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Un-hierarchical and hierarchical core–periphery relations: North Fennoscandian trade 

network from the Middle Ages to the post 16th century 

 

Introduction 

In this paper, we examine the un-hierarchical form of a core-periphery relationship as well as its 

working mechanisms and hypotheses on why in certain situations a core-periphery differentiation 

evolves into a core-periphery hierarchy. In particular, the paper draws inspiration from the 

medieval trade network of Fennoscandia by presenting two case studies involving archaeological 

and historical data from the pre-modern to historic times. We employ a macro-scale research 

strategy – the world-systems analysis – and, at the same time, highlight the manner in which local 

historical factors affect the working mechanisms of the system to a significant degree. 

 

Theoretical discussion – world-system theory and its criticism 

World-system theory introduced by Immanuel Wallerstein (see Wallerstein 2004; 2011) was – for 

a time – a popular theory for cultural changes and interactions in archaeology (for a recent review 

see Orser 2009). Principal to this theory is the idea of a division of labour within a bounded region 

and the exploitative relationship between the groups within that area.  

The use of the theory in archaeology was subsequently criticised widely due to uncritical 

appliance of the model – or its derivatives – with the implicit assumption of a power asymmetry 

between what is deemed to be the core and what is deemed to be the periphery even though such 

assumptions may have had little basis in reality (e.g. Dietler 1995; McGuire 1996; Stein 1998). 

Criticism has also been directed at the world-system approach due to its preoccupation with the 
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concept of “capitalism” in its traditional form, inevitably leading to a very narrow, Eurocentric, 

approach (McGuire 1996, 52; Denemark & Gills 2012, 164–165, 169). 

 Equally disturbing for the critics has been the economic-deterministic approach of the 

theory and the following disregard of complexities of socio-political structures and their nuances, 

which may manifest for example as syncretism and creolisation (Webster 1997; 2005), bilateral 

borrowing and adaptation of cultural elements (Price 2002), selective adaptation, abandonment 

and re-adaptation of cultural elements (Webster 1999; Nurmi 2009; Kuusela et al. 2016) or simply 

as internal factors within a society that drive cultural change forward (Stein 1999;  2002). Put 

simply, the critics point out that the theory enforces a “one size fits all” -model on a sweeping 

manner ignoring local unique circumstances and resulting historical processes (McGuire 1996, 51; 

Galaty 2011, 4). 

 

Alternatives and amendments 

Colin Renfrew was among the early and arguably most famous critics of the use of the world-

system theory in archaeological research, and he presented an alternative model, which he termed 

peer polity interaction (Renfrew 1986). Peer polity interaction, like world-system theory (from an 

archaeological perspective), tackles the problem of culture change and inter-regional interaction, 

and like world-system theory it, too, acknowledges that the latter is an integral part in these 

dynamics, and it shares with the world-system theory a systemic approach to the relations of human 

societies (McGuire 1996, 54). Where it significantly differs is that it does not acknowledge a power 

asymmetry or a dominative relationship between interacting parties but, like its name denotes, 

assumes such interactions take place between autonomous peers (Renfrew 1986, 1).  
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Peer polity interaction has the advantage that it neither relies on nor presupposes a 

perceived asymmetry of power between participants in the interaction and is thus more amenable 

to the inclusion of local historical developments into the model than the criticised top-down 

deterministic view of world-system theory. Yet even the peer polity -model has been criticised for 

the same fault as the world-system theory – namely that it ultimately attempts to cover a wide 

range of societies and societal processes under a single totalizing model (McGuire 1996, 54–55, 

60). 

Attempts have been made to revise the world-system theory to respond to the criticism and 

to specifically allow it to be used in the analysis of prehistoric societies – something Wallerstein 

himself has been sceptical of (Wallerstein 1993). One view is the existence of several centres and 

peripheries in a complex network of interactions that do not form a single world-system as such, 

though they may very well be interconnected (e.g. Kohl 1989; Edens & Kohl 1993, 31; Kristiansen 

& Larsson 2005). Philip Kohl (1989) has also put forward the idea – using prehistoric West Asia 

as a case – that the difference between prehistorical cores and peripheries was far narrower than 

in modern times due to the technological difference between the two being small or non-existent. 

According to Kohl, this would have resulted in a far greater level of interdependence between the 

cores and the peripheries and accordingly also a far greater autonomy for the peripheries. 

 Denemark and Gills (2012, 169) in turn posit that the world-system theory is not “wrong” 

per se, rather than incomplete. They maintain that the mechanism as described by the theory is, by 

and large correct, but it transcends the timescale suggested by, for instance, Wallerstein himself. 

In other words, the mechanisms that make up the modern world-system were effectively in place 

long before the modern times and thus, in order to be a useful research framework, world-system 

theory must account for history – Denemark and Gills call this approach world-system history. 
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The inclusion of historical processes implicitly demands a more particularistic approach to each 

case. What this means concretely is, that the analysis needs to account for multiple trajectories of 

cultural change and thus, each case must be studied individually while maintaining a link to a 

larger framework to avoid being lost in extreme particularism (see Kardulias and Hall 2008, 573). 

