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have participated in the ritual. René Millon (1993) and others (Cowgill 1983; 
Sugiyama 2004) see the construction of the Ciudadela as the culmination of 
the despotic rulership.

Figure 6.3. Feathered Serpent Pyramid at the Ciudadela. 
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It is likely that the nature of rulership underwent a significant change by the 
Early Xolalpan phase (R. Millon 1988, 1993; Sugiyama 1998) or earlier (Cowgill 
1998). Sacrificial burials have not been found from the rebuilt portions of major 
pyramids (Cabrera et al. 1991:88), and such an absence might attest to changes 
in the material and ritual manifestation of rulership. This change is probably 
associated with a termination ritual conducted at the FSP during the Late 
Tlamimilolpa or Early Xolalpan phase. Sugiyama (1998:158–61) demonstrates 
that the construction of the Adosada Platform abutted to the frontal façade of 
the FSP at the Ciudadela was accompanied by the demolition and burning of 
the old temple atop the FSP, the looting of burials, and the defacement of the 
façades of the FSP. He proposes that all these events were institutionally orga-
nized acts that served as the desecration of the FSP and the termination of 
the original ritual meanings for political ends. Sugiyama (1998) suggests that 
this possible termination program is indicative of political discord or replace-
ment of rulership. René Millon (1988, 1993) postulates that the despotic rule 
provoked a reaction and rejection, leading to the establishment of institutional 
checks on the glorification of personal power and/or collective leadership.

After the Early Xolalpan phase, major pyramids were never rebuilt and con-
struction activities were centered on administrative and residential buildings 
(figure 6.4), as I will discuss shortly. This may or may not signify the decline of 
rulership, but what we can see here is the changing network of ideology, prac-
tice, and resources. Construction as a practice, the use of a large labor force, 
and architectural conspicuous consumption were disconnected from the pro-
duction of a central authority with or without ideological changes. Evidence 
suggests some continuities in the representation of militaristic rulership. For 
example, during the Late Xolalpan phase (450–550 ce), a pottery workshop 
was constructed at the north side of the Ciudadela, where theater-type censers 
(figure 6.5, top left) were produced (Múnera 1985; Rattray 2001). The central 
figure or mask in the center is interpreted as warrior (Sugiyama 2002), with 
some figures wearing nose pendants and earspools, which are possible symbols 
of the central authority. The censers were widely distributed in the surround-
ing apartment compounds and were used in funerary rituals or for other pur-
poses. This might indicate changes in practices and technologies of authoriza-
tion, not necessarily the discursive meaning of rulership.

the develoPment oF bureaucracy
Possible changes in the nature of rulership during the Early Xolalpan phase 

were likely accompanied by the development of bureaucracy at Teotihuacan. 
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Figure 6.4. Diachronic changes in labor costs for major pyramids and administrative/
residential structures within the central precinct. 

Although identifying bureaucracy in the archaeological record is not straight-
forward (Murakami n.d.), architectural evidence from the central precinct 
indicates changes in the central administrative organization.

Identifying Administrative Facilities
It is not an easy task to identify specialized administrative facilities at 

Teotihuacan and other sites in Mesoamerica mainly because the same build-
ings often have multiple functions (e.g., Inomata and Houston 2001). At 
Teotihuacan, architectural form is highly standardized across the city, and this 
complicates the identification of administrative facilities. Each architectural 
complex, a discrete group of buildings usually surrounded by walls, has both 
residential quarters and courtyards or plazas associated with temples (figures 
6.6, 6.7), which may have served as ceremonial and/or social gathering areas. 
This means that there were no recognizable (at least for us) specialized facili-
ties for administration. Administrative activities could have been carried out 
in both courtyard units associated with temples and rooms. Therefore, mor-
phological traits alone do not provide reliable criteria for isolating the admin-
istrative function of buildings; rather, the location, size, internal layout, and 
associated artifacts and features have been used to infer the function of each 
complex and courtyard unit (Cabrera and Gómez 2008; Cowgill 1983, 1997, 
2008; Gómez 2000; Gómez and Hernández 1999; Manzanilla 1996, 2009).

Further complicating the issue of identifying administrative facilities is that 
there is little evidence to suggest the extent to which political spheres were 
differentiated from religious and other spheres, unlike the Maya region and 
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Postclassic polities (see Baron, this volume; Pollard, this volume). In other 
words, we do not know for sure whether there were specialized administrators 
separate from priestly and other institutions, such as the military. Iconographic 

Figure 6.5. Human representations during the Xolalpan and Metepec 
phases: (a) theater-type censer (after Séjourné 1966:figure 9, courtesy of 
Fondo de Cultura Económica); (b) stuccoed tripod vessel (after Séjourné 
1966:figure 75, courtesy of Fondo de Cultura Económica); (c) profile figure 
with priestly attire in the mural of the Tepantitla apartment compound. 
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studies show that priestly and military figures are prominent in murals, and 
there is little doubt that they participated in the state administration; although 
it is possible that priestly and military institutions were not conceived as sepa-
rate and distinct from each other (Cowgill 1992:212–13). However, as Linda 
Manzanilla (1992) points out, it is likely that political hierarchies were largely 
conceived in religious terms. This does not mean that state administrators 
were all priests but that political decision-making processes occurred in 

Figure 6.6. Layout of some apartment compounds, arrows indicate entrances: (a) 
modified after Cabrera and Gómez 2008:figure 7; (b) modified after Manzanilla 
2004:figure 5.6, courtesy of John Wiley and Sons; (c) modified after Manzanilla 2004:figure 
5.3, courtesy of John Wiley and Sons; (d) modified after Cabrera and Gómez 2008:figure 3. 
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religious settings, both physically and organizationally. Thus, the overwhelm-
ing number of ritual facilities within the central precinct does not imply that 
this zone was used mainly for religious purposes; governmental functions and 
political activities were likely carried out in these facilities (Cowgill 1983:332).

Based on the location, size, quality, and complexity of architectural complexes, 
George L. Cowgill (1983) proposes that the North and South Palaces of the 
Ciudadela, the Street of the Dead Complex (SDC) (figure 6.7), and other com-
plexes were the major administrative foci, with possible shifts in importance 
through time (see also R. Millon 1973). Among these complexes, I argue that 
the SDC is the most plausible candidate for the central administrative facili-
ties. The SDC is a mega-complex located between the Sun Pyramid and the 
Ciudadela, consisting of five three-temple complexes, room structures around 
the temple structures, and the street segmented by four transverse platforms 
forming three sunken courtyards (Wallrath 1967; figure 6.7). Only some por-
tions of the complex have been excavated, including the Viking Group, the East 
Plaza Complex, the area of the “Excavations of 1917,” the West Plaza Complex, 
and the Complex of the Superimposed Structures (see Morelos 1982, 1993).

The SDC and other excavated architectural complexes within the central 
precinct are characterized by the near absence of burials underneath floors 
in their residential quarters. This contrasts with apartment compounds out-
side the central precinct and may suggest that the SDC housed institutionally 
affiliated groups, such as government officials, their retainers, and servants. The 
majority of excavated apartment compounds seem to have been organized into 
houses and that members of each compound, or house, shared ritual practices 
(specifically mortuary rituals) that can be distinguished from those of other 
compounds, thereby perpetuating a specific identity through time (Clayton 
2009). Thus, the absence of burials at the SDC (and other complexes) suggests 
that hereditary groups did not inhabit the complex (see Cabrera and Gómez 
2008:49; Gómez 2000:596–602). It is possible that personnel of the SDC were 
recruited from outside the central precinct and that they stayed within the 
complex for the duration of their appointments.

These observations do not preclude the possibility that residents of the SDC 
and other complexes received some special mortuary treatment and were bur-
ied somewhere else. However, the North and South Palaces at the Ciudadela 
contain burials, suggesting that these complexes housed hereditary groups 
such as royal families or priests (see Cowgill 1983, 1997; R. Millon 1973). Due 
to these differences regarding the presence of burials, it is likely that there is 
a clear difference in the nature of social groups among different architectural 
complexes within the central precinct.
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Additionally, there are other possible administrative buildings within the 
central precinct, such as the Quetzalpapalotl Palace Complex at the west 
side of the Moon Plaza, Complex 6:N5W1 at the west side of the Moon 
Pyramid, and possibly other unexcavated complexes. The nature of social 
groups in these complexes is poorly understood, but it is likely that some 
administrative activities were carried out there. The presence of multiple 
administrative facilities might attest to a relatively high degree of inter-
nal differentiation of administrative organization into multiple institutions, 

Figure 6.7. Plan of the Street of the Dead Complex (redrawn and modified after Morelos 
1993:E.4.1). 
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although it is not clear to what extent these institutions were specialized or 
independent and how they were related to each other (e.g., Cowgill 1992). 
It is possible that there were multiple orders, such as civil, judicial, military, 
and religious, as seen in the Aztec empire (see also Pollard, this volume). 
Annabeth Headrick (2007) proposes that the institution of the ruler, lin-
eages, and the military order shaped the dynamic of power in the city. If so, 
royal families and lineage and military leaders may have formed the upper 
echelons of the bureaucracy.

High-level administrative decision making would have taken place in royal 
palaces (e.g., Christie and Sarro 2006; Inomata and Houston 2001), but the 
location of royal palaces remains controversial at Teotihuacan. René Millon 
(1973) and Cowgill (1983) think that the North and South Palaces at the 
Ciudadela were the seat of the rulers, but Cowgill (1983) also suggests the 
possibility that the royal residence was moved to the SDC afterward (see also 
Sanders and Evans 2006). Manzanilla (2006; Manzanilla and López Luján 
2001) argues that the Xalla Complex, to the east of the Moon Plaza, was the 
royal palace. In any case, due to this unsolved issue, the spatial and organiza-
tional relationship between the rulers and possible administrative organiza-
tion is not clearly understood.

The Evolution of Administrative Buildings
There are diachronic changes in the size and labor expenditure for admin-

istrative buildings, which suggest the expansion of administrative organiza-
tion and possibly an increased degree of bureaucratization. All the complexes 
mentioned above were built during the Early Tlamimilolpa phase (ca. 250–
300 ce), with rebuilding episodes in the subsequent phases. There is little 
evidence of administrative buildings before the Early Tlamimilolpa (i.e., the 
Tzacualli and Miccaotli phases; ca. 1–250 ce) largely because, except for major 
pyramids, most structures were razed to build new architectural complexes 
during the Early Tlamimilolpa phase. There is a possible elite residential 
quarter in an area where the Ciudadela was to be constructed, but its lay-
out is not well understood (Cabrera 1991:35; 1998; Cabrera et al. 1991b:83–84; 
Gazzola 2009). Therefore, I focus on changes from the Tlamimilolpa to later 
phases.

There are two major construction stages at the SDC and they are dated to 
the Early Tlamimilolpa and Early Xolalpan phases (Morelos 1993; Sánchez 
1991), although there are limited ceramic data to confirm this (see Cabrera 
and Andrade 2004:284; R. Millon 1973:55). Matthew Wallrath (1967:115, 119) 
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originally suggested that the original complex may have been smaller, and 
excavation data seem to confirm it (Morelos 1993:106). If so, the east-west 
dimension of the complex likely measured around 250 meters in the first stage 
and was extended to around 350 meters in the second stage. There was prob-
ably no change in the north-south dimension (ca. 380 meters). Thus, the total 
area of the SDC was likely expanded from ca. 9.5 hectares to ca. 13 hectares. 
Moreover, excavations at the West Plaza Complex revealed that a number of 
room structures were constructed in the second stage in an area where there 
were open spaces during the first construction stage (Morelos 1993:84, 90). All 
this suggests that there were fewer room structures at the first construction 
stage, although this needs to be examined through further excavations.

The second construction stage, dated to the Early Xolalpan phase, corresponds 
to most structures now exposed at the SDC. The floor level was raised on 
average ca. 2.10 meters from the floor of the first construction stage (Morelos 
1993:19, 82). A number of room structures were built on this raised floor. The 
SDC is surrounded by walls (1.8–2.2 meters thick) and embankments likely 
built during the second construction stage (Wallrath 1967:117–18). Cowgill 
(1983:339) estimates that the SDC housed around 800 to 1,600 persons, or 
probably more. This increased number of administrators may correspond to 
the increased number of official positions, which is an indication of an intensi-
fied internal differentiation or bureaucratization.

A substantial change in the layout is also reported from the Quetzalpapalotl 
Palace Complex (QPC) and the Complex 6:N5W1. There are two major 
construction stages at the QPC, which are dated to the Early Tlamimilolpa 
and Early Xolalpan phases (Acosta 1964; Koga 2005; R. Millon 1973:57; 
Müller 1978:30). At the second stage, the floor level was raised about 4 
meters, burying previous temple and room structures (Acosta 1964:plano 6). 
A similar trend can be seen at the Complex 6:N5W1, where the floor level 
was raised 2 meters from the previous level, with several temple and room 
structures being built atop the new floor during the Early Xolalpan phase 
(Carballo 2005:89). The North and South Palaces at the Ciudadela also 
show some rebuilding episodes after their original construction in the Early 
Tlamimilolpa phase, and the floor level was raised from ca. 70 centimeters to 
150 centimeters, probably during the Early Xolalpan phase (Cabrera 1991:pla-
nos 2–4; Cabrera et al. 1991:87–88). While the same layout was likely kept 
throughout the rebuilding episodes at the North and South Palaces, a new 
residential compound was added at the west side of the North Palace, sug-
gesting an increase in the number of residents within the Ciudadela (Cabrera 
1991: 39–40, 1998:158).
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Resource Allocation for Administrative Buildings
The expansion of administrative organization can be seen more clearly 

in the changing resource allocation for construction within the central pre-
cinct. Energetic analysis (for specifics of the method, see Murakami 2010) has 
revealed decentralization processes in the use of labor and material resources, 
which suggests changes in internal power relations among ruling elites (fig-
ures 6.2 and 6.4). During the Tzacualli and Miccaotli phases, power was 
highly centralized and labor investment was concentrated in a single structure: 
the Sun Pyramid (ca. 90 percent of the total labor costs within the central 
precinct). In the Early Tlamimilolpa phase, power became less centralized, 
as seen in more proportionate labor allocation among different architectural 
complexes. However, construction activities still focused on ceremonial struc-
tures, as exemplified by the erection of the FSP and the Ciudadela (ca. 65 per-
cent of the total labor). As mentioned above, excavations at the FSP revealed 
burials of around 200 sacrificed victims, and Sugiyama (2005) convincingly 
demonstrates that the erection of the FSP represents the creation of a new era 
and the accession of the ruler.

By the Early Xolalpan phase, the process of decentralization within the 
governmental institutions was likely intensified. The SDC stands as the most 
important architectural complex in terms of labor investment (ca. 43 percent 
of the total labor). Furthermore, as figure 6.4 shows, investment in adminis-
trative and residential structures increased during the Early Xolalpan phase; 
about 24 percent of the total labor costs were invested for administrative/resi-
dential structures in the Early Tlamimilolpa phase, whereas the proportion 
of this cost increased to 51 percent in the Early Xolalpan phase. An empha-
sis on structures of primarily administrative (and residential) function during 
the Early Xolalpan phase departs from an earlier emphasis on ceremonial 
structures (the Sun Pyramid and the FSP in the Ciudadela) and probably 
speaks to the increased power of the inhabitants of those structures (govern-
ment officials, institutions, and/or the factions of those institutions) and/or 
the increased importance of administrative activities. In summary, all these 
observations suggest an increase in size, complexity, and possibly power of the 
administrative organization during the Early Xolalpan phase.

Bureaucrats and Intermediate Elites
As discussed above, it is likely that bureaucrats at Teotihuacan were 

recruited from outside the central precinct, and this implies that there was a 
close connection between administrative officials and some lineages, or houses, 
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at apartment compounds, walled enclosures with several residential units 
inside (figure 6.6). The most likely candidates for bureaucrats are members of 
intermediate elite apartment compounds or higher ranked intermediate elite 
compounds, which are generally thought to have been neighborhood centers 
(Manzanilla 2006; R. Millon 1976, 1981). These intermediate elite compounds 
have a larger central courtyard and temple structures than those of other 
apartment compounds, and their internal rooms are profusely decorated with 
murals. Studies of these murals at some apartment compounds (e.g., C. Millon 
1973; Headrick 2007) show that the decorative themes include those related to 
state ideology. Furthermore, a set of greenstone earspools, a nose pendant, and 
beads, possible symbols of state officials (Cabrera 2002), were also uncovered 
from a burial at La Ventilla B (LVB 21) in the Early Tlamimilolpa context 
(Rattray 1997:lamina III).

Somewhat paralleled to the expansion of bureaucracy in the Xolalpan 
phase, mural depictions of priestly and/or armed personnel (figure 6.5, bot-
tom) increased at intermediate elite apartment compounds (e.g., Miller 1973; 
C. Millon 1973; R. Millon 1992). Accordingly, the production of stuccoed tri-
pod vessels depicting these personnel (figure 6.5, top right) increased during 
the Xolalpan phase (Rattray 2001). This might attest to the close association 
between state bureaucracy and some intermediate elites as well as the prolifer-
ation of bureaucrats/intermediate elites. Although residents in administrative 
buildings possibly included servants in addition to administrators, a relatively 
large portion of social groups in the city was involved in administrative duties 
(see Cowgill 1983:339). It is possible that bureaucrats were also recruited from 
lower status apartment compounds to form lower echelons of the bureaucracy, 
as seen in the Late Postclassic Basin of Mexico (Fargher et al. 2011; Hicks 
1999). Manzanilla (2001:177) points out that each apartment compound has 
at least one burial with very rich offerings, including slate discs, theater-type 
censers, and tripod vessels, among other items. This suggests the possibility 
that these persons with rich offerings were formerly state bureaucrats.

urban conStruction and entangled 
Political StrategieS

The changing relationship among governmental institutions, along with the 
development of bureaucracy during the Early Xolalpan phase or earlier, was 
probably a consequence of social transformations during the Tlamimilolpa 
phase, which substantially altered the urban landscape surrounding the central 
precinct. The adoption of apartment compounds marks the start of this urban 
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transformation, and over 2,000 apartment compounds were constructed over 
the course of one hundred years or so (R. Millon 1981). Considering the con-
formity of the orientation of the apartment compounds, R. Millon (1993; see 
also Cowgill 2000) states that the decision to build such compounds derived 
from a strong and effective centralized authority. The creation of an orderly 
laid-out city was perhaps an extension of the construction of the central pre-
cinct, which embodied an ideology associated with cosmic themes (Cowgill 
2003). Furthermore, the reduction of basal units of urban populace by aggre-
gating several residential units in a single compound would have reduced the 
burden of the internal administration of the city (R. Millon 1981:212). Thus, 
the urban renewal project was likely predicated on the ideological and practi-
cal interests of ruling elites.

René Millon (1993:29) postulates that the state must have sponsored the 
building of apartment compounds by organizing the supply of building 
materials. My study of construction materials (Murakami 2010) generally 
supports this view, which suggests that the state regulated labor forces and 
that lime and cut stone blocks were procured centrally by the state and dis-
tributed to the urban populace. This indicates a strong infrastructural power 
of the state, which is defined as its ability to penetrate into civil life (Mann 
1984). The exercise of strong infrastructural power is generally associated with 
developed bureaucracy since a complex administrative system is required to 
administer the wide distribution of public goods (Blanton and Fargher 2008). 
Archaeological evidence at Teotihuacan is consistent with such a general trend, 
and the urban renewal project probably resulted in the expansion of bureau-
cratic organization mentioned above.

However, it is unlikely that urban renewal was the sole result of the deci-
sions of ruling elites. To achieve the ideological and practical goals of ruling 
elites, it would not be necessary to widely distribute costly construction mate-
rials such as lime. I suggest that there was a demand for such construction 
materials by urban residents. From functionalist perspectives, bureaucracy is 
usually formed to implement political goals of rulers, but it also needs to meet 
the demands of major social groups, from which the rulers want to mobilize 
resources. Thus, to the extent that the state relies on internal revenues (Blanton 
and Fargher 2008), bureaucracy is required to provide and regulate pub-
lic services. Based on the comparative study of bureaucracies, Shmuel Noah 
Eisenstadt (1963:281–87) characterizes “service-oriented” bureaucracies by their 
dependence on the rulers along with their partial incorporation into various 
social groups. Archaeological evidence at Teotihuacan seems consistent with 
this view, as discussed above. This suggests the possibility that decisions in 
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the central authority reflect the interests of certain social groups, from which 
bureaucrats were recruited. In this kind of political organization, the distinction 
between top-down and bottom-up decision-making processes becomes some-
what blurred yet is certainly distinct from democratic regimes. Nonetheless, we 
can envision something like an amalgam of strategic actions by rulers, bureau-
crats, and possibly intermediate elites, and the negotiation among these social 
groups would have resulted in the urban renewal project. It is intriguing to 
reconstruct the initial process of urban renewal in order to understand the 
nature of this negotiation. Although data are elusive in this respect, I summa-
rize below currently available data and illustrate that the urban renewal project 
was likely initiated through the negotiation between the state (the rulers and 
bureaucracy) and social groups closely related to state institutions.

Initial Process of the Urban Renewal Project
While most excavated apartment compounds were founded during the 

Late Tlamimilolpa phase (ca. 300–350 ce) (see R. Millon 1981:206), there are 
some compounds that were founded in the Early Tlamimilolpa (ca. 250–300 
ce), which include several in the La Ventilla district (La Ventilla I, II, A, and 
B) (see Gómez 2000; Rattray 1997), Tlajinga 33 (Widmer 1987), and possi-
bly some compounds in the Oaxaca barrio (Croissier 2007; Spence 1992). It 
is possible that there was a time lapse between the construction of the first 
apartment compounds and that of later ones. Deep excavations at a portion of 
La Ventilla II (Delgado n.d.) revealed that a residential unit built in the Early 
Tlamimilolpa phase was rebuilt once during the same phase. This suggests that 
the first compound was built early in the Early Tlamimilolpa phase and that 
there were one or two generations of time lapse between the first La Ventilla 
II and other compounds built in the Late Tlamimilolpa phase. At Tlajinga 33, 
a lower status compound in a periphery of the city, some small-scale modifica-
tions of buildings, as well as a superimposition of a floor, were observed during 
the Early Tlamimilolpa phase (Widmer 1987:330–36), and this also suggests 
that the compound was built early in the Early Tlamimilolpa phase.

The possible time lapse between the construction of first and later apart-
ment compounds suggests that the urban renewal consisted of at least two 
steps: introduction of the compounds by a limited number of people and the 
subsequent (probably rapid) spread of the compounds to the great majority of 
urban residents. Considering their relatively high labor costs (Murakami 2010), 
I suggest the possibility that only privileged people were allowed to construct 
typical apartment compounds early in the Early Tlamimilolpa phase. The La 
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Ventilla district is located just west of the Great Compound, and it is possible 
that residents in the district were closely affiliated with governmental institu-
tions (see Gómez 2000). In fact, a burial with greenstone ornaments has been 
uncovered from one of these early compounds, as mentioned above.

It is doubtful, however, that the residents at Tlajinga 33 were also privi-
leged. It is possible that they emulated the new style of living and constructed 
the compound by themselves (Murakami 2013). Randolph J. Widmer (1987; 
Widmer and Storey 1993:102) suggests that only a compound-level organi-
zation was required for major construction activities at Tlajinga 33, based 
on its disconformity of orientation and the poor execution of structures. 
Construction materials and techniques are different from those of compounds 
in the urban core. For example, the majority of raw materials used were avail-
able in nearby areas, such as river cobbles and earth, and lime plaster was prob-
ably not used for these early buildings.

