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Abstract  

 

  

 

 

 

This thesis examines the final Pleistocene cultural landscape of the Azraq Oasis in eastern Jordan 

on the basis of archaeological fieldwork conducted at Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48, two Epipalaeo-

lithic sites in the southern Azraq wetlands. It challenges traditional understandings of landscape 

and socio-ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ %ÐÉÐÁÌÁÅÏÌÉÔÈÉÃ ÐÅÒÉÏÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÉÏÄȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

subsequent emergence of agriculture and sedentism. The current model of socio-cultural change, 

which considers the Epipalaeolithic-Neolithic transition as a development from simple foragers, to 

complex collectors, to farmers, is critically reviewed. Evidence from the Epipalaeolithic of the Le-

vant is highlighted that strongly suggests that this unilineal sequence must be re-evaluated. Fur-

thermore, the social evolutionary underpinnings of this model are critiqued and rejected. This 

social evolutionary model is based on a conceptualization of the southern Levantine landscape as 

sub-divided into distinct phyto-geographical zones, which suggest a dichotomy between a lush 

ȬÃÏÒÅȭ ÁÎÄ Á ÉÍÐÏÖÅÒÉÓÈÅÄ ȬÐÅÒÉÐÈÅÒÙȭȢ 0ÁÌÁÅÏÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÄÁÔÁȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÉÓ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÐÏÏÒÌÙ 

correlated with major instances of socio-cultural change. This dichotomy also relates to a static 

understanding of landscape as empty, commodified space.  

To examine the Azraq Oasis from a different perspective and to suggest an alternative narrative 

the archaeological evidence produced by three seasons of fieldwork at Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48 is 

first described in detail, and then interpreted from a practice orientated perspective. This practice 

perspective centres on examining the châine opératoire of the chipped stone artefacts and the ac-

tivities and practices at the sites. It is argued that practices at these localities shapes space into 

social places, and that hereby landscapes become socially and culturally constructed. Using data 

from Ayn Qasiyya specifically, the social interactions of diverse social communities in the Azraq 

Basin can be tentatively reconstructed, providing a further example of the way in which social 

space was created though social engagement. I argue that these instances of the creation of places, 

and the evidence for social interaction, provide an alternative perspective on the Early and Middle 

Epipalaeolithic in the Azraq Basin and the southern Levant as a whole, which should lead us to 

reconsider the applicability of the geographical core-periphery dichotomy and social evolutionary 

models.  
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Chapter 1:  

Introduction  

 

 

The transition from hunting and gathering to agriculture is one of the most en-

during themes of interest to archaeologists working in the prehistory of Southwest Asia. 

Research into this transformation has intensified dramatically following the earliest in-

vestigations of this topic during the early 20th ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȢ %ÖÅÒ ÓÉÎÃÅ "ÒÁÉÄ×ÏÏÄȭÓ 

(Braidwood 1960; Braidwood 1971; Braidwood & Howe 1960) innovative work in the 

Ȱ(ÉÌÌÙ &ÌÁÎËÓȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 4ÁÕÒÕÓ ÁÎÄ :ÁÇÒÏÓȟ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÉÓÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇÌÙ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 

importance of the economic and climatic factors that caused the switch from foraging to 

agriculture. Environmental change continues to be seen by many as the driving factor 

underlying what has been described as an economic, social and cultural revolution away 

from a mobile lifestyle based on hunting and gathering to village life, agriculture and do-

mesticated resources (Bar-Yosef 1995, 1996; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 

1992; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; Bar-Yosef & Meadow 1995; Goring-Morris & 

Belfer-Cohen 1998; Henry 1989, 1995; Weisdorf 2005). The Neolithic Revolution, first 

coined by Gordon Childe more than 80 years ago (1936), remains a powerful metaphor 

to characterize this transition. With the advent of the New Archaeology and processual 

approaches to understand the past, archaeologists came to characterize this shift within a 

more gradual, evolutionary process describing it as a sequence from foraging, to inten-

sive cereal collecting, and the gradual development of cultivation and domesticated plant 

resources. In addition, a number of scholars put forward social factors and explanations 

ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÏÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÌÌÁÇÅ ÌÉÆÅȢ *ÁÃÑÕÅÓ #ÁÕÖÉÎȭÓ ɉρωχψɊ ÅÁÒÌÙ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ 5ÐȤ

per Mesopotamia, and his later synthesis (Cauvin 1994, 2000) placed the onus for these 

changes on the advent of religious consciousness amongst Pre-Pottery Neolithic commu-

nities, and a conceptual, psychological change in how they related to plants, animals, the 

landscape, and each other, through the lens of their cosmological understanding. Much 

adapted and modified from its original structuralist position, this latter view has been 

increasingly highlighted as a crucial driving force behind the economic changes of this 

transition (Bender 1978; Hayden 1990, 2003; Verhoeven 2004; Watkins 1990; Watkins 

2004a; Watkins 2004b, 2005b). Hodder (1990) emphasizes that changes in social atti-

tudes must take precedence over economic and environmental factors in explaining the 

origins of agriculture, since neither can be considered as determining human practices 

alone. Nevertheless, economic and environmental causes remain the most common ex-

planations in discussions of the emergence of agriculture.  
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In these debates, the Epipalaeolithic (ca. 21,000 ɀ 10,500 cal B.C.) has played a 

central role, partly due to its recognized unique character. The Epipalaeolithic is an ar-

chaeological phenomenon unique to Southwest Asia. Although Garrod (1932) described 

the Natufian, a Late Epipalaeolithic culture, as a Mesolithic industry, due to the abun-

dance of geometric microliths, she also recognized that on the basis of the fauna recov-

ered from the Mt. Carmel caves, it dated to the last Ice Age. The presence of ground stone 

tools, portable art objects, architecture, shell and bone bead pendants, as well as a di-

verse human burial record, highlighted the importance of the Natufian and its role in the 

onset of agriculture from early on (Boyd 1999). The earlier phases of the Epipalaeolithic 

have, by comparison, often received far less attention. But the Epipalaeolithic appeared 

to fit neatly into an evolutionary scheme in which simple hunter-gatherers or foragers 

developed into complex collectors, whose critical economic decisions were forced by cli-

matic changes that led them onto the irreversible course to agriculture (Bar-Yosef 1998; 

Bar-Yosef 2004; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 

2000; Bar-Yosef & Meadow 1995; Braidwood 1960; Braidwood 1971; Flannery 1969, 

1972, 1973, 2002; Henry 1989, 1995). This general framework was first discussed by L. 

Binford (1968; 1980; 1983), and directly applied to Southwest Asia by K. Flannery (1969; 

1972; 1973; 2002). Little of this overall scheme of early and middle Epipalaeolithic mo-

bile hunter-gatherers and Natufian sedentary, complex hunter-gatherers has changed to-

date (Bar-Yosef 2004; Verhoeven 2004; Weisdorf 2005). While many have explored more 

interpretative and contextual approaches toward the early Neolithic in particular, the 

Epipalaeolithic appears neglected and left behind. This is undoubtedly partially true due 

to the perceived richness of the archaeological evidence during the Neolithic, with its 

preservation of plastered skulls, special buildings or shrines, idols and figurines, and 

other decorative art items. The sheer variability on a common theme evident in this cor-

pus of artistic expression has naturally invited wide-ranging interpretations and discus-

sions. In contrast, the early and middle Epipalaeolithic was commonly considered from 

more traditional archaeological perspectives, placing an emphasis on economic aspects, 

site formation processes, lithic technology and settlement patterns. Such a perspective 

fits well into approaches seeking to develop long term models of cultural change and evo-

lutionary process, since it is commonly suggested that functional, technological or eco-

nomic aspects are more readily available for archaeologists to study than the mental, 

psychological or symbolic aspects of past societies (Clark 1993; Hawkes 1954; Hodder 

1982b, 1986; Lindly & Clark 1990; Robb 1998; Shanks & Tilley 1987b; Shennan 2002). 

Only more recently have Palaeolithic archaeologists become more directly concerned 

with interpretative approaches (e.g. Baird et al. 1995; Boyd 2002; Bradley 2000; Cobb 

2005; Conneller 2001; Conneller 2004; Conneller & Warren 2006 and papers therein; 
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Dobres 2000; Gamble 1999, 2004, 2007; Gamble & Gittins 2004; Gamble & Porr 2005; 

Geneste et al. 2008; Lewis-Williams 2002; Sassaman 2000; Sinclair 2000; Warren 2006; 

Warren 2001; Wobst 2000). 

This study focuses on the early and middle Epipalaeolithic of the Azraq Oasis, 

situated in the semi-arid to arid steppe and desert zones of eastern Jordan. Using two 

sites in the oasis (Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48) as a case study, this thesis explores the cur-

rent state of research into the Epipalaeolithic. In particular, it assesses the validity of an 

overarching social evolutionary meta-narrative that underlies much of the discussion of 

the socio cultural transformations of the Epipalaeolithic-Neolithic transition. The transi-

tion from simple to complex hunting and gathering and then to farming is a sequence 

clearly couched in social evolutionary terms (Ingold 1992, 1996, 2000; Pluciennik 2002a, 

b, 2005; Thomas 2004), suggesting a progressive development on a scale of increasing 

cultural complexity. Although this scheme has been persuasive for quite some time, 

emerging archaeological evidence, as well as theoretical debates cast some doubt on the 

applicability of this model. Various field projects and archaeological studies have begun 

to challenge the status of the early Epipalaeolithic as a simple hunting and gathering 

economy. Ethnographic studies of recent hunting and gathering groups, which have often 

served as ethnographic analogies to explain the archaeological patterns in Southwest 

Asia, have also begun to show the incredible diversity of human social organization 

through time. This diversity is not easily pressed into social evolutionary or social-

ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÃÈÅÍÅÓ ÁÎÄ Á ×ÉÄÅ ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÈÏ×Î ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ 

of the world and cosmology have a direct bearing on the economic decisions they make 

(Bird -David 1990, 1992a, b; Ingold 1996, 1998, 2000).  

In the Levant this social evolutionary meta-narrative is also closely related to a 

geographical dichotomy. Because change in this narrative is driven by climatic and envi-

ronmental alterations, archaeologists have paid close attention to palaeoenvironmental 

conditions. These are commonly reconstructed as part of a tripartite sub division of the 

Levant into phyto-geographical zones: the Mediterranean woodland zone, the semi arid 

steppe and the arid deserts (Henry 1989; van Zeist & Bottema 1982; Zohary 1973; Zo-

hary 1980). Climatic changes, it has been argued, triggered changes in the size of these 

zones which in turn caused contractions and expansions of human populations and ne-

cessitated new technological and cultural adaptations (Bar-Yosef 1995; Bar-Yosef 1998; 

Bar-Yosef 2004; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1991; Henry 1989, 1995, 1998). Current inter-

pretations have placed a heavy emphasis on the environmental affordances of these dif-

ferent regions, which has led to a geographical dichotomy between marginal areas and a 

core region centring on the Mediterranean woodland zone. This distinction does not only 
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reflect differences in the ecological configuration of these areas, but is often assumed to 

represent a cultural dichotomy as well, between areas considered to be more crucial to 

the overall articulation of cultural change in the region, and areas less important in the 

same process. This study suggests that a social perspective on late Pleistocene cultural 

landscapes in the southern Levant is required, because it provides crucial, complemen-

tary points for archaeologists to consider when trying to understand how humans oper-

ated in past environments and in relation to them. This underlying mechanism is a key 

aspect of the social evolutionary narrative. By distinguishing between an environmental 

ÁÍÅÎÁÂÌÅ ȬÃÏÒÅȭȟ ÔÈÅ -ÅÄÉÔÅÒÒÁÎÅÁÎ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄ ÚÏÎÅȟ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕȤ

nities presented themselves to human groups and a semi-arid to arid periphery the 

steppes and deserts, a hierarchical division is presented between different regions of the 

Levant. Being more arid, steppic and deserts zones are thought to have led to distinct, 

specialized adaptations, which proved to be evolutionary dead ends (Goring-Morris 

1995; Goring-Morris 1987).Those groups residing in the Mediterranean zone, where wild 

cereal stands were abundant, on the other hand developed novel subsistence means and 

adaptations that led directly to cultivation and later to domestication. However, the data 

and processes underlying this model can also be critiqued. The palaeoenvironmental re-

cord covering the Epipalaeolithic to Neolithic transition is patchy, not always credibly 

dated or correlated across multiple datasets, and not always matching the archaeological 

record. More importantly, it discounts the role of local environmental variation and con-

ditions by relying instead on a macro-scale account of palaeoenvironmental change.  

This perspective also displays a functionalist understanding of the way in which 

people relate to the environment. Landscapes are treated as inert, physical backdrops to 

human action, providing obstacles or opportunities according to environmental and cli-

matic conditions (Barrett 1999; Cosgrove 1984; Ingold 1993; Layton & Ucko 1999; 

McFadyen 2006; Thomas 1993, 2001). This view does not account for the agencies of in-

dividuals, their choices and actions taken within the context of the social and environ-

mental conditions, which is now understood to be contextual and inherently social in na-

ture. Given these insights, this work seeks to investigate how we could operationalize a 

more nuanced view of the Epipalaeolithic based on what can be broadly termed practice 

or agency theory using Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48 case studies. It thereby focuses on an 

early/middle Epipalaeolithic site situated within the purported arid periphery of the 

Southern Levant to stimulate a different understanding of these kinds of sites, the pat-

terns and processes that create them, and what such an understanding suggests for the 

current social evolutionary narratives. I focus on the early and middle Epipalaeolithic 

since the naturalistic image of hunter-gatherers is particularly prevalent in these periods 

(Henry 1989, 1995). In contrast to the well studied late Epipalaeolithic, when groups be-
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gin to construct some of the first buildings, early and middle Epipalaeolithic communities 

are seen to have had little impact on their respective environments and landscapes and 

are mainly reduced merely to reacting to external climatic circumstances. Excavation, 

survey and artefact studies are used to provide and assess the archaeological evidence to 

develop an understanding of the Epipalaeolithic based on the concept of agency. In par-

ticular, themes developed under the regime of landscape archaeology will be picked up 

and situated within the context of trying to understand hunter gatherer landscapes spe-

cifically. One of the primary datasets of the Epipalaeolithic is constituted of chipped 

stone, which are examined using the heuristic and theoretical concept of the châine 

opératoire to align their analysis with the concept of practice and agency. It is argued that 

the technological aspects of lithic manufacture are of a fundamentally social character 

and thus provide insight into social patterns and processes in the Epipalaeolithic commu-

nities of the Azraq Basin.  

I outline and examine the social evolutionary mega narrative in detail in chapter 

2. Here, I highlight recent archaeological evidence that contrasts strongly with the idea 

that there was a transition from simple to complex hunter-gatherers which led to emer-

gence of village life and agriculture at the Epipalaeolithic to Neolithic transition. In rela-

tion to this model I also discuss in detail the geographical core-periphery dichotomy 

within which this social evolutionary model is situated. I then outline the patchy pa-

laeoenvironmental datasets and their often poor correlation to the archaeological record, 

before discussing the theoretical issues that should lead us to rethink the social evolu-

tionary interpretation of this transition critically. Finally, in chapter 2 I suggest that 

agency and practice theory approaches are well-suited to consider a contextual approach 

to the Epipalaeolithic of Southwest Asia. I outline the background and development of 

agency theory in archaeology in chapter 3, paying particular attention to the relationship 

between landscapes and agency. I discuss the importance of landscape archaeology and 

the diversity of approaches within this field, before turning my attention to the role of 

phenomenological approaches. This discussion raises concerns with the methodological 

rigor of many phenomenological approaches in archaeology, and I argue instead that 

closer attention has to be paid to the interdependent relationship between agency and 

structure, rather than focusing on individual experience singularly. Chapter 4 seeks to 

situate this theoretical background more directly within a heuristic and empirical frame-

work. Specifically, I outline how concepts of practice and agency can be used to study 

hunter-gatherer landscapes. I nevertheless emphasize the importance of site formation 

processes to develop an understanding of hunter-gatherer sites in their landscapes and 

discuss briefly the background to such approaches in archaeology and how they will be 

utilized as part of this study. I then turn my attention to the concept of the châine opéra-
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toire and how it will be used here to study and interpret the lithic technology and arte-

facts, and how this heuristic device connects to the wider concepts of agency and struc-

ture. Chapter 5 introduces the study area and outlines the archaeological sequence in the 

Azraq Basin, by discussing the major excavated Epipalaeolithic sites. Sources of pa-

laeoenvironmental evidence will also be described. In chapter 6, I describe in detail the 

results of the excavations at Ayn Qasiyya. This chapter presents a summary of the exca-

vated areas and their stratigraphy, geomorphological and sedimentological data, faunal 

and human remains. The second part of this chapter consists of a detailed discussion of 

ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÅȭÓ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓȟ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÂÏÔÈ ÓÅÄÉÍÅÎÔÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÄÁÔÁ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÈÉÃ ÁÓÓÅÍȤ

blages from each of the three early Epipalaeolithic excavation areas. I argue that while 

the archaeological sediments at Ayn Qasiyya have been affected by post-depositional 

processes, they remain substantially intact to enable a detailed discussion of the recov-

ered archaeological remains with respect to the theoretical framework outlined before. 

The archaeology of the second study site, middle Epipalaeolithic AWS 48, will be pre-

sented in chapter 7. The survey, surface collections and excavations at the site will be 

outlined, paying particular attention to the spatial distribution of artefacts in the general 

area of the site, with detailed attention to cluster 3, which was selected as a representa-

tive sample. This analysis shows that artefact distributions in the area, while clustered 

into distinct high density areas, are characterized by an internally-random distribution. 

These results, combined with data from the lithic analysis, suggests that although the 

lithic assemblages from AWS 48 have been heavily subjected to post-depositional surface 

modifications and have been somewhat disturbed, the overall proportionality of the as-

semblage indicates that they also represent true palimpsests of past human activity at 

the site. The Ayn Qasiyya lithic assemblages and their châine opératoire are discussed in 

detail in chapter 8. I describe the raw materials used, the initial core reduction, blank 

production, and microlith manufacturing techniques and typological aspects, before sum-

marizing the châine opératoire and drawing out differences and similarities between the 

three excavation areas. Chapter 9 represents the same undertaking for AWS 48, focusing 

in particular on cluster 3. In chapter 10, I draw together the various results from the 

fieldwork in the Azraq Oasis and contextualize them with the theoretical aspects outlined 

in chapter 3 and 4. I argue that the different patterns of lithic manufacture, found espe-

cially at Ayn Qasiyya, allow us to trace the social interaction of different Epipalaeolithic 

communities in the Azraq Basin. Arguing that the different techniques represented in the 

lithics hint at diverse histories of learning shared between members of communities of 

practice, it is possible to discuss their social engagements and encounters. Using addi-

tional evidence from the archaeological record I discuss how these interactions resulted 

in the shaping of space by creating places within the landscape that referenced past ac-
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tivities and practices. I argue that this evidence for interaction betrays the idea that this 

region can be understood as a marginal zone. Instead, the Azraq Basin emerges as a zone 

of diverse interaction and engagement between the members of different Epipalaeolithic 

communities, making this region central to their social experience. I also discuss the pa-

laeoenvironmental evidence, which shows locally amenable conditions that permitted 

intense human settlement and provided the possibility for this interaction. This evidence 

contradicts overarching palaeoenvironmental models that consider the eastern Levant as 

a fringe or peripheral zone in which hyper-aridity prevailed during the Last Glacial Maxi-

mum. Instead, multiple lines of evidence indicate that wet and marshland conditions ex-

isted at numerous localities throughout the basin, indicating considerable local variation 

not recognized in macro scale climatic models.  
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Chapter 2:  

Landscape and Evolution in the  

Epipalaeolithic Southern Levant  

 

INTRODUCTION  

Interpretative approaches to the archaeology of landscape have been an impor-

tant aspect of archaeological practice in the past decade or so and have vastly expanded 

our understanding of past cultural landscapes. By focusing on the way in which commu-

nities were actively engaged in the construction and making of past landscapes a signifi-

cant element in our understanding of the past has been highlighted and has shifted ar-

ÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÉÓÔÓȭ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÎÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÓÉÔÅÓȢ ,ÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÙ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ 

seen as a holistic endeavour drawing on environmental, geoarchaeological, topographic, 

architectural and material culture studies, and using a wide variety of survey and excava-

tion data (Aston 1985; Aston & Rowley 1974; Brück 2005; papers in David & Thomas 

2008a; Fleming 2006; Johnson 2006a; Thomas 2001, 2008). New powerful tools, such as 

Geographical Information System (GIS) software, have enhanced the analytical element 

of landscape studies. But, this field has also proved attractive to archaeologists because it 

approached the study of landscapes from a different epistemological perspective (Barrett 

1994, 1999; Chadwick 2004a; Chadwick 2004b; Cosgrove 1984; Gosden & Head 1994; 

Hirsch & O'Hanlon 1995; Ingold 1993, 2000; Layton & Ucko 1999; Thomas 1993, 2001, 

2008). This more reflexive hermeneutic has aimed to move away from totalizing, gener-

alised understandings of landscape. Instead a more contextual appreciation of the mani-

fold ways in which the physical elements of spaces were perceived, meaningfully consti-

tuted and socially constructed has emerged. Although the vast majority of such social 

perspectives on landscape have been undertaken as part of investigations into later pre-

historic monumental landscapes in Britain (Brück 2005), others have recently begun to 

consider how earlier prehistoric communities were also engaged in making their land-

scapes (Boyd 2004; papers in Cobb 2005; Conneller 2000, 2001, 2005; Gamble 1999; 

Gamble & Porr 2005; McFadyen 2006; Warren 2001). Such perspectives have been influ-

enced by wider changes in the social sciences since the linguistic turn, which has chal-

lenged the materialist image anthropologists and archaeologists have long held of hunter

-gatherers as passive subjects merely reacting to changes in the external environment. 

These conceptualisations of landscape provide a very different and, I would argue, fruit-

fully complementary viewpoint on hunter-gatherer societies that can aid us significantly 
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in understanding the composition and character of the material remains of the past. Such 

an understanding of past hunter-gatherer communities depends on accepting that hu-

mans operated as knowledgeable social agents within their social and physical worlds, 

simultaneously constrained and enabled by social structures, recreating and reconfigur-

ing them in a process of interaction and mutual engagement.  

The Epipalaeolithic period of the southern Levant1 is characterised by the pres-

ence of various groups pursuing a gathering and hunting lifestyle who have been the fo-

cus of attention, because they directly preceded the emergence of agriculture and seden-

tism (Bar-Yosef 1998; Bar-Yosef 2004; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-

Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; Bar-Yosef & Meadow 1995; Goring-Morris & Belfer-Cohen 

1998; Goring-Morris et al. 2009; Henry 1989, 1995). Several regional studies have pro-

duced a wealth of insights detailing the climatic history of the region in correspondence 

with socio-cultural and economic changes visible in the archaeological remains. The ma-

jority of these studies have taken the view that environmental circumstances, induced by 

global climatic change, dictated the conditions under which changes in human subsis-

tence practices and settlement patterns occurred. The relationship between past envi-

ronments and how humans acted in them is seen as crucial to understanding the variable 

and creative means by which people coped with the difficulties, risks and vagaries that 

physical conditions placed on them. Yet, one of the contentions here is that the onus for 

socio-cultural change in the Epipalaeolithic of the Levant has been too straightforwardly 

placed on climatic change. Landscapes are primarily understood as inert spaces and 

physical entities composed of variable kinds of resources to be exploited by people. 

There is little appreciation for the ways in which people meaningfully construct, perceive 

and make landscapes as part of their daily, habitual engagement with them. This latter 

ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÉÓȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÃÒÕÃÉÁÌ ÉÎ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÅÎÔÁÎÇÌÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎȤ

ment and how societies were shaped as part of constant and interdependent processes of 

negotiation between landscapes and people. This perspective, which I will outline in 

more detail in the second chapter, accepts the knowledgeability of human agents and the 

processes of structuration as a central premise to understand this relationship (Baird et 

al. 1995; Barrett 2000; Barrett 2001; Barrett & Fewster 1999; Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Do-

bres & Robb 2000; Dornan 2002; Gardner 2004, 2007; Gibson 1979; Giddens 1979, 

1984). By focussing on landscape, it is hoped that a holistic perspective can be achieved; 

one that takes into account variable and diverse lines of evidence to understand how 

early and middle Epipalaeolithic communities in the southern Levant engaged in actively 

making cultural landscapes. 

1: Levant refers here to the countries of Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Israel, and the Occupied Palestinian Territories. I will use this 

term to describe this geographical region, since it is less politically loaded and more neutral then Middle or Near East. Such terms 
impose a geographical perspective that assumes western Europe as a centre.  
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THE EPIPALAEOLITHIC SEQUENCE IN THE LEVANT:  

CURRENT INTERPRETATIONS  

Definitions of the Epipalaeolithic period have varied over time reflecting ongoing 

debates about the nature of the archaeological evidence from the region (Figure 2.1, 2.2,  

2.3 & 2.4). René Neuville first applied the term Epipalaeolithic to the excavated materials 

from his Judean cave sites (1934; 1951). Given that prehistoric archaeology was primar-

ily finds-orientated at the time, he included all lithic assemblages containing microliths in 

this definition. Perrot (1955; 1960) however suggested later that the use of the term Epi-

ÐÁÌÁÅÏÌÉÔÈÉÃ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÓÏÌÅÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ Ȭ.ÁÔÕÆÉÁÎ ÃÕÌȤ

ÔÕÒÅȭ ɉ'ÁÒÒÏÄ ρωσςɊȟ ÁÒÇÕÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÔÒÕÅ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎ 5ÐÐÅÒ 0ÁȤ

laeolithic way of life. In his seminal work on the Late Pleistocene period in the Levant, 

Bar Yosef (Bar-9ÏÓÅÆ ρωχπɊ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ .ÅÕÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÂÏÔÈ +ÅÂÁÒÁÎ ÁÎÄ 

Geometric Kebaran assemblages under the term Epipalaeolithic. For Bar-Yosef, the abun-

dance of microliths in post-Last Glacial Maximum (LGM) assemblages justified that this 

phase should be seen as distinct from the late Upper Palaeolithic. This identification of 

the Epipalaeolithic with microliths was later challenged by Gilead (1984; 1988), who ar-

gued that assemblages with a high microlithic component existed prior to the early and 

middle Epipalaeolithic. Therefore, these terms should be subsumed by the Upper Palaeo-

lithic and the term Epipalaeolithic should not be used for pre-Natufian assemblages 

(Gilead 1991). He suggested that the term Epipalaeolithic should be based on differences 

identified in subsistence practices alone, visible only with the onset of the Natufian, as 

ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÂÙ 0ÅÒÒÏÔȢ 2ÅÇÁÒÄÌÅÓÓ ÏÆ 'ÉÌÅÁÄȭÓ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ 

Epipalaeolithic as applying to the entire final Pleistocene sequence from the Last Glacial 

Maximum to the beginning of the Holocene (Bar-Yosef 1981, 1989; Bar-Yosef & Vogel 

1987; Byrd 1998; Byrd 1994b; Goring-Morris 1995; Goring-Morris & Belfer-Cohen 1998; 

Goring-Morris 1987; Henry 1989, 1995). These authors argue that the speed of change in 

stylistic attributes and the diversity in Kebaran, Geometric Kebaran, Natufian, and other 

assemblages displays a clear discontinuity from preceding periods and justify a distinct 

label (Belfer-Cohen & Goring-Morris 2003). Yet, some ambiguity remains with respect to 

defining the transition from the Upper Palaeolithic to the Early Epipalaeolithic. Goring-

Morris (1995) has recently defined the Masraqian as a transitional industry to include 

both elements of the late Ahmarian and the early Epipalaeolithic. Recent excavations at 

the transitional Upper Palaeolithic/ Early Epipalaeolithic site of Ohalo II that have re-

vealed the remains of small brush huts, abundant wild cereal grasses, evidence for fishing 

and extended periods of site occupation, have reinforced the impression that the label 

Epipalaeolithic does mark somewhat of a departure from the Upper Palaeolithic (Nadel 
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2002). Throughout this thesis I retain the use of the term Epipalaeolithic as a chronologi-

cally-defined label, which has its starting point during the latter part of the Last Glacial 

Maximum (22,000 cal B.P.)2 ending with the onset of the Holocene interglacial at about 

11,500 cal B.P. and the appearance of Pre Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA) lithic assemblages.  

