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Introduction 
 
As a social geographer and one of the students of Leiden archaeologist 
Henk Franken, Margreet Steiner entered scholarly debate while working 
with him on the publication of Dame Kathleen Kenyon’s excavations of 
Jerusalem in 1961–67 on behalf of the British School of Archaeology.1 
Her publications attracted attention, for she clearly added an independent 
voice to the new historical debates of the 1990s that called into question 
the foundations of traditional biblical archaeology. Accordingly, she was 
asked to contribute to the so-called “Low Chronology” debate as well as 
to European discussions regarding the history of the Southern Levant 
(e.g. Steiner 2003, 2008). In her view, a good sketch of the history of a 
building, site or region according to the material remains most often 
leads to different results than the textual sources suggest (Steiner 1993, 
587; 1994a, 150), while she also does not hesitate to refute minimalist 
claims with regard to the Jerusalem of the Iron Age IIa. “The situation is 
more complicated,” Steiner adds with scholarly pleasure (Steiner 2007, 
72–73). 
 This article in praise of Steiner’s independent approach and stimulat-
ing attention2 takes its point of departure in one of the above-mentioned 

 
 1. Steiner 1986, 1988, 1993, 1994b, 1998, 2001a; Franken and Steiner 1990, 
1992; Blok and Steiner 1991; Auld and Steiner 1996. From 1962 on Franken 
highlighted the distinct nature of archaeology as a scholarly enterprise and conveyed 
a critical analysis of biblical archaeology. He applied methods of modern 
archaeological research as practised elsewhere and separated the interpretation of the 
excavated remains from literary data. Van As and Steiner 2005. 
 2. In the summer of 1998, Margreet L. Steiner had a short stopover at Tel 
Megiddo, where she visited the renewed excavations of the site by the Megiddo 



2 Exploring the Narrative 

1  

projects, offering new perspectives on the history of Israel and Judah and 
of post-exilic Yehud, that is, the European Seminar in Historical Meth-
odology. The second and third sections explore the question to what 
extent this seminar contributed to the professional use of archaeology in 
the study of the history of the Southern Levant. It will appear that the 
divergent position of historians with regard to the nature of history and 
the relation between the sources affects their use of archaeology. Also in 
that way, “things are more complicated.” A fourth section offers a sketch 
of the ideological use of geography in 1 Kgs 4:7–19 in order to show that 
this is also the case with the use of biblical texts by archaeologists. 
 
 

European Seminar in Historical Methodology and Archaeology 
 
Can a “History of Israel” Be Written? is the title of the first of twelve 
volumes of the European Seminar in Historical Methodology (Grabbe  
[ed.] 1997).3 Lester L. Grabbe, professor of Hebrew Bible and Early 
Judaism at the University of Hull, UK, started the SBL/EABS seminar in 
1995 because of dissatisfaction with the current state of the debate: “We 
had reached the point where more heat of polemics, apologetics and the 
building of academic bunkers than light was being generated. Time is 
ripe for something more organized to address central issues in a system-
atic manner and to determine what the real positions and problems are.” 
The seminar started as a serious working group, but not a tightly struc-
tured seminar. In accordance with Steiner’s principles, Grabbe stated that 

 
Expedition (1996–present). Willing as always to stimulate Dutch contributions to the 
study of the ancient Near East, Steiner was also eager to meet the staff members and 
volunteers from the Netherlands: Jennifer Peersmann, Lucas Petit, Mladen Popovic, 
and the writer of this article. For me as a Ph.D. student of Theological University, 
Kampen (Broederweg), it was encouraging to be introduced to her. Unlike most of 
the other conservative Christian seminaries in the world, my alma mater in Kampen 
had not embraced the idea of biblical archaeology, but had followed Franken’s more 
reluctant and sceptic approach due to the influence of the Leiden Semitist professor 
Jan P. Lettinga (1921), lecturer and later professor of Semitic Languages and 
Cultures at Theological University, Kampen (1952–87). 
 3. The last session of the seminar took place at the SBL/EABS International 
Meeting in Amsterdam 2012. Earlier sessions occurred in Dublin (1996), Lausanne 
(1997), Cracow (1998), Lahti/Helsinki (1999), Utrecht (2000), Rome (2001), Berlin 
(2002), Copenhagen (2003), Groningen (2004), Dresden (2005), Hull (2006), 
Budapest (2006), Vienna (2007), Lisbon (2008), Rome (2009), Tartu (2010), and 
Thessaloniki (2011). In Lincoln (2009), the ESHM did not meet at this combined 
meeting of EABS, SOTS, and OTW. This article is based on the nine volumes in the 
project that were available at the time of writing (Grabbe [ed.] 1997–2011). 
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various sources need to be evaluated, each in its own right, before 
attempting a synthesis. The Bible can be used in this process, although 
its use has to be argued in each case (Grabbe 1997a, 13–14). 
 Although its results—for instance concerning the “United Monarchy,” 
might be characterized as “minimalist” (Grabbe 2010b, 231–35), it 
cannot be called “postmodern,” for the Bible is used as an historical 
source.4 Reflections in the seminar also did not result in a clear crystal-
lization of opinions with regard to methodological issues. For seminar-
leader and editor Lester Grabbe the ultimate aim of writing history is a 
positivist one, that is, to describe it “as it really was,” although this does 
not mean that historians are able to reach that goal (Grabbe 1997a, 
1997b). Others, however, increasingly pay more attention to the post-
modern awareness that historical discourse is subjected to the logic of a 
narrative, to the linguistic turn in the approach of ancient historiography.5 
 Similar disagreements can be observed with regard to the methodo-
logical issue of the relation between the sources for historical recon-
struction, that is, (a) the archaeological remains, (b) non-biblical textual 
and iconographic evidence and (c) the biblical narratives. 
 Already in one of the first sessions of the seminar, the question was 
asked to what extent the new historical debate was driven by an anti-
biblical agenda (Barstad 1998, 120–22). This critical remark was firmly 
denied by Lemche. In his view, the Old Testament is to be defined as a 
late ideological story about identity. Undoubtedly, there are some histori-
cal memories included in the Old Testament. The problematic part is, 
however, how to decide what is historical memory and what is ideologi-
cal story. The only way to solve this problem is to treat the late source 
according to what it is: a tale about the past (Lemche 2003, 153–59, 
166). 