This suggests that lime and other construction materials, widely distributed 
later, were demanded by relatively powerful people (or so-called intermediate 
elites) in the initial stage of urban renewal. Elite residences both within and 
outside the central precinct probably provided a model or an idea of the ideal 
housing, which was adopted by most urban residents in subsequent phases. As 
my study suggests (Murakami 2010, 2013, 2014), a grand-scale urban renewal 
was made possible by the active intervention of the state in the procurement 
and distribution of construction materials, resulting in highly standardized 
construction materials and techniques.

In summary, the canonical orientation, an orderly layout, and the reorga-
nization of basal units of urban populace would reflect strategies of ruling 
elites, whereas the use of costly construction materials and techniques was 
likely derived from strategies of intermediate elites and other social groups. 
These varying strategies were mediated by state bureaucracy, which exercised 
a strong infrastructural power to implement the demands of both ruling elites 
and major social groups. Thus, as Cowgill (2003) suggests, urban renewal rep-
resents a mix of both top-down and bottom-up processes, but these decision-
making processes were entangled in a complex way.

concluSionS: Social integration, SeParation, 
and the dialectic oF control

Urban architecture provided varying social fields that constituted both dif-
ferences and similarities among various social segments at Teotihuacan. The 
production of the central authority was predicated on the mobilization of 
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ideology, which connected cosmic themes with institutionalized violence in a 
substantive way, and the mobilization of human and material resources, which 
enhanced bodily experience of sovereign power. These two different levels 
or kinds of mobilization intersected at the very act of monument building, 
thereby perpetuating the solid network of ideology, practice of authorization, 
and resources. Thus, monumental construction does not only reflect the power 
of ruling elites but was an essential component of the practice of authoriza-
tion and subjection (Smith 2003, 2011). And, in this light, we can clearly see 
why monumental structures were often rebuilt continuously. Moreover, the 
meanings inscribed in these monumental structures were probably enacted 
continuously through ritual performance in spacious plazas within the central 
precinct (Murakami 2014).

The urban renewal project was probably an extension of the same practice 
of authorization and subjection but at a greater scale and with different con-
sequences. Ideological and practical interests of varying social groups were 
actively negotiated, resulting in the use of highly standardized construction 
materials and techniques. I suggested that the creation of the notion of the 
ideal housing and collective demands for such housing is the key to under-
standing this process. In a sense, standardized apartment compounds can be 
interpreted as a material manifestation of the dialectic of control or relations 
of autonomy and dependence (Giddens 1979:145–49). In other words, subject 
populations controlled to some extent the distribution of resources, thereby 
reinforcing the reciprocal relations between the state and its subjects and per-
haps promoting a corporate ideology. I argued that state bureaucracy played a 
central role in this process of negotiation. By incorporating various individuals 
in the administration of the city (and beyond), bureaucracy and major social 
groups were well integrated to form a civil society. It should be emphasized, 
however, that this social integration rested on the separation of the lowest 
status residents from the standard “culture” of housing. Archaeological evi-
dence points to the fact that there were people who did not have access to 
standardized construction materials and techniques, some of them living in 
insubstantial structures. This indicates that the production of similarities at 
one level may reinforce difference at another level of social interaction (and 
vice versa). Therefore, we must acknowledge multiple scales or levels in the 
production of similarities and differences (e.g., between rulers and bureaucrats, 
between state elites and subject population, etc.). In fact, it is possible that 
the creation of similarities through the urban renewal project had a profound 
impact on the nature of rulership and the relationship between the rulers and 
bureaucracy during the Early Xolalpan and subsequent phases.
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As mentioned at the outset of this chapter, multiple and contradictory princi-
ples become contextually defined and situationally operative (Flanagan 1989:261). 
We should pay close attention to varying contexts and situations (or social fields, 
in more general terms) without losing sight of the totalizing and individualizing 
effects of the state system (Foucault 1982). Overall, the similarities and differ-
ences between the rulers and the ruled at Teotihuacan were achieved not as a 
sole result of rulers’ political strategies but through entangled political strategies 
among varying social groups and at multiple scales of social interaction.
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7
Landscapes, Lordships, and 
Sovereignty in Mesoamerica

Bryce Davenport and 
Charles Golden

We take a materialist view of power and authority in 
this chapter, recognizing, as Sarah Kurnick (this vol-
ume:3) insightfully states in her opening chapter, that 

“the exercise of power is an intensely physical process 
that operates through the built environment.” Our dis-
cussion focuses on the construction, experience, and 
ontology of landscapes as a component of rulership in 
Mesoamerica that emerges from daily experience. In 
particular, we are interested in the perimetric bound-
ing of landscapes and the role of boundary creation 
and maintenance in the substantiation of rulership 
and the constitution of political communities in pre-
Columbian Mesoamerica. Mesoamerican sovereigns 
enacted their status and hierarchical positions in no 
small part through the performance of landscape 
boundaries, marking territories within which they 
participated as legitimate, moral monarchs of a politi-
cal community. In such performances Mesoamerican 
rulers manifested their authority and power by acting 
in ways that were fundamentally grounded in and in 
accord with the greater population’s quotidian prac-
tice and knowledge of how spaces were delimited and 
transformed into places.

In framing our approach to borders in terms of land-
scapes, we emphasize political strategies as explicit 
social relationships with bounded places, not simply 
relationships in places that are spatially expressed. 
The development of modern European and American 
legal understandings of territoriality derives from 
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Renaissance and Enlightenment cartography and property law (Olwig 1996; 
Cosgrove 1999; Harley 1988), and archaeologists frequently express resistance, 
even antipathy, to the notion that control of territory was a significant con-
cern of many pre-Columbian peoples in Mesoamerica. Even for the expan-
sive Aztec state, Michael E. Smith suggests that polities “were defined not in 
terms of territory or space—as they are in the modern world—but in terms 
of personal obligations” (Smith 2012:158), a concept of state often formulated 
as “hegemonic” in contrast to “territorial” (Beekman 1996). Much the same 
argument has been made for the Classic Period Maya lowlands, where the 
performances of state and the need to reinforce and perform the kingdom 
are taken as indicative of a deeply interpersonal relationship between ruler 
and ruled (Demarest 1992; Houston 2006; Houston and Inomata 2009:150–62; 
Hull 2003; Inomata 2006a, 2006b; Looper 2001, 2003, 2009), typically without 
a clear connection drawn between these political relationships and the delimi-
tation of landscape.

We suggest a role for boundary marking in Mesoamerican political practice 
that was predicated on exactly those interpersonal relations that so frequently 
form the contrast to territorial approaches. In turn, this highlights the emic 
ambiguity between political institutions and local identity and (potentially) 
removes the contradictions of similarity and difference inherent in authority 
from open negotiation. In this sense, rulers and polities co- constituted the polit-
ical landscapes of pre-Columbian Mesoamerica. However, as we have empha-
sized, territory in the abstract is not a useful category—the formation and oper-
ation of political landscapes and borders are historically contingent processes.

The central Mexican altepetl, the Yucatecan cah (municipal community), 
the chinamit of highland Guatemala, and the ñuu of the Mixteca Alta in 
Oaxaca are all indigenous terms that linked places to people. The construc-
tion of kinship, mutual interpersonal and political obligations, responsibil-
ity, and subjugation were deeply intertwined with places and the experience 
of a shared physical environment (Akkeren 2000:24; Braswell 2001:319–
25, 2004:133–36; Carmack 1981:83; Hill 1996:64; Hare 2000:84; Hill and 
Monaghan 1987:74; Licate 1980; Restall 1997, 1998:46–50; Smith 1989, 2012). 
However, the political importance of landscape does not inherently lead to 
a political concern with demarcation of bounded territories; indeed, the lit-
erature on Mesoamerican polities tends to emphasize political centers rather 
than peripheries.

Maya capitals, with their clustered pyramids and houses, or the royal pal-
aces and central temples of the altepetl in central Mexico, stand as iconic 
symbols of these political units in the academic literature. In part, this is 
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because, from indigenous perspectives, they served as the “heads” of politi-
cal bodies, centers that metonymically evoked the bounded polity as a whole 
(Hanks 1990:393). Yet a research bias is also at work here because, from the 
perspective of archaeologists, they are eminently visible, even as ruins, and are 
thus attractive as sites for excavation. Such center-focused scholarship creates 
dichotomies between center and periphery, and by extension, between ruler 
and subject. These dyads inherently suggest dialectical contradictions between 
space and power, as conceived hierarchically around the seat of royal authority 
and heterarchically organized subordinate populations in the more dispersed 
world of commoners.

We argue instead that the ontology of space in Mesoamerica—the bring-
ing into being of place through bodily movement and action—requires a 
greater emphasis on the edges as well as the center. The bounding of space, 
not just the centering of place, structured the relationships between rulers 
and subjects in Mesoamerica. The demarcation of bounded landscapes made 
manifest the power and authority of rulers not because of a center-periphery 
hierarchical relationship but rather because the delimitation of places from 
the microscale of the household and milpa up to the macroscale of the state 
were understood as essentially identical practices. Simply put, they differed 
in scale but not in kind.

To ground this discussion we draw on ethnohistoric, epigraphic, and archae-
ological case studies from the Mixteca Alta of Oaxaca, Mexico, and the Maya 
regions of Mexico and Central America (figures 7.1, 7.2). The comparison of 
regionally, culturally, and temporally distinct regions is intended as a prelimi-
nary and suggestive exploration of commonalities in Mesoamerican rulership. 
We are keenly aware that such a juxtaposition does not provide full coverage of 
Mesoamerica, nor does it fit more popular pars pro toto cultural combinations 
like Aztec and Maya or Maya and Teotihuacan (for a fruitful recent study, 
see Vail and Hernandez 2010). We select these cases because of the eviden-
tial strength from richly attested pre-Columbian epigraphic traditions, copi-
ous native language colonial documentation, and consequently, strong claims 
for employing direct historical methods linking ethnographic, historical, and 
archaeological data in both areas.

bounding landScaPeS, exPeriencing borderS
We take a landscape perspective in this paper because doing so pulls 

together the threads of bodily movement across extensive spaces and the 
participation of social groups in formulating not just conceptions, beliefs, and 
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ideologies of place but the fundamental creation of place. The recursive con-
stitution of place and landscape has a voluminous literature, and this is not 
a forum to offer an extensive review. In brief, rather than a “natural” setting, 

Figure 7.1. Map of the Maya area. 
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landscapes are the spatial and temporal arrangement of social relationships, 
particularly as they relate to issues of power and authority (Knapp and 
Ashmore 1999). They require work to create, maintain, or transform. Human 

Figure 7.2. Detail map of Oaxaca showing selected sites in the Mixteca Alta. 
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activity takes place in space and time, and landscapes contour potential action, 
even as they are inscribed by previous activity (Cosgrove 1984; Ingold 1993; 
Lefebvre 1991; Smith 2003). These landscapes-as-palimpsests are not received 
by an agent viewing an external environment. They are the product of lived 
experience as humans engage with the concrete possibilities and limitations 
of her or his circumstances—everything from the placement of features such 
as roads, plots, and homes to questions of identity and inclusiveness that are 
predicated on them.

It is the movement, experience, and action of bodies upon, across, and 
through landscapes that gives much of the context of lived human experience. 
Bodily practice will, over time, alter the shape, meaning, and understanding 
of a landscape. We argue that this is not, as Pierre Bourdieu might suggest, 
the “misrecognition of the limits of cognition” or the “recognition of legiti-
macy through misrecognition of arbitrariness” (Bourdieu 1977:164, 168). Such 
a perspective implies a passive belief by community members in social struc-
tures created as an outcome of the production of landscapes. Rather, the per-
formance of space and place, the enactment of landscape, actively creates an 
epistemologically complete and ontologically valid bodily experience across 
scales (Lefebvre 1991:38–46; Smith 2003:73). It is something that is real, not 
something that is misrecognized.

Landscapes have concrete impacts on societies and environments because 
they require constant maintenance, and part of that process is the establish-
ment of limits. As with all components of landscape, bordered places and 
borderlands exist as experiential realities because they are maintained and 
reinforced by bodies that perform them. Moreover, the acts of bordering are 
performed as bodily experience from the level of the individual (“personal 
space”) to the household and house, from the village to the polity as a whole. 
The performance of boundaries becomes a primary prerogative and method 
of organizing governing institutions, not necessarily in contradiction to the 
actions of individuals but rather in emulation or co-option of individual and 
small group performance.

In modern states, the limits of a given political landscape are defined with 
regard to, and extend out from, a political, economic, or cultural center toward 
a space conceived of as the edge. The most extreme expression of this principle 
can be found in the ideal of the modern nation-state, where juridical, political, 
economic, and even moral prerogatives are explicitly linked to and profoundly 
defined by the control of what are legally defined as fixed borders (Anderson 
and O’Dowd 1999; Brunet-Jailly 2005; Cunningham and Heyman 2004; 
Hannerz 1997; Kearney 2004; Newman 2006; Rumford 2006; Van Houtum 
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and Struever 2002; Walters 2006). Although borders may structure the daily 
practice and behavior of people who live in border zones, political boundar-
ies are impositions from the political center, often with no relation to local 
concerns. Tension and contradictions between centers of power and authority 
and their borders and frontiers are an inherent outcome of this construction 
of state landscapes.

A consideration of the bounding of territorial landscapes in modern states 
is therefore conceptually useful here primarily as a contrast to the construc-
tion of delimited landscapes in pre-Columbian societies such as those of the 
Mixteca and the Maya area. Critics are right to point out that a territorial 
approach to Mesoamerican civilizations may carry unwarranted assump-
tions of homogenous control, absolute space, and temporal stasis that are 
not appropriate in a pre-Columbian context (Chance 1996; Hoekstra 1990; 
Smith 2005; Tomaszewski and Smith 2010). Others have argued that even 
the most nuanced studies of territorially defined polities are based exclu-
sively on ethnographic and ethnohistoric data and therefore reflect elements 
either transplanted by or in reaction to colonial encounters (Wolf 1957, 1986; 
Monaghan 1995).

Indeed, a common theme of colonial era land documents in Mesoamerica is 
the metric quality of boundaries based on European cartographic conventions 
for the measurement, occupation, and control of pre-social space (Cosgrove 
1992; Harley 1992), leading to the abundance of primordial titles used in 
Spanish courts to substantiate claims to ownership and sometimes to justify 
new land grabs (Hamann 2012; Hanks 2010; Restall 1998; Terraciano 2001). 
We agree that such juridical notions of fixed landscapes in Mesoamerica were 
a product of the colonial administration and the economics of an encomienda 
system that assigned labor rights to Spanish settlers, indios hidalgos, indig-
enous communities, and individuals based on notions of fixed and (ideally) 
unchanging boundaries. Within the legal documents of the colonial period 
there are, however, strong indications of a pre-Columbian notion of bounding 
ownership and authority that extend back at least to the Classic Period (ca. 
250–900 ce), if not earlier. There seems to be a deeply indigenous conception 
of bounded landscapes that are at once experienced as fixed and real, even as 
they are dynamic and performed places (Farriss 1978:202). Borders were, and 
often still are, performed through word and deed rather than encoded in legal 
documents, and the same processes at work in the house were extended to 
larger political structures. The emergence of polity borders from daily practice 
is critical to our arguments on the concomitant identification between ruler 
and territory.
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delimiting SPace, creating Place 
through SPeech and movement

In Mesoamerica the delimitation of bounded spaces practiced at the politi-
cal edge of modern towns or pre-Columbian polities traditionally finds its 
model in the home and the agricultural field, the milpa. Evon Vogt (1965) 
argues that for Zinacantecos of modern Chiapas, the political structure of the 
community at all scales replicates that of the house and takes the form of an 

“aggregate of aggregates . . . an orderly replication of increasing structural scale 
(Vogt 1962, 1965:344; see also Rosaldo 1968). Politics in practice is rarely so 

“orderly,” but we do suggest that a scalar understanding of bounded space and 
political practice is central to understanding Mesoamerican rulership.

As William F. Hanks suggests for Maya communities in Yucatan, all domes-
tic organization is founded on the haál, the perimeter or outer boundary, 
which “divides the inner, private space from the outer, public one” (Hanks 
1990:324). The perimeter with the center point forms the quincunx so central 
to Mesoamerican thought and imagery in all periods. Bounded space cre-
ates a whole place, a landscape that is complete, unsegmented, and defined by 
the edges. Indeed, the domestic landscape is a replica of the ordered universe. 
Hanks (1990:335–36) argues that this space extends from the laying out of the 
household altar up to the level of the entire domestic landholding and, by 
extension, to the community beyond. Movement of the body through space 
and time is paralleled in spoken and written language, which partakes in the 
work of boundary making. In highland and lowland Maya languages, couplets 
and other more expansive narrative parallelisms mark event boundaries in pro-
cessions that move the listener through time and space (Gossen 1974a; Hofling 
1993:178). In Mixtec examples, households are explicitly identified with activ-
ity before structure. Feeding and clothing define a corporate group, acts at 
once of cosmogenic importance and as basic tokens of affection (Monaghan 
1995:356). In part, this is a feature of how little time is spent in the house itself, 
tying the agricultural activities in far-flung fields directly into the demarcation 
of social space and the production of social substance. The boundaries that are 
drawn by inclusion or exclusion in these domestic spheres are then reinforced 
by communal activities that play out across the broader landscape—building 
houses, working fields, and hosting fiestas as cargo. Outside the perimeter of 
the altar, the house, and the community is a space-time that is not unified, 
that is fractured and dangerous, animalistic, amoral, and inhuman (Hanks 
1990:349; Taube 2003:464; Wisdom 1940:421–22).

This is a process of creating boundaries in space-time with physical move-
ment of the body, and the linguistic evocation of movement is echoed in 
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understandings of how the world itself was created. In the K’iche Popul Vuh, 
the sky and earth are staked out at their corners and measured, just as a maize 
field traditionally was for cultivation (Christenson 2004:56; Tedlock 1996, 220). 
In Zinacantán, this replication of bounded space at different scales is recog-
nized from the smallest to the largest order, since the universe as a whole 
is “like a house, like a table [altar]” (Vogt 1993:11; see also Taube 2003:462). 
This ontology is mirrored by other Maya language communities, including 
the Chortí, for whom the maize field, altars, and world are identified with one 
another (Wisdom 1940:430).

In delimiting boundaries, the concern ethnographically and ethnohistorically 
is not with the identification of distinct internal features of the landscape but 
rather in demarcating lines with no width that extend between points, delimiting 
the edges of the landscape (Carmack 1995:40–43; Hanks 2010:289–90). People 
gave life to these borders in writing and in performances. Hanks (2010) calls 
particular attention to what he calls “tour guide” perambulations of the features 
of boundary markers, in which officials, neighbors sharing the boundary, and 
others proceed in steps. The Yaxkukul surveys of Yucatan evoke the performance 
of territorial limits: “Southward I go counting stone markers; it goes all the way 
until it arrives at the foot of Mul Ac; there’s a marker there” (Hanks 2010:300).

Again, bounded places could be enacted through both bodily motion and 
the performative word that moves the speaker and audience through space 
and time (Gossen 1974a; Hofling 1993:178). Toponyms and personal names 
in Mixtec codices were brought into relief with the present through recita-
tions and public display, a tradition that continued with oral litigation in the 
Spanish courts. Colonial documents on borders are thus better viewed not as 
static records of a past, but as repositories for spoken performances that were 
conceived of as perpetually in action and which recreated the borders even 
when they could not be walked (Hanks 2010:283–314). “Like the practices of 
prayer, land documents were world-making, even if that world was subject to 
contestation and revision” (Hanks 2010:289), a reality that is mirrored in pre-
Columbian texts (Houston and Stuart 1998; Hull 2003:375–76; Stuart 1996, 
1998). Visual and verbal metonymy also played a critical role in the perfor-
mance of territory, making “objects of landowners and humanizing features of 
the land” (Restall 1997:199; see also Roys 1967:63–66). This is more than simple 
rhetoric—punning names and performs those locations, bringing them into 
being as places. The pieces that act to embody the whole are things of the 
highest ranking order (Hanks 1990:393).

Colonial period documents also make it patently clear, however, that bound-
aries were contestable and required reinscription and maintenance. People, 
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aware of this danger, sought multiple routes to literally solidify boundaries 
and make them material through perpetual performance. In some instances, 
durable stone features—walls, stones, cenotes, and more—marked boundar-
ies. Villages evacuated during the colonial era reductions also retained social 
salience for the purposes of delimiting space for decades or centuries after 
their occupants departed (Hanks 2010:306; Kowaleski et al. 2009:310; Spores 
and Balkansky 2013:125). There was, however, also resistance to the placement 
of boundary stones for fear those stones might be moved or become the cause 
of disagreements over the “real” borders between location-based communities 
(cah) and demarcations of the edges of forests (Restall 1998:92–94; cf. Restall 
1998:125–28). Thus, while physical markers could act as significant features of 
delimiting landscapes, performance, word, and ritual acts that often leave no 
enduring material sign were more important still (Farriss 1984:148; Stephens 
1848:265–67; Hanks 2010:287).

The inscription of place and delimitation of landscapes was, and is, more 
than a claim of ownership in Mixtec and Maya communities. Bounded space 
is inextricably linked to moral behavior, authority, and legitimacy. For the 
Chamula of highland Chiapas, the internal boundaries and outer limits of the 
community are critically important for interpersonal interaction; beyond those 
boundaries the places are delimited not by precise notions of space but by the 
morality or amorality of the people outside of Chamula (Gossen 1974a:18). In 
Yucatan, the laying out of boundary lines is conjoined linguistically by the 
term toh, which means “straight” and “truth” and historically carries implica-
tions of virtue, justice, and correct moral behavior (Barrera Vasquez 1980:801; 
Hanks 1990:357; Taube 2003:465).

When forced to live outside of properly bounded places, humans become 
animal-like, amoral, and uncivilized (Taube 2003). Outside of the limits of the 
house, people are exposed, their behavior potentially dangerous, like the wilds 
of the forest (Haviland and Haviland 1982, 1983:353). In the Chilam Balam of 
Chumayel, when the Itza were forced out of Chichen Itza they lost their status 
as civilized people and “went beneath the trees, beneath the bushes, beneath 
the vines, to their misfortune” (Roys 1933:136). In the Mixteca, the mythical 
tiumi, or “people of the wilds,” are described as living without households as 
both cause and consequence of their primitiveness (Monaghan 1995:32).

The distinction between moral or immoral behavior, human versus inhuman 
behavior, need not be agentive in the sense suggested by Anthony Giddens 
(1984). The inadvertent transgression of delimited boundaries may be con-
sidered immoral no matter the intent of the transgressor (Hanks 1990:324; 
Danziger 2010). In no small part because they are ignorant of boundaries, 
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wild animals wandering outside of human-forged spatial boundaries, and 
transgressing those boundaries, are improper and amoral (Burkhart 1986:113; 
Taube 2003:469).

Thus, a body or bodies able to actively delimit the landscape are inherently 
imbued with a significant authority: they have the power to move as moral 
beings along the perilous edges of controlled and controllable space and to 
define who is encompassed and who is excluded by these bounded places, to 
define who is human and who is other. To bring order to these spaces and 
bring places into being are “inherently good and ethically correct human acts” 
(Taube 2003:465).

bounding Pre-columbian maya kingdomS
We have discussed above the identity of power and authority across scales 

of bounded landscapes, beginning with the household altar, expanding to the 
house, the milpa, and the larger political community of which they are a part. 
At each scale, bounding creates a singular and coherent moral landscape that 
represents a world in proper order—one that requires work to maintain, but 
which only some bodies are empowered to delimit and create. As we focus 
now specifically on pre-Columbian Maya kingdoms, we are challenged by 
the same issues raised by Joanne Baron (this volume) in her discussion of 
commoner participation in patron deity veneration: we believe that similar 
processes were at work across all hierarchical status levels, but our most robust 
evidence comes from the noble and royal contexts that have yielded rich tex-
tual and iconographic data.

