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Ancient Israel and Settler Colonialism 

 

This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor and Francis in 

Settler Colonial Studies on 8 July 2013, with full Version of Record available online 

at http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2201473X.2013.812944 (free access 

of the full Version of Record). 

 

Abstract 

 

This essay looks at ancient Israel as a settler colonial society. After an introductory 

paragraph that describes the significance of the study of ancient Israel for the study of 

settler colonialism, it summarises various approaches to the study of the history of 

ancient Israel. It then presents evidence for seeing the Israelite documents and early 

history in settler colonial terms. Finally, it looks at some aspects of decolonisation of 

the biblical narrative based on acknowledging at least the very possibility of a settler 

colonial nature of early Israel. 

 

Ancient Israel and the Study of Settler Colonialism 

 

The story of ancient Israel as described in the bible has exerted tremendous influence 

on the world. As described in the biblical books Genesis-2 Kings,1 this story starts 

from the creation of the world, then proceeds to the calling of Abraham as an 

individual ancestor of ancient Israel, and then portrays his immediate descendants 

who are described as migrating to Egypt. In the course of time, the Israelites are being 

discriminated against by the Egyptians and then subjected to slavery. However, 

deliverance comes under the leadership of Moses who has experienced a call by 

Yahweh, the god of the Israelites, and the Israelites then escape Egypt with the help of 

Yahweh who sends natural disasters on the Egyptians as a sign that they should let the 

Israelites depart. After escaping Egypt, the Israelites make a covenant with Yahweh at 

Mount Sinai, and after an initial failure with entering the land, a second generation 

succeeds and the land is conquered under the leadership of Joshua and the Israelites 

settle in it. The later history of Israel then consists of relating the vicissitudes of the 

Israelite community, first through a unification into a kingdom by David and his son 

Solomon, and then division of the kingdom into the northern kingdom of Israel and 

the Southern kingdom of Judah. The two kingdoms are themselves conquered by 

external powers, first the north by Assyria in the 8th century BCE, and then the South 

by the Babylonian empire in the beginning of the 6th century BCE. After an exile of 

some 70 years, a return is allowed for Jews from Babylonia, and the books of Ezra 

and Nehemiah describe some of the events that pertain to the returnees in the 

postexilic period. 

 

This story became a foundational story for the postexilic Jewish communities that 

carried the legacy of pre-exilic Israel, together with a number of other documents that 

were less historically oriented. Subsequently, a new offshoot sprang from ancient 

Judaism in the first century CE. The New Testament documents describe the 

beginnings of this offshoot, Christianity, together with a set of a set of instructional 

documents for the early Christian communities. The story of ancient Israel very much 

retained its role as a foundational story for the new Christian communities and was 

reinterpreted by Christianity and expanded to explicitly pertain to all nations and 

peoples. Christianity was at first a societal unknown and then a persecuted religio 
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illicita in the Roman empire to which it was initially largely confined, but 

nevertheless spread and became sufficiently influential by the third century to be first 

co-opted as an accepted religion and then set as an exclusive religion in the empire. 

After the fall of Rome, Christianity remained the religion of Europe and was largely 

confined to it. However, with the era of European explorations and colonisation from 

the late 15th century on, the whole world was essentially exposed to the religion of the 

Europeans. While the enlightenment and secularisation has weakened the hold of 

Christianity in Europe especially during the last couple of centuries, it, and thus the 

story of ancient Israel behind it, still remains an influence to be reckoned with in a 

number of respects. And, the effects of enlightenment in any case have not been 

equally experienced outside the West where Christianity is still increasing its scope in 

many areas. 

 

It is typical of foundational narratives that they are indentified with, retold, relived 

and readapted by succeeding generations of their recipients.2 In this, while the biblical 

texts became canonised and essentially fixed by the close of the first few centuries of 

the Common Era, the texts themselves were subject to interpretation thereafter by 

countless theologians and laymen who sought to understand the meaning of the texts 

and to relate the texts to their situations as guidance for their lives, both individually 

and collectively. Identifying with the foundational documents of Christianity and 

Judaism as sacred, then, would generally mean giving authoritative status to related 

narratives in their various readapted forms, and it would be easy to consider such 

narratives as providing models for good practice, and this is how observant Christians 

and Jews have generally approached the matter. 

 

However, it was sooner or later explicitly realised that the texts contained materials 

that were difficult to adapt as models of good practice. For example, the so-called 

imprecatory psalms in the Psalter showed how the relevant writers cried for 

vengeance against their enemies. Subsequently, intricate theories about how to deal 

with such psalms were constructed by those who recognised the accompanying ethical 

problems but wished to maintain the authoritative nature of the materials, or, 

alternatively, the problematic materials were, and still are, simply set aside.3 And yet, 

equally, many readers and interpreters of the bible did not, and still often do not, 

consider certain texts problematic when especially a later hindsight has shown that 

this should have been the case. Worse still, such readers and interpreters sought to 

recontextualise such texts in the furtherance of their political agendas. Arguably, 

some of the most problematic of these texts relate to conquest and genocide. In this, a 

nation or people group, or some of its individuals under threat or bent on conquest as 

in the era of European wars and colonisation could identify with the Israelite nation 

and its struggles against an external nation or group that stood in its way. Thus, as the 

Israelites defended, so could the later Christian or Jewish nation, and as the Israelites 

conquered, so could the later ones. Selected Old Testament4 texts were thus used to 

justify slavery,5 crusades, conquest and colonialism.6 In contrast, while the New 

Testament texts arguably have a political character, they reflect the origins of 

Christianity as a religion that largely spiritualised the meaning of Israel and did not 

initially align itself with political power. In other words, the New Testament in its 

original setting could scarcely account for a pan-societal vision of physical 

geographic conquest and domination, unless one may see some aspects of the book of 

Revelation, itself offering deep interpretational conundrums as the book is in a form 

of a series of first century visions, as promoting or foretelling violence that is divinely 
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induced. Thus, many Christians would identify with the ancient Israelite story without 

in essence considering its ostensibly changed role in the New Testament. And, while 

such problems as societal support for slavery and explicit colonialism are now much a 

thing of the past, such issues as neo-colonialism are still very much relevant. In this, 

that the USA is the main current world power with a sizable body of Christians who 

support, or at least acquiesce, to a particular political stance demonstrates the 

continuing strong relevance of the legacy of the bible. 