 This more historical and particularistic approach has been endorsed by some archaeologists 

who have previously favoured the world-system theory – for instance Kristian Kristiansen and 

Thomas B. Larsson in their well-known 2005 book The Rise of Bronze Age Society put this in 

writing: 

“Our ambition is to go beyond a macro-historical framework of the core-

periphery, world system theory by dissolving specific historical processes of 

interregional interaction into their various symbolic, economic and social 

components to trace their selective, local impact in the process.” (Kristiansen 

and Larsson 2005: 5). 

It should be emphasised, that even though Kristiansen’s and Larsson’s book revises especially 

Kristiansen’s earlier views – which were heavily influenced by the world-system theory (e.g. 

Kristiansen 1987; 1998) – into a more moderate view relying more strongly on local analysis, the 

perspective of their book is still one of cores and peripheries. 

 In the end the key-issue in the criticism of world-system theory in archaeology comes down 

to its road-map view and the dominance of structure over agency, the dominance of a world-

arching system over local historical and related social developments. The theory – if used as 

originally presented by Wallerstein – on the one hand assumes the existence of asymmetry between 

what is deemed to be the core and what is deemed to be the periphery, and on the other, at least 
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implicitly, assumes this asymmetry is recognised by both parties – i.e. that the asymmetry and the 

existence of a dominative relationship are perceived to exist by the parties in question.  

Though world-system approach may have been somewhat out of fashion among 

archaeologists recently – perhaps due to the popularity of post-modern research traditions 

favouring agency over structure and historical uniqueness over generalising approaches (Kardulias 

and Hall 2008, 572–573), it still has its proponents. For instance, Andre Gunder Frank maintained 

a view of a single world-system in existence since prehistory (Frank 1993; Frank and Thompson 

2006), though his very extreme interpretations may be in the minority. Nick Kardulias together 

with Thomas Hall and Christopher Chase-Dunn in turn have kept a more moderate view and have 

written several papers in defence of the approach arguing, that while the critics of the world-

systems perspective have a point, a large part of their criticism is also misdirected. They point out, 

that the world-systems perspective has been amended and modified to address precisely the 

problem of its top-down  deterministic view and that presently there is not one world-system 

theory, but rather a body of theories and methods of analysis – some competing – and the approach 

should nowadays be termed world systems-analysis (stress on the plural “systems”) and not a 

world-system theory and that it should be understood as an approach – or a macro scale research 

strategy – and not a model to be applied mechanically (e.g. Kardulias and Hall 2008; Galaty 2011; 

Hall et al. 2011). Kardulias and others argue, that maintaining a generalised view in no way 

presupposes that the individual and local be ignored, and that to the contrary, both must be analysed 

together for the benefit of both (Kardulias and Hall 2008, 573; Hall et al. 2011, 240, 245). Also, it 

is apparent that in its more recent incarnations, the world-systems analysis no longer pre-assumes 

the existence of a hierarchy between the core and the periphery and the development of such is its 

own research question (Kardulias and Hall 2008, 576; Hall et al. 2011, 242). Nevertheless, 



The version of record of this manuscript has been published and is available in American Anthropologist 
120 vol. 4, 765–780. doi: 10.1111/aman.13104 

Kardulias and Hall still maintain – though they admit exceptions to the rule –  that in a core-

periphery -relationship, the former has the tendency to exploit the latter (Kardulias and Hall 2008, 

576) implicitly still assuming an awareness of an asymmetric relationship between the two (but 

see Galaty 2011, 10–14). 

Following Kardulias and others, we maintain that the generalising approach of world-

systems analysis is far from being outdated or useless while at the same time we most certainly 

acknowledge that the criticism over the last decades is well-placed. However, useful qualities 

should not be abandoned just because some parts of the theory are not useable. From our view, the 

useful part of the world-systems perspective is the view of human societies forming an 

interconnected network and the manner in which this network functions when all a priori 

presumptions regarding power relations are first abolished. Thus, we maintain that the idea of 

“cores” and “peripheries” as purely functional terms – i.e. in simplified form cores being the centre 

of manufactured items and peripheries the source of raw materials – is still valid as it is in many 

cases indisputable. However, no a priori assumptions regarding power asymmetry should be drawn 

from this fact alone, but this underlying difference between the core and the periphery should be 

acknowledged as the basis for an analysis as it will impact the premises based on which the social 

interaction network between societies within the region will be formed. Thus, using the 

terminology of Hall and others, we acknowledge – a priori – core-periphery differentiation, but 

not hierarchy (see Hall et al. 2011, 242–243). 

Some might regard us as being world-systems analysts, but we must emphasise that we 

agree with McGuire when he criticises the world-systems perspective of assuming that the 

existence of a system presupposes that it is there to “do” something and that the core and the 
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periphery are automatically polar opposites in their interactions within this system – the one 

exploitative the other exploited (McGuire 1996, 53). 