Yet, data from commoner households across the Maya area suggest that 
daily practice and ritual behavior guided delimitation of houses and houselots 
much as in historical and modern communities. Archaeological excavations 
have typically focused on place making rituals that center the house, mak-
ing it a social and moral place, particularly through the interment of burials 
and caches beneath interior floors (e.g., McAnany 1995). Finding the limits of 
the domestic space outside the house structure itself can be more challenging 
simply because the material signs of such boundaries may not be so obvious.

However, in some Maya cities, such as Chunchucmil and Mayapan in 
Yucatan, the bounded limits of the household unit, or small groups of house-
holds and even neighborhoods, are conspicuously marked by stone walls and 
walkways (Hare and Masson 2012; Hutson et al. 2004; Hutson and Stanton 
2007; Magnoni et al. 2012). Even where such boundaries are not obviously set 
in stone, it is possible to reconstruct the repeated movements of household 
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members in and around architectural spaces and look at discard patterns of 
artifacts to infer the delimited landscapes made real by these quotidian prac-
tices (e.g., Arnauld et al. 2012; Hutson et al. 2007; Hutson and Stanton 2007; 
Lemonnier 2012; Morton 2012; Robin 2002; Stockett 2005).

Scaling up the performance of delimiting houses to the more imposing 
spaces of royal residences, we can also see hints of household-level rituals 
from palatial inscriptions that record dedication ceremonies in which royal 
residences and other buildings were enlivened as social places through fire 
or censing ritual (Stuart 1998). David Stuart (1998) suggests that, by analogy 
with modern and historically documented rituals, the censing of these pre-
Columbian royal buildings involved feeding not just the center but the four 
corners of the house. So, too, the working and bounding of the milpa finds its 
way into royal inscriptions as a trope of rulership. Sovereigns do not simply 
supervise ritual or political events; they work them and cultivate them as one 
would work and cultivate a milpa (Stuart 2011:2; 2005; Taube 2003:464). Even 
in the elite epicenters of Classic Period sites, however, not every structure 
bears such dedicatory inscriptions. Nonetheless, James A. Doyle (2013; see 
also Powell 2010) has demonstrated that the same logic and geometry applied 
to laying out the four corners of the commoner household and the milpa are 
writ large on the monumental buildings at the heart of Maya cities. Thus, just 
as commoners delimited their milpas, houses, and neighborhoods on one scale, 
so, too, kings and queens enacted and delimited their royal households, with 
their milpas being the courtly city and the polity writ large.

At this polity-level scale too, moral places had to be brought into being and 
bounded, formed out of amoral, asocial space to encompass the political com-
munity (Houston et al. 2003; Sharer and Golden 2004). Such moral authority 
implies a social contract between ruler and ruled that almost certainly mir-
rored obligations between humans and the vivified world of nonhuman beings 
(that which Euro-Americans tend to gloss as “supernatural”) in which sub-
stantive reciprocal obligations needed to be met to maintain a world in order 
(Houston et al. 2003; Monaghan 1995, 1998; Tokovinine 2008). Beyond the 
borders within which legitimate moral authority extended, power might still 
be expressed, but such expressions would not have involved the same social 
contract and instead required hegemonic relationships with other figures of 
power and authority, or the exercise of military power, to maintain (Golden 
and Scherer 2013).

We can see archaeological and epigraphic evidence for the creation and 
performance of large-scale political landscapes delimited by the performance 
of rulers and their courtiers. Boundary making varied from polity to polity 
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depending on the nature of the political hierarchy, relationships with neigh-
boring polities, and underlying geography and environmental factors such 
as vegetation (cf. Beekman 1996:136). Some boundaries left profound mate-
rial marks on the landscape, as with the walled borderland settlements and 
roadways that served as boundary markers in Yucatan (Kurjack and Andrews 
1974), while others were more ephemeral. Indeed, even within the same polity, 
boundary marking took dramatically different forms along different territorial 
limits (Golden et al. 2008; Golden and Davenport 2013; Golden and Scherer 
2013; Scherer and Golden 2009).

Perhaps the most famous, and enigmatic, of boundary features in the 
Maya lowlands is a system of earthworks that encompasses portions of the 
immediate hinterland surrounding epicentral Tikal (Webster et al. 2007). 
Soil and rock were scooped from the ground and piled alongside the trench 
that was formed. In some places the channel dips several meters below the 
original surface of the earth, and the adjacent berm rises similarly above the 
ground. In other sections the berm is barely visible and the ditch less than 
two meters deep.

Because the physical form of the earthworks does not completely encir-
cle epicentral Tikal, Jay E. Silverstein, David Webster, and their colleagues 
(Silverstein et al. 2009; Webster et al. 2007) are divided over what, if any, func-
tion they may have served. Because they do not fully encircle the city, and in 
many locations are quite low, they do not make sense as defensive features. In 
some places they may have served to manage drainage, but this function does 
not make sense for all extant sections; and because they do not form a solid 
perimeter, there are doubts about their role as boundary markers delimiting a 
territory of some sort. Webster and colleagues (2007:60) also suggest that the 
earthworks may simply be incomplete, a labor abandoned mid-construction.

However, the earthworks need not have formed a complete durable and 
material perimeter for the purposes of engaging ruler and ruled in communal 
acts of boundary making. Even the labor required for occasional additions to 
the earthworks would be sufficient for such purposes (Golden and Scherer 
2013:163). Further, it seems plausible that, as in the ethnohistoric cases dis-
cussed above, a stepwise progression of ruler, courtiers, and other community 
members could have inscribed the territory as much as the actual construc-
tion of the earthworks. Thus, although they may appear unfinished to modern 
archaeological eyes, for the political community of Tikal they were completed 
in word and motion, marking the edges of the moral community.

Much as at Tikal, research in the Usumacinta River region has revealed 
another mode of delimiting the kingdom: a boundary wall system along 
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the northern limits of the Yaxchilan kingdom (figure 7.3). Walls and hilltop 
redoubts cross from east to west, comprising part of an architectural land-
scape that includes the palaces of border lords at sites such as La Pasadita and 
Tecolote (Golden et al. 2008; Golden and Scherer 2013; Scherer and Golden 
2009, 2014). The walls, defensive positions, and broken terrain constituted a 
formidable martial landscape and give the impression of permanence.

Whatever function the wall systems of the Yaxchilan kingdom had, it is not 
only their durable materiality that participated in the bounding of the moral 
landscape of the polity. The personal performance of the ruler, his courtiers, 
and the populace were required to constitute, activate, and perpetually main-
tain (or redefine) the limits of the kingdom. Like the earthworks of Tikal, 
participation by many members of the populace in building, maintaining, and 
manning the defensive positions of the Yaxchilan kingdom’s wall engaged 
ruler and ruled in the creation of landscape.

For Yaxchilan, however, the walls were reinforced by the emplacement of 
palatial border sites with monuments depicting the ruler of Yaxchilan and his 
subordinates dancing, scattering offerings, dominating captives, and receiv-
ing them as tribute. The texts on such royal monuments are not necessarily 
or centrally concerned with the biographic history of the sovereign or other 
individuals depicted thereon. Such inscriptions are instead primarily con-
cerned with “the placement, creation, and activation of ritual things and spaces” 
(Stuart 1998:375). They are devices that aided the body of the ruler in creating 
the moral space-time that centered the kingdom and created place from space 
(Monaghan 1998).

Such inscribed monuments were particularly potent because they united 
the image and self of the ruler in perpetual performance (Houston and Stuart 
1998; Houston, Taube, and Stuart 2006:72–81; Stuart 1996). Like the colonial 
era documents, the texts on these royal monuments were performed. They 
were enacted by ritually charged actors who may have been the depicted ruler 
but may also have been a surrogate—perhaps a ritual specialist or royal descen-
dant of the depicted monarch—competent to present a literate style of history 
(Gossen: 1974b: 398–99; Hull 2003:375–76). Because the actions depicted on 
these monuments are ongoing, and the people portrayed are perpetually pres-
ent, the implication is that the ruler and his border lords perpetually enact 
the border (Houston and Stuart 1998; Hull 2003; Golden 2010; Golden and 
Scherer 2013; Scherer and Golden 2014; Stuart 1996).

The limits of the territory were danced and fought and performed into 
being by the ever-present, ever-living bodies of the ruler and his subordinate 
depicted as the epitome of controlled human behavior. The depicted captives 
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are twisted and writhing, animalistic beings from outside the moral landscape 
of the kingdom (Houston, Taube, and Stuart 2006:202–26; Taube 2003), who 
stand as metonymic symbols of their places of origin outside the boundaries of 
the community. Thus, on these ever-present, ever-active sculptures, the limits 
of the kingdom were performed by kings, nobles, and captives, replicating the 
distinction between milpa and forest, and spaces in the house and outside 
the house at smaller scales. As at Tikal, the Yaxchilan kingdom is not entirely 

Figure 7.3. Map of the region between Piedras Negras, Guatemala, and Yaxchilan, 
Mexico, showing border sites and fortifications along the northern border of the Yaxchilan 
kingdom, in what today is Guatemala, north of the sites of Tecolote, La Pasadita, and El 
Tunel. This system may continue to the west in Mexico, but field research is pending there 
(map by Charles Golden). 
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encircled and delimited by obvious material signs like walls and monuments. 
However, it is a reasonable hypothesis to suggest that other material indices of 
the royal domain may be found in future research or, if not, that such territo-
rial limits were nonetheless repeatedly performed and reinscribed in ways that 
simply left relatively little in the way of a durable record.

embodying rulerS in the mixteca alta
In Oaxaca, the linkage between ruler and bounded landscape is even more 

overt than in examples from the Maya region, and, correspondingly, the com-
plications of this political strategy are more clearly defined. Rulers maintained 
exclusive relations over and through the landscape; however, as in the Maya 
area, these relationships are not unique to rulers but rather a part of a com-
mon genre of political idiom. Postclassic codices and colonial documents alike 
depict marriage alliances, genealogies, and personal identity from across social 
strata in the Mixteca in terms of ñuu, glossed variously as anything from “city-
state” to simply “settled place.” The word is pervasive in Mixtec, and the Alta 
region was known locally as ñuu dzahui or “the place of rain.” However, there 
is a clear tradition across sources of ñuu also referring specifically to sociopo-
litical units, and more recent research has clarified that ñuu in this sense are 
best understood as “potentially autonomous states” (Terraciano 2001:347–48). 
These coherent territories bound multiple local communities (siqui, broadly 
commensurate with the Nahua calpolli and Spanish barrio) through shared 
historical claims to land and governing institutions.

Ñuu were centered, both conceptually and pragmatically, on the royal 
household; today the defining feature of the smallest modern community in 
the region is still the municipal palace. The lords of these establishments—yya 
(male) or yya dzehe (female)—held hereditary rights to tracts of land, labor 
obligations, and tribute. Although some areas were also held in common by 
the ñuu, siqui, and individual households, across much of the Mixteca, the royal 
estate co-opted corporate systems of allocation as part of the yya’s prerogative 
(Terraciano 2001:206). The proliferation of land-tenure systems underscores 
the distinctions between political borders and property lines—however these 
plots were arranged, they still “belonged” to the ñuu and explicitly formed part 
of the ruler’s estate (Spores and Balkansky 2013:110).

This estate, the añiñe, was based on the same organizational template as 
any other Mixtec household, with structures abutting an open-air patio that 
was used for ritual performance as well as being the functional space for most 
activity. The household landscape was discontinuous, with the house structure 
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serving as the integrative nexus for working close terraces and far-flung fields 
and bringing together kin for marriage, important festivals, and resolving con-
flicts; these activities were scaled up to include greater segments of the popula-
tion in the añiñe.

Houses in the Mixteca are said to be “cooked” during their construction to 
separate them from wild lands (Monaghan 1995:34), indicating not only physi-
cal transformation of the landscape but also the affective action that continu-
ally reconstitutes the household. The conceptual separation of the house from 
the world outside is replicated with the añiñe as premier household, establish-
ing a focal point for the community and the locus of boundary making activi-
ties—reciting the glyphic toponyms of subject communities from codices, 
arbitrating disputes, and bringing together representative nobility from across 
the ñuu for feasts, marriages, and other integrative events. The performance of 
boundary activities within the royal house created the ñuu as the royal house-
hold, linking statecraft with smaller scale and everyday activity.

During the colonial period, añiñe were symbolically and legally the centers 
of their communities as the repositories for land documents such as title deeds 
and plot boundaries, and in pre-Columbian contexts, the image of the royal 
household, both structure and ruling couple, frequently represents the ñuu as 
a whole. Kevin Terraciano (2001:165) describes the teccalli as a close Nahuatl 
analogue of the añiñe, “as much to a lordly establishment . . . as a physical 
structure, a sociopolitical entity as an actual residence.” Households can be 
understood as landscape-oriented territorial strategies, a set of actions that 
mark inclusive and exclusive space; in turn, we can connect these practices to 
the production of community and state boundaries as distinct from our more 
familiar cartographic abstractions.

As discrete territories, ñuu were remarkably persistent through both time 
and political reorganization. Stephen A. Kowalewski and colleagues’ (2009) 
comprehensive survey of the Alta found that many of the major Postclassic and 
early colonial centers had roots stretching back to the Early Classic, despite 
a period of wide-scale abandonment at the end of the Late Classic. Ñuu also 
survived as distinct entities even while joined into yuhuitayu, a concept that 
describes both dynastic alliance through marriage and the polity formed by 
the communities so linked (Pohl, Monaghan, and Stiver 1997:206). The term 
yuhuitayu was a pun that invoked both the seat of rulership—a reed mat, 
or yuhui—and the royal couple, tayu, as metonymic devices for the domain 
as a whole (Terraciano 2001:158). The articulation of ñuu within yuhuitayu 
meant that governance was localized through both semantic naturalization 
and affinal relation. The marriage of rulers did not erase local identities but 
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appropriated their forms of representation to conflate yya and yya dzehe with 
the bounded landscapes they ruled.

Since Alfonso Caso’s (1938a, 1960a) early explorations, many scholars have 
directed their efforts toward identifying archaeological sites with toponyms 
from the Mixtec codices. Place-names in this region were highly localized, at 
a scale smaller than seen in colonial Nahuatl documents such as the Codex 
Mendoza (Byland and Pohl 1994:36). The linguistic and visual representation 
of place in the Mixteca indelibly linked socially defined space to immediate 
physical geography—the hills, towns, rivers, and plains of this rugged ter-
rain (Smith 1973a). Ñuu and yuhuitayu were concrete entities, correlated with 
specific features on the landscape, and their boundaries were likewise defined 
in terms of places rather than abstract boundary limits (figure 7.4). In colo-
nial documents, toponyms are sometimes appended with alphabetic glosses 
or cross symbols to indicate this border status (Smith 1998:82). In contrast to 
the ethnographic evidence from Yucatan, noted above, boundary lines do not 
seem to have been a concern; whether this is a regional preference, a response 
to colonial legal requirements, or simply a practice for which we no longer 
have evidence in the Mixteca is unclear.

Archaeologically and ethnohistorically, we find outpost settlements, ball-
courts, marketplaces, cave shrines, small cardinal mound groups, and defensive 
fortifications as some of the anthropogenic features that have been recog-
nized as boundary markers for polities from the Early Classic Period onward 
(Kowalewski et al. 2009:310, 324; Pohl, Monaghan, and Stiver 1997). As in the 
examples of Tikal and Yaxchilan, the manifestation of these border activities 
was not uniform within or between polities, and oral histories surrounding 
unmodified geological features and the absence of settlement between cen-
ters can also appear as boundary strategies in some instances. Although we 
now have considerable insight into the glyphic identification of many major 
archaeological sites in the region, the possible correlations between modern 
municipal boundaries and pre-Columbian territories are much less secure.

To name a place in the Mixteca, either verbally or visually, was to integrate 
it into a system of governance that was fundamentally genealogical. Claims to 
ñuu and yuhuitayu were inherited, and the Mixtec codices have a particularly 
historical bent among the surviving manuscripts from across pre-Columbian 
Mesoamerica. These elite narratives legitimized the authority of the yya both 
over and through places. Bruce E. Byland and John M. D. Pohl (1994:39) argue 
that “one of the keys to interpreting the codices is to understand that per-
sons associated with place signs also serve as symbols for their communities 
by virtue of the fact that they are the lords of these towns.” The reverse also 
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may have been true, with minor nobles being named as places rather than 
persons in early colonial documents (Smith 1998:34). In this light, maps and 
genealogies in the Mixteca are one and the same, and rulers and territories 
co-constitute each other in the political life of the region.

The implications that conflating yya with ñuu as a bounded, performed place 
are illustrated through a historical case study of border negotiation in Santa 
María Cuquila, a community in the modern municipio of Tlaxiaco, known in 
Mixtec as Ñucuiñe, or “Town of the Tiger.” Mary Elizabeth Smith (1998) has 
traced Ñucuiñe’s glyphic toponym through both pre-Columbian and colo-
nial sources (figure 7.5). A 1584 legal document describes the boundaries of 
Ñucuiñe with territories controlled by other yuhuitayu; these borders retained 
their integrity through several legal challenges and were recognized by a royal 
grant in 1707 (Ruiz Medrano 2010:323). However, in the early eighteenth cen-
tury, the royal couple died and left an heir too young to rule. Nine-year-old 
Doña Teresa moved to Tepejillo in the Mixteca Baja with her uncle, taking 

Figure 7.4. Detail from page 22 of the Codex Zouche-Nuttall showing the toponyms 
of subsidiary and border settlements inside of the glyph for the ñuu (drawing taken from 
Byland and Pohl 1994:figure 20, courtesy of University of Oklahoma Press). 
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Cuquila’s legal titles with her as personal property—a common practice in the 
region. Almost immediately, the rulers of surrounding ñuu filed suit against 
the cabildo of Cuquila, claiming their own hereditary rights to lands that 
were no longer defended by local royalty (Ruiz Medrano 2010:330). Without 
either primordial documents or royal heirs, Cuquila’s lands quickly shrank in 
a tumultuous series of legal battles, raids, and assassinations.

The link between ruler and ruled through shared space also constituted 
a ñuu as a moral community. The capacity of these boundaries to mark the 
limits of legitimate authority is still very much an active concern in these 
areas—as John Monaghan (1995), Ethelia Ruiz Medrano (2010), and others 
have shown—historically and ethnographically, the communities of Mixteca 
Alta, and especially the Tlaxiaco region, have remained geographically isolated 
to the extent that each pueblo has its own dialect and mestizo populations 
and institutions are not prevalent. This relative isomorphism between kinship, 
language, and landscape cements not only the cohesion of the ñuu but the 
urgency of defending territorial borders as more than lines on a map. As seen 

Figure 7.5. Detail of the Lienzo de Ocotepec, an early colonial document showing 
the boundaries between Santo Tomas Ocotepec and Santa Maria Cuquila. Both 
geomorphological features and other settlements are employed to this effect (drawing taken 
from Mary Elizabeth Smith 1998:figure 34, courtesy of Vanderbilt University). 
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in the example of Cuquila, high levels of intercommunity conflict character-
ize Oaxaca, in contrast to other primarily indigenous areas in Latin America 
(Dennis 1987; Ruiz Medrano 2010; Spores and Balkansky 2013:215). Records 
of these events make it clear that above and beyond opportunities for political 
and economic development, challenges to territorial integrity are also chal-
lenges to identity by groups outside of the moral fabric of the community, par-
alleling the example of Chamula (Gossen 1974a; Monaghan 1995:27). While 
our archaeological knowledge of conflict in this region is relatively scarce in 
comparison to the rich legal record of the colonial and national periods, it is 
clear from the localized nature of both codices and fortifications that these are 
long-standing patterns.

In pre-Columbian and early colonial contexts, the royal household formed 
the institutional focus of many of the morally constitutive actions we find eth-
nographically—labor obligations, feasting, and maintaining boundaries. These 
practices outline the ways in which ñuu were conceived of and performed 
as bounded landscapes from the earliest colonial records, and the language, 
objects, and locations deployed all point to a continuation of pre-Hispanic 
systems of territoriality. The primary colonial context of border performance 
was litigation over these prerogatives in courts—an extension of the former 
oratory practice that signaled rulership across Mesoamerica. Raids, rituals, and 
markets continue to be important boundary activities today (Pohl, Monaghan, 
and Stiver 1997; Ruiz Medrano 2010), and are couched in the connection 
that modern communities have with their antecedents. In turn, yya are still 
recognized as fundamental to the landscape; modern accounts ascribe them 
generative powers over the terrain, and modern Cuquila uses the glyph for 
their ancestral yuhuitayu as the seal of the pueblo (Ruiz Medrano 2010:248). 
Significantly, in contrast to examples from Chiapas and Yucatan, the high 
levels of intercommunity conflict in the Mixteca, whether legal or armed, con-
tinue to be the foremost vector of boundary inscription—competing claims 
and transgressions cement the historical continuity of borders while prescrib-
ing appropriate actions at the edges between moral communities. Leadership, 
past and present, revolved around organizing border activity in a process that 
simultaneously defined the territory and the ruler.

This tight link between rulers and territories in the Mixteca allowed yya 
to present themselves as foundational to local identity, even while claiming 
fundamentally different origins from the populace. For yuhuitayu, this was 
necessarily the case: half of the emblematic couplet came from a nonlocal 
dynasty. The conceptual friction between being close enough to rule but far 
enough to be authoritative is elided, but not without generating a new set 
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of vulnerabilities. John K. Chance (2010; Menegus Bornemann 2005) evalu-
ates the difference between pre-contact yuhuitayu and later colonial cacicazgos 
granted by the Spanish crown by noting that the suite of rights and respon-
sibilities accorded to rulers became defined exclusively in terms of property 
ownership. Seignorial rights, and by extension the management of the ñuu, 
left the purview of the yya. In some communities, this opened up paths of 
resistance for commoners to repudiate hereditary labor obligations, while in 
others (such as Cuquila), absent owners were unable to defend their newly 
defined and diminished rights. While the Spanish legal system restricted the 
channels of negotiation and condensed the fluid political structure, it is clear 
that the boundaries of the landscape were the primary field of political contes-
tation and underlay other claims to legitimacy throughout the Mixteca.

The new relationship to land as property disrupted the parallels between 
statecraft and household, and many rulers took to living in Spanish centers for 
access to the courts and colonial administration. This “absentee landlordism” 
provoked outrage from members of the ñuu—rulers were dwelling outside of 
their moral communities, quite literally, living immorally. Pre-Columbian and 
early colonial governance not only extended household patterns of bound-
ary making, they relied on them for coherence. Reduplication of ordered, 
bounded, and hierarchically arranged places across scales gave these commu-
nities incredible resilience through time while also undercutting the institu-
tions of broader governance, as new legal regimes and elite settlement patterns 
took hold.

Some ProblemS oF contradictionS 
in bounded landScaPeS

Despite our argument that the power and authority vested in rulers to 
delimit territories of the moral community was emergent from smaller scale 
practices of daily household life, there is obviously a glaring dichotomy that 
we have not delved into: many bodies in the populace at large were vested 
with the authority to delimit household altars, the house, and the milpa, but 
only a very few bodies were empowered to delimit the polity. This distinction 
between the power afforded to different bodies in setting limits at different 
scales was a point of potential contradiction. Indeed, such distinctions often 
became lines of political fracture along which Mesoamerican polities shattered.