 

A further complication in this respect is the birth of Zionism and the settlement of 

Jews in Palestine and establishment of the Jewish state there in the middle of the 20th 

century. While initially primarily a secular movement and with many of today’s Jews 

being secular, it has also substantially looked back at the biblical promises of return of 

the Jewish people to the land of their forefathers after a break of some two thousand 

years. This movement is supported by certain segments of Western and American 

evangelical Christianity in particular, even if the support by such Christian individuals 

and communities is based on slightly different rationales. This process of continuing 

modern Israeli settlement is based on settler colonialism.7 Therefore, and considering 

the inherently violent character of settler colonialism, that this specific process 

strongly traces back to the bible and the biblical story of ancient Israel again implies 

that a continuing analysis of the biblical materials and their interpretation is highly 

pertinent. 

 

Responding to the problematic issues that relate to the biblical texts and their legacy 

involves the decolonisation of the bible. In many ways, this has been done.8 However, 

there is one aspect of such decolonisation where further work is still required. This 

relates to the relationship of ancient Israel and the bible to settler colonialism. While 

the biblical texts demonstrably have been shown to have been used in support of 

violence, colonialism and settler colonialism by various communities, additional 

analysis on why these texts have proved so susceptible for such use is needed. It will 

be argued here that some of the texts have been used in support of settler colonialism 

because the texts are themselves a product of settler colonialism. More specifically, it 

will be argued that the material in Genesis-Joshua is defined by settler colonialism, 

reflecting a societal transformation in ancient Canaan at the end of the second 

millennium BCE that gave birth to ancient Israel. Considering the already disputed 

nature of the history of ancient Israel and the difficulty of decolonisation in settler 

colonial contexts, such a proposition is likely to prove controversial in itself. I will 

therefore start with an overview of the main approaches taken by interpreters to the 

history of ancient Israel. This will be followed by a section that examines how 

Genesis-Joshua can be seen to attest a settler colonial ideology. Having demonstrated 

at least a strong plausibility of a settler colonial character of ancient Israel and its 

documents, consideration will be made of decolonising these materials in the bible. 

As I will argue, regardless of the historical stance taken towards the biblical materials, 

current attempts at decolonisation ultimately trace back to disavowal and at least 

partial de facto denial of the settler colonial character of the ancient Israelite polity (or 

the possibility of such a character), issues that in themselves have been identified as 

problematic in the decolonisation of settler colonialism in the modern world.9 In this 

respect, then, one may further ask the question of what might be brought in place 

instead of such disavowal and de facto denial, and I will make some possible 

suggestions in conclusion to the essay. 
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The Debate about Ancient Israel 

 

The history of Israel is hotly contested. The debate traces back to the time of the 

Enlightenment and to modern biblical criticism that can be traced to the 18th century. 

It was the French physician Jan Astruc who first identified differing sources in the 

book of Genesis in the 18th century,10 and in the course of the next century or so, the 

Pentateuch had been divided into four sources of J (a narrative source using the name 

Yahweh), E (a narrative source using Elohim), D (Deuteronomy) and P (a source 

consisting of priestly laws and narrative).11 Importantly, these sources were seen as 

having originated in differing times, even when the exact extent and dating of the 

sources was debated. It was the German scholar Julius Wellhausen who suggested a 

new framework where the J and E sources were seen to originate in 9th-8th centuries 

BC, Deuteronomy in the seventh century and the Priestly source in the postexilic time 

(5th-4th centuries BCE).12 Wellhausen also suggested that the religion of Israel 

developed from simple to complex, and free spirited to ritualistic, as attested by the 

sources. The Wellhausenian framework was subsequently adopted by the majority of 

Old Testament scholars, and by the 20th century, anyone who wished to be part of the 

academic guild in Old Testament studies in practice had to follow it. The model did 

however undergo a number of modifications, such as form criticism represented by 

Gunkel and Von Rad that suggested the existence of oral traditions behind the 

sources, and in the latter part of the 20th century the extent and date of the sources was 

subjected to criticism, with a number of differing theories proposed.13 Some have 

tried to more or less jettison the whole source critical approach, speaking for a literary 

unity of the Pentateuch.14 In the 21st century, an influential trend in source critical 

approaches to the Pentateuch seems to be a move towards an idea of redactional 

layers that have successively been added to an early form(s) of the work on the way 

towards its final completion, with the early form itself possibly consisting of various 

separate strands initially developing independently.15 

 

As for the historical books Joshua-2 Kings, they were initially seen as incorporating 

the Pentateuchal sources, at the same time, Wellhausen and others with him 

considered Genesis-Joshua as forming a so-called Hexateuch.16 However, in the 

1940s Martin Noth presented his famous theory of the Deuteronomistic History 

according to which a single historian in the Babylonian exile in the 6th century BCE 

wrote Deuteronomy-2 Kings based on sources available to him.17 The 

Deuteronomistic history was then later in the postexilic time incorporated into 

Genesis-Numbers to form a continuous narrative from the creation of the world to the 

