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1. Introduction

The aim of this contribution is to introduce the topic of this volume and briefly measure the
evolution and applicability of central place theory in previous and contemporary archaeological
practice and thought. Thus, one needs to rethink and reevaluate central place theory in light of
contemporary developments in landscape archaeology, by bringing together ‘central places’ and
‘un-central landscapes’ and by grasping diachronically upon the complex relation between town and
country, as shaped by political economies and the availability of natural resources.

It is true that 85 years after the publication of Walter Christaller’s seminal monograph Die
zentralen Orte in Süddeutschland [1], the significance of his theory has been appreciated, modified,
elaborated, recycled, criticised, rejected and revised several times. As Peter Taylor and his
collaborators [2] (p. 2803) have noted, “nobody has a good word to say about the theory”, while “the
influence of a theory is not to be measured purely in terms of its overt applications”. Originally set
forth by a German geographer, central place theory, once described as geography’s “finest intellectual
product” [3] (p. 129), sought to identify and explicate the number, size, distribution and functional
composition of retailing and service centres or ‘central places’ in a microeconomic world [4] (p. 187).
A few years later, the German economist and location theorist August Lösch [5] expanded the theory
by inverting the system and by bringing lowest-order units (such as self-sufficient farms) to the fore,
while illustrating how from small-scale economic activities there derived several central place systems.

The ‘unfashionability’ of central place theory (and of positivist approaches thereafter) in different
phases throughout the period of its evolution and evaluation, especially in the 1970s and 1980s [4]
(pp. 204–209), is explained by the fact that Christaller perceived central places as uniformly distributed,
equally affluent and perfectly competitive spaces. Such central places provided their surrounding
areas with goods and services, in an unbounded and isotropic world, where transport costs were
proportional to distance from the main market [1] (pp. 28–30), [6] (p. 125), [7] (pp. 7–8). Despite all
revisions and adjustment of the theory, however, what remains paramount in archaeological research
related to landscape and catchment analysis, settlement hierarchy and economic systems, is the aspect
of ‘centrality’. As noted by Ronald Rood [8] (p. 32), the village church, a square and local market are
all examples of central places, thus, central place theory has both intra- and inter-site applications.

It is understood that the idea of ‘centrality’ and the creation of ‘central functions’ ultimately
result in the creation of a hierarchy of sites [9] (p. 47), such as cities and town-markets, gateway cities,
hamlets, farms and the outside world [7] (p. 13). Although Christaller’s economic model basically
neglected environmental and cultural considerations [8] (pp. 33–34), [10] (p. 10), settlement hierarchy
and the locational relation between settlements and water sources, arable and grazing land, fuel and
building material [9] (p. 48), [11] (p. 115) remain of utmost importance in landscape archaeology and
spatial analysis to today.
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Another German tradition, historical geography [12,13], has shown that microenvironments
with natural boundaries (e.g., rivers, mountains and woods) and desirable resources (e.g., water,
arable land and minerals) sustained nucleated communities and remained occupied for almost every
period. The potential shifting microlocation of settled communities within the same ‘settlement
chamber’ or Siedlungskammer was “a conjunction of natural geographic opportunities and the specific
economic and political context of the culture concerned” [14] (p. 148). It is noteworthy that there
is an instinctive association between a hierarchical system of settled spaces, environmental and
topographical parameters, the availability of and control over natural resources and the construction
of dependent territories around central places within their settlement chambers. On the other hand,
‘central person’ may be as important as ‘central place’ [15] (p. 315), [16] (p. 159) and this is where the
concept of ‘political economy’ evolves. As Timothy Earle has eloquently argued in different occasions,
economic theories should recognise that, to whatever degree realised, power strategies were built on
economic and ideological control over resources [17–19].

Moving away from model-bounded approaches, central place theory is used here more flexibly
to include all the places that may have functioned as spaces of economic or ideological centrality
(even in a local context) in the past, including urban centres, agro-towns, countryside settlements,
burial and ritual topoi. The idea of this volume derives from the methodological and theoretical
frameworks we employ when approaching landscape phenomena and archaeological evidence from
the Xeros River valley in Cyprus, in the framework of our Settled and Sacred Landscapes of Cyprus
(SeSaLaC) archaeological project [20–22]. Given that landscape archaeology and intensive field-survey
methodologies have evolved, providing more spatial, functional and chronological detail about
the archaeological record for a given region, combined with a constant revision and refinement of
ceramic chronologies, settlement archaeology and pottery distributions prove accurate tools for the
exploration of landscape transformations and settlement systems. The contextualisation and evaluation
of settlement-change diachronically is examined here within a multilayerd framework or along five
main strands of interrelated approaches: (a) Siedlungskammer or ‘settlement chambers’, (b) ‘central
place theory’ and settlement hierarchies, (c) ‘ecosystems’ and land-use, (d) ‘sacred landscapes’ and
(e) ‘political economy’.

2. Landscape Archaeology, Siedlungskammer and Community Area Theory

Landscape archaeology overcomes the conventional boundaries between disciplines such as
anthropology, history and geography, and provides a fresh perspective and a powerful investigative
tool to address research questions related to the conscious and the unconscious shaping of the land
and the processes of organising space, involving interaction between the physical environment and
human presence [23] (p. 75). Temporality, spatiality, materiality and site-based analysis are all
encompassed in the concept of landscapes, and therefore through its study much can be said about
human responses to the changing conditions of life in the longue durée. It would not be possible to
cite here the vast bibliography on the evolution of landscape archaeology and settlement research,
and how developments in those fields (theoretical, technical and epistemological) have contributed to
converting earlier ‘traditional’ approaches into a more advanced field of enquiry [14,24–26]. We should
note, however, that the spatial interrelationship of artefacts, features and human societies through time,
together with a special focus in the study of microlandscapes or microregions [27] (pp. 3–14), all have
comprised special areas of research in the field of landscape archaeology since the late 19th century.

As John Bintliff [28] has recently argued, the careful study of the longue durée of integral
landscapes is the only way to achieve meaningful time-depth. Here the concept of Siedlungskammer
is fundamental. As noted above, according to the German model of Siedlungskammer or ‘settlement
chamber theory’ of the Landeskunde School (‘landscape-lore’) of historical geography, large areas of
land with natural boundaries and desirable resources sustained nucleated communities and remained
occupied for almost every period. Landscape archaeology aims at recognising shifts in the location
of the main settlements within each ‘settlement chamber’ or microregion, and has verified that
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the relocation of habitation sites from one period to another are always detected within the same
microregion [14,29]. The diversity of landscapes would have attracted human communities to create
nucleated (or other) settlements often in or around certain physical topographies, soil types or
natural paths of communication, while settlements would have appeared, disappeared and relocated
within the same settlement chamber according to prevailing natural, sociopolitical and economic
circumstances [30] (p. 218).

