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Abstract

This article explores how archaeo-politics generates violence woven into everyday life by analysing Israel’s
archaeological apparatus in the occupied Palestinian territories (oPt). In light of former U.S. Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo’s visit to the Tell Seilun archaeological site, I examine how state and non-state actors exploit
archaeology to legitimise territorial claims. I argue that archaeo-politics is not limited to a revisionist self-aware-
ness and the way that current politics uses, misuses, and abuses archaeology. It encompasses the subtle and perva-
sive ways in which violence is embedded in state structures, norms, and power dynamics, ultimately perpetuating
not only spatial injustice and exclusion but also becoming a factor in fuelling ongoing cycles of Israeli settlers’
oppression and direct violence against Palestinian subjects. The article investigates how archaeo-political vio-
lence is materialized through Israel’s archaeological state and non-state apparatus operating within frameworks
of settler colonialism and entrepreneurism. By scrutinising American officials’ fixation on archaeological sites in
internationally recognised occupied territories, I question the motives behind these activities and explore the forms
of violence they engender that go beyond physical harm. This analysis contributes to understanding how archae-
ology is weaponised within contested landscapes, revealing the complex relationship between heritage, power, and
structural violence in contexts of ongoing settler colonialism and military occupation.
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Zusammenfassung

Dieser Artikel untersucht am Beispiel der israelischen Archéo-politik in den besetzten palédstinensischen Gebieten,
wie Archdologie Gewalt erzeugt, die in das alltdgliche Leben eingewoben ist. Vor dem Hintergrund des Besuchs
des ehemaligen US-Aulenministers Mike Pompeo in der archdologischen Stétte Tell Seilun kann gezeigt werden,
wie staatliche und nichtstaatliche Akteur*innen die Archdologie zur Legitimierung territorialer Anspriiche nutzen.
Ich argumentiere, dass sich die Archdo-politik nicht auf eine revisionistische Selbstwahrnehmung und die Moda-
litaten beschrénkt, wie die aktuelle Politik Archédologie nutzt, instrumentalisiert und missbraucht. Vielmehr um-
fasst sie auch subtile und allgegenwiértige Handlungsweisen, durch die Gewalt in staatliche Strukturen, Normen
und Machtdynamiken eingebettet ist. Archdo-politik fiihrt hier letztlich nicht nur zur weiteren Zuriickdrangung
und Ausgrenzung paldstinensischer Interessen, sondern sie ist auch ein aktiver Faktor bei der anhaltenden Unter-
driickung durch israelische Siedler*innen und der direkten Gewalt gegen paléstinensische Menschen. In dem Bei-
trag wird untersucht, wie archdo-politische Gewalt durch staatliche und nicht-staatliche Instanzen, die im Rahmen
von Siedlerkolonialismus und Unternehmertum agieren, ausgetibt wird. Mit Blick auf die Unterstiitzung und Auf-
wertung archdologischer Stétten in den international anerkannten besetzten Gebieten durch die US-amerikanische
Politik sollen die Motive hinter diesen Aktivitdten und die Formen der Gewalt, die diese hervorrufen und die iiber
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physische Schaden hinausgehen, aufgedeckt werden. Die vorliegende Analyse zeigt, wie Archdologie in umkampf-
ten Landschaften als Waffe eingesetzt wird, und offenbart die komplexe Beziehung zwischen Kulturerbe, Macht
und struktureller Gewalt in Kontexten von anhaltendem Siedlerkolonialismus und militarischer Besetzung.

Schlagworter

archdo-politische Gewalt, Siedlerkolonialismus, Unternehmertum, (nicht-)staatliche Gewalt, strukturelle Gewalt

Introduction

The former U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo visited the Tell Seilun archaeological site in the West Bank,
associated with Biblical Shiloh, in February 2024. In a short video posted on the X platform (formerly Twitter),
Pompeo stated that the site represents the Jewish connection to the state of Israel and the ‘Jewish nation.” While
it is common for state officials to visit archaeological sites, Ashish Avikunthak (2021) argues that these visits
are motivated by bureaucratic considerations rather than genuine interest in the past. However, such visits often
involve efforts to manipulate the past, legitimise the present, and shape the future, labelled by Yannis Hamilakis
as archaeo-politics (2016; also, Greenberg and Hamilakis 2022). Building upon these discussions, I question the
American fixation on excavating and visiting archaeological sites in a territory that is internationally acknowl-
edged as under military occupation. What types of violence do these visits and/or events produce? To answer this
question, I argue that archaeo-political violence is embedded within the fabric of everyday life, permeates ordinary
acts of living, and operates on multiple levels, from systemic inequalities to subjects’ rights to place and landscape
(Soja 2010). Violence encompasses more than just physical harm and can also be evident in archaeological activi-
ties. Archaeo-political violence is manifested in the shadow of the state; an analysis of it interrogates Israel’s ar-
chaeological state and non-state apparatus and the way it operates and moves across the lines of settler colonialism
and/or entrepreneurism, seeking to endorse and legitimise the manipulative use of archaeology. It raises questions
concerning the relations between state and non-state actors, conflict, archaeology, and the forms of violence that
archaeological activities produce.

Archaeo-politics is not limited to a revisionist self-awareness and how current politics uses, misuses, and abuses
archaeology; it also encompasses the subtle and pervasive ways in which violence is embedded in state structures,
norms, and power dynamics, ultimately perpetuating not only spatial injustice and exclusion but also fuelling on-
going cycles of Israeli settlers’ oppression and direct violence against Palestinian subjects.

There is no longer a place where archaeology is perceived as a solely apolitical, academic discipline (Meskell
2002; Samuels and Daehnke 2023). Some view certain Western democracies as exceptions, a kind of self-decep-
tion, as the interplay between heritage/archaeology and democracy, citizens, state, and academic apparatus cannot
maintain truly apolitical ramifications. In places rapidly undergoing fundamental change, politics represents the
upper layer of archaeological interpretation, while nationalism, populism, and right and left-wing heritage mobili-
sation (Miiller 2023) occupy even higher levels of influence over archaeological practice. This conceptual ground
has been extensively explored by scholars, including Kletter (2006), Pollock and Bernbeck (2009), Hamilakis
(2016), and Greenberg and Hamilakis (2022). Raz Kletter’s critical examination of the development of Israeli
archaeology and its ties to nationalism provides important insights into how the state has shaped and controlled
narratives throughout history — spanning the past, present, and future — and across various geographical contexts.
Kletter’s subsequent work on the Western Wall Plaza in Jerusalem (2020) further demonstrates how archaeological
practices intersect with political power structures and heritage management in contested spaces. A recurring theme
in this extensive body of literature, as cited above, is how the State has shaped and dominated narratives over time
and, indeed, over space. In Palestine, scholars have focused on exposing the illegality and politicisation of con-
ducting archaeology in an occupied territory by the Israeli state apparatus and how such a practice corresponds to
the dominating biblical narratives (Abu El-Haj 2001; Kletter 2006, 2020; Pollock and Bernbeck 2009; Taha 2010;
Weizman 2012; Shihade 2012, 2015). Israeli archaeological activities have also been a legal battlefield. Appeals
have been made by Israeli NGOs and activists, such as Emek Shaveh and Yesh Din: Volunteers for Human Rights,
to the Israeli High Court to remove the management of a site like Tell Shiloh from the hands of a private Israeli
settler NGO called “Mishkan Shiloh” and place it under the auspices of the Israeli Civil Administration (2017).
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As distinct from other kinds of colonialism, settler colonialism aims for a large influx of people from the ‘core’
to the colony in order to replace a population; its enduring effects are evident in demography and in the ongoing
violence that affects Indigenous identities (Maddison 2013). It operates as a persistent structural framework that
shapes social and political relations (Glenn 2015), privatisation and nationalisation (Yacobi and Tzfadia 2017),
environmental injustice (Whyte 2018), health (Pace and Yacobi 2021), and public management (Beeri 2020). As
an extension of settler colonial practices, scholarly work highlights the multifaceted nature of archaeo-political
violence, which is not confined to physical violence but includes symbolic, structural, and environmental impacts.
The enduring impact of settler colonialism is evident in state practices and economic systems, perpetuating vari-
ous forms of violence against Indigenous populations, which include forced displacement, cultural erasure, and
systemic discrimination (Shihade 2015; Gniadek 2017; Mamdani 2020). These ongoing practices undermine the
rights and autonomy of Indigenous communities, hindering their social, economic, and political progress.

