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PREFACE

This book has been written at a time when the city has been pushed to the world’s centre stage as
never before. Not only do more people now live in cities than in the countryside, consuming a high
proportion of global natural resources, but the economic and financial crises of 2008 and 2011 have
had a seismic effect on the urban balance of power between Asia, other so-called developing regions,
and the advanced West, whilst the popular uprisings in the cities of the Middle East have opened up a
new political and cultural landscape in that region with radical resonances elsewhere. Given that
many of the world’s leading cities have existed and been important for centuries, if not millennia, the
need for a wide-ranging, comparative examination of global urban development which puts current
economic, social, political, and cultural changes in an extended historical perspective has never been
greater.

The proposal for this book came from the publisher. It has posed many challenges. First, because
as we explain in the Introduction (Ch. 1), despite the enormous increase of research on urban history
in recent years, most of it has involved national or regional studies, and there has been much less
interest in comparative analysis on a transcontinental scale. So a network of around fifty leading
scholars interested in global comparative research, a scientific Ark, had to be built from scratch.
Linked to this is the problem that national funding councils, while giving lip service to global
perspectives, prefer to support regional or local projects. Lastly, in the age of accountancy
publishing, the constraints on editors and authors are inevitably stringent: not all towns and cities, not
all topics could be covered in this work. All funding for illustrations, meetings, and the like had to be
raised by the editor and authors.

Nonetheless, the book is the first detailed study of the world’s principal urban systems from early
times to the present day. The aim from the start was to organize an integrated work with arguments,
discourses, and themes: not an encyclopaedia of miscellaneous articles. This does not mean that there
1s a consensus, party line on global urbanization and its consequences. In fact the book explores a
great plurality of views and ideas; thus on the figures for urban populations there is considerable
diversity of opinion, reflecting the fragility and/or complexity of the data. To promote dialogue we
organized two international conferences, at the University of Helsinki in May 2010 and at the
University of Pennsylvania in April 2011, at which most contributors, in the fertile tradition of urban
history, debated, argued, and indeed created the essence of the book with a good deal of hard talking
and modest sociability. We are most grateful to the University of Helsinki, the History Department,
Helsinki University, Urban Facts, Helsinki City, the Royal Netherlands Embassy, Helsinki, and the
Ella and Georg Ehrnrooth Foundation for funding and supporting the Helsinki meeting. My former
assistant Matti Hannikainen was invaluable in coordinating the meeting, along with Suvi Talja,
Richard Robinson, Rainey Tisdale, and Niko Lipsanen. We are equally indebted to Renata Holod for
taking the lead in organizing the Philadelphia meeting and to Nancy Steinhardt and Lynn Lees for
helping her. Funding for the Philadelphia conference came from the University of Pennsylvania’s
Provost’s Fund for International Projects, the School of Arts and Sciences, School of Design, the
Penn Institute for Urban Research, the Center for Ancient Studies, the African Studies Center, the
Middle East Center, Center for East Asian Research, the History Department, the History of Art
Department, the Penn Museum, and Bryn Mawr College, and we thank them for their generosity.
Gregory Tentler provided valuable logistic support, and John Pollack and Dan Traister from the Van



Pelt Library of the University of Pennsylvania coordinated a superb exhibit of early modern urban
maps, one of which is reproduced in this volume.

Other debts are no less important. As editor, [ am very grateful to David Mattingly and Lynn Lees,
assistant editors for the early and modern periods respectively, for their invaluable advice,
encouragement, and (when needed) solace; also to the other members of the editorial group for their
support. The University of Helsinki gave financial help for producing the illustrations; Matti
Hannikainen helped to coordinate the contributors’ website for the volume; and Mark Elvin, Graeme
Barker, and Martin Daunton gave important advice at an early stage.

We are particularly grateful to Niko Lipsanen for drawing most of the Regional Maps and a number
of the Figures; Suvi Talja also assisted. The China Map for the ancient period was drawn by Sijie
Ren, University of Pennsylvania.

At Oxford University Press Stephanie Ireland, Emma Barber, and Dawn Preston helped at the
rather difficult production stage. Susan Boobis prepared the index.

Last but not least, the book owes an enormous amount to those authors and their families (Laurel
and Tobias, children of contributors, were born during this enterprise!), as well as institutions, who
supported the venture with enthusiasm and commitment.

Peter Clark
Helsinki
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

PETER CLARK

IN 2008, for the first time, the majority of the world’s inhabitants lived in cities rather than the
countryside. The world has become, in some measure, truly urban. No less striking is the proliferation
of large cities. Currently (2011) there are nearly 500 cities and urban agglomerations with over a
million inhabitants, and 26 mega-cities exceeding 10 million, compared to only one city (Edo,

modern Tokyo) with about a million people in the early 18th century.! How has this critical transition
come about? How did city systems evolve and interact in the past? What was the role of cities within
societies and how did this compare between regions? Why were some urban communities more
successful, more creative than others? What did it mean to be a town dweller in Ancient Greece,
Meiji Japan, or in industrial and post-industrial Europe? How have urban patterns in the past
impacted on those of the contemporary world?

In this Handbook we try to answer these questions through the first detailed analysis of the

evolution of major urban systems in the world from early times to the present.” There is no idea of
offering an encyclopaedia of urban developments, even less a conspectus of individual city histories.
Rather the strategy is two fold: first, to present case studies of the main trends in the principal urban
systems; second, to offer a comparative analysis of some key variables—power, population and
migration, representations, environment, commercial networking, and so on—that help to explicate,
distinguish, and interconnect those systems and networks. Developments and processes are examined
over three broad periods: the early era from the origins of cities to around 600 CE; the pre-modern era
up to the 19th century; and the modern and contemporary period, from the 19th century to the present
time. Given the complexity and specificity of area developments, the chronological analysis cannot be
perfectly synchronized.

This introduction will first discuss the value and problems of a comparative approach to the
history of cities and a number of the core themes and questions that need to be explored; and then set
out a brief schematic overview of the main trends in urban development from early times to the
present, with an introduction to the chapters that follow.

What is clear is that while recent times have seen a growing degree of convergence between urban
regions, urban systems, and urban structures across the world, the disparities and differentiation are
still very striking. Thus, whereas the Americas, Japan, Europe, and Australasia have urbanization
rates well above 70 per cent, the rates in Africa and Asia including the Middle East lag behind.
Again the distribution of the urban population living in mega-cities is highly variable—much greater
in Asia and the Americas than in Europe or Africa. In terms of the standard of urban life the
variations are no less striking. Of the top 30 cities offering the best quality of life in 2007, seven were
in Europe, six in North America, and none in Asia or Latin America; again many of the world’s
leading tourist destinations are located in Europe. On the other hand, almost all the urban

agglomerations whose territory exceeds 5,000 km’—decentralized cities often vulnerable to poor
civic governance and acute social and environmental problems—are to be found in Asia and Latin



America.’

To comprehend these variations and contrasts, we need to understand where cities, urban networks,
and urban society have come from: the historic rollercoaster of urban growth, the evolution of urban
hierarchies, and the way a range of key factors have shaped the formation of cities and urban
networks. We need to be able to compare developments in China, Japan, India, and the Middle East,
as well as in Europe, the Americas, and Africa. There is no teleological agenda, no reductionist idea
that cities develop along the same trajectory. There are many different types of city, many different
urban inventions, most notably in the early period; by later times there may have been greater urban
confluence. However, it is the fundamental contention of this work that the comparative study of the
world’s urban communities in the past is a prerequisite for comprehending contemporary and future
urban development on a global basis.

COMPARATIVE APPROACHES TO URBAN HISTORY

We are confronted by many challenges in a comparative approach—related to literature, definition,
and conceptualization. First, literature. One of the paradoxes of urban studies, particularly urban
history, is that 40 or 50 years ago there was lively interest in comparative research. One early
influence came from Robert Park and the Chicago School which tried in the 1920s to construct a
general model of the city, but their comparative analysis was superficial and largely geared to
American cities. A more important impetus came from the French Annales School which after World
War Il was increasingly interested in urban studies. Following the example of Fernand Braudel’s La
Meéditerranéee et le Monde Méditerranéen a l’époque de Philippe 11 (1949) which compared
developments across southern Europe, North Africa, and (fleetingly) parts of the Near East, a series
of French area studies shed comparative light on Middle Eastern and European cities with incidental

illumination of Indian cities.*

Another major stimulus for comparative research derived from the English translation of Max
Weber’s The City in 1958. First published in 1921 Weber’s study argued strongly for the distinctive
civic and communal identity of the European city rooted in its medieval Christian heritage with
significant levels of urban autonomy—an ‘urban community in the full meaning of the word’;
elsewhere in the Middle East and Asia communal identity and action was variable and incomplete

without the distinctive civic burgher leadership of European towns.> Though his argument has
provoked continuing debate (see in particular below, Chs. 9, 12, 21, 23), Weber’s work gave
important momentum to comparative work on Islamic and Chinese cities.

A third influence in the 1950s and 1960s was the exciting research being done by social
anthropologists on, for instance, contemporary American and African towns. This encouraged
historians to highlight possible similarities between the cities of early modern Europe and present

day urban structures and developments.® One of the most ambitious attempts to construct a model of
the pre-modern city on a global, cross-temporal basis was Gideon Sjoberg’s The Preindustrial City,

Past and Present published in 1960.”

By the 1980s, however, comparative studies had started to run out of steam—for at least two
reasons. One was the post-modernist reaction against broad comparative histories, so-called meta-
narratives, as a kind of colonialist construct, an imperialist project. Edward Said’s Orientalism
(1978) argued that such an approach distorted our understanding of the Middle East and its world



(though he says little about cities as such). Subsequent writers were even more critical of
comparative area studies.®

Another reason was the extraordinary upsurge from the 1980s of specialist literatures, boosted by
the growth of research institutes, specialist journals, and the like. Within Europe, for instance, we
recognize a flowering of research by French, German, British, and other national schools. Driven
increasingly by the pressures of the academic employment market and public research policies, work

of this generation has frequently taken the form of highly specific, close-focused studies.” Even more
problematic has been the way that national research communities have formulated their own distinct
agendas of research prioritizing particular periods and themes. Trying to undertake comparative
analysis across Europe is thus fraught with difficulty, certain urban topics being completely ignored in
some countries but lavishly explored in others. A similar explosion of specialist output on the history
of cities has occurred in many countries across the world.

The challenge is how to direct this upsurge of specialist literature into a new comparative analysis
of cities. Certainly the last decade or so has seen a revived appetite for comparative urban studies,
fed in part by growing interest in globalization and the role of metropolitan cities in that process, and

pioneered by sociologists and geographers.!? More recently research on the pre-history of
globalization, in which Asianists and economic historians have been influential, has opened up
crucial discussions, not just about the so-called Great Divergence between Asia and the West in the
late 18th and 19th centuries, but about global living standards, manufacturing, marketing, and much
else: in this analysis cities have steadily moved to centre stage.

Other challenges confront the student of global urbanization. Major difficulties are associated with
defining what is meant by a city or town. Weber defined cities largely in institutional or communal
terms. The German geographer Walter Christaller in the 1930s created a Central Place theory that
used the provision of service functions for other settlements as the key criterion for urbanism; work
that influenced researchers on China as well as Europe. Demographers like Josiah Russell and

Kingsley Davis writing in the post-war era deployed population thresholds to define cities.!! Such
simplicity can be treacherously misleading.

Given the great diversity of cities and towns across the world and the important demographic,
economic, and other changes between the ancient period and present day, it would seem sensible to
adopt a non-prescriptive framework, recognizing the multi-functionality of urban communities over
time. On this basis we might expect cities and towns, usually but not invariably, to have a relatively
dense population concentration; a range of economic functions; complex social and political
structures (but not necessarily institutional ones); a cultural influence extending beyond community
borders; and a distinctive built environment—often distinguished by important public buildings and
public spaces. But not all these definitional markers would be present at the same time. This kind of
catholic definitional matrix avoids the rigid urban modelling that the post-colomalist critics of early
comparative studies excoriated. It is not a perfect solution. Contemporary sprawling, mega-city
regions do not fit easily into this picture, though at their centre there is often a multi-functional core on
this model.

One final set of conceptual issues needs to be raised. As we noted, we are interested in examining
and understanding the divergent patterns of urbanization and urban development and how these have
been shaped by local circumstances, as well as regional and national variables. But historians are
equally interested in the parallels and convergences. Here we need to ask if those similarities, say for
example in the ground plans of early cities, often with a gridiron pattern, are the result of common but



autarkic human responses to the structural pressures of urbanization (thus the need to deal with traffic
congestion, environmental pollution, and the like), and how far they are the effect of ‘connectivity’—

the transfer of cultural, commercial, and other ideas.!? As we shall see below, all the signs are that
intercontinental connectivity was already affecting some aspects of urban development in the ancient
period and was increasingly (albeit not consistently) influential in the pre-modern era, heralding the
major interactions of modern and contemporary times.

Turning to the core issues addressed in this book, a central concern is with the pattern of
urbanization worldwide. The urbanization process in the past was far from being predictable or
sustained. It was characterized by a rollercoaster of developments as waves of expansion were
followed by deceleration, even de-urbanization. In the Ancient Period early towns often sprang up
independently to meet local needs, but later urban patterns were frequently of wider significance. Of
fundamental interest is why expansion (and sometimes contraction) was a general, near-global
process at certain times, as in the great era of urban growth reaching from Asia to Europe during the
11th to 14th centuries, but not in others, as in the 17th and 19th centuries, when first Europe, and then
later China and India stood outside the main urbanization trends. Regional differentiation at all levels
is crucial to understanding the historic trends in urban growth.

The book raises important questions about the drivers of urban development. A number of chapters
(especially Chapters 9 and 23) shed light on the tension between market forces, such as agricultural
specialization, commercialization, and industrial growth, and the role of power—of rulers,
landowners, religions, and later states—in the establishment and promotion of cities. How does the
dynamic relationship change across the global scene and over time? Among the other recurring
drivers of urban change noted in this book is the impact of competition and cooperation. Rivalry
between cities—over resources, trade, population, and much else—was probably influential in the
earliest period and remained of vital importance in later eras, increasingly serving as one of the
locomotives of globalization. But other chapters reveal how emulation and cooperation among cities,
impacting on governance, infrastructure development, cultural life, and above all on urban
landscapes, played a vital part both in urban differentiation and in the internationalization of cities.

In whatever region of the world, a shared concern of town dwellers has been with the provision
and delivery of urban services. As we shall see, over time those services, whether economic, social,
political, or cultural, have fluctuated greatly in type and scale, between cities and urban systems
across the world. But no less vital and related are how services are organized: the different types of
agency—municipal, state, private, or mixed (including religious and voluntary organizations); and the
problems of finance, a critical issue for urban development (see e.g. Chs. 14, 23, 27). What cannot be
doubted is that in most, if not all, periods cities make waves in the world around them. Not least, they
generate often polarized perceptions or attitudes. From early times, we see how cities attract positive
reactions and praise—in literature, songs, maps, paintings, film, and the like. But in certain areas at
particular times, cities, and big cities especially, spawn bouts of anti-urbanism, as in late 18th-
century Britain, early 20th-century Germany and Russia, and post-independence India and Maoist

China.'? What factors lay behind such outbursts and what impact do they have on city development?
And when does the contemporary sense of urban hegemony begin?

Such general themes and questions highlight both the plurality and parallelism of urban systems and
take us back to the theme of connectivity. If there were a growing measure of convergence and
interaction of urban networks from ancient and premodern times, what were the main vectors of
connectivity? Two at least were critical: diasporas and international trade. While immigration was



the life blood of cities (see Chs. 8, 22, 35), offsetting recurrent demographic deficits caused by high
mortality, so it seems likely that ethnic migration, often large-scale and long-distance, was a powerful
force for internationalism, often linked as in Europe, the Middle East, or Asia, with the growth of
transnational trading networks. In the same way overseas commerce may from early times, and
certainly by the 14th century, have connected up trading centres, often ports, in East and South Asia,
the Middle East, and Europe, an interaction which expanded and extended on a world scale in the
early modern period (see Ch. 19), even before the huge explosion of global commerce in the 19th and
20th centuries with all its powerful convergent and divisive repercussions (see Chs. 25 et seq.).

Having explained some of the challenges of comparative analysis and also some of the themes and
questions that shape this volume, it is time to sketch the main phases of urban development since its

origins and relate these to the chapters of the book.!*

URBAN TRENDS IN EARLY TIMES

Cities appear to have originated in Mesopotamia (modern Syria and Iraq) around the 4th millennium
BCE, then appear in the Nile River valley, and afterwards are found across the Mediterranean world.
Cities also emerge on an important scale in the Indus Valley during the mature Harappan era (2600—
1900 BCE), and in China reached a high point of development by the 3rd millennium BCE.

In Chapter 2 Augusta McMahon shows that Mesopotamian cities generally contained planned
temple and palace complexes but unplanned neighbourhoods and areas of industry. Many cities were
organic developments, with water supply, transport routes, hinterland links, and immigration critical
to their development. Fewer were planted political cities, associated with regional states. As
elsewhere, Mesopotamian cities experienced cycles of growth and decline: urban development was
very much a process. In the Mediterranean region (Ch. 3) we see the emergence of an integrated
network of cities (often deliberate foundations) of a density and complexity that would not be
matched until the early modern era: as Andrew Wallace-Hadrill and Robin Osborne explain, early
Phoenician foundations from the 9th century BCE were followed by Greek cities from the 8th century
BCE and later Roman cities. Communities were self-conscious of their urban identity and city
evolution was shaped not just by economic activity (industry, services, and long-distance trade) but
by norms of ordered space and relations to power. In the Indus Valley (Ch. 5) four to five major
settlements developed into large fortified cities, with some craft industries and involvement in long-
distance trade but compared to the Mediterranean and Middle East, urban centres appear the
exception rather than the norm; and by the 2nd millennium BCE they were all in decline. Although
early proto-urban settlements in China date from the 6th millennium BCE, by the mid-3rd millennium
BCE China had experienced, according to Nancy Steinhardt (Ch. 6), an urban revolution: numerous
cities appeared often replete with large walled areas, ruling elites, and largely agricultural resources,
though with some artisan workshops.

By the 1st century CE, developed urban systems are found in many areas of the world (see Table 1.1
and Regional Maps 1.1-5). Urbanization had arrived as a global phenomenon, though most cities and
towns were small and town dwellers formed only a minority of populations.

Generally, urban growth was promoted by: movement from the countryside; agrarian improvement;
increased political stability; and the expansion of long-distance trade. Thus across the Mediterranean
and into the Middle East, mostly under Roman rule, we see a developed hierarchy of settlements led
by metropoles like Rome with over a million people and Antioch and Alexandria, each having about



half a million, but with a range of provincial capitals, major ports, and smaller cities. As David
Mattingly and Kevin MacDonald explain in Ch. 4, cities likewise sprang up across the Sahara (for
instance at Jarma), in the Middle Niger and West African forest (thus Ife), and also in the Upper Nile.
Such cities demonstrated strong local peculiarities, although as elsewhere state formation and long-
range contacts and trade (including long-distance traffic) played a part in their growth. By this time,
in northern and western India, the Early Historic Period, urban centres reappeared, albeit with
limited continuity with earlier developments—growing in new areas such as the Ganges valley; now,
as Cameron Petrie notes (Ch. 5), there was important trade with the Roman world and China, as well
as South East Asia. We also find cities flourishing in China under the Western and Eastern Han
dynasties (see Ch. 6). Their two great capitals Chang’an and Luoyang were extensively planned with
palaces, temples, official buildings, markets, and crafts: Chang’an had around 250,000 people and
Luoyang twice that figure. General growth of cities across the country was boosted by trade, strong

government, and identification with Chinese culture. Urban developments also spring up elsewhere:

for instance, the early Mayan and other Mesoamerican developments in central America.!?

Table 1.1 Estimated Urbanization Rates 1st Century CE

Q0 urban

Mediterranean Europe; Italy 32

whale reqgion 715-20
Northern Africa 10-15
Middle East 710
Morth India 15
China 217

Sources: Ch. 8; further information from David Mattingly, Cameron Petrie, Augnsta McMahon,
Robin Oshorne, Nancy Steinhardt,

While there was great diversity of urban forms, basic forces shaping urban development can be
identified. Fundamental to the growth of cities at this time, as in other eras, was migration, although,
as Luuk de Ligt explains in Ch. 8, the data are often sparse and difficult to interpret. Still it is likely
that with high mortality in cities—due to disease (for instance, malaria, plague) and environmental
problems—migration flows were necessarily high to sustain the relatively advanced levels of
urbanization (see Table 1.1). Mobility included not only forced movement by war captives and slaves
but also voluntary migration by herdsmen, farmers, and craftsmen attracted by economic opportunities
and charitable handouts in cities; among the movers were ethnic groups (for instance, Jews and
Greeks at Alexandria).

In Ch. 7 David Stone emphasizes the variation in the economies of early cities, highlighting the
complexity of relations with the countryside (transfers of surpluses and taxes but also labour services
and parasitism), as well as the variable significance of specialist producers, and the powerful
economic interaction with ruling elites. He also points to the propensity of early cities to economic
decline and disappearance, underlining the rollercoaster nature of urbanization.

Given that many early cities were political constructs, the structures of power and citizenship were
evidently vital for urban development. Mario Liverani (Ch. 9) finally puts to rest the conventional
comparison—predating Weber—between an Oriental city based on power and a Western city based
on citizenship. Instead he argues that whilst structures of power had existed from the first
urbanization, communal institutions grew up over time and were generally limited in the ancient



world. Political power was frequently associated with religious and ceremonial structures that
identified cities as distinct to the countryside, and interacted closely with urban society. But as J.A.
Baird indicates (Ch. 10) cities were not only notable for the plurality of religious spaces (such as
temples, sanctuaries, procession ways and walls) but the complex temporality and topography of
religious and ritual life, serving both to demarcate social groups in the city and position it in wider
urban networks, as well as projecting its image to the world. At the same time, the cultural matrix of
the urban community was specific and individual—a legitimizing force for the city rather than the
ruler.

Together power and culture defined the built environment of cities, and in Ch. 11 Ray Laurence
demonstrates that the production of rectilinear urban space in the Roman and Chinese empires was
surprisingly similar, albeit with significant differences in creative mentality. Planning was
particularly important in the case of the foundation of new cities both in China and the West. But
whereas planning was a manifestation of power and cultural vision, it was also a response to the
serious environmental problems facing virtually every ancient city such as water supply, sanitation,
rubbish clearance, and traffic congestion.

URBAN TRENDS IN THE PRE-MODERN ERA

For an extended period from the 3rd century CE there was growing instability in the existing urban
systems and few indications are found of new urban development. The Graeco-Roman network of
cities divided into the Eastern and Western empires and then suffered major decline, especially in the

West.!® Across the Middle East Muslim Arab conquests from the 7th century led to short-term
upheaval with ancient cities occupied and new ones established. Chinese cities during the Age of
Disunion (3rd to 6th centuries) suffered from instability and warfare. New capitals were established
and urban fortifications extended, but growth was often short-lived. The Indian picture is obscure:
cities after the Gupta kings experienced variations in urban growth, some centres in the north going

into decline but others in the south flourishing.!” Generally, political instability—tribal invasions into
urban Europe; Muslim invasions of the Byzantine empire; political upheavals in India and China—
had an impact. But the spread of pandemics, especially bubonic plague from the 3rd century,

decimating populations, disrupting agriculture, and disturbing long-distance trade, equally contributed

to the loss of urban traction.!®

From the 9th century, however, the urban rollercoaster regained momentum and much of the world
seems to have enjoyed an extended period of urban revival. The next three to four hundred years saw
an important growth of big cities such as Paris, Baghdad, Hangzhou, and Cairo. Meantime, a massive
increase took place in the number of towns, with urban centres, often market towns, founded or
growing up in new regions—for instance in Europe, Japan, China, southern India, East Africa, and
Central and South America. In Ch. 12 Marc Boone examines the recovery of European towns up to
the 14th century with the Mediterranean and Low Countries leading the way, though with towns
spreading to hitherto under-urbanized regions such as northern and eastern/central Europe. Crucial
was the commercialization of agriculture and intensification of trade, the ambition of rulers, the
impact of an expansive Church, and the emerging cultural and intellectual identity of cities. For China,
Hilde De Weerdt (Ch. 16) stresses how this period witnessed the development of the social,
economic, and cultural specificity of towns, complementing their administrative role. Strong, rapid,
dramatic, and uneven urbanization resulted from major demographic shifts, marketization, and



commercialization—due to government policy as well as private initiative. In Ch. 14 Dominique
Valérian considers the complex nature of the ascendancy of Islamic cities from the 8th century,
drawing on late Roman and Byzantine legacies but also powered by militarization under Muslim rule
and by their function as a key vehicle in the affirmation and diffusion of Islam. Absence of civic
autonomy (except for short-lived episodes) was offset by informal power structures and organizations
within the city such as neighbourhoods and wagfs. Strong urban growth in the high Middle Ages,
especially in Syria and Egypt, was boosted by heavy rural and ethnic immigration and by
international overland trade that benefited from the rise of the Mongol empire stretching from the
Middle East to East Asia.

In sum, this second great wave of global urbanization was driven by a number of powerful forces
evident in many countries: the widespread growth of populations, helped by a diminution of
epidemics; increased agrarian output (due to a combination of more intensive and extensive farming);
greater political stability—most notably the creation of the Mongol empire; and linked to this and

other developments, the revival and efflorescence of intercontinental trade.!”

During the 14th and 15th centuries urban growth lost some of its momentum again and in some
areas of the world may have gone into reverse. Demographic decline is evident for a number of the
world’s leading cities, while few new urban centres were founded. Economically, the disruption of
intercontinental, especially overland, trade between Asia, the Middle East, and Europe may have led
to the reduced importance of urban industries, though urban services expanded. Influential was the
return of plague pandemics from the early 14th century, spreading from China via central Asia to the
Middle East and Europe, depressing urban populations, agriculture, and long-distance trade. Also
significant was the break-up of the Mongol empire and other forms of political instability in Europe,
the Middle East, and India. Yet the picture was varied on the ground. In Europe (see Ch. 12)
depopulation meant city buildings became uninhabited and economic life disrupted; but the main
urban networks survived, and there was a growth of new services, cultural industries, and luxury

trades, as cities in north-west Europe started to outshine those in the Mediterranean.?? In the Middle
East (Ch. 14) the impact of plague, devastating military campaigns by the Turko-Mongol Temiir
(Tamerlane), and the realignment of international trade had a variable effect, Egypt doing better than

the Levant.?! In China by contrast (Ch. 17) the political and economic instability during the Yuan—
early Ming transition was short-lived, and by the 15th century Chinese cities had recovered much of
their earlier dynamic. In Japan too the 14th and early 15th centuries saw urban expansion and new
towns established (Ch. 18); and in Latin America Mayan, Aztec, and Inca urban networks appear to
have grown in the Yucatan and Guatemala, in the Mexico valley, and in present-day Colombia (see
Ch. 20).

The urban rollercoaster lurched forward again during the 16th to 18th centuries. Why? One
common factor was renewed agricultural improvement and the increasing sophistication of agrarian
trade. Another was the rise of global maritime trade between the Americas, Asia, the Middle East,
and Europe that provided impetus for industrial production and urban consumption. No less important
was the new consolidation of state power in Asia, the Middle East (under the Ottoman and Safavid
empires), and in Europe (with the advent of more effective, often centralized states), and the
extension of European rule to the Americas.

Notable was the proliferation of large cities in Asia, the Middle East, and Europe. Many new
towns were established—in China, Japan, but also in Europe and Latin America—and there was the
development of a necklace of interconnected international port cities from Havana to Manila,



Guangzhou, Nagasaki, Batavia, Bombay, Amsterdam, London, and Philadelphia.22 The resurgence of
urban growth was particularly remarkable and sustained in China under the later Ming and Qing (as
William Rowe explains in Ch. 19), marked by an upsurge of periodic markets and market towns,

while the great port of Guangzhou flourished in the 18th century as a hub for international trade.?
(See Regional Map 11.5.) Urbanization was underpinned by the production of bulk staples linked to
agricultural commercialization, the expansion of interregional trade and large-scale exports of
manufactured goods such as silks and ceramics. Under the Mughal empire from the 1520s northern
and central India enjoyed ‘a veritable golden age of urbanization’, with town formation, the growth of
a clearly defined urban hierarchy and an urbanization rate of perhaps 10 per cent: all this helped by
political stability, expanding internal trade, and buoyant overseas commerce with Asia and Europe,

as Indian cottons clothed many of the world’s better-off (see Regional Map 11.4).%*

By the end of the 18th century the Chinese urban system seemed to be treading water, despite the
proliferation of small commercial cities and towns, while in India political fragmentation and
instability after the fall of the Mughal empire, together with Western political and commercial
penetration of coastal regions disrupted the urban system and privileged colonial port cities at the

expense of inland towns.?> Probably the world’s most dynamic urban system of the early modern era
was in Japan. According to James McClain (Ch. 18), after the end of the 16th century civil wars the
Japanese urban system was restructured with the creation of a new administrative capital, Edo
(Tokyo), which was home to over a million inhabitants by the 1720s, the rise of important provincial
castle towns, and the advent of many market towns (see Regional Map 11.5). At the start of the 18th
century the urbanization rate may have reached over 15 per cent. Here little impetus came from
overseas trade (strictly regulated from the 1630s) but from agrarian innovation, commercial
integration, infrastructure investment and political stability.

The Middle East likewise enjoyed strong urban growth into the 18th century under the dual
dominance of the powerful Ottoman and Safavid (Persian) empires, which provided greater security
and opportunities for manufactures and international commerce with Asia and Europe (see Regional
Map 11.2). Istanbul’s population rose to 700,000—-800,000 in the late 17th century, and other cities like
Aleppo and Izmir also flourished (see Ebru Boyar, Ch. 15). During the 18th century the commercial
significance of the region suffered competition from the oceanic trade routes, and some industries lost
out to European imports: but there remained significant urbanization and urban prosperity until the

last decades of the century.?® As Bruno Blondé and Ilja Van Damme analyse in Ch. 13, Europe
experienced the most volatile change, as the urban revival of the 16th and early 17th centuries,
signalled by the rise of capital cities in all regions and the foundation of hundreds of new market
towns, was succeeded by urban stagnation or decline. Deceleration was caused by economic and
political instability, extensive warfare, and high levels of epidemic disease. Recovery in the late 18th
century was limited and marked by urbanization from below, including the renewed dynamism of
small towns having agrarian and industrial functions and boosted by general population growth (see
Regional Map 11.1). Only in England (and later in the southern Low Countries) do we find a new kind
of urbanization powered by innovative technology, improved transport, more intensive and
productive agriculture, and heavy investment in international trade, most evidently with the Americas
but also with Asia. Nonetheless, right across Europe cultural life and material culture were

urbanized.?’

Across the Atlantic, Spanish conquistadores, (as Felipe Fernandez-Armesto explores in Ch. 20)
built on limited but important networks of pre-Columbian cities to create one of the most extensive



systems of new towns—ports, mining towns, and administrative centres—in the world (see Regional
Map 11.6). Initially focused on the extraction of bullion for export to Asia and Europe, by the 18th
century the region’s thousand or so towns were more concerned with local and international trade in

agrarian goods (sugar, tobacco, cocoa, coffee).?® In contrast, up to the end of the 18th century major
North American cities were relatively few, all Atlantic ports like Boston, New York, Philadelphia,
and Charleston; and a more developed urban hierarchy including smaller market centres was confined
to New England and some of the mid-Atlantic states (see Ch. 27 and Regional Map 11.7). In 1800 a
maximum of 6 per cent of people lived in urban communities as most European immigrants settled in

rural areas.?” In Africa urban growth as in the past was unstable and mainly clustered in coastal

areas: in the Niger area and Gold Coast, influenced by European traffic in slaves, 1vory, and imported
goods and also by state formation; in East Africa succoured by Islamic and Portuguese trade to the
Middle East and across the Indian Ocean; and in the south focused on the Dutch settlement at Cape

Town with its global transit activity.°

Table 1.2 Estimates of Urbanization ¢.1800

O urban

Europe ¥Western 21

all 12-13
Africa -4
Middle East 12
India &
South East Asia E-7
China 9
Japan 715
Morth America -6
Latin America 7

Sources: Ch. 35: P. Clark, European Cities and Towns 4ooo-2000 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000}, 128; further information from Leo Lucassen,

Patterns of urbanization across the world towards the close of the pre-modern era are illuminated
by Regional Maps 11.1-7 and Table 1.2. We can see that city growth is increasingly a global
phenomenon, embracing the Americas and South Asia. But even allowing for the problematic
population data average rates are relatively low (compare with the equally fragile figures in Table
1.1). Crucial here may be the fact that while the pre-modern era saw the advent of tens of thousands
of new small and medium size towns across the world, the number of very large cities (around 1
million) remained tiny: only one or two in the 18th century (Edo and later London).

Urban growth from the 16th century was propelled by widespread demographic expansion—
despite the continuing high incidence of epidemic disease in all major cities. Population growth
frequently outran economic expansion and in most cities, as in earlier periods there was endemic
poverty (and social inequality), housing shortages, poor nutrition, and morbidity. Recurrent
population deficits, as mortality exceeded fertility rates, confirmed the critical reliance on large-scale
immigration. As Anne Winter explains in Ch. 22, which compares pre-modern Europe and China,
migration was a pervasive feature of urban life. If more forced migration occurred in Asia than
Europe, in other ways the typology of mobility was broadly similar, distinguished by: short distance
migration of poorer folk often from the countryside; more long-distance intercity movement by



merchants, officials, and the like; and ethnic and female migration. Patterns of integration in China
may have been less institutional than in Europe with its municipal controls, more dependent on native
place associations.

In Ch. 21 Bas van Bavel, Jan Luiten van Zanden, Eltjo Buringh, and Maarten Bosker present a
model to compare and contrast the urban economic experience of Asia, Europe, and the Middle East
with insights into American development. Here they emphasize the importance of political
institutions, particularly more open participatory government and greater urban autonomy, in
contributing to the faster economic growth of European cities by the 18th century. They also point to
the same factors influencing the rise of the Atlantic urban region in the early modern period, laying the
foundations for the first Great Divergence between East and West (see also Ch. 34.) Wim Blockmans
and Marjolein ’t Hart (Ch. 23) examine the foundations of urban power in cities which they attribute
to a city’s independent capacity for resource extraction, and its nexus in the wider framework and
balance of power in a society. Relative autonomy and municipal institutions made European
communities distinctive, but non-European cities could also develop a voluntaristic public sphere and
exploit the opportunities provided by weak rulers. What is evident is that the new consolidation of
state power in Asia, the Middle East, and in Europe (with the rise of more effective, often centralized
states), and the extension of European rule to the Americas and beyond were crucial to global urban
development in the early modern era. Cities became the privileged hubs of expanded state power.

