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cal constructions—usually within a system collapse framework—understudied is the evidence 
for the net social, economic, and cultural effects of warfare during this period upon so-called 
peripheral zones. This study revisits this context during the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1550–1100 
BCE) across the Levant, Anatolia, and northern Mesopotamia with the aim of highlighting the 
implicit textual evidence for the impact of imperial warfare upon and state claims over the 
region’s communities. Refugee policies, as articulated among treaties, edicts, and international 
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a decline in the curation of refugee movements, which is of central importance to understanding 
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an evaluation of the criterial value of such protocol in historical reconstruction as well as the 
evidence provided by letters sent from Ugaritians abroad for matters of script and language 
selection. Finally, a specific test case concerning Ugaritian agents in Amurru is revisited in light 
of more recent textual, onomastic, and prosopographic data.
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regularly. At the level of the garrison administration, there seems to have been a certain degree 
of top-down provisioning wherein a select group of ceramic forms were deemed necessary to 
sustain specific foodways derived from Egyptian modes of doing. While this top-down initiative 
likely structured the body of forms made available at the site, it must be separated from the use 
and appreciation of Egyptian-style forms that occurred on a day-to-day basis. This final social 
sphere, the garrison population that utilized these ceramic forms, demonstrates dynamic shifts 
in consumption patterns that often correspond with major—sometimes violent—sociopolitical 
shifts. Collectively, the three tiers reveal a situation wherein the production and consumption of 
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PREFACE

Since 2010, every four years, researchers from diverse specializations have con-
vened at the Faculty of Arts, Charles University in Prague. These scholars en-
compass historians, philologists, linguists, archaeologists, and experts in ancient 
religions, all of whom focus their professional attention on the geographically ex-
tensive region spanning from modern Sudan to Anatolia and Elam. Their common 
research interest is the selected theme of the conference. In 2022, during the fourth 
iteration of the Crossroads conference, the central theme was “Migration and Mo-
bility.” From September 19–22, 2022, this conference, organized as a collaboration 
between the Institute of Ancient Near Eastern Studies and the Czech Institute of 
Egyptology, featured a total of 34 papers, 19 of which are included in this volume.

Movement and mobility represent intertwined concepts that have persisted 
throughout human history. The act of moving from one place to another is, how-
ever, intricately tied to the challenges that hinder it. These obstacles can either 
be natural in origin or the product of human design aimed at constraining the 
movement of individuals or groups. Furthermore, movement and mobility can 
also manifest themselves within society, encompassing the fluid shifts of people 
within the social hierarchy and the transitions between various social groups. 
The transfer of words, technologies, and religious ideologies often accompanies 
these human movements. The region of ancient western Asia and northeast Africa 
serves as a rich repository of evidence for these forms of movement and mobility, 
extensively documented through written sources and material culture.

The initial part of the volume comprises contributions that share a collective 
interest in the political dimensions of migration and the mobility of individuals 
and populations. Aaron A. Burke delves into the intricate relationship between 
empires and refugees within the Late Bronze Age eastern Mediterranean, while 
Andrew Burlingame explores the fortunes of specific Ugaritic merchants abroad. 
Yoram Cohen and Eduardo Torrecilla focus on the precarious political circum-
stances, population movements, and safeguarding of trade routes on the eastern 
fringes of the Hittite Empire. Susan Cohen offers an archaeological perspective on 
the boundaries of what we traditionally identify as the southern Levant during the 
Middle Bronze Age. Steven Garfinkle revisits the recurring theme of Amorite mo-
bility during the Third Dynasty of Ur, presenting both a spatial and social perspec-
tive. Jacob Lauinger analyzes population movements in the Alalakh region during 
the Middle and Late Bronze Age. Ellen Morris provides a profound examination of 
the forced mobility of women in the ancient world through compelling narratives, 
while Jana Mynářová sheds light on the existence and understanding of borders 
and boundaries in the Late Bronze Age Levant. Seth Richardson’s contribution 
scrutinizes the social aspect, examining the situation in Mesopotamia during the 
Old Babylonian period.