One method found across Mesoamerica to distinguish these bodies is to 
ground hereditary claims in a primordial genesis, coeval with the territory itself. 
Scenes of birth from caves, trees, and rivers ensconced the ruling lineages as 
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landscape features, naturalizing their authority. In some instances, the places 
of origin appear to have been tropes more than geography. At the time of the 
Spanish arrival in Mesoamerica, for instance, the Nahuatl Chicomoztoc and 
Tollan, the “place of the seven caves” and “among the reeds” served as sources 
of legitimate origin (Gillespie 1989; Smith 2012). So, too, the K’iche lords of 
Q’umarkaj (Carmack 1981; Christenson 2007) came out of a vague “east,” with 
Tulan (Tollan) a later stop on their rise to power. In Yucatan, the Chilam 
Balam of Chumayel requires the performer to engage with the language of 
Zuyua, a place also mentioned in highland Maya documents with no known 
geographic specificity but a clear connection to rulership (Roys 1967; Stross 
1983). In the Classic Period, the rulers of Palenque’s dynasty looked for their 
origin to a place called Toktahn, though whether this is an as yet unidentified 
physical place or an otherwise intangible place of origin like Chicomoztoc 
remains unclear (Stuart and Stuart 2008:113).

The genealogy of the Mixtecs was, instead, locally grounded and readily 
identifiable. The codices name an area called Yute Coo, “River of the Serpent,” 
in the Nochixtlan Valley as the place of origin for many of the original dynas-
ties of major kingdoms (Byland and Pohl 1994:116). The sixteenth-century 
Chontal lords of Acalan-Tixchel similarly located their origins in a specific 
location, on the shrine island of Cozumel, an origin from which they claimed 
no small part of their authority (Restall 1998:58–59). Mixtec nobles distin-
guished themselves from commoners as having originated from sacred trees 
rather than the earth ( Jansen 1982b). Unlike the lordly peregrinations claimed 
by the Nahuas of central Mexico, social stratification was also localized in the 
Mixteca, having taken place at a ñuu known as Apoala (Terraciano 2001:255). 
This distinct primordial genesis for rulers and ruled extended the hereditary 
claims of rulers back to a time when the landscape itself was being created, 
naturalizing their authority at the same time that it necessitated territorial 
control as a prerequisite for governance. For the K’iche lords of the Popul 
Vuh, the distinction from non-K’iche peoples and non-lordly classes was 
not based on the substance of creation—for all humans were formed from 
maize—but rather on descent from foundational ancestors and the distinct 
locations of communities in the aftermath of their dispersal across the land-
scape (Christenson 2007).

What unifies these examples is that they all speak to the creation of fun-
damentally different sorts of bodies for rulers. These were authoritative and 
powerful bodies modeled out of different substances emerging from dif-
ferent places, or generationally distinct and descended through closed lin-
eages. Such different royal bodies were needed to delimit extensive political 
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territories and mark the landscapes internal and external to the moral com-
munity of the polity.

Yet, as our case studies have emphasized, such territoriality as a political 
strategy is a system of power and authority that arose out of complemen-
tarity with commoner practice, not from contradictions with it. Organizing 
the local community and state on the principles of the milpa and household 
made the structural positions of leaders not only appropriate but necessary 
for the definition of a coherent moral space and order. The contradictions of 
kind, rather than scale, that emerged out of these power relationships were 
thus inimical to the logic of extending household and local community space 
outward to the maximal edges of the polity and eventually participated in the 
cyclical breakdown of Mesoamerican political systems (Golden and Scherer 
2013). Such systems typically did not disappear but returned to their basic 
organizational scale of the household and local community.

concluSionS
The editors of this volume have asked authors to engage and wrestle with 

the role of contradictions in the perception and practice of power and author-
ity in Mesoamerican rulership. In focusing on the delimiting of landscapes 
as a central component of power and authority in Mesoamerica, however, we 
see more consistency than contradictions. In saying that the enactment of 
rulership and the expression of power and authority were in accord with the 
quotidian practice of the populace we are not claiming that there were not 
fundamental differences at work across social classes. However, in considering 
the role of human-landscape interactions as instruments of power and author-
ity, these differences were not in kind but rather scalar in terms of economic 
input (the sorts of material and human power involved) and the number of 
bodies involved (whether a few members of a household or the entire popu-
lace of a kingdom).

Power and authority in Mesoamerica were not about “belief ” in Max 
Weber’s (1978:213) sense (see Kurnick, this volume: chapter 1). Belief from such 
a perspective suggests, in a rather Marxist sense, ideology that can be pene-
trated to reveal an underlying truth. In Mesoamerican thought, however, there 
is only the basic truth of action: it is practice—not intent, not belief—that 
is central. Farmers in the milpa must “not only have faith but ‘show, express’ 
faith” (Hanks 1990:362). Rulers and subjects participated in the formation of 
bounded political spaces for which the ruler served as the metonymic head, an 
appropriate moral position, and one identical in terms of position and practice 
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(though on a much smaller scale) to that of the head of household who lays 
out the altar, the boundaries of the houselot, and the milpa.

In the logic of bounding space, the ontological foundations of the land-
scape and human relationships to landscape and to other humans were the 
same at every scale; heads of household, heads of community, and heads of 
kingdoms occupied necessarily replicated positions with regard to the tem-
plate for ordered space. Crucial here is the notion that places are brought 
into a moral being through human intervention—boundary making is a fun-
damentally social activity. Consequently, we do not find grand contradictions 
as the basis for governance in pre-Columbian Mesoamerica. Rather, while 
the contradictions we identify emerged from the scalar differences in bound-
ing landscape, they were not instrumental in building or maintaining power 
but, over the long term, were inherent tensions that led to collapse (Golden 
and Scherer 2013).
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Ruling “Purépecha 
Chichimeca” in a 
Tarascan World

Helen Perlstein Pollard

The study of the social evolution of centralized, large-
scale polities in Mesoamerica has been dominated 
historically by a focus on isolating powerful causes of 
change; asking why certain trajectories appeared when 
and where we can document them (e.g., Fargher et al. 
2011; Martin, this volume; Yoffee 2005). The big “why” 
questions turn to social and natural forces that oper-
ate at relatively large spatial and temporal scales that 
are amenable to archaeological data. Here, the editors 
have charged us to consider the “how” questions of the 
relationship between rulers and the ruled and pres-
ent a model of political strategies that contains “the 
negotiation of contradictions” at its core (Kurnick, this 
volume). In this chapter, I will examine the Tarascan 
empire, a society only recently centralized when the 
Spanish conquered Mesoamerica. This relatively late 
time frame is advantageous for scholarship, giving us 
access to well-preserved archaeological remains and 
historical documents recorded by Spanish friars just a 
few generations after state formation. This data indi-
cates that elites in the Tarascan empire readily manipu-
lated local and foreign ethnic identities, allowing them 
to shift regional worldviews or “schemas” (Sewall 1996) 
to support simultaneously greater social inequality and 
greater ethnic solidarity in a social transformation that 
resulted in a new state.

Unlike other core regions of Mesoamerica, central 
Michoacán did not have a long history of city-states 
and empires during the Classic and Early Postclassic 
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Period (200–1100 ce) but was politically and economically peripheral to 
powerful polities to the east and west. However, in the last centuries before 
European conquest a highly centralized state emerged in the Lake Pátzcuaro 
Basin—a state that was rapidly transformed into an expanding empire. 
This contemporary of the Aztecs, known to the indigenous population as 
the Irechequa Tzintzuntzani (kingdom of the lord of Tzintzuntzan), and to 
Spaniards and later scholars as the Tarascan empire, provides an opportunity 
to explore how elites and their factions managed, defended, and legitimized 
the transformation of their authority into power by means of both sixteenth-
century documents and the archaeological record.

Sovereignt y, legitimacy, and ethnicit y
In Mesoamerica, especially as recounted in the mythic histories of ruling 

elites during the Postclassic Period, political strategies were tangled in issues 
of both class and ethnicity, often operating at multiple temporal and spatial 
scales (Stark and Chance 2008). In the Tarascan case, the political structure 
of the state, and the empire that expanded between 1350 ce and 1522 ce, is 
primarily known from documents and limited archaeological research within 
the imperial lands, including studies of the nature of Tarascan warfare, fron-
tier fortresses, and the Tarascan-Aztec conflicts (figure 8.1). While these 
sources generally present a picture of a highly centralized, hierarchical polity, 
Purépecha-language documents and more nuanced analyses of the Relación 
de Michoacán (1541) raise important questions about how this new state, iden-
tity, and system of authority emerged and the degree to which the central-
ized model was a product of power struggles before or following the Spanish 
conquest (Castro Gutiérrez 2007; Castro Gutiérrez and Monzón García 2008; 
Espejel Carbajal 2008; Haskell 2008; Martínez Baracs 2005; Monzón et al. 
2009; Roskamp 2012; Stone 2004).

The primary document describing the Tarascan empire for the Spaniards 
is the Relación de Michoacán (Alcala 1980),1 recorded in the capital of 
Tzintzuntzan in 1538–1540 by a Franciscan friar acting as scribe and interpreter 
for the state high priest (petámuti) and given to the first viceroy in 1541. The 
second part of the document contains the retelling of the official history of 
how the ruling dynasty came to create and rule the state—that is, how a group 
of nomadic, hunter-gatherer, warrior Chichimecs moved into Purépecha terri-
tory in the thirteenth century, joining other Nahua-speaking earlier migrants. 
Due to their superior skills and powerful patron deity, they married into local 
Purépecha elite families and, over the next century, came to dominate them. 
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This process produced what David L. Haskell (2008) calls a “cultural logic 
of hierarchy,” as the once Chichimec leaders, now the Uanacase-Uacúsecha 
royal dynasty, ruled over Purépecha and Nahua elites and commoners. Only 
a personally felt supernatural link to Curicaueri could legitimate ruler status. 
While the local earth deities remain part of the state pantheon, and indeed are 
among the most powerful and ubiquitous supernatural beings, they are subor-
dinated to the celestial deities. The original exchange of deer meat for fish that 
accompanied the Chichimec hunters’ and Purépecha fishers’ negotiation of 
the marriage that produced Tariacuri is replaced over time by the status mark-
ers that “nobles eat meat” and “commoners eat fish” (Relación de Michoacán 
and Relaciones geográficas in Martínez Gonzalez 2009).

As the empire expanded, additional ethnic/cultural groups were incorporated 
into the Tarascan domain. Other primary documents include the Relaciones 
geográficas of 1579–1581 (Acuña 1987) and local land titles (Albiez-Wieck 2011; 
Beltrán 1994; Carrasco 1986; Cerda Farías 2002; Kuthy 1996; Paredes Martínez 
and Terán 2003; Roskamp 1998). The most notable consistency in these docu-
ments is how often the lands are said to have been given to the community 
by the great King Tzitzipandáquare (1465–1490 ce), including communities in 
the geopolitical core that were part of the original state and were continuously 

Figure 8.1. Extent of the Tarascan empire and major lake basins referred to in text. 
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occupied since the Late Preclassic Period. These purported gifts of land thus 
ignored the historical claims of these settlements in favor of the legitimacy of 
royal decree. Newer populations fleeing Aztec expansion also obtained land 
grants directly from the king in return for military service (Roskamp 2010).

Recent years have seen new, complete editions of two sixteenth-century 
Purépecha dictionaries and grammars (Gilberti 1989; Lagunas 1983) and the 
discovery and transcription of a third (Warren 1991), along with the care-
ful analysis of several other relevant sixteenth-century Spanish documents 
(Aguilar González 2005; Albiez-Wieck 2011; Castro Gutiérrez 2007; Kuthy 
1996; López Sarralangue 1965; Roskamp and César Villa 2003; Warren 
1985). Finally, with the assistance of linguists, the first documents written 
in Purépecha have been translated and published (Castro Gutiérrez and 
Monzón García 2008; Monzón 2005; Monzón, Roskamp, and Warren 2009) 
and detailed historical linguistics of Nahua are more available (e.g., Kaufman 
2001). These new sources and analyses have made it possible to better under-
stand (1) how Purépecha-speakers conceptualized power (table 8.1) and the 
meaning of many state political offices (table 8.2); (2) the degree of multi-
ethnicity in the empire, including non-Purépecha elites holding positions of 
power; and (3) the degree to which the imperial history as presented in the 
Relación de Michoacán simplified and ignored the role of elite factionalism in 
the creation and maintenance of the state.

background to tranSFormation
The Tarascan empire was the second largest in Mesoamerica (more than 

75,000 square kilometers) and was ethnically dominated by a population 
the Spaniards called Tarascos, who spoke a language known as Tarasco or 
Purépecha. But while the empire only emerged in the two centuries before 
the Europeans’ arrival, Purépecha culture can be identified at least 2 millennia 
earlier. The massive transformations this cultural tradition underwent, along 
with the emergence of a centralized state and an expansionist empire, have 
dominated the archaeology and ethnohistory of this region for the last century 
(Espejel 2007; Michelet 2008; Michelet et al. 2005; Pollard 1993).

The Purépecha heartland was located in central and northern Michoacán, 
especially in the Zacapu, Cuitzeo, and Pátzcuaro Lake basins (figure 8.1). The 
available evidence confirms the presence of a distinguishable Purépecha cul-
tural tradition in the Pátzcuaro Basin by the Late Preclassic Period and sug-
gests that it is likely that these populations were cultural descendants of the 
earlier Chupícuaro tradition (Arnauld et al. 1993; Carot 2005; Pollard 2005, 
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Table 8.1. Concepts of governance in the Tarascan state.

Concept Definition
camahchacuhpeni to govern; to group with others; to congregate over a territory (space); 

jurisdiction over others
camachacuhpecha the government; “those who have the hands and arms of their forces, 

and command the submission of the commoners for the benefit and 
sign of friendship with ‘los buenos’ (the good ones). And to humble and 
to subjugate (oppressing) ‘los malos’ (the bad ones) harshly” (Lagunas 
1983:250).

chechexequa authority; majesty; that which induces fear in a body
chemazqua that which induces fear repeatedly over time
ureguandani principal; lord; he who speaks first; the first
hapingata servant/slave; that which is possessed
camahchacungari subject; someone whose body was grouped
vapatzequa barrio; a bundle of large objects (firewood) from below; a space lower in 

the hierarchy (subordinate) where firewood exists (subjects exist)
yrenariquareponi barrio; to live together in the place of origin
irechequa the lord’s place; the Tarascan kingdom

Source: from Castro Gutiérrez and Monzón García 2008; Pollard 1993.

2008). These Loma Alta phase populations (table 8.3) inhabited both lacus-
trine and non-lacustrine settlements and practiced canal irrigation with inten-
sified agricultural production dominated by maize. In the Pátzcuaro Basin, at 
least one settlement was twenty hectares, including stone architecture. At the 
type site in the Zacapu Basin, sunken plaza/platform architecture appeared 
during the Loma Alta 2b phase (250–350 ce). This architecture included a 
central altar, walls of worked stone, and stairways made with basalt and clay 
brought from almost 10 kilometers away. A new burial tradition also appeared 
in which richness of interment is directly related to proximity to platform 
centrality. These burial deposits are currently the best evidence for the timing 
of the emergence of social ranking, documenting the existence of small-scale, 
socially ranked agrarian societies. Long-distance exchange in Pachuca obsid-
ian and Thin Orange pottery suggests indirect linkages to Teotihuacan.

During the Epiclassic Lupe phase there was an increase in the number of 
settlements and larger populations, and some of these communities included 
plazas and ballcourts. The elite were buried in group tombs that were simi-
lar to each other in their methods of construction and their uses over mul-
tiple generations. Grave goods included precious items imported from other 



Table 8.2. Major political positions of the Tarascan state.

Political position Definition
irecha (yrecha) lord; king; head of uacúsecha lineage (cazonci)
cazonci king; ruler over irecha
carachacapacha nobles; live in court, collect tribute and organize troops from home 

communities; governors of the four quarters of the empire
achaecha other members of nobility who act as advisors; local nobles; called “Don” 

in Colonial Period
angámecha leaders of towns and villages, called caciques or señores, “those who 

stand at the door”
angatacuri governor or prime minister
capitán military leader in time of war
quangariecha heads of military units in time of war
minister of tribute officer in charge of tribute collectors
ocámbecha bosses; people who have others under their control; tribute collectors 

(ureguandani: boss of barrio)
mayordomos heads of groups that stored and distributed tribute, produced crafts and 

service within the palace (thirty-four named in Relación de Michoacán)
petámuti chief priest
priests hierarchy of ten levels below the petámuti serving in temples dedicated 

to the state religion
Source: from Castro Gutiérrez and Monzón García 2008; Pollard 1993.

Table 8.3. Cultural sequence of central Michoacán.

Period Local phases
Late Postclassic Tariacuri (1350–1525 ce)
Middle Postclassic Late Urichu (1000/1100–1350 ce)
Early Postclassic Early Urichu (900–1000/1100 ce)
Epiclassic Lupe-La Joya (600/700–900 ce)
Middle Classic Jaracuaro (500–600/700 ce)
Early Classic Loma Alta 3 (350–500 ce)
Late/Terminal Preclassic Loma Alta 2 (100 bce–350 ce)
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regions of Mesoamerica that, along with cranial deformation and dental 
mutilation, distinguished these families from the rest of the population. These 
items reveal the elite’s role as intermediaries with distant powers to the east 
and west. Grave goods also include projectile points, atlatls, maces, and war 
attire, showing the importance of the warrior identity for elite men.

During the Early Postclassic (Early Urichu phase) (900–1100 ce), the num-
ber of sites increased and the number of hectares occupied almost doubled 
in the lake basins of central and northern Michoacán as the climate of the 
Medieval Warm Period (Medieval Climate Anomaly) brought marked drops 
in lake levels. Small settlements were now located on newly exposed islands 
and in marsh zones, while many other communities occupied the malpaís 
zones (eroded lava flows) with terraces, mounds, and retaining walls in dense, 
large settlements with hundreds of stone structures. Elite burials were richer 
in grave goods, some of which appear to be ritual paraphernalia imported 
from Tula or in Toltec style (e.g., flutes, censers).

State emergence
The Middle Postclassic or Late Urichu phase (1100–1300 ce) includes the 

two centuries during which the Tarascan state formed and to which the his-
torically recorded accounts of state emergence and ethnic affiliation pertain. 
In these centuries the number of sites in the region increased and the area of 
occupation again doubled. As in the Early Urichu phase, settlement expanded 
onto islands as the lake level remained low, but also markedly expanded in 
upland zones and onto the malpaís in defensible locations. Nevertheless, basic 
resources such as obsidian, basalt, and pottery were being produced, distrib-
uted, and consumed in patterns unchanged since the Loma Alta phase. In the 
last decades of this phase lake levels rose again (in the Lake Pátzcuaro Basin 
more than 14 meters), reaching their Contact Period levels. This resulted in 
the abandonment of low-lying communities and flooded agricultural land and 
the relocation of marsh production zones. Given the size of the population in 
the region, and the existence of sociopolitical elites in the larger communi-
ties, competition over expanding, diminishing, and shifting resources must 
have become fierce. For example, in the Zacapu Basin the Postclassic Period 
was marked by a 50 percent increase in sites and a shift to the malpaís above 
Zacapu, where up to 20,000 people inhabited thirteen sites covering 5 square 
kilometers (Michelet 2008; Michelet et al 2005). In addition, obsidian produc-
tion from the Zináparo zone was reorganized and prismatic blade technology 
was introduced (Darras 2008).
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Thus, during the Early and Middle Postclassic Periods, the Purépecha cul-
tural heartland came to be composed of several competing small polities. This 
was a transition period when settlements shifted and elite mortuary patterns 
changed. Both the archaeological and ethnohistoric records suggest that pat-
terns of leadership and control were in flux.

taraScan State Structure
During the Late Postclassic or Tariacuri phase, after low-lying sites were 

flooded, settlements shifted to the new, higher lakeshore and upland areas of 
high agricultural fertility. Tzintzuntzan was the largest of over ninety Tarascan 
settlements located around Lake Pátzcuaro (figure 8.2). Of the basin’s estimated 
total population of 80,000 in 1522 (Gorenstein and Pollard 1983), Tzintzuntzan 
had about 35,000, with several secondary and tertiary administrative centers, 
each with 5,000 to 15,000 people (Pollard 1993, 2008). By the fifteenth century 
Tzintzuntzan was a primary regional center not only because of its population 
size, but also because of its control of the administrative, tributary, market, 
religious, and social hierarchies. Throughout the Tarascan heartland, popula-
tion density reached its zenith, and the largest and most populous settlements 
within any single region, whether ceremonial centers or cities, also date to the 
Late Postclassic (Cerda Farías 2002; Macías Goytia 1990; Macías Goytia and 
Vackimes Serret 1988; Michelet 2008; Michelet et al. 2005; Pollard 2004, 2008).

Given the denser occupations, occurring during a time when previously irri-
gable lands were flooded, new economic mechanisms were required to sup-
port local populations. The core of the Tarascan state in the Pátzcuaro Basin 
was not viable economically on purely local terms, and it thrived only by the 
exchange of goods and services through local and regional markets and various 
state institutions (Pollard 1993). While documents indicate the existence and 
location of markets, the tributary relationships of many communities, and the 
nature of goods acquired by state long-distance merchants, detailed sourcing 
analyses of archaeological collections are clarifying the complex nature of the 
production, distribution, and consumption patterns of obsidian, pottery, shell, 
and metal objects (see Darras 2008; Hosler 2009; Maldonado 2008; Pollard 
2005, 2008). Analyses of obsidian artifacts, for example, suggest that while 
Zináparo obsidian production was widely dispersed and exchanged in local 
and regional markets (Darras 2008), much of the production or distribution 
of prismatic blades from the Ucareo sources was under state control (Pollard 
2008). Metal objects of gold, silver, copper, and bronze alloys were produced 
within the empire and used for ritual, status, and utilitarian purposes (Hosler 



RULING “PURéPECHA CHICHIMECA” IN A TARASCAN WORLD 225

2009; Pollard 1993; Roskamp 1998). Some of the mining, smelting, and pro-
duction of objects was carried out by full-time craft specialists and tenants 
under the direct control of the state (Pollard 2008). The production of ingots 
took place at smelting centers in the Balsas River drainage and some of the 
crafting of objects took place in the Tarascan capital, possibly within the king’s 
palace. Other metals or smelted ingots were obtained through tribute, particu-
larly for gold and silver, especially from the frontier zones of the southeast and 
the west, where there is some evidence of independent production and distri-
bution in local or regional markets. Those markets were associated with elite 
administrators’ residences, probably reflecting redistribution of state goods to 
officeholders. Limited metal sourcing suggests artifacts were produced from 
ores mined in the Balsas Basin and adjacent Jalisco (Hosler 2009).

The sources of revenue for the state included (1) basic goods (especially 
maize, beans, chili, cotton, salt, and firewood) and scarce goods (e.g., turquoise, 
gold, silver, copper, feathers) collected by a hierarchy of officials at the local 
and regional level, and (2) labor on the king’s fields and for public works. A 
separate group of officials (quengue) oversaw the state storehouses for this trib-
ute. Other strategic, but statewide, tribute included men serving in military 
campaigns. Populations located along the frontiers served their tribute in both 
manning fortresses and providing basic supplies for warriors. Recent research 
indicates that unlike most of the empire, in the Pátzcuaro Basin the local 

Figure 8.2. Major Late Postclassic urban sites in the Lake Pátzcuaro Basin. 
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tribute collectors (ocámbecha) were probably organizers of tribute-in-labor, not 
goods (Aguilar González 2005, 2012) (table 8.2).