Peter Burke in Ch. 24 highlights the shared experience of cities in pre-modern times as they were
perceived and sought to promote their urban identity, whether in terms of the built environment (gates,
squares, religious, civic, and other buildings); eulogies and chronicles; or descriptive literature.
Though Burke points to the special importance of urban public space in the West, and the contrast
between the print cultures of the East Asian and European city and the manuscript culture of its
Middle Eastern counterpart, he stresses how parallel trends were influenced by intercity rivalry and
increased commercialization. At the heart of contact and exchange between the world’s cities were
the great ports which played an instrumental role in the transition to proto globalization serving not
only intercontinental commerce but acting as gateways to inland and regional trade networks. Chapter
19 by Leonard Blussé focuses on the major ports of South East Asia such as Melaka (later Portuguese
Malacca), Spanish Manila, and Dutch Batavia which provided from the end of the 15th century a
crucial pivot for that vibrant commerce in manufactures, processed goods, and raw materials between
China, India, Latin America, the Middle East, and Europe. Complex multicultural communities
shaped by power (and increasingly Western colonialism), the ports were vital for the dissemination
of religious ideas, representations, and institutions.

URBAN TRENDS IN THE MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY PERIOD

The end of the 18th century and first part of the 19th opened the door to urban restructuring on a
global scale. Before, Asian cities had been among the biggest, most advanced, and most dynamic in
the world, but by the early 19th century West European cities were picking up the baton. The so-
called Great Divergence was not only of major significance for global economic history but also for
the development of urban systems across the world (see Ch. 34). Thus, urbanization began to
accelerate in Europe, led by Britain and Belgium, whilst Chinese, Japanese, and Indian rates
stabilized or stagnated. But before the 1850s the urban transformation in the West was selective. True,
European capital cities like London, Paris, and Brussels grew strongly and there was an upsurge of



specialist towns, including new industrial centres, global port cities, and early leisure towns, and the
invasive export of colonial towns. Yet European cities retained many traditional features and in

consequence they were slow to adapt to the mounting social pressures of urbanization.>! In 1850 the
vast majority of humankind still lived outside cities and towns and, even those who were town
dwellers for the great part inhabited communities that were essentially pre-modern in organization
and environment.

The era from the late 19th century to World War II marked the onset of the third great age of
urbanization. According to Andrew and Lynn Lees in Ch. 25, European cities forged ahead on many
fronts: in accelerating urbanization rates (reaching 43.8 per cent by 1910); in the proliferation of big
cities (123 by 1910, three times the number in 1850); and the creation of new models of urban culture,
society, and active municipal governance which had a powerful influence across the world. Though
Western Europe led the way, Europe’s less urbanized regions in the north and east soon began to catch

up.>? Across the Atlantic, as Carl Abbot analyses in Ch. 27, North American cities began to
proliferate, leapfrogging from the East Coast to the Midwest to the West Coast, just as the number of
great centres increased, along with multiplying specialist industrial and other towns. If the shape of
the urban system were already framed before 1870, it was filled in over the next half century. As in
Europe, the period up to the early 20th century saw North American cities resolve many of their basic
problems of governance and public services and become beacons of modernity. But already by World
War II that distinctive car-driven decentralization of American cities was speeding ahead with the
proliferation of suburbs, alongside the growing racial heterogeneity and social deprivation of city

centres.>>

Why was this such a period of urban transformation in the West—as the Great Divergence finally
took hold? Both in Europe and North America urban growth was propelled by an increase in natural
population as mortality rates declined. Nonetheless rural to town migration remained important, just
as international ethnic movement was increasingly significant, especially from Europe to the cities of
North America, but also within Europe. Economically, the spread of new technology and rising
productivity was vital, but so too was the expansion of the service sector in response to rising urban
living standards. Again world commerce, with free trade policies dominant at least until near the
close of the 19th century, surged forward, powered by steamships and railways. Not least, the
ascendancy of strong national governments in Europe and the United States served to protect and
bolster the interests of Western cities in the global marketplace, supporting protectionism when it

suited them; elsewhere governments were often weak or under colonial sway.>*

Outside Europe and North America, urban systems were slow to expand. In Asia, as Rowe shows
(Ch. 17), late Imperial China saw only limited changes with traditional administrative structures,
ancient regional patterns, and inter-regional trade countering the dynamic effects of international trade

and Western urban models, both centred on the coastal area of the treaty ports>>. Under the Chinese
Republic (after 1911) the new impetus for Western-style innovation—in industry, urban planning, and
culture—was largely stymied by political instability, warfare, and Japanese competition (as Kristin
Stapleton argues in Ch. 28). Likewise, South Asia (according to Prashant Kidambi, Ch. 30)
experienced urban stagnation during the long 19th century, albeit with spurts of growth—mostly
concentrated in imperial ports like Bombay and Calcutta. From the 1930s, however, urbanization was
fed by urban economic growth and large-scale migration (in flight from rural deprivation). Likewise
under imperial rule, South East Asia similarly enjoyed only limited urban expansion before World
War II (Ch. 31).



Japan was the exception. After the Meiji Restoration (1868) urban change was initially slow, but,
according to Paul Waley (Ch. 29), from the end of the 19th century Western-style industrialization,
along with state reforms, energized modern urbanization—building on the advanced urban system of
the early modern era. By the 1920s urbanization rates had reached 18 per cent, the big cities were
growing fast (Tokyo, for instance, numbered nearly 4 million at the time of the 1923 earthquake),

while the urban infrastructure was modernized with the introduction of town planning and social

welfare reforms.3¢

In the Middle East the impetus for urban growth during the 19th century, exemplified by the revival
of Istanbul, Cairo, and Baghdad, stemmed from Ottoman administrative reforms (including the
recognition of some municipal autonomy), favourable terms of trade, infrastructure improvements,
and the powerful impact of European metropolitan models on urban development and planning (see
the analysis by Mercedes Volait and Mohammad al-Asad in Ch. 32). After World War I European
colonial rule, political instability and international protectionism stifled most urbanization, though the
biggest cities continued to expand. In Africa, as Bill Freund explains (Ch. 33), urban growth
remained highly selective, during the 19th century mainly limited to areas of European commercial
and colonial intervention—most obviously South, North, and West Africa. Nonetheless, from the
1930s one finds accelerating urbanization across the continent as scrappy colonial towns turned into
expansive cities, their growth fuelled by heavy migration from the countryside. In Latin America, the
post-independence decades suffered general stagnation, but as Alan Gilbert contends in Ch. 26, from
the late 19th century booming Atlantic trade, foreign investment, and European immigration, as well
as state formation, led to an urbanization surge in the south and the rise of Buenos Aires, Rio, and
Santiago as modern cities; elsewhere urban growth and change were modest in scale. Around 1930
Latin America’s urbanization rate still stood at only 14 per cent, but thereafter accelerated sharply.
Crucial factors were general demographic increase and the emergence of urban manufactures,

encouraging rural movement to town.>’

Inaugurating a time of dramatic change, the late 20th century saw the onset of a new urban world.
The transformed pattern of global urbanization by 2000 is visible from Table 1.3. It is also
highlighted by the Regional Maps 111.1-8. First, after World War II urban growth rates began to rise
sharply in East Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America, though Africa trailed behind until recent
years; by comparison European and North American urbanization rates broadly stagnated from the
1970s—reflecting the onset of the Second Great Divergence in economic and urban development.
Secondly, and no less striking, a significant proportion of the accelerated urban growth in the
expanding countries was concentrated in a score or so of mega-cities (above 10 million) from

Shanghai to Cairo and Mexico City;*® relatively few new towns were founded. Thirdly, the earlier
specialist cities—industrial towns and global port cities—suffered serious set-backs, not only in
Europe and North America but (where they were established) in Asia too. Lastly, there has been a
major expansion of urban services, though with a significant shortfall of provision in many
developing countries; even in North America and parts of Europe the major municipal advance of the
post-war decades stalled from the 1970s and 1980s, affected by privatization, segmentation, and

fragmentation of provision.>’

Table 1.3 Estimates of Urbanization ¢.2000



Europe Western 75

al r2-74
Africa 37
Middle East 3
India 28
South East Asia 40
China
Japan 74
North America 77
Latin America 75

Sources: Ch. 343 P. Clark, Enropean Cities and Towns (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000}, 359.

The survey chapters in Part III chart the complexity of the changes. As we can see from Ch. 27, the
North American system has experienced major upheaval since the late 20th century: the decay of old
industrial cities; the relentless suburbanization of cities (a solid majority of North Americans living

there by 1990);* and problems of municipal finance and governance. No less striking were regional
trends: the stagnation of the urban Midwest and the North East, but the new vitality of the Sun-Belt
cities of the West and South, buoyed up by immigration, leisure, and defence industries; and the rise
of mega-regions (for instance the Boston—Washington corridor and Chicago—Toronto—Pittsburgh
cluster) (see Regional Map 111.8). Across the Atlantic, European cities (see Ch. 25) recovered rapidly
from World War II and the planned city enjoyed its heyday in the 1960s and 1970s. Since the 1980s
however de-industrialization, mounting social problems associated with unemployment and ethnic
immigration, suburban growth, and financial retrenchment have posed major challenges for European
cities. Even so, for much of the period up to 2010 they maintained (by global standards) relatively

high levels of social cohesion and stability, prosperity, and civic identity.*! By comparison to cities
elsewhere European cities are generally striking for their modest size (see Regional Map 111.1).

In the Middle East (see Regional Map 111.2) the scenario is highly regionalized (see Ch. 32). In the
Gulf region virtually new cities such as Dubai and Abu Dhabi have been created, boosted by gushing
oil revenues and powerful state intervention, while in Turkey cities have benefited from increased
industrialization and tourism. Elsewhere, most expansion has been concentrated on state capitals and
tourist centres (often dual historic and modern cities). Too often, urban development in the post-war
era was distorted by the hegemony of state capitals, political instability (warfare and disruption of
elites), and the nationalist policies of authoritarian regimes. From the 1990s, however, a new wave of

globalization linked to economic liberalization has stimulated renewed urban growth and

modernization.*?

In China, as Stapleton demonstrates (Ch. 28), the post-war era saw the Communist Party try to
remodel and reconstruct cities on the Soviet model and rebalance the urban system away from the
coast towards the interior (with, for instance, the establishment of Soviet-style industrial towns). But
since the political reforms of the 1980s such policies have been reversed; economic planning has
been decentralized and state and foreign investment channelled towards burgeoning port and
industrial centres on the south coast: thus the creation of Special Economic Zones at Shenzen and
Pudong has triggered the rise of mega-cities with high levels of immigration, housing shortages,
pollution, and other problems (see Regional Map 111.5) In South Asia too the post-war decades under



nationalist governments (with anti-urban sentiment in vogue) led to a slowdown in urban expansion
but economic liberalization since the 1990s has contributed to accelerating urban economic growth
(see Regional Map 111.4). According to Kidambi (Ch. 30), states have played a vital part in building
new capitals and industrial towns, influencing economic policy and restricting civic autonomy. In
South East Asia, a similar pattern of delayed development is visible. Since the 1980s, as Howard
Dick and Peter Rimmer point out (Ch. 31), there has been an explosion of sprawling large cities, with
twenty boasting over a million inhabitants in 2010, including three mega-cities, Jakarta, Manila, and
Bangkok, with over 10 million (see Regional Map 111.6). Here international trade and state investment
have played critical roles, as well as migration from an overcrowded countryside. By comparison,
Australian cities have seen more modest but affluent growth, erected on a colonial heritage, Western
capital, and immigration, and exploiting the new commercial and industrial opportunities offered by a
dynamic East Asia.

In Japan urban development during the late 20th century has been long term and sustained (see Ch.
29 and Regional Map 111.5). Overcoming the destruction caused by World War 11, the Japanese
landscape was transformed from the 1950s by urbanization and industrialization. Growth was
initially based quite widely, though mainly in the Tokaido corridor from Tokyo to Osaka. However,
from the 1980s the focus concentrated on the Tokyo metropolitan area, marked by intensive vertical as
well as horizontal building development. Sponsored strongly by the state, Tokyo has become the
hegemonic capital of Japanese high finance, commerce, and industrial direction, controlling an
empire of factories that are increasingly located outside Japan: in consequence some of the leading

provincial and older industrial towns in the country have stagnated or declined.*

Outside Asia the most dynamic urbanizing region has been Latin America (see Ch. 26 and Regional
Map 111.7). Expansion has been fed by large-scale rural migration to town (up to the 1980s) and
structured around the runaway rise of a cohort of six or seven mega-cities—mostly capitals and ports
—that have benefited from foreign investment, expanding manufactures, and international trade.
Though metropolitan growth is slowing, still in numerous countries the leading city contains a quarter
or more of the total population. Metropolitan concentration has left the vast majority of smaller cities
and towns marginally integrated into the wider international economy. As elsewhere, the outcomes of
mega growth have been mixed: improved living standards, primarily but not exclusively among the
urban middle classes, have to be set against widespread pollution, traffic problems, and the
urbanization of poverty. In post-colonial Africa (see Regional Map 111.3) urban growth was at first
strong, driven by high state investment in new capitals and public infrastructure, by exports of raw
materials, and by heavy rural immigration; but by the 1980s it had largely ran out of steam due to
governmental failures, the changing terms of trade, declining Western support, and falling migration
(see Ch. 33). However, recently urbanization has revived in much of Africa, despite limited urban
investment or growth of production. Rather, newcomers to the city are attracted by urban
entertainment and culture and the superior health and education facilities, as well as government
activity, concentrated there.

Behind this reordering of global urban systems in the late 20th century we can identify a number of
core determining factors: relative declines in industrial output, technological leadership, and labour
productivity in European and North American cities; major population growth in Asia, the Middle
East, and Latin America, leading to large-scale movement from the countryside; expansive global
trade, boosted by transport advances and renewed liberalization, but now restructured and more
evenly balanced towards non-Western countries; and the growing problem of state—city relations in



many parts of Europe and North America.*

A number of these and other issues crucial to understanding the modern and contemporary city are
explored in detail in Chs. 34-43. On the economic front, Ho-fung Hung and Shaohua Zhan in Ch. 34
compare the rise of urban industry first in England and later Europe in the 19th century and then in
China in the late 20th century and discuss possible explanations, among them: the growth of an
engineering culture in the West, the rise of dynamic business elites, and state support for business
including urban production and overseas trade. At the same time, they stress the importance of inputs
from the rural economy, through transfers of surplus agrarian capital to the urban industrial sector,
through the role of smaller towns as growth centres, and the importance of cheap workers from rural
immigration. However, as many chapters show, modern urban growth since the 19th century has owed
as much to the service sector as to manufacturing,

To the present day, cities remain confections of movers. Leo Lucassen (Ch. 35) discusses the
importance of migration and ethnicity in modern urban development and pinpoints traditional aspects
(links to villages), the high volatility of mobility, the importance of temporary movement, and the
fundamental problem of social integration (with a balance of informal assimilative agencies and state
policies at play). As Gilbert explains in Ch. 36, migration to cities clearly has a fundamental impact
on urban social inequality, serving as one of the vital causes of poverty turning into an urban
phenomenon (though with wide variations between regions). At the same time, Gilbert also shows the
complex effect of globalization and international capital flows, and contends that while social
polarization and segregation have increased, large-scale communal agitation and protest have not.
This he attributes to modestly rising living standards and improved welfare provision by states and
urban governments in developing countries.

Three further chapters explore the challenges and opportunities presented by modern urbanization.
Martin Melosi (Ch. 37) discusses the way that environmental problems in the 19th century—
difficulties of sanitation, water supply, pollution, and waste disposal—created by large-scale city
growth helped to generate new professional and municipal services, new concepts of social justice,
and decisive medical outcomes, including falling mortality rates. Just as environmental issues served
to galvanize urban governance in Europe and North America before World War I, he shows how
mounting environmental pressures in the fast growth cities of Asia and other developing countries are
engendering serious strains but also emerging solutions, often but not invariably borrowed from the
West. In Ch. 38, Marjatta Hietala and Peter Clark examine concepts and realities of urban creativity.
Using evidence from leading modern innovative cities like Berlin, New York, and Tokyo, as well as
from more specialist technology centres such as Bangalore and niche cultural cities like Kingston,
Jamaica and Stockholm, they critique the conditions for creative success, among them the important
role of agglomeration, labour mobility and diversity, education, the interaction of technology and
cultural industries, internationality, and public support. They argue that not all these factors are
present in the same place, and stress the role of intercity competition in shaping creative
developments, and the significance for leading centres of a reservoir of creative resources fuelling
new generations of innovation. While representations have been crucial for massaging the reputation
and cultural influence of cities from earlier periods (Ch. 24), Hannu Salmi argues in Ch. 39 that, since
the early 20th century, cinema—whether in Europe, Hollywood or more recently Bollywood, and
Nollywood (Nigeria)—has been vital in promoting enhanced urban awareness and identity, and
defining the image of cities both as glittering theatres of modernity and also as shock cities. Along
with new types of media including television and the Internet, film has helped forge the dazzling



influence of the city across a globalizing world.

Yet modern urbanization needs to be unpicked. From the late 19th century a growing proportion of
the urban population lived in suburbs, and by the late 20th century this became the norm in many parts
of the world, though with Europe one of the few exceptions. As Jussi Jauhiainen explains in Ch. 42,
suburbs date back to ancient times, but the 19th and 20th centuries saw an incredible explosion of
suburbanization. Thus we find self-build shanty towns mushrooming at some time outside almost
every major global city—from Paris and Athens, to Bombay, Cairo, and Sao Paulo—frequently
‘improved’ after the first generation. And many kinds of planned suburbs: terraced and villa suburbs;
industrial suburbs; garden suburbs; gated communities; and endlessly sprawling semi-planned
suburbs (America’s suburbia). Suburbs not only generate problems of social inequality and
segregation, they also threaten urban finances, the viability of civic governance, and the efficacy of
urban strategic planning. In Ch. 41 Xiangming Chen and Henry Fitts shed light on another almost
unstoppable urban phenomenon of the modern era: the growth of metropolitan cities and city-regions,
most notably in the United States, East and South East Asia and Latin America (see Regional Maps
1.8, 11.5—7). Their analysis focuses on patterns of social and spatial inequality, the impact of
globalization and the problems of governance and finance of such sprawling, over-extended entities,
and the implications for transport and infrastructure. Around half of the early 21st-century mega-cities
of Asia and elsewhere were previously colonial cities established by the European powers.

In Ch. 40 Thomas Metcalf examines the range of colonial towns—from settler towns (particularly
in Africa and Australasia), to imperial port cities, administrative hubs, and resort towns with their
small expatriate enclaves and mainly indigenous populations. The urban creations of the different
colonial powers had their own national distinctiveness but also important shared features: racial
zoning, heavy policing, urban planning, petty regulation, and minimal municipal democracy. Imperial
ports also figure in Carola Hein’s study of port cities (Ch. 43). Crucial for economic and cultural
interaction between urban societies from ancient times, Hein demonstrates how port cities became
powerful players in the 19th-century development of international trade and colonization, serving as
bustling gateways linking and mobilizing urban networks. But in the late 20th century mechanization
and containerization engineered a dramatic shakeout, with the dominance of world trade by a select
group of mega-hubs (Hong Kong and Rotterdam, for example) leaving many older ports to struggle to
revitalize their economies through waterfront tourism and other service activities. One must never
forget that urbanization is a game of winners and losers.

Everything in this book demonstrates that cities and towns are incontrovertible star players in the
‘big history’ of world development described by Penelope Corfield in Ch. 44. As she argues,
‘becoming globally urban is one of our great collective achievements over time’. There 1s no one
Grand Narrative of that process. Cyclical theories of urban growth and decline, Western teleological
identifications of cities with progress, and ideas of cities as revolutionary forces, all fail to
comprehend the complex permutations and intricacies of the urbanizing process and its impacts. Here
Corfield suggests the need to look at cities as both the product of short-term upheavals and deep-
seated continuities, as places that manage, adapt to, and thrive on change. From that perspective we
can see more clearly some of the critical factors that recur in the chapters of this book and that are
fundamental to understanding how the city has been shaped in history: the powerful tensions between
the state and market forces, between rulers and cities, and between cities themselves, ever competing
with and emulating one another; the restless mobility of urban peoples; the constant remaking of
social structures and cultural identity. The book shows how the making of the urban world is not



synonymous with the big city, however spectacular the contemporary model, but is constructed from
the messy aggregation of many different types and sizes of urban communities. We see from early
times the shared interactive experiences of cities—well before contemporary globalizing trends. At
the same time, the book explores the nature and effects of urban differentiation and pluralism at every
level—regional, national, and local: as important nowadays as in the time of the early cities.

In sum, this Handbook cannot hope to offer a definitive or comprehensive view of global urban
history, as was made clear at the start. Rather through the following chapters spanning from ancient
times to the present, the aim is to establish a framework for analysis, to open up an arena for
comparative discussion and debate, to foreground big issues and questions for further research, to
highlight the infinite complexities of urbanization over the longue durée, and to shed a bright,
multicoloured spotlight on a subject that will never go away.
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PART 1

EARLY CITIES

Surveys
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CHAPTER 2

MESOPOTAMIA

AUGUSTA MCMAHON

It is widely acknowledged that the world’s first cities originated in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq,
north-east Syria, south-east Turkey and south-west Iran) in the 4th millennium BCE. Because of this
placement at the beginning of urban history, ‘the Mesopotamian city’ is frequently included within
general studies of cities past and present. However, ‘the Mesopotamian city’ did not exist; instead
there were diverse Mesopotamian cities, variations through more than 3,000 years of changing

political and economic contexts and across more than 300,000 km? of highly variable landscape. In
particular, strong southern (southern Iraq, Babylonia) and northern (northern Iraq and north-east Syria,
Assyria) variants existed.

This chapter surveys key aspects of Mesopotamian cities, including the earliest ‘organic’ examples
in late pre-history (c.3850 BCE, Late Chalcolithic Period) and the artificial cities of the 1st
millennium BCE (Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian empires). It explores the definition and origins
of Mesopotamian cities and aspects of their cityscapes, addresses positive and negative aspects of
urban life, touches upon Mesopotamian emic thinking about the city, and sketches diachronic trends in
urbanization and deurbanization. It also examines the relationship of the city’s inhabitants to their
sustaining area, plus the idea of the ‘city-state’.

DEFINING THE CITY: SIZE OR CONTENTS?

The earliest Mesopotamian cities in south and north were ¢.50—75 ha (Uruk and Nippur in southern
Iraq, ¢.3500 BCE; Tell Brak in north-east Syria, ¢.3850 BCE), but absolute size is insufficient for urban
identification. Power hierarchy and socioeconomic heterarchy are more useful features.
Mesopotamian cities invariably contained one or more religious, political, and/or economic
institutions, materialized as monumental building complexes (either palace or temple; see Liverani,
Ch. 9). These building complexes were ‘public’ in that they were highly visible and provided
services to all the city’s inhabitants, but they were private in their limited access and contrastive
presentation of hegemony. The complexes were often, although not always, physically central to the

cityscape (similar to ‘epicentres’ in Central and South American cities'), and they were spatially
prominent landmarks from which most locations within the city, and many beyond, were visible and
vice versa. The most famous are the religious complexes at the southern Mesopotamian city of Uruk
¢.3200 BCE: the Eanna precinct buildings that extended to 250 by 400 m, and the Anu Temple on its
platform that prefigured the famous ziggurats of the late 3rd millennium BCE. Although monumental
buildings varied in plan from city to city and over time, they everywhere had a consistent visual
vocabulary of scale, enclosure of large spaces as courtyards, redundancy of rooms, distinctive
buttressed fagades, and formal entrances. Temples and palaces were the first, and remained the
largest, repositories of textual archives.

Widely accepted lists of city traits include other visible features such as city walls, yet these were



less common than assumed and often post-dated city origins. Density of occupation is also frequently
listed as vital for classification as a city,” and Mesopotamian neighbourhoods were densely occupied,

with tightly clustered houses. Specialized craft production or industry is also mentioned,> and
Mesopotamian cities, as seen in material culture, buildings, and texts, included diverse and
specialized economies and inhabitants with heterogeneous social or professional identities. This

variety thus fulfils the ‘demographic’ idea of a city.* Writing was an urban technology, in large part
invented to record and administer the burgeoning economy and to categorize this heterogeneity.

Mesopotamian cities were also ‘functionally’ urban,” with impact beyond their edges, including
ruralizing surrounding landscapes and settlements and creating a symbiotic economic, religious, and
social network. It is the latter more than all other aspects that perhaps offers the clearest definition of

a Mesopotamian city: its reliance on a larger hinterland® and the existence of a rural inverse.’
Ruralization would have been felt both in terms of a new relative scale of settlement size and in new
directionality of behaviour. Movement across the hinterland landscape in and out of the city would
have increased, and the landscape itself would have been altered; the city presents a highly visible
created landmark.

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES IN RECONSTRUCTING MESOPOTAMIAN CITIES

Our knowledge of Mesopotamian urban spaces 1s regrettably incomplete, because no entire
Mesopotamian city has ever been excavated. This problem is not unique to Mesopotamia. We
frequently lack connections between different functional areas: the temple complex is excavated in
isolation, the neighbourhood as a separate unit. At every site where a neighbourhood has been
excavated, houses are contiguous and tightly packed, with party walls and narrow streets 2—-3 m wide,
but the known edges of these neighbourhoods are simply the edges of our excavations. Transitions
between functional spaces, as well as the nature of the total cityscape, are virtually unknown. Did
neighbourhoods extend for many hundreds of square metres, or were they small pockets of houses
surrounded by open space, defining walls, public buildings, or work areas? Was their density
consistent across a city or from city to city? What was the nature of urban open spaces: multi-purpose
and communally owned or regulated zones controlled by an authority? Urban edge zones are also
rarely excavated, and we lack information about the crucial transition between city and non-city
spaces and about ‘suburban’ activities and landownership. Finally, Mesopotamian cities lack clear
physical evidence of markets, and it may be that edge zones were the locus for vibrant commercial
exchange.

The gaps in our knowledge of urban landscapes mean that estimations of population sizes, for cities

and regions, remain speculative (see Ch. 8, de Ligt).® This lack of clarity about population size then
has an impact on our ability to interpret and reconstruct internal social structures and agricultural,
pastoral, and resource sustaining areas.

Our data for cross-city comparisons are also weak. The well-excavated palace in one city may not
have matched the (unexcavated) palace in another in scale and power, but too often we assume
similarities. There is a cautionary tale in the 1920s—1930s reconstruction of a southern Mesopotamian
‘temple-state’, based in a rich archive of documents from the 3rd millennium BCE southern site of

Girsu.” Scholars studying that archive initially reconstructed the temple that housed it as both
economically and politically powerful, to the near-exclusion of any other authority. As more



comparative material became available, that reconstruction was rewritten, and common agreement is
that 3rd millennium BCE leaders’ power combined secular and religious aspects and that palace and
temple power varied from city to city and over time. But what currently accepted generalizations are
based on similarly thin evidence?

Mesopotamian cities also expanded and contracted over time; the city of one moment was not the
city of the next (see below). Collection and dating of surface material culture allow sketches of cities

over time, ' but these remain sketches only. In addition, one must raise the problem of emic
definitions. Mesopotamia has a rich textual record, and its past inhabitants habitually categorized
people, gods, and objects in detailed lexical lists. But Mesopotamian languages had no words to
distinguish village, town, and city. The variables of size, contents, and socio-political complexity that
archaeologists and urban historians seek were not specified. To the inhabitants of Mesopotamia, the

place where any group lived together was an a/u (Akkadian) or URU (Sumerian), no matter what its

size or internal structure. This modern/ancient terminology mismatch implicates the final
methodological problem: reconstructions of Mesopotamian cities often seem devoid of residents, as
scholars focus on buildings and material culture. We discuss the importance of institutions or the
different urban experience of high versus low status groups, but rarely those of individuals, and still
more remote are the different urban lives of the old versus the young, or male versus female.

ORIGIN OF CITIES AND CREATION OF CITIES

Tradition places the first city in southern Mesopotamia (southern Iraq) at ¢.3500 BCE, and specifically
at the site of Uruk. There is also a widely held theory that adjacent regions only urbanized after
influence from the south. However, recent excavations and surveys in northern Mesopotamia (e.g. Tell
Brak and Tell Hamoukar in north-east Syria) have revealed growth of urban-sized sites, urbanized
regional settlement hierarchies, monumental public buildings, and socio-economic complexity from

as early as the late Sth millennium BCE, or ¢.4200 BCE.!!
Physically, cities in these two regions varied. Uruk was dense and well-defined, anchored by

central religious institutions.!? Northern cities appear more variable, with densely occupied cores
and less-dense outer towns. Religious and secular authorities were represented in these northern
cities, but their physical placement was less prominent and central than in the south. However, both
share the most important urban traits: specialization of labour and integration of urban and rural
populations.

How did these cities develop? Many Mesopotamian cities have long biographies, which typically
begin with foundation as an agricultural village in Neolithic or Chalcolithic pre-history (6th
millennium BCE or earlier), followed by millennia of economic and social developments through and
well beyond early urbanization. Mesopotamia’s earliest cities expanded through both natural internal
developments and, crucially, local immigration. In both north and south Mesopotamia, some early
cities grew from ‘towns’ relatively rapidly and were quickly embedded within rings of minimally
occupied land; much of the previous population of those rings was drawn into the city, while that land
became used for more intensive agriculture to support the clustered population. Uruk lay within a

sparsely occupied ring of land of ¢.15 km radius in the late 4th millennium BCE,'® and Tell Brak had a

similar ring of ¢.8 kmradius, slightly earlier.'* This immigration may have been a positive move,
involving people embracing economic opportunities and manufacturing or trade efficiency, or the



move may have been for defensive reasons or might even reflect relocation of population by a
controlling urban power. It is this aspect of magnetism, whether a push from a tangible power
structure or the inexorable pull of economics, which was crucial to city origins in this region and
which distinguished town from city.

After initial rapid growth, most cities reached a natural plateau of 100—150 ha, in both north and

south Mesopotamia;'> however, they could still contract, re-grow, or be consciously expanded by a
political authority. More rare were artificial cities established ab initio, invariably the outposts of

expanding regional states (e.g. Old Babylonian Haradum in central Iraq'%) or empires (e.g. Neo-
Assyrian Khorsabad in North Iraq). Imperial capitals in particular breached the region’s natural size
plateau and incorporated from 300 (Nimrud and Khorsabad) to over 700 ha (Neo-Assyrian Nineveh
and Neo-Babylonian Babylon) within their walls. These included densely built citadels with public
architecture, but their residential occupation may have been dispersed or even non-existent. These

unnatural cities or ‘planted’!” settlements bore clear messages of hierarchical power, but their
internal variation and socio-economic heterogeneity—crucial aspects of cities—were thin. Their high
external visibility and poorly integrated, low-density interiors may reflect their identity as monuments
for an external gaze rather than cities to be used. However, the Mesopotamian term (see above) for
imperial capitals was the same as that for organic long-term settlements.

PLANNED AND UNPLANNED URBAN SPACES

Planning or lack of planning in urban landscapes is often used as a proxy for degree of control held
by an authority over the city’s population. Mesopotamian cities, like many ancient cities, included
both ‘unplanned’ organically developed areas of houses together with strictly planned monumental
complexes. While the two seem unrelated, monumental structures may have affected activities in and
movement through seemingly unplanned areas, in creating view-sheds and traffic routes. The main
temple in many Mesopotamian cities was located within the most densely and continuously occupied
part of the site, and Mesopotamian cities were ‘walking cities’, of a scale that required no secondary
mode of transport. Arguably, flow of people and goods to and from a temple over time might have
dictated the layout and other zones of the city. Even ‘unplanned’ residential areas were potentially
actively affected by monumental focal points and linked traffic patterns.

But did temples anchor Mesopotamian cities? Most cities had one patron deity and main temple;
but Mesopotamia was a polytheistic culture, and cities often had many temples ranging from
significant buildings to small shrines. Some cities were notably polycentric (Nippur; and compare the
Indus, Petrie, Ch. 5) while others had a single dominant temple (Ur). And from the 3rd millennium
BCE, the palace was a separate structure and counterpoint to the temple; both could have affected
mental maps and physical urban landscapes through their ideological and economic aspects. To pick
apart and identify the entangled effects of these buildings on access and residential space is
impossible. And indeed creation of a contrast between visually formalized public spaces and less
visibly organized private spaces may have been a planning goal. The concepts of ‘organic’ and
‘irregular’ are culturally determined!® and spaces that seem irregular to us may have reflected clear
social statements to their occupants.

What were these planned buildings? Texts from the 3rd millennium BCE onward in southern
Mesopotamia refer to repair or rebuilding of temples as among the most important activities of kings,
although texts are thin on practical details: new buildings are described as bigger, brighter, or simply



newer. However, we have ample physical evidence for planning to match the names of
commissioners. One of our clearest examples of building and expansion of a temple is the 3rd—1st
millennia BCE religious complex at Ur (330 % 195 m in the late 3rd, expanding to 400 % 255 m in the

1st millennium BCE).!” Axial symmetry, high walls and gates, and the incorporation of more space

than was necessary for the temple’s range of functions?’ are characteristic at Ur and of south
Mesopotamian temple complexes in general, which are also notable for their repeated feature of
‘empty’ courtyards. These courtyards captured and configured space and would have acted as
‘performance theatres’ for rituals and festivals, opportunities for transmission of messages of social

cohesion, religious adherence, or ideological conformity.?! In addition, they surrounded the buildings
with space and light, and they were paradoxically enclosed and yet open (see Ch. 10 for more
discussion of urban religious spaces). Official rebuilding at times physically overran neighbouring
houses, such as the expansion of the Inanna Temple at Khafajah (central Mesopotamia) in the mid-3rd
millennium BCE?? or Inanna Temple at Nippur (southern Mesopotamia) in the late 3rd millennium BCE.
This ability to appropriate private property is testament to the power of the leaders and institutions
and the emphasis on perfect execution of a balanced plan.

Northern Mesopotamian temples, by contrast, were more often single rooms or relatively small
buildings of a few rooms, without the awe-inspiring, over-large courtyards of the south. However,
their thick walls imply significant height, e.g. 3rd millennium BCE shrines at Tell Kashkashuk III (6.6
x 7.8 m, but with walls 1.2 m thick) and Mari, or 2nd millennium BCE temples at Ebla and Tell Brak.
Thus the ‘excess space’ model is still applicable in the north; the space enclosed was vertical rather
than horizontal and a similar statement of power was achieved. Both north and south variants
achieved high visibility from the outside.