The second part of the volume delves into the mobility of ideas, concepts, 
and languages. Ludovica Bertolini reflects on the boundaries imposed by differ-
ent life stages, while Paul Delnero traces the movement of ideas and languages 
through the journey of Mesopotamian literary works to Tell el-Amarna in Egypt. 
Related to the use of language is Federico Giusfredi’s contribution, which raises 
the crucial question of whether Hurrian served as a spoken language in Central 
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Anatolia during the Middle Bronze Age and the early days of the Hittite state. 
Anne Goddeeris’s study centers on the social ascent of an individual named Adad-
ēṭir, whose story is elucidated through an inscription from the British Museum. 
Adam Miglio’s contribution delves into the realm of Gilgameš, divinatory texts 
like Enūma Anu Enlil, and the astrological compilation MUL.APIN. Finally, Kevin 
McGeough contemplates how archaeological theories concerning migration, mo-
bility, social evolution, and other pivotal elements influence our understanding of 
the Bronze Age.
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of the Middle Nubian cultures from the late third to the early second millennium 
BCE, to trace interactions between Egypt and Kerma. Sandra Veprauskienė’s pa-
per explores local enactment practices in the Dakhla Oasis, the westernmost point 
of interest for the Egyptian rulers of the Middle Kingdom.
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al Development Fund project “Creativity and Adaptability as Conditions for the 
Success of Europe in an Interconnected World” (Reg. No.: CZ.02.1.01/0.0/0.0/16_0
19/0000734). The preparation of the manuscript received support from the Czech 
Science Foundation within the project GA ČR 23-05181S “Archaeology of Texts: 
Tradition, Transmission, and Transformation in the Ancient Near East” and the 
Charles University Cooperatio program (Archaeology). The editors of this volume 
extend their heartfelt gratitude to all participants of the Crossroads IV conference, 
whether their papers are featured in this volume or not. Their contributions, along 
with their comments, suggestions, advice, and critiques, formed the foundation for 
the constructive discussions and friendly atmosphere that permeated our gath-
ering. We also express our appreciation to the numerous anonymous reviewers 
who generously offered their assistance and expertise, significantly enhancing the 
quality of the studies published in this volume. Additionally, we thank our under-
graduate and graduate students for their invaluable contributions, which played a 
pivotal role in the overall success of the conference. We would also like to thank 
everyone at Lockwood Press, especially Billie Jean Collins, for providing a new 
home for the Crossroads series and for making the results of our collaboration 
available to other researchers.

In Prague and Cambridge, September 10, 2023
Jana Mynářová, Ludovica Bertolini, Federico Zangani
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CREATING CRISIS: EMPIRE AND REFUGEES AT THE END  
OF THE BRONZE AGE IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

Aaron A. Burke*

1. Introduction1. Introduction

Refugee crises in recent years have raised questions concerning the extent of the 
role that forced migration has played in earlier historical periods in different re-
gions. The issue is an apt one for ancient Near Eastern history, wherein the impact 
of warfare and natural disasters have been studied for more than a century among 
historical sources and archaeological contexts. Yet, for a variety of reasons, little 
consensus has emerged about how to approach the study of refugees and even if 
the term refugee is applicable in premodern contexts. Although such questions 
can be readily addressed, foremost by textual sources, this alone has not moved 
the discussion forward into productive avenues for the exploration of refugees in 
the ancient Near East through archaeological research. While I have explored the 
question in a variety of periods in different archaeological contexts, principally in 
the Levant (Burke 2011; 2012; 2018a; 2018b; 2021), the present work seeks to take 
a step back and to examine the provisions of state treaties and correspondence, 
specifically during the Late Bronze Age (LBA; ca. 1550–1100 BCE). These, I argue, 
provide important confirmation not only of the existence of refugees as a histori-
cal phenomenon in this period, but they also offer an important testimony to the 
intensive curation of refugees by the Hittite and Egyptian Empires, their vassals, 
and contemporary states. This effort was undertaken because of the strategic con-
cern refugees posed to both the sovereignty of these states, namely, control of 
populations within their political realms, and their greater political aims. At the 
end of the Bronze Age, with the decline and ultimate disappearance of the insti-
tutional mechanisms through which these empires had sought to manage refugee 
flows, relatively short-distance forced migration likely played a greater role in the 
shaping of the political and social landscape of the early Iron Age than has been 
considered to date. Consequently, this may help to better contextualize some com-
ponents of the migrations that have been previously discussed in connection with 
the close of the Bronze Age.

*	 University of California, Los Angeles, e-mail: aaburke@ucla.edu. Acknowledgments. I would like to 
thank Jana Mynářová for allowing me to participate in Crossroads IV, and I am grateful to the other or-
ganizers and participants, as well as the anonymous reviewer, for their useful comments and suggestions 
regarding this article. I would also like to thank members of the Archaeological Institute of the Österre-
iches Akademie der Wissenschaften in Vienna, and in particular the Levantine Archaeology group led by 
Felix Höflmayer, for stimulating discussions concerning refugees and archaeology during the writing of 
this article, while in residence as a guest researcher.
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4

