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L e s s o n 12:
Conquest and Coexistence

1.  Outline:
Conquest vs. coexistence – the internal evidence, and archaeology

a.  Joshua’s conquest
b.  The picture according to Judges
c.  the uses of archaeology
d.  moral dilemmas, pedagogical implications and issues

2.  Introduction
The period from the conquest of the land under Joshua to the crowning of Saul as king
raises a number of interesting questions with modern relevance.  Regarding the
conquest itself, there are questions on two levels: a) did it really happen as described
in the book of Joshua?  Internal biblical evidence – and, possibly, archaeology – cast
doubt on the account of the Israelites’ rapid and total conquest of Canaan; if so, what
do we do with the contradiction and how do we teach it?  b) how do we respond to
our own and our students’ moral concerns about the bloody account of the conquest?
And of course, the question of the morality of conquest hovers over the discussion of
the modern state of Israel too.

Another issue is that of Israelite identity.  The Book of Judges seems to depict a land
inhabited by a number of disparate and sometimes even warring tribes, each
absorbed in its own local conflicts with neighboring non-Israelite tribes; only in the
face of a powerful common enemy does any kind of political union form – and only
temporarily.  Different theories have been proposed regarding the formation of the
Israelite nation during this period; how might these affect our understanding of Jewish
identity past and present?

3) Lesson goals
a) knowledge of the account of the conquest in Joshua
b) awareness of the conflict between the account in Joshua and the reality

depicted in Judges
c) awareness of different models for the nature of Israelite identity during the

period of the Judges
d) facility in discussion of value issues raised by these narratives
e) familiarity with images of Joshua and the Judges in modern Israeli culture, and

their implications

4) Suggested outline
a) The conquest according to the Book of Joshua
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reading the text; following the conquest on the map; trying to reconcile the
text with the archaeology

(1) texts from Joshua:
(a) Jericho: 6:20-21; Ai 8:26-28;
(a) The deal with the Gibeonites 9
(b) The march of conquest 10:28-43, 11 – esp. 11:23
(c) Tracing the battles on the map
http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/033.htm and see also, in the same
source, maps 33a, 34, 35, 35a, 36, 37, 38, 38a

(2) Note that the Bible only describes a few battles, in the area around
Jericho, and in the upper Galilee, and then gives a general summary of
total conquest (10:40-43).  It is not clear if the description of the rest of
the conquest got omitted – or if it never happened.  The continued
existence of Canaanites among the Israelites (see Judges) suggests that
the model of Jericho was not reproduced throughout the land.  Note
also that even in the text of Joshua, this was not an unqualified success:
e.g., the initial defeat at Ai (chapter 7) and the deal with the Gibeonites
(chapter 9) who are allowed to continue to live among the Israelites.

b) Life in the Land of Israel under the judges
reading the text; comparing with Joshua; what are the messages of these two
narratives for later generations?  How do we deal as teachers with the
contradiction?  Relations with our pagan neighbors – war vs. syncretism

(1) The unconquered: Judges 1:16-36, 2:1-5, 20-23; 3:1-11; 4:1-3; 6:1-10
Note the explanation – God left these Canaanite tribes in place to test
us – and each time they get the upper hand it is as His tool of
punishment for our failing the test (see 2:6-20).  What other
explanations are possible?

(2) Tracing the tribes, enemies, and battles of the Judges on the map
http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/041.htm and maps 42-47

c) So, what really happened?  Can science help?
(1) Adam Zertal, “Shechem and Mt. Ebal in the Bible: is this indeed Joshua’s

altar?” http://ebal.haifa.ac.il/ebal06.html
(2) Daniel Gavron in

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/davidjer.html
(3) See the attached section from Malamat’s chapter in the Ben Sasson

history, synthesizing various theories and trying to reconcile them with
the biblical text.

d) Pedagogical issues and modern relevance
i) So, what really happened?  Suggestion: read the Malamat chapter closely,

checking out all the biblical references and following the discussion closely
on a map, to try to get a picture of what how the conquest might really
have happened (this would fill most of a lesson).
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(a) Discuss: how do we present the Bible to our students – what
happens when it seems to conflict with other sources of knowledge?
If we argue that the Bible teaches values and ideas, not historical
facts, then what are the values and ideas we learn from Joshua and
Judges?  And if the Bible does not come to teach historical facts,
then what do we do with the fact that so much of it seems to deal
with what it presents as – well – historical facts?

