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Preface and Acknowledgments

Most archaeologists in the world consider the study of ancient societies to be 
a major theme of archaeological inquiry. Issues such as political organization, so-
cial stratification, community organization, and family structure constitute cen-
tral questions in archaeological research, and scholars take an interest in studies 
in these areas even if they are unrelated to the specific case studies in which they 
specialize. However, these research questions are remote from the topics with 
which most Near Eastern archaeologists must deal. In the archaeology of the land 
of Israel and most of the neighboring areas, archaeological research has devel-
oped as a “handmaiden” to the study of the written sources. The first archaeo-
logical work in the region was initiated in order to illustrate and understand the 
written sources, particularly the Bible; thus the archaeology of the land of Israel 
focused on questions of political/biblical history.

Furthermore, even when archaeological research ceased attempting to illus-
trate or “prove” the veracity of the texts and adopted a more critical approach, 
the questions on the agenda continued to stem from the texts. Thus, for instance, 
in the past decade there have been lively debates regarding the historicity and 
very existence of the United Monarchy; the very research question stems from 
the written sources rather than from the archaeological evidence, regardless of 
scholars’ attitude toward it. As a result, the gap between the archaeology of the 
land of Israel and other archaeologies has deepened, and archaeologists working 
in Israel (excepting those studying the prehistoric era) rarely publish in general 
archaeology journals.

It should be stressed that the land of Israel—where there have been hundreds 
of planned excavations, thousands of salvage excavations and most of the country 
has been thoroughly surveyed—is undoubtedly a region that has been studied 
archaeologically much more vigorously than most other areas of the world. Thus, 
the archaeology of Israel could make a greater contribution to the issues that 
archaeologists in other regions are concerned with, since in many cases the vari-
ous studies are based on poorer sets of data than we have today in Israel. How-
ever, the extensive information we possess has hardly been used to help with 
questions of an anthropological nature, which is a missed opportunity. In other 
words: the archaeological database in Israel, perhaps the richest in the world, has 
paradoxically not been exploited to discuss the questions that interest most of the 
archaeologists around the world.

This book is an attempt to use the rich archaeological information at our dis-
posal to learn about the structure of society in the land of Israel during the pe-
riod of the Monarchy, or Iron Age II. Although the study of Israelite society in 
this period has attracted many scholars, most of them are biblical scholars and 
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historians, they relied mainly on the Bible to reconstruct the nature of Israelite 
society, and they used the archaeological findings, at most, to illuminate the con-
clusions arising from the biblical texts. After more than a century of archaeolog-
ical study in the land of Israel, this approach can be said to have exhausted itself. 
It is very difficult to innovate from the study of the written sources themselves, 
and it seems that research based on the archaeological findings has greater in-
novative potential, which is why this study differs from its predecessors. In this 
book, archaeological findings have usually served as a framework for the discus-
sion, while the written sources usually only helped complete and illuminate the 
picture.

I should stress that I do not claim that studying the written sources is without 
value, since research dealing with a historical period that ignores the written 
sources is extremely problematic; however, it is worth reversing the current in-
tellectual process by beginning the research into these issues on the basis of ar-
chaeological information, and then integrating (critically, of course) the written 
evidence into the discussion. Most of the debates in this book are written in this 
spirit, which may even shed new light on the written sources. 1 I hope that the 
research direction presented here will contribute to the understanding of Isra-
elite society, significantly change many of the preconceptions regarding various 
aspects of this society that were based on the written sources, and even raise new 
issues that would not have been discussed at all without the emphasis on the 
archaeological findings.

The land of Israel is one of the world’s most intensively studied regions, and 
Iron Age II is one of the periods that has been excavated and studied more than 
most. Our knowledge about this period is so extensive that it is impossible to deal 
with all the types of finds from the period in one book. In most chapters of this 
book, therefore, the emphasis is on architectural finds at various levels (town 
planning, public buildings, and private structures), and the smaller finds receive 
only partial discussion, both because they are less important for some of the cen-
tral questions discussed in this work and because of space limitations. Thus, the 
current book only opens the discussion of the study of Israelite society and does 
not attempt to conclude it. We may hope that it raises interest and helps turn the 
archaeological research of ancient Israel toward social and anthropological topics 
that have yet to be exploited.