Babylonian exile.18 Noth’s theory gained very wide acceptance but was modified and 

then increasingly challenged towards the end of the 20th century, with the theory 

being considered as disputed today. Instead, a number of scholars have in essence 

returned to a concept of a Hexateuch.19 

 

This summary of the history of the literary critical theories about the Pentateuch and 

historical books at the very least arguably shows that it is difficult to make definite 

conclusions about the provenance and composition of these materials based on a 

literary critical examination. Some further criteria are needed. Such criteria have been 

provided by archaeology.20 The development of the archaeological discipline as it 

relates to the bible dates back to the latter part of the nineteenth century.21 At first, 

archaeology in the “Holy Land” was very much driven by the concerns of those 

interested in the bible, in trying to illuminate the bible based on archaeological 
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discoveries and verify the factual claims of the bible. However, as time went on, 

archaeology also became very much its own separate discipline, and at present, what 

may previously have been called biblical archaeology is now often labelled as Syro-

Palestinian archaeology, a separate discipline which is largely independent from 

biblical studies.22 And yet, there is still very much interaction between archaeology 

and biblical studies. Many biblical scholars wish to understand the bible based on 

relevant archaeological discoveries, and a number of archaeologists also explicitly 

attempt to bring out how their discipline can contribute to biblical understanding.23 

Importantly, archaeology has had a special relationship with the early Israelite history 

in general. Once actual data from ancient Palestine started to accumulate in any 

substantial amounts, problems about how they might relate to the bible started to 

arise. While events from the period of the judges on were generally seen as reflecting 

actual history, events earlier than that became suspect from the beginning of the 20th 

century on. Thus, the book of Joshua stood at the borderline of where going back in 

time would rather make fact become fiction in the biblical storyline.24 As part of this, 

the origins of early Israel became a matter of debate. The conquest model whose most 

notable proponents were William Albright and his disciple John Bright in the first half 

of the 20th century had argued for a general veracity of the biblical record, even 

though it had lowered the date of the conquest to the 13th century instead of the 15th 

century implied by the biblical chronology. This model was abandoned due to 

problems with matching the archaeological profile most notably of such sites as Ai 

(Josh 7-8), Jericho (Josh 2, 6), Gibeon (Josh 9) and Arad (Josh 12:14; Num 21:1-3). 

With the general abandonment of the conquest model, two other possible ways of 

seeing the process of the Israelite settlement arose. The peaceful infiltration model, 

with Albrecht Alt and Martin Noth its most notable proponents, suggested that the 

Israelites were nomads who immigrated to the land from outside. In this, importantly, 

the immigration was peaceful and did not involve a conquest. Secondly, the peasant’s 

revolt model advocated by George Mendenhall and Norman Gottwald suggested that 

the Israelites were Canaanites who revolted against the existing socioeconomic 

structure and withdrew to the highlands to form a new society. Later scholarship has 

shown problems with all of these models. However, while the peasants revolt model 

was rejected, the idea of an indigenous origin of the early Israelites was retained. In 

other words, contemporary scholarship tends to think that Israel was a development 

indigenous to Canaan.25 That said, for example, a carefully worked out recent 

archaeological study by Faust argues that at least a significant number of the early 

Israelites originated from outside the area, allowing even for the inclusion of a group 

that escaped Egypt, even if Faust does not subscribe to the idea of a conquest.26 

 

In addition to this set of overall approaches, very recently, some of the more radical 

scholars have questioned the veracity of the biblical accounts even from judges on. 

The most radical of these scholars argue that the biblical Israel is a scholarly construct 

from the Persian period.27 In other words, according to this view, very little can really 

be known about pre-exilic Israel based on biblical documents, including for the 

portrayed time of the United Monarchy during David and Solomon. At the same time, 

there were those who would defend the historicity of the biblical materials from the 

time of Abraham on, even when they would consider Genesis 1-11 as “protohistory” 

where a link with any actual events is not clear.28 In broad terms, then, we can divide 

the field into three camps of mainstream, minimalist and maximalist scholars.29 It is 

no wonder then that a casual observer may sometimes be bewildered with the number 

of options available to them, also considering the debate about the literary critical 
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analysis of the biblical texts themselves, where the dating and granting of historical 

value of the related biblical documents based on literary analysis broadly follows the 

general approach to the history of each of the main approaches. In the following, I 

will outline how recourse to theoretical approaches that relate to conquests and settler 

colonialism can help illuminate the related biblical texts from a fresh angle and also 

suggest something about their historical plausibility. These considerations will then 

lead to a discussion of how it might be appropriate to read those texts today. 

 

Ancient Israel as a Settler Colonial Society 

 

To date, no previous work has been done in comparing the biblical materials with 

settler colonialism. This may be much due to the fact that many of the developments 

in settler colonialism are very recent, with the field still in a number of ways at an 

incipient, even though already fruitful stage.30  Some work has been done with 

comparing the biblical materials with conquest theories and genocide studies in the 

ancient context, even though this too has been limited as a whole.31 Some of the 

reason for this has probably been the recent lack of credibility that has been given to 

the biblical texts in academic discussion. Another reason may be the ethically 

problematic nature of the texts in their present day contexts. This in itself has clearly 

been pointed out by a number of writers.32 However, typically the writers have 

actually not examined the ancient texts in their totality in their ancient context, or 

consider the ancient context as very much different from what the texts portray.33 

There can thus be a discrepancy between, as it were, many of the “ancient” and 

“modern” type of readings. In a sense, modern readers who have clearly identified 

problematic aspects in the biblical texts are asked to think that these arose in an for all 

practical purposes “accidental” way, with a number of elaborate theories constructed 

as to how this might have been.34 My suspicions are that these relate to the concepts 

of “disavowal” and denial of history, themselves associated with settler colonialism in 

general,35 and will explore them in the next section. In this section, I will instead 

suggest that it is easy to read these texts in such a way in the present day because they 

are the product of a settler colonial society (an ancient one at that) and reflect the 

ideological framework of settler colonialism, with violence and genocide typical 

accompaniments of settler colonial processes. 

