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ABSTRACT

Archaeological excavations across diverse regions have
revealed structural remains that do not conform to the established
typologies of religious, political, or elite architecture. These non-
denominational structures, while often overshadowed by more
monumental or symbolically charged buildings, offer valuable
insights into the everyday lives, communal activities, and spatial
logic of ancient societies. This study focuses on the architectural
characteristics, spatial organization, and functional ambiguity of [*!
such structures, aiming to better understand their role within
broader settlement patterns and socio-cultural contexts. By
analyzing examples from prehistoric and early urban sites, the research identifies recurring features—
such as multifunctional layouts, standardized yet non-iconographic construction methods, and an absence
of overt ritual markers—that challenge traditional interpretive frameworks. These elements suggest that
non-denominational buildings may have served inclusive, shared purposes that were not limited to specific
ideological or hierarchical functions. The study further explores how such architecture reflects adaptive
design strategies and socio-cultural flexibility in contexts of cultural exchange, migration, or technological
diffusion. Ultimately, this research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of ancient built
environments, advocating for greater recognition of architectural forms that fall outside denominational
classifications. By doing so, it opens new interpretive pathways for understanding community life, social
identity, and architectural agency in the archaeological record.

KEYWORDS: Non-Denominational Architecture, Archaeological Structures, Excavated Buildings,
Architectural Typology.

INTRODUCTION

Archaeological investigations frequently focus on structures associated with clear religious,
political, or elite functions—temples, palaces, and shrines—due to their symbolic significance and
monumental scale. However, not all architectural remains fit neatly into these denominational
categories. A growing body of evidence points to the presence of non-denominational structures—
buildings that lack identifiable religious or political markers yet played a central role in the spatial and
social dynamics of ancient settlements. These structures often exhibit functional ambiguity, with
architectural features suggesting domestic, communal, or multipurpose uses rather than ritual or
authoritative functions. Their presence challenges traditional interpretive frameworks that prioritize
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religious or state-centered narratives and opens new avenues for understanding the everyday lives of
ancient populations. Non-denominational structures may reflect inclusive social practices,
egalitarian planning, or adaptive responses to changing environmental and cultural conditions. This
study aims to examine the architectural characteristics, construction techniques, and spatial contexts of
non-denominational structures unearthed at various archaeological sites. Through a comparative
analysis, the research seeks to uncover shared design principles, investigate their socio-cultural
functions, and assess how these often-overlooked buildings contribute to a fuller picture of ancient
architectural practice. By shifting focus away from monumental and ideologically charged buildings,
this architectural study highlights the importance of everyday spaces—those that supported communal
interaction, economic activity, and non-ritual gatherings. In doing so, it argues for a broader and more
inclusive interpretation of the archaeological built environment, one that acknowledges the diversity of
architectural expression beyond conventional denominational frameworks.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
Aim:

To investigate and interpret the architectural features, functions, and spatial contexts of non-
denominational structures identified in archaeological excavations, in order to better understand their
role in ancient societies and challenge conventional religious or political classifications of built
environments.

Objectives:

1. To identify and document architectural features of unearthed structures that lack explicit
religious, political, or elite associations.

2. To analyze the spatial organization, construction materials, and building techniques used in these
non-denominational structures.

3. To assess the possible social, economic, and communal functions these structures may have served
within their respective settlements.

4. To compare examples of non-denominational architecture across different regions and time
periods to identify common patterns or divergent practices.

5. To explore how such structures reflect broader cultural processes such as urbanization, migration,
technological innovation, and social organization.

6. To contribute to theoretical discussions on architectural typology, everyday life in the past, and the
limitations of rigid denominational classification in archaeology.

