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Central to What? A Discursive Answer to the LPPNB Centrality Issue

The Mega-Site Debate

The workshop "Central Settlements in Neolithic Jordan", held in Petra/ Wadi Musa in July 1997, was
the most important event for achieving wider mutual understanding on the large Jordanian LPPNB
settlements as belonging to a hitherto ill-understood but well-attested Early Neolithic phenomenon
of the southern Levant: the sudden emergence and vanishing of huge sites between 7500 and 6900
BC in the semi-arid fringes of the Jordanian Highlands, with features seemingly anticipating later
complex societies.

The research history of this "hypertrophic" (Nissen, this volume) phenomenon is easily
comprehensible: Gary Rollefson was the first to address it as a possible phenomenon and to introduce

! This contribution is the revised lecture I gave at the Central Settlements Symposium in Wadi Musa, July 1997; it
was completed in late 1999. Elements of it were and are published later on at various other occasions; the references
to these were included in the bibliography (e.g. Gebel 1992b, 1998, 2002a, 2002b; Nissen, Muheisen and Gebel, in
prep.). Some footnotes of this contribution are later additions. Since an opinion similar to Fig. 1 - a map presented
to the symposium in July 1997 and first published in the web in mid 2002 (Gebel 2002b) - appeared without
attribution in 2002 (Kuijt and Goring-Morris 2002: Fig. 13), I feel it necessary to explain that this graphical
expression of the idea had been strongly inspired by Gary Rollefson before 1997. However, neither in 1997 nor
today do I understand the Mega-Site Phenomenon in the Jordanian Highland territories as a "demographic
movement" in the sense of moving populations, but rather as the movement of a successful socio-economic
paradigm which could expand along the Jordanian semi-arid fringes due to their favorable conditions (game-rich
steppe habitats), positively modifying its social, technological and economic ingredients. I assume population
pressure or movement only across the Rift Valley from W to E, possibly in several waves through passages like
Wadi Mujib, Wadi Feinan, etc. In this sense, my 1997 map may have been misunderstood by other authors.

This contribution refers to calibrated radiocarbon dates before Christ (B.C.).



the term "mega-sites" in the mid eighties, starting from his 'Ain Ghazal perspective. However, there
exists an earlier notion of the phenomenon in the Oldest Town- Debate between Kathleen Kenyon
and Bob Braidwood (Kenyon 1953, 1956; Braidwood 1957). From the second half of the eighties
Rollefson's idea has constantly been fueled by new pieces of evidence: Basta (Gebel, Muheisen and
Nissen 1988; Nissen, Muheisen and Gebel ef al. 1987, 1991; Gebel, Muheisen, Nissen and Qadi et al,
this volume), Ba'ja (Gebel 1988; Gebel and Bienert ef al. 1997; Bienert and Gebel 1998; Gebel and
Hermansen 1999, 2000, 2001; Gebel 2001), Wadi Shu'eib (Simmons, Rollefson and Kafafi et al.
2001), es-Sifiya (Mahasneh 1997, this volume), 'Ain Jammam (Gebel 1992a; Bisheh 1993; Waheeb
and Fino 1997; Fino, this volume), Ghwair! (Simmons and Najjar 1999, 2000), al-Hammeh
(Rollefson 1999), and al-Baseet ('Amr, this volume), although many of the excavators were not
aware from the beginning that they were dealing with a mega-site or a site established by the mega-
site momentum.

The Oldest Town Debate returned to the Neolithic academic community prior to 1997 by the
new arguments of G. Rollefson, who modified it into something like the Oldest Temple/Town-
Debate. "Proto-Urbanism" was discussed as being a potential characteristic of the Mega-Site
Phenomenon (see e.g. Bienert, this volume), which was opposed by several colleagues (e.g. P.
Mortensen, during the symposium; H.J. Nissen, this volume; H.G.K. Gebel, this contribution and
Gebel 2002a, b; see also Neo-Lithics 2/97, a special issue on the symposium), or not taken up by
others. However, it was only by the provocative statements of G.O. Rollefson on LPPNB temples
and towns that research made progress at this moment, that colleagues felt it imperative to gather in
a symposium to discuss the actual findings and to study the chances for achieving mutual
understanding on a phenomenon which had started to invoke so many highly speculative
explanations. The term "Proto-Urbanism" was also found instrumental for initiating a vivid
discussion and forcing the expression of clear positions, as well as for the raising of funds for the
meeting. It may appear a disadvantage today not to have had invited the colleagues working west of
the Rift Valley to participate in the debate. Two major reasons appeared relevant for this decision:
first, that the Jordanian Neolithic family wanted to settle on some issues of self-understanding before

a wider discussion was opened, and secondly, that security problems were somewhat difficult to
foresee.

