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Abstract: One of the problems of existing approaches used to define ancient urban cities is that they are not general 

enough to include the range of urban cities in the world that were populated in the past. The aim of this short note is to 

propose a meta-approach with higher level of abstraction and with the potential to address this problem. 
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Critical Assessment of Existing Definitions of 

Ancient Urban City 

 It is well recognised the fact that the concept of 

ancient urban city is ambiguous and difficult to define 

because it involves a number of dimensions that are not 

always present in the archaeological record. 

Nonetheless, definitions that have been used in 

archaeological research can broadly be classified in two 

groups, namely: formal; and functional [1]. 

 

Formal definitions are based on physical 

characteristics of a settlement such as size and 

population density. From this point of view, urban cities 

are identified when their sizes are larger and more 

densely populated than previous settlements. For 

example, a major shift in population distribution and 

density occurred in the period 4200-3500 BC in the 

alluvial plains of Lower Mesopotamia. This change is 

reflected in different sites considered as urban cities 

such as Uruk which grew from 100 ha to the large size 

of 400 ha [2]. Likewise, in the period 4500-3500 BC 

there was an increase in settlement size in which 

clustered villages along the Nile became large 

settlements in Upper Egypt at sites such as Naqada and 

Abydos [3].  

 

Formal definitions have been criticised for two 

reasons. Firstly, they only provide a description of 

urban cities but they don’t consider other aspects such 

as functionality and their development. In order to show 

this, note that it may be argued that size is a good 

indicator of the origin of ancient urban cities located 

near rivers. This is because this location favoured 

agriculture, food surplus and population growth leading 

to urban settlements. However, investigations made in 

the site of Hacinebi (an urbanised colony of 

Mesopotamia during the Uruk period) have revealed 

that this site was strategically located at the juncture of 

two important trade and communication routes in the 

Euphrates River [4,5]. This evidence suggests that 

ancient urban cities were not necessarily located near 

rivers for agricultural purposes, but to develop 

functional activities such as trade. This example 

illustrates the fact that the use of size as a criterion for 

urban cities does not inform about the forces that 

triggered urbanisation. Secondly, most of the existing 

formal definitions are considered as arbitrary because 

they are based on morphological models of cities that 

are biased toward early work in Southwest Asia, Egypt 

and Mediterranean (Stein, 1998; [1]). For example, the 

layout of the capital city of Amarna in Egypt indicates a 

society grading from poor to rich that is reflected in the 

spread of house sizes [3]. The city was divided into a 

number of zones, being the central one the zone 

containing the main palaces, temples to the sun, and 

administrative buildings. This layout, based on a 

hierarchical model of social distribution, does not fit the 

layout of urban cities located in other parts of the world 

such as urban centres of the early period of Indian 

history.  According to [7], these centres follow a 

mandala form (i.e. a geometric representation or model 

of the cosmos) and are, consequently, related to the 

Hindu religion. 

 

On the other hand, functional definitions are 

based on the nature of activities or institutions in a 

society. These functions include trade, political 

administration, manufacture, and religion, among 

others. The advantage of functional definitions is that 

they have the potential to overcome the problems 

related to formal definitions. For example, 

archaeological evidence has revealed that the Mycenae 

city had socio-political stratification, and its main 

functions were political, trade and religion [8]. 
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Likewise, the Patzac city in Mesoamerica had an 

epicentre (i.e. concentration of temples, palaces, and 

other buildings in the central area of the site) suggesting 

urban administration and political functions [9]. Given 

these functions, both cities can be classified as urban, 

even when Patzac has a small size of 10 ha.   

 

Other approaches that have been proposed to 

define ancient urban cities have considered both 

physical and functional characteristics. An example is 

the one proposed (and still used) by [10]. This approach 

was introduced with the purpose of distinguishing 

between earliest cities and villages, and is based on ten 

criteria. They include the size of cities; population 

differentiation; taxation; monumental public buildings; 

writing systems; artistic expression; and trade of row 

materials, among others. This approach is useful 

because it considers physical and functional criteria. 

However, its main weakness is that some of the criteria 

reflect models of ancient urban cities in determined 

regions such as Mediterranean and Southwest Asia. As 

a consequence, this approach is not the most suitable 

one to inform about urban cities in other regions (e.g. 

non-Western region). For instance, archaeological 

evidence has revealed that the Kota Cina city in 

Indonesia did not have monumental buildings and 

writing systems. Nonetheless, this city had an important 

functional role in terms of trade suggesting that this 

place was urbanised [1]. In recognising the 

disadvantage of existing approaches to inform about 

urban cities located in non-Western regions, some 

archaeologists have adopted a typology proposed by 

[11]: Heterogenetic and orthogenetic cities. The former 

are places of conflict of differing traditions, heterodoxy, 

interruption and destruction of ancient traditions. These 

cities are less monumental; have evident evidence of 

manufacture activity; are based on market oriented 

economy; and the main force that generates this type of 

cities is population density [12]. In contrast, 

orthogenetic cities are associated with stability and 

ritual. These cities are more monumental for political or 

religious functions; the economic activities are 

redistributive; and the authorities control food surplus 

by means of taxation and tribute [1]. According to this 

typology, Kota Cina corresponds to an urban 

Heterogenetic city. 

  

In considering the current critical assessment 

of some of the existing approaches that have been used 

to describe ancient urban cities, it is concluded in this 

note that none of them are general enough. This calls 

for a meta-approach with higher level of abstraction 

able to identify all types of ancient urban cities in all 

parts of the world. From a personal point of view, an 

approach of this nature is the one that considers a range 

of physical and functional criteria, and each criterion is 

assigned a score based on a predetermined scale. This 

scale would assign a higher score to the criterion that 

reflects a significant difference between a site and the 

previous rural settlement located in the same area or in 

the proximity. In this approach, an ancient urban city 

would be defined as the one in which at least one of the 

criteria is assigned a higher value with respect to a 

referential score. 
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