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Transferred from neurophysiology and cybernetics to the humanities and the social sciences, the notion of heterarchy has

contributed to changing the way in which power structures other than hierarchies are seen as patterns for order in

complex societies. Challenging the con��ation of order with ranked order, heterarchical thinking has a�fected and re��ned

the very idea of social complexity. New models for cultural evolution appear when hierarchy is uncoupled from

complexity and heterarchical relations are observable throughout the historical development of a society as well as at

di�ferent levels of a social system. This article seeks to enrich the Religion and Urbanity approach by introducing the

concept of heterarchy and demonstrating its relevance to the study of urban religion.
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Religion and urbanity are millennia-old, cross-cultural, and co-evolving human strategies to handle, enhance, and

capitalise on human sociability (Urciuoli and Rüpke 2018; Rau and Rüpke 2020; Rüpke forthcoming).  They both reveal

structure at any scale of analysis, from the micro to the macro. Whether one peers into the ‘feelings, acts, and experiences

of individual men in their solitude’ (James 1982: 31) or considers the globally widespread movements counting billions of

believers, whether one zooms in on the clustered blocks of a Neolithic nucleated settlement or stares at the sprawling

development of today’s megacities, a recognisable pattern of organisation of (human and nonhuman) interdependent

parts is to be presumed to account for the representations, experiences, and practices of the agents. At the same time,

religion and urbanity are constantly a�fected by forces and dynamics of change altering their state at each of these levels.

Individuals convert and/or abandon their former persuasions. Organised religions scale up and down, migrate, split,

accommodate, and go ‘extinct’ (Stausberg 2021). Neighbourhoods are redeveloped or bulldozed. Metropolises are

frantically in motion, never sleep, and may even include a number of ‘local climate zones’ with di�ferent thermal

behaviours (Yang et al. 2018).

This interplay of static and dynamic aspects is all the more apparent as urbanity and religion are viewed as spatial

practices. City life is ‘structured and destructured simultaneously by the competing logics of the space of ��ows and the

space of places’ (Castells 2004: 85). Analogously, the interlocking of order and change in religion is predicated on the

human capacity to harness or surrender to superhuman forces to ‘make homes and cross boundaries’ (Tweed 2006: 54).

The millennia-long history of religion and urbanity and their co-evolution documents that humans marshal ingenuity,

invest resources, extract labour, and mobilise power to e�fect and secure the crystallisation of order as much as the

ignition of change.

Although order and change are ubiquitous and synchronous as basic facts of life, they do not hold the same salience or

appeal for the human mind:

[1]
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Thought and act con��ate structure with order; as long as some pattern may be recognized we assume that things

are running smoothly and that change, if it comes at all, will be gradual. Even morally and politically

unacceptable structures are tolerated because their palpable existence guards against the even more fearful

unknown. In this century, widespread German acquiescence to the Nazi government is a powerful example of

how, for a majority of individuals, any order is often more acceptable than no order. (Crumley 1987: 155)

Several factors can account for our penchant for hierarchy. In the relatively new environments of the Neolithic and

Postlithic eras, some argue, humans underwent a neurophysiological shift that reshaped their ability to structure society.

Long-dormant capacities to recognise dominance hierarchies were ‘switched back on’, becoming so deeply hard-wired in

the human brain that we learn to feel submission before even acknowledging it (Smail 2008: 166). We do not only

appreciate meaningful order – or ‘patternicity’ (Shermer 2008) – but we have an inbuilt sense of hierarchy as ranked

order. Moreover, our everyday language for describing social relations is imbued with spatial metaphors of vertical

strati��cation that were likely to spread to uphold social inequality and serve vested interests (Ossowski 1963). We still

navigate such ingrained layers of vertical preference when we speak of ‘low-class people’, ‘entering high society’, ‘marrying

up’, or ‘climbing social ladders’ (Crumley 1995: 3). Put simply, we ‘see hierarchy everywhere’, such that human social

hierarchies can be viewed as an ‘extreme special case’ of a general concept of tiered order extending to biological

structures and taxonomies (Allen and Starr 1982: 2). Therefore, one only needs to move from a commonsense cognizance

and notion of hierarchy to a rami��ed theory and a taxonomy of hierarchies in order to study complex societies and see

how humans develop their mental proclivities into practice.

