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ABSTRACT 

Maya scholars have proposed models of Maya political organization that range 

from small, independent, autonomous polities, to large centralized states. This essay 

examines a series of cross-cultural models (Feudal models, Peer-Polity Interaction, 

Galactic Polities, Theatre States, Segmentary States, a T>yTiamic' model, and recent 

speculations by Yoffee (1993)) and asks how they have been applied to the Maya area, , in 

what ways they are similar or different, how they have been applied in other areas, and 

how they have been treated by Maya scholars. These models share many elements, and 

this has resulted in some confusion in the literature; this essay attempts to resolve this 

confusion and to discuss the implications of the relationships among the models. It is 

suggested that notions of'power' and 'control' are poorly defined, and for the Maya little 

understood, and that archaeological definitions of political organization must differ from 

anthropological models. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Within the past ten years two seemingly contradictory positions have been 

suggested regarding the nature and scale of Maya political organization. At one extreme, 

certain authors have speculated that for at least some periods of time, Maya history was a 

narrative of the machinations of a few "superstates," whose control extended great 

distances across the Maya lowlands (Martin and Grube 1994). At the other end is the 

suggestion that each polity that held its own emblem glyph- and there were many- was 

independent and autonomous (Mathews 1991). These two positions are not logically 

mutually exclusive- what is meant by "control" and "independence" can be modified so 

that the two could coexist and, of course, the political structure varied over time. 

Moreover, there is a history related to the two positions: the notion of superstates (Martin 

and Grube 1994) was prompted by epigraphic evidence that was first deciphered in the 

early 1990's. But the fact that two such apparently contradictory suggestions could be 

proposed to fit the same archaeological society suggests that our understanding of Maya 

political structure is not merely incomplete, but is in fact quite limited. 

A complete survey of the approaches to Maya political history is beyond the 

scope of this essay, which will be limited by the following framework. Two kinds of 

evidence are generally used when reconstructing Maya politics, and following 

Hammond's (1991) distinction, they open two different kinds of approaches. "Bottom-up" 

approaches build from settlement patterns and architectural evidence to infer hierarchical 

relationships among sites; Adams and Jones (1981) is a classic study, and the work of 
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Olivier de Montmollin is another excellent example (see Houston, 1993). Conversely, 

"top-down" approaches employ epigraphic and hieroglyphic evidence to discern not only 

hierarchy, but also further evidence of interaction among sites, and to explore what was 

the nature and the ideological content of such interactions. 

The distinction between the kinds of understanding offered by these two kinds of 

evidence should be apparent. The hieroglyphic evidence gives in one sense an emic view 

of the interactions taking place, in another a reflection of what may be considered elite 

propaganda, and in a third sense infusing both of these an extraordinarily biased view of 

what the reality of Maya life was like. The settlement pattern approach gives a materially 

unquestionable view of real actions of at least some members of society- real people built 

Tikal, and real people lived in settlements- but only hints at what kind of social relations 

might have obtained to result in the expenditure of labor and the arrangement of houses 

and temples. 

However, rather than focus on efforts to work either from the top downward or 

from the bottom up, this essay will pursue the question of efforts that work, again 

following Hammond (1991) "from the side." By this Hammond means attempts that 

bring in models, usually imported from other archaeological, ethnohistoric, historic or 

ethnographic contexts, and apply them to the Maya area. In choosing to address this 

issue, a cost must be bome; all of the models incorporate some of the two kinds of 

evidence, and a full exposition on them would compare how well they utilize this 

evidence with those other 'top-down' and 'bottom-up' approaches that I am not herein able 

to address. 
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It also seems necessary to admit that, contra Houston (1993), I do not feel that an 

analysis of the epigraphic evidence is necessary to understanding the "real" Maya 

political system. If it were to be established that Maya elite ritual was, as Houston argues, 

central to understanding the everyday lives of all the Maya, then I would happily change 

my views. Given the current evidence, however, I feel that the degree to which Maya 

elite ritual actually impacted everyday life, and indeed whether the elites played any role 

in everyday Maya life, is undetermined. The epigraphic evidence, while perhaps cmcial, 

is also quite possibly epiphenomenal. A corollary, of course, is that I work from a 

perspective that assumes that exclusively top-down approaches are equally ephemeral. 

The 'sideways' approaches to be addressed herein include: feudalism; Peer Polity 

Interaction (Renfrew and Cherry 1986); the galactic polity (Tambiah 1976); the theatre 

state (Geertz 1968, 1980); the segmentary state (Southall 1956); and a "dynamic model" 

by Joyce Marcus (1993, 1999). I have also included some additional comments by Norm 

Yoffee (1992, 1993); while they do not form what could be considered a "model," strictly 

speaking, I include them here for two reasons. First, Yoffee was an invited member of the 

SAR seminar which produced the book Classic Maya Political History: The 

Hieroglyphic Evidence (Culbert 1991a), from which this essay ultimately stems and to 

which it owes a great debt. Second, Yoffee's comments foreshadow a new approach, 

poorly addressed in most of the other models and in Maya scholarship in general, yet 

becoming more prominent in archaeology in other contexts. 

It is hoped that this essay will serve two purposes. First, a certain amount of 

confusion exists in the literature regarding the nature and exact content of each of these 
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models, and it is hoped that this essay will help clarify these issues. Second, each of the 

models contains certain elements that are present in the other models as well; by reducing 

the models to their elements, a better understanding of what is agreed to have existed in 

Maya political structure, and what is contestable, may be reached. Ultimately any model 

consists of a set of traits and a theoretical underpinning for why those traits co-occur; it is 

proposed here that distinguishing such traits among these models may be a step toward 

further refinement of the theories on which they are based. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MODELS OF MAYA POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 

2.1  Feudal i sm 

2.1.1 Origins of the Feudal model 

The feudal model is, of course, drawn from medieval Europe; unlike the other 

models to be presented here, it does not have a single author, and there is no general 

agreement as to the definition of "feudal" (Prestwich 1996). The term "feudal" is to be 

preferred over "feudalism," because the latter "suggests a system where none existed" 

(Canning 1996: 61). Recent changes in the understanding of how the society and 

economy of medieval Europe changed through time and permitted parallel systems of 

authority to coexist make the application of the term "feudal" problematic even in its 

home theatre (Prestwich 1996). Prestwich (1996: 301) argues that the term can be 

"convenient" if used to refer to a system of tribute by military service "provided that it is 

understood that no society was ever wholly feudalized," with which Bloch (1967) It is 

more commonly used to encompass not only the aspect of military service rendered but 

also a spectrum of social relations and juridical institutions, and this extension adds to its 

frailty. 

