
BOOK REVIEWS 

The Urban Focus 

Is there a common problem and method in studies 
of city development-a science of "urbanology"? 

Julian H. Steward 

During recent years there has been 
an understandable preoccupation with 
urban transformations. City planners 
are busy with the future, while scholars 
are seeking understandings of urban 

change from the past. The three books 
herein reviewed deal mainly with the 

early development of cities, but they 
exemplify the very unlike approaches 
of humanists, social scientists, natural 
scientists, and, if one can classify Lewis 
Mumford, of a philosopher, prophet, 
and urban reformer. Despite the dif- 
ferences in conceptualization of data 
and interpretation, there is reason to 

suppose that an emerging science of 

"urbanology" will find a common 

ground. 
Gideon Sjoberg's The Preindustrial 

City (Free Press, Glencoe, Ill., 1960. 
353 pp. $6.75) is a sociological analysis 
of cities within feudal or preindustrial 
societies throughout history. These 
cities are contrasted in all fundamentals 
with modern industrial cities, such as 
those delineated by the so-called Chica- 
go school of urban sociology-Park, 
Burgess, McKenzie, and others. The 

preindustrial city first appeared in the 
Near East in predynastic times, when, 
owing to agricultural surpluses, the 
primitive folk society was transformed. 
It occurred under similar conditions in 
South Asia, the Far East, and the New 
World. It is represented today by such 
cities as Seoul, Peking, Timbuktu, 
Cairo, Mecca, and Fez. In all cases, 
its social institutions are so similar that 
it represents a single sociocultural type. 

Lewis Mumford's The City in His- 
tory (Harcourt, Brace and World, New 
York, 1961. 657 pp. $11.50) differs 
fundamentally from Sjoberg's volume in 
presenting a developmental interpreta- 
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tion rather than a cross-cultural analy- 
sis of synchronically conceived data. 
Its sequence starts with assembly places 
of Paleolithic men, leads into Neolithic 

villages, then traces urban centers 
through the periods of the early Near 
East, classical Greece and Rome, and 
the Middle Ages to the modern West- 
ern world. It largely omits cities that 
were not in the Near East-European 
tradition. 

The City in History is written with 
tremendous erudition (though mainly 
limited to cities Mumford knows from 
personal observation), but it has 
speculative forays into the philosophi- 
cal, moralistic, and even psychoanalytic. 
The basic theme is that, while cities 
are the "containers" of civilization and 
have brought people together in crea- 
tive interaction, they also subject men 
to depersonalizing regimentation and 
occupational specialization. Above all, 
today, cities make men the creatures 
rather than the masters of technologi- 
cal development and expose them to 
mass extermination in nuclear warfare. 
Mumford's strong value orientation 
places him a little outside the primarily 
objective scholarship that characterizes 
the other two books. 

City Invincible (Carl H. Kraeling 
and Robert M. Adams, Eds. University 
of Chicago Press, Chicago, Ill., 1960. 
446 pp. $6) reports a symposium on 
urbanization and cultural development 
in the ancient Near East held at the 
Oriental Institute (University of Chica- 
go) in December 1958. It differs from 
the preceding books in its multiple 
authorship and its interdisciplinary ap- 
proach. The last 200 pages comprise 
11 background papers, while the first 
246 pages record three days of discus- 
sion by 50 participants and a conclud- 
ing address by Lewis Mumford. More 
than half of the discussants are primari- 
ly humanists: classical archeologists, 

linguists, and historians of Egyptology, 
Assyriology, Hittitology, Biblical arche- 

ology, Hellenistic studies, and other 
specialties. 

City Invincible covers some 6000 to 
8000 years. It deals with the origins 
of plant and animal domesticationr and 
with the development of the first farm 
villages, towns, and city-states, as well 
as with the development of various 
Near Eastern, Grecian, and Roman 
empires. The emphasis is humanistic in 
that it focuses primarily upon the great 
achievements in art, literature, writing, 
architecture, religion, political institu- 
tions, law, and other aspects of culture 
that distinguished each period and lo- 
cal area. In this respect, it somewhat 
resembles The City in History, except 
that its subject matter embraces a 
shorter time span and that it lacks 
value judgments. 

