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Abstract

Urbanization, as a formative process in the rise of social and economic complexity, has long dominated
conceptualizations of the Early Bronze Age (EBA) southern Levant, with many synthetic reconstruc-
tions assuming a process structurally analogous to developments witnessed elsewhere in the ancient
Near East. Viewed from this perspective, urbanism as experienced in the EBA southern Levant was
little more than a secondary, derivative expression of the earlier and larger-scale manifestations that had
occurred in southern Mesopotamia and Egypt. Settlement patterns and excavated remains from the
Central Highlands of Jordan, however, reveal a striking pattern of low-level integration and auto-
nomous development. Although a complex social order clearly emerged, the evidence suggests the for-
mation of heterarchically organized regional communities, rather than the hierarchical, centralized
urban landscape typically assumed for the region. This paper examines the evidence for heterarchy in
the EBA, and its implications regarding prevailing views about the development of urbanism in the
southern Levant.

EBA southern Levant, therefore, has often
been viewed as a secondary, derivative expres-
sion of the earlier and larger-scale manifesta-
tions that had preceded it in southern
Mesopotamia and Egypt (for an explicit appli-
cation of this secondary state formation
model, see Esse 1989).

In maintaining this view, however, an
important aspect of urbanism has generally
gone unrecognized, namely that urban cen-
ters function not as isolated autonomous set-

Introduction

Numerous attempts have been made to
explain the rise of social complexity during
the Early Bronze Age (EBA) in the southern
Levant. While reconstructions have invoked
varying hypotheses based on migration/inva-
sion (Hennessy 1967; Lapp 1970; Vaux
1971), diffusion (Kempinski 1978; 1989) or
indigenous  evolution (Schaub 1982;
Mirosched;ji 1989; Joffe 1991), they have con-

sistently shared the assumption that urbaniza-
tion played a fundamental role in the process.
Moreover, many theorists have assumed a
process structurally analogous to develop-
ments witnessed elsewhere in the ancient
Near East. Urbanism, as experienced in the
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tlements, but as integral components of an
interdependent regional network of cities,
towns and rural communities (for which see
Wheatley 1972). Integration, therefore,
rather than scale, should represent a more
reliable index of the level of urbanization that
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has occurred in a region. With the increased
emphasis on settlement pattern analysis in
the 1990s (e.g. Esse 1991; Joffe 1993; Finkel-
stein and Gophna 1993; Gophna 1995; Get-
zov et al. 2000), progress has been made
toward documenting the process of settle-
ment intensification and abatement that
transpired on a regional level over the course
of the EBA. Nevertheless, this effort still has
largely failed to examine the varying func-
tional relationships that emerged within and
between these regional communities.

Only recently has attention finally begun to
shift more explicitly to the issue of integra-
tion. In a series of studies utilizing site catch-
ment analysis and models generated from
rank-size distributions, Bronze Age settlement
data from the principal geographical sub-
regions of the southern Levant have demon-
strated consistently low levels of integration,
with the largest settlements superimposed on a
broader, rural netwotk of small towns and vil-
lages that followed their own courses of devel-
opment (Falconer 1987a; 1994a; 1994b;
Falconer and Savage 1995). The advent of
urbanism in the southern Levant, in other
words, would appear to have pursued a decid-
edly different trajectory to that observed else-
where in the ancient Near East.

This growing awareness that the develop-
ment of urban institutions and the rise of com-
plex regional polities may not always (nor
necessarily) have resulted in the formation of
centralized networks with rigidly hierarchical
relationships certainly is not new, nor has it
been restricted to the study of the EBA south-
ern Levant. In a series of articles beginning in
the 1970s, Carole Crumley (1976; 1979; 1987;
1995) challenged the universal applicability of
the neo-evolutionary paradigm, as articulated
by Service (1962) and Fried (1967), and its
reliance on central place theory to explain the
rise of urbanized state-ordered societies. Dis-
satisfied with the prevailing paradigm when
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her analysis of settlement patterns in Bur-
gundy identified divergent sources of power
within Iron Age Celtic polities, Crumley sub-
sequently adopted the concept of heterarchy.