With these caveats in mind, Ganshoffs (1996) definition of "feudal" may be 

considered exemplary. "Feudal" refers to a form of society characterized by: 1) personal 

dependence, with a specialized military class in the higher strata; 2) property rights that 

are subdivided, creating 3) a graded set of rights over land corresponding to the personal 

relationships in (1); and 4) political authority that is dispersed among "a hierarchy of 
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persons who exercise in their own interest powers normally attributed to the State and 

which are often, in fact, derived from its break-up" (p. xv). The term "feudal" may also 

refer to the body of institutions that are said to maintain the structure referred to by the 

term's first sense. Definitions proposed by other scholars encompass these core elements, 

though with different emphases. Critchley (1978) focuses on the subdivision of property 

rights, noting that the mechanisms under Roman law for protecting indivisible property 

rights were inapplicable to the system of divided rights that arose after Rome's collapse. 

Strayer and Coulbom (1956), conversely, define feudalism as a form of government 

dictated by the unique relationship between lord and vassal. The classic and most 

elaborate definition of feudalism, that of Marc Bloch (1967) encompasses all of these 

elements. 

2.1.2 Application to other areas of the world 

Feudal models have been projected out of Europe into both historic and 

ethnographic contexts. One recent opinion is conservative: Prestwich (1996) suggests that 

it can be applied only with strong reservations to medieval Byzantium and Islam, where 

something similar to the European landholding structure existed, and with even greater 

difficulty to Japan, where the similarity is primarily in the structure of military service. 

Earlier scholars held fewer reservations. Critchley (1978) suggests a feudal model may be 

applied to peasant Russia, medieval Byzantium, Ottoman Turkey, and even certain 

parallels in Muslim India; he carries through his discussion a rough equality between 

European and Japanese feudalism. The authors whose opinions were compiled in Strayer 

and Coulbom's ambitious volume (1956) found feudalism in Japan, found it probable in 



Zhou China (before 700 B.C.) and in Mesopotamia after Hammurabi, and found hints of 

it in Rajput India and Egypt under the Libyan Pharoahs; Coulbom (1956) asserted that 

Korea after the Han dynasty collapse, as well as other areas outside Korea and Japan, 

India after the invasion of the Indo-Europeans, post Sixth-Dynasty Egypt, and northeast 

India and Southeast Asia after the Mauryan empire could be said with varying degrees of 

certainty to have been feudal. 

Africa is not neglected: Goody (1971) reviewed a number of authors who applied 

the term feudalism to societies in Africa. Goody's own thesis, however, was that the term 

was misapplied because of the technological differences between the European and 

African cases, but he conceded that the use of some of the analytical concepts drawn 

from feudalism was enlightening. 

One theme that ran throughout Strayer and Coulbom's work (1956) was that 

feudalism is a universal stage through which all societies pass; this was also addressed 

and endorsed by Bloch (1967). This argument is interesting, given Coulbom's (1956) and 

Bloch's (1967) assertion that the feudal condition results from the collapse of a larger 

centralized state; Goody (1971) argued that this is not the case in the African examples, 

which were simply less developed systems that grew in complexity. Marx's conception of 

history has been interpreted as also requiring a feudal stage of development, and although 

this is a misinterpretation (Finley 1983; Goody 1971; Shaw 1996), this has without 

question contributed to the extension of the feudal model across the globe. Yet such 

extension is made difficult by the fact that the term "feudal" is laden with concepts that 

apply specifically to the European case. If the term is taken to refer to a set of juridical 
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institutions that were themselves adaptations of Roman law, it can hardly be expected 

that these institutions will be paralleled exactly in other cases. What is considered 

"feudal" must obviously be in some way distilled (c.f. Bloch 1967). Prestwich (1996: 

301) asserts that such extension requires "an extremely general defmition of feudalism, 

with all its attendant difficulties." 

Haldon (1993) approaches the problem differently, and argues that feudalism can 

be applied to other contexts, and indeed should be, but it must be reduced to "the 

tributary mode of production"; emic categories such as whether the subjects render 

tribute as "rent" for land they do not own or "tax" for land they do, are irrelevant. 

Friedman's (1975) analyses of Kachin society may also be illuminating. He contends that 

what appear to be oscillations between a relatively egalitarian form of society and 

moderately hierarchical forms are, in fact, merely the operations of an internal logic of 

the kinship scheme played out within an unchanging mode of production. With this work 

in mind, it is apparent that what is "feudal" may be defined in a variety of ways. Of equal 

importance for our purposes here is the fact that some of these may lend themselves 

better to archaeological exploration than others. 

2.1.3 Application to the Maya 

R. E. W. Adams and Woodruff D. Smith (1981) were the first to propose an 

explicit feudal model of Maya society. Facing the varieties of definitions of the term 

"feudal," they attempted to distinguish the "systemic elements" (p. 335) of feudal systems 

from their mere "formal qualities." Systemic elements were defined to be those that made 

it into a feudal system, while the formal qualities were merely varieties of expression 
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found in particular instances. Adams and Smith claimed to draw their systemic elements 

from a variety of contexts, including medieval Europe and Japan but also African 

societies such those of as Rwanda and Burundi. Claiming to follow Coulbum (1956), 

they argured that feudalism was characterized by three systemic elements. First, in a 

feudal system power and authority are not centralized, but rather found among "chiefs ... 

usually under a suzerain" (p. 336). Second, "authority, status, and economic wealth" (p. 