 

The biblical documents themselves indicate that the ancient Israelites originate from 

outside the land.36 The biblical story indicates that Abraham, Israel’s forefather, 

migrated into the land of Canaan from Mesopotamia, but that his descendants 

subsequently migrated to Egypt to protect themselves from a famine. The Israelites 

ended up as slaves in Egypt, but were liberated and left Egypt under the leadership of 

Moses. They then traversed a wilderness and arrived at the edge of the land of Canaan 

where Moses dies, and it was left to his successor Joshua to lead the Israelites into the 

land of Canaan in order to conquer it and settle it. At the outset, this immediately 

sounds like settler colonialism. While the theory of colonialism often requires a 

supporting metropolis,37 this by no means seems to be a must for settler colonialism. 

As Veracini suggests, “while settlers see themselves as founders of political orders, 

they also interpret their collective efforts in terms of an inherent sovereign claim that 

travels with them and is ultimately, if not immeditely, autonomous from the 

colonising metropole”.38 Besides, the existence of Semites in Egypt in the second 

millennium is an acknowledged fact,39 and, at least in theory, some of the immigration 

to Canaan could have incorporated people identifying themselves as Semites who 
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were returning from Egypt outside a putative main migration reflected in the books of 

Exodus to Numbers by way of a stylised narrative.40 In any case, after a certain time, 

reproduction in the settler collective would be sufficient to drive the settler colonial 

transformation. 

 

As part of settlement process, other peoples than those coming from Egypt could also 

have joined the Israelites,41 whether indigenous or from outside the land, and these 

people would then have been transferred42 into the settler collective, whether initially 

as indigenous or exogenous others. Such people include Caleb the Kenizzite (Joshua 

14:6), Rahab (Joshua 2, 6), the Gibeonites (Joshua 9) and individuals in 1 Chr 20:4-8; 

1 Sam 27:8.43 Interestingly, in all of these cases the transfer is based on collaboration 

between the indigenous or exogenous other(s) and the Israelite polity, and it is not 

entirely clear whether and to what extent the individuals in question were considered 

as full fledged members of the Israelite polity (e.g. Gibeonites as essentially enslaved 

temple servants; Josh 9:22-27).44 At the same time, the biblical documents indicate 

more forceful ways of transfer. Transfer by killing45 is indicated in e.g. Deuteronomy 

7, and transfer by physical displacement e.g. in Exodus 23:20-30).46 Depicting the 

indigenous peoples as decadent (E.g. Deut 7) can also be categorised as a narrative 

transfer,47 and recourse to a previous sojourn in the land by the ancestors of Israel as 

another type of narrative transfer.48 And, interestingly, some of the seven nations in 

the formulaic list (e.g. Dt 7, Joshua 9:1-2, etc) may have foreign origins,49 if so, a 

transfer by denying their indigeneity may be involved.50 The Israelites also legislate 

for a foreigner (ger) in a number of places in the Pentateuchal legal materials (ee e.g. 

Lev. 17-25; Dt 14:1-21), and the concept of ger can easily be understood in terms of 

regulating exogenous others. Interestingly, a special law in Deuteronomy 23:1-7 

specifies that an Edomite and Egyptian can be uplifted into the Israelite community in 

the third generation, but an Ammonite or Moabite should for ever be an abject other 

according to that law.51 In other words, the biblical documents indicate the existence 

of the tripartite division of the settler collective and indigenous and exogenous others 

and a number of possible transfers as happening in early Israel, and, interestingly, a 

kind of more traditional colonial type of approach to indigenous peoples seems to be 

indicated as having been taken by king Solomon later on in 1 Kings 9:20-21, even 

though one could possibly consider this as a kind of transfer, except into a “slave” 

class.52 Even a golden peaceful time is depicted in the biblical documents in the time 

of the early settlement (Josh 21:43-45).53 

 

The above examples suggest that the biblical texts that pertain to early Israel can be 

read in settler colonial terms. There are however reasons to see Genesis-Joshua in a 

wider sense as a whole legitimating Israel’s possession of the land and as setting up a 

new society there. David Day’s Conquest: How Societies Overwhelm Others54 

outlines an overall process that typically happens when a society (Day calls such a 

society supplanting society) takes over another, and this process can be tied with 

settler colonial theories and considerations.55 According to Day, a “process of 

supplanting” by a society involves three stages: “Firstly, it must establish a legal or de 

jure claim to the land”.56 Then, “a supplanting society must proceed to the next stage 

of the process by making a claim of effective or de facto proprietorship over the 

territory that it wants to have as its own”.57 Such a claim “is commonly established by 

exploring the territory’s furthest reaches, naming its geographic and other features, 

fortifying its borders, tilling its soil, developing its resources, and, most importantly, 

peopling the invaded lands”.58 Lastly, “the last and most elusive step of the 
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process…involves establishing a claim of moral proprietorship over the territory”.59 