Moving away from typological and chronological questions, the application of settlement chamber
theory in the microlandscapes of Crete and the analysis of long-term settlement history on the island
by Herbert Lehmann [12], where the concept of a single major settlement and its socioeconomic
dimensions within a microregion was first introduced and elaborated, comprises a well-known case
study. A couple of decades later, Alfred Philippson [13] investigated the physical and historical
landscapes of Greece, focussing on microlandscapes and spatial organisation within them. One of
the most representative works, however, following the German geographical tradition of settlement
chambers in the era of archaeological intensive surveys or ‘new wave surveys’, is by the Boeotia Project
in central Greece. Already in the 1990s, Bintliff [29] discussed the case study of the Valley of the Muses
in western Boeotia, a fertile settlement chamber surrounded by mountains on three sides, where just a
single nucleated community was located between the Bronze Age and the late Ottoman period. The
settlement of Askra was located on the valley bottom until the early 13th century AD, when it was
transferred 500 metres east under the command of a feudal lord, and then again in the 17th century
AD in its present location on the east edge of the valley, following the breaking-up of villages into serf
estates due to the Ottoman economic crisis.

It is true that Bintliff’s approach to settlement chamber theory in the case of the Valley of the
Muses is essentially more associated with the Czech School of ‘community area’ theory, initiated by
Evžen Neustupný [31]. Neustupný suggested that the remains of settlement activities by individual
prehistoric communities accumulated within the original ‘settlement areas’ with various functions [32]
(pp. 154–155). The principles that make community area different to settlement chamber theory is
that the former relies mostly on environmental factors (e.g., land fertility, water sources and natural
paths) to define settlement chambers, while the latter includes historical and social variables to define
community areas [27] (pp. 7–8). Thus, landscape is not perceived as “a geographical unit, but the
relic of a past social world” [32] (pp. 154–155). This spatial and temporal ‘continuity’ in settlements
within the same community area (at or beside the occupation of the previous phase, associated with
specific environmental qualities and historical variables) does not necessarily denote ethnic or cultural
continuity, which may appear or disappear along with material traces of human activity [14] (pp. 144,
146–147), [27] (p. 9). Despite the relocation of settlements from period to period and the interference of
settled communities with landscape transformations, we would agree with Kuna and Dreslerová [32]
(p. 149) that “all processes in the landscape relate to the state of the previous period and previous
generations of its inhabitants—in this sense landscape has a memory” [33].

Boeotia in the postclassical period (after the middle 7th century AD) comprises a representative
example of settlement continuity within the same settlement chamber, the role that memory played
in terms of how people may have perceived or remembered previously inhabited neighbouring sites
and the role that such sites and sights may have played in peoples’ perception of their community
area. In the community area of the ancient city of Tanagra in eastern Boeotia, the naturally defended
and walled site of Kastri succeeded the late antique city of Tanagra itself (a couple of kilometres to
the northeast) after its abandonment in the 7th century AD. In this transitional period, signifying
the passing from Antiquity to the Middle Ages, crises, abandonment, colonisation, relocation,
defence-works, proximity to the ruins of the Roman past and the memory of Tanagra’s previous
status must have played a crucial role in continuities and transformations within the Byzantine
settlement system of this microregion [16] (pp. 128–130).
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3. Central Place Theory, Settlement Hierarchies and Central Flow Theory

In the context of historical geography and settlement research, Christaller’s central place theory
remains oriented around (a) the application of economic spatial theory in the sense of least effort for
maximising profit [34,35] and (b) the analysis of settlement hierarchy and the structure of settlement
patterns [36] (p. 251). All the aforementioned principles are undoubtedly closely interconnected
and cannot be ignored in the context of landscape archaeology, where the interaction of human
societies with the natural environment (e.g., topography, geology, soils, vegetation and climate),
as well as with the cultural/historical context, informs our reconstruction of past societies and
the evolution of Homo economicus [37] (p. 548). We should note that an overwhelming focus on
central place theory itself, without further research into the local context and the overall settlement
structure, may lead to viewing every single settlement as a ‘central’ one, as previously pointed out
by Oliver Nakoinz [36] (p. 251). On the other hand, and despite its ‘unfashionability’ in the course of
the 20th century, central place theory was applied in different archaeological case studies since the
1950s, in the context of locational analysis, settlement hierarchy, central place functions, territoriality
and liminality [35,38–41]. A noteworthy attempt to integrate centrality analysis and evaluate central
place theory in the light of current trends in network theory was undertaken recently by Daniel Knitter
and his collaborators [9], while the idea of central flow theory to complement central place theory was
initially put forward by Evert Meijers [42] and followed by other scholars [2].

It goes without saying that the principles of distance and cost (in terms of travel time) between a
number of retailing and service centres of different sizes in a microenvironment remain of paramount
importance within the framework of Christaller’s work. Yet, it has to be pointed out that the
spatial organisation of any settlement network, site-hierarchy and the concept of centrality are
equally important in central place theory and landscape studies to today. Obviously, environmental
considerations play a major role in settlement location, site formation and site-hierarchies, although
generally neglected by Christaller’s economic model [8] (pp. 33–34). As Knitter and Nakoinz [43]
unmistakably note in the present volume, there are three types of settlement hierarchies distinguished
by Christaller that correspond to different principles: the market principle, the transportation and
the administration principle; such parameters result in distinguishing between higher-order and
lower-order centres. Thus, by determining the degree of centrality, the hierarchical function of sites and
their interrelationship within specific microregions, different correlations can be made as a measure of
the emergence of centralised political authority, centre-periphery relations and the identification of
depended territories around such higher-order centres [44] (p. 3).