The royal dynasty officially allocated all access to land, water, forests, and 
mineral resources, although in practice access to land was distributed within 
communities by traditional kin ties and land was acquired by kings for support 
of state administrators (angámecha) and state temples. In addition, there were 
state copper mines, obsidian mines, forests, fisheries, and craft workshops. The 
documents are unclear about the degree to which they were seen as resources 
traditionally held by specific communities or resources to which communities 
were allowed access by the king. Sixteenth-century documents suggest the lat-
ter, but, if so, this was a change in the ideology of resource ownership that would 
only have emerged with the unification of the state in the Middle Postclassic 
Period (e.g., Acuña 1987). The royal dynasty did claim large landholdings in the 
southeast portion of the Pátzcuaro Basin and smaller parcels in many other 
communities (e.g., Beltrán 1994; Martínez Baracs 2005; Warren 1985).

According to the Relación de Michoacán, the division between noble and 
commoner was absolute, as lineages did not cross class boundaries and mar-
riages were within one’s class. Among the nobility, a distinction was made 
among the royal dynasty, the upper nobility, and the lower nobility; com-
moners varied by ethnicity (although overwhelmingly Purépecha in the high-
land lake basins), occupation, and if they were slaves (generally war captives) 
(Carrasco 1986; García Alcaraz 1976). The royal dynasty was located in the 
capital (Tzintzuntzan) and at the sacred religious center of Ihuatzio (figure 
8.3); members of the upper and lower nobility were found in at least eleven 
settlements in the Pátzcuaro Basin. Elites and commoners located in second-
ary and tertiary centers of the Tarascan heartland consumed the same goods, 
as did the residents in the capital, sharing Tarascan elite/commoner identity 
and participating in a single social system (Pollard 2008) (figure 8.4).

The establishment of a new ideology that made the Pátzcuaro Basin the cen-
ter of cosmic power accompanied the creation of the Tarascan state (Espejel 
Carbajal 2008; Monzón 2005; Pollard 1993, 2008; Alcala 1980). The patron gods 
of the now dominant ethnic elite were elevated to celestial power while vari-
ous regional deities and worldviews—themselves products of generations of 
change—were elevated, incorporated, or marginalized. The clearest evidence 
of this process involved the joining of the ethnic Chichimec or Uacúsecha 
deity Curicaueri with the ethnic “islander” or Purépecha goddess Xarátanga. 
In the prophetic language of a great epic, the Relación de Michoacán states, 

“Curicaueri will conquer this land, and you for your part will stand with one 
foot on the land and one on the water . . . and we shall become one people” 



Figure 8.3. Local elite identity in burial 9 at Urichu. Spouted polychrome vessel 
and several bronze and shell earrings. 
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(Alcala 1980:40, my translation). While the culture hero Tariacuri was the son 
of a Chichimec leader and the daughter of the Purépecha lord of the island 
of Xarácuaro, his god is Curicaueri, and over the course of the Relación this 
patron deity comes to represent the protector of all the people (Martínez 
Gonzalez 2009:55, 58). Indeed, his god and the other celestial deities are con-
sidered the powers of Tarascan sacred kingship, while the earthly deities, espe-
cially Xarátanga and Cuerauaperi, the mother goddess who controls rain and 
springs, are considered “foreign”—that is, non-Chichimec. In kinship terms, 
the celestial (Chichimec) deities are patrilines (fathers and brothers) and the 
earthly deities are marriage partners, or in-laws (Martínez Gonzalez 2009).

Thus, Tariacuri is both a lineal descendant of Chichimecs and “Islanders,” 
a ruler who can unite all people, and also the human representation of the 

Figure 8.4. Ritual center of Ihuatzio. 
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celestial sun, Curicaueri, with whom he has established a supernatural link. In 
the complex story of Tariacuri, recounted in the Relación, he is characterized 
as first Chichimec, then Islander, and eventually his designated “heirs,” his 
two nephews, become patrons of Curicaueri and Xarátanga, respectively.

Taríacuri’s prophetic dream of a unified state mandated by his god is inter-
preted in the following decades as the “event” that delegitimized all previous 
and competing claims to authority. Each Tarascan king (irecha) must person-
ally establish this link to the supernatural to be considered legitimate, but only 
those of the Uacúsecha line are eligible. This union of deities can also be seen 
in Tarascan ritual architecture. A specialized pyramid form, the yácata, consist-
ing of a keyhole shape, was constructed at major religious centers associated 
with the Tarascan sun god, Curicaueri. The greatest number (five) was located 
in Tzintzuntzan, but at Ihuatzio there were three yácatas as well as two rectan-
gular pyramids associated with Xarátanga, adjacent to a ballcourt (figure 8.3). 
Ihuatzio is the only ritual center that was aligned to the cardinal directions, 
with a north-south principal orientation. It is also the only major Tarascan 
center with astronomically oriented structures in the basin. Directly east of 
the plaza with the two rectangular pyramids are three small hills (los Coyotes, 
or iuatsi). A line projected east from the corridor between the two rectangular 
pyramids falls midway between the two northern hills; when viewed this way 
the hills bracket one lunar phase cycle on either side of the equinox (Anthony 
Aveni, personal communication 1989). The sighting of the sun or Venus along 
this line was reported as part of major state religious celebrations (Pollard 
2003:373). Stone chacmool sculptures, associated with human sacrifice, were 
placed in front of the yácatas at Tzintzuntzan and Ihuatzio, scenes of major 
ceremonies celebrating the state and cosmic order.

The transformation associated with the emergence of a politically unified 
Pátzcuaro Basin and its expansion throughout and then beyond the Tarascan 
heartland involved a shift in elite identity from one primarily associated with 
imported finished goods from distant powerful centers and control of prestige 
goods networks, as documented for the Classic and Early Postclassic elites, to an 
identity primarily associated with locally produced, distinctively Tarascan goods 
and control of tributary, military, political, and ideological networks in the Late 
Postclassic (Pollard 2008). Thus, the emergence of a new political economy was 
also associated with a new state religion and a new regional elite identity.

For the Purépecha (commoners) of central and northern Michoacán, this 
new society was a major transformation on the macro level but also permitted 
continuities on the household and village scale. The social continuity repre-
sented by the long cultural tradition from the Preclassic to the Postclassic is 
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visible in ceramic technology, ceramic designs and the use of negative (resist) 
on polychrome pottery, types of figurines, mortuary patterns, basic technol-
ogy, diet, and household organization of labor. These traditions emphasize the 
degree of continuity at the level of the household, despite major changes in 
the political economies that took place during those two thousand years.

“PuréPecha chichimecS”
While the legendary histories record several episodes of migration of non-

Purépecha populations into the region from the bajío (lowlands) to the north 
and northwest, these population movements are not visible in the archaeo-
logical record of either the Zacapu or Pátzcuaro Basins to which they refer 
(Michelet et al. 2005; Pollard 2008). In the legend recorded in the Relación de 
Michoacán, these migrants are described and illustrated as northern nomadic 
hunters of deer and followers of their patron deity, Curicaueri, to whom they 
were obliged to offer wood for ritual fires. But the evidence from the region 
of Zacapu, stretching from the Lerma River to the northwest edge of the 
Pátzcuaro Basin, provides no support for these cultural “Chichimecs.” What is 
documented, however, is the spread of the Loma Alta and Lupe ceramic tradi-
tions along parts of the Lerma and southern Guanajuato (table 8.3), followed 
by widespread abandonment of these settlements at the close of the Epiclassic 
and beginning of the Postclassic Periods (900–1000 ce) (Pereira et al. 2005). 
Some of these abandonments are matched by the appearance of Postclassic 
sites occupied by what has been interpreted as the descendants of these popu-
lation movements (Michelet et al. 2005). During the Middle Postclassic, sig-
nificant cultural changes become visible in (1) settlement nucleation in malpaís 
defendable sites with walls and terraces; (2) ritual architecture separated from 
residential zones and no construction of ballcourts; (3) new artifacts, including 
polychrome pottery, ceramic pipes, copper and alloyed metal tools, and locally 
produced prismatic obsidian blades; and (4) a new mortuary pattern distinct 
from earlier phases. While these changes occurred at the time and place of 
the legendary arrival of “Chichimecs,” they better reflect the cultural continu-
ities and changes in a rapidly shifting sociopolitical (and natural) environment 
that was non-Chichimec. Christine L. Hernández and Dan M. Healan (2008) 
have demonstrated the ability of archaeology to detect ethnic variation within 
the Tarascan domain, strengthening the “absence of evidence” as reflecting the 
true absence of “Chichimecs.”

In the Pátzcuaro Basin to the south there is greater continuity in commoner 
material culture, especially in pottery, but the Late Postclassic is marked by the 
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unification of the basin polities, the creation of a new common elite culture 
and a suite of traits marking the existence of the state, and a series of status 
markers used to assign sociopolitical rank among the elites. By the fifteenth 
century these traits are found throughout the empire at all state administrative 
installations and include (Pollard 1993, 2008):

1. The specialized pyramid form, the yácata, consisting of a keyhole shape, 
associated with the Tarascan/Chichimec sun god, Curicaueri (Cabrera 
Castro 1987).

2. The basalt chacmool sculpture, associated with human sacrifice.
3. An ossuary at Tzintzuntzan with skull racks here and elsewhere.
4. Notched/grooved human long bones associated with ritual spaces (Pereira 

2005).
5. Ceramic pipes in large quantities in ritual spaces.
6. Metal artifacts of copper, bronze, gold, silver, and other alloys used for 

tools, ritual paraphernalia, and elite status markers.
7. Spouted vessels and spout-handled vessels, often with resist decoration, 

associated with use for a cacao drink (Pollard et al. 2013).
8. Obsidian lip plugs with inlays of turquoise, gold, amber, and other 

valuable rare materials in various sizes, depending on the political status of 
the wearer. The king provided the lip plug to men on assuming office and 
removed it when the individual was removed from office.

9. Cotton spindle whorls found in elite residences and elite female burials.
10. Large quantities of obsidian prismatic blades and segments associated with 

ritual plazas, structures, and elite residences.

While few of these traits are unique to the Late Postclassic Tarascans, they 
are unique in the cultural history of central and northern Michoacán and 
not part of the “Chichimec” traditions to the north. With the exception of 
the ceramic styles, they are closest to the Early Postclassic traditions of Tula 
(Healan 2012). Yet, unlike their Aztec counterparts, nowhere in the ethnohis-
tory or historical records do Tarascan nobles link themselves to Toltec royal 
dynasties or ethnicities, and in several episodes of the Relación de Michoacán, 
the narrator refers (sometimes with disdain) to Nahua practices they do not 
follow, such as named and numbered days of the 260-day ritual calendar used 
to determine auspicious times for military campaigns (for a variant interpreta-
tion of this episode, see Roskamp 2012).

Understanding the “choice” to call on a “Chichimec” or Uacúsecha heritage 
while materializing the state with a selection of central Mexican state practices, 
and simultaneously identifying as ethnic Purépecha, can only make any sense 
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by referring now to the newly restudied and newly translated documents that 
emphasize the large presence of Nahua populations within the Tarascan empire 
at the same time that Aztecs are seen as enduring enemies. The most surpris-
ing document dates to 1543, in which an earlier document is summarized in 
Purépecha (Monzón et al. 2009). In it a Nahua lord claims to be a descendant 
of one of twenty Nahua merchants who came to the military aid of the Tarascan 
king Tzitzipandáquare in “reconquering” Tzintzuntzan to his rule. In return, 
they are rewarded with rights and privileges, including the right to settle in a 
barrio of the capital, the right to noble status, and land and labor in the empire 
for them and their descendants. When the Spaniards moved the capital of 
Michoacán in 1540 from Tzintzuntzan to Pátzcuaro, the native nobility objected 
(Warren and Monzón García 2004), especially these Nahua nobles, who feared 
losing their special status in the move. What is not clear from this document is 
whether all or most long-distance traders were Nahua nobles. Other documents 
suggest the earlier presence of Nahua populations, including specialized metal-
lurgists and Nahua nobles who held political office in Tancítaro and Uruapan 
(state administrative centers) (Albiez-Wieck 2011; Roskamp 1998, 2010).

The issue of ethnic Nahua populations within the imperial territory both 
before and after the Late Postclassic Period needs to be understood within 
the context of more than a century of military hostilities that dominated the 
Tarascan/Aztec relationship. While never a closed frontier, by the sixteenth 
century, parallel lines of Tarascan and Aztec fortified citadels defined the east-
ern border of the Tarascan empire (see Pollard and Smith 2003). Local groups 
on both sides of the border, including Otomí and Matlatzinca populations, 
became tributaries of these empires, generally manning the citadels and pro-
viding warriors. One result of this restricted interaction was the ease with 
which each government could develop negative stereotypes of their enemies 
(Pollard 1993:172). For the Tarascans, their language made them very vulnera-
ble when crossing Aztec territory, and Nahua merchants and formal interpret-
ers were used as messengers (uaxanoti) housed in the capital when communi-
cation with the Aztecs was necessary. The Irechequa Tzintzuntzani was clearly 
multiethnic, especially with Nahua nobles and commoners who had moved 
into Michoacán from the north and northeast during the Epiclassic and Early 
Postclassic Periods. Those traits, beliefs, and practices that were incorporated 
into the emerging Tarascan state from Nahua, Toltec, and/or Matlatzinca cul-
tures were due to interaction and emulation from these earlier periods. To the 
extent that “Aztec Nahua” refers to the Middle and Late Postclassic Periods, 
these peoples were contemporaries. Indeed there are a number of ritual prac-
tices shared by Tarascan, Matlatzinca, and Nahuatl elites that suggest they 
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all shared some roots in Early Postclassic north central Mexican concepts of 
sacred rulership, despite variations by the fifteenth century.

In contrast, the Tarascan ruling dynasty and related lineages that made 
up most of the Uacúsecha in general—the lower and upper nobility—were 
Purépecha speakers and self-identified culturally as Purépecha. They were able 
to hold office by the sacred authority and duty to maintain the worship of 
Curicaueri—women and non-Purépecha were unfit for this task. In the depic-
tion of the family tree of the ruling dynasty (Relación de Michoacán folio 
140r), the founder is shown holding a bloodstained blade used by axamen-
cha (sacrificers), a role limited to rulers (Afanador-Pujol 2010). I believe the 
calls to special Chichimec heritage advanced the claims of legitimacy of the 
Uanacase branch over other ruling elites of the Pátzcuaro Middle Postclassic 
polities—that is, as part of the internal factional fights among qualified elite 
lineages that apparently lasted throughout the fifteenth century. The fierce-
ness and success of Chichimec warfare served the Uanacase well in their con-
struction of power. Indeed, their very concepts of power, rulership, and class 
(table 8.1) incorporate physical control and fear. Of the ten known state rituals, 
at least two of them foregrounded this theme on a yearly basis, including 
Hanciuanscuaro (the imprisoning of rebels) and Purecatacuaro (the initiation 
of warriors) (Pollard 1993:145).

The sixteenth-century documents already used in this analysis demonstrate 
that Tarascan rulers could and did shift between reference to their Chichimec 
heritage or their Purépecha heritage to legitimize access to political power 
and communication with supernatural beings, especially Curicaueri. However, 
all of these documents were written after the Colonial Period process of trans-
formation had begun. This means that it is difficult to know how these multi-
ple aspects of identity were actually used before factions of indigenous nobles 
and Spaniards began using “history” to prove why one lord or lineage should 
become irecha or retain power. Reading these texts always makes me wish I 
had samples of histories in the same way I can sample assemblages of artifacts. 
What the documents do reveal, however, is how nimble, flexible, and political 
were the categories of ethnicity, heritage, allies, and enemies.

Despite this, they took as their model of state-building the traits of a power-
ful Nahua culture to the east. Central Michoacán had long had indirect ties to 
Toltec ideas and practices, as revealed by imported ritual goods (censers, flutes), 
“warrior” burials with mosaic shields (Pollard 2008), and, particularly between 
900–1000 ce, by the flow of people and obsidian to Tula (Healan 2012). This 
model of political hierarchy also included the notion of multiethnic communi-
ties and states that were highly centralized. As ironic as it may seem now, while 
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Nahua populations were gradually assimilating to Purépecha culture and lan-
guage, the Purépecha rulers were incorporating Nahua models of governance. 
In this process, as Eric R. Wolf notes, “Old ideas were rephrased to fit different 
circumstances, and new ideas were presented as age-old truths” (1999:275).

Summary
The emergence of the Tarascan state late in the prehistory of Mesoamerica 

(after 1350 ce), in a region where states had never existed previously, has pro-
vided us with the opportunity to use both archaeological and documentary 
sources to bear on the topic of pre-Columbian elite political strategies. These 
sources present a complex, and somewhat counterintuitive, pattern of ruling 
elites who claim an immigrant Chichimec heritage to justify their co-option 
of the native Purépecha nobility, while at the same time presenting themselves 
as fully ethnically Purépecha. Moreover, they have materialized the state and 
its institutions using a template from the Toltec world of Epiclassic and Early 
Postclassic north central Mexico. This was balanced by essential continuities 
in patterns of production, distribution, and consumption of basic commodities 
and maintenance of local social and political relationships, as the Chichimec 
patron deity, Curicaueri, became the Tarascan solar deity, creator of sacred 
kingship and husband of Purépecha goddess Xarátanga, and son-in-law of the 
great Purépecha Cuerauaperi, earth mother and rainwater deity.

These strategies allowed Tarascan rulers to overcome the contradictions 
inherent in political authority. Ethnic similarities to Purépecha subjects legiti-
mized royal claims to power through proper veneration of Curicaueri, while 
Chichimec identity simultaneously distinguished these same rulers from 
rival elites. The use of material culture of Nahua origin also allowed rulers to 
express their similarities to this distant and prestigious form of governance 
while simultaneously maintaining open hostilities with the neighboring Aztec 
empire. In the ecologically and politically unstable world of the Postclassic, 
both commoners and elites alike saw benefits in following this new form of 
society and internalizing it as the only true society they had ever known.
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note
 1. There are several modern editions of this document; for conciseness I have 

used only the 1980 edition.

reFerenceS
Acuña, René, ed. 1987. Relaciones geográficas del siglo XVI: Michoacán, vol. 9. Mexico 

City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México.
Afanador-Pujol, Angélica J. 2010. “The Tree of Jesse and the ‘Relación de Michoacán’: 

Mimicry in Colonial Mexico.” Art Bulletin 92(4): 293–307.
Aguilar González, José Ricardo. 2005. “Tzintzuntzan Irechequa: Política y sociedad 

en el Estado Tarasco.” Licenciatura thesis, Universidad Michoacana, Morelia.
Aguilar González, José Ricardo. 2012. “Los [uh]cambecha y el sistema tributario en 

el Estado Tarasco: tradiciones interpretativas sobre la Relación de Michoacán.” In 
Abriendo caminos: El legado de Joseph Benedict Warren a la historia y a la lengua de 
Michoacán un Homenaje al Dr. J. Benedict Warren, edited by L. Enkerlin Pauwells, 
241–74. Morelia: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

Albiez-Wieck, Sarah. 2011. “Contactos exteriores del Estado Tarasco: Influencias 
desde dentro y fuera de Mesoamérica.” PhD diss., Rheinische Friedrich-
Wilhelms-Universitat zu Bonn.

Alcala, Fray Jerónimo de. [1541] 1980. La Relación de Michoacán, versión paleográfica. 
Edited by Francisco Miranda. Morelia: Fimax Publicistas.

Arnauld, Marie Charlotte, Patricia Carot, and Marie-France Fauvet-Berthelot. 1993. 
Arqueología de las Lomas en la cuenca lacustre de Zacapu, Michoacán, México. Mexico 
City: Centro de estudios mexicanos y centroamericanos.

Beltrán, Ulises. 1994. “Estado y sociedad tarascos en la época prehispánica.” In 
El Michoacán antiguo: Estado sociedad tarascos en la época prehispánica, edited by 
Brigitte Boehm de Lameiras, Ricardo Sánchez González, and Ulises Beltrán, 
31–163. Zamora: El Colegio de Michoacán / Gobierno del Estado de Michoacán.

Cabrera Castro, Rubén. 1987. “Tzintzuntzan: Décima temporada de excavaciones.” 
In Homenaje a Román Piña Chan, edited by M. C. Serra Puche, 531–65. Mexico 
City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México / Instituto de Investigaciones 
Antropológicas.

Carot, Patricia. 2005. “Reacomodos demográficos del Clásico al Posclásico en 
Michoacán: El retorno de los que se fueron.” In Reacomodos demográficos del Clásico 
al Posclásico en el centro de México, edited by Linda Manzanilla, 103–21. Mexico 
City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México / Instituto de Investigaciones 
Antropológicas.



236 POLLARD

Carrasco, Pedro. 1986. “Economía política en el reino Tarasco.” In La Sociedad indí-
gena en el centro y occidente de México, edited by Pedro Carrasco, 63–102. Zamora: El 
Colegio de Michoacán.

Castro Gutiérrez, Filipe. 2007. “Luis de Castilleja y Puruata: Un noble de 
‘mano poderosa’ entre dos epocas del gobierno indígena.” Estudios de Historia 
Novohispana 37: 17–50.

Castro Gutiérrez, Felipe, and Cristina Monzón García. 2008. “El lenguaje del poder: 
Conceptos tarascos en torno a la autoridad.” In Símbolos de poder en Mesoamérica, 
edited by Guilhem Olivier, 31–46. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma 
de México.

Cerda Farías, Igor. 2002. La Relación geográfica de Tiripetío, 1580. Transcripción, estudio 
y notas. Morelia: Universidad Michoacana de San Nicolás de Hidalgo.

Darras, Véronique. 2008. “Estrategias para la producción de navajas de obsidiana 
en la región de Zacapu y la vertiente del Lerma (Michoacan, México) entre el 
Epiclásico y el Posclásico Tardío.” Ancient Mesoamerica 19(2): 243–64.

Espejel Carbajal, Claudia. 2007. “Etnohistoria y Arqueología Tarasca.” Report sub-
mitted to FAMSI. Accessed June 28, 2013. http://www.famsi.org/reports/06041es 
/index.html.

Espejel Carbajal, Claudia. 2008. La justicia y el fuego: Dos claves para leer la Relación de 
Michoacán. 2 vols. Zamora: El Colegio de Michoacán.

Fargher, Lane F., Verenice Y. Heredia Espinoza, and Richard E. Blanton. 2011. 
“Alternative Pathways to Power in Late Postclassic Highland Mesoamerica.” 
Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 30: 306–26.

García Alcaraz, Agustín. 1976. “Estratificación social entre los tarascos prehispánicos.” 
In Estratificación social en la Mesoamérica prehispánica, edited by Pedro Carrasco 
and Johanna Broda, 221–24. Mexico City: Centro de Investigaciones Superiores / 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

Gilberti, R. P. Fr. Maturino. [1559] 1989. Diccionario de la lengua tarasca o de Michoacán. 
Morelia: Fimax Publicistas.

Gorenstein, Shirley, and Helen Perlstein Pollard. 1983. The Tarascan Civilization: A 
Late Prehispanic Cultural System. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Publications in 
Anthropology No. 28.

Haskell, David L. 2008. “The Cultural Logic of Hierarchy in the Tarascan State.” 
Ancient Mesoamerica 19(2): 231–41.

Healan, Dan M. 2012. “The Archaeology of Tula, Hidalgo, Mexico.” Journal of 
Archaeological Research 20(1): 53–115.



RULING “PURéPECHA CHICHIMECA” IN A TARASCAN WORLD 237

Hernández, Christine L., and Dan M. Healan. 2008. “The Role of Late Pre-
Contact Colonial Enclaves in the Development of the Postclassic Ucareo Valley, 
Michoacan, Mexico.” Ancient Mesoamerica 19(2): 265–82.