This book is an expanded and updated version of my Ph.D. dissertation (writ-
ten in the Martin [Szusz] Department of Land of Israel Studies and Archaeology 
at Bar-Ilan University, under Profs. Shlomo Bunimovitz and Zeʾev Safrai), which 
was subsequently published by Yad Ben-Zvi (in Hebrew, under the title Israelite 
Society in the Period of the Monarchy: An Archaeological Perspective). The Ph.D. dis-
sertation was written in the late 1990s and was later updated and edited when it 
was prepared for publication in Hebrew. The present monograph was extensively 
updated again, and several discussions were added and expanded. (I hope that 

1. Note that some of the discussions of texts in this book are partial and not exhaustive and are 
intended for demonstrative purposes.
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2. This is also the reason that various issues did not receive proper treatment in this monograph 
and why chaps. 1 and 2, which summarize previous scholarship, are not fully up-to-date and do not 
reflect today’s approaches (especially chap. 1), which differ from the approaches that were preva-
lent a decade ago. Nonetheless, because these chapters only summarize past research, I believe this 
deficiency will not reflect on the importance of the book in general. Finally, I hope that the many 
additions and updates will not inhibit the flow of the text.
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Introduction

The Place of this Book in Research

Various aspects of Israelite society have been discussed in many studies in the 
recent and distant past. Many of these studies are comprehensive and relate to 
almost all aspects of society, while others examine a particular subject in detail. 
Most of these studies were written by biblical scholars or historians, relying mainly 
on information from the Bible and additional textual sources and sometimes also 
on sociological studies. A significant proportion of these studies did not use the 
archaeological evidence, or made very little use of it, usually as an illustration to 
accompany the text. Thus, for instance, the differences between the buildings in 
Tirzah (Tell el-Farʿah, North) were stressed to demonstrate the social differences 
that the eighth-century b.c.e. prophets were denouncing (for example, de Vaux 
1992: 1301). In contrast to the wealth of historical studies, archaeological research 
in the land of Israel has rarely dealt with social issues at all or with Israelite society 
in particular (Geva 1989: 11–12; Dever 1995: 416; Faust and Maeir 1999).

Referring to several important introductory books written recently about the 
archaeology of the land of Israel, William Dever wrote: “(Y)et, however adequate 
these may be as introductions to the basic data, none makes any attempt to organize 
the data in terms of social structure, even though there are many suggestive 
possibilities. This is a serious deficiency in Syro-Palestinian and biblical archaeology, 
when one considers that the general field of archaeology has been moving toward 
social archaeology for 20 years or more” (Dever 1995: 416). Lack of discussion of 
social questions has characterized the archaeology of the land of Israel for some time, 
even though around the world these questions constitute an important component 
of archaeological research (see, for instance, Renfrew 1984; 1994; Gibbon 1984; 
Blanton 1994; Dark 1995; Renfrew and Bahn 2004; Trigger 2006, and many other 
studies). An example of the accepted approach to the study of Israelite society can 
be seen in the introduction of Hanoch Reviv’s book about society in the kingdoms 
of Israel and Judah (Reviv 1993: 2):

The main written source of information for our study is the Bible. This source is lacking, 
because referring to society, in the widest sense of the term, was granted marginal 
importance by the authors [. . . who] showed more interest in the political aspect [. . .] 
of the actions of prominent people, in religion and worship and in stressing God’s 
role in history. The selective method used in the Bible, the bias [. . .] revealed in the 
writings has reduced the realia and [the value of the] information in its descriptions. 
So we can understand the reader’s need for additional sources, to complement and 
compare, such as relevant archaeological findings. It is well known that the realia 
arising from the material culture may contribute indirectly, if not directly, to the 
clarification of various issues in the lives of the ancients. The archaeological findings 
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may be of great assistance if they are properly inserted into the appropriate historical 
and chronological system. However, despite the increasing tendency of scholars to 
turn to a social interpretation of the findings [.  .  .] the possibilities entailed in the 
archaeological findings are still restricted to a limited number of aspects in the social 
processes in Israel and the ancient Near East.