Global climatic changes in the period between the Last Glacial Maximum and the 

beginning of the Holocene, detected in ice cores, marine sediment sequences and terres-

trial palynological cores, had a significant impact on the Levantine landscape (Figure 2.4). 

Prior to the Last Glacial Maximum temperatures began to decrease in the northern hemi-

sphere, which was marked by the lowering of lake levels in the Levant and the onset of 

cooler temperatures (Bar-Matthews et al. 2003; Bartov 2003; Bartov et al. 2002; Cordova 

2007; Macumber 2001; Robinson 2006; Rosen 2007). Starting from about 23,000 years 

cal B.P., cool and arid conditions of the Last Glacial Maximum prevailed in the Levant, 

lasting until about 19,000 years cal B.P. In how far these conditions were a pan-Levantine 

phenomenon, cannot be entirely verified at present, but effects on local conditions may 

have been variable (Garrard 1998). The levels of Lake Lisan, predecessor of the Dead Sea, 

remained high during this period. After 19,000 years cal B.P. climatic conditions in the 

region were characterised by gradual amelioration, although the Heinrich event 1 at 

around 16,000 cal B.P. appears to have once again marked an episode of cooling, with 

falling lake levels. True climatic amelioration began at around 15,000 cal B.P. with the 

onset of the Bølling-Allerød warm interval, which lasted until about 13,000 cal B.P. High 

lake levels persisted during this time. Oak forests appear to have covered much of the 

western portion of the Levant and precipitation in the Mediterranean zone appears to 

have been at about the same level as today. The Younger Dryas, dated to between 12,700 

ɀ 11,500 cal B.P., marks the rapid onset of what appears to have been an extremely arid 

episode, during which lake levels dropped and salts were deposited in Lake Lisan 

(Robinson 2006). Temperatures also appear to have dropped markedly during this inter-

val. This general climatic outline of the final Pleistocene sequence in the Levant is cur-

rently used as the primary means to model socio-cultural changes in the region during 

the Epipalaeolithic (Bar-Yosef 1987b, 1989; Bar-Yosef 1995, 1996; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-

Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; Fellner 1995a; Goring-Morris 

& Belfer-Cohen 1998; Henry 1989, 1995, 1998). It serves as the primary causal factor in 

explanations of how cultural change came about by considering the effects climatic 

changes had on technology, subsistence economy, settlement pattern and social organi-

zation, and how far these enabled humans to survive adverse climatic conditions or take 

advantage of favourable environmental situations. 

2: Throughout I use calibrated radiocarbon years before present, which have been calibrated using Calib 5.1.0 and the INTCal04 
calibration curve 
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Figure 2.1: Distribution of major Early Epipalaeolithic sites in the southern Levant, indicating the ap-

proximate extent of the Lisan lake and the late Pleistocene shoreline. 
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Figure 2.2: Distribution of major Middle Epipalaeolithic sites in the southern Levant, indicating the 

approximate extent of the Lisan lake and the late Pleistocene shoreline. 
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Figure 2.3: Distribution of major Late Epipalaeolithic sites in the southern Levant, indicating the ap-

proximate extent of the Lisan Lake and the late Pleistocene shoreline 
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Crucial for the modelling of the effects of climatic changes on human groups in 

the region is a geographical understanding of the southern Levant as partitioned into an 

environmental mosaic (Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991; Bar-Yosef & Meadow 

1995; Goring-Morris & Belfer-Cohen 1998; Henry 1989: 57; see Figures 2.5 and 2.6). 

Modern phyto-geographical zones are used as a basis to understand localized environ-

mental conditions and are modelled using the climatic framework outlined above. The 

identification of these different vegetational zones is based on modern observations of 

plant distributions (Zohary 1962; Zohary 1973) and compared against the general cli-

matic model, as well as environmental data from regional data sets (e.g., pollen cores 

from the Ghab and Huleh, geomorphological studies, speleotherms, and data from ar-

chaeological sites) to extrapolate the extent of vegetation zones in the past. These zones 

expanded or contracted following climatic amelioration or deterioration, although their 

basic lateral distribution varied only around the edges (Figure 2.5, 2.6). They are under-

stood as fairly homogeneously-constituted environmental regions, which either provided 

favourable or not so favourable conditions for human groups, depending on the biodiver-

sity, biomass productivity and resulting carrying capacity (e.g. Henry 1989, 1995). Hu-

man populations aggregated or dispersed in these different environmental zones, accord-

ing to the prevailing climatic and environmental circumstances.  

Early Epipalaeolithic groups are thought to have been concentrated in the Medi-

terranean zone during the LGM, when conditions were cold and dry throughout the re-

gion, since this area would have provided abundant resources for human exploitation. 

Territories were accordingly tightly packed in this area (Bar-Yosef 1989; Bar-Yosef & 

Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; Goring-Morris & Belfer-

Cohen 1998; Goring-Morris et al. 2009; Henry 1989, 1995). Until recently it was thought 

that the surrounding arid Saharo-Arabian and semi-arid Irano-Turanian zones were 

more or less unoccupied during this time period (Bar-Yosef 1981, 1987b, 1989; Bar-

Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989; Marks 1977). Although this appears to be the case for the 

Sinai and Negev where very few early Epipalaeolithic sites have been located to-date, 

other regions appear to have been extensively used by human groups (Byrd 1988; Byrd 

& Garrard 1989; Garrard, Baird & Byrd 1994; Garrard et al. 1988; Garrard & Byrd 1992; 

Henry 1988a, b, 1995; Marks 1977) It is argued that with the climatic amelioration fol-

lowing 19,000 cal B.P., the Irano-Turanian shrub vegetation expanded at the expense of 

the Saharo-Arabian desert and populations gradually expanded out from the Mediterra-

ÎÅÁÎ ȬÃÏÒÅȭȢ 4ÈÕÓȟ ÓÅÍÉ-arid and arid zones are implicitly understood as marginal, since 

less food resources were available here. This geographical and environmental dichotomy 

between a rich core and an impoverished periphery is reinforced by the identification of 

distinct lithic traditions respective to each zone during the early and middle Epipalaeo-
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Figure 2.5: The distribution of phyto-geographical zones in the Levant 
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Figure 2.6: Average annual precipitation in the southern Levant 
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lithic. Nebekian, Qalkhan, Mushabian and Ramonian assemblages have been identified 

only in the marginal zones and thus are seen as desert-specific adaptations of final Pleis-

tocene hunter-gatherer groups (Byrd 1998; Byrd & Colledge 1991; Byrd 1994a, b; Goring

-Morris 1995; Goring-Morris & Belfer-Cohen 1998; Goring-Morris 1987; Henry 1989, 

1995). With increasingly favourable conditions throughout the region it is argued that 

population sizes began to increase, signified by higher diversity in the microlithic 

chipped stone component and the presence of more sites across the region (Bar-Yosef & 

Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Goring-Morris 1995; Goring-Morris & Belfer-Cohen 

1998; Henry 1989). Resource competition in the semi-arid parts of the Negev/Sinai and 

southern Jordan is seen as one of the reasons for populations aggregating in the more 

temperate Mediterranean zone, where abundant resources, including wild barley and 

wheat stands, were now available. This agglomeration of people led to the emergence of 

ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ %ÐÉÐÁÌÁÅÏÌÉÔÈÉÃ Ȭ.ÁÔÕÆÉÁÎ #ÕÌÔÕÒÅȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ -ÔȢ #ÁÒÍÅÌȟ 'ÁÌÉÌÅÅ ÁÎÄ *ÏÒÄÁÎ 6ÁÌÌÅÙ 

core region, where an abundance of early sites from this period are located (Bar-Yosef 

1998; Bar-Yosef 2004; Belfer-Cohen 1991; Valla 1995).  

The movement of populations in and out of the southern Levantine phyto-

geographical zones is identified using techno-typological characteristics of chipped stone 

artefact assemblages. Core reduction sequences, presence or absence of the microburin 

technique, as well as differing frequencies of microlith forms have been used to identify 

and delineate different socio-cultural groups (Bar-Yosef 1970, 1981, 1989; Bar-Yosef 

1991; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989; Bar-Yosef & Vogel 1987; Fellner 1995a; Goring-

Morris 1995; Goring-Morris 1987; Henry 1989: 81-89, 118-123, 155-156, 170-175; 

1995). Tool production methods and microlith morphology are seen to reflect stylistic 

choices of Epipalaeolithic knappers, which in turn reflect cultural traditions. While some 

have gone as far as suggesting that the observed variability in lithic assemblages relates 

to distinct ethnic communities (Bar-Yosef 1991; Bar-Yosef 1998; Henry 1989, 1995), oth-

ers have argued that technological aspects also had a significant impact on assemblage 

(Neeley & Barton 1994). The identification of particular cultural regions in the southern 

Levant depends on isolating these stylistic attributes of the chipped stone assemblages 

within a confined space. Based on suddenness and subtle changes in these attributes, 

population movements, replacements, mixing or the diffusion of technological traditions 

(i.e., contact between different groups) have been postulated. Typologically, the early 

Epipalaeolithic is characterized by a high degree of diversity in microlith tool forms, 

evolving gradually from non geometric to geometric forms toward the middle Epipalaeo-

lithic. A distinction between chipped stone assemblages in the western and eastern Le-

vant has been drawn, based on differences in non-geometric microlith shapes. Eastern 
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Levantine assemblages are now described as Nebekian, while western Levantine assem-

blages retained the label Kebaran (Belfer-Cohen & Goring-Morris 2003; Goring-Morris 

1995; Goring-Morris & Belfer-Cohen 1998; Olszewski 2001b, 2006; Stutz & Estabrook 

2004). Other regional facies exist in southern Jordan, such as the Qalkhan during the 

early Epipalaeolithic and the Madamaghan during the middle Epipalaeolithic, although 

these are not widely recognized by all scholars and have been subsumed under existing 

labels by others (Goring-Morris 1995; Goring-Morris & Belfer-Cohen 1998; Olszewski 

2001b, 2006). For example, in the western Levant, Geometric Kebaran assemblages are 

contemporaneous with the Mushabian tradition of the Sinai/Negev, and both are middle 

Epipalaeolithic entities. The contrast between industries in the Mediterranean vegetation 

zone (the Kebaran) and those in the semi-arid and arid regions of the southern, south-

eastern and eastern Levant is often characterised as a unidirectional relationship in 

which crucial cultural changes occurred first in the Mediterranean zone, before permeat-

ing to the periphery (Bar-Yosef 1981, 1987b; Bar-Yosef 1996; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 

1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; Bar-Yosef & Meadow 1995; Goring-

Morris & Belfer-Cohen 1998; Goring-Morris 1987; Henry 1989, 1995), others have sug-

gested that this process was more reciprocal with elements of arid zone adaptations dif-

fusing into the core zone (Byrd 1994b; Henry 1989, 1995). Byrd (1989; 1998; 1994b; 

Byrd & Garrard 1989;  see also Garrard & Byrd 1992) has shown that the first use of the 

microburin technique3, for example, is evident in the Azraq Basin of eastern Jordan at 

around 21,000 cal B.P. This predates the adoption of the technique in the western Levant 

and therefore suggests a significant technological influence deriving from outside the 

core. The geographical dichotomy between the marginal zones and the Mediterranean 

core area is one of the key principles used to model changes in human settlement across 

the region and is not only reflected in the reconstruction of these zones, but also in the 

understanding of the lithic assemblages.  

The emergence of Neolithic economies in the southern Levant is seen to be 

rooted in a slow evolution of economic strategies and social organization beginning in 

the final Pleistocene. Socio-cultural change from the LGM to the beginning of the Neo-

lithic is understood as a gradual, unilineal process of increasing social complexity (Bar-

Yosef 1987b, 1989; Bar-Yosef 1996; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-

Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; Fellner 1995a; Goring-Morris & Belfer-Cohen 1998; Henry 

1989, 1995). Early and middle Epipalaeolithic groups are then described as highly mobile 

bands, subsisting mainly on hunting and gathering with low or no social hierarchies. This 

is generally described as a foraging life style or simple hunting and gathering mode 

3: A method used to section bladelets using partial retouch and a burin side-blow applied on an anvil, used to produce 
microlith tool blanks. 
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(Binford 1968, 1980, 1983; Flannery 1969, 1972; Woodburn 1980). Aggregation within 

the Mediterranean zone during the late Epipalaeolithic period, which led to the emer-

ÇÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .ÁÔÕÆÉÁÎ Ȭ#ÕÌÔÕÒÅȭȟ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÏÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÈÕÎÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÔÈÅÒȤ

ing (or collecting) way of life, which brought with it social hierarchies, sedentism and in-

creased territoriality. The Natufian period is often described as an evolutionary threshold 

crossed by people on the road to agriculturally-based village life and is often seen as an 

ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ȬÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÎÏ ÒÅÔÕÒÎȭ ɉ"ÁÒ-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-

Cohen 2000). Complex hunting and gathering, it is argued, established the necessary pre-

conditions for agriculture so that human populations became sedentary and eventually 

dependant on cereal resources. Following the climatic deterioration of the Younger 

Dryas, late Natufian groups expanded once again across the region to alleviate stress and 

lower the risk of settled life, before their successors eventually crossed the final evolu-

tionary step to the adoption of agriculture. This social evolutionary narrative combines 

several elements of the current interpretation: social and political organization, changes 

in subsistence, settlement patterns, technology and social differentiation, as evidenced in 

the emergence of body ornaments, mobile art and burial grounds.  

 
 

SOCIAL EVOLUTIONARY THEORY: BACKGROUND 

Various aspects of the way in which this narrative has been written exemplify 

how the social evolutionary framework rests heavily on a Spencerian version of evolu-

tionary thought. Change is unilineal and progressive; it is mainly associated with devel-

opments in subsistence (gatherer/hunters to farmers), and also affects the social and po-

litical constitution of Epipalaeolithic and early Neolithic societies. The driving force be-

hind this transformation is climatic change. Although ecological approaches are therefore 

a crucial component of Epipalaeolithic archaeology in the southern Levant it also displays 

a primary interest in culture history. The influences on this framework are diverse, incor-

ÐÏÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ &ÒÁÎÃÏÉÓ "ÏÒÄÅÓȭ ɉ"ÏÒÄÅÓ ρωυσȟ ρωφρɊ ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

school of ecological archaeology. Typological classification and ordering of assemblages 

into archaeological industries, complexes, and cultures is seen as an initial step in the at-

tempt to model the economic background of Epipalaeolithic groups in the region (Henry 

1989). Social aspects play a subordinate role in these perspectives and are seen as a func-

tional dimension relating to environmental and climatic changes, acting as mechanisms 

to reduce risk and thereby adapt to altering external conditions (Henry 1995: 342-343, 

418-421, 434-436). Consequently, the concept of landscape is considered primarily from 

an economic and ecological perspective. In these landscapes, human agents play a seem-
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ingly insignificant role. Since cultural change is induced by forces external to society (e.g., 

climate, demography) the narrative suggests that human decision-making processes are 

preconditioned according to the necessities and practicalities determined by climatic and 

environmental change.  

Landscapes are therefore considered as empty spaces into which resources, set-

tlements and other external conditions are mapped by the modern observer (Barrett 

1999; Bender 1999; Thomas 2001; Tilley 1994, 2006). There is little appreciation for the 

way in which such landscapes were also socially-constructed, perceived and lived in by 

people (Barrett 1994, 1999; Bender 1993b; Ingold 1993; Thomas 2001). This is because 

the paradigm of social evolution assumes a priori that hunter-gatherers are less able to 

shape or affect their environment than farmers, since they are socially and technologi-

cally less-developed. Farming societies are seen to have successfully domesticated plants 

ÁÎÄ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȠ Á ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÈÅÌÄ ÔÏ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÓÅ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÉÎÇ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ 

and rising above savagery (Barnard 2004; Ingold 1988, 1992, 2000; Pluciennik 2002b, 

2004, 2005). Since hunter-gatherers have been defined on the basis of their mode of sub-

sistence and did not domesticated plants or animals they are, by the same token, consid-

ered to reflect a more natural state of existence. They are passive agents within their 

landscapes, as landscape is primarily a natural, physical entity consisting of resources, 

topography, geology and vegetation.  

The cultural historical approach inherent in artefact classification schemes and 

lithics typologies in the Epipalaeolithic, and the direct link made between type frequen-

cies and specific phyto-geographical zones, further exemplifies a passive and naturalistic 

image of hunter-gatherers. The characteristics of lithic types are considered to reflect 

primordial cultural traditions or mental templates which are held in common by a spe-

cific social group. Some scholars equate these social units with ethnic groups, since it is 

argued kinship relations were their binding social fabric (Henry 1989, 1995). In this case, 

once again, hunter-gatherers appear to play an insignificant role in the creation of mate-

rial culture. The use of typologies and cultural historical concepts to interpret the vari-

ability in Epipalaeolithic chipped stone assemblages also has important links to the idea 

of landscape. Various phyto-geographical zones are associated with different assem-

blages, which in turn are linked with specific social groups: Nebekian groups occupy the 

semi-arid to arid zone, while Kebaran groups occupy the Mediterranean zone. In the late 

Epipalaeolithic, Natufian groups are present in the Mediterranean zone, while Harifian 

groups were specifically adapted to the deserts of the Sinai and Negev (Goring Morris 

1987, 1995). The spatial connection between lithic assemblage variability and landscape 

is used to support the idea that culturally homogeneous regions can be delineated and 
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these areas can be considered as territories (Bar-Yosef 1991). This approach is reminis-

cent of the culture area concept as it was developed at the beginning of the 20th century by 

Kossina, and later expanded on by Childe (Jones 1997; Kossina 1911; Trigger 1989; Veit 

1984, 2000). In the late Epipalaeolithic (Natufian) the presence of burials on many larger 

sites in the Mt. Carmel, Galilee and Jordan Valley is drawn on by some scholars to cor-

roborate the idea of tightly packed and well-defined territories (Bar-Yosef 1991; Bar-

Yosef 1998; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; 

Henry 1989; Valla 1999; Wright 1978). The concepts of space and landscape in this per-

spective are extremely static and inhabited by social groups who uphold territorial 

boundaries and act within these regions as economizing and rational beings. It has been 

argued that such conceptualisations reflect capitalist and nationalist definitions of how 

humans operate within space (Bender 1993a, 1999; Cosgrove 1984; Ingold 1988, 1992, 

1993, 2000; Thomas 2001; Tilley 2006). While hunter-gatherers are also considered to 

act towards economic optimums within such spaces, they are interpreted as less able to 

affect the conditions of their existence since they are seen to occupy a less developed 

stage on the social evolutionary ladder. This cultural historical focus on bounded spaces 

containing specific techno-typological categories of lithics is also reflected in the distinc-

tion drawn between areas considered to be central to culture change and, on the other 

hand, those which are seen as marginal. This dichotomy is based on the aforementioned 

classification of different phyto-geographical zones (Figure 1.2).  

A further indicator of the influence cultural historical frameworks have on the 

construction of the Epipalaeolithic sequence in the southern Levant is evidenced by 

ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓȭ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÕÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ  

(Bar-Yosef 1998; Bar-Yosef 2004; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; Fellner 1995a; Goring-

Morris & Belfer-Cohen 1998; Henry 1989, 1995). Movements of groups into and out of 

territories, the basis of which are various environmental zones, is a key factor in explain-

ing socio-cultural change. Once again, population movements are seen to be stimulated 

by climate change and the expansion or contraction of vegetational zones. The techno-

typological characteristics of the chipped stone assemblages are the primary, and largely 

only, means by which these population movements are measured. Since other relevant 

data is rare this focus on lithics is understandable, although as many commentators have 

argued it does not provide a very good proxy to study how people may have moved 

around the landscape (Neeley & Barton 1994; Olszewski 2001a). The diffusion of lithic 

reduction techniques, primarily the microburin technique, is a further mechanism 

through which change in lithic technology and other realms is explained. Yet, no clear or 

coherent criteria have been established to distinguish when population movement or 

diffusion/cultural contact can be held responsible for changes in lithic technology. It ap-
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pears that scholars employ either explanation almost at will. What the modelling of tech-

nological change within a cultural historical framework does, however, contributes to an 

image of a static and commoditised landscape. Thus objectified with territories and home 

ranges, landscape appears as voids. Cultural traditions, ethnic identities, human actions 

and movements are mapped onto the physical properties of the land, providing a static 

backdrop to model socio-cultural change according to preconceived notions about social 

complexity and progression. 

 

INTERPRETATIVE PROBLEMS:  

RECENT FIELDWORK AND SOCIAL EVOLUTION  

In this section I consider recent fieldwork results and reappraisals of the avail-

able archaeological and environmental data for the final Pleistocene Levant to argue that 

the currently available evidence for a straightforward, unilineal social evolutionary nar-

rative of the Epipalaeolithic period in the southern Levant is problematic. I intend to 

demonstrate that the reconstruction of distinct phyto-geographical zones in the Levant 

and final Pleistocene settlement patterns are poorly correlated and that it is difficult to 

link changes in the archaeological record with climatic and environmental deteriorations 

or ameliorations. Based on recent fieldwork results from a number of key sites in the re-

gion, it can furthermore be argued that early and middle Epipalaeolithic communities 

were anything but simple hunter-gatherers. In addition, various publications have in re-

cent years begun to question the status of the late Epipalaeolithic (Natufian) as a complex 

hunting and gathering society and of the early Neolithic (PPNA) as a straightforward ag-

ricultural society. These works provide further indication that the simple to complex uni-

lineal sequence proposed by social evolution is not applicable to the cultural changes and 

phenomena witnessed in the southern Levant.  

Models of social change in the Epipalaeolithic southern Levant rely heavily on the 

distinction between different environmental zones in this region, as outlined above. 

While accurate in principle the problems with this concept of phyto-geographical zones 

lies in the disjuncture between the modern reconstruction of plant distributions and the 

available palaeoclimatic data. Although the overall palaeoclimatic sequence in the south-

ern Levant is reasonably well-understood (Cordova 2007; Robinson 2006; Rosen 2007), 

local and sub-regional climatic records are only patchily preserved. The vast majority of 

the local data derives either from botanical and faunal remains from sites or geoarchae-

ological studies on and in the vicinity of sites. Yet, this data is associated with two prob-

lems. First, botanical and faunal materials from archaeological sites can only ever provide 
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an indirect picture of palaeoenvironmental conditions since the plants and animals that 

compose the archaeological record are subjected both to human and other taphonomic 

processes (Bar-Oz 2004; Bar-Oz & Dayan 2003; Bar-Oz 2002; Colledge 2001; Stiner et al. 

2001). Often, this limiting factor is neglected in palaeoenvironmental studies in the re-

gion, which uncritically relate this data to larger scale environmental changes (Henry 

1989). Secondly, this data often represents minutiae of past ecological conditions and 

lacks the chronological longevity of and association to long duration, pan-regional pa-

laeoclimatic records. Apart from this issue, the vast majority of this data derives only 

from faunal and geoarchaeological data since botanical remains are extremely scarce for 

the early and middle Epipalaeolithic (Colledge 2001). The detailed expansion and con-

traction cycles suggested for the phyto-geographical zones may therefore be indicative of 

a general pattern, but cannot account for the immediate and local character of palaeo-

ecological conditions. Local and regional variation in topography, hydrology and geology 

are not taken into account rigorously enough, although it is these immediate and local 

environments that people had to cope with and live within.  

Various inconsistencies in other palaeoclimatic datasets for the southern Levant 

can also be noted. The Hulah and Ghab pollen cores, which have been used as the primary 

terrestrial datasets for the reconstruction of climatic patterns in the southern Levant 

(Baruch 1994; Baruch & Bottema 1991; Bottema & van Zeist 1981; Butzer 1975, 1978; 

van Zeist & Bottema 1982; Zohary 1973), have recently been shown to be inaccurately 

dated (Meadows 2004). Meadows (2004) has argued that reservoir effects in the dating 

of these pollen profiles have not been taken into account adequately, resulting in uncer-

tainties over the vegetational chronologies. Although overall vegetation changes are ade-

quately recorded in the pollen diagrams from both locations, Meadows argues that they 

are unsuitable to understand more immediate, local patterns of vegetation. The Ghab and 

Huleh pollen cores provided one of the key means to reconstruct final Pleistocene vegeta-

tion changes in the region and provided one of the key links between local, pan-regional 

and global palaeoenvironmental datasets. Since the inaccuracies outlined by Meadows 

(2004) show that local vegetation changes are difficult to reconstruct on the basis of 

these pollen cores, this link has been severed. Palaeoenvironmental data from the Azraq 

Basin Early Prehistory Project, further appears to contradict some of the overall climatic 

reconstructions for the region (Garrard 1998; Garrard, Baird & Byrd 1994). While global 

climatic data shows that the Last Glacial Maximum in the southern Levant was character-

ised by more cool and dry conditions than at present (Bar-Yosef 1987b, 1989; Cordova 

2007; Robinson 2006; Rosen 2007) sedimentary data from sites in the Azraq Basin, 

which are comparatively well-dated, show that cool but wet conditions may have existed 

in the eastern Levant (Byrd & Garrard 1989; Garrard 1998; Garrard, Baird & Byrd 1994; 
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see also chapter 5 & 6; Garrard, Baird, Colledge et al. 1994; Garrard et al. 1988). This fur-

ther indicates that local environmental and ecological conditions can be quite variable 

and do not necessarily fit to the overall picture of climatic reconstructions. Lastly, prob-

lems arise in the chronological correlation between climatic change, the expansion/

contraction of phyto-geographical zones, and settlement patterns. Radiocarbon dates 

from archaeological sites in the region are too sparse to allow for a coherent link be-

tween these diverse lines of evidence (Byrd 1994b). Only rarely are sites, such as Ohalo 

II, furnished with sufficient C14 dates to limit the statistical range of dates from occupa-

tion horizons. Cluster dating of occupation surfaces has too rarely been undertaken to 

situate assemblages and sites more consistently in the larger scale climatic and environ-

mental datasets. With the local link between environmental data and archaeological sites 

severely compromised there are clear issues in linking long-term climate changes di-

rectly with the archaeological evidence for social, economic or political changes. The cor-

relation of general climatic changes with both localized environmental alterations and 

general socio-cultural change therefore appears somewhat problematic, since the data 

does not allow a very tight fit of these different data. For this reason, the supposed driv-

ing force behind social evolutionary change in the case of the southern Levant is not very 

well understood and of limited usefulness to facilitate a more holistic understanding of 

the final Pleistocene social and cultural phenomena.  