Hosler, Dorothy. 2009. “West Mexican Metallurgy: Revisited and Revised.” Journal 
of World Prehistory 22(3): 185–212.

Kaufman, Terrence. 2001. “The History of the Nawa Language Group from the 
Earliest Times to the Sixteenth Century: Some Initial Results.” Last modified 
March 2001. http://www.albany.edu/pdlma/Nawa.pdf.

Kuthy-Saenger, Maria de Lourdes. 1996. “Strategies of Survival, Accommodation 
and Innovation: The Tarascan Indigenous Elite in Sixteenth Century Michoacan.” 
PhD diss., Michigan State University.

Lagunas, Fray Juan Baptista de. [1574] 1983. Arte y diccionario con otras obras en lengua 
Michuacana. Edición facsimilar. Edited by J. Benedict Warren. Morelia: Fimax 
Publicistas.

López Sarralangue, Delfina Esmeralda. 1965. La nobleza indígena de Pátzuaro en 
la época virreinal. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México / 
Instituto de Investigaciones Historicas.

Macías Goytia, Angelina. 1990. Huandacareo: Lugar de juicios, tribunal. Mexico City: 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

Macías Goytia, A., and K. Vackimes Serret. 1988. “Tres Cerritos, Cuitzeo, 
Michoacán.” In Primera reunión sobre las sociedades prehispánicas en el centro-
occidente de México, vol. 1, Cuaderno de Trabajo, 161–64. Mexico City: Instituto 
Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

Maldonado, Blanca E. 2008. “A Tentative Model of the Organization of Copper 
Production in the Tarascan State.” Ancient Mesoamerica 19(2): 283–97.

Martínez Baracs, Rodrigo. 2005. Convivencia y utopía. El gobierno indio y español de la 
“ciudad de Mechuacan,” 1521–1580. Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económico.

Martínez González, Roberto. 2009. “Dioses propios y ajenos: Deidades patro-
nas y realeza sagrada entre los purépechas del siglo XVI.” Revista Española de 
Antropología Americana 39(1): 53–76.

Michelet, Dominique. 2008. “Living Differently: The Sites of the Milpillas 
Phase (1250–1450 ad) in the Malpaís de Zacapu (Michoacán).” In Urbanism 
in Mesoamerica/El Urbanismo en Mesoamérica, vol. 2, edited by Alba Guadalupe 
Mastache, Robert H. Cobean, Angel García Cook, and Kenneth G. Hirth, 
593–620. University Park: Pennsylvania State University / Mexico City: Instituto 
Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

Michelet, Dominique, Grégory Pereira, and Gérald Migeon. 2005. “La llegada de los 
Uacúsechas a la región de Zacapu, Michoacán: Datos arqueológicos y discusión.” 



238 POLLARD

In Reacomodos demográficos del Clásico al Posclásico en el centro de México, edited 
by Linda Manzanilla, 137–53. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México / Instituto de Investigaciones Antropológicas.

Monzón, Cristina, Hans Roskamp, and Benedict Warren. 2009. “La memoria de 
don Melchor Caltzin (1543): Historia y legitimación en Tzintzuntzan, Michoacán.” 
Estudios de Historia Novohispana, México 40: 21–55.

Paredes Martínez, Carlos, and Marta Terán, eds. 2003. Autoridad y gobierno indí-
gena en Michoacán: Ensayos a través de su historia, vol. 1. Zamora: El Colegio de 
Michoacán, Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología 
Social / Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia / Universidad Michoacana 
de San Nicolás de Hidalgo.

Pereira, Grégory. 2005. “The Utilization of Grooved Human Bones: A Reanalysis 
of Artificially Modified Human Bones Excavated by Carl Lumholtz at Zacapu, 
Michoacán, Mexico.” Latin American Antiquity 16(3): 293–312.

Pereira, Grégory, Gérald Migeon, and Dominique Michelet. 2005. “Transformaciones 
demográficas y culturales en el centro-norte de México en vísperas del Posclásico: 
Los sitios del Cerro Barajas (Suroeste de Guanajuato).” In Reacomodos demográ-
ficos del Clásico al Posclásico en el centro de México, edited by Linda Manzanilla, 
123–36. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México / Instituto de 
Investigaciones Antropológicas.

Pollard, Helen Perlstein. 1993. Tariacuri’s Legacy: The Prehispanic Tarascan State. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Pollard, Helen Perlstein. 2003. “Central Places and Cities in the Core of the Tarascan 
State.” In Urbanization in Mesoamerica/El Urbanismo en Mesoamérica, vol. 1, edited 
by William T. Sanders and Alba Guadalupe Mastache, 345–90. University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University / Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Antropología 
e Historia.

Pollard, Helen Perlstein. 2004. “El imperio tarasco en el mundo mesoamericano.” 
Relaciones 25(99): 115–42.

Pollard, Helen Perlstein. 2005. “Michoacán en el Mundo Mesoamericano 
Prehispánico: Erongarícuaro, Michoacán y los Estados Teotihuacano y Tarasco.” 
In El antiguo occidente de México: Nuevas perspectivas sobre el pasado prehispánico, 
edited by Eduardo Williams, Phil C. Weigand, Lorenza López Mestas, and David 
Grove, 283–303. Zamora: El Colegio de Michoacán.

Pollard, Helen Perlstein. 2008. “A Model of the Emergence of the Tarascan State.” 
Ancient Mesoamerica 19(2): 217–30.

Pollard, Helen Perlstein. Forthcoming. “La jerarquía y heterarquía en el mundo pre-
hispánico tarasco: La transformación dentro de una tradición.” In Nuevas miradas 



RULING “PURéPECHA CHICHIMECA” IN A TARASCAN WORLD 239

sobre los antiguos michoacanos (México): Un diálogo interdisciplinario, edited by Hans 
Roskamp and Sarah Albiez-Wieck.

Pollard, Helen Perlstein, Joshua Lieto, and A. Dan Jones. 2013. “The Curious Case of 
the Spouted Vessels: Detection of Cacao in Tarascan Pottery.” Paper presented at 
the Midwest Mesoamericanist Meeting, Chicago, March 16.

Pollard, Helen Perlstein, and Michael E. Smith. 2003. “The Aztec-Tarascan Border.” 
In The Postclassic Mesoamerican World, edited by Michael E. Smith and Frances F. 
Berdan, 87–90. Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press.

Roskamp, Hans. 1998. La historiografía indígena de Michoacán: El Lienzo de Jucutacato 
y los títulos de Carapan. Leiden: CNWS.

Roskamp, Hans. 2010. “Los nahuas de Tzintzuntzan-Huitzitzilan, Michoacán: 
Historia, mito y legitimación de un señorío prehispánico.” Journal de la Société des 
Américanistes 96(1): 75–106.

Roskamp, Hans. 2012. “Memories of a Kingdom: The Tarascan and Nahua 
Foundation of Pre-Hispanic Tzintzuntzan, West Mexico.” In Mesoamerican 
Memory: Enduring Systems of Remembrance, edited by Amos Megged and 
Stephanie Wood, 113–27. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Roskamp, Hans, and Guadalupe César Villa. 2003. “Iconografía de un pleito: El 
Lienzo de Aranza y la conflictividad política en la sierra tarasca, siglo XVII.” In 
Autoridad y gobierno indígena en Michoacán, vol. 1, edited by Paredes Martínez, 
Carlos, and Marta Terán, 217–39. Zamora: El Colegio de Michoacán / Centro de 
Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social, Instituto Nacional 
de Antropología e Historia / Universidad Michoacana de San Nicolás Hidalgo.

Sewall, William H., Jr. 1996. “Historical Events as Transformations of Structures: 
Inventing Revolution at the Bastille.” Theory and Society 25(6): 841–81.

Smith, Michael E., and Frances F. Berdan, eds. 2003. The Postclassic Mesoamerican 
World. Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press.

Stark, Barbara L., and John K. Chance. 2008. “Diachronic and Multidisciplinary 
Perspectives on Mesoamerican Ethnicity.” In Ethnic Identity in Nahua 
Mesoamerica: The View from Archaeology, Art History, Ethnohistory, and 
Contemporary Ethnography, edited by Frances F. Berdan, John K. Chance, Alan R. 
Sandstrom, Barbara L. Stark, James Taggart, and Emily Umberger, 1–37. Salt Lake 
City: University of Utah Press.

Stone, Cynthia L. 2004. In Place of Gods and Kings: Authorship and Identity in the 
Relación de Michoacán. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Warren, J. Benedict. 1985. The Conquest of Michoacan: The Spanish Domination of the 
Tarascan Kingdom in Western Mexico, 1521–1530. Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press.



240 POLLARD

Warren, J. Benedict, ed. 1991. Diccionario grande de la lengua de Michoacán: Tarasco-
español. Morelia: Fimax Publicistas.

Warren, J. Benedict, and Cristina Monzón. 2004. “Carta de los principales de 
Patzcuaro al obispo Vasco de Quiroga, 10 de marzo de 1549.” Relaciones 25(99): 
177–212.

Wolf, Eric R. 1999. Envisioning Power: Ideologies of Dominance and Crisis. Berkeley: 
University of California Press.

Yoffee, Norman. 2005. Myths of the Archaic State: Evolution of the Earliest Cities, States, 
and Civilizations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



241

DOI: 10.5876/9781607324164.c009

9
Reflections on the 
Archaeopolitical
Pursuing the Universal 
within a Unity of Opposites

Simon Martin

A central question, indeed a perennial quandary, for 
those investigating ancient societies is how do we 
divine political meaning from the scant remains left to 
us? How can leveled buildings and abandoned artifacts 
betray extinct systems of authority and one-time strate-
gies of control? How do we justify interpretations of the 
past that can only exist here in the present? These are 
quests that animate the contributors to this volume and, 
in one guise or another, are addressed and readdressed 
by every generation of scholars. As time goes by, knowl-
edge grows and understanding is enriched. Yet we know 
that this is not simply a product of ever-larger accu-
mulations of data, but also of the changing conceptual 
frameworks within which they are interpreted. Their 
shifting parameters point to the ways that knowledge 
exists within paradigmatic matrices in the Kuhnian 
(1962) sense, in which both the questions we ask and the 
answers we get are under the influence of deeper tides.

In this concluding chapter, I will be looking at some 
key themes raised in preceding ones, situating them 
within a broader theoretical context that encompasses 
the past, present, and future prospects of research into 
ancient politics. Historical reflection allows us to per-
ceive where we stand on time’s arrow: simultaneously 
cognizant of the intellectual inheritance bequeathed 
to us; engaged with the social, cultural, and political 
ideas that suffuse our own academic age; and casting 
our eyes forward to the ground on which further pos-
sibilities yet lie.
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In her introductory chapter, Sarah Kurnick asks how rulers establish their 
authority in ways that both separate them from, and integrate them with, their 
subject communities; the two capacities sitting within the same person in a 
contradictory yet fruitful manner. Contradiction is a much-discussed term 
in social studies and it obliges us to consider the logical status of paradoxes. 
Immanuel Kant (1999) saw antimonies—statements that are incompatible yet 
equally true—as evidence that the world we know through our senses can 
never be reconciled with pure reason. In his dissent from this, Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel (1991:93) argued that reality itself arises from contradic-
tory forces, a unity of opposites in which knowledge and truth only emerge 
from dialectical exchange.1 A “unity of opposites” is a fine characterization of 
the social sciences, which are shot through with conceptual polarities; with 
individual- society, universal-particular, mental-material, and form-function 
some of the first that come to mind.

The underlying aim of much recent work has been to reconcile these dichot-
omous tendencies, and Kurnick’s chapter sets out to “advance a model [of 
political authority] that is all-inclusive yet allows for the great inherent vari-
ability in human practices.” Contradiction serves as a cross-cultural theme, yet 
she asks each author to “ascertain and delineate the specific acts and practical 
actions . . . among a particular group in a particular place during a particular 
time” (3).

Politics can be seen not simply as the pursuit and maintenance of status and 
resources but as a power-inflected process that works to resolve, ameliorate, 
or mask inherent and constantly arising contradictions. Imbalances in social 
position and material wealth are to be found in every complex society, but any 
idea that this is a truly stable situation is disabused by the innumerable ways in 
which such distinctions are sustained or reinforced. Indeed, consciously or not, 
whole armories of ideology and impositions of social constraint are mustered 
to achieve this end.

reaSSeSSing archaeoPoliticS
We have direct experience of the political in our own lives and consequently 

possess both discursive and practical knowledge of how power relations engage 
us as subjects and participants. But what is essential about the nature of politics 
and what is dependent on a particular context of time and place? What prin-
ciples within the politics of the present can be safely projected into the past?

In his chapter about Ceibal, Takeshi Inomata is concerned with the uncriti-
cal application of Western models of politics to past societies. He points to 
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how both familiarity and unthinking ethnocentrism can lead us to misidentify 
modern constructs as universals: “An important contribution of archaeology 
should be disclosing . . . the historical situatedness of our taken-for-granted 
ideas about humanity and human society” (p. 38). For example, he critiques 
the Western emphasis on the individual, rational actor, arguing instead that 
human beings often act in ways that lack real intentionality. Rationality is often 
applied retrospectively as people try to explain their own actions. Similarly, in 
their discussion of territoriality in the pre-Columbian past, Bryce Davenport 
and Charles Golden caution against taking the modern nation-state—with 

“juridical, political, economic, and even moral prerogatives . . . explicitly linked 
to and profoundly defined by the control of what are legally defined as fixed 
borders” as a model for political landscapes of the past (184). This is the kind of 
retrospective application to which archaeologists frequently join in voicing their 
objections but implicitly adhere to nonetheless—a point I will return to later.

To create a context for these debates, we need to consider the intellectual 
tools available to us and therefore how political anthropology—the domain of 
archaeopolitics—distinguishes itself from political science. The latter is predi-
cated on the notion of a common heritage to Western thought and experi-
ence, tracing its origins back to the Enlightenment and further through an 
illustrious line of Renaissance and Classical thinkers. Its overriding mission 
is to understand the workings of the modern world via a conception of the 

“state” that is both historically real and a transcending abstraction. Political 
anthropology lacks this metahistorical purpose. In studying a vast array of 
societies dispersed across space and time, it asks not what the past contributes 
to the present but how plastic and context-dependent social formations and 
distributions of power can be, alert to how culture complicates or disrupts the 
idea of human universals.

This interest in politics outside the Western metahistory—that is, in the 
ethnographic present and the archaeological past—is much more recent, not 
emerging with purpose until the mid-twentieth century. Yet crucially, this 
coincided with the rehabilitation of the Victorian idea of universal sociocul-
tural evolution (White 1949; Steward 1955) and a resuscitation of the typolo-
gies that gave it shape and order (Sahlins and Service 1960; Service 1962; Fried 
1967). As a result, analysis was initially yoked to the same teleological enter-
prise and charged with providing a prequel to the modern. A concern with 
regional histories was regularly subordinated to the greater purpose of clas-
sification within an evolutionary scheme. Ethnographically known peoples 
were viewed as “contemporary ancestors” whose modest social and material 
complexity offered a snapshot of our own past.2 An archaeology dedicated to 
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process sought the origins of institutions, most especially the “early state”—an 
entity that, however qualified, could never escape its reference point in the 
contemporary world. Processualist archaeology played to its material strengths, 
focusing on how the systematics of evolutionary stages were etched into the 
ground (see Smith 2003:33–45). Here, the location and scale of settlements, 
their architectural taxonomies, and the distributions of artifactual assemblages 
were not simply the traces of political lives but direct stigmata of societal orga-
nization. As a result, political vision narrowed to a mechanical one in which 
the actualism of events, people, and the ideas that motivated them were not 
only seen to be beyond reach, but beyond relevance—consigned to the status 
of epiphenomena.3

Critiques of this neoevolutionary program and its archaeological analogues 
are by now familiar and came not only from the vanguard of post-processual-
ism but from those holding to an enduring cultural-historical sensibility, since 
joined by a generation that has absorbed and expanded the argument (e.g., 
Hodder 1982, 1986; Gailey and Patterson 1987; Kohl 1987; Shanks and Tilley 
1987; Shennan 1993:53; Yoffee 1993, 2005; Kehoe 1998; Chapman 2003:42–45; 
Smith 2003; Pauketat 2007; Campbell 2009). The neoevolutionary program 
had been undermined on both theoretical and evidential grounds. Where 
direct testing against historical data was possible, it revealed the deeply blurred 
reality between the discretely drawn types of stage theory (e.g., Feinman and 
Neitzel 1984). The substantive charge, in the end, was that one-time heuristic 
models had ossified into “things in the world” (Wolf 1982:3; Kohl 1984:127–
29; Roscoe 2000:116), generating an order to the past that was not so much 
exposed as imposed. A laudable ambition to understand social change in more 
rigorous ways had elevated the scientific to such a lofty pedestal that it had 
occluded the ostensible subjects of the endeavor: the people behind the arti-
facts, the ideas behind the distributions.

In the wake of this critique, a renewed program for exploring the social and 
political in the ancient world was required. It was clear that this would need 
to include (a) a shift in focus from disembodied systems to a peopled past; (b) 
a concern with ideational as much as material aspects of social life; (c) an ori-
entation toward society as historical and contingent; (d) an engagement with 
politics on the level of practical effects; and (e) an approach toward internal 
rather than externally imposed change.4 This effort would be expressed in a 
particular group of theoretical concerns, a revised set of thematic interests, a 
revisiting of material and spatial engagements, and a renewed concern with 
documents and representations.
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A Theoretical Ground
The work of three theorists, Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, and Anthony 

Giddens, would have a telling impact on this rebuilding exercise, and it is 
no surprise that they are referenced by a number of the authors in this book. 
Foucault is recognized for his contributions to the contemporary concept of 
power (e.g., Foucault 1978, 1979, 1980, 2003, 2007), taking a historical approach 
that emphasized its indivisible links to knowledge. For him, power is gener-
ated as one individual acts upon another, which, in so doing, develops into an 
autonomous and self-generating phenomenon. The institutions that govern 
us—which are neither benign nor malign—emerge, counterintuitively, less as 
sources of power than its products. Foucault fulfilled the post-neoevolutionary 
agenda for a more pervasive idea of politics, but his resolutely impersonal 
strictures of regulation hardly satisfied the goal of a peopled past, as Inomata, 
in particular, remarks.

Several of the contributors to this volume have grappled with the applicabil-
ity of Foucault’s ideas to the ancient world, generating some diverse responses. 
Foucault is cited in Tatsuya Murakami’s chapter on Teotihuacan, where his 
models of regulation and disciplinary order constitute a subtext to how power 
structures were manifested architecturally in that city. Foucault had argued 
against essentialism, insisting that there are no fixed norms to human beliefs 
or behavior and that each epoch establishes its own values. Central to his 
vision of disciplinary “biopower” was its invention in the post-Enlightenment 
era, marking a radical departure from the sovereign control over life and death 
that preceded it. It was only by disputing the temporal situatedness of his 
concept of discipline over sovereign subjects—denying its confinement to the 
modern era—that Giorgio Agamben (1998) converted it into a trans-histori-
cal idea. Inomata, though generally critical of the tendency to retrofit Foucault 
into historical contexts, sees value in his diffuse, collective notions of power, 
distinguished from that focused on a central emblematic ruler. In a similar 
questioning of Foucault’s temporal divide, Kurnick asks whether the distinc-
tion between discipline and punishment are not modes of domination that 
actually coexist in all societies.

To realize the aim of a peopled past it would be necessary to step away from 
Foucault and employ some other strands of anthropological and sociological 
thinking, and this is where the theories of practice from Bourdieu (1977, 1990) 
and structuration from Giddens (1979, 1984) come to the fore. The essence 
of both is a recursiveness in which individuals and society, agents and struc-
tures, are never isolated but constantly act upon and modify the other. Kurnick 
and Inomata rightly highlight that this central recursive relationship between 
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agency and structure is too little explored in most archaeological applications. 
For Bourdieu, it takes place through gradual and often unconscious innova-
tions in daily life, amendments to the internalized dispositions he calls habitus. 
Giddens has a different emphasis in focusing on knowledgeable actors who 
more consciously and strategically try to shape their place in the world. It 
is hard to overestimate the influence of these agency approaches to current 
anthropology and archaeology—largely fulfilling a prediction of paradigmatic 
status (Ortner 1984:127). Even so, one could be forgiven for thinking that the 
tangle of propositions identified with agency today indicate that it has become 
something of a banner under which a wide range of humanistic concerns 
gather (see Dobres and Robb 2000; Dornan 2002).

Bourdieu (1977:164) saw a similar temporal watershed to Foucault, with the 
concept of habitus situated in modern times and contrasted with doxa—in 
which practices are so engrained that they lack real intentionality and political 
orders are mistaken for natural ones—which he considered to be the norm 
among ancient societies. Adam T. Smith (2001) questions Bourdieu’s blanket 
ascription of doxa to antiquity, comparing it to a false consciousness and a 
view that risks stereotyping everyone who is temporally and culturally remote 
from us as an “Other.” In their chapter on pre-Columbian political landscapes, 
Davenport and Golden similarly critique Bourdieu’s related notion of “mis-
recognition of arbitrariness,” arguing that it denies local agents the ability to 
perceive their own engagement with landscape and the production of mean-
ing within it. For them, communities have an active understanding of the 
relationship between physical and social, which is experienced bodily and 
interpreted discursively.

Giddens’s (1979:2) structuration theory was explicitly devised to address 
the sociology of Western capitalism and socialism and only later, and some-
what vaguely, ascribed universal qualities (Giddens 1984). The modern focus 
of Giddens’s model frequently passes without comment by the scholars who 
use it (for exceptions, see Last 1995:152; Knapp 2010:196), though its greater 
sense of volition and scope for innovation is often contrasted with Bourdieu’s 
more cognitively constrained notion of habitus. If Foucault’s idea of disci-
plinary power was bereft of personal agency, then, in turn, neither Giddens 
nor Bourdieu were overly concerned with the exercise of power. To be sure, 
forms of constraint and domination nominally pervaded their treatments 
of agency-structure dualities, but their greater focus always lay in “how to 
go on.” While agency approaches are clearly versatile tools, they have “holes” 
(Ortner 2006:129), and some important ones appear wherever political issues 
are at stake. As originally conceived, they are well suited to understanding 
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how a status quo is perpetuated, but much less so the workings of competition, 
resistance, or transformation, including new forms of subjection. They barely 
address the dynamics of politics, nor explore the pragmatics of how personal or 
institutional power is reified as hierarchy.5 Perhaps the most vocal complain-
ant here has been Nicos Mouzelis (1995:100–26), who describes the absence of 
an adequate conception of hierarchy in agency models as “like swimming in 
an empty pool” (126). Hierarchy is indispensable to any full political analysis 
because it is the prime structural condition enabling and constraining action, 
with social status and role affecting both what types of actions are feasible and 
the scale of their effects.

The issue is whether the dualistic conflation of subject and object in Bourdieu 
and Giddens makes hierarchy inherently problematic, as Mouzelis would 
have it, or whether hierarchy can be accommodated by recognizing its integral 
role in social structure as real life (Williams 1977:108–10; Sewell 1992:20–21).6 
In regard to the latter, John C. Barrett (2001:161) characterizes polities and 
their differential empowerment as “the structuring of large-scale and verti-
cally ranked political systems within which certain elites worked explicitly 
to define the conditions under which other forms of agency could operate.” 
In other words, the terms of agency-structure relationships differ, allowing 
more powerful agents to secure their positions and profit by ensuring that the 
system restricts the opportunities of others. All individuals have agency, but 
some have more agency than others. But how do these asymmetries come 
about in the first place and how do elites sustain their structural advantages 
and therefore political power? How is power itself to be understood within an 
agency-led perspective?