While recognising the abundance of hierarchies and the importance of belabouring and unpacking the concept,

settlement archaeologist Carole L. Crumley begs to di�fer. She is long persuaded that hierarchy as an ingrained and

omnipresent shorthand and metaphor for order is not only a layperson’s endemic misperception but a di�fuse scholarly

bias. More precisely, hierarchy operates as a Kuhnian paradigm – a universally recognised scienti��c framework that has

disproportionally in��uenced theory building and held revolutions in abeyance (1995: 2; 2023: 34):

Distinguished from structure, that untrappable beast ‘process’ stalks the periphery of our empirical

investigations, earning anew its associations with chaos … Despite decades of attempts in anthropology and

elsewhere to ��nd a means by which we might study process, a clear success has eluded us. This is because it is

the relation between structure and process which is the proper focus of study. It behoves us to ��nd ways to study

structural change. (Crumley 1987: 155–156; also 2023: 31)

Crumley’s notion of ‘heterarchy’ aims to challenge this epistemological stalemate by o�fering a way out of hierarchy as an

‘ubiquitous’, unexamined, and pre-critically accepted ‘controlling model’ for order (1987: 156, 159). Mediating between

hierarchy and anarchy, heterarchy draws on the same linguistic roots to provide a vocabulary that o�fsets our ‘paucity of

language’ to describe non-hierarchically ordered structures (2015: 3). It underlies, connects, and gathers together re-

descriptive projects that advocate a di�ferent order and rule of human societies that defy linear rankings, distribute power,

and allow for structural change in all dimensions (spatial, temporal, and cognitive). More broadly, it is ‘an open invitation

to transcend dichotomies that have been dominant in Western thinking’ (De Moulder and Shannon).
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Typographically, the word made its debut in the 1940s, when neural studies showed that the human brain, while

reasonably orderly, is not organised hierarchically. In particular, neurophysiologist and early cyberneticist Warren

McCulloch demonstrated that our brain adjusts to the re-ranking of values whose saliency and priority change according

to the circumstances, thereby limiting predictability (1945). No single value is such that dominates all others or is

dominated by all others. There is no summum bonum governing our ‘nervous nets’: human minds seem to work by setting

contextual preferences on the basis of ultimately unranked and incommensurable values. Thirty years later, the notion of

heterarchy simultaneously emerged in studies on arti��cial intelligence to characterise the organisation of computer

subroutines (Minsky and Papert 1972), and in mathematics, where it denoted programmes functioning without a highest

level (Hofstadter 1979).

In the mid-1970s, Carole L. Crumley was working on Iron Age Celtic settlements in southern Burgundy (east-central

France). Unsatis��ed with the dominant hierarchical models for charting processes of land use – especially Walter

Christaller’s ‘central place theory’ (Christaller 1933) – she was looking for new paradigms that complicate ‘the relation

between sociopolitical organization and settlement’ (Crumley 1995: 1). The southern Burgundian territory is characterised

by a historical record of considerable depth, ruled by di�ferent successive cultures, and little disturbed by urban sprawl

and industrialisation. The extreme heterogeneity of this landscape from the Iron Age to the present clearly allowed for a

multi-scalar and multi-temporal mapping of forces of both continuity and change in patterns of human activity

(Marquardt and Crumley 1987: 4). Yet two particular aspects especially made this region also an ideal ��eldwork site and

perfect laboratory for transferring the notion of heterarchy from biophysical and mathematical contexts to archaeology:

a) the diachronic (i.e., historical) and synchronic (i.e., functional) ��uctuation of places chosen as centres and boundaries;

b) the interplay between the formal establishment of hierarchical scales of power and lines of demarcation, on the one

hand, and the informal resilience of more ��uid and ��exible relations within and between polities, on the other (Crumley

