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Introduction
The concepts of culture and society have historically re-
ceived ambiguous definitions and have been loosely ap-
plied in the science of archaeology. Society, ethnicity,
culture, and archaeological culture are variously used in
treatments of archaeological materials when referring to
the peoples who produced and used them. The difficulty
in separating these concepts, which overlap in modern life
as they probably did in ancient life (Jones 1997), causes
particular trepidation on the part of archaeologists in mak-
ing assumptions relating to cognitive phenomena such as
‘culture’ and ‘ethnicity’ (See Hodder 1982). In this in-
stance cognitive phenomena relate to the decisions people
in ancient societies made leading to the apprehension,
maintenance and use of their material culture. Un-
fortunately the relative silence on cognitive phenomena
may lead to inappropriate groupings of sites, which prop-
erly belong to discrete cultures or societies.
Archaeological sites are grouped into cultural horizons
on the basis of two important criteria: 1) typological at-
tributes, and 2) chronological attributes. Broad classifica-
tions of material culture attributes, including animal and
plant remains are usually lacking. It is therefore common
to encounter sites of the same period grouped into one
material culture representing an ancient society, even if
the material culture attributes between the relevant sites
differ in most respects other than their ceramic typologies
(Klejn 1982). The use of ceramic typologies to group sites
is particularly prevalent in the archaeology of the Levant
(See Albright 1932; Cole 1984; Kenyon 1960). The main-
tenance of this tradition has meant that sites belonging to
different societies, cultures, or ethnicities, which share ty-
pological attributes, are seen as belonging to the same so-
ciety or culture. Groupings described by chronological pe-
riods such as the Middle Bronze Age of the Levant, are
sometimes clarified by terms like archaeological culture,
which is defined by the contemporaneousness of its ty-
pological attributes. This limits the behavioral or cog-
nitive aspect implied by the term culture, society, or eth-
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nicity, whilst emphasizing the purely material component
in societies and cultures. The use of the term material cul-
ture is essentially correct, but it restricts our discussions
and understanding as archaeologists of behavioral and
cognitive phenomena. Moreover, it encourages the group-
ing of sites on the basis of typological attributes alone,
and discourages closer analyses involving assemblage
composition and spatial patterning.

The study of assemblage composition relating to suites
of data, and the use of space, offer important clues re-
lating to behavior, and hence the cognitive processes of
people, using the material. Investigation of these features
in concrete sets of data provides a critical tool for under-
standing social variability and cultural change through
time and space. Moreover it helps to link material culture
to groups of people through observed phenomena relating
to behavior.

The traditional emphasis on typology and chronology
in the study of the Bronze Age south Levantine culture
and society means that established groupings of material
culture are particularly amenable to revision. The Early
Bronze - Middle Bronze Age interface in the southern Le-
vant has been a poorly understood transition until recently
because it involved assumptions of cultural change, based
primarily on typological data and shifts in settlement pat-
terns. The apparently sudden abandonment of south Jor-
dan at the conclusion of the Early Bronze Age in the late
third millennium BCE is particularly puzzling. The use of
investigative tools, which emphasize behavioral and cog-
nitive aspects of culture and society, are expected to clar-
ify both the transition of the Early to Middle Bronze Age,
as well as the multiple groups, societies, and cultures
comprising these two chronological periods. The transi-
tion and cultural setting in marginal areas of the southern
Levant are given particular attention and provides a mod-
el for this study. Although a close analysis of individual,
behavioral traits as they occur at each site is beyond the
scope of this paper, useful generalizations may be ad-
vanced.
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The Bronze Age in the Southern Levant

The Early Bronze Age: The Bronze Age in the southern
Levant is characterized by the first serious attempts at ur-
banization witnessed in the region (Falconer 1994; Joffe
1993). These attempts occurred contemporaneously but
on a significantly smaller scale to those experienced in
Egypt and Mesopotamia (Falconer 1987b; Falconer and
Savage 1995). The preceding Chalcolithic and Neolithic
periods witnessed the experiments and ultimate consolida-
tions of agricultural strategy and exploitation of sec-
ondary products (Bar-Yosef and Khazanov 1992), taking
some 4500 years (TABLE 1).

The Early Bronze Age, comprising a series of phases
termed EB Ia/b, EB II, EB III and EB IV, represents a
profound social transformation ultimately leading to
greater complexity. The social changes are characterized
by varying economic strategies and settlement behavior.
The period begins with small unfortified villages in the
EB I, progressing to larger, fortified and densely populat-
ed centers in EB II and EB III (Philip 2001), and ending
in small rural villages and campsites, practicing ag-
riculture or pastoralism, or a mixture of both in EB IV
(Dever 1998; Palumbo 2001).