In our view, a system is not necessarily built at all per se, it may come into existence 

organically due to human interaction, and agents – whose social structures and -realities cause the 

system to be – are not necessarily aware of it existing on a larger scale. Thus, for agents within the 

system, awareness of the system is not a social fact for the simple reason that the system does not 

enter within their perception. With such a statement we acknowledge both McGuire, who stresses 

the analytical importance of social relations over units such as cores and peripheries (McGuire 

1996, 60), and scholars such as Hall, Chase-Dunn and Kardulias (Kardulias and Hall 2008; Hall 

et al. 2011; see also Galaty 2011) who maintain that the world-systems perspective is still not only 

useable, but very much a “work-in-progress”.  

 

Northern Fennoscandia 

The region of study for this paper is the northern Fennoscandia where the view of a hierarchical 

core-periphery -relationship has, to this day, dominated the discussion to the point where northern 

communities have been assigned the role of passive recipients of culture emanating from the 

centres of the south since at least the Bronze Age (see e.g. Kristiansen 1987; Baudou 1988; see 

also Forsberg 2012 and Lavento 2012 for critical reviews). Ultimately the north has been regarded 

as a distant usufruct exploited by societies from these centres with the coastal lands finally being 

colonised by them (e.g. Vahtola 1980; 1998, 17–18; 2003, 46–48; Huurre 1983, 414–429; 

Wallerström 1997, 314; Enbuske 2008, 83; Haggrén 2015, 420–421; Hood 2015; for the coeval 

development in North Sea coast cf. Amundsen et al. 2003, 84–86; Hansen & Olsen 2014, 141–

166). Roughly speaking, this view may be rooted in the belief of an ethnic division between the 
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coastal- and inland peoples in the north during this time, with the coastal inhabitants being southern 

peasant immigrants and the inland inhabitants the ancestors of the present-day Sámi peoples (e.g. 

Vahtola 1980; Koivunen 1985, 73–74; Wallerström 1997, 305, 314–315; Hansen & Olsen 2014: 

100–107, 152–155).  Especially pertaining to the eastern part of the current case – i.e. the region 

that today lies within the borders of Finland – the conception of a core-directed exploitation and 

settlement during the Middle Ages has been voiced as recently as 2015 in a general review of the 

prehistory and Middle Ages of Finland (Haggrén 2015, 420–421; Halinen 2015, 424), though 

elsewhere in the book the active role of local societies during the time is acknowledged as well 

(Wessman & Raninen 2015, 361–363; also Kuusela 2015; Hakamäki 2016; Kuusela et al. 2016). 

Thus, the view of the north as a distant periphery to be used and exploited by the cores at will is 

in no way regarded as an outdated perception today although a more nuanced view is starting to 

be endorsed. 

Recent archaeological research has revealed that very little in the coastal archaeological 

evidence suggests that colonists would have formed a significant part of the coastal communities 

prior to the 16th century (for an in-depth analysis see Kuusela et al. 2016; see also Bergman and 

Ramqvist 2017). Neither the coastal- nor inland communities were agricultural societies during 

this time – this is reflected both in the site distribution patterns and artefactual evidence of which 

the former indicates a marine/riverine subsistence economy for the coastal-, and hunter/fisher 

economy for the inland communities (Kuusela 2013, 89–118) whereas the artefactual evidence in 

the north is devoid of agricultural implements which are prevalent in the south – among the 

assumed centres of the colonisation of the northern coastal zone (Kuusela 2015, 16–18; Kuusela 

et al. 2016, 181–183). This means that whereas ethnic diversity in the area was likely a fact (see 

Wallerström 1997), ethnic divergences between the different northern communities was likely not 
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a significant factor in the functioning of the trading network – both inland and coastal communities 

at the time were descended of local populations that had inhabited the region for millennia and had 

consequently also traded with each other for millennia (see Kuusela 2013; Kuusela et al. 2016; 

Bergman and Ramqvist 2017). 

 Thus, a closer examination of the northern trade network and its working mechanism is in 

order as an exploitative core-periphery view regarding the interaction of people in the north might 

not be accurate.  

  

Case studies 

It is our aim, by bringing the level of study to a local level, to acknowledge the larger context – 

“world-systemic” view if so one wishes to call it – while at the same time taking into account the 

manner in which local, relatively particularistic, factors have a key role in shaping that very system. 

We will do this by examining two cases – one a decidedly hierarchical core-periphery 

system and the other not so. Both examine the mechanics of northern Fennoscandian Lapp-trade. 

The first – a hierarchical core-periphery case – examines the mechanics of the post-16th century 

AD Lapp trade whereas the second examines the same from the pre-16th century, or medieval1, 

perspective. Our aim is to scrutiny the development process of the dynamics which eventually 

transform a non-hierarchical core-periphery system into a hierarchical one, while at the same time 

highlighting the observable differences between the two.  