1987). In the 1979 article that introduces the ‘regional heterarchy model’ (Crumley 1979: 157–165), Crumley o�fers the

following de��nition of heterarchy:

the relation of elements to one another when they are unranked or when they have the potential for being

ranked in a number of di�ferent ways, depending on systemic requirements. (Crumley 1995: 3, also 1979: 144, 1987:

158, 2001: 25)

Adapting the notion of heterarchy to settlement studies implied challenging the unprompted yet ill-considered

con��ation of order with ranked order in the study of human societies and power organisations. It not only served to

remind us that human sociability, need to control, and the will to power – just like human cognition and human land

occupation – can be ��uidly ordered and interdependently organised. It also brought this assumption to bear on systems

beyond the relatively small scale and the technological limits of so-called egalitarian societies. Interest in heterarchical

thinking grew among archaeologists and anthropologists as it teamed up with a widespread discontent with

neoevolutionary theories of human social organisation (see Yo�fee 2005) and the related models of ranking sociocultural

complexity along an unilinear progression of stages, especially the ‘Band – Tribe – Chiefdom – State’ typology of Sahlins

and Service (1960). Around the same time, in fact, other concepts and paradigms were developed that re��ected similar

dissatisfaction with linear, progressionist models of how e���ciently groups structure themselves to harvest energy from

the environment (see Rautman 1998: 325). By uncoupling hierarchy from order and disentangling hierarchy from

complexity, heterarchy contributes to this broader re-descriptive and re-modelling trend as something more substantive

and useful than merely a new label for the internal organisation of politically equalised bands and tribes.

Alongside order, the concept of complexity likewise warrants revision when viewed through the transformative lens of

heterarchy. Both the stability of its meaning at any scale of analysis (see Rautman 1998: 330) and the use of parameters

like centralisation and linearisation (Flannery 1972) need to be questioned in order for alternative ‘pathways to

complexity’ (S. McIntosh 1999) to become legible, and standard trails be challenged. Rather than civilisational upgrades,
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transitions to hierarchical managements of power can be interpreted as a decrease of complexity involving streamlining

of organisation and standardisation of tasks (Helms 1994; Fleming 2009). By the same token, the collapse of an

overarching administrative hierarchy and its replacement with decentralised organisational structures is not to be

assumed to indicate chaos (Berry 1987). Leveraging these ideas to craft grand narratives of the course of human history,

most recent surveys of the multipolar origins of urbanism have argued that ‘a dramatic increase in the scale of organized

human settlement took place with no resulting concentration of wealth and power in the hands of ruling elites’ (Graeber

and Wengrow 2021: 322).

Heterarchy is not the name of a speci��c stage in the evolution of complex societies. Nor, despite its ubiquity across space

and time, does it amount to a shorthand formula for all the di�ferent ways of searching for order and organising power – a

‘more general category that subsumes hierarchy as a special case’ (Crumley 2015: 3). In Crumley’s account, the

relationship between hierarchy and heterarchy is conceived not as exclusionary – anarchy being, in semiotic terms, the

genuine counterpart to hierarchy – nor as hierarchical in its own right, but ‘dialectical’ in the sense of fundamentally

complementary and strategic. All human societies, past and present, are characterised by a mix of levels and nodes,

marked by a tension between nested vertical structures and networked horizontal relations at every spatial and temporal

scale. In other words, there are no pure types of hierarchical or heterarchical societies, but only structures where one or

the other is more prominent as ‘a principle of social organization’ (Brum��el 1995: 128). As Crumley puts it, ‘the ultimate in

complexity’ is neither hierarchy nor heterarchy ‘but the play between hierarchy and heterarchy,’ subordination and

coordination (1987: 163).