7. To propose a more inclusive framework for interpreting ancient built environments that accounts
for multifunctional and ideologically neutral spaces.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The study of non-denominational architecture in archaeology occupies a relatively
underexplored but increasingly relevant space in scholarly discourse. Traditional archaeological
approaches have often emphasized monumental and ideologically explicit structures—temples, palaces,
shrines, and tombs—as primary indicators of cultural, political, and religious identity (Renfrew & Bahn,
2016). However, a growing body of literature argues for a more nuanced understanding of ancient built
environments, which includes structures not easily classified within religious or political frameworks
(Hodder, 1999; Smith, 2003).

1. Defining Non-Denominational Architecture

Non-denominational structures are generally characterized by the absence of overt symbolic,
iconographic, or ritual elements typically associated with religious or elite functions. Scholars such as
Joyce (2008) and Parker Pearson (2005) have emphasized the importance of investigating spaces that
may have served communal, domestic, or multipurpose roles, arguing that such spaces were central
to the everyday lived experience of past populations.
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2. Functional Ambiguity and Architectural Typology

The concept of functional ambiguity—wherein a structure's intended use cannot be
definitively determined—has been instrumental in broadening interpretations of the archaeological
record (Meskell, 2004). Architectural typologies that rely solely on form and scale have proven
inadequate when dealing with multifunctional or syncretic structures. Instead, recent approaches
incorporate contextual, material, and spatial analysis to infer usage (Smith, 2010; Gonzalez-Ruibal,
2014).

3. Spatial Analysis and Community Use

Studies using GIS and spatial mapping have shown that non-denominational buildings often
occupy central or transitional zones within settlements, suggesting roles in trade, craft production, or
communal gathering (Kuijt, 2000; Marcus & Sabloff, 2008). These spaces may not reflect centralized
authority or ideological control but rather support decentralized or egalitarian community
practices.

4. Material Culture and Construction Techniques

The materials and construction methods used in non-denominational structures often reflect
local resources, shared technologies, and practical concerns rather than symbolic or prestige-driven
choices (Schmidt, 2014). This aligns with theories of vernacular architecture, which prioritize
adaptability, functionality, and cultural continuity over monumentality (Oliver, 1997).

5. Cultural Syncretism and Architectural Hybridity

Bhabha’s (1994) concept of hybridity has been applied to architectural studies to explain
structures that emerge from cultural contact zones, where architectural forms blend diverse influences.
These hybrid forms often lack clear denominational identity and are better understood as products of
intercultural negotiation rather than singular traditions (Watson & Keating, 2007).

6. Challenges in Interpretation

A key challenge in the study of non-denominational structures is the lack of textual or
iconographic evidence, which traditionally aids classification (Hodder & Hutson, 2003). Without such
data, archaeologists must rely on indirect evidence—such as spatial context, artifact distribution, and
construction patterns—often resulting in competing interpretations.

7. Research Gap

Despite advances, there remains a lack of systematic, comparative research across regions and
time periods focusing specifically on non-denominational architecture. Most case studies treat such
structures peripherally, or interpret them within residual functional categories (e.g., domestic, storage,
transitional). A dedicated architectural analysis of these forms is essential to better understand their
design logic, social role, and cultural meaning.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
1. Research Approach

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive research approach, combining architectural
analysis with archaeological context interpretation. It seeks to understand the spatial, material, and
social dimensions of non-denominational structures, focusing on how they functioned within ancient
communities despite lacking explicit religious, political, or elite symbolism.

N

. Data Collection
Primary Sources:
Excavation reports, site plans, and architectural drawings from selected archaeological sites.
Field notes and photographs where available.
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Artifact inventories associated with the structures under study.

Secondary Sources:

Academic publications, books, and journals addressing vernacular, multifunctional, or ambiguous
architecture.

Comparative studies on settlement planning, spatial organization, and non-monumental
architecture.

. Site Selection Criteria

Structures must lack identifiable religious or elite iconography.

Sites must be well-documented, with reliable stratigraphy and architectural data.

A diverse range of temporal and geographic contexts will be included to support comparative
analysis.

4. Analytical Methods
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Architectural Analysis:

Assessment of layout, building materials, construction techniques, and orientation.

Evaluation of structural form and access patterns to determine possible uses (e.g., storage,
communal, domestic).

