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Report 

SEDENTARIZATION AND NOMADIZATION: 

ANNOUNCING A MAJOR NEW STUDY OF 

LONG-TERM CULTURAL CHANGES IN JORDAN 

Oystein s. LaBianca 

The Madaba Plateau to the east of the 
Dead Sea has proven a fruitful region for 
studying diachronically the phenomena of 
sedentarization and nomadization. When 
the former process prevailed, the intensity 
with which the land was cultivated 
increased, as farmsteads, villages and 
towns were either started, rebuilt or 
expanded. When the latter process 
prevailed, most of these settlements were 
gradually deserted as people returned to 
more transhumant livelihoods. 

These transformations in landuse and 
settlement have been found to coincide 
with system-wide changes in other parts of 
the local food system, including methods of 
distributing, processing, preserving, stor­
ing, preparing and consuming food. Fur­
thermore, it has been demonstrated that 
high-intensity peaks have been reached 
five times by the Madaba region food 
system during Iron I, Late Iron II, Roman , 
Mamluk modern times . With the exception 
of the last, each of these periods of intensi­
fication has been followed by centuries of 
abatement, the low-points occurring dur­
ing the Early Hellenistic, Abbasid , and 
Ottoman periods. 

Of the factors responsible for these oscil­
lations, the most important appear to be 
historical ones. For example, the major 
impetus to intensification of the local food 
system during the Roman period was pro­
vided by the Roman Empire, which built 
roads and fortresses throughout Central 
Transjordan in order to make the land safe 
for grain and vine production, for transport 

and, during Byzantine times, for pilgrim 
travel. Abatement at the end of the Byzan­
tine period was caused by several cooperat­
ing factors, including weakening of military 
control over the agricultural hinterland, 
over-taxation of the rural population, and 
a series of extreme events including earth­
quakes , droughts and pestilence . This , in 
turn , caused local inhabitants gradually to 
desert their farmsteads and villages and to 
adopt less conspicuous, more resilient 
lifestyles involving herding of sheep and 
goats, cultivating patches of wheat , and liv­
ing in tents and caves. Such lifestyles 
minimized their exposure to predation by 
hostile tribesmen, transiting armies and tax 
authorities. 

The evidence for these long-term 
cultural changes has, since 1969, been 
accumulated through excavations and 
surveys at Tell Hesban and vicinity by 
Andrews University archaeologists in 
cooperation with the Jordanian Depart­
ment of Antiquities and the American 
Center for Oriental Research in Amman . 
A book-length synthesis by Oystein 
LaBianca (Andrews University) of the 
evidence from Tell Hesban and vicinity will 
appear this summer with the title Hesban 
1: Sedentarization and Nomadization, 
Food System Cycles at Hesban and Vicinity 
in Transjordan. Other recently published 
titles in the 14-volume, NEH-sponsored 
final publication series include Hesban 2: 
Environmental Foundations; Hesban 3: 
Historical Foundations; and Hesban 5: 
Archaeological Survey of the Hesban 
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Region. Contact Andrews University 
Press, Berrien Springs, Michigan 49104 
(1-616-471-9875) for more information . 

While fieldwork at Tell Hesban and 
vicinity ended in 1981 , it continues at 
nearby Tell e1-Umeiri and hinterland. 
Here , during field seasons in 1984, 1987 
and 1989, the conclusions reached as a 
result of work at the former site are being 
tested and refined through improved data 
collection and analysis techniques . Prelimi­
nary reports about this new project have 
been published in the Bulletin of the 
American Schools of Oriental Research 
Supplement 24 (1987) and in the Annual of 
the Department of Antiquities of Jordan 
(forthcoming). Book-length reports on 
these seasons are being prepared at the 
Institute of Archaeology at Andrews 
University . Individuals interested in parti­
cipating during the next season of field-

work, which will take place during the 
summer of 1991, should contact the Direc­
tor, Madaba Plains Project , Institute of 
Archaeology, Andrews University , Ber­
rien Springs, Michigan 49104 (1-616-471-
3604) . Individuals with backgrounds in 
cartography, surveying, painting, palaeo­
ethnobotany and zooarchaeology are 
especially urged to apply. 

Directors of the Madaba Plains Project 
are Larry Geraty (senior project Director, 
Atlantic Union College, Massachussetts), 
Larry Herr (Tell el-Umeiri excavations and 
Umeiri pUblications, Canadian Union Col­
lege , Alberta) , Oystein LaBianca (hinter­
land surveys and Hesban publications, 
Andrews University, Michigan), Randy 
Younker (hinterland excavations, 
Andrews University) , and Doug Clark 
(Madaba Plains Consortium, Walla Walla 
College, Washington). 

Notes for Contributors 

Original manuscripts should be submitted 
to the Editors of BAlAS, type-written in 
English , on one side of A4 paper only, 
double-spaced , and with ample margins on 
each side of the sheet. Endnotes typed on 
separate sheets should be kept to a 
minimum. The 'Harvard' reference system 
is employed in this publication. Works 
should be cited in the text by author's 
name and date of publication , i.e . 
'(Albright , 1949,71)'. An alphabetical bib­
liography should be appended at the end of 
the text , i.e. 'Albright , W. F. , (1949). The 
Archaeology of Palestine (Penguin Books, 
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Harmondsworth)'. Original photographs 
and line drawings (in black and white 
only), suitable for 1:1 reproduction , may 
accompany the text. Authors are respon­
sible for obtaining permission to reproduce 
copyright material. A scale should be 
added to all drawings and photographs 
where necessary. The authors of all 
published articles will receive a copy of the 
Bulletin and offprints. Book reviews 
should be kept to a minimum of 300 words 
but longer reviews will be considered for 
publication. Authors will receive a Bulletin 
and three copies of their review. 
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