Settlement of the southern Levant during the Early
Bronze Age extends to all environmental zones, par-
ticularly during EB II and EB III (Beit-Arieh 1983; Goph-
na 1998). These patterns are significantly altered during

TABLE 1. Chronological Periods of the southern Levant.

Middle Bronze 1650-1500

(e BCE

Middle Bronze 1800-1650

11B BCE

Middle Bronze 2000-1800

A BCE

Early Bronze IV | 2300-2000
BCE

Early Bronze 2800-2300

/111 BCE

Early Bronze | 3500-2800
BCE

Chalcolithic 4500-3500
BCE

Neolithic 9000-4500
BCE

-46-

EB IV when all large sedentary towns and some smaller
villages are abandoned (Finkelstein 1995; Palumbo 2001).
Economic strategy becomes increasingly focused on pas-
toralism, seasonal sites are common, and a newly as-
sociated material culture emerges. The latter was for
many years thought to have been exogenously derived
(see below). A small number of sedentary, agricultural
villages are newly founded and occupied in EB 1V, these
being primarily restricted to Transjordan (Dever 1998).
The EB IV sedentary villages are best exemplified by Tall
Abii an-Ni‘aj (Falconer and Magness-Gardiner 1989),
Tall Iktand (Prag 1989) and Bab adh-Dhra‘ (Schaub and
Rast 1984), all located in the east Jordan Valley. The for-
tified site of Khirbat Iskandar (Richard 1987), whose
foundations predate EB IV, arguably remains as the only
potentially urban settlement in the southern Levant during
this period (c.f. Dever 1998). By contrast the area west of
the Jordan River is dominated by small, non-sedentary
sites and isolated cemeteries, with particularly concentrat-
ed settlement in the arid Negev Desert (Cohen 2000;
Dever 1980; Palumbo 2001). The Negev region does not
witness comparable levels of human activity until the
Byzantine period. A small agricultural village in the Re-
faim Valley south-west of Jerusalem is the only excavated
EB IV sedentary settlement west of the Jordan River
(Edelstein ef al. 1998). The Negev settlements exemplify
a pronounced shift in both settlement and subsistence
strategy, which marks a departure from the urban EB II/
III period, particularly west of the Jordan River. The
break with the preceding EB III period is emphasized by a
lesser proportion of sites showing continuity between EB
IIT and EB IV compared to greater continuity between EB
IV and MB II (Ilan 1998).

The Early Bronze Age is increasingly being seen as an
urban experiment in a largely rural landscape (Falconer
1987a). Flux in urban or rural life along with both sed-
entary and seasonal activity depends on the social nego-
tiation of the environment and the prevailing political cli-
mate (Dever 1992; 1998; Finkelstein 1989; Joffe 1993;
Palumbo 2001; Philip 2001).

The Middle Bronze Age: The Middle Bronze Age (Alb-
right’s MB TTIA, MB IIB and MB IIC) of the southern Le-
vant is a period spanning approximately five hundred
years from 2000 BCE to 1500 BCE (Dever 1987; Ger-
stenblith 1983). Importantly, at least one modern scholar
has remarked that the Middle Bronze Age is not a culture
but a period of time (Ilan 1998). The period is character-
ized by a return to larger, fortified town life abandoned at
the conclusion of the Early Bronze III period (Falconer
2001; Mazar 1990). The Middle Bronze Age is often de-
scribed as an urban phase, the comparatively high density
of population in the Palestinian region not witnessed
again until substantially later, during Roman times (Bro-



shi and Gophna 1986). This is also a period of extensive
urbanism and trade in the rest of the eastern Med-
iterranean. By the end of the Middle Bronze IIC practical-
ly all towns and cities were heavily fortified (Mazar
1990). The names of a number of important south Le-
vantine towns appear in the archives of foreign powers.
The Ebla and Mari archives make special reference to Ha-
zor, whilst the Egyptian Execration Texts list several
comparatively large south Levantine towns destroyed in
the late MB II. In the Late Bronze Age references are
made to the same towns in the Amarna archives (Dever
1987, 1976; Falconer 2001; Gerstenblith 1983; Ilan
1998).