Antithetical Emphases 

But the discussants in City Invincible 
also include some 15 social scientists, 
representing geography, anthropology, 
economics, social institutions, compara- 
tive law, and political philosophy. 
Whereas the humanists are interested 
in the distinguishing particulars of each 
culture-one even states that for their 

purposes differences between cultures, 
for example, between Egypt and 

Mesopotamia, are more important 
than similarities-the social scientists 
raise many questions concerning cross- 
cultural similarities of social structure, 
ideologies, and developmental proc- 
esses, which imply the possibility of 

making interpretative generalizations. 
While some of the humanists doubt 
that cities occurred in ancient Egypt 
and state that the dynasties appeared 
full-blown without a stage of city- 
states, Hoselitz, an economist, points 
out that the existences of cities is a 
matter of definition in terms of size, 
plan, and function. Such definitions 
might have heuristic value in under- 
standing the development of any city. 

Again, whereas the humanists con- 
trast religious ideology and world view, 
especially as between Egypt and 
Mesopotamia, an anthropologist, Clyde 
Kluckhohn, outlines possible similari- 
ties in the functions of the moral order 
in any expanding society, that is, de- 
veloping cities and states. Similarly, 
Milton Singer suggests a number of 

processes of urbanization and cultural 
development which he and Robert Red- 
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field had previously postulated to have 
cross-cultural validity. While the social 
scientists' interest in generalizations 
somewhat offsets the humanists' par- 
ticularism, these generalizations remain 
largely implicit and are far more tenta- 
tive and limited in scope than those 
of Sjoberg, who unhesitatingly presents 
a long list of the characteristics of all 

preindustrial cities. The symposium 
also includes three "dirt" archeologists 
who contribute data on the prehistory 
of the Near East and New World. 

City Invincible and The City in His- 

tory accord little attention to cultures 
other than those antecedent to the 
modern Western World. But in City 
Invincible the New World archeologist, 
Gordon Willey, describes the tropical 
forest agriculture and the ceremonial 
centers and dispersed settlements of 
Meso-America and the irrigation farm- 

ing and more nucleated settlements of 
Peru. This New World farming con- 
trasts with that of the Near East, but 
it is not a difference in humanistic or 

stylistic emphasis. That the largest ir- 

rigation systems of Mesopotamia fol- 
lowed state development is evidently a 
function of the intertwining network 
of river channels, which obviated the 
need for state planning up to a certain 

point. In the deep valleys of Peru, ex- 

pansion of irrigation, increase of farm 

production, demographic growth, and 
the development of communities, cities, 
and states seem to have been more 

synchronized. 

Equivocal Status 

Some of the differences between the 
books are purely a matter of semantics. 

Sjoberg, while conceding that Meso- 
America had preindustrial cities, dis- 
claims a similar development in Peru 
on the grounds that the latter had no 

writing. To exclude Chanchan, a pre- 
historic Peruvian city consisting of a 

square mile of carefully planned streets, 
house clusters, temples, gardens, and 
other features within an enclosing wall, 
seems arbitrary, and to ignore the great 
Inca Empire, which extended from 
Ecuador to Chile, is to omit one of the 
world's great preindustrial societies. The 
Oriental Institute symposium also de- 
bated whether writing is an essential 
feature of civilization and therefore 
whether the culture of Jericho, which 
lacked writing, ranked as civilized. 

More fundamental differences in- 
volve the question of whether similari- 
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ties between cultures should be in- 
terpreted as independent invention or 
diffusion-a long-standing problem of 

anthropology. The humanists so em- 
phasize distinctiveness of achievement 
that the problem does not arise, al- 
though they recognize that very general 
ideas, such as writing, may have spread 
through the Near East and beyond. 
Sjoberg, by contrast, assumes that all 
cases of preindustrial cities represent 
the independent operation of similar 
processes. He is aware of stylistic dif- 
ferences, but he observes that these 
can be better assessed after the struc- 
tural-functional similarities have been 
delineated (page 21). 

Mumford appears to be an out-and- 
out diffusionist. He is so impressed by 
the similarities between native Ameri- 
can and ancient Near Eastern cities 
that, despite the abundant archeological 
evidence supporting a theory of in- 

digenous development of New World 
cities and civilizations-evidence of 
which he appears uninformed-he 
cannot believe that these two centers 
could have developed independently. 
He asks, "Was this New World urban 

complex due to an original predisposi- 
tion toward urban life carried in the 
genes? Or is it an instance of a Jungian 
collective archetype, transmitted even 
more mysteriously? Or is the New 
World urban complex the result of an 

astonishing conspiracy of accidents 
whose ultimate convergence with those 
of the Old World would be nothing 
short of a miracle?" He concludes that 
somehow the fundamentals of cities 
diffused to native America from the 
Old World, but he offers no theory 
about how this was accomplished. Thus, 
three wholly different conclusions are 
drawn from the same data. The 
humanists see no problem of diffusion 
or independent operation of process. 
Mumford, on the contrary, considers 
the two hemispheres to be so identical 
that diffusion is the only conceivable 

explanation. Sjoberg is also impressed 
by the identities between the Old and 
New Worlds but interprets them as 
instances of independent urban devel- 

opment. 