In this context, the work of the historical geographer Ernst Kirsten [38] on the formation of the
Greek polis and its extensive dependent hinterland had a profound effect on ‘new wave surveys’ in
Greece during the 1970s and the introduction of the technique of ‘site catchment analysis’ into the
archaeological world [45], [46] (pp. 207–209). Borrowed from geography, the method of building
‘Thiessen polygons’ was employed to represent catchment areas (dominated by different central places)
by drawing boundary lines at right angles to give a series of polygons. Thiessen polygons and the
concept of ‘territoriality’ were widely employed and have had a long history in central place theory
and its application in archaeology [36] (pp. 252–256) [39]; a typical example is the territorial analysis
of demes in early classical Attica, with possible agricultural territories at a 2–3 km radius around
community centres [30,46,47]. Further historical and archaeological work in the province of Boeotia in
central Greece [14,41,46,48] has demonstrated that key cities were located at 14–15 km radius catchment
(or a day return) as predicted by rural marketing theory, while lesser communities of village-hamlet
size at 3 km radius within a territory of cultivable zones; according to Bintliff [14], some of these lesser
communities may have grown into regional central places, or in periods of growth, some village-sites
may have reached urban status. Obviously, landownership, the sense of belonging and the aggressive
(in cases) absorption of lower-order centres by higher-order ones to gain access to food surpluses and
manpower in a period of city-state formation (such as early classical Greece), testifies to the prominence
of formal boundaries and the demarcation of space [41] (p. 33).
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A similar approach, using Thiessen polygons, has been undertaken in Cypriot archaeology
to suggest a hypothetical model for the territorial expansion of Iron Age polities [49]. As noted
by Papantoniou and Vionis [22] in the present volume and in different occasions previously [50]
(pp. 549–550), the problem of the Thiessen polygons method is that it is operating on a featureless
space, not taking into account topographical parameters, archaeological and textual evidence, while
the concept of hierarchy or political dominance expressed by territoriality is predetermined, drawing
definite spatial and political boundaries. It has to be born in mind that Thiessen polygons used to be a
widely employed tool of locational analysis to graphically present site catchment areas in geography
and archaeology on a ‘featureless’ space on the basis of Euclidean distance and gravity based rules [27].
Contemporary tools within Geographic Information Systems (GIS), however, such as ‘cost-surface’
and ‘visibility’ analyses, provide alternative methods that take into account the terrain’s topography,
time and energy; combined with the study of detailed archaeological datasets and other cognitive
landscape parameters, such digital tools are nowadays widely used in spatial analyses in the field of
landscape archaeology.

Numerous examples of spatial analysis and site-hierarchy within the catchment area of different
central places can be found in the archaeological literature. Late Minoan Knossos, for example,
comprised a ‘real’ central place, hierarchically followed by second-rank towns (such as Phaistos, Malia
and others) and surrounded by third-rank satellite settlements at regular short distances [51] (p. 63).
In Greco-Roman Boeotia, as mentioned above, a network of lesser hamlets, villa estates and isolated
farmsteads infilled territories or ‘settlement chambers’ within an organised settlement system that
rose and fell period by period, indicating times of prosperity or stability and contraction in terms
of population and economy [14] (p. 148). In Roman Spain, the town or civitas has been regarded
the paradigm of a central place within its respective territory, filled with villas and other (minor)
rural/farming establishments, through which the whole economic network was maintained [52] (p. 83).
In medieval Britain and Tuscany, the creation of markets, transport networks and administrative
authority have been identified as economic and social elements of central places such as towns, which,
deprived of their Roman look, may have comprised ‘weak towns’ but still holding juridical and
religious functions, a basic street system, a market place and perhaps a specialised industry [53]
(pp. 97–100), [54] (p. 6).

But what defines a central place as such and what parameters can one explore so as to assess the
hierarchy of sites within a settlement network? It has been argued [9] (p. 47), [55] (p. 1307) that a central
place does not always need to be a settlement but can also be perceived as a cluster of institutions that
offers goods and services at local or regional level. It is central functions that determine the degree
of centrality at a certain location, creating a hierarchy of sites, thus, the more functions gathered at a
site, the higher the level of its centrality at local, regional or supra-regional level [9] (p. 47). Knitter
and Nakoinz [43] refer to ten functions that define central places, as previously analysed by Dietrich
Denecke [56] (p. 43), i.e., political and administrative, legislative, security, cultic and spiritual, cultural,
charity, agricultural/economic, craft production, trade, traffic and transport, while they also summarise
five main ones, as further assessed by Eike Gringmuth-Dallmer [57] (pp. 9–11), i.e., administration,
security, industry, trade and cult.

Communities have always been interrelating with one another in a variety of ways. The degree
of importance of different localities and the functional relationship between them renders each of
these sites as central (such as towns and/or cities), non-central places (such as hamlets and minor
rural establishments) being served by central ones, and other specialised spaces offering goods and/or
services for non-local groups [8] (p. 35), [58] (p. 78). It goes without saying that a central place needs
to fulfil an administrative role, serving as a focal point when it comes to territorial control, to provide
accommodation to a ruling elite (military, religious or civic) whose needs for luxury goods are met by
artisanal production, and to prove economic diversification [52] (p. 85), [59] (p. 13). An exemplary
attempt to classify different medieval port towns of the 11th–12th and 13th–14th centuries AD in
the Peloponnese in order to reconstruct their hierarchy by identifying the degree of their centrality
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is undertaken by Katerina Ragkou [60] in this volume. Corinth, for example, which functioned as
the administrative seat of the Peloponnese, comprised one of the oldest ecclesiastical metropolises
of the region and had invested on artisanal production while maintaining commercial contacts with
other Byzantine provinces, thus, it can be identified as a higher-order central place; on the other hand,
Modon and Coron on the western tip of the Peloponnese, comprised lower-order centres, since the
functions they gathered were confined to safety, religious and commercial services [60].

Looking at the longue durée evolution of settlement systems and hierarchies, it is imperative
that we stress, as previously pointed out by John Parr and Kenneth Denike [61] (p. 574), that settled
landscapes, territorial formations and site hierarchy do not remain static; historical, environmental,
societal and other factors can alter the hierarchical order of a network of special locations from period
to period. We may repeat here the example of Greco-Roman Boeotia, where lesser hamlet and village
communities may have grown into regional central places in times of growth [14], while in the case
of the Byzantine Peloponnese, the port town of Glarentza, established in the 13th century AD, rose
in political and commercial importance and quickly emerged as the new focus of the region, having
succeeded Corinth in the hierarchy of late medieval port centres [60].

