’ (Joffe 1993), or ‘ethnic’ (Kamp and Yoffee 1980), or ‘family’ (Stager 1985).
The meaning of these terms, however, also covers only part of what Levantine society
was about. 
Much information has come down to us about tribal or Bedouin society in the southern
Levant in the past centuries, both from western travellers and researchers and from the
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Bedouin themselves.1 These nineteenth  century and earlier sources define Levantine
tribalism within a framework of characteristics that, together, can describe what I would
call a ‘model’ for society in the Southern Levant, not only in the period under study, but
that can be detected already in the Early Bronze Age (van der Steen 2002a), and  the
structural basis of which never ceased to exist. In some periods this structural basis
became especially clear, particularly in periods of change and instability. In these
periods, which may have been caused by external powers, or by climate changes, society
had to regroup itself, re-divide territories, find new modes of existence and of
cooperation. In those periods the tribal structure of society was decisive in the course of
events and in determining the eventual new situation that evolved. 
In periods of stability the tribal structural basis may have been less clear, ‘sleeping’ as it
were, but it never died, because the next crisis always saw it reawaken and become the
major force in restructuring society. This is what happened in the transition from the Late
Bronze to the Early Iron Age, the period under study here.  

Information from nineteenth  century AD and earlier sources can be used to describe the
characteristics that determine this structural basis. They are: 

- loyalty. A person’s loyalty was always first to his family, to his clan, and to the tribe to
which he belonged. On the other side, the tribe as a whole was responsible for the
individual member: for his subsistence in case of emergencies (such as a raid by a rival
tribe, which sometimes left members without anything to eat), for his protection, or, if
that failed, for avenging him. This two-way loyalty was formalised by creating ‘family
ties’ between the members of the tribes: patriarchs from which all members were
supposed to descend. It is a well-known fact that these ties were created and could be
changed easily in order to create new loyalties, should circumstances demand that. The
term khawa, being a tribute paid by one tribe to another, or by an individual or group of
individuals in order to be able to travel through a tribe’s territory, literally means
‘brotherhood’, and so denotes the fact that by paying it, the person became a temporary
‘brother’ of the tribe, a member of the family, and so shared in the ties of loyalty and
responsibility. 
Tribal loyalties, although they may have been meaningless to all practical purposes, did
not cease to exist in periods of stability, or strong external power. They were always
maintained, albeit on a low level.

                                            
1 I am obliged to the staff of the department of Anthropology of Yarmuk University, Irbed, for giving
me access to the archive of the Jordan Valley Project. This archive, which has unfortunately closed
down now, contains publications, published and unpublished reports, photos and newspaper clippings,
maps etc., providing information on geological, geographical, agricultural and climatological issues
concerning the Jordan Valley, many of which have changed dramatically in the past fifty years, as well
as ethnographic and demographic data.
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- Second is flexibility in economic pursuits. Tribes and their members had access to
different, customised economic pursuits (Salzman 1980, 4). They could be herders of
goats or sheep, professional camel breeders, agriculturalists or horticulturalists. The
Howeitat, for example, were famous camel breeders for the Hajj and the regular trade
and they had vast date palm groves around Aqaba. Besides, they controlled a number of
agricultural villages in Edom, where members of smaller tribes grew tobacco and other
goods for the benefit of the Hajj. According to Bocco (cited in Layne 1994, 46) “even 

archetypical camel-herding Bedouin were probably never exclusively pastoralists but
relied on a multi-resource economy that included raiding, the collection of tribute
(khawa) and trading for their subsistence”. It was because of this ability to adapt, that the
Bedouin could control the economy of the region, and create a virtually independent
society in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries AD, even adapting to
external influences such as the demands of the European trade with India. 

The third characteristic is mobility, which directly involves the relationship of the tribe
to the land. Most tribes are mobile to a certain extent. Sometimes they were part-time
farmers, and had summer and winter quarters; sometimes segments of tribes had become
sedentary, while other segments remained pastoral nomads. Many continued to live in
tents as a symbol of mobility, even after they had become full-time farmers or otherwise
sedentary. The tent was the symbol of their inheritance, and therefore had a symbolic
status that was denied to a house. Honoured guests were, and sometimes still are,
received in a tent, rituals and parties are still often performed in tents.
A tribe had its territory or territories, but could only assert rights to this, when actually
present. It did not ‘own’ the land. Lancaster (1981, 121) describes the relation of the
Rwala Bedouin to their land as based on “a prior claim of usufruct (a claim not a right)”.
A person “only rules (the land) when he is there and he only owns it under the same
circumstances”. They own it by right of dominance and not exclusively. Other tribes
came into the territory when the Rwala had gone, or even when they were present, by
right of tradition or strength. The continuing high symbolic status of the tent mentioned
above shows that this flexible relationship to the land did not change, even in periods of
stability and settlement.

