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Preface 

 

What can the built environment tell about the society living in the settlement? This is the main question 
of the present work. In the final years of my studies at the University of Siena, I became intrigued by 
the relationship between frequent patterns of organisation in the urban space and specific social 
structures that are normally described as “tribal”. Furthermore, the second aspect of interest was the 
perdurance of such patterns from the Byzantine into Early Islamic times, and possibly even later into 
the Middle Islamic period. Following these two broad topics and revisiting some of the several questions 
left unanswered by my Master’s dissertation, my doctoral research investigated the possible social 
triggers for specific forms of the built environment and its development from Hellenism to the Early 
medieval (1st – 8th centuries AD). 

Archaeological disciplines have demonstrated an increasing interest in “non-material” aspects of 
ancient societies, especially following the well-known debate between processualists and post-
processualists. Inevitably a discipline such as archaeology, which heavily relies on tangible materials to 
formulate their interpretations, poses several difficulties once the topic of interests falls also into the 
immaterial side of material culture. Being that the topic of the present work incorporates such sort of 
inquiries, one pre-requirement urgently needed to be fulfilled: that is taking some important 
anthropological notions into consideration, such as “tribalism” (or more precisely segmented societies) 
and “nomadism” (i.e. pastoralism). They are indeed central in the interpretation of the archaeological 
data and architectural remains for the study region and time range. Nonetheless, their use in the 
current historical and archaeological scholarly discourse is often misleading, if not (potentially) 
misused (see Chapter 2). In fact, despite an increased attention to these theoretical concepts during the 
last years, in most cases a fully coherent and consistent use of such terms is still lacking, and heavily 
affects the reliability of some reconstructions. 

Therefore, the present work will provide a theoretical overview on the anthropological debate covering 
the two issues of segmented societies and pastoralism. It will also briefly outline the debate on the term 
“Arab”, where its very definition is closely interconnected historically and socially with these two 
central concepts. Finally in this discussion, I justify my preference for the term the “Arab settlement”, 
rather than other more commonly used terms, such as the “Islamic settlement” and the “Oriental 
settlement”. 

Two subsequent parts of the research are built upon this theoretical and anthropological basis. In the 
first section (Chapters 4-6) the data are yielded and gathered from different disciplines and then are 
progressively put together into a general analysis of settlements in the Near East. This is accomplished 
through thoroughly comparing eight case studies coming from different regions in the Levant (the 
Negev, the central region of today Jordan, and the central and southern part of the Hauran). Despite the 
strong regionalism and diversity in some aspects of their historical development, the feature that 
ultimately allows for comparison between them is that they are situated on the border between the 
desert and the “settled” areas. The comparative analysis of these eight sites ultimately aims to identify 
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a set of common elements in the built environments and at the same time highlight and explain the 
regional peculiarities, wherever possible. 

The last section (Chapters 7-8) brings together the theoretical framework of the study and the results 
of the comparative analysis, while also taking the general historical context into consideration. By 
showing some patterns and behaviours related to the built environment in the longue durée, it will be 
argued that society, especially family groups and the (potential) presence of nomadic pastoralists, 
played a central role in the organisation and continuity of settlements, especially between the 5th and 
8th centuries. Investigating the relationship between social dynamics and phenomena and 
architectural forms is indeed crucial in order to understand the creation, maintenance or change, and 
finally the abandonment of determined spatial behaviour. Furthermore, it allows us to consider the 
following questions: What was the social structure determining them? To what extent were the identity 
patterns reflected by the built environment? Which role did the sedentarisation of nomads play? This 
role might ultimately partially explain the recurrence of some ways of organising the built environment 
in such a broad geographical area. 

Another aim of this work is addressing the long-debated topic of the “Oriental” or “Islamic city” from 
the archaeological perspective. Preferring to use the term “Arab”, while also carefully considering its 
potential constraints, is an attempt to bypass some limitations of the previous two terms. In my opinion 
the concept of the “Oriental city” as described by Eugen Wirth, among others, is preferable to the 
“Islamic city”, which evokes a discontinuity in urban forms that cannot be supported by evidence from 
the archaeological record. At the same time, the “Arab city” is preferable to the “Oriental city” because 
it frames the analysis into a more specific chronological, geographical, and possibly social context. 
These too terms, however, are not to be seen as antithetical, the first being simply a specific case in the 
wide spectrum of possible Oriental settlements. 