Preconceived notions about the transition from simple hunter-gatherers to com-

plex collectors and farmers have also hindered progress in appreciating the variable and 

knowledgeable way in which final Pleistocene groups operated within their habitats. This 

is because social evolution is considered to exist a priori as a cross-cultural principle, 

which necessitates a unilineal progression from simple adapted forms to more complex 

social systems. Archaeological evidence from the southern Levant which has come to 

light in recent years indicates, to the contrary, that a simple to complex social evolution 

cannot be assumed in any straightforward manner. This is not to say, however, that 

changing climatic conditions did not affect communities in the southern Levant or else-

where, between 22,000 and 10,500 cal B.P. Rather, I would argue that in considering the 

relationship between humans and environments, we ought to focus on the reciprocal as-

pects of this duality by considering it in a more holistic way. This requires, on the one 

hand, better palaeoenvironmental data and a move away from environmental determin-

ism toward an understanding of humans as active and knowledgeable agents.  

Excavations at the early Epipalaeolithic site of Ohalo II on the western shore of 

the lake of Galilee have produced evidence that challenges the notion of a foraging mode 

of subsistence in the early Epipalaeolithic. The site, which dates to c. 23.000 cal B.P. and 
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consists of a series of brush huts, hearths, pits and a single human burial. It was excep-

tionally well -preserved in fine lake sediments which facilitated the survival of abundant 

charred seeds of various grasses and fruits (Kislev et al. 1992; Kislev 2002; Weiss et al. 

2004; Weiss et al. 2005). In total c. 90,000 charred specimens were recovered, represent-

ing 100 different plant species, 30 of which were edible. These included wild barley and 

emmer wheat which became the first domesticates during the early Neolithic period 

(Zohary & Hopf 2000). That the presence of these remains was not purely accidental was 

recently confirmed by starch grain analysis of a ground stone grinding slab from the site, 

which produced evidence for the grinding of wild barley and possibly wild emmer, as 

well as a series of other wild grasses (Piperno 2004). Ground stone tools found at the site 

were also closely associated with charred seeds. Based on the seasonality of the micro-

botanical plant taxa (Kislev et al. 1992; Kislev 2002; Weiss et al. 2004), as well as on sedi-

mentological data (Tsatskin 2002; Tsatskin & Nadel 2003), Nadel suggests that Ohalo II 

was occupied at several points throughout the year, perhaps even year round (Nadel 

2002, 2004a; Nadel 2004b; Nadel 2006). This is supported by fine-grained stratigraphic 

evidence, which shows the successive superposition of living floors inside some of the 

brush huts (Nadel 2004a, 2006). If, as the evidence suggests, wild cereals were inten-

sively procured as part of the plant food economy and the site enjoyed year round occu-

pation it can be argued that the developments considered as revolutionary or culminat-

ing during the late Epipalaeolithic (Natufian) were not a critical as they may seem. Rather 

ÔÈÁÎ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ Á ÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÍÏÄÅ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÁÇÉÎÇȟ /ÈÁÌÏ ))ȭÓ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓȭ ÆÏÏÄ ÐÒÏÃÕÒÅÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÁÃȤ

tices were characterised by diversity and plant knowledgeability, which betrays the sim-

plicity of the simple-foraging/complex-collecting model.  

Conventional constructions of the Epipalaeolithic sequence in the southern Le-

vant have highlighted the importance of the late Epipalaeolithic (Natufian) as a socially-

complex, sedentary hunter-gatherer culture. Yet, the nature of the late Epipalaeolithic 

appears far from clear, since both late Epipalaeolithic sedentism and social complexity 

can be contested. The presence of stone architecture, heavy duty ground stone imple-

ments (e.g., pipe mortars), burials, certain commensal faunal species (e.g., house mouse, 

house sparrow and rats), storage features and the substantial thickness of archaeological 

deposits at some sites have all been taken as indicators of Natufian sedentism (Bar-Yosef 

1998; Bar-Yosef 2004; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-Yosef & Meadow 

1995; Henry 1989). Critique of the use of architecture as an indicator of sedentism has 

already been voiced by Edwards (1989b) and others (Olszewski 1991b). More recently, 

Boyd (2006) has offered a more substantial critique of Natufian sedentism, and has 

pointed to various inconsistencies in all of the lines of evidence noted above. He argued 

that ground stone implements cannot be taken as direct indicator of more permanent 
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settlement, even if they were not transportable. Instead, he demonstrates that the raw 

material used to make ground stone tools reflects a procurement pattern that indicates a 

high level of mobility (Weinstein-Evron et al. 2001). Furthermore, Boyd (2006) cites cri-

tiques of the biological indicators for sedentism (Tangri & Wyncoll 1989; Wyncoll & Tan-

gri 1991), to show that the presence of house mice, sparrows and rats in Natufian faunal 

assemblages is far from straightforward (but see Tchernov 1991). Based on his own re-

search Boyd, argues that cemeteries, at times, predate the establishment of settlements 

and may therefore relate to more significant social and symbolic practices than simply 

the marking of territory as an outcome of sedentism (Boyd 2001). In the same instance, 

Boyd (2006) points to the rarity of Natufian storage features (which are mainly known 

from Hayonim Terrace and Mallaha), and also supports Hardy-Smith and Ed-

×ÁÒÄÓȭ ɉ(ÁÒÄÙ-Smith & Edwards 2004) findings that argue for high Natufian mobility 

ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÒÅÆÕÓÅ ÄÉÓÃÁÒÄ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎÓ ÁÔ 7ÁÄÉ (ÁÍÍÅÈ ςχȢ 4ÁËÅÎ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȟ "ÏÙÄȭÓ ɉςππφɊ ÁÎÄ 

%Ä×ÁÒÄÓȭ ɉ%Ä×ÁÒÄÓ ρωψωÂȠ (ÁÒÄÙ-Smith & Edwards 2004) work amounts to a substan-

tial critique of the notion that early Natufian groups were sedentary, and challenges one 

of the key aspects of the late Epipalaeolithic evolutionary sequence.  

In relation to Natufian sedentism, if at all present, a further problem for a unilin-

eal, social evolutionary story arises from the suggestion that late Natufian groups re-

verted to a higher degree of mobility (Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 1992; Bar-

Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000). Decreases in site size, the decline of architecture, as well as 

changes in the burial record have been seen as indicators of increased mobility. It is sug-

gested that the reason for higher mobility during the late Natufian was the climatic dete-

rioration that occurred with the onset of the Younger Dryas, which caused depletion in 

available resources. This, in turn, resulted in a dispersal of populations across the region 

to maximise return within different areas and alleviate risk. However, even if one was to 

accept that different levels of sedentism or mobility could be detected on the basis of ar-

chitecture, site size, and the nature of cemeteries (see above), it seems confusing that a 

more or less unilineal social evolutionary sequence persists, while it is argued that cer-

tain aspects of this development did not proceed in this manner. In the literature this is 

commonly referred to as punctuated equilibrium (Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1991, 1992), 

which suggests a cyclical evolutionary development. Nevertheless, despite being charac-

terized as a periodic process it is nevertheless basically progressive and developmental. 

Evidence from the late Epipalaeolithic levels of Abu Hureyra, however, contradicts the 

notion that all groups during this period were more mobile (Moore 2000; Moore 1992). 

Leaving aside the issue in how far Abu Hureyra represents a classic Natufian site or not 

(Belfer-Cohen 1989; Olszewski 1988, 1991a), micro-botanical and faunal remains sug-

gest inhabitants were at the site year-round. This evident variability in settlement pat-
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terns, land use and subsistence practices is far from adequately explained using the ideas 

of a punctuated equilibrium or social evolution.  

Decorated burials from the early Natufian are often cited as evidence for social 

hierarchies (Bar-Yosef 1998; Bar-Yosef 2004; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 1989, 1991, 

1992; Bar-Yosef & Belfer-Cohen 2000; Henry 1989; Wright 1978) and therefore feed into 

the idea of social complexity, an elemental aspect of the argument that the early Natufian 

was a complex hunter-gatherer society. Wright (1978) argued that social differentiation 

was detectable in the Natufian cemetery from el-Wad on the basis of age differences and 

the predominance of grave goods in certain burials. This work was criticised by Boyd 

(2001), who suggested that the early excavations of el-7ÁÄ ÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ 7ÒÉÇÈÔȭÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

was based, were too biased due to the excavation and retrieval methods used at the time 

to allow for such detailed reconstructions (see also Belfer-Cohen 1995; Byrd & Monahan 

1995). Crucially, he also suggested that the underlying principle of identifying social dif-

ferences on the basis of grave goods and demographic differences was inconsistent. Byrd 

and Monahan (1995) also rejected the idea of individual differentiation on the basis of 

wealth and status, and attributed the variability in the late Epipalaeolithic burial record 

ÁÓ ÍÁÒËÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄȢ "ÏÙÄȭÓ ɉ"ÏÙÄ ςππρɊ ×ÏÒË ÓÈÏ×Ó 

how another key aspect of the social evolutionary narrative can be deconstructed, if the 

evidence is scrutinized in detail. It seems that many aspects of the Natufian narrative, as 

a complex hunter-gatherer society, are often constructed in a pre-determined perspec-

tive. Rather than drawing on the variability of human practices during the late Pleisto-

cene, archaeologists have been keen to fit the available data into a narrow, pre-conceived 

social evolutionary scheme.  

Chipped stone typologies have been used to promote a long sense of conti-

nuity in the Epipalaeolithic of Southwest Asia (Bar-Yosef 1991; Pirie 2004). Using 

the idea of proto-type forms (e.g., proto-lunates, proto-triangles) as precursors to 

middle and late Epipalaeolithic microlithic tool types, connections between the vari-

ous stages of the Epipalaeolithic are made. Again, it is interesting that a backward 

trajectory is constructed starting from Natufian or Geometric Kebaran material cul-

ture, to assign meaning to these proto-types, because the principal forms are pre-

sent as lunates or triangles in the Natufian and Geometric Kebaran, respectively. 

Pirie (Pirie 2001, 2004) has criticised this promotion of continuity and the idea of 

gradualism that is expressed in the emphasis placed on geometrization in micro-

lithic tool forms.  
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Bar Yosef-s temporal creation elegantly links the future with the past in a way that prefigures later 

developments. Tools in earlier sites came to have within themselves the potential for later tools. 

These significant types thus represented the implicit future fulfilment of a trend of tool morphol-

ogy and associated cultural development. Continuity of tradition over the entire period was thus 

assured through the use of continuous variables such as measurements, and pseudo continuous 

variables, such as morphing tool forms and assemblage proportions.ó (Pirie 2004: 690).  

 

Bar-9ÏÓÅÆȭÓ ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÃÈÅÍÅ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÉÎ 

the region (e.g. Goring-Morris 1987), although not all have followed his idea of proto 

types. However, it seems clear that almost all scholars accept a cultural continuity that 

connects the various Epipalaeolithic entities across time (see above). The microburin 

technique is used as another indicator to track cultural connections or populations move-

ÍÅÎÔÓ ɉ(ÅÎÒÙ ρωχτȟ ρωψωȟ ρωωυɊȢ 0ÉÒÉÅȭÓ ɉςππρȟ ςππτɊ ×ÏÒË ÈÁÓ ÓÈÏ×Î ÈÏ× ÆÁÒ ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÉȤ

cal series are archaeological constructs; narratives of the past that do not necessarily 

separate observation and interpretation. At the same time, Neeley and Barton (1994) 

have cast considerable doubt on some of the typological methods and ideas underlying 

the study of the Epipalaeolithic periods (but see critical responses by Fellner 1995b; Gor-

ing-Morris 1996; Henry 1996; Kaufman 1995; Phillips 1996). Although typologies remain 

useful tools for archaeologists generally, considerable doubt has been cast on the mean-

ing of such typologies for the understanding of past socio-cultural processes (Adams & 

Adams 1991; Hodder 1982a, c, 1986; Jones 1997; Renfrew 1987; Trigger 1995). It is now 

accepted by most scholars that ethnicity cannot be inferred on the basis of one or two 

traits evident in material cultural remains, even in conditions where a wide range of ma-

terial culture is available. Studies of ethnicity in ethnography and the modern world re-

veal how ambivalent this concept is and how variable and contextual its expression or 

invisibility can be (Anderson 1991; Jenkins 1997). Apart from these epistemological is-

sues, problems persist in the application of typologies in the Epipalaeolithic of the south-

ern Levant. Different analysts employ variable systems of classification for lithic assem-

blages and there is little common understanding of how to recognize distinct types of mi-

croliths (Olszewski 2001a). The identification of particular social groups and movement 

of or contact between them is therefore fraught with conceptual and epistemological 

problems. There is no clear correlation between typological classification, ethnic/cultural 

groups and the movement of populations, since we are unable to assess whether the dif-

ferent types identified by archaeologists are either discrete entities or had any meaning 

to past agents in the first place.  

The issue of evolutionary continuity and unilineal development from simple to 
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complex societies at the Pleistocene/Holocene interface is further challenged by recent 

research that indicates a fundamental reconceptualisation of early Neolithic communities 

in the southern Levant. Although many innovations appear in the archaeological record 

during the early Holocene, several elements of the material culture appear to remain 

fairly similar. Belfer-Cohen (Belfer-Cohen 1994), for example, discussed the continuity 

from late/final Natufian to early PPNA lithic technology in the Jordan Valley. Architec-

ture, site size and density of occupation also remain fairly comparable to the preceding 

late Epipalaeolithic. In the absence of clearly identifiable domesticated plant species and 

given the relative importance of game animals in the faunal spectrum on many sites, it 

seems that many scholars have moved away from considering the PPNA as a strictly Neo-

lithic entity (Kuijt & Goring-Morris 2002; Mithen 2000). Instead, the early Holocene com-

munities were still characterised by fairly high mobility, relying on wild resources to a 

great extent. Furthermore, the archaeological evidence for the PPNA also displays a great 

deal of variability, in particular in relation to different parts of the Levantine landscape. 

Many scholars now consider a fully fledged Neolithic economy not to be present prior to 

the Pre Pottery Neolithic B (PPNB) (Kuijt & Goring-Morris 2002). This shows that differ-

ent trends, social and cultural processes took place throughout the region, and that the 

developments were anything but uni-directional.  

A number of authors have also pointed out how various cultural aspects of the 

Neolithic can be traced back to the earlier, pre-Natufian Epipalaeolithic. Watkins 

(Watkins 2004a; Watkins 2004b, 2005b) has discussed the longevity of some of the cog-

nitive processes he considers to have been crucial to the emergence of the Neolithic, and 

locates them amongst earlier Epipalaeolithic groups. More recently, Hodder (Hodder 

2007) has discussed how the repetitive use of space occurred at various points in the 

Southwest Asian prehistoric sequence, and how they became gradually more pronounced 

and accentuated towards the later Epipalaeolithic and during the Neolithic. Considering 

the connections across these chronological horizons shows more of the similarity be-

tween the cultural expressions that characterised the earlier Epipalaeolithic and the Neo-

lithic, rather than emphasising that there were critical, evolutionary shifts and breaks in 

terms of subsistence and settlement patterns. The emerging picture challenges the view 

that the early Neolithic was revolutionary, and provides further evidence that a unilineal 

cultural evolution is in contrast with the archaeological evidence. In conjunction with evi-

dence from late/final Natufian contexts, as well as early Epipalaeolithic Ohalo II, socio-

cultural changes at the late Pleistocene/early Holocene transition appear far from 

straightforward.  
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SOCIAL EVOLUTION AND LANDSCAPE: EPISTEMOLOGY 

 
In the context of Levantine prehistory few scholars have critically reflected on the 

underlying assumptions and biases inherent in a positivist approach to landscape and 

social evolution in south Levantine prehistory (Boyd 1999, 2002, 2004; Verhoeven 

2004). With regards to the wider archaeological and anthropological literature, further 

problems with this narrative can be raised. For at least a decade various scholars have 

pointed out that social evolutionary theory in archaeology and anthropology can be 

closely associated with the emergence of modernity (Shanks & Tilley 1987a, b; Thomas 

2004). Thomas (2004) in particular has recently outlined the philosophical underpin-

nings relating to modernity that have contributed to the emergence of archaeology as a 

discipline in the humanities. At the heart of the metaphysical structure of social evolu-

tionary thought we can identify a dichotomy between nature and culture, which is per-

haps the key characteristic of rational Enlightenment thought (Boyd 2002, 2004; Ingold 

2000, 2002a, b, 2004). This dichotomy, rooted in the Cartesian dualism between mind 

and body, is directly related to the qualitative categorisation of societies and in the adop-

tion of narrow functionalist and materialist approaches to material culture, landscape 

and processes of socio cultural change (Gosden 1994; Shanks & Tilley 1987b; Thomas 

2004). In the last part of this chapter I would like to move from the contextual critique of 

the previous section to an epistemological evaluation of the idea of social evolution as 

currently practised implicitly or explicitly in Epipalaeolithic/Neolithic research in the 

Levant. In particular, I will suggest that the construction of social evolutionary narratives 

neglects the role of human agencies during the late Pleistocene Levant and has contrib-

uted to a conceptualisation of landscape as commoditized space, void of social interaction 

and agency.  

Social evolutionary thought and the condition of modernity are closely related 

and draw on the same concepts and understandings of the world that have characterised 

the modern West since the seventeenth and eighteenth century (Ingold 2000, 2002b; 

Pluciennik 2005; Trigger 1989). These cosmologies emerged during the Renaissance and 

the Enlightenment periods, which represent the formative periods of modernity. On the 

one hand, scholars interested in the natural sciences became increasingly aware of the 

pre-classical antiquity of humanity through the discovery of flint tools and other artefacts 

(Thomas 2004; Trigger 1989). The possibility of recognising the antiquity of humanity 

became more plausible because merchants and explorers around the world came into 

contact with non-western societies for the first time, with cultural practices radically dif-

ferent from Renaissance Europe. On the other hand, radical changes in philosophy 

prompted a different understanding of human society and the natural world. Natural sci-
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ence and philosophy emerged in antagonism to Christian scripture (Thomas 2004: 8-9). 

These founding moments of modern western science and western expansion were to be-

come the breeding ground for an understanding of human society based on the categori-

sation of people, the idea of rational progress towards a better society and the separation 

between nature and culture. This process of categorising the natural order was closely 

connected with a rational philosophy, which sought to comprehend the world through 

distanced observation and analysis, the application of reason, for which objectified classi-

fication was a prerequisite.  

The gradual recognition of a pre-classical European past emerged out of the 

7ÅÓÔȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÎÏÎ-western indigenous societies and the resultant recognition of 

alternative lifeways to the Classical ideal (Gosden 1999: 23; Shanks & Tilley 1987b; Tho-

mas 2004: 51; Trigger 1989: 52-55). In addition, increasing interest in the natural world 

resulted in the collection of prehistoric artefacts, such as Palaeolithic handaxes, and in 

ÃÏÎÊÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 7ÅÓÔȭÓ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÎÄÉÇÅÎÏÕÓ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÅÌÓÅ×ÈÅÒÅȟ ÒÅȤ

sulted in the recognition of a pre-Classical European past. The antiquity of humanity was 

seen as a historical process characterised by human advancement from one stage of cul-

tural development to the next in a linear concept of time. During the Enlightenment this 

concept was formulated explicitly for the first time as scholars began to suggest that hu-

man society progressed through a series of stages.  

Enlightenment historical philosophy harnessed these ideas to a vision of the progressive perfection of hu-

man existence through the application of reason and construction of order. Generally, this process was un-

derstood as having begun with a state of ônatureõ, in which the absence of culture coincided with disorder. 

(Thomas 2004: 31).  

 7ÈÉÌÅ ÓÏÍÅȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ 2ÏÕÓÓÅÁÕ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ȬÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌȭȟ ÎÏÎ-western societies as 

a form of human existence untainted by modern problems through their romantization 

as noble savages (Thomas 2004: 43), others believed that indigenous groups were infe-

rior to western civilisation and its achievements. Non-western societies were seen as 

representatives of a past stage in human history long surpassed by the West. Conse-

quently, the West was seen to represent the culmination of human achievement, a posi-

tion which provided a justification to invade, colonise and exploit other, non-western so-

cieties (Gosden 1999a: 25). The idea of human advancement through several stages re-

mained fairly generally formulated throughout the eighteenth century, and it was only 

during the nineteenth century that social scientists and economists argued much more 

explicitly for a separation of human societies into savages, barbarians and civilised na-

tions (Gosden 1999; Pluciennik 2005; Shanks & Tilley 1987b; Thomas 2004; Trigger 

1989). It is no coincidence that this strict delineation of stages of human evolution hap-
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pened at the same time as Europe established more and more colonies around the world.  

During the Enlightenment, philosophers became preoccupied with how humans 

could understand the nature of the surrounding physical world. Rather than relying on 

scripture as the only explanation of creation, science became the new key to unlock the 

unknown components of the natural world. The work by Newton and other natural scien-

tists began to provide a different cosmological perspective on the world, mainly through 

the eyes of mathematics and geometry (Thomas 2004). The search for generally-

applicable laws of physics now became the focus of natural scientists. This challenge to 

ÔÈÅÏÌÏÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ ÐÒÏÍÐÔÅÄ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÕÎÄÅÒȤ

standing of the world. Philosophers like Descartes and Bacon devised new ways of ques-

tioning human knowledge about the world and how one could learn and understand 

more about the natural laws that affected it. While Bacon established the position of em-

piricism, Descartes was concerned with the application of pure reason, a position which 

became known as rationalism. For Bacon it was objects themselves that provided the cru-

cial form of access to understanding the world, whereas for Descartes this had to be 

sought in the form of pure reason which was accessible through mathematics and geome-

try. For Decartes, human consciousness was the central principle upon which to base phi-

ÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ ÅÎÑÕÉÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ ,ÉËÅ $ÅÓÃÁÒÔÅÓȭ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȟ "ÁÃÏÎ ÁÌÓÏ 

mistrusted the senses in providing objective information about the world and suggested 

detailed observations, measurements and experiments had to be used to obtain knowl-

edge of the object world. Fundamental to both these lines of thought then was the separa-

tion between the mind, where reason was thought to reside, and the body, which was the 

host of the senses. This fundamental distinction between mind and matter can be seen as 

the basis of both empiricist and rationalist philosophy and is one of the key concepts of 

modernity (Thomas 2004: 18). It also provides the basis for establishing the separation 

between nature and culture, individual and society, and a host of other dichotomous 

structures that shaped modern thought.  

Essential to the concept of social evolution is an understanding of history as pro-

gressive and linear (Pluciennik 2005). With the Enlightenment, history came to be seen 

as a process characterised by change in human social and political organisation. Prior to 

the Enlightenment scholars interested in nature were mainly interested in classifying 

objects, plants and animals, but with the Enlightenment arose an interest in ordering the 

phenomena of the natural world into developmental chains of causality (Thomas 2004: 

37). This perception of history could not have been possible without the recognition of 

ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÎÔÉÑÕÉÔÙ ×ÈÉÃÈȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÎÔÅÓÔÅÄ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ ÎÉÎÅÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȟ ÐÒÏȤ

vided the basis to think about socio-cultural change long-term (Trigger 1989). Progress 
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was considered as the gradual, increasingly sophisticated application of reason, leading 

ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÏÖÅÒȤ

come the difficulties posed to it by nature. The idea of progress was therefore seen as a 

process of separating humans further from the physical constraints of nature, both in 

terms of social organisation and technological ability. This provided the basis for order-

ing human societies into different types according to forms of social organisation, subsis-

tence and technology and arranging them in a sequence that assumed a lack of reason at 

the lower and the use of reason at the higher end. The search for causality resulted in an 

interest in the origins of certain types of cultural phenomena, in order to explain their 

occurrence (e.g., writing, agriculture, urbanism). This, in essence, was one of the key con-

tributing factors to the establishment of the discipline of archaeology (Thomas 2004: 39, 

41), or at least prehistoric archaeology.  

Although Enlightenment scholars had begun to differentiate various phases in 

human history, it was during the mid-eighteenth century that evolutionary narratives of 

ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÅØÐÁÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȤ

ary discourse can be clearly associated with western colonialism, the rise of capitalism 

and, at times, a racist attitude towards non-Western people (Pluciennik 2005: 16; Trigger 

1989). Herbert Spencer and August Comte, the founding father of sociology, were the 

first to formulate the social evolutionary position explicitly (Noble 2000). Spencer, in 

particular, relied on a metaphor which stated that human society could be compared to 

natural organisms and that similar laws applied to the evolution of society as to biologi-

cal evolution. Thus, the fittest or most efficiently adapted society was best equipped to 

survive and pass on its traits through natural selection. Technology and social organisa-

tion were the means by which a higher fitness could be guaranteed, and their develop-

ment was a purely rational, economising endeavour. The idea of progress from one evo-

ÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÏ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ÉÎ 3ÐÅÎÃÅÒȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÏÒȤ

dered societies according to the complexity of social organisation and technology, sug-

gesting that stages of savagery, barbarism, civilisation and states could be identified. Yet, 

for Spencer there were natural and inherent differences to be found in the various hu-

man races; he believed that certain human groups were preconditioned by nature to pro-

gress along the evolutionary path faster (Pluciennik 2005). As the West was considered 

the most advanced society, the conclusion was that the Western race was privileged 

above others, providing a justification for Western exploitation of other societies in the 

age of colonialism (Gosden 1999) Spencer established a framework of social evolutionary 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÃÏÍÐÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÍÁÎÙ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓȢ -ÁÒØȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÃÏÐÉÅÄ 3ÐÅÎÃÅÒȭÓ 

progressivist understanding of history, but saw the reasons for this progression as based 

ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ɉ.ÏÂÌÅ ςπππɊȢ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÌÁÔÅÒ 
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work (Darwin 1871) was also influenced by Spencerian evolution and copied some of the 

racial sentiments of social typological classification of non-western groups (Ingold 2004).  