The fourth characteristic is the interrelationship of different tribes. Tribes interacted, both
in a positive and a negative sense. In a positive sense they crossed and used each other’s
territories and wells, often according to a formalised system of khawa, they intermarried,
they made alliances and formed confederations. Judges from associated tribes were
sometimes called in to solve legal disputes.
Negative interaction consisted of ghazus¸ intertribal raiding, and sometimes even actual
wars between tribes, usually over territory. These wars regularly led to a profound
change in the balance of power, and changes in the traditional territories of tribes,
leading to a ‘domino-effect’ that could eventually have repercussions over long
distances, as uprooted tribes had to go and look elsewhere for new territories. The
sources show that these changes in power balance usually coincided with international
political crises: in the Islamic period (622-1918 AD) the changes from one government
to another always resulted in a complete change in power balance and territorial division
among the Near Eastern tribes (Oppenheim 1943, 6-12, with references).
 
This is the framework within which society in the Southern Levant has functioned ever
since the Early Bronze Age. There may have been times when a strong external
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government managed to subdue the power of the independent tribes, but they were never
capable of extinguishing the tribal structure of the local population (Joffe 1993, 48, 61).

“The new archaeology focused primarily on prehistoric phases and on cultural changes,
and neglects historical cases...”.
The problem with ‘historical periods’, i.e. periods for which written sources are
available, is that these written sources cannot very well be ignored. In the past, before the
time of the New Archaeology, archaeology was usually made subject to these written
sources, and used to illustrate them. The Bible is a case in point, specifically for the
region under study. The nineteenth  century spirit of discovery was reflected in the
realms of Christianity as well. The need was felt not only to ‘illustrate’ the Bible, but to
prove it by identifying (and excavating) holy places. In 1865 the Palestine Exploration
Fund had been established as “A society for the accurate and systematic investigation of
the Archaeology, the Topography, the Geology and Physical Geography, the Manners
and Customs of the Holy Land for Biblical Illustration” (PEQ 1968, frontispiece); the
American School for Oriental Research, established in 1900 had as its main goal “to
defend the Bible”. Numerous explorers travelled the ‘Land of the Bible’ and identified
(sometimes with scant evidence) place-names mentioned in the Bible (Ben-Arieh 1979,
with numerous references). The fact that they travelled through tribal territories, and
therefore had to deal with the existing tribal system, and the meticulous accounts they
left us of these travels, now gives us a rare insight in the tribal society of the nineteenth
century AD. 

With the rise of  New Archaeology this situation was changed. Archaeological evidence
came into its right as an independent source of information. That meant that written
sources became a disturbing factor, since the evidence presented by them often disagreed
with the archaeological remains. Hence the tendency of New Archaeology to turn to
‘prehistoric’ periods and situations. 
However, both the written sources and the archaeological remains have a tale to tell,
about the same period and the same people, so if the two diverge it is our task to explain
why they diverge and to find a historical explanation in which both have their role (cf.
Weippert 1967, 133-139). We cannot ignore one or the other because they do not fit in
our hypothesis. If that is the case the hypothesis is wrong.