As already noted above, central places may also be localities other than settlements, where
centrality can be measured not just by the number of goods or services being offered but, additionally,
by the degree of interaction, as originally put forward by Meijers [42]. Meijers’ ‘network model’ was
consequently elaborated as ‘central flow theory’ by Taylor, Hoyler and Verbruggen [2], followed by
Nakoinz [62] (p. 219), and Knitter and Nakoinz [43] in this volume, who eloquently defined centrality
as the “relative concentration of interaction” and the “location of high density of interaction nodes”.
While central place theory is related to hierarchies, central flow theory is defined as interlocking
networks through which two distinct social spaces can be identified: “spaces of places and spaces of
flows” [2] (p. 2805) [63]. Instead of two opposing theoretical approaches, central place theory and
central flow theory should be regarded as complementary to each other, leading towards the idea
of ‘network centrality’. As suggested by Knitter and Nakoinz [43], Christaller’s centrality model
(concerned with node synergies) can be adjusted and combined with social network theory (concerned
with edge synergies) to create an integrated and informed approach.

What is important in this case is not so much whether “places make flows” (as in central place
theory) or whether “flows make places” (as in central flow theory) [2] (p. 2815). What is important
and what makes it a more holistic and updated approach to centrality, is the combination of both
frameworks: interactions are directed towards the closest node to minimise transport costs (according
to Christaller’s economic model of central places), while time interaction costs can be minimised by
promoting interactions along network edges (according to network centrality) [43]. It is also important
that in the ‘network model’, urban services are not concentrated in a single centre/city; they are divided
between different cities in a way that they complement each other [42] (p. 257). This network between
interacting cities creates a web of interlocking first-, second- and third-rank places, all interacting with
their surrounding environment, with one another, as well as with sociopolitical units and economies
on larger scales [64] (p. 4), [65] (p. 70).

Obviously, places at strategic positions, even at ‘liminal’ environments, may acquire a higher
centrality factor, simply thanks to their degree of ‘betweenness’. This is how ‘gateways’ were eventually
integrated in central flow theory and they should be conceived as playing the role of ‘local’ central
places in ‘un-central’ landscapes. Gateways occupied liminal positions and emerged at the margins
of regions, close to production zones (agricultural or artisanal), at the edge of their tributary areas
and along natural passes, gathered products from surrounding settlements, redistributed goods to
external or regional trade and functioned as focal points at the intersection between their surrounding
region and larger economic networks [7] (p. 13), [66] (p. 4), [67] (pp. 89–90). There are numerous
examples one can bring to the fore from across chronological and geographical boundaries. Permanent
trading places or emporia, for example, were established in early Viking Scandinavia for the promotion
of specialised crafts, playing a significant role in long-distance traffic as ‘nodal points’ [68] (p. 126).
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In 7th–9th century AD England, some of the major ports-of-trade (the so-called wics or emporia), such
as Ipswich and other riverine or coastal sites, have been seen as localities with emerging political,
economic and ideological central place functions and links with the Anglo-Saxon kingship. Although
such places have been characterised as ‘urban’ or ‘proto-urban’, due to evidence for direct exchange
contacts with Europe, controlled by and directed towards the elites, they seem to have formed spaces
in a non-urban settlement system on the edge of their tributary areas, in which central place functions
may have been dispersed between a variety of sites [15] (pp. 312–315). In late antique and early
medieval Boeotia in central Greece, ports-of-trade (or emporia), such as Delion and Anthedon on
the Euboean Gulf, played a major role during the era of urban transformations in the 7th and 8th
centuries AD. Both of them comprised seafront sites with a considerable extent of fertile land and
a good harbour (where goods were collected, loaded and shipped to various destinations), they
were associated with a settlement (having a local market and a Christian basilica), and provided
extended marginal/agricultural territories with access to a wide economic exchange network [16]
(pp. 144–146) [69].

There are recognisable differences between central places and gateway-sites: central places are
located within homogenous production regions and usually have local trading connections; gateways,
on the other hand, are located between different homogenous regions and at the edge of their tributary
territories, starring in long-distance trade connections and controlling transportation axes of goods
and people [7] (p. 13), [70] (pp. 269–270). As Andrew Burghardt has noted in the past, a central
place has a regular, circular or hexagonal service area, resembling “the centre of a bowl”, whereas
a gateway has an elongated service area, similar to “a funnel or spout” [70] (p. 270). Thus, even
small remote places, such as Lapithos on the northern coast of Cyprus in the Middle Bronze Age,
as persuasively argued by Jennifer Webb [71] in this volume, with small but suitable harbours and
territorial control over natural communication passes (i.e., the Agirdha and Panagra Passes), were
involved in supra-regional interactions as local interaction nodes and points of convergence for
commodity flows. This high density of network exchange and interaction equipped such localities
with a high degree of network centrality.

Taking the limes and the perception of frontiers in the West Roman Empire as an extreme case study
example, it is clear that, as Hans-Werner Goetz [72] (pp. 73–74) argues, there was no definite borderline
or cultural frontier; rather than hindering, they supported trade and interaction and “dissolved into
enclaves of rulers who were heirs of Roman culture”. Along the same line, it has been argued that
centrality and liminality are interrelated notions and part of the same structure, since “the most
conspicuous part of the centre was the area where it met the periphery” [73] (p. 91). Although the
sense of belonging and the formal demarcation of space have been fundamental in centrality theory, as
we discussed above, it should also be noted that boundaries sometimes remained notional and fluid,
endorsed with legends of heroes or stories of horror. A sense of notional liminality or frontier has
been noted in the case of the extra-urban sanctuary sites of Myrtou-Pigadhes and Agia Irini close to
the north coast of Cyprus, the former at the entrance of the Panagra Pass and the latter at the edge
of the fertile Morphou plain, as analysed by Giorgos Papantoniou and Giorgos Bourogiannis [74] in
this volume. As also discussed elsewhere by Papantoniou [23,50,75], extra-urban sanctuaries were
located in frontier/liminal zones and served as both contact and confrontation points between the
different Iron Age polities of Cyprus, rather than as merely points of symbolic territorial demarcation
and definition. Similar conclusions have been drawn in the case of the Etruscan city of Populonia
in the early Iron Age by Giorgia Di Paola [76] in this volume, who sees liminality in the context of
Populonia’s territory not so much as a ‘marginal’ environment associated with wilderness but as a
landscape acquiring new connectivity trajectories through the foundation of hilltop fortresses within a
hierarchical settlement network. Jody Gordon [77], following a centrality approach in this volume,
investigates how the two major ports of Cyprus, Salamis and Nea Paphos were marked by their
liminality and served as gateways that connected their terrestrial hinterlands to international maritime
networks, functioned as central places and fostered novel economic and cultural exchanges. Yet, apart
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from the location or the number and type of services offered, favourable environmental characteristics
played a decisive role in the centrality of a place. Gregory Utz [78] in this volume applies successfully
the concept of gateways and centrality in a similar methodological framework, using the main port
cities of Marseille and Arles as case studies to illustrate how the natural environment and political
control made an effect on the economic development of both cities in Greco-Roman times.