While "Proto-Urbanism" as an explanatory framework disappeared from the mega-site
discussion, beginning with the symposium, the concept of LPPNB "towns" and "temples" has
continuously been supported by a smaller number of colleagues, and is ignored by most others. While
the town? debate appears not very useful, because it hampers the understanding of the evidence as a
phenomenon of its own and forces an understanding predominantly in the light of later
developments, the LPPNB temple debate appears most necessary and requires a wide perspective and
discussion in the Middle East. Although the residential character of the LPPNB settlements provides
little evidence for central ritual buildings (so far only claimed for 'Ain Ghazal, ¢f. Rollefson 1998),
the earlier evidence (since the PPNA) of such from the northern Levant (G6bekli Phenomenon)
should make us very cautious about rejecting their probability for the LPPNB sphere of the south.
We would again be about to underestimate the diversity and variability in ritual life during the early
Neolithic.

LIt is the author's opinion that Ghwair I relates to the Mega-Site Phenomenon. Just as in the case of Ba'ja, we
should assume that sites like Ghwair and other LPPNB Wadi Fidan sites started to flourish in the course of
establishing mega-sites. Ghwair might even be taken as an early basis for the Rift Valley expansion of the
phenomenon. The (MPPNB) radiocarbon dates of Ghwair contradict its LPPNB cultural evidence, which represents a
serious problem that often remains ignored.

2 The neutral term "mega-site" avoids the denominations "town" and "village", which have different meanings when
translated into languages other than English. This might be an additional (also psychological) reason for the
confusion in the discussion about the mega-sites. If we stick to the Greek terminology, the correct term for a mega-
site should be "mega-komai". This term would imply more of what we actually have to deal with, and which is not
covered by any of the meanings of "town" and "village" in other languages: a (usually unfortified) settlement, central
to a smaller region, which is not a village and still not a large town that dominates over others. I thank Kalliope
Sarri for discussing with me this linguistic issue.
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Fig. 1. Location of mega-sites and sites related to the Mega-Site Phenomenon,
and supposed expansion of the mega-site socio-economy.




The beginning of the mega-site debate deserves criticism for trying to place this hypertrophic
episode into the socio-economic trends of the early Near East (Gebel 1997): "A sudden rise in
settlement size is attested, but not necessarily an increased number of settlements. A central function
may be stated for the mega-sites with respect to their organization of habitats, but not necessarily is
“centrality" in the sense of central places in a web of subordinate settlements. Division of labor can
be observed in the chaines opératoires, but not necessarily is coincident with advanced social
hierarchies." et cetera. The phenomenon in my view happened to be a premature start of a
development for which it is not justified to make a prognosis with reference to the later proto-
historic Near Eastern developments. It deserves its own parameters of explanation, and we should
not hesitate to search outside the Near East for comparative aspects ...". Today the seeds sewn at the
symposium can already be seen growing: a lot of interpretation is growing independent from
comparisons with later developments, "historiographic" concepts like egalitarianism, tribal
structures, efc. are being questioned or are disappearing, and regionalism or diversity approaches are
gaining terrain in the discussion.