336) are distributed to landowners, even though the land is worked by others who receive 

none of these. Key to this is the fact that the land regularly yields a surplus that supports 

the landowning elite: "Feudal systems are thus most likely to be found where agricultural 

produces small but relatively steady and predictable surpluses" (p. 337). Finally, legal 

and political relationships were argued to be organized in complex systems of kinship ties 

(horizontal, and especially by marriage among the elite) and personal obligations to those 

above and below on the status hierarchy. "The political function of a member of the elite 

class tends to be defined by the nature of his conventional obligations" (p. 337). 

Adams and Smith proposed that Maya society was congruent with this model. 

They supported their assertion with three kinds of evidence. Ethnohistoric evidence from 

the contact period, they argued, supported the assertion that Maya social organization was 

based on aristocratic lineages with religious backing, personal obligations, and diffuse, 

hierarchical authority. Hieroglyphic evidence depicting continual war between lineage-

based factions was explicitly compared to the European model. Architectural evidence 

was considered in three ways. First, it established a hierarchy of sites (c.f. Adams and 

Jones 1981), and this was explicitly compared to the baronial and ducal courts of Europe. 
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From the similarity of sites at all levels of this hierarchy they concluded that 

administrative functions were largely replicated at each level. Finally, from the "Spartan" 

nature of the palaces in places like Tikal, Adams and Smith concluded that the elite were 

mobile, and that, in analogy with certain African models, they moved from site to site 

rather than settling in any one place very long. 

The feudal model has found little support in the Maya area. In the summary 

chapter to Classic Maya Political History, Culbert (1991) raises some of the objections to 

it. First, trade in the Maya world may have been of greater importance than a feudal 

model generally permits. Second, one of the defming elements of feudalism is 

land/property ownership, and this is difficult to establish archaeologically. Finally, 

Culbert (following Yoffee) raises the issue that feudal societies result from the 

breakdown of larger centralized powers. 

We may comment further on these objections, and add to them. One issue of great 

importance is the validity of using ethnohistoric accounts to extrapolate to the Classic 

Period some eight centuries prior; Adams and Smith's contention that ethnohistoric data 

from the contact period "appear to reflect basic systemic structures established as early as 

the Olmec period, and certainly by the time of the Late Preclassic" (1981: 338) is simply 

difficult to accept, although the theme that what we call "Maya" contained a continuous 

germ from earliest times through today is one we will revisit. The issue of trade contains 

difficulties on both ends of the analogy. Adams and Smith point out that trade was more 

important in Japanese feudalism than in the European model; Prestwich (1996) adds that 

more recent scholarship has shown a greater presence of trade in medieval Europe than 
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had previously been suspected. Conversely, trade in the Maya area is an unknown: 

clearly some items, i.e. obsidian, were being traded, but more extreme models in which 

trade is central to the development of Maya society (i.e. Rathje 1971) are as yet 

unsupported. 

Land ownership remains impossible to establish archaeologically, and if this is the 

central issue in defining what constitutes a "feudal" system, one despairs of applying it to 

an archaeological context. Conversely, perhaps some reduction such as Haldon has 

proposed may be recoverable; we would be left with a range of possibilities that could 

exist within the material constraints (sensu Friedman 1975), but this may be more correct 

than imposing a "feudal" model indiscriminately. 

The idea that the Maya could not have been feudal because feudalism is the result 

of the breakdown of a central authority deserves final mention. We have already noted 

one scholar who argues that this is not the case (Goody I97I), but mention should also be 

made of a recent resuscitation of the feudal model applied to the Maya area. Carmean and 

Sabloff (1996) have suggested that the Puuc region saw the development of a feudal 

society, but only during the Postclassic, hence following the collapse of the centralized 

authority in place during the Classic. This interesting suggestion incorporates a slightly 

(though not significantly) different definition of feudalism, and ultimately the authors 

merely propose it as a suggestion, not as a conclusion. Most interesting is their 

documentation of the appearance of markers of religious, social, economic, and political 

authority in different and independent contexts; this raises the issue of whether a 

hierarchical description of Maya society is adequate. 
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2 Peer Polity Interaction 

2.2. / Origins 

"Peer Polity Interaction" was proposed in a 1986 volume edited by Colin Renfrew 

and John Cherry. In their introductory chapter they refer to Barbara Price's "Cluster 

Interaction" model (Price 1971), and claim that their new model shares much in common 

with Price's; later reviewers (Hammond 1991; see below) have linked them even more 

closely. Thus it is fitting to begin by examining the details of Price's model, and later to 

determine the ways in which Peer Polity Interaction differs from it. 

Price's model begins by proposing that the development of advanced social 

institutions, including those of statehood, occurs concurrently in clusters of social groups 

that interact either economically or competitively and militarily. These social groups are 

in most significant ways (including level of social development, size, and mode of 

production) very similar, but are otherwise autonomous. Development, according to 

Price, occurs in two different ways, which altemate as periods: long periods of 

intensification, in which the prevailing mode of production is unchanged, are punctuated 

by briefer periods in which a different mode of production arises. Her model draws 

explicitly from neo-evolutionary approaches, cultural materialism, and marxism, and 

even employs Wittfogel's irrigation hypothesis. In her seminal article she applies her 

model to the development of states in the valley of Mexico. 

The opening line of Price's article notes that her proposal is primarily descriptive: 

its basic observation is that the development of social institutions seems to happen in 

several polities in one area (though the "area" need not even be necessarily contiguous. 
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and could be defined to be quite large) simultaneously. She proposes only that "similar 

processes of cause and effect are operating to produce similar, parallel, or convergent 

effects in each member: there is thus a basic similarity in adaptive process" (Price 1977: 

210). She continues with the almost ancillary observation: "This similarity is enhanced by 

the fact that the cluster components are in regular, at least sporadic, interaction with each 

other." She raises selection as a mechanism, and argues that the interactions among the 

cluster components act to unify them as a single unit of selection, so that where selection 

operates on each member, it also operates on the cluster, and that therefore "certain 

causal regularities may operate at the level of the cluster" (Price 1977:210). From this she 

concludes (passim), importantly, that "it is epistemologically illegitimate to attempt 

within the cluster to assign either chronological priority or direction of influence." 