It should be noted that although the present work is not focused on properly “urban” case studies; 
namely, none of the settlements considered in this study was a proper Hellenistic polis. In fact, the so-
called “rural settlements” can explain some of the phenomena that take place in the larger cities of the 
former Roman Near East. Furthermore, creating a typology of the settlements by using the available 
administrative terminology presents its own challenges, especially for the Late Antique period. 

While it is beyond the scope of the present study to offer a definitive or universal model of the spatial 
organisation of settlements, applying this new methodology to the range of case studies and material 
evidence revealed some significant trends for the study region, including the role of family groups in 
shaping and maintaining the built environment. It is the hope of this study to offer this new 
methodology for future archaeological studies, encouraging others to approach architecture and urban 
planning in ancient settlements in the Near East alongside the many possible social factors that 
contributed to turning them into a built reality. In this case the contribution of multiple disciplines can 
indeed result in a more complex and realistic explanation of such a fascinating phenomenon that is the 
built environment; it might also possibly allow us to glean some of the non-material features 
determining it, like identity. 

 

I would like to extend my gratitude and sincere thanks to many people, professors, colleagues, friends 
and most importantly my family, for their help in the realisation of my doctoral thesis, which has 
culminated in the publication of this book. Even though it is not possible to list them all here, I would 
like to mention those who most directly helped me through the various stages of my work and by 
different means: my supervisors Prof. Dr Michael Heinzelmann (University of Cologne, Germany), Prof. 
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for reviewing and editing the text. 
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Chronology for the region (based on David Kennedy, The Roman Army in Jordan, Council for British 
Research in the Levant, London 2004) 

 

Hellenistic 332 – 64 BC 

Nabatean 300 BC – AD 106 

Roman 64 BC – AD 324 

 Early Roman 64 BC – AD 135 

 Late Roman 135 – 324 

Byzantine 324 – 640 

 Early Byzantine 324 – 491 

 Late Byzantine 491 – 640 

Early Islamic 640 – 1174 

 Umayyad 640 – 750 

 Abbasid 750 – 969 

 Fatimid 969 – 1071 

 Seljuk-Zenjid 1071 – 1174 

Middle Islamic (see “Late” in Kennedy 2004) 1174 – 1516 

 Ayyubid 1174 – 1263 

 Mamluk 1263 – 1516 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The transition between the Byzantine and the Early Islamic periods is an intriguing phase in the history 
of the Middle East. Recent studies (for instance Magness 2003 and Avni 2014) have finally challenged, 
and arguably surpassed, the old tradition associating the arrival of Arab tribes from the Arabian 
Peninsula with a complete destruction of the classical Greco-Roman heritage (the idea of the “Arab 
conquest”, Donner 1981). In fact, more features of continuity between the two periods have been 
progressively recognised in many aspects of political, social and economic life.1 This new attitude and 
awareness has been applied to studies on the Late Antique period across the Mediterranean in general 
and is to a large extent due to both the broadening of the spectrum of sources used by scholars for their 
interpretations, which are no longer limited to historical sources, and to a considerable refinement of 
archaeological methodology and dating tools. The evolving settlement pattern is one of the first topics 
that underwent a critical analysis: in contrast with the previous idea of a complete abandonment of 
several villages, towns and even cities across the Middle East following the Arab invasion, 
archaeological surveys clearly demonstrated that life continued, often with no macroscopic changes. 
The very fate of the urban phenomenon: cities did not come to an end with the Arab conquest. On the 
contrary, several Hellenistic urban features survived and were reused despite the evident changes in 
the morphology of the cities from the Classical through the Byzantine into the Early Islamic periods 
(Sauvaget 1934; Sauvaget 1941; Kennedy 1985; Di Segni 1995; Di Segni 1999; Wirth 2000; Walmsley 2011; 
and Avni 2014 among others). 

Here lies one major problem: the detailed analysis of the built environment, in its diachronic dimension, 
concentrated almost exclusively on the urban context, namely the former classical poleis. However, at 
the same time, the settlements dotting the countryside did not attract the same attention, and they 
were mainly documented in order to determine whether they survived the Byzantine period. Though 
as a result of intensive surveys, a considerable number were dated to the 5th and 6th centuries (Avni 
2014), which necessitates not only the reconsideration of the chronology of the settlement patterns in 
this region but also a deeper understanding of this unpreceded development. 