First employed in neurology to help con-
ceptualize the organization of cognitive struc-
tures within the human brain (McCulloch
1945), the concept of heterarchy embraces a
series of related elements within a system or
network that are either unranked or equiva-
lently ranked, or possess the potential to be
ranked in differing ways (Crumley 1979: 144;
1987: 156; 1995: 3). Sites of equal size might
be important for different reasons, while sites
of unequal size do not necessarily maintain
the same rank-order with respect to variables
other than size. Instead, a heterarchically
organized society possesses ‘a maze of bound-
aries—social, linguistic, topographic, cli-
matic, administrative, commercial—that do
not necessarily nest but often crosscut one
another’ (Crumley 1995: 2, original empha-
sis). Furthermore, Crumley stresses, the rela-
tionship between heterarchy and hierarchy
is dynamic, both spatially and temporally.
Heterarchical structures can develop into
hierarchies, or vice-versa, without requiring
explanations based on collapse. As she notes,
‘Heterarchical relationships among elements
at one spatial scale or in one dimension...may
be hierarchical at another’ (1995: 4).

As an alternative theoretical framework for
the explication of power relations within com-
plex societies, the concept of heterarchy has
gained increasing popularity in recent years, as
evidenced, for example, by the assembled
papers in Ehrenreich et al. (1995), which
include case studies from the American South-
east (Rogers 1995), the Lowland Maya (Potter
and King 1995), Bronze and Iron Age Britain
(Ehrenreich 1995), Bronze Age Denmark
(Levy 1995), Medieval Ireland (Wailes 1995),
QOceania and Greece (Small 1995), South
India (Zagarell 1995) and Southeast Asia
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(White 1995). More recent studies include
Bronze Age Cyprus (Keswani 1996) and the
American Southwest (Rautman 1998). A
review of these studies reveals, however, that
use of the concept has assumed the existence
of a wide variety of structural forms, to the
point where more precise definition and con-
sistency of use are needed to avoid conceptual
confusion, as some scholars have already
observed (Brumfiel 1995: 125; Rautman 1998:
328:; Stein 1998: 7). Moreover, it is important
that the heterarchical concept not be viewed
simply as another classificatory category or
type positioned along a simple-to-complex (or
egalitarian-non-egalitarian) sociopolitical con-
tinuum, but rather as an abstract organizing
principle capable of manifesting itself in a vari-
ety of ways and forms. Utilized in this manner,
the heterarchical perspective permits the dis-
entanglement of specific social, economic and
political relationships, and the possibility of
delineating the causal interplay between indi-
vidual agents, social groups, productive indus-
tries, institutions and processes.

Despite the persistent tendency to employ
models and concepts derived from the river-
ine environments of southern Mesopotamia
and Egypt, there has been implicit recogni-
tion among scholars that the highly frag-
mented geography of the southern Levant was
not conducive to the formation of large-scale
centralized states and bureaucracies, along
with their tendency toward rigidly hierarchi-
cal structures. Clearly, therefore, a conceptual
framework that accommodates the environ-
mental diversity and variability specific to the
southern Levantine region is needed. It is our
contention that the flexibility and fluidity
embodied in the concept of heterarchy pro-
vides precisely such a framework. Indeed, as
one of us has observed previously (Harrison
1995; 1997a: 25; 2001), and as others have
also begun to note (e.g. Nicolle and Braemer

2001; Philip 2001; Prag 2001), the available
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evidence suggests that the environmental
conditions of the southern Levant were ide-
ally suited to the development of heterarchi-
cal relationships.

More specifically, during the EBA, we
believe the evidence points to the emergence
of small-scale regional communities, with
intra- and inter-regional integration occurring
in a variety of ways and with varying degrees
of intensity. While the ‘corporate village’
model (Philip 2001: 167-68; this issue) and
Chesson’s application of the ‘house society’
model (this issue) describe essentially heterar-
chical relationships among households within
individual communities, our approach recog-
nizes the necessity of expanding the scope of
community analysis to include individual resi-
dential sites, their neighbors, and all the
extractive, ceremonial and other special pur-
pose locales within a larger landscape. A thor-
ough consideration of ‘community’, in other
words, must incorporate multiple scales of
analysis, both at the intra-site and inter-site,
or regional levels (Canuto and Yaeger 2000).