Mesopotamian palaces are less well known than temples until the imperial capitals of the 1st
millennium BCE (Nimrud, Khorsabad, Nineveh, Babylon), but the scattered earlier examples known
from south and north Mesopotamia (3rd millennium BCE Kish and Eridu in south Iraq; 3rd millennium
BCE Tell Beydar, Tell Bi’a, Mari, and Tell Chuera in Syria; 2nd millennium BCE Tell Brak, Tell al-
Rimah, Tell Leilan, and Mari in Syria) followed similar spatial principles to temples: monumentality,
elements of symmetry, and enclosure of excessive space as both redundant rooms and large
courtyards. Both palace and temple required significant economic investment and physically
represented and communicated the power of elites and urban institutions behind them. Unlike Aztec
epicentres, Mesopotamian temples and palaces were surrounded by enclosing walls, with limited
points of access. But many city inhabitants would have been administratively and economically
engaged with both; palace and temple were major employers and active in trade, manufacturing, and
land management. Access to temple and palace may have been limited but was not apparently
forbidden and may have been part of daily life for many urban dwellers.

In the issue of Town Planning Review following Childe’s famous article on the urban revolution,
the Mesopotamian scholar Henri Frankfort made a remarkably modern statement that the cities of

Mesopotamia from ¢.3500 BCE were ‘sharply defined, dynamic, aggressive bodies’.>? Sociologists
speak of the modern ‘creative city’, as a concentration of intensive economic activity, a target of
immigration, a locus of opportunity for wealth acquisition, a support system for the disadvantaged,
and the wellspring of artistic and literary culture. Similarly, Mesopotamian cities were where the
greatest wealth was seen, where industrial production of everyday and exotic items was clustered,
and where art and literacy were born. Modern and Mesopotamian cities were creative motors for
technological and ideological innovation.



But the main focus of Frankfort’s article was a contrast between planned and unplanned
Mesopotamian cities. Khorsabad, the Neo-Assyrian capital city of Sargon II (721-705 BCE) was his
model for a planned city, with its square walls and precisely located gates and buildings (minor
divergences from the symmetrical notwithstanding). By contrast, most south and north Mesopotamian
urban residential neighbourhoods (e.g. 3rd millennium BCE Khafajah and Tell Asmar in the Diyala

River valley north-east of Baghdad,>* and Tell Taya in northern Iraq, 2nd millennium Bce Ur and
Nippur) were overwhelmingly irregular and ‘organic’, and it is these residential areas that scholars
of Mesopotamian urbanism inevitably turn to when exploring unplanned space. ‘Neighbourhood’ is
used here for continuous built areas dominated by houses, in which we expect the inhabitants were in
frequent social contact. The examples above reveal Mesopotamian neighbourhoods as ‘nucleated’, or
high-density and physically crowded. Houses were constrained by each other in terms of space and
property lines, but there was no attempt at consistent orientation. Houses were not strictly geometric,
and their outlines and internal subdivisions changed gradually over time; streets and alleys
meandered and were discontinuous and had no civic projects such as paving or drainage. Houses
shared party walls and were grouped into clusters or contiguous blocks (c.5—15 houses) outlined by
streets. Public spaces, such as streets, alleys, or small plazas, were only grudgingly provided.

Residential and commercial buildings were adjacent to small shrines, particularly at Ur; little

zoning of urban space was apparent. And as in Egypt (Tell el-Amarna®), houses of various sizes—
which may be indicators of the inhabitants’ status—were often in close proximity. There was no
unequivocal segregation along lines of wealth or status. This proximity of households of varied status
would have fostered interaction, and the overall image of the urban neighbourhood is of informal but
strong social cohesion that developed from bottom up. There may even have been several scalar
levels of integration and interaction: among inhabitants of one street or alley who would have had
daily face-to-face contact, among those within a contiguous block where interaction may have been
less frequent, and among those in a larger district of several blocks and streets with whom contact

might in fact have been rare but who shared professions®® or descent. Corporate action by
neighbourhoods is not documented, nor was a neighbourhood considered a unit for purposes of, e.g.
taxation; when people interacted with secular or religious institutions, it was as individuals or
members of a lineage, which may not have been co-resident.

This picture of densely occupied and heterogeneous urban neighbourhoods holds true most clearly
at early 2nd millennium BCE Ur?’ and at 3rd millennium BCE Abu Salabikh, Khafajah, and Tell

Asmar.”® However, at early 2nd millennium BCE Nippur, two excavations in ‘Tablet Hill’ (Areas TA
and TB) revealed different arrangements, with TA presenting an Ur-like eclectic group of houses and

TB a more formally arranged cluster of larger homes.?” And as mentioned above, our knowledge of
the edges or physical defining features of neighbourhoods is minimal. Streets and alleys defined
house blocks, however they were not external boundaries so much as dendritic modes of access into
the interior of housing clusters. In addition, there is a possibility that housing near any city’s edge may
have been less dense than in its centre. Two of the earliest cities in northern Mesopotamia, Tell Brak
and Tell Hamoukar, exhibited diffused settlement in their outer towns in the 4th millennium BCE: each
had a central core of closely packed buildings plus an area surrounding or to one side which showed
a low-density occupation more commonly associated with villages. Sjoberg’s classic description of
the ‘preindustrial city’, with elite housing and power institutions at the centre, surrounded by two or

more rings of occupation by increasingly lower class groups and dirty industries,>® may apply to
Brak, where excavation at the site’s edge has recovered evidence for tanning and ceramic production.



However, the concentric arrangement did not apply to the mid-2nd millennium BCE city of Nippur,
where a royally commissioned expansion of the city to the south was used for spacious houses with
elite-associated contents.

There were occasional examples of planned housing in early cities in Mesopotamia (e.g. Old
Babylonian Haradum), but these tended to be relatively small, single-period settlements, such as
provincial capitals or trading posts. By the 1st millennium BCE, the city’s potential for representing
control of space and place was recognized and imperial leaders built new cities as parts of power
creation and maintenance strategies. While our knowledge of residential zones in Neo-Assyrian
capitals is weak (see above), there is greater evidence for this aspect in Neo-Babylonian cities of the
south. Both Babylon and Ur had elements of city planning based on geometric principles, including
city blocks outlined by orthogonal streets. However, the reconstruction of a full city grid at 1st

millennium BCE Babylon is based on conjecture from insufficient data.’! And even the massive Neo-
Babylonian empire was not able to entirely overcome the organic nature of Mesopotamian
neighbourhoods and their millennia of tradition. At both Babylon and Ur, long-held property plots and
house orientations were retained even when new street alignments were imposed. The orientations of
house and street were then at odds, resulting in characteristic saw-tooth facades and trapezoidal
rooms. This is one of the few materialized instances of Mesopotamian resistance to power, and
notably it arises from within upper-class owners of large urban land plots.

Mesopotamian cities lend themselves to interpretation on several levels, but unequally. In

Rapoport’s ‘high-level meaning’,>? built space may reflect a culture’s cosmology and value system;
and while we might expect this to be achieved in monumental building complexes in Mesopotamia,
the buildings are simply too variable and texts are mute on this subject. Ziggurats were physically like
mountains, but mountains were less important in the Mesopotamian value system than were rivers. To
us, the square plans of Nimrud and Khorsabad might reflect the traditional epithet of leaders: ‘king of
the four quarters’; but contemporary texts do not support this. Attempts to explore cosmology and
value through Mesopotamian cities thus fall flat. However, Rapoport’s ‘mid-level meaning’ that
equates buildings with the material expression of status and power is relevant for certain public
structures with monumentality, high visibility, labour, and capital investment, and clear statements
identifying their royal commissioners. The high visibility but limited access to temple and palace—
their minimal integration with the city’s inhabitants—expresses unstated ideology. And Mesopotamian
cities neatly but more subtly match his ‘low-level meaning’, in particular the tight packing and
apparently erratic spatialization of residential areas reflecting quotidian experience and bodily
practices of their inhabitants, while also constraining those practices.

URBANIZATION CYCLES

Mesopotamian urbanization was not a regular uni-directional trend, either regionally or as
experienced by individual settlements. The peak of urbanization (which saw the maximum percentage
of the region’s population in urban centres) occurred in the later 3rd millennium BCE in both north and
south. The maximum size of ‘natural’ urban centres was also reached at that point, ¢.100-150
hectares. This size was primarily based on agricultural sustaining areas but also fit the region’s
available transport technologies, social relations, economic interconnectedness, and religious and
political ideologies.

This 3rd millennium BCE urbanization was in fact the second wave in the trend and by no means the



last. The earliest urban sites appeared in north Mesopotamia in the late Sth and early 4th millennia
BCE, and in southern Mesopotamia by the mid-4th millennium BCE. There was an initial peak in size
and numbers in the late 4th millennium, ¢.3200 BCE. This was followed by a (too little-discussed)
collapse ¢.3000 BCE, during which most cities shrank and some were abandoned. Economic and
political changes revived the city in the 3rd millennium BCE, but two further de-urbanization events
occurred in rapid succession at the end of this millennium. Further urbanization and de-urbanization
across the 2nd and 1st millennia BCE appeared at less extreme amplitude and can be connected
variously to political and climatic developments.

A biography of one long-lived site illustrates the general settlement cycles in Mesopotamia.
Nippur, in the centre of southern Mesopotamia, probably began as a small village of several hectares
in the 6th millennium BCE (this settlement 1s buried under later occupation but is indicated by material

culture that percolated into later levels).?? It may have already had a shrine below its most important
temple, to the wind god Enlil. It reached ¢.50 ha at the same time as Uruk expanded, at the end of the
4th millennium BCE, and shrank thereafter. But by the mid-3rd millennium BCE Early Dynastic Period
it had re-grown ‘naturally’ to reach ¢.40-50 ha, with a number of known additional temples and
unstructured neighbourhoods. Its central location, easy access to the main Euphrates channel for
irrigation and transport, and good catchment of agricultural land contributed to its growth and primacy
over other villages and towns nearby. And as the city of the regional pantheon’s chief deity, Enlil, the
site also had religious importance. The Enlil temple was the target of a royally commissioned
expansion in the late 3rd millennium BCE Akkadian Period. After an interlude of regional political
chaos through which Nippur retained a relatively stable size and internal structure, the city was
enlarged by Ur III kings in the final century of the 3rd millennium BCE. This expansion involved a city
wall that surrounded 135 hectares and incorporated a new and previously unoccupied area to the
south of the city. The Enlil temple platform was simultaneously raised into a ziggurat, the nearby
Inanna Temple was significantly expanded, and at least one neighbourhood of houses was
redeveloped, with larger buildings and wider streets.

However the city contracted sharply in the 2nd millennium BCE, initially because of political
neglect and religious reorganization that reduced the power of Enlil, and eventually due to
environmental collapse and the reduction of water in its crucial Euphrates channel. It was virtually
abandoned by c.1720 BCE (and partially covered in sand dunes), only to become a target of a second
politically motivated expansion from c.1400 BCE under new Kassite kings. The Ur III city wall was
rebuilt and a programme of temple reconstruction provided employment for a new population. The
south of the city was filled again with expansive suburban houses and gardens akin to modern ‘urban

sprawl’.3* Another wave of environmental and political troubles, capped by a military incursion from
further east, saw the site virtually re-abandoned from ¢.1225 to 750 BCE, except for occasional repair
on the main temple. The city next experienced a Neo-Assyrian imperial garrison, a final city wall,
and more temple reconstruction, and it became a vital trade centre for interaction between urban
dwellers and increasingly common nomadic pastoralists in the mid-1st millennium BCE. Another
gradual decline across the later 1st millennium BCE as other sites rose to prominence was briefly
halted by the site’s use as a provincial centre in the Achaemenid and Seleucid Periods and then as a
Parthian fort in the 1st-2nd centuries CE, after which the settlement shrank in the Sasanian and Early
Islamic Periods (perhaps becoming a local centre for pottery manufacture) and was abandoned for the
last time ¢.800 CE.

These cycles saw expansion and contraction of Nippur from as few as only several hectares to



over 135 and variation in its ratio of organic to planned spaces. The changes in scale and internal
landscape can be variously attributed to combinations of natural growth, political targeting, and
environmental decline or amelioration. The factors that might have contributed to the extraordinary
sustainability of Nippur include its central location and water access, but these were shared by other
less successful settlements; its religious importance, and the political awareness of religion, may
have been a crucial factor. These cycles contributed to a distinctive multi-mounded modern ruin that
would also at times have been a feature of the past cityscape during periods of urban contraction (see
further, below). The cycles seen at Nippur were echoed at other long-lived cities in the south, such as
Ur. Cities in northern Mesopotamia (i.e., Tell Brak) had comparable cycles of evolution and
devolution, but at different amplitudes and schedules, due to the variant climatic and political trends
there. Contraction of sites, or de-urbanization, should not be seen as societal collapse in this region,
but as an adaptive strategy.

URBAN LOGISTICS AND PROBLEMS

Southern Mesopotamian cities had one invariable logistic restriction; connection to a river course or
canal was vital in this arid region, where agriculture was only possible with irrigation. The use of
rivers and canals for irrigation is well known and rightly emphasized, but both were equally used for
transport, since boats were the dominant transport mode for bulky agricultural products and building
materials. Many cities were water-centred (e.g. canals through Babylon, Mashkan-shapir, Larsa, and
Ur, or river channels through Nippur and Babylon). Le Corbusier famously insisted that the ‘city of
tomorrow’ must be located far from the river, which should be relegated to an invisible service role;
the sordidness and industrial oppression of modern wharves may have been on his mind. Past
Mesopotamian riverbanks, like city edges, are under-explored but may have housed positive urban
elements such as markets, gardens, or elite houses. Water—for agriculture, transport and life itself—
thus may have directed and informed movement and space in the urban centre and the urbanized
landscape as much as did streets and monumental buildings. Rivers may have had multiple roles.
They could have formed edges, or finite boundaries between functional zones, limiting movement. But
they were also active transit routes that would have facilitated movement and provided a view of or
through the city not visible from other vantage points.

Northern Mesopotamian cities’ reliance on rivers and canals was less strong, as the region’s
agriculture could usually be supported by rainfall, although an adjacent water source was still
critical. But particularly under the 1st millennium BCE empires, canals were created in the north with
the dual purpose of supplementing agricultural yields from rainfall and stamping the commissioner’s
signature on the landscape, tying city and hinterland together symbolically and practically.

However, for all the emphasis on general urban water proximity, Mesopotamian urbanites still had
often to travel a significant distance to acquire water fromrivers or canals. Wells were virtually
unknown (unlike, e.g., the Indus; see Petrie, Ch. 5), and canals did not interpenetrate the city (early
2nd millennium BCE Mashkan-shapir and 1st millennium BCE Babylon are limited exceptions). As
already mentioned, practical public services in Mesopotamian cities were unknown. Religious
services were provided, and intangible aspects such as defence, diplomacy, and dispute settlement
were supplied, but administrative authorities did not offer even the most basic assistance with the
time-consuming tasks of daily life.

If water needed to be fetched, rubbish needed to be taken away. Rubbish is not an exclusively



urban problem, but the occupants of cities generate larger and more intractable mountains of it than do
smaller groups. And the dense use of urban space and lack of civic facilities in Mesopotamian cities
made discard of that rubbish an additional problem. Material culture quantities had already increased
dramatically across the Neolithic shift from nomadic hunting and gathering to settled agriculture, and
this was the beginning of an inexorable trend. Urbanites owned more tools and ceramics and broke
these objects more often; food discard, human and animal waste, and debris from intensified
production were also urban rubbish elements. Tradition holds that some rubbish was removed and
spread on fields (‘manuring’), to raise soil fertility; there is evidence for this in sherd scatters around
many northern Mesopotamian settlements of the 3rd millennium BCE in particular. Other rubbish
stayed where it was made: in houses and streets, inexorably filling rooms and raising street levels.
Rubbish is stratigraphy, and stratigraphy is rubbish; both are basic elements in archaeology. But
stratigraphy and manuring cannot encompass all the urban rubbish created. At Tell Brak in the mid-4th
millennium BCE and at Abu Salabikh and Ur in the 3rd millennium BCE, rubbish was used as a
material resource for shaping and marking the urban landscape. At Brak, a pile of rubbish covered
and marked a series of mass graves resulting from violent conflict and partly defined the city’s outer
edge for several centuries. At Abu Salabikh and Ur, rubbish was piled adjacent to the business and
industrial quarters of temple institutions. These piles contained temple votives, clay sealings and
tablets, household garbage, and burials. In each case, what was created is ‘sacred rubbish’, with
unusual contents and high visibility in deposition. The integration of rubbish piles with burials may
have been a way to resolve the problem by creating positive features.

The lack of discussion of rubbish is symptomatic of a reluctance to discuss other problems of the
Mesopotamian urban experience. Mesopotamian cities were the sources of technological and
ideological innovation but were also incubators of social conflict and alienation. Warfare is not
unique to cities but became more elaborate and formalized after urbanism in Mesopotamia. This 1s
expressed as conflict between cities over water or land (the Umma-Lagash battle represented in art
and text) or internal social stress (mass graves at Tell Brak). Cities clearly worked, or they would not
have been so numerous and long-lived, but living in a city came with costs and sacrifices.

THE NEVER-FINISHED CITY

Archaeologists visualize and discuss many settlements, including cities, in ‘phases’, ‘levels’, or other
apparently precise temporal slices. This terminology facilitates description of diachronic change or
stasis and enables efficient comparison with other settlements. But Mesopotamian cities were
processes as well as settlements; they continuously evolved. Construction in particular was never-
ending, whether privately organized rebuilding of house walls or state-commissioned construction of
a temple complex. Continuous construction in fact might be added to any Mesopotamian city trait list.

Our clearest instances of continuous construction projects are linked to early states and to late
empires. Uruk’s main religious quarter, the Eanna complex, was its most salient feature as the
settlement reached urban size in the mid-4th millennium BCE. Particularly in the late 4th millennium
BCE this complex saw the building, razing, and rebuilding of two-dozen often barely used structures,
across ¢.200 years. By rebuilding established structures, leaders demonstrated their connection to and
valuing of tradition, but by creating something newer and often larger, they linked that rebuilding
specifically with themselves. And entire urban landscapes were composed of old and new buildings,
repaired buildings, ruined buildings and ruin mounds, open space, and construction sites. Texts in the



st millennium BCE, for instance, describe open space and refer to the buying/selling of ruined
houses. >

Archaeologists also focus on ‘final’ plans, but arguably the process of construction was an equal
objective of many building projects in the past. Construction of Neo-Assyrian palaces and new
capital cities possibly deliberately was stretched out over decades. Extended construction projects
embodied control of people, control of and creation of space, and control of time. A similar argument
has been made for Aztec and Mayan construction projects, with emphasis on the collective nature of

labour and resulting social integration and acceptance of ideology.>®

HINTERLAND AND CITY, CITY AND CITY-STATE

R. McC. Adams is the most authoritative proponent of an approach to Mesopotamian urbanism which

foregrounds interactions between hinterland and city.?” The economic relationship between city and
hinterland and reconstructions of political city-states are traditionally explained beginning from site
size hierarchies (many villages, fewer towns, one city) in a region surrounding and logistically
connected to any city. Texts are also vital for both reconstructions: textual analyses have identified
c.150 attached settlements in the orbit of Umma in southern Iraq, ranging from towns through villages

to small clusters of houses.>® Cities and their hinterlands were usually topographically contiguous, but
important resource and consumer areas (marshes, steppe) could be economically attached to either
adjacent or distant urban centres. Materials traded over long distances suggest that far-flung areas
might also be considered economic hinterlands for many Mesopotamian cities (i.e. beads from the
Indus in the Ur Royal Cemetery; see also below, Ch. 5). Similarly, political control held by cities
could be contiguous or dispersed. In southern Mesopotamia, hinterlands tended to be stretched along
a north-west—south-east axis, following the orientation of river channels and canals. In northern
Mesopotamia, hinterlands came closer to Christaller’s regular polygons but could be affected by
transportation opportunities or blockages provided by rivers and rock outcrops.

In economic models of early Mesopotamian urban development, the immigration of people that
physically created cities meant that the hinterland also lost craft production to the city, which drew it
in and transformed it into efficient centralized industry. New commodities (elite decorative items)
and the commodification of everyday items (ceramics, textiles) were generated by urban settlements
and their economic clustering, further linked to supply and demand. And the increasingly exclusively
agricultural and ruralized hinterland produced more subsistence goods and unprocessed resources for
the city (e.g. grain, wool for textiles, and straw for bricks) and received manufactured items in return.

Post-Fordism, with its specialization, integrated roles of women (key actors in textile
manufacturing), and production related to demand, thus was in fact already typical of Mesopotamian

cities from the mid-4th millennium BCE. This reflects Jane Jacobs’ ‘spark of city economic life’3 and

Soja’s ‘synekism’,*’ the positive economic stimulus provided by and economic entanglement

generated by densely clustered populations. But locations of market and elite economies and
industries occasionally shifted in Mesopotamia. The centralization of production in early cities is
contrasted by some industrial dispersal in mature cities. For instance, terracotta plaque production
appears to have shifted from Ur to the neighbouring town of Diqdiqqah c.1.5 km away in the early
2nd millennium BCE, while the pottery-producing site of Umm el-Hafriyat c.24 km east of Nippur may
have serviced several urban centres from the 3rd through 2nd millennia BCE. Manufacture may have



disaggregated and physical loci of production shifted, but in both cases it was urban demand that
supported and enabled this shift. Analogies for the dispersal of industry—and the residences of
labourers with it—can be seen in Chicago’s Pullman and Calumet townships and Gary, Indiana in the
1880s—1900s.

The city and the political state were deeply entangled in Mesopotamia. Our earliest known states
had cities at their cores, and the earliest cities were central to states. The political city-state aspect of
Mesopotamian urban networks is in part built upon the above model of economic interaction, since
there is evidence that some early workshops and craft production were at least indirectly controlled,
either through exclusive elite patronage or institutional regulation. Thus the city—hinterland economic
relationship incorporated a political element. Religious and civic provisions by urban institutions for
the rural population filled out the rest of the city-state structure. City-state modelling for Mesopotamia
has been very much influenced by Structural Marxism, and the hinterland has been seen as the
underdeveloped and exploited half of the partnership, in part because of this grounding in the
economic and empirical and in part because of an imbalance of ancient texts towards temple and
palace institutions. The intangible outflows of religious action, defence, and law were less often
written down and are of less clear absolute value. The Mesopotamian city-state was an
extraordinarily successful political and economic structure and often became a default position when
larger territorial or regional states collapsed; city-states were often maintained beneath imperial
veneers.

MESOPOTAMIAN CITIES IN TEXTS AND ART

Mesopotamia, like the Egyptian and Roman worlds, combines dense archaeological evidence with a
rich contemporary textual record. As well as the world’s earliest cities, Mesopotamia was the source
of the first writing, invented within the cities of southern Mesopotamia in order to administer
economic interactions. The inhabitants of Mesopotamia then rapidly embraced the possibilities of this
new technology to inscribe history, laws, science, medicine, mathematics, and literature.

Individual cities had enormous resonance in the Mesopotamian belief system and political rhetoric.
Texts include laments generated if a city was destroyed and the protection of its patron deity was
removed (Lamentation over the Destruction of Sumer and Ur, Nippur Lament); pseudo-historical
texts describing kingship handed down to specific cities (Sumerian King List); and military campaign
annals, particularly popular among Neo-Assyrian kings (e.g. Sennacherib, Ashurbanipal), recording
numbers of enemy cities destroyed.

However, cities were infrequently represented in Mesopotamian art, although the imperial art of
the 1st millennium BCE did include a brief popularity of this theme. Neo-Assyrian palace reliefs often
showed besieged and conquered foreign cities and occasionally captured leaders carrying symbolic
models of cities in processions. In every case, the representation of the city was made through its
apparently most salient feature, crenellated city walls and towers, as seen from the exterior. Much
like the use of a/u/URU to denote any settlement, these artistic representations were surprisingly
generic.

CONCLUSION

Mesopotamian cities contained the basic elements of planned temple and palace plus unplanned



neighbourhoods and areas of industry, but individual cities composed and placed these elements in
varied ways. Water access, transport routes, and connection to a hinterland were more important
location variables than were defence or high symbolic visibility, until the advent of imperial artificial
cities. Mesopotamian cities and city-states were successful long-lived structures despite their
evidence for difficult daily life logistics and potential for social stress. Individual cities and entire
regions underwent varying cycles of occupation, growth, and decline related to short-term and long-
term events and trends. And above all, the Mesopotamian city was a process, a locus of never-ending
change, of making, consuming, discard, and construction.
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CHAPTER 3

CITIES OF THE ANCIENT MEDITERRANEAN

ROBIN OSBORNE AND ANDREW WALLACE-HADRILL

IN a famous discussion of the small town of Panopeus in Phokis in central Greece in the final book of
his Guide to Greece, the 2nd-century Greek writer Pausanias questions whether a settlement can be
reckoned a city if it has no offices for magistrates, no gymnasium, no theatre, no civic centre (agora),
no public water-fountain (10.4.1). Modern discussions of Mediterranean urbanization too have
concentrated on the individual cities, often taking a similar approach, picking out the defences,

religious facilities, and civic centre as the essential features of the Greek city.! Others have
constructed a trait list that focuses on rather more abstract qualities, most famously Gordon Childe

whose list includes such features as craft specialization, use of writing, and social stratification.” But
even the most general definitions, according to which the ‘essential feature’ of the ancient city was
‘the creation of a political, religious, and cultural centre’, over-determine what counts as a city while
ignoring the city’s most fundamental feature, for the single most important fact about the vast variety
of ancient Mediterranean cities is that, while they might pride themselves on being self-governing
(‘autonomous’) and self-sufficient (‘autarkic’) units, they nevertheless functioned as nodes of wider

networks.>

The civilization, and often very literally the city life, of the Greeks and the Romans has been the
inspiration behind much that dominates modern cities. This discussion of the ancient city is intended
to show how many different ways of inhabiting the city were already developed in antiquity and to
uncover some of the basic tensions between (economic and other) dependence and independence that
meant that cities always required, but often also disowned, broader networks.

After an opening discussion of the peculiar character of the ancient Mediterranean city, we try to
show how the history of the Mediterranean in antiquity is a history of the formation and exploitation
of networks of cities, and of competition between differently organized networks. We then explore
something of the variety of different cities that are developed to play specialist parts within these
networks. While acknowledging that relatively densely populated and relatively large communities
always both demand some political organization and depend upon a larger economic network, we
stress that neither politics nor the economy are necessarily the primary motivations for urbanization,
pointing to ways in which cities are used by groups with very limited political or economic power.
We have chosen to illustrate the range of overlapping roles and relationships sustained by the city
rather than to claim particular cities or types of city for particular periods. There is, we believe, no
such thing as ‘the classical city’ or ‘the Hellenistic city’ or ‘the late antique city’. Some roles are
indeed more frequently performed by cities in some periods and other roles in other periods, but
particularly in the context of a study of urbanism more generally, it is the importance of the urban
network in encouraging distinct roles, not the distribution of these roles by period, that is most
significant.

THE SPECIAL CHARACTER OF THE ANCIENT MEDITERRANEAN CITY



The Ancient Mediterranean basin has some claims to having served as the crucible of the modern
city. Certainly, in the broad period of the first millennium BCE and the first half of the 1st millennium
CE, the Mediterranean saw the development of a network of cities of a density and complexity that
would not be matched again till the early modern period (see Regional Map 1.1).

The cities of the ancient Mediterranean are notable in three respects: first, a very high proportion
of ancient Mediterranean cities were deliberate foundations, settlements that did not so much grow up
naturally as were deliberately and artificially inseminated. The ancient Mediterranean world was an
urban world because its inhabitants made it so. They did so not in a single programme of city
foundation but repeatedly: all the great Mediterranean powers expressed their power by city
foundations.

As early as the 9th century BCE, the Phoenicians began a programme of city foundation in the
western Mediterranean that created a string of distinctive urban settlements in North Africa, southern
Spain, Sardinia, and Sicily. During the eighth, seventh, and sixth centuries BCE Greeks formed cities
throughout the central Mediterranean (as far west as Ampurias (ancient Emporion [= Marketplace]) in
north-east Spain), the northern Aegean and Black Sea, round the eastern end of the Mediterranean
(including Naukratis in Egypt), and in Libya. Some of these were established by individual initiative,
others by deliberate decisions by existing cities to form new settlements elsewhere with which they
expected to keep a link. In the fifth, fourth, and third centuries BCE the most powerful Greek cities,
particularly Athens, and then the Hellenistic kings (with Philip II of Macedon setting the pattern
which Alexander the Great and his successors would follow) established planned settlements at
choice locations for strategic reasons. Rome established its control, first in Italy and then beyond, by
creating new cities and injecting new inhabitants into old cities, typically called ‘colonies’, a process
that they believed went back to the 6th century kings, and certainly was continuous from the early 3rd
century onwards. And among these cities ‘seeded’ in this way, a very large number have been
continuously occupied ever since.

The success of the city foundations owes much to the second particular feature: although classical
antiquity is famous for the city-state, ancient cities were not isolated centres of population at the heart

of an independent territory, but were integrated into religious, political, and economic networks.*
Some cities, and this is true of the string of cities established by the Phoenicians, were parts of
networks that were thin and designed to deliver a particular result, maximizing connectivity in a very
limited number of directions; it is notable that many of those cities are on sites never subsequently re-

occupied by urban communities.’ But most cities were from the beginning, or became, parts of
networks that were thick and flexible, and which maximized the number of directions and ways in

which the city was connected.® This connectivity is despite—though no doubt also the cause of—the
repeated insistence by the cities themselves on the importance of autonomy.

It was the autonomy of the individual units that enabled them to network densely and effectively.
Each unit may be thought of as formed by its own network of farms, villages, and small settlements
clustering around a dominant centre. Cities constantly competed with each other for control of
territory, that is for the integrity of the constituent parts of their own networks, and successful cities
absorbed more territory at the expense of others. But all knew the difference between extending their
own internal networks and extending the external network. It was one thing for Athens to fight Megara
for the control of their borderlands, another thing for Athens to compel Megara to join the network of
its alliances.

Third, the communities that resided in ancient Mediterranean cities were self-conscious about their



corporate identity and expended an extremely high proportion of their resources on public amenities
and on buildings and other monuments that drew attention to the community as a whole, rather than to
individual members of that community. It was not palaces and castles but stoas and temples that
caught the eye in the Mediterranean city. Exactly what public facilities were built where varied from
city to city, but some degree of monumental community facilities were regularly on display, whether
to enable, and show off, commercial activity, civic government, or the athletic, musical, and other
cultural events that were the central ingredients of all major religious festivals.

For all that the cities of the ancient Mediterranean across more than a millennium have striking
features in common, however, the ancient city and ancient urbanization should not be thought of as a
single phenomenon. Ancient historians seeking to characterize the ancient economy have often treated
the whole Mediterranean over the entire period from the 8th century BCE to the 6th century CE as a

single historical phase, in which human settlement was shaped by the same historical forces.” Greek
and Roman thought conceptualized the city, in terms of patterns of urban layout, of its social and
political formation, of its distinct culture, and of the relationship between city and countryside, in
ways that would have lasting influence, and this has further encouraged the view that there was a
single ancient city and that it was like modern cities.

But a glance at settlements that we might want to call cities only emphasizes the enormous variety
to be found in the ancient Mediterranean. Although the city was, and was seen as, an instrument of
territorial control, from the earliest foundations of settlements to the creation of complex imperial
formations from Alexander to the Roman empire, and although the city regularly served as a motor of
social, economic, and/or cultural transformation, and was seen as a defining quality of civilization,
the ancient city is too various in form and function to map in any simple way onto modern images of
urbanism.

As Max Weber pointed out, the politically and economically integrated relationship of city (with its
network of sub-centres and villages) to country makes it quite unlike the medieval European city,
where city may stand in contrast to countryside.® Antiquity achieved a few major urban
conglomerations, above all Rome itself; yet the populations of the majority of ancient urban centres
were not large (even classical Athens, including the port of Peiraieus, had an urban and suburban
population in the region of 140,000), and it was even possible to have centres with administrative
power and virtually no inhabitants. It is difficult to identify distinctive urban economies when
productive activity (say of food, wine, oil, clothes, or bricks) was closely integrated with rural
production. Dense networks of cross-Mediterranean trade led to impressive levels of exchange of
goods but only with imperial Rome is it clear that this encouraged commerce to evolve as an
independent sector of the economy.

What is more, there was indeed change over time. All early urban settlements were small, many of
them extremely small by any standards of modern urbanism. But in the course of antiquity both the
average size of cities increased and, still more markedly, the gap between the largest and the smallest
cities became enormous. It is not simply that Rome, the centre of a massive empire, grew to hold a
million people, but cities of far less political significance—Antioch or Alexandria in Egypt—
swelled to around half that size. The sorts of forces which Christaller modelled in the abstract when
he explored the varying nature of the networks that formed around central places in different
economic, political, and cultural conditions can be seen at work over the millennium with which we
are concerned here, creating differential flows within the network that required or produced cities of
very differing forms and capacities.



THE HISTORY OF THE CITY AS A HISTORY OF NETWORKS

The history of the ancient Mediterranean is a story of urban networks being formed, extended,
concentrated, and dissolved. Networks and nodes go together, neither is viable without the other.
Between the 9th and the 6th centuries BCE. the first communities that we can call urban appear and are
immediately linked to one another through the creation of new city settlements. Both Phoenicians and
Greeks establish new communities at a distance from their homeland—in North Africa, Spain, and the
western Mediterranean in the case of the Phoenicians, and in the northern Aegean, Black Sea,

Adriatic, Sicily, Italy, southern France, and North Africa in the case of the Greeks.” Even if the
settlers came from several cities, the link back to a particular city came to be privileged. That was
compatible with the autonomy, the self-governing independence, of the new communities, but was an
assertion that in the web of connections the new city would make for itself, identification with a
mother-city was important. Some cities, like Chalcis in Euboea, became associated with one or a
small number of settlements abroad, other cities, like Miletos in lonia, with a very large number.
None of the cities identified as having a peculiar role in foundation were large, and the idea that they
were simply disposing of surplus population makes no sense: they were engaged in extending their
network of effective connections.