This is a significant issue in Israeli education: if our educational
system is “secular,” not based on a belief in God or on any particular
denomination of Judaism, then what do we do with the Bible?
National epic?  History book?  Great [poetic, fictional] literature?
Deed to the land?  Collection of lessons in morality?

See, for example: David Hazony, “Memory in Ruins,” Azure 16:
www.azure.org.il/16-editors.htm
And see the summary of the paper by Lea Mazor, below in Sources.

(b) How do we teach the conquest?  How do we justify it?  What echoes
do we hear of this dilemma in our teaching of modern Israel?
(i) That’s life in the real world – name a country that isn’t guilty

(remember “manifest destiny?”)
(ii) God divided up the world when He created it, and this is the part

He gave us (see Rashi’s statement, in Sources below)
(iii)   The right to the land is conditional, and the Canaanites forfeited

their right to by because of their immoral behavior;
see:

 Genesis 9:18-27
 Genesis 19:4-9
 Leviticus 18:24-30
 Deuteronomy 18:9-14

(iv)   What else?

Sources

A History of the Jewish People, Edited by H.H. Ben-Sasson
Harvard University Press 1976

A. Malamat – Origins and Formative Period, pp. 55--60

The Conquest Reconstructed
Analysis of the variegated sources relating to the Conquest shows it to have been a
complex process consisting of various phases, both in Trans-Jordan and in western
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Palestine. Nor does the archaeological evidence indicate a single campaign of
conquest. Admittedly, a good many Canaanite cities were destroyed during the latter
half of the thirteenth century, but it would be an oversimplification to infer that all
these sites were reduced to ruins at one and the same time. Jericho, as has already
been indicated, had been destroyed several decades earlier. Thus some scholars have
argued that there were several waves of Israelite penetration; their views differ,
however, on the number of such invasions, on their exact chronology, on the specific
invasion routes and on the identity of the tribes participating in each wave. An
extremely important adjunct to the last of these questions lies in the twelve-tribe
division of the Israelites, based on maternal genealogy - that is, on the basis of
whether a given tribe stemmed from Rachel or from Leah (or from their respective
handmaids, Bilhah and Zilpah). Since this alignment makes no sense in the light of the
later tribal allotments, or in any other historical framework, it probably reflects a
situation prevailing just prior to the final entrenchment of the Israelite tribes.

Such a premise presupposes at least two principal stages of Israelite penetration,
probably separated by a short period: one accomplished by the socalled 'Leah' tribes,
with Judah at their head; the other by the 'Rachel' tribes, under the leadership of the
'house of Joseph'. The tribes assigned to the handmaids - Gad and Asher to the one
and Dan and Naphtali to the other - have been considered tribal appendages,
possessing an inferior status in the Israelite confederacy and sometimes regarded as
having made their way separately into Canaan

The opinion prevailing today, as in previous generations, contends that the 'Leah'
tribes preceded the 'Rachel' group in entering Palestine. Among the recent exponents
of this school is De Vaux, as is Yeivin, who postulates three successive waves of
conquest: Asher and Naphtali forcing their way into Galilee towards the end of the
fourteenth century; the 'Leah' tribes arriving about 1300; and the 'Rachel' group
entering approximately one generation thereafter. More recently, however, an
opposite view has gained ground, propagated mainly by Albright and later by Mazar,
according to which the 'Rachel' tribes anticipated the other groups. Incidentally,
rabbinical sources contain a similar allusion asserting a premature Ephraimite exodus
from Egypt thirty years prior to the remainder of the tribes (see Mechilta of Rabbi
Ishmael, Beshalah I; the Talmudic and mediaeval Jewish commentaries on Exodus
13:17 and I Chronicles 7:22; and cf the Aramaic Targum on the latter verse and on
Psalms 78:9). We shall present here, in broad outline, a reconstruction of the Conquest
cycle based on Mazar, as it utilizes considerable source material without recourse to an
excessively complicated hypothesis.