The Peer-Polity model shares with Price's model the idea that clusters of similar 

polities interact (Renfrew's "Early State Modules," from work that predates Price's; see 

Renfrew 1975, 1986) and develop concurrently. But where Price is little concerned with 

the propagation of similarity among the component members by means of interaction, for 

Renfrew and Cherry this is central, and their own conclusion to the volume makes this 

clear (Cherry and Renfrew 1986). In Price's model, real change develops from changes in 

the mode of production; the superstructural epiphenomena associated with this are of less 

importance. For Renfrew and Cherry, the changes take place because of the existence of 

the cluster: it is the interactions that motivate them. Their emphasis is on the similarities 

of structure, content, and style of the communicative and social aspects of the member 
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polities- why there are common elements of a 'civilization' with a horizon wider than a 

single polity. 

Renfrew and Cherry position their model as intermediate to models that posit 

change as a result of external influence and those that view change as a result of purely 

internal development; in the former category are models of 'Secondary States' (i.e. Fried 

1967), and in the latter are 'prime mover' models such as Wittfogel's. They propose that 

the similarities of form in powerful displays of iconography and style (often architectural) 

are best understood by asking how these forms would have been used to communicate 

and exert power in the overall milieu, within and among the component polities. 

The difference between the Cluster Interaction model and the Peer Polity model is 

amply illustrated by the authors' selection of examples. Price, in developing an extended 

example of her model based on Mexican data, mentions the Maya as a counterexample, 

one that meets the criteria of a cluster, but in which the mode of production remains 

unchanged. What development is seen in the Maya world is the result of intensification 

rather than a shift in mode of production; the outcome is a different form of urbanism 

(spectacular elite residences in Tikal but little true urbanism in the sense of the 

apartment-like residences and manifest craft specialization found at Teotihuacan) and a 

different pattem of decline. The rise of Maya elaborate social organizations is, she 

argues, the result of the influence of Teotihuacan, and thus the Maya are a 'Secondary 

State,' (sensu Fried 1967). "One way to protect yourself against a state breathing down 

your neck is to adopt similar institutions yourself," Price 1977:218. Renfrew and Cherry, 

conversely, illustrate their introductory presentation (Renfrew 1986) of their model with 
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examples from the Maya world, and their volume contains not one but two Maya-related 

articles. 

Other authors have commented on and extended these models. Schortman (1989), 

has offered an important extension of the Peer Polity model: he proposes that it be used 

as a framework within which to investigate social identity, and should be focused on the 

ways that individuals within societies and within regions mark and display their 

identities, and the interactions that result. More recently, Dyson (1993) has characterized 

Peer Polity Interaction as classical archaeology's version of postmodernism- which 

speaks volumes about how different it is from Price's "Shifts in mode of production". 

More recent trends in archaeology generally have moved away from the problems to 

which Peer Polity interaction was addressed; Stein (1998) argues that the focus on the 

development of states has been replaced recently by approaches that ask, instead how 

those states worked (a point emphasized also by Marcus (1999), discussed below). 

2.2.2 Applications in other areas of the world 

Renfrew and Cherry's original volume contained 10 chapters in which invited 

authors explored how Peer Polity Interaction could be applied to different areas of the 

world. The most positive of these was that of Anthony Snodgrass (1986), who concluded 

that Peer Polity Interaction could be used to understand the interactions of the city-states 

of ancient Greece, and that, moreover, it seemed likely that the participants in the ancient 

system understood and exploited the system toward their own ends. The rest of the 

volume, however, was at best equivocal and at worst negative. Cherry's own contribution 

(Cherry 1986) is not entirely positive, and the attempts by other scholars to apply Peer 
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Polity Interaction in such diverse contexts as among eastern North America's Hopewell 

and during Europe's Bronze Age encountered a variety of problems and yielded few 

positive results. 

Despite its apparent failure in its own seminal presentation. Peer Polity Interaction 

has been applied to many contexts worldwide. In the New World, scholars have applied 

Peer Polity Interaction to the relationship of certain Chaco outliers to the Great Houses in 

Chaco Canyon proper (Van Dyke 1999), to the relationship of La Quemada to other 

contemporary centers including Teotihuacan and Chaco Canyon (Nelson 1997), and very 

tentatively to little-known areas of Peru (Silverman 1997). In all cases the result has been 

to change what had been thought to be dependence into a relationship of mutual 

participation, although the strength of the evidence varies in each case. In the Old World, 

Peer Polity Interaction has been employed in Greece in Early Helladic II (Pullen 1994; 

Wiencke 1989), and Schoep employs it in discussing the possibility that during the 

neopalatial periods there were hierarchies of sites in Minoan Crete. Perhaps the most 

interesting expansion of the model is that of C. Murray Austin (1992), who proposes 

using it to explore the geography of Nationalism, but this is a preliminary proposal and is 

not pursued. 

2.2.3 Application in the Maya area 

As mentioned above, two of the chapters in the original presentation of Peer 

Polity Interaction focused on the Maya area. These two articles, one by Jeremy Sabloff 

(1986) and the other by David Freidel (1986), reflect well the direction that the peer 

polity model was to be given in Maya scholarship. 
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Sabloffs article serves admirably to justify the inclusion of the Maya as an 

example of Peer Polity Interaction. With a special emphasis on Seibal, Sabloff documents 

how the variation among Maya sites is more than counterweighed by profound 

similarities, especially in religious symbolism, architectural form, and writing and 

numeration systems (and probably language as well), indicating a great deal of 

interaction but no political dominance. He raises a number of interesting points. He 

expresses the opinion that within a Peer Polity framework, the 'collapse' could be 

redefined; by considering the Maya milieu to include the entire lowlands, the 'collapse' 

could be seen as merely a realignment from a southern to a northern focus (c.f. Marcus 

1993, 1999, discussed below). But he asks how the Peer Polity framework would be 

applied to a condition where the polities failed to achieve advanced social formations, 

given that the framework was designed to address how these came about. He suggests 

that the application of the framework must include greater investigation into how the 

interactions resulted in the changes in social structure, and within what constraints this 

occurred. Also interesting is his suggestion that the Peer Polity framework requires a 

"middle-range theory" to accompany it, and that without this the framework would result 

only in the vacuous creation of archaeological 'just-so stories' (p. 115). 