4. Settlement Ecosystems and Land-Use

Having referred to settlement hierarchy, we should note that it is around these main settlements
or central places that rural communities in un-central landscapes are organised (always in relation
to nearby resources) and it is through central places that rural communities interact with economies
on larger scales. It is true that neo-Malthusian population cycles, demographic pressure and the
straining of natural resources have long dominated settlement archaeology and economic studies
of the pre-modern periods [79–81]. Although such explanations once became unfashionable, with
archaeological theory downplaying the role of the physical environment, one cannot underestimate
the effect of human interference with the natural environment and its resources [82] (p. 36), [83] (p. 2).
Environmental determinism still offers a valid explanatory framework to crisis and resilience for
specific parts of the globe [83] (pp. 7–10), such as the drought and famines, accompanied by cold
weather conditions, recorded for the period from the later 6th into the 8th centuries AD in the Levant
and Asia Minor [84] (pp. 126, 138).

The terms ‘physical environment’, ‘ecosystem’ and ‘landscape’ are often confused and/or
interrelated. By investigating concepts of centrality (and marginality/liminality) within settlement
systems in the framework of Siedlungsarchäologie (or settlement archaeology) of the German
culture-historical and geographical traditions [32] (p. 147) [85], it is anticipated that the natural
environment remains of paramount importance in understanding the establishment of central places
and in identifying their spatial relationship with satellite establishments and their immediate territories.
After all, landscape archaeology has always been defined as the archaeological study of the interaction
between humans and land within their environmental context [86] (p. 1), [87] (p. 5). It is this past
interaction between humans and the natural environment that has recently come to the fore as a
more systematic and holistic approach to the relationship between societies and nature, and it is this
meaningful relationship that is embedded in the term ‘landscapes’. Landscape ecology or landscape
ecosystems have gradually penetrated the field of landscape archaeology and history; both terms
define a heterogeneous area composed of a cluster of repeated ecosystem types, interacting with each
other across space and time [87] (p. 5), [88] (pp. 11–13).

Settlement ecology, on the other hand, “emphasises natural environmental variables, including
essential subsistence resources, other raw materials needed for physical comfort and health, and
items for trade or exchange” [89] (p. 177). It also examines the central issue of dynamic risk
management through a community’s deployment of its economic and social technologies. Recent
studies have illustrated how the natural environment has influenced or even determined the formation,
development and decline of central places, and whether landscape and environmental variables have
shaped the relationship between a central place and its hinterland [9]. The decline of Ephesus/Selçuk,
for example, has been associated with the silting of its harbour, which eliminated the advantages of
the city’s dynamic economic agents and consequently its centrality deteriorated [9] (p. 53). Similarly,
at the end of the Late Bronze Age in Cyprus, river silt and coastal changes had made it imperative for
Enkomi (Old Salamis) to move and to establish a new harbour at (Nea) Salamis, on the east coast of
the island, gradually losing its centrality and transferring to an emerging location nearby [90] (p. 31).

Contemporary landscape archaeology, however, does not deal with the analysis of individual
‘sites’ as such, but, rather, it comprises a multiscale and overarching approach to the study of entire
‘microregions’ or ‘microenvironments’, containing mountains and plains, coasts, ports, rivers and
springs. This is also how the term ‘landscape’ has been perceived in the framework of the German
school of landscape archaeology or Landschaftsarchäologie since the 1990s [32] (p. 150) [91,92] and



Land 2019, 8, 36 9 of 21

how it has been practised in Europe with a long tradition in landscape archaeology and archaeological
survey in the quest for the landscapes of Classical Antiquity [93] (p. 318). Indeed, as has been concisely
summarised elsewhere [32] (p. 150) [94,95], landscape archaeology encompasses the identification and
analysis of settlement densities and the spatial organisation of settled communities (above the level
of individual sites or communities), the hierarchy of settlement (or other) sites, demographic trends,
primary production and the distribution of raw materials.

We do not wish to argue here that a landscapes approach to settled communities, their spatial
distribution or their hierarchical relationship in their environmental context solely denotes ecological or
geographical determinism (e.g., distance from a water source, travel time to a community’s most remote
agricultural land, etc.). Three basic strands of research (such as those posed by the Kiel Graduate School
“Human Development in Landscapes”), however, successfully encapsulate the long-term relationship
between humans and the natural environment: (a) the way past human societies conceived their
natural and cultural environments, (b) the way social space adjusted to changing environmental
conditions and (c) the way demographic trends and technological change influenced social groups
and landscapes [96] (p. 40). Subsistence and surplus production, distribution and consumption,
demographic growth and contraction, population density, carrying capacity, ecological change and
climatic and environmental conditions [96] (pp. 40–42) [97] have always comprised crucial elements of
investigation in terms of centrality/liminality, economy and society in the framework of landscape
archaeology. As shown by Papantoniou and Vionis [22] in this volume in the case of the Xeros River
valley in Late Antiquity, the largest settlement of the valley—an ‘agro-town’ of 13 ha in size with an
estimated population of 250 families—played a central role within its catchment area or ‘settlement
chamber’; it was located at the approximate centre of the region, it had easy access to fresh water
sources (the Xeros River) and enough cultivable land to sustain the population of the valley, as well as
overwhelming evidence for storage and transport at the central site and for the production of ceramic
domestic wares within its catchment area. In a different context, Natalia Poulou and Anastasios
Tantsis [98] in this volume argue that the location of bath-houses in eastern Crete in Middle Byzantine
times was obviously determined by immediate access to fresh water (e.g., close to ravines), yet, their
very existence usually denotes (along with other archaeological, toponymical and textual evidence, if
available) their attachment to a nearby settlement of some status in the 8th–12th centuries AD, that
being a bishopric, a town or an important rural settlement with certain amenities, playing the role
of a local central place. Along the same line of investigation, Lina Diers [99] in this volume uses
the exceptional case study of the Roman mining settlement of Timacum Minus in upper Moesia to
illustrate how historical realities, the landscape of the Timok valley and the locality of the site played a
major role in formulating its ‘centrality’.