 

Post-16th century Lapp trade system, a hierarchical core-periphery relationship 

During the 17th and 18th centuries, Sweden enforced strict trade policies in line with the period’s 

mercantile ideology (Heckscher 1963, 112–115; Magnusson 2000, 40, 59–67; Schön & Krantz 
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2012, 541–543). In the Bothnian Bay, trade was channelled through towns of which none had 

rights to conduct foreign trade. Only the so-called stable towns, of which Stockholm as a capital 

of the Kingdom of Sweden – which at this time included the territory of what is today Finland – 

was by far the most influential, could conduct foreign trade. Most of the Kingdom’s towns were 

so-called inland towns2, which had rights to trade only with the inland peoples and stable towns 

(e.g. Heckscher 1963, 72–74, 110; Magnusson 2000, 66; Meinander 2011, 41; Figure 1). 

 The towns in the Bothnian Bay had only two stable towns – Stockholm and Turku (Figure 

1) – to trade with and of these two Turku had a diminutive role (Ranta 1981, 66–68). Moreover, 

the inland towns were not allowed to trade with each other and all had dedicated rural trading areas 

– Lapps3 – whose people were their specific trading partners. Merchants were not allowed to trade 

with people from outside of their own trading area and the rural population was not allowed to 

trade with merchants from other than their own town and the commercial interaction between 

merchants and people from the Lapps had to occur at public market sites during dedicated fair 

periods (Virrankoski 1973, 372–377).  

The dominance of a single centre monotonized the selection of available goods which is 

why the choice of imported commodities derived from the inventory of the Stockholm merchants 

and represented the foreign trade contacts of Stockholm in the European markets. This is mirrored 

in archaeological material – the find assemblages indicate a monotonous selection of commercial 

products from the Baltic trade routes (Elfwendahl 1999; Bergold et al. 2004; Rosén 2004; Nurmi 

2011a; see also Majantie 2007 and authors within). Ceramics is mostly Dutch or German or of 

domestic Southern Scandinavian production, even British earthenware is mostly absent before the 

latter half of the 18th century, when the maritime trade was liberated. Same, very concentrated 
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origin of goods is evident in other artefact groups such as glassware and clay pipes (Nurmi 2017; 

in press; for more see Nurmi 2011a, 74–94). 

 Similar phenomenon is observable throughout the Bothnian trade network up the 

furthermost hinterlands. The assemblages from the 17th and 18th century rural farms (e.g. 

Sundström 1995; Lindqvist and Granholm 2011; Nurmi 2011b), as well as rural market places in 

both coastal and inland regions (e.g. Cleve 1955; Wallerström 1995a; 1995b; Rydström 2006) all 

have revealed similar selection of commercial goods from the Bothnian trade network. The slight 

differences in the origin of the material between the different coastal towns and Lapps only 

highlight the influence of the personal contacts of the coastal town merchants. Since particularly 

by the latter half of the 17th century, trade in the coastal towns was concentrated in the hands of a 

few influential merchants holding key economic positions, the selection and origin of goods in the 

towns was based on the contact network of those Stockholm merchants who supplied them (Nurmi 

2017, 116–117). 

 This post-16th century system is an example of how a hierarchical core–semi-periphery–

periphery mechanism works in the early modern Scandinavian context. In the North Baltic scale, 

the uncontested centre during this time was Stockholm, supported by the more diminutive Turku, 

to which and via which trade was channelled by the decrees and power of the administration of 

the Swedish Crown. The hold of the Crown over northern Fennoscandia was solid with trade being 

centred on the writ-founded towns in the coast. The inland was also under Swedish rule following 

the increasing measures the Crown – supported by the Lutheran Church – took from the early 17th 

century onwards in establishing an administrational order in the hinterlands (see e.g. Virrankoski 

1985, 223–234; Onnela 1995, 150–169, 225–255; Pennanen 2000; Vahtola 2004, 158–159). The 

Bothnian coastal towns worked as semi-peripheries with the task of collecting raw-materials of the 
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peripheral inland and rural regions (Lapps) with the town-based burghers acting as the middlemen 

and operators in this mechanism. These raw materials were then shipped towards Turku and/or 

Stockholm from where, in turn, refined goods such as glassware, ceramics, metal-ware and other 

finished goods flowed to the opposite direction. Goods imported from the centres towards the 

semi-peripheries and peripheries were strictly channelled through the designated centre of 

Stockholm, and thus their selection was limited to what Stockholm had to offer. The power 

asymmetry between the participants in this model is evident; the Swedish Crown dominated the 

system by setting the rules and its administration and legal decrees shaped the trade in the north. 

 This system, however, did not come into existence from nothing and whereas the post-16th 

century trade fits well with the idea of a hierarchical core-periphery relationship, its predecessor 

was something different albeit structurally similar. 

 

The medieval Lapp trade system, a peer network 

The Bothnian Bay region – the northernmost part of the Bothnian Gulf – was a crucial part of the 

northern trade network and specifically its major rivers and their estuaries were highly important 

as nodal points for traffic (Kuusela et al. 2016). These inlets acted as the interface between the sea 

and the inland where the goods transported through the network were collected to be shipped into 

the core areas of Fennoscandia and northern Europe. The region was also subject to the ice winter 

which set limits to overseas interaction as the sea was frozen nearly six months per year cutting 

off maritime access (Outhier 1744; Okkonen 2012). At the same time, travel into the inland was 

relatively easy across frozen waterways, swamps and lakes (Okkonen 2012, 169–170; Bergman et 

al. 2014). When the sea was open, the situation was reversed as movement into the inland was 

limited, due to the absence of a road network and the difficult terrain dominated by swamps and 
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thick forests and was effectively possible mainly via major traversable waterways (Okkonen 2012: 

169; Bergman et al. 2014).  