Aaron A. Burke

2. Textual Sources for the Imperial Curation of Refugees2. Textual Sources for the Imperial Curation of Refugees

Textual sources provide the most direct data for the scale and frequency of refugee 
phenomena during the LBA in the Levant and Anatolia. In Hittite, Egyptian, and 
Levantine sources, refugees, whether directly labeled or otherwise implied by con-
text, are seen to constitute a significant socioeconomic phenomenon that warrants 
closer consideration, historically and archaeologically. In particular, Hittite diplo-
matic correspondence, Hittite vassal treaties and edicts, parity treaties between 
states, and the Amarna letters preserve direct evidence for the role of warfare as 
well as the diplomatic wrangling that contributed to the production of refugee 
flows throughout the LBA. In addition to the Anatolian mainland, the geographic 
locations of these texts encompass both the northern Levant, including the vassal 
kingdoms of Ugarit, Alalakh, Amurru, Halab (Aleppo), and greater Canaan (i.e., 
the southern Levant).

2.1. Diplomatic Letters, Treaties, and Edicts from the Hittite Empire

Refugees are well-acknowledged in Hittite historical studies (see Snell 2001: 91‒95; 
Elgavish 2004; Bryce 2005, esp. 549; Beckman 2013: 209). The sources include dip-
lomatic correspondence as well as a collection of treaties and edicts that outline 
in detail vassal obligations to return refugees to their Hittite overlords (Liverani 
1990: 106–112; Beckman 1996; Garny – Tavernier 2018).1 The geographic coverage 
of the sources spans from western, coastal Anatolia to the northern Levant, with 
a temporal span from the fifteenth century BCE through at least the late twelfth 
century BCE. As with earlier uses of the term munnabtu/pl. munnabtūtu (CAD M2 
sub munnabtu) in Akkadian, Hittite vassal treaties also characterize refugees as 
“fugitives,” whether using the Akkadian term or the Akkadogram equivalent in 
Hittite texts, and thereby adopting a predominantly imperial understanding of the 
term’s sematic range (del Monte 1983; Liverani 1990: 106–112). This has obscured, 
however, the term’s straightforward identification of a group of individuals who 
have fled in the face of a perceived threat to their well-being and who would be 
otherwise readily identified as refugees in modern contexts. The net effect of this 
has been to overlook the importance of considering the impact of the autonomy 
and agency of refugees that is intentionally downplayed in these sources, but can 
be explored archaeologically and should be given greater consideration in histor-
ical interpretations.

The following excerpt concerning refugees in a treaty between Šuppiluliuma 
I of Hatti and the king of Nuhašše demonstrates the general character of legal 
requirements placed by the Hittite Empire on its vassals with respect to refugees:

No. 8 §13–15. If some population or fugitive sets out, travels toward Hatti, and 
passes through your land, set them well on their way and point out the road to 
Hatti. Speak favorable words to them. You shall not direct them to anyone else. 
If you do not set them on their way and do not show them the road to Hatti, but 
direct them to the mountains—or if you speak evil words before them, you will 
transgress the oath. §14 Or if the King of Hatti beleaguers some country through 

1	 Concerning the identification of some documents identified as treaties and their reconsideration as edicts, 
see Devecchi (2012; 2013).
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battle, and it flees before him, and comes into your country—or if you [want] to 
take anything, ask the King of Hatti for it. You shall not take [it on your own 
initiative]. If you take [anything] on your own initiative and conceal it, you will 
transgress the oath. §15 Furthermore, if a fugitive comes [into your land in flight], 
seize him and [turn] him [over]. (Beckman 1996: 58)

Although in this case flight before Hittite imperial armies is explicitly mentioned, 
it is remarkable how infrequently the precise factors for flight are identified in as-
sociation with provisions for the return of “fugitives.” In the context of treaty pro-
visions relating to diplomatic concerns, border negotiations, and the like, refugees 
were clearly a potential, if unintended, social byproduct of these circumstances.

Although it is never made explicit in the texts, refugees could be seen as a 
threat to the legitimacy and stability of the empire, since such freedom of move-
ment was diametrically opposed to the imperial perspective that declared such 
groups the subjects and property, most often, of the ruler whose land they had 
fled (Liverani 1990: 106–107). They represented a loss of labor, and for this reason 
their addition to the population of other states, vassals or otherwise, represented a 
shift in labor force but also of military force, representing the potential for future 
resistance and political challenges to the authority of the states from which they 
had fled. A practical example of the results of defying the oaths taken concerning 
the return of refugees is perhaps nowhere more evident than among the Ahhiya-
wa texts, and the defiance of such stipulations has been suggested as possibly the 
primary impetus for Muršili II’s campaigns in the west (Beckman – Bryce – Cline 
2011: 46).