Like all good conceptual tools, the greatest utility of heterarchical thinking in the study of societal continuity and change

(including religious continuity and change) depends on its capacity to elicit predictions and explanations about

phenomena that had previously eluded understanding and whose evidence did not come together clearly. Accounting for

the conditions under which networks of distributed power can coexist with and strengthen, or, alternatively, resist and

subvert linear hierarchies of authority, heterarchy helps identify unanticipated or overlooked arenas of cooperation and

con��icts, continuations and transformations of power structures. Overall, it provides four main heuristic guidelines for

conducting and organising research. Heterarchy

a. warns against taking hierarchy as the alpha and the omega of socio-spatial order and power management;

b. it reminds of the presence of many ranked interaction systems in the same social entity;

c. it draws attention to the fact that a social entity can assume a hierarchical form at one level and a heterarchical

form at another (Crumley and Marquardt 1987: 615; see Graeber and Wengrow 2021: 319–321);

d. it hints at the importance of temporality, insofar as ‘a society might move from a heterarchical condition to a more

hierarchical structure and vice versa’ (Fulminante 2014: 13), and may even do so according to a seasonal rhythm

(Graeber and Wengrow 2021: 98–119).

Ranging from biology and physics to organisational design and international management, and extending to ecology

Heterarchy and the Urban: Re-Envisioning Order to Account... https://www.degruyterbrill.com/database/urbrel/entry/urbrel.45692990/html

5 di 17 26/02/2026, 18:27



(Morehart, Millhauser and Juarez 2018) and world politics (Cerny 2023), the variety of today’s scholarly contexts where

the notion of heterarchy turns up bespeaks its heuristic serviceability (Levy 2007: 190).

However, the notion has also prompted criticism. The ��rst charge is that it under-delivers. Vigorously challenging

neoevolutionary thinking, Norman Yo�fee nevertheless unseats heterarchy from the rank of an explanatory framework for

variation (‘heterarchy isn’t a theory at all’)  and reduces it to a mere descriptor of a society in which authority is vested

in multiple hierarchies (2005: 179). The second is vagueness. Since the notion of hierarchy implies a number of implicit

assumptions, none of which is necessarily true,  the task of challenging them leads to an extreme variety of structural

forms potentially included under the concept of heterarchy. Reviewing the proceedings of a seminal symposium of the

American Anthropological Association dedicated to the subject, Elizabeth Brum��el shows that a complete list of the

di�ferent uses of heterarchy by the contributors includes models as diverse as:

a. ‘an array of independent, homogeneous elements’;

b. ‘the membership of elements in many di�ferent unranked interaction systems with participation in each system

determined by the needs of each element’;

c. ‘the membership of elements in many di�ferent systems of ranking where the same element occupies a di�ferent

rank in the di�ferent systems’;

d. ‘the existence of two or more functionally discrete but unranked systems that interact as equals’;

e. ‘the existence of two or more discrete hierarchies that interact as equals’. (Brum��el 1995: 125)

Brum��el concludes that the more the concept gains in heuristic utility the less it advances analytical precision (127).

One way to counteract the potential limits of this conceptual broadness is to streamline and narrow the ��eld of

application of the notion of heterarchy to a speci��c domain of cross-disciplinary research – in our case, urban religion

(Garbin and Strhan 2017: 4–7; Rüpke 2020: 1–6; Urciuoli 2024: 1–42). When applied to phenomena and processes of co-

production of religion and urbanity, heterarchical thinking may serve a speci��c, twofold purpose. First, it helps us

examine the changes e�fected by religion on the urban distribution of powers, their spatial organisation, and public

display, as well as on its interference on the mechanisms whereby a homogenous space is produced, social and ideological

integration are fabricated, and linear rankings are established and staged. Second, it can contribute to shed light on both

cross-cultural and context-speci��c aspects of urbanism that foster religious heterarchies and thus change the way religion

is organised and institutionalised, performed and displayed, located and spatialised – even carved out from ‘what isn’t

religion’ (Schilbrack 2013).