Freidel's article is quite different- even to the point of offering an explanation of 

why the Maya did not build empires. The argument he puts forth is integrated into a Peer 

Polity framework, but in truth it underlies much of his other work. Specifically, he argues 

that the depictions in Maya art and epigraphy represent the ideological charter under 

which interaction among the polities took place. This interaction included warfare, but 
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the purpose of war was to acquire captives for sacrifice. Sacrifice was necessary because 

of the common ideological content of Maya cosmology and the belief that it was through 

sacrifice that a link between the mundane and the supernatural was established: sacrifice 

created royalty; the need for sacrifice motivated war. However, the sacred nature of war 

prevented it from being used to acquire territory or for conquest; "by defining warfare as 

a prerogative of the elite and fought primarily by the elite, the bulk of the population was 

neither affected by, nor participated in, violent conflict" (Freidel 1986:107). Moreover, 

by containing violent conflict to a restricted sphere, Freidel suggests that it created a 

stronger peace within and among polities. 

Freidel argues further that the iconographic difference between Chichen Itza and 

the its southern predecessors is a result of its leaders' ability to transform the ideological 

charter and thus create a new justification for the raising of larger forces to participate in 

expansionary warfare. This, despite failed attempts to do the same by Tikal, is the only 

example of such a successful ideological program. Freidel argues ultimately that it was 

the need to work within the existing charter, established and maintained among all the 

polities as peers, that prevented the change to a more capable program; warfare, 

institutionalized, maintained peace. 

Other work by Freidel builds on the same themes, though the details of his 

assertions have changed over time (e.g. Freidel n.d.). What must be pointed out, however, 

is that this work relies on fundamental assumptions concerning the range of symbolic 

communication (i.e. across polities), and its role in determining political (as well as other) 

activity. While these are elements of Peer Polity Interaction, Freidel's application of them 
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does not seem tied to the Peer Polity Interaction program. This is merely another way of 

saying what Culbert (1991) noted, that the Peer Polity model is primarily descriptive: it 

describes the condition in which the polities are said to interact and exchange symbols, 

without asking (as Freidel does) how the symbolic content of these interactions shapes 

them. Conversely, the questions Freidel asks can be asked in any framework that 

examines how ideological content shapes the interchanges between polities, without 

being bound by the additional constraint that the polities be 'peers'. Ideological interaction 

can take place regardless of power differentials between participants. 

Thus, the directions in which Sabloffs article pointed have been little discussed in 

the Maya literature, and the potential for exploiting Peer Polity Interaction in these 

directions is apparently small; conversely, Freidel's approaches continue to be explored, 

but neither within the Peer Polity Model explicitly nor constrained by its assumptions. 

2.3 The Galactic Polity 

2.3.1 Origins of the Galactic Polity Model 

The Galactic Polity model was created by S. J. Tambiah (1976). His original 

context was an analysis of the changes in the nature of political organization 

accompanying the replacement of Hindu traditions with (Theravada) Buddhism, but some 

of the more salient elements of his model have deep roots in the consideration of 

Southeast Asian states. Perhaps the most salient is the assertion that Southeast Asian 

polities were microcosmic models of mythological macrocosms. That is, the structure of 

the state was intended to parallel the mythological universe, and by reflecting the 

mythical harmony of the other world to maintain harmony in this one. Tambiah builds 



here on the work of several others, including Wheatley's (1971) in China, Moertono in 

Java (1968), and Heine-Geldem (1956) on the Southeast State in general. 

Generally such polities were structured around a single center said to represent 

Mount Meru, which in both Hindu and Buddhist traditions is the center of the 

mythological universe, and consisted of symmetrical divisions surrounding this center, 

often in the four cardinal directions or in subdivisions thereof, so that a polity may consist 

of (counting the center as a unit as well) divisions of, for example, 5, or 9, or 33 

subordinate polities. Importantly, each of the subdivisions was itself the hub of a similar 

suite of satellite polities. This arrangement Tambiah likened to the cosmological symbol 

of the mandala. 

The result was a system that was center-oriented, but in which each of the 

divisions was also its own center, so that what was formed was "a galactic constellation 

rather than a bureaucratic hierarchy" (Tambiah 1976: 114). The true center is said to have 

represented the totality and unity of the whole, but it was forced to maintain its position 

over a company of subject polities that were, themselves, rather independent. It did so by 

two means: ritual, by which legitimacy was maintained for itself and conferred on subject 

polities, and warfare, which was continual. Moreover, it maintained its centrality through 

means that were largely nonefficient, in keeping with the Buddhist tradition from which 

they grew. The result was a collection of nested polities whose structures were unlike any 

true, bureaucratic hierarchy, and whose fortunes fluctuated dramatically. Tambiah states: 
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"The galactic polity was no effective cybernetic system; it lacked finely 

fashioned regulative and feedback mechanisms that produced homeostasis and 

balance. 

"Thus behind its cosmology... behind the fact of the whole polity being 
held together as an ordered unity by the king's enactment of cosmic rites and his 
role as the validator of his satellites' credentials, behind the doctrines of the 
exemplary center, of graded spirituality, and of the theatre state (Geertz 1973 pp. 
36-39); behind these ritually inflated notions we see the dynamics of polities that 
were modulated by pulsating alliances, shifting territorial control, and frequent 
rebellions and succession disputes. The shifting capitals and palaces were not so 
much centers with defined surrounding circumferences as areas of diminishing or 
increasing control analogous to a field of radiation of light or of heat from a 
source." [Tambiah 1976: 123; note that the referenced work of Geertz is a later 
edition of Geertz (1968)]] 

Galactic polities had strong and weak forms; the weak forms were more common, 

and came about when a single polity among several arose and attempted to pull the others 

into a galactic structure, largely through the performance of ritual. The stronger form, 

much rarer in Tambiah's study area, was created through processes similar to those 

discussed by Weber for the growth of patrimonial domination (Tambiah 1976:126). In 

the cases described by Tambiah, the means to securing larger power included: Marriage 

alliances; the formation of a king's own hired guard, to relieve himself of dependency on 

his subordinates; or the destruction of one's subordinates and replacing them with one's 

trusted ministers. 

