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1
Introducing Maya Polities
Models and Definitions

Damien B. Marken and 
James L. Fitzsimmons

Problems relating to the size, juxtaposition, and 
boundedness of social integration in the eastern 
lowlands remind us that the social scientist must be 
theoretically and empirically equipped to deal sys-
tematically with scale factors. He or she must be able 
to detect relationships among variables operating at 
the household level, through the local and regional 
levels, up to the 250,000 km2 macroregion, and in 
Mesoamerica as a whole. One must see how actions at 
one level might accumulate into stresses that are dealt 
(or not) at the next level. One must be able to specify 
how many households, over what area, were altered [if 
at all] because of higher-level changes. (Blanton et al. 
1981:178)

For nearly a century, discussions of Classic Maya 
political organization have been dominated by various 
forms of the same debate: to what degree were Maya 
polities centralized or decentralized? The collected 
authors examine the premises, strengths, and weak-
nesses of these two perspectives while strongly advo-
cating a move beyond this largely sterile debate. The 
relatively recent proliferation of archaeological inves-
tigation into the functional makeup of preindustrial 
states and complex polities has increasingly demon-
strated the highly dynamic and variable nature of these 
ancient political and social units (e.g., Bernbeck 2008; 
Campbell 2009; Glatz 2009; Janusek 2008; Pauketat 
2001; Smith 2005).
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4 DAMIEN B. MARKEN AND JAMES L. FITZSIMMONS4

Despite the advance in our understanding of Classic Maya political 
interaction gained by the decipherment of the hieroglyphic record, schol-
ars remain largely unsuccessful in describing and modeling what a Classic 
Maya polity actually looked like on the ground. This volume is the out-
growth of a roundtable held in the fall of 2009 at Dumbarton Oaks in 
Washington, DC. Both the roundtable and the volume bring together a 
group of younger scholars actively investigating Maya political and social 
structure in the southern lowlands to assess, compare, and interpret the wide 
variation in Classic period Maya polity and city composition, development, 
and integration. Focusing on convergences (and divergences) among house-
hold, settlement, and epigraphic data in various areas of the Maya world, 
the chapters in this volume explore several avenues contributing to a more 
complete comprehension of what constituted Classic Maya political units. 
Recurring themes discussed range from internal polity identities and orga-
nization to polity boundaries and larger extra-polity networks. From this 
fundamental starting point, the ways political interactions between polities 
were structured—including their social and historical consequences—can be 
more accurately studied. Until we better understand how the internal building 
blocks of polity articulated, interpretations of larger-scale political interac-
tion will remained flawed. The chapters in this volume represent a significant 
step in that direction.

THEORIZING POLIT Y
So how exactly is the term polity to be defined? At its simplest, “polity” 

can be defined as an autonomous, although not necessarily independent, 
political unit with some form of a spatially centralized authority structure. In 
recent years, many social scientists have adopted a similarly broad definition 
as a more neutral and less loaded alternative to “the state.” Few archaeolo-
gists would deny guilt at having employed the term polity in conversations 
of ancient statecraft. We feel, however, that the theoretical concept of polity 
has more to offer archaeological reconstructions of sociopolitical change than 
simply an alternate signifier for “the state.” More specifically, cross-cultural 
comparison of a wide variety of political formations can help model a con-
tinuum of Classic Maya polity size, form, organization, and history.

In the social sciences, the term polity is originally derived from the Archaic 
and Classical Greek concept of polis. At times misrepresented as a unilateral 
equivalent to the Western concept of “city-state,” the Greek polis is more accu-
rately described as a specific form, or type, of city-state (see Hansen 2000a). 
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INTRODUCING MAYA POLITIES: MODELS AND DEFINITIONS 5INTRODUCING MAYA POLITIES: MODELS AND DEFINITIONS 5

Anthropologically defined as a small, self-governing (though again not neces-
sarily independent) state composed of a capital and its surrounding hinter-
land, the polis has two primary, though overlapping and interrelated, mean-
ings in Classical descriptions of Greek political geography. Mogens Hansen 
(2006:56) notes that in written sources a polis was simultaneously conceived as 
a settlement and a community, though both meanings encompassed multiple 
potential sub-meanings (depending on context).1 This duality highlights the 
fact that the poleis of Archaic and Classical Greece were not simply politi-
cal communities but the convergence of specific forms of political, religious, 
economic, and social organization and integration (ibid.:115). As Hansen 
(ibid.:146) concludes: “The two most important aspects of the polis were its 
small size and the unbreakable connection between town and state. With very 
few possible exceptions, every polis-town with its hinterland was a polis-state, 
and every polis-state was centered on a polis-town. Most of the other essential 
features follow from these two characteristics” (emphasis added).

