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Introduction

This paper considers the evidence, both literary
and archaeological, for the changes and consequent
challenges that took place in the southern portion of
the Transjordanian Plateau, in the area from Wadt
al-Hasa in the north to Ras an-Naqgab in the south
(FIG. 1), between the Byzantine (AD 324-640) and
the Early Islamic (AD 640-1099) periods. It indi-
cates that there was continuity between the Byz-
antine period and the previous Roman one (63BC-
AD 324). However, there was a shift in the local
economy from international exchange and caravan
traffic towards local exchange. Technological abil-
ity, especially in the field of hydraulic engineering,
continued during the Byzantine period.

Relative to the Early Islamic period, there is
evidence that this was a time when the area was
‘emptying out’ in terms of human occupation.
Moreover, the desert regions were no longer used
for pastoralism.

Why the changes between the two periods?
Moreover, what were the challenges faced by those
who remained in and / or frequented the area dur-
ing the transition from the Byzantine to the Early
Islamic period? What were the challenges faced by
the inhabitants of the area as they dealt with chang-
es in climate, a new political power in the region
and cultural changes from Christianity to Islam?

Geography, Climate and Soils

The area, measuring ca. 110 (north-south) km
from Wadt al-Hasa to Ras an-Naqgab, by ca. 50
(east-west) km from Ma‘an towards the eastern part
of Wadi ‘Arabah, is, for the most part, the south-
ern part of the Transjordanian Plateau. It is also the
southern part of the Highlands at the Eastern Rim
of the Wadi ‘Arabah-Jordan Graben, frequently
referred to as the Mountain Ridge and Northern
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1. Area of Interest from Wadi al-Hasa to Ras an-Naqab.

Highlands East of the Rift Valley (Bender 1975;
MacDonald 2000: 24-26, fig. 2) (FIG. 2).

The area of interest is a peripheral one in the
sense that it is a region in which the resources
needed to support human life are minimal. As
such, it was marginal for farming from the Pre-