For this to succeed, “such a claim must outweigh the claim that any other society, 

including the previous inhabitants, has the potential to assert”.60 Again, at least at first 

sight, this seems to be happening in ancient Israel according to the biblical 

documents. In broad sweep, which we will be refining further below, for the Israelite 

society, the patriarchal promises reflect the first point, the conquest and settlement the 

second, and recourse to Yahwism as an exclusive ideology, together with the 

constitution of the new society (as in e.g. Deuteronomy and the Holiness Code in 

Leviticus61) and its contrast with the practices of the previous inhabitants (e.g. Deut 7) 

the moral claim. Day then goes further by identifying typical processes that 

accompany these three stages, commenting that these processes are often overlapping 

(as are the three main stages).62 These are, staking a legal claim, mapping the 

territory, claiming by naming, supplanting the savages, claiming by right of conquest, 

defending the conquered territory, using foundation stories, tilling the soil, recourse to 

genocide where appropriate and peopling the land. One may also add a final section, 

organising the supplanting society, to reflect on certain issues relating to the moral 

claim. I will illustrate these aspects below, with some slight modifications as some of 

the features can be seen as slightly overlapping for our purposes here.63 

 

Abraham’s travels in the land of Canaan and building of altars (e.g. Gen 12) can be 

seen as staking a legal claim. Interestingly, the place for the first recorded altar is 

Shechem, and the Israelites are later instructed to build and altar on mount Ebal in 

Deuteronomy 27, and the act of building, together with the accompanying ceremony 

prescribed by Deuteronomy 27:9-26, is described as having taken place in Joshua 

8:30-35. This ceremony of conquest and supplanting by a new society harks back to 

the patriarchal promises in Genesis and also reinforces the interrelatedness of Genesis, 

Deuteronomy and Joshua, and arguably Pentateuch-Joshua as a whole. 

 

In terms of mapping the land, we can see how Abraham traverses the land in Genesis 

(Genesis 12:6-9), also at Yahweh’s instigation (Genesis 13:17). This then can be seen 

as part of “knowing the land” and thus asserting a claim over it, even if the activity is 

rather incipient in the book of Genesis. However, in the books of Numbers and Joshua 

matters are blown out completely explicitly. According to Numbers 13:1, Yahweh 

commands Moses to send out men to explore the land of Canaan.64 The men do this 

and bring back a description of the land, and we can see in the light of the above 

considerations how this can be seen as part of the process of laying claim to the land, 

in a way that humans would behave as part of such processes.65 The book of Joshua 

then describes the successful conquest.  Joshua 18:3-10 describes a mapping process 

as part of dividing the land to the Israelite tribes. This mapping process is part of 

Joshua 13-21 which in a larger sense describe the tribal allotments. These allotments 

could be entirely programmatic.66 While such a programmatic vision could have 

arisen at any time in Israel’s history, based on comparative parallels from conquests in 

world history, the vision would fit particularly well in a period of early Israel when 

these territories are not yet (fully) in the control of the Israelites but are desired to be 

so, also keeping in mind that Joshua 13-21 (esp. Joshua 13:1-7) and other biblical 

documents (e.g. Judges 1) and archaeological evidence indicate that the Israelite 

settlement and control started from central, eastern and northern highlands and 

expanded out from there, to include lowlands in the later course of Israel’s history (cf. 

also Jdg 1).67 
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In terms of claiming by naming, it appears that there are some occasions when the 

Israelites rename places according to the biblical documents, but these seem relatively 

few. This is the case with Gilgal (Joshua 14:15), Hill of Foreskins (Joshua 5:2-3), 

Valley of Achor (Joshua 7:26), Hebron (Joshua 14:15; 15:13; Judges 1:10), Debir 

(Joshua 15:15), Jerusalem (Judges 19:10), Bethel (Judges 1:23), Dan (Joshua 19:47; 

Judges 18:29), Havvoth Jair (Numbers 32:31) and Nobah (Numbers 32:42). By way 

of comparison and contrast, interestingly, in the explicitly religious sphere, the 

Israelites are commanded to erase even the name of the gods of the previous 

inhabitants (Deuteronomy 12:3). Instead, the name of Yahweh is to be established in 

the land, and in a “chosen place” in particular (Deuteronomy 12:4-31). 

 

As regards foundation stories, clearly the bible indicates, in the book of Genesis in 

particular, that the land was promised to the patriarchs, and this theme runs through 

the whole of Pentateuch-Joshua one way or another (see e.g. Exodus 3:16-17; 4:5; 

Deuteronomy 1:8; 6:10; 9:5; 29:13; 30:20; cf. e.g. Numbers 13:2; Joshua 1:2, 12). The 

exodus and liberation provide another powerful foundation story, and the lawgiving at 

Sinai (Exodus) and in the wilderness (Leviticus-Numbers) and at the edge of the 

promised land (Deuteronomy) add further strands to the set of foundation stories. The 

genealogies (see especially Genesis 10) serve to establish Israel’s place among the 

nations, in the context of creation and the land Israel now occupies, and the 

patriarchal stories define Israel’s relations with its close neighbours (e.g. the 

Edomites, Genesis 26-27, 32-33). 

 

As for supplanting the savages and the genocidal imperative, the idea of the lower 

worth of the inhabitants is already grounded in Genesis 9:25 where Canaan is cursed. 

As already discussed above, such texts as Deut 7 indicates that the inhabitants of 

Canaan are to be obliterated, and this settler colonial transfer corresponds to a 

genocidal imperative. 