It 1s no coincidence that this expansion of city settlement is parallel to the spread of literacy. The
communication necessary to maintain networks so extending across the Mediterranean demanded
writing, and it 1s unsurprising that it was from the Phoenicians that the Greeks borrowed their
alphabet as well as the idea of settlement abroad. Unsurprising too that distinct local alphabets were
something shared with a mother city. Writing was essential both to the extension of the city over
space, and of its extension over time. One of the earliest public uses of writing was to record laws,
and the new settlements are notable for their prominence in stories of lawgivers. The regularity
offered by fixed rules was matched by the regularity displayed in the urban form. Rarely are
defensive walls associated with first settlement; rather first settlement sees the designation of distinct
public areas and the division of urban space into plots which, if not initially completely regular are
frequently fully regularized within two generations. The first grid patterns are seen as early as the 7th
century BCE, way ahead of the theorization of the grid city by Hippodamus of Miletus in the 5th

century.”

The interdependence of urban centres and networks is well illustrated by the third such
independent network established in this early period—perhaps under the influence of the Phoenician
and Greek examples: the Etruscans. The Etruscans had metallurgical resources that brought them into
contact with both Greeks and Phoenicians, and in the 8th and 7th centuries they evolve very rapidly
into a network of autonomous cities with urban centres, and, again by no coincidence, start a
simultaneous expansion of their networks, with individual cities setting up new communities in the Po
valley around Bologna, and in south Italy as far as Salerno, overlapping the territory of Greek
expansion. Literacy, the development of sophisticated and distinct urban cultures, and the planned city
go together with Etruscans, as with the Phoenicians and Greeks. The grid-city is a feature of Etruscan
Marzabotto and Pompeii, as it is of Phoenician Solunto. In central Italy too, the new model of city
network has an immediate impact: Rome emerges as a recognizable urban centre, with a central place
in the forum, with monumental development on the Capitoline, and with a restructuring of the
community as one of citizens (cives), from the 8th century BCE, and simultaneously the neighbouring
area of Latium with which it perceives community emerges as a league of independent cities, with its



own balance between autonomous city units and networking association.!!

The flow of goods, services, and ideas across networks is rarely even. Whether because of their
geographical location, their resources, or the chances of their local history, some nodes grow to
dominate their network. It is a notable feature of Greek settlements abroad that virtually none chose to
identify themselves with cities which had unusually large territories. So Sparta and Athens, which
came politically to dominate the Greek mainland, were reckoned mother-city for only one or two
early settlements. But cities like these two were not at all without networks: Sparta formed in the 6th
century a network of political alliances that ensured its dominance of the Peloponnese. Athens in the
5th century BCE took advantage of others’ need for its military support against Persia to create an
imperial network of some 250 cities (out of a total of just over 1,000 cities in the Greek world as a
whole) that offers a classic case of network evolution.

The cities of the Athenian empire retained technical autonomy, but the balance of the flow of
resource was always unstable as what flowed out of Athens was military power, while what flowed
in to Athens were enforced contributions but also simultaneously free trade. That unstable flow was
itself a threat to those outside the network, throwing into relief the way that urban expansion was a
differentiating phenomenon. Athens’ principle opponent, Sparta, appeared as the very opposite of
Athens in urban structure, with its low degree of monumentalization and dispersed settlement in
village-like clusters. Sparta’s networking was purely political, spurning maritime trade, and literacy
(hence communication). Neither Sparta nor most of the other nodes in the network of the
Peloponnesian League saw much in the way of urbanization; the only urbanized members of the
League were cities, like Corinth, which were also parts of other networks—and not by chance it was
Corinth that urged the Peloponnesian League into conflict with Athens.

Equally dependent on a network of cities were the Hellenistic kingdoms formed in the wake of
Alexander’s defeat of the Persian King Darius III. Already Philip, Alexander’s father, had employed
the urbanization of Macedonia and the foundation of cities as tools to extend Macedonian power, and
Alexander and the successors were busy founders of new cities, exploiting the potential for network

expansion far to the east, reaching to Ai Khanoum in Afghanistan.'? These foundations, and equally
the infamous destruction by fire by Alexander of the Persian administrative and ceremonial centre at
Persepolis, show an awareness of the variety of roles cities needed to play (or be prevented from
playing) as nodes of empire. There was no identikit Hellenistic city, and the first of Alexander’s
foundations, the extraordinary city of Alexandria in Egypt which served as the most important
gateway between the world of Egypt and the Near East and the Mediterranean, was quite different
from any other.

The new cities founded by Hellenistic kings did not replace existing cities: far from demolishing
the existing networks of cities, the kings exploited them. The need for central control and bureaucratic
structures was much reduced by working through cities that administered their own territories.
Although the ideology of autonomy and traditional hostility to kingship generated familiar ideological
tensions, the cities were able to incorporate the new realities of power—whether Hellenistic kings or
in due course Roman rule—within existing structures: even treating the Hellenistic kings as gods was
a way of bringing this reality within the symbolic structures of the polis.

Livy noticed that the expansion of Alexander’s empire coincided chronologically with the
extension of Rome’s control in Italy. The mechanism for Rome’s expansion was not just successive
wars, but the planting of a network of new settlements. Colonies, whether of Roman citizens or of
their Latin allies, were an effective way of controlling territory through communities which could



organize themselves at a local level. Roman Italy of the mid Republic, in the 4th to 2nd centuries BCE,
is often characterized as a patchwork or mosaic, of communities with different statuses and
relationships with Rome. There are no great homogeneous blocks of territory subject to direct
control. This 1s because Rome too, like Alexander and his successors, operated through the expansion

of a network, and the nodes remained separate and could maintain different characters and statuses. '3

Urban centres proved more effective in some areas than others: in Greek south Italy, or Etruscan
central Italy, or the Po valley, the urban nodes grew; but the mountainous heart of Italy, the territory of
the Samnites, just as the Sabine mountains nearer Rome, remained remarkably under-urbanized.
Similarly, there remained areas of Greece, in the northern Peloponnese and western central Greece,
which were seen by contemporaries to be un-urbanized, and were characterized as communities of
tribes or ethne rather than poleis. The distinction was far less watertight than suggested by the
Aristotelian model, but the common feature of Samnium and the Epirus is that the stronger sense of
identity of the larger, tribal, unit goes hand-in-hand with the non-emergence of independent units
within the larger group capable of forming separate network nodes and hence developing
monumentalized centres.

The victory of Augustus and the evolution of a new model of imperial control was at best only
partially reliant on the formation of an imperial bureaucracy and the refining of central command
structures. The independent node of the city remained crucial to the system, and the potential for
large-scale networking between the nodes was realized to an unparalleled extent. Augustus and his
successors were constantly active in founding cities, whether veteran colonies in the old colonial
territory of Italy, or, now more significantly, new overseas colonies, especially in Spain, Gaul, and
North Africa (which saw a dramatic rise of urbanization), but also in the eastern Mediterranean.
Cities both spread into new, barbarian territory, like Britain, and undergo often spectacular
monumentalization. In numerous cities of Asia Minor (Turkey), where urbanization had long been the
pattern, the centres see a new scale of monumental development, one which leaves an unmistakable
archaeological trace, but the same is found in a wide arc of territory in what was to become the
Islamic world, from Syria through to Mauretania. That this was consciously willed by Rome is
suggested by the exception: Egypt, which emperors always treat as a province apart, was only slowly
differentiated into a series of urban centres that were effectively independent over the course of the
Roman empire; the shadow of the system of central command established by the Pharaohs was heavy.
Alexandria stands on the coast as the exception to exception, created by Alexander, and acceptable
because the metropolis of royal power, whether of the Ptolemies or the Roman imperial

government. 14

The Roman empire was not merely a network, it was a network of networks. If Roman government
depended upon provincial capitals and they on regional capitals, it also depended upon the network
of military garrisons. As the empire was expanding, the legionary bases trailed the way for the
networks of cities as departing soldiers were replaced by a civilian population and the fort became a
town. Once the empire was effectively static, the network of military bases was increasingly
separated from the development of civic government, while remaining vital to the possibility of such
government acting under pax Romana. The growth of Christianity added a further network; this
essentially urban religion coordinated its activities via a hierarchy of ecclesiastical officials all of
whom were firmly linked to particular places. And all these separate networks were served by the
development of a highly efficient and effective system of overland communication based upon the
network of Roman roads.



If the growth of the Roman empire can be traced in the expansion and consolidation of a city
network, so its collapse is that of a network. The story of the cities of late antiquity i1s multiple and
diverse. As the network ceased to supply reliable political and military support, as its connectivity
was variously compromised by invasion and unrest, individual cities experienced widely varied
trajectories. In the eastern Mediterranean, large parts of the network survived intact and cities
continued to flourish. In North Africa, the Vandal invasions entirely destroyed the network, and
numerous urban sites were simply abandoned. Rome itself, so dependent on a complex and long-
distance network for its supplies, experienced dramatic population collapse, and Ostia, no longer
needed as a port city, was abandoned. But in Spain, Gaul, and northern Italy enough of a local

network survived to ensure that centres like Marseilles or Milan experienced substantial continuity. '

HIERARCHIES OF CITIES

In modern thought, the city is defined by its place in a hierarchy, being both larger and juridically
superior to the town, the village, the hamlet. The degree to which there was a formal hierarchy within
any of the networks which we have described varied. Most frequently throughout classical antiquity,
there was no formal hierarchy. Most normal is that the administrative unit in the city is essentially the
same as the administrative unit elsewere: the town of Athens contained separate ‘demes’ just as did
the countryside of Attica, and a similar situation prevails with the vici and pagi of the Roman world.
But the fact that our network of cities was not formally part of a hierarchy does not mean that there
was no differentiation between cities and other settlements or between one city and another. Very far
from it.

The point of a network is precisely that the different nodes contribute differently. This may be, as in
the cities of the Hanseatic league, because the different nodes have access to different economic
resources. Or it may be that the different nodes are able to dominate different political communities—
as the cities that made up the Boeotian confederacy delivered their contributions to the federal army
through their different local authority. But frequently what the different nodes provided was not
different varieties of the same kind of resource, but different kinds of resources altogether. Whether
such differences in provision constitute even an informal hierarchy will depend on whether there is a
clear and stable relationship between the different kinds of resource supplied. Most commonly, the
instability of that relationship is precisely what ensures that power within the network does not flow
in any single direction.

The fragmentation of natural resources across the Mediterranean was one thing that encouraged the
formation of new human settlements in the first place, and those human settlements acquired histories
which supplied yet further differentiated resources, both in terms of physical plant and in terms of
human and divine associations. But for a very high proportion of cities the links they formed were
links across the Mediterranean, and therefore links that did not themselves require significant
investment, it was easy to join together with a changing range of other cities for a changing range of
purposes. Nor did those other cities need to be at any particular distance: even far-away cities linked
themselves to mother-cities or forged special relationships based on economic or religious
connections. Cities established to play one part in one network found themselves linked into other
networks as different demands were differently articulated in the face of political or religious
innovation, warfare, or natural disaster. Geography enabled but it did not enforce: Mediterranean
cities were always in competition to keep their place in the network against rival providers.



As soon as we move from the strict periphery of the Mediterranean to the land empires of the
Hellenistic East or the Roman north-west provinces the nature of the networks necessarily changes.
Networks depended much more on land communication and that meant upon roads. Roads demanded
both initial investment and continued maintenance, and, once established, determined the directions in
which it was worth travelling. Patterns of communication across the Mediterranean could change
spontaneously to effect new sorts of relationships, but the relationships in a land empire were much
more firmly fixed. That comparative rigidity 1s one reason why more settlement hierarchy emerges
within the Roman empire. Since land communication was slower there were serious limits on the
distances over which certain sorts of linkages were effective; this both reduced competition and
meant that when conditions were propitious the density of the network of cities was much more
consistent than was required around the Mediterranean; when conditions were more difficult such
networks were much more vulnerable and the history of urbanization away from the Mediterranean is
much more subject to cycles of growth and decline.

Until Alexander’s foundation of Alexandria in Egypt put one city in control of a huge proportion of
the reliable grain surplus available in the Mediterranean and Alexander’s Ptolemaic successors
choose to capitalize upon that unique economic position by adding unique political and cultural
resources, the range of size of ancient cities, though large, was not such as seriously to distort all
other networks. Rome outgrew even Alexandria through the concentration of resources from a vast

area of military conquest and through closely aligning political and economic networks.!® In both
cases what was fundamental to the growth of a single node was the combination of political and
economic functions, and the growth of the node itself created an economic centre of gravity that made
hierarchy inescapable.

THE VARIETY OF THE MEDITERRANEAN CITY

The city as centre of local exchange. Pompelii offers the modern investigator the rare chance to get
under the skin of an ancient city, examine its fabric in close detail, and listen to its voices. But the
impression that we can get close to this city is also delusive: it offers not a sample of the ideal type of
the ancient city, but a snapshot of a specific case determined by place and time, in the context of the
boom of early imperial prosperity on the bay of Naples. It reveals less than at first view appears. The
busy rows of shops seem to attest to the commercial life of the town, and the voices of groups of
tradesmen urging passers-by to vote for this or that member of the elite seem to provide the necessary
link between local trade and politics. Occasionally figures emerge who seem to point to large-scale
trade across the Mediterranean, like the Umbricius Scaurus whose fish sauce is found in amphorae
across the western Mediterranean, and who proudly depicts these very amphorae in the mosaics of
his atrium. Yet on closer inspection, most Pompeian trade emerges as essentially small-scale and
local. Their houses reveal how widely prosperity could spread across the local population, far
beyond the ruling elite; but the degree of prosperity is superficial, in a society characterized by the
urge of the ex-slave to assert respectability. This is a bubble that could have burst even without the
intervention of Vesuvius, but it is also a bubble that was replicated all over the Roman empire.!’

The city of industry. Modern scholars have often warned that no ancient city depended on industry
or put commercial interests at its heart. But the reliance of some cities on particular products is not
seriously in question. In particular a number of cities of the ancient world relied upon privileged
access to mineral resources. Athens itself was heavily dependent upon the silver mines in the south of



her territory, and a city like Thasos had significant mines under the town itself, as well as in its
territory. Although the precise ownership of mineral resources within ancient cities is not always
clear, access to precious metals was certainly regularly controlled by ancient cities, and the same
seems to have been true for other mineral resources also, at least to judge by the way in which Athens

tries to use resources of ruddle as a political lever against the cities of Kea.!®

But Thasos, a city located to control the strait from the 1sland to the Greek mainland, extended its
control beyond merely silver and gold. The rich series of stamped amphora handles, along with a
sequence of laws about the sale of wine, show an intense identification between the city and its
particular industrial products, whether they are products of the food industry or of mining. Just as
Xenophon’s discussion of division of labour is concerned with quality, not quantity, so too does the
city of Thasos concern itself primarily with quality. But far from showing that the ancient city had no
interest in economics, this surely indicates the extent to which the good name of the city, and the very
nature of what it was to be Thasian, was bound up with Thasian labels on quality wine and pure
silver.

The city as entrepot. If ordered coherence was the preferred face of some cities, it was a face put
on against constant pressures. For the cities of antiquity, and above all port cities, regularly find
themselves hosts to a wide array of temporary residents, interested not in the city as an ordered
political society but as the site at which they can meet each other. The size of the visiting population
may have been very significant in many cities, but we can have no doubt that in the Delos of the 2nd
century BCE the visiting population was dominant. Strategically placed in the centre of the Aegean,
Delos was nevertheless transformed from a place which had been all sanctuary, the symbolic centre
not just of the Cycladic (‘circling’) islands but of the Aegean, to being actual hub around which the
life of the whole Mediterranean turned by being afforded privileged tax status by the Romans.

Tax-free status, a political gift, made transaction costs at Delos lower than those elsewhere and it
became the place to be seen if one wished to have a finger on the economic pulse, and in consequence
also if one wished to have a finger on the political pulse, of the central and eastern Mediterranean.
With a tiny territory and no significant natural resources of its own, Delos’ only signal asset was its
position, and that position was a resource only if it could be turned into visitor numbers. Here is a

town whose inner life depends upon being turned outwards. !’

The city as state. Greek historians have long claimed that the Greek polis represented a peculiar
political form, in as far as it was a political unit in which town and countryside played equal and
complementary roles, in which the urban could not be divided from the rural, and in which there was

no dominance of centre over landscape or vice versa.?’ Although to a large extent these are so many
pieties, recent attempts to demonstrate that there was, on the contrary, a marked division in classical
Athens between city and countryside, have only succeeded in showing that the urban and the rural
were multiply entwined—in political and cultural, as well as in economic, ways.?!

Athens was never a typical Greek polis. It was both extremely large, in terms of the size of its
territory (2,400 km?), and extremely populous (300—-400,000 in the Sth century), with a remarkable
population density not only in the town but over Attica as a whole. But the rich ancient evidence in
the form of literary and epigraphic texts, reveals clearly the diffusion of its political life. The
sovereign Assembly, which all free-born Athenian males over 18 could attend, and the Council of
Five Hundred which prepared all business for the Assembly met more or less exclusively in the town
of Athens. But the Council was made up of a fixed quota of Athenians from each of the 139 ‘demes’



(villages/wards), only a handful of which were in or even close to the town. Those demes had a
lively political life of their own, and it was in the local context that Athenians learnt what it was to
live politically. Whenever the distribution of any magistrates or political activists in Athens is plotted
it is discovered that most originate from outside the town, and this tendency increases rather than
decreases over time.>

Arguably Athens’ success as a democracy rested precisely on the incorporation into the heart of its
political decision-making of the maximum diversity of experience among those who stood to have to
serve it with their lives. The town provided a model and framework for life replicated across the
city-state in communities, some of which were so tiny that we would never call them towns. Yet the
attachment of Athenians to their local community seemed, even to contemporary observers, to be the
attachment of citizens to a city, and while not every deme could boast a full set of facilities, the
theatres, sanctuaries, and defences which marked the town were variously replicated across the
countryside. The city-state of Athens worked as much by replication of the city across the territory as
by domination by the city of the territory.

The city as ordered space. As early as the 5th century BCE political thinkers came to believe that
the plan of a town should also be a social plan. Hippodamus of Miletus, to whom several important
Sth-century town plans are credited, is described by Aristotle in Politics as wishing to map the social

classes of a city onto its regular spaces.?> How far the earliest regular town plans, which go back
long before Hippodamus, were undertaken as conscious or theorized acts of social engineering is not
certain, but from the 5th century onwards it was not possible to plan a city without some thought for
how the distribution of the population across space and in terms of land ownership related to the
social map.

A particularly remarkable example of the creation of order space in a Greek city is provided by the
city of Selinous, founded in the 7th century, where we see not only a fundamental reorientation of the

grid-plan but also the provision of a uniform street fagade.?* Different cities achieved similar results
by different means: at Pompeii already in the archaic period the original irregular core of settlement
was extended and enveloped by a new regular city.

The city as service-centre. The implication of Pausanias’ sneer about Panopeus, quoted at the
opening of this chapter, is that what makes a city is the facilities that it provides. Neither Pausanias
nor the archaeologists and sociologists of today who adopt a similar check-list approach are
completely foolish. The presence of facilities and of certain capacities both encourages the formation
of cities and is a consequence their formation. In particular when a place is explicitly picked out to
become a city, provision of facilities is high on the planner’s list.

This 1s well illustrated by the city of Messene, deliberately founded to provide an urban bulwark
against any resurgence of Spartan dominance over the southern Peloponnese. Not only was this city
given monumental walls, but, as Pausanias (4.31) describes and as recent excavations have
increasingly revealed, it had a theatre, stadium, gymnasium, agora, stoas, council house, fountain
house, and major sanctuaries. Yes even in this case, not all the facilities were created at the moment
of foundation. So too within the Roman world, the settlements created as centres of civilization, such
as Colonia Claudia Victrix in Britain (Colchester) were provided with a standard set of amenities,

but these were then developed over time.>

But the case of Panopeus shows how basic urban services could be provided even if there was no
specific monumental provision made for them. Alongside the city of the planners was the city that



operated despite having no plan.

The city as monument. Thucydides was famously rude about the disjunction between Spartan
power and the insignificant material manifestation of the city of Sparta. One Hellenistic visitor who
recorded his reactions in writing was equally rude about the mean appearance of Athens outside the
Acropolis. But expectations of monumentality created an opportunity for cities to become places of
display. The most striking example of display cities comes in Asia Minor, and among them none is
more striking than Aphrodisias. This was a city whose major asset was superficial—its name. This
provided it with a specious link to Rome that it expressed monumentally, above all through the
construction of the Sebasteion, an enormous centre of emperor cult that was effectively all facade.
Here history was turned into myth and myth into history, creating a fantasy world. While it is
important not to overdo the cynicism and neglect the religious cult involving this monument, there is
little doubt that it was the monument itself, and not any associated ritual, that turned this city into a

major centre. Where buildings demanded to be seen, people came to be seen along with them.?

The city of culture, education, urbanity, and religion. Alexander and his successors, the
Ptolemies, in founding and developing a new city at Alexandria in close contact with the
Mediterranean, brought the historically isolationist Egypt into the mainstream of Mediterranean
exchange. Quite besides its major economic significance as the major port for the export of Egyptian
grain, the new city served a crucial function of mixing diverse populations, bringing the new
Macedonian and Greek ruling class into contact with the local population, and encouraging
immigration, notably of Jews. The court displayed its Greek heritage and identity aggressively by
promoting culture and education through its library and museum: Alexandria rapidly established itself
as one of the principal Mediterranean centres of scholarship and scientific research, and so played a
critical role in transforming Greek culture from a local phenomenon to a ‘universal’ language or koine
by which the elites of the diverse countries of the eastern Mediterranean could distinguish
themselves. Mixture of populations did not lead to a mixture of cultures but to the definition of a new
language of dominant culture. Religion played an important role, and Alexandria emerged as a cradle
of new religious practices like the cult of Isis. Alexandria retained its role through the Roman empire
into late antiquity as a place where diverse populations, distinguished ethnically, culturally, and

religiously, met, engaged, and not infrequently clashed with riotous consequences.?’

The city as outcome and instrument of imperial control. Rome is at once the emblematic ancient
city, and the exception that breaks the rules. If few Mediterranean cities were reliably self-sufficient
in staple foodstuffs, grown in the immediate hinterland of the city, most nevertheless reckoned to meet
most of their needs most of the time. The population of imperial Rome grew dramatically in the last
two centuries BCE to over a million, was massively reliant on imported staples, particularly grain.
And yet, this Rome was still autarkic (‘self-sufficient’) in so far as it controlled the territories, first of
Sicily, then of Egypt and North Africa from which it demanded grain and other commodities. Rome as
a city was thus intertwined with Rome as an imperial power. Imperial power enabled unprecedented
levels of wealth and human resources, including a heavy reliance on slavery, and Rome became the
biggest centre of exchange of goods in the Mediterranean, commanding an exceptional range of
imports. Any threat to Roman territorial control (like barbarian invasions) imperilled Rome’s
survival as a city. The city was the ultimate expression of imperial power, the place where the
emperor displayed his control in buildings of unparalleled size and sophistication, where imperial
largess sustained the populace in exchange for demonstrations of imperial crowd-pulling power. The
emperor and his court turned Rome into the inescapable centre for elites drawn from across the



Mediterranean. By the same logic, when military crisis and instability from the 3rd century onwards
demanded the extended absence of the emperor from his city, and Rome’s position at the top of the
settlement hierarchy was challenged, the survival of the city itself was put in doubt. The dramatic
collapse of the population in the 5th century showed that the city could not survive the collapse of
imperial power except in a radically transformed guise. Arguably the emergence of a predominant
Bishop of Rome, propelling the city to the top of the hierarchy in a different network, ensured the

survival and revival of Rome, as the secular empire was turned into a sacred one.?®

BUILDING ON THE ANCIENT CITY

Greek and Roman antiquity well illustrate that cities come in very many forms. Dense clusters of
human settlement and activity are both required for and enable a very great range of different human
activities—not only activities which go on inside the city, but activities elsewhere which require a
city’s input. In many cities political, economic, and cultural activities were enabled together, but we
can trace significant numbers of cities where the economic or the political or the cultural were
developed more or less in isolation. Different political and social orders generated different needs
and different effects and these were reflected in very varied individual cities and very different
patterns of cities. The relatively rich historical and archaeological data reveal very strikingly the way
in which, and the pace at which, urban settlement responded to such social and political demands. But
no city developed in isolation. What was and was not possible in one place was affected by what
was already the case elsewhere. Only in an already urbanized world could a Rome develop, only
where there was a Rome could an Aphrodisias be formed, only with Rome in the background could
the Pompeian bubble be sustained. It was against the background of the formless Panopeus that order
could be imposed on the city of Selinous, against the background of a city structured by politics that
the city of Thasos could impose structure upon the exploitation of economic resources.
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CHAPTER 4

AFRICA

DAVID MATTINGLY AND KEVIN MACDONALD

WITH the exception of the Mediterranean and Nilotic civilizations, there has been little
acknowledgement of pre-Islamic, or pristine urbanization in Africa. We believe this to be a notable
omission in studies of global cities. In this chapter, we review first some thematic and definitional
questions and then present brief surveys of several of the early urban societies in Africa. Three key
issues are stressed from the outset: the strikingly wide geographical range and structural variety of
urban forms; the apparent dichotomy between more hierarchical and more heterarchical urban
societies; the contrasting functions of towns in the service of state formation or inter-regional
exchange.

Regarding the localization and concentration of urbanism, it is not surprising to find that the earliest
cities in Africa (see Regional Map 1.3) are linked to the great rivers of the continent, in particular the
Nile and the Niger. There have also been significant urban expressions along the Mediterranean
seaboard, or on the Red Sea and East African coast, where contact with neighbouring civilizations

was part of the context.! Yet, African urban forms take on a dazzling array of expressions,
confounding traditional expectations of normative Old World archetypes of what defines ‘urban’.

DEFINITIONS AND METHODOLOGICAL PROBLEMS

Early urbanization in Africa has been treated as exceptional (Egypt and the Nile), as due to
Mediterranean civilizations (Phoenicians, Greeks, and Romans) or to have begun only as a result of
external trade stimulus in Islamic times (most others). This chapter presents the now substantial
evidence for indigenously developed, pre-Islamic urban centres in Africa. The emergence of urban
societies on the Upper Nile in Sudan has long been recognized (Kerma, kingdom of Kush/Meroe), but
we now know that there were also towns in the Western Desert of Egypt and in the Central Sahara as
well as in West Africa around the Inland Niger Delta and the Niger Bend from the late 1st millennium
BCE. What is clear, however, is that these early urbanizations in Africa were not part of a
homogeneous process and there are significant local particularities that set these early urban societies
off from one another and from contemporaneous Mediterranean urbanization to the north. Current
definitions of early urban societies cannot be easily applied to all these African examples.? By ‘pre-
Islamic’ we intend not a specific calendar date, but rather the epochs prior to the first influence of the
Islamic (or European) worlds. As such, relatively pristine and isolated polities of early 2nd
millennium CE date, such as Ife are referred to in this chapter, though the bulk of our examples relate

to the late 1st millennium BCE and the 1st millennium CE.>
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FIGURE 4.1 Comparative plans at two different scales of a number of African urban and proto-urban sites, with settlement areas
shaded. The largest enceintes at Ife, Kano, and Ibadan are of post-Islamic date, but are included for comparison with the extended
settlement complexes around Dia and Jenné-jeno (compiled from various sources, montage D. Mattingly).

A full survey of all examples of early urbanism in Africa is beyond the scope of this chapter, but
we have selected a range of examples of the varied forms of urban settlement that are to be found.
Coming up with a definition of urbanisation that neatly encompasses all of our case studies is
impossible, because of their geographical and cultural diversity. The urban footprint is not a reliable
measure as very different constraints operated on the size of settlements and localized populations,
for instance, in the central Sahara in comparison to the sub-Saharan zones (Fig. 4.1). For some of the
societies under review there is literary evidence to support the urban ascription (Egypt, the
Maghreb), but many of our examples relate to sites whose urban function must be derived solely from
archaeological evidence. For these reasons it is impractical to make distinctions between towns and
cities. We define ‘urban’ in broad terms: nucleated settlements, larger in terms of their extent and
population in comparison with other contemporary sites, possessing allied hinterlands for their
subsistence support, often with evidence of specialized manufacturing, trade, political, and/or
religious activity. The sites may have a monumental aspect, again contrasting with lower echelon
settlements. In the next section, we also discuss a particular distinction that can be made between the
communities behind some of these early urban experiments: hierarchical and heterarchical societies.

HIERARCHY AND HETERARCHY

Many instances of Africa urbanization seem to be linked to state formation processes, though there
was considerable variability in the sort of society that emerged. Some might be termed city-states
(micro-states) and others as forming elements of territorial (or macro-) states.* At first glance African
urbanization may be regionally divided between societies where pronounced and coercive



hierarchies were emergent (Egypt, Garamantes), and others where more heterarchical processes were
at work, sometimes encapsulated within wider hierarchical structures (the Middle Niger). Heterarchy
may be defined as a mode of organization whereby power is spread horizontally, rather than
vertically, with lineages and specialist groups (ideological and technological) negotiating corporate

decisions.” However, upon closer examination, degrees of hierarchy across early urban sites
probably were historically and politically contingent. For example, recent historical investigations in
the Segou region of Mali have revealed a strong folk taxonomy dividing urban centres into long-lived,
semi-autonomous mercantile centres (Markadugu) and those created by the power of the state

(Fadugu and Dendugu).® Many heterarchically organized Middle Niger cities, such as Jenné,
survived multiple periods of immersion in state territories while retaining relatively robust self-
governance. The granting of such autonomy was linked equally to the fear of ‘killing the golden
goose’—the economic prosperity generated by the long-established trade networks of such cities—
and the reputed supernatural (‘eternal’) reputations of the places themselves. Large settlements whose
raison d’étre was wedded only to state power were comparatively ephemeral, and thus are more
difficult to document archaeologically. Comparative studies between different African urbanizations
are at an early stage, but the archaeological definition of hierarchy and heterarchy in such

circumstances will be important poles for future debate.’

FUNCTIONS AND CONNECTIVITY

The pre-Islamic urbanization of the Sahara and sub-Saharan zones was often linked to state formation
as well as long-range contacts and trade. Commercial factors at local, regional, and inter-regional
scales often appear as significant drivers for African urbanization, with geographic nexus points
creating important foci for exchange. In Ethiopia, for instance, the kingdom of Aksum in the 1st
millennium CE combined a highland Ethiopian trade web with longer-range trade contacts to the Nile
Valley and the Red Sea. However, it is important to realize, especially when historical data are to
hand, that ideological factors also played an important role in African urbanism, with centres playing
critical roles as foci of religion and (sometimes) royal cult. In the central Saharan oases, towns and
villages were often visibly fortified, perhaps projecting localized power as much as defence. South
of the Sahara urbanism allowed ranges of specialists in metallurgy and sculpture to flourish, whether
at Dia, Jenné-jeno or Ife. Despite the diversity of urban trajectories exhibited across Africa and the
profound socio-economic and structural differences that existed between the societies served by these
early towns, the new evidence requires us to consider carefully the potential for interconnectivity
between urban networks. While there are factors that suggest a strong local and independent impulse
in urban developments, the examples we shall describe are no longer as isolated and insulated from
other urban networks as was once thought. For example, impressive developments in West Africa
were contemporaneous with significant changes in the central Sahara. While it is far from the case
that we need to return to long discarded diffusionist views, it is also clear that early Saharan and
Sahelian urban networks were in contact with each other. The nature and scale of such interactions
merit greater investigation. Long-range trade, whether across the desert or by sea (as in the case of
the Red Sea and Indian Ocean) appears to be an important feature of several of the early African
urban stories.

THE FIRST URBANIZATION IN THE NILE VALLEY



The process of settlement nucleation and state formation from the 4th millennium BCE has been well
documented in the Nile Valley. However, Pharaonic Egypt and, to an extent, the story of Kerma and
the later kingdoms of Kush and Meroe in Sudan have tended to be seen as exceptional in an African
context, linked to the life-enhancing potential of the great river. This is a well exposed urban story,
although in fact the number of extensively excavated urban sites in the Nilotic region is comparatively
small, with most attention having focused on their temple and funerary complexes. However, the
existence of extensive nucleated settlements around temples is now demonstrated sufficiently to

counter the older view that Egypt was a state without towns.® There is also increasing evidence for
the existence of nucleated towns in the pre-dynastic period, though the overall size, layout, and
organization of these early towns are much less clear than those of Mesopotamia. Where more
extensive remains survive of a particular phase of an urban centre it 1s generally due to the town
being of short duration on a virgin site (as at el-‘ Amarna or el-Lahun/Kahun), and the typicality of
such sites must be doubted.

Nonetheless, the rich iconographic and textual record from Dynastic Egypt provides substantial
contextual data on the function and organization of these urban settlements within a monarchical and
highly hierarchical state. Some of the early phases of development have similarities with other urban
civilizations of the Bronze Age Near East, with which Egypt was in certain periods closely

connected, but Egyptian society was also uniquely structured in many respects.” Some towns and
large villages had highly specific functions—providing housing for tomb and pyramid constructors or
serving as regional administrative centres—many focused on monumental temple complexes or
centres of royal power.

The continuation of urban forms of settlement through the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman periods
added complexity and external influences to the ancient towns of Egypt. For the Classical world, the
survival of extensive documentary records at sites like Oxyrhynchus provide a fascinating level of
detail of life in such settlements, only rarely attainable for ancient urban centres. There is growing
evidence to suggest that urbanization was transmitted from the Nile to the emerging oases of the
Western Desert, as early as the 1st millennium BCE and that there was eventually a chain of such oasis
settlements stretching into the Central Sahara. The oasis towns of the Egyptian Western Desert often
betray Egyptian cultural influences in architecture, religion, and burial rituals and were politically

aligned with Egypt.'” As we shall see below, the oasis towns further out into central Sahara are less
obviously modelled on Egyptian/Nilotic ideas.

Early urban development in the Upper Nile in Sudan related to the kingdoms of Kerma (2500-1500
BCE) and Kush/Meroe (¢.800 BCE—350 cE). While these states were at one time seen as a pale
imitation of Pharaonic Egypt to the north, it is now clear that they were sophisticated civilizations in

their own rights.!!

THE RED SEA TRADE AND KINGDOM OF AKSUM

The discovery of the secret of the monsoon winds in the second half of the 1st millennium BCE led to
the development of trade routes between the Red Sea and India and East Africa, gaining in intensity in
the Roman period. Recent research has shown these commercial contacts to have been much larger
scale and longer lived than previously imagined. One aspect of this trade was the creation of small
mercantile towns on both sides of the Red Sea coast, as at Myos Hormos, Berenike, and Ardulis, and

at Kané opposite the Horn of Africa.!? Although these port towns were generally of quite small scale,



they were notable centres of population on a desert coastline, with cosmopolitan populations and
material culture. Berenike, for instance, is thought to have had a maximum population of only ¢.1000,
but was an important centre for transhipment and regulation of cargo. By the late Roman period, some
of these ports were in decline, though this may in part have been connected by the increasing power
of an independent kingdom in Ethiopia, in control of the port of Ardulis.