The archival references, coupled with artifactual ev-
idence linking the southern Levant with Syria and Egypt
in particular, suggest that towns like Hazor, Shechem,
Megiddo, and Aphek (FIG. 1) all participated in a trading
network that spanned the Tigris-Euphrates nexus, South-
ern Anatolia, the Lebanon, Egypt, and finally the Levant
itself. These urban centers enjoyed a fair amount of pros-
perity, judging by the high concentration of luxury items
and imports. Indeed Cypriot vessels in high quantities
find their way into many Middle Bronze assemblages by
the end of this period (Dever 1987; Gerstenblith 1983).

The material culture of the Middle Bronze Age is prin-
cipally distinguished from the preceding Early Bronze
Age by its pottery, architecture, and metal objects. Middle
Bronze Age pottery is typically striking for its morpho-
logical and stylistic break with the Early Bronze period.
Early Bronze Age pottery is cruder, characterized by a
preference for ledge handles and by its incised decoration.
Morphologically the vessels tend towards a squat shape,
particularly in EB IV. The vast majority of Early Bronze
Age pottery is either turned on a slow wheel or is hand
built (Dever 1998; Richard 1987). By contrast Middle
Bronze Age pottery follows a gradual development al-
lowing for generally narrower shapes with greater elab-
oration of both base and rim forms (Cole 1984). In addi-
tion the Middle Bronze II repertoire is commonly
represented by at least some vessels bearing painted mo-
tifs, a feature thought to have originated in Syria (Beck
2000; Gerstenblith 1983). The introduction of the fast-
wheel had immediate effects on the character of the pot-
tery. The potter was afforded greater flexibility in forming
and designing. Additionally, increased speed and ac-
curacy in production led to augmented output and stan-
dardization (Tlan 1998; Dever 1987; Gerstenblith 1983).

Further developments in the material culture of the
Middle Bronze Age are marked by the emergence of ex-
tensive fortifications, which are characterized by sloping
earthen ramparts in MB IIA. In MB IIB/C these fortifica-
tions are improved with the addition of lime coated glacis
and impressive multiple-chambered gateways (Kempinski
1992). New metal objects such as duckbill axes, daggers
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and swords with elaborated hafts make their way into the
repertoire during this period. The emergence of the Proto-
Canaanite script is witnessed, whilst official cor-
respondences were conducted in Akkadian (Dever 1987,
Gerstenblith 1983; Ilan 1998; Mazar 1990).

The differences between the material cultures of the
Early and Middle Bronze Ages, led many early ar-
chaeologists to the conclusion that the new Early Bronze
IV and subsequent Middle Bronze Age materials were
brought in by successive migratory waves of invading
Amorites from the north, who overran the local in-
habitants and established new cultures during both EB IV
and MB IIA (Albright 1949, 1932; Kenyon 1960; Tufnell
1958). This impression was particularly galvanized by the
extensive abandonment of EB III towns, the subsequent
ruralization of the landscape during EB IV, and a re-
settlement of permanent agricultural villages in well-
watered lowlands during the MB IIA (Broshi and Gophna
1986; Gophna and Portugali 1988; Palumbo 2001).

Admittedly the stylistic and morphological similarities
of much of the material culture excavated from Canaan
and Syria are great (Dever 1987; Gerstenblith 1983; Ilan
1998; Kenyon 1970; Mazar 1990), and it took many years
before scholars turned away from the persistent migra-
tion-invasion model (Dever 1980; Prag 1974). Migration
as a sole explanatory agent responsible for the change in
the material culture of the southern Levant has sub-
stantially diminished in stature and appeal because of its
inferiority to socio-economic explanatory models (Pa-
lumbo 2001). Typological evidence supporting a local
genesis and continuity in some classes of vessel, together
with the persistent occupation and reuse of both sites and
tombs during both EB IV and MB II shows that sub-
stantial continuity in local population existed (Finkelstein
1991; Ilan 1998). Whilst strong ceramic and possibly cul-
tural connections existed between Canaan and Syria,
these connections cannot be associated invasion or migra-
tion on a grand scale. In other words, it is now assumed
that the transmission of both material culture and social
organization must be a complex result of both external
and internal forces (Dever 1987; Gerstenblith 1983; Ilan
1998; Tubb 1983). The explanation for social and cultural
change is sought in social forces adapting to a changing
environmental and political landscape.

Settlement in the Southern Levant During the Middle
Bronze Age; The Marginal Zones

The great majority of settlement in the southern Levant
during the Middle Bronze Age is concentrated in the
northern reaches of the Coastal Plain and Jordan Valley
(Broshi and Gophna 1986). Marginal areas such as the
Negev Desert and the Dead Sea Plain in the south were
largely abandoned at the conclusion of the preceding EB
IV period. However, understanding the abandonment of
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1. The Southern Levant during the Middle
Bronze Age.