The present work aims to shed some light on the countryside and its respective chronology of 
settlement patterns and the built environment, and more specifically attempts to trace the 
development of eight case studies spread throughout the Roman and Byzantine Near East, dating from 
the 1st to the 8th/9th AD. Although, I will particularly focus on the latter phases of this period, which 
constitute the so-called Late Byzantine-Early Islamic transition. There are several reasons for zooming 
in on this transitional phase. First of all, the overwhelming predominance of material remains date to 
these later centuries and have heavily affected our knowledge of the initial developments of most sites. 
Secondly, the apex in the development of these rural settlements takes place during this phase, starting 
from the 4th century and increasing until at least the 7th century, not only in terms of the number of 
sites and their increased dimensions, but also, and more interestingly, the expanded diversity of 
functions that can be associated with such rural settlements. This is a phase in which the dichotomy 
between city and countryside becomes blurrier, with the development of an intermediate level of 
settlement that if maintaining a rural connotation, seem to function as an “urban hub”. This can clearly 

 
1 For instance, the unearthing of a series of papyri from Nessana, in the Negev, and Petra, in modern day Jordan, 
opened an important window into the societies and the administration during this transitional period, showing a 
strong continuity from the Byzantine well into the Early Islamic period in social and administrative aspects, 
including fiscal practices, family structure, and religion (see Chapter 7.4). 
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connect with general political and economic changes taking place in this phase and more even more 
closely with the evolution in the morphology and role of the cities in the region. It is therefore difficult 
to consider these two phenomena as independent from one another. 

 

The former Roman provinces of Siria, Arabia and Palaestina have always been peculiar in terms of 
settlement dynamics: the presence of diverse environments encouraged humans to develop various 
adaptation strategies already from the earliest phases when they inhabited the region. In particular, 
living on a “boundary” line between the desert extending to the East, and also to the South in the case 
of Palaestina, and lands always cultivable more or less year-round, led to the co-existence of a plurality 
of groups with different socio-economic orientations and mobility or settlement patterns. Not all 
regions were alike, both environmentally and culturally speaking, and historical evidence attests that 
each region had its own peculiarities. Despite this, when considering several sites across the Near East, 
a recurring pattern in the general spatial organisation of hamlets, villages and towns is recognisable: 
blocks and quarters are often occurring as clusters of farmhouses that are entirely closed to the outside, 
extremely compact in their inner structure, and almost completely self-sufficient as far as water 
management is concerned. Furthermore, domestic architecture within settlements shows an even more 
marked homogeneity. Why do these features occur as such? Which factors determine the development 
and organisation of the built environment of these rural and “semi-urban” settlements, especially 
during their Byzantine expansion? In my opinion, one of the key influential factors may be the social 
structures, and in particular different settings of family-groups.2 Their perdurance through different 
historical phases, most notably after the arrival of the new Islamic administration, might also offer an 
explanation for the continuity in the processes behind the built environment. 

A settlement can be approached from different scales and in different levels of detail. While a settlement 
could be approached through its regional context, scholars up until now have mainly studied 
settlements from two opposite extremes in terms of scale: the “macro” scale, namely the spatial 
organisation of the entire settlement and, though less frequently used, the “micro” scale, meaning the 
spatial organisation and evolution within the domestic space. This is particularly true for the study of 
cities or larger settlements. Likewise, the application of the “macro” and the “micro” scale analyses 
normally does not take the parallel settlement development dynamics occurring in the countryside into 
account. With that in mind, little attention had been paid to the structures of quarters in both cities and 
in settlements in the countryside, focusing mainly on monumental complexes or the more general 
layout of the site, with only a few exceptions.3 

The present work attempts to fill these two methodological gaps in the analysis of rural settlements. 
On the one hand, it aims to provide a descriptive and diachronic investigation on three different levels, 
from the “macro” to the “micro”: the settlement in its entirety, the intermediate level of the 
quarter/block, and the house. On the other hand, it aims to elucidate some of the possible factors 
determining the spatial organisation of these different levels of analysis, while paying particular 
attention to their (potential) social significance. This analytical approach allows the researcher 

 
2 A study on the so-called Iron Age “Four-room house” (Faust and Bunimovitz 2003) represents a good reference 
for its social interpretation of the built environment, relating specifically different typologies of houses with 
different types of family structures and identity patterns. 
3 Particularly noticeable are the studies on the Southwest and Northwest quarters in Jerash (Lichtenberger and 
Raja 2015; Blanke 2018; Lichtenberger and Raja 2018; Kalaitzoglou 2018). 
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simultaneously to disentangle and clarify the multiple connections between built environment and 
social structures, possibly at different scales. 