More recently, a growing body of literature examines how entrepreneurism does not necessarily break with the
logic of settler colonialism; rather, it can reproduce similar patterns of dispossession and marginalisation through
economic means (Correa et al. 2021). In this article, I try to fill a void in the literature by examining how the Israeli
settler colonial practice of archaeology in the Occupied Palestinian Territories (hereafter oPt) operates and moves
across the lines of settler colonialism and/or entrepreneurism, seeking to endorse and legitimise the manipulative
use of archaeology. In doing so, I examine the archaeological activities of the Associates for Biblical Research
(hereafter ABR) as an apparatus of non-state archaeo-political violence in two archaeological sites in the oPt.
The ABR is an American Evangelical group established for research and fieldwork in biblical archaeology in the
Levant, focusing on the Holy Land. Their goal is to demonstrate the historical accuracy and reliability of the Scrip-
tures while propagating the Christian faith. Through the lens of non-state archaeo-political violence, I explore the
case studies of Khirbet el-Maqatir and Tell Seilun. The two sites are considered biblically significant; the former is
regarded as a possible candidate for ‘Ai, which was — according to the Bible — invaded by Joshua (7-8), while the
latter is associated with the Tent of the Congregation.

The cyclical transformation of place/space enacted in archaeological studies can be understood through the lens
of archaeo-politics. This phenomenon emerges from the intertwining of archaeology and politics, representing a
manifestation of power dynamics, structural violence, and the contested use of space rather than merely being a
framework for analysing these issues. Instead of just individual acts of violence, archaeo-political violence refers
to the covert and pervasive way in which violence is ingrained in settler colonialism, entrepreneurism, and power
dynamics of state and non-state actors, ultimately perpetuating spatial injustice and exclusion. It displays its nature
and practice in the oPt, even when it does not physically occur there, but in academic circles, foundations, think
tanks, and discussions related to funding excavation campaigns. Attentiveness to archaeo-politics decodes the po-
litical substratum in archaeology that is hidden in its own ‘scientific’ terms, absconding in a scientific, neutral con-
text that is, willingly and purposefully, removed from the political contest that is being fought over ‘discoveries.’

State violence, which consists of direct, indirect, visible, and invisible forms, has long been a subject of scholarly
debate (Torres 2018: 381-383). Scholars do “not question whether states use violence but rather whether they do
so intentionally, as part of coherently orchestrated plans or whether the individuals who enact state violence do
so simply to achieve institutional goals” (Torres 2018: 383). I adhere to Pierre Bourdieu (1994: 9), who argues
that states can be seen as “fields of power.” According to Bourdieu, states are not fixed; their structures constantly
change due to economic, political, and other influences. He suggests that states establish and maintain systems
of power to gain and retain control over resources and individuals. While Bourdieu’s theory of practice has been
extensively studied in politics and other fields to comprehend power dynamics in different societies and to uncover
the strategies people use to resist oppressive systems, it has also gained traction in post-processual archaeology,
investigating how power structures are upheld and contested through archaeological practice.

Although “political violence often receives immediate attention due to its overt nature, structural violence, al-
though less visible, can have deeper and long-lasting effects, perpetuating injustice and inequality in subtle ways”
(Torres 2018: 381). Archaeo-political violence is manifested as a form of structural violence perpetrated against
marginalised communities through the destruction of their cultural artefacts and sites. This article aims to position
archaeo-politics within a broader scholarship that examines non-state actors and the practice of violence. This is
also one of the main differences I posit from Yannis Hamilakis’ notion of archaeo-politics. He is undoubtedly cor-
rect when he reminds us that:
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“the recent avalanche of photographs and videos depicting the deliberate destruction of archaeological objects and sites
in the Middle East, as well as the various attempts at virtual or actual reconstruction of these monuments in Western
capitals, would not let us forget that antiquities are always entangled with politics, subjected to claims and counterclaims,
and often projecting their agency.” (Hamilakis 2016: 227)

While he emphasizes individual events of political-archaeological intersection, I argue for understanding archaeo-
politics as a continuous, cyclical phenomenon that perpetually shapes both archaeological practice and political
power.

A second remark is more attuned to my theorisation of archaeo-politics: Pompeo’s visit is an instance. It was not
just an interpretation of the past, an academic indulgence that could reach entertainment level — and lucrative spot-
light — with a ‘revisionist’ option. While Pompeo, as a former state official, asserts that he has ‘legalised’ Israeli
settlements (in conflict with international law), organisations like the Associates for Biblical Research occupy
a more nuanced position. Though technically classified as non-state actors, their archaeological endeavours are
supported by a meticulously coordinated system of state backing. This support includes obtaining official permits
from the Israeli Civil Administration, receiving direct protection from the Israeli Army, collaborating with state
institutions such as universities, and integrating into settler infrastructure and tourism networks. This perceived
distance from official state structures enhances their effectiveness in promoting state objectives, allowing them to
portray their work as ‘neutral’ academic research. By adopting this approach, they can engage with international
evangelical networks and funding, operate with fewer diplomatic constraints, and provide ‘scientific’ legitimacy to
expand settlements. The Pompeo visit thus reveals a complex relationship that transcends a straightforward state/
non-state binary. It emphasises that archaeological practices in the oPt involve multiple layers of actors collaborat-
ing harmoniously. Formal state power not only enables and protects non-state-run archaeological work but also
lends ideological support for state territorial claims.

This analysis aims to examine how archaeological practices shape both knowledge and power relations. My
methodological approach transcends the mere documentation of ABR’s activities by critically analysing how their
archaeological work creates and validates specific interpretations of the past. In this context, Avikunthak’s theo-
retical framework provides valuable insight: “The disciplining ability of the trench emerged from its ability to
control the three-dimensional excavated volume surrounded by the trench walls” (2021: 157). He further explains
that “the four walls of the trench served as the disciplining ontology within which the archaeological volume was
epistemologically fixed” (2021: 158). The physical structure of archaeological trenches thus serves multiple func-
tions. First, they provide boundaries that help archaeologists understand the spatial relationships between artefacts.
Second, and more critically, they create frameworks through which archaeological knowledge is produced and
interpreted. The trench walls not only physically contain and organise archaeological material but also serve as
metaphorical boundaries that structure and legitimise particular political narratives about the past. In the context of
the occupied Palestinian territories, these boundaries function to exclude Palestinian narratives while privileging
interpretations that support Israeli territorial claims. Another example of this intersection can be found in the 2003
American invasion of Iraq, particularly regarding the U.S. Army’s role in the destruction of Iraqi heritage and the
looting of the Iraq Museum in Baghdad (Stone and Bajjaly 2008). This event demonstrates how archaeological
sites and artefacts become entangled in larger political conflicts, increasing global awareness about the necessity of
protecting cultural heritage during armed conflicts. In its revisionist investigation, archaeo-politics constantly digs
out new bones and uncovers new evidence, creating an open-ended discovery that, like the neurological process of
memory, continually reinterprets the past to serve the always-evolving needs of an unfinished present.

In the following sections, I will illustrate how an examination focused on archaeo-politics, understood as a process,
can effectively decode how the discipline becomes politicised — along with its ‘objects,’ territory, and people — as
well as its objectives. I will explore how discoveries and their subsequent repurposing contribute to the estrange-
ment and alienation of a particular community, its history, and its sense of place. This process also involves the
spatialisation of these dynamics and the contrasting, enduring rootedness experienced by another group. In the
following section, I analyse two decades of ABR excavations at Khirbet el-Magatir and how the ABR’s structural
destruction of the site is manifested in total abandonment of the excavated areas, while, at the same time, such a
practice excluded the rights of the local community to their cultural heritage. In the subsequent section, I analyse
archaeo-political violence in a case study of Tell Seilun (Biblical Shiloh) and the ABR’s collaboration with the
Israeli settler entrepreneurship beyond the trench, which directly or indirectly reveals settlers not only arresting the
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past but also supporting their socio-economic activities — as an act of de-validation of everyday life for ordinary
people across the West Bank.

Archaeo-political Violence in the Shadow of the State: Reflections on ABR’s Excavations in Palestine

“It seems to me to be appropriate at this stage to apologise for my interfering in an almost completely biblical dispute and
for the somewhat coarse use of the data.” (Petit 2014: 41)

Even an apologetic tone from Western scholarship in biblical research always remains biased, mostly unaware of
the local history, epistemologically repetitive, and unable to bring in the story of the people who live around a site.
But then, aren’t these local inhabitants merely relegated to background figures in archaeological narratives? They
are often dismissed by archaeologists who view their presence as transient and merely part of the site’s more recent
stratigraphic layers, rather than as integral participants in the site’s continuous historical narrative. Or, as Ashton
Sinamai put it less brutally, “archaeologists have shaped cultural landscapes with what they know best: archaeo-
logical remains, often, in disregard of all other alternative interpretations” (2019: 45).

