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1. THE CONCEPT OF A CITY 
When we look around us, we can see that the population is distributed unequally, as 

some people live in large settlements and others live in smaller settlements.  

This form of distribution is called human settlement. We can distinguish between two 

forms of settlement: rural and urban. 

1.1. THE RURAL SETTLEMENT 
A rural settlement, for example a village or a hamlet, has the following characteristics: 

It has a lower number of inhabitants and a low concentration of people. These criteria 

vary depending on the population density in the area. For example, in countries like 

Norway, a city can have as few as 200 inhabitants. 

In rural areas, the economic activities of the primary sector are predominant, or in 

other words, those related to obtaining natural resources. 

Its structure is characterised by low buildings. These constructions can be 

concentrated in a specific space or divided across a broad territory, generating a 

disperse population. 

1.2. THE URBAN SETTLEMENT 
The definition of a city or town is applied to concentrations of people with the 

following characteristics: 

They have a large number of inhabitants. There is no exact figure used to apply this 

criterion; for example, in Spain, a place with over 10 000 inhabitants is considered a 

city, whilst in Japan it must have over 30 000 inhabitants. 

The main economic activities of cities are related to the secondary and services sector, 

such as commerce, health, education and banking. 

Cities are distinguished by being made up of tall buildings that are very close together. 

In addition, the urban fabric includes public spaces like avenues, squares and gardens. 

In cities, the way of life is characterised by less intense personal relationships. 

Furthermore, people’s attitudes tend mainly towards speed and mobility. 

1.3. THE FUNCTIONS OF THE CITY 
Many activities, known as functions, take place in urban areas. Cities 

are multifunctional spaces and many of these activities are interrelated. However, in 

some cases there is a predominant function that determines certain aspects of the city, 

such as its morphology or its transport network. 

1.4. RESIDENTIAL 
Although the residential function is common to all cities, it is the predominant function 

in some urban settlements, such as satellite cities or dormitory towns. These are urban 

settlements on the periphery of major cities, inhabited by people who travel to work in 



the city every day. Dormitory towns rely on transport networks that communicate 

them with a major city. 

1.5. COMMERCIAL 
Commercial cities are also centres of exchange for all types of products and services. 

Transport networks (land, air and sea) and the flow of money from banks and 

multinational companies converge  

in these cities. 

The city of Shanghai, in China, is an example of a city in which its commercial function 

is predominant. Its port is the most important one in the world. 

1.6. INDUSTRIAL 
The growth of many cities, which started in the 19th century, coincided with the 

expansion of industry during the Industrial Revolution.  

The industrial function of cities is helped by the availability of labour and 

the communication network. However, nowadays the industrial areas are being moved 

to industrial estates on the outskirts of the city. 

1.7. TOURIST 
The tourist function is very important in some cities due to the number of visitors they 

attract. 

This tourist function is related to a rich historical or artistic heritage (for example, 

Athens and Venice); to natural attractions, (for example, the beaches in Cancún); or 

to leisure(for example, Las Vegas and Monaco). 

1.8. POLITICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE 
Some cities are home to the headquarters of the main political bodies. They are usually 

the state capitals, carrying out administrative functions that affect the entire country, 

such as ministries or national banks; cities that are home to lesser bodies, such as 

provincial capitals; or supranational bodies, like Brussels, that are home to the 

headquarters of some of the institutions of the EU. 

1.9. CULTURAL AND RELIGIOUS 
The cultural function takes place in most cities, as they have museums, universities or 

spaces for cultural leisure activities, such as cinemas and theatres. However, this 

function is predominant in some urban settlements, such as the university cities of 

Oxford or Bologna. Other cities are important religious centres that receive groups of 

pilgrims, such as Mecca or Jerusalem. 

2. THE MORPHOLOGY OF CITIES 
The morphology of a city refers to the factors that influence its external form.  

It includes aspects such as location and situation, since the physical elements can 

determine the land it is located on, or the existence of planning prior to construction. 

These aspects determine the distribution of urban elements: streets, buildings and 



green spaces; in turn, this distribution generates an urban plan, which is the graphical 

representation of the structure of a city. 

TYPES OF URBAN PLANS 

2.1. GRID  
This is also known as a chequerboard or orthogonal plan. In this type of urban 

planning, the streets intersect at right angles and the space is divided into blocks. 

 

2.2. LINEAR 
Its origin can be planned or respond to spontaneous growth. The city is organised 

according to a main road, and the buildings and public spaces are distributed around it. 

