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T H E  L E G A C Y  O F  T H E  S E A  P E O P L E S

RAIDERS, PIRATES, OR EXPLORERS?
By James Blake Wiener

The decline of the Late Bronze Age civilizations of the Mediterranean and Near East has remained 

an enduring mystery to historians and archaeologists. At the center of this pivotal moment in 

time are the enigmatic Sea Peoples, who are often blamed for the collapse of Mycenae, Ugarit, 

Alashiya, and the Hittite Empire, and for the decline of ancient Egypt. However, there remains little 

consensus as to who the Sea Peoples were, where they came from originally, and what ultimately 

became of them. In this interview, James Blake Wiener speaks to Professor Louise Hitchcock – 

one of the world’s leading experts on the Bronze Age Mediterranean and the ancient Aegean 

– about the Sea Peoples and their legacy in reshaping the ancient Eastern Mediterranean.

T he Sea Peoples appear to have been a 
band of people of mixed origins, who mi-
grated, raided, and settled along the coasts 
and islands of the Eastern Mediterranean, 

Aegean, Levant, and Anatolia between c. 1230 and 
1170 BC. Who do you think the Sea Peoples were?

Aren Maeir and I have co-authored four articles that 
are accessible on my academia.edu page, exploring 
the idea that the Sea Peoples were pirates. We de-
veloped an anthropological model using history and 
geography to examine what is common to pirate cul-
tures across time and space. One of the things we 
argued for is that the Sea Peoples formed a unique 
maritime culture that was based on spending most of 
their time on board ships, whereby tribal names were 
a cultural convention that people of different origins 
adopted when they joined the tribe. So, I would say 
that the origin of their culture was a ship-based one 
where Aegean drinking practices were an activity 
that their cultural identity coalesced around.

Do the Sea Peoples deserve sole credit for ending the 
Bronze Age as we understand it? It is worth noting 
that the decline of inland Bronze Age empires, such 
as those of Kassite Babylonia, Elam, and Assyria, could 
not have been caused directly by the Sea Peoples?

I’m not absolutely sure about this, but it’s very possible 
that the Sea Peoples’ could have taken advantage of any 
number of situations differentially affecting the region, 
including crop failure, plague (possibly indicated by the 
switch to cremation burials in Greece), and/or earth-
quakes. However, I think it would have been very diffi-

cult for sick and/or starving people to 
engage in the scale of destruction we 
see. I do think that a peasant uprising combined 
with piratical activity coming from Italy and from 
the east could have resulted in destruction as the pi-
rates gained followers (piratical activity by the Luk-
ka [Lycians] and Ahhiyawans [Greeks] is mentioned 
by the Hittites as early as the fourteenth century).
 By the fourteenth century, the Mycenaeans 
were engaged in massive construction works such 
as the building of palace fortifications, outbuildings, 
tholos tombs, drainage projects in Boeotia, and 
dams and roads as in the Argolid, and in maritime 
activities requiring the resources to build or acquire 
ships. All of this manual labor did not benefit the 
lives of the average workers attached to the palaces. 
Palatial dependents not only included skilled crafters 
such as weavers and metallurgists, they also included 
migrants from other parts of Greece as well as from 
abroad. In addition, there were some 
slaves – probably captured in military 
endeavors – and corvée laborers, ag-
riculturalists who might be pressed into 
service during the growing season. I can 
quite easily see such groups casting their 
lot in with the comparatively easier life of 
piracy. From what we know about histori-
cal periods of piracy, crews tended to share 
their plunder in an egalitarian manner – it’s 
probably no coincidence that the Homeric 
word for feast is Dais (to share). In addi-
tion, pirate ships probably operated with larger 
crews, making it possible to work less hard.
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After a night raid on a coastal  
Egyptian village, a group of Sea 
People make their getaway by ship, 
while being shot at by local arch-
ers. Like most pirates and raiders, 
the Sea Peoples probably preferred 
to attack poorly defended targets 
and avoided pitched battle with en-
emy armies whenever they could.
© Zvonimir Grbasic
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 With regard to the failure of more inland Empires, this 
could have been affected by the disruption of Mediterranean 
trade networks, where gateway sites such as Ugarit were de-
stroyed. Another possibility is that banditry spread as a type 
of contagion in the region, just as populism is sweeping Eu-
rope today. Banditry is known to co-occur with piracy and 
mercenary activity in a continuum of what modern Greek 
historian Thomas Gallant calls military entrepreneurship. It’s 
also possible that the two events are only marginally related.

Why do you think generations of scholars have been so 
keen to find a single explanation for the decline of Bronze 
Age civilizations?