The application of social typologies to archaeology became relevant again early in 

the twentieth century. It was Gordon Childe who is the singular most important figure in 

reinstating social evolutionary ideas in archaeology (Pluciennik 2005: 70-71, Trigger 

1989: 254-259; Childe 1936), although he, like other cultural historical archaeologists, 

rejected evolutionism in favour of diffusionism at first (Trigger 1989: 173). But, Childe 

maintained, perhaps unconsciously, parts of the social evolutionary paradigm by apply-

ing typological systematics to the study of artefacts, which was based on a scale of stylis-

tic and technological complexity. This classificatory scheme had its roots in an evolution-

ÁÒÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÃ ÉÄÅÁ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ 4ÈÏÍÐÓÏÎȭÓ 

ÔÈÒÅÅ ÁÇÅ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÁÎÄ -ÏÎÔÅÌÉÕÓȭÓ ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÏÒÄÅÒÉÎÇ ɉ3ÈÁÎËÓ Ǫ 4ÉÌÌÅÙ ρωψχÂȠ 4ÈÏÍÁÓ 

2004; Trigger 1989). In his later years Childe also promoted a view of history that was 

directional and characterised by increasing complexity of social organisation, which was 

part of his reorientation towards Marxism following the Second World War. This also re-

ÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ -ÁÒØȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ɉÓÅÅ ÁÂÏÖÅɊ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

#ÈÉÌÄÅȭÓ ÌÁÔÅÒ ×ÏÒËÓȟ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ Man Makes Himself, and therefore reflects a significant evolu-

tionary influence. Yet, Childe and many other British archaeologists, such as Clarke, main-

tained a primary interest in historical processes; a tendency which was abandoned by 

many New Archaeologists as part of a commitment to neo-evolutionary ideas. Childe was 

also the first archaeologist to establish explicit links between forms of social organisation 

and subsistence, which led to the identification of hunter-gatherers with simple forms of 

social organisation and agriculturalists with a more developed type of political structure 

(Pluciennik 2005: 50, 70-71). With the rise in functionalist and ecological studies in ar-

chaeology, it appeared natural that evolution was once again a central concern to archae-

ologists and anthropologists. The neo-evolutionary, functionalist anthropology of Leslie 

White (White 1949a; White 1949b; White 1959) was one of the key developments in the 

reintroduction of social evolutionary ideas into anthropology and archaeology, and re-

sulted amongst other things in the emergence of the New Archaeology.  

Ethnographic fieldwork and anthropological theory also began to have a much 

more direct influence on archaeological interpretation, introducing evolutionary posi-

tions to the understanding of the past. The work of Sahlins and Service is of particular 

relevance here. While Sahlins (Sahlins 1960, 1968; Sahlins 1972) argued for a discontinu-

ous process of evolution and put forward the idea of the original affluent society, Service 

(Service 1962) promoted a four-fold typology of social structures which could be used to 

understand the development of social, political and economic evolution. At the lowest 
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stage of his typology were foragers who were seen to have the simplest forms of social 

organization and technology. In his eyes they were commonly organized in bands based 

on nuclear family units and there was no specific social organization evident beyond kin-

ship. He labelled the next stage tribes, which had developed a basic form of social organi-

zation and which could be directly related to the emergence of food production. The last 

Ô×Ï ÓÔÁÇÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÚÅÄ ÂÙ ÃÈÉÅÆÄÏÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȢ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅȭÓ ÁÓÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ 

ethnographic data, that this scheme was universal was wholeheartedly adopted by ar-

chaeologists (Binford 1968, 1980, 1983; Flannery 1969, 1972). This social typology was 

increasingly used in archaeology to infer social complexity using economic data as a 

proxy. Where subsistence practices and mobility patterns corresponded to the ethno-

graphic evidence, social organisation was also inferred. Forms of social organisation 

therefore partially depended on the interpretation of the economic basis of prehistoric 

societies, as well as cross cultural generalisation from the archaeological record, using 

ethnographic analogies to back up the arguments.  

One of the key characteristics of this rise in neo-evolutionary theory was the 

adoption of an explicitly economic and socio-political outlook, rather than relying on race 

as evolutionary theorists in the nineteenth century had done. Forms of political organiza-

tion, then, were the basis of the neo-evolutionary paradigm, which were also closely as-

sociated with different economies (Pluciennik 2005: 78). Trigger has argued (1989:124) 

that the new evolutionary paradigm was not endorsed by a majority of North American 

archaeologists, except perhaps in prehistoric archaeology. It became clear from early on 

that not all agreed with the fairly narrow social evolutionary scheme presented during 

the early 1960s. This was partially based on the results of the Man the Hunter conference, 

which contributed to a significant reconsideration of hunter-gatherer research (Lee 

1968). Although hunter-gatherers now came to be seen in a somewhat romanticized way, 

which contrasted their apparent state of affluence (Sahlins 1968) with the ills of industri-

alised society (Pluciennik 2005: 83), the basic social evolutionary distinctions between 

hunter-gatherers and farmers were maintained. The socio-typological terminology band-

tribe-chiefdom was reiterated particularly in the archaeological literature. While some 

sought to refine the understanding of hunter-gatherers by distinguishing between differ-

ent modes of subsistence (Price & Brown 1985; Woodburn 1980), this was less an at-

tempt to introduce more variability in the understanding of the past than to refine the 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÓÔÁÇÅÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ɉ0ÌÕÃÉÅÎÎÉË ςππυȡ ψσ ψτɊȢ 7ÏÏÏÄÂÕÒÎȭÓ 

(1980) scenario distinguished between hunter-gatherers with an immediate return econ-

omy and a delayed return economy, while Price and Brown (1985: 7-16) also discussed 

the importance of hunter-gatherer complexity (see also Henry 1985 in the same volume). 

Similar to Woodburn, Binford (Binford 1968, 1980) introduced the idea of hunter-
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gatherer differentiation on the basis of subsistence economy in archaeology, in which he 

distinguished between foragers and collector type hunter gatherers. He approached this 

topic not just from an economic perspective, but also focused on site-formation and how 

it related to the archaeological record. The later twentieth century therefore saw again a 

rise in neo-evolutionary theory, which was characterized by a move away from race to-

wards political and economic categories and attempted to understand hunter-gatherer 

diversity by introducing a more sophisticated sub-division of types of hunter-gatherer 

social organization.  

In the past twenty to thirty years scholars from various disciplines have come to 

rethink the Enlightenment position that created the distinctions between nature/culture, 

mind/body and subject/object, as part of a post-modern movement affecting anthropol-

ogy and archaeology. Although it is inaccurate to lump all of this work under the label of 

post-modernism, with its high degree of diversity, most scholars trace the origins of post-

modernist thought to the philosophies of Nietzsche (Nietzsche 1995) and Kierkegaard 

(Kierkegaard 1983) who laid down the basis for the development of existentialist phi-

losophy. Key thinkers of the anti-foundationalist movement, which developed out of exis-

tentialism, include Derrida, Wittgenstein and Heidegger. While all of these scholars ques-

tioned the epistemological foundations of rationalist and Hegelian philosophy in their 

own unique way, Heidegger (Heidegger 1962; Heidegger 1982) is perhaps the scholar 

whose work is most-cited to question subject/object and nature/culture dichotomies. In 

his search for defining human being, Heidegger broke down the distinction between the 

mind and the body by applying the concept of phenomenology to understand the nature 

of human existence. The use of phenomenology led Heidegger to understand existence as 

a being-in-the-world, which effectively meant that a constant dialectic relationship ex-

isted between mind and body through which being was conceptualized. The comprehen-

sion of existence, in human consciousness, therefore became seen as a constant, ever-

lasting encounter between the mind and the body, an ongoing negotiation of meaning 

between matter and thought (Gosden 1994; Heidegger 1962; Heidegger 1982; Thomas 

2004; Tilley 1994, 2004). Merleau-Ponty (1962) approached the same issue of phenome-

nology from a more sociological and ethnographic perspective, which related it as a con-

cept of study more directly to the social sciences. His phenomenology also owed a lot to 

the previous work of Mauss (Mauss 1992) and was conceptually tied to Mauss perspec-

ÔÉÖÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÏÄÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ ÇÅÓÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȢ (ÅÉÄÅÇÇÅÒȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ 

had a lasting impact on certain segments of the philosophical and sociological commu-

nity, resulting in the emergence of phenomenological, post-structural, hermeneutical and 

agency perspectives beginning with a so-called interpretative turning point during the 

1970s (Bourdieu 1977, 1990, 1998; Derrida 1976, 1978, 1987; Descola & Palson 1996; 
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Foucault 1967, 1970, 1972, 1979, 1984; Giddens 1976, 1979, 1984, 1991; Latour 1991, 

1996; Pickering 1995). The key aspect of adopting these various positions was that the 

critique of the nature/culture divide became more central to research, both in anthropol-

ogy and archaeology (Boyd 2002, 2004; Fowler 2003; Gosden 1994; Hamilakis 2002b; 

see papers in Hamilakis & Tarlow 2002; Hodder 1982b, c, 1986, 1989; Ingold 1988, 1993, 

1996, 1998; Pluciennik 2002a; Shanks & Tilley 1987a, b; Tilley 1994). The major criti-

cism levelled by advocates of a post-modern archaeology was that the relationship be-

tween the environment and society, as well as between individual and society, had been 

posited as too much of a dichotomous relationship within earlier paradigms. This went 

handɀin-hand with a critique of positivism, model-building and testing associated with 

scientific, processual archaeology.  

The key realization of the interpretative turn in the social sciences and humani-

ties in respect to the nature/culture dichotomy was the idea of nature and culture, and 

the dichotomous relationships that arose from its application in almost all other realms 

of inquiry, were essentially a construct of modernist thought. The deconstruction of the 

discourse of modernity showed that these oppositions were drawn up as part of Enlight-

enment philosophy, but that they could not be assumed to naturally exist in other non-

western or pre-modern societies, such as those traditionally studied by ethnographers 

and prehistoric archaeologists. Under the influence of this deconstruction of the dis-

course of modernity, ethnographers came to argue that the majority of non-western so-

cieties did not draw the same dichotomous distinctions (Bird-David 1990, 1992a, b; In-

gold 1992, 1996, 1998). The artificiality of the nature/culture concept was highlighted 

and this allowed archaeologists to question whether it, and the models and theories 

based on it, could be applied to the past (Gamble & Gittins 2004)4. Social evolutionary 

theory had always considered the progression from simple forms of social organization 

to more complex ones as a rise of humanity above nature. The domestication of plants 

and animals in particular, associated with the onset of the Neolithic, was seen as the cru-

cial step in which humans took control of nature, by cultivating and domesticating plants 

and taming animals. Landscape, equally, was seen as being brought into the realm of cul-

ture and tamed by constructing monuments, settlements and field systems5. The dis-

course on the Neolithic Revolution and the role of hunter-gatherers prior to the emer-

gence of domesticated resources is thoroughly embedded in this dichotomous discourse 

of modernity (Boyd 2002, 2004; Gamble 2007; Pluciennik 2002b, 2004; Thomas 1991). It 

is possible to question whether Palaeolithic hunter-gatherers, or indeed Neolithic farm-

4: This simplistic dichotomy is often inadvertently reproduced by interpretative archaeologies focussing on the Neolithic 
ÏÒ "ÒÏÎÚÅ !ÇÅ ÏÆ ÎÏÒÔÈ×ÅÓÔ %ÕÒÏÐÅȢ 3ÏÍÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÐÒÅÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ȬÓÁÃÒÅÄȭ ÁÎÄ 
filled with myth and cosmological associations, while Mesolithic and Palaeolithic landscapes in which monumental struc-
ÔÕÒÅÓ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÅØÉÓÔ ×ÅÒÅȟ ÔÈÕÓȟ ÌÅÓÓ ȬÃÕÌÔÕÒÅÄȭ ÏÒ ÓÁÃÒÅÄȢ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÉÎ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ς 



 59 

ers, drew such distinctions themselves or not. Rather than applying a subject/object per-

spective of the past in which the worldviews of ancient communities were not consid-

ered, archaeologies associated with the post-modernism take a more emic perspective of 

the past and attempt to move towards considering social organization, economy and ad-

aptation within aspects of symbolism, ritual and gender (Boyd 2004; Hodder 1990; Tho-

mas 1991, 1996). The central idea of progress in social evolutionary thought can there-

fore be rightly criticized for failing to take into account the variable nature with which 

people perceive and live in an environment and the manifold ways in which concepts of 

nature are socially and culturally constructed. It is therefore difficult to see how the idea 

of technological or social progress can be maintained, if hunter-gatherers were not more 

or less natural than the contemporary west.  

This critique of nature/culture has also led a number of authors to reflect criti-

cally on the idea of social categorization in social evolutionary archaeology and anthro-

pology. As I have outlined here, frameworks influenced by social evolutionary theory 

draw on a specific terminology, which is characterized by the use of classic labels such as 

band/tribe, forager/collector, hunter/farmer, simple/complex. The critique of the na-

ture/culture dichotomy on the one hand, and the general critique of modernity on the 

other suggest that we have to rethink the applicability of these terms to the archaeologi-

cal past. Pluciennik (2002b; 2004) amongst others (Barnard 2004; Bird-David 1990, 

1992b; Ingold 1988, 1992, 2000) has highlighted problems with the juxtaposition be-

tween hunter-gatherers and farmers, and simple or complex hunter-gatherers, arguing 

that it essentially reproduces modern sentiments about the importance of subsistence. 

More generally, the band-tribe-chiefdom-state typology of social organization has also 

been effectively challenged on the basis of ethnographic fieldwork (Gosden 1999: 102-

105), which shows that most groups used by Sahlins and Service to construct their social 

typologies were not pristine. Rather, these forms of social organization were a result of 

colonial contact or historically-dependant developments. This is further reinforced by 

ethnographic fieldwork which shows how problematic it is to distinguish between hunt-

ing, gathering and farming economies in contemporary, non-western societies (Bird-

David 1990, 1992b; Layton 1991); therefore, how could a universal scheme of social evo-

lutionary stages be applicable to other societies, past or present? Finally, the importance 

placed on subsistence as a major attribute for categorising human groups can be closely 

associated with the preoccupations of many thinkers in Enlightenment and post-

Enlightenment Europe (Pluciennik 2001, 2005; Thomas 2004). The basis of the social 

evolutionary approach then, i.e. the classification of human groups on an axis of complex-

ity in terms of subsistence, technology and social organization, can be challenged because 
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it reiterates the nature/culture dichotomy and, more importantly, because variation in 

the ethnographic record does not support these categories. There is a further, more ethi-

cal dimension, to this process of categorisation. Its origins in the colonialist and imperial-

ist context of the eighteenth and nineteenth century are problematic for our understand-

ing of human cultural diversity and interaction today. Archaeologists and anthropologists 

have become very aware of the social and political ramifications of their classificatory 

approach, as it still supposes a particular relationship between dominated and oppres-

sors.  

Taken together, the critique of the idea of progress and the universal applicability 

of social categories demonstrates how problematic the social evolutionary approach is 

conceptually. However, a further important point can be raised in relation to social evolu-

tionary schemes that try to explain socio-cultural change. Because social evolution is con-

cerned with the application of an all-encompassing meta-narrative of cultural change, it 

can only consider the macroscopic, meta-historical aspects of socio-cultural transforma-

tions. As such it seeks to explain these changes in terms of large-scale processes, usually 

climatic or demographic change. As Pluciennik (2005: 133) argues,  

A generalizing concept such as social evolution, by positing metahistorical and transhistorical trends, must 

rely on structures and processes ultimately or largely outside the control of individual or even collective 

actors.  

It can be argued on this basis that social evolution denies the agency of groups 

and individuals to effect change on the environment and culture. By placing all explana-

tory mechanisms outside of the realm of the everyday social practices, people play an 

insignificant role in the shaping of their social and historical realities. This position is also 

reflected in the use of a narrow materialist and functionalist approach to material cul-

ture, and in the perceived need to apply models of economic foraging or adaptive behav-

iour. Aspects of technology or resource exploitation are viewed from the perspective of 

evolutionary advantages or adaptiveness. This denial of agency is clearly at odds with 

recent developments in the anthropological and archaeological literature of the past 

twenty years.  

 

CONCLUSION  

In this chapter I have outlined how the Epipalaeolithic sequence of the southern 

Levant has been constructed under the aegis of a broad social evolutionary framework. 

This social evolutionary meta-narrative presumes a late Pleistocene progression from 



 61 

simple foraging to complex collecting and the latter is seen to form a necessary precondi-

tion, or threshold, groups had to surpass in order to develop agriculture. The study of this 

process is nested within a geographical dichotomy that considers the Mediterranean 

zone of the southern Levant as a favourable environmental core region in contrast to the 

semi-arid and arid periphery, which is seen as marginal both ecologically and culturally. 

Climate change is considered to be the primary motor of socio-cultural change bearing 

direct influence on local adaptive behaviour, as well as fostering population movements 

in and out of expanding or contracting phyto-geographical zones. This narrative, al-

though persuasive in certain aspects, lacks a fundamental appreciation or acknowledge-

ment of human agency. Change is induced from external sources and social structures are 

governed by the primordial forces of adaptation and survival. The actions of individuals 

and collectives, as well as their possible understandings and conceptualisations of the 

world in which they lived, bear no relevance and matter little in this constructed narra-

tive. The key issue here is the inherent tautology of the argument: social evolutionary 

principles provide the a priori starting point for considering late Pleistocene human 

groups in the region, offer methodological principles with which to understand and order 

archaeological phenomena, and present a readily available explanation for understand-

ing them.  

The critique which I have presented in this chapter is twofold. Available literature 

on the Epipalaeolithic Neolithic transition in the southern Levant provides ample evi-

dence that the social evolutionary narrative is not the only possible explanation for the 

socio-cultural transformations. Early and middle Epipalaeolithic communities cannot be 

straightforwardly placed into the typological boxes and typologies supplied by social evo-

lutionary categorisations. Similarly, various scholars have provided alternative perspec-

tives on the nature of late Epipalaeolithic (Natufian) sedentism and social complexity. 

The Pre Pottery Neolithic A is also undergoing a process of rapid reconsideration with 

new evidence suggesting that these communities do not represent the revolutionary arri-

val of agriculture on the stage of world history, as had once been thought. Explanations 

deriving from the perspective of social archaeology have recently gained importance and 

are providing valuable insights into our understanding of the Epipalaeolithic to Neolithic 

transition (Cauvin 1994, 2000; Hodder 1990, 2007; Watkins 2004a; Watkins 2004b, 

2005a, b). Furthermore, I argue that currently available palaeoenvironmental datasets 

for the southern Levant are too coarse-grained and poorly correlated with archaeological 

data to infer climate as the primary and only factor in causing the socio-cultural transfor-

mations of the late Pleistocene. To-date, we have an incomplete understanding of the ef-

fects global climatic events had on local environs and how they relate to the archaeologi-

cal record. Further problems are highlighted in the way cultural historical principles are 
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being employed to reconstruct cultural continuities, population movements and cultural 

contacts between groups, by solely relying on chipped stone typologies and selected 

technological criteria.  

However, the fundamental interpretive problem raised here lies in the concept of 

social evolution itself and how it relates to understanding landscapes. The dichotomy be-

tween nature and culture has cultivated a perception of hunter-gatherer landscapes as 

natural, dominated by economic and ecological forces. Within such empty, rationalised 

spaces hunter-gatherers do not act, they merely react, to external stimuli. This under-

standing of landscapes is problematic, in large part because the division between nature 

and culture has been exposed as a modern construct. The treatment of hunter-gatherers 

as passive and naturalistic, and the understanding of landscape as a physical, ecological 

and environmental backdrop to human existence are two sides of the same coin. Both 

serve to back up the modernist meta-narrative of progressivist social evolution by apply-

ing rationalising principles cross-culturally beyond all contexts. If we accept that this 

post-modernist critique bears direct relevance to the study of Epipalaeolithic communi-

ties and landscapes, then we are forced to rethink the ontological assumptions we use to 

study these groups. In a nutshell, seeing landscapes as commodified spaces void of social 

agency, and hunter-gatherers as passive agents within these landscapes, reflects modern 

parameters projected into the past. Whether these serve to reconstruct the past in light 

of our own perception of ourselves or not (Shanks 1987a, b), we need to critically rethink 

whether such perspectives are applicable to past human societies and whether their con-

struction of landscapes were fundamentally different from our own. To arrive at a more 

holistic understanding of the social agents and landscapes that may have once existed in 

the Epipalaeolithic of the southern Levant it will be necessary to rethink the concept of 

landscape in our study of late Pleistocene groups.  
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Chapter 3:  

Revisiting Barbizon: Landscape and 

Agency  

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

For many years landscape has been a recognised buzz word in archaeology and 

related disciplines such as historical and cultural geography, and social anthropology. 

Reflecting differences in epistemology, landscape is now approached from a variety of 

angles, some of which are not necessarily complementary with one another. Both field-

work based and environmental approaches, as well as perspectives strongly orientated 

toward social theory have been developed and tested. In the previous chapter I have ar-

gued that the concept of landscape in the study of late Pleistocene communities in the 

southern Levant has remained largely inexplicit and under-theorised. I now want to re-

view and define the scope of hunter-gatherer landscape archaeology in the southern Le-

vant and develop how the making of the late Pleistocene landscape can be studied. On a 

more epistemological level, my focus remains on the relationship between agents and 

structures, which I seek to contextualise in the question of how landscapes are socially 

constructed and made through practice. This is, as outlined in chapter 2, concerned with 

how communities construct social spaces as vehicles for developing social identities, 

structures and practices, and how these constructions feed into long-term patterns of 

social continuity and change, and act mnemonically and structurally on individuals and 

groups. This conceptualization runs counter to the static and positivist understanding of 

space outlined previously, which characterizes the social evolutionary meta-narrative 

that underlies the construction of prehistory in Southwest Asia. An engagement with 

these themes can be accomplished by considering archaeological landscapes  as a nexus 

in which the process of structuration is played out and engrained with the structural 

properties people draw on to negotiate identities, roles and social relations. They can be 

usefully studied as part of archaeology of inhabitation. For this purpose, it will be neces-

sary to discuss the development of landscape archaeology in some detail, since the pri-

mary inspiration for the approach adopted here were outlined as part of the develop-

ment of landscape archaeology.  
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AGENCY AND LANDSCAPE: DEFINING THE ISSUE 

 

The concept of landscape encompasses a wide variety of meanings, and is used in 

manifold ways by different scholars.  Geographers, archaeologists, historians, anthro-

pologists, environmentalists and practioneers in other disciplines all use landscape to 

describe a wide ranging array of concepts, entities and perspectives. It could be said that 

what they all have in common is that the scope of their enquiries is not restricted to a 

very specific, singular locale in time and space, but relates to a more holistic, wide rang-

ÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÆÌÕÉÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌÉÔÙȢ )Î Ȭ"ÒÉÔÉÓÈ ÌÁÎÄȤ

ÓÃÁÐÅ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÙȭ ɉ"ÒİÃË ςππυɊȟ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÈÁÓ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÎÅØÕÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÂÏÔÈ 

the physicality and sociality of space converge. Yet, as Gosden and Head (1994: 113) have 

pointed out, landscape remains a usefully ambiguous concept. The fact that through this 

ambiguity landscape can serve as a talking point about physical, abstract space and social 

action makes it a highly useful and widely applicable concept. Although Landscape Ar-

chaeology has also been a concern in other parts of the world the meaning of landscape 

in such contexts often stands for archaeological methods employing survey and palaeo-

landscape reconstruction, but do not necessarily encompass a theoretical perspective on 

what landscape as a concept means.  

The origins of Landscape Archaeology can be identified in British archaeology of 

the mid-1970s. It stemmed from the combination of field archaeology, championed by 

Crawford (Crawford 1953) and historical landscape studies, as put forward by Hoskins 

(Hoskins 1955). These two lines of interest were first collated by Fowler (see papers in 

&Ï×ÌÅÒ ρωχςɊȟ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ !ÓÈÔÏÎ ÁÎÄ 2Ï×ÌÅÙȬÓ Landscape Archaeology 

(Ashton & Rowley 1974). In these approaches landscape was largely seen from the per-

spective of off-site archaeological techniques (including aerial photography, geophysics, 

field walking, mapping and small scale excavation), which could be employed to study 

medieval field systems or prehistoric monuments. Surface visibility of artefacts or sites 

was a primary element used to assess the archaeological evidence and primarily defined 

the landscape as what was visible on the ground today. With the development of behav-

ioural and processual approaches to understand the archaeological record, landscape 

archaeology came to rely heavily on ideas drawn from the New Geography (Cosgrove 

1984) movement and used various types of landscape modelling to infer economic or-

ÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÅ ÐÁÓÔ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȢ #ÏÌÉÎ 2ÅÎÆÒÅ×ȭÓ 

(Renfrew 1979) study of megalithic monuments on Orkney using polygons to reconstruct 

past territories of social groups and the concept of site catchment analysis (Vita-Finzi & 

(ÉÇÇÓ ρωχπɊ ÁÒÅ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÕÁÌ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅȢ (ÏÄÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ /ÒÔÏÎȭÓ 
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(Hodder & Orton 1976) consideration of the spatial distribution of archaeological sites is 

a further example of how landscapes were perceived by archaeologists up to the late 

1970s.  