In the case of Hittite vassal treaties, harboring refugees was an act of rebel-
lion (no. 1 §1–2; citations here are to Beckman 1996), as was aiding and abetting 
their flight (no. 5 §11). They were to be extradited to their overlord’s territory 
(no. 9 §13). Occasionally, a new vassal, who was being courted by Hatti, like Ug-
arit, might be allowed to retain refugees from neighboring states outside Hatti’s 
sphere, reflecting special circumstances (no. 4 §3).2 There was, however, no stan-
dard reciprocity in this, but instead a seemingly traditional exception for Hatti, 
which was not obliged to return fugitives to its vassals (no. 5 §13), but might do 
so if they were craftspersons: a “cultivator, or a weaver, a carpenter, or a leather-
worker” (e.g., no. 10 §6).

Provisions for the return of refugees, whether in vassal or parity treaties, ad-
dressed the flight of individual slaves, freemen, nobility, and dignitaries, but also 
small groups, entire populations, and countries or “lands” (nos. 7 §9, 8 §§13–14), 
as well as fleeing war captives (no. 7 §7). Stipulations in some treaties clarify that 
refugees and their goods (e.g., cattle; see no. 1 §§1–2) were, in fact, regarded as 
the property of the ruler from whose land they had fled. These same treaties also 
reveal that false testimony or misunderstandings could accidentally lead to the 
identification of whole communities (Akk. ālu) as “fugitives.” In one example, the 
male inhabitants of a population, who were away during pastoralist activities, 
were mistakenly identified for a time as fugitives (see Beckman 1996: no. 1 §5). 
Thus, treaty provisions did not aim to curb the flight of only isolated escapees here 
and there, as the term “fugitive” might tend to imply. Rather, they also accounted 

2	 Beckman’s text no. 4 is regarded by E. Devecchi to be an edict (Devecchi 2012; 2013).
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for the displacements of larger groups, and the possibility that inhabitants could 
be scattered, with individuals fleeing in different directions for different reasons 
(i.e., due to both push and pull factors). From an imperial perspective, without 
such provisions, emigration of larger groups would subvert imperial hegemony, a 
fact clearer among the correspondence than in the treaties, as highlighted below.

Through enumeration of the different types of illegal emigres, as in the case of 
the Egypt-Hatti treaty, treaties also sometimes provide indications of the types of 
refugees in question, with particular emphasis on political refugees (i.e., nobility, 
dignitaries) and refugees from hostilities (i.e., populations, settlements). Although 
the language often references males, occasional stipulations mention women 
war captives and female slaves (no. 9 §7 and §9). Within Hittite diplomatic corre-
spondence we also understand that contingents of foreign troops (no. 20 §1) and 
craftspersons (no. 27 §6) might seek refuge in neighboring lands. Although stock 
phraseology typifies these texts, that the treaty stipulations concerning the return 
of refugees are not, in fact, more consistent with regard to scope and composition 
is an interesting phenomenon that underscores the significance of avoiding pre-
cedence for such free movements and of the importance of controlling the flow 
of imperial property, as these individuals and their communities were viewed. 
Nevertheless, the range of circumstances covered leaves no room for doubt that 
refugees were a consistent byproduct of warfare and political rivalries throughout 
Anatolia and the Levant, which is again even more evident in diplomatic corre-
spondence.

Lastly, Hittite treaties and correspondence reveal that these stipulations and 
the concern with the flight of refugees away from imperial powers were not sim-
ply a phenomenon exclusive to Hatti and its vassals. This is brought to the fore in 
the treaty between Hatti and Egypt during the reigns, respectively, of Hattušili III 
and Ramesses II during the thirteenth century, wherein the provisions concern-
ing refugees are of an identical nature and scope as other treaties, albeit with an 
emphasis on reciprocity between these two great powers (Beckman 1996: 90‒95). 
While we cannot be sure if this also represented Egypt’s approach to its own vas-
sals prior to this treaty (though we have no reason to doubt that such a traditional 
approach to vassal obligations concerning fugitives was also practiced by Egypt 
earlier), it almost certainly represents at least how Egypt would have addressed 
the repatriation of refugees from this point on, particularly in light of the newly 
fixed border between Egyptian and Hittite spheres of control in the Levant early 
in the thirteenth century BCE. Thus, this text fills important lacunae in both the 
identification of refugees in the Levant during the New Kingdom but likely also 
for our understanding of Egypt’s own expectations for its vassals regarding the 
repatriation of refugees, given the absence thus far of evidence for Egyptian vassal 
treaties.