The Jericho and Mega-Site Stimuli'

I assume that the source of the Mega-Site Stimulus' expansion southwards along the eastern side of
the rift (from 7600 BC onwards, ¢f. Fig. 1) was population pressure. This population pressure
originated in the Mediterranean heartlands of Palestine/ Israel and manifested in sites like Jericho,
which functioned as bridgeheads for the export of a new social paradigm that developed under the
conditions of population pressure. Thus I name the latter stimulus the Jericho Stimulus. Most
probably, population pressure was growing already (cf below) during the MPPNB in these western
Mediterranean core areas of Palestine/ Israel. It doesn't appear imperative to assume a real swamping
of population into the Jordanian Highlands from bridgeheads like Jericho, but such shouldn't be
excluded (c¢f. Footnote 1). It may well be that we "only" have to deal with the export of a successful
social (or socio-economic) paradigm (Gebel 2002b), transferred by all sorts of economic contacts
across the Rift Valley, multiplying the MPPNB settlement size there (e.g. 'Ain Ghazal) or triggering
the foundation of new large sites at rich springs (e.g. Basta).

Unlike the western Mediterranean heartlands, settlements here expanded on an almost
"unlimited" scale in terms of food resources, due to the presence of various ungulates (gazelle species:
G. dorcas, G. gazella, G. subgutturosa; the onager, the African wild ass) and the availability of
arable lands on the vast semi-arid steppe fringes along the Arabian Plateau. But also the semi-arid
parts of Wadi Araba and the southern Jordan Valley with their migrating ungulates must have been
areas of such developments, whenever springs permitted permanent settlements (e.g. Ghwair I). This
expansion, here named the Mega-Site Stimulus, followed the border between the Mediterranean zone
of the Jordanian Highlands (at that time at least stretching as far S as Ra's an-Nagb/ Wadi Rum, cf.
below) and the adjacent semi-arid regions east (Arabian Plateau) and west (Wadi Araba) (Fig. 1).

We should assume a continuos Jericho Stimulus by westerly population pressure towards the
east during the PPN. The whole settlement development of the PPN in the Jordanian Highlands may
have been influenced by socio-environmental factors in the western Mediterranean heartlands. I
assume that such pressure had developed here already since the PPNA, and was expressed in social
adaptations like those standing behind the "monumental" non-residential architecture of PPNA
Jericho. Sites like PPNA Jericho (size of PPNA Jericho: minimum 4 ha) may even represent an early
example of a process similar to the later LPPNB Mega-Site Stimulus: located on the Mediterranean
fringe in a more semi-arid setting, the PPNA growth of Jericho was forced by favorable conditions,
the ungulate populations of the valley's grazing and hunting grounds. Contrary to the occupied and
stressed habitats in the Mediterranean zone, the Jericho surroundings provided progressive
population dynamics with conditions for growth for a longer period of time. At this time, the wadi
outlets and passages of the Jordanian Highlands might have imported new economic elements from
the west into areas still predominantly occupied by foraging societies.

! The following section is highly speculative and has to be understood both as a proposal for a preliminary analysis
and as a working hypothesis to be tested in the coming years.



Another Jericho Stimulus or wave may have been witnessed by the (early?) MPPNB, when
permanent settlements in the form of villages with round structures established throughout the
highlands, as far as southern Jordan. Unlike the elements of PPNA permanent village settlements
spreading onto the highlands from the W, these MPPNB settlements may have developed out of
local hunter-gatherer communities. But they seem to have been encouraged by a new social paradigm
(core families, flat-topped chiefdoms), offered by a few permanent villages in the highlands, which
were established by the aforementioned elements of the PPNA during the EPPNB. Later in the
MPPNB, the local round structures joined the rectangular building traditions already established in
the W. The normal MPPNB permanent villages in the Jordanian mountains seem to have reached
the size of 2-3 ha.

In summary, the Jericho Stimulus could have been a repeated event throughout the 9th and 8th
millennium BC, triggering mechanisms of socio-economic change "transplanted" in time and space
in the Jordanian Highlands. Population pressure and disturbed habitats in the Mediterranean
heartlands must be considered as the indirect source of the expansion of this Mega-Site Stimulus
southwards (Fig. 1) in the Jordanian Highlands. Population pressure and ecological deficits in the
heartlands of Palestine/ Israel must have forced longer corporate social structures in bridgeheads like
Jericho. At the beginning of the LPPNB, they seem to have been characterized by extended families
(possibly kin groups or lineage families) cooperating in cone-shaped chiefdoms, at least when
establishing in central Jordan. Thus the direct source of the Mega-Site Stimulus might have been this
successful socio-economic paradigm, which could have developed further after reaching the extensive
steppe resources in the E, rather than actually moving populations. A possibility for a safe existence
in terms of permanency of settlement and sources of food must have been provided also by the
habitats along the eastern Wadi Araba, and its W-E corridors into the Arabian Plateau, were larger
mega-sites developed at the rich springs.