These days, due to the major growth of town centres, this type of plan is easier to 

identify in small towns.  

 

2.3. RADIAL  
In a radial plan, we can clearly distinguish the central core from which several roads 

branch out like spokes on a wheel. In turn, these roads are intersected by other streets 

that form concentric rings. 

 

2.4. IRREGULAR  
This type of plan is caused by a lack of planning. It is characterised by a very complex 

and disorderly network of streets, roads of all sizes, squares with no definite shape and 

dead ends. 

3. URBAN STRUCTURE 

3.1. CITY CENTRE 
This is where the main business, financial and commercial areas are found. In older 

cities, it usually coincides with the old town, which is also where most of the historic 

monuments are located. The residential function is also important. In modern times, 

residential areas have increased due to the construction of new neighbourhoods with 

large green areas. 

 

3.2. PERI-URBAN AREAS 
This is the area around the centre. It is mainly characterised by its residential function. 

In many cities, this area has many streets, parks and squares. However, in some cases 

there may be rundown buildings corresponding to old factories that have been moved 

to the outskirts of the city. 

 



3.3. OUTSKIRTS 
This is the outer area of the city. It emerged more recently as a result of the city’s 

expansion. The majority of the population lives on the outskirts. Industrial 

areas and commercial areas have also appeared over recent years. 

 

4. USES OF URBAN LAND 

4.1. RESIDENTIAL AREAS OR SUBURBS 
They constitute the largest part of the urban area. There are large differences 

according to the purchasing power of its inhabitants. We can therefore distinguish 

these neighbourhoods: 

Middle-class and upper-class neighbourhoods (1). These residential areas are 

characterised by green spaces and facilities. They are located in residential estates in 

the outskirts or peri-urban area and in the new neighbourhoods of the city centre. 

Working-class neighbourhoods (2). These areas are characterised by large blocks of 

apartments near industrial areas. They do not have many urban services or green 

spaces. 

 

4.2. ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES 
Industrial areas. They are located in industrial estates or technology parks on the 

urban outskirts. 

 

Commercial areas. In the centre, there are specialist shops and large stores; however, 

on the outskirts there are large shopping centres. 

 

Financial or business areas. These are newly-built areas located in the city centre. 

They are dominated by office buildings and skyscrapers. 

 

5. EVOLUTION OF THE CITY OVER TIME 
Cities reflect the changes that have taken place in them from their origins to the 

present day. Therefore, to study the morphology of a city, we need to know 

its historical evolution. 

5.1. CITIES IN ANTIQUITY 
The first towns and cities emerged some 7 000 years ago in the Middle East, India and 

China. They were structured around the palace of the priest or king, the temple or the 

market, and were surrounded by a wall for defence. 



 

Later, the Greek civilisation organised cities following the model of the polis or city 

state (1). There were two main urban areas in Greek cities: the fortified acropolis, 

which was the highest part, and the agora, which was the public square. 

In the 5th century bc, after the urban destruction caused by the Persian wars, Greek 

cities were rebuilt in a regular grid plan. 

Rome spread urban planning throughout the Mediterranean region. Roman cities  

responded to regular planning, organised around a square or forum. Two main roads 

started here, known as the cardo and the decumanus, which organised the city 

according to a grid plan. Roman cities also had urban facilities like water 

pipes, sewers and paved roads. 

 

5.2. CITIES IN THE MIDDLE AGES 
During the first centuries of the Middle Ages, the urban areas gained great importance 

in the Islamic civilisation. Their cities were characterised by an irregular plan, with 

narrow, winding streets. There was a walled city known as the medina, where the main 

buildings were located. Around the walls of the medina were the residential and 

commercial neighbourhoods surrounded by another wall. 

The Christian cities of western Europe started to become important after the 12th 

century.  

They were walled cities that had an irregular plan. They had a central area around the 

cathedral or square which contained the city hall and where the market was held. 

 

5.3. CITIES IN THE MODERN AGE 
Urban growth in Europe continued during the Modern Age. New urban planning was 

based on: 

• geometric forms which were predominant in the designs; 

• a rational distribution of spaces and their embellishment with main squares, 

gardens and new roads; 

• fortifications that evolved to suit the needs of the artillery, which was 

widespread at the time. 

 

5.4. THE INDUSTRIAL CITY 
From the late 18th century and during the 19th century, the Industrial Revolution took 

place in Europe and North America. It was accompanied by the massive growth of 

cities.  