 

Acording to the biblical documents, lands would also belong to the Israelites by right 

of conquest, as with king Sihon,68 or apparently even by virtue of treading on them.69 

Ancient battles already provided legitimation for Jacob according to Genesis 48:22. 

 

As regards tilling the soil and peopling the land, with early Israel, we can see how the 

population explosion, as it has been called,70 in the highlands would fit perfectly well 

with expansion out from there in the ensuing centuries. In general, settler colonial 

processes may include periods of apparently peaceful coexistence, and then 

extensions of the process that may include further fighting, and may also include 

transfers by assimilating, or attempts to assimilate indigenous peoples.71 In terms of 

fit with the biblical documents, while the Israelite narrative in the book of Joshua can 

be read to emphasise aspects of war and sudden conquest, it does also indicate a 

continuing settlement process that took a lot of time. Conversely, the narrative of 

Judges does emphasise the gradual settlement and coexistence aspect, without 

however denying that there was also violence (e.g. Judges 1). 

 

As for fortifying the territory, with early Israel, there seems to be a relative lack of 

mention of fortifications and fortifying in Pentateuch-Joshua. But Numbers 32 does 

indicate that the Israelites fortified and possessed fortified towns in Transjordan, and 

Deuteronomy 3:5 suggests fortified towns with “many” unfortified villages in 

Transjordan, which would also fit with the large number of unfortified settlements in 
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Cisjordanian highlands in IA I. It would appear that the Israelites would have taken 

over fortified towns where they existed and where they could conquer them (cf. Josh 

10:20; 14:12; 1 Sam 6:18, 20:6, 15). David and Solomon and later kings are described 

as taking over fortified towns or fortifying themselves (e.g. 2 Samuel 5:6-10; 1 Kings 

9:15; 1 Ki 12:25). 

 

Finally, the legal materials in Genesis-Joshua can be seen as providing a blueprint for 

the new Israelite society, even when it is not certain how much this was a theoretical 

rather than a practical construct.72 We may here observe the following quote by 

Wolfe, also as a summary to our considerations above: “settler colonialism has, as 

observed, two principal aspects – not only the removal of native society, but also its 

concomitant replacement with settler institutions. This latter, positive aspect involves 

the establishment and legitimation of civil hegemony”.73 And, “eliminatory strategies 

all reflect the centrality of the land, which is not merely the component of settler 

society but its basic precondition”,74 and the centrality of the land surely also applies 

to the positive aspect(s). In sum, based on these considerations, the overall ancient 

Israelite strategy and message attested in Pentateuch-Joshua is very compatible with a 

settler colonial transformation in ancient Canaan at the end of second millennium 

BCE.75 The broad sweep of the archaeological data can also be seen to support such a 

conclusion. We may further add that, even if there is no immediate clarity about some 

of the specific archaeological details, even if, for example, the conquest of Ai, a 

particularly problematic event to verify archaeologically, could be seen as not having 

taken place,76 this would not take away the possibility of battles in other places as 

such would quite naturally be expected in settler colonial situations in itself.77 In other 

words, a full match between text and artefact is not necessary to suggest the settler 

colonial nature of early Israel. 

 

In conclusion to this section, we may add that the biblical texts suggest that ancient 

Israel is not the only place at the time (at least broadly speaking) that may have 

undergone a settler colonial transformation. Deuteronomy 2:20-23 (cf. also Amos 9:7) 

suggests that the Ammonites settled in place of the Rephaites/Zamzummites, the 

Edomites destroyed the Horites and that the Caphtorites destroyed the Avvites.78 

Little evidence appears to be available about the first two processes, but the 

Caphtorites are generally identified with the Philistines who are known to have come 

to the southwestern area of the Levant from outside.79 While many details about them 

are still unknown despite extensive study,80 one may suspect that settler colonialism 

can be applied to them as a phenomenon also.81 Whatever the case, at least some of 

these phenomena would seem to fit to a time when the Late Bronze Age 

Mediterranean “world system” collapsed,82 and in any case we do know from world 

history that there have been people movements, conquests and settlements 

throughout.83 

 

Decolonising Ancient Israel and Its Legacy 

 

The above considerations have suggested that there are good reasons to suspect that 

the early history of ancient Israel was defined by settler colonialism. This fits with a 

broad interpretation of the archaeological evidence, the Israelite documents that 

portray its early history, at the very least the overall thrust of those documents, and 

settler colonial theory in the context of known world history.84 Such an understanding 

has a number of implications for biblical scholarship and for reading the biblical texts 
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today. As regards biblical scholarship, in terms of their interpretation of the history of 

ancient Israel, these results are largely in line with maximalist interpretations of the 

biblical evidence in terms of early Israelite history.85 In this, they are at variance with 

mainstream and minimalist interpretations. For this reason, it may be that they will 

encounter opposition from proponents of these two interpretative groups. As is known 

from studies of the sociology of science,86 and this may be tied with the support of 

political parties and cultural inertia, once established, certain types of interpretations 

tend to become entrenched and can only be changed with difficulty, often only 

through generational shifts.87 A recognition of the (at the very least potential) settler 

colonial character of early Israel would suggest that the biblical documents are more 

reliable than is often thought, and, in terms of potentially reconstructable history, this 

would also suggest a closer proximity to the documents, or at least their sources to 

real events than for example current literary critical theories that have been in vogue 

since the 19th century might grant.88 Therefore, at least initially, a settler colonial 

interpretation of the evidence may be a minority view among the current interpretative 

traditions of biblical scholars. 