Common Denominator 

A science of urbanology might start 
with the position of Sjoberg which con- 
stitutes an important advance over that 
of the Chicago urban sociologists, in 
that it adds a second type of city, the 

preindustrial city, to the industrial city. 
All preindustrial cities are said to be 
characterized by a distinctive complex 
of interrelated phenomena. Their agrar- 
ian base affords a food surplus which 
supports a superordinate ruling class, 
bureaucrats, and many specialists. The 

upper class is hereditary, it controls the 
state through theocratic sanctions and 

military power; it exacts tribute from 
the peasants, receives luxury items 

produced by craft specialists living in 
the cities, commandeers produce from 

surrounding areas and trade routes, 
and has complete authority over the 
lower class and outcaste groups. It 
maintains status through conspicuous 
consumption, is trained in literacy in 

special schools (this was probably a 
rare trait), and practices arranged mar- 

riages. Men are dominant, women re- 

maining in the background. Lower-class 
artisans are organized in kin-based 

guilds, they live in special barrios in 
the cities, and they market their goods 
without fixed prices. The lower class 
culture is a "culture of poverty," as 
Oscar Lewis describes it. 

Such characterization of the prein- 
dustrial society and its cities is un- 

questionably significant in contrast with 
the folk society and with the industrial 

society. Many of the distinguishing 
particulars highlighted by the humanists 

may be functionally similar in differ- 
ent societies despite stylization. In the 
case of writing, for example, it is less 

important whether the script is cunei- 

form, Mayan or Egyptian hieroglyphic, 
or alphabetic than whether it serves to 
record produce, taxes, historic events, 
or other matters which are important 
to societies that have structural similari- 
ties. Monumental architecture may also 
differ stylistically yet serve to house the 

ruling classes and the theocratic ap- 

paratus which supports the state. 

Urbanology's Subcategories 

Not all the dissimilarities stressed by 
the humanists, however, can be written 
off as mere distinctive stylistic embel- 
lishments. For example, City Invincible 

paid some attention to multiple socie- 

ties, that is, states and empires-and 
even cities-which consisted of diverse 

ethnic, racial, linguistic, and religious 
groups. A broader comparative study 
of such diversity together with more 
detailed analysis of the nature of 

peasants, chattel slaves, outcastes as in 

India and Japan (the Eta), and classes 
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of artisans, priests, and bureaucrats 
would go far toward defining the com- 
position and structure of societies. Dif- 
ferences between cities which are dis- 
persed around ceremonial centers and 
those which are concentrated within 
walls certainly also have implications 
for social structure. Differences between 
traditional village laws and nationally 
codified laws and between the role of 
money, markets, and commerce are 
also matters discussed at the Oriental 
Institute symposium, but not viewed in 
cross-cultural perspective. All of these 
matters, however, constitute important 
variables within the great category of 
"preindustrial city," and they will re- 
quire division of this category into 
several major subcategories. 

The problem of urbanology, then, 
may have a middle ground concerning 
the meaning of cross-cultural similari- 
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peared only after agriculture afforded 
a surplus. But no one has postulated 
why the farm population was willing 
to surrender its surplus to the city- 
dwelling rulers. It appears that theo- 
cratic rather than military controls 
were the first source of state power in 
many instances, but we are offered no 
explanation of why this was so. The 
eventual rise of military power also 
lacks causal hypotheses. Mumford 
alone comes to grips with these prob- 
lems. He speculates that the practice of 
humnan sacrifice in primitive fertility 
rites eventually led to wars of conquest, 
and he imagines that "the urban in- 
stitution of war was . . . rooted to the 
magic of a more primitive society [the 
Paleolithic hunter], which he describes 
as "a childish nightmare . . ." which, 
in modern society, survives as a belief 
"in the collective unconscious . . . that 
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ferent sociocultural and political types 
within these larger categories and de- 
velopmental periods. 

While the three volumes do not re- 
duce their objectives to such simple 
terms as discussed in this review, they 
cross interdisciplinary boundaries to an 
extraordinary extent. This is especially 
true of City Invincible, which is the 
least integrated but the most interesting 
because of the exchange of opinions 
between so many kinds of scholars. 
There is no doubt that, as individual 
scholars know more about one an- 
other's disciplines, or can draw upon 
their colleagues' knowledge, differences 
in purpose, method, and interpretation 
will narrow. 
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