According to this approach, the desert oasis of Kadesh-barnea served as the base for
both waves of penetration into Canaan, that of the 'Rachel' and of the 'Leah' tribes. The
first wave, led by Joshua, an Ephraimite, made its incursion about 1300 BCE through
Edom and Moab (cf the itinerary given in Numbers 33) - as these nations had not yet
consolidated into kingdoms. Reaching as far as Abel-shittim in the Plains of Moab, the
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invaders forded the Jordan and, after capturing Jericho, ascended into the central
mountain region. Near Gibeon they successfully engaged an Amorite confederacy and
thus acquired the lands adjoining the town to the west and to the north. Thence the
'Rachel' tribes fanned out across all of Mount Ephraim, several contingents even
infiltrating northwards into Galilee and, still later, as far as northern Gilead and the
Bashan in Trans-Jordan.

The second wave, consisting of the 'Leah' tribes, was already compelled to circumvent
the kingdom ofs of Edom and Moab, encountering en route the Amorite kingdom of
Sihon, with its capital at Heshbon. This buffer state between Moab and Ammon had
come into being only a short time before the Israelite invasion, for its founding,
according to this theory, was linked to the aftermath of the battle of Kadesh, between
Rameses ii and the Hittites (see page 23). The Hittites, presumably together with their
Amorite allies, had at the time penetrated into the Damascus region, while the
Amorites themselves apparently continued to press farther southwards. After inflicting
a defeat upon Sihon at Jahaz, the Israelites advanced steadily northwards into Amorite
territory - the land of Jaazer and the domains of Og, the king of Bashan (Numbers 21:
21ff.)- the tribes of Reuben and Gad taking possession of southern and central Trans-
Jordan from the Arnon to the Jabbok rivers.

The resumption of this campaign of conquest into the western confines of Palestine by
the second wave possibly underlies the tradition transmitted in the first chapter of the
Book of Judges, whereby the Israelites, led by Judah, crossed the Jordan apparently far
north of Jericho. First encountering Bezek in the hills of Manasseh ,they moved
southwards towards the Judean hills and the Shephelah, conquering Jerusalem on
their way. At approximately the same time, in the late thirteenth century, the towns of
the southern Judean hills and the northern Negev - Hebron, Debir and Hormah - were
overrun by clans kindred to Judah, namely, the Calebites, Kenizzites and Kenites,
which had infiltrated from the south. This account of the seizure of the southern part
of the country is complemented by Joshua l0:28-39, which relates the capture of the
western hill towns and those in the Shephelah -Makkedah, Libnah, Lachish and Eglon.
According to this view, the war against the Canaanites in the north (Joshua 11:1 - 15)
was initiated jointly by the ‘Leah' tribes Issachar and Zebulun, which succeeded in
expanding northwards from the central hill region, and the ‘Rachel' tribes, which in the
interim had grown in numbers and in strength.

The above hypothesis, like other reconstructions of the process of Conquest and
Settlement, understandably enough remains conjectural. Thus the deliberations and
conclusions hinge largely upon the degree of credence and weight placed upon the
particular biblical and extra-biblical data. It would seem preferable, therefore, to treat
the Conquest from a typological point of view - to consider the general phenomena,
as we did in connexion with the Exodus and to determine the prevalent, underlying
circumstances, thus avoiding a hair-splitting reconstruction of the actual course of
events. In the following section we shall treat the Conquest from a military standpoint,
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but first some of the basic underlying facets of the Conquest episode will be
examined.