This takes us to an important but under-specified feature of Giddens’s work: 
his model of structure as composed of two parts, “rules” and “resources,” the 
latter described as “the media through which power is exercised” (Giddens 
1979:91). Commentators have long pointed to how elites succeed by harnessing 
and manipulating resources in the widest sense—everything from raw materi-
als to recondite knowledge—but the innovation here is to fuse them to their 
mobilizing ideas within a single model of structure.7 This proposal has been 
refined and expanded by William H. Sewell (1992:9–13), who recasts rules as 

“schemas” to evade the implication of rigidity and express a more adaptive and 
inventive potential. Most importantly, he insists on a recursive relationship 
between the two components not found in Giddens. For Sewell, there can 
be no schemas without the resources that make them possible, and, in turn, 
resources are recognized as resources only because they are created or utilized 
by schemas. As with the capacity for agency, resources are universal. All actors 
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possess capacities of mind and material, however vast or meager they might be.
From here, Sewell develops this rationale to show how a duality of schemas 

and resources can generate inequalities, and how the unpredictability in their 
relationship through time opens a mechanism for transformation (Sewell 
1992:16–19). It is their purposeful allocation, including the transposability of 
schemas from one set of resources to another, which allows power to be dis-
tributed disproportionately and used to enact practical domination.8 Of the 
chapters in this volume, only Helen Perlstein Pollard’s makes reference to 
Sewell’s construct. Her interest lies in how elites in the Postclassic Tarascan 
state mobilized material objects and discourses of ethnogenesis as resources 
to create hierarchical distinctions between different social segments. Sewell’s 
understanding of how mental and material resources are joined recursively to 
ideas offers additional range to what agency approaches can achieve in analyt-
ical terms—not by overlying a separate concept of power but by expanding the 
logic of some of the existing features of the concept. It is especially important 
to see a model of power in practice that does more than provide a definition 
based on effects, concluding with its familiar, though true, underpinning in 
violence. There is a great deal more to explain about how practical political 
effects are achieved, taking account of how they are manufactured within webs 
of motivations, norms, capacities, strategies, methods, and tangible materials.

Thematic Directions
Theories of power and agency established a grounding for the post- 

neoevolutionary program, but shifts of topic and theme have been hardly less 
significant. Major influences here have been the intellectual traditions that 
have always taken an analytical and historical perspective on politics—namely, 
the various shades of Marxism and the sociology of Max Weber. Thus, the 
realms of ideology, authority, legitimacy, sovereignty, conflict, and order, for 
example, have moved to the foreground, largely displacing objects of analysis 
such as the state, city, government, economy, religious organizations, and so 
forth (see especially Baines and Yoffee 1998). With no small debt to Foucault, 
the political is no longer taken to be a discrete activity emanating from just a 
central source but is also a flow of power relations crosscutting and permeat-
ing society as a whole, linking its many active domains in both durable and 
dynamic configurations.

That ideology has taken so prominent a place among these topics is little 
wonder, given its inherent promise to fuse the cultural and political, with the 
added attraction that its symbolic expression might be open to archaeological, 
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historical, and iconological investigation (see Kurnick’s overview of the topic). 
Ideology has multiple definitions but minimally describes a set of interre-
lated ideas that condition how social participants interpret their world and 
conduct political action. There are still two major senses in which it is used: 
either as a Marxist false consciousness (Marx and Engels 1970)—a knowing 
conspiracy of the powerful to mystify and entrench their position by duping 
the wider public—or a more encompassing conception of a social and political 
worldview (e.g., Conrad and Demarest 1984; Miller and Tilley 1984; Demarest 
and Conrad 1992). In this second sense, a nexus of ideas legitimize authority, 
including collective processes of naturalization in which a constructed politi-
cal artifact projects itself as some innate and unquestionable order to the world. 
Although the first sense has been richly critiqued (e.g., Abercrombie, Hill, and 
Turner 1980), it is still a vein that maintains a strong influence in anthropolog-
ical understandings of exploitation. Most of the chapters in this volume, when 
they use the term, adhere to the second definition of ideology, as does most 
recent work on the topic. However, over time this form has acquired a worry-
ingly diffuse series of applications. Almost every aspect of social operation has 
been described as ideological in nature, rendering the term at best slippery, at 
worst devoid of distinctive meaning. While it remains a useful and at times 
essential term, it is one that demands explicit qualification.

Ideology plays a major role in Murakami’s contribution, but there it is 
largely broken down from a monolithic single entity to pluralistic “ideolo-
gies,” each addressed to a specific purpose and realm. This is not necessarily 
antithetical to his concern for an encompassing “state ideology” that operates 
on a higher, or at least more overtly political, level. Davenport and Golden 
express the more radical view that ideology is entirely secondary to performed 
action: “it is practice—not intent, not belief—that is central.” This draws lib-
erally on the referential practice for which William F. Hanks (1990) is best 
known, which explores how people orient themselves according to the people 
and things around them rather than to a set of guiding notions.

Looking at political society from an ideological perspective offered one way 
out of the evolutionary mind-set, and a notable effort in this direction was 
the model of dual-processualism (Blanton et al. 1996; see also Kurnick, this 
volume).9 This examines modes of leadership and distinguishes an exclusion-
ary network strategy from a more inclusive corporate strategy—which is to say, 
regimes centered on individuals who concentrate power as opposed to regimes 
that distribute it among a collective elite. Dual-processualism necessarily fea-
tures in Murakami’s chapter on Teotihuacan since this great metropolis was 
the model’s exemplar of corporate governance. Yet his reanalysis serves to 
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highlight how recent data argues for a more complex picture and an inter-
penetration of strategic practice throughout all levels of society.10 Similarly, 
Christopher S. Beekman’s chapter questions dual-processualism’s claim that 
corporate and exclusionary strategies could not coexist. He shows that in the 
Tequila valleys of Jalisco, lineage self-aggrandizement and rituals of com-
munity cohesion existed side by side, often in the same architectural spaces. 
Public performances were used to mitigate the “cognitive dissonance” that 
this would have produced. Both contributors concur with a wider skepticism 
toward dual-processualism’s utility—principally because it fails to explicate 
the relationship between its two strategies, its analytical ambition quickly dis-
solving into a pair of totalizing categories following the style, if not the goals, 
of the neoevolutionists (Yoffee 2005:177–79; Campbell 2009:822). More gener-
ously, it might be best to see the model in historical terms as an intermediate 
step, a halfway house on the path to more elemental understandings.

For the most part, a reorientation toward the thematic in political life had 
left one object untouched or, better perhaps, hidden in plain sight. The pin-
nacle of neoevolutionary pyramids and the core feature of social scientific 
thought since the Enlightenment, the state has deep foundations and a tena-
cious hold on our collective imagination. Yet Robert H. Lowie (1927), as oth-
ers before him, thought that the emergence of what we call states in history 
introduced no “qualitative transformations to human society” (Kohl 1987:27), 
while Arthur R. Radcliffe-Brown (1940: xxiii) called the state a “fiction of 
the philosophers,” claiming that only governments as groups of empowered 
actors truly exist. But the most serious challenges have come from within the 
spiritual home of the state—political science—which began to wonder if the 
object that had consumed so much of its energies was quite what it seemed. In 
one influential assessment, the success of the state stems from its very lack of 
substance—that its purpose is to serve as an artful façade or “mask” obscuring 
the real functioning of politics (Abrams 1988). What is real is not the state but 
the idea of a state, which works to legitimize otherwise unacceptable forms 
of domination. Even those political scientists who believe that the state is 
more just than an idea see an entity of extreme variation, filled with so many 
complexities and contradictions that it is “largely useless for theory-building” 
(Ferguson and Mansbach 1996:10). If these doubts and caveats are valid for the 
modern state, how much more so must they be of the ancient one, an object 
entirely dependent on backward projection? As Yale H. Ferguson (2002:83–84) 
puts it, “Where we differ strongly with most archaeologists and anthropolo-
gists is with regard to their persistent use of the term ‘state’ to refer to a host of 
different polities in the ancient and medieval (pre-Westphalian) worlds . . . It 
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is the political equivalent of talking about the wheeled carts on Roman roads 
being automobiles.”

Smith (2003:78–102) reaches this same conclusion in his comprehensive, 
not to say surgical, extirpation of the archaic state from anthropological and 
archaeological thought. Even those who similarly reject stage theories feel the 
need to retain the state as a real and necessary artifact (e.g., Chapman 2003; 
Yoffee 2005). Yet Smith assails it on several fronts, concluding that it is an 
illusion that impedes the necessary reflection on what early complex societies 
actually did and how they were constituted: “In placing the State at the heart 
of investigations into early complex polities, political analysis—the investiga-
tion of the formation, administration, and transformation of civil relation-
ships—is replaced by a political cladistics in which typological classification 
suffices for explanation” (Smith 2003:81). This is in part because the signifi-
cance accorded the state in neoevolutionary models was not heuristic at all; 
it was openly considered the end result of a qualitative leap forward crossing 
a “great divide” (Fried 1967:236; Service 1975:3–10). Smith is among those who 
dispute the reality of this historical boundary, whose arbitrary criteria artifi-
cially cleave state from non-state within the series of contingent transforma-
tions that produce greater social and political complexity. The object offered in 
place of the archaic state is the “early complex polity,” an entity concentrated 
on a governing authority formed through mutually sustaining relations of 
power and legitimation. This triumvirate of authority, power, and legitimacy 
becomes the pivot from which to transfer analytical attention away from type/
form and toward content, an attempt to peer within the “black box” and per-
ceive the relational principles that constitute political life (see also Campbell 
2009; Johansen and Bauer 2011; Smith 2011).

The steady rise of polity as a term of choice in the study of ancient politics 
has been (a) a way of traversing the contentious transition between chiefdom 
and state (without denying the viability of either); (b) an attempt to sidestep 
evolutionary issues altogether; or, now, (c) an overt challenge to the utility of 
the archaic state concept. The current volume duly reflects the lexical shift in 
its chapters, while its bibliographical entries, by contrast, abound with titles 
incorporating state/states—a clear reflection of the word’s conceptual legacy.

What we often find in Mesoamerica are forms of political cohesion that 
challenge the assumptions inherent to many universalistic types, compelling 
us to define local configurations of community. Arthur A. Joyce et al. (this 
volume:59), for example, note that the Río Viejo polity, while exhibiting many 
of the features that archaeologists have traditionally used to identify archaic 
states, was in fact a fragile political formation that lasted only a century or two:
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Río Viejo exhibits many of the hallmarks that archaeologists have traditionally 
attributed to the kinds of politically centralized and tightly integrated societies 
normally defined as states. In the case of Río Viejo, these characteristics include 
a five-tiered settlement hierarchy, urbanism, monumental public architecture, 
and rulers who were sufficiently powerful to sponsor large labor projects and 
public ceremonies. Yet a closer reading of the evidence shows that people 
in outlying communities . . . exhibited considerable independence from the 
regional center in ritual practices and architectural techniques and styles. In 
contrast to traditional archaeological models of complex political formations as 
strongly hierarchical and tightly integrated, our view of the later Formative Río 
Viejo polity is that it was neither highly integrated nor significantly coercive. 
While Río Viejo challenges assumptions about complex polities, it was far from 
being an isolated case.

Both Murakami and Pollard, on the other hand, continue to apply the term 
state to their subjects of Teotihuacan and the Tarascan empire, respectively. 
These large, centralized polities have the scale and presence we commonly 
associate with modern nation-states. Davenport and Golden, on the other 
hand, seem to want to reclaim state as a neutral term for comparative purposes, 
but it would be preferable for the authors of all three of these chapters to 
explicitly define and defend their usage in light of the theoretical currents that 
have moved against it.

Of late, interest in legitimatized authority has coalesced around the idea of 
sovereignty. Although a number of contributors to this volume refer to sover-
eigns or sovereignty, their conceptual grounding remains largely unexamined. 
Debated since Classical times, sovereignty is traditionally defined as supreme 
authority over a specific territory and its population (e.g., Hinsley 1966). It 
has always had a presence in political science but has recently blossomed 
within a political anthropology shedding its origins in colonialist ethnogra-
phy and staking ground outside its familiar terrains of kingship and kinship. 
Vital here is the aforementioned work by Agamben and his understanding 
of sovereignty as a single constituting/constituted power rooted in violence 
(Humphrey 2004; Hansen and Stepputat 2006). Sovereign will is imposed 
through judgments and sanctions to which it is not itself subject (murder 
is a crime but capital punishment is justice). Given, however, that violence 
underpins all political power, especially the illegitimate, the truly distinguish-
ing qualities of sovereignty lie in its two forms of corporality—vested in the 
person of a ruler or in a communal body politic—and its implied possession 
of some moral dimension speaking to an idealized or transcendent identity. 
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Whether it draws on a potent mythology, antique tradition, or legal statute all 
depends on a legitimacy that ultimately rests in public acceptance, or at least 
acquiescence. Sovereignty is now forwarded as an agenda within archaeology 
that involves “practical regimes of authorization and subjection . . . the embod-
ied regimens, rituals, habits, and activities that reproduce, and undo, sover-
eignty in interactions from the spectacular to the everyday” (Smith 2011:419).

What remains to be more thoroughly developed is a view of the pragmatics 
of sovereignty that lies between high ideals and base violence. There is more 
to sustaining authority than ideological beguilement and the threat, or use, of 
brute force. The successful mobilization of resources in their widest sense can 
be considered a given, but this is not a phenomenon that can go unexamined 
(as several authors in this volume show). We need to know more about how 
leaders use their resources to energize the agency of subjects who, in proffering 
up their resources, reflexively generate the empowerment of leaders. It is here 
that the previously noted addition of schemas as ideas dedicated to this end 
offers a productive tool. Ideology may supply an overarching framework, but 
practical politics work on the microscale engineering of stimulus: with action 
and compliance motivated by the fear of retribution and the promise of reward, 
not simply by how to go on. Schemas are crafted to the production and utiliza-
tion of every resource, be it human, material, or informational—supplying the 
necessary discursive knowledge of how to use them to furnish power.

Because agency theories see structure as an undifferentiated whole for ana-
lytical purposes, they cannot offer insights into social divisions of the kind 
that isolate the elite from the masses. We therefore need to keep attending 
to status and role, meaning that the functionalism of Parsons (1951) has a 
part to play and is not entirely upstaged or eclipsed by practice and structura-
tion (Mouzelis 1995). Similarly, we need to pursue the means by which status 
distinctions were realized throughout the political community. Worldwide, 
the elite are consistently adept at sustaining their differentiation through 
the “dramaturgy of power” (Cohen 1981; Wengrow 2001:169), part of which 
is expressed in elaborate public performances (see Inomata and Coben 2006). 
This performative aspect of politics is emphasized in several chapters of this 
volume. Thus, at Ceibal, Inomata sees in its grand plazas evidence for spec-
tacles of violence that were important in shaping social differentiation at the 
very beginning of settled life at the site. For Beekman, the control of such 
open performative spaces enabled the socially powerful to compete for recruits, 
whether for descent groups or community associations. While for Davenport 
and Golden, the public demarcation of boundaries by performance was central 
to establishing territorial claims. The elaborate and institutionalized feasting 
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described by both Joyce et al. and Joanne Baron were similarly acts of drama 
with their own scripts and stage directions.

All social actors seek to make the most of their structural position, and 
we should not assume that only the elite possessed discursive consciousness 
and critical reflection. We also need to move away from the assumption that 
elites were in some way immune to the processes of naturalization. There is 
little reason to doubt that they believed themselves specially selected to rule 
by means of bloodline and divine will, judging themselves uniquely capable 
in the bargain. What agency brings to the table here is a more holistic view 
of power in society that is neither top-down nor bottom-up. Rulers obviously 
cannot exist in isolation but are embedded in a social matrix where all partici-
pants are contributing agents, and all events performed by the ruler “connote 
collective actions” (Houston and Escobedo 1997:467). Monarchs need not only 
armies but also porters, fan-bearers, potters, farmers, and laborers, each con-
tributing to the political community to the extent that their differing access to 
resources permit: “Recognition of this requires de-privileging the position of 
elites in archaeological and historical analyses and reconsidering a multiplicity 
of actors in a multiplicity of arenas.” (Porter 2010:168)

Inomata (this volume:35) is also interested in the integrative function of 
monarchy and “an important implication we might draw from broad cross-
cultural studies is that the central property of the divine king is . . . his sym-
bolic nature as the embodiment of the political community.” While all authors 
acknowledge the role of commoners in the ongoing negotiation of authority, 
several also move beyond the simple dichotomy with rulers to discuss other 
interest groups. Joyce et al. discuss the tensions between the centralizing 
motives of the rulers at Río Viejo, as opposed to the regional elite that resisted 
this. Murakami discusses the rise of a class of bureaucrats who were tasked 
with the administration of the Teotihuacan polity and their intermediary rela-
tionship between rulers and commoners at the site. Baron and Beekman both 
discuss competing elite lineages within communities and the ramifications 
of this competition for other community members. In dealing with the only 
multiethnic system under discussion here, Pollard describes how different 
ethnic groups held different statuses within the Tarascan polity and how the 
manipulation of ethnic identity was a key tool in the creation of the empire.

The Materiality of Politics
The call to switch from static understandings of political structure to those 

of ongoing acts of authorization, regularization, and subjugation is, to varying 
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degrees of emphasis, supported by all the authors in this volume. But how is 
this archaeology of practice distinguished from its predecessors? To address 
such a question we must begin with its approach toward the “archaeological 
record,” a notion that sounds stable enough but in fact differs significantly 
depending on the paradigm in play (Patrik 1985). John C. Barrett (2001) cri-
tiques the label itself for its implication of coherence and narrative; he sees 
nothing in the taphonomic processes of deposition that resembles a text of 
the kind pursued in hermeneutic archaeology (Hodder 1986:122–24, 1988; for 
critiques, see Keesing 1987:169 and Preucel 1991:23). For Barrett, an agency-led 
archaeology sees material remains not as the vestiges of past social practices, 
the vast majority of which leave no trace, but of the facilities that enabled them.

This perspective joins a rich contemporary tradition in which architecture 
and artifacts are seen as collaborators with humans in the making of social acts, 
ranging from the spectacular and episodic to the prosaic and routine.11 This link 
between practices and materials appears in Bourdieu (1977), who describes how 
both the animate and inanimate contribute to processes of socialization (Miller 
2005:6). “Materiality” has come to define recent thinking on this topic—which 
is not a theory of things so much as a theory of the way things are enmeshed in 
human lives, reaching beyond the mundanely practical to the cognitive, emo-
tional, and sensual (e.g., Miller 1998, 2005; Boivin 2004, 2008; Hodder 2012; 
Renfrew 2004; Meskell 2005a, 2005b). Objects occupy space and have weight, 
form, size, color, and texture but are also set in time, decaying rapidly or imper-
ceptibly, discarded or renewed—some long outliving their creators or appropri-
ators, others made and unmade within a day. Archaeology retrieves the durable 
portion of what was once a far richer material world and asks it questions of 
function and meaning. A commonsensical division between the practical and 
the symbolic quickly breaks down, as the closer one looks, the distinction can 
only be one of emphasis. A question of function demands that we address 
meaning in the hands of whom, to what purpose, and directed at whom?

An explicit effort to fuse politics with the object world came in the model of 
“materialization,” which describes the “transformation of ideas, values, stories, 
myths and the like into a physical reality—a ceremonial event, a symbolic object, 
a monument, or a writing system” (DeMarrais, Castillo, and Earle 1996:16). 
The argument here is that ideologies do not reside “in people’s heads” and 
that to come into being they must be realized in some tangible form beyond 
language. The construct seeks to register the role of meaningful objects in the 
furtherance of power but sees them working reflectively rather than reflexively, 
with materializations still vehicles at the command of a higher mental order 
(Pauketat 2001:85).12 This differs from a political materiality, which considers 
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how practices create, manipulate, or engage objects for specific effects, while 
they simultaneously reproduce the conditions and necessity for those prac-
tices (see Johansen and Bauer 2011:12–16; Smith 2011:425–26). Objects and 
built environments pattern human actions by means of their physicality and 
spatiality, structuring to some extent how they should be handled and moved 
within and between, resisting many, though never all, alternatives.13

We have already noted the manufacture and control of ceramics at Monte 
Albán that allowed elites to structure debts and obligations within and beyond 
the polity ( Joyce et al., this volume). This depended on assigning value to 
objects that, like fired clay, have no intrinsic worth or scarcity and must be 
deliberately empowered to achieve their effects. This is a very common, con-
ceivably universal expression of materiality—analogous to how we decide 
that small metal disks constitute money. To choose another example from 
Michoacán (Pollard, this volume), portable objects such as ceramic pipes, 
metal ornaments, spouted vessels, obsidian blades and ornaments, and cot-
ton spindle whorls allowed a newly unified elite class to mark their status 
within the context of the newly unified state. When Murakami describes the 
relationship between the bureaucratic requirements of the Teotihuacan pol-
ity and the physical facilities that housed them, we need to contemplate the 
self-generating properties of those institutional forms—that is, not only how 
needs generate facilities by means of a certain kind of mental model, but the 
way facilities condition and operationalize the conduct of their users, thus 
engendering additional needs and operations. Any built environment has this 
same reflexive potential—not simply as products but as producers of meaning.

In such contexts, objects and spaces can be seen as active rather than passive 
contributors, taking us close to ascribing them agency—the notion that the 
material can achieve autonomy from its makers and act on its own account. 
Object agency is associated with Alfred Gell (1998), who concentrated on 
effects generated in the mind of the viewer, a perspective that is altogether 
more palatable to realists than that of Bruno Latour (2005), whose version 
implies a sentience compatible with animism. Every intentionally made or 
selected artifact is imbued with sense and purpose, but once let loose into the 
world, its interpretation depends on how successfully it conforms to cultural 
understandings and systems of coding, themselves dependent on the strength 
of social forces that work to maintain them. There may well be a dominant 
reading, but this can erode over time if the “interpretive community” (Fish 
1980) to which it speaks changes or the message lost entirely if that com-
munity is decisively disrupted or displaced.14 Objects can be co-opted and 
can acquire new meanings, with the patina of time making them all the more 
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compliant to revisionism. These are convoluted processes of semiosis, not 
agency, and the manner in which materials appear so agent-like is more a 
comment on how we are cognitively predisposed to see the world (e.g., J. L. 
Barrett 1998; Boyer 2001). Political materiality envelops acculturated partici-
pants in a “semiosphere” (Lotman 1990) of meaningful places and things that 
subliminally condition as much as they openly propound.15

A final aspect of materiality, though one overlapping with other thematic 
concerns, is landscape. In his compelling case for the constitutive role of 
landscape in all forms of political authority, Smith (2003) notes not only its 
obvious spatial dimensions but its role as an anchor for historical experience, 
meaning, representation, and therefore belonging. Landscape, which includes 
built or otherwise modified environments, is not natural space but a human 
production like any other artifact, though here its limits are as much concep-
tual as they are pragmatic. The only chapter to address landscape directly is 
that by Davenport and Golden, whose topic of territoriality highlights how 
the recent emphasis on elite networks in Mesoamerican archaeology has come 
at the expense of examining bounded and possessed spaces. The essence of this 
argument is that political relations and perceptions operate at different scales 
and that a concentration on diffuse webs of political allegiance at the regional 
or pan-regional level are not appropriate to lower levels—where the logics of 
local sovereignty works very differently and physical contact with a sustaining 
environment provokes different mental constructs.