Biblical ‘Ai is prominently featured in the Book of Joshua (7-8) as the second city conquered by the Israelites,
after Jericho, during their supposed conquest of Canaan. For more than a century, archaeological interest in Tell
el-Tell (near Ramallah) has centered on its potential identification as biblical ‘Ai. However, archaeological evi-
dence failed to support this identification, leading biblical scholars to seek alternative locations. This pattern of
site identification and reinterpretation reflects how archaeological sites become intertwined with contemporary
Israeli and various evangelical political and ideological agendas. ABR’s commitment to locating and excavating
these specific sites reflects a broader trend of using archaeology to establish physical connections between biblical
narratives and present-day territorial claims.

The American Protestant interest in biblical archaeology and the Holy Land is deeply rooted in both religious
and academic pursuits. As Emanuel Pfoh (2023) noted, the conservative-evangelical fascination with the Bible’s
historicity and the Holy Land’s landscapes served as a crucial funding source and a driving force for regional ex-
ploration. The study of archaeological sites has its roots in the early nineteenth century when Westerners became
fascinated with uncovering biblical locations, exemplified by Edward Robinson’s journey to Palestine. These ef-
forts intensified in the late 19" century, leading to the establishment of Western schools of archaeology, such as
the British Palestine Exploration Fund (PEF), the American Palestine Exploration Society founded in 1870, and
the American Schools of Oriental Research, established in 1900. The impact of American Protestant perspectives
is particularly evident in the work of William Foxwell Albright (1891-1971), who was a leading figure in biblical
archaeology for much of the twentieth century. Albright’s approach exemplified how American Protestant bibli-
cal scholarship sought to validate the historicity of biblical narratives through archaeological evidence while also
projecting a teleological vision of Judeo-Christian progress throughout history.

Decades later, following a different trajectory yet with similar motivations, ABR began its projects at the West
Bank. One of these projects, Khirbet el-Magqatir, located near the Palestinian town of Deir Dibwan in the oPt,
exemplifies how ABR attempts to reinvent the conquest theory in the Book of Joshua. Despite the Oslo Accords,
the organisation continued its activities in the West Bank until the present time, excavating at Khirbet el-Maqatir,
which they consider the alternative site of biblical ‘Ai. After terminating the Khirbet el-Maqatir excavations in
2017, ABR started a new project at Tell Seilun (Shiloh) on the main road between Nablus and Ramallah.

On the other hand, Tell et-Tell, which is located in Area B, fell under the responsibility of the Palestinian National
Authority (PNA). The Oslo Accords established three administrative divisions in the West Bank: Area A, under
full Palestinian control; Area B, under Palestinian civil control and joint Israeli-Palestinian security control; and
Area C, under full Israeli control (Bauck and Omer 2013). This division has had significant implications for ar-
chaeological activities in these areas.

Recall that the conceptualisation of archaeo-political violence, whoever the agent is exerting it and whether this
modality is linguistic or ‘practical’, demands a recursive operation. The ritualistic ‘staging’ of the ABR excava-
tions on their YouTube channel, the dissemination of literature, the interactions with funders and Israeli state
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officials, as well as the recurring violence against Palestinians at checkpoints and the arbitrary searches and arrests
conducted by the Israeli Defense Forces in the oPt, all exemplify archaeo-political violence. This form of violence,
which operates independently of any actual physical violence, necessitates its continuous reassertion. This is an
ongoing process of coercion, influence, and fear rather than an isolated act for a specific purpose or a sudden ex-
plosion of anger or a safety valve to the deadening boredom of checkpoints: archaeo-political violence constrains,
almost as a Beckettian play, both victims and perpetrators, the subtlety of its ways equal to the lasting effects it has
on individuals, communities, and the environment.

Beyond the Trench: Archaeological Structural Destruction in the Israeli Settler Entrepreneurship

A volunteer speaks to ABR’s camera during an excavation at Tell Seilun in the West Bank: “Archaeology is a
cynical world! We live and work in a business of tough competitors, but I love you! You complete me! Aye! Aye!”
Another volunteer joins in: “Stop! Stop! You had me at archaeology!” (ABR 2019).

A professional archaeologist may be indulgent in the face of the easy banter of these two amateur volunteers. The
hurt, however, is caused by the right they have to excavate an archaeological site on the threshold of my village,
a right I do not have. Perhaps I am overreacting to a prevalent practice; this happens everywhere. I have heard
words to this effect in India, Italy, Greece, and Spain. The access afforded to ABR archaeologists and volunteers
in Khirbet Al-Magatir and Tell Seilun is intrinsic and essential to their pre-conceptualization of the site and their
objective of redefining the notions of place and space. As Avikunthak (2021: 156) put it with the calm endowed by
theoretical jargon, “The ASI [Archaeological Survey of India] archaeologists, who worked daily at the site, rarely
engaged with the site in its entirety; they conceptualised it as an abstract entity.” This distance is required in all sci-
entific fields; the ignorance it frequently shows to the surrounding environment is not. Indeed, it demonstrates how
it is not just empirically counterproductive but also morally, one might even venture to say, deontologically wrong.

The ABR'’s archaeological practices in the oPt fulfil two interrelated objectives. First, these practices aim to assert
that the territories are the rightful and eternal homeland of the Jewish people, relying on selective interpretations of
archaeological findings that emphasise biblical narratives. Second, and perhaps more significantly, these practices
systematically deny and erase Palestine as a lived and meaningful space by excluding Palestinian narratives and
their access to cultural heritage. The work of the ABR serves as a clear example of these dual processes, particu-
larly through their excavations at sites in the West Bank such as Khirbet el-Magqatir and Tell Seilun.

Critical literature has focused exclusively on the archaeological data of ABR excavations and other agencies that
have worked at sites in the West Bank: the focus on the ‘what’ is correct insofar as it is partial. The ‘how’ of the
production of this data and the ‘for whom’ are at least as important. Such a reading is compatible with the recent
scholarship that examined the case of the ABR presented by Chemi Shiff (2024: 164). Shiff proposed examining
how academic and public discussions about Tell Burnat in the West Bank are interconnected by introducing a
revised concept of backdirt. This approach highlights how the move towards professionalization reinforces estab-
lished power dynamics, particularly in conflict areas like the oPt. As Chemi Shiff (2024) illustrates, the concept of
backdirt transcends its physical nature as discarded archaeological material, becoming a lens through which power
dynamics and colonial practices can be examined. This is starkly illustrated in the dual acts of backdirt theft from
Tel Burnat by the ABR.

I am concerned here with the materials/narratives and the debate over the (de)validation of the outcomes of these
excavations and look at ABR projects beyond trench and backdirt. Non-state archaeo-political violence captures
how the ABR includes not just academics, churches, or volunteers but also settler entrepreneurs and groups from
different Israeli settlements in the West Bank in their archaeological projects. For example, the close cooperation
between Israeli settlers and the ABR at sites across the West Bank includes but is not limited to volunteering. They
may be foreigners or settlers, involved in seasonal archaeological excavations, touring teams working through
Israeli settlements in the West Bank, who work in solidarity with the settlers’ social and economic initiatives,
such as the winery in the Bracha settlement near Nablus. Power, knowledge production, and mutual relations are
central to the ABR archaeological projects in the West Bank, with dedicated websites, radio broadcasts, and TV
shows that present these projects’ causes and outcomes. For these ongoing archaeological projects, this power of
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performativity primarily targets Evangelicals worldwide, and particularly recruiting funds and volunteers in the
U.S. agencies such as ABR cooperate with Israeli settler groups, intentionally and practically displacing areas of
Palestine, essentially transforming them into spaces devoid of continuous human presence.