A comparison of documentary sources such
as the Amarna Letters with Late Bronze Age
settlement clusters delineated by spatial analy-
sis reveals a remarkable convergence between
these two lines of evidence (Savage and Fal-
coner 2003), and encourages a similar ap-
proach to earlier prehistoric periods. During
the EBA, settlement pattern analysis suggests
that the southern Levant west of the Jordan
River contained from 20 to 24 such commu-
nity site clusters (Falconer and Savage n.d.).
At times, these clusters may have been region-
ally integrated into larger political ‘entities’
(cf. Greenberg, this issue). Throughout the
Bronze Age, each site cluster, or community of
sites, possessed its own developmental
sequence, often influenced but probably rarely
determined by its neighbors. EBA communi-
ties appear consistently to have favored adap-
tive strategies that preserved flexibility over
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those that emphasized maximum productivity,
with communities remaining self-sustaining
and sociopolitically autonomous, while engag-
ing in varying levels of specialized economic
production. The flexibility afforded by such
interaction would have enabled communities
to exploit existing resources, while minimizing
the risks created by the climatic variability and
environmental uncertainty that characterize
the region.

The Highlands of Central Jordan

The semi-arid Highlands of Central Jordan
present a complex landscape of rolling hills
and plateaus broken by deep cavernous wadi
systems and rocky outcrops. Situated between
the dry eastern desert steppes and the more
humid Levantine coast, the highlands are
characterized by their climatic variability and
environmental uncertainty. Straddling this
fragmented landscape, the Madaba Plain—
defined loosely here as the land mass between
the Dead Sea escarpment to the west, the
foothills of Amman to the north, the desert
steppes to the east, and the northern branches
of the Wadi Mujib to the south—comprises
an area of approximately 1600 sq km and
forms a distinct geographic unit within this
diverse setting (Figure 1). As a microcosm of
the complex environmental conditions that
distinguish the region, the Madaba Plain pre-
sents a coherent unit of analysis, and there-
fore provides an ideal opportunity to examine
the utility of the heterarchy concept as an
organizing principle for the broader southern
Levantine context.

Settlement Heterogeneity

In the 1960s and 1970s, growing dissatisfac-
tion with the tendency of Near Eastern
archaeological projects to focus only on the
urban component of settlement networks,
together with an increased awareness of the
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formative role of food procurement activities,
led to the initiation of research aimed at doc-
umenting the systemic fluctuations in food
producing strategies adopted by regional com-
munities (see Adams 1974; 1978). According
to this perspective, the overall energy input to
a food system either intensifies or abates
through time, resulting in shifts between
strategies emphasizing sedenterization, which
involves the establishment of farmsteads,
agricultural villages and towns, and those
emphasizing nomadization. Guided by this
approach, the Madaba Plains Project, through
a sustained long-term field research initiative
involving both full coverage regional survey
and excavations at selected sites in the Cen-
tral Highlands of Jordan, has successfully
identified five cycles of intensification and
abatement (Geraty et al. 1989: 5-6; LaBianca
1990). The first cycle occurred during the
EBA, and arguably has been the most forma-
tive, establishing settlement patterns and
social responses that have continued to
influence human activity in the region up to
the modern era.

EBA survey data available for the Madaba
Plain region indicate intense settlement
activity throughout this period (for further
detail, see Harrison 1997a). During the Late
Chalcolithic and EB [, settlement data reveal
a consistent pattern of small (<2 ha) sites dis-
persed along the principal wadi systems or
adjacent to springs. In the EB II-IIl period,
however, a distinct shift occurred, with settle-
ment expanding up onto the plateau. Survey
data available for the area surrounding Tell el-
‘Umeiri, situated on the northern edge of the
Madaba Plain (see Figure 1), indicate an
intense effort to exploit local resources, so
that the parent site, at 4.3 ha, emerges as a
large agricultural village actively utilizing the
resources of its hinterland. Visible features at
a number of other sites, including the pres-
ence of fortifications at Khirbet al-Qarn,
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Figure 1. Topographic map of the Madaba Plain region of Jordan.