In order to test this approach, this study considers four different regions on the margins of the desert 
across the Near East. A set of eight case studies was chosen, because of their level of preservation and 
the availability of archaeological data from excavations or architectural surveys (Figure 1): 

• Mseikeh and Sharah in the central Hauran, in modern Syria; 
• Umm es-Surab and Umm el-Jimal in the southern Hauran, on the border between modern 

Jordan and Syria; 
• Umm er-Rasas and Tell Hisban in the central Jordanian Plateau;4 
• Mampsis and Shivta in the Negev desert in modern Israel. 

Alongside the multi-scalar approach to the settlement, I consider social implications of material 
evidence, which by itself presents its own set of methodological challenges. Investigations on the social 
stratification and composition of a site are quite common in several archaeological projects (among 
others: Faust and Bunimovitz 2003; Desreumaux et al. 2011; Walker 2013; Walker et al. 2014) and their 
reliability mainly depends on the accuracy of the excavation data and materials. However, connecting 
material evidence to “immaterial” elements, like identity and ethnicity, is extremely complicated, 
especially since the nature and criteria to define such terms is a hotly debated topic unto itself in 
archaeology and in other fields, most noteworthy between the contraposing Primoridalists and 
Instrumentalists.5 Generally speaking, dealing with issues that go beyond the materiality of the 
archaeological documentation has long been a challenge for archaeologists, with noteworthy examples 
being the emergence of New Archaeology in the 1970s and the following movements of the post-
processualism (Renfrew and Bahn 2004: 23–27), and the extent which immaterial aspects can be 
described and explained is a recurring topic in debates. 

While archaeological and architectural data represent the core dataset of the study, the contribution of 
data and methods from other disciplines is central for the interpretation of the former dataset to help 
answer the questions set out in this study. For the purposes of this study, the dataset was gathered from 
the available publications on the sites, and to a certain extent also from autoptic observations made in 
the field by the author, with the only two exceptions being the Syrian sites that could not be visited due 
to the current political climate. The epigraphical record represents particularly important source 
material, especially for the social organisations of segmented societies explored in this study. Mentions 
of family ties and “tribal” affiliations are widespread across the regions examined and cover a wide 
chronological spectrum. If not coming directly from a specific site like Umm el-Jimal, the evidence 
comes from immediate surroundings of these sites or nearby settlements. It is clear that the nature and 
destination of the inscriptions is also extremely diversified, from funerary to dedicatory, from carved 
blocks to stone-graffiti. It consists of a variety of evidence that offers multiple perspectives on social 
aspects of the local communities, which would have been otherwise missed by other types of evidence. 
This is especially true for the rural context, where other historical sources might be not as helpful, since 
contemporary sources tend to consider the urban perspective more frequently, also when writing on 

 
4 These two case studies will be considered separately at the end of the chapter because of the nature of their poor 
conservation. Not all three levels of analysis could be easily applied to these sites; nonetheless they will provide 
good case studies to test the method I propose here for non-optimal material contexts. 
5 For an overview, see: Hall 1997; Jones 1997. A sort of compromise between these two positions is Bourdieu’s 
“theory of Practice” (Bourdieu 1977). 
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the “countryside”. This is not to deny any possible use of historical sources within the research; though, 
this is simply to suggest that extra care in how this information is applied to the rural context. Lastly, 
difficulties are also often reflected in problematic terminology, whether they are used by ancient 
sources or applied by modern scholars. Here, cultural anthropology and ethnoanthropological 
comparisons play a fundamental role, despite the challenges involved in creating parallels between 
ancient societies and contemporary (or at least more recent) ones. Therefore, the anthropological 
debate greatly contributes in helping to establish the theoretical background on which the 
interpretations of the archaeological data are built within this study. 

  

Figure 1 - Location of the case studies (Satellite image: Google Earth) 