 The ice winter had a specific effect on interaction. If one wished to travel freely into the 

inland they had to be stationed in the coastal area after the ice had set in, while the sea voyage was 

possible only during the months the sea-route was open. This created a situation where the coastal 

communities effectively became gateway communities (e.g. Hirth 1978; see also Nicholas 2003) 

with whom one had to associate with when travelling inland (Okkonen 2012, 170).  From this 

follows that the coastal communities, who were in the position to supervise trade and act as 

middlemen whom could not be ignored, could resist attempts of takeover or colonisation. This is 

shown by the fact that coastal archaeological sites maintained their distinctively local character 

well into the 15th century AD (for a thorough analysis on the subject see Kuusela et al. 2016). The 

coastal middlemen were therefore members of autonomous local communities who acted as an 

independent interface via which the medieval Baltic trade worked in the north. The way they 

conducted the inland-trade may be reconstructed by an analogy to the period depictions of the 

Swedish priest Olaus Magnus observed and written during the early 16th century.  

 In his book, Olaus Magnus makes several observations of northern inland trade. Firstly, he 

points out that during the winter people lived alongside rivers whereas during the summer they 

became scattered on a broader area and secondly, that the trade was a prevalent practise mostly 

conducted in specific locations – according to him, trade took place either on flat fields or on the 

ice of inland lakes (Olaus Magnus Gothus 2002, 84). This indicates that these activities were also 

conducted during the winter – a practise known to have persisted in the north until the 19th century 

(Nahkiaisoja 2003, 183; Symonds et al. 2015, 83–85). Considering the natural conditions of the 

northern inland, winter-trade was practical as the overland movement was relatively effortless 
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when the land was frozen. The trade-prospects were also accelerated by wintering along the rivers 

and other waterways during the colder months because these frozen waterways were akin to 

“highways” facilitating a reasonably easy access to the inland regions from the coast. Olaus also 

mentions those with whom the inland people traded – Birkarls (Olaus Magnus Gothus 2002, 85). 

The Birkarls are known to have been the coast-based independent merchants who operated the 

northern trade during the late medieval period. These coastal traders are relatively well-

documented in the historical record although most of our knowledge about them stems from the 

16th century when the organisation was already waning. At that time, the Birkarls were members 

of peasant families along the Bothnian Bay coast between Umeå and Tornio -regions (see Figure 

1). They were particularly involved in the Lapland trade and held a high position among local 

societies – during the 16th century some of them even held local jurisdiction as county bailiffs 

(Steckzén 1964; Vahtola 1991; Wallerström 1995a, 239–242; Hansen & Olsen 2014, 232–243; 

Hood 2015, 42; Miettinen 2016; Koskinen et al. 2016, 265–266). They also held an independent 

right to tax the inland populations (Hood 2015, 42–43), though this taxation was likely framed 

within a complex web of gifts and counter-gifts pertaining to, for example, marriages (see 

Bergman and Edlund 2016). 

 It is notable that the depiction of trade during this time is decidedly different from what it 

was post-16th century. Olaus Magnus describes how the inland people traded with and paid taxes 

to the Norwegians and Russians in addition to the Swedish king (Olaus Magnus Gothus 2002, 85) 

which is in contrast to post-16th century times when the trade was under strict Swedish control. 

These notions offer important details on the nature of the trade between the coastal and inland 

people and they gain more relevance when archaeological record is considered. 
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 Following the analyses of the archaeologists Inga Serning (1960), Inger Zachrisson (1984), 

Matti Huurre (1983, 1986), Inga-Maria Mulk (1994; 1996), Helena Taskinen (1998), Eija 

Ojanlatva (2003), Julie Lund (2015) and Ville Hakamäki (Hakamäki 2016), Table 1 presents 

several archaeological assemblages (see Figure 2) depicting the typological provenance of the 

artefacts from medieval sites in the interior Fennoscandia. The artefacts from these sites rarely 

point towards one region, but instead assemblages tend to signify contacts towards east, west and 

south. Typologically, the assemblages are mirrored in those of the coast to a high degree (Kuusela 

et al. 2016, 187–192). Furthermore, the distribution of the North Finnish 9th and 14th century sites 

and medieval inland dwelling sites – often referred to as Sámi dwelling sites in literature –  

documented in the northern reaches of Lapland (e.g. Hedman and Olsen 2009; Halinen 2016), 

show either a tendency to follow important historical routes (see Hakamäki and Kuusela 2013; 

Kuusela et al. 2016), many of which were travelled during the medieval period and later (see 

Nahkiaisoja 2003, 183–184; Tanska 2011, 26–27; Lilja 2013, 23), or to cluster around water bodies 

along these routes (Figure 3). Both factors are an indication of the considerable level of networking 

amongst the inland communities. 