The Israelites, upon leaving Egypt, were clearly incapable of forcing an entry into
Canaan directly from the south because of Egyptian control of the Via Mans (see page
22) and the strong defences along the country's southern approaches. Any attempt
from this direction was bound to end in failure, as the incident at Hormah would
indicate (Numbers 14:40if.). Hence they were compelled to make a broad flanking
movement by way of Trans-Jordan and to invade Canaan across the Jordan fords. Of
great chronological significance, besides its politico-military importance, is the biblical
passage relating the Israelite encounter with Sihon, the king of the Amorites, ‘who had
fought against the first king of Moab and taken all his land out of his hand even unto
Arnon' (Numbers 21:26). The advent of the Israelites, or rather a portion of them, is
placed not long after the founding of the kingdom of Moab, which, as stated, is to he
dated to the first half of the thirteenth century. If we accept the view that Sihon's own
kingdom arose in the wake of the battle of Kadesh, that is, shortly after 1285 BCE, an
even finer degree of accuracy is possible in dating the foregoing events. In any case,
the fertile region between the Arnon and the Jabbok rivers changed hands several
times during the first half of the thirteenth century. At first the Moabites gained
control of the southern portion of the area, with the north apparently occupied by the
Ammonites. Soon thereafter the entire area fell under Sihon's dominion, only to pass
eventually into Israelite hands. The Egyptian factor should now be added to the
regional power struggle during this period, as is evidenced by Rameses II’s expedition
to Moab, in which he managed to capture towns even to the north of the Arnon.

Two decisive military confrontations with the Canaanites stand out in the conquest of
western Palestine - one in the south, at Giheon, and the other in Upper Galilee -upon
the outcome of which hung the fate of Israelite settlement in the country. The treaty
that the Giheonites (who, with the towns of Chephirah, Beeroth and Kirjathjearim,
formed the Hivite confederacy) concluded with the invading Israelites exposed the
north-western flank of the Kingdom of Jerusalem and endangered the entire military
disposition of the Canaanite cities to the west of the hill country. This situation evoked
a sharp reaction from Adoni-zedek, the king of Jerusalem, who headed an alliance of
four Canaanite city-states - Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish and Eglon - and attacked the
renegade Gibeon, whom the Israelites now hastened to defend. The Israelites' victory
paved the way for their hegemony over the western slopes (Joshua 10). In the other
successful enco~nter, the Israelites decisively routed a northern coalition of four
Canaanite city-states under the leadership of Jabin, the king of Hazor, at the battle of
theWaters of Merom in north-eastern Galilee (the town of Merom itself may have lain
in ruins since its sacking by Rameses II). The next step was the destruction of Hazor
itself, the focus of Canaanite power in the north (Joshua 11:1-15).
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Military Aspects of the Conquest
Even after accepting the central assertion of the biblical tradition, namely, the forcible
seizure of Canaan by the Israelites (which is supported by the archaeological
evidence), we must still determine the basis for Israel's military success. How could
semi-nomadic Israelite tribesmen, lacking in military lore and only meagrely equipped,
prevail over a much superior Canaanite foe, long versed in the ways of warfare and
possessing a highly developed technology? How could they succeed against powerful
Canaanite fortress towns, which they saw as 'great and walled up to heaven'
(Deuteronomy 1:28)? Queries of this sort had already been voiced by the ancients.
Thus the third-century Jewish-Hellenistic author Demetrius inquired, as did Josephus
(Antiquities II, 16.6), as to the source of the arms in Israelite possession when they
entered the country. Both these authors replied naively that the military equipment
had been taken from the Egyptians drowned in the Red Sea.