The kingdom of Aksum had its origins in the 1st millennium BCE, with its capital an 8—15 day
journey inland to the Ethiopian uplands at Aksum. The kingdom reached its apogee in the period
between the 3rd and 7th centuries CE, when its political authority extended to southern Arabia, over a
large part of the Red Sea and towards the Nile in Sudan. The coins issued by a succession of kings,
Christian from the 4th century CE onwards, were widely distributed. The Red Sea outlet at Ardulis
was highly significant to the economy of Aksum at all periods and linked the kingdom not only with
the Indian and East African trade, but with southern Arabia, Egypt, and the Mediterranean. Overland

contact also existed with the kingdom of Meroe on the Upper Nile.!? The monumental centre of
Aksum, its initial capital, appears to have been founded in the early 1st century CE. Though it was
eventually very extensive, its urban core has been less explored than its cemeteries and stelae field.
These monolithic funerary stelae, the largest of which weighed 500 tonnes and stood 33 m tall, and
the bases of more than two dozen stone ‘thrones’ spread around the capital, strongly evoke the
political and sacred character of this city at its mid-1st millennium CE peak. Archaeological evidence
reveals that Aksum would have housed a range of craft specialists including stone carvers, stone tool
makers, rope makers, and glass makers (or re-workers) amongst others. To support this centre,

particularly for grain and firewood, a strong network of supply would have been required from a

hinterland which archaeological research has only recently begun to assess. '

THE MEDITERRANEAN AND ITS HINTERLAND

Classical Mediterranean urbanization is covered elsewhere in this volume and a few comments on
the African specificities will suffice here. The North African littoral was affected at various times
and places by Greek, Phoenician, and Roman colonization/ imperialism. The Phoenician/Punic
contribution to North African urbanization has become clearer in recent decades as a result of

extensive excavations at Carthage and a number of smaller emporia, such as Kerkouane.!> The Roman
province of Africa Proconsularis (roughly modern Tunisia) was one of the most heavily urbanized
regions in the Roman empire, with more than 300 towns. Most previous studies have approached
these settlements in terms of their conformity with Punic or Greco-Roman models. Less attention has
been paid to their divergence from the Mediterranean norms and the extent to which they may be seen
as African adaptations of the urban form.

Some early urban centres were colonies or emporia of external polities: Cyrene and Euesperides
in Greek Cyrenaica; Carthage and Lepcis Magna in Punic and Roman Africa. However, the massive
expansion of urban centres into the interior of Rome’s African provinces went far beyond colonial
foundations, building on urban experiments relating to the Numidian and Mauretanian kingdoms.
While Greece and Rome provided some of the most obvious architectural trappings of these towns,
the African character of many sites is apparent in matters of layout (the winding lanes of Numidian
Thugga in contrast to the rigid checkerboard of the Roman military colony of Thamugadi), religious
practices, and nomenclature. Nonetheless, in general the urbanization of Mediterranean Africa
connected with the world to north and east and was a rather separate phenomenon to Saharan and sub-



Saharan urbanization.'® There is substantial evidence to show that by late Roman times the nature of

the North African city was undergoing profound transformations.!” While such changes are paralleled
elsewhere in the Mediterranean, the possibility that there are African peculiarities in what emerged
has not been much considered hitherto.

THE CENTRAL SAHARA

The Garamantes of southern Libya are the best example of a pre-Islamic urban civilization in the
Central Sahara. South-west Libya (Fazzan) appears blank on many historical maps of Africa, though

the region contains one of the densest clusters of oases.!® Modern perceptions have been framed

around accounts of early European travellers of impoverished desert oases and the inhumanity of the
trans-Saharan 19th-century slave trade. We can challenge such limited perceptions. In particular, it is
now established that by the early centuries CE a people called the Garamantes controlled a powerful

kingdom covering ¢.250,000 km? of the Libyan Sahara. Far from being the stereotypical ‘nomadic
barbarians’ suggested by the classical sources, the Garamantes lived in towns and villages and

practised irrigated agriculture of considerable sophistication.!” A convincing case can be made for
identifying them as an early state, founded on the twin pillars of irrigated agriculture and urbanized
settlement networks. Settlement in this region is concentrated today in three roughly parallel bands of
oases (each of these 100—150 km in length), the Wadi ash-Shati, the Wadi al-Ajal, and the Zuwila-
Murzug-Barjuj depression. Archaeological work in the central oasis belt, the Wadi al-Ajal, has
produced dramatic evidence of technical accomplishment and rich material culture in their heartland
territory. The proto-urban origins of Garamantian towns have been traced in defended escarpment
settlements (hillforts) such as Zinkekra, where nucleated settlements of simple oval buildings were
transformed by the later 1st millennium BCE into large population centres utilizing complex, multi-
roomed mudbrick dwellings. The Garamantian capital at Jarma (ancient Garama) was evidently
founded ¢.300 BCE and typifies later sites, being located in the centre of the valley, away from the
escarpment, but adjacent to the oasis cultivation zone. Studies around the Tagallit headland west of
Jarma have revealed a pioneer phase of colonization of the landscape, with the simultaneous creation
in the last centuries BCE of monumental cemeteries, irrigation systems called foggaras (equivalent to
the Persian ganat), and numerous nucleated settlements.
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PLATE 4.1 Fragments of architectural elements recovered from the Garamantian town of Garama (Old Jarma, Libya) in the central
Sahara (Photomontage © D. Mattingly).

There are clear indications of monumental developments in the architectural repertoire at Jarma—
where major public buildings with ashlar footings and columnar screens were erected (see Plate 4.1,
Fig. 4.2). There is evidence that this was linked to large-scale trading connections to north and south

of the Sahara and to technological sophistication in a range of manufacturing processes.2 That this
was a centralized political and military power is indicated by the disparity in material culture
between the core and the periphery of Garamantian territory, by the large-scale erection of forts and
urban defences, and by the simple consideration of the amount of work required just to construct the
irrigation systems (estimated at ¢.77,000 man years labour). The evidence now available supports the
identification of the Garamantian Kingdom at its height as a macro-state, rather than one among a
series of city-states, though it seems plausible that the rise and decline of the Garamantes involved
first the incorporation and then re-emergence of smaller micro-states.



FIGURE 4.2 Comparative plans of Garamantian towns and fortified villages: (a) Old Jarma, (b) Qasr ash-Sharraba, (¢) Qasr bin
Dughba, (d) HH1, (¢) HH 6-8 (montage © D. Mattingly and M. Sterry).

Most work on Garamantian settlement to date has focused on the heartland area of the Wadi al-Ajal
near their capital Jarma, with some reconnaissance work on Garamantian and Islamic settlement in
the northern and southern oases zones. These preliminary studies indicate that similar large-scale
development of agricultural and village-based societies occurred in both the northern and southern
oasis belts. The Murzuq area is of particular importance for understanding the transition between the
Garamantes and the Islamic Fazzan, because, as the Garamantian Kingdom declined in late antiquity,
the locus of power in the region shifted south-eastwards from Jarma in the Wadi al-Ajal to Eastern
Fazzan. The successive capitals of medieval and early modern Fazzan were all located in this area:
Zuwila, Traghan, Murzuq, and Sabha. The most direct route between Tripoli and the sub-Saharan
kingdoms in the Lake Chad area (Bornu, Kanem) passed through Eastern Fazzan. The latest
archaeological research has revealed a densely colonized Garamantian landscape of fortified
villages, exhibiting planned layouts and with the largest sites verging on an urban scale (Fig. 4.2).
The massive expansion of the oasis landscape in the Murzuq area appears to date to the early
centuries CE, somewhat later than the similar process in the Wadi al-Ajal.?!

Another Libyan desert site with huge potential to illuminate the theme of early urbanization is
Ghadames (ancient Cidamus). Survey work has identified extensive pre-Islamic cemeteries, including
monumental tombs of late Roman date, and the likely location of the early oasis town. There is a high
probability that some other central Saharan oases that utilized the foggara irrigation system, for
instance in southern Algeria, also originated in the pre-Islamic period.?

THE MIDDLE NIGER

In the 1970s and 1980s Roderick and Susan MclIntosh produced West Africa’s first archaeological
evidence of pre-Islamic urbanism, ¢.400—-800 CE, at the tell complex of Jenné-jeno in the Inland Niger
Delta of Mali. The definition of its urban status relied in part on concepts borrowed from ‘New
Geography’, including the ‘Rank Size Rule’ and ‘Central Place Theory’. Yet, Jenné-jeno’s role as a
regional hub of commerce and interaction, together with the size of its core mound (33 ha), and



evidence for the presence of many satellite specialist communities (an additional ¢.36 ha) have all

become part of defining what constitutes an early African city.?> This definition may be summarized
as comprising a localized and concentrated economic diversity of population, the presence of craft

and ideological specialists, evidence for a range of trade networks, and a size of central settlement

which renders it dependent upon its hinterland for assured subsistence.

More recently, Roderick McIntosh has emphasized the ‘self-generated’—rather than state or

hierarchically generated—nature of Middle Niger urbanism.?* Deriving from his earlier ‘Pulse
Theory’ for the genesis of economic specialization and symbiosis in the West African Late Stone Age,
MclIntosh proposes that Middle Niger urban centres were generated organically and gradually from
localized networks of subsistence and occupational specialists who found means of maintaining
diversified communities through economic symbiosis and heterarchical political organization. The
most recent work at Dia, Jenné-jeno’s notional ‘mother city’, has provided evidence for a large-scale
(c.23 ha) occupation with satellite sites, banco architecture, and iron metallurgy between 800 and 400

BCE; notionally pushing back dates for the advent of Middle Niger urbanism.?
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PLATE 4.2 Excavations at the early urban site of Dia (Mali) in 1998.

However, there remain questions as to whether Middle Niger tell sites such as Dia and Jenné-jeno
are really the points of origin for urbanized settlement organization in West Africa, and whether
heterarchical self-generation is the only viable model for early Middle Niger urbanism. The Late
Stone Age or ‘Neolithic’ polity of Tichitt (¢.1900—400 BCE) occupied a vast landscape, stretching
across the south-eastern quarter of Mauritania and to the edge of the Middle Niger. Indeed, its

distinctive pottery occurs in the earliest occupational layers of Dia (Plate 4.2).2° Many of its sites
comprise large dry-stone walled compounds, with traces of more ephemeral internal structures,
including granaries. Its largest site, Dakhlet el Atrous, covers a remarkable 80.5 ha and comprises
540 compounds. Although words such as ‘urban’ or ‘proto-urban’ have not been mooted about
Tichitt’s larger settlements, we could usefully ask why this is the case. Like Jenné-jeno, Dakhlet el
Atrous was a large centre within a regional settlement hierarchy. Yet, such massive Tichitt settlements
lack evidence for subsistence and occupational specialization (e.g. metallurgy) until late in their



existence and there is little concrete evidence for long distance commerce beyond a few handfuls of

carnelian and amazonite beads.?” Nor has the seasonality and contemporaneity of Dakhlet el Atrous’
many compounds been satisfactorily resolved. Nevertheless, large-scale occupations ancestral to the
Middle Niger’s first generally agreed cities are worthy of more attention than they have received, and
perhaps form part of a long process of demobilization of mobile, hierarchical pastoral societies at the

advent of generalized aridity in the Holocene Sahara (3rd millennium BCE onwards).?® In other
words, living together in large settlements was not—in the sense of the longue durée—a new thing to
the 1st millennium BCE populations of the Middle Niger.

Regarding the self-generation or political generation of large-scale settlements, one must also not
lose sight of the fact that West Africa has a long history of statehood. Pre-existing polities such as
Ghana and Kawkaw were recognized by the first Arabic visitors to the Sahel in the 8th and 9th

centuries.?” The origins of the earliest of these—the empire of Ghana (or Wagadu)—might extend
back into the 4th century CE, with the possibility of still earlier antecedents such as Tichitt. Written
histories attest that states such as Ghana, Kawkaw, and Mali had ‘capitals’—although this term
should not be understood in the classic sense of such localities acting in an administrative or
economic sense for the entire state. Rather, they would have been places of royal courts, points of
embassy, areas of sacred ritual spaces, and garrisons for core elements of the army. They do not
appear to have served important mercantile functions. We can infer this both from primary sources
and by the close study of more recent successors such as Segou (discussed above regarding issues of
hierarchy and heterarchy). Such capitals may have been occupied for only a single reign and are very

likely to have been abandoned at any point of dynastic rupture.3? Subsequent to the shift of a capital
there is normally either a marked reduction in size of the site (with merely a vestigal village-sized
population) or a complete abandonment. Lifespan is thus a key factor separating large Middle Niger
‘political’ settlements from more stable mercantile centres. The organization of mercantile centres
may well have been locally heterarchical, but the political structure of the larger polities which
surrounded them, if we are to believe early Arabic sources and some archaeological traces, are likely

to have had strong coercive elements, including slavery.’!

THE WEST AFRICAN FOREST

Although the beginnings of urbanism in the West African forest were, comparatively speaking, rather
recent—c.900—1300 cE—their individualistic and pristine nature makes them relevant to the present
chapter. Ife, with its sacred groves, sophisticated art corpus, and concentric bands of bank and ditch
fortifications covering over 1,000 ha, makes for a remarkable example. The city of Ife is one of
several ancient walled Nigerian cities linked to the people today known as the Yoruba. Indeed,
according to tradition it is not only Nigeria’s first city, but the point from which the world was

created.?

The origins of Ife may be traced to an enclosure within the current city known as Enuwa (meaning
‘we see eye to eye’). Radiocarbon dates from excavations within the area fall between 600 and 1000
CE and probably relate to an initial agglomeration of local populations behind a bank and ditch
wall.>® Ozanne has effectively argued that Ife grew up as a series of roughly concentric walled rings
around the sacred palace of its ruler, the Oni, whose descendants still reign in the city today.>* Ife’s
vast enclosures were only partially filled with housing and would have included large open areas



with farmsteads, making any estimation of its ancient population difficult and low population density
likely.

From early in its existence Ife would have participated in localized trade in agricultural resources,
particularly yams, vegetable oils, and palm wine; however long-distance commerce was probably
ongoing from ¢.1000 CcE with exports including ivory from forest elephants, kola nuts, peppers, and
slaves. In terms of imports the most visible is a large-scale trade for copper alloys, notably brass
bars of trans-Saharan origin which went to form the majority of cast objects manufactured at the city.
Ife’s metallurgical traditions grew out of a long legacy of sophisticated metalworking in Nigeria,
dating from the 1st millennium BCE Nok culture, and the local copper alloy working traditions of Igbo
Ukwu (¢.900 cE). There is no doubt that the concentration of metalworkers in the city was a key factor
in the legitimation of its royal cult. The beginnings of Ife’s naturalistic tradition of terracotta
sculptural portraiture, which ultimately developed into famous examples in cast copper alloy, began
sometime between 900 and 1100 cE. By the end of this same period potsherd pavement shrine areas
are documented, probably dedicated to both ancestral and regal cults, and utilizing terracotta or
copper alloy portrait busts as part of their focus.

The enormous scale of public labour evidenced by Ife’s vast networks of bank and ditch
boundaries is evocative of enslavement and coercion. Historically, we know that slavery existed in
the region, and early Ife artistic renderings of gagged captives or sacrificial victims in terracotta
sculpture exist. The social system of Ife was ultimately highly coercive, though it probably did not
begin that way.

In searching for the impetus behind the foundation of Ife, we are tempted to appeal to ideological
factors over economic ones. The sacred nature of Ife kingship appears to form part of a wider trend
across the West African forest. As Asombang writes, ‘it is yet to be demonstrated historically or
archaeologically that... cities like Ife and Benin were military or administrative centers more than

they were sacred centers.”> Using the historical example of Bafut in western Cameroon, Asombang
describes a situation very much like that of Ife: a palace housing a king who is also chief priest of the
cults, surrounded by quarters of lineages competing for influence, with further settlements radiating
out from this sacred core. It is further argued that, as an alternative to economic incentives, the
supernatural abilities of individuals to control natural forces (e.g. rain-making, as in Southall’s

segmentary state),>® or occult forces, can form the core around which major settlement centres and
polities can grow. Ultimately the trajectories of such centres and polities can evolve to include
commerce and, with increasing power of the sacred ruler and closely allied lineages, elements of
coercion. Ife thus potentially constitutes a marked alternative pathway to urbanism: from the centre of
sacred cult to a city.

CONCLUSIONS

Across early African cities, regionality is particularly marked in the degrees of mercantile, sacred,
and political/military strategies mixed into each urban milieu. For the African forest the impetus of
urbanism appears to have initially grown out of the gravitational power of a sacred cult (cult-
generated urbanism?), eventually developing into a sacred kingship fed by long-range commerce in
forest resources. Elsewhere in the sub-Saharan zone there are potentially profound contrasts. For
instance, the citadel-focused character of many central Saharan sites looks very different to the
unfortified ‘self-generated’ mercantile settlements of the West African Sahel in general and the



Middle Niger in particular. However such trends are not absolute, as even in earlier (1st millennium

BCE) periods, fortified towns are now known from the Lake Chad Basin (e.g. Zilum).?” Indeed, by the
time Arabic geographers were first writing about the states of the Sahel in the late 1st millennium CE,
it is apparent that they possessed substantial ‘capitals’ or state-generated urban centres.

Yet, despite the uniqueness of early African urban phenomena, there is clear evidence to indicate
that many early urban societies were in contact and interacting with each other. This is particularly
the case with the African Sahel and the central Sahara, where pre-Islamic commerce and the exchange

of ideas and technologies appears to be increasingly likely.*® The implications of such cross-regional
contacts for the development of African urbanization remain to be explored.
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CHAPTER 5

SOUTH ASIA

CAMERON A. PETRIE

THE history of the city in South Asia stretches back more than 4,500 years, and includes two major
phases of early urbanism. The first, known as the Indus Civilization, dates between ¢.2600 and 1900
BCE; while the second, known as the Early Historic period, dates from ¢.500 BCE to CE 500. The
ancient cities of South Asia are often left out of major synthetic discussions and this chapter seeks to
reinstate the Indus and Early Historic cities into considerations of processes of early urbanism.

The Indus Civilization extended across large parts of what is today modern Pakistan, India, and
Afghanistan, and it has been claimed that it spanned an area in excess of 1 million km? (see Regional

Map 1.4).! Although typically described as being ‘urbanized’, only five Indus settlements are
considered to be cities on the basis of their raw size (=80 ha): Mohenjo-daro, Harappa, Rakhigarhi,
Dholavira, and Ganweriwala (Fig. 5.1). These cities were situated considerable distances apart, and
with the exception of Dholavira, they were located far out on the alluvial plains of north-western
South Asia. The Indus cities that have been excavated display substantial fortification walls,
platforms, houses, drains, and wells made of mud- and/or fired-brick, and appear to lack obvious

palatial and religious architecture (Plate 5.1).> It is assumed that the Indus Civilization was
dominated by its major cities, yet the majority of known settlements are small-, medium- and large-
sized towns and villages that lie in the immediate hinterlands of the large centres and the extensive
intervening regions. A number of what might be described as ‘smaller-than-city’ (<40 ha) Indus
settlements were undoubtedly urban and potentially played a crucial role in the Indus world, yet they
remain poorly conceptualized. The rural context similarly remains a vital yet poorly understood

component of the Indus Civilization.> Comprehension of this earliest phase of South Asian urbanism
is also hampered by unresolved debates about the status of the enigmatic and untranslated Indus
script, a lack of consensus about Indus socio-political structure and organization, and a poor
understanding of the major transformation that is marked by the decline and ultimate abandonment of
the Indus cities during the early 2nd millennium BCE.

Following the decline of the Indus cities, there was a period of as much as a millennium during
which there were no large-scale cities in South Asia, though there were a number of settlements that
were essentially equivalent in size to the mid-range Indus settlements (c.30ha). Sizable cities did not
reappear until the mid—late 1st millennium BCE, and this Early Historic phase of large-scale
urbanization continued far into the mid-1st millennium Ct. There are a number of overt similarities
between the cities of the two urban phases, but the Early Historic cities were more numerous and
developed in more varied locations and environments. The main focus of Early Historic urbanism
was the Ganges plain, which was the heartland of the Mahajanapadas or great kingdoms (Regional
Map 1.4), indicating that there was a major eastward shift in the concentration of urban centres
between the two early phases. There were also important developments in the western borderlands of
the subcontinent. The Early Historic cities are typically marked by their size, the presence of
substantial fortification walls, and evidence for civic amenities, craft specialization, long-range



trade, palaces, and religious structures. This period also saw the rise of different types of cities,
including centres that appear to have been at least partly operating as frontier cities or entrepots
engaging directly in overland and sea trade (Fig. 5.2). Early Historic cities were also important in a
range of socio-political contexts, including the development of nascent states, and periods of imperial
growth, expansion, consolidation, and collapse. However, for the Early Historic period in general,
our understanding of life outside the city is limited.
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FIGURE 5.1 Plans of Indus cities and smaller centres showing evidence for semi-orthogonal blocks and discrete walled areas at
settlements of different sizes, including: (a) Mohenjo-daro; (b) enlargement of HR area enclosed in a grey square at left; (¢c) Harappa;
(d) Dholavira; (e) Kalibangan; (f) Banawali; (g) Lothal; and (h) Surkotada.
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FIGURE 5.2 Indus Valley. Comparison of plan of Mohenjo-daro and plans of Early Historic cities and smaller centres showing the
variable size of fortified areas, including: (a) Mohenjo-daro; (b) Bhir (left), Sirkap (centre), and Sirsukh (right) mounds at Taxila; (c)
Sravasti; and (d) Bhita.

In surveying these two major phases of early South Asian urbanization, this chapter will outline the
ways in which cities in South Asia have been conceptualized in both the past and the present, and this
will be followed by a discussion of the origin and structural makeup of the Indus and Early Historic
cities. The environmental, landscape, and cultural context of these cities will also be examined.

APPROACHING URBANISM IN SOUTH ASIA

Piotr Eltsov has argued that most of the scholarly literature on South Asian cities is descriptive rather
than conceptual, and pointed out that the core question—what is the city?—is not coherently
addressed.* He has also maintained that there cannot be a single and universally comprehensive
definition of the city in the South Asian context, and argued that the ancient South Asian city was a
complex socio-political and cultural phenomenon that can be studied and conceptualized in a
multitude of ways. While Childe’s ten criteria continue to be advocated as a useful tool for
understanding South Asian cities,> Eltsov has proclaimed that such empirical definitions are
inherently unsuitable in South Asia as they lack a mechanism for understanding the importance of



cities for ancient populations.® Eltsov views the city as a historical phenomenon that is inseparable
from the idea of the city in the minds of the historical agents, and drawing on information from ancient
Indian literature, has proposed that there are two critical factors for defining Indus and Early Historic
cities: evidence for fortifications and authority.

In addition to there being conceptual issues to overcome, there are also significant constraints
introduced by the nature of the archaeological record, and a focus on vertical rather than horizontal
excavation. For both the Indus and Early Historic phases, there is also a lack of formal administrative
and historical documents, which has meant that there has been reliance on literary texts of uncertain
date compiled over many centuries. Furthermore, although archaeological surveys throughout South
Asia have discovered hundreds of settlements of various periods, new surveys are showing that there
are hundreds 1f not thousands of settlements that have not been recorded, making it difficult to
understand the phases of urban development and decline, and substantiate any discussion of past

urban/rural settlement dynamics.’

THE INDUS URBAN ‘EXPERIMENT’: THE RISE, FLORUIT AND DECLINE OF THE FIRST SOUTH ASIAN
CITIES

There are a plethora of publications discussing the Indus Civilization and its cities. The key elements
will be outlined here, and a range of new perspectives that are challenging a number of well-
established views will be highlighted in the hope of presenting an updated view of the Indus city.

The origin of the cities of the Indus Civilization has long been a topic of debate, but it is now
generally accepted that they were the culmination of indigenous processes that began as early as the
6th millennium BCE. It should not be assumed that a linear developmental sequence can explain the
appearance of Indus cities in the 3rd millennium BCE, as it is clear that there was considerable
variation in life-ways throughout the regions that constituted the Indus Civilization during the pre-
urban period, which does not sit neatly with normative patterns. For instance, it has long been
believed that the Indus Civilization subsistence economy was based primarily on cattle-, sheep- and
goat-based pastoralism and wheat- and barley-based agriculture supported by winter rain. However,
the subsistence economy was most likely variable in its details and adapted to local environmental
conditions. In this and many other ways, a pattern of regional variation continued through the Indus
urban period and into the post-urban phase.

Only five Indus settlements developed into sizable cities and all appear to have grown to a
substantial size over a relatively short period between ¢.2600-2500 BCE. This implies that the shift to
large-scale urbanism was very swift, but limited to a small number of centres, and the precise socio-
economic dynamics that led to the formation of these cities are debated. The urban phase is
characterized by a distinctive assemblage of material culture that includes black painted red-slipped
pottery, carved steatite seals, cubical weights, ceramic figurines, bangles made of various materials
(clay, shell, copper, faience, and stoneware), and beads made from various semi-precious and
precious stones. Beyond the cities themselves, this material epitomizes the Indus Civilization.

It has long been argued that the Indus Civilization is distinctive from other early civilizations. For
instance, it is often described as being faceless as there is no overt evidence from burials, sculptural
traditions, or elite structures for prominent individuals. This overlaps with unresolved questions
about the nature of Indus elites, whether a ruling class dominated Indus cities, and whether there was
significant monumental public architecture in the form of major religious buildings or palaces. An



absence of explicit evidence for warfare is also often noted.® These differences have contributed to
ongoing debates about whether the Indus Civilization constitutes a state and if so, a state of what type.
Our comprehension of all of these factors is perhaps irrevocably hampered by the fact that we lack
readable texts that might provide insight into daily lives and practices. Knowledge of the city context
is further complicated by the fact that only two of the major urban centres have seen both extensive
excavation and subsequent publication: Mohenjo-daro and Harappa.

Mohenjo-daro is situated on the Indus plain in Sindh (Pakistan), to the west of the Indus River. It
was the focus of several major phases of archaeological research during the 20th century and has seen

the most extensive investigation of any Indus settlement.” In many ways Mohenjo-daro is the Indus
city par excellence as it is the place where most of the salient features of Indus cities were first
identified. The area of the two main mounds is ¢.100 ha, but the overall occupied are a may have
covered ¢.250 ha, making it the largest city of its day in the subcontinent and on a par with the larger
contemporaneous cities in Mesopotamia (see above, Ch. 2). Mohenjo-daro is primarily comprised of
a high brick platform topped by fired-brick structures; and a lower town comprised of distinct
habitation areas that are also raised on brick platforms. It has been proposed that the city of Mohenjo-

daro was a ‘virgin’ foundation built on platforms for flood defence,'? but it is possible that there were
pre-urban phases of occupation that were not reached during excavations because of the high modern

water table.!!

The high mound, which will be referred to here as the Mound of the Great Bath, was the locus of a
number of the most unusual and compelling Indus Civilization buildings, including structures known
as the ‘Great Bath’, the ‘Granary’/‘Great Hall’/*Warehouse’, the ‘College of Priests’, the ‘Pillared
Hall’, and a structure traditionally described as a Buddhist stupa that has long been presumed to date
to the Early Historic period. A mud-brick fortification wall with at least one gateway surrounded at
least part of this mound, and although many of these buildings may have been elite structures, several

contained evidence for craft activities, including lapidary, shell, and leather working.'?

The lower town at Mohenjo-daro is made up of several distinct sectors that appear to have been
primarily comprised of houses of various sizes and workshop areas. The lower town also has a range
of enigmatic structures, including at least one building that was identified by the original excavator as
a palace, a building with a unique double staircase that has been described as a possible ritual

structure (HR-A, House I; Fig. 5.1),'3 and several other buildings that have also been proposed as
possible temples. There 1s, however, no consensus that any of these structures were anything more
than houses.

Attempts to reinterpret two of the structures exposed during the early excavations at Mohenjo-daro
have the potential to force a re-evaluation of several long-held ideas. The so-called Buddhist stupa
and monastery was one of the first Indus structures exposed and has traditionally been attributed to the
Kushan period (early 1st millennium CE) because of a coin hoard found there (see Plate 5.1).
However, the placement and layout of this structure closely conforms to the neighbouring Indus period
structures, and a reassessment of its architectural layout, construction techniques, and associated finds
has indicated that it may be the remains of a large Indus period structure that stood at the highest and

most visible part of the city.!* The precise function of this building is still unclear, but Verardi and
Barba have suggested that it may have been a sacred structure with repositories containing objects
that may have been votive offerings that could no longer be used. The northern end of the Mound of
the Great Bath may thus have been topped by a cluster of elite buildings, including two major ritual



structures (the Great Bath and the ‘non-stupa’) that were separated by what may have been an elite
residence (College of Priests) and flanked by some type of Great Hall (see Plate 5.2).

Block 2 in HR-B area (Fig. 5.1) was initially believed to have been comprised of seven separate
houses, but Vidale has proposed that this entire block was actually a palace with a monumental

entrance marked by massive columns made from yellow limestone ‘ring-stones’.!'> Vidale has also
suggested that a small-scale emulation of the Great Bath, a Little Bath, was situated behind this palace
(Fig. 5.1). If true, these reassessments have dramatic implications for our interpretation of Indus
civic, socio-economic, and political organization, and suggest that evidence for Indus monumental
religious and palatial architecture may have literally been staring scholars in the face since the 1930s.

B
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PLATE 5.1 Fired brick architecture at Mohenjo-daro, showing House VIII n HR A area w1th the so-called Buddhist stupa in the

background. This structure stands on the highest point on the site and dominates the Mound of Great Bath.

Harappa was the first Indus Civilization site discovered and has been the locus of archaeological
investigation for almost a century. The settlement lies on a former bed of the Ravi River in the central
Punjab (Pakistan), and at its maximal extent, Harappa was a large city (c.150 ha) comprised of at
least four separate sectors, each of which was enclosed by walls, contained houses and workshops,
and had access restricted by narrow gateways. !¢ The only monumental building that has been exposed
is the so-called Granary or Great Hall on Mound F, which is often compared to the so-called Great
Hall at Mohenjo-daro (see Plate 5.2). The excavators have argued that the urban phase at Harappa
represents the culmination of a protracted process of settlement growth, expanding resource
acquisition networks, moves towards the standardized use of symbols and weights, and the increasing

intensification and sophistication of craft production activities.!”



Dholavira lies on Kadir Island in the Rann of Kutch (Gujarat) and extensive excavations were

carried out there during the 1990s.'® Dholavira is the most anomalous of the Indus cities as it sits on
an island, is roughly rectangular in shape, and its structures were predominantly made out of cut and
uncut stone. The city was comprised of a series of walled compounds, with a Middle Town,
Ceremonial Ground, Bailey, and Citadel all nested within a Lower Town, and monumental gateways
restricting access between each zone. Kenoyer has argued that this arrangement is indicative of a

hierarchy of internal settlement and a need for defence against attack,'” and the immensity and

complexity of the fortification system at Dholavira has no parallel in South Asia.?’ The Middle and
Lower Towns appear to have been comprised of houses and workshop areas arranged in blocks with
streets and lanes, though there are numerous large open spaces within the walled area that were
apparently devoted to irrigation-based farming. There are also several large reservoirs cut into the
bedrock, emphasizing the importance of water storage.

The two remaining Indus cities have seen far less investigation. Rakhigarhi (¢.80 ha) is situated on

the plains of Haryana (India), and was discovered in the 1960s and excavated in the 1990s.%! The
settlement was comprised of several distinct mounded areas, but unlike Mohenjo-daro and Harappa,
the largest mound was actually the highest. Enclosure walls have been observed around several
mounds, but little is known about the civic layout beyond the exposure of platforms, mud- and fired-
brick houses, workshop areas, and structures identified as fire altars and pits for animal sacrifice.
Ganweriwala (c.80 ha) appears to have been a virgin foundation of the urban period in the desert
fringe of Cholistan (Pakistan).?? The site has never been subjected to formal excavation, but has
previously been described as a city and has evidence for craft activity on the surface. Some doubt has
been expressed as to whether it should be ranked at the same scale as Mohenjo-daro, Harappa,
Rakhigarhi, and Dholavira.?® This possibility is supported by the fact that the settlement is situated at
the southern limits of a cluster of urban-phase Indus settlements rather than as a central place and in
satellite imagery the mounded area appears to be considerably smaller than the reported size.

The city has primacy in Indus scholarship, and although the existence of many other smaller urban



centres is often noted, they are imprecisely differentiated from the larger centres and usually only
discussed in terms of their relationship with those settlements. However, these smaller urban centres
potentially played a critical role in the Indus world. It is not feasible to discuss each in detail here,
but a brief review of one of these settlements will be presented and comment will be made about
several others.

The site of Kalibangan (c.11.5 ha) is situated on the southern edge of a dried river channel in
northern Rajasthan (India), and was several hundred kilometres from the nearest city-sized settlement.
During the urban phase, it was comprised of two walled mounds. The western mound appears to have
been made up of two distinctive areas separated by a wall, with one being an elite residential area,
while the other had several brick platforms, which the excavators argue had a ritual function. The

lower eastern mound appears to have been largely residential.>* Kalibangan presents much of the
well-known Indus cultural material, but the ceramic types used by the pre-urban population continued
in use for at least part of the later period of occupation, suggesting both continuity of the local
population and a progressive emulation of non-local material. Similar evidence for the growth of a
small settlement during the urban period and the use of a mix of the pre-existing local material culture
and Indus material is also seen at Banawali (16 ha) and Farmana (9 ha), which both lie to the east of

Kalibangan, within 60 km of the city at Rakhigarhi.>> At smaller village sites in Haryana, the local
cultural material is even more dominant, and only limited amounts of Indus-style material is present,

predominantly small artefacts such as beads and bangles.?®

A number of small settlements have been discovered in Gujarat that all have clear evidence for
substantial mud-brick or stone fortification walls and the segregation of space within those walls,
marking them out as being distinctly non-rural, including Lothal (5ha), Shikarpur (3.4 ha), Kuntasi (3
ha), Gola-Dhoro (2 ha), Surkotada (1.5 ha), and Kanmer (1 ha) (Fig. 5.1). Their form and contents
make it probable that some of these settlements were fortified colonies involved in the extraction and
processing of locally available raw materials.