Beyond the Archaeological
Recovering practices may be a new generalized goal, but it does not magi-

cally render the archaeological record more transparent or meaningful. Indeed, 
a move away from perceiving imprints of sociopolitical order to an engage-
ment between the material and immaterial, ascribing value and importance 
to even fleeting acts and perceptions, sets the bar for archaeological infer-
ence even higher. Investigators therefore remain as reliant as ever on external 
sources of information that inspire, expand, support, or corroborate interpre-
tation. I refer here to the contributions of analogy on one hand and the analy-
sis of word and image on the other.

All statements about the past are either explicitly or implicitly analogical in 
character. We can assign meaning to the unknown only by comparison with 
the known (Wylie 1985).16 But analogy is as problematic as it is indispensable 
(Clark 1951; Hawkes 1954; Ascher 1961; Gould and Watson 1982). The crite-
ria by which a given parallel is selected, applied, and assessed can never be 
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consistent or truly objective. Analogies fall into general and specific categories. 
The former is universalistic and consists of choosing a counterpart deemed 
appropriate by its environmental or cultural resemblance, while the latter is 
particularistic, referencing descendent or otherwise related societies. In the 
first case, the problem lies in the subjectivity of the selection, which introduces 
all sorts of a priori assumptions; in the second (“direct historical analogy”), the 
greater concern is essentialism, the presumptive notion that a defined cultural 
group possesses some inherent characteristics that persist through time. The 
sources used can vary enormously, from societies deep in the prehistoric past 
to those rich in historical documentation, to contemporary people open to 
observation and interlocution—each with its own subjectivities. Processualism 
was wary of analogy despite its regard for a neoevolutionary logic that would 
seem to make it a highly compatible line of reasoning. The preference was to 
employ parallels for the purpose of hypothesis forming, but not to use them 
to seek confirmation or validation of results. Post-processualism was generally 
much more open to the debt owed to comparative data, switching from the 
traditional role of neutral observers to one of active engagement in living com-
munities. This approach is popular in Mesoamerica because of the survival of 
some socially relevant indigenous documents from the early Spanish occupa-
tion and a greater number produced by and for the colonial administrations. 
The existence of many “traditional” societies (leaving the problematic use of 
that label and the way anthropologists act as its arbiters to one side) also offers 
opportunities for ethnographic fieldwork.

Ethnohistorical and ethnographic analogies take a significant role in the 
chapters by Beekman, Baron, and Davenport and Golden, where they serve 
to contextualize arguments and establish precedents. The modern and his-
torical Náyari are used by Beekman to interpret the purposes of architectural 
spaces and artifactual remains in the Tequila valleys of Jalisco, not through 
overt commonalities of form but through perceived commonalities of practice. 
In documented tensions between the concepts of lineage and community in 
modern towns, as well as rituals that concern fertility and the seasonal cycle, 
Beekman detects persuasive analogues for his archaeological material. Baron 
uses colonial and contemporary accounts of Maya ritual practice, and specifi-
cally the beliefs and rituals involving Catholic saints, to trace antecedents in 
ancient Maya patron deities. By establishing indigenous reinterpretations of 
imposed Christian concepts, she supports both her general arguments about 
the links between present and past usage and the specific political roles that 
the supernatural takes in community and kin competition. Especially rich lit-
erary sources and living traditions in Oaxaca allow Davenport and Golden 
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to explore indigenous concepts with considerable time-depth. These strong 
continuities open comparative vistas that seem to shed light on other parts 
of Mesoamerica, where they discern analogous concepts of territoriality and 
boundary making.

Word and image, having languished under the same epiphenomenal tag 
as ideology under processualism, made a comeback under post-processualism. 
While open to the possibilities of “reading” ancient art in a manner akin to 
their readings of architectonics and other material as text (see above), prac-
titioners were riven by doubts about its validity as a decontextualized source 
(e.g., Tilley 1991; Johnson 2010:111). Within Mesoamerica, this left most of the 
relevant research to be conducted by less theoretically directed epigraphers 
and iconologists, usually as part of multidisciplinary programs. It was within 
this context that the revolutionary decipherment of Maya script took place, 
and major advances were made in the understanding of motifs and narrative 
art in that tradition and elsewhere. Indeed, the very limited impact of openly 
post-processualist theory in the region (with the notable exception of gender 
studies) was in no small measure because the high point of its intrinsically 
subjective hermeneutics coincided with the actual reading of art and writing. 
While European prehistory was enlivened by phenomenological interpreta-
tions of its landscapes, mounds, and monuments, the names of Maya buildings 
and their functions—often with that of their owner or commissioning king 
included for good measure—were being read with demonstrable clarity. For 
Baron, hieroglyphic texts are a vital connective tool with which to illuminate 
and contextualize material remains. There is no space here to discuss the wider 
ramifications of these developments, but they share close correspondences to 
the material and text advances that revolutionized the study of Ancient Egypt 
and Mesopotamia in the nineteenth century.

An engagement with political practice has, as anticipated, brought a 
renewed enthusiasm for studying written documents and symbolic and nar-
rative images. Indeed, if one looks at recent work exploring the constitution 
of ancient political relations through practice, one is struck by the degree to 
which their focal points are not architectural or artifactual finds per se, but 
narrative texts and images (e.g., Smith 2001; Wengrow 2001; Campbell 2009). 
On one level this engagement of archaeology with epigraphy and iconol-
ogy is the kind of synergistic approach we should expect within the ambit 
of anthropological archaeology, but on another it points to the difficulty of 
pursuing the ephemera of ideas, experience, and events outside such commu-
nicative technologies. Semiotic systems were in large part expressly devoted to 
memorializing practices. Elsewhere, in architectonic analysis, there can still be 



260 MARTIN

disquieting leaps of faith, as the content and orientation of a cache or align-
ment of a building takes on the mantle of weighty evidence pointing to one 
form of political system or another. Emphasis is usually placed on a search for 
meaning, yet the essential problem is often not too few potential meanings 
but too many. The task for the investigator is to limit the inherent ambiguity 
of the record, to see how the best available evidence can restrict the free play 
of speculation.

nature oF the univerSal
The final part of this chapter takes a different tack, looking beyond the 

past and present of investigating ancient politics to ask what lines of inquiry 
might contribute to its future. Of all the oppositions noted at the outset of this 
chapter, none is more fundamental than the contrast between its positivist and 
idealist orientations—separating those aspects of the field subject to natural 
laws from those that can only be intuited through the human mind. This is the 
central dialectic of social science, without which the field would collapse into 
sterile data collection on the one hand and tether-less postulation on the other. 
These oscillations from one side of the dichotomy to the other, enacted over 
spans of decades, can be seen as a macroscale mirror to the to-and-fro reason-
ing that researchers perform at the level of personal psyche. Each domain 
offers a check and a control on the other, and in their sharply contrasting, 
often conflicting, mappings of phenomena there arise new possibilities for 
making sense of human engagement with the world and each other. Each side 
of the equation is in a constant state of development, however punctuated 
progress may be, and as a result, constantly revivifies the interaction.

Although the balance between positivism and idealism in social studies has 
shifted through time, it has lately been strongly skewed to the latter, exerting 
a powerful influence over what ideas are productive or permissible in paradig-
matic terms.17 This raises the question of whether the current idealist preemi-
nence is permanent or simply a stage in the ongoing process of knowledge 
formation. Could we be approaching the point where scientific epistemolo-
gies return to the arena, and this time as protagonists in the debate rather than 
simply as sources of metaphor?

As we have seen, contemporary configurations of the archaeopolitical shift 
attention from idealized types to a series of elemental articulations. What 
both share, however, is their universalistic ambition. Where there was once 
a ubiquity of forms scattered across the world and through time (e.g., band, 
tribe, chiefdom, state), there is now a ubiquity of relational principles (e.g., 
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authority, power, legitimacy, sovereignty). This universal currency of political 
life is seen to underlay all societies, no matter their size, antiquity, or myriad 
of cultural particularities. But a necessary question must follow: Where do 
we locate the universal in this analysis? Is it to be found in impersonal pro-
cesses—patterns that spill from the logics of mathematics or physics—or is 
it inherently embodied? If we assert the latter then we have not resolved the 
matter, only brought the problematic issue of “nature” into play. Anthropology 
has always struggled with its dual mission to understand both body and mind, 
vacillating between a vision of humans as the highest form of ape, and there-
fore part of the natural order, and as unique cultural beings that exist some-
where above or beyond it.

To explore extracultural explanation in society is to invite a charge of reduc-
tionism. This is ironic, since an accusation designed to admonish anthropolo-
gists is one that scientists find themselves at ease with, given their avowed 
interest in reducing surface complexities to core principles, a key tenet of all 
scientific method and “more a virtue than a sin” (Laland and Brown 2011:66). 
If we identify recurring behaviors in human societies worldwide, and there-
fore espouse universalism, we are obliged to search out a source beyond the 
idiosyncrasies of local cultures, turning to fields that deal with the macro-
patterning of people and the world.

Complexity and Chaos
A number of mechanistic strands from the natural sciences have influenced 

recent thinking on social life. One example is heterarchy, an idea that was 
originally developed to explain certain neurological functions (McCulloch 
1945) that has now been taken up for its sociological implications (Crumley 
1979, 1987, 1995, 2003). Countering some deep-seated assumptions about the 
ubiquity of hierarchy, heterarchy describes forms of organization in which 
elements are unranked or capable of being ranked in different ways.18 Political 
formations certainly appear to combine hierarchical and heterarchical orders. 
The latter is evident, for example, in the interaction of parallel institutions or 
in the shifts in power relations between autonomous entities, although many 
are as easily explained as nested or competing hierarchies (Yoffee 2005:179).

Heterarchy is one of several concepts to fall under the general sobriquet 
of complexity theory (Crumley 2001, see also Kehoe 1998:216–18). This rei-
magining of systems thinking emerged from attempts to better understand 
bioevolutionary change and argues for previously unrecognized processes 
of “self- organization” (Kauffman 1993, 1995; Casti 1994; Lansing 2003). As 
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such, it stresses the ways in which systems develop holistically and collab-
oratively rather than by the individual roles of components, this “self-creation” 
emerging from nonhierarchical communication between all of their ele-
ments (Luhmann 1995). Complexity theory is not without its problems, but 
its ideas engender useful reflection on certain types of political issue. Models 
of political formation, maintenance, and reproduction usually place emphasis 
on intentionality—on structures as the realized ambitions of individuals or 
groups. We are familiar with actions having unintended consequences, but 
complexity goes further to question whether structures are the products of 
planning in any straightforward sense, opening the door to ways in which they 
emerge and are regulated by self-organizing principles. Anthropologists and 
historians alike are much concerned with personal motivations, cost-benefit 
analysis, and rational choice, for example, and these continue to be factors we 
can associate with knowledgeable agents at the microscale. Yet complexity 
posits that intentions coexist with “systems effects” at the micro- and mac-
roscale that are neither designed nor under any sentient control.

Another approach often considered under the umbrella of complexity is 
chaos theory, which began as a branch of mathematics but has since been 
identified in a range of scientific disciplines (Waldrop 1992). Chaos, or nonlin-
ear dynamics, describes how minuscule variations in the initial conditions of 
processes lead to radically different outcomes. As a result, wherever the start-
ing conditions of a given system cannot be fully known, there are significant 
limits to predicting its future behavior. The popular notoriety of chaos can 
detract from serious attention to its principles and it can be misapplied—it 
is not, for example, a synonym for stochastic behavior—but its effects are 
consistent with what we see in highly unpredictable phenomena such as his-
tory (McCloskey 1991; Reisch 1991; Shermer 1993, 1995) and, in a pioneer-
ing collected volume, archaeology (Beekman and Baden 2005).19 Despite a 
determined search for covering laws to history (Hempel 1942), none have 
been demonstrated, blocking all conventional attempts to absorb historical 
studies within the domain of science. Because humans both act and perceive 
effects and reflexively respond by adapting their behavior, society functions 
as a constant exercise in feedback (e.g., Giddens 1979:25). While we can trace 
the trajectory of a social system through time to a given present, chaos casts 
severe doubt on our ability to deduce exactly why it took one path rather 
than another or predict how it would develop in the future. The value of the 
approach therefore lies less in its ability to prescribe fresh avenues of research 
than the ways it poses restrictions to what we can know of the past—lim-
its that even an unimaginably large dataset could not overcome. Chaos is a 



REFLECTIONS ON THE ARCHAEOPOLITICAL 263

science of unpredictability that steers our attention toward problems that are 
solvable and away from those that are, more than likely, not.

Applying these modes of thinking to human societies past or present smacks 
of antihumanism. We intuitively resist the idea that our existence amounts 
to the play of impenetrable statistical probabilities and the whims of unseen 
hands, yet we can recognize the synergy they present with the autonomous 
power structures of Foucault, for example, who was interested in precisely 
these kinds of disembodied processes. Foucault’s victims, the “docile bodies” 
of his disciplinary biopower, demonstrate his awareness of the real life beyond 
the abstractions. It is to this kind of corporality that we should now move.

Biology and Society
There is no questioning that the power of culture dominates our experi-

ence and perception of the world. But this has led to a widely held, but actu-
ally quite radical, proposition that cultural development has so superseded 
natural processes that it renders them all but redundant. In John Locke’s 
well-worn metaphor of the tabula rasa, the human brain is conceived as 
a blank slate onto which our mental superstructure is uniquely inscribed 
anew through active and passive learning. To become civilized is to some-
how leave biology at the door.

But a swathe of empirical data from cognitive and genetic research dis-
pute these assumptions, establishing a prefigured mind that challenges us to 
find new ways of understanding the relationship between human nature and 
human culture. A range of biological specializations and subfields, including 
human sociobiology, evolutionary anthropology, and evolutionary psychol-
ogy, has developed to explore the relationships between the innate and the 
acquired (for an overview, see Laland and Brown 2011). Their studies produce 
no deterministic laws reducing people to programmed automata but rather a 
growing appreciation that it is the coevolution of genes, culture, and environ-
ment that has produced the rich diversity of human expression we see in both 
past and present.20 At the heart of sociobiology and its sister disciplines is 
the recognition that our genus, Homo, has spent 99.5 percent of its past liv-
ing in small groups of hunter-gatherers and that our minds and bodies alike 
have been shaped by that lifestyle and its imperatives. Cultural evolution may 
have vastly outstripped its biological counterpart in recent millennia, but the 
embedded traits and propensities we once relied upon for survival in a “state 
of nature” have not disappeared and remain with us in the radically different 
milieu of the modern world. Our environment is so transformed that these 



264 MARTIN

traits may no longer have functional roles, their original purposes obscured or 
altered by the dazzling power of culture (Tooby and Cosmides 1992). The one-
time charge of determinism misunderstands the extraordinarily intricate and 
malleable interplay between biology and culture (Boyd and Richardson 1985, 
2005), where to exclude either renders us helpless to explore some of the more 
profound issues in social and political life.

If we are to answer the truly important social questions—why human soci-
eties are hierarchical; why conflict occurs but not all the time, why individuals 
will risk their lives for the sake of others; why ethnocentrism is pervasive and 
hard to overcome; why materialism matters so much and is so rarely satisfied—
then we need to look into our own deep past. Here, it is disciplines outside 
anthropology—most notably, the fields of political science and international 
relations—which have taken up Darwinian approaches to these problems and 
produced persuasive and logically consistent responses (e.g., Masters 1983, 1989, 
1990; Thayer 2000, 2004). Darwinian evolution operates at the level of ulti-
mate causation, not on the proximate causation at which historical actions or 
events are manifested.21 It speaks instead to elemental features of the human 
motivational complex, which are outwardly diverse but ultimately reducible to 
the familiar goals of somatic survival and reproductive success.

Aiding the move toward dialectical exchange is the recognition that bio-
logical evolution is more complex, contingent, and probabilistic that many 
specialists once believed (see Levins and Lewontin 1985), and this understand-
ing of evolution as a historical process has opened new points of contact with 
the humanities. Nicole Boivin (2008) has made a bold and innovative effort to 
demonstrate how decisive the implications of these developments can be for 
social studies. One she highlights is “niche construction,” which was developed 
to describe how animals do not only exploit environments but shape them 
to their own specifications with demonstrable evolutionary consequences 
(Lewontin 2000:51–55). This has obvious applications to humankind—the 
niche constructors par excellence (Laland, Odling-Smee, and Feldman 2001; 
Laland and Brown 2006). This ability to determine the conditions of existence 
is critical because it alters selection pressures and provides a motor for the 
coevolution of people, places, and things. Archaeology has spent a great deal 
of time examining the impact of environmental effects on social development 
and not nearly enough on how those same environments are very often the 
result of human modification stretching back for millennia. Yet the issue of 
coevolution runs deeper when we consider the potential for technology to 
reflexively shape the cognitive capacities of hominids—in effect, materiality 
producing a “self-made” species (Kingdon 1993; Boivin 2008:190–97). This is 
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especially relevant given that the pace of certain evolved traits has proved to 
be significantly faster than expected—some operating on the short timescales 
relevant to complex society (Laland and Brown 2006:101) and even, through 
epigenetics, in gene-expression changes within a single lifetime. Culture itself 
is increasingly seen in evolutionary scholarship as both a manifestation and a 
facilitator of human self-construction, a merging of mind and body that ren-
ders many long-standing disagreements somewhat moot.

concluding reFlectionS
The aim of this chapter has been to seek a broader setting for the preceding 

contributions, to show how they are linked by common threads and shared 
concerns and that, while they may be geographically circumscribed, they are 
not theoretically isolated. They address questions of broad relevance to cur-
rent thinking about political practice as it has developed in recent years, tak-
ing inspiration from a range of subject areas—theoretical, thematic, material, 
analogical, textual, and imagistic. They collectively offer a time capsule of 
where the study of Mesoamerican archaeopolitics currently stands, conscious 
of the enabling and constraining effect of current paradigms, working within 
local, regional, and worldwide traditions, yet also innovating and moving the 
field forward.

My chapter is loosely structured as a historical narrative, describing how 
contemporary archaeopolitics emerged from the post-processualist critique 
of processualism and seeks alternative ways to conceive of past lifeways. To 
the degree that it takes a stand of its own, it is that the universalism inherent 
in that vision cannot be left as a disembodied abstraction. We are compelled 
to explain why human communities that were widely distributed across the 
globe and through time generated recurring patterns of power articulations 
and practice. There are doubtless several factors at work, but the most obvi-
ous is simply our common humanity. But this is not some vague notion of 
human nature but a very specific instantiation of the long evolution of mind 
that allowed us to navigate and shape our environment and fellow humans, as 
they shaped us. The political cannot be subsumed within the humanities but, 
like all questions of social study, straddles an epistemological divide of central 
importance to the discipline.

The social sciences are, in this understanding, innately dialectical because they 
encompass two logically incompatible components. Their friction, expressed 
as contradiction, is a source for the working versions of reality that need to 
find some accommodation between them. Latour (1993) usefully paints the 
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scientific-humanistic dialectic not as communication or negotiation but as a 
series of “translations.” This captures the idea that such exchanges cannot be 
perfect. Each gains some impression of the other’s conceptual realm but never 
a verbatim one. Since they lack a common vocabulary, share no grammatical 
or syntactical principles, their dialogue is unpredictable and inventive. Calls to 
dissolve the boundary between science and the humanities have an immedi-
ate appeal: they appear redolent of remaking our crusty, sedimented catego-
rizations and breaking through to new conceptual territories. But on closer 
inspection, what they generally propose are strategies for rethinking existing 
translations and engineering new ones.

Hegel (1991) saw his dialectic as the explanation for the churn of intellectual 
paradigms and the successive revolutions in systems of knowledge. It was the 
meeting of contradictions that led to an unfolding process of renewal and 
creation. As soon as we seem to have reached resolution—the identification 
of some timeless and essential truth—it is dispelled by the realization that it 
is, after all, just another artifact of our consciousness, another contradiction 
to solve. The cycle is initiated once more, the onward march of a world ever 
reinventing itself.
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noteS
 1. For a summary of how the unity of opposites concept has been employed 

within different strands of philosophy, see McGill and Parry (1948).
 2. This term is most often associated with Elman R. Service (1968, 1975), although 

it was earlier ascribed to William I. Thomas (in Dorsey 1931:21).
 3. For an exception to the general tenor of processualism regarding ideology, see 

Flannery (1972).
 4. See Hodder 1982, 1986; Tilley 1982; Miller and Tilley 1984.
 5. The key texts (Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Giddens 1979, 1984) show only a handful of 

references to hierarchy and most of these are unrelated to political concerns.
 6. For a discussion of Raymond Williams and his contribution to practice theory, 

see Ortner (1984:149).
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 7. Resources take a wide variety of forms but fall into categories that Giddens 
called “authoritative” and “allocative,” recast and clarified by Sewell as “human” and “non-
human”: “Nonhuman resources are objects, animate or inanimate, naturally occurring or 
manufactured, that can be used to enhance or maintain power; human resources are 
physical strength, dexterity, knowledge, and emotional commitments that can be used 
to enhance or maintain power, including knowledge of the means of gaining, retaining, 
controlling, and propagating either human or nonhuman resources” (Sewell 1992:9).

 8. Barrett (2001:149–50) explains this point, although without the input of sche-
mas per se: “Agency is always situated in the structural conditions which facilitate its 
actions because agency requires a medium through which to work. Practice is there-
fore structured by the resources which are its medium and its outcome. These resources 
extend from material and symbolic resources to traditions of execution and expression. 
The effectiveness of the mobilization of such resources in practice depends partly upon 
the degree of control and knowledgeability exercised by the agent, partly upon the 
power of the agent over these resources, and partly upon the agent’s expertise to com-
municate effectively.”

 9. For another ideologically driven perspective, see Joyce and Winter (1996), 
which also focuses on elite strategies of control.

 10. This is part of a wider sea change in the perception of Teotihuacan, which 
questions whether impressionistic evaluations of art and architecture can offer reli-
able equations to a political system, including doubts that political leadership was as 
impersonal as long assumed (see Taube 2000).

 11. Here we might note Inomata and Coben (2006), for case studies world-
wide on the intersection of human performance with designed spaces and dedicated 
paraphernalia.

 12. In response to this and similar approaches, a group of scholars, following Ren-
frew (2004), elaborated a highly recursive notion of “material engagement” under the 
broader aegis of cognitive archaeology (see Malafouris 2004; Knappett 2004).

 13. For this kind of reflexivity in Maya architecture, see Martin (2001:168–69).
 14. For interpretive communities in Mesoamerica, see Martin 2006.
 15. I use this term in a more restrictive sense than Lotman intended. Rather than 

a whole world of human-made meaning, I apply it only to the object world of a given 
society.

 16. A broad definition appears in Ascher (1961:317): “In its most general sense 
interpreting by analogy is assaying any belief about non-observed behavior by referral 
to observed behavior which is thought to be relevant.”

 17. There are a good number of overviews of this history as well as more detailed 
treatments of its phases. See, for example, relevant sections of Vincent (1990), Kehoe 
(1998), Trigger (2006), and Johnson (2010).
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 18. For treatments of heterarchy in the Maya region, see Potter and King (1995), 
Scarborough, Valdez, and Dunning (2003), and Becker (2004).

 19. For a concise history of the tentative efforts to understand history through 
nonlinear dynamics, see Shermer (1995:59–69).

 20. The initial programmatic claims of Wilson (1975) were quickly rejected by Sah-
lins (1976), although his charges of biological determinism were in turn rebutted by 
Alexander (1977, 1979). Weaknesses within Wilson’s original exposition were critiqued 
from within biology, although these have subsided with the growing consensus about 
the mechanisms at work in sociobiology (see Losco 2011:81).

 21. To illustrate this contrast: the proximate cause of thirst is that you have gone 
without drinking for a while, while the ultimate cause of thirst is that our metabolism 
requires water and the sensation has evolved to motivate a sufficient intake (see Gat 
2006).
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