 
 4. See e.g. Barstad 1998, 125–27; Grabbe 1998, 84–90; 2001a, 17–19; 2007, 80–
89. The volume Did Moses Speak Attic can even be read as a strong denial of the 
idea that the Old Testament was entirely created during the Hellenistic period 
(Albertz 2001; Barstad 2001; Becking 2001). 
 5. Hans Barstad and Bob Becking define history as a re-enactment of the past, 
but also argue that a new historical narration has to relate to the evidence. Therefore, 
the question what actually can be known should make historians reluctant to tell 
their own story (Barstad 1997; Becking 1997, 1998, 2003). Philip Davies argues 
there can be no objective history of Israel. Modern historical scholarship should 
enlighten the agendas of both ancient and modern historians (Davies 1997, 110–22; 
1998, 2003, 2008, 2010). According to Thomas Thompson, the assumption that 
biblical narratives in some way or another refer to events is in the end 
fundamentalist. Accordingly, the ambition to write a history of Israel has to be given 
up (Thompson 2001, 279–86). 
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 According to Thompson, this approach also applies to non-biblical 
texts. He does not hesitate to speak freely of the “Taleban” mentality of 
biblical historical discourse (Thompson 2001, 276). The Mesha Stela, for 
example, is in his view evidence for the rich literary constructs in early 
antiquity, just like all other inscriptions. They give access to intellectual 
inheritance of the region in this period, but they can hardly be used for 
historical reconstruction (Thompson 2007). 
 Most scholars, however, reject this point of view and apply historical 
principles to all available data in order to extract historical information 
(e.g. Grabbe 1997, 2; 2001c, 333; Barstad 1998, 127). At the same time, 
however, non-biblical data clearly offer the framework for the interpreta-
tion of “biblical information” and are also exploited to falsify and verify 
concrete historical circumstances and events (Grabbe 2005, 2007, 
2010b).6 
 Practically, these disagreements and methodological reflections do not 
lead to an entirely new and surprising view of the history of ancient 
Israel. Some biblical texts are explained in a somewhat different way and 
economic and sociological considerations have become more important. 
Thompson (2001, 285) even states that historical criticism’s project has 
ended in failure. But in most of the volumes classical historical criticism 
still plays a significant part in the treatment of the biblical text and also 
dominates the picture of the actual results of the historical enquiries. 
Time and again editor Lester L. Grabbe underlines the fact that this is a 
clear result of a rational and scholarly attitude. Historical research needs 
to be “critical” and, according to this standard, the scribes of biblical 
stories did not produce “historiography” (Grabbe 2001a, 24; 2001b, 
180). Therefore, the assumption that, for instance, the book of Joshua 
contains some reliable information with regard to the settlement of so-
called Israelite tribes (as, for example, argued by Provan, Long and 
Longman 2003) needs to be rejected (Grabbe 1997a, 29; 2011a, 228–34). 
Archaeological remains actually exist in reality, while writers can invent 
walls, buildings, cities or even countries. A text might be completely 
imaginary. Accordingly, archaeology must be a central core in any 
history of Israel that is written (Grabbe 2008, 230–31).7 
  

 
 6. For a similar approach, treating biblical stories as “secondary sources,” see 
Davies 1997, 107; Niehr 1997, 157; Knauf 1991, 46–47; 2008, 73; 2011, 49–50; 
Uehlinger 2005, 282–86. 
 7. For the intense, and sometimes uneasy, polemic between Provan (Long and 
Longman) and Grabbe, see Provan 1995; Provan, Long, Longman 2003, 2011; and 
Grabbe 1997b, 21, 29, 32; 2011a; 2011b, 269–73. 
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Archaeological Contributions 
Such a clear statement about the vital role of archaeology in the study of 
the history of the Iron Age Southern Levant leads to the next question. 
For almost two decades the European Seminar in Historical Methodol-
ogy has been representative of scholarly research in this field. But to 
what extent has it contributed to the professional use of archaeology in 
the study of the history of the Southern Levant? A closer look shows that 
this contribution can be divided in several categories highlighting the 
increasing interest into material remains. 

a. In the very beginning, scholars mainly referred to well-known 
handbooks and monographs.8 In addition, some of the authors 
refer briefly to archaeological sources.9 

b. In most of the volumes, the editor offers a good summary of the 
state of the art in the interpretation of the period under 
discussion.10 

c. A new approach can be observed in the beautiful volume “Like 
a Bird in a Cage” on the invasion of Judah by the Assyrian king 
Sennacherib in 701 BCE (Grabbe [ed.], 2003). This campaign can 
be studied with the help of abundant evidence in non-biblical 
texts and pictures, archaeological information and the biblical 
depictions in the books of Kings, Isaiah and Chronicles. Accord-
ingly, the book presents all kinds of historical possibilities. The 
ideology and historiographical restraints of Neo-Assyrian texts 
are reflected upon (Ben-Zvi 2003; Knauf 2003). Uehlinger’s 
article on the historical implications of the use of iconographic 
conventions in the so-called Lachish Reliefs from Sennacherib’s 
palace in Nineveh may even be called revolutionary.11 In this 
light, the treatment of archaeology is a little bit meagre. There is 
no contribution from an archaeologist trying to shed new light 
on this period with the help of an innovative approach to the 
material remains.12 

 
 8. Becking (1998, 61) refers to the handbooks of Helga Weippert and Ephraim 
Stern, and to a monograph of Hans Barstad (Weippert 1988; Stern 2001; Barstad 
1996). 
 9. Knauf 2003, 144, 146; Na’aman 2005, 207–9, 221–24. 
 10. Grabbe 2003, 3–20; 2005, 81–90; 2007, 59–71. 
 11. For a similar innovative use of archaeology, see Knauf 2005, 166–67, 171–
72, 184–86; Uehlinger 2005, 287–95; Niemann 2007, 189–92. 
 12. The “Introduction” mentions the fact that David Ussishkin was invited to 
write a paper on the question of archaeology, but he was prevented by the need to 
complete the publication of his excavation of Tel Lachish (Grabbe 2003, 3). 
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d. This changes in the volumes on the seventh-century B.C.E. kings 
of Judah, Manasseh and Josiah, and on the Omride dynasty 
(Grabbe [ed.] 2005, 2007), which contain two clearly revisionist 
contributions entirely dedicated to archaeological questions.13 

e. A new element in the latter volume is an essay by David 
Ussishkin, who summarizes the archaeology of Omride Jezreel 
and Samaria in relation to the remains of Iron Age IIa Megiddo, 
which he interprets from his low-chronology view (Ussishkin 
2007). This approach, in which excavators contribute to the 
debate from the perspective of the history of his or her site, also 
forms the backbone of the most important volume in the 
European Seminar in Historical Methodology series from the 
perspective of archaeology, namely the first volume of Israel in 
Transition: From the Late Bronze II to Iron IIa (c. 250–850 
B.C.E.) (Grabbe [ed.] 2008).14 

f. In addition, this volume contains a final category, that is, 
contributions by archaeologists discussing the consequences of 
the general archaeological picture for state formation and 
political and economic history during the Iron Age.15 

 
 