While there are definite similarities (particularly in size) and differences 
between poleis and Mesoamerican political entities, this idea of the insepa-
rable cognitive link between place and political identification is of particular 
import to the present discussion (Mann 1993:56; Marcus 1983:206–8; Yaeger 
2003; see also Ferguson and Mansbach 1996:87–91, 144; Oates 1986:24). The 
duality of meaning Hansen identifies can be taken a step further. Ethnohistoric, 
archaeological, and epigraphic data from Mesoamerica suggest that emic con-
ceptions of polity in fact encompassed three intertwined aspects of political 
and social integration and interaction:

1. Polity as a place, a center and its associated hinterlands, with which polity 
members identified

2. Polity as a community of people that included both urban and rural 
populations (and did not always make such a distinction)

3. Polity as a political authority (a government).

From this perspective, the fundamental physical and social features of 
Mesoamerican polities were the capital center, usually housing the residence 
of the ruler, as well as administrative and religious institutions, and the peo-
ple and communities that owed political affiliation to that ruler (as well as 
to each other). In Postclassic Central Mexico, these political and social units 
manifest as the altepetl and calpolli (depending on size and location; i.e., urban 
or rural, neighborhood or town) (e.g., Calnek 1976; Hicks 2012; Hirth 2003; 
Marcus 1983; Smith 2008, 2010:147, 2011:57–58; Smith and Novic 2012:5–7; 
York et al. 2011:2409). More often than not, these polities were relatively small 
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6 DAMIEN B. MARKEN AND JAMES L. FITZSIMMONS6

in both physical size and population; Tenochtitlan was actually quite atypi-
cal of Aztec cities (Smith 2008:1). Moreover, Tenochtitlan was the capital of 
an extensive and complex network of variably sized polities bound together 
by alliance and conquest to form a much larger polity. Although the Aztec 
period altepetl was a largely self-governing entity, complete external autonomy 
is not an essential attribute of polity. The degree of autonomy of an individual 
polity can wax and wane throughout its history (e.g., Hansen 2000b; Yoffee 
1988).2 This “nesting” of polities at multiple spatial and social scales (Ferguson 
and Mansbach 1996) is further elaborated below.

Returning to the Maya area, ethnographic research and the available ethno-
histories that reference indigenous political organization tend to focus on 
people and their affiliation to place, not necessarily territory (although some 
of the ethnohistoric data is conflicting) (e.g., Jones 1986, 1998; McBryde 
1947; Okoshi-Harada 2012:293; Roys 1957; Tokovinine 2013:123; Tozzer 1941; 
Vogt 1969; see also Campbell 2009; Glatz 2009; Liu and Chen 2003; Smith 
2005 for comparative examples). This is not to say that boundaries and con-
trol over specific locations and resources were not central concerns, particu-
larly at the local level (e.g., Chase and Chase 1998; Iannone 2006; Okoshi-
Harada 2012:289; Roys 1957; Scherer and Golden 2009; see also Golden 2010). 
Ancient rulers were likely well aware of the territorial limits of their political 
authority; boundaries may have been unmarked, “but an incursion by a rival 
people beyond the accepted limits was a challenge” both sides would have 
recognized (Ferguson and Mansbach 1996:83). The point to stress, however, 
is merely that the modern conceptions of territory that accompany nation-
states were largely absent in Mesoamerica until at least the colonial period 
(see Okoshi-Harada 2012; Smith 2005; Tokovinine 2013).

Turning to the inscriptions, the variable distribution of Emblem Glyphs 
and toponyms suggests that the Classic Maya did make some distinction 
between place and political affiliation in terms of personal identification 
(much like the Greek polis discussed above; see ibid.). This is evidenced by 
rival dynastic institutions centered at different places and toponymic ref-
erences to “discrete” areas within the “domain” of specific Emblem Glyphs 
(Berlin 1958; Stuart and Houston 1994). Nevertheless, however political affili-
ation was expressed by elites across the lowlands, it seems likely that for many 
Classic Maya the ideas of city and state were inseparable; capitals did not 
exist independent of their rural populations, and hinterlands did not func-
tion as such without an urban center (or at least a complementary node of 
sociopolitical interaction).
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INTRODUCING MAYA POLITIES: MODELS AND DEFINITIONS 7INTRODUCING MAYA POLITIES: MODELS AND DEFINITIONS 7

SCALE, IDENTIT Y, AND NETWORKS OF POLIT Y
Considering the previous discussion, polities can be of variable size and 

complexity, not only cross-culturally but within a given region. Polities can 
range from chiefdoms to localized city-states and regional states to the multi-
regional empires of the Inka, Vijanagara and Rome. Introducing a recent com-
parative volume on polity landscapes, Steven Falconer and Charles Redman 
distinguish between complex polities and state-level authority (Falconer and 
Redman 2009:4). This separation of polity, as a sociopolitical entity, from 
state-level authority is more forcibly echoed by Yale Ferguson and Richard 
Mansbach, who instead emphasize that “a polity has a distinct identity; a 
capacity to mobilize persons and their resources for political purposes, that is 
value satisfaction; and a degree of institutionalization and hierarchy” (Ferguson 
and Mansbach 1996:34). Their extremely broad definition, however, includes 
kinship and other small-scale social groups, as well as localized community 
and neighborhood organizations.