As already noted above, certain theoretical approaches in landscape archaeology, such as
phenomenology, pioneered by Christopher Tilley [25], have been prioritising human experience
or intentionality, and have been reluctant in engaging with certain environmental sciences, such as
palaeoecology and geoarchaeology [25], [37] (pp. 547–548), [82] (pp. 39–40). However, our ability to
reconstruct past landscapes in an efficient and holistic manner requires a more effective collaboration
between archaeologists, historians, environmental scientists and theorists [100]: a collaborative and
flexible approach that would integrate different types of environmental data and human experience
across temporal and spatial scales so as to avoid an artificial separation between environment and
culture [37,87]. Rather than separating between the two or denying ‘objects’ or ‘subjects’, it would be
more enlightening if we examined the dynamic interaction between human and non-human agents
and the relative distinction between marginality and centrality [37,101]; central place theory, central
flow theory and settlement chamber theory, when applied more flexibly, cannot but be modified to
encompass the required balance between the human factor, the natural and cultural environment.

Christy Constantakopoulou [102] offers in this volume a fascinating view of the concept of
marginality in the archaic and classical landscapes of Greece, where hunting in uncultivated un-central
landscapes, the eschatia, comprised a widespread practice and a rite of passage for the young
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(amongst the elites), while the hunting ground itself, on the edge of cultivated land, not only allowed
access to the market (where game was sold) but also underpinned the complex interplay between
humans, animals, economic practices, elite ideologies and the natural environment. It is also in this
context that Anna-Katharina Rieger [103] in the present volume examines two arid, un-central and
supposedly marginal regions in Greco-Roman Syria and Egypt to understand settlement patterns and
economic practices, successfully providing a showcase of resource management (i.e., water) and social
organisation. On the other hand, Louise Steel [104] in this volume examines how water shaped people’s
interaction with the landscape in Bronze Age Cyprus and moves away from ‘traditional’ approaches to
landscape archaeology by emphasising the agency of water and how this shaped people’s movement
through their landscape.

Digital analytical approaches, such as GIS, currently provide efficient tools for managing a
large and varied databank in order to explore environmental sustainability and its effect on human
societies with the aid of archaeological and literary sources (when available), anthropological and
paleoenvironmental data, historical maps and digital cartography [105]. This combination of tools and
data can prove an invaluable and robust means for the evaluation of central places and their peripheries
in their landscape setting. Approaches of this kind, with a strong focus on ‘village ecosystems’ and a
solid theoretical background have been employed on several occasions in the framework of a developed
and updated version of settlement archaeology or Siedlungsarchäologie in Germany (with a slight
delay in comparison with Britain) to investigate human agency and cultural change [91,92,106,107]:
On the basis of historical and ethnographic data, Rainer Schreg [108] (pp. 95–98) summarises three
main types of economic systems, previously investigated in the framework of a study on Neolithic
cattle husbandry [109], in order to provide a model for the evaluation of economic dynamics of
settlements and their associated territories: (a) the ‘closed system’, associated with a small territory
suited for agriculture and an amount of 0.39 ha of farmland available for each person to cultivate;
(b) the ‘maximum system’, with an economy mainly based on livestock and enough land but only
part of it potentially arable, with an average of 0.15 ha of land per person to cultivate; and (c) the
‘open system’, where the amount of land is not limited and village territories can be up to several days
walking distance. As Schreg [108] (p. 97) notes himself, the proposed models cannot possibly cover all
kinds of village ecosystems there may have existed through time, considering that settled landscapes
included also towns, castles and monasteries. The models do provide, however, a convenient means
through which one can examine settlement dynamics and demographic trends, carrying capacity,
territoriality and settlement hierarchy.

5. Sacred Landscapes

The turnaround of politicoeconomic factors (as we discuss below) and the manifestation of the
‘sacred’ seem to have played a pivotal role in the expression of power and ideology, shaping settled
and sacred landscapes accordingly, as well as determining settlement recovery and resettlement of
abandoned or semi-abandoned microregions. Landscape studies have evolved into a significant branch
of historical archaeological research in the last four decades, by placing emphasis on the ecological,
economic, political and cultural values of pre-modern landscapes. Ever since spatial analysis entered
the field of New Archaeology, archaeologists, historians, anthropologists and geographers–working
together–have been trying to explain, for example, how and why complex settlement systems
developed in the landscape [35,110–112].

Even more interestingly, the study of ‘sacred’ landscapes has by now become another prominent
field of landscape research, mainly in Northwest Europe and North America, by paying attention
to the ideational dimensions of sacred mountains and hills, burial monuments and grave markers,
sanctuaries, temples and churches [113–115]. As we have explained elsewhere [20], the term ‘sacred
landscapes’ has been chosen in acknowledgement of the inspiration provided by the published work
of Susan Alcock [116–118]. By using this term in her examination of the Hellenistic and Roman
sacred landscapes of the Greek world, Alcock shows that the relationship between religion, politics,
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identity and memory was more intimate and more involved than has often been assumed [118–120].
She regards sacred landscapes emerging:

“ . . . as both culturally constructed and historically sensitive, immensely variable through
time and space. Far from being immune to developments in other aspects of human
life, they can reflect a very wide cultural and political milieu. Yet they also provide
more than a simple mirror of change by their active participation in the conditions of
social reproduction” [116] (p. 172).

The investigation of ‘ideational’ or ‘associative’ landscapes, where people associate features in the
natural and built landscapes with their own memories, meanings or emotions [118,121], is particularly
relevant to sacred landscapes and political economies [122] (p. 18). ‘Ideational’, as Bernard Knapp
and Wendy Ashmore [121] argue, is far less linked to an articulated system than the terms ‘ideology’
or ‘ideological’; therefore, it can also be used to embrace sacred as well as other kinds of meanings
attached to and embodied in landscapes.