They became major economic centres that welcomed new infrastructures, such as 

factories, ports and railway stations. In addition, the Industrial Revolution brought 



about the proliferation of working-class neighbourhoods, which lacked planning and 

facilities like sewage, lighting and green spaces. Therefore, the hygiene conditions 

were very bad, adding to the overcrowding of industrial workers in appalling 

conditions and in uninhabitable houses. 

 

5.5. THE MODERN CITY 
In the 20th century, the model of industrial cities spread to other continents. The 

increase in urban population and the number of cities has been the source of a greater 

influence of the metropolises on the surrounding urban areas. They have acted as a 

focus of attraction for the rural population and concentrated communication networks 

and services. In return, significant problems with pollution, traffic and housing have 

been generated. 

In developed countries, the growth of large cities has stagnated over recent decades. 

On the other hand, the number of towns in their immediate environment has 

increased, resulting in satellite cities or dormitory towns. 

6. THE CITY AND ITS TERRITORY 
All cities are related to an area or territory over which they have an economic, social 

and cultural influence. This space is called the hinterland.  

 

Likewise, cities develop links with other towns: smaller cities become dependent on 

larger ones. A hierarchical urban network is formed with different levels. 

6.1. WORLD METROPOLISES  
The activity of major cities like New York, Tokyo and London have repercussions 

worldwide. They are highly-populated cities whose economic, technological and 

political influence spread to other countries. 

6.2. NATIONAL METROPOLISES  
These are capitals of a state or the most important cities in a country. This is the case 

of Brasilia and São Paulo (Brazil); Mumbai and New Delhi (India); or Madrid and 

Barcelona (Spain). 

6.3. REGIONAL METROPOLISES 
Communications networks and the main services of a certain geographical area 

converge in these cities. Some examples are Sevilla in Spain, Casablanca in Morocco, 

and Guayaquil in Ecuador. 

6.4. SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED CITIES  
These are small cities that only have an influence on the towns around them. In Spain, 

this is the case of provincial capitals like Cuenca or county towns like Úbeda or Baeza in 

Jaén. 

 



7. LIFE IN URBAN AREAS 
The growth of cities creates a large number of disadvantages and urban problems that 

seriously affect their population every day and which need a response from the 

government. However, cities also offer a world of opportunities that attract a large 

number of new inhabitants. 

 

7.1. ADVANTAGES OF URBAN LIFE 
There are many educational and cultural activities. There are schools, universities, 

museums, libraries, theatres and cinemas. In the city, there are also more possibilities 

of pursuing specialist studies and exchanging knowledge and ideas. 

There are centres of trade, as in cities there are a higher number of small shops 

offering more variety. There are also large shopping areas where people can buy and 

sell products from the country itself and from countries around the world. 

 Healthcare is more accessible. Most villages have no immediate medical assistance 

and people have to visit doctors and hospitals in another city or town. 

Cities have a more extensive labour market as there are more job offers and they are 

more varied. There are also more options for business and financial development. 

 

There is a wide range of leisure options, which include cultural, entertainment and 

sporting activities. 

Cities are places where ideas and customs merge as people from different 

backgrounds and cultures come together. 

7.2. DISADVANTAGES OF URBAN LIFE 
The urban population requires enormous amounts of drinking water and energy . The 

authorities must ensure that they are supplied. In cities in poor countries, many 

inhabitants do not have a guaranteed supply. 

Large amounts of solid waste (rubbish) and wastewater from domestic use and 

industry are generated in urban areas. The authorities must collect and process or 

treat them. 

Cities have private and public transport networks (metro, tram, bus, taxi). However, at 

certain times of the day, the infrastructure cannot cope with the density of vehicles. 

This causes problems with traffic and parking. 

Vehicles, domestic heating and factories give off gases which pollute the atmosphere, 

creating a cloud of pollution over the city, known as smog. This pollution can damage 

buildings and harm plants. 

 



The growth of the urban population increases the demand for decent housing, but the 

prices of houses or flats are very high in many cities. The most disadvantaged groups 

are therefore forced to live in depressed areas with few facilities or to build slums. 

A city is home to very different social groups, and problems with integration can arise 

between them. They may be economic, such as the differences between rich and poor 

neighbourhoods, or religious and ethnic, related to the concentration of people in 

specific areas, creating ghettos.  

 