Despite the fact that we consider household and community—each with a 
rich body of theory designating its appropriate use—to be better terms at such 
small spatial scales, anthropological perspectives on household and community 
organization and integration are nevertheless fully compatible and align with 
the overlapping and “nested” conception of polities Ferguson and Mansbach 
describe (see Cohen 1985; de Montmollin 1988, 1989; Hirth 1993; Manzanilla 
and Chapdelaine 2009; Parkinson 2002; Smith 2010; Wilk and Ashmore 1988; 
Wilk and Netting 1984; Yaeger and Canuto 2000). After all, polities are com-
posed of individuals who are generally recognized as members of a particular 
household(s), and that household (or its individual members) often shares 
communal interest(s) or commitment(s) with other households (or individu-
als) with whom it interacts. Household and community interests and commit-
ments (whether based on kinship, residence, ethnicity, class, gender, religion, 
politics, or occupation) at times may be at odds with the goals of central-
ized political authority (or with each other, for that matter). As Ferguson and 
Mansbach (1996:13) stress: “The state is only one of many collective symbols 
with which people identify and to which they are loyal. Individuals are subject 
to crosscutting pressures arising from diverse identities and loyalties. Loyalties 
to self and extensions of self—family, clan, caste, village, tribe, city, nation, 
homeland, church, political party, class, and so on—undermine the political 
capacity of officials and compete with loyalty to the Westphalian polity.”3 In 
this sense, the integrated internal and external organization of polities closely 
resembles Michael Mann’s (1986:16–17, 1993:56) description of societies as ever-
changing, overlapping and intersecting socio-spatial networks of interaction 

COPYRIG
HTED M

ATERIA
L 

NOT FOR D
IS

TRIB
UTIO

N



8 DAMIEN B. MARKEN AND JAMES L. FITZSIMMONS8

and power while concurrently placing greater emphasis on the multi-scalar 
potential of individual and collective identities (Ferguson and Mansbach 
1996:32).4 Even highly complex polities, such as empires and regional states, 
were invariably composed of spatially and administratively smaller political 
units of varying autonomy, as well as less politically defined, but nevertheless 
socially vital, groups and organizations (figure 1.1; e.g., Barth 2000; Cohen 
1985; Doyle 1986; Emberling 1997; Smith 2003b; for the Maya, see discussions 
by Emery and Foias 2012 and LeCount and Yaeger 2010b). Urban and rural 
communities, gender and kinship networks, class affiliations, ethnic groups, 
and occupational and religious orders all potentially played critical roles in 
individual (as well as inter-) polity organization and development.

It is the socio-spatial organization of the networked relationships between 
the institutions of government and these “components of polity”—as well as 
the social webs that spawn and link (or separate) these components—that 
ultimately create, maintain, and negotiate polity identity and polity action 
through their cooperation, competition, and integration. Polities may have 

Figure 1.1. Simplified nested model of internal polity networks. (A) Interactions between 
urban civic institutions and rural community leaders/institutions; (B) interactions between 
rural community leadership; (C) relations within rural community leadership; (D) 
interactions between urban communities and non-civic institutions and rural households; 
(E) inter-community interactions between rural non-civic groups and institutions and 
rural households; (F) inter- and intra-community individual household interactions. 
(Modified from Barnes 2007:figure 2.1) 
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INTRODUCING MAYA POLITIES: MODELS AND DEFINITIONS 9INTRODUCING MAYA POLITIES: MODELS AND DEFINITIONS 9

been ruled by kings or queens, but they were populated by groups and indi-
viduals whose personal traditions, responsibilities, and desires played a fun-
damental role in shaping their own identity, as well as the decisions of the 
various socioeconomic networks in which they participated (e.g., Barnes 2007; 
Yoffee 2005). By viewing Maya polities not as fixed entities but as multiple 
sets of dynamic and overlapping social, economic, and ideological relation-
ships (Latour 2005), the study of Classic period political organization can 
avoid many of the pitfalls of static, neo-evolutionary conceptions of the “state” 
(Campbell 2009:823, 839; Wolf 1990:590). More important, such a network 
perspective reorients archaeological research to more closely track the varying 
recursive relationships and power differentials between the groups and institu-
tions that make up polity, along with the multi-scalar study of their articula-
tion and intersection. This is what Edward Schortman and Wendy Ashmore 
(2012:1) summarize as “the exercise of relational agency by diverse agents oper-
ating at multiple, overlapping spatial scales.”

RELATIONS OF POWER
Multi-scalar investigation of preindustrial sociopolitical networks requires 

a material framework for evaluating interactions between their socio-spatial 
components, as well as the cultural contexts and meanings of those interac-
tions. The formation of group identities typically includes their juxtaposition 
against other groups (Insoll 2007). Negotiation or even struggles for power 
between these groups, with civic and non-governmental institutions, and the 
power relations that emerge from these interactions are “rooted deep in the 
social nexus, not reconstituted ‘above’ society as a supplementary structure” 
(Foucault 1983:222). Congruent with recent trends in anthropological archae-
ology (e.g., Brumfiel 1992; Dobres and Robb 2000; Dornan 2002; Knapp and 
van Dommelen 2008; Pauketat 2001; Saitta 1994), many of the contributors 
examine the materialization of power and its enactment at or across various 
spatial scales.