 

And yet, there is also a profound potential difficulty in terms of reception of a settler 

colonial interpretation among maximalists. They typically, even though not 

necessarily exclusively, consist of practicing Christians or Jews who have a personal 

attachment to the divine claims of the texts and of God’s action in history. One may 

go as far as to say that the reliability of the texts is held sacrosanct. For such people, 

acknowledging the settler colonial character of the texts89 and the related history of 

the ancient Israelites with its accompanying violent character may be traumatic, even 

when this is not the only area in the Old Testament scriptures that has been 

acknowledged to cause problems, as already indicated above. Here we come to the 

concept of disavowal so typical of settler colonial situations.90 Just as most notably 

present day USA, Australia and Israel find it extremely difficult to acknowledge their 

settler colonial foundations and continuing settler colonial character, similarly, for 

these types of Christians and Jews, recognising the settler colonial character of 

ancient Israel and its foundational documents may strike to the core of their self 

understanding, even if the related psychological dissonances undoubtedly also have 

diverging characteristics, as for example, the settler colonial situation of ancient Israel 

is long passé as an existing state of affairs with the ancient texts instead acting purely 

as a (powerful) foundation story. The relevant texts are in essence simply ignored 

when reading the bible.91 There are however other alternatives in such Christian 

discourse that perhaps tend to be more popular with theologians rather than the 

general Christian public. These in essence see the ancient context as detached from 

the present one, and therefore the texts become more palatable.92 The situation with 

these approaches is at least on the face of it paradoxical in terms of an acceptance of 

the claims of the texts. 

 

As for those belonging to the mainstream interpretative tradition, many of them also 

have religious beliefs. However, for them, the ancient Israelite documents that portray 

a conquest do not portray actual reality, but somehow, perhaps through mythical 

means, acquired a character that espouses violence.93 The texts do not need to be seen 

as historical, one just needs to make sure that they also are not used to legitimate 

violence in the present. Thus, the texts are tamed and domesticated. However, this 

approach does strike as ultimately denying the violent, and here settler colonial 

character of the texts and the history of ancient Israel. It does resemble the approaches 
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of present settler colonial states in denying their settler colonial character in more 

active means.94 Nothing “bad” actually happened, it is only the texts that are 

somehow perchance problematic. This resembles a “screen memory” in settler 

colonial theory.95 As Veracini comments in the settler colonial context, “Narratives of 

settler colonisation emphasising notions of peaceful settlement (i.e. the vanishing 

Indian trope in the United States, the Canadian myth of essentially non-violent 

dealings, representations of Australia as the “quiet” continent), however, often 

resemble another Freudian form, screen memory: an inaccurate reconstruction that 

obscures what really happened”.96 Along these lines, we may perhaps add the 

vanishing Canaanite in the biblical texts and their reading. Theories of both peaceful 

immigration and indigenous origins of the Israelites belong to this category. Of these, 

the latter is a more radical version of a denial of the settler colonial character: 

Obviously, if there were no external origins for the Israelites, there could be no settler 

colonialism, just a peaceful expansion of the existing inhabitants to the highlands and 

transformation of the society through a new ideology of Yahwism and then 

(somehow) a creation of a national myth of a conquest. 

 

This latest interpretation is most characteristic of so-called minimalist readings of the 

bible, even though not limited to them. Some of these are motivated by a political 

stance, for example, the title of Keith Whitelam’s The Invention of Ancient Israel: The 

Silencing of Palestinian History already reveals an underlying contemporary political 

agenda.97 In this case, the goal is to decolonise the bible in order to speak for the 

plight of the Palestinians in the occupied territories, in itself a pressing agenda 

considering the settler colonial character of modern Israel.98 The claims of Zionists 

are fought against by in effect offering an alternative narrative of the history of the 

peoples in order to delegitimise Zionist narratives. However, the problem with such a 

narrative(s) is that it nevertheless is a kind of disavowal and denial of the settler 

colonial character of ancient Israel.99 

 

The above considerations show a variety of approaches that have been taken towards 

the biblical texts of settler colonial nature. If then, settler colonial studies ask the 

question of how settler colonial societies and narratives are to be decolonised, we 

might ask the same about the bible. Again, while some excellent work has been done 

on the topic of decolonising the bible,100 the attitudes towards the early history of 

Israel still typically rely more on disavowal than acknowledging the full extent of the 

problematic character of the early history of Israel and its documents, and this can be 

understood in terms of our considerations above. Maximalist approaches will 

generally not want to tackle the violent character of the texts at all, and mainstream 

and minimalist approaches at least in effect deny the settler colonial character of early 

Israel. 

 

Also keeping in mind our comments in the Introductory section, it would seem that a 

road to full decolonisation starts from a full acknowledgement of the past. Christians 

and Jews, and people at large should acknowledge the settler colonial and therefore 

inherently violent character of the texts. As a whole, a sociological approach to the 

Israelite society should help here. It was an ancient society, just like any other. Just 

like societies can form through conquest and settler colonialism, so could the Israelite 

one. Just like a society can defend its territory, wage wars and undergo sociological 

and political transformations, so could the Israelite one. Just like a society could be 

conquered and (at least parts of it) go into exile and diaspora, so could the Israelite 
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one. Just like societies produce literature with differing viewpoints, so could the 

ancient Israelite one, with both a “bright” and “dark” side of humanity coming 

through such texts. An important characteristic in all this was that a particular 

religious framework was instrumental in shaping the Israelite society, and yet, even 

this was not unique, as all other contemporary ancient societies considered religion as 

a vital overarching factor. In this, while one may argue that Yahwism was important 

for the Israelite society, at least the seeds of monotheism already existed in the time of 

Akhenaten in the second millennium in ancient Egypt. What is unique about ancient 