Tambiah argues that all examples of these efforts at centralization failed. The 

theoretical terms in which the extraction of labor, military service, and surplus was 

written were strong; the king held all the land and rights to service, etc. But despite these 

claims, only a small amount of the surplus extracted ever reached the capital; some 
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portion was removed at every level of the economy, and the leader of the central polity 

was able to extract labor for building central palaces and temples only during the best of 

times. Ultimately, Southeast Asian kingdoms could not support themselves through the 

extraction of surplus labor, and instead relied on their monopolies of foreign trade to 

survive. 

2.3.2 Applications in other parts of the world 

The Galactic Polity model has not, to my knowledge, been applied outside of 

Southeast Asia, with the exception of the attempts to find congruence between it and the 

Maya. 

2.3.3 Application in the Maya area 

The two main proponents of the Galactic Polity model in the Maya area are 

Stephen Houston and Arthur Demarest. Houston (1993) equates the model with the 

Segmentary State model, to be discussed below; hence I will defer consideration of his 

approach until I discuss the entirety of his review, in section 3.3. Demarest (1992, 1996) 

refers to the segmentary state, galactic polities, peer polities, and theatre states 

simultaneously, and therefore discussion of his views is also best deferred. 

2.4 The Theatre State 

2.4.1 Origins and basic characteristics of the Theatre State 

The theatre state was described by Geertz in detail in his 1980 monograph 

Negara, but the ideas on which it was based are integral to Geertz's approach to 

ethnography and anthropology (Nordholt 1996); the term "theatre state" appears in a 

1968 work comparing the adoption of Islam in Indonesia and Morocco. I differentiate it 



30 

here from Tambiah's Galactic Polity even though the two share much (notice Tambiah's 

citation of Geertz's 1968 (1973) work in the quote above), largely because between the 

two models there is a difference in emphasis, if not clearly in their original formulations 

then certainly in the ways they are applied. 

Negara is a study of Bali, and Geertz's model is grounded in the Balinese context. 

The island's topography naturally divided plains dwellers and mountain dwellers; deep 

gorges at higher elevations prevented movement parallel to the shore and structured the 

conflicts and alliances among the competing factions. More importantly for this 

discussion (though for Geertz geography was the more important constraint), Balinese 

kinship, which Geertz described as "sinking status", but which anthropologists categorize 

as conical clans, also impacted political structure. In "sinking status"/ conical clan 

systems, one's proximity to the core line determines ones status; however, as time passes, 

that proximity will be superseded by more direct offspring of the core line, in the same 

way that a crown prince's younger brother is second in line until the birth of the crown 

prince's own son. Other factors too complex to elaborate here crosscut the Balinese 

political structure, but two are of importance. First, Geertz emphasizes that the most 

visible political act- alliance between polities- was also the most ephemeral and in many 

ways was the least important. Second, Balinese society contained three further divisions, 

separate systems of organizations whose attention was focused on particular subsets of 

life's demands: the ordering of public life, the control of irrigation, and matters of 

religion. The domains of these systems were clearly bounded; authority was strong within 

those boundaries but absent outside it, and memberships of the groups did not coincide. 
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That the negara was stretched across these crosscutting strata permitted Geertz to 

explicitly differentiate his model from other models, including the feudal model (Geertz 

briefly explores the issue of land ownership, but finds that landlord-tenant relations also 

exist in various forms with differing boundaries). A negara is not a bureaucracy. But what 

is even more important is his assertion that the motivation for the activities of the state at 

its higher levels was ritual. A negara was "a ceremonial order of precedence imperfectly 

impressed upon a band of sovereigns" (Geertz 1980: 62); the Balinese state lived 

"absorbed in a pageant" (p. 13), and according to the oft-quoted passage "Power served 

pomp, not pomp power" (p. 13; also Geertz 1967: 8). Balinese ritual was, according to 

Geertz, an extended argument concerning the cosmic basis of rank, but also a creation 

and expression of divine order, made of symbols the way other societies, including ours, 

make out of words rhetorical statements of belief. In Geertz's (1980: 104) words: 

"The state ceremonials of classical Bali were metaphysical theatre: theatre 
designed to express a view of the ultimate nature of reality and, at the same time, 
to shape the existing conditions of life to be consonant with that reality; that is, 
theatre to present an ontology and, by presenting it, to make it happen- to make it 
actual." 

Here is again a microcosm-macrocosm mirror, expressed not only in physical layout but 

in event and action. It is this emphasis on ritual that distinguishes Geertz's model from 

others. For Geertz continues by describing how the king was reduced to a symbol 

himself, "the divine silence at the center of things" (p. 130); power became more closely 

related to symbol than to subject, and as the king's proximity to ritual perfection 

increased, his actual relationship to the real world- what we might ethnocentrically call 

real power- decreased to nothingness. 
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Geertz's paradigm has been sharply critiqued. Nordholt (1996) and Shankman 

(1984) each point out that the concept of power in Geertz's depiction is unclear; Nordholt 

argues that Balinese states were "contest states" (following Adas) in which conflict was 

rampant, rather than the serene ceremonial ordering Geertz presents. Even Tambiah 

(cited in Nordholt) notes that Geertz's depiction places too much distance between the 

ruler and the ruled. Shankman cites Geertz's own admission (p. 123 in Geertz; pp. 268-9 

in Shankman) that "No one remains dominant politically for very long who cannot 

promise violence to recalcitrants, portray his actions as collective sentiment, or justify his 

decisions as ratified practice. ... Yet [this allows] most of what is interesting about 

[negara] to escape our view." In short, Geertz may or may not be claiming to have 

discerned a new kind of political basis for power- only that it is one aspect that interests 

him. 