This study starts with an overview of the different available sources of evidence (part I).
Chapter 1 reviews written sources dating from and/or relating to the period of the Late
Bronze and Early Iron Ages. These sources play an important role in the hypothesis.
Many of them come from an Egyptian, Late Bronze Age context. They are the accounts
of Canaanite society by the conquerors and therefore very one-sided, although none the
less valuable for that. They create a picture of the period from one point of view, that of
the foreign ruler. The Amarna letters, an important source of information, add the
dimension of the viewpoint of the local rulers. Their split loyalty, on the one hand to the
foreign ruler that put them – and kept them– in their position, and on the other hand to
their own people, provides a valuable insight in the social structure of the times. Finally
the editors of the books of the Old Testament, writing much later, in the exilic or post-
exilic period, give us an account of the Early Iron Age in Israel the way they saw it.
Their view was coloured as well, by time and ideology, and reflected to a large extent
society as it was in the Late Iron Age. If anything, this shows us that even in the Late
Iron Age, society was still largely conceived of as tribal (LaBianca 1999, van der Steen,
forthcoming). The world was ordered along lines of kinship and loyalties or enmities
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based on legends of tribal feuds. As in earlier periods (Joffe 1993, 61) contact with the
great empires and their organisation could not wipe out this kin-based structure. It was
always there, dormant perhaps, but never dead.
The second chapter describes the physical world in which this society originated and
flourished: the soil and its fertility, the climate and the topography.
Chapters 3 and 4 give an overview of the available archaeological evidence, excavations
and settlement patterns. The importance of settlement patterns lies for a large part in that 
they are often the only physical evidence of the presence of a non-settled population.
Nomads are notorious in that they leave no archaeological remains such as pottery,
architecture and the like (see the discussion in Finkelstein 1995, 23 ff, with references).
The only indications of their presence in a certain society can be the way they influence
settlement patterns. In the first half of the nineteenth  century AD in the East Jordan
Valley there were no settlements, and in the Belqa the only settlement was Salt. The
Adwan and the Beni Sakhr both claimed these territories and struggled over it. They
regularly robbed villages and eventually scared away the settled population (Burckhardt
1822, 349 ff; 368 ff). When the Ottoman government finally managed to subdue the
Beni Sakhr in the second half of the nineteenth century a power vacuum ensued in the
region, which was quickly filled up with small villages and farmsteads (Schumacher
1889, 22). 

“... it failed to discuss political borders in a satisfactory way...”
The second section deals with the political borders of the nineteenth  and early twentieth
century AD and the ways in which the different groups defined their territories in a social
and geographical sense, by loyalty, by positive or negative interaction and by mobility. It
is a period in which the tribal society of the southern Levant flourished, and that has been
described extensively by both western and eastern writers and researchers. The results of
this analysis are then used to understand the mechanisms that were at work in the
transition from the Late Bronze to the Early Iron Age. I have stated above that the
structural basis in the area of study remained the same from the Early Bronze Age to the
most recent past. This structural basis dictated the reactions of the population to the
changing society, both in the nineteenth  and early twentieth centuries AD and in the
Late Bronze – Early Iron Age transitional period. The ethnographers and travellers in the
region tell us how the population of the nineteenth  and early twentieth centuries reacted
and adapted to these changes, and therefore may give us an insight into how the
population of the Late Bronze – Early Iron Age transitional period reacted. 

“...since it created a sharp dichotomy between pots and people – as if pots were
independent beings.”
Pots, obviously, are not independent beings, nor is any other artefact. They are the
precipitation of a culture, of a person, a group or a sequence of people who performed an
activity that created, made use of, and discarded the artefact that we now hold in our
hands. It is the people behind the pots that we have to find. Henk Franken used to say
that archaeologists tended to use potsherds as if they had fallen from trees, for them to
use as dating criteria (cf. Steiner 1994, thesis 8). We have to close the gap between pots
and people again, but in a meaningful way. We have to ask ourselves who the people
were that made the pots, who the people were that used and discarded them. We have to
ask what the meaning is of changes in the pottery, what it tells us about those people.
That is the essence of the two chapters of the third section.
In Chapter 7 an overview is given of the pottery that has been published from
excavations in the region under study and the surrounding area.  In Chapter 8, using Deir
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'Alla as a case study, I try to analyse what the actual meaning and significance is of
changes in pottery shapes and functional repertoire, for the understanding of the history
of a certain site. 
The fourth section is devoted to the results of new research, some of which is published
here for the first time. The first two seasons at Tell el-Hammeh in the Zerqa valley
(Chapter 9) produced unexpected results. The remains of the oldest iron smelting site in
the world found so far were excavated (Veldhuizen and van der Steen 1999). The
excavations also revealed the existence of a number of Late Bronze Age layers, no traces
of which had ever been found by any of the surveys on the site. These results went a long
way to confirm the hypothesis of a trade route through the Zerqa valley, conducted by
independent traders.
The Early Iron Age at Deir 'Alla  has been published by Franken (1969) with the
exception of one square, Square M. The material from this square was given to me by
Henk Franken for study and publication. It is published here, in Chapter 10. The remains
in this square, which include some heavy walls, may somewhat alter the outlook on the
beginnings of the Iron Age of Deir 'Alla , and consequently the whole region. It mainly
goes to prove that the ‘squatters’, or the seasonal transhumant groups that occupied the
site in the earliest Iron Age phases, had a more diverse and complicated background than
is usually assumed. 
The region that this study focuses on in particular, the area between the watershed of the
Wadi Kufrinjeh in the north and that of the Wadi Zerqa in the south, has been chosen
because of its high concentration of Late Bronze Age sites (Leonard 1989) compared to
the rest of the East Jordan Valley. This concentration is revealed by a number of surveys,
as very few sites in the area had been excavated and even fewer published. In 1994 some
of the sites that had been discovered by earlier surveys, such as those of Nelson Glueck,
and of the Jordan Valley Survey, were revisited and pottery collected from them. In
addition to this, the pottery from the Jordan Valley Survey was studied in Amman, and
that of Nelson Glueck in Jerusalem. The results, and the conclusions that can be drawn in
regard to the occupation history of the area, are presented in Chapter11.
Finally, one part of the hypothesis, that of a trade route through the Wadi Zerqa in the
Late Bronze Age, was tested in the field in 2000. A small expedition was organised to try
and find the best route from the Jordan Valley, through the Wadi Zerqa towards Khirbet
Umm ed-Dananir. A donkey accompanied us, to carry the luggage and to test whether
the route we took could be walked by a loaded donkey as well. The results of this
expedition are presented in Chapter12.