Most of the studies about Israelite society were indeed written from a textual 
perspective. However, the historical sources on which these studies are based raise 
various problems. They should not be viewed as a full and objective documentation 
of reality but as a very partial documentation reflecting the viewpoint of a small 
minority—the literate elite. The sources almost never refer to the majority of the 
population, which resided in the rural sector, or even to the lower classes, who were 
the majority in the urban settlements. The extensive editing of the Bible, which is 
the main written source we possess on Israelite society, only aggravates the problem. 
Thus, it is difficult to reconstruct the structure and history of Israelite society based 
solely on the written sources. The purpose of this book is to fill in the blanks and 
to analyze the structure of society in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah from an 
archaeological viewpoint. We shall analyze the various archaeological finds that 
we now possess and examine them, applying models and theories from the field of 
social and cognitive archaeology, using the tools of various social-science disciplines 
(anthropology, sociology, economics, geography, etc.).

In contrast to previous studies, archaeological evidence constitutes the main 
source of information for this work, while the information that can be obtained from 
the Bible (that can usually be interpreted in more than one way) will be presented, 
in most cases, as an additional and complementary tool. At the same time, this 
additional information sometimes helps us choose between alternate interpretations 
of the archaeological finds, and in some cases enables the understanding of cognitive 
and other phenomena. The written sources, problematic though they may be, are 
very important for the understanding of Israelite society and, as we shall see in 
the book’s various chapters, their very existence allows us to make the discussion 
more precise and to reach answers that could not have been obtained using the 
archaeological evidence alone. It is clear that ignoring the historical sources due to 
the difficulties they pose would be like throwing the baby out with the bathwater; 
instead, this study will use them cautiously. It appears to me that the combination of 
archaeological research and the historical sources should be achieved in the spirit of 
the New Biblical Archaeology approach promoted by William Dever in recent years 
(Dever 1993a; see also T. W. Davis 1993; 2004; Bunimovitz 1995; 2001; Bunimovitz 
and Faust 2010; Faust 2006b).

This monograph is one of the first attempts at a large-scale study of Israelite 
society mainly from the archaeological evidence. However, not only society in general 
is studied here for the first time from this direction. Many of the specific questions 
arising from this topic also receive here their first archaeological examination. The 
question of social stratification in the period under discussion has so far received 
only a few random references, usually without any systematic study, and the same 
is true of the question of community organization. The differences between Israel 
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and Judah will be reexamined while we refresh the research questions. The attempt 
to use archaeological findings to understand the cognitive aspects in this period is 
also quite new.

The rural settlements, an issue so far ignored in both historical and archaeological 
research (see, for example, Chaney 1986: 60; London 1989), receive full attention here. 
Since most of the population of Israel and Judah probably lived in this settlement 
sector, any attempt to investigate Israelite society without discussing it is doomed 
to failure. Despite all this, most previous studies have ignored this sector (which 
is why Ahlström termed Syro-Palestinian archaeology “tell minded”: Ahlström 
1982a: 25; see also London 1989, who wrote about the “urban bias” of Near Eastern 
archaeology). Even though hardly any research has been devoted to this type of 
settlement, the many surveys conducted in the past few years, particularly the 
salvage excavations accompanying various development projects, have provided a 
great deal of information about this settlement sector, and this enables us to learn 
about Israelite society as a whole.

We may hope that some of the discussions offered here make a methodological 
contribution, the benefits of which will exceed the boundaries of the discussion of 
Israelite society. The method of examining social stratification is based on previous 
studies, but it contains innovations and may help other studies dealing with 
different periods and regions. Similar benefits could arise from the discussion of 
the principles behind the relations of small finds to social stratification and other 
debates, such as the importance of the study of villages for identifying ethnic 
groups. However, it should be stressed that since the discussions in this book are 
preliminary in nature, some of the conclusions are temporary, and only further 
studies and an accumulation of additional information will enable them to be 
proved or disproved.