The large-scale exposures at Mohenjo-daro set the model for understanding Indus urban layout by
revealing houses arranged in coherent blocks separated by wide main streets, narrow side streets, and
alleyways. To the uninitiated, it appears that one major phase of occupation at Mohenjo-daro has been

exposed, but published plans show a palimpsest of multiple construction phases.?” M. E. Smith has
noted that the structures in the different parts of the lower town are arranged in semi-orthogonal
blocks, which suggests that although the city appears to present a grid-pattern, the layout may not have

been a result of centralized planning.”® Such semi-orthogonal layouts are the product of the actions of
individual builders who make additions to an existing rectangular house or build a new house
adjacent to a standing structure rather than a central authority. The major streets and lanes appear to
have been inviolate over time, but there is clear evidence for structures being remodelled and lanes
being blocked off. There are similar patterns evident at Harappa. Detailed studies of the architecture
at Mohenjo-daro have shown that the earliest phase of structures had massive walls and as buildings
were rebuilt and remodelled, older walls were reused as foundations, and buildings progressively

became more flimsy.?
Many houses at Mohenjo-daro had their own wells, and it has been estimated that there were as

many as 700 throughout the city.>® Examples have also been discovered at other settlements. Ready
access to water within residential structures explains the presence of latrines and bathing facilities in
many houses at Mohenjo-daro, which were drained by an elaborate system that linked houses with



drains running along or below lanes and main streets and ultimately off each platform.

Early interpretations suggested that Indus cities were characterized by a dichotomy between elite-
dominated citadels and non-elite lower towns, implying the existence of a hierarchical social
structure. However, the identification of multiple walled areas at Harappa and the acknowledgement
that the ‘lower town’ at Mohenjo-daro was actually comprised of several distinct zones suggests that
the situation was more complex. For Eltsov, the creation of three-dimensional and segregated worlds
with restricted access and hidden monumentality was an ideological choice that served to demarcate

socio-cultural groupings, be they religious or professional.?! Vidale has argued that the presence of a
palace and associated Little Bath in the HR area at Mohenjo-daro signals the existence of a social
structure where each sector of the lower town was the preserve of a group or groups of elites that
were socially, economically, and politically capable of building palaces and ritual structures that

emulated and competed with those seen on the Mound of the Great Bath.??> Kenoyer has proposed that
the formal division of space at Harappa and the distribution of workshops indicate that there was

competition between elites, merchants, landowners, or religious leaders in each sector.>® Taken
together, these views suggest that no one elite group dominated any of the Indus cities in a
hierarchical fashion. Rather, these cities were polycentric and dominated by various elite groups that
were broadly equal in terms of socio-economic status, competed with each other, and interacted in
complex ways, which conforms to the definition of a heterarchy. This pattern may well hold for the
smaller centres and towns where segregation within individual settlements is evident.

Although Indus cities and settlements are distributed across an area of around 1 million kn?, large
areas within that zone have not been adequately explored and there are innumerable settlements that
remain undocumented. There are also no reliable counts of settlements dating to the urban phase and it
is unclear whether all known sites were occupied contemporaneously, so it is not presently possible

to discuss reliably the density and distribution of Indus settlements.* It is clear that the environmental
and landscape context of each Indus city was distinctive, and each either benefited or suffered from
different patterns of rainfall, vegetation, and proximity to natural resources. Perhaps the most notable
but rarely addressed difference is that each city is supported by a dramatically different hydrological
system. Rakhigarhi lies in the zone where both summer-monsoonal and winter rainfall systems
operate today, whereas Harappa, Ganweriwala, and Mohenjo-daro are located further to the west,
and each lie in different rainfall zones on the alluvial Indus plain. Dholavira is located in an area that
today receives relatively limited rainfall, but 1s close to two seasonal rivers, and has several large
stone-lined reservoirs that presumably helped compensate for unpredictable water supply.

The assumption that the Indus Civilization was dominated by a homogenous agricultural system is
primarily based on the widespread exploitation of a similar base set of domesticated plants (wheat,
barley) and animals (zebu, goat, sheep, water buffalo). However, variation in local environmental
conditions, vegetation, rainfall, and water supply would have necessitated distinctive adaptations for
successful farming in different regions, including strategies relying on summer crops like rice, and/or
combinations of summer and winter crops. The level of variation in practices will only be clear when
evidence for the proportional exploitation of individual animal and plant species in specific regions
is more widely available, and several projects are currently aiming to determine the extent of

variability in the subsistence practices of the Indus and neighbouring populations.>> It might be
presumed that perennial and ephemeral water courses were exploited when present, and when not, the
inhabitants relied on canals, ponds, and rainfall, the latter particularly so in areas receiving enough
winter rainfall to grow crops without irrigation. Although irrigation is frequently dismissed as a



contributing factor to Indus farming practices, Chakrabarti has long argued that it played a critical
role.>® Similarly, the role of ponds during the Indus period is a factor worthy of consideration.

Chakrabarti has pointed out that there 1s no direct correlation between the planning and craft
practices evident in Indus settlements and their size, noting that although Mohenjo-daro is as much as
eighteen times the size of Lothal, both sites have fired-brick houses, aligned streets, drainage,

evidence for craft production, etc.” In his words, ‘the distinction between a village, a town and a city

is to some extent blurred among the Harappan settlements’.38

It is clear that the large-scale Indus urban centres were all considerable distances apart, ranging

from 280 to 835 km.?” These distances emphasize that the spatial dynamics and political organization
of the Indus Civilization was different to that of contemporaneous Mesopotamia, where major cities
were often within 25 km of each other (above, Ch. 2). Scale is in many ways the critical factor, and in
thinking about the scale of the Indus Civilization as a whole and the nature of its political structure, it
1s important to consider whether so few urban centres actually controlled all of the available
agricultural land and the settlements and populations that occupied it. In a landscape dominated by
rural town and village sites, Indus cities appear to be the exception rather than the norm, and their
distribution implies that small regional centres and towns played an important role in interactive
processes and control structures.

Detailed analysis of the stone raw material acquisition networks that supplied Harappa and other
settlements suggests that the Indus cities gradually expanded and intensified their reach over time,
culminating in the existence of a network operating across western South Asia at local, regional, and

long-range scales in the urban Indus period.*’ One of the motivations for the establishment of
settlements in Gujarat, particularly small settlements like Gola-Dhoro, but also possibly Dholavira
itself, may have been the desire for ready access to the wide range of stone and abundant shell
resources in the area. Dholavira may actually have been incapable of feeding itself, and the entire

enterprise may have been the initiative of groups of merchants.*! Its integration into broader networks
involving trade and raw materials acquisition may thus have been critical to its purpose and survival.

There is also clear evidence for the existence of an integrated trade and exchange network in
finished goods operating at local, regional, long-range, and international scales. The evidence for
local trade primarily comes through the distribution of craft products, which are often found on very
small village sites with little outward sign of economic prosperity. The Indus settlements of Sutkagen-
dor and Sutka-koh lie in the coastal region of Makran (Pakistan) on the overland route to eastern Iran,
and Shortugai lies close to the source of lapis lazuli in northern Afghanistan. The precise raison
d’étre for these settlements is unclear, and they may have been frontier settlements that played a role

in facilitating trade,* or implanted colonies that existed beyond the pale of the Indus Civilization per
se, which may have been involved in long-distance extraction enterprises sponsored by large

professional trading clans.*

Indus luxury craft products have been found in settlements spread throughout the Persian Gulf and
Mesopotamia, including the famous Early Dynastic Royal Cemetery at Ur (¢.2600—2400 BCE) (see
above, Ch. 2), which attests to trade at the time of the initial floruit of Indus cities. There is, however,
very little evidence for the movement of nonlocal or exotic goods into South Asia, which suggests that
the goods traded for the high quality Indus products were perishable, or perhaps came in the form of
raw or unfinished materials that were processed locally (e.g. copper). External trade was
undoubtedly important economically, but the lack of imported goods suggests that Indus elites had



little need for foreign exotics to demonstrate status and prestige.

There is no consensus about the nature of Indus society, its religion, social order or its organizing
principles. The perceived uniqueness of the Indus Civilization is largely based on the lack of
evidence for prominent individuals and the perceived absence of significant monumental religious
buildings or palaces. However, the possibility that there were prominent sacred structures and
palaces at Mohenjo-daro invites new interpretations. Perhaps the most compelling factor of the new
proposals is that these structures are not isolated in one part of the city, but appear to have been
distributed in various areas, which indicates that economic and political control was non-centralized,
at least within the city.

The degree to which the Indus Civilization was politically integrated is unclear. Arguments for
integration largely stem from the belief that the distinctive assemblage of Indus material culture is
present at various sites. However, it is likely that the degree of material homogeneity has been
overstated, and that the widespread attestation of similar material is actually a veneer that overlies a
considerable degree of regional diversity. When new sites are discovered, it is the ‘Indus’ material
that 1s typically presented in reports, but a wide range of other cultural material 1s also recovered,
which attests that regionally distinct material such as distinctively decorated ceramic vessels and
figurines was also being used.

These observations are significant for discussions about whether or not the Indus Civilization was
a state. Contrasting models have been proposed, ranging from a nonstate political structure based on
chieftain-type control to a city-state structure envisaging Indus cities controlling enormous hinterlands

as large as 150,000 km?. However, the interaction between individual cities and centres is not fully
explained in either scenario. Without clear evidence to the contrary, it appears that each of the Indus
cities was an independent polity. The smaller urban centres may have been subordinate to the larger
cities, but were also potentially polities in their own right. The populations of individual cities
appear to have been dominated by heterarchically organized competing elites who lived in socio-
economically segregated areas. These groups and other members of the urban population made use of
a range of distinctive material culture, including objects displaying similar iconography that were
made from exotic or locally available raw materials and produced in various locations using similar
specialized craft technologies. Finished goods were also widely traded and exchanged. The
production, exchange, and use of similar material in the cities and smaller urban centres indicate that
the urban populations may have been emulating each other. These factors all conform to Renfrew’s
model of peer-polity interaction, where the interaction between autonomous socio-political units is
more significant than external links with other areas, and processes of transformation are brought
about as a result of interaction between peer-polities in the form of competition (including warfare),
competitive emulation, symbolic entrainment, the transmission of innovation, and increased flow in

the exchange of goods.* The only element of this definition that does not accord neatly with common
perceptions of the Indus cities is the role of warfare, but Cork has pointed out that evidence for

warfare is particularly rare in ancient societies.* The main difference between the Indus Civilization
and other contemporaneous societies may therefore be with the representation of violence, which
could be related to both ideology and the distance between centres.

By the early 2nd millennium BCE, it appears that all of the great Indus urban centres had
dramatically reduced in size or been abandoned, and there were shifts in the location of settlement
concentrations. There is no consensus as to whether these changes represent a collapse or a
transformation of the Indus urban system, and this is made difficult, as the specific reasons for these



changes are unclear. Possible causes of change include natural factors, such as declining rainfall,
desiccation or increased aridity, resource exhaustion through brick production, population increases,
and river shift; and human causes, including invasion, social evolution, and responses to natural

change.*® There has been considerable debate about the significance of a number of ancient riverbeds
that stretch across the deserts and plains of northwest India and are believed to be the traces of a
major glacier-fed river that once flowed parallel to the mighty Indus River. There are, however,
substantial gaps in the evidence that might enable us to assess this process as a whole, including a
shortage of focused research on the Late Harappan and subsequent periods, a substantial lack of
detailed dating evidence, and little climatic and environmental evidence that is directly relevant.
Perhaps most importantly, there is a lack of evidence about human interaction with and responses to
the environment. There are clear indications of a shift towards occupation focused on smaller
village/rural settlements, and there appears to have been an increase in the number of small sites
distributed throughout north-west India in the post-urban period, but given that many of these were
established during this period and not occupied subsequently, there is some likelihood that they were
not all occupied simultaneously.

FROM VILLAGE TO MAHAJANAPADA TO EMPIRE: EARLY HISTORIC URBANIZATION

The second great cycle of urban development in South Asia is referred to as the Early Historic
period, and saw the appearance of cities in most corners of the subcontinent for the first time. The
heartland of this second urban phase was the Ganges plain, where many of the capitals of the
Mahajanapadas (great kingdoms) developed, including Rajgir and Pataliputra (the capitals of
Magadha), Kausambi (Vatsa), Mathura (Surasena), Hastinapura (Kuru), and Sravasti (Kosala)
(Regional Map 1.4). Major cities also developed at Taxila, Pushkalavati/Charsadda and
Purushapura/Peshawar (Gandhara), Vidisha (Cedi), Ujjain (Avanti), Broach (Lata), Paithan
(Asmaka), and Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka. Other than the appearance of cities in different parts of the
subcontinent, a major difference between the two phases of city life is the larger number of Early
Historic cities, which suggests increases in general and urban populations and implies changes in
socio-political organization. The Early Historic phase has been almost exclusively investigated
through the excavation of city sites, which means that many local dynamics have not been adequately
explored, and limits our understanding of how these cities subsisted and operated.

In many ways, the interpretation of what transpires with the decline of Indus urbanism is critical for
understanding the origins of Early Historic cities. There is an interpretative tension in the views of
those who see change and those who see continuity between the two phases. Several scholars have
put forward arguments that there are significant elements of continuity. Shaffer, for instance, has noted
similarities in the form of a food-producing economy (agricultural and pastoral units), emphasis on
cattle, large urban settlements, mud-bricks, baked-bricks, and stone used as building materials, large
public structures, hydrological features, a highly specialized craft industry, a widely distributed
homogeneous material culture, an extensive internal trading network, a unified system of weights and

measures, and the use of written script.*’ Differences include an increased reliance onrice,
unquestionably military architecture, an increase in the quantity of weapons, the appearance of
coinage, historical evidence for political and economic elites and warfare, and the emergence of a
four-tiered settlement pattern. The suggestion that there was some type of tradition or legacy that
carried over between the two phases has led scholars to draw on the extensive range of Early



Historic literature (e.g. Arthashastra) to develop interpretative models for the political organization
of the Indus Civilization.*®

There are other more fundamental differences between the two urban phases. Perhaps the most
obvious is that the earliest known Early Historic cities appear in different environments, and were
distributed in almost all quarters of the subcontinent, including areas that did not have Indus cities,
which emphasizes that there were clear spatial differences between the two dynamics. Nor was there
any consistent process leading to the growth of the various Early Historic cities, and it is not currently
possible to comment on the rate at which urbanism took place other than to say in some instances it
was rapid. The length of the interval between the decline of the Indus urban centres and the
reappearance of cities is unclear, largely due to imprecise dating at both ends. The existence of a gap
between the two phases means that questions should be asked about how traditions were transmitted
through multiple generations that would have had no visible reference point for the city. Perhaps
during periods when there were no major cities, the smaller centres took their place as foci for power
and trade.

After the decline of the Indus cities a number of distinctive cultural assemblages appear in different

regions throughout the subcontinent.*” This material appears to have been used by inhabitants of
small- to medium-sized agro-pastoral settlements that may have been organized as chiefdoms, and
initially display no signs of urbanization, town planning, large-scale trade or writing. On the Ganges
plain, there is evidence that the regionally distinctive assemblages of material are succeeded by the
adoption of the so-called Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW) pottery, which begins to appear in
some areas by ¢.600 BCE, comes into common use around 300 BCE, and is typically associated with
the growth of many settlements into major cities (e.g. Hastinapura and Ahichchatra).”® At Kausambi,
Erdosy has noted that the shift to the use of NBPW (¢.550—400 BCE) appears to have coincided with
the dramatic growth of the settlement (50 ha), the construction of major ramparts, and the appearance
of secondary (12 ha) and tertiary (c.6 ha) centres in the surrounding area, all of which indicate a

dramatic increase of population.’! Relying heavily on the 3rd century BCE Arthashastra of Kautilya,
Erdosy has speculated that this shift represents a move towards political and economic centralization,
where at a regional level, villages engaged in agro-pastoralism, minor centres were involved in
manufacturing, markets, policing, and tax collection, towns were involved with manufacturing luxury

items, and the whole was controlled by the city.>” The cities in the Ganges plain were well placed to
carry out both summer and winter cropping, and appear to have been located close to strategic
resources. For instance, Kausambi is surrounded by some of the poorest soils in the Allahabad
district, but it is in close proximity to sources of iron ore, and the city of Rajgir is located in a similar
context. The presence of fortifications and evidence for planning is also significant. The substantial
walls that surround the Early Historic cities are usually taken as evidence for the existence of rivalry
and conflict between centres, but they also suggest the existence of socio-economic hierarchies and
were undoubtedly part of strategies used by elites to materialize power.

In addition to the developments that took place in the Ganges plain, there is evidence for important
developments in other regions and different dynamics being in play. Large urban-scale settlements
developed in the frontier regions at the extreme western edge of the subcontinent (Charsadda in the
Peshawar Valley and Akra in the Bannu Basin) and the regionally distinctive material culture displays
few overt signs of major change while this process was occurring. These sizeable settlements are
located close to major routes that link the subcontinent with greater Central and Western Asia (the
Khyber Pass, and the Kurram and Tochi passes respectively). The growth of these centres appears to



have taken place slightly earlier than the earliest cities on the Ganges plain, suggesting that it was an
independent process. Double cropping was also being practised at sites like Pirak and Akra, which
lie in arid or semi-arid zones that receive little or no summer rain.

Other regions saw various trajectories to urbanism. During the late 1st millennium BCE, cities
appear to the south of the Ganges plain in places like Ujjain and Vidisha, and while the initial phases
of development appear to have evolved out of pre-existing settlement systems, they seem to have been
supplanted by influence and potentially people from the Ganges, as indicated by the appearance of
NBPW. There is also evidence for the development of port cities during the early-mid 1st millennium
BCE, including the settlement of Broach at the mouth of the Narmada River, Sopara on the Konkan
Coast, and Chandruketugarh in the Ganges delta region. It has been proposed that the city of
Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka grew as a result of a specific theocratic process involving monastic

institutions, though this has been contested.”

Evidence for Early Historic urban growth and planning is relatively limited because extensive
horizontal excavations were only carried out in the early 20th century at sites like Bhita and Taxila.
The layout of the earliest Early Historic cities largely appears to conform to natural landscape
features such as rivers and hills (e.g. Rajgir, Mathura, and Kausambi). Probably the most
characteristic element of the Early Historic city in South Asia is the fortification wall, which has been
the focus of many excavations (e.g. Kausambi, Ujjain, and Sisupalgarh). These were typically built on
a massive scale, often enclosing enormous areas of up to 250 ha, and were made of a variety of
materials, including fired- and mud-brick, clay, and wood. They also incorporated various defensive
features, including ramparts, revetments, towers, and gates. The earliest fortifications around
Kausambi, Rajgir, Ujjain, and Rajghat have been dated to ¢.550 BCE, and the major phase of growth at
most cities culminated around ¢.300 BCE. Notably, the birth of Gautama Buddha falls within the
intervening period. The appearance of NBPW at cities is common, and is often accompanied by
silver punch-marked coins. Early Historic cities in the Ganges plain also often have terracotta ring-
wells, mud- and fired-brick architecture, and reservoirs.

Broadly contemporaneous with the rise of fortified cities on the Ganges plain, the regions at the
western-most edge of South Asia were incorporated into the Achaemenid empire (¢.520 BCE). This
expansion of political influence from the Iranian Plateau saw the Achaemenids annex existing

culturally distinct regions.>* The limited excavations have revealed no evidence for the establishment
of Persian administrative buildings or palaces in cities like Charsadda and Akra after they were
incorporated into the empire, but there appears to be some evidence of the emulation of Achaemenid
drinking vessels, which may indicate that local elites adopted some symbols of authority and certain
culinary practices. Alexander king of Macedonia subsequently invaded this same region in the late 4th
century BCE, but the major period of imperial expansion that impacted on urban life was the formation
and expansion of the Mauryan empire during the late 4th and 3rd centuries BCE. This period saw a
centralized political authority based in Maghada exert control across most of the subcontinent, and
resulted in widespread economic interaction. The Mauryan period also saw the proliferation of
Buddhism, and the carving of inscriptions, including the erection of inscribed edicts that outline
appropriate behaviour. These elements may have been deliberately used as a political strategy. The
Mauryans had two major capitals, Rajgir and Pataliputra (modern Patna), and it was under their rule
that several deliberately planned cities were established, displaying distinctive square forms and
symmetrical placement of gates, apparently conforming to the ideas espoused by Arthashastra (e.g.
Sisupalgarh).



Following the demise of the Mauryans, a number of other nascent states expanded into the vacuum,
including the Sungas and Satavahanas in northern and central South Asia respectively, and the
Graeco-Bactrians (Indo-Greeks) who expanded east out of Central Asia into the north-west. The
expansion of Indo-Greek rule into South Asia led to the foundation of several new cities that display
hallmarks of orthogonal planning, indicating that they were built to an overarching vision (e.g.
Shaikhan Dheri, Sirkap at Taxila, and Begram). Evidence for Sunga influence on cities is far less
obvious, although there is evidence for royal patronage of religious establishments, particularly the
embellishment of religious sites such as Bharhut and Sanchi. The final centuries BCE and the 1 century
CE also saw the arrival of other incursive groups, including the Indo-Scythians, Indo-Parthians, and
Kushans.

There are clear indications of local and medium-scale trading activities throughout South Asia
during the Early Historic period. Chakrabarti has noted that there was movement of both products and
raw materials, and knowledge of the products of specific areas is a feature of early literature (e.g. the

Arthashastra assessed the regions of the sub-continent in terms of their important products).> This
evidence suggests that a conception of a ‘pan-Indian’ economy existed by the 3rd century BCE, and
there were undoubtedly connections to the networks of contact and distribution that existed in the
Indus period. Material that was traded included NBPW vessels, beads of various types, silver punch
marked coins, stone and finished sculpture, and various perishable products like grain, cotton,
textiles, salt, spices, and wood.>°

During the period in which the Kushans coexisted with the Western Satraps and the Satavahanas,
there was wide-ranging commercial and cultural interaction across South Asia and throughout the
Kushan empire. There are numerous distinctive examples of foreign goods appearing in the
subcontinent during this period, indicative of long-range trade with the Roman world via the Persian
Gulf, Arabia, Egypt, and the African littoral, overland interaction with China, and contact with South
East Asia. Dramatically different economic and trading patterns were thus in operation during this
second phase of urbanization. The specific relationships between ports are mentioned in historical
documents such as the Periplus of the Erythrian Sea, which also allude to trading activities with the
interior of the subcontinent.

During the 4th century CE the kingdoms and dynasties of northern India had been largely supplanted
by the Gupta dynasty, whose rule is often viewed as a Golden Age and/or a Brahmanical Renaissance
due to the canonization of a range of major works in Sanskrit and the production of high quality art. R.
S. Sharma has, however, proposed that the Gupta period marked the onset of an urban decline that
saw an increase in rural population, a decline in the use and circulation of coinage, and a reduction in
the number of manufactured items. He suggested that this was caused by slowing down of Roman
trade from 3rd century CE onwards.>’ There are, however, fundamental problems with the way that
many Early Historic cities have been investigated that make it unwise to assume widespread
abandonment of urban centres at this time. Therefore, rather than there being clear evidence for a
widespread urban decline at the end of the Early Historic period, it is possible that there was a
degree of urban continuity into the Medieval period and in some places up to the modern day.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has endeavoured to contextualize the two phases of early urbanism in South Asia by
assessing the spatial, physical, environmental, economic, and political context of the Indus and Early



Historic cities. Although interrelated, the two phases of early urbanism appear to have been
distinctive processes, separated by a protracted period when there were no large-scale cities. There
is increasing evidence that the polycentric cities of the Indus Civilization were dominated by
heterarchically arranged elite groups, which is distinct from the levels of state and imperial control
that develop during the Early Historic period. There are also clear differences in the organization,
operation, and significance of external trade between the two phases. By reconsidering old
excavations and proposing new models (e.g. peer-polity interaction), it may be possible to make
important progress in the understanding of the Indus socio-political order, particularly the
relationships between urban centres of various sizes and the settlements that comprise their
hinterlands. Similar approaches should be attempted for the Early Historic period, and must be
supported by fresh approaches to excavation. The causes and effects of the disappearance of the Indus
cities, and establishing whether there was urban decay at the end of the Early Historic period are key
topics for future research.
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CHAPTER 6

CHINA

N. STEINHARDT

IN scholarship as in the socio-political arena, China presents unique challenges for attempts at
incorporation into global discourse. In part the causes are historical and geographic (see Regional
Map 1.5). Although boundaries change, China has a continuous dynastic history of nearly 4,000 years
and a core of provinces that stretch more than 3,000 km from east to west and between half and two-
thirds that distance from north to south. No other nation or region whose ancient cities are discussed
here is viewed in the 21st century as a continuation of such an enduring past. The language barrier is
also in part responsible for China’s isolation from global endeavours: China has a multi-millennial
history of writings that address political systems, human relationships, and even urbanism, as well as
an extensive bibliography of modern and current scholarship; to consider ancient cities without the
Chinese literature is to short-change or circumvent key issues. Yet if any period of China lends itself
to global assessment, it is the time here referred to as ancient, for China’s most ancient urbanism is
documented almost exclusively through archaeology and thus subject to the same kinds of assessment
as preliterate civilizations worldwide. The archaeological record confirms that China’s earliest
cities: continue as important urban settlements over several millennia, some until today; most often
developed on or near rivers; had rulers and ritual spaces, and houses, workshops, and cemeteries;
and changed significantly with the introduction and then further development of bronze technology.
Excavations also point to trade and commerce across vast regions.

The date of the beginning of urbanism in China is determined by one’s definition of a city.
Historically and linguistically, the clearest defining feature of the Chinese city is a wall. Most
archaeologists in China today equate urbanism with walled settlements, so much so that not only is the
wall the most important feature of Chinese urbanism, Chinese scholars trace the origins of urbanism
to the presence of walls. The Chinese character cheng translates as either wall or city depending on
context; when an actual enclosure does not exist, the intent of enclosure is implicit. Walls were
erected earlier in China than in any other part of East or South Asia, several millennia before the
Chinese writing system that survives from the 2nd millennium BCE. The oldest walled cities do not,
however, predate Jericho’s 10th millennium BCE wall.

The term ancient also has standard implications in China. In the context of Chinese architecture and
urbanism, the word gudai (ancient or old [gu], age or period [dai]), translated as ‘ancient period’,
and extends to the 1840s, a decade of encounters with the West such as the Opium Wars. For
urbanists, the post-1840s is known as xindai (modern), the period after which China could no longer
resist engagement with the West. In this book, as in most Western scholarly discourse, China is
divided into logical, shorter periods. This first China chapter on the country’s oldest cities begins
with the earliest evidence of urbanism and continues until reunification of China under the Sui dynasty
(589—618). Taking a period of six millennia, the discussion of early Chinese cities divides into five
categories based on technological or political developments: Pre-Bronze Age, Bronze Age, Warring
States, First Empires, and Period of Disunion.



THE CHINESE CITY BEFORE WRITTEN RECORDS

Group settlements of extended families or larger units in which hunting, gathering, or planting may
have been shared predate the formation or construction of cities in China by several millennia.
Walled, pottery-producing settlements whose inhabitants used stone implements and buried their dead
in cemeteries trace to the 6th millennium BCE. A village in Li county, Hunan province, where an
earthen wall, 6 m wide at the base that narrowed to about 1.5 m at the top, roughly rectangular in
shape, enclosed an area of 300 ha, is an example. The wall was enclosed by a ditch, perhaps
anticipating the moats that would become standard in Chinese cities for the rest of the pre-modern
period. Several thousand kilometres to the north, in Aohanqi, Inner Mongolia, a ditch, but without
wall remains, encompassed another settlement of similar size. Dated 6200—5400 BCE, houses in the
Aohanqi settlement were arranged in rows. Remains of what might have been more complex
settlements, also without walls, have been found in Wuyang county of Henan province where nine
pottery kilns, ten sacrificial dog burials, thirty-two urn burials, forty-five building foundations, 349
tombs, 370 ash pits, and thousands of other objects including a flute were found at a 550 ha site dated
to 7000-5800 BCE. Semi-subterranean communal dwellings dated to the Sth millennium BCE were

uncovered at Dadiwan in Gansu, China’s westernmost province.! Also in the 5th millennium BCE, the
world-renowned Yangshao culture settlement in Banpo, Shaanxi, just east of Xi’an, came into
existence. A millennium later, the 500 ha site included houses of at least three sizes, three cemeteries,

a pottery workshop, and animal pens.” A nearly circular wall, surrounded by a moat, enclosed a
Yangshao settlement in Zhengzhou, Henan province, dated 3300-2800 BCE. The wall was framed by
wooden planks between which earth was pounded into layers. Like the moat, walls of pounded layers
(hangtu), used in China through into the 2nd millennium CE, are now traceable 7,000 years. One
cannot conclude that circular settlements were preferred at this time, nor can one posit that round
construction anticipates ritual architecture that would stand several millennia later in China, but

Chengtoushan in Li county, Hunan, similarly was enclosed by a circular wall and moat.? Eight
hundred ha in area, it is larger than any other known settlement in Asia at the time. Thus by 3000 BCE,
terre pisé walled settlements enclosed by drainage canals with systematically arranged residential
architecture, cemeteries, and sometimes workshops were erected all over China. Perhaps they were
villages, or perhaps proto-cities.

One can posit an urban revolution in China in the 3rd millennium BCE. The first major change was
size. Cities served populations that spread as many as 90 km in either direction. Taosi in Xiangfen,
southern Shanxi, is an example. Approximately 300 ha and with multiple walled areas, Taosi is a
precursor or a very early example of a society organized around a state with an urban centre, a pattern
that will continue in China for several more millennia. Without texts or adequate information from
burials to guide us, one cannot label Taosi a city-state. The concept will be justified for a later
period. The second aspect of the 3rd millennium BCE urban revolution was the ‘great house’
(dafangzi). A Chinese term used to designate a structure significantly larger than others in the same
settlement, the presence of a dafangzi is understood as palatial or ceremonial space. Thereby one
further assumes a kingly and/or priestly class.

Some of the most impressive evidence of 3rd millennium BCE urbanism in China is associated with
the Neolithic culture known as Longshan. More than fifty walled, Longshan settlements from this
period have been uncovered along the Yellow and Yangzi rivers. Three walls and several gates were

found at Guchengzhai in Henan province.* Walls and building foundations were made using the



rammed-earth technique. Since its discovery in the 1920s, China’s most famous Longshan city has

been at Chengziya, in Zhangqiu county, Shandong province.” Dated ¢.2600 BCE, the wall was an
irregular rectangle, roughly 445 by 540 m. The contemporary city Pingliangtai, in Huaiyang, Henan, 1s
the earliest evidence of a square city, an idealized shape that would be specified for a ruler’s city

2,500 years later. Only 185 n?, two other features of Pingliangtai would be part of many future
Chinese imperial capitals: a prominent entry at the centre of its southern wall and the long avenue
from it that divided the city into two sections. Noteworthy at Pingliangtai are pottery drainpipes.
Their use is contemporary to the implementation of a drainage system at the ancient Indian city of
Mohenjo-daro (Fig. 6.1).

Sites that flourished around the year 3000 BCE provide strong evidence of urban ritual architecture.
A large, high mound of which more than 7 m remain in Niuheliang, Liaoning province, an example of
Hongshan culture (¢.4700-2900 BCE), 1s known as Female Spirit Temple because pieces of female
statues were uncovered there. Also found were stone platforms and burial mounds covering objects
of jade and other expensive materials.® In south China at Yushan, near Shanghai, and at other sites of
Liangzhu culture (¢.3300-2000 BCE), ritual altars and jade objects that attest to ceremonies integral to
urban life have been excavated.” Liu Li proposed that remains from this period may be evidence of
ancestor worship, yet another practice that will persist into 20th-century China.® Whether ancestors,
gods, or kings were the focus of ritual, the presence of walls of terre pisé construction and altars from
Mongolia to Zhejiang to the Yellow River confirms uniformity in practice across the regions that will
unite as China approximately 2,500 years later.



FIGURE 6.1 China: Walled settlements: (a) at Pingliangtai, Huaiyang, Henan province; (b) at Panlongcheng, Huangpi, Hubei province;
(c) at Taosi, Xiangfen, Shanxi province; (d) at Yanshi, Henan province.

The entry into the 2nd millennium BCE is coincident with the period sometimes known as the Xia
dynasty (c. 2070—c.1600 BCE). Following and more widely accepted as a dynasty is Shang (c¢.1600—
1046 BCE). The manufacture of bronze objects predates Shang, and the pictographic writing system
develops during it. China’s greatest cities of Xia and Shang were along the Yellow River.

CITIES OF BRONZE AGE CHINA

Shang cities were huge by comparison with the past and some were certainly built by kings. K. C.
Chang has argued that early Bronze Age Chinese cities were almost exclusively administrative
centres constructed by and for the ruling elite.” Archaeological evidence continues to support his
ideas. Texts of China’s 1st millennium BCE, coinciding roughly with the Zhou dynasty (1046221

BCE), a bronze and iron age, inform us that the movement of the capital was a standard practice of
Shang royalty. Written records also relate that orientation of a city was considered prior to
construction, and that it was determined by the position of stars, rays of the sun, and construction tools
such as a plumb-line.!”

Erlitou, near Luoyang in Henan province, stretches 400 ha. So far, no wall remains have been



found. Its four cultural layers date from c.1900—c.1500 BCE. To date seven large, palatial complexes,
bronze vessels of the shapes known as jue, ding, and he, bronze plaques inlaid with turquoise, as
well as jade, lacquer, bone, and pottery attest to the complexity of urban life at Erlitou. The turquoise
is believed to have been local, and thus not evidence of trade with other regions. It is surmised that

Erlitou was the first of seven capitals used by the Shang kings.!! There is little doubt that the Shang
city at Erligang near Zhengzhou, today the capital of Henan province, was one of those capitals. The
most important urban centre in the first half of the Shang dynasty, the Erligang outer wall measured
just a few metres short of 7 km with parts as wide as 30 m at the base. Another 5 m of wall have been
uncovered south and west of this main wall, suggesting either that the city was significantly larger or
that it had multiple sections. The wall was constructed in the pre-Bronze Age technique of pounded

earthen layers lined by wooden planks. The largest palace foundation uncovered so far is 2,000 m?>.!2
Two more walled cities in Henan dated a century or more later than the Erligang capital have been

found.'3 North of Erlitou, in Yanshi, also adjacent to Luoyang, is a city dated c.1600 BCE. Sometimes
referred to as Shixianggou, after a drainage ditch (gou) that runs through it, its outer wall enclosed an
area of 100 ha, and inside another wall shared its southern and part of its western boundaries. A
palace foundation was roughly centred in the inner city, so that the spatial configuration of this mid-
2nd millennium BCE site can be viewed as three concentric entities. The outermost wall was more
than twice as thick as the inner city enclosure, and was surrounded by a moat 20 m in width. Seven

gates provided access to the outer city and wide boulevards ran through it. Ritual sectors for animal

offerings, pottery workshops, and a drainage system were among the urban features. '

Cities that were not capitals flourished in many parts of China during the Shang period. Two of the
best excavated are at Panlongcheng, near Wuhan, Hubei, and Gucheng in Yuanqu county, Shanxi. At
Panlongcheng, a gate and two main buildings, believed to be a palace complex about 290 by 260 m

on each side, stood in the northeast of the squarish city wall.!> Contemporary to the capital at
Erligang, the Panlongcheng city is evidence that a similar level of urbanism was present in the Yellow
and Yangzi River Valleys in ¢.1400 BCE. The four wall segments of the city at Gucheng were between
336 and 400 m. The base of the wall was less than half the thickness of the Erligang wall, but

portions along the south and west were double that size. The palace was roughly in the centre.®
Palace areas of both cities had axially aligned structures. These examples of Shang urbanism beyond
the capital may have been military outposts of Shang capitals.