 In the interior regions of northern Finland, the association with inland routes is perhaps 

best shown by the regions of Kainuu and Koillismaa (see Figures 1 and 3) – an area which brings 

together several important waterways reaching from southeast Finland, Russia, Bothnian Bay coast 

and Lapland. These routes have been travelled for millennia and their importance is also evident 

during the period concerned in the present paper, when, especially after the 9th century, the amount 

of archaeological material increases dramatically (see Huurre 1986, 129–146; Taavitsainen 1990, 

112–114; Kuusela 2014; Hakamäki 2015). The archaeological record of the area comprises of 

several cremation burials (e.g. Huurre 1986, 130–132), long-term dwelling/trading sites (Huurre 
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1983, 403–407; Hakamäki 2016) and scores of stray finds, most of which are of foreign origin 

suggesting that the communities in the area frequently associated with traders. Also, the artefact 

assemblages from excavated sites tend to contain utilities and ornaments which have been 

imported from surrounding areas, and occasionally coins and other artefacts from the more far-

away regions of Central Europe and the Middle-East. Corresponding evidence of long-distance 

contacts are also seen in several silver hoards, most of which have been found in the interior of 

northern Finland and seem to follow the old trading-routes (e.g. Björkman 1957; Sarvas 1986; 

Ojanlatva 2003; see also Hansen and Olsen 2004, 122–125; 2014, 76–79, 113–116). 

 Another inland focal point is located in Northern Ostrobothnia where several sites dating 

between the 9th and 14th centuries have been found in recent years. Based on archaeological 

evidence, the area has been strongly involved in trade. This is demonstrated by the excavated site 

of Viinivaaran itäpää (Figure 3) – located at the eastern end of a prominent ridge which can be 

used as a route to reach the Bothnian Bay coast as it connects to Kiiminkijoki River in the north 

and Oulujoki River in the south – where a cremation burial and several dwellings have been 

documented. Artefactual evidence points towards southwestern Finland and Russia but also 

includes objects linking the site towards west (Hakamäki 2016). 

Two important observations rise from this analysis. Firstly, the corresponding nature of the 

coastal- and inland archaeological record supports the recently forwarded notion concerning the 

origin of the Birkarl -tradition as a local system instead of an imported one (Bergman & Edlund 

2016). Secondly, albeit the Birkarls were – especially during the latter years of the system’s 

lifespan – closely associated with the Kingdom of Sweden, this was not the case previously as the 

coastal archaeological record up until at least the 15th century AD exhibits a regionally eclectic 

nature in the manner of the inland assemblages (Kuusela et al. 2016). This indicates that the coastal 
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traders dealt with people from several different regions. Therefore, this system was a core-

periphery -system, but in a manner not unique to pre-modern systems it did not have one but 

several centres (Edens & Kohl 1993, 31). It follows from this that the system was not built on the 

dominance of the core(s) over the peripheries but worked in a different manner. 

Traders from the south traded refined goods in exchange for furs, skins, fish and other 

northern goods, but the operative social structures were not based on domination. Unlike in the 

post-16th century system, the power asymmetry between the parties was not pronounced during 

medieval times although, at first sight it would seem that this unbalance is evident. By the 14th 

century, the Kingdom of Sweden was well-established, and no matching geo-political entity 

existed in the Bothnian Bay region. Yet Sweden had surprisingly little control over what it 

politically considered to be its northern domains. These areas were not conquered nor where they 

colonised during this time (Kuusela et al. 2016) and yet the network remained functional. The 

reason for the inability of the Swedish Crown to seize the network is crystallised in the problems 

related with control. Conquering the land and its people was simply not enough as it was 

information that mattered the most. Returning to the depictions of Olaus Magnus, he states how 

the inland people living in the vast wilderness of the north could not even be found unless they 

wanted to be found (Olaus Magnus Gothus 2002, 82). This meant that the knowledge of when and 

where they would be, as well as trusted contacts within their communities, were essential for 

anyone who wished to trade with them. This effectively made simple land-grab a futile effort from 

the perspective of taking control of the trade. Even if the Crown had conquered the northern coasts, 

they would not have gained the required inland contacts and thus such a display of force would 

have been counter-productive. Furthermore, a conquered land would have required resources to 

keep it pacified – resources the kings of Sweden would not have had access to for some time to 
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come, as the power of the king was still very much curtailed before the 16th century (Heckscher 

1963, 61–78; Andersson 1970, 120–141; Sawyer and Sawyer 1993, 58; Kent 2008, 16–70; cf. also 

Hallenberg et al. 2008). 

Based on the above, a hierarchical core-periphery system was out of the question, and the 

relationship between the core and the periphery was based on the interaction of peers – thus trade 

occurred more or less based on the principles of peer polity interaction as defined by Renfrew (see 

also Stein 1998). Though a power asymmetry is perhaps evident, when observed top-down, this 

asymmetry could not be brought to bear on the relationship itself, thus negating it.  