Compliments and Complications 
 
 13. David Warburton, Egyptologist and Fellow at the University of Aarhus, 
argues that it is most logical to down-date the pottery assemblages and structures 
from the eighth to the seventh century B.C.E. Accordingly, there was almost no trace 
of urbanization and political organization in Judah before the fall of Samaria 
(Warburton 2005). In addition, he hypothesizes that most archaeologists excavating 
the tripartite pillared buildings in the Iron Age Southern Levant were misled by the 
biblical scribes. Otherwise they would most likely have argued that these prominent 
representative buildings were temples (Warburton 2007). 
 14. Several archaeologists offer summaries of their own research: Tel Bet 
Shemesh (Bunimovitz and Lederman 2008), excavations at Tel Jezreel (Franklin 
2008); Iron IIa Jerusalem (Reich, Shukhron, and Lernau 2008; Steiner 2008); the 
chronology of Late Bronze Tel Lachish and Tel Megiddo (Ussishkin 2008); the 
chronological considerations following from the analysis of the Aegean-Style 
Pottery and its associated assemblages (Killebrew 2008); and the diverse forms of 
village life in the Iron I Southern Levant (Nakhai 2008). 
 15. Finkelstein, Fantalkin, and Piazetzky 2008; Mazar 2008; Knauf 2008; 
Sharon, Gilboa, and Boaretto 2008. The last two volumes contain some references to 
archaeology (Grabbe 2009a, 63–80; 2011b, 266–68; Knauf 2010, 132–33, 136), but 
the interpretation of material remains does not play an important part. Only Robert 
D. Miller deals with them extensively, showing how hard it is to transform a mass of 
data into a plausible narrative about the cultural history of the Iron I Southern Levant 
(Miller 2010). 
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The European Seminar in Historical Methodology clearly succeeded in 
reaching its primary goals: addressing central issues in a systematic 
manner and defining methodological problems in determining the 
diverse scholarly positions. Methodological problems and questions are 
discussed systematically and a mass of data from various sources is 
presented. In fact, one might even say that almost none of the problems 
and questions that are discussed in other publications that try to offer 
some overview of the recent debates concerning biblical Israel escaped 
the attention of Grabbe c.s. (e.g. Moore 2006; Barstad 2008; Frendo 
2011; Moore and Kelle 2011). 
 Nevertheless, the question has also to be raised why the seminar’s 
contributions to the debate did not lead to a direction that really moves 
beyond the “minimalism–maximalism” dilemma. Needless to say, this is 
partly caused by the complexity of most of the questions and also by the 
apologetics, ad hominem arguments and the building of academic 
bunkers that the seminar has been trying to avoid, but which remains 
present in the background, simply because of the fact that religious and 
political tensions with regard to the Bible and the (ancient) Near East are 
part of reality (cf. Provan, Long, and Longman 2011; Grabbe 2011b). 
But it also seems that the lack of a new spirit in addressing the relation 
between text and artefact in the history of Iron Age Southern Levant has 
to do with systematic shortcomings that affect most of the contributions. 
  
Archaeological Paradox 
The first element is the practical use of archaeology in the debate. 
Reflections on the Low Chronology debate led to the conclusion that 
with respect to most debated topics there is simply not enough informa-
tion available to be so precise (Killebrew 2008, 61–65). Archaeology is 
able to unveil ordinary life, economic development, social structures and 
cultural influences. But it is much harder to connect material remains to 
political entities, the ethnicity of a group, or to concrete historical 
vicissitudes. Nonetheless, the historical debate of the Iron Age Southern 
Levant concentrates in particular on these issues. This inevitably creates 
a paradoxical situation in the scholarly discussion, as becomes evident in 
the Low Chronology debate, but also in the contributions of the 
European Seminar in Historical Methodology. On the one hand, the 
volumes increasingly locate archaeology at the centre of the study of the 
history of the Iron Age Southern Levant, by offering good summaries of 
the archaeological state of art, historical reconstructions with the help of 
archaeology and contributions by archaeologists. On the other hand, 
however, the compass of the interpretation of the material remains is 
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almost always directed at the verification or falsification of the biblical 
picture.16 Consequently, the discussions very often return to the 
dilemmas of traditional biblical archaeology. In any case, they are not 
primarily concerned with directions that contain a promise for improving 
the quality of archaeological hypotheses, that is, with new analyses that 
recognize the complexity of the archaeological process. With respect to 
the practical study of pottery, for instance, no attention is paid to the 
advancement that can be made by studying the organization of the 
production process and of the distribution mechanisms of the vessels, 
because they reflect the economic and socio-political conditions in which 
the potters and their clients worked and lived (Steiner 2009, 145). On a 
more theoretical level, the volumes do not reflect systematically on the 
emergence of the so-called “New Pragmatism” in the archaeology of the 
Southern Levant (Levy [ed.] 2010), and to new developments in the 
archaeological study of complex chiefdoms and early states (Hutton 
2011).17 
 
Genre and Ideology 
A second element that is not addressed systematically, despite all 
reflections, is the relation between history, genre and ideology. It is 
argued that the various sources need to be evaluated each in their own 
right. But apart from Uehlingers contribution to the historical use of 
ideological iconography and the somewhat atypical essay of Thomas 
Thompson on the Mesha Stela (Uehlinger 2003; Thompson 2007), not 
much specific attention is paid to the consequences of genre and 
ideology for the way ancient Near Eastern texts function as referential 
historical literature. As a result, scholars in fact still treat ancient propa-
ganda and historical reality as making up a kind of “zero sum” game, 
with the former compensating for what is missing in the latter (cf. 
Liverani 1990, 58). This occurs despite the fact that some innovative 
studies appeared, offering a detailed evaluation of the genre and ideology 
of Sheshonq I’s Triumph Relief in Karnak and of several West Semitic 
Memorial Inscriptions (Wilson 2005; Green 2010). These monographs 
offer historians the ability not to sift away ideology in order to discover 
the “real facts,” but on the contrary to define the historical truth claims of 

 
 16. This becomes most evident in Grabbe’s categories at the end of his essays in 
the series “If We Only Had the Bible”: “Biblical Data Confirmed”; “Biblical Data 
Not Confirmed Although They May Be Correct”; and “Biblical Picture Most Likely 
Incorrect.” 
 17. See also the valuable “Preface to the Second Edition” in Miller 2011. 
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the texts and reliefs by appreciating their ideological nature, and to 
compare these truth claims with other texts and material remains.18 
 
 

Defining “Critical” 
 
The third element follows from the two previous observations and 
regards the view of history. The contributions to the European Seminar in 
Historical Methodology have made abundantly clear that the historical 
debate about the Iron Age Southern Levant in fact takes place at three 
levels. It (a) is a discussion between craftsmen and -women searching for 
a sound linguistic, sociological and historical interpretation of the texts 
and the material culture; (b) regards a comparison and competition 
between diverse (modern and ancient) historical explanations of the past 
(what do you want to explain and which explanation is able to do justice 
to all the data?); and (c) reflects a debate between diverse philosophical, 
political, and religious perspectives on reality. 