Shang China’s most important city was the last capital Yinxu (ruins of Yin), today north-west of the
city of Anyang in Henan province. It spanned about 36 ha on either side of the Huan River.
Excavation has occurred there almost every year since the late 1920s. Among the remains are more
than 3,000 tombs, 2,200 sacrificial burials, and about 200 residential foundations, as well as
thousands of artefacts in bronze, bone, ivory, jade, stone, pottery, and horn, and a few fragments of
painting. A rectangular, Shang-period wall has been found. The site is best known for the area called
Xibeigang, west of the walled area, the location of the royal cemetery where at least eleven large-
scale tombs and countless small burials, many of them sacrificial victims, date from ¢.1250 until
1046. Much of the residential architecture is in another area, just north of the village Xiaotun and
south of the walled enclosure. Xiaotun also 1s the location of the important tomb of Lady Hao, consort

of King Wu Ding.!”
Shang cities lend themselves to global assessments. Comparisons with Indus Valley and
Mesopotamian cities focus on if Shang cities were city-states. Robin Yates argues that China had its



own version of the city-state model, and Liu Li argues, rather, that the largest Shang cities were
capitals where centralized rituals were performed.!®

From Yinxu on, we know the name of every primary capital, when it flourished, and who ruled
there. The fall of Yinxu coincided with the end of the Shang dynasty. The Zhou followed as Western
Zhou (1046770 BCE) with primary capitals at Feng and Hao, both in the west near Chang’an (Xi’an),
and then the Eastern Zhou (770-221 BCE) whose capital was to the east in Luoyang. No wall has been
found at these cities or the Western Zhou capital at Zhouyuan, Shaanxi, even though the Ski jing (Book

of Odes), dated to the first half of the 1st millennium BCE, states that Feng was walled.!” Extensive
knowledge about Zhou cities comes from written records contemporary to the cities themselves,
including inscriptions on bronze vessels and philosophical treatises of China’s classical age (the age
of Confucius [c.551-479 BCE] through the Han dynasty), and from later official histories, local
records, and scholarly discourse.

THE RULER’S CITY ACCORDING TO ‘KAOGONG JI’

One passage about the Zhou city has emerged as preeminent. It is a prescription for Wangcheng
(ruler’s city) in the ‘Kaogong ji’ (Record of [the investigation of] crafts) section of the Rituals of
Zhou (Zhou i), first written in the Zhou dynasty but surviving probably from the period of Western
Han. Wangcheng is a square whose wall positions are determined by measuring out from a mid-point
according to the sun’s shadows. Each side of the square wall is nine /i, the number nine thereafter
associated with Chinese royalty. Major thoroughfares cross the entire city from wall to opposite wall.
The central thoroughfares, however, are blocked by the ruler’s palace, positioned in its own walled
enclosure. It faces south with markets behind it, a temple to the ruler’s ancestors on the east and altars
to soil and the five grains on the west.?? A civilization of archetypical images, ever aware of and
building on its past and resisting innovation, scholars of Chinese urbanism have cited this passage

and defended its supreme importance in Chinese imperial urbanism for 2,000 years.?!

Qufu, in Shandong province, where Confucius was born in 551 BCE, and Anyi in Shanxi were of
this plan (as was the Shang city of Gucheng). They were only two cities of the second half of Eastern
Zhou, the period known as Warring States (475221 BCE). A time of unprecedented city building,
every ruler of a state had a capital, and every ruler had his own army and aspired to extend his
control. There were times in the last millennium BCE when one hundred or more cities coexisted.
Although Warring States is the period for which the Greek concept of city-state is most applicable,
intercity competition according to the patterns of ancient cities of the Aegean did not exist. A
philosopher such as Confucius shared his knowledge peacefully from state to state among students as
well as rulers, but the political goal of every state was conquest. To the extent competition existed, it
was to have the most powerful army and become the single ruling power. No name could more aptly
describe these 250 years than Warring States. By the mid-3rd century BCE, only seven states would
survive.

Every Warring States city had an enclosed palace area distinct from the outer wall. Two patterns of
urbanism dominated as alternatives to the Wangcheng model with the ruler’s palace in the city centre.
One, represented by Jiang in Shanxi, had palaces in the north centre of the city. Most common was the
second: multiple walls that were not concentric. Adjacent walled enclosures positioned north and
south, east and west, or at the corners of each other occurred, and occasionally there were more than
two walls. The capital of the Yan state in Xiadu, the Zhao state capital at Handan, both in Hebei,



Linzi, capital of the Qi state in Shandong, and the capital at Houma in Shanxi all were multiply-
walled cities of later Zhou. In spite of the textual emphasis on the centralized palace, cities with
palaces in the centre, north-centre, and separate but adjacent to the larger city would persist in
Chinese capitals for more than a thousand years.

The ‘Kaogong ji’ passage about Wangcheng also is important evidence of markets. Excavations
have not confirmed that they were positioned ‘behind’ palaces. Several other texts of the period
reinforce the integral role of commerce in later Zhou cities. Bamboo slips excavated in a tomb in
Linyi, Shandong province, in 1972 contain sections of a document known as S#i fa (Rules about

markets).?> According to Shi fa, markets were administered by officials, specific products were sold
in prescribed locations, and misconduct in the marketplace was punished. The text Zuo zhuan informs
us that market officials were on duty in the pre-Warring States period of Eastern Zhou. The writings
of 3rd-century BCE official Xunzi record that in the earlier part of Eastern Zhou market officers were
largely responsible for maintenance, cleaning, traffic flow, security, and price control, and in later
Eastern Zhou their roles expanded to merchandise inspection, settlement of disputes, loans, and tax
collection for sales, property, and imported goods. One also learns from texts that each state market
had its own name.

Archaeological evidence informs us about other aspects of commerce in and among Warring States
cities. Seals that name officials in charge of state-controlled minting of coins and foundries for bronze
weapons and vessels are almost invariably found in the vicinity of palaces, suggesting that these
industries were tightly controlled by the state ruler. Other workshops for goods such as farming tools
and pottery most often have been excavated farther from palaces, thereby suggesting more private
control of manufacture and sales or distribution. More than 30,000 coins uncovered at the above-
mentioned capital of the Yan state suggest sizable urban wealth and imply that currency was an
important commodity. An early 4th-century BCE massacre in this city has led to the theory that the
urban population increased dramatically, posed a challenge to royal control of the city’s goods and
production, and that the mass murder was an assertion of power by the ruler to regain control of his

state.”> Other archaeological evidence suggests that warfare was not only intra- and intercity, but
among Chinese states and nomads at China’s northern frontier. Gold objects almost certainly of
Scythian manufacture have been found in Warring States period tombs. In addition, entwined animals,
interlace patterns, and inlay, all characteristic of the art of peoples including the Scythians known as
Animal Style, dominate Chinese bronze vessels of the Warring States period.

The seven states that survived the Warring States period were united by China’s first emperor, Shi
Huangdi (259-210 BCE) of the Qin dynasty (221-206 BCE) in 221 BCE. Shi Huangdi’s vision of
empire and the role of the city in it would be carried forward for the next 400 years by rulers of the
Western (206 BCE—CE 9) and Eastern (25-220) Han dynasties (and an interregnum dynasty Xin, CE
9-23).

CHINA’S FIRST IMPERIAL CITIES

Shi Huangdi of Qin built his capital in Xianyang, north-east of the early Zhou capitals Hao and Feng.
Remains of palaces and countless other foundations have been uncovered there along with the
infamous pits that contained thousands of life-size warriors to guard him in the afterlife. The outer
boundary of Xianyang has not been determined.

The two great capitals of Han China, like their Zhou predecessors, were located in Chang’an and



Luoyang. Each is copiously documented. Two features of the earlier (Western) Han capital are
noteworthy. First, Chang’an’s outer wall was more irregular in shape than any other capital city’s,
with only the eastern boundary a straight line. Drawings of the 25.7 km perimeter city, whose
excavated dimensions are nearly the same as those recorded in texts, have been accurately rendered
since the 11th century. Scholars have tried to explain the unusual shape variously, including as a
representation of the two constellations Ursa Major and Ursa Minor. More likely, the northern face of
the 12—16 m thick wall was determined by the position of the Wei River. The second unique feature
was the amount of palace space. Five palaces occupied most of the land inside the walls and an
additional palace was beyond the western boundary. Although eight major streets emanated from city
gates, palaces made it impossible for any one of them to extend the full length of the city. Changle

Palace, built on the ruins of a palace from Qin times, was 6 km?. Opposite it to the west was the 5

km? Weiyang palace. The palaces inside the city walls occupied a full two-thirds of the capital, more
than the space afforded to palace architecture in any previous capital. In the mid-2nd millennium BCE
Shang city at Yanshi, for instance, the ratio of palace to the rest of the city was 1:4.3 and then it
lessened to 1:6. At Qufu of the Warring States period, the ratio was 1:5.5; at the contemporary Anyi it
was 1:5.1; and at Luoyang of the later Han period the ratio of palace to the rest of the city would be
1:10. When other imperial architecture such as altars is included, it is even more apparent that the
first Han capital was a city almost exclusively for imperial concerns. Between Changle and Weiyang
palaces was an imperial armoury. In the southern suburbs were a temple to the ruler’s ancestors and
other halls for imperial sacrifices. In addition, the mausoleums of nine emperors and empresses and
funerary cities beyond each of them spread north of Chang’an, and two more pairs of royal tombs and
funerary cities lay in the south-east.

Palaces, mausoleums, and ritual architecture were components of the imperial vision of a capital at
its centre. Beginning at the central gate of the outer wall of Chang’an, a straight line can be drawn
northward between Changle and Weiyang palaces, continue between the mausoleums of the founding
emperor of Han and his empress, and onwards 74 km to a huge bowl-shaped depression believed to
be the location of Tianqi Shrine. Continuing further, this line extends to the Han military commandery
in Shuofang, Inner Mongolia. Southwards from the southern city gate, the same line connects to Ziwu
(Valley) and eventually to the Han commandery at Hanzhong on the Yangzi River. Perpendicular to the
north—south continuum from Inner Mongolia to the Yangzi is a cross axis that extends to the Yellow
Sea at the Shandong coast where Qin Shi Huangdi had erected a stele to mark the eastern terminus of

his empire.?* Not only was Han Chang’an designed outward from the emperor’s palaces and tombs, it
was also the centre of a universe defined by four cardinal points at the farthest reaches of Han
influence. By the 2nd century BCE, the imperial city was the vehicle through which the Chinese
emperor could be viewed in the supreme position in the universe.

Although markets are a stipulation of the ideal Chinese city since Zhou times, Han is the first
period from which one can confirm their presence. Western Han Chang’an had two, a western market
of 250,000 m? and an eastern market twice that size. Together they occupied four wards of the 160 in
which 250,000 inhabitants resided.?> Whereas residential wards were walled, subdivided into twenty
smaller sections, administered by supervisors and planned with the expectation that neighbours would
watch and report on activities of neighbouring sectors, Chang’an markets were divided only into
quadrants. Administered by officers in centrally located towers, and the loci for sombre reminders of
the power of the Han government such as public beatings and executions, markets were still the rare
places where urbanites could gather without constant watchful eyes.? Kilns, bronze foundries, and a



mint were located in the western market area.

A rare, intimate glimpse at Han Chang’an’s markets and street life is found in a literary genre of
Han and several subsequent centuries, the fu, variously translated as rhyme-prose, prose poem, and
rhapsody. ‘There was gaiety and pleasure without end,” writes Ban Mengjian in ‘Western Capital
Rhapsody’ ‘... Shopgirls were dressed more lavishly than ladies.” And later in the same work:

The pedlars, shopkeepers, and common people
Male and female vendors, selling cheap,

Sold good quality mixed with the shoddy,
Dazzling the eyes of the country bumpkins.

Why exert oneself in performing labor,

When devious earnings were so plentiful?

The sons and daughters of these merchants

Were more beautifully garbed than Xu and Shi
[members of the most prominent consort clan].
And about street entertainment the author tells us:
They assembled the show wagon,

From which they hoisted a tall banner on a pole.
Young lads displayed their skill.

Up and down doing glides and flips ...

As for the tricks performed at the top of the pole—

There was no end to their numerous postures.?’

Han Chang’an was formally and symbolically a ruler’s city, but it was equally a city of opportunities
and activities not available in the Chinese countryside.

The later Han capital in Luoyang had a population twice Chang’an’s, but it was less than half the
size of the earlier capital. No text refers to the city as crowded. Rather, from inception the emperor
intended that his capital be austere and his reign frugal, including imperial burial, compared to the
earlier Han and Qin. This point is emphasized in the fu about Han Luoyang in which, when
constructing his capital, the first Eastern Han emperor looked to the architecture of Chang’an, decided
that it exceeded the norm, and ‘reduced it again and again.” When ‘those who saw it deemed 1t narrow

and vulgar, the emperor... ridiculed it as too opulent and uncomfortable’.?® It probably is no
coincidence that the ‘Eastern Metropolis Rhapsody’ does not describe market activities or street life.
With nearly straight walls, Eastern Han Luoyang had twelve gates, ten major street segments, and two
palaces, but they were never used simultaneously. Luoyang also had the same ceremonial and
sacrificial structures in its southern suburbs as Chang’an. The two palaces show Luoyang to be
transitional in the course of Chinese imperial planning: whereas Chang’an was largely a city of
palaces, after Luoyang, all Chinese capitals would have only one palace area. Beginning with the
Eastern Han capital, palace sectors also would always be positioned along a central north—south axis
through the city.

A strong national economy and active commerce gave rise to important cities outside the capitals in
Han times. Some such as Linzi and Handan had their roots in cities of the Eastern Zhou period.
Others, also with earlier building periods, such as Nanjing in Jiangsu province, Hefei in Anhui, and
Chengdu in Sichuan, have remained important Chinese cities since the Han. Han military
commanderies spread across the empire, from Xinjiang to Mongolia to North Korea, some with



fortified walls and defence systems that resembled castle towns of medieval Europe. Chinese art and
other cultural models were disseminated together with the garrisons, providing a basis for four more
centuries of Chinese-inspired urbanism while China moved into a period of division.

CHINESE CITIES IN THE AGE OF DISUNION (3RD THROUGH 6TH CENTURIES)

It is already clear that beginning with Shang, the majority of information about China’s early cities
concerns those where rulers lived. Through the 6th century CE the situation is unchanged. In the four
centuries that follow Han, more than thirty dynasties, kingdoms, and states had capitals. It was an age
of fluid borders with Chinese-style cities from Central Asia to Japan. As a result, upon reunification
in the 580s when the second essay on China picks up the story (Ch. 16), a Chinese city model has
survived foreign incursions and is available for the long unity of Sui-Tang in the 7th—9th centuries.

Even before the fall of the Han dynasty, civil war broke out in Luoyang. The rebel Cao Cao (155—
220) established a power base for the Wei Kingdom at Ye in southern Hebei province. In China’s
south-east, the Sun family set up a capital for the Wu Kingdom called Jianye, today Nanjing. In May
of 221, Liu Bei (161-223) declared himself emperor of Shu-Han, ruling from Chengdu in Sichuan.
Thus there were Three Kingdoms (¢.220-280). There were also three urban schemes, each resonating
a plan of the 1st millennium BCE: Ye had its palace area in the north-centre, Jianye’s palatial halls
were near the centre of the city, and Chengdu had multiple adjacent walled areas. Imperial ritual
architecture of Han was maintained in all three. The aspiring empire builders also strengthened and
acquired other cities. Cao Cao took Luoyang and Xu(chang) in Henan. Luoyang and Ye came to have
fortified extensions in the northwest, known as Jinyongcheng (Golden Fortified City) and Santai
(Three Platforms), respectively. Chengdu was one of the wealthiest cities of 3rd century China, but

little is known about it except that it was accessed by seven bridges.”” Wuchang, in Hubei province,
was an auxiliary capital of the Wu Kingdom whose primary capital Jianye had a unique outer wall
defined by wooden and bamboo fencing. Cao Cao’s urban enterprises extended to a city beneath
today’s Xining, in Qinghai, built in 214. By this time, oasis towns spread across southern Xinjiang.
They included Loulan, Niya, Miran, and Endere. Buddhist ruins survive at each one.

A dozen cities housed China’s most important imperial and ritual architecture of the century from
¢.280 to 386. Luoyang, Jiankang, and Ye remained important throughout the period. Luoyang became
capital of Jin in 265 and was burned in 313. Jianye became Jiankang under Jin in 313. Liu Yuan (d.
310) overtook Ye in 307 and named his kingdom Han. In spite of the changes in rulers and in some
cases ethnicities, the cities changed little. Jianye’s bamboo fence, for instance, was retained at its
successor Jiankang,

Jiankang was an economically prosperous and beautiful city, bounded by mountains and encircled
by waterways. Vermilion Oriole Road was lined with exotic plantings and flowering trees. It housed
a national academy and ancestral altars, and its palace contained 3,500 bays of rooms. In 414 when
the fall of Eastern Jin (317-429) was imminent, the imperial family moved into a residential area

known as the ‘eastern mansions’ (dongfis).>” Sixty km north-east of Jiankang, a city with eastern and
western walled enclosures existed at today’s Yangzhou, whose history traced to the early 5th century
BCE.!

While Eastern Jin maintained power in Jiankang, Sixteen Kingdoms (304—439) rose and fell in the
north. Their founders and shapers were primarily of non-Chinese origin, yet most sought to adopt or
adapt Chinese ways to enhance their imperial ambitions. Walled cities and Chinese-style buildings



and ritual structures in them were important aspects in their visions. Cities of the age had at least two
walled enclosures, outer and inner. Outer city walls often were fortified, sometimes with battlements
that extended beyond the walls. Towers were positioned above walls for lookout and an advantage
from which to shoot arrows. Rulers’ cities had ancestral temples and imperial altars. Every city had
water in, around, or directed to it. Noteworthy cities of the Sixteen Kingdoms were Pingyang in
southern Shanxi, Xiangguo in southern Hebei, Tongwan in Shaanxi, and Ye, ruled by the strongmen
Shi Hu and Shi Le from the years 331-384, and subsequently under the kingdom of Former Yan.

Through this period Ye had heavily fortified walls with battlements every hundred paces.3> The walls
were brick-faced. Inside, the city had five parallel building axes along which palaces, government
offices, and parkland were arranged. Chang’an also became important again in the 4th century. Little

is known about the city, except that it had eastern and western palaces and wide boulevards.??

One of the most interesting of the Sixteen Kingdoms capitals was Reclining Dragon City
(Wolongcheng), today Guzang, in Wuwei county of Gansu province. An intriguing passage in the 11th-
century chronicle, Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Government (Zizhi tongjian) says the city had

five ‘clusters’ (cuanju) of buildings, each with a palace.?* The passage is clarified in the Standard
History of the Jin Dynasty (Jin shu) in which one reads of a hall painted in five colours, with

another hall on each of its four sides. The four halls were used in different seasons.?> The relation of
architecture to time and space and the emperor’s progression through architecture as a metaphor for
passage of time is a Chinese notion. The principle of centrality in a four-sided configuration traces to
Wangcheng and had been reinforced in the plan of Han Chang’an.

In China’s north-east and extending to North Korea, more than 150 walled towns of the Kogury0
Kingdom have been identified.>® The most important urban remains are in Huanren, Liaoning

province, Ji’an, Jilin province, and P’yOngyang in North Korea. The signature structure of KoguryQ

urbanism is the fortified mountain castle. Wunushancheng (Five Women Mountain Castle) in Huanren
extended about 1,500 metres south-east to north-west, and between 300 and 500 m across.
Guoneicheng (Palace-city of the State), in Ji’an, dates from c. 338 until 427. Rising on a plain, major
north—south and east-west streets divided the city into six sectors. The palace-city has not yet been
located. Two-and-a-half km away is Wanducheng (Circular City Mountain Castle), abandoned after
the Murong-Xianbei captured it in 342. The topography of Liaoning, Jilin, and territory to the north-
east lends itself to the integration of natural mountain fortifications and man-made walls, probably the
reason mountain-cities are not known elsewhere in China. They are found in Japan in the 6th century.

Among all dynasties, kingdoms, and states of the four centuries following Han, the strongest
impressions are of the city Luoyang in the Northern Wei that flourished for a mere forty-one years
(493-534). The dominantly Buddhist city with 1,367 temples and monasteries is the one described by
resident Yang Xuanzhi (d. 555?) in Luoyang qgielan ji (Record of Buddhist Monasteris of

Luoyang).’” The city has proved an excellent case study in the sinification process of a non-native
dynasty, in this case the Tuoba, whose emperor Xiaowen (r. 471-499) promulgated major and
sweeping social and cultural reforms, as well as a construction program aimed at making his people
and kingdom more Chinese. Thus was religious architecture institutionalized as part of the concept of
a Chinese imperial city.

Luoyang followed Tuoba-Northern Wei capitals in Shengle in Inner Mongolia, established in 258,
and Pingcheng (Datong) in Shanxi, established in 398. Although Pingcheng was only 100 km south of
Shengle, the move there marked the end of a grasslands empire. Pingcheng, like Jiankang in the south-



east, was a city of walls, palaces, ritual altars, parks, gardens, major avenues, arsenals, granaries,
government offices, and noble and aristocratic residences. Its Tuoba founder had seen Ye and had
been influenced by that city as well as earlier Luoyang, and Chang’an. Between 423 and 470, tens of

thousands of people were relocated to Pingcheng to aid in the construction programme.3® A centre of
Buddhism as well as government, Pingcheng contained nearly 100 Buddhist establishments with a

total of 2,000 monks or nuns.* In the 460s, five Buddhist caves were opened at Yungang and the
monastery Yongningsi was established. In 526, Pingcheng was destroyed in warfare.

Emperor Xiaowen’s move to Luoyang at the end of the 5th century was a time of tremendous
optimism. Like the founder of his dynasty and aspiring Chinese emperors of the past, he began by
building ritual architecture: ancestral temple, national academy, circular mound, and square pool. All
were completed in 495 and 496. A fascinating passage in The Standard History of the Wei Dynasty
(Wei shu) informs us that wood was diverted from used palace construction and used for boats, and
alternate materials, such as pounded earth, were employed in royal residences. One further reads that
walls were densely constructed, perhaps meaning they were made of closely packed pounded earthen

layers used for the previous several millennia.*

Originally Xiaowen’s city used the walls of Eastern Han Luoyang, His palace-city immediately
expanded beyond the palaces of former times. The Mang Mountains in the north and Luo River in the
south provided natural boundaries so that the city could only grow eastward and westward. The
expanded Northern Wei city contained 220 wards for the population, estimated at more than

600,000.*' Guizhang ward housed the official fish and turtle markets and one established by residents
to sell seafood.*

In 534 when Northern Wei ceased to exist, those who had aspired to rule it and their population
split into Eastern Wei (534-550) and Western Wei (535-557). Gao Huan (496-547) led the eastern
wing to Ye where the former capitals of the 3rd and 4th centuries lie in ruins. Setting himself up in

temporary quarters, he transferred buildings and materials, many by water, from Luoyang.*’
According to the Standard History of the Wei Dynasty (Wei shu), Gao Huan’s vision was that the
northern part of the city would retain elements of the previous capitals, but the new city to the south
would be more a reflection of Luoyang. As had occurred at Jiankang and Luoyang, palaces and
ancestral temples were built before the new wall was completed. Beginning in the year 535, 76,000

labourers worked on the project.** One hundred thousand people worked on the imperial residences
during the 9th and 10th moons of 539.% In the first moon of 540, after five years of construction, Gao

Huan and his court moved into South City.*® Ten years later, Eastern Wei fell to Northern Qi (550—
577), and the Gao family officially ascended the throne with Ye as the primary capital. In 577,
Northern Qi fell to Northern Zhou (550-581).

The strong influence of Northern Wei Luoyang on 6th-century Ye was not known until the late

1990s, although hints of the impact were suggested in excavations of the 1930s.*” A major north-south
axis through Ye led from Vermilion Bright (Zhuming) Gate to the south central entrance of the palace-
city and from the north outer wall gate, a road continued straight northward. Inside and outside the
palace were twenty-eight government bureaus, all similar to the offices of Northern Wei Luoyang and
Jiankang. There was also an arsenal. The population of Ye resided in 400 wards. Mansions of the
wealthy also were inside the city walls. Gao Huan’s oldest son Gao Cheng had a mansion, as did
imperial concubines and powerful officials. Scant information about a few of them suggests that
residences of the wealthy consisted of multiple courtyards of buildings, those in the front for



entertainment and the back ones where the owners resided.*® Back gardens with buildings and spaces
for personal pleasure also were often part of the mansions of Ye’s wealthiest residents. If records can
be trusted, Northern Q1 Ye had 4,000 religious establishments and 80,000 male and female members
of the clergy.®® These staggering numbers, even if exaggerated, probably indicate that men and women
of the cloth, if not their institutions, moved with the transfer of the capital from Luoyang.

FIGURE 6.2 China: Walled city plans: (a) at Ye, Handan, Hebei province; (b) at Luoyang, Henan province; (c) at Jiankang, Nanjing,
Jiangsu province.

Meanwhile construction of the Northern Zhou (557-581) capital was underway in Chang’an. In
572, Emperor Wudi of Northern Zhou executed his guards and destroyed many of the beautiful
buildings constructed before the formal establishment of his dynasty.”® Promulgating an anti-
elaboration policy for imperial construction, Wudi urged a return to past buildings, encouraging
construction in earth and wood. He simultaneously ordered palatial architecture of the kind under
construction by Northern Qi1 at Ye, an interesting directive since Northern Qi 1s known for
flamboyance.>! His successor, Emperor Xuandi, who reigned for only about a year between 578 and
580, encouraged the same kind of earth and wood construction.>> Abdicating to his 6-year-old son,
the empire was controlled by the boy emperor’s grandfather on his mother’s side, a man named Yang
Jian, who took power and established the capital of his dynasty Sui at Daxing (Chang’an) in 581. The



new capital was south-east of the Western Wei—Northern Zhou ruins.

Excavation has not conclusively determined how much of Han Chang’an was used by the Northern
Zhou or even how much of it remained when Northern Zhou took control. It is believed that three Han

gates were still in use.>® Certainly the Western Wei and Northern Zhou cities were smaller than Han
Chang’an. The crown prince lived in the eastern palace and the main palace, enclosed by five gates,

was on the west.>* When the founder of the Tang dynasty entered Chang’an in 617, he stayed in
Changlegong,> perhaps remaining from Qin-Han times.

Meanwhile in the south, wealthy aristocrats sought to improve their mansions even as the fall of
Jiankang to the Sui was imminent. This led to an imperial directive in 579 prohibiting lavish spending

on urban residences.’® However, the emperors of Chen (557-89), the last of Jiankang’s rulers, did not
prevent private citizens from building Buddhist monasteries or other religious establishments. The
founder of Sui destroyed Jiankang. When construction resumed in the vicinity under Tang and
Southern Tang rule (923-36), new building was south of Jiankang (Fig. 6.2).

CONCLUSION

Although the time period is considerably longer than for early cities discussed in other chapters,
fundamental aspects of ancient Chinese urbanism are indeed traceable through six millennia. China,
first of all, as an empire, at times of disunion, or in pre-imperial modes, could not exist without
walled cities. The most important cities of early China were capitals, and although they were almost
always on major rivers, they were not coastal. Conquest, empire expansion, and trade crossed the
eastern side of the Asian continent via death-defying mountains and deserts, and in the mountain
passes and oases silk travelled with Central Asian middlemen to Rome and luxury items were
returned to China. Neither major battles nor trade took China across the sea before the year 600, with
the exception of limited exchange between China and the Japanese islands in the Han dynasty. China
produced and secured goods and services to sustain all its empires by land during this period.

In the preliterate period, China’s cities distinguish themselves by enclosure, perhaps initially for
protection but in the context of Chinese history as a perennial feature of self-definition. Pre-Bronze
Age, preliterate urbanism in China also is distinguished by architecture that suggests kingship, slaves,
and perhaps additional classes and by evidence of ritual. All three find parallels in the most ancient
cities on our planet. The Shang and Zhou dynasties of China’s Bronze Age are not just the period of
weaponry and more structured ritual, but of capital cities ruled by kings of undisputed chronologies.
The concept of the capital as China’s most important economic and ritual centre, as well as where the
ruler lives, begins in Shang and continues into the 2nd millennium CE. Even though Chinese emperors
worship at sacred spots across China beginning in Qin, and after the year 1000 enormous wealth
emerges from China’s south-eastern coastal cities, the capital never loses its aura as China’s premier
city. The later Bronze Age of the Warring States period suggests comparison with city-state nations
and economies of the Aegean, but different from those models, the drive during the Warring States to
unify into one was successfully resolved by a Chinese empire that would view itself for the next
2,200 years as the continuation of those ancient polities. For that reason, urban historians have often
viewed all post-Warring States cities as derived from the same plan; and philosophical understanding
of the period expressed in Confucian texts guided China’s bureaucratic organization for the same
reason: the ruler’s mandate to reign from the centre of the world and officials whose social role is
subsidiary to his coincides with the concept of Wangcheng. The success of Han in implementing this



model gave rise to markets and entertainment, but even in Han, China never lost sight of the supreme
city, the capital, and the supreme function of the capital as a service centre for the ruler. The image
was so strong that when thirty kingdoms and foreign populations flooded China in the 3rd through 6th
centuries, every significant city was a capital. The same strong image led rulers to punish
unsatisfactory construction by death and to declare periods of urban austerity for the greater good of
the state. The new feature of post-Han, pre-Sui urbanism was religious architecture. Like everything
else in the Chinese city, Buddhist and Daoist temples became institutionalized monuments of the
Chinese city, standing alongside Confucian temples and temples to local gods for the rest of pre-
modern Chinese history.

The Chinese city was certainly a centre of production and services, but its more important role was
to serve its state or empire. The space of the Chinese city was as ordered as that of any city discussed
in this book, and the percentage of cities with regulated spaces including wards and markets was
greater than that for any other geographic region discussed here. In ancient times, the greatest
monumental architecture of China was in cities; later, most of it would be in cities and some would be
at sacred sites, but urban or extramural, all of it would be exclusively for the ruler. The focus on
emperor and empire and the resulting uniformity were the defining and distinguishing features of
China’s ancient cities.
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CHAPTER 7

ECONOMY

DAVID L. STONE

EARLY cities of Asia, Europe, Africa, and the Americas frequently rose over a relatively brief time-
span and produced many changes in the lives of their inhabitants. The onset of urbanization led to an
intensification of agricultural production, an expansion of long-distance trade, the formation of a
managerial class, the creation of a workforce producing specialized crafts, and the contraction of
population in the territory surrounding the cities. The economic power of the ruling class tended to
increase, but at the same time new opportunities to acquire wealth were created. When early cities
regressed, as many did, one can often detect a reversal of the process of economic growth in their
decline. The focus of this chapter is on what the arrival of cities meant for the economy—and most
importantly the farmers, landowners, craftspeople, merchants, and managers, whose labour
constituted it. The chapter first considers the ideas which have formed the basis of previous
scholarship. It then shifts to an examination of the results of new scientific research and the parallel
development of new theoretical approaches, both of which are making a profound impact on the study
of early cities today. It explores these in relation to five areas of importance to the economy:
stratification; the countryside; prestige goods and long-distance trade; specialist production; and
decline. The definition of the economy adopted is ‘the production, distribution, exchange, and
consumption for the provisioning of society’.

Three types of primary sources inform us about the economy of early cities. First, written texts
frequently appeared at about the same time as early cities, as we can see in the discussions of
Mesopotamia, the Mediterranean, and China in this volume (Chs. 2, 3, and 6), and as is also true of
Egypt, the Maya, and other societies. Written texts provide much information about the administration
of the economy, taxation, and staple crops, although they tend to privilege the perspective of elites.
Second, the material remains of cities themselves attest trade, labour, and local production and
consumption. Third, environmental evidence survives in the landscape around early cities, or in
excavated remains, and can be used to study ecology, climate, and agricultural practices.

It is helpful to adopt a worldwide comparative focus in discussing the economy of early cities.
Although cities have different features, they are not unique; comparison can identify similarities in the
origins and functions of cities, assess what links them to and distinguishes them from small towns and
villages, and posit reasons for their growth and decline. Equally, the comparative approach permits
the 1dentification of commonalities among cities which may not share the same culture or be located
in a similar region, and the establishment of the range of variation among them. While certain
approaches, such as Boasian anthropology or cultural relativism, may hold that comparison of this
sort 1s impossible or unproductive, that does not appear likely, as I discuss below.