2.2. Treaties and Correspondence between Levantine States  
(Fifteenth Century BCE)

Treaties with similar stipulations existed not only between Hatti and its vassals 
and those it viewed as peer states, but also between lesser states in the Levant. At 
least two such treaties are attested from Alalakh. Treaty AT 3, which dates to the 
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fifteenth century BCE, was made between Idrimi of Mukiš and Pilliya king of Kiz-
zuwatna and provided for the extradition of refugees caught fleeing either state. 
Treaty AT 2, made with the king of Tunip in the same century, provided greater 
detail concerning specific types of fugitives, some of which might be regarded 
simply as escaped prisoners or slaves rather than refugees. As at Alalakh, Ugaritic 
letters also document the extradition of refugees (Liverani 2021: 232–235).

2.3. The Amarna Letters (Mid-Fourteenth Century BCE)

For understanding the potential role and sociopolitical significance of refugees in 
the southern Levant early in the LBA, the Amarna correspondence of the four-
teenth century BCE plays a critical role. Here, in contrast to Hittite treaties, the 
Amarna letters do not employ the Akkadian term munnabtu for refugee. Rather, 
various individuals and inhabitants of towns may be identified as refugees by vir-
tue of the fact that they are said to have fled (Akk. abātu) in the face of attacks 
or in the face of resistance. Examples of this are prevalent in the context of the 
conquests by Abdi-Aširta and Aziru of Amurru in the northern Levant (see EA 
185, among others).

The letters also raise the question whether some of the many references to 
Habiru, a socially marginalized class identified in texts across the Near East during 
the second millennium (von Dassow 2012), are to be identified as refugees. While 
a full review of the term cannot be taken up in this essay, this question has to 
some extent already been considered. Early in his work, Mario Liverani (1965), for 
example, identified the Habiru as exiles, as the Italian term fuoriuscitismo is some-
times translated. However, more recently an English translation of the original 
article, for a selected-studies volume of Liverani’s (2021) work, simply translated 
the Italian term as “refugee,” suggesting that at least some of the Habiru should be 
identified explicitly as such. As Liverani notes, Habiru were enlisted as soldiers or 
mercenaries among other professions; they inhabited towns, captured settlements, 
and individuals, including rulers, and entire villages joined their ranks after flee-
ing their own communities. This certainly embodies activities one might expect 
refugees to participate in and one might conclude that, indeed, the term could be 
employed as a synonym to munnabtu.

This raises, however, the question of the exact relationship between the term 
munnabtu, “fugitive” or “refugee” as discussed earlier, and the term Habiru. This 
has been taken up directly by Giorgio Buccellati, who suggests that “as socially 
uprooted they were known as  ʿapiru, as politically displaced they were known as 
munnabtūtu” (1977: 146).3 While this seems mostly accurate, until the same indi-
vidual, group, or community is identified with both terms, it will be impossible 

3	 I disagree, however, with Buccellati’s assertion that, “The growth of the universal state (the ‘empire’) in 
the first millennium accounts for the disappearance of the phenomenon and therefore of the two terms 
in their meaning described here: the political centralization achieved by the Assyrians, and others after 
them, left no interstices within the politico-territorial fabric of the Near East through which the ‘fugitives’ 
could slide” (1977: 147). The abundant evidence for stipulations concerning fugitives among Neo-Assyrian 
vassal treaties makes clear the extent of the refugee problem—in this case, again, largely as a result of 
imperial expansion—irrespective of the disappearance of the term Habiru, which should not be taken, 
pars pro toto, as evidence for the lack of the social dislocation and marginalization that accompanied the 
refugee experience during the Iron Age, just as it had during the Bronze Age.
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to be entirely sure. The problem remains that various circumstances could result 
in one’s identification as a Habiru (Schloen 1993; 2001). This is demonstrated in 
that all the activities identified with Habiru in the Amarna letters constitute po-
litical, including military, activities. While such activities can be undertaken by 
refugees, they are not a priori outcomes of the refugee experience. Perhaps for 
this reason more than any other, while the term Habiru can and may even often 
be used to identify refugees, it is best identified as a sociopolitical state that likely 
often included refugees among its members. Socially disaffected or outcast are 
likely better ways to describe Habiru, rather than its translation as refugee in all 
or even most contexts. Perhaps the following clarification may suffice to explain 
the distinction: “the term munnabtu was invoked by any political power seeking 
to clarify its jurisdiction over fleeing populations, while  ʿapiru was an appellative 
that took for granted the statelessness of an individual or group” (Burke 2012: 
268). Thus, munnabtu appears to be used in contexts where the relationship of the 
individual or group to a presumed point of origin (and owner) could be readily 
identified (in a quasi-legal sense), whereas the term Habiru presumed that such 
associations were no longer possible but that they were also no longer relevant.