2.4.2 Applications in other areas 

That application of the theatre state model has been restricted to two domains, that 

in which in was formulated and the case of the Maya, is yet another commonality it 

shares with the galactic polity, but in this case it seems tied as much to the fact that 

Geertz's construction is somewhat idiosyncratic, and not representative of the work of 

other scholars, even in his own area. 

2.4.3 Application of the model to the Maya area 

The theatre state model is largely considered in conjunction with the galactic 

polity model, and is associated primarily with the work of Arthur Demarest (1992, 1996). 

As such it is best deferred until later in the discussion. However, it is worth mentioning 
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that the evidence for the importance of ritual in the Maya world is strong; rulers 

participated in bloodletting rituals, particularly at the ends of certain cycles in the Maya 

calendar, and moreover commemorated their participation in such rituals with stone 

monuments (and, far less publicly, on painted pots). Among the durable evidence we 

have of the practices of Maya society, evidence for ritual is quite prominent. 

2.5 Segmentary States 

2.5.1 Origins of the segmentary state model 

The term "Segmentary State" was coined by Aidan Southall to refer to Alur 

society in Africa, a society which did not in his opinion conform to the typology of 

"African political systems" put forth by Fortes and others. Southall lists a number of 

characteristics of the segmentary state; these include (Southall 1956: 248): 

1) Limited territorial sovereignty, established in zones and often less 

effective further from the center, relying more on ritual in its outer areas. 

2) Centralized government that has only limited control over numerous 

peripheral governing bodies. 

3) Specialized staff in the center, but duplications of this in the peripheries. 

4) Monopoly of legitimate force only in the center, and less control in the 

outer areas. 

5) Several levels of subordinate foci, each arranged pyramidally so that the 

relations between levels is replicated at all levels. 

6) Peripheral foci have more opportunity to shift allegiance from one center 

to another. 
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The pyramidal structure of the segmentary state is essential: rather than the 

highest elements of the hierarchy holding exclusive rights to particular kinds of power 

(such as in the U.S. system, wherein only the Federal Government may coin money or 

enter into foreign wars), power is essentially reduplicated for each level in the pyramid of 

a segmentary state. 

Southali's research began by studying the relationship between political structure 

and lineage. But a crucial question is whether the segmentary lineage system is an 

essential to Southali's model. Marcus and Feinman (1999) argue that it is, and in this 

context cite Sahlins's (1961) discussion of "The Segmentary Lineage System: an 

Organization of Predatory Expansion." In fact, Southall notes merely that in the case of 

the Alur, a segmentary lineage system contributed to the development of the segmentary 

state- not that the two were contingently related, and he describes, for example, Anglo-

Saxon political structure as segmentary yet based on bilateral kinship. Sahlins's article, 

for that matter, argues for a restricted use of the word segmentary (in general and for 

characterizing lineages), and he explicitly places the Alur outside his framework, without 

ever addressing the term "segmentary state." The insistence that a segmentary state must 

involve a segmentary lineage is found elsewhere in anthropological literature (see Geertz 

1967, for example), but the extent of this confusion, and especially to what degree it 

affected the studies done by Africanists, is unknown. 

To complicate the issue further, Southall (1988) published a reformulation of the 

segmentary state model in which the emphasis of the definition is shifted. He repeats that 

"The sometimes minuscule kinsghips of the peripheral domains are replicas of the central 
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kingship writ small" (Southall 1988: 65). However, he makes an explicit definition of the 

"segmentary state" as "one in which the spheres of ritual suzerainty and political 

sovereignty do not coincide. The former extends towards a flexible, changing periphery. 

The latter is confined to the central, core domain" (Southall 1988: 52). What is 

unfortunate in this reformulation is that the structural elements that originally defined the 

segmentary state, and which are reflected in the term "segmentary," are omitted, even 

though the definition encompasses several of the characteristics given in the 1956 version 

and listed above. 

Southall published an additional article in 1991, and while he retaining the later 

definition of segmentary state, he offers an additional formulation of the segmentary state 

and its relation to other political stmctures which is itself informative. He proposes that 

the Asiatic mode of production and the feudal mode of production are the results of the 

differential effects of the forces of centralization and decentralization. Feudal systems 

result when decentralization predominates; hence "the political structure of feudalism is 

the minimal accommodation of competing interests... the leader at the top of the 

hierarchy [has] the semblance of sovereignty and legitimacy without actual control of the 

territory" (p. 89). Conversely, when the forces of centralization prevail, the result is the 

Asiatic mode of production, but this can appear in two forms. One is an elementary form 

in which suzerainty is primarily religious or mystical; the second is a more developed 

form approaching the unitary state. 
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Because it is partially quoted in Marcus and Feinman (1999), who claim that in it 

Southall is recanting his earlier position, it is worth quoting a passage from the 1991 

article at some length (pp. 90-91): 

"I feel that the proliferation of different modes of production applied to 
African societies by various writers... has been confusing and counterproductive. 
I see aboriginal African political economies as expressing the foraging mode of 
production ... , where hunting and gathering economies of "immediate return" 
survived, and the kinship mode of production in most other cases 

"... I called the Alur polities segmentary states to call attention to the 
problem.... I was so impressed by the gulf of scale separating the Alur polity I 
studied from Burton Stein's Cola polity that I felt it appropriate to distinguish 
them categorically (despite the segmentary structure of both) by regarding the 
Cola empire as an expression of the Asiatic mode of production and the Alur as 
an expression of the kinship mode of production. That is to say, although I called 
it a state, it was hardly a state, hardly a two-class society, and it could not prevent 
secession. But the facts are not beyond question, slight changes of emphasis could 
be made here or there and a decision made either way." 