I think this has a lot to do with the way the Sea Peoples have 
been studied, and the fact that the archaeological explora-
tions of Philistia and Cyprus were quite late, with scientific 
analysis taking place even later. Until Heinrich Schliemann’s 
discoveries at Troy and Mycenae in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the Homeric poems were regarded entirely as myth, 
while the Bible was regarded as a historical document. 
Schliemann was able to demonstrate that a heroic Bronze 
Age actually existed and that it became hopelessly roman-
ticized with the Homeric notion of larger-than-life heroic 
aristocrats taking what they wanted. Hittite and Mycenaean 
Greek were not deciphered until well into the twentieth cen-
tury, while the cuneiform scripts of the Near East and Egypt 
were not deciphered until the nineteenth century, with work 
on this still continuing today. By contrast, ancient Greece 
and Rome have been continuously studied for some 2500 
years, rendering these civilizations better understood. Al-
though we have a great deal to learn and understand, which 
makes the Bronze Age Mediterranean islands, coastal re-
gions, and hinterlands an exciting area to study with con-
tinuous new discoveries, we were initially saddled with a lot 
of baggage in the form of Homer’s heroes and biblical stories. 
Our relative ignorance, combined with traditional cultural 
historical approaches, saddled with these iconic narratives, 
gave rise to an academic milieu where it became normal and 
natural to assume that Homer’s heroes left Caphtor (Crete) 
and Kittim (Cyprus) to mount a colonization of the Levant, 
bringing Greek cultural sophistication with their aristocratic 
feasting rituals and iron weapons into conflict with rural Isra-
elite shepherds. It still makes for a compelling story.

Is it useful or worthwhile to think of the Sea Peoples as ‘pi-
rates’? Could the Sea Peoples have been refugees, fleeing 
from natural disasters such as earthquakes or climatic shifts?

My original research interest is in architecture. I became in-
terested in piracy as a possible means to understand the ‘Sea 
Peoples’ phenomenon, as I shall explain. Taken together, the 

scenarios you mention do not strike me as plausible, but in-
stead present other possibilities. Fleeing refugees would still 
need access to some kind of transportation, either carts or 
ships. Ships are not only expensive, they also require skill 
to repair and to navigate. Navigation requires knowledge of 
land masses, bird movements, and constellations, as well as 
steerage. Refugees might be able to work as rowers, which 
does not require special skill, as indicated in the Pylos tab-
lets, which mention 600 rowers being pressed into service. 
However, to go somewhere, refugees still require transporta-
tion. Another possibility is that refugees fled to the country-
side. There may have been some of this, which could explain 
some of the depopulation in Greece. If the Sea Peoples were 
raiders from Central Europe, this still required the ability to 
man and navigate a ship. I’m not sure what the difference is 
between a raider and a pirate; rather, I see them as different 
names for the same thing. If we have all of them coming from 
Central Europe, it explains the use of Italian-style weapons 
such as the Naue II sword, but doesn’t explain other cultural 
elements in their repertoire: the preference for Mycenaean-
style pottery and drinking rituals; other items such as Cypriot 
scapulimancy (attested in Syracuse and in Philistia); use of 
Canaanite-style ship technology, combining the Mycenae-
an-style galley with the brailed sail; a preference for hearths 
of different styles when they settle; the title of the Philistine 
kings – seren, which derives from Luwian tarwanis; and 
megaron-style structures, among other things. To assign a 
single geographic origin is not a realistic scenario based on 
what we know about historical piracy, or raiding if you want 
to call it that. Pirates tend to develop unique maritime cul-
tures based on their living aboard ships, so they may retain 
aspects of their prior culture while shedding others based on 
shipboard living and the pirate lifestyle.

The year 1177 BC is when Ramses III of Egypt (r. 1186–
1155 BC) defeated the Sea Peoples for a second time at the 
Battle of the Delta. What became of the Sea Peoples follow-
ing their defeat by Egypt?

I’m not sure that either side (Egypt or the Sea Peoples) was 
destroyed by these battles, but certainly both sides were 
weakened. The Sea Peoples, like most piratical or bandit 
groups, preferred hit-and-run tactics, such as desolating 
coastal villages by night, because this meant less damage to 
the pirates and their ships, coupled with a greater chance of 
success. The Medinet Habu reliefs fit comfortably into what 
is known about historical piracy, in that when engaged in di-
rect combat, pirates tend to be easily defeated. It seems that 
some of the captured Sea People joined the Egyptian military 
while others settled in the coastal Levant, Cyprus, Greece, 
Anatolia, and perhaps farther west. It’s been suggested that 
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as Egypt lost its grip on Canaan, the Hittites lost their grip 
on coastal Anatolia, the number of wealthy sites that could 
be plundered declined, and in other regions such as Crete, 
villages retreated to more easily defensible sites. These modi-
fied conditions made many Mediterranean regions more at-
tractive places for various groups of Sea Peoples to settle and 
turn to agro-pastoralism and metallurgy. Some settled fur-
ther west in Sicily and Sardinia, where the architectural style 
changes. I’m not an Egyptologist and cannot comment with 
certainty on Egypt’s decline, though it seems like other pres-
sures were also at play, such as the ongoing competition for 
suzerainty between the Egyptian kings and the priesthood of 
Amun, with the latter establishing a successful alliance with 
the Kushites. Egypt had been an inward-looking society for 
most of its long history, and it seems that it became so again.