 
 18. Green’s study appeared too late to play a major part in the reflections of the 
seminar. But the treatment of Wilson’s study is illustrative. Wilson shows that the 
relief in Karnak depicts the pharaoh as triumphant over the known world. He has 
defeated all the foreign nations. Scholars appreciating the genre of the relief 
understand that it is offering a summary of his achievements, not a description of 
one specific campaign. So the relief offers a general picture of his foreign policy, 
and, accordingly, the description of Shoshenq I’s so-called “campaign” into Pales-
tine is to be interpreted as a summary of his efforts to destabilize the upcoming 
powers in Asia. According to Wilson, Shoshenq I definitely raided the Southern 
Levant, but this does not mean that Shoshenq conquered and destroyed all the sites 
mentioned in his list, while in addition, the relief offers a plausible background for 
the biblical notion that the pharaoh undermined one of the emerging kingdoms in the 
Southern Levant by supporting an inner adversary (Jerobeam). Michael Hasel had 
already made some valuable comments on the archaeological search for traces of 
pharaonic campaigns in the Southern Levant (Hasel 1998). But Wilson rightly puts 
the endless archaeological discussion in the Low Chronology debate concerning the 
relation between Shoshenq’s campaign and Iron IIa sites into perspective. For this 
discussion—with Finkelstein and Piasetzky finally offering the right conclusion that 
in the light of what is known about pharaonic campaigns to the Southern Levant, it is 
unlikely that remains of a violent assault can be traced archaeologically—see, e.g., 
Finkelstein 2002; Mazar 2005, 23; Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006; Finkelstein and 
Piazetzky 2006, 57–58. Notably, Grabbe mentions Wilson’s study and agrees with 
its results, but calls the inscriptions “vague” (Grabbe 2010a, 84–86), thereby 
showing that he is missing the methodological consequences, for Wilson’s analysis 
simply shows that the texts and pictures are not vague at all, but only historical in a 
different way than is often assumed. 
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 With respect to this last level, it is clear that the members of the 
seminar have different views of history. It is also suggested that they can 
have a real scholarly discussion, because they find common ground in 
the fact that they treat the sources in a “critical” way. But what is 
“critical”? According to the famous nineteenth-century historian Fustel 
de Coulanges the real source of the critical spirit studying the past is the 
conviction that the ancients can be trusted.19 So apparently, the definition 
of what modern historical research implies changes over time. 
Accordingly, the question can be raised whether objectivity can be 
achieved by sticking to strict definitions of modern critical scholarship 
(Grabbe 2011a; cf. Moore 2006, 138–44).20 
 It seems that much of the historical debate in the volumes is framed by 
a specific late-modern argumentative logic, which has been labelled as 
“either–or logic” or “Cartesian Anxiety.” According to this scheme, 
arbitrariness and chaos constitute the only alternatives for a firm founda-
tion. Most scholars do not ask “what we actually can say,” but still strive 
to describe “as it really was” (Grabbe 1997a, 14), while other scholars 
sketch the historical process as a chaos of phenomena which have to be 
organized by the historical imagination of the historian into self-
explanatory narratives. With positivism having banned all figurative, 
metaphorical use of language from science, the metaphorical language is 
now upgraded to the real thing and the truth-claim of the narrative is 
simply negated (Lorenz 1998; Moore 2006, 105–7). This logic explains 
why scholars—despite warnings (e.g. Brandfon 1987)—still state that 
the interpretation of archaeological remains would be more “objective” 
than the historical study of ancient texts. In addition, it explains why 
scholars who are familiar with the linguistic turn in the study of the past 
hesitate to make a narrative of what they think to be only loose factual 
elements (Becking 1998, 61; 2011, 208–9). 
 History can only be told with the help of a narrative framework, and 
such narratives always presuppose worldviews, whether they are 
political, religious or philosophical in nature.21 Accordingly, it would be 
 
 19. “Le fond de l’esprit critique, quand il s’agit de l’histoire du passé, est de 
croire les anciens” (Fustel de Coulanges 1893, 408). 
 20. The diverse views of history and historical research as presented in the 
seminar simply mirror the recent developments in the philosophy of history: 
positivism, historicism, social science, the comparative method, and ideas about 
cultural memory (cf. Lorenz 2008). 
 21. The diverse positions in the debate on the Iron Age Southern Levant are not 
determined by political, religious, or cultural factors. Nevertheless, many 
contributions to the debate do have a specific background. The Low Chronology 
debate started in Israel and clearly reflects the political discussion following the Oslo 
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most natural for scholars simply to admit that such factors play a role and 
need to be discussed.22 In addition, it is also more logical to accept that 
historical knowledge is primarily obtained by the competition between 
“possible pasts,” narrated by people with diverse backgrounds, questions 
and methods (cf. Miller 2010, 167).23 Such a debate can be characterized 
as scholarly when certain qualifications guarantee a high level of 
craftsmanship in the treatment of the texts and artefacts and when the 
participants are willing to consider significant data contradicting their 
own position seriously, thus taking part in a self-correcting process of 
learning (Frendo 2011, 57–60). Of course, such an approach implies that 
the debate becomes more complicated and that the number of “most 
likely” historical stories increases significantly. In fact, however, this is 
already the case. Moreover, it is my conviction that an application of 
diverse methods that is aware of their limitations will lead to a whole 
range of “possible pasts” that most of the time do not exclude, but 
complement one another. It is tempting, for instance, to argue that the 
archaeological picture revealing the economic and political success of 
some Southern Levantine Iron Age II kings in the northern part of the 
Central Hill Country falsifies the negative portraits of these kings in the 
biblical narrative. This, however, is not necessarily the case. Social, 
economic and political interpretations of material remains simply answer 
different kinds of questions than stories offering a theological assessment 
of the same period. Sometimes this is even the case in those instances 
where the biblical text seems to contain the memory of a specific 
structure of society. An analysis of the rhetoric and ideology of such a 
text often shows that it offers only a very incomplete picture of the actual 

 
I Accord of 1993 between the government of Israel and the Palestine Liberation 
Organization (Noort 2004; Mondot 2006). The archaeological excavation in Tel Dan 
is used for social action (Ilan 2010). Provan, Long and Longman present themselves 
as evangelical scholars offering a reaction to “minimalism” (Provan, Long, and 
Longman 2003). The positive attitude towards king Manasseh of Judah in scholarly 
circles and his portrayal as a victim of a deuteronomistic ideology can be read as a 
reflection of the increasing aversion in Western Europe to religious exclusivism (e.g. 
Knauf 2005). Finally, for the sake of transparency I felt obliged to close my study on 
ideology and antiquarian intent in the book of Joshua with some comments on my 
neocalvinist background (Van Bekkum 2011, 594–97). 
 22. This regards both unproven philosophical assumptions in practical research 
(Frendo 2011, 101) and religious convictions functioning as “control beliefs” in 
weighing old and new theories (Wolterstorff 1993, 63–70). 
 23. This observation was already coined in the famous saying of the Dutch 
historian Pieter Geyl that “history is an argument without end” (Geyl 1949, 8). 
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social, economic and political developments, thus giving way to a whole 
range of archaeological reconstructions.24 
 
