
A Survey of Urban History and Introduction to Urban Planning

The Ancient City and the Invention of Civilization

What we today often call Civilization began to appear about 5,500 years ago in the river valleys of the Nile (North Africa) and the Tigris-Euphrates (the present-day Middle East) and slightly later in the Indus River Valley (present-day Pakistan) and the Yellow River Valley in China.

After the Neolithic Revolution, human beings invented agriculture, which allowed production of extra food, so they manufactured new types of tools, and domesticated animals, like sheep and goats.  Once extra food was produced, human beings began to live in permanent settlements (villages). Innovations within these settlements included specialized jobs, the start of an artisan class, such as weavers or potters, the development of trade, the invention of private property, and the development of basic governments which regulated human behavior and punished violators.  Governments controlled surplus food; provided for protection (police) and defense (army); provided services; regulated trade and the economy; and provided opportunities for religious worship.  This change from hunting-gathering to agricultural production produced a population explosion.  By 5,000 BC, the world's population was 10 million; 4,000 years later, it was between 50 and 100 million; and by the birth of Christ, it was 200 million. 

The Urban Revolution, ca. 3500 BC. 

The next revolution was the Urban Revolution, which first took place in both Mesopotamia and Egypt about 3,500BC.  Historians suggest that the Urban Revolution took place because of two reasons, specifically a favorable location, such as a river valley where the production of extra food would be relatively easy and a motivated people who wanted to make life easier for themselves could do so.  They had to make complex tools and technological innovations to make life easier, like the invention of irrigation and sophisticated boats.  The existence of the wheel and these boats then let to the development of roads and canals, setting in motion a process of challenge and change, that has ever since been the center of urban life.  In short, what these peoples had to learn to do was organize themselves to solve the basic problems of living in a dense, permanent settlement, but most importantly, to produce a food surplus.

Though we cannot easily define civilization, we can list some of its main characteristics:  1) the creation of cities 2) the invention of basic government (which then attempt to solve man's basic needs: food, shelter, and security); 3) a method of taxation; 4) the division and specialization of jobs; 5) external trade; 6) social classes;  7) the development of the arts and sciences; 8) the creation of a complex religious life; and 9) the invention of a written language for communication and record keeping.  Civilization probably first appeared among the ancient Sumerians in Mesopotamia.  Slowly more and more cities appeared, and they came into conflict, competing for water, land, trade and other resources.  War and empire-building soon followed.

Differences between the Neolithic village and a city in a civilization:  1) size; 2) larger and more complex buildings; 3) larger and more diverse population; 4) smaller percentage engaged in agriculture; larger number with non-farm jobs; 5) increase in the number of merchants and craft workers and government/religious officials. 

Description of a typical ancient city:  

1. Location: usually on the coast or a navigable river, as water was needed for drinking and cleaning, as well as transportation and trade, cities may have religious and/or spiritual significance; its size was about 1 square mile; water supply at its core, for most people had to get and carry water home; most cities were walled or had some form of natural defense (hills, rivers, swamps); core of the city consisted of a place of worship, the ruler's palace, and warehouses for food storage; the central core could be walled; houses were crowed together; garbage and waste were a major problem as they were tossed into the streets or the local river); streets were frequently unpaved (though Mohenjo-daro in the Indus Valley did have paved roads); diseases were widespread.  

2. Population:  many had 10,000 or fewer people; original population was often not very diverse, but soon became more diverse through migration from the countryside, trade/commerce, and the importation of war captives/slaves; the growing population raised problems of discrimination and slavery.  

3. Social Structure: usually a pyramid with a small upper class of government leaders, military leaders and priests at the top; then a larger group of craftsmen and merchants; then peasant farmers; then slaves and other outcasts.  

4. Economies: became increasingly complex over time; farming improved and surpluses grew; fewer people farmed, so the number of craftsmen grew; merchants (local and foreign trade) as a middle class also grew.  

5. Religion:  most early peoples, with the exception of the Hebrews, were polytheistic; religious buildings were centrally located within towns, and most cities had a special god who looked over them.

6. Government:  earliest rulers were probably priests, then kings and military commanders, as conflicts between cities developed.  Most believed that the right to govern still came from the gods and therefore rulers were accountable only to the gods.  In other words, rulers were all powerful and held the power necessary over the people to enforce the laws and maintain order.  Larger governments developed, so the tax burden on the people was heavy.  Few citizens had political rights and law codes were developed that were often harsh.  Many laws dealt with landholding, the renting of land, the division of produce between tenants and landlords, land use and irrigation, and commercial activity, including loans, interest, and wages. 

Urban Planning 

Theorists like Kevin Lynch [The Image of the City (Cambridge, MA, 1960)] have identified five essential categories within cities. 

1. Paths: corridors of movement, such as streets and canals;

2. Edges: built or natural features forming barriers, such as waterfronts, rivers, or walls; 

3. Districts: distinctly identified areas, such as town centers or residential areas; 

4. Nodes: meeting places of paths; i.e. town squares; 

5. Landmarks: built form features with a high symbolic (churches) and/or visual identity. 

Although the complexity of urban planning varied greatly, there are a number of common elements that exist among successful ancient civilization cities: 

1. The key to the survival of any city is access to water.  In most cases, water is considered community property, and its location and access (roads or paths) are common property;

2. The distinction between public and private land must be defined; which land was available for public use and functions and which was reserved for private use; early law codes like that of Codex of Hammurabi had much to say about land and the transfer of land; 

3. Trade and other economic activities must be encouraged by the government; 

4. Defense and protection must be guaranteed; 

5. Civic pride and the desire of rulers to immortalize themselves forever with statues (evidence of their power and generosity); such structures are built for utility and beauty in plazas and forums for public meetings, markets, temples, palaces, colonnades, and bascilicas;  

6. The layout of cities are either: natural/organic (almost absence of planning) or grid (almost complete planning), or some combination of the two. 
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