These credentials notwithstanding, neither urban nor religious studies seem to have fully harnessed the potential of this

thinking tool. From the perspective of a research agenda that sets out to leverage heterarchy to explore and deepen

[2]
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understanding of urban religion, the continued under-utilisation of this notion might seem a discouraging starting point.

Yet, to avoid reductive, ��at-rate assessments, it is advisable to consider the very di�ferent roles that religion and the city

played in shaping and testing the category.

From the very ��rst appearance of the concept in settlement archaeology, cities have been at the centre of the discourse on

distributed power captured by ‘heterarchy’. Crumley herself used her Burgundian ��eldwork to challenge the dominance

of an economic model of land use based on hierarchy, centrality, and a functional view of the city focused on external

specialisation. At the same time, due to the widespread employment of the ‘central place theory’ to chart state formation,

she also deployed heterarchy to ‘question … the state-urban equation in the development of early urbanism in Europe’

(Smith 2006: 98). Since then, heterarchy has been preferably reactivated and enlisted to uncouple the understanding of

cities and the social production of urban space from the assessment of early states and the achievement of statehood in

general (Creekmore and Fisher 2014). Consequently, scholars have leveraged the concept to organise research ��ndings on

forms of urbanism that, for di�ferent reasons, depart from a supposedly hierarchical Lower Mesopotamian archetype

(Ehrenreich, Crumley, and Levy 1995; Joyce and Hendon 2000; Possehl 2002; Scarborough, Valdez, and Dunning 2003; R.

McIntosh 2005; Byers 2006; Janusek and Blom 2006; Hirth 2008; Sinopoli et al. 2015; Ray and Fernández-Götz 2019).

Western European medieval and early modern cities have likewise revealed themselves as particularly fertile ground for

employing this tool (Bania-Dobyns 2008; Schulte Beerbühl 2012). As recent studies indicate, now that the heyday of

modernist urbanism and land planning has long gone, heterarchy ��nds itself in strong and diverse conceptual company,

aiding e�forts to redirect settlement and urban studies away from their conventional preoccupation with hierarchy (De

Meulder and Shannon; Crumley 2023: 35).

However, cities are more than data to brandish in quests for heterarchies that question and downsize the role of

statecraft. They are heterarchic formations par excellence, paradigmatic embodiments of what heterarchies of power

entail. As best example of the category, they appear in an often-quoted passage of Crumley on counterpoised power:

‘three cities might be the same size but draw their importance from di�ferent realms: one hosts a military base, one is a

manufacturing center, and the third is home to a great university’ (1995: 3). The same city can also be a centre at one scale

and a boundary at another (Marquardt and Crumley 1987: 13–14). Widely acknowledged is also the character of the city as

a place that is recognised as such by other cities (Urciuoli and Rūpke 2018: 125), as well as the frequency with which such

horizontal relations based on mutual recognition have led to heterarchical formations such as coalitions, federations, and

leagues, or simply polycentric regional settlement systems (de Ligt and Bintli�f 2019: 15–19). Moreover, even under the

most hierarchical arrangements or unilateral understandings of a political system, cities operate as places of

simultaneous coexistence of multiple agencies and loci of power. The dedicated volume on ancient cities in the new

Cambridge World History (Yo�fee 2015) features a section on ‘early cities and the distribution of power’ that cultivates the

idea that in a city power can be ranked and unranked in a number of ways (Sinopoli et al. 2015). Although it aptly raises

the question of the durability and vulnerability of more heterarchical cities (390–393; see also Yo�fee 2014: 412), the

archaeological and historical research gathered in this section makes clear that, at least from the 3  millennium BCE

onward, urban populations have experimented with counterpoising, sharing, or checking power among a variety of

agents and agencies (administrative–military, religious, economic–��nancial, cultural, etc.). Since then, the relatively

autonomous value of di�ferent forms of capital has rendered homogeneous measures of social status in cities largely

unworkable. Finally, as classic militant studies on urbanity – and critiques of control-oriented urban planning – have long

argued, the vitality of urban life is inseparable from its capacity to challenge the e�fectiveness of hierarchical modes of

spatialising residents, constraining their creativity, organising and standardising their activities (Jacobs 1961; Sennett

1970). This all boils down to the city as best instantiation of the hierarchy-heterarchy continuum from more centralised to

more distributed forms of power (Sinopoli et al. 2015: 390).