3. The Imperial Curation of Refugees and Its Demise3. The Imperial Curation of Refugees and Its Demise

The occurrence of so many provisions for the repatriation of refugees reveal the 
extent to which at the height of the imperial and military power of both the Hittite 
and Egyptian states refugees were a predictable byproduct of conflict during the 
period, evidently warranting deliberate curation. While the main concern may 
have been to retain political authority over state subjects, this represented the 
de facto management of potential sources for social and political unrest and the 
destabilization of states, as without populations states are powerless. This went 
much further, however, than a superficial challenge to the legitimacy of a state 
that would surrender its population to a neighboring state through unchecked 
migration. Rather, refugees represented the social, political, and military will of 
the inhabitants of the territory they fled (Liverani 2021). A very legitimate concern 
was that, as such, refugees represented a reservoir of human labor, the very means 
for the mounting of an armed resistance in the future. This is evident in Hattuši-
li III’s letter to Adad-nārārī (see also Mora – Giorgieri 2004: 57‒75), wherein he 
states:

When Turira plunders the land, they keep taking the booty to Turira. My subjects 
who flee also keep going up to Turira. If Turira is yours, smash (?) it! But you shall 
not claim the possessions of my subjects who are dwelling in the city. If Turira is 
not yours, write to me, so that I may smash (?) it. The possessions of your troops 
who are dwelling in the city shall not be claimed. (Beckman 1996: 140)

This concern therefore transcended the likelihood that large groups of refugees 
were of concern because they might simply provide military intelligence. Rather, 
their traditional desire to return, as sociologists have observed in other contexts 
(e.g., Kolaja 1952), marked a serious threat to the very powers that had displaced 
them. For this reason, it is not surprising that the failure to return refugees con-
stituted casus belli (Elgavish 2004: 43‒45). It was not towns that LBA empires 
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were conquering, but rather the populations of these towns, and flight therefore 
represented a challenge not just to the sovereignty of these empires, but to their 
ideological aims.

As these sources illustrate, throughout most of the LBA, notably during the 
height of Egyptian and Hittite imperialism, refugee movements were circum-
scribed and curated, seemingly, whenever and wherever possible. Unchecked flows 
of persons, both large and small, were of concern for the potential destabilizing 
effect they could pose to vassal and neighboring states. While it could be argued 
that this was simply a question of the state’s view of property, where refugees 
were chattle (e.g., munnabtu), this overlooks the evident role that refugees and the 
disaffected could play in resistance to imperial aims (e.g., Habiru). This is more 
evident among the correspondence, including the Amarna letters, than among 
the treaties. The Amarna letters illustrate a period during which New Kingdom 
imperial power seems to have lapsed, for whatever reasons, in its enforcement 
of population movements, creating opportunities for upstart rulers (e.g., Labayu, 
Abdi-Aširta) and renegade groups to coalesce.

Although a detailed diachronic evolution of the curation of refugees by im-
perial powers like Egypt and Hatti during the LBA is not possible, there is little 
doubting that by the twelfth century BCE movements of both local and foreign 
groups were at a high point in the Near East and eastern Mediterranean. The 
increasing concern with which these movements were characterized by the thir-
teenth and twelfth centuries BCE, whether among the archives of Ugarit, Hatti, or 
on the temple walls of Medinet Habu, reflect a well-deserved angst. Examples of 
the increasing presence of Sea Peoples enclaves in coastal regions and local pop-
ulation movements into the highlands of the southern Levant—as throughout the 
eastern Mediterranean as well (e.g., Vokotopoulos – Michalopoulou 2018)—sug-
gest that such movements were increasingly common and now largely unimpeded 
(Burke 2018a: 241). Indeed, with the decline of the imperial powers, which were 
increasingly facing the destabilization of their own regimes at home, resistance to 
refugee movements by local groups and small polities presented the only potential 
barriers to relocation.