With the beginning of the 1980s, changes across the social sciences, commonly 

referred to as the interpretative turn, began to affect the idea of landscape in archae-

ology. This was largely based on a rejection of generalised, cross-cultural frameworks 

used to explain the past (Hodder 1982b, c, 1986; Shanks & Tilley 1987a, b) and drew on 

parallel developments in human geography. Here, Denis Cosgrove (Cosgrove 1984) 

sought to critique the abstract and overtly scientific depiction of space in geographical 

studies. Through a historiographical critique of maps Cosgrove (1984) argued that maps 

represent a particularly modern, Western way of objectifying space, time and people. He 

traced this modern gaze back to the Enlightenment and argued that mapping space was 

closely associated with the Cartesian rationalist desire to measure and tame the world 

from a state of natural chaos toward cultured order. In this process, space became void of 

social action and meaning, creating a representation which was selective by excluding 

other conceptualisations and interpretations of space and time. The making of maps was 

therefore seen as an instrument of power and control. These ideas were quickly taken up 

by archaeologists who, out of disciplinary habit, also frequently dealt with maps, space 

and landscapes (Bender 1993a, b, 1999; Thomas 1993) Developments in anthropology 

were also crucial since they, too, began to question the interpretation of landscape as ab-

stract and inert space. Drawing inspiration from ethnographic fieldwork social anthro-

pologists pointed out that non-western societies developed very different understand-

ings of nature, environment and landscape, which contrasted starkly with Western no-

tions of space (Bird-David 1990, 1992a, b; Casey 1993; Ingold 1993, 1996, 1998, 2000; 

Layton & Ucko 1999; Thomas 1996, 2001, 2008; Tilley 1994). Numerous studies showed 

how in some societies landscapes were perceived as alive with the spirits of the ances-

tors and other transcendental beings. Filling the landscape with meaning in such a way 

encapsulated social relationships between people, space and time. Since archaeologists, 

especially prehistoric archaeologists, were primarily concerned with pre-modern, non-

Western societies, these studies had an immediate bearing on archaeological conceptu-

alisations of landscape. Archaeologists therefore soon called for a critique of the way in 

which landscape was treated as inert, abstract space, populated not by people and their 

social worlds, but by pots and sites plotted on distribution maps (Barrett 1988, 1994, 

1999; Bender 1993b; Chadwick 2004a; Layton & Ucko 1999; Thomas 2001, 2008; Tilley 

1994). They objected to the view that landscape represented primarily a geographical, 

spatially abstract entity filled with variable types of resources strewn across physical 

space, creating obstructions and hindrances for people that had to be overcome. The lat-
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ter view of landscape was seen as commodification of landscape, associated with modern 

capitalism, of which the distribution map was but one expression (Bender 1999).  

The emphasis on social aspects of landscapes reflects a concern with recognising 

humans as knowledgeable agents, which became a central issue in much of interpretative 

archaeology generally. Practice and agency theory provide an entry point for archaeolo-

gists to consider how meaning may have been produced in the past as part of the ongoing 

engagement of people with one another within social institutions and norms. In terms of 

understanding landscapes and how they were incorporated in this production of mean-

ing, archaeologists focussed on phenomenological approaches to understand how land-

scapes may have been perceived. It was argued, drawing on the work of Heidegger 

(Heidegger 1962; Heidegger 1982) and Merleau-Ponty (Merleau-Ponty 1962) that states 

of being-in-the-world should become a focus by studying how archaeological landscapes 

may have acted as a referent in the negotiation of meaning between the individual and 

the physical world. Chris Tilley (1994) used a phenomenological approach to understand 

how Neolithic landscapes in South Wales may have been perceived and rendered mean-

ÉÎÇÆÕÌ ÂÙ ÁÇÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȢ )Î ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÙȟ 4ÉÍ )ÎÇÏÌÄȭÓ ɉ)ÎÇÏÌÄ ρωωσȟ ρωωφȟ ρωωψȟ 

2000), research focussed on developing a similar anthropology of perception, in which he 

marries phenomenological approaches to space with an ecological phenomenology. In 

archaeology, many studies have been heavily influenced by phenomenological perspec-

tives, especially those dealing with Neolithic and Bronze Age ceremonial monuments 

(Cummings 2002a, b; Cummings et al. 2002; Cummings & Whittle 2003; Edmonds 1999). 

However, phenomenology is by no means the only landscape-based perspective taken up 

by archaeologists. Bender (Bender 1993a, b), for example, approaches the subject from 

the perspective of (modern) relationships of power and control over space and place. 

Many others, while also interested in putting people back into the landscape (Fleming 

1999, 2006), did, however, not follow the explicit phenomenological path.  

Rather than embracing phenomenology on the basis of trying to understand the 

meaning of past landscapes, archaeologies of inhabitation have focussed on how percep-

tions of landscapes underlie the formation of social identities. John Barrett (Barrett 1989, 

1994, 1999) is the most noted proponent of this branch of landscape archaeology, al-

though others draw on similar concepts (Chadwick 2004a; Chadwick 2004b; Edmonds 

1999; Edmonds & Seaborne 2001; Pollard 2000). Although these studies share some 

common ground with explicit phenomenological studies, their focus is on routine prac-

tices, such as technological engagements situated in time and space, as well as regular 

movements through the landscape. These authors suggest that through material engage-

ments individual and collective identities are created by socializing human agents as part 

of routine practices. Especially important are aspects of human action which relate to the 
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habitus of a group of people and how this constitutes dwelling in the world. They are 

ÓÔÒÏÎÇÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ 4ÉÍ )ÎÇÏÌÄȭÓ ɉ)ÎÇÏÌÄ ςπππɊ ×ÏÒËȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎȤ

cept of taskscape. Barrett especially (Barrett 1989, 1994, 1999; Barrett 2001) empha-

sises the importance of landscape as constituting a field in which the process of structu-

ration takes place. This provides a strong link with agency and practice theory, as it was 

developed by Bourdieu (Bourdieu 1977, 1990) and Giddens (Giddens 1979, 1984). This 

focus on routine practices as part of a negotiation of meaning between social structure 

and individual agent creates links and relations between people embedded in social rela-

tions and situated in time and space. These are situated in meaningful social worlds 

where the traditions bound up with particular locations provide people with the cultural 

resources and practical knowledge to act effectively (Brück 2005: 62). Other approaches 

ÏÆ Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÖÁÉÎ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄ "ÒÁÄÌÅÙȭÓ ɉ"ÒÁÄÌÅÙ ρωωψȟ ςπππɊ ×ÏÒËȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÈÅ 

argues that the assignment of meaning to particular locales constitutes an important ele-

ÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÓȢ  

Although phenomenology has been widely advocated in Landscape Archaeology, 

it has not been uncritically accepted by everyone and the concept of archaeologies of in-

habitation, do somewhat contrast with the hyper-interpretative style adopted by some 

phenomenologists (Brück 2005; Fleming 1999, 2006). There are two related lines of cri-

tique that have been levelled at highly interpretative Landscape Archaeology generally 

(which includes both phenomenological perspectives, as well as archaeologies of inhabi-

tation). The first is that phenomenological approaches to landscape lack methodological 

rigour in linking theory with practice. The second is in how far landscape can be consid-

ered an all-encompassing, cross-cultural phenomenon, which is applicable even in cases 

in which we cannot be sure whether such a concept existed or was of any relevance to 

past people. The latter is particularly crucial when it comes to the study of prehistoric 

societies. Phenomenology is intimately related to existentialist and anti-foundationalist 

philosophies (Heidegger 1962; Heidegger 1982; Husserl 1975, 1982, 1984, 1989) that 

are not necessarily accepted by all branches of philosophy (Adorno 1973; Marcuse 1956; 

Marcuse 1964). Enquiries into the historiography of landscape, on the other hand, have 

revealed that its roots are closely linked with romanticist ideals (Johnson 2006a, b; Le-

maire 1997). Some have accused phenomenological approaches to Landscape Archae-

ology of constructing too rosy and romantic an image of past cultural landscapes (Brück 

2005; Fleming 1999, 2006; Johnson 2006a, b).  

-ÁÎÙ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ #ÈÒÉÓÔÏÐÈÅÒ 4ÉÌÌÅÙȭÓ A Phenomenology of Landscape; places, paths 

and monuments (Tilley 1994) as perhaps the most influential work of what has been 

ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȱ"ÒÉÔÉÓÈ ,ÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ !ÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÙȱ ɉ"ÒİÃË ςππυɊȢ 4ÉÌÌÅÙȭ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ .ÅÏȤ
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lithic tombs in Wales draws heavily on phenomenologist philosophy and uses ethno-

graphic case studies to describe instances of non-Western views and perceptions of land-

scapes; although the majority of these case studies are Australian Aboriginal perceptions 

of landscape as related to Dreamtime. Tilley explores the Neolithic tombs of Wales by 

walking over and describing routes between monuments, their placement in the land-

scape, and their relationship with prominent physical features. One of the conclusions 

from this imaginative study is that some megalithic tombs were constructed in such a 

way as to mimic natural rock outcrops or hilltops (e.g., Pentre Ifan resembling Carn Ingli 

in Pembrokeshire). Following this seminal work, many other authors have embarked on 

similar studies (Cummings 2002a, b, c; Cummings 2003; Edmonds 1999) and Tilley him-

ÓÅÌÆ ÈÁÓ ÅØÐÁÎÄÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÏÒË ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙ ɉ4ÉÌÌÅÙ ςππτɊȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ 4ÉÌÌÅÙȭÓ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ 

phenomenology and landscape compelling, Fleming (Fleming 1999) argued that the evi-

dence in the field did not support all of Tilley s interpretations. He showed that a number 

of the tombs described by Tilley did not, in fact, point toward any significant landmarks 

and that the relationship established between some of the tombs by intervisibility and 

movement between them did not take into account the state of preservation of field 

monuments. Fleming argued that because Tilley was indifferent to the issue of site pres-

ervation some of the patterns of movement and intervisibility were inconsistent. Further-

more, it appears somewhat striking that a majority of the ethnographic inspirations , as 

Tilley calls them, are taken directly from the particular cultural sphere of Australian Abo-

rigines, a group of people with a very rich mythical and cosmological understanding of 

landscape based on the origin story of the Dreamtime. Tilley makes no attempt to con-

sider other, alternative ethnographic case studies in which landscapes may not have fea-

tured as important or central. Therefore, Tilley could be accused of being selective and 

partial in his selection of ethnographic case studies and their transferral to Neolithic 

Wales. Other scholars have similarly been critical of the lack of methodological rigour in 

phenomenological approaches to past cultural landscapes (Brück 2005; Johnson 2006a, 

b). This is a critique which has been levelled generally at post-processual and interpreta-

tive archaeologies (Chippindale 1993; Kohl 1993), although claims that post-processual 

archaeology is characterised by extreme relativism have been refuted (Lampeter Archae-

ology Workshop 1997). Yet, it appears that the almost antiquarian exploration of land-

scape by foot, its representation through photography (often in itself claimed to be an 

objectifying technique (Shanks & Tilley 1987a, b)) and its exploration through the writ-

ing of highly interpretative and imaginable texts is particularly vulnerable to such cri-

tiques.  

This non-formal and anti-empiricist way of accessing past cultural landscapes 

has been associated with romanticism by some commentators (Brück 2005; Johnson 
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2006a, b; Layton 1999; Lemaire 1997). Both romanticism and phenomenology are part of 

a reaction against Cartesian thought. In its existentialist roots, phenomenology was a re-

action against the subject/object dualism and foundationalist philosophy. Romanticism, 

on the other hand, was the response to the same Cartesian rationality played out in lit-

erature and the arts. It sought to create representations and visions of the landscape 

which were evocative and aesthetic, rather than rationalising nature. Popular examples 

of such visionary, evocative and non-rational landscapes are the paintings of J.M.W. 

Turner and John Constable. Other expressions can be found in the creation of landscape 

parks and gardens, which became fashionable at the turn of the end of the eighteenth and 

beginning of the nineteenth centuries in England, as exemplified in the works of Lancelot 

Capability Brown (Hoskins 1955; Muir 2000). The specific criticism brought against 

some phenomenological approaches to Landscape Archaeology is that they rarely discuss 

discontent, conflict or animosity in perception or use of the landscape. Social relations of 

power and conflicting agendas of individuals are rarely discussed (Bender 1993a, b, 

1995; Brück 2005; Fleming 2006; Johnson 2006a, b). There is a danger in that the de-

scription of landscapes as ritualistic, sacred or cosmological archaeologists disregard the 

idea that landscapes can also be part of social strategies of domination, resistance and 

violence. Some landscapes may be threatening and dangerous beyond the cultural conno-

tations associated with them. Critics of the romantic nuances present in phenomenologi-

cal approaches to landscape have also pointed out in how far romanticism is as much an 

ideology associated with the modern West as Cartesian thought (Johnson 2006a; Lemaire 

1997). Indeed, romanticism as a movement is almost unthinkable without its juxtaposi-

tion against Enlightenment rationalism. Thus, in how far is the idea of landscape permis-

sible as a cross-cultural concept, applicable across time and space, while at the same time 

being used to overcome deterministic frameworks, remains unclear 

Furthermore, it is important to be aware that the concept of landscape is some-

ÔÈÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÁÎ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÇÅÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÕÐÐÅÒ 

class and a rural, tamed British landscape. There is a reason why the creation of parks 

and landscape paintings was particularly evocative in England, when compared to the 

ÃÏÎÔÉÎÅÎÔȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ "ÁÒÂÉÚÏÎ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭÓ 

colony in rural France, romantic ideals evoked in literature and gardens in mainland 

Europe had a far less tangible long-term impact. This is because close connections 

emerged between the land, romantic notions of landscape and European nationalism in 

the middle of the nineteenth and early twentieth century that found their expression in 

cultural -historical and settlement archaeologies where material culture, land and race 

became intimately linked (Kossina 1911; Veit 1984, 2000).  
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Although phenomenological approaches sought to overcome essentialist concep-

tualisations of space and landscape, some have argued that by putting the individual and 

his/her perception at the centre of their epistemology phenomenologists have not over-

come the subject/object dichotomy, but have assumed a generalising concept applied 

across time and space (Brück 2005). The modern observer, e.g., the archaeologist, study-

ing the distribution and placement of megalithic tombs, represents a particularly consti-

tuted and situated agent. Can she/he really hope to experience and perceive the modern 

landscape in the same way as a past observer would have? If this is deemed impossible, 

the question arises as to the purpose of the exercise? In other words, if we cannot hope to 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÐÁÓÔ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒÓȭ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅȟ ×ÈÙ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ×Å ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÓÉÔÕȤ

ate ourselves in an approximating position?  

More to the point, however, is the critique of phenomenological perspectives that 

have emerged from gender studies in archaeology, in particular the work drawing on 

queer theory and the social construction of gender (Burkitt 1999; Butler 1990, 1993; 

Csordas 1995; Dowson 2000; Entwistle 2000; Foucault 1984; Grosz 1994, 1995; Hami-

lakis 2002a, b; Hamilakis & Tarlow 2002; Howson & Inglis 2001; Joyce 2004, 2005; Mes-

kell 1999, 2000; Nettleton 1998; Pluciennik 2002a; Scott & Morgan 1993; Shilling 1993; 

Tarlow 2000, 2002; Thomas 2002; Yates 1993). Some have argued that phenomenologi-

cal approaches have under-theorized the social construction of the body in order to get at 

experience. Phenomenologists have assumed a generalised body to be the centre of ex-

perience, which is genderless and objectified. This construction ignores the tensions in 

the social formation and socialisation of human bodies. Phenomenological landscape ar-

chaeology is created through the eyes of an often male modern archaeologist, which ex-

cludes other, alternative forms of perception and experience. Consequently, some have 

ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÔÉÆÙ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÎÄȤ

scape or soundscapes (papers in Gamble 2007; Scarre & Lawson 2006).  

It is at this point that the differences between phenomenological approaches and 

archaeologies of inhabitation crystallise, for the latter does not take the experience of the 

individual as its primary point of reference. Although individual perception does play an 

important role in how landscapes are experienced and constructed, archaeologies of in-

habitation stress that agents are situated within a contextualised duality of agents and 

structures. The relationship between the two is mediated by practice and its focus is on 

relationships between agents, social structures, materiality, animals, plants and so forth. 

Studying how landscapes may have been experienced in this context is not an attempt to 

try and gain an understanding of how past landscapes may have been perceived by peo-

ple, but aims to understand processes of socialisation through experience. Socialisation 
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in this respect is often understood as situated in the processes of learning the norms and 

conventions of a social group, which constitutes habitus. Thus, such studies draw heavily 

on both practice theory as developed by Bourdieu (Bourdieu 1977, 1990, 1998), as well 

ÁÓ 'ÉÄÄÅÎÓȭ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ɉ"ÁÒÒÅÔÔ ςπππȠ "ÁÒÒÅÔÔ ςππρȠ "ÁÒÒÅÔÔ Ǫ &Å×ÓÔÅÒ ρωωωȠ 

Gardner 2004, 2007; Giddens 1979, 1984). Importantly, this process of socialisation, the 

conditions under which habitus is constituted, is always situated in time and space. Land-

scapes are, by definition, spatial in character and, as a concept, worthless without tempo-

rality. The focus on relationships between agents, places, materials, animals and so forth 

has furthermore stimulated an engagement with anthropological and psychological ap-

ÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÔÏ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȢ )ÎÇÏÌÄȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÔÁÓËÓÃÁÐÅ ɉ)ÎÇÏÌÄ ςπππɊȟ 

in particular, has become of primary importance in archaeology. In developing his idea, 

Ingold was inspired by the work of J.J. Gibson (1979), who in turn drew on direct realism 

developed by Thomas Reid (Reid 1806 (1764); Reid 1806 (1785), 1808 (1788)). Before I 

turn to discuss these aspects in more detail, I would like to briefly return to the concept 

of habitus and agency in archaeology.  

Agency has become popular in archaeology since the mid-1980s as a critical com-

ponent of post-processual and interpretative archaeologies, and recently gained impor-

tance in behavioural and evolutionary archaeology (Dobres & Robb 2000; Gardner 

2004). In order to develop a landscape perspective and to unravel the plethora of defini-

tions, not all of which correspond well with one another, it is critical to discuss agency 

and practice theory in detail. This discussion serves as the basis for the heuristic ap-

proach outlined in chapter 4. I argue that agency is an intersubjective course of action 

with the material and social world, following broadly the outline of John Barrett (Barrett 

1994, 2000; Barrett 2001; Barrett & Fewster 1999; Dobres & Robb 2000). Furthermore, I 

suggest that one of the primary means by which archaeologists are able to access these 

intersubjective relations of agents with the social and material world is through the study 

of discursive and non-discursive technological skills and practical knowledge (Dobres 

2000; Ingold 2000; Pfaffenberger 1992). These instances of discursive and non-

discursive practices are located in time and in space, justifying a focus on landscape as 

the locus in which these actions come to the fore. Residues of such past taskscapes 

(Ingold 2000) are accessible to archaeologists in the form of settlements, lithic scatters, 

raw material acquisition locations, etc. In addition to a focus on technological skills and 

knowledge, other practices involving ritual or formalised patterns of practice can also at 

times be recognised (Barrett 1989, 1994, 1999).  

Agency and practice have to some degree become overused terms in archaeologi-

cal interpretation. It is often frustrating to find references to agency which barely pay lip 
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service to the concepts first formulated by Bourdieu (Bourdieu 1977, 1990, 1998) and 

Giddens (Gardner 2004; Giddens 1979, 1984), and often fail to comprehend the dualist 

nature of the idea of habitus or structuration. All too often agency is understood as a 

ÐÒÏØÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÆÒÅÅ ×ÉÌÌ ɉ$ÏÂÒÅÓ Ǫ 2ÏÂÂ ςπππȠ 'ÁÒÄÎÅÒ ςππτȟ 

2007; Johnson 2004; Johnson 2006b). Yet, none of these equations bear much relevance 

to the way in which the concept was originally conceived. Agency and practice theories 

emerged as part of a broad, gradual process of trying to overcome the Cartesian dualism 

between social structure and the individual. The juxtaposition of social structures and 

individuals has been primary focus of sociology since its conception as an independent 

discipline (Noble 2000). Sociologists differed in opinion with regards to whether social 

structures dominated individual action, or vice versa. Scholars arguing for the latter often 

empathetically emphasised that humans had free will and were able to make decisions 

independent of social structures, however difficult they might be to escape. The dichot-

omy between structure and individual reflected the Cartesian philosophy drawing a dis-

tinction between the mind and the outside world and how this outside world is perceived 

and understood by humans. It is fair to say that a majority of sociologists accredited so-

cial structures as being a determining factor over human action.  

With the general challenge to modernity voiced by many philosophers through-

out the twentieth century (Baudrillard 1990, 1994 (1981), 1994 (1992); Heidegger 1962; 

Heidegger 1982; Wittgenstein 1997, 2001), sociologists soon began to rethink the role of 

social structures and their relationship to social action (Adorno 1973; Bourdieu 1977, 

1990; Derrida 1976, 1978; Descola 1996; Foucault 1967, 1970, 1972, 1979, 1984; Gid-

dens 1979, 1984; Marcuse 1956; Marcuse 1964; Merleau-Ponty 1962; Noble 2000). 

Building on the structuralist concepts (de Saussure 1977 (1916); Levi-Strauss 1958, 

1976) of linguists, anthropologists began to question the deterministic nature of social 

structures in the process of negotiating meaning (Hodder 1982c, 1986; Shanks & Tilley 

1987b). Rather than assuming that meaning is assigned to objects and concepts by peo-

ple and is to some degree inherent in them, a focus on the role of practice emerged. The 

imbuement of something with meaning was now seen to take place as part of a process 

which consists of fluid, not fixed, signs. This negotiation of meaning was considered to 

take place in action rather than as predetermined by either grammar or mental template. 

Such post-structuralist considerations in linguistics soon inspired sociologists to rethink 

the relationship between social structure and individual agent. Rather than to see social 

action as either determined by social structure or the free will of the individual agent, the 

social meaning was instead seen to arise from an interdependent process of negotiation 

between social structure and individual agents. .  
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Both Bourdieu and Giddens converge on this issue from slightly distinct perspec-

tives. In order to understand how domination and social reproduction occurred in socie-

ties Bourdieu (Bourdieu 1977, 1990, 1998) called for an explicit consideration of bodily 

know-how and skilled competence in the generation of social realities. He disagreed with 

positions that understood agents as rationalising and purely economic agents. As such, he 

opposed attempts to understand societies as divided into social classes or economic 

units, as both Marxism and capitalism had done, but stressed the importance of educa-

ÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÍÉÌÉÅÕÓȢ (Å ÔÅÒÍÅÄ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÍÉÌÉÅÕÓ ȬÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÉÅÌÄÓȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÄ ÏÆ Á ÓÙÓȤ

tem of social relationships dependant on power. In his view a social field is an arena in 

which agents struggle to gain different types of social capital. Capital can consist of any-

thing that the agent desires to obtain, such as money, status, etc. Fields can be defined on 

the basis of the relational differences between social agents and is delineated by where 

its effects terminate. Fields can co-exist and be closely interrelated, but do not necessarily 

have to correspond to social class, ethnic group or other normative types of social group-

ings. Bourdieu argued that each field has an internal logic or set of rules, which shape the 

practices and experiences within it, which he called nomos. Agents who enter a social 

field inexplicitly accept the underlying rules and the logic of the field by engaging in prac-

ÔÉÃÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÐÁÒÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÉÎ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȬÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÓ habitus, a term which he 

appropriated from Marcel Mauss (Mauss 1992). He defined it as a system of dispositions, 

both simultaneously mental and bodily, which exist subconsciously and have been ac-

quired by humans as part of a process of socialisation. The habitus includes more classic 

Maussian concepts such as gestures and skills, but also modes of thought and perception. 

4ÈÅÓÅ ÄÉÓÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÃÃÕÒ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÁÇÅÎÔȭÓ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÔÏ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȢ 

Thus, objective social fields become internalised, subjective experiences of social reality. 

"ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕ ÔÅÒÍÅÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÉÅÌÄÓ ÉÎÔÏ Ȭhabitus ÄÏØÉÃȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ 

its constitution consisted of the interdependent relationship between them brought into 

existence by practice. Thereby, doxa becomes the largely unconscious, fundamental be-

ÌÉÅÆÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÁÌ ÔÒÕÔÈÓ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÁÐÅ ÁÎ ÁÇÅÎÔȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

practices. Although Bourdieu emphasised the importance of practice and the mutual con-

stitution of both field and habitus, doxa tend to be structured according to the social field. 

4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ,ÅÖÉ 3ÔÒÁÕÓÓȭÓ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌÉÓÍȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÁÓ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ ÄÏÇÍÁÔÉÃ ÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓȢ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ 

converge both structuralist and phenomenological approaches to the study and under-

standing of social realities, and represents an attempt to overcome the subject/object 

dichotomy.  

Anthony Giddens conceptualisation of agency and social structure centres on the 

theory of structuration (Giddens 1979, 1984). Like Bourdieu, Giddens argues that social 
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structures and agency are interdependent and necessitate each other in their reproduc-

tion. He argues that social structures cannot exist without a social agent reinforcing it 

through action, but at the same time an agent cannot act without drawing on social struc-

ture. Even action to change social structures has to draw on pre-existing social structures 

and to a certain extent even the very structure the agent seeks to overcome. Giddens ar-

gues that in order to understand how social realities are produced, reproduced and 

changed, sociologists have to study both structure and individual action in order to un-

derstand the relationship between both. For Giddens, social structures consist of rules 

and resources that involve human action. Here, rules are seen to limit social action, while 

resources enable different forms of action to become possible. A central element in Gid-

ÄÅÎÓȭ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÅÓ ÉÔ ÆÒÏÍ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ 

habitusȢ &ÏÒ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÈÁÂÉÔÕÁÌ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÉÅÌÄÓ ÉÓ 

sub-ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔȢ 'ÉÄÄÅÎÓȭ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÁÃÃÒÅÄÉÔÓ 

agents with greater potential of knowing the world and the social reality in which they 

exist. Although he acknowledges that agents do not possess all-encompassing knowledge, 

he argues that they are nevertheless intimately aware of the conditions that constitute 

their social realities. Social realities arise within systems, although Giddens describes 

these as being very different from the way in which social systems have been seen con-

ÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙȢ (Å ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÏ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅ 

the modes whereby that system, through the application of generative rules and re-

ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÉÓ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ'ÉÄÄÅÎÓ ρωχφȡσυσɊȢ 4ÈÕÓȟ ÈÅ 

understands systems as the point at which the negotiation between social structure and 

agent is situated. The relationship between structure and agent is considered as contex-

tual and independent of temporality; a point some have criticized (Barrett & Fewster 

1999). Others have been more generally critical of Giddens ontology in a wider sense 

(Archer 1995, 1996, 2000; Mouzelis 1995; Parker 2000). A variety of these archaeologi-

cal critiques have been recently discussed by Gardner (Gardner 2007). Crucial for Gid-

dens understanding of agency, is that although social structures can constrain action that 

they should be primarily considered as enabling action, even if action re-creates the 

structure in the same or a very similar manner. To put it in slightly more direct terms, 

people make use of the norms and values existing in their culture or social group, which 

they have been taught and gained experience in as part of processes of socialisation. 