Founded in larger debates in the social sciences surrounding the interplay 
between agency and structure in constructing and reconfiguring society (e.g., 
Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1979, 1984; Latour 2005), power is often defined in 
archaeology as the variable ability of particular individuals or groups to access 
and subsequently deploy various social, economic, and ideological resources to 
achieve specific political goals (e.g., Kockelman 2007; Saitta 1994; Wolf 1990). 
In an influential series of publications, Eric Wolf (1990, 1999, 2001) identi-
fies four “modalities” of power: individual, social, tactical/organizational, and 
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10 DAMIEN B. MARKEN AND JAMES L. FITZSIMMONS10

structural power. Individual power refers to personal attributes that lead to 
direct interpersonal dominance (Wolf 1990:586). Social power is the “ability to 
impose one’s will through social interactions” (Ames 2008:488). Wolf ’s third 

“mode,” tactical or organizational power, is derived from an individual’s social 
or institutional position and operates to direct others within “determinate set-
tings” (Wolf 1990:590), much as a film director controls the actions and per-
formance of his or her actors while lacking final authority over the logistics of 

“production” (Ames 2008; see also Inomata and Cohen 2006). Organizational 
power is therefore largely dependent on those groups or individuals within 
society who control the social configuration of culturally relevant “determinate 
settings,” in other words, those who have structural power (Wolf 1990:586).

In traditional and processual assessments of pre-Columbian complex soci-
eties, structural power is typically considered implicitly, manifest through the 
construction and maintenance of monumental works as the domains within 
which political legitimization was enacted and thus societal authority estab-
lished (Conlee and Ogburn 2005). Structural power, however, is not simply 
the authority to organize and direct both the physical and social settings (cf. 
Rappaport 1988; Smith 2003a) that frame the cultural contexts of interaction 
(whether economic, communal, religious, or political).5 It has a second, more 
dynamic and negotiated facet beyond the oversight of the flows of production 
(and distribution) of resources (Moore 2005:263). Through control or influence 
over the organization of particular “social fields” (Lefebvre 1991) or their com-
bination, some groups and individuals potentially gain the ability to (re)define 
the parameters of social discourse and hierarchy (Wolf 1999:5). This constant 
(re)appropriation and dissemination of cultural expectation and tradition can 
be highly dynamic and variably regulated and negotiated through both time 
and space. While many early theoretical frameworks of preindustrial societal 
power primarily explored the foundations of stratified power (i.e., the origins 
of pristine states), the current volume focuses entirely on the organization 
of power networks at multiple socio-spatial scales within a relatively mature 
regional cultural tradition (or “city-state culture,” as defined by Hansen [2000a, 
2000b]) that included rather developed, preexisting conceptions of rulership 
and political authority.

Several chapters in this volume focus on this internal dynamic of Classic 
Maya polity. What strategies did rulers employ to incorporate elite and com-
moner populations into the sociopolitical community in which they served as 
the political focal point? Were these strategies successful? In what ways did 
other social groups contest and negotiate their hierarchical relationships with 
dynasts and among themselves? While some post-roundtable discussions of 
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these related issues at Dumbarton Oaks did stray into territory-based defini-
tions and the military/political reach of individual polities, the contributions 
reveal a focused collective interest in tracing the material remnants of the rela-
tional networks of cooperation and conflict among groups, individuals, and 
institutions that together form the building blocks of polity.

As the authors demonstrate, data from several spatial scales are necessary 
to cumulatively understand and reconstruct the multifarious ways in which 
Classic Maya polity could be negotiated and materialized. Moreover, a better 
understanding of the internal components of polity—and their relationships 
to each other—offers important social context to the study of inter-polity 
interactions (Fash and Sharer 1991). Such attention to the material correlates 
of the dynamics of social difference and interaction has a long history in 
Maya archaeology, and multi-scalar analyses already form a prominent aspect of 
recent conceptions of Classic period political organization (e.g., Arnauld 2008; 
Arnauld et al. 2012; Chase 1992; Chase and Chase 1992; Coe 1959; Culbert 
1973, 1991; Foias and Emery 2012a; Gifford 1976; Hendon 1991, 2009; Inomata 
2001; LeCount and Yaeger 2010a; Lemonnier 2012; Marken and Straight 2007; 
Sabloff 1986, 1994; Robin, Yaeger, and Ashmore 2010; Schortman 1989; Sharer 
1988, 1993; Smith and Novic 2012; Willey and Leventhal 1979; Willey et al. 
1965). Though a subtle conceptual shift, network models of polity structure 
foster the generation of new questions regarding how Classic polities oper-
ated, as well as provide flexible, data-driven frameworks for their systematic 
investigation (e.g., Munson and Macri 2009; Schortman and Ashmore 2012; 
Schortman and Urban 2012; see also Campbell 2009).

CLASSIC MAYA POLITIES: DOMINANT INTERPRETATIONS
Several large and secondary Maya centers, often characterized by the pres-

ence of carved hieroglyphic monuments, have been investigated. However, 
research on the settlements that encircle these centers—sites comprising the 
lower rungs of an assumed settlement hierarchy—has generally been less 
intensive. Studies of peripheral and inter-site settlement, as well as the grow-
ing body of information on “commoner” households, demonstrate that highly 
diverse, dynamic, yet intertwined systems of interaction and integration were 
in place at multiple scales during the Classic period (e.g., Bullard 1960; Canuto 
2002, 2004; Fialko Coxemans 1996; Ford 1986; Hendon 1991, 2010; Houston et 
al. 2003; Hutson 2010; Iannone and Connell 2003; LeCount and Yaeger 2010b; 
Lohse and Valdez 2004; Marken 2011; Puleston 1983; Robin 1999, 2003, 2006, 
2012; Webster and Gonlin 1988; Willey et al. 1965; Yaeger 2000a, 2000b, 2003).
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12 DAMIEN B. MARKEN AND JAMES L. FITZSIMMONS12