Khirbet Iskander and Tell Madaba (see Figure
1), suggest additional settlement types within
this regional framework, and it seems clear
that a complex settlement configuration had
emerged on the Madaba Plain by the EB III
period.

The estimated agricultural sustaining capac-
ity of the Madaba Plain provides a sense of the
level of integration that might have existed

during the EBA. When calculated for the
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known EB II-III settlements on the Plain, very
little overlap is evident (Harrison 1997a: fig.
9), suggesting that the settled population
never reached a level of density that placed
pressure on the region’s natural resource base.
At the same time, the environmental variabil-
ity endemic to the Plain, which historically
has encouraged sub-regional economic special-
ization (horticulture in the northwest, wheat
and barley cultivation in the central and east-
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ern steppes, and animal husbandry in the east)
and a concomitant incentive toward intra-
regional cooperation or interdependence, very
likely prompted some degree of economic inte-
gration, although not necessarily in a hierar-
chical configuration. Rather than simple
low-level integration, the evidence suggests a
predominantly rural settlement landscape het-
erarchically organized to exploit the diverse
resource base that characterizes the Madaba
Plain region.

Rank-size analysis of the survey data, mean-
while, has produced convex rank-size curves
for each EBA sub-period (Harrison 1997a: fig.
10), a pattern usually suggestive of low level
system integration and the lack of a well-
defined spatial hierarchy. A convex rank-size
curve, however, can also result from pooling,
the mixing of sites from separate settlement
networks, or from the failure to locate the
largest site in the network. Since large EBA
settlement sites are readily visible as promi-
nent mounds on the landscape, it is unlikely
that the largest sites have been missed on the
Madaba Plain. As Falconer and Savage
(1995; Savage 1997) have demonstrated,
however, convex curves almost always occur
in the southern Levant when sites from dif-
ferent sub-regions are considered in the same
analysis. Further examination (Savage 1998;
Savage and Falconer 2003) has indicated that
even this scale of analysis by itself may result
in the conflation of sites. To avoid this pool-
ing effect, therefore, regional settlement pat-
terns ideally should be analyzed in smaller
units at the level of site clusters.

K-means cluster analysis (see Kintigh and
Ammerman 1982; Kintigh 1994) of the EBA
sites in the Central Highlands of Jordan indi-
cates the presence of six clusters (Figure 2). In
Figure 2, the site clusters are represented by
large circles whose diameters show the aver-
age distance from the center of a site cluster
to each of its member sites; some sites will be
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outside the circles. Two clusters are especially
pertinent for the present study. The first is
centered in the Amman Hills (the Amman
Hills Cluster), and includes the site of Tell el-
‘Umeiri. The second, the Madaba Plain Clus-
ter, is more dispersed, and includes Tell
Madaba and sites to its northwest, west and
south. The Madaba Plain Cluster contains
sites as far south as the Wadi Wala and as far
west as the shore of the Dead Sea. The Hes-
ban (Ibach 1987) and Tell el-‘Umeiri (Boling
1989; Cole 1989; Cole and Cole 1989;
Younker 1991) regional surveys recorded sites
from both site clusters, since these projects
were aimed primarily at documenting settle-
ment along the northern part of the Madaba
Plain and the southern Amman foothills. As
a result, previous analyses of these data have
incorporated settlements from two distinct
site clusters. This pooling effect therefore
probably accounts for at least some of the
convexity evident in the rank-size distribu-
tions reported by Harrison (1997a: 21-23)
and described above.

There are a number of reasons why these site
clusters may represent distinct sociopolitical
entities, assuming they are not the result of
uneven sampling and recovery (for further dis-
cussion on the problem of sampling in rank-
size analysis, see Falconer and Savage 1995:
50-51; Savage 1997; Banning 1997: 19-20). It
has long been recognized that sites tend to
cluster around prominent geographical fea-
tures, important local resources or an impor-
tant central settlement (Hodder and Orton
1976: 85). This assumption is pivotal for
archaeological studies that rely on such ana-
lytical techniques as distance-decay relation-
ships and gravity models. Simple economic
considerations, such as the cost of moving pro-
duce in agrarian societies, suggests that people
who occupy settlements close together inter-
act more frequently than do those from more
distant communities. Increased spatial nodal-