One of the primary reasons for the neglect of the study of refugees throughout 
the Bronze Age, but especially after its end, has been the focus placed upon identi-
fying macro events that could be considered the principal triggers of this so-called 
collapse. These include climate change, drought, famines, earthquakes, and inva-
sions and migrations. This is unquestionably the legacy of an uncritical embrace 
of catastrophism in Near Eastern studies during the first half of the twentieth 
century, dominated as it was by the cultural-historical paradigm and its views 
of grand, sweeping movements of people groups as an explanatory framework 
(e.g., Drews 1988; 1993); see discussion in the context of migration archaeology 
below. At its core, this view of the end of the Bronze Age resulted from a selective 
emphasis that was placed primarily on sources from the very empires whose nar-
ratives have served as the main perspective from which our understanding of the 
history of this period has been constructed. Consequently, these sources—biased 
as we may expect them to be—sought to assign blame to external forces, whether 
drought, famine, foreign invaders, or divine wrath. As such, however, they shine 
no light on the deleterious socioeconomic impact of prolonged imperial inter-
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vention or the internal unrest of the failing dynasties of both Hatti and Egypt 
(Bryce  2005:  328; Cooney 2022: 328–341). Although efforts have been made to 
emphasize that multiple factors were at work in the so-called LBA collapse (Cline 
2021), it remains the case that little consideration has been given to the self-inflict-
ed nature of this collapse by the very political regimes that would bear the brunt of 
the decline, particularly concerning imperial control of foreign lands. This decline, 
in large part, centered on the depopulation of regions like the Levant that is 1) at-
tested by textual sources referencing the taking of war captives and deportations 
(Langer 2021), 2) can be inferred from centuries of violent conflict in the region 
(Redford 1992: 125‒237), and 3) measured by a decline in site numbers and site 
sizes (Gonen 1984). However, smaller, regional displacements of populations, as 
identified among the textual sources discussed earlier, also present an important 
basis for understanding the enduring changes to settlement patterns that spanned 
the course of the LBA, with the most notable differences to be expected during 
the early Iron Age, following the withdrawal of the Hittite and Egyptian Empires.

4. Migration Archaeology and Refugees4. Migration Archaeology and Refugees

In light of this textual evidence for periodic forced migration resulting from war-
fare and border and diplomatic disputes throughout the LBA (to say nothing of 
other causes of forced migration in the same period, like drought), and none of 
it particularly new, it is fair to ask why more has not been done until recently to 
identify refugees in the archaeological record. After all, most of these movements 
are not suggested to be of particularly great distance and thus settlements in near-
by regions may be likely candidates for identifying relocated refugees. The an-
swers to this may reside in the situation of refugee archaeology within the broader 
field of migration archaeology that has experienced its own challenges.

The study of migration in archaeology has been undergoing a steady rehabil-
itation only since the 1990s. In particular, European and classical archaeologies 
have expended considerable efforts in developing methodologies that might per-
mit consideration of this area of human activity, which has been far more studied 
by other social sciences (Daniels 2022b). A review of scholarship over the past 
century exposes, however, the fundamental persistence of bipolar approaches to 
the question of the role of migration in the eastern Mediterranean and Near East 
at the end of the LBA. On the one hand, early cultural-historical approaches were 
obsessed with mass-migration hypotheses that provided limited data, and little 
nuance or explanation for the alleged migration phenomena they identified, usu-
ally seeking singular triggers for what were characterized as monolithic, en masse 
population movements (Trigger 2006). On the other hand, and largely in response 
to earlier approaches, an about-face by processualists—a “retreat from migration-
ism” as it has been called—led largely to the downplaying of migration in a bid to 
reevaluate cultural change (Burmeister 2000: 539), often as a predominantly en-
dogenous process. David Anthony summarized well the state of migration studies 
more than thirty years ago:

Most archeologists would agree that although migrations might well affect cultur-
al evolution, their apparent unpredictability and the difficulty of identifying them 
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archeologically combine to make migration an explanatory construct of limited 
utility. In other words, migration has been avoided because archeologists lack 
the theory and methods that might allow them to incorporate migration into the 
explanation of culture change, not because migration is regarded as unimportant. 
Instead of developing the needed tools, archeologists have avoided the subject. 
Many of the needed tools already exist in the form of models developed by ge-
ographers, biological anthropologists, applied anthropologists, and sociologists. 
(Anthony 1990: 895)

Until at least the mid-2010s, processualist efforts had largely replaced those of mi-
grationists, while often disregarding emergent approaches shaped by observable 
historical phenomena, as is the case in refugee studies. While some rehabilitation 
of migration studies in archaeology has taken place, Anthony’s statement rings 
especially true for the archaeological study of refugees.

Despite acknowledgment of the realities and varieties of migration that likely 
occurred in antiquity as much as in the present, until recently little has materially 
changed in the archaeological study of refugees outside of a select group of re-
searchers.4 A seeming reticence persists, however, in efforts to explicitly articulate 
archaeological approaches to the identification of refugees. At best, passing refer-
ences are usually made to “refugees” by scholars regarding certain archaeological 
contexts (e.g., Knapp – Manning 2016; Cline 2021), but with no targeted effort to 
identify an approach or method for their identification. Furthermore, various oth-
er references to archaeological phenomena that may relate to refugee study, such 
as squatter occupations (Itkin 2022), population displacements, and sedentariza-
tion, remain unexplored (Burke 2018b: 1). Even recent treatments of migration in 
the LBA fail to explicitly address refugee movements as a major structural element 
within migration as a whole (e.g., Knapp 2021). That refugees have been largely 
ignored as discrete socioeconomic agents warranting direct investigation is per-
haps clearest in their systemic omission from the indexes of most archaeological 
and historical works in which the term refugee or the concept otherwise appears, 
even in passing, within the text itself. Even recent works dedicated to the study of 
human migration in archaeology largely give limited and passing attention to ref-
ugees and forced migration (Daniels 2022a).5 The problem for archaeologists may 
stem from early omissions of reference to the category of refugees in landmark 
studies of migration and archaeology, especially since 1990 (i.e., Anthony 1990; 
Burmeister 2000).

