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URBANIZATION. Cities and towns were prominent
features of the landscape in the ancient civilizations of

Mesoamerica. Urban settlements originated during the
social transformation of simple, nonhierarchical farming
societies into class-stratified states toward the end of the
Formative period. Urban settlements contained most of
the key institutions of the ancient complex societies in
Mesoamerica, including kingship, state religion, social
stratification, and highly developed economies. Although
cities and towns in the diverse civilizations of Mesoamer-
ica shared a number of basic features, these settlements
exhibited a high degree of variation in size, layout, and
function. This article explores that variation, while not
losing sight of the shared features of Mesoamerican ur-
ban settlements. Descriptions of individual cities and
towns can be found in other articles in this work.

Approaches to Urbanization in Mesoamerica. Schol-
ars have applied a number of conceptual approaches to
the study of urbanization in Mesoamerica. These can be
summarized under the following categories: ecological,
functional, cosmovision, and built-environment. Al-
though these views are sometimes seen as incompatible
or mutually exclusive, each makes a contribution to our
understanding of the ancient cities and towns of Meso-
america.

The ecological approach was introduced to Mesoamer-
ica by William T. Sanders as part of the “new archaeol-
ogy” program of the 1960s and 1970s. Cities and towns
are viewed as part of a society’s adaptation to the natural
environment, and research focuses on issues such as sub-
sistence (where did urbanites get their food?), settlement
patterns (how are urban settlements distributed across
the landscape?), economic organization (what was the
role of craft specialists in cities?), and population size. In
the ecological perspective, cities are defined as settle-
ments with a large population, dense population nucle-
ation, and high internal social diversity. The huge central
Mexican cities of Teotihuacan and Tenochtitlan are seen
by Sanders as the most highly developed urban centers in
Mesoamerica, whereas most other Mesoamerican cul-
tures, including the Classic Maya, had settlements that
either were not truly urban in nature or were less urban-
ized than these large imperial capitals.

Sanders has emphasized the importance of the energet-
ics of transport in shaping the nature of Mesoamerican
cities. Without draft animals and wheeled carts, all goods
had to be carried by human porters, and this set severe
limits on the distance over which foodstuffs and other
bulky goods could be moved. As the argument goes, be-
cause most food had to come from locations relatively
close to a settlement, this limited the size of urban cen-
ters and also contributed to other common features of
Mesoamerican cities: weak, decentralized rule; an em-
phasis on ritual functions; and poorly developed eco-
nomic institutions. The energetics approach has been
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very successful in stimulating archaeological field work
at urban sites and at explaining general features of Meso-
american cities that differ from ancient cities of the Old
World.

The functional approach to urbanism developed in the
1970s through a combination of settlement pattern re-
search and influences from the field of economic geogra-
phy. The initial applications of this approach, from Rich-
ard E. Blanton and Stephen A. Kowalewski, emphasized
regional economic functions. Economic activities tend to
concentrate in specific settlements called central places,
which often comprise a hierarchy of function (and size)
on a regional level. In this approach, a city is a high-level
central place that performs a large number and variety of
economic services for a large hinterland, whereas smaller
central places called towns have fewer economic func-
tions and serve smaller areas.

In the 1980s the functional approach was broadened by
the addition of noneconomic functions, such as adminis-
tration and religion, following suggestions in Richard
Fox’s influential book, Urban Anthropology (Englewood
Cliffs, 1977). This expanded functional view was applied
to Mesoamerica by Joyce Marcus, and was later adopted
by William Sanders as well. One advantage of the func-
tional perspective is that it focuses attention on a variety
of types of urban settlement. Not all Mesoamerican cities
were identical. Some emphasized craft production (e.g.,
Colha, Otumba), others were imperial capitals focused on
administration and trade (e.g., Teotihuacan, Tzintzun-
tzan), whereas many Mesoamerican cities combined ritual
and political functions. This latter pattern, codified by
Fox as the “regal-ritual city” type, was probably the most
common kind of urban center in Mesoamerica. Another
advantage of the functional approach is that the smaller
Mesoamerican cities, such as those of the Classic Maya,
can be viewed as fully urban in nature and not relegated
to a less-than-urban status just because they were not as
large as Teotihuacan or Tenochtitlan. I adopt a functional
approach in the second part of this article; an urban set-
tlement is defined here as one whose activities and insti-
tutions (whether economic, political, religious, or cul-
tural) affected areas outside of the settlement proper.
Cities are large settlements with many urban functions
that affect a large hinterland, whereas towns are smaller
settlements with fewer urban functions affecting a
smaller region.

The cosmovision approach to Mesoamerican cities em-
phasizes the symbolic role of cities as human replications
of the cosmos. From this perspective, buildings were built
and cities laid out to embody key Mesoamerican concepts
of time and space. Cities were sacred places where myth
and ritual were acted out, and their organization and
nature cannot be explained without reference to cosmo-