 

From a non-hierarchical to a hierarchical core-periphery -relationship 

After the 16th century, something happened to the medieval peer network which effectively 

transposed it into a hierarchical core-periphery relationship. To understand this change, we must 

briefly review the historical development of the Swedish state during the 16th century.   

Before the 16th century the state of Sweden was still internally quite incoherent. The 

Kingdom had grown from allied Iron Age and medieval counties and king-/chiefdoms and 

involved thus a number of power elements with their own interests. Gustav Vasa was elected the 

King of Sweden in 1523 and he began the reformation that led to the birth of the Swedish state 

proper. His and his succerssors’ efforts were centred on economic reforms that were designed to 

support the individual power of the king and included the creation of an administrative 

organisation of bailiffs directly responsible to the king as well as a meticulous inventory of all the 

assets available for taxation (Hallenberg et al. 2008, 251–252; Hallenberg 2012, 563). Later, in the 

latter phase of the 16th century, this process was halted due to costly wars and the Swedish state 

was in no condition to exert strong central control over its domains (Hallenberg et al. 2008, 254; 
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Miettinen 2016, 234–235). Thus, the sphere of economy and power was tightly intertwined 

throughout the 16th century within the Kingdom of Sweden. 

 The above falls woefully short in describing the very complex process of Swedish state 

formation, but the space constraints of an article do not allow for a lengthy study of the subject 

here. Suffice to say, that when changes began in the north during the 16th century, they fell in line 

with a general pattern of strengthening state control and the culling of privileges across the 

Kingdom of Sweden as well as the mistreatments and violence that followed (see Koskinen et al. 

2016; Holm 2016). With the increasing state control, the state’s administrative ability increased as 

well (see Retsö 2009; Hallenberg 2012), and this enabled the crown to change its relationship with 

the north.  

Prior to the 16th century, the Swedish Crown supported and strengthened the privileges of 

Birkarls in Lapland by repeatedly issuing ratifications (cf. Wallerström 1995a, 239–242), but 

during the 16th century the Crown’s attitude changed (Steckzén 1964, 323; Hallenberg et al. 2008, 

251; Miettinen 2016, 234). As King Vasa aimed to strengthen and standardize the Crown taxation 

throughout the kingdom, the Birkarl rights were discontinued in 1553 (Vahtola 1991, 218; Hood 

2015, 42). This resulted in Birkarls losing their independent right to tax the inland peoples but 

allowing them to continue the profitable Lapland trade itself. However, from the 1570s onwards 

the Crown wanted to abolish the Birkarl trade altogether, and to find a merchant-based system 

centred on towns and market areas (Ranta 1981, 53; Vahtola, 1991, 221; Miettinen 2016, 234–

236). This struggle finally ended in the Birkarls’ defeat when the town of Tornio was established 

in the estuary of Tornionjoki River in 1621– the last stronghold of Birkarl traders in the north (cf. 

e.g. Mäntylä 1971, 7–24; Nurmi 2011a, 19–21; Miettinen 2016, 236). 
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 When the Crown abolished the Birkarls’ taxing rights it continued to rely on the system 

itself in taxing its Lapland territories. The Crown promoted members of the influential Birkarl 

families into county bailiffs and appointed them to oversee and execute Crown taxation (e.g. 

Miettinen 2016, 234). The Crown had little choice. Only the Birkarls had the necessary intangible 

resources – information and personal contacts – to facilitate both trade and taxation in the inland, 

and thus the Crown had to rely on them (see Luukko 1954, 527–528; Olofsson 1962; Steckzén 

1964, 258–324; Mäntylä 1971; Lundholm 1991; Vahtola 1991, 221). However, the new settings 

put the Birkarls into a double-role position, as while representing the Crown’s interests, they 

continued maintaining their old personal economic and social interests (Hood 2015, 42). Thus 

when the Crown issued the Birkarls the right to act as county bailiffs, it disrupted the power balance 

in the old peer network and began to cause friction and conflicts between the Birkarls and the 

inland communities, erupting into an expanding number of legal complaints against them (Luukko 

1954, 538–542; Steckzén 1964, 340–346; Hood, 2015, 43; Miettinen 2016, 244). 

The 16th century records involving the complaints over the actions of the Birkarl bailiffs 

draws a different image of the relations between the two parties in comparison to the earlier 

historical documents and, for example, the period narratives of Olaus Magnus. Recently, the 

Swedish scholars Ingela Bergman and Lars-Erik Edlund (2016) have convincingly emphasized 

that originally the Birkarls were more a part of the inland- than coastal communities and their 

position was based on mutual trust and co-operation. However, by first abolishing the independent 

taxing rights and then setting Birkarls as crown bailiffs to oversee state taxing, the Crown 

interfered with this cohesion. Such externally operated rearrangement ultimately accelerated the 

downfall of the Birkarl system.  
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The use of Birkarls as crown bailiffs was efficient and logical because of their 

indispensable knowledge of local natural and social conditions (Hood 2015, 42; cf. also Luukko 

1954, 523–575). The new power-asymmetry proved advantageous for the Crown as by the end of 

the 16th century the northern coastal region was socially ripe to accept the Swedish urban system 

and one by one the old Birkarl trade usufructs were merged into the Swedish trade network by 

founding new towns (e.g. Mäntylä 1971, 13–16; Miettinen 2016, 236) and eventually by creating 

a rigid trade hierarchy involving stable- and inland towns (Ranta 1981, 66).  