In the words of Sandra Oster Baras, Director of Christian Friends of Israeli Communities (CFOIC) Heartland,
the organisation “enables Christians to connect with the Jewish communities [settlements] in the heart of Biblical
Israel. Judea and Samaria [the West Bank] are not occupied territories. These communities are the birthplace of
the Jewish people” (CFOIC Heartland n.d.). The Shiloh Network News is a publication by the ABR that promotes
their archaeological activities. One example of their inclusion of entrepreneurs from Israeli settlements in the West
Bank is a video posted on June 3, 2019, in which the Director of the Israeli Office of CFOIC hosted a group of
archaeologists and volunteers digging at Shiloh. The group was taken to visit the Tura Winery, located in the Israeli
settlement of Bracha on the Mount of Gerizim near Nablus, which belongs to Erez Ben-Saadon and his wife Vered
(Tura Winery n.d.). In the video, Oster Baras provided an overview of the area and Tell Balata, referring to them
as the original Shechem from Ibrahim’s time (ABR 2019). An important area for the ABR has been collaborating
with Ariel University’s Institute of Archaeology in the Israeli settlement of Ariel — one of the most prominent set-
tlements in the West Bank — and one included in any plan for Israel’s annexation.

The focus here is on analysing what guides the Association for Biblical Research to carry out their archaeological
activities at sites in the West Bank. The ABR excavations at Khirbet el-Maqatir near Deir Dibwan exemplify the
perfect juxtaposition of exclusion and alienation of local communities from their landscape and archaeology — al-
ienated from their past and excluded from their present. To criticise a flawed approach such as that of the ABR, the
work of Doreen Massey is indispensable bringing to the fore how space is always structured by and layered with
power relations and struggles. Her “power-geometries” highlight how power plays a central role in constructing
spatial social practices, how it is embedded in the fabric of spatial social practices, leading to inequalities between
different groups (Massey 1993: 76). Space is not neutral but is actively produced by the power dynamics of a soci-
ety and its institutions. Massey advocates that “we need a local politics that thinks beyond the local, acknowledg-
ing that the local is globally produced and the global locally produced” (Massey 1991b, as cited in Mouffe 2013:
25). Contrary to those who think only in terms of the global and dismiss local and regional attachments, Massey’s
approach allows us to scrutinise the role of the local in the construction of broader power geometries, thereby
opening new avenues for political engagement and challenging the strategy of exodus and desertion (Mouffe 2013:
25). The colonial implication of ‘enlightened universality’ is the neutralisation of lived place into ‘a space,’ one
that could be anywhere, that is, nowhere that matters. This is done by flattening the differences between places
and cultures into a homogenous space under the pretence of universalism. This erases the unique and specific
histories, experiences, and knowledge embedded in different places. By denying the distinctiveness of places and
cultures, ‘enlightened universality’ reinforces existing colonial power structures, treating all locations as irrelevant
and disposable.

ABR Excavations at Khirbet el-Magatir: Structural Destruction and the Exclusion of Local Deir
Dibwanians

In a YouTube video for the 2016 season at Khirbet el-Magatir, a volunteer on the archaeological excavation gives
a glimpse of how the ABR treats Palestinian locations as irrelevant and disposable. The volunteer describes the
journey back from the site to the ‘accommodation’ at the Ritz Hotel in Jerusalem. Passing by the Palestinian village
of Burqa, located a few kilometres south of Khirbet el-Magqatir, he points out that “the ride back [to the hotel] is
an important part of the process. You are not just doing archaeology; you are actually in the land of Israel, which
has come back to life in our time” (Idster’s Channel n.d.). The objective extends beyond rendering the Palestinian
place irrelevant; it also entails reanimating a temporality whose existence is known solely through the imagination,
raising questions about its archaeological accuracy. Archaeo-political violence is at play, obliterating identities,
locales, memories, and the present conditions.

A counterargument could be made that testimony from an amateur volunteer does not count. The archaeo-political
violence, however, seems embedded in all ABR’s media materials. Take, for example, Digging for Truth, one of
ABR’s TV shows that hosts biblical scholars discussing archaeological discoveries and biblical events. In Episode
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Six: New Testament Discoveries at Khirbet el-Magqatir, archaeologist Scott Stripling takes the audience through
the discoveries about the New Testament period, locating them in Israel — full stop. Commenting on what Stripling
was explaining about the findings of the silos and cisterns in the site, the host Henry B. Smith, Jr., who was also
part of the excavation team along with Stripling, points out how “this underground material that we found is going
to talk a little later about some fascinating underground discoveries that we made, but this is what they needed
to do in Israel to store water and to store their food” (ABR 2018). This eradication of Palestine to mere space is
accompanied by a structural process of exclusion and alienation of the local community from its cultural her-
itage and landscape: non-ABR Palestine is a blank of ahistorical persons — immigrants, perhaps. This process of
exclusion and alienation is implemented in various ways, such as through the demolition of Palestinian homes, the
displacement of communities, the control of access to resources, and the restriction of the Palestinian population’s
movement. Palestine is reduced to a space rather than a distinct cultural entity — a fundamental and profoundly
problematic process that directly affects the Palestinian population and its cultural identity and heritage.

The archaeological site of Khirbet el-Maqatir is located within the landscape of Deir Dibwan, ten kilometres north
of Jerusalem and about one kilometre from the archaeological site of Tell et-Tell. According to the map of the Oslo
Accords, the site is located in Area C and outside the fully approved urban plan of the village (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Map of a portion of the Occupied Palestinian Territories showing the locations of Areas A, B, and C as defined by
the Oslo Accords.

In the early 1990s, Bryant Wood visited the site of Khirbet el-Magatir in an attempt to locate the archaeological
site of ‘Ai. For more than a century, there had been a consensus among most biblical scholars that Tell et-Tell was
the site of biblical ‘Ai. The first attempts to identify et-Tell as ‘Ai began with Edward Robinson in 1838; William
Albright’s 1924 article set the identification of et-Tell as biblical ‘Ai in stone (Wood 2008: 209). Wood explains
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that Albright’s basis was that it is the only Canaanite ruins in the vicinity meeting the topographic requirements of
being east of Bethel (Gen 12:8, 13:3; Josh 7:2, 8:9) and in the vicinity of Bethel (Josh 8:17, 12:9). However, no
decisive evidence has yet been found, “a significant problem”, according to Wood (2008: 205), to demonstrate the
conquest of Canaan and the Israelites’ presence since the Late Bronze Age.

This failure pushed mostly American evangelical groups, such as ABR, to carry out archaeological fieldwork in
the West Bank to validate the conquest narrative in the Book of Joshua. The Israeli Archaeological Survey of the
Hill Country of Benjamin, conducted a decade earlier, gave ABR key clues on how to locate ‘Ai and revealed Late
Bronze and Iron I sherds scattered at Khirbet el-Maqatir (Finkelstein et al. 1997: 520). These findings directed
biblical archaeologists on a new path for an old goal: Finding Biblical ‘Ai.

This iterative process, a cycle of multifaceted archaeo-political violence, had been at work in the continuous
mechanisms of an archaeological fundamentalist practice before, during, and after the Oslo Accords: what needed
to be found had to be dug again and again, for the goal was not just retrieving it, but the work itself, the excavation,
the destruction, the estrangement that premised the discovery. The pursuit of validating historical/archaeological
narratives frequently intertwines with contemporary political agendas, as exemplified by ABR’s archaeological
activities in the West Bank. These excavations aim not only to uncover the past, but also to assert claims, shape
identities, and influence geopolitical realities. It must be stressed again how the displacement order of biblical
archaeology sees and promotes the cooperation between the State of Israel and non-state agencies, such as the
ABR, in excavating in the oPt. Case in point: ABR excavated this site from 1995 until 2017 in collaboration with
the Israeli Staff Officer for Archaeology (SOA) in what the Israeli Government calls ‘Judea and Samaria’ and
other Israeli and international archaeology agencies. Groups such as ABR are still conducting fieldwork in sites in
the West Bank in collaboration with the SOA in ‘Judea and Samaria’ (Greenberg and Kenan 2009: 6), universities
(Ariel University), Israeli settlers, and NGOs (Stahl and Zachary 2017).

Archaeo-politics does not just reinterpret the past, which is the remit of every historiographical enterprise. Rather,
archaeo-politics repurposes the past by selectively emphasizing certain narratives and interpretations to serve
present-day objectives. In other words, archaeo-politics re-juxtapose them. It is less about a current agenda and
more a practice of making the past one needs and the future already at work in the present. Thus, archaeo-politics
is inherently dynamic and instrumental in its purposes. Nowhere was this more visible than in the town of Deir
Dibwan, where the two sites of Tell et-Tell and Khirbet el-Magqatir are located. Following the signing of the Oslo
Accords, the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Birah came under the rule of the PNA: the new Palestinian Depart-
ment of Antiquities was able to begin to excavate and enforce protection agendas in the area of Tell et-Tell as a
site located in area B.