The Mega-Site Phenomenon'

While various researchers accept the general idea that mega-sites existed or dominated the
settlement history in the second half of the 8th millennium east of the Rift Valley, disagreement
appears to exist on the nature of the phenomenon. So far, 7 mega-sites have been identified within a
20-25 years' period of field research (except LPPNB Jericho), together with 5 sites that did not grow
to mega-site dimensions but established during the mega-sites expansion. Except 'Ain Ghazal and
Wadi Shu'eib, all the sites appear to be new foundations. We do not know if there is a pattern behind
the present (meager) evidence, e.g. that the MPPNB existing in the N grew into LPPNB mega-sites
where the hydrological situation allowed for, while those in the south were mostly new foundations.

It is difficult to make an estimate about the number of mega-sites that existed in the LPPNB.
Even with their huge size, they easily escape localization due to the considerable rubble layers that
their ruins are usually covered with. Indications on "closed" surfaces hardly allow the identification of
a mega-site: only a LPPNB chipped and ground lithics inventory and the location near rich springs
may help assume a mega-site. In fact, most of the mega-sites were identified only by sections cut
into the deeper layers of slopes (road cuts, building or agricultural activities). For instance, the author
searched repeatedly and without definitive success (in 1984, 1985 and 1986) for a large LPPNB site
next to 'Ain Musa/ Wadi Musa, especially in the wider surroundings of Khirbet Nawafleh. Here, scarce
(L)PPNB evidence was spread over very large slope areas, but no indication spoke for the location of

! One remark has to be added to the discussion: By looking at the geo-ecological patchwork of regions in the
southern Levant (Gebel 2002b: Fig. 2), one understands how limited, isolated and progressive the geographical
development of the Mega-Site Phenomenon was. This not only emphasizes the need to understand Neolithization as
a polycentric event in time and space, but also requires the integration of the Mega-Site Phenomenon into a supra-
regional understanding of the Near Eastern Neolithic trajectory. The Mega-Site Phenomenon was part of timely and
spatially shifting interaction spheres and barriers that controlled the dispersal and re-generation of mixing Early
Neolithic ingredients in changing physical and social environments. Not only did foraging economies co-exist with
the Mega-Site Phenomenon in the Southern Levant, but conservative structures also remained in the western
Mediterranean heartlands, giving way to a mega-site "echo", as evidenced by e.g. Shaar ha-Golan. Similar thoughts
on co-existing developmental stages of foragers and farmers are expressed by O. Bar Yosef (pers. comm.).









)N P %,

5km

200/ present-day precipitation

cultivated barley
300mm  (mean annual, dry/ wet ye: 4

domestic goat m wild boar ‘
domestic sheep/ goat ’ wild cattle / wild barley

domestic cattle * wild / domestic cattle Y othercereals

ﬁ equids: (15. africanys [J domestic legumes

V¥ surface finds
camp/ station

-
-
stratified settlement with ﬁ wild goat (1) / ibex (2)
o

* (2) E. hemionus
solid architecture wild sheep o h wild legumes
site character unknown other game: (1) hyrax, . . .
] _ Y (2) hare, (3) foxes, (4) caﬁr arboreal fruits: (1) pistachio,
® sitelocation wild sheep / goat (2) oak, (3) almond
B  Khiamian gazelles: (1) unid, f birds ? pistachio wood
(2)G. Dorcag3)G. gazella . -
4  EarlyPPNB (4)G. Subgutturosa Copte  reptiles * juniper wood
EE Middle PPNB d fallow deer g land snails 'T‘ willow wood
M | ate (and Final?) PPNB ﬁ roe deer \ domestic barley v poplar wood
@ Pottery Neolithic d red deer \ domestic wheat

Fig. 2. Subsistence information on Neolithic sites in the Greater Petra Area (after Gebel 1998;
data available until 1999; for faunal remagfisalso Soffner 1996).
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