These norms and values, or rules, are employed together with material resources in so-

cial interactions. These rules and resources are not determining practice, but are assets 

ÆÏÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÏÒȭÓ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓȤ

sarily all-encompassing. The outcome of action is therefore never totally predictable.  

4ÈÅ ÅÓÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÂÏÔÈ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÁÎÄ 'ÉÄÄÅÎÓȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÅÔÅÒȤ
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ministic approaches are problematic since they do not adequately account for how social 

structures or social fields are continuously reproduced or changed. In other words, Gid-

dens and Bourdieu allow us to look at both structures and individuals, giving equal im-

portance to both in the process of creating social realities and meaning. Similar to many 

branches of sociology, anthropology or history, archaeology has tended to place empha-

sis on social structures in their search for the origins and reasons behind social change. 

Some archaeological perspectives have furthermore tended to be deterministic with re-

gards to social structures and for example environmental pressures. Agency or practice 

theory, in contrast, allows us to take account of how action is generated as part of a gen-

erative, interdependent process, while not succumbing to individualism, which can rarely 

be adequately addressed on the basis of the archaeological record (contra Hodder 2000).  

Archaeologists who have employed agency theory have done so from varying 

perspectives. Some of the most successful work in this regard has been undertaken by 

John Barrett (Barrett 1994) who has described Late Neolithic and Bronze Age monumen-

tal landscapes in southern England and how they relate to structuration, action and 

agency in a stimulating narrative. But, archaeologists have not been united over the con-

ÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÁÇÅÎÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÎÅÇÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÔÈÁÔ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÁÎÄ 'ÉÄÄÅÎÓȭÓ 

ideas operate as part of a duality between object and subject. Hodder (Hodder 2000), for 

example, has maintained that agency should be primarily about individuals, rather than 

social structures an understanding which has been replicated, albeit unconsciously, by 

many others. Others have been critical of what they have perceived as a masculine focus 

in agency theory (Gero 2000). Gero has argued that the focus on action in agency reflects 

male perspectives on practice and, as such, does not take into account female roles in the 

past. However, it can be argued that yet again this represents a misconception of agency, 

since both action and inactivity are both constitutive of agency (non-action in certain in-

stances can be understood to be a deliberate act to not engage in the reproduction of a 

social structure and may , indeed, also reproduce norms and values). Yet, the relationship 

between gender and agency is an important one to which I will return later on. Differ-

ences in the agreement over what agency is in archaeology reflect, on the one hand a par-

tial or selective reading of the primary literature, to reinforce polemic debates between 

interpretative and non interpretative archaeologies.  

Recently, a number of scholars have begun to further develop the notion of 

agency toward including not only people as active ingredients in the process of structura-

tion, but to also accredit agency to things, animals, plants, landscapes and places (Gosden 

ςππυȠ 'ÏÓÄÅÎ Ǫ -ÁÒÓÈÁÌÌ ρωωωȠ 4ÈÏÍÁÓ ςππςȟ ςππτɊȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ×ÏÒËÓ ÄÒÁ× ÏÎ !ÌÆÒÅÄ 'ÅÌÌȭÓ 

(Gell 1998; Gell & Hirsch 1999) ethnographic work amongst Polynesian groups where 



 76 

some objects are imbued with agency. Such forms of animism have been considered as a 

useful challenge to Western concepts of objects as inert and it has been argued that in 

order to fully overcome the subject/object divide, we must also consider the properties 

of objects that effect people, which cannot always be controlled. Such concepts of agency 

ÁÌÓÏ ÃÉÔÅ ,ÁÔÏÕÒȭÓ ɉ,ÁÔÏÕÒ ρωωρȟ ρωωφɊ ×ÏÒË ÏÎ ÁÃÔÏÒ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÄ 

the way in which objects in scientific laboratories shape the set-up of experiments and 

the framing of knowledge as part of an interactive process. Latour termed objects 

ȬÁÃÔÁÎÔÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ×ÅÂ of agentive 

interaction (Gosden 2005; Gosden & Marshall 1999; Knappett 2002; Knappett 2005; 

+ÎÁÐÐÅÔÔ ςππχȠ 2ÏÂÂ ςππτȠ 7ÅÂÍÏÏÒ Ǫ 7ÉÔÍÏÒÅ ςππψɊȢ 'ÅÌÌȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÔÒÁÃÅÄ ÂÁÃË 

to pragmatist philosophy and semiotics, as it has been put forward by Charles Peirce 

(Peirce 1992, 1998; Preucel 2006). This is a perspective which has gained much further 

attention in archaeology recently. Although animism and totemism are well-known an-

thropological phenomena, it is, in my view, problematic to assign agency to objects in the 

same way as agency is assigned to people. It is understandable that in its drive to become 

ever more counter or anti-modernist, archaeology seeks to break down the distinction 

between the individual, a modernist concept as some would argue, and the object world 

(Thomas 2002, 2004) and, thereby, accredit agency to objects. Yet, consideration of ob-

jects as having effects on people and limiting human action in terms of technological po-

tentials of an object is not especially new in archaeology, but is a long recognised issue. 

Furthermore, it appears that some practice a somewhat uncritical transferral of concepts 

from distinct socio-cultural contexts, i.e., Polynesian society, to interpret material culture 

in archaeological contexts (Layton 2003). Totenism and object agency thereby become 

somewhat totalising concepts, which appear applicable in every time and place. This dis-

regards the cultural specificity in which objects have been imbued with agency, such as 

Polynesia. This application requires much more careful attention to the process of anal-

ogy-making than that displayed so far by its advocates in archaeology. Although objects 

can clearly obstruct and frustrate human action, it does not follow that they do so on 

their own incentive. This may be possible in situations were objects are cosmologically 

considered to be powerful or imbued by a spirit, but the existence of such a relationship 

has to be demonstrated at first before such effects can be assumed to have existed. What 

is crucial here is the level of participation in practice. It can be argued that objects cannot 

participate in practice, because objects are not capable of mutual recognition of other 

actors (Wenger 1998: 56). Engaging in practice necessarily entails the production of 

meaning and as such it also entails the production of identity. What, how, where, when 

and why we engage in practice shapes how people define themselves in relation to oth-

ers; this process in inconceivable without mutual recognition. While we may say that 
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agency can inhibit or enable human action, and could thus be said to have some form of 

agency, would we be comfortable in claiming that they also produce an identity of their 

own? Since objects are not self-aware and therefore cannot engage in mutual recognition, 

they have no agency in the same way as people do. Objects have capacities and affor-

dances, which represent nothing but elements of resources that do not necessarily con-

strain human action, but also enable human action (Ingold 2007). Furthermore, it is es-

sential to not abandon the duality of structure by attributing agency to objects. This dual-

ity is a key component of agency theory and consists of two poles: the individual and the 

social structure. While they are juxtaposed to complement each other and engage inter-

dependently in the creation of meaning and social action, resolving this duality also re-

solves the concept of agency. This is what Actor-Network Theory (ANT) effectively does 

by considering social action to be situated in a web of actors, actants and social struc-

tures (Latour 1991, 1996). For these reasons, I am cautious with regards to object 

agency, although I would agree that certain objects may be imbued with activeness if hu-

man actors attribute it to them; however, I would argue that this relationship needs to be 

actually demonstrated, rather than a priori assumed, in archaeological contexts. Other-

wise object agency comes dangerously close to being a cross-cultural concept.  

This brief excursion into the issue of object agency also poses the question in 

how far structuration theory and agency approaches in general are in danger of being 

universalized and un-contextual frameworks, which may have little to do with peoples 

past understanding of self (Gero 2000). Furthermore, it is questionable whether post-

modern approaches that advocate a total discursiveness and reflexivity do not render the 

study of the past, or indeed any kind of social or historical science, impossible. Where is 

the boundary between nihilism and relativism on the one hand and determinism and em-

piricism on the other? Critics of post-modern thought, largely coming from Marxist per-

spectives, have suggested that the deconstruction of the self since the interpretative turn 

makes any thinking about historical progress difficult (Eagleton 2003; Harvey 1989, 

2001). These and other critics question whether it really can be claimed that history is 

not characterised by some kind of progress at all and whether the individual can ever be 

totally deconstructed. Feminist and gender theorists have, on the other hand, pointed out 

that agents in many practice or agency theories are essentially genderless and have 

therein identified a male-orientated position (Gero 2000). Drawing on the metaphor of 

this apparent emptiness Gero (2000: 37-38) has questioned whether we confront a con-

cept that is put into service to reduce the infinitely diverse ways in which humans take 

action and interact with structure to a uni-dimensional mode, one that flattens motiva-

tion and sensibility, omits cognition and meaning, and ignores sensory experience. Gid-

ÄÅÎÓȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÍÁÒËÁÂÌÙ ÒÅÓÉÌÉÅÎÔ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÓÕÃÈ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅÓȠ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÁÐȤ
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pear to challenge the fundamental (and paradoxical) duality between structure and 

agency he and Bourdieu (albeit in a different way) have described (Gardner 2007). This 

duality needs both the individual and social structure to operate, thus, neither can be 

fully resolved. This counters criticism directed at relativism and postmodernism, espe-

cially because Giddens himself rejects this label (Giddens 1991). Feminist critique of the 

totalizing nature of agency and the argument that agency is always gendered, equally fails 

to fully capture the persuasiveness of the duality of structure. Clearly, humans are always 

gendered beings and it can be argued that therefore all social action is also gendered. 

However, as queer theorists have pointed out, gender is performed (Butler 1990, 1993, 

1997), fluid, and dependent on a process of social structuration. Yet, in the creation of 

identities and meaning that structuration consists of gender is by no means the only crys-

tallization of different forms of identity. Agency can play a part in creating a wide spec-

trum of identities, which may be purely or partially gendered, but do not necessarily have 

to be primarily to do with gender. In this sense then, I would argue that agency theory 

can be accepted as somewhat of a universal ontology, since its inherent reflexivity per-

mits contextuality.  

In its drive to overcome the subject/object divide agency theory generally falls 

within the remit of post-modern critiques of the nature/culture dichotomy, which I will 

briefly describe to contextualise it with the study of past landscapes. As briefly described 

in chapter 2, the nature/culture dichotomy can be seen as a directly related to Cartesian 

ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÁÎ ȬÉÎÎÅÒȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÏÕÔÅÒȭ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÁÃÃÅÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÈÕÍÁÎÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ #ÁÒÔÅȤ

sian thought is the basis of the subject/object divide and has had direct influence on the 

development of empiricism and rationalist philosophies. As part of the aforementioned 

anti-foundationalist and existentialist philosophy, the subject/object divide, and with it 

the nature/culture dichotomy has been criticised as not adequately reflecting the way in 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÕÍÁÎÓ Ä×ÅÌÌ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ (ÅÉÄÅÇÇÅÒȭÓ ɉ(ÅÉÄÅÇÇÅÒ ρωφςȟ ρωψςɊ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÌÏÇÉȤ

cal approach has been crucial in trying to break down such dichotomies and gaining a 

better understanding of human being-in-the-world. As we have seen, such considerations 

have been central to the study and understanding of landscape in geography, anthropol-

ogy and archaeology, and they are strongly related to the emergence of practice theories. 

Since both practice theory and phenomenological approaches aim to mend the distinc-

tion between object and subject in modernity, they have strong parallels. Their difference 

lies in trying to elucidate the relationship between nature and culture on the one hand, 

and social structure and agent on the other. According to critics of the modernist concept 

of nature, both culture and nature have been juxtaposed as opposites in the Cartesian 

discourse on rationality. Yet, such a conceptualisation, they argue, is ideological and spe-

cific to the emergence of capitalist, rational and modern Western society (Glacken 1967; 
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Gosden 1994; Schutz 1967 [1932]; Thomas 2004). Landscapes have generally been un-

derstood as natural entities, which are dominated by the physicality of the land, the re-

sources within it and other such hard, external facts (Bender 1993a, b, 1998, 1999; 

Cosgrove 1984; Gosden 1994; Gosden & Head 1994; Ingold 1993, 1998, 2000; Layton & 

Ucko 1999; Thomas 1991, 2001, 2008). Abandoning the nature/culture dichotomy in-

volves an understanding and conceptualisation of landscape as a stage of performance 

and practice in which agency comes to the fore in the process of structuration (Barrett 

1988, 1989, 1994, 1999).  

To account for the process in which human social relations are situated vis-a-vis 

the physical environment, anthropologists and archaeologists have increasingly drawn 

on the concept of dwelling (Barrett 1999a; Brück 2005; Fowler 2003; Ingold 1993, 1998, 

2000b; McFadyen 2006; McFayden 2008; Thomas 2008). Central to a dwelling perspec-

tive is the idea that any organism is fully immersed in an environment or life world mak-

ing it an inescapable condition of existence (Ingold 2000: 153):  

Ȱ&ÒÏÍ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔȟ 

and its manifold constituents take on significance through their incorporation into a regular pat-

ÔÅÒÎ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȢȱ 

Dwelling suggests then that meaning in the world arises as part of an ongoing 

process situated in the interaction between people, the land, animals, objects and plants, 

and is contained in the activities taking place in time and space. This concept is clearly 

very similar and influenced by both practice and agency theories, but also relates back to 

(ÅÉÄÅÇÇÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ being-in-the-world (Gosden 1994; Heidegger 1962, 1982; Ingold 

ςπππɊȢ )ÎÇÏÌÄȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ä×ÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÓ ÈÅÁÖÉÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ 'ÉÂÓÏÎ ɉ'ÉÂÓÏÎ 

1979), who developed the concept as part of a reformulation of ecology. He argues that 

all living things are equally constituted within the environment and suggests that by liv-

ing in that environment organisms continuously unfold in relation and interdependently 

ÔÏ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȢ )Î 'ÉÂÓÏÎȭÓ ÖÉÅ× Ä×ÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÅØȤ

ploratory process. It involves continual movement, adjustment, and reorientation of the 

receptor organs themselves (Ingold 2000: 166). This consideration leads to the conclu-

sion that if perception is action, then what is perceived is functionally related to how we 

act. Establishing this connection between perception and action means that knowledge 

has a foundation in pragmatics, i.e., perceiving an environment means to understand and 

know what can and cannot be achieved or done within it. It is here that an influence of 

ÐÒÁÇÍÁÔÉÓÍ ÁÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÂÙ 2ÅÉÄ ÁÎÄ 0ÅÉÒÃÅ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ 'ÉÂÓÏÎȭÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ 

(Gibson 1979). Drawing on Gibson, Ingold argues that to perceive an object or event is to 

perceive what it affords (Ingold 2000: 166). Thus, to perceive the practical qualities of 
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objects as knowledge means that agents understand the affordances of an object. This 

accredits agents with knowledgeability that is not determined by the environment, but 

situated within a web of relations. Perception therefore crystallises the concept of knowl-

edgeability. Affordance therefore relates to the physical properties of objects and the 

knowledge of what can and cannot be done with them. This knowledge arises as part of 

an interaction between the agents and objects situated in time and space.  

Affordances, effects and structuration are useful concepts on which to base an 

empirical, heuristically grounded study of landscapes and social interaction. In my per-

spective they reiterate that an archaeological study based on the concept of agency is not 

concerned, as has been falsely claimed and advocated, with the study of individuals as 

such (Dobres & Robb 2000; Dobres & Robb 2005; Gardner 2004, 2007; Johnson 2004; 

Johnson 2006b). Instead, these are starting points from which to consider the relation-

ships between people, social structures, and physical properties of the land, materials, 

animals, plants, climate, etc., which come to the fore in practice. It is through the relation-

ships between these concepts that emerge through practice that social spaces are con-

structed (Casey 1993, 2008; McFadyen 2006; McFayden 2008; van Dyke 2008). Studying 

practice is not a hopeless endeavour in archaeology, indeed, we deal with the outcomes 

of human practices constantly in our encounter with archaeological materials in the pre-

sent (Barrett 2001). To achieve a heuristically and empirically viable archaeology, 

though, it is important to recognise that some aspects of our conceptual understanding of 

the past in the present have to assume certain fundamental and general ontological and 

epistemological principles. Here, I argue that agency, the process of structuration, the 

effects and affordances of objects and the concept of landscape, despite all the issues and 

problems outlined in this chapter, can be employed to move beyond deterministic, nar-

rowly behavioural and modernist constructions of the past. We must be aware of the di-

chotomies that Cartesian thought has imposed on discourse in modernity and we have to 

attempt to move beyond the meanings imposed by our understanding of the world. Life 

in the past was surely socially and culturally very different from the life of the archaeolo-

gist in the here and now. Agency means to acknowledge that humans are creative, knowl-

edgeable and versatile beings, who are often, but not always or necessarily, constrained 

by the conditions of the social environment in which they were brought up or exist. 

These are actually very simple and straightforward parameters to translate into empiri-

cal tools to try and understand how final Pleistocene landscapes in the southern Levant 

were not only actively made by humans, but how those landscapes formed the nexus in 

which people engaged socially and how human life unfolded as a process situated in 

them.  
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CONCLUSIONS  

In the present chapter, I have reviewed current conceptualisations of landscape 

and agency in archaeology. Although I have acknowledged that phenomenological ap-

proaches have a valid and important contribution to make to our understanding of the 

past, I have noted problems and issues with the way in which reasoning takes place 

within some of the versions of hyper interpretative archaeologies. Furthermore, I have 

attempted to review perspectives arising from philosophy of technology studies and an-

thropological work that have begun to consider object agency as a means to try and bet-

ter understand the relational aspects of humans and the material world. Despite claims of 

such approaches to try and move beyond the subject/ object divide, I feel that such ap-

proaches have begun to actively erode the concept of agency as a useful heuristic episte-

mology. While objects clearly have properties that can shape and effect human experi-

ence, and are considered active in some social and cultural contexts, I argue that objects 

are unable to participate actively in practice since they are incapable of recognising other 

constituents in subject/object relationships. Therefore, agency is a property that remains 

definitive of human actors. Clearly, animals and plants are also alive, and objects do also 

undergo changes and alterations. Yet, neither plants, animals nor objects can be under-

stood to be capable of participating in social interaction in the same way that humans do. 

I have touched upon the concepts of affordances and dwelling in the final sections of this 

ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÂÏÔÈ "ÏÕÒÄÉÅÕȭÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ 'ÉÂÓÏÎȭÓ ÐÈÅȤ

nomenological understanding of ecology. These ideas are useful and important concepts, 

which I hope to translate into a heuristically and empirically viable methodology in the 

following chapter.  



 82 

Chapter 4:  

From Theory of Practice  

to Practice of Landscape:  

Analytical and Methodological  

Considerations  

 

INTRODUCTION  

How do we study hunter-gatherer landscapes and what are the concepts and is-

sues of relevance in the attempt to elucidate how final Pleistocene groups actively en-

gaged in the making of social and cultural landscapes? Here, I would like to first outline 

what aspects of landscapes we might draw on to reconstruct past patterns, structures 

and agencies to enable an understanding of how landscapes were actively constructed by 

people. Then, I will move on to discuss a series of heuristic methods and concepts 

through which these issues will be explored on the basis of the evidence obtained 

through fieldwork at Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48. Underwriting this empirical study of the 

archaeological evidence is the understanding of agency and practice outlined in the pre-

vious chapter. I first explore the relationship between practice and landscape in a little 

more depth to sketch the outline of a coherent heuristic approach that centres around 

the concept of dwelling, and how agents through practices create places in the landscape 

(Casey 1993, 2008; Ingold 2000; van Dyke 2008). Bodily engagements with materials, 

people and localities at particular points in time create memories and identities, and it is 

through this process that places become fixed entities in physical space. As such they also 

become resources to draw upon, utilize and alter to negotiate social identities, roles and 

ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȢ )Ô ÉÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅÓȭ 

lives are structured by physical and social parameters, while they simultaneously main-

tain existing structures, alter them or create new ones.  

These maintenances, alterations and creations can be studied through examina-

tion of landscapes, sites and material culture to the extent that we are able to divise pat-

terns, relationships and networks in which these interactions and negotiations took 

place. We may not ultimately be able to discover the precise meanings, identities, and 

cosmologies that they encompassed, but we can nevertheless trace the contours of these 

interactions over time, how they changed and how they might have been maintained. 

This requires a close engagement with archaeological sites and materials, as well as with 

the longue durée (Barrett 1999, 2000; Hodder 2000). Archaeological excavations and sur-
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vey serve as the primary means to recover and record contextual information on the ma-

terials discussed in this thesis, and to enable a characterization of the places and land-

scapes inhabited by early and middle Epipalaeolithic groups in the Azraq Oasis. While 

considering at length the site-formation processes that may alter our interpretations of 

the material culture from the site, a châine opératoire approach is taken to study the lithic 

artefact assemblages from the sites, maintaining a link with the concepts of agency and 

practice.  

 

CORNERSTONES FOR A HEURISTIC STUDY OF LANDSCAPE 

Landscape archaeologies inspired by phenomenological approaches have largely 

displayed a lack of interest in hunter-gatherer landscapes. Even a cursory glance over the 

literature that has developed phenomenological approaches to space and landscape in 

archaeology indicates that the majority deals with later prehistoric monuments, such as 

megalithic tombs, cursus monuments or henges (Bender 1998; Bender et al. 1997; Ed-

monds 1999; Edmonds 2004; Edmonds & Seaborne 2001; Fowler 2003; Thomas 1991, 

1996, 2001; Tilley 1994, 2004). Generally speaking, much of landscape archaeology has 

been more at ease dealing with more readily perceptible field monuments and formally 

constructed environments rather than with discrete lithic scatters (Barrett 1994; Bradley 

1998; Conneller 2005). However, due to the increased number of studies in ethnography 

dealing with hunter-gatherer landscapes over the past 15 years or so (Bird-David 1990, 

1992a, b; Hirsch & O'Hanlon 1995; Ingold 1988, 1992, 1996; Layton & Ucko 1999; papers 

in Ucko & Layton 1999), archaeologists have begun to come much more to terms with 

studying the social and cultural landscapes of hunter-gatherers (Bradley 2000; papers in 

Cobb 2005; Conneller 2000, 2001  ; Conneller 2004; Conneller 2005; papers in Conneller 

& Warren 2006; Gamble 1999, 2007; Geneste et al. 2008; Hind 2004; Maher in print; 

McFadyen 2006; Warren 2006; Warren 2000, 2001). Undoubtedly, Palaeolithic or Meso-

lithic landscapes are largely not as readily accessible as field monuments of the Neolithic 

or Bronze Age. Environmental and geological change has affected earlier prehistoric 

landscapes to greater extent and sites have often been destroyed or buried, with artefacts 

having been potentially disturbed. Yet, even surface scatters of lithics can contribute to 

our understandings of the social and cultural construction of places and landscapes 

(Conneller 2000, 2001, 2005; McFadyen 2006; van Dyke 2008).  

When dealing with archaeological hunter-gatherer landscapes, we are rarely con-

fronted with large-scale ceremonial or residential architecture. More often than not we 

encounter the remnants of ephemeral, short-term campsites visible as lithic scatters in 
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the modern landscape. Some will be largely deflated or eroded with little or no subsur-

face deposits surviving. Buried sites may be better preserved, but even fewer represent 

locales of repeated occupation over long spans of time. Such low-key landscapes are eas-

ÉÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȭ ÏÒ ÕÎÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄȟ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÌÁÃË ÔÈÅ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÍÏÎÕÍÅÎȤ

tal structures or substantial villages associated with the Neolithic and later periods. It 

seems that where there are no substantial physical structures, there are no places. Yet, 

we know this not to be the case. Both ethnographically, as well as archaeologically, we 

can consider situations where societies who do not build substantial architecture, monu-

ments and settlements, have conceptualized space (Bradley 2000; Casey 1993, 2008; van 

Dyke 2008). This necessarily involves places, since there can be no landscape without 

them, and places necessarily exist as a result of human practices located in space and 

time. Even discreet and seemingly ephemeral lithic scatters represent residues of past 

human practices (Conneller 2000, 2006; Gamble 1999; Gamble & Porr 2005; McFadyen 

2006). Indeed, stone artefacts are often the primary key to understand site function. To 

better understand the relationship between landscape and human practices situated 

within them, Tim Ingold (Ingold 2000) has recently advocated the use of the concept of 

taskscape. For Ingold, taskscape represents the nexus between temporality and history 

(Ingold 2000: 194). The concept attempts to unify technology and sociality as situated 

within time and space (i.e., the landscape). Following the work of many other anthropolo-

ÇÉÓÔÓ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÃÔÓ ÁÓ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

phenomenon (Audouze 2002; Lemonnier 1986, 1989, 1990, 1992; Leroi-Gourhan 1943, 

1945; Mauss 1935; Pfaffenberger 1992), Ingold suggests that tasks carried out in the 

landscape focus past and present social relations in a particular time. As such, tasks in-

volve agents and social structures, past and present knowledge, meaning and identities, 

tools and worked materials; they represent a web of social interaction. Like Ingold (2000: 

195), it is to the entire ensemble of tasks that I refer by the term taskscape. In the same 

way that the enactment of techniques brings structures, agents and materials into being, 

temporality also crystallises in the taskscape. Tasks are necessarily carried out in time 

and in place; but, the passing of time is not passive. Through engaging in practices time is 

passed and engrained in our experience of the world. Carrying out tasks at specific places 

should therefore be considered like a passage:  

This passage is, indeed, none other than our own journey through the taskscape in the 

ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ Ä×ÅÌÌÉÎÇȢɉȣɊ !Ó ÓÕÃÈ ÉÔ ɍÔÈÅ ÔÁÓËÓÃÁÐÅɎ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ ÍÙ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȟ ÃÏÎÆÅÒÒÉÎÇ ÕÐÏÎ ÉÔ Á 

ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒȢɉȣɊ 4ÈÅ ÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓËÓÃÁÐÅ ÉÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌȟ ÔÈÅÎȟ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ 

an external frame against which particular tasks find independent measure, but because people, in 

the performance of their tasks, also attend to one another (Ingold 2000: 196).  
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With the concept of taskscape, Ingold powerfully links agency, structure, percep-

tion, temporality and space as a holistic concept. Clearly, this does not mean that there is 

one taskscape at any one point in time, but many interwoven taskscapes characterised by 

recurrent and interacting cycles of activities carried out by agents in time and space. 

Taskscape is constitutive of dwelling and stresses the fluid and dynamic characteristics of 

human life. Using taskscape in terms of landscape archaeology provides an entry point, 

since archaeologists are accustomed to studying the activities of groups of people in time 

and in space. While we may not be able to recover the meanings underlying the practices 

we conceptually refer to as the archaeological record, focussing on taskscapes neverthe-

less means that we are enabled to study social processes of structuration.  