This is not to say that particular Maya polity capitals did not at times exert 
various forms of hegemonic control over non-local areas during their his-
tories (e.g., Martin and Grube 2000). However, the full extent and range of 
the consequences—economic, social, or political—of such interactions have 
proven difficult to track materially (Hammond 1991; Marken and Straight 
2007; Sharer and Traxler 2006). Aside from a few select cases, Mayanists 
have been unable to define not only the boundaries but indeed the full set-
tlement composition of most Classic polities (e.g., Ashmore 1981; Ashmore, 
Yaeger, and Robin 2004; Chase and Chase 1987, 1994; Demarest 2006; Fialko 
Coxemans 1996; Folan 1992; Folan, Kintz, and Fletcher 1983; LeCount and 
Yaeger 2010a; LeCount et al. 2002; Liendo Stuardo 2003, 2011; Robin 2002; 
Scarborough, Valdez, and Dunning 2003; Willey et al. 1965; Willey et al. 1975). 
Two of the most intensively investigated Maya sites—Copan, Honduras, and 
Tikal, Guatemala—stand out as exceptions. Both sites have a well-preserved 
hieroglyphic corpus and have been the focus of multiple long-term investiga-
tions, resulting in a detailed archaeological and historical record of the devel-
opment of not only both centers but their surrounding hinterlands as well 
(e.g., Andrews, Wyllys, and Fash 2005; Bell, Canuto, and Sharer 2004; Fash 
2001; Harrison 2000; Sabloff 2003).

COPAN, HONDURAS: THE MAYA CASE STUDY
On the southeastern periphery of the Maya world, Copan and its surround-

ing region is easily the best-studied, in terms of both quantity and quality of 
investigation, archaeological site in the Maya area. Moreover, the region lacks 
the dense vegetation characterizing most of the Maya lowlands; high settle-
ment visibility has encouraged extensive regional surveys of Copan’s imme-
diate vicinity, as well as adjacent valleys (e.g., Canuto 2002, 2004; Fash and 
Long 1983; Freter 1988; Willey and Leventhal 1979). Broadly speaking, the 
Late Classic Copan polity core can be defined by a set of stelae arranged around 
the border of a natural physical boundary (the Copan Valley) (Fash 2001, 2005; 
Fash and Long 1983; Fash and Stuart 1991). Valley-wide surveys indicate that 
Late Classic elite groups often occupied, or were adjacent to, the best agricul-
tural lands in the valley (Webster 2005). These groups also tend to have been 
settled earlier than lower-status groups, suggesting that the initial basis for 
social differentiation in the valley was tied to differential access to agricultural 
resources (ibid.). In this reconstruction, this agricultural surplus was eventually 
converted by certain groups into elevated social status and political authority, 
most notably by the inhabitants of what would become Copan’s ceremonial 
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INTRODUCING MAYA POLITIES: MODELS AND DEFINITIONS 13INTRODUCING MAYA POLITIES: MODELS AND DEFINITIONS 13

center (Fash 2005; Hall and Viel 2004). This process ultimately resulted in 
a settlement pattern characterized by a highly nucleated urban center and 
several large elite residential groups dispersed among numerous lower-ranked 
settlements throughout the valley (Fash 1983; Willey and Leventhal 1979).

Such simple neo-evolutionary models, however, overlook local history 
and urban-rural relationships (Canuto and Fash 2004; Fash and Fash 2005). 
Moreover, Copan may not be an ideal example from which to generalize about 
Classic Maya political and social structure. As a “river center” (Lucero 2006) 
on the periphery of the Maya world, mechanisms of interaction, control, and 
the legitimization of authority at Copan likely coalesced differently than in 
the Maya heartland, where centers of comparable size were more numerous 
and closely packed. Furthermore, Maya leaders in the region also interacted 
more intensely with non-Maya populations (Canuto and Fash 2004; Hendon 
2009; Inomata and Aoyama 1996; Schortman, Urban, and Ausec 2001). These 
sorts of interactions likely presented alternate social and political challenges 
and opportunities for both elite and non-elite groups.

TIKAL, GUATEMALA: THE MAYA “MEGA-SITE”
Compared with many sites in the central lowlands, investigations at Tikal 

have intensively focused on issues of site boundaries and settlement diversity 
within Maya polities (e.g., Becker 1999; Culbert et al. 1990; Fry 1969, 2003; 
Haviland 1963, 1970, 1985, 2003; Orrego Corzo and Larios 1983; Puleston 1973, 
1983; Webster et al. 2007; see Murtha, chapter 3, this volume). Nevertheless, 
the dense lowland vegetation has severely limited survey sampling strategies. 
An approximately 120-km2 polity core has been estimated by a combination of 
three features (Culbert et al. 1990:115): (1) a drop-off in structure density away 
from the center; (2) an extensive series of earthworks, whose exact function(s) 
remains unknown, to the north and south of the epicenter; and (3) impas-
sible bajo areas to the east and west (Ford 1986; Fry 1969, 2003; Puleston 
1983; Puleston and Callender 1967; Webster et al. 2004; Webster et al. 2007). 
Transect and block surveys, conducted by multiple independent long-term 
projects, have mapped approximately 51 km2 of this area since the late 1950s 
(Carr and Hazard 1961; Ford 1986; Puleston 1973, 1983; Webster et al. 2007:50).