To date, if compared with the role played by cities in the quest for non-hierarchical formations, the analysis of the

[4]

rd

Heterarchy and the Urban: Re-Envisioning Order to Account... https://www.degruyterbrill.com/database/urbrel/entry/urbrel.45692990/html

7 di 17 26/02/2026, 18:27



relation between heterarchy and religion is rather under-pursued. The research background accounting for this

negligence is apparent. As long as the civilisational pathway to social complexity is measured according to the amount of

vertical strati��cation and social integration, religion is viewed – praised or criticised – as a tool for ranking power and

aligning cultic allegiance with political belonging, rather than a resource for building alliances or distributing authority

(Urciuoli and Rüpke 2018: 119; Urciuoli 2024: 5–17). Seen from this perspective, forms of relevant communications with

and about superhuman forces are nothing else but ‘the most ancient form of ideology’ manipulated by the elites of

ranked societies in order to generate and legitimate structures of authority (Lincoln 2019: 23). Accordingly, attention is

directed to large-scale celebrations of public rituals understood as paramount examples of ‘vertically divisive and

horizontally integrative practices’ (Carballo 2012: 346) as well as dramatized invitations to ‘acquiesce in a precise social

station’ (Baines et al. 2015: 105–106; for a critique, see Rüpke 2020: 40–43). By the same token, religious change is

explained as a top-down strategy to justify and corroborate power shifts, or, alternatively, face and undercut crises of

legitimacy – in this latter case, for instance, by transferring fate back into the hands of deities whose decision-making

logic is more opaque and thus less subject to critique (Crumley 2001: 31, 2003: 142).

Admittedly, since the 1990s, archaeologists and anthropologists engaging with a heterarchical model of power relations

have started including religion in their critiques of the hierarchical imagination of emerging or stabilised complex

societies. Some have argued that ‘cult heterarch[ies]’ – in the form of alliances between di�ferent cultic sodalities – might

be at the origins of large urban clusters (Byers 2006). Attempts have been made to show that in pre-modern societies, too,

religious ideological and ritual control can operate independently from political and/or economic control, and vice versa

(Levy 1995; Wailes 1995). Speci��c spatial layouts and arrangements of religious architecture have been interpreted as

indicators of heterarchical relationships and interactions among groups and classes (Moonkham, Srinurak, and Du�f

2023). This diverse body of research demonstrates that – much like ‘��eld theory’, to which it is methodologically akin – a

heterarchical perspective can be regarded as another fruitful and robust social model derived from the natural sciences,

aimed at explaining regularities and changes within a set of objective relations by moving beyond static dualisms such as

structure and agency (Martin 2003).

It is striking, however, how little scholars of religion have drawn on the interplay between hierarchy and heterarchy to

map religious ��elds – or ‘religion-related ��elds’ (Quack 2014) – as competitive arenas of distributed power, each

characterised by speci��c decision-making processes and distinct value-assessing frameworks (Blanton 2017). Equally

rarely have they used evidence of unexpected forms of religious agency to reveal or highlight the heterarchical nature of

other spheres of social and symbolic production (Bosman 2022). The groundwork for such inquiries was already laid by

Crumley herself, who observed that religious cosmologies often reveal a ‘tension between social strati��cation and social
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An earlier version of this article was published as ‘Heterarchy: A Valuable Category for the Study of Urban Religion’ in
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