 

State Formation According to 1 Kings 4:7–19 
 
A possible example of such a text is 1 Kgs 4:7–19, a list of so-called 
“governors” or “prefects” of Solomon, each of them functioning in an 
area or city in Israel and providing for the royal household in Jerusalem. 
Since the nineteenth century, critical scholarship considered this list to be 
based on an authentic document from the period of the United Monarchy 
used by scribes of the book of Kings to stress the glory of Solomon (e.g. 
Wellhausen 1878, 238). This assumption led to a whole range of political 
readings. The constitution of the provinces would show a very 
conservative tendency in the organization of the kingdom, for the tribal 
areas were preserved and the new provinces added were chiefly from 
newly conquered territories (Alt 1913).25 The rearrangement of Israel into 
provinces would be a radical shift from the tribal system and the new 
provinces were fixed as administrative entities of approximately equal 
economic capacity (Wright 1967). The list would reflect a system for the 
collection of excise duties, a kind of postal network for official trips, and 
for the taxation of inter-regional trade (Pintore 1970). Solomon would 
remain a firm grip on the power of Ephraim and Manasseh by linking the 
former Canaanite cities immediately to the court and not to the tribal 
areas (Mettinger 1971, 111–27). Or the division of the kingdom into 
districts after David’s conquests was made according to local conditions, 
resulting in territorial inequalities and differences in economic capacity, 
although levies and taxes remained roughly the same throughout the 
newly established kingdom (Na’aman 1986, 165–201). Some scholars 
warned that the text simply did not offer a division in districts covering 
all the land and does not presuppose the existence of an advanced 
taxation system (Niemann 1993, 246–51; 1997, 280–88). Nevertheless, 
scholars did not hesitate to draw detailed maps of the districts.26 
Moreover, the material remains of Iron Age IIa were interpreted within 
this framework, also in reconstructions insisting on a professional use of 
archaeology (Holladay 1995; Dever 1997). 

 
 24. For such an analysis of Judg 1 and a comparison of its Iron I memories with 
material remains, see Van Bekkum 2012. 
 25. For analyses in the line of Alt, see e.g. Aharoni 1976; Fritz 1995. 
 26. Albright 1925, 29; Wright 1967, 60; Aharoni 1976, 8–9; Na’aman 1986, 189; 
Kallai 1986, Map 3 and 4; Cogan 2000, 198 . 

Koert van Bekkum
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 This, however, changed after the start of the Low Chronology debate, 
when scholars tried to create a more independent archaeological basis for 
the period between the Late Bronze Egyptian involvement in the 
Southern Levant and the Assyrian conquests in Iron Age IIb (Finkelstein 
and Mazar 2007). It appeared to be much harder to offer a precise 
depiction of the beginnings of the Iron Age IIa kingdoms in the region. 
Moreover, it was also stated that the tenth century B.C.E. must be 
considered a largely illiterate age. 
 Accordingly, scholars looked for a different background for 1 Kgs 
4:7–19. Some state that the text should be treated as a heavily edited 
passage containing a representative list having been transmitted orally, 
which was brought to Jerusalem by people from the north after the fall of 
Samaria (Ash 1995). Another option is that the text combines the 
province systems of the Neo-Assyrian period with some names from an 
ancient source containing a list of Judean officers (Na’aman 2001). 
These solutions, however, are not convincing. The list of geographical 
names is not representative at all, for it mentions many cities by name 
that did not function as administrative centres in later periods. The 
regions do not concur with Assyrian provinces. There is no reason why 
an original document could not have contained personal names in 
connection to place names, for both categories appear side by side on 
Hebrew ostraca and in West Semitic texts (Hess 1997; Lemaire 2010, 
61). Finally, it has become clear that literacy in the Iron Age IIa Southern 
Levant was of such a level that it could have produced administrative 
lists (Rollston 2010, 134–35). For this reason, several scholars again opt 
for the solution that the list indeed goes back to a tenth-century 
document (Kamlah 2001; Lemaire 2010, 61). 
 According to Steiner, the United Monarchy is not a historical fact 
because archaeology has not revealed Solomon’s empire, with Jerusalem 
as its beautiful city (Steiner 2007, 72–73). This conclusion, however, 
also seems to be based on a too direct political reading of the book of 
Kings. What happens if such a reading of 1 Kgs 4:7–19 is preceded by a 
literary interpretation appreciating its rhetoric and ideology? What can be 
said about its historical truth claims in comparison with the socio-
archaeological reconstruction of the Iron Age IIa Southern Levant? 
  
Rhetoric and Ideology in 1 Kings 1—11 
Scholarly analysis of rhetoric in the book of Kings has made it 
abundantly clear that 1 Kgs 4:7–19 is embedded in an ideological story. 
Consequently 1 Kgs 1–11 can be interpreted as classical historical 
propaganda of an ancient Near Eastern king or read as a popular, 
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folkloristic story about a mythic past. According to K. Lawson Younger, 
however, both interpretations do not do justice to the nature of the text. 
In his view, it is necessary to appreciate the rhetoric of this text in order 
to understand its implications. It is important to look at the figurative 
aspect of hyperboles in the narrative, to the structure of the account, 
which places the inauguration of the temple in the middle, and to the 
literary function of economic wealth. First Kings 1–11 describes an ideal 
ancient Near Eastern monarch, though it is also interesting to see that 
Solomon’s reign not only saw the peak, but also the decline of the 
Israelite empire. Hence, in many ways, the Solomonic empire is depicted 
as a whited sepulchre. On the outside it is glorious and impressive. But 
on the inside, it contains macabre features. The language describing the 
kingdom in its splendour is the language of patriotic political ideology 
and must be interpreted as such. Otherwise, an inaccurate picture will 
emerge, filled with distortions (Younger 1990, 173–74). 
 Eric A. Seibert goes one step further in a recent monograph on the 
same narrative. He speaks of 1 Kgs 1–11 as an ostensibly propagandistic 
text that contains a subversive undercurrent that can often be detected 
below the surface. Allowing for the presence of subversive scribal 
activity in the Solomonic narrative provides a reasonable explanation for 
some of the literary tensions and ambiguities found therein. Accordingly, 
it seems best to explain these particular texts as the product of a scribe(s) 
who used propaganda as a smokescreen for subversive ends. In his view, 
the scribes were bound by ancient Near Eastern royal historiographical 
conventions. Working for the state or closely supervised by it they used 
these conventions to disguise their critique of the king (Seibert 2006). 
 Seibert makes his case by studying passages from 1 Kgs 1–2 and 1 
Kgs 9. But it might be that a subversive element is also present in 1 Kgs 
4:7–19, for this text not only looks like an administrative document, but 
also offers a prelude to what will happen later in 1 Kgs 11 and 12, where 
taxes and forced labour play a significant role in the narrative about the 
decline of the Solomonic kingdom and the separation of Israel and 
Judah. 
  