The concept of memory is crucial in the process of socialising landscape and naturalising cultural
features in the land. It is created by the repeated movement of the body throughout the landscape.
Barbara Bender [123] (p. 3) regards landscape as a process that is “intensely political, a way of
perceiving, experiencing, and remembering the world” [124] (p. 240); landscapes not only shape but
are shaped by human experience [123]. As we have noted above, Tilley’s [25] influential study is
concerned explicitly with phenomenology of landscape as an experience. The experience is synesthetic,
“both creating and engaging a narrative linking the body—individual and social group—with the
land” [124] (p. 261). The movement of the body through space is crucial as it provides people with
a particular way of viewing the world, it has important implications for the maintenance of power
relations [25] (pp. 27–33), [125] (p. 47). By controlling the way people move through space, it is
possible to reproduce dominant perspectives on the world [25] (p. 204). Robert Johnston [126] (p. 56)
sees landscape as existing through two different understandings of ‘perception’: in the first, perception
acts as a filter on the real world; in the second, it is a process through which people understand the
world. In studying landscapes, perception cannot be ignored and it should be acknowledged that
perception is not beyond archaeological analysis [127] (p. 221).

Questions about ascribing meaning to landscapes and issues of social mechanisms by which
meaning is attached, as well as the range of meanings that can be encompassed should be raised [124]
(pp. 263–265). Meaning is usually attached through memory and ritual. However, memories
and meanings are created afresh from generation to generation and differ between individuals.
As Ashmore [124] (p. 264) notes, “prominent among the meanings of landscape are power and
identity, variously defined and expressed in sundry forms”. As landscape delineates memory and
declares identity, the land itself plays a fundamental role in the social and cultural order and in human
relations. Further, “as a community merges with its habitus through the actions and activities of
its members, the landscape may become a key reference point for expressions of individual as well
as group identity” [121] (p. 16). The transformation of landscapes has been associated with the
transformation of the social order, coming from short-term events (sociopolitical time) or medium-term
cycles (socioeconomic time). As Knapp and Ashmore [121] (p. 18) note, since landscapes embody
multiple times as well as multiple places, they consequently materialise not only continuity but also
change and transformation. Landscapes are perpetually under construction, which is why an enduring
theme in recent archaeological thought has been the ‘reading’ of social power, which includes political
economies, from those modified landscapes [128] (p. 271). John Cherry [129] (p. 33) emphasised the
need to bring into a closer dialogue the various approaches of landscape archaeology. Survey reports
should be combined with excavation reports, political histories (which we would modify to ‘political
economies’), and notions of recent “archaeologies of landscape” [121]. Emphasis should be given to
“the process of reinterpretation and reworking of dynamic landscapes whose changing appearance
communicates cultural values and is charged with meaning” [129] (pp. 32–33).
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When it comes to the Christian landscapes of the Mediterranean, for example, monumental/urban
and humble/rural churches comprise the most obvious way that the sacred is manifested, exerting an
influence over social and cultural experience [130] (p. 42). A number of relatively recent publications
have focussed on early Christian monumental basilica churches of the 5th and 6th centuries AD as
powerful expressions of Christian ideology in the process of Christianising the late antique landscapes
of the Eastern Mediterranean [21,131,132]. The prominent siting of Christian basilicas, chapels and
monasteries in Late Antiquity was intended to dominate the religious skyline of cities and their
immediate countryside, in the same way that pagan sanctuaries on mountain tops and other prominent
sites had done in the past [16,133]. On the other hand, there are diverse ways one can interpret the
distribution of early Christian churches, such as the spread of Christianity, pilgrimage and trade and
network connections.

A church is not simply a ‘sacred space’ or a symbolic expression of Christian piety. Depending
on their contexts, churches functioned in a variety of ways: as monastic churches, episcopal and
‘parish’ churches, cemetery churches, private and burial chapels [134] (pp. 93–96), [135] (p. 79), [136].
Their architectural, decorative, archaeological and topographical parameters need to be taken into
account in order to contextualise their meaning, ideational or other, and comprehend whether one can
distinguish between ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ or how ‘profane’ space was converted into a ‘sacred’ one
in the landscape. Additionally, senses such as the view of painted icons, the hearing of processional
prayers, the movement of sound or the smell of incense and other sensory experiences (e.g., the
proskynesis, i.e., touching and kissing icons) cannot be ignored in a holistic approach to Byzantine
sacred space [137] (pp. 32–33), [138] (p. 406), [139] (p. 76), [140] (p. 322).

As noted above, churches also functioned in a variety of ways, thus, one can explore their
particular location and meaning in the landscape through various means. Sharon Gerstel has previously
suggested that churches dedicated to Saints and the Virgin were constructed in towns and villages,
functioned as ‘parish’ churches and were perceived as the spiritual, architectural and social centre of
settlement communities [141] (p. 166), [142] (p. 338). In a different topographical setting, Veronica
Kalas [135] (p. 90) has seen outlying chapels in 10th–11th century Cappadocia as a protective sacred
barrier between the outside and inside worlds of the inhabitants. Churches of the period of Latin
domination in the 13th–15th centuries AD, located in close proximity to arable fields belonging to
small landowners, have also been seen as markers of important resources and property ownership
or as entry points to geographical units, like the cases discussed by Lucia Nixon [143] (pp. 23–26) in
Crete, or Jim Crow and his collaborators [144] (pp. 130–132) in Naxos.

Nowadays, various GIS analyses (e.g., Viewshed, Cost-Surface and Least Cost Path) comprise
a useful means for exploring the spatiality of sites (i.e., the hierarchical arrangement of sites) and
their relation with topography and the environment, social and economic variables. The relationship
between extra-urban sacred space and the formation of political and cultural identities was recently
examined in the context of Iron Age Cyprus by employing a series of GIS analyses [50] (p. 542).
An equivalent approach was followed for the first time in the case of the sacred landscapes of
late antique Naxos [21] (pp. 265–271). Viewshed and Cost Surface analyses from several late
antique basilicas on Naxos have demonstrated that churches functioned as settlement focal points,
as economic ‘central places’ and as notional territory or ‘boundary’ markers. Site choice, the spatial
distribution and the secular dimension of Byzantine churches have also been observed in the case of
the region of Tanagra in Boeotia (central Greece). GIS analyses, in combination with archaeological
evidence for settlement activity in the area, have revealed the pattern of settlement hierarchy and
how village-community ‘territorial boundaries’ were formed under the protection of the ‘sacred’ [16]
(pp. 166–168). Another fascinating example of sacred or ritual landscapes and centrality is provided
by Hamish Forbes [145] (p. 372) for the Methana peninsula in the Peloponnese. There, extramural
churches in faraway locations and on ‘neutral’ ground formed strategic meeting places for family
and friends from different villages. The annual celebrations at those churches provided the means by
which different communities have been able to express their pan-peninsular identity. In this landscape,



Land 2019, 8, 36 13 of 21

therefore, it was not nucleated communities which have become ‘central places’; rather, it was these
isolated structures in the apparently ‘empty’ countryside.