“Models often became an end rather than the tool for creating a more meaningful
analysis....”.
In the exact sciences, the purpose of research is to find universal laws and to test whether
these are really universally valid. The final purpose in historical sciences, such as history
or archaeology, is arguable. In New Archaeology, as stated by Kletter, models became
an end in themselves, and history and archaeology were used to test and refine the
‘universal’ models that were developed to predict human behaviour. That is, of course, a
perfectly valid approach, provided that the models as such were adapted to fit the
historical facts. This proved to be complicated, especially in historical periods; hence the
tendency of New Archaeology to concentrate on less complicated, prehistoric periods.
Of course, these periods were, or seemed, less complicated, only because we knew so
much less about them. The other approach is to use the models as tools to explain and
understand historical events and situations. Then they form the basis for a hypothesis, an
analysis of a specific period, group or event.
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Several efforts have been made to devise models for the Late Bronze and Early Iron
Ages in the Levant. Some of these were broad models, encompassing the period in
question in a long lasting development, usually starting in the Chalcolithic or the Early
Bronze Age. Most of these models had a cyclical character. Other models, or hypotheses
were developed explicitly to find an explanation for the Late Bronze – Early Iron Age
transition, more specifically (most of them) to find an explanation for the beginnings of 
Early Israel. These hypotheses do not usually claim universal value, unlike some of the
cyclical models.
Chapter13 gives an overview of models and hypotheses that have been developed and
used for the Late Bronze – Early Iron Age transition in the Southern Levant. 
Chapter14 finally gives my own hypothesis for this period. This hypothesis is based on
the model that I have outlined above, that of a society that has always remained
essentially tribal. I have explained why I think that this model is universally valid in the
Southern Levant, at least from the Early Bronze Age, until the twentieth century AD.
There may have been periods in which it was more visible than in others, but the simple
fact that it is applicable for every period of crisis or change in the history of the Southern
Levant shows clearly enough that it was always present. I am tempted to state that it still
exists to a certain extent. I will not expand on the validity of the model in periods other
than that under study; I have done that elsewhere (van der Steen 2002b; id. forthcoming;
Bienkowski and van der Steen 2000). This chapter is an integration of the historical facts
and figures that have been outlined in the previous chapters, and the concept of a
basically tribal society. The result, I think, is a more meaningful analysis and explanation
of the archaeological remains that time has left us. 

Finally, a word about terminology. Throughout this study I have used the term ‘Early
Iron Age’, instead of  Iron Age I. This is because the terms ‘Iron Age I’, or ‘Iron Age II’
imply more or less exact dates, and a sharp division between periods. I prefer to be
‘vague’ where these periods are concerned for the following reasons: 
- The transition from the Late Bronze Age and the following period, Early Iron Age, or
Iron Age I, was the end of an era and the beginning of a new one. However, when the
first era ended and the next began is still a matter of debate, and dependent on what
criteria we use for the end (or beginning) of an era, as well as on which particular part of
the Levant we look at. The Late Bronze Age did not end everywhere at the same
moment, as most people now agree. 
- A political landslide ended the Late Bronze Age and eventually forced people to adapt
themselves to a new economic layout, a new set of rules, a new society. The material
precipitation of this new society is what we call the ‘Early Iron Age’. There is, however,
no clear beginning, no date or place that we can lay a finger on and say ‘this is where it
started’.  All we have is a material culture: pottery, architecture and settlement patterns
that differ from that of the preceding period. I cannot, by giving a name to that culture,
define its margins in time and place. That is why I prefer a term that does not have
clearly fixed dates attached to it.  
 