Although a correction may be underway to address refugees in archaeology 
as with migration as a whole, it is occurring more slowly than might be expected 
in light of the highly visible migrations of the past decade and the types of textual 
evidence discussed earlier. Several reasons may be suggested for this. First, as 
mentioned above, old antimigrationist tendencies continue to conflate the fantas-
tic en masse migrations and invasions imagined by early twentieth-century schol-
ars with more recent and methodologically sound attempts that are informed by 
fields such as anthropology and sociology, both of which have extensively studied 

4	 Burke 2011; 2012; 2021; Killebrew 2017; 2018; Driessen 2018; Webster 2021; Camaño 2022; Itkin 2022.
5	 Particularly revealing, e.g., is that the introduction to Homo Migrans does not once mention refugees as 

part of migration (Daniels 2022b), despite that at least a couple contributions in the volume discuss refu-
gees (Camaño 2022; Porter 2022).
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refugees for more than half a century (see Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al. 2014). There is 
little of utility to such reductionist perspectives and for scholars willing to dismiss 
migrations of any sort, such archaeological research is panned as retrograde (e.g., 
Homsher – Cradic 2018).

Second, that archaeology has not interrogated refugee archaeology appears 
also to result from mistaken assumptions that the Westphalian order—a world with 
clearly delineated borders and international laws—is responsible for the creation 
of an entirely different world, and that refugees are, therefore, effectively only a 
byproduct of this late historical development. While there is merit to considering 
the degree to which the Westphalian order has exacerbated modern refugee crises 
(Loescher 2021), this perspective is, of course, only possible if one entirely ignores 
premodern textual sources for the identification of refugees, where refugees are 
present despite the absence of clear cartographic borders drawn by geographic 
information systems and enforced with the construction of physical barriers. This 
may explain why only in the last fifteen years ancient Near Eastern historians and 
biblical scholars have begun to really take up the question of refugees, although 
usually under the banner of “forced migration” or “displacement” and quite often, 
first and foremost, with primary interest in imperial deportations (e.g., Kelle – 
Ames – Wright 2011).6 This shortcoming may in part result from assumption that 
the United Nation’s definition of refugees is the exclusive basis for the definition 
and application of the term refugee.7 Ancient texts, as illustrated earlier, prove 
that such assumptions are deeply flawed and are rife with modern, exceptionalist 
thinking. Ancient borders may be difficult to define, more often fluid, and possi-
bly more frequently shifting. However, they did conceptually exist and are, most 
importantly, simply less clear to us in the absence of all the sources we may wish 
to possess. That they existed is perhaps clear in the emphasis on the status of ref-
ugees as “fugitives,” namely as possessions of the states that laid claim to a region, 
whether defined by their geographic boundaries, networks of settlements and 
their productive lands, or both of these.8 Indeed, it is not the existence of borders 
but the claim to sovereignty over individuals, whether as the inhabitants of towns, 
villages, or hamlets, and attempts to flee that, in fact, result in their identification 
as a munnabtu. In this respect, the translation “fugitives” for munnabtu for what 
are clearly refugee populations, while avoiding defining borders and boundaries 
in relation to the possession of individuals by the state, implicitly recognizes that 
such sovereignty over individuals is itself, in fact, the main issue.

Third, a recent rise in indigentist-focused scholarship, which ideologically 
favors endogenous explanations that are often rooted in a predilection for iden-
tifying local cultural continuity, has opposed and obscured the potential for iden-
tifying other forms of migration. Thus, exogenous influences, which are evident 

6	 Even so, despite extensive work on flight some have still managed to hardly address refugees, with the 
term as such (Snell 2001: 31).

7	 The UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees identifies a refugee as “an individual who owing to 
well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a partic-
ular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or owing to 
such fear, unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or, who, not having a nationality or 
being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing 
to such fear, is unwilling to return to it” (Article 1(2), 1951).

8	 For a critique of cartographic representations and the role of networked understandings, see Smith 2005.