 

Conclusions 

The north was economically important for several of the medieval powers operating in the Baltic 

sphere – the Kingdom of Sweden, Hanseatic League and the Republic of Novgorod. Yet before 

the 16th century, none of these managed to enforce a dominative relationship over the north. The 

reason for this was that the northern coastal merchants controlled a key-resource that could not be 

simply taken away – information. Thus, forcing a dominative relationship over the periphery in 

the north would have been counter-productive and detrimental to the economic goals of the 

relationship. Also, despite the key role of coastal communities in the network, they in turn were 

unable to dominate the inland communities they were trading with as their relationship was based 

on mutual trust and co-operation and relied on the inland people meeting the coastal traders at set 

times in set places. The inland communities, who conducted the acquisition of resources and 

materials for trade, could also choose their trading partners and they could also have had trade 

connections to several directions in the northern trade network. 

A system of core-periphery relationship was in existence prior to the 16th century, but the 

social dynamics within it were significantly different than in a hierarchical core-periphery system. 



The version of record of this manuscript has been published and is available in American Anthropologist 
120 vol. 4, 765–780. doi: 10.1111/aman.13104 

This un-hierarchical system was organically created by the societies themselves and was based on 

a perceived peer-interaction as per the idea of peer polity interaction. In this network, everyone 

perceived themselves as being the centre of the network and acted per their own interests with 

whom they perceived to be their peers. They were likely aware of the network only to a limited 

degree – possibly only extending to their immediate contacts.  

The organic nature of such systems has been brought in to discussion by implication before. 

Charles Orser (2009, 254, 256) summed up in his review that: ”Modernisation theorists tend to 

believe that all peoples, regardless of their customs, belief systems or locations in the world, can 

start the road to modernity given the proper conditions.” This apparently refers to the organic 

nature of world-systems, albeit holding on to the concept of the influence of superiority. Reno 

(1996) has pointed out that social relations may be a more fruitful line of inquiry than a dogmatic 

adherence to world-systems theory, echoing the words of McGuire (1996, 60) who points out that 

interest should be directed towards social relations instead of generalising units. In other words, 

non-hierarchical and hierarchical core-periphery systems are comparable only from the functional 

point of view, which indicates that the network-system in it, is virtually always the same but the 

directive powers differ. Thus, the framework is the organic part of the system. In a hierarchical 

core-periphery system the definitive power asymmetry is a prerequisite, but like many critics of 

the world-systems approach have pointed out, archaeological research cannot presume a power 

asymmetry in the network. 

 Archaeologically hierarchical and non-hierarchical systems manifest differently in the 

periphery. In a non-hierarchical system, based on what effectively is peer-networking, the imports 

in the archaeological assemblage of the periphery exhibit a regionally eclectic character especially 

in the case when the periphery has contacts towards several cores. If one core takes control and 
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transforms the relationship into a hierarchical core-periphery -relationship, it appears to have the 

tendency of making the imports in the periphery more uniform and monotonous than previously. 

This is also apparent in northern Fennoscandia where the archaeological assemblages are eclectic 

prior to the 16th century but become increasingly uniform when the hold of the Swedish Crown 

solidifies. 

 Socially, the distinction between a hierarchical and a non-hierarchical system is a profound 

one. A non-hierarchical network does not – indeed cannot – operate based on dominance and 

exploitation and therefore the very premise for the interaction is completely different from what it 

would implicitly be if the analysis would assume the existence of a hierarchical relationship. 
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Endnotes 

1. The Scandinavian medieval period comprises the time from the decline of the Vikings and the 

rise and spread of Catholic Church through the northern Europe to the coronation of Gustav Vasa, 

i.e. from 1000–1300 AD to 1520s AD (e.g. Sawyer and Sawyer 1993, ix–xvi; Helle 2003). The 

actual conception of the beginning of the medieval period varies between the Nordic countries. 

Southern Scandinavia entered the Middle Ages by the 11th century AD, but in the north, and in 

the most part of Finland particularly, the Middle Ages are considered to begin by the late 13th–
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early 14th centuries AD, when the first evidence of the presence of ecclesiastic organizations 

appear (Lavery 2006, 25–28). In this paper we follow the latter designation of the Middle Ages as 

it best suits the study region. 

2. This is the terminologically correct term for a town without trading rights, it has no bearing on 

whether the town was situated inland or not (Meinander 2011, 41). 

3. This is again the terminologically correct term for these trading areas. Not to be confused with 

the groups of inland people referred to as “Lapps” (see e.g. Träsk 1928; Enbuske 2008, 87–90, 

125–130). 
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