The massive amount of survey and excavation data from Tikal and other 
projects explicitly investigating the spatial limits and structure of Maya poli-
ties indicates that Classic centers were highly variable and dynamic locations 
on the landscape (e.g., Bullard 1960; Chase and Chase 1994; Culbert et al. 1990; 
Demarest 2006; Folan 1992; Kurjack 1974; Laporte and Mejía 2005; LeCount 
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14 DAMIEN B. MARKEN AND JAMES L. FITZSIMMONS14

and Yaeger 2010b; Marcus 1993, 1998; Nelson 2005; Tourtellot 1988; Webster 
et al. 2007; Willey and Bullard 1965; Willey et al. 1965). Moreover, analyses of 
ceramic and architectural data have demonstrated diverse social and economic 
differences and connections between central elites and peripheral populations 
(e.g., Ashmore, Yaeger, and Robin 2004; Demarest 2006; Foias 1996; Foias et 
al. 2012; Fry 1969; Haviland 1981; Robin 1999; Straight 2012; Yaeger 2000a).

CENTRALIZED OR DECENTRALIZED?
However, the data from Tikal and Copan have fueled a prolonged debate 

over the degree to which Classic Maya political units were centralized or 
decentralized. Over the years, this debate has manifested itself in several ways, 
including discussions of Maya urbanism, unitary versus segmentary states, and 
sociopolitical complexity (e.g., Barnhart 2007; Chase and Chase 1996; Chase, 
Chase, and Haviland 1989; Demarest 1992; Fox et al. 1996; Haviland 1970; 
Iannone 2002; Marcus 2004; Sanders and Price 1968; Sanders and Webster 
1988; Sharer and Golden 2004; Webster and Sanders 2001).6 Unfortunately, 
these debates have had a polarizing effect within the discipline; perspectives 
often correlate with the kinds of data researchers gather or choose to priori-
tize (Canuto and Fash 2004; Foias and Emery 2012b). Interpretations overly 
reliant on data from elite contexts, even when informed by settlement data 
from a limited number of centers, mask the very real variability in material 
culture, demographic trends, and political history across the Maya lowlands. 
Increased attention to integrating variation in regional settlement and house-
hold dynamics with monumental construction and epigraphic cultural history 
across the lowlands within a multi-scalar and networked polity perspective 
is a potential remedy to this intra-disciplinary factionalism (Schortman and 
Ashmore 2012).

The decentralized and centralized models of Maya polities are generally 
placed in opposition to each other (Fox et al. 1996). In fact, they reflect con-
ceptualizations of the Classic period political landscape at different scales of 
analysis. Although largely derived from ethnohistoric evidence, the material 
correlates given for decentralized models usefully describe Classic Maya poli-
ties at the pan-regional level, especially when integrated within a peer-polity 
framework (e.g., Iannone 2002:69; Marken and Straight 2007; Renfrew 1986; 
Sabloff 1986). Larger Maya capitals do exhibit some functional redundancy, as 
well as highly fluctuating and unstable long-term political integration between 
one another (Demarest 1992; Hammond 1991). On the other hand, the mate-
rial expectations of centralized political models highlight extreme ideological, 
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economic, and political integration within Classic Maya polities, where sec-
ondary and tertiary sites and hamlets exhibit specialized functional qualities 
within local polity hierarchies (e.g., Chase and Chase 1996:805; Emery and 
Foias 2012; Iannone 2002:70; Scarborough and Valdez 2003).

The principal drawback of the decentralized-centralized debate is that the 
material expectations of each model are not mutually exclusive. Rather than 
emphasize either-or conceptions of Classic sociopolitical structure, it is better 
to assume that organization within and between Maya polities was multifac-
eted and variable in both space and time. The fact that a clear class distinction 
existed between elites and commoners, evident from several lines of evidence 
(following centralists), does not preclude the importance of kin- or residency-
based relationships in organizing, negotiating, and legitimizing authority struc-
tures for both elites and commoners (following decentralists). It should be no 
surprise that multiple (and potentially independent or competing) horizon-
tal and vertical organizational and integration mechanisms were functioning 
concurrently (Crumley 1995; Foias and Emery 2012b; Kantner 2008; LeCount 
and Yaeger 2010b; Pyburn 2008; Schortman 1989; Smith 2011; Stein 2002; 
Willey and Bullard 1965; Yaeger and Canuto 2000). A focus on modeling the 
relationships between local populations and central elites at the household, 
community, urban-rural, and polity levels, as well as their distribution across 
the natural landscape, would allow for more comprehensive interpretations of 
the internal constitution of Classic polities. Improved understanding of these 
sorts of relationships would, in turn, provide critical contexts for reconstruct-
ing the meanings and consequences of inter-polity interactions.

THE DYNAMICS OF POLIT Y IN THE CLASSIC MAYA WORLD
The complexity of lowland sociopolitical networks and landscapes demands 

massive quantities of systematic data collection and analysis from a range 
of social, spatial, and temporal contexts for a truly comprehensive synthesis. 
Such mature data sets are rarely possible (in terms of time and funding) in the 
current climate of archaeological investigation. The chapters in this volume 
therefore naturally focus on specific aspects of Classic Maya polity. To best 
capture the variation seen across the lowlands, contributions emphasize dis-
tinct combinations of different analytical units and interaction scales.