Lithic scatters and more substantial sites represent remnants and instances of 

past cyclic taskscapes, which we can study as part of archaeological landscape investiga-

tions. It is important, though, to remind ourselves that our techniques have been con-

ceived and used within the realm of a positivist endeavour to quantify and objectify the 

past (Hodder 1999; Lucas 2001; Shanks & Tilley 1987b). While heuristic methods have to 

be employed to a degree and objectification is a necessary component of any archaeologi-

cal practice, we must not forget that the focus of our studies should be the social realities 

of past existence, composed of the interdependence between multiple agencies and social 

structures. Yet, the study of stone artefacts is accustomed to focusing on particular tech-

niques of manufacture and use in order to understand locally-specific activities. Espe-

cially the concept of the châine opératoire (Bleed 2001; Boëda 1988, 1990; Cresswell 

1983, 1993; Edmonds 1990; Julien & Julien 1994; Pelegrin 1990, 1993 1995; Pigeot 

1990; Pigeot 1991; Schlanger 1990a, b, 1994; Sellet 1993; Sigaut 1994) has been widely 

employed in lithic analysis, which provides a ready conceptualisation of the social consti-

tution of technologies. What can be achieved through incorporation of the study of the 

concept of taskscapes in landscape archaeology is that we gain a better understanding of 

how places were created through the engagement of people in tasks and activities. These 

do not only involve materials, but social structures, agents and knowledge, and also pro-

vide points in the landscape at which memory comes to the fore (Barrett 1999; Casey 

2008; Ingold 1993, 2000; McFadyen 2006; Thomas 2001, 2008; Warren 2006a; Warren 

2006b).  

Landscapes clearly do not consist just of recognizable sites, but also of the spaces 

situated in between sites. Site-based archaeology has perceived such areas as empty 

spaces; yet, in the past they formed constituent parts of peoples experience and engage-

ment with the landscape. This introduces us to the consideration of movement. Phe-

nomenological approaches to landscape (Edmonds 1999; Tilley 1994) have stressed that 



 86 

the way in which people move through the landscape is a primary means by which they 

are experienced and as a process by which agents are socialised (Barrett 1994). Ingold 

(2000: 197) also stresses the importance of movement with regards to the taskscape and 

the landscape. He argues that the landscape as a whole must likewise be understood as 

the taskscape in its embodied form: pattern of activities collapsed into an array of fea-

tures (ibid.: 198). In his view, agents do not carve their life histories into the landscape; 

establishing sites does not mean an imposition on the land. Instead, both the taskscape 

and landscape are woven into the cycles of life in both. As both are constantly created 

and recreated, neither is built nor unbuilt (Ingold 2000:199). Moving through a land-

scape is in itself a purposeful activity and, thus, also forms part of the taskscape. Carrying 

out activities at particular localities also involves gestural and bodily movement, yet it is 

the movement from particular locales that introduces us to the concept of off-site archae-

ology. People move between sites and places along routes, passageways, tracks and 

paths. These movements constitute a primary way in which people perceive and experi-

ence landscapes (Ingold 2000: 228-231, 238-242). Places, be they sites or natural fea-

tures, are revealed as people move toward, from or through them. The way in which peo-

ÐÌÅ ÍÏÖÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÓ ÃÌÏÓÅÌÙ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÐÅÏÐÌÅÓȭ ÐÒÉÏÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ËÎÏ×ÌȤ

edge and understanding of space. Thus, movement is socially and culturally constituted, 

may be restricted or prohibited in certain instances, and encompasses the creation of so-

cial and cultural meaning. Mythical, cosmological or ideological concepts may be con-

nected to places, at times reinforcing them or playing a pivotal role in transforming them. 

Thus, movement through landscapes draws on pre-existing social structures, ways of 

knowing where and how to go in space. Since space is social and meaning is revealed to 

the agent as she or he moves through their cultural landscape they are socialised, con-

forming or disregarding social conventions, norms or rules. Movement then is a form of 

practice, and as such forms part of the process of structuration.  

Movement through a landscape necessarily involves passage from one place to 

another, perhaps transiting through places en route. But, what makes a place a place? If 

we follow Ingold (2000) and others (Barrett 1988, 1989, 1994, 1999; Casey 1993, 2008; 

Gosden 1994; Thomas 1991, 1996, 2000, 2008) the answer to this question must be that 

practices make places. Engrained in the concept of the taskscape is the idea that wher-

ever people engage in activities with each other or by themselves places are made since 

meaning becomes attached to them. They become part of the social landscape through 

memory and through the constant and ongoing reworking of social structures at these 

locations. The memory of events that occurred at a particular point in time in a particular 

location fixes and recreates social relationships in the present to be drawn on in social 

discourses in the present (Barrett 1994). However, not all memories are wanted or ac-
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tively sought after by agents. Place may act mnemonically and cause agents to remember 

past activities or events without the need for the agent to seek them actively. Here, past 

social fields re-emerge as part of the habitual engagement of people with places on the 

level of the subconscious. Important here is, however, the link between past and present 

activities and practices situated in time and place, since both are elements which can be 

studied in archaeology. Time, space and practice then constitute the elements that can 

help to understand patterns of the manifestation of past social engagements between 

people, objects, the environment, animals, plants and the landscape. These conditions, as 

I put forward in the third chapter, are accepted here as somewhat universal properties 

which can allow us to study past social processes through the means of the archaeologi-

cal remains of the past in the present. Together, these encounters with the archaeological 

materials constitute a, however limited, insight into past dwellings of people and proc-

esses of social and cultural change. 

 
 
STUDY REGION AND SITES 

The Azraq Basin in eastern Transjordan occupies an area that is geographically 

well-defined and contains a series of Epipalaeolithic sites. Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48, the 

two sites that serve as case studies here, were first described by Rollefson et al. 

(Rollefson 2001) as part of a survey of the Azraq Wetlands Reserve, in which both are 

located. These two sites are suitable for the examination of the questions previously out-

lined for a number of reasons. They are situated within what is generally considered a 

semi-arid to arid region corresponding to the cultural periphery often discussed in social 

evolutionary narratives (see chapter 2). From early on in this study material culture from 

the sites, i.e., lithic artefacts, indicated a likely early Epipalaeolithic date for Ayn Qasiyya 

and a likely middle Epipalaeolithic date for AWS 48. This provided an opportunity to en-

hance our understanding of the Azraq wetlands landscape during the earlier part of the 

Epipalaeolithic when few sites of this time period are known in this particular area. They 

also promised to add further insights into broader Epipalaeolithic settlement patterns in 

the Azraq Basin. Out of the considerable number of sites documented by Rollefson et al. 

(2001), Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48 offered the best opportunity to develop a coherent pic-

ture of the early and middle Epipalaeolithic in the oasis. Although different in character, 

they provided adequate samples of material culture and associated finds to characterize 

the occupations at these localities sufficiently. Ayn Qasiyya, in particular, offered an op-

portunity to obtain rare samples suitable for radiometric dating, as well as geoarchae-

ological evidence that would augment our understanding of the palaeoenvironmental 

conditions in the oasis. A more detailed discussion of the study area and its archaeology 
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can be found in chapter 5.  

The surveys and excavations at AWS 48 and Ayn Qasiyya proceeded using com-

monplace and accepted fieldwork methods and techniques. Given the nature of the sites 

and the likely importance associated with the distributional patterns of lithic artefacts, a 

1x1 m grid system was established across each site (Leroi-Gourhan 1950). Although ex-

cavations were carried out in pre-defined arbitrary units or spits, the natural boundaries 

of archaeological deposits and features were respected during excavation, and finds 

separated, first according to context, and secondly according to excavation unit (referred 

to as stratigraphic unit; for more details see Appendix I). This required a two-tier re-

cording strategy, which involved the use of spit and square meter sheets, as well as single 

context recording (Barker 1993; Westman 1994). This system was hierarchical in as 

much that several Stratigraphic Units (referring to a unique combination of a spit and 

square meter) were defined by the context they were situated in. Nested, fine sieves (5 

mm and 2 mm) were employed to first dry sieve and then wet sieve all excavated soil 

from archaeologically significant deposits. At Ayn Qasiyya an arbitrary datum of 

E1000.000/N1000.000/H506.000 m was established, while at AWS 48 the arbitrary da-

tum was assigned the coordinates E500.000/N500.000/H516.000 m. At AWS 48 this da-

tum was also used as the basis for the survey grid.  

Locating the excavation trenches at Ayn Qasiyya posed a necessary source of po-

tential bias for the archaeological samples obtained from the site. Except for exposures in 

the northern wall of the Ayn Qasiyya pool (see chapter 5 and 6), the site is today buried 

by a topsoil of considerable thickness and cementation. While two trenches were placed 

in close proximity to exposed concentrations of deposits and finds (Areas A and C), oth-

ers were placed at random across the estimated area of the site (Area B and D). These 

trenches provided discontinuous snap shots of the site, but no large, open-area expo-

sures. The excavations were too limited both in terms of time and resources to facilitate 

such a large-scale excavation. Although it could be argued that this provided little control 

over the sampling of the site, it was felt that this approach would characterize the site 

adequately and obtain sufficient samples of material culture to reconstruct the chrono-

logical, cultural and ecological context.  

As part of the post-processual critique it has been argued that archaeological ex-

cavation techniques serve to fragment and decontextualise past social contexts, and only 

facilitate the objectified, testing of functional models (Chadwick 1997; Hodder 1997, 

1999; Hodder & Berggren 2003; Lucas 2001). Instead, archaeologists have called for the 

establishment of reflexive excavation methodologies that take into account the situated 

nature of archaeological practice in the contemporary world, and the social, economic 



 89 

and political biases it introduces. This, it has been argued, would situate interpretation at 

the heart of the archaeological fieldwork process, and would move archaeology toward a 

more contextual, reflexive and multi vocal engagement with the past in the present. It has 

to be admitted that such a reflexive excavation methodology was not developed for the 

present study. This is partly due to the lack of the kind of social and political context in 

which some of these calls for a multi vocal and reflexive excavation methodology origi-

nated. As a research driven excavation, i.e., not developer funded commercial investiga-

tion, this project was launched within different social and political parameters (Chadwick 

1997; Lucas 2001). Instead of establishing control or disengagement with the archaeo-

logical process in the field, as it has been argued some recording systems do, working 

with students and archaeologists from a variety of backgrounds over the course of this 

project established a very multi vocal and diverse engagement with the archaeology at 

the sites from the outset. It also has to be said that sites such as Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48 

offer very different, or rather fewer, opportunities to engage in on site interpretation and 

discussion, since much of the archaeological patterns and analysis derives from post ex-

cavation analysis and work. Nevertheless, an effort was made to encourage every project 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÉÎÐÕÔ ÂÙ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÅÎÌÁÒÇÅÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÏØÅÓ ÏÎ 

recording sheets and calling for their input (see Appendix I & III). It was felt that these 

mechanisms catered sufficiently to facilitate for interpretation of archaeological contexts 

in the field, while maintaining some degree of control, comparability and coherence in 

the recording system. Other multi vocal engagements, for example with the local commu-

nity, were however not as explicitly sought. This is once again due to the lack of financial 

resources and time, but it is hoped that such work can be conducted in the future.  

The sites investigated in this study are situated in a nature reserve, which has 

facilitated their preservation. The village surrounding the reserve has expanded rapidly 

over the course of the last 30 to 40 years and has resulted in the destruction of at least 

one known archaeological site (Azraq 18 now underneath a farm house), while another is 

now inaccessible (Rollefson 1983; Ain al-Assad is today inside the Royal Jordanian Air 

Force Base in Azraq and therefore off-limits). The known distribution of archaeological 

sites in the oasis and the possibility to investigate these two in particular is therefore a 

reflection also of the modern context of development and related issues of preservation. 

Modern landscape change is influencing what we can learn about Epipalaeolithic land-

scapes and these biases need to be taken into consideration if we seek to interpret the 

past on the basis of our modern engagement with it. A further source of bias has already 

been alluded to: time and money. The undertaking of a complex and large scale project 

such as this as part of graduate student research imposes necessary limitations of time 

and resources. Only limited amounts of funding could be found to support this project in 
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its initial two seasons, which limited the amount of time that could be spend in the field, 

and thus the work that could be undertaken. While these were limiting factors, a suffi-

cient amount of excavation was carried out resulting in the recovery of considerable 

amounts of material that could be drawn on for interpretation. 

 

 
SITE FORMATION PROCESSES AND SPATIAL ANALYSIS  

It has often been said that the study of site-formation processes and spatial analy-

sis are difficult to reconcile with the kind of theoretical programmes post-processual or 

interpretative archaeology has developed (Chadwick 1997; Hodder 1999a). Interpreta-

ÔÉÖÅ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÉÅÓȭ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÈÏ× ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÏÆ Á ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÔÒÕÅ ÐÁÓÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔ 

of modern power structures and relations (Shanks and Tilley 1987a, b) lead many to re-

ÊÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÒÉÇÏÕÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÕÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ ÆÏÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ ÓÉÔÅ-

formation processes to span the gap of the middle range and arrive at testable predic-

tions and general laws about past human behaviour. The underlying positivist assump-

tions engrained in this perspective have been variously exposed and critiqued (Hodder 

1982b, 1986; Shanks 1987b). Yet, it remains crucial to consider the modification of ar-

chaeological sites and assemblages by processes other than human agency, that affect our 

ability to gain access to the social and cultural processes and patterns of the past. One 

cannot underestimate the role of post-depositional modifications especially with respect 

to the Palaeolithic. Thousands and even hundreds of thousands of years have had a sig-

nificant impact on the composition of assemblages and the integrity of archaeological 

sites. This is not to say, however, that the heuristic assessment of the condition of a site 

and its contents should be an end in itself or indeed the sole outcome of archaeological 

research. Rather it should be considered as a means to an end, to form a full and com-

plete understanding of the formation of an assemblage that evaluates natural versus cul-

tural processes. Notwithstanding the critique of modernity and the problematic issue of 

the nature/culture divide (see chapter 2), the principle of uniformitarianism provides the 

most probable and reliable methodological principle to tease apart anthropogenic versus 

non-anthropogenic processes and patterns. That is not to say that the same principle 

should also apply to provide cultural explanations of archaeological patterns. As archae-

ologists embedded in the present we need to necessarily use these tools of assessment 

available to us. Although they reinforce certain Cartesian dualisms, it is clear that an em-

pirical study of the archaeological datasets available to us need to necessarily objectify 

and categorize processes as part of our engagement with contexts and materials. This 

level of interpretation is, however, somewhat separate to the process of interpreting ar-

chaeological patterns defined thereafter. Nobody can deny that natural processes are real 
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and have an affect on archaeological remains, and it is these processes that need to be 

monitored if we want to be certain that the patterns we observe relate to past practices 

and actions.  

Concern with formation processes was, of course, the principal focus of the New 

Archaeology and what later became processual archaeology. Although scholars had paid 

some attention to the basic questions of how certain archaeological contexts formed, in-

deed there was even a basic recognition by Thomson in his three-age-system of the con-

textual dependency on formation processes when he distinguished between closed ver-

sus unclosed finds (Trigger 1989), it was the New Archaeology that declared the study of 

site formation to be the most critical aspect of archaeological investigation (Binford 

1965, 1978, 1983). These scholars sought to develop this approach by adhering to scien-

tific principles introducing the rigorous testing of hypothesis and model-building. Indeed, 

ÏÎÅ ÏÆ "ÉÎÆÏÒÄȭÓ ɉ"ÉÎÆÏÒÄ ρωφχɊ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ÐÒÅÃÉÓÅÌÙ 

with the relationship between interpreting the archaeology of pit features using ethno-

ÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÐÁÒÁÌÌÅÌÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÁÎÁÌÏÇÙȢ "ÉÎÆÏÒÄȭÓ ÁÉÍ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ× ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ 

of ethnographic analogies for archaeological observation. This established ethno-

archaeology as a subdiscipline within archaeology, marrying ethnographic studies with 

archaeology to interpret the material record.  

From explaining the function of archaeological tools and features Binford and 

others soon turned their attention toward the study of entire sites and settlement pat-

terns on the basis of ethnoarchaeological studies and analogy. It is unsurprising that 

many of these studies attempted to deal directly with hunter-gatherer archaeology and 

ÓÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 0ÁÌÁÅÏÌÉÔÈÉÃȟ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒȢ *ÏÈÎ 9ÅÌÌÅÎȭÓ ɉρωχχɊ 

work amongst !Kung San hunter-gatherers in southern Africa examined contemporary 

San sites as a means to understand the composition and function of Palaeolithic sites 

ÅÌÓÅ×ÈÅÒÅȢ 'ÏÕÌÄȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÌÉËÅ×ÉÓÅ ÓÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ 

universal principles responsible for site formation and to use these principles to explain 

archaeological contexts (Gould 1967, 1968, 1978a, b, 1980; Gould & Yellen 1987). Bin-

ÆÏÒÄȭÓ ɉρωψσɊ ×ÏÒË ÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅÄ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ×ÁȤ

terholes, as well as fieldwork amongst Nunamiut groups (Binford 1978) to understand 

early hominin sites, as well as the specific adaptations of Neanderthals to cold climatic 

conditions in northern Europe. Researchers thus focussed on using analogy and uni-

formitarianism to understand archaeological patterns and sites. In their view, this would 

enable them to infer behavioural regularities from both the ethnographic situation and 

the archaeological case and lead to the establishment of generally applicable behavioural 

correlates, which connected material correlates to specific sets of behaviour. The inher-
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ent assumption was that past behaviours were the critical determinant of the evidence 

provided by the archaeological record and that these could be read off by applying the 

correct methodology.  

Schiffer (1972; 1976; 1978; 1987) was one of the first and most important critics 

of this concept. He disagreed with Binford that the archaeological record could be under-

stood as a direct, fossilized representation of past behavioural patterns and systems. 

Schiffer argued instead that the archaeological record was the result of multiple natural 

and cultural processes, which alters the systemic context into the archaeological context.  

 

Although we would wish it, the past manifest in artefacts does not come to us unchanged. 

The burden that archaeologists assume for access to the past is considerable, that of untangling 

the many events and processes that contribute to the observed variability in the contemporary 

properties of the archaeological record (Schiffer 1987: 5).  

 

Schiffer was the first to explicitly distinguish between cultural and natural trans-

formations to the systemic context whose joint agencies resulted in the creation of the 

archaeological record. Although subtle in its distinction to processual archaeology, Schif-

ÆÅÒȭÓ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÙ ÄÁÍÐÅÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÏÐÔÉÍÉÓÍ "ÉÎÆÏÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÈÁÄ ÃÏÎȤ

veyed in the reliability of their methodologically rigorous approach. Rather than focus on 

ethnoarchaeological approaches and analogy, Schiffer stressed the role of site preserva-

tion, the importance of the depositional context, and the role of the enormous lengths of 

time involved in the creation of the archaeological record (Schiffer 1987: 8-9). This en-

capsulates the transformation view, which suggests that the present composition of the 

archaeological context represents a distortion of the relationship between artefacts and 

behaviour. Given these transformations and distortions, Schiffer suggested that archae-

ologists must filter them out of the archaeological context using appropriate analytical 

and inferential methodologies that were based on the understanding of the cultural and 

natural processes. But Schiffer also stressed the importance of considering the sample 

biases inherent in archaeological investigations of sites. In his view, archaeological sam-

ples represent human behaviour only very selectively, not just due to the differential 

preservation properties, but also because of the differing research designs and method-

ologies used in archaeology.  

!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ "ÉÎÆÏÒÄ ɉρωψρɊ ÖÅÈÅÍÅÎÔÌÙ ÄÉÓÁÇÒÅÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 3ÃÈÉÆÆÅÒȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

ÂÁÓÉÃ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÕÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÙ ×ÁÓ ÆÌÁ×ÅÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÆ 3ÃÈÉÆÆÅÒȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÃÁÎȤ

not be underestimated. While it seems that his view is only different to the processual 

ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÎÕÁÎÃÅÓȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÔÈÁÔ 3ÃÈÉÆÆÅÒȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 



 93 

study of site-formation processes in archaeology by emphasising the complex role of 

natural and cultural processes in the formation of all archaeological contexts. While much 

of our understanding of how archaeological sites formed, especially with regards to the 

Palaeolithic, owes a great deal to ethnoarchaeology, Schiffer highlighted the importance 

of the numerous natural processes that could affect the preservation of archaeological 

ÓÉÔÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÓÅÍÂÌÁÇÅÓȢ 7ÈÅÒÅ 3ÃÈÉÆÆÅÒ ÁÎÄ "ÉÎÆÏÒÄȭÓ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÄÉÖÅÒÇÅÄ ×ÁÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ 

ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȢ )Ô ÓÅÅÍÓ ÃÌÅÁÒȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÁÔ "ÉÎÆÏÒÄȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎË ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÐÁÓÔ 

behaviour and present day archaeological record as a one-to-one relationship, where be-

haviour could be correlated with laws and regularities related to adaptation. Instead, 

Schiffer outlined the various culturally-dependent parameters involved in transforming 

the archaeological record, in addition to the natural processes affecting its preservation 

and recovery (Schiffer 1976; 1987). He also stressed the importance of considering the 

life histories of artefacts and how these shaped their form, quantity, production and 

ÄÅÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ 3ÃÈÉÆÆÅÒȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÁÌÓÏ ÅÎÃÏÍÐÁÓÓÅÄ Á ÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÄÉÓÔÒÉȤ

bution and patterning in the archaeological record and how it, too, could be affected by 

transformation.  

The difficulty in relating the static remnants of past activities to human behaviour 

or practice was further highlighted, albeit from a different perspective, by Hodder 

(Hodder 1982a, c). Like Binford, Hodder used an ethnoarchaeological approach to under-

stand material patterning, although he did not in the first instance deploy this under-

standing to frame an archaeological case study. Instead, Hodder highlighted how beliefs, 

rituals and social life in general had a direct impact on how material culture was made, 

used and deposited. Considering different understandings of dirtiness and cleanliness, 

for example, he showed how these concepts had a direct influence on the spatial pattern-

ing of archaeological materials. This view, while also relying on ethnographic observation 

and analogy, revealed a very different perspective to that offered by either Binford or 

3ÃÈÉÆÆÅÒȢ )Î (ÏÄÄÅÒȭÓ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ 

×ÁÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔÌÙ Á ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅȢ (Å ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÐÏÓÉȤ

tional patterning, as well as the life history of artefacts was influenced by their symbolic 

meaning, they were also active components of the social and symbolic system. People 

employ material culture to negotiate social roles and identities, access or alter power re-

lations, and reinforce or change the social fabric of society (Hodder 1982b, 1986). Hod-

der became especially critical of the idea that behaviour could be directly read off the ma-

terial patterning in the archaeological record, without paying close attention to the social, 

cultural and overall archaeological context of their use and deposition. This perspective, 

as well as other related work on material culture (Appadurai 1986; Hodder 1989; Miller 

1982; Miller 1987) and analogy building (Stahl 1983; Wobst 1978; Wylie 1982, 1985), 
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did not touch on the issue of natural modifications that affected archaeological sites and 

assemblages.  

It is fair to say that some of the differences and contradictions between these 

various approaches have never been fully resolved, with many researchers continuing to 

subscribe to one or the other perspective. This is most apparent in the difference be-

tween Palaeolithic archaeologists and archaeologists studying later periods. Behavioural 

or processual approaches are generally speaking still more commonplace in the study of 

the Palaeolithic (Gamble 1999, 2004, 2007). This is partly because archaeologists work-

ing in the Palaeolithic deal with archaeological signatures of past human practices that 

are much more ephemeral, more easily disturbed, and exposed to prolonged periods in 

which post-depositional modifications occurred. Another perceived obstacle is the nature 

of the archaeological assemblages and deposits as merely representing palimpsests of 

past human action. It has therefore been argued that long-term processes can be more 

readily tracked on the basis of the Palaeolithic record (Clark 1993; Lindly & Clark 1990). 

Some have taken this to mean that individual themes of interpretative archaeology can-

not be discussed using these datasets (Gravina 2004). This notion is partly due to the fact 

that post-processual and interpretative archaeologists have rarely engaged with the Pa-

laeolithic in their seminal studies, and this tide has only gradually been changing recently 

with more scholars becoming more interested in the themes of identity, agency and land-

scape in deep prehistory (Dobres 2000; Gamble 1999, 2004, 2007; Gamble & Gittins 

2004; Gamble & Porr 2005; Sassaman 2000; Sinclair 2000; Wobst 2000). More impor-

tantly, the argument that agency cannot be examined in Palaeolithic societies, since indi-

viduals are difficult to define from the palimpsests that these archaeological sites are said 

to represent, is fundamentally flawed. It incorporates a deep misunderstanding of what 

agency entails. That agency relates to individuals and their actions alone or in a direct 

way is a commonplace misconception (Barrett 2000; Gardner 2004, 2007; Johnson 

2004). As I have discussed at length in chapter 3, agency involves both individuals and 

social structures, which bring each other into being in a process of mutual structuration. 

Suggesting that agency cannot be examined in the Palaeolithic since individuals are more 

or less invisible in the archaeological is missing the point, since it is not these individuals 

agency theory is concerned with as such (see chapter 3).  

When it comes to the natural processes that affect the preservation of the ar-

chaeological record, it is hard to deny that these have an effect on the nature of the ar-

chaeological signatures we encounter today. Their effect on the preservation of archaeo-

logical sites and assemblages has long been recognized and has been studied in ever 

more detail (Bar-Yosef 1993; Binford 1983; Butzer 1964; Cahen & Moeyersons 1977; pa-
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pers in Goldberg et al. 1993; Gregg et al. 1991; Nash 1986; Rapp 1998; Schick 1986, 

1987a, b; Schiffer 1976; Schiffer 1978, 1987; Waters & Kuehn 1996; Wood & Johnson 

1978). This has never been denied even by proponents of post-processual and interpre-

tative archaeology schools, although they have rarely tackled these issues head on. Al-

though this thesis clearly subscribes to the concepts of human agency and practice as ul-

timately shaping archaeological patterns, modifications by natural processes did of 

ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÏÃÃÕÒȢ 3ÃÈÉÆÆÅÒȭÓ ɉρωψχɊ ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÎÇ 

archaeological sites are therefore fully acknowledged. To arrive at a complete under-

standing of the Azraq sites archaeological remains, I will therefore outline the sedimen-

tological characteristics of the significant archaeological deposits, the composition of the 

lithic analysis and, to a certain extent, the spatial configuration and distribution of ar-

chaeological finds. It is, however, argued that an understanding of the social and cultural 

contingencies must rely on the framework previously outlined to interpret the patterning 

that emerges after natural agencies have been filtered out of the picture. In contrast to 

Schiffer, it is argued that archaeological assemblages thus analysed do provide sufficient 

contextual information to characterize past practices, despite acknowledging that our 

samples are always inadequate and partial. I would argue that indeed one of the 

strengths of an agency approach is that it can consider the long term processes that 

shaped and were being shaped by material culture precisely because it does not depend 

on the study of individuals,. In the case of earlier prehistory it is precisely the longevity of 

material culture patterns, their homogeneity, which is of interest in investigating social 

structures. I will return to discuss this point more directly with respect to the archae-

ology of the Azraq Basin and the Epipalaeolithic in chapter 10.  