If Southall seems to 'recant,' it is probably more because of Marcus and 

Feinman's intention to refine the term "state" than it is because Southall's position has 

changed; Southall is merely arguing that the structure he described was not a state, not 

that it was not segmentary. 

2.5.2 Applications of the segmentary state model in other parts of the world 

In his discussion on urban anthropology, R. G. Fox (1977) proposes that a 

particular type of urban settlement is associated with the segmentary state. He defines the 

segmentary state strictly in terms of the political structure, noting that kinship is 

irrelevant. The urban form he describes, using examples from Swaziland, Rajput 

(precolonial) India, and Carolingian France, is an elaborate extension of the ruler's 

household, but is modeled on the same form as the households of commoners. These 

regal-ritual cities, as he terms them, have their main existence due to their ritual 



37 

preeminence, rather than because of their dense population or economic role. In a 

footnote he proposes that Maya cities may have had such functions, but also proposes 

that all societies may have gone through a phase in which regal-ritual centers arose. 

Houston (1993) points to another example of the segmentary state, the south 

Indian capital of Vijayanagara. Here the segmentary state is encroaching into the territory 

of the galactic polity, with which Vijayanagara has also been equated; this is quite in 

keeping with Houston's assertion that the galactic polity and segmentary state models are 

structurally equivalent (see below). Vijayanagara has been explicated as a ceremonial 

center in which ritual was preeminent (Fritz 1986), though its layout is not symbolic, as 

the galactic polity model would propose. 

2.5.3 Applications of the segmentary state model in the Maya area 

Although as I have stated above Southall differentiated his conception of the 

segmentary state from the segmentary lineage, much of the discussion of the applicability 

of the segmentary state model to the Maya world revolves around the evidence for Maya 

lineages (Houston 1993 is an exception; see below). Fox and Cook (1996), for example, 

argue that segmentary principles that structure contemporary Maya lineages may have 

acted similarly in the past. They present a pair of cases from different parts of the Maya 

region, and find a number of commonalities in the way the lineages are structured, how 

they are manipulated in competitive ways, and the impact of this on the organization of 

the communities in which their members live. They make tentative case to extend their 

ethnography and ethnohistoric accounts back to the Classic period. They also note that a 
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common division of lineages into 13 segments is mirrored by 13 dependencies around 

Utatlan, Mayapan, Iximche, and most importantly Tikal. 

In contrast to this optimism, it has been asserted that the segmentary state is not a 

viable framework for describing Maya politics, and is questionable in any archaeological 

context (Culbert 1994). Culbert (1994:9-11) lists the main objections: that the segmentary 

state model predicts "poorly defined" boundaries, but we know nothing of Classic Maya 

political boundaries: that segmentary states have trouble imposing control at a distance, 

while epigraphic evidence indicates that Maya states were proficient at this: that as a 

defining characteristic, "tension between levels of government" is not unique to a 

segmentary state: that smaller Maya sites do not exactly replicate the administrative 

structures of the center, and in any case this feature applies to many other political forms 

as well: finally the assertion that ritual forms a basis of power is untestable because it is 

not grounded in material reality. Many of the objections he raises to the segmentary state 

apply to other models as well. 

2.6 The Dynamic Model and the Archaic State 

2.6. J Origins of the 'Dynamic Model' 

In 1993 Joyce Marcus published an article that presented what she termed a 

"Dynamic Model" to understand the political structures that had risen and fallen in the 

Maya lowlands. She positioned this model in contrast to those that had portrayed Maya 

political organization as uniform- either uniform in being centered at and controlled by a 

single capital (Tikal), or uniform in being merely a collection of similar, autonomous 

polities. Building exclusively from ethnohistoric accounts of contact period polities, she 
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themselves into separate entities once again. Her article contains a number of other 

elements, and these should be explicated here not only to provide a more complete 

picture of the model but also to make possible a comparison between it and the other 

models discussed in this essay. 

First, and underlying all parts of her argument, she argues for a degree of 

continuity between the Postclassic and the Classic periods- strong enough that she feels 

both justified and obliged to incorporate ethnohistoric accounts from the 16"' century to 

create a model of processes occurring in the 8"*. 

Second, the Maya polities are considered to be examples of "archaic states." An 

archaic state is "a stratified, highly centralized, internally specialized society with a 

professional ruling class" (Marcus 1993: 114), more proficient in organizing warfare, 

managing information (a link to systems theoretical models; see Flannery (1972)), 

motivating labor and collecting tribute than ranked but unstratified societies. She lists the 

characteristics of an archaic state as: 

1) Settlement hierarchies of four tiers. 

2) Ideologies that professed supernatural origins (or other links) to rulers. 

3) Rulers no longer linked by kinship ties to those they rule. 

4) A residence for the ruler that is built by public labor. 

5) Full-time specialization. 

6) A government with a monopoly on the legal use of force. 
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Third, Marcus bolsters her argument with ethnohistoric data from the late 

postclassic. She presents examples (from the work of Roys) of hierarchically organized 

polities, autonomous groups of polities, and an intermediate condition in which kinship 

linked leaders of neighboring polities. To this she adds further ethnohistoric and 

linguistic evidence from the 17'*' century. 

Fourth, Marcus argues that Maya political organization (in the late postclassic and 

during the classic period) is emically based on a division of territory into four parts. This 

quadripartite conception is attested in 16"* century maps, as well as in the epigraphic 

evidence from Classic period monuments. 

Fifth, Marcus contends that provinces (areas that encompassed sub-areas that 

were at some times separate polities and at others unified under a hierarchy) were the 

most stable unit of organization. 

Marcus's dynamic model is open to certain criticisms. The emic nature of her 

approach is unimpressive, subject to the same objections as I have expressed above 

regarding all interpretations based on epigraphy, and on this depend two of the five 

characteristics I have listed. The continuity between the classic period and the late 

postclassic and contact periods is also open to question. Moreover, if regions were the 

most stable political units, other questions are raised: why were such regions were stable? 

and was there any relationship to the environment of these regions that supported their 

stability? If regionally stability is a characteristic of the system, how can such continuity 

can be argued when the collapse is associated