The volume begins with several contributions that examine the roles and 
impacts of household decision-making on larger political structures. In 
recent decades, household excavations across Mesoamerica have significantly 
increased in number, spatial expanse, and analytical intensity (Carballo 2011; 
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Robin 2003; e.g., Halperin and Foias 2010; Healan 2009; Hendon 1991; Hirth 
2009; Inomata and Triadan 2010; Manzanilla 2009; Marken and González 
Cruz 2007; Palka 1997; Plunket 2002; Santley and Hirth 1993). These studies 
demonstrate that elite and non-elite households were active participants in 
the negotiation of polity.

In chapter 2, Kovacevich builds upon these earlier studies to further explore 
how changes at the household level inform the internal relationships of pol-
ity. Through examination of jade craft production at Cancuen, Guatemala, 
she explores alternate power strategies available to elites in reinforcing Late 
Classic social hierarchies. Although the restriction of the final stages of jade 
artifact manufacture to elite households reinforced their elevated status, the 
early-stage participation of non-elite artisans in jade production concurrently 
conferred upon these households new social identities and status.

Over the course of chapter 3, Murtha argues that we need to disabuse our-
selves of the notion that Classic Maya rulers wielded strong, centralized eco-
nomic control over their subjects. As he outlines, results from the long-term 
research programs at Caracol, Belize, and Tikal, Guatemala, are often used to 
create models of strong, centralized Maya polities. Comparing their physi-
cal, settlement, and agricultural landscapes, he identifies broad patterns in the 
ways households and agricultural production may have been integrated into 
regional political systems. He likewise notes a difference between the settle-
ment patterns of the two sites—the households at Caracol are evenly dis-
persed, for example, whereas at Tikal they are distributed in more fragmented 
clusters—and suggests that contrasts like these can be attributed not only to 
differences in local environments but also to variations in agricultural organi-
zation. This perspective focuses on the local features attractive to individuals 
in explaining household agglomeration and dispersal, suggesting a more com-
plex, fluid, and dynamic regional landscape than implied by binary models of 
political structure.

The subsequent chapter, by Robin and her colleagues, continues to explore 
the role of households in Maya polity, in this case at the small “minor cen-
ter” (Bullard 1960) of Chan in the Belize Valley. A farming community in 
the hinterlands of the Late Classic center of Xunantunich, Chan’s 2,000-year 
occupation provides a unique diachronic perspective on intra-polity integra-
tion and political negotiation. In their attempt to insert commoners as active 
participants in polity, the authors examine how an established farming com-
munity was potentially affected by its interaction with a polity capital and how 
a nascent polity capital would have had to tailor its strategies to existing com-
munal relationships. They do so by focusing on the long-term development 
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of terraced agriculture and the diachronic variation in local and exotic craft 
production by Chan farming households. Their research shows that hinter-
land households and communities were neither fully autonomous nor entirely 
dependent upon capital elites and institutions; commoner contributions to 
broader regional political dynamics were much more complex than allowed by 
either centralized or decentralized models.

The recursive nature of urban-rural integration is further discussed by 
Marken in chapter 5. Building upon and refining earlier spatial models of 
Maya polity through a detailed settlement study at El Perú-Waka’, Guatemala, 
he outlines a framework linking conceptions of Classic Maya urbanism and 
polity. Although he is able to identify three distinct etic settlement zones at El 
Perú-Waka’—(1) an urban core, (2) a near periphery, and (3) a far periphery—
Marken argues that all three zones were fundamental to the operation and 
conceptualization of polity. By embracing emic definitions that blur spatial 
distinctions between city and polity (e.g., Marcus 1983), Marken presents 
Classic Maya polities as functionally integrated urban-rural communities, a 
stance supported by evidence of widespread low-level rural craft production 
and the potential influence of urban elites on rural ritual spaces.

Chapters 6 through 9 shift attention away from arguments involving the 
integration—or lack thereof—between rural and urban settlements toward 
dynastic politics and political structures. In chapter 6 Maca builds on his 
previous arguments (Maca 2006) and those by Plank (2004) to examine 
Late Classic dynastic attempts to maintain control over outlying communi-
ties within the Copan Valley through the construction of monumental elite 
compounds. In particular, four late Late Classic “U-Groups” built outside 
the Principle Group replicate the form of Copan’s Great Plaza and reference 
the quadripartite urban planning of the thirteenth ruler, Waxaklahun Ubah 
K’awil, better known as 18-Rabbit (Maca 2002). Though rooted in a detailed 
reconstruction of settlement history, Maca’s narrative focuses on describing 
the social context of Tomb 68-1, discovered by his team within a U-Group 
in the El Bosque district of the city. The only monumental tomb recorded 
outside the Acropolis at Copan, Tomb 68-1 is a remarkable find; Maca has 
identified three additional burials with similar “string-line” pectorals dating 
to the 6th century CE, all located within or near the three other U-Groups 
located outside the Principle Group. He argues that these four 6th-century 
string-line pectoral burials were important physical markers of urban plan-
ning during the reign of 18-Rabbit. Copan’s final dynast, Yax Pasaj, tapped 
into that heritage in building U-Groups atop or near these earlier burials. 
Maca’s study highlights that Copan was a multi-ethnic community whose 
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particular culture history played a significant role in its organizational devel-
opment. Yax Pasaj’s attempt to sustain his polity ultimately failed, but his 
effort is a reminder that even at the end of the Classic period, Maya rulers still 
wielded considerable authority.