“These Are the Names” 
Previous textual studies offer all kinds of indications that a subversive 
element can indeed be detected in 1 Kgs 4:7–19. The chapter as a whole 
highlights Solomon’s glory. It appears that his royal household is more 
concerned with administration, taxation, and diplomacy than with war. In 
a similar way, the personal names show that there are still relations with 
the Davidic organization of the kingdom, but the narrative also 
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introduces new names and structures.27 Verses 7–19 are most likely to be 
interpreted as offering a list of functionaries describing a monthly system 
of taxation for the king. 
 This interpretation fits the ancient Near Eastern context. Similar lists 
are attested in the archives of Alalakh and Ugarit, and also in eighth-
century ostraca from Jerusalem (see above). Systems of monthly contri-
butions to the royal palace, sometimes geographically based, occur in 
several Mesopotamian texts from the Neo-Babylonian and Persian 
periods, in Late Bronze West Semitic texts and in Ebla (Kitchen 1988, 
116–17). Comparison with these texts shows that 1 Kgs 4:17 is unique, 
because there is no parallel in which all these elements occur together 
(Hess 1997, 290–91; Kamlah 2001, 67). Nevertheless, the assumption 
that the text is copied in part from an administrative document cannot be 
excluded. In that case, it is possible that the notes about the spouses 
relating the prefects to the court (4:11c, 15c) and the additional 
information concerning the regions might be editorial (1 Kgs 4:12d–f, 
13d–g). This is surely the case with the reference to Sihon and Og, kings 
of the Amorites, in 1 Kgs 4:19cd, which shows that the list is presented 
as being part of a much larger composition about the promised land as a 
successor territory. This remark relates the list to the geographical 
tensions in the books of Joshua and Judges, in which the description of 
the incompleteness of the conquest of the land is connected to human 
responsibility. YHWH promises that in the future he will drive out the 
nations of these territories, but at the same time the necessity of 
obedience of the generations after Joshua is emphasized (Van Bekkum 
2011, Chapter 3; 2012). The ambiguity in 1 Kgs 4:7–19 between cities 
and tribal areas mirrors this tension, so that the question can be raised: Is 
Solomon an obedient king? 
 This ambiguity is also alluded to in the tension between “Israel” and 
“Judah.” First Kings 4:1 and 7 mention “all Israel” (cf. 2 Sam 8:15–17). 
In both cases, it is not entirely clear what is meant: all Israel or only the 
northern part of the country? A similar tension can be observed at the 
end of v. 19, which states that there was also one prefect “over the land.” 

 
 27. Baana ben Ahilud (1 Kgs 4:12) is most likely the brother of Jehosaphat ben 
Ahilud, “recorder” of David and Solomon (2 Sam 8:16; 1 Kgs 4:3); Ahimaaz (1 Kgs 
4:15) is one of the sons of David’s priest Zadok, who play a major part in the 
Absalom revolt (2 Sam 15:27, 36; 17:17, 20; 18:19–29); Baana ben Husai (1 Kgs 
4:16) is most likely the son of David’s friend Husai, the Archite (2 Sam 15:32–37; 
16:16–18; 17:5–15); “the son of Shimei” is probably related to the man who had 
been on the side of Solomon in his struggle with Adoniah (1 Kgs 1:8). Cf. Kamlah 
2001, 71–73. 
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This most likely refers to Judah.28 So, the reader knows that the admin-
istrative structures do not neglect Judah. But the implication is also that 
this part of the kingdom is not divided into districts as is Israel. As a 
result, the conclusion of the Solomonic shalom in 1 Kgs 4:20—which is 
beautifully formulated according to the conventions of ancient royal 
historiography29—is that the people are very happy. But at the same time 
the text clearly bears the suggestion that the king treats the parts of his 
realm differently (Walsh 1996, 85–88). 
 These geographical ambiguities also throw light on another 
remarkable feature in 1 Kgs 4:7–19, also putting the whole idea of a 
simple copy of an administrative text into perspective. “These are the 
names,” says v. 8. But in five cases there follows no name at all, only the 
name of the father (4:8–11, 13). In the past, it has been suggested that the 
original document had its right upper hand corner broken off and that 
therefore, the names were missing (Albright 1925, 20). This solution, 
however, does not take into account that an explanation that is based on 
the present text is to be preferred. According to other readings the 
prefects were listed informally by their nicknames or their fathers were 
considered more prominent. The problem, however, is that there are no 
parallels for such use of names in this type of list. The “son of X”-
designation does occur in the Hebrew Bible and in most cases the 
context shows that it is derogatory not to mention or to wipe out one’s 
personal name. Two examples of men whose name is censored are the 
“son of Tabel” in Isa 7:6 and the Israelite king Pekach, who is called 
several times “son of Remaliah” in a derogatory way. Accordingly, it 
might well be that the tax collectors are called “son of X” in order to 
repudiate them, thus signalling this problematic element in Solomon’s 
rule (Tamarkin Reis 2008). Accordingly, the text describes identifiable 
members of the Jerusalem elite being responsible for a system that was 

 
 28. If the parenthetical afterthought “there was one prefect over the land” was 
added later, as is mostly assumed due to the use of the qetil-form instead of the 
Niphal participle of nb that is attested in 1 Kgs 4:7; 5:7, 30, the difference in 
treatment between Israel and Judah is highlighted even more. In any case, it is not 
necessarily the question whether Judah should be included in the list or not, for it is 
not the historical reality behind the text that is decisive in this respect, but its 
intention. 
 29. Images of fertility and abundance and the use of economic and agricultural 
categories to describe domestic achievements is a well-known topos in ninth- and 
eighth-century B.C.E. West Semitic Memorial Inscriptions, as can be observed in the 
inscriptions of Kilamuwa, Hadad, and Panamuwa. Hadad and Panamuwa also use 
the terms “eating and drinking” in order to describe the paradisical image of life in 
their days (Green 2010, 207–9). 
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undoubtedly a lucrative enterprise (cf. 1 Kgs 12:14). At the surface, the 
kingdom experiences boundless success, prestige, power, and wealth. 
But if the passage is read ironically, the exuberant self-congratulation 
becomes a voice of self-deception. Those who hear the hidden rumblings 
in the geographical tensions and the derogatory listing of the names will 
recognize immediately that the Solomonic eating and drinking excluded 
people and brought Israel back into slavery (Brueggemann 2000, 69–70). 
 As a result, the text of 1 Kgs 4:7–20 uses the conventions of ancient 
Near Eastern royal historiography to highlight the success of the 
Solomonic transformation of the kingdom. At the same time, however, it 
bears the clear suggestion of a critical undertone with respect to 
leadership and kingship that is in line with many other passages in the 
historiography of pre-exilic Israel. 
  