And yet five consecutive seasons of ABR excavations took place, starting in 1995, because Khirbet el-Magqatir was
in area C, under Israeli control. The prospect of revealing biblical Joshua, intertwined with the necessity to limit
any Palestinian jurisdiction around Road 60 in the west, led to Khirbet el-Magqatir’s past, present, and future being
decided by archaeo-politics. Archaeological excavations at the site by the ABR resumed in 2009, following a long
pause caused by the Second Intifada, which started in 2000, with the last season conducted in 2017. Bryant Wood
was the director of excavations for the period 1995-2000 and 2009-2012, while the site excavations from 2013 to
2017 occurred under the direction of Stripling. Under Wood’s direction, the project’s primary aim was to provide
archaeological evidence to support the exact location of Joshua’s ‘Ai and offer archaeological accountability to the
biblical narratives and the Israelite conquest of Canaan. Stripling steered the project to pursue the search for Jesus’
Ephraim. The site’s prominence during the Roman and Byzantine periods informed this conclusion. For the Old
Testament, Wood claimed the “problem of ‘Ai” had been solved (2008); correspondingly, the dominant archaeo-
logical layers of the New Testament era elicited the invention of Jesus’ Ephraim by Stripling. This appears to be
an effort by the ABR to gain backing from Christian fundamentalist groups instead of depending solely on those
associated with biblical archaeology tied to the Old Testament.

“For almost twenty years, American archaeologists and tourists visited and excavated Khirbet el-Maqatir. They
come in big groups to visit and work in the site under the protection of the Israeli army” (interview, Mansour
Mansour, September 2019). The question here is the role of the local community in two decades of archaeological
excavations. An answer to such a question theoretically links to the ongoing debate on the role of the local commu-
nity in archaeology and cultural heritage. How does the ABR perceive the local community? Beyond the excavated
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trenches and squares, how do archaeologists and volunteers structurally ignore and exclude the local community?
And how broadly alienated are the Palestinians from their heritage and their narratives?

Scholars, too, have eventually begun to address the issue of what lies around and who lives by the excavation
areas: “Over the last two decades, community archaeology has grown into a distinct sub-discipline of archae-
ology, with its specialist journal, the Journal of Community Archaeology and Heritage,” according to Claire Smith,
“community archaeology is much more than the simple involvement of non-archaeologists in archaeological work,
as it entails the community having partial control over the project” (2017: 13). Moreover, “in practice, the archae-
ologist has to deal with an array of social and political context and sensitivities” (2017: 13). Engaged archaeology,
on the other hand, “can be defined as archaeology that is shaped by the social and political concerns of the people
with whom archaeologists intersect” (2017: 14). However, “in many situations worldwide, the term ‘community
archaeology’ has come to be used more commonly and interchangeably with ‘public archaeology’ in public and
professional discourses on public engagement” (Jameson and Musteata 2019: 6). Paradoxically, while ABR con-
ducts archaeological work in Palestinian territories, their approach stands in direct opposition to these principles of
engaged archaeology. Rather than being shaped by the concerns and interests of the local Palestinian community,
ABR’s archaeological practice serves to validate predetermined biblical narratives while systematically excluding
and alienating the very people whose heritage and land they excavate. This fundamentalist archaeological practice
represents a form of epistemic violence that not only ignores local knowledge and perspectives but actively works
to overwrite them with a narrative that serves external political and religious agendas.

In one of the videos uploaded on YouTube from the 2016 archaeological season, an ABR volunteer narrates: “as
some people, the local sheep and shepherds are not impressed by all this effort to rediscover the what, the where,
and when of biblical history” (Idester’s YouTube Channel 2016). This colonialist and orientalist re-invention
eliminates how, for more than a century, Deir Dibwanians have seen biblical scholars’ extensive interests in their
archaeology and landscape but not in their connection to their cultural heritage. The mayor of Deir Dibwan, Man-
sour Mansour, reflected on his experience with Stripling and the ABR team. He stated, “Three years ago, when I
became the mayor, I went to Khirbet el-Magatir to meet this group and see what they are doing” (interview, Sep-
tember 2019). Mansour added that “they [ABR] introduced themselves as Americans, and in return, I told them I
am also a Palestinian with American citizenship” (interview, September 2019).

The local encounter surprised the ABR team working on the site in the 2017 season, as it was the first of its kind. It
must be stated clearly that wilful and dangerous ignorance runs both ways. According to Mansour, neither the Pal-
estinian officials nor academics paid enough attention to the archaeological activities at the site. Stripling offered
the mayor a professional explanation. The former stated that their work is evangelical and linked to a university in
Texas (according to ABR’s website, Stripling has an academic affiliation with the Bible Seminary in Katy (Hou-
ston), Texas). “They explained that Tell et-Tell is not the biblical ‘Ai; instead, their work in Khirbet el- Maqatir
is to demonstrate that the latter is the biblical ‘Ai” (interview, September 2019). Stripling was ‘generous’ to give
the locals a tour of the latter’s landscape. Impervious to the irony of the situation, this colonial scholar was doing
a performative orientalist act the premise of which was that the native was a stranger in his/her own land, with no
rights to whatever archaeology would retrieve from the past, with no support, however patronising, for an effective
control by the Palestinian villagers over their environment.

It turns out that the neutrality of archaeology as a discipline benefits those already in power where the excavation
is taking place. An enquiry starting from archaeo-politics was not needed to know this; however, archaeo-politics
enables us to detect in the detailed tour that Stripling gave to Mr Mansour Mansour “of the olive press and the site
[...] the strategic importance of Khirbet el-Magatir, as it is very close to the Jordan River and the Dead Sea” (in-
terview with Mansour Mansour conducted by the author, September 2019). These topographic necessities match
the biblical narratives of the new ‘Ai (el-Magqatir). Stripling added that “the commercial route follows the valley
through Deir Dibwan and the site overlooked this area” (interview with Mansour Mansour conducted by the au-
thor, September 2019). Stripling explained to Mansour that when the conquest (by the presumed Israelites) took
place, seven people took refuge inside the olive press and were killed there.

In collaboration with the “SOA in Judea and Samaria”, the ABR has not only been preventing the Palestinian pub-

lic from benefiting from their cultural heritage; they have also transferred some of the excavated material culture to
the U.S. to be exhibited, amongst other places, at the Durham Bible Museum of Houston Baptist University. From
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January to December 2014, the ABR held an exhibition of 42 artefacts from excavations in Israel called “Khirbet
el-Magqatir: The History of a Biblical Site” (Ritmeyer 2013). As Stahl and Zachary report, “the SOA also refuses
to provide a list of items on loan and the institutions that borrowed them” (2017: 30). The justification is that “this
information could jeopardise Israel’s foreign relations by exposing Israel’s implementation of the Interim Agree-
ment [of the Oslo Accords] and might even compromise Israel’s position in future negotiations for a permanent
status agreement” (Stahl and Zachary 2017: 30).

Mansour went on to testify that he searched online for the project, and what he discovered was shocking. He stated,
“I found that they take the excavated material culture to the United States, and there is a pilot museum/exhibi-
tion called Khirbet El-Magatir Museum” (interview with Mansour Mansour conducted by the author, September
2019). When informed during the interview about the exhibition that took place throughout 2014 at the Dunham
Bible Museum at Houston Baptist University, featuring 40 objects from the site, Mansour contacted Stripling and
brought to his attention that many Deir Dibwanians are American citizens. “The mayor asked, on what basis do
you [Stripling] work here?” (interview with Mansour Mansour conducted by the author, September 2019). Strip-
ling replied that they had permission from the Israeli side. This reply from the foreign archaeologist shocked the
mayor, and the latter immediately contacted a lawyer in the States about this matter. Mansour added, “the lawyer’s
opinion was that an occupation force is prohibited from transferring material culture outside the occupied territo-
ries” (interview, September 2019), which goes hand-in-hand with Article 50 of The Hague Convention.

In terms of ‘recovered’ material culture, one can imagine how much fourteen seasons of archaeological excava-
tions have produced that has been ‘transferred’ to Israel and/or the U.S. Returning to the theoretical rationale for
this practical looting: for Emek Shaveh and Yesh Din, “archaeological artefacts discovered in the West Bank are
documented in the database of the SOA’s archive. A portion of the artefacts are displayed in three museums in the
West Bank: The Good Samaritan Museum, exhibiting mainly mosaics; the Kedem Archaeological Museum in the
Kedumim settlement; and the Eretz Yehuda Museum in the council building in Kiryat Arba” (Stahl and Zachary
2017: 30). Interestingly, two of the museums are located within Israeli settlements in the oPt, the access to which is
forbidden to Palestinians (as with all settlements). In other words, the SOA provided artefacts for public display to
museums in the Occupied Territories, but the Palestinian public is not entitled to exercise its right to benefit from
them (Stahl and Zachary 2017).