The chapter by Tokovinine and Estrada-Belli examines the role of Classic 
Maya courts in larger political processes. Reviewing the chronological and epi-
graphic history of the palace complex at La Sufricaya, Guatemala, the authors 
reconstruct changing narratives of community and place at this small center. 
Their attention to the conjunction of local and regional history with the rear-
rangement and recreation of space at La Sufricaya highlights the potentially 
recursive nature of internal and external forces on the formulation of Classic 
Maya polities at the urban scale.

The final two case studies expand the analytical scale of polity to that of the 
region. The first of these takes a theoretical approach: Fitzsimmons argues 
that territorial boundaries are largely dependent upon authority and percep-
tions of authority, whether they have their basis in law, tradition, or personal 
charisma. Taking a top-down approach to galactic models of political terri-
toriality (Demarest 1992; Tambiah 1977), Fitzsimmons evaluates their fit with 
Maya examples in the Hiix Witz polity of the western Petén, Guatemala, 
south of the Rio San Pedro Martir. While recognizing the strengths of galac-
tic models, Fitzsimmons nevertheless suggests that these types of models 
attribute a passive role to kingship that conflicts with the need of Classic 
Maya rulers to actively accrue power and authority through success in ritual, 
warfare, and other forms of sociopolitical interaction. Examining the archae-
ological data from Hiix Witz, characterized by a series of small centers with 
inscriptions, he makes a strong case for conceiving of Classic Maya politi-
cal units as “charismatic polities,” whose authority and territoriality were 
asserted through the actions of their rulers. Moreover, while the development 
of additional sources of authority could be highly variable, these sources were 
ultimately outgrowths of charismatic authority and were reinforced by the 
exertion of power.

Many analyses of Classic Maya polities that rely on hieroglyphic inscrip-
tions concentrate on local site histories and regional-scale interactions (e.g., 
Martin and Grube 2000). The second case study takes a different approach: 
in chapter 9, Jackson systematically tracks the spatial and temporal distribu-
tion of sub-royal (e.g., petty elite) titles during the Classic period as a way 
of understanding the different echelons of internal polity political structure. 
Although admittedly limited in sociopolitical scope, the inscriptions provide 
a unique emic perspective on the internal organization of Classic period royal 
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courts. In her examination of the offices within Maya courts, Jackson is able to 
identify a common governmental framework across the lowlands. In practice, 
however, the different offices seem to have held variable importance between 
sites and regions.

FINAL THOUGHTS
Archaeological and epigraphic data indicate that multiple forms of interac-

tion occurred between Classic Maya centers. However, if conceptions of Maya 
polities remain focused on Tikal, one of the largest and longest-occupied 
Classic period sites, as well as on Copan on the southeast periphery, more 
detailed understanding of the relationships between large “primary” centers 
and potentially subordinate centers within the Maya heartland will remain 
obscure. Of interest is not only how “secondary” centers interacted with larger 
centers such as Tikal but how these smaller centers incorporated their own 
local populations into larger interaction spheres. With a better handle on vari-
ations between these Maya centers, interpretations of elite-level interactions 
recorded in the inscriptions can be better understood in their social, politi-
cal, and historical contexts. By comparing multiple spatial data sets from the 
southern lowlands, this volume evaluates the potential variability in internal 
Maya polity organization across the Classic period social landscape. It also, 
it is hoped, lays the foundation for more nuanced and historically balanced 
interpretations and research on the organization of—and variation between—
Classic Maya polities.

NOTES
 1. As a settlement, polis designated a nucleated, or urban, locale, that is, a town or 

city, but also occasionally referenced a defined territory; as a community, polis referred 
to an institutionalized political society, that is, a state, encompassing the overlapping 
meanings of a male citizenry, a city assembly, or a more abstract “imagined” commu-
nity (Hansen 2006:56–57).

 2. This “waxing” and “waning” of autonomy should not be confused with Joyce 
Marcus’s (1993, 1998) Dynamic Model of regional cycles of political centralization and 
fragmentation.

 3. The term Westphalian polity or state refers to the 1648 Peace of Westphalia 
within which the term territorial state was coined. In the social sciences, the term is 
often employed as an equivalent to the nation-states that developed in seventeenth-
century Europe and their successors.
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 4. Ferguson and Mansbach (1996:32), however, feel that “Mann overemphasizes 
the supposed ‘autonomous power of the state’ at the expense of attitudes and especially 
identities” (see Campbell [2009:824] for a similar critique).

 5. These potentially overlapping or crosscutting “domains” of culture (i.e., econ-
omy, identity/ethnicity, ideology, religion, politics) can be variably congruent or in 
conflict at different spatial or social scales.

 6. The current discussion centers on the decentralized/centralized dichotomy as 
it tends to place greater emphasis on the material correlates of political complexity, 
specifically the features of individual polities. Time and space constraints therefore 
force several alternative models of Maya political structure to be largely skipped in 
this introduction. Examples include the galactic polity model (Demarest 1992), the 
super-state model (Martin and Grube 1995), and the court-centric model (Inomata 
and Houston 2001). However, excellent reviews of these particular conceptual models 
are available elsewhere (e.g., Chase and Chase 1998; Prem 1998).
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