The Israelites' success in the face of Canaanite military superiority becomes
understandable when we consider certain factors that facilitated a relatively rapid
occupation of the country, at least in the mountain areas. Among these were the
impoverishment of Canaan as a result of Egyptian exploitation, the unstable security
situation (clearly reflected in the El~Amarna tablets and in Papyrus Anastasi I) and,
above all, the incessant internal strife among the Canaanite city-states. These
bickerings had been intensified by the Egyptian policy of 'divide and rule', which, prior
to the advent of the Israelites, had left the country politically fragmented, with its
towns divided. The Israelites, kindled by religious and national zeal, confronted a
Canaanite population devoid of any over-all national consciousness, a land unable to
present a unified front against an invader. The two Canaanite coalitions mentioned
previously (see above) were, after all, of limited size; the southern one, moreover, had
initially aligned itself against only the Gibeonites. No one had rushed to the defence of
Jericho or Ai in their hour peril. Even the help proffered to the beleaguered Lachish by
the king of Gezer) Joshua 10:33) seems to have been motivated by Egyptian policy,
which made mutual defence between the cities in question mandatory. Both were
important administrative centres under Egyptian rule in the final third of the
thirteenth century, as may be gathered from Egyptian documents.

An additional factor expediting the Israelite seizure of control was the ethnic
heterogeneity of Canaan, well reflected in the biblical sources (see page 9). The
Israelites skillfully exploited the animosities existing among the various ethnic and
national groupings in Canaan, as is illustrated by the separate peace concluded with
the Gibeonites, who were of Hivite stock (Joshua 9:7). We may recall in this connexion
that the inhabitants of Shechem, or rather a portion of them, also traced their origin to
the Hivites (Genesis 34:2); their leadership at the time of the Israelite settlement was in
the hands of the collective 'lords of Shechem', similar to the existence at Gibeon of the
leadership of elders rather than of a single king. Shechem, too, passed peacefully into
Israelite control (see page 53). We also know of the existence of Israelite elements in
Jerusalem existing side by side with the Jebusites (Joshua 15:63 and Judges 1:21),
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which would testify to peaceful relations between these two groups. It now appears
that the Jebusites traced their ancestry to northern (Anatolian?) ethnic elements
similar to the Hivites and may have infiltrated into Jerusalem at about the time of the
Israelite conquest or slightly earlier.

Canaanite resistance was overcome to no small extent by the specific methods of
warfare employed by the Israelites and clearly implied in the biblical account.
Evidently they possessed a highly developed intelligence service as may be inferred
from the detailed instructions given by Moses to the twelve spies sent to reconnoitre
Canaan; here one may detect the gathering not only of strictly military data but also of
economic and demographic information (Numbers 13:19-20). We are informed that
Jaazer and Bethel were reconnoitred (Numbers 21:32; and Judges 1:23) and that, prior
to assaults, spies were dispatched to Jericho and Ai to collect information on enemy
disposition. The initial Israelite defeat at Ai is undoubtedly the result of a faulty
appraisal of the city's defending forces ('Let not all the people go up, but let about two
or three thousand men go up and smite Ai, and make not all the people to labour
thither, for they are but a few' [Joshua 7:3]).

Attention was paid also to matters of a logistic nature, such as food and general supply
requirements, as can be discerned from Joshua's preparing supplies for the entire
people prior to the fording of the Jordan (Joshua 1:10-ll), as well as from the very
timing of the invasion for the spring (on the tenth of Nisan [Joshua 4:19]), when the
grain had already ripened on the Jericho Plain, so as to provide them with 'the fruit of
Canaan that year' (Joshua 5:10-12 ). Like other invaders (e.g., the Midianite raids in
the days of Gideon), the Israelites followed the policy of plundering cattle and
produce, which simultaneously deprived the enemy of food and provisioned their
own troops (Joshua 8:27 and 11:14). Another strategic and logistic element may be
discerned in the 'official' version of the Conquest, wherein Gilgal occupied a prime
position as the base camp after the Jordan crossing, the site to which the Israelites
repaired after each further phase of their southern campaign (Joshua 9:6 and 10:6-9,
15, 43). This astonishing fact has led many scholars to assume here a late Benjaminite
tradition of a local and liturgical nature, woven about the allegedly cultic site at Gilgal.
From a military standpoint, however, this was a vital bridge-head for any penetration
into western Palestine from the Plains of Moab. The task-forces may have retired to
this base, upon completion of long-range incursions, in order to safeguard their link
with the Israelite rear across the river in Trans-Jordan.