In order to tease apart natural from cultural agencies and to verify the suitability 

of the archaeological samples recovered in the excavations at Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48, I 

×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÌÙ ÏÎ 3ÃÈÉÃËȭÓ ɉ3ÃÈÉÃË ρωψφȟ ρωψχÁȟ ÂȠ 3ÃÈÉÃË Ǫ 4ÏÔÈ ρωωσɊ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÁÌ 

study of Palaeolithic site-formation processes. Schick was particularly interested in mod-

elling how natural processes affected the composition and distribution of archaeological 

sites that consisted mainly of the debris of lithic artefact manufacture. Given that she was 

primarily interested in the genesis of early hominin sites she situated a number of experi-

mental sites in the Koobi Fora region of Kenya. Using experimentally-generated lithic 

production waste that was specially labelled and marked, she created a number of sites 

in a variety of environmental contexts. The particular focus was on monitoring the influ-

ence of fluvial activity on these sites, so that many were located in or next to springs, but 

a few were also placed in wetlands. The context of these sites can be considered quite 

comparable to the sites in the Azraq Oasis. Leaving the sites to develop for some time 

Schick returned to the locations periodically to monitor progress, before relocating and 
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excavating them using standard techniques. This enabled her to compare the pre-

deposition composition of the assemblage with the post-depositional excavated sample. 

Since various pieces of debitage and cores help to identify different technological proc-

ÅÓÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÅȟ 3ÃÈÉÃËȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÅÄ ÈÏ× ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÁÆȤ

fect the analytical process and understanding of the assemblages when examined by ar-

chaeologists.  

This work is a classic study in the use of uniformitarian principles to try to under-

stand how changes to the composition of an assemblage come about, and enabled Schick 

to devise a comprehensive system to monitor the integrity of archaeological sites and the 

reliability of samples obtained through excavation. She outlined a number of critical fac-

tors that have to be considered and are summarised as follows (after Schick 1986: 94 

112):  

1) Assemblage composition (size, artefact class, distribution, and core:debitage ratio) pro-

vide a useful initial insight into the integrity of the assemblage. Significant over-

representation or under-representation of either items of particular sizes or types may 

indicate disturbance/removal due to post deposition,  

2)  Intra -site spatial patterning due to size must be considered and monitored, since fluvial 

or erosional activity will affect differently sized objects in different ways,  

3)  Spatial gaps in the distribution of artefacts may indicate redistribution or winnowing of 

parts of the assemblage,  

4)  If artefacts can be refitted it is as a strong indicator for the intactness of the assemblage 

composition (see also Villa 1982),  

5) Attention must be paid to the sedimentary and micro-sedimentary context of the deposits 

excavated to consider potential natural and environmental processes that may have af-

fected the assemblage,  

6) The inclination and orientation of artefacts can give insights into flow direction and or 

erosion at a site. If the site remains undisturbed artefact orientation should be more ran-

dom, while displaying a flat inclination if they were deposited on living or occupation sur-

faces, and  

7) Damage and other physical or chemical modification to artefacts can indicate significant 

disturbance of a site. Artefact abrasion, rolling, edge damage and patination patterns 

should be recorded.  

 

Using a number of these points as a guideline, a number of observations were in-

corporated into the artefact recording procedure (for more details and definitions please 
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see Appendix II). The process of lithic analysis was split into two stages:  

1) Sorting stage  

In this stage lithic artefacts were sorted into commonly used categories (cores, core trim-

ming elements, flakelets, flakes, blades, bladelets, retouched/secondarily modified pieces, 

burin spalls, chips, and varia). All flakes, blades and bladelets were further subdivided 

into complete and broken pieces. This procedure followed an essentially mass analytical 

approach (Ahler 1989; Austin 1999; Sullivan III & Rozen 1985) that provided initial data 

on assemblage composition and the size of artefacts to inform the site formation analysis 

and technological understanding of the assemblages.  

2) Analysis Stage  

All retouched pieces, core trimming elements and cores, as well as random samples of 

complete pieces of debitage (excluding flakelets, burin spalls and chips) from select con-

texts were recorded using technological and typological criteria. Technological character-

istics and variables were defined following Brezillon and Tixier (Brezillon 1968; Tixier 

1963; Tixier & Newcomer 1974), while retouch was recorded using a system analogous to 

the Wembach module (Baird et al. 1995). The typologies used followed those of Bar Yosef 

(Bar Yosef 1970) and Goring Morris (Goring Morris 1987). For further details see Appen-

dix II.  

 

The inclination and orientation of artefacts was not recorded, partially due to the 

sheer number of artefacts found and time constraints that would have been imposed on 

ÒÅÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÂÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÌÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒȤ

chaeological deposits suggested that no in situ occupation surfaces or living floors could 

be expected to be found. Due to time constraints refitting was also not attempted. Point 6 

was covered as part of the geomorphological and palaeoenvironmental program at the 

site, which recorded the composition of the various deposits and interpreted these re-

sults. It was felt that taking these points into consideration would provide a successful 

means to monitor the composition of the archaeological artefact samples. These aspects 

will be discussed in detail in the second part of chapters 6 and 7, referencing more di-

ÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ 3ÃÈÉÃËȭÓ ×ÏÒËȢ  

The above outline already indicates the importance of also developing an under-

standing of the spatial distribution of the lithic assemblages at each site. A concern with 

the spatial distribution of finds in Palaeolithic and Mesolithic sites can be recognised 

from relatively early on, fostered by the recognition that the absence of often clearly rec-

ognizable structures, such as pits, hearths or indeed walls, an understanding of the spa-
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tial arrangement of camps is gained by paying attention to the distribution of all finds. 

Initially this operated on the basis of examining site plans for obvious patterns or clus-

ÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÓȢ 'ÒÁÈÁÍÅ #ÌÁÒËȭÓ ɉ#ÌÁÒË ρωυτɊ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÁÔ 3ÔÁÒ #ÁÒÒȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ 

spatial distribution of bone and flint artefacts to infer the character of the habitation area. 

,ÅÁËÅÙȭÓ ɉ,ÅÁËÅÙ ρωχρɊ ×ÏÒË ÁÔ /ÌÄÕÖÁÉ 'ÏÒÇÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 

horizontal arrangement of faunal remains and early hominin stone artefacts to delineate 

living floors or occupation surfaces. However, this work focussed little on site-formation 

processes as such. The ethnoarchaeological work by Binford (1978; 1980; 1983) and oth-

ers (e.g. papers in Gamble & Boismier 1991; Hodder 1982a; Kent 1987; Yellen 1977) al-

ready had a more direct impact on the understanding of sites. Examining the use of space 

by contemporary hunter-gatherer communities various aspects of spatial patterning 

were illuminated. However, more often than not this lacked an appreciation for the im-

ÐÁÃÔ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎÓȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔȟ 3ÃÈÉÃËȭÓ 

(1986) work is important, since she considered both the overall inventory from archaeo-

logical sites, as well as the impact natural processes could have on spatial distribution. 

Others have investigated the same issue from similar perspectives now often drawing on 

more sophisticated spatial analysis tools provided by GIS software. It is fair to say that 

some of the initial optimism evident amongst ethnoarchaeologists that they could confi-

dently reconstruct habitation areas and the internal structuring of sites on the basis of 

intra -site artefact distribution patterns has been somewhat dampened (O'Connell 1987), 

since natural transformations can indeed have a significant impact on the spatial configu-

ration of archaeological finds (Schick 1987a, b; Schick & Toth 1993; Schiffer 1987).  

It is however also important to recognize that spatial analysis in archaeology can 

easily retreat into an abstract treatment of space, which lacks an appreciation of agency. 

While it is important to understand the spatial patterning and distribution of features, 

archaeological materials, and sites in a landscape, we must remind ourselves that the ab-

stract objectification of space by the means of mapping and quantification is only a tool to 

collate and convey representative information (Cosgrove 1984; Thomas 1993). Methods 

of spatial analysis are but one tool in our inventory to render a complex mass of informa-

tion intelligible to us, but they do not possess an inherent quality of explanation. It would 

be wrong to assume that by amassing and quantifying spatial information alone provides 

straightforward information about past social processes. It was this conviction that drove 

much of ethnoarchaeological studies in archaeology and it depended on the identification 

of cross-culturally applicable regularities that could be studied in the present to under-

stand the past. In the context of the present work spatial data is used to detect potential 

patterns indicating disturbances, as well as potential inter-site patterns, but there is no 

attempt made to rely on over quantification to use this data as a means in itself. The con-
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ceptual program outlined before that focuses on practice and agency is kept in mind at all 

times to retain a focus on the social construction of spaces to avoid falling into the trap of 

abstraction.  

For the purpose of this thesis, I will draw on conventional means to characterise 

spatial distribution. As is common on Palaeolithic sites of this nature a 1x1 m grid system 

was used to provide spatial referencing for the recovered finds (see above and Appendix 

I). Owing to the size of the trenches excavated at Ayn Qasiyya, spatial analysis of the dis-

tribution of finds proved impractical, since data was not available from continuous expo-

sures and would thus have provided too restricted snapshots of the distribution. Since 

AWS 48 is a surface site a variety of techniques were employed here to quantify and 

monitor spatial distribution. While variously subdivided grid systems were used in sur-

face collection and excavation, an additional effort was made to sample the spatial distri-

bution of finds by recording the 3 dimensional coordinates of artefacts using a total sta-

tion at one cluster. These procedures provided sufficient control over the distributional 

patterns, or lack thereof, at the site and allowed the monitoring of any post-depositional 

disturbance effects.  

A basic analysis of site-formation processes was incorporated into this study to 

monitor and assess the effects of post-depositional transformations to the study sites. 

Although the theoretical background from which a majority of site-formation process 

studies derived from is very different to that put forward as part of this thesis, it is essen-

tial that certain protocols are adhered to. Natural processes affecting the preservation 

and current condition of the archaeological context are critical to enable a discussion of 

the technological patterns in the lithic assemblages and to facilitate a complete under-

ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÅȭÓ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓȢ 'ÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅÓÃÁÌÅÓ ÉÎȤ

volved since people came to the Azraq Oasis and occupied these sites until their excava-

tion as part of this project, the impact natural processes might have had on the preserva-

tion of the archaeological remains is important. These require evaluation and monitoring 

to enable us to move toward a socialised understanding of these hunter-gatherer land-

scapes. This does not imply that behavioural or processual frameworks have to be used 

in the interpretation of these contexts, nor indeed that they represent the appropriate 

means.  

 

LITHIC ANALYSIS AND châine opératoire  

The Ayn Qasiyya and AWS 48 lithic assemblages recovered through surface col-
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lections and excavations are examined here using the concept of the châine opératoire as 

a guiding principle. This concept has been alluded to earlier in this chapter, as well as in 

chapter 3. Here it will be discussed primarily with respect to its use in lithic analysis gen-

erally and in this thesis. The examination of chipped stone tools on the basis of the châine 

opératoire aims to reconstruct as much as possible about the sequence of techniques in-

volved by arranging them in a chain from raw material procurement to use and abandon-

ment. Rather than looking at the final form of retouched items alone by the means of ty-

pological classification this approach focuses on the dynamic processes involved in hu-

man technologies and the similarities and variations between sites or assemblages to as-

certain differences in techniques of manufacture. On this level the concept of the châine 

opératoire could be easily equated with sequence models used in lithic analysis (Bleed 

2001). However, while the châine opératoire encompasses a heuristic sequential ap-

proach to the study of technology which is where the similarity to other sequence models 

in lithic analysis lies, it is also embedded within a wider sociological and philosophical 

framework (Conneller 2005, 2006; Cresswell 1983, 1993; Dobres 2000; Edmonds 1990; 

Ingold 2000; Lemonnier 1986, 1989, 1990; Pelegrin 1990, 1993 1995; Pfaffenberger 

1992; Pigeot 1991). Indeed, the theoretical basis on which sequence models and the 

châine opératoire operate differ quite substantially. Whereas the former are more com-

monly associated with behavioural approaches (Bleed 2001) the latter focus on social 

conditions in which technology operated. Given the theoretical outline discussed in chap-

ter 3 and earlier in this chapter, it is obvious that the latter perspective is preferred here.  

Although châine opératoire approaches have been used to study a great variety of 

technologies and material culture (Lemonnier 1986, 1989, 1990; Sigaut 1994), it has 

been widely applied in lithic analysis (Bleed 2001; Boëda 1988, 1990 ; Julien & Julien 

1994; Pelegrin 1990, 1993 1995; Pigeot 1990; Schlanger 1990a, b, 1994; Sellet 1993; 

Shott 2003). Lithic artefacts contain on their surface information directly related to the 

techniques that resulted in their creation. Negative dorsal scars, platform characteristics, 

shape, size, and modes of retouch are amongst many attributes that allow the reconstruc-

tion of an objects place in a technical chain. Thus ordered, each piece provides a link to 

the enable the overall reconstruction past technological processes. Marcel Mauss is com-

monly considered as the first person to outline the concept of the châine opératoire. 

Mauss (Mauss 1935) realised early in the 20th century that human technologies do not 

relate to instruments or artefacts per se, but to the active involvement of the body and 

Ï×ÅÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÔÏ $ÕÒËÈÅÉÍȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ɉ$ÕÒËÈÅÉÍ ρωψς ɉρψωυɊȠ $ÕÒËÈÅÉÍ 

1997 (1893)). Mauss argued that social traditions were expressed through particular 

movements of the body and that these movements related to the traditional nature of 

techniques, which were highly routinized. This relationship between social traditions and 



 101 

ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÁÒÔÉÓÁÎ ÕÎÆÏÌÄÅÄȟ ÉÎ -ÁÕÓÓȭ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÁÃÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

use of materials (see also Dobres 2000: 153-4). Thus, for Mauss all actions, even if they 

appeared natural, were learnt and socially constituted. Although Mauss (Mauss 1935, 

1950) incorporates quite a normative understanding in his work, he also emphasised the 

sequential order of technical acts. While Heidegger considered the basis of this relation-

ship between the body and technique from a phenomenological point of view, Mauss 

took a more normative position. Thus, there is quite a direct connection between the en-

actment of techniques and the idea of practice (Dobres 2000, Ingold 2000). Techniques, 

then, are a form of practice which relate to the skilled making and production of objects, 

and the transformation of materials. Like practice, techniques involve bodily movements, 

mental activity and particular forms of knowhow, motivational knowledge, and involve 

things. Indeed, things, or artefacts, are an even more important aspect of technological 

practice, than they are of practice per se. The intentional motivation behind technical 

practice is directly aimed at the object or at a material. A technical practice is geared to-

wards affecting material, and agents do so knowledgeably and with a conscious intention. 

-ÁÕÓÓȭ ×ÏÒË ÈÁÄ Á ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ,ÅÒÏÉ-Gourhan (Leroi-Gourhan 1943, 

1945) who concentrated much of his efforts on Palaeolithic archaeology. Using a combi-

nation of Mauss consideration of gesture and technique Leroi-Gourhan considered their 

origins in the Palaeolithic and founded the idea of technology studies in the French 

school of Palaeolithic archaeology. His ideas were instrumental in establishing the field of 

châine opératoire studies.  

Although the concept of the châine opératoire remained a strong focus within 

French Palaeolithic ethnography and prehistoric archaeology, in the latter case often 

combined with detailed lithic replication studies, it did not have a major impact for some 

time elsewhere. Bleed (2001) has shown how sequence models for the analysis of lithic 

assemblages developed elsewhere more or less independently of the châine opératoire 

approach. However, as previously argued, these were based on quite different epistemo-

logical premises than the sociological basis of the châine opératoire deriving from Mauss 

s influence. Concerns with agency and practice resurfaced as part of a re-engagement 

with the French sociological tradition in technology studies with the advent of contextual 

and interpretative archaeologies (Dietler and Herbich 1998; Dobres 2000; Edmonds 

1990; Lemonnier 1986, 1989, 1990, 1992; Pfaffenberger 1992; Schlanger 1990a, b). Ini-

tially driven by a reconfiguration of the conceptualization of material culture, archaeolo-

gists soon began to pay more attention to the technological processes involved in its 

creation and were attracted to the châine opératoire approach, because it offered a dy-

namic view on technology and practice.  

The key understanding of this anthropology of technology is that technical activ-
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ity simultaneously involves the bodily, mental and knowledgeable capabilities of the 

agent in a process of material creation and transformation. A technology in this view 

represents a network of practices, i.e. of techniques, which simultaneously incorporate 

and recreate social conditions through practice. Social order, structures of society, norms 

and values, are contained within the understanding of how things are done and the right 

way of achieving change (Pfaffenberger 1992). These forms of understanding come into 

being through practice, and are reproduced in a constant, patterned and routinized proc-

ess of technical action. Technology is therefore also routinized practice, and furthermore, 

represents a particular, culturally and historically situated routine. In the words of Ingold 

when agents produce something or are involved in technical activity of any kind they do 

not do this in isolation, but they also attend to each other (Ingold 2000: 212). Technical 

practice is situated in social situations, occupying particular points in space and time, and 

they are often communal activities. But, even when agents carry out activities alone, they 

also reproduce the communal forms and understandings of technology, as they reproduce 

previous kinds of knowledge and understandings.  

It is important to be aware, however, that the concept of the châine opératoire is 

also a particular means of understanding past technological systems that is embedded 

within our modern day perceptions. It is accepted here as a heuristic principle that can 

be utilized to empirically study the past, but we have to be aware of some of the prob-

lems associated with it. Although the châine opératoire approach has here been identified 

with a specific sociological understanding, linking it with practice and social context, it is 

fair to say that it has been used in a much more functional sense within the field of Pa-

laeolithic archaeology until recently. Often the social context of the actions and gestures 

that comprised the châine opératoire was neglected, focusing instead on trying to recon-

struct rather fuzzily defined cultural traditions of manufacture (Dobres 2000). A further 

issue is the often linear depiction of the châine opératoire in publications, which is di-

rectly related to the ordering of the techniques used in a chain of events. This also owes 

much to the functionalist and structuralist antecedents of technology studies in French 

ethnology and archaeology. Although these provide detailed information and basis for 

comparison, many appear to entirely neglect the agents who were responsible for imple-

menting these technical gestures and techniques (Dietler & Herbich 1998; Dobres 2000). 

Such linear depictions shall therefore be avoided here, in favour of a more detailed de-

scriptive approach that takes into account the agency of the prehistoric artisans.  

The concept of the châine opératoire therefore provides a direct link between the 

empirical engagement with the lithic artefacts from the study sites and the theoretical 

framework outlined earlier. Earlier I have discussed the two stages of lithic analysis used 
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in this thesis (see above). These serve as the basis to obtain technological information 

that can be used to construct the châine opératoire. Stage II of this analytical procedure in 

particular provides a range of observed attributes and variables that can be quantified 

and statistically collated and compared. It is important to point out that there is not one 

analytical procedure common to all châine opératoire in lithic analysis. Attribute data can 

be used as much as data obtained from mass debitage analysis, refitting or use wear. In-

deed, it can be argued that châine opératoire studies call for a holistic approach that con-

siders past technologies at each step from raw material procurement to discard, as well 

as the network of technologies within which each technical sequence is linked. The ap-

proach followed here however is limited due to necessity and practicality. The volume of 

data obtained as part of the analysis outlined here already proved sufficiently large and 

complex enough to pose challenges to the extraction of meaningful patterns. Certain ana-

lytical procedures were therefore not employed, although their potential usefulness is 

fully recognized. For example, a comprehensive raw material survey to discover the 

sources of flint used on the study sites was not carried out. It would have simply required 

too much time and resources, which were already limited in the fieldwork project. A use 

wear analysis was also not carried out, although I fully recognize the importance of such 

studies (Richter 2007a). Again, a use wear study was deemed unfeasible due to the time 

limitations. One of the potentially most insightful procedures for lithic analysis, refitting 

of waste products and cores, was also not attempted. It could therefore be argued that 

certain elements of the châine opératoire were immediately inaccessible for reconstruc-

tion due to the restricted analytical procedure employed here. However, it was felt that 

the comprehensive recording strategy employed would provide sufficient information to 

enable a detailed reconstruction of the past lithic technologies at the sites.  

In the initial stage of artefact sorting, basic categorizations of the material were 

applied and the amount of pieces within each category counted and recorded. This mass 

analysis was particularly useful to establish basic distinctions between debitage items on 

the basis of shape and size. It also provided the initial data required to monitor the com-

position of the assemblage for the purpose of accessing transformations of the archaeo-

logical contexts as part of post depositional site formation processes. The second stage of 

the lithic analysis was based around a joint techno-typological approach, which used a 

basic typological classification for cores, core trimming elements and retouched pieces, 

as well as an attribute and variable based system to record variability within and across 

the spectrum. In comparison to other systems employed in the Epipalaeolithic of the Le-

vant (e.g. Edwards 1987; Fellner 1995a; Goring-Morris 1987; Henry 1995) it was felt that 

this system was comprehensive and detailed enough. All cores, retouched pieces and 

complete core trimming elements were studied in detail in a second stage of analysis. 
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Random samples of debitage from each excavation area and context were selected to col-

lect further technological data on the assemblages. With respect to cores and core trim-

ming elements a basic typological list was used to provide an initial overview of the vari-

ability within these groups. A more detailed type list was used for retouched items, al-

though this was boiled down from other more extensive type lists commonly used in the 

Epipalaeolithic of the Levant (Bar-Yosef 1970; Goring-Morris 1987; Hours 1974). How-

ever, additional recording fields using two common Epipalaeolithic type lists were em-

ployed to facilitate comparability. The second stage of analysis concentrated, however, on 

recording a number of technological attributes. These were particularly elaborate in the 

case of retouched items, where a modified version of the Wembach module (Baird et al. 

1995) was employed to provide an attribute based system to record the distribution, 

type and shape of retouched edges. The attribute system combined with a watered down 

typological categorization provided an ample means to record technological data. This 

data can then be related to the châine opératoire. Definitions of the analytical categories, 

attributes and variables can be found in Appendix II.  

CONCLUSION  

 
In this chapter I have provided an outline of how we might link the epistemologi-

cal framework outlined in chapter 3 with a comprehensive set of methods. None of the 

methods put forward here are revolutionary or new to archaeology, but have been tried 

and tested by various practioneers. I have outlined how an archaeology of inhabitation 

operates as part of an engagement with agency and practice theory, and how we can link 

the study of landscapes into our existing methods. The methods used here draw on stan-

dard excavation and survey techniques. I have emphasized the importance of considering 

natural transformations to archaeological sites and assemblages as important factors, 

and have suggested that they do not stand in opposition to an understanding of the cul-

tural aspects of these archaeological signatures. Natural transformations of archaeologi-

cal contexts do take place, and archaeologists have equipped themselves well with meth-

ods to monitor, assess and filter them out. The basis for the lithic analysis carried out as 

part of this research is the châine opératoire concept. I have discussed this idea in detail 

and have shown that it provides a strong link between the practice theory framework 

outlined before and a heuristic, empirical approach to material culture. Using these tech-

niques and methods it is argued that we can now engage in a comprehensive study and 

analysis of the Epipalaeolithic in the Azraq Basin.  
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Chapter 5:  

The Azraq Basin:  

Geography, History of Research and  

Palaeoenvironment  

 
Ȱ)Ô ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ !ÌÉȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ !ÚÒÁËȟ ÁÎÄ ×Å ÈÕÒÒÉÅÄ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÎÙ ÒÉÄÇÅ ÉÎ ÈÉÇÈ ÅØÃÉÔÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÏÆ 
the wars and songs and passions of the early shepherd kings, with names like music, who had loved 
this place; and of the Roman legionaries who languished here as garrison in yet earlier times. Then 
the blue fort on its rock above the rustling palms, with the fresh meadows and shining springs of wa-
ÔÅÒȟ ÂÒÏËÅ ÏÎ ÏÕÒ ÓÉÇÈÔȢ /Æ !ÚÒÁËȟ ÁÓ ÏÆ 2ÕÍÍȟ ÏÎÅ ÓÁÉÄ Ȭ.5-%. ).%34ȭȢ "ÏÔÈ ×ÅÒÅ ÍÁÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ 
haunted: but whereas Rumm was vast and echoing and God-ÌÉËÅȟ !ÚÒÁËȭÓ ÕÎÆÁÔÈÏÍÁÂÌÅ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅ ×ÁÓ 
steeped in knowledge of wandering poets, champions, lost kingdoms, all the crime and chivalry and 
dead magnificence of Hira and Ghassan. Each stone or blade of it was radiant with half-memory of 
the luminous, silky Eden, which had passed so long agoȢȱ 
 
T.E. Lawrence, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom (p. 321) 

 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION  

Driving on the pothole scarred road that leads from Amman to Azraq today is an 

experience unlike many others. Leaving the chaotic, sprawling, ram-shackled suburbs of 

Amman behind, one enters the open and seemingly endless semi arid steppe that charac-

terises much of this part of the Transjordanian plateau. This is not a dramatic landscape 

dominated by spectacular cliffs or deeply incised wadis, like much of the rest of Jordan, 

but it is dramatic in terms of its seeming emptiness. Limestone hills give way to expan-

sive flint-strewn plains (Figures 5.1, 5.2), periodically dotted with modest hillocks or 

small meandering wadis surrounded by mudflats. It is a remarkably mundane, almost 

desolate experience until the last crest east of the Wadi Butum is negotiated all the way 

to the top. Here, faintly shimmering in the distance the shape of the Azraq Oasis can be 

glimpsed, nestled within a natural, broad basin which, at just over 500 meters above sea 

level, represents the lowest part of the Azraq Basin (Figure 5.3). The palm trees of the 

oasis faintly visible against the horizon promise water and wildlife. Against the backdrop 

of steeply rising basalt mountains that dot the northern and northeastern horizon, the 

oasis appears like a safe-haven, a place of rest and rejuvenation. At the Amman-Zerqa-

Azraq interchange, the traffic is suddenly dominated by long queues of tanker trucks and 

suburban 4-whell drive vehicles coming from or going to the Saudi Arabian border a 

mere 70 km to the south. Today, as in the past, the oasis is a focal point of local patterns 

of movement.  
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Figure 5.1: The modern landscape in the Wadi el-Jilat 

Figure 5.2: A view of the Azraq Oasis in the distance. Taken from Jebel Usseikhin, looking South. 