The Period under Discussion

This study deals with the period of the Monarchy, particularly with the eighth–
seventh centuries b.c.e.1 The reason for this is the nature of the material we currently 
possess. This period is one of the best-documented periods in the entire biblical era 
from almost all aspects of research: archaeology, epigraphy, and history. From the 
archaeological viewpoint, the levels from these centuries are in many cases the upper 
levels on the biblical tells, and therefore many of the excavations in the country 
reveal levels from this period. Due to the nature of archaeological excavations, a 
wider area of the upper levels will always be uncovered compared with the area 
of the levels below. The intensity of settlement in Iron Age II, particularly in the 
eighth century (and in parts of Judah also the seventh century), also contributes to 
our knowledge, since this was a period of demographic peak: a large proportion of 
the tells were settled, usually over extensive areas. The form of destruction of these 

1. While the previous stages of the period of the Monarchy will be mentioned in the book and dis-
cussed, mainly in chapter 9, we shall not digress in this book into a detailed discussion of the processes 
that accompanied the transition from Iron Age I to Iron Age II or of the beginning of the period of the 
Monarchy.
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levels also contributes to the archaeological knowledge of the period. Since in many 
cases the settlements were destroyed in war (probably during the campaigns of the 
kings of Assyria and Babylon), the findings remained in situ, which helps reconstruct 
the nature of human activity relatively accurately. Moreover, since the period raised 
great interest in the archaeology of the land of Israel (with its historical orientation), 
the excavators often focused on tells that had extensive settlement particularly in 
this period. Many settlements were widely exposed (Tell Beit Mirsim, Tel Beth-
Shemesh, Megiddo, Beth Shean, and others), although some were excavated and 
published in a very unsatisfactory manner, which restricts our ability to use their 
data. The demographic and settlement growth that characterized the period led to 
the appearance of many more rural and agricultural settlements compared with 
most other periods, and settlements of this type have been excavated in salvage 
excavations. 

From an epigraphic viewpoint, the sources from this period are also more 
plentiful than those from earlier periods. Presumably this results from the large 
number of excavations and findings from this period. But it does also appear that in 
this period literacy became more established and widespread than in the past, and 
as a result there is an increase in written findings, such as the Samaria ostraca, the 
Lachish letters, the Arad letters, and so on.

From the viewpoint of historical sources, no other period is documented in the 
Bible in such detail (at least before the Babylonian Exile). Most of the books of the 
Prophets and a significant proportion of the historical books describe this period. 
These books and some other biblical books were written during the period under 
discussion and thus contain a vast amount of information, albeit problematic, 
about it. In this period there are also more external historical sources (from Assyria, 
Babylon, etc.), but their relevance to this study is relatively marginal, and their 
main contribution is in reconstructing political and military history.

The Book’s Structure

This book discusses the kingdoms of Israel and Judah in terms of complete social 
systems and also examines various aspects within them. The first two chapters 
present the conclusions of previous research on these issues, and the innovation 
there is only in the collation of the material and its organized and comprehensive 
presentation. The first chapter summarizes the extensive historical research and 
presents the basic components of Israelite society and the processes it underwent, 
while the second chapter summarizes the archaeological research, which is more 
limited in its extent.

The third chapter analyzes the archaeological findings from the cities and towns 
of the period. After proposing a definition of the urban sector, I present a short 
discussion of the research methodology and the main topics behind this study, such 
as the way to measure inequality in the archaeological record. The main substance 
of this chapter is analyzing the archaeological findings in each settlement in terms 
of the various social characteristics (public-royal components, social stratification, 
family size, economic organization, and so on). A comparison of the evidence from 
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different cities enables us to try and learn about the general social features of each 
of the kingdoms, about common traits of all the settlements discussed, and about 
differences among different stages within the Iron Age.

The fourth chapter examines the rural sector. Here too, the discussion opens 
with a definition of the rural sector and its characteristics and continues with an 
analysis of the findings in each settlement, with an attempt to discover its degree 
of social stratification and the community organization. Next, several features that 
distinguish Israel compared with Judah are examined, and the eighth century b.c.e. 
is compared with the seventh. We also examine features common to the entire rural 
sector, such as family structure, community organization, and social stratification. 
The chapter notes the differences between the rural and the urban sectors and 
several methodological issues related to identifying community organization and 
family structure in the archaeological record.