The military problem facing the Israelites was twofold. First, there were the strong
Canaanite fortress cities, formidable barriers even for the mighty Egyptian war
machine. In addition, the Canaanites could place in the field a professional, well-
trained army, with a body of overawing chariotry, as opposed to the Israelites' infantry.
A close analysis of the battle accounts of the Conquest, and, in fact, of the period up to
the beginning of the monarchy, reveals that this imbalance was surmounted by the
so-called indirect military approach. In other words, the Israelites strove to avoid
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frontal assaults upon Canaanite fortifications and, wherever possible, relied on
deception, military cunning and diversionary manoeuvres rather than open
confrontation…

The Rise and Fall of the Book of Joshua in the Mamlakhti School System in View of
Ideological Shifts in Israeli Society
By Lea Mazor

(Summary of a Hebrew paper appearing in:  M. Frankel and H. Deitcher, eds., Studies in
Jewish Education IX: Understanding the Bible in Our Times: Implications for Education,
Jerusalem, Magnes Press, 2003)

Drastic changes took place in regard to the status of the Book of Joshua in the
Mamlakhti  (public, non-religious) School System in the first fifty years of the State of
Israel. From a meaningful and appreciated Book it became problematic and
disreputable. These changes in attitude towards the Book of Joshua resulted from the
ongoing dialogue in Israeli society with its history, cultural heritage, and the need to
re-define its Jewish identity.

Secular Zionism viewed the Bible as a means for promoting the national ideology. The
Bible, including the Book of Joshua, served to justify the claim to the Land of Israel. In
the50 s, the notion prevailed that the biblical Book recounting the conquest of the
land by Joshua constituted a reliable historical account. David Ben-Gurion, then Prime
Minister and Minister of Defense, often quoted the Book of Joshua, and from his
behavior and comments it seems that he saw himself as a second Joshua Ben-Nun.

Teachers in Israel felt obliged to strengthen the ties to the land among their pupils and
to instill them with the sense that there was an historical analogy between the days of
Joshua and contemporary events. Any reservations towards the strict ban (herem)
against the indigenous Canaanite peoples had no significant place in pedagogical
discourse since any direct questioning of the Book of Joshua would have been taken
as casting aspersions on the Bible or as weakening the moral justification of the
conquest of the land.

The establishment of the State and its institutions eased national and Zionist tensions,
and in the 60s, after two wars, the myth of Joshua began to be a liability. For many it
no longer symbolized the heroism and success of the conquest but nationalism,
militarism, and insensitivity to the needs of the individual. Thinkers and educators
spoke out against the use of the Bible as a means for patriotic education and the status
of the Book of Joshua in the curriculum of the school system diminished.

The great watershed came about after the Six-Day War and events in its wake. The
public realized that the foundation of a national homeland for the Jewish people was
taking a heavy human and moral toll. In the public debate, the Book of Joshua began
to be seen from the perspective of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, with the latter being
identified as the Canaanites. And the moment the Book of Joshua found itself part of
the political arena of actuality, dissenting views began to divide Israeli society in
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regard to the interpretation of the Book of Joshua and its role in education. A further
deterioration in its status took place in the curriculum and, in fact, its study all but
disappeared from Bible classes in most secondary schools.

Rashi on Genesis 1:1 “In the beginning.”
R. Yitzchok said: The Torah should have begun with [the verse] "This month shall be
[your first month]," it being the first precept that the Israelites were commanded. Then
why does it [the Torah] begin with "In the beginning"? This is because [of the concept
contained in the verse,] "He declared the power of His works to His people in order to
give to them the inheritance of nations” (Ps. 111:6).   Thus, should the nations of the
world say to Israel, "You are robbers, for you have taken by force the lands of the Seven
Nations," they [Israel] will say to them: "All the earth belongs to G-d. He created it and
gave it to whomever He saw fit. It was His will to give it to them and it was His will to
take it from them and give it to us.