Iron Age IIa Archaeology 
The text of 1 Kgs 4:7–20 mainly serves a theological purpose. Solo-
mon’s reign is abundantly blessed by YHWH, but it also highlighted that 
Solomon is putting YHWH’S promises to Israel at risk by the way he 
organized his glory. In addition, the text also contains some historical 
claims, though they appear to be quite modest when its use of hyperbole 
and irony is appreciated. If Judg 1 contains territorial memories from 
Iron Age I—and I think there is sufficient reason for it to do so (Van 
Bekkum 2012)—one might indeed suggest that during Iron Age IIa the 
ruler of Jerusalem added some new territories to the tribes in the Central 
Hill Country that had made a temporal agreement to be ruled by one and 
the same king. Possibly the tribal arrangements in the area were changed 
by the appointment of royal prefects who tried to implement some tax-
system. In the light of the ecological conditions and the settlement 
patterns, it is also conceivable that the king sent his prefects in order to 
tighten his grip on the northern tribes. It is also possible that the prefects 
in the harbour of Dor and in eastern Galilee became part of the king’s 
family by marrying his daughters, so that the royal interests in the trade 
routes along over the Mediterranean Sea and into Syria would be 
guaranteed. Finally, it seems that the falling apart of this kingdom during 
the last part of the tenth century B.C.E. was largely on account of this 
discriminatory policy. 
 Needless to say, the archaeology of the Southern Levant is not able to 
evaluate the theological implications of the text. It is possible, however, 
to offer a brief sketch of the archaeology of the cities and regions that are 
mentioned, to place them into the larger picture of the Iron Age IIa 
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archaeology of the Southern Levant, and to compare the results with the 
abovementioned historical picture. 
 The first, third, and eleventh areas are located in the northern part of 
the Central Hill Country (1 Kgs 4:8, 10, 18).30 This region was still 
dominated by agricultural villages during Iron Age II. Many cities in the 
highlands were newly fortified during the late tenth and ninth centuries 
B.C.E., for instance, Kh. el-Hamam (possibly Arubboth), Tel el-Far‘ah 
(N), Shechem, Tel en-Nasbeh, el-Jib in the north, and Bethel, Beth-
Horon, Ophrah, and Mizpah in the south. Some interpreters view this 
phenomenon as an archaeological testimony of the existence of a 
centralized government (Zertal 1992; 1993, 1312; 2004, 85–88; 2008, 
56–57; Holladay 1995, 373). 
 The second group of cities is located in the edge of the Ayalon Valley 
and the northern Shephelah, in particular the northern part of the Sorek 
Valley (1 Kgs 4:9).31 This is a very interesting region, for a striking 
transformation took place in this area between Iron Age I and Iron Age 
II. “Philistine” sites to the west like Tel Miqne (Ekron) and Tel Batash 
(Timna) declined, while permanent settlement started in previously 
unoccupied areas, probably because the settlers were attracted by the 
fertile soils of the river valleys. The village of Beth Shemesh was even 
turned into a significant border town in the Sorek Valley. Scholars have 
expressed diverse ideas about how this development is related to Israel’s 
ethnogenesis in Iron Age I–IIa (Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2001, 278; 

 
 30. Arubbot is to be identified with Kh. el-Hamam in the rugged hills between 
the Dothan Valley and the Coastal Plain (Zertal 1992), Socho—which is also 
mentioned in in the Shoshenq I list (Wilson 2005, 113)—with Khirbet Shuweiket er-
Ras (Niemann 1993, 29), and the “Land of Hepher” with the region around Tell al-
Muhaffar (Zertal 2004, 116–20). 
 31. Four places are mentioned. Beth Shemesh is Tel Bet Shemesh and Shaalbim 
is Salbit. But the location of Makaz and Elon Beth Hanan is unknown. It is unlikely 
that “Elon of the house of Hanan” is the same as Ayalon (Yalo), for Elon is 
mentioned as a separate place before Timnah and Ekron in the list of the cities of 
Dan (Josh 19:43). Remarkable evidence for the relationship of a “Hanan” family 
with this region is the appearance of the name on a Proto-Canaanite ink inscription 
from Beth Shemesh, probably to be dated to Iron I, on an Iron IIa gaming board 
from Beth Shemesh, as well as on an inscribed Iron IIa pottery sherd from Tel 
Batash (Timnah). Accordingly, it is suggested that Elon is one of the Iron Age sites 
discovered in the survey of the Sorek Valley between Beth Shemesh and Timnah, 
such as the site of Kh. Hasan (1463.1344) or Tel Zelafon (1443.1342). Makaz might 
be identified with Horvat Avimor (1476.1357). See Kelm and Mazar 1991, 56; 
Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2001, 190–91. 
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Bunimovitz and Lederman 2008, 2009).32 The identification of sites at 
which settlement first began in this phase of the Iron Age, however, is 
still fraught with difficulties. It is also possible that additional Iron Age 
IIa settlements have not been identified because they are buried below 
the later occupation levels (Dagan 2011, 257–58). 
 Similar difficulties can be observed in the interpretation of the 
archaeological remains of the fifth region, that is, the Jezreel Valley, the 
Beth Shean Valley, and the Jordan Valley (1 Kgs 4:12). The problem is 
not so much the existence of most sites at the beginning of Iron Age IIa. 
Taanach was rebuilt after a gap in the occupation following the destruc-
tion sometime during the eleventh century B.C.E. and Megiddo was a 
settlement of domestic nature (Van Bekkum 2011, 483–87, 491–92). 
Beth Shean was an unfortified town on a steep slope, a kind of 
administrative centre constructed on a series of terraces on the slope, 
which was destroyed later during Iron Age IIa (Mazar 2006, 29–37, 173–
98). Finally, it is hard to establish the nature of the settlement at Tel 
Jezreel, but some pottery in the construction fills of the so-called 
“enclosure” and one-time walls or robbed-out sections of walls can be 
related to Iron Age IIa (Ussishkin and Woodhead 1997, 68; Franklin 
2008, 46–47), while a survey revealed that Tel Abu-Sus (Abel-Mehola) 
was occupied during Iron Age I–IIab (Zobel 1966, 99–100; Maeir 2010, 
233–34).33 It is also clear that most of the northern valleys were 
characterized by relatively steady human activity throughout the ages 
and that some Late Bronze cultural traits continued deep into Iron Age I. 
Many of the former palatial cities started to grow again in Iron Age IIa–
b—but now as administrative centres. At the same time, however, it is 
very hard to establish archaeologically how this is to be interpreted from 
the perspective of political history. Consequently, a whole range of 
different scenarios can be presented in order to explain when and how 
the region was integrated into the Iron Age II kingdom of the Central 
Hill Country.34 