Mansour’s encounter with the ABR team underscores both moments of Palestinian resistance and the agency of
local communities. However, it also exposes the significant power imbalances in archaeological practices in the
oPt. The perceived neutrality of archaeology as a discipline tends to favour those already in power at the excava-
tion sites. Stripling’s interaction with the local community demonstrates that the claimed objectivity of archaeo-
logical methods often obscures and legitimises existing colonial power structures. This kind of exercise of power
and obstructive behaviour towards local people is not the end of the story. In the following section, I show how
performativity is used to make the dead speak, as in the case of the eight bodies stolen from the site and reburied
in an Israeli settlement nearby.

Spatio-temporality of Khirbet el-Magqatir Revised: Digging for Joshua’s ‘Ai, Searching for Jesus’
Ephraim

“Remembrance, critique, resurrection. For none of these reasons [Hicks clarifies], the present essay returns to Tim
Ingold’s paper ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, first published in 1993” (Hicks 2016: 6). However, all of these
reasons — remembrance, critique, and resurrection — are relevant to my recall of Albert Glock’s article Cultural
Bias in the Archaeology of Palestine published in 1995 after his assassination in 1992. Glock reflects on the con-
fession of cultural and academic soul-searching in the Anglo-American West, which caused enormous distortions
in the archaeological record traceable directly to the political and economic interests of those who paid the research
bill (Glock 1995). Glock’s article serves as a stark reminder of the power dynamics inherent in archaeology, high-
lighted by the inaccessibility of numerous archaeological sites to local communities and the absence of adequate
consultation or inclusion of their perspectives in decision-making processes.
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Glock’s and Ingold’s articles were published around the same time in the early 1990s. Although there appears to be
no connection between the two authors, it is worthwhile to explore the epistemological exchange present in their
work. The significance of their work in archaeology is reflected in the ongoing examination of power dynamics
and the imperative of inclusive practices. Glock’s critique of cultural biases and the exclusion of local voices re-
mains pertinent, as archaeologists strive to decolonise the field and ensure that research benefits all stakeholders.
Similarly, Ingold’s keywords “landscape, temporality, dwelling, and taskscape — relied on a further overarching
dichotomy: between modern Western and non-Western or counter-modern thought” (Hicks 2016: 8). Hicks (2016:
8) critiques Ingold’s characterization of the “ancient inclination in Western thought to prioritize form over pro-
cess,” arguing that this reflects a problematic systematic bias, imposing an “insistent dualism, between object and
subject, the material and the ideal, operational and cognized, ‘etic’ and ‘emic’” (Ingold 1993: 154).

The theoretical framework of this study brings together three complementary perspectives on archaeological pow-
er dynamics. Glock’s (1995) foundational critique exposes how cultural bias in archaeology serves financial and
political interests, particularly how archaeological findings are interpreted and controlled by those who fund the
research. Ingold’s (1993) analysis of temporality and landscape provides the conceptual tools to understand how
these biases are manifested in spatial and temporal interpretations of archaeological sites. Hicks’ (2016) critical
revision synthesizes and extends these insights, demonstrating how the combination of cultural bias and temporal-
spatial control produces specific forms of archaeo-political violence against local communities, their material her-
itage, and their connection to the landscape. Together, these perspectives reveal how archaeological practice can
become a tool for colonial power, not just in interpreting the past but in actively reshaping present-day territorial
claims and political realities. This theoretical synthesis helps us understand how organizations like ABR employ
archaeological methods to simultaneously erase Palestinian connections to the land while constructing alternative
historical narratives that serve contemporary political objectives.

The location of Joshua’s ‘Ai remained a geographical and chronological puzzle for over a century until Wood’s
solution. In a similar vein, Stripling developed what can be characterized as a fundamentalist-driven interpretation
regarding Jesus’ Ephraim at the same site. At Khirbet el-Magqatir, the establishment of a Judeo-Christian chrono-
logical connection — claiming the site as both Joshua’s ‘Ai and Jesus’ Ephraim — has proven to be ABR’s most
effective strategy for attracting volunteers and securing financial support for their archaeological work. Based on
this interpretation, Stripling (2014: 80) suggests that Khirbet el-Magqatir should be promoted as the city where
Jesus and his disciples sought refuge before his passion.

The invention has been developed due to the site’s material culture and structural remains that date predominantly
to the Roman and Byzantine periods, which have according to Stripling, rendered the site a laboratory for compre-
hending the New Testament era. Through the Digging for Truth TV series, ABR aims to reach Evangelical audi-
ences in the U.S. and around the world and demonstrate the historical accuracy of the Bible, promoted in Digging
for Truth-Episode 6: New Testament Discoveries at Khirbet el-Magqatir, co-hosted by Henry B. Smith, Jr. In the
same episode, Stripling claims that considering the size of the site from the Roman and Byzantine periods, Khirbet
el-Magatir is regarded as a little Jerusalem. Stripling points out that,

“we have the modern city of Jerusalem that covers most of the ancient city of Jerusalem. To give biblical archaeology
audiences a picture of the site [Khirbet el-Maqatir] in the time of Jesus and the Second Temple era, this myth had to be
imagined and reconstructed in a 3D model. It was also necessary to reconstruct the fortification system that Joshua de-
stroyed. What we have ten miles north of Jerusalem is a little Jerusalem.” (Stripling 2018)

Stripling explained that with what “we learned from the New Testament city, there we can extrapolate the material
culture back and then understand in a larger sense what Jerusalem was like in the days of Jesus” (2018).

The naming of the site was controversial during the excavation. The modern name, Khirbet el-Magatir, had to be
replaced with a biblical one from the New Testament, considering that this significant and fortified site turned out
to be ‘a little Jerusalem.” According to Stripling, the answer can be found in Josephus, Eusebius, and the Book of
John 11-54. In his article published in the ABR’s journal Bible and Spade, Stripling concludes,

“Maybe Oprah = Ephraim does not hold up under scrutiny. However, Khirbet el-Maqatir, a fortified city that was de-

stroyed the exact year that Josephus indicates the demise of Ephraim, is an attractive candidate. As a result, Khirbet el-
Magqatir can be considered the late Second Temple period city of Ephraim.” (Stripling 2014: 94)
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Stripling attempts to provide more certainty to this hypothesis in Digging for Truth-Episode Six by giving a more
historical link between Josephus, Eusebius, and John 1:54. As he points out,

“Josephus is talking north of Jerusalem about a site named Ephraim, and he always mentions it with Bethel. Bethel and
Ephraim, of course, in the Old Testament, you have doublets or couplets; it is always Bethel and Ai. As we shall see,
Khirbet el-Magqatir is the earlier Ai, and now it is associated with Bethel if we are right.” (Stripling 2018)

In the winter of 2022, I visited the site during fieldwork to monitor the current state of the areas excavated by the
ABR. The exposed area is estimated at 3.4 hectares following ABR’s completed excavations in 2017. After con-
sulting with the Palestinian Department of Antiquities — Ramallah office, they proposed aerial monitoring using a
UAV to photograph the site, monitoring both the general conditions of excavated and exposed areas and potential
damage from natural and human factors. The first critical issue is that the site’s classification as Area C means
archaeological features cannot be included in any protection plans; neither the local community nor the Palestin-
ian National Authority can protect the site, with only the Staff Officer for Archaeology having jurisdiction. While
archaeological excavations inherently involve systematic destruction to reveal archaeological layers, it is impera-
tive to incorporate protective strategies for remaining layers. The discipline has evolved alongside technological
advancements, with drones now being employed specifically for surveillance of looting and to record and moni-
tor sites, thereby reducing the impact of physical excavation. The data collected provides a more comprehensive
understanding of the archaeological landscape that needs mending. The World Archaeological Congress (WAC),
a global network of archaeologists, has established the Dead Sea Accord, outlining thirteen key ethical points for
safeguarding cultural property during armed conflict. These points serve as fundamental guidelines for sound
archaeological practices, ensuring sites are protected from looting, destruction, and other damage during armed
conflict. The code also guides archaeological research conduct, including responsible and respectful handling of
artefacts and human remains.