Israel is the reception history of its documents and their impact on the world. The 

documents survived the destructions of the Babylonian exile, the Roman destructions 

in 70 AD and some two thousand years of diaspora of the Jewish people.101 The 

documents also served as a set of foundational documents for a new movement within 

ancient Judaism that then became a new religion which in due course found popular 

support in the Roman empire. The empire initially tried to suppress this religion, but 

eventually co-opted it and soon thereafter made it the only acceptable religion in the 

empire in the fourth century AD. With this development, in many ways, the fate of 

this new religion, Christianity, became tied with the politics of the empire and the 

legacies the empire that due to the rise of Islam and other political movements over 

centuries became largely confined to Europe. However, with the start of European 

explorations and European colonialism, this new religion spread with the conquerors, 

whether implicitly or explicitly within the new colonial structures and endeavours.102 

For many of the colonists, Christianity and conquest went hand in hand, and many 

saw the Israelite conquest tradition as a paradigm to which one could make recourse, 

however explicit or implicit such recourse may have been. It is likely that the 

conquests were also very much driven by factors that did not directly concern 

religion, but how can one ultimately separate these two spheres in a Christendom 

setting where religion was tightly intertwined with the structures of the state. With 

decolonisation, the destructive role that the Christian religion had on indigenous 

peoples has been increasingly acknowledged. Undoubtedly the enlightenment and the 

rise of biblical criticism did help with easing the often oppressive hold that religion 

had on European societies. That religion could be subjected to criticism would then 

also have helped in lifting its oppressive role on non-European societies and thus have 

contributed towards decolonisation, at least potentially so. And yet, paradoxically, 

biblical criticism, with its denial of the historicity of the settler colonial violent 

character of early Israel, has not yet helped recognise the full extent of the 

problematic nature of the biblical documents. Disavowal and denial of historicity are 

still an issue. In this, while explicit Western colonialism is at an end, neo-colonialism 

which undoubtedly has more of a financial edge to it, still reigns. And yet, politically, 

with the United States as the most powerful country on earth today, the arguably 

double settler colonial foundations of its dominant religious heritage and the actual 

conquest and settlement of the North American continent ensure that the legacy of 

settler colonialism proper very much lives on in world history. In addition, in the 

Middle East, the USA supports another society with a double settler colonial 

foundation. The Zionists often, even if not exclusively, legitimate their hold in the 

land of Israel based on a historical claim.103 In order to decolonise this claim, the 

problematic nature of settler colonialism should be acknowledged in its double 

dimensions. Such an acknowledgement includes the international, but particularly 

strong in the USA, body of Christian Zionists who sincerely hope for the fulfilment of 

the kingdom of God on earth but cannot or do not want to see that this particular 

version of its expectation and support involves a disregard for the needs of a group or 
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groups of human beings just like themselves, and worse still, support of or 

acquiescence to violence and genocide. An alternative narrative, such as seeing the 

future of Israel in essentially non-political terms,104 could acknowledge these 

problems, and, also in a wider sense find a way to create societies and a world system 

that is based on the rights of all, not just one particular interest group with power as 

clearly is the case with settler colonialism. Reader response criticism of the bible that 

acknowledges the problematic aspects of this collection of texts is required,105 in 

association with a historical understanding of the development of the Christian and 

Jewish religions over the past millennia. For Christians, perhaps this would best 

suggest a return to a form of Christianity that looks back to its first centuries of 

existence for inspiration, where religion is not tied with institutions of power and with 

beliefs in one’s superiority.106 For Jews, it should mean relinquishing a desire of or 

acquiescence to repeating a violent process and ideology that once shaped them into a 

people whose legacy they now carry, and this should be particularly apt in a post-

Holocaust context. 

 

Concluding comments 

 

I have tried to move through some of the interpretative conundrums of the biblical 

materials in the context of the history of scholarship and current academic positions. I 

have suggested that an understanding of early Israel as a settler colonial society with 

the documents portraying its history reflecting that state of affairs provides an 

essentially simple and straightforward interpretation of the available evidence that 

also aligns extremely well with how the texts have been used to support violence and 

settler colonialism in their afterlife in world history. I have also noted that such an 

interpretation may prove controversial as a number of vested interpretations and 

understandings of various academic, political and religious communities are at stake. 

However, it is my conviction that bringing such an interpretation forward into 

analysis and discussion is vital in order to understand the history of humankind better 

and to decolonise the bible, and with it the outlook and potential actions of 

communities who still look to these texts as in some way inspirational or authoritative 

for their life and practice. In this, in a wider context, we now live in a pluralistic world 

where a variety of opinions and societal currents are acknowledged, at least ostensibly 

so in Western countries. Decision-making is generally done in a democratic manner. 

And yet, we can see based on postcolonial analysis that the human desire to control 

others lives on, whether in politics, in academics or at an individual level. Even in a 

democratic system, if the majority is for a violent or in general unjust solution to a 

problem, as can easily be the case especially in terms of those that are seen as not 

belonging to the polity,107 this cannot be deemed satisfactory. Considering this, a 

study of settler colonialism should also lead to activism, and such activism should 

encompass those with a religious commitment or heritage. In this way, the study of 

settler colonialism can arguably make a fruitful contribution to the development of 

humanity also in relation to the religious dimension. Concomitantly, it is not the 

denial and disavowal of history and the legacy that religion has bequeathed as part of 

it, but their acknowledgement and reinterpretation that is likely to be most beneficial. 

Within this and also in a wider encompass, the study of religion is politically 

significant, as are the results and applications of its study as a human phenomenon 

that has significance for every sphere of human life even now. 
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