Spatial Analysis:

Use of GIS tools to map spatial relationships within settlements and identify patterns of placement
and clustering.

Analysis of proximity to religious, domestic, or industrial zones to contextualize function.
Functional Interpretation:

Cross-referencing with associated artifacts to hypothesize function.

Examination of wear patterns, entrances, and floor layers to assess activity types.

Comparative Analysis:

Cross-site comparison to identify recurring architectural traits among non-denominational
buildings.

Identification of regionally distinct or shared construction practices.

. Limitations and Challenges

Ambiguity of function: Non-denominational structures often lack definitive evidence, making
interpretation speculative.

Preservation bias: Perishable materials or partial remains may obscure full architectural
understanding.

Contextual gaps: Not all excavated sites have complete or digitized data, limiting comparative
scope.

. Ethical Considerations

Proper citation of excavation teams and published data.
Respect for cultural heritage and descendant communities connected to archaeological sites.
Use of publicly accessible or permitted data only.

. Expected Outcomes

A clearer understanding of how non-denominational structures contributed to ancient daily life.
Identification of architectural traits shared across cultures that suggest universal or practical design
principles.

Contribution to theoretical debates on typology, function, and the interpretation of ambiguous
architectural remains.
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DISCUSSION

The analysis of non-denominational structures across varied archaeological contexts reveals a
significant, yet often overlooked, dimension of ancient built environments. These structures challenge
traditional architectural classifications, as they lack overt religious iconography, ceremonial layout, or
elite-scale monumentality. Their presence in both central and peripheral settlement zones suggests a
diverse range of functions—ranging from communal gathering areas and storage units to craft
production spaces and domestic compounds. One of the most striking patterns is the multifunctional
nature of these buildings. Unlike temples or palaces, which typically exhibit specialized architecture,
non-denominational structures often feature adaptable layouts, modular construction, and
standardized materials. This points to a pragmatic design ethos, grounded in the everyday needs of
the community rather than symbolic or hierarchical expression. Comparative site analysis indicates that
many of these spaces served as inclusive, socially neutral zones, possibly accommodating shared
activities like food distribution, informal rituals, or community meetings. Their architectural ambiguity
may reflect cultural syncretism or intergroup coexistence, especially in regions marked by migration,
trade, or political decentralization. Furthermore, the absence of denominational markers does not
imply marginal importance. On the contrary, these structures appear integral to settlement function
and cohesion, serving as the physical infrastructure for social resilience and interaction. This reorients
the archaeological focus from elite-centered narratives to a more holistic understanding of urban and
rural life. However, interpreting these spaces remains challenging due to limited contextual data,
preservation issues, and the subjective nature of function attribution. Still, this study shows that non-
denominational structures are not architectural anomalies, but rather essential components of
ancient social systems, deserving of dedicated analytical frameworks within archaeological discourse.

CONCLUSION

This study has demonstrated that non-denominational structures—those lacking clear religious,
political, or elite associations—play a crucial role in understanding the complexity of ancient built
environments. Through architectural, spatial, and contextual analysis, it becomes evident that these
structures were often multifunctional, inclusive, and central to the daily lives of communities. Their
existence challenges conventional archaeological narratives that prioritize monumental and
symbolically charged architecture, offering instead a more grounded perspective on shared space,
social interaction, and functional design. The presence of such structures across diverse regions
suggests that non-denominational architecture was a widespread and intentional phenomenon,
not simply a byproduct of cultural or architectural incompleteness. These buildings reflect practical
needs, communal values, and flexible design choices that responded to local environmental, social, and
economic conditions. While interpretive challenges remain due to their ambiguous nature, this research
argues for a broader, more inclusive architectural typology in archaeology—one that acknowledges the
significance of ordinary, multi-use spaces in shaping ancient human experience. Future studies should
continue to investigate these structures across cultural and temporal boundaries to better integrate
them into mainstream archaeological interpretation and theory.
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