In the post-excavation phase, the backfilling of excavated areas is fundamental. Besides protecting the site, this
process allows the former land use to continue after reburial (Canti and Davis 1999: 75). Backfilling also helps to
maintain the site’s integrity while protecting it from natural elements such as weather and erosion. Additionally, it
helps to protect the site from looters and other disturbances. Even though Geomolg’s land classification of Khirbet
el-Magatir for agricultural activities is low, seasonal agriculture still occurs around the site. However, the landown-
ers of the site cannot resume any agricultural activities, which, without reburial, may lead to further destruction.
ABR’s archaeological activities have contributed to the systematic destruction of heritage but also of private and
public land in the West Bank. The process of leaving the structures uncovered is a conscious and integral part of the
excavation and is performed for practical and ideological reasons. For practical purposes, it is shown as a reward
to volunteers, proof of the Bible, and as encouragement to donors. From an ideological perspective, ABR believes
its actions are legal, legitimate, and praiseworthy. In addition to published primary reports, articles, blogs, and so-
cial media reports, ABR produces TV and radio interviews, presentations, public relations (PR), and promotional
videos. Performative materials/narratives are key to understanding the structures that establish and govern the
consortium of such activities. These performative narratives, in the form of short videos of archaeologists, volun-
teers, settlements, community groups and individuals, are designed to promote and support conducting seasons of
fieldwork and for recruiting the hundreds of volunteers who gather from fifteen countries and around thirty states
of the U.S. to participate, for instance, in the 2018 Shiloh excavations (ABR 2017).

On a less technical level, the municipality team filed a lawsuit after ABR excluded the local community and
displayed archaeological materials abroad. During my interview with Mayor Mansour (September 2019), he sum-
marized the main points of his correspondence with Stripling. According to Mansour, the municipality and the
landowners are pursuing legal action against the archaeological activities. Yet, no communication has occurred
between the ABR and the landowners regarding permission to conduct any work. This triggered fear among the
owners that the Israeli Army might confiscate their land. This fear was raised when the Israeli Army ordered some
Bedouins who are seasonally settling near the site to evacuate, as the area is of archaeological significance (in-
terview, September 2019). Mansour brought to Stripling’s attention that the landowners in Khirbet el-Magqatir are
Palestinian American citizens, and they were filing a lawsuit against ABR and the Archaeology Institute at The
Bible Seminary in Katy, Texas. Stripling emailed the mayor of Deir Dibwan stating that he was planning a visit to
Palestine, and a meeting could be arranged. In an email sent a week later, Mr. Mansour was informed that the ABR
had finished its work at el-Maqatir and would not return to the site (interview, September 2019).
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The exercise of legal power by Palestinian-Americans represents a unique intersection of citizenship, heritage
rights, and transnational justice. When Mansour discovered ABR’s unauthorised removal of artefacts to the U.S.,
he leveraged his and other Deir Dibwanians’ American citizenship to challenge these practices through the U.S.
legal system. The threat of legal action in U.S. courts — where ABR is vulnerable as a U.S.-American organisation
— proved more effective than appeals through Israeli or Palestinian authorities. This case illustrates how Palestin-
ians can strategically use their American citizenship to contest archaeological colonialism and to assert heritage
rights, even as it also highlights the profound inequities in access to legal recourse.

How to Make the Dead Speak? Archaeology at the Service of Settler Colonial Entrepreneurism

Let’s start with a tangential anecdote that illustrates how archaeology and politics intersect through public per-
formances. As Hamilakis (2016: 228) describes, “At the end of September 2015, the Greek Minister of Defense,
Panos Kammenos, participated in a ceremony that attracted much public and media attention in the country. It
was part of the annual festival organized by the Municipality of Salamis, the Salaminia.” The event’s historical
significance was emphasized through careful choreography, as “[d]elegations of friendly and allied countries were
represented, and their flags were carried by local women dressed in traditional costumes before a line of replicas
of ancient sarisas (long spears used in ancient Greek warfare) and shields” (Hamilakis 2016: 228). The ceremony
reached its climax when participants gathered as “speeches were made, red carpets were laid, and wreaths were
thrown into the sea” (Hamilakis 2016: 228).

A brief philological observation is worth noting here: the use of red carpets carried ominous historical resonance.
In Greek mythology, Clytemnestra laid out a red carpet to welcome her husband Agamemnon — an act of hubris
that preceded his murder. His fatal decision to walk on it, despite its implications, demonstrated the kind of pride
that invited divine punishment.

My point here is how that ‘show,’ that ‘representation’ was, indeed, a performative act, bringing “a contemporary
configuration of sovereignty into being” (Butler 2004: 61). The act conjures and constrains the actors in how they
want to be seen and treated. In less post-modernist terms, George Orwell wrote how, partaking of the structures
of the empires, of their established and legitimate violence, “trying to impress the ‘natives’”, the white man,
“becomes a sort of hollow, posing dummy, the conventionalised figure of a sahib”, having to perform “what the
‘natives’ expect of him. He wears a mask and his face grows to fit it” (Orwell 2009: 420). Once the language of
empire has been taught to the natives, it rebounds on those who speak it: they cannot refrain from the only words
they can now say. If performativity extends beyond, and at times even contradicts, the intentions of those enacting
it, this ritual action becomes unstoppable, as its essence is rooted in its continual repetition. The language of the
spell has, somehow, taken over the disciple of this magic. In this perspective, I can now more readily reference
the hypothesis that the staging of the ABR, the ritualistic repetition of its discoveries, or its propagation as another
instance of non-state archaeo-political violence usurps the will of its perpetrators. The mechanism the ideologi-
cal adherents believe in does not permit them to maintain a distanced, cynical position; they cannot abstain from
participating in it.

In 2017 The Times of Israel online published an article entitled A 2,000-year-old murder leads to an illicit burial in
the heart of the West Bank (Borschel-Dan 2017). The newspaper reported how the settlers from the Ofra settlement
secretly stepped in to illegally pay their last respects to eight bodies from Khirbet el-Maqatir. According to the
newspaper, a Jewish Temple Mount activist group, which decades ago sat in jail for planning to blow up the Dome
of the Rock, planned and carried out the secret burial in the settlement of Ofra on February 6, 2017. According to
the newspaper, Stripling stated that he had intended to rebury the bones at the site. Then, some ‘old friends’ from
the very same nearby settlement of Ofra stepped in with a ‘proposal’ to give them a proper burial. Stripling added,

“These people were eyewitnesses of the Second Temple, and it gives me great joy to know how they have finally been

properly laid to rest. According to the Journal, ‘proper’, however, may not exactly be the word to describe their illegal
burial at Ofra.” (Borschel-Dan 2017)

It was in Digging for Truth-Episode Six that Stripling provided important details regarding the fascinating discov-
ery of those eight human skeletons, people who were wiped out by the Roman Tenth Legion led by Vespasian in
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that region around 69 CE. According to Stripling’s description in this episode, the human skeletons were tested
by an anthropologist from Hebrew University in Jerusalem and were dated by C14 to the mid to late 1% century.
In short, ‘science’ and the bible could go hand-in-hand, one building the settlements, the other authorising them.

For Stripling, the discovery of the human remains confirmed the reliability of the Bible as a serious historical
document. Such a discovery moved ABR and Yaakov Erlich (surveyor, volunteer, and Ofra resident) to bury the
remains at the nearby Israeli settlement of Ofra. Putting aside the historical accuracy and discrepancies between
the Bible’s account of events and other historical records, let us ignore the scholarly debate about whether the Old
Testament was written contemporaneously with or centuries after the events it describes. Returning to archaeology
and its enactment of archaeo-political violence and performativity, the journalist will help us grasp who Erlich —
the surveyor — is. After the analysis of the eight bodies was finished, Erlich and a member of the settlement’s burial
society, Yehuda Etzion, “organised a large ceremony at Ofra, complete with Knesset members and other VIPs, and
bury the bones next to a memorial for soldiers from an elite IDF unit who fell in Ofra in 2003” (Borschel-Dan
2017).