The analysis in chaps. 3 and 4 applies mainly to the intermediate level (the 
“meso” level), meaning the individual settlement (on the various levels of analysis, 
see T. E. Levy [ed.] 1995: xiii–xiv; Clarke 1977: 11–15), and only afterward is there 
a comprehensive and comparative discussion, with the summary of the data from 
the various settlements constituting a partial analysis of the society in general (the 
“macro” level). The two chapters focus on the architectural finding, from various 
residential structures through public buildings up to the settlement plan. The small 
finds are discussed only in a few cases, mainly in order to demonstrate the problems 
raised in using them to deduce wealth, community organization, and economic 
structure. This problem, briefly discussed in the relevant chapters, receives a 
detailed discussion in the appendix to chap. 3.2

Chaper 5 examines the phenomenon of fortified structures in rural areas (usually 
identified as fortresses). The definition of these buildings justifies a separate 
discussion. If these were fortresses, they should be viewed as an urban element 
located in the rural sector,3 but if they were estates or farms, they were agricultural 
sites. Despite the apparent similarity between estates and farms, the two options 
are very different: farms are part of the rural sector (and many of them are 
discussed in chap. 4), while estates, despite their geographic location and economic 
nature, constitute in many respects a branch of the city, since their “profits” and 
surplus reached the city. Also the social system of an estate is very different from 
that of a farm. The interpretation of these buildings thus has implications for the 
understanding of Israelite society as a whole.

2. Of course, pottery is the most important finding, as it teaches us about many topics (see, for ex-
ample, in chap. 8). However, for the analysis to be significant, one must accurately reconstruct the place 
where the vessels were in use. In many cases one cannot know where the vessels were found during the 
excavation, either because the report is old and does not provide the required information or because 
there is no excavation report at all. In many excavations in which the data are available, the exposure is so 
limited that they are irrelevant to the study of most aspects of society (since this requires the excavation 
of complete structures, preferably more than one). This makes it difficult to use pottery (and small finds in 
general) for the purposes of this study.

3. The existence of a permanent army has implications for the social organization and structure, but 
the issue of the armies in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, the source of the personnel in them, and other 
such issues have yet to receive a thorough study.
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Chapter 6 examines several topics related directly to the “macro” level: 
monumental buildings, complex administrative and military organizations, and 
social and settlement hierarchies (assuming that the evidence reveals the degree 
of complexity of the societies under discussion). Checking the data concerning 
the kingdoms of Israel and Judah shows the similarities and differences and the 
developments that took place during the period. The data about the “macro” level 
are correlated with a more extensive analysis of the data from the “meso” level to 
provide a general picture of society.

Chapter 7 deals with cognitive analysis. The chapter examines the dominant 
residential house in Israelite society during the period of the Monarchy (the “four-
room houses” of various types), the reasons for its exceptional popularity, and the 
social meanings it embodied.4

Chapter 8 deals with a difficult problem in archaeological research, the “pots 
and people” problem: can ethnic groups be identified in the archaeological findings? 
This chapter tries to evaluate the existence of various ethnic groups in the period 
under discussion, the complex relations between these groups, and the overall 
social structure. The starting point for this chapter is the rural sector, where it is 
easier to identify ethnic groups compared with urban settlements (where, in many 
cases, different ethnic groups resided together).

Chapter 9 briefly summarizes the process of change that Israelite society 
underwent from the end of the settlement period (the Iron Age I) onward, and 
describes how the social reality developed, the various aspects of which were 
described in the previous chapters.

It should be stressed that most of the discussions in this book are of a preliminary 
nature. Many questions are not discussed at all, while some of the analyses presented 
here are open to different interpretations. However, even if not all the conclusions 
are accepted in research, the strength of this book is in the extent of the discussion, 
the combination of the different analysis levels, and particularly the direction of 
the research.

4. The term four-room house is used in this book in its generic meaning and usually includes all the 
subtypes.
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