You have excavated and worked throughout the Eastern 
Mediterranean – in Israel, Egypt, Syria, and Greece – and 
one site that you return to is Tell es-Safi, Israel. Tell es-Safi, 
35 km (22 mi) northwest of Hebron, is believed to be the 
Philistine city of Gath, as mentioned in the Hebrew Bible. 
Why is this site important in gaining an understanding of 
the Sea Peoples as well as the Philistines?

The importance of the Tell es-Safi/Gath archaeological pro-
ject is manifold. First of all, it is a recent project, having begun 
in 1997, where there has been an increasingly large and tal-
ented group of collaborators sharing their different interests, 
skills, and knowledge sets. In this way, each article we write 
brings into our work complementary skill sets and areas of 
expertise. In addition to all of the usual types of traditional 
excavation approaches and historical knowledge, we have 
worked side by side with a team of scientists from the Ar-
chaeological Science Lab in Rehovot. For example, when we 
discovered superimposed surfaces of hydraulic cement in my 
area in 2009, we had materials scientists to describe and ana-
lyze the chemical properties of the cement, while I and others 
were able to place it into the context of a narrative based on 
surrounding archaeological materials and comparanda. We 
have also continuously interrogated more traditional kinds of 
data, such as hearths, bread ovens, benches, and a combina-
tion of different pottery styles, among other things, in order 
to address the following questions. If the early Iron Age set-
tlers at Tell es-Safi/Gath were Greek colonists or Greek refu-
gees, then why do we see characteristics related to Cyprus 
or Anatolia? Why are we finding pig bones as early as the 
Late Bronze Age? Why is the transition from the Late Bronze 
to the Iron in my area a peaceful one, lacking a destruction 
layer? Why were the hearths predominantly external rather 
than internal? What has made the Tell es-Safi/Gath project 
a cutting-edge site for informing our knowledge of the early 

Iron Age transition has been the leadership and generosity of 
our Director, Professor Aren Maeir of Bar-Ilan University. 

Several recent studies have suggested a European origin for 
the Philistines based on analyses of ancient DNA. What do 
you think about these studies? How are they useful or prob-
lematic in your estimation?

Unfortunately, we have very little in the way of Philistine cem-
eteries from the twelfth century – which is regarded as the tra-
ditional time for the appearance of the Philistines. However, 
even if we had five gigantic cemeteries and tested all of the 
DNA in each of them, and it told us that the Philistines came 
from Greece, Italy, and neighboring areas such as the vari-
ous islands, it would be an interesting bit of trivia to answer a 
question on a game show such as Jeopardy, but it would not 
tell us much on its own about Philistine culture. Anthropolo-
gists turned away from genetics and toward culture to study 
identity and ethnicity over a century ago. Archaeology sug-
gests to us that the Philistines, or whatever we want to call 
them, were an intrusive culture where Aegean consumption 
habits were dominant, but also where a broad, transnational 
array of artifacts and their manipulation was put into use to 
create a unique and sophisticated identity. My view doesn’t 
make me ‘anti-science.’ In fact, I love what science and tech-
nology can tell me, as in the new information we gained 
about our hydraulic cement, pottery characterization that can 
help demonstrate trade patterns, or more accurate dating. As a 
bells-and-whistles type of superficial enhancement, I am less 
enchanted, although I see its value in generating more interest 
and, even better, funding. As the Sea Peoples are associated 
with many different areas, it might be more worthwhile to un-
dertake DNA analysis at other twelfth-century sites in Cyprus, 
coastal Anatolia, Sicily, and Sardinia, take a large sample, and 
then undertake a comparative analysis. However, I believe we 
could learn more about the culture of this period by studying 
the burial practices rather than the DNA, since identity is mu-
table and not dependent on genetic information. AH

James Blake Wiener was trained as a world historian and 
is a co-founder of Ancient History Encyclopedia. Learn 
more about his work at jameswiener.com or follow him 
on Twitter @herrlichmann.

Louise Hitchcock is a professor at the University of 
Melbourne in Australia; she specializes in Eastern 
Mediterranean archaeology. Hitchcock is currently 
involved in several research projects including 
investigating the relationship between Aegean, 
Cypriot, and Philistine architecture, identity, island 
archaeology, globalization in the Late Bronze Age, 
and piracy. Find her on Twitter at: @ashlarblocks 
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