As 1 have advocated elsewhere, the act of reburial, involving the placement of stolen bodies under a layer of
concrete with a ceremony, initially appeared as a straightforward act of thievery. While this interpretation holds
some truth, it fails to fully capture the underlying motivations. The effort to provide a proper burial indicates more
profound intentions. The eight bodies served an ideological function, acting as instruments to mend the state’s
historical narrative. The contemporary burial aimed to establish an uncontested past retroactively, anchoring the
foundation of Israeli presence in archaeological ‘evidence.’ This reburial transcended mere religious observance;
it represented an endeavour to forge historical continuity between ancient and modern claims to the land. By
physically embedding these remains within the current Israeli settlement territory, the act sought to materialize
and legitimize present-day territorial claims through archaeological practice. Thus, the reburial functioned as both
a religious ritual and a political statement, transforming archaeological findings into evidence for contemporary
territorial sovereignty. This process exemplifies how archaeological practice can be utilized to construct histori-
cal narratives that serve current political objectives. Such a retrojection aimed to permanently link the State to the
present, enhancing the cycle of violence and, ipso facto, securing the settlement and any effort at moving forward
(Iwaisi 2024).

What we see, aided by the detailed report of the journalist, is how archaeo-politics is embedded within the vari-
ous bodies of the Israeli colonial regime in the West Bank and how archaeology is at the heart of it. The reburial
ceremony, organised by Erlich and Etzion (a former member of the Jewish Underground who had been imprisoned
for plotting to blow up the Dome of the Rock), brought together Knesset members and VIPs to bury the bones next
to a memorial for fallen IDF soldiers near Ofra. This strategic placement of the ancient remains alongside modern
military memorials demonstrates how archaeo-political violence operates through multiple layers — connecting
historical narratives to contemporary territorial claims while simultaneously excluding Palestinian access to and
interpretation of their cultural heritage. Such acts of archaeo-political violence persist even when recognised as
counterproductive by Israeli museum officials, because the narrative mechanism requires all actors to play their
assigned roles in this ongoing performance of settler colonial legitimacy.

Such acts of archaeo-political violence persist even when recognised as counterproductive by Israeli museum of-
ficials, because the narrative mechanism requires all actors to play their assigned roles in this ongoing performance
of settler colonial legitimacy. This performance is particularly evident in the work of the Associates for Biblical
Research (ABR) at Tell Seilun, which they promote as ‘Israel’s First Capital.” The organization’s presence on this
archaeological site — what some volunteers describe as ‘ABR on my doorstep’ — represents a direct connection
between biblical narratives and contemporary territorial claims. At this excavation site, sitting next to his teacher
in square 30A-F in Tell Seilun (Shiloh), a junior volunteer from West Kevin School (North Carolina) is enthused
over his adventure of knowing another country, another culture, seeing what God is doing here, how this adventure
is making him passionate about archaeology, and how professional archaeologists can uncover what the Bible talks
about (ABR 2019). The second testimony comes from Michael Ludden, a dig photographer describing Israel’s
archaeology as a time machine: “You can go back there. You can live it, and you can touch it. It is about the book
you have been reading and studying, the Holy Bible, God’s word” (ABR 2017).
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These words of young, old, male, female, foreigners, and settler volunteers from Tell Seilun’s excavations are just
the tip of the iceberg of a long list of performative narratives at another site of ABR’s activities. Pedantic presenta-
tions openly describe ABR’s performative archaeo-political violence on Palestinian archaeology in the West Bank.
These representations combine ideology and rituals, walking with Israeli settler-colonial policies across the West
Bank.

The Israeli settlement of Shiloh was established in 1978 on lands belonging to the villagers of Qaryut, which
were confiscated using a military seizure order. The military order “allow[ed] the army to seize land solely for
imperative and urgent military purposes [and] was exploited to establish the settlement under the guise of an ar-
chaeological excavation camp” (Stahl and Zachary 2017: 21). This order was used to bypass the legal protection
of Palestinian land. The military employed the construction as a facade to establish the settlement. The excavation
camp served as a guise to obscure the actual objective of developing a settlement in the area. “In January 1978,
approximately 40 caravans were installed, and eight families along with yeshiva students took residence” (Stahl
and Zachary 2017: 21). This contrasts with Avikunthak’s two distinct categories of spatiality — the excavation site
and the campsite — within the framework of ASI’s archaeologists in the field (2021: 106). The dual intertwining
nature of the excavation site and campsite in Tell Seilun is evident. Stahl and Zachary further emphasized that the
action “was undertaken pursuant to the decision of the Minister of Agriculture, Ariel Sharon, and with the approval
of Defense Minister Ezer Weizman, but without an official decision by the Israeli government to establish a new
settlement” (2017: 21).

Turning the Tables

The enduring tradition of archaeological excavations has developed into a practice imbued with performative sig-
nificance. These excavations operate as ritualized activities that organize not only the work pace and rhythm but
also the daily routines of both seasoned archaeologists and newcomers. This structured methodology establishes
a disciplinary framework that regulates both the physical engagement with the territory and the individuals con-
ducting the work. Hamilakis and Theou (2013: 182) extend this understanding by illustrating that “archaeological
sites are arenas that can allow other forms of cultural production, beyond archaeological, to unfold and to thrive.”
Building on this perspective, Avikunthak (2021) further challenges conventional archaeological interpretations
by recognizing these sites as active agents of cultural production rather than passive spaces of excavation. This
theoretical framework transcends traditional academic discourse, moving beyond the usual focus on publication
metrics, tangible aspects, dating disputes, and institutional rankings. Instead, as Jess Bier (2022: 672) argues,
the interpretative approach to archaeological sites as places of performances enables “a greater engagement with
dimensions beyond the quantifiable.” This multidimensional analysis opens up new possibilities for understand-
ing archaeological sites, allowing for more holistic and interdisciplinary approaches that can help decolonize
archaeological practice. In this context, Palestine emerges as an ‘ideational landscape,” encompassing both
imaginative and emotional dimensions, representing a mental construct that evokes spiritual and idealistic values
(Knapp and Ashmore 1999: 12). This framing of the Palestinian landscape, while appearing to preserve cultural
memory, actually reinforces colonial power structures through the archaeological practices imposed upon it. While
Keith Basso’s (1996: 7) concept of ‘the construction of the past’ through oral history was originally developed to
understand how the Ifugao people preserved their heritage, in the Palestinian context, these practices of memory
and landscape interpretation become subsumed within and appropriated by the colonial framework, rather than
enabling resistance to it. The local connection with the landscape, though maintained through oral traditions and
cultural practices, continues to operate within rather than outside the constraints of colonial dominance.

This approach also allows us to see the landscape — and the archaeological trench — not as ‘pre-history’ but, in-
stead, as the history of those who have no (more) records for it (Acabado and Martin 2022: 7-8). The landscape
is, in short, not ‘a space’, certainly not any space, the location for an imaginary universal person; it is, rather, the
meaning-maker place, the story-teller place, a physical place, a lieu de memoire (Nora 1989) where history, iden-
tity, and culture intersect and therefore are still being formed. This active agency of memory, this living memory,
makes it possible to create a home, a meaningful place not just ‘to survive’ but to be alive, a homeland, perhaps.
Living memory is significant as it underscores the notion that the landscape is not static but continually changes
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and evolves as people interact with it over time. It is a dynamic living entity constantly shaped by human activity,
making it an important part of the human experience.

This article underscores the continuous operation of archaeological fundamentalism before, during, and after the
Oslo Accords, demonstrating the enduring nature of these practices in service of political agendas. Symbolic acts,
such as the reburial ceremony of ancient remains next to IDF military memorials near Ofra, exemplify the complex
layering of archaeological, military, and political claims to territory. This study demonstrates that archaeo-political
violence transcends mere physical displacement, encompassing systemic inequalities, bureaucratic constraints,
and narrative silencing.

The interplay between settler colonialism and entrepreneurism by Israeli state and non-state actors, both foreign
and Israeli, has established an apparatus that systematically erases Palestinian heritage while elevating Israeli his-
torical claims. This phenomenon has led to the obliteration of cultural heritage and the exacerbation of economic
disparities, thereby compromising the capacity of Palestinian communities to maintain their connection to their
heritage and to foster sustainable futures. The ramifications of my research extend beyond the realm of archaeo-
logical practice, posing a challenge to the foundational aspects of power dynamics, legitimacy, and historical nar-
ratives in contested territories. This underscores the urgent need for a thorough re-evaluation of the utilization
of archaeology in advancing Israeli settler colonialism, as well as the integration of entrepreneurial endeavours
within the Israeli colonial framework in the Occupied Palestinian Territories.

Postscript

This article is partially adapted from a chapter of my PhD thesis titled Archaeo-politics in the Making of the
Palestinian National Spatial Plan, which I defended in May 2023 at Queen’s University Belfast. The devastating
events in and concerning Palestine since October 2023 underscore the urgency of examining how archaeology and
heritage are weaponized in contexts of ongoing occupation and settler colonialism, making the analysis presented
in this article even more relevant today.
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