Comparison informed the earliest academic approaches to the economy of cities. Numa Fustel de
Coulanges considered the right to own property a key element which divided Etruscan, Greek, and
Roman cities from alternative forms of organization. Max Weber exercised the comparative approach
further, analysing ‘Western’ and ‘Oriental’ cities and arguing that the former were characterized by
citizenship and market orientation and the latter by despotism and redistribution.! As others have



noted, this view represented a colonialist and Orientalist perspective (cf. Liverani, Ch. 9, this
volume). Later scholars pursued comparison as a means to study ancient cities, and the approach
remains common today. It formed the basis of important works in the second half of the 20th century

and the first decade of the 21st.2

What constitutes an ‘early city’? As many of the chapters in this volume propose (for example,
Clark, Ch. 1), the definition of ‘city’ must not be absolute, but starts from the premise that individual
cases vary and do not demonstrate all of the characteristic features. Generally speaking, it was a
place with a population density well above nearby settlements. Its residents included upper classes
and workers not directly involved in food production, although a large percentage of its other
inhabitants may have been engaged in agricultural activities. The performance of non-agricultural
functions distinguished a city from the surrounding countryside: in the urban centre, leaders made
political and administrative decisions, religious rituals were performed, feasts were held, long-
distance trade took place, specialized commodities were manufactured, and ideology was
disseminated. Variation is evident in the main types of early cities: those which belonged to a larger
cultural group of cities roughly equal to each other in power, and those which dominated other
settlements within a cultural group and functioned as their capital. The former are considered ‘city-
states’, a term which refers to a single political unit containing a built-up urban centre and its
surrounding territory. Mesopotamia, Ancient Greece, and the Maya are cultures commonly described
as composed of multiple rival city-states. On the opposite end of the spectrum lie ‘territorial states’,

exemplified by Ancient Egypt, and ‘empires’, known from the Aztec, Inka, and Roman worlds.? At the
core of these four complex early states lay cities at Memphis, Tenochtitlan, Cuzco, and Rome. These
capital cities differed from city-states by being oriented towards the exploitation of geographically
distant subjects and territories, which had been conquered through military action. In evaluating
territorial states and empires we must consider the economy of individual cities, but also much larger
economies dominated by cities. Nevertheless, the economy is instrumental in defining any type of city.

When the city-state Uruk reached a size of 100 hectares (3200-3000 BCE), agricultural surpluses
from the surrounding countryside supported the production of specialized ceramics and the provision
of services. Temples, and those who managed them, emerged as the largest entities in society, owning

land, directing workers, as well as collecting, storing, and redistributing the surplus.* Uruk and other
Mesopotamian cities which first emerged around 4000 BCE are regarded as the world’s first or most
‘pristine’ cities, and have often received the most attention. In some parts of the world, however,
‘early’ cities first appeared much later. A long chronological span and a broad geographical area are
therefore both important for any comparative analysis. This chapter ranges from Mesopotamia to
Egypt, China, the Indus Valley, the Mediterranean, Mesoamerica, and South America and covers from

approximately 4000 BCE to 600 cE.’> Emphasis also falls on later ‘secondary’ urban centres, as only a
relatively small proportion of past populations inhabited the “first’ cities. Ultimately, the questions
‘what 1s a city?’ and ‘how does the economy contribute to its definition?’ are less interesting than the
ones to which we now turn: ‘what did the economy of early cities consist of?’, and ‘how has the
significance of economic development in early cities been interpreted?’

THEORIES ABOUT THE ECONOMY OF EARLY CITIES

Consideration of previous theories is important for an understanding of the debates which have taken
place about the economy of early cities. Many theories have emerged from studies directed at ‘state



formation’, ‘development of complex societies’, or ‘emergence of civilizations’. The terms chosen
reflect a scholar’s background and interests, but refer to the same process—that of the transition

between pre-history and history.® These theories tend to consider the role of the economy at the time
of a city’s origins, but rarely how the economy functioned on a daily basis, or through time; thus, study
of the economy has been somewhat neglected, especially by comparison to topics such as politics and
religion.

Karl Wittfogel’s ‘hydraulic hypothesis’ is perhaps the best-known theory about the economic
growth of ancient cities. Wittfogel posited the emergence of cities and stratified societies in locations
where low annual rainfall required people to control sources of water to produce dependable
harvests (he named Ancient Hawaii, Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, India, Mesoamerica, Inka Peru,
Byzantium, and Tsarist Russia among these). Wittfogel thought that irrigation must have begun in
small-scale activities carried out by farmers, but once successful was exploited by rulers, who
organized the mass labour necessary to build large-scale irrigation systems and then imposed taxes,
from which they profited. Large irrigation works generated agricultural surpluses which gave rise to
major cities through population growth, the formation of armies, and the employment of specialized
craftspeople. As the surpluses grew, rulers became ‘despotic’ and ‘totalitarian’. Wittfogel likened the
rulers of hydraulic societies to the Communist leaders of mid-20th-century Russia and China,
considering their ‘total power’ a threat to ‘extend the system of bureaucratic state slavery to two-

thirds of mankind’ and to overturn the democratic freedoms of Western nations.” Although this work
had clear associations with Cold War era politics, it had an important influence on the study of early
cities for at least two decades. First, it encouraged archaeologists and historians to identify
‘hydraulic societies’ in the record of early cities. Second, it promoted a specific interpretation of the
operation of these societies, in which rulers were said to have gained power and enriched themselves
by instituting tribute and labour requirements on the peasantry, in accordance with Marx’s ‘Asiatic
mode of production’. Third, it advanced ‘neo-evolutionary’ thinking, which held that societies
progressed in a unilinear developmental sequence from primitive to modern. Neo-evolutionists,
whose positions dominated anthropology and anthropological archaeology from the 1950s to the
1970s, found Wittfogel’s views compatible, because he identified a pattern (i.e., the shift from small
egalitarian communities to large repressive ones through construction of large irrigation works to
manage scarce water resources) that arose independently in many societies across the globe. As
greater attention was paid to the specific factors affecting individual societies, universal models fell
out of fashion, and both neo-evolutionism and Wittfogel’s hydraulic hypothesis were largely

discarded in the 1980s.8

At root in another debate was the comparability of early cities to modern ones. The historian
Mikhail Rostovtzeft put forth the view that ancient and modern cities were similar in his analysis of
the classical world. Underscoring the colonialist conclusions present in Weber’s work, Rostovtzeff
regarded Roman cities as aiming ‘at the largest possible comfort for their inhabitants; they looked like
some of our modern Western cities rather than like the cities and villages of the East at the present
day’. He attributed their wealth to features of capitalism such as world commerce, a market for cheap

goods, the decentralization of industry, and influential men who amassed huge sums of money.” For
Rostovtzeff, the Roman empire had achieved a high degree of prosperity in the 2nd century CE
because its economy operated in a rational manner. This position has been described as a ‘formalist’
or ‘modernist’ one. The economic historian Karl Polanyi took a different view, commonly regarded as
a ‘substantivist’ or ‘minimalist’ one. Noting that in early cities land was often owned by institutions or



groups rather than private individuals, and that merchant middle classes were very rare, Polanyi
envisioned a powerful role for the government in the administration of land and trade. He thought the
government redistributed to those in need and closely controlled the supply of luxury goods, while
reciprocal or redistributive transactions were more significant than market exchange. Polanyi is
associated with a Marxist perspective because he regarded the ancient economy as ‘embedded’ in
social relationships and institutions. In this view, when past peoples acted, they aimed to create,
maintain, or adjust relationships, and not to seek profit. He and his followers, such as Moses Finley
who studied the economies of Greece and Rome, rejected the premise that capitalism was applicable
to the economies of early cities. Finley took exception to Rostovtzeft’s conclusions that commercial
activities existed on a large scale, pointing to texts implying that landowners aimed to achieve self-

sufficiency and to remain free from engagement with markets. '°

The previous theories were influenced by modern political thought, and relied heavily on evidence
found in ancient texts. In many parts of the world, however, cities originated at the same time as, or
earlier than, the first writing, making archaeological material especially important for consideration
of urban origins. When Gordon Childe compared archaeological data for ancient societies across the
world, he isolated ten traits of early cities: large size and population; workers not engaged in full-
time food production; taxation of agricultural surpluses; monumental public buildings; a ruling class;
writing; counting systems; artisans; importation of scarce raw materials; and a political and economic
community. For Childe, the presence of these traits indicated an “urban revolution’ which transformed

social organization.!! Childe’s ‘urban revolution’ theory regarded technological advances and the
development of irrigation as the likely stimuli for urbanism. Neo-evolutionists in the 1960s and 1970s
pursued these ideas further while exploring how humans adapted to changing demographic and

environmental conditions.!2

More recent analyses of early cities by Bruce Trigger and Michael Smith have sought to deploy
both textual and archaeological data in a much broader fashion. Trigger has gathered information
about the political administration, class systems, agricultural regimes, tax and tribute systems, urban
morphology, craft specialization, trade, religious practices, beliefs, legal systems, and writing
systems of seven ‘early civilizations’ (Mesopotamia, Egypt, Shang China, the Maya, Aztec Mexico,
the Inka, and the Yoruba). Through in-depth analysis of each feature in all seven civilizations, he
concluded that, in politics, economy, and culture, there were many similarities among early

civilizations, but equally many idiosyncratic traits.'> Some of the similarities Trigger noted were: the
presence of either of two forms of political organization (city-states or territorial states); a tendency
for leaders to accumulate enormous surpluses of wealth; and an adherence to religious beliefs that
required leaders to expend vast sums on temples, ceremonies, sacrifices, and cult paraphernalia in
order to regulate supernatural forces to their advantage. Differences emerged in agricultural
practices, since each civilization adapted to its own local conditions. Likewise, the population
density of early civilizations exhibited much variation, and no specific density of population was
found to spark urbanization. Trigger’s conclusions provide grounds for rejecting overly deterministic
neo-evolutionary views that similar adaptive human behaviours led to the rise of cities throughout the
world. They also counter the relativist position that each culture (or ‘early city’) arose on its own
terms and therefore cannot be compared. Trigger has instead shown that patterns do not fit neatly into
a single explanatory framework, but nonetheless have much in common.

Michael Smith, in a review of ‘ancient state economies’, also emphasized variation. For him, the
key differences were the type of political organization and the extent of ‘commercialization’ in the



economy, rather than the size of the state. He identified four types of political organization (‘weak

states’, city-states, territorial states, and empires).” He also identified four commercial levels
(uncommercialized, low, intermediate, and advanced pre-capitalist); these levels require explanation.
Uncommercialized economies lack money, marketplaces, and independent merchants; they may have
full-time craft specialists and long-distance traders working for the state. Government control is
strong in economies with a low commercial level; they do not have private ownership of land, but
they may have merchants and marketplaces. Intermediate commercialization can be characterized by
the presence of money, markets, and merchants, but the absence of private property or control of
labour. The final level is advanced pre-capitalist commercialization: it demonstrates widespread
markets for goods, extensive private land ownership, and institutions such as banking and credit. By
correlating political type and commercial level, Smith was able to graph the spectrum of complexity
of economic activity in early cities. At the low end, one finds the Indus Valley and the Maya. At the
opposite end are the Assyrian empire, the Roman empire, and Classical Greek city-states. In between,
lie Ancient Egypt, the Shang Dynasty of China, early Mesopotamian city-states, Teotihuacan, and the
Inka empire. Smith’s concept of commercialization seems to me to take two important steps forward.
First, recognizing the impossibility of separating economic matters from political ones in the study of
early states, it offers a means of considering them together. Second, it compares states to each other,
rather than to ‘primitive’ or ‘modern’ economies, as formalist and substantivist positions did.

NEW DIRECTIONS

The continuation of a broad-based archaeological and textual approach, along the lines articulated by
Trigger and Smith, shows much promise. In recent years, interdisciplinary research has generated an
enormous amount of evidence as well as new theories to address important subjects: environmental
conditions, subsistence systems, trade, health, and activities of everyday life. This research has
produced the sort of data and analytical frameworks that researchers long desired to examine the
‘economic realities’ of the majority of the population. In part, this is due to the orientation of field
research and textual studies toward questions about the lower classes and away from traditional ones
about elites through methodologies like archaecological surface survey. It is also due to scientific
advances which have led to the use of new technologies such as stable isotope analysis, neutron
activation analysis, and accelerator mass spectrometry radiocarbon dating. These techniques allow
greater precision in identifying, sourcing, and dating components of archaeological remains. At the
same time, theories generated within the social sciences have opened new avenues for the study of
past societies. In the remainder of this chapter, I discuss how a number of these studies have
influenced five areas of importance to the economy of early cities: stratification; the countryside;
prestige; specialist production; and decline. These areas are especially useful for considering how
urban formation and the advent of new economic patterns affected the inhabitants of cities.

CITIES AND SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

The specific trajectory from hunter-gatherer band to village to city varied across the globe, but at key
stages, economic factors, along with social and environmental ones, lay behind a series of
‘revolutions’ in human lifestyles that accompanied the rise of cities. Central to the urban revolution is
the development of stratified societies. Early cities emerged in many parts of the world at



approximately the same time as exaggerated social stratification, which we may define as a
combination of economic, social, and political inequality. Ernest Gellner’s model of social structure
in agrarian societies suits early cities, which drew their subsistence and primary source of wealth
from agricultural surpluses (Fig. 7.1). The model depicts ‘stratified, horizontally segregated layers of
military, administrative, clerical and sometimes commercial ruling classes’ positioned above
‘laterally insulated communities of agricultural producers’.!> Gellner’s model nonetheless raises
many questions about the economy of early cities, chief among them: how did stratification emerge
and how was it maintained?
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FIGURE 7.1 The social structure of an early city: ‘stratified, horizontally segregated layers of military, administrative, clerical and
sometimes commercial ruling classes’ positioned above ‘laterally insulated communities of agricultural producers’ (after Gellner, Nations
and Nationalism, 9).

Stratification has been documented in the Upper Palaeolithic, among later Neanderthals (50—
30,000 years ago), and anatomically modern humans (50—15,000 years ago). Recent studies have
shown it to exist especially among hunter-gatherers in ‘transegalitarian’ societies, in which
competitive behaviour in relation to the production and deployment of prestige goods and food
surpluses was practised. Most commentators agree that stratification increased after people began to
cultivate wild plants, bringing them back to campsites, and selecting those best suited for harvest each
season (around 11,000 years ago in the Near East; independently, but later, in several other parts of

the world).!® As people grew to depend on domesticated plants for a larger portion of their diet, and
also hunted and captured herd animals which could be tamed and domesticated, they occupied
campsites for longer periods during the year, and these became the first permanent villages. The first
farmers could support larger populations in their villages by exploiting land more intensively, and
therefore became more powerful than smaller hunter-gatherer bands. Over time, some members of
agricultural villages managed to produce more food than they needed either due to advantageous
landholdings, more intensive cultivation techniques, or favourable harvests. In this way they
accumulated a surplus of food—the basic form of wealth in both early villages and early cities. They



exchanged this surplus with other community members in return for goods or labour, or they gained
prestige by offering food at feasts; over time they gained power, while other members of the
community became dependent on them. Anthropological studies indicate that farming villages
developed into early cities in a variety of ways, yet at the core of each was a small ruling class which
had put into practice means of acquiring agricultural surpluses to support the growing population of a
city. As the leaders of these communities gained more control, they could subordinate smaller,
neighbouring villages, at times in warfare, and further increase population. This long-term view, from
the earliest farming villages to the rise of cities, 1s important because the more we learn about the
economy in agricultural villages, the better we can see how societies transitioned to cities. One of the
key, and unresolved, questions here is whether this is best described as a ‘progression’ from one
stage to the next, or a ‘punctuated transition’, which left the village unrecognizable.

CITIES AND COUNTRYSIDES

Since farmers in the countryside created much of the wealth of early cities through production of
agricultural surpluses, the appropriation of those surpluses from the countryside was an essential
ingredient for control of ‘economic power’. Trigger’s cross-cultural examination has suggested that
ruling classes in early cities appropriated a portion of the total agricultural surplus which varied from

about one-tenth to one-fifth.!” In Shang China (1600—1100 BCE), farmers handed over one-ninth of
their crop to the king, regional governor or local official. They were also required to perform one
month of labour (corvée) once the harvest was complete. Ancient Egypt had similar requirements for
taxes and labour; its most famous monuments, the pyramids, were built by corvee labourers, as were
irrigation channels along the Nile. Mesopotamians paid taxes or rents on harvests, and taxes on traded
goods, and also had labour requirements. The Inka, on the other hand, collected agricultural surpluses
entirely through a corvée system. In addition to working their own lands, Inka subjects were required
to cultivate plots belonging to the state, to tend herds of llamas and alpacas, to perform military
service, to build roads and bridges, or to manufacture textiles, pottery, and other goods. Collection of
basic agricultural products which could be used to pay bureaucrats, skilled craftspeople, unskilled
labourers, armies, and to nourish the rulers themselves, is often called ‘staple finance’. That rulers
needed to appropriate agricultural surpluses is clear, but it is not obvious why the inhabitants of early
cities tolerated the imposition of taxes, rents, and labour. After all, staple finance arrangements may
have existed in pre-urban villages, but were not equally burdensome. In return for these
appropriations, the rulers of early cities provided ‘services’, generally in the form of urban
administration, protection during warfare, and intercession with the divine on behalf of the
community. The last of these was the the most important: as cross-cultural studies show, when
inhabitants of early cities regarded the rulers as ‘serving’ the community, they were willing to hand

over their surpluses.'® Fig. 7.2 offers a simplified model of the economy of an early city, based on
Mario Liverani’s diagram of the flow of surpluses and services at Uruk.
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FIGURE 7.2 A simplified model of the economy of an early city (after Liverani, Uruk, 21).

In terms of new research on the countryside, we can turn to archaeological surface surveys, which
have collected some of the most important data for examining the landscapes around early cities. The
technique had long been practised, but increased significantly in the second half of the 20th century,
and survey research now comprises a large percentage of archaeological investigation. Surveys often
focus on a region, rather than a particular city, and study the long-term rather than individual periods,
generating the sort of evidence that can evaluate how a city grew or declined over time with respect
to its hinterland. Reporting on one of the earliest systematic surveys, Robert Adams wrote that

“Mesopotamian cities grew at the expense of smaller rural settlements in their hinterlands’.!” By this,
he observed that the process of urbanization was accompanied by a contemporary, and opposing,
‘ruralization’. A sampling of results from Mesopotamia, the Basin of Mexico, Central Italy, and Peru
shows that the process was common to several early cities.

In southern Mesopotamia, surveys have taken place around the city-states of Eridu, Umma, Ur, and
Uruk. They document rapid growth in site numbers and population in the Ubaid period (4500-3500
BCE). But as the city-states grew in size, with Uruk reaching 70 hectares by 3200 BCE and 100

hectares by 3000 BCE, the number of rural sites diminished.?® On opposite sides of the Basin of
Mexico, Teotihuacéan, and Cuicuilco developed in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BCE into large cities, with
perhaps 20,000 people and as large as 400 hectares in size. Cuicuilco was buried by a volcano in the
Ist century BCE, but Teotihuacan expanded, reaching 2,000 hectares in size with as many as 100,000
inhabitants. By the end of the 1st century CE, Teotihuacdn was the only large settlement in the Basin of
Mexico. In Early Iron Age Italy (900—700 BCE) the merger of smaller settlements on the Palatine,
Esquiline, Oppian, and Caelian hills formed the city of Rome, and a similar process can be detected
in nearby Etruscan city-states. During the Early Intermediate to the Middle Horizon 2 periods (200—
800 CE) in Peru, the number of ‘towns’, ‘hamlets’, and ‘villages’ in the Ayacucho Basin decreased.
Three sites merged into a single city, Wari, with a core, 250 hectares in size, that was situated in a
larger archaeological zone stretching over 15 square kilometres. The expansion of Wari occurred—
admittedly current evidence does not permit a precise chronology—as the city began to exert control
over more distant territories. Katharina Schreiber described the process as one of the ‘emergence of



state levels of organization’.?!

Changing patterns of settlement and the imposition of taxes, rents, and labour requirements had
consequences for the lives of both urban and rural inhabitants. Many of the new urban residents
continued to work as farmers, almost certainly journeying farther to the fields. In their spare time, they
might find opportunities for part-time work: construction, weaving, ceramics, or basketry. A few
would develop skills in jewellery, sculpture, and metalworking which they could use on a full-time
basis. Others, perhaps by virtue of wealth or family connections, received positions as administrative
officials, such as scribe, tax-collector, overseer, property manager, and military commander. For the
population remaining in the countryside, there were different consequences. Greater productivity in
the rural landscape was often required, and the result was frequently changes in patterns of
landholding. It was not unusual for land to be removed from collective control and placed under the

control of important ‘interest groups’ in private, temple, or state properties.>?> Rural landholdings near
to a city appear to have undergone an ‘intensification’ of production, even as populations declined.
Farmers may have worked land more thoroughly, through additional weeding, irrigation, ploughing, or
fertilization, to maximize harvests close to the town, where transport costs were low. Land at a
greater distance may have been exploited for grazing animals, since meat could be transported to
urban markets ‘on the hoof”. Such a process is considered ‘extensification’. In this way, the formation
of a city led to the development of its antithesis—a countryside.

CITIES, LONG-DISTANCE TRADE, AND PRESTIGE ECONOMIES

Long-distance trade was a second means of obtaining economic power in early cities. Many early
cities were located in environments well-suited to the production of staple foods, but less well-
endowed with valuable raw materials. To obtain scarce commodities, they needed to trade.
Phoenicians sought metal ores from Spain and Italy; the Maya obtained obsidian from Central
Mexico; and Egypt acquired gold and ebony from Nubia and cedar from Lebanon. Merchants could
profit by buying goods where they were abundant and selling them where they were rare, as long as
they could transport them at low cost. Cuneiform tablets of the early 2nd millennium BCE indicate that
a Mesopotamian merchant from Assur (modern Ash Shirqat, Iraq) could purchase textiles in his
hometown, transport them 900 kilometres on a caravan of donkeys to Kanesh (modern Kiiltepe,
Turkey), and sell them for several times their value; the merchant could then return home with a load
of silver and obtain twice the price. The same merchants also profitably exchanged tin, which was
more plentiful in Assur than Kanesh, for silver. That the trade between Assur and Kanesh was market-
oriented and motivated by profit, rather than ‘embedded’ in the economy as gift exchange between

rulers who employed merchants to operate on their behalf, has been decisively shown.?> Without
detailed textual documentation of the sort present in Mesopotamia, it is difficult to ascertain that trade
in other early cities was market-oriented. The position of merchants in Aztec society is strongly
suggestive of their ability to profit from trade, but Egypt and the Inka appear to have controlled the

activities of merchants more closely.?*

Trade introduced both finished products and raw materials to cities. Goods that could only be
obtained from distant sources had value, and gained additional significance when they were
manufactured using complex technology or skills. ‘Wealth finance’ refers to the procurement and

manufacture of prestigious luxury items, often via long-distance trade and by skilled artisans.? By
employing artisans in urban workshops, rulers controlled the processing of valuable imported



materials into ‘prestige’ objects which could be tailored to send messages appropriate to their own
societies. For a sense of how ‘prestige economies’ operated, we may turn to Late Bronze Age city-

states in Greece (1500—1200 BCE).?® Mycenae, Tiryns, Thebes, and Pylos had large palaces with
elaborate reception halls, massive storage facilities, and workshops. Magnificent tombs, such as the
Grave Circles and Tholoi at Mycenae, surrounded the palaces. Both tombs and palace buildings have
yielded extensive evidence of imported luxury goods: gold jewellery, bronze weapons, amber beads,
rock-crystal bowls, glass ornaments, and inlaid ivory fixtures used to decorate furniture or cosmetic
boxes. Paintings at Mycenae and Pylos depicted rulers employing prestige goods in ceremonial

circumstances.”’” When rulers limited access to rare and valuable objects, and then appeared with
them in public, they drew attention to their status. Rulers also distributed prestige goods to high-
ranking officials as payment for their assistance in extracting surpluses and maintaining social order.
While such distributions may not have been frequent, promise of them may have served to uphold the
political system. The presence of imported objects in tombs at some distance from Greek Late Bronze
Age city-states may indicate distributions of valued goods. Alternatively, individuals outside of the
ruling elite may have tried to accumulate prestige goods in order to contest the system, as Bryan
Burns has suggested. Similar processes of social differentiation have been documented in early cities

in Mesopotamia, West Africa, Mexico, and Peru.?®

Long-distance trade in prestige goods was common among many early cities, including those at all
four of Smith’s stages of commercialization, but acquisition of staple foods via trade was restricted to
advanced stages of commercialization. Procurement of staples was nonetheless an important
economic strategy of large cities which could not meet the subsistence needs of their populations from
their immediate hinterlands. Imperial Rome, with a population near 1 million for four centuries (100
BCE—-300 CE), is perhaps the best-known example. Rome’s authorities developed a wide-ranging
system to produce, extract, and import first grain, and later also wine, olive oil, and pork; it provided

these to urban residents for free.?” The supply originated in several regions of the empire, chief
among them Egypt, Spain, North Africa, and southern Italy. The system spawned development of
infrastructure within the empire (roads, ports, ships), as well as networks of officials and
associations of merchants. While the system flourished, economic investment at provincial
settlements contributing the staples was high. Leptiminus in North Africa offers an example of a port
which produced and shipped staple commodities (olive oil, wine, and salted fish) to the capital. The
core of the settlement grew from less than 10 to more than 40 hectares in size from about 50 BCE to
250 ck. Its residents constructed a gridded street plan, a 450 metre-long jetty, and two industrial
districts (Fig. 7.3). At the same time, they imported ‘prestige goods’ (marbles, metals) and financed
‘prestige activities’ (bathing, and gladiatorial games in an amphitheatre). During this time, Leptiminus
met the definition of a city (although it did not for most of its history), but it declined when the system
supplying Rome shrank in the 4th century ce.3° Leptiminus highlights the roles that cities with
specialized economies, like ports, could play in wider trade networks (see below, Ch. 12). It also
shows that Rome’s unusual ability to import staple crops for several centuries was facilitated by the
relatively low cost of sea-borne transport in the Mediterranean. By contrast, both the Aztec and the
Inka collected staple crops as tribute throughout their empires, but they were consumed locally rather

than transported long distances, as this was not feasible over land.?!
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FIGURE 7.3 Leptiminus in the 2nd and 3rd centuries CE, showing urban core surrounded by ‘productive periphery’.

CITIES AND SPECIALIST PRODUCERS

Specialist craftspeople, the producers of metalwork, pottery, basketry, jewellery, textiles, and other
items, provide information about the complexity of economic activities in early cities. They have long
had a prominent place in scholarly analyses; Childe, for example, considered their presence essential
to the ‘urban revolution’. He argued that cities could develop when farmers produced sufficient
surplus to support full-time resident specialists whose products in turn would be more sophisticated
as they attained skills in sculpture, painting, or metalworking that surpassed part-time workers in
earlier societies. By virtue of their location in cities, access to raw materials traded over long
distances would also improve. Childe’s ideas have subsequently undergone expansion and
refinement. Reconsideration has been directed to issues Cathy Costin categorized as the ‘scale’,

‘context’, ‘concentration’, and ‘intensity’ of production.3? Scale describes the organization and size of
facilities for production, which can range from small (household) to large (factory). Context
considers the economic affiliation of producers: do they work independently, or are they attached to
patrons (as often in the case of specialists making prestige goods for rulers)? ‘Concentration’ refers to
the loci of production and ‘intensity’ to the amount of time craft workers laboured. One example of a
revision of Childe’s thinking comes from Uruk Mesopotamia. Liverani has argued that Childe
overemphasized specialized labour in cities: while the production of prestige goods took place in the
city under the strict control of a central authority, other common crafts such as pottery were
manufactured in both villages and cities due to the widespread availability of raw materials and the
prohibitive cost of transporting products even relatively short distances. It is now customary to think
that much craft production, especially that of part-time workers, was not controlled by political



organizations, with the result that the economy appears more independent, and less ‘embedded’, than
it formerly did.*3

As our understanding of specialist production has been revised, studies have moved from rigid
typologies (household/workshop/factory) to more flexible ones that acknowledge that production
could be organized in a great variety of ways. Also, while prestige goods have also long been a focus
of interest, attention is turning now to the importance of utilitarian goods. The Spanish conquistador
Bernal Diaz del Castillo’s description of mats, sandals, cloth, baskets, gourds, and other utilitarian
goods available in the market of Tenochtitlan, is indicative of non-elite exchange (see below, Ch. 20).
A painted frieze from Pompeii probably reflects similar market exchanges; it shows textiles, shoes,

bronze vessels, and other common crafts for sale.>*

Concentration, intensity, scale, and context are variable, and therefore not simply to be identified,
but also to be explained. One example of variability among early cities relates to the location of
workshops for production. Archaeological survey at Mashkan-shapir, a southern Mesopotamian city
of the early 2nd millennium BCE, identified a street across the centre of town along which copper
fragments and slag were found; it appeared to be the locus of copper workshops. Pottery and lapidary
production was concentrated in the south-eastern area of the settlement, within the city walls. In early
cities of the Indus Valley, evidence suggests a more dispersed pattern of production. At Harappa
(26002000 BCE), pottery-, copper-, and bone-production debris appear to be isolated and not
intermixed with debris from other crafts, although chipped stone, ground stone, and shell-working
debris have been found together. All five mounds in the city contained pyrotechnological debris. At
Mohenjodaro, production of utilitarian pottery appears to be distributed across the site, but that of
stoneware bangles concentrated in the south-eastern zone, suggesting elite control of a ‘prestige
good’. The tightly controlled production of prestige goods in Late Bronze Age Greek city-states has

also been shown.*> A common factor in these studies is the preference for locating workshops for
prestige goods in the urban centre close to the palace, and the desire to place polluting industries on
the edges of settlements, but not so far from the urban centre that transport was difficult or expensive,
or that goods could not be controlled.

THE DECLINE OF CITIES

The economies of early cities could indeed be fragile. Urban rulers depended on continuous
extraction of resources from farmers to maintain their positions (as discussed above). But such
systems were by no means lasting, and they were vulnerable to contestations of authority from
exploited subjects. Edward Gibbon’s study of Rome, the world’s largest early city, made the subject
of the ‘decline’ famous. It has recently become a trendy topic, perhaps due to the instability, whether
real or perceived, of early 21st century economies. Jared Diamond has proposed that, in the face of
collapse, the key to success (or failure) is addressing (or neglecting) worsening environmental
conditions. Patricia McAnany and Norman Yoffee have objected, arguing that societies rarely
collapse utterly. Instead, according to Yoftee, ‘the most frequent result of the collapse of ancient
states was the eventual rise of new states that were often consciously modeled on the state that had

done the collapsing’.3® The best-studied cases of decline are those of the Maya and Roman
civilizations, to which we now turn.

A large subfield of Maya scholarship is focused on a ‘collapse’, whose nature, timing, and severity
varied throughout the late Classic period (750-900 cE). Some one hundred explanations have been



offered for the contraction or disappearance of city-states, but many scholars now regard
environmental or social theories as the most persuasive. There is detailed evidence for climatically-
or anthropogenically-induced environmental destruction in several regions. Climatologists have
identified recurring drought on the basis of stable oxygen isotopes in lake sediments in the northern
Maya region, with the period 800 to 1000 CE as one of the driest on record. Ecologists have found
sediment accumulation, soil erosion, and deforestation beginning with early Maya inhabitants and
peaking approximately 850 CE in lake sediments of the central Petén region. At the southern city-state
Copan, pollen cores show similar evidence of devastation: the landscape was cleared of pine forests,
presumably to support maize fields as the estimated population rose from 5,000 to nearly 28,000
between 600 and 750 CE, and then fell gradually, reaching about 5,000 again around 1050. On the
other hand, in the western Petexbatun region, skeletal analyses show no signs of stress, ecological
studies indicate heavy land use but limited environmental deterioration, and stable isotopes indicate
few changes in diets. Rather, urban decline appears linked to increasing elite competition for scarce
resources and endemic warfare for control of neighbouring territories. After the destruction of the
capital Dos Pilas around 761 CE, trade in the Petexbatun region diminished, pottery production
became ‘balkanized’, defensive structures proliferated, and settlements were abandoned, so that by

830 CE few residents remained in the region.>” Many of these ‘social factors’ have also been noted
elsewhere, but have often received less weight than environmental ones. Another line of argument
emphasizes that the Maya people were prone to neither environmental destruction nor warfare but
‘resilient’, citing the dramatic shift in population from city-states of southern lowlands to those of the

northern coast after 900 cE.>® While no consensus has yet emerged, Maya ‘collapse studies’ document
the potential for very detailed economic, environmental, and social reconstructions of urban decline
when a number of scholars direct their research toward these questions. That the interpretations of the
results are the subject of vibrant disciplinary debate, is no doubt healthier than if a monocausal
explanation were to be accepted as orthodoxy.

One scholar counted 210 explanations offered for the fall of the Roman empire; among them are
suggestions ranging from the contradictory to the improbable, beginning with ‘abolition of rights,
centralization, decentralization, and equal rights’ and running through the alphabet to ‘superstition,
tristesse, useless eating, and vaingloriousness’. Many economic justifications have been offered,
including bankruptcy, climate change, inflation, overpopulation, taxation, and under-development.
They have some merit, although combinations of political, economic, and social factors tend to carry
the most weight. Rather than proposing reasons for decline, which in the case of early cities can
rarely be proven, we should be more concerned with investigating what happens when an urban
society collapses. That is the aim of Bryan Ward-Perkins, who documents a decline in the standard of
living during the 5th to 7th centuries CE which affected all of Rome’s subjects. He reached this
conclusion primarily through the study of material culture (pottery, coins, glass, tiles, house and
church plans) of the sort identified by archaeological surveys and excavations.*® By comparing trends
in the availability of these goods in several regions of the Roman empire, he charted widespread
decline, which occurred at different rates, depending on events and supply networks in each region.
For Ward-Perkins, the disappearance of material culture represents the decline of economic
complexity in the lives of the inhabitants of the Roman empire, who had to become accustomed to
poorer-quality cookpots and tablewares, fewer monetary transactions, and more cramped and less
durable houses. In this way, the process of economic and urban growth within the empire ‘went into
reverse’.



CONCLUSION

The comparative approach taken in this chapter has shown that early cities created major changes in
the economies of their wider regions. Their growth caused fundamental shifts in agricultural and craft
production, in labour, trade, wealth, and stratification. We are better able to observe these changes as
a result of new scientific research and the development of new theoretical approaches. We have also
gained much by adjusting the focus of scholarship from the study of the origins of early cities to the
dynamics of how individuals lived in them. To continue these developments, we need more research
on aspects of early urban economies that are currently poorly understood: property; labour; non-elite
consumption; and the roles of households and neighbourhoods. We also require more studies
integrating environmental data with evidence from texts and material culture, as has been done well in
Maya city-states, to assess changes in the standard of living. We need to consider evidence about the
economy at multiple scales: household, neighbourhood, city, region, and interregion. With attention to
these areas, and efforts to broaden the discussion beyond the subjects that have been considered in the
past, the economy of cities should be better understood in the future.
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CHAPTER 8

POPULATION AND MIGRATION

LUUK DE LIGT

It is extremely difficult to gauge the demographic dimensions of urbanism in Europe, North Africa,
and Asia between 3500 BCE and 500 CE. One obvious reason