The study of central and un-central landscapes, therefore, within the above framework, may
become a significant interlocutor, which stimulates the understanding of the broader political, economic
and cultural space. Landscape archaeology has the potential to be truly unifying, bridging the gap
between scientific or positivistic archaeologies and those that approach it from the perspective of social
theory or the humanities [146]. There is undoubtedly a need for an integrated approach in which all
the approaches mentioned above are taken into account.

6. Political Economy

It is commonplace that Adam Smith is generally regarded as a ‘neoclassical economist’, the
founder of ‘political economy’ as a distinct social science and a representative of ‘liberal capitalism’
through his influential work The Wealth of Nations [147], originally published in 1776. Amongst other
contributions, his work defined better than any time before the role of the state in economy. The concept
has been adopted in humanities and used more broadly by anthropological archaeologists [17]
(with references). In addition, Smith’s writings have recently generated great interest amongst
scholars (ancient historians and classical archaeologists amongst others) in pursuing a more holistic
approach to analysing his thought [148] (p. 1). In short, Smith’s approach, at the beginning of the
Industrial Revolution, provides the earliest comprehensive account of market society as a decentralised,
well-governed system in which prices coordinate the efficient allocation of resources in a competitive
economy. He distinguishes four substantive terms: the nature and causes of the wealth of nations, while
he defines ‘political economy’ as the medium (a) for the provision of plentiful subsistence for the
people and (b) for the supply of the state with a revenue sufficient for public services [148] (pp. 10, 30).
His multifaceted monumental work comprises an exceptional account, employing terminology such
as productivity, the division of labour, the concepts of price, profits, wages, money and free market
(aspects of economic analysis), as well as aspects of specialisation and demand in Europe since the fall
of the Roman Empire [149]. Today, Smith is still viewed as a crucial thinker in the field of economics.

The concept of ‘political economy’, however, has been used more broadly (in an attempt to
interpret economic life well before the time of Adam Smith) in the writings of ancient philosophers,
such as Xenophon, Plato and Aristotle, who represent the first attempts for understanding economy in
ancient Greece [150] (pp. 100–101). The ‘laws of state management’, as we would literally translate
‘political economy’ from Greek, first introduced as a term by Antoine de Montchrestien in 1615, defined
the means to increase a state’s wealth and run its economy. Political economy became the focus of the
work of Karl Marx [151] which defined the means of controlling wealth and creating inequality [152]
(p. 204). It was within the work of both Marx and Engels that political economy acquired a ‘proletarian’
value and was defined in terms of labour and exchange relationships to elucidate the role of the state in
protecting (and helping to grow) the wealth of the bourgeoisie [150] (pp. 105–108), [152] (p. 204), [153].

When it comes to the application of political economy in archaeology and anthropology, the
concept varies accordingly. As Kenneth Hirth [152] (p. 205) points out, anthropological and
archaeological analyses focus on the production and exchange of goods, on the function of service
centres in both state and non-state societies, emphasising interregional linkages within and between
prehistoric and historic societies [154] (p. 43). ‘Political economy’ is contrasted to ‘subsistence economy’,
with the former defining the satisfaction of basic everyday household needs (e.g., food, shelter and
clothing) and the latter seeking to generate income for a ruling elite, agreeing—in a way—with the
Aristotle’s analogy of household economy being in a family, while political economy being in a
state [155] (pp. 481–483). Thus, political economy mobilises (or extracts) a surplus from subsistence
economy to sustain political, religious and social institutions constituted by a non-food producing
group, i.e., the ‘elite’ [156] (p. 13). As a result, the ruling elite administered such institutions in order to
own and control productive resources.
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As anthropology and archaeology grew in the course of the 20th, with Marxist concepts reviving
during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, the concept of political economy dominated prehistoric archaeology
and cultural materialism [155,157]. Inspired by anthropological political economy in the work of
North American anthropologists, Marxist archaeologists discarded basic ideals of Marxist thought
by studying such concepts as different facets of the same societal whole [158,159], [160] (p. 133), [161]
(pp. 30–31). Contemporary scholarship, however, have questioned in different occasions what role
political theory plays in the concept of economic and political life; it seems that both concepts are
interdependent [162] (p. 61).

More recently, anthropological archaeologists, with Timothy Earle as a pioneer, have mostly used
the concept of ‘political economy’ to distinguish from ‘subsistence’, ‘social’ and ‘ritual’ economies.
Political economy, as Earle [17] (p. 13) discusses, “fuels power dynamics in human societies”
and “mobilises resources and labour to support frameworks of power, competition, and potential
domination”. According to Earle, centralised institutions of control and governance depend
systematically on channelled material flows, and, we would, add symbols, iconography and ideology,
that can be read in ancient landscapes. The mobilisation of resources, material and iconography
can support the economic, military and ideological sources of power [163,164]. Thus, positions of
political authority yield many personal benefits in lifestyle, access to mates or personal standing in
the community. Because of these advantages, competition for these positions is strong, and success in
competition depends on an ability to maximise power to fend off opponents. It is within this framework
of power relations and economic interaction in a supra-regional rather than local level that the exchange
and cooperation between places led to the theory of ‘central flows’ discussed in above. As already
explained, central flow theory refers to city networks that are constituted by the interlocking of cities
via specialists in the course of their economic activities: “vibrant, dynamic cities have always been
interlocked by ‘foreign’ commerce, and this has been what has made them cosmopolitan” [2] (p. 2814).
Rethinking and reevaluating centrality in light of contemporary developments in archaeological
thought, and by bringing together ‘central places’ and ‘un-central landscapes’, help us grasp upon the
complex relation between ‘vibrant cities’ and their countryside, as shaped by political economies. The
diversity of the different disciplinary perspectives and approaches presented in this volume, combined
with dialogues, enriches our task of multiple interpretations, and should be seen as a healthy pluralism.
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