 
 32. For the survey results of Salbit and the excavations of Tel Beth Shemesh 
with regard to Iron II, see Fischer, Isaac, and Roll 1996, 248–49; Bunimovitz and 
Lederman 2009, 124–36. 
 33. For the identification of “Zarethan,” see Thompson 1992. Due to a scribal 
error, “Jokmeam” could be Tel Jokneam at the western edge of the Jezreel Valley 
(for a summary of the Iron IIa archaeological remains, see Van Bekkum 2011, 477). 
But it is also possible that it is to be identified with Tell el-Mazar on the east bank of 
the Jordan River. This site was founded during the Late Bronze Age, but it first 
started to grow at the beginning of Iron IIa (Petit 2009, 166–68; 2012, 196). 
 34. For a discussion and overview of scenarios, see Van Bekkum 2012, 543–45. 
The settlement of the Middle Jordan Valley resumed at the beginning of Iron IIa 
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 This archaeological uncertainty with regard to political history also 
applies to Tel Dor, mentioned as the location of the fourth prefect (1 Kgs 
4:11). Recent excavations have revealed that, culturally, the harbour city 
experienced a transformation from a Late Bronze “Canaanite” to an Iron 
Age “Phoenician” period. But it is hard to say anything about the ethnic 
background of the city’s inhabitants and who was in political control of 
the region (Van Bekkum 2011, 500–504; 2012, 541–42). The remarkable 
settlement peak in the Sharon and the Yarkon basin at the beginning of 
Iron Age IIa is the only clear archaeological indication that there was a 
strong relation with the southern part of the Central Hill Country (Faust 
2007). 
 Finally, not much can be said with regard to the sixth (Ramoth-Gilead, 
1 Kgs 4:13), seventh (Mahanaim, 1 Kgs 4:14), eighth (Naphtali, 1 Kgs 
4:15), ninth (Asher, 1 Kgs 4:16), tenth (Issachar, 1 Kgs 4:17), and twelfth 
(Bashan, 1 Kgs 4:19) prefects and their cities and regions. At the 
beginning of Iron Age IIa some small fortresses were built in eastern 
Upper Galilee and new sites were also established in Western Upper 
Galilee, but it is hard to define the relation between both of them. The 
settlement patterns during Iron Age IIa in Transjordan are still not 
entirely clear, although it seems certain that the banks of the rivers and 
the plateaus were not as densely occupied as in Cisjordan.35 The 
excavations of Tell er-Rameith (Ramoth-Gilead) uncovered a small Iron 
Age II fortress that existed from the beginning of this period until its 
destruction at the end of the eighth century B.C.E. (Lapp 1975, 111–19; 
Lipinski 2006, 276–80). Surveys and recent excavations at Tulul adh-
Dhahab-West at the Jabbok (possibly Mahanaim) show that the mound 
was inhabited during the Iron Ages, but no occupation remains were 
discovered that could convincingly be placed at the beginning of Iron 
Age IIa (Gordon and Villiers 1983; Lipinski 2006, 280–83; Petit 2012, 
198). 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
In her evaluation of the debate about state formation in the Southern 
Levant, Steiner has argued several times that it is important to realize the 
“Early States” usually have two economic “zones of influence.” First 
there is a royal circle living off the returns of their own lands and also 

 
most likely because the tensions between the different areas west of the Jordan 
decreased. Nevertheless, a number of sites was abandoned at the end of the tenth 
century B.C.E. (Petit 2009, 222–23; 2012, 200–201). 
 35. For an overview of surveys, see Kamlah 2000, 137. 
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getting income from taxation of interregional trade and irregular taxation 
of local communities. Such a king lives in a fortified town, where 
specialized crafts such as ivory carving and gold smithing and the 
production of luxury pottery are concentrated. The other zone, that of the 
local communities, makes a living by agriculture or husbandry combined 
with the part-time practicing of crafts and trade. They are more or less 
self-sufficient. In Steiner’s view, the interaction between the two circuits 
would have been limited as taxes were levied on an irregular basis and 
the local communities had their own industries and markets (Steiner 
2001b, 2013). In this light, it can be doubted whether Solomon’s rule as 
described in 1 Kgs 4:7–19 is historical, for it presupposes regular taxes 
and an advanced administration (Steiner 2001b). In light of the above-
mentioned analysis, however, it is important to put this assumption into 
perspective. 
 It is generally agreed that the material remains of the beginning of the 
Iron Age IIa Southern Levant clearly bear signs of economic recovery. 
According to historians, this means that any king in the Central Hill 
Country who gained some power over the region would trade as 
extensively with Phoenicia as possible and seek to exploit his position 
between Phoenicia and Arabia as a way of further enriching his kingdom 
(Master 2010, 508). In addition, the rhetorical analysis of the text has 
shown that it cannot be used for a direct political reading. Therefore, 
archaeologists should be warned that also in this way “things are more 
complicated.” The modest claims of 1 Kgs 4:7–19 fit the picture of the 
material remains much better than assumed. Archaeologically, it is not 
possible to make a connection between the diverse settlements and 
regions. But the remains themselves do not refute the claim of the text 
that a ruler of a powerful “Early State” in the Iron Age IIa Southern 
Levant had some prefects in the country trying to collect some regular 
taxes for his household. The list of cities and regions does not offer a full 
description of districts and is also not representative, for many places do 
not play a major role later in Iron Age II. A very late date of the text 
would also contradict the fact that several cities, for instance Beth Shean 
and Ramoth in Gilead, were in ruins for several centuries after the 
Assyrian invasions of the late eighth century. Of course, much of this 
interpretation depends on the view of 1 Kgs 4:7–19 as an historical 
source. But in any case, archaeology cannot be used to falsify its 
historical claims.36 

 
 36. In a similar way, Mazar and Faust conclude that an Iron Age IIa king of a 
United Monarchy might also have been responsible for some of the earlier Iron Age 
II monumental architecture (Mazar 2008, 109–10; Faust 2012, 259). 
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 Most important, however, is the observation that the text leaves room 
for a whole range of interpretations of state formation in the Iron Age 
Southern Levant. Hence, it is essential, also for biblical scholars, that 
professional archaeologists like Margreet Steiner continue their research 
and enrich the debate by new data and by the application of new socio-
archaeological and anthropological models as a heuristic device in 
historical reconstruction. For only in this way can the “archaeological 
paradox” that archaeologists of the Southern Levant only offer biblical 
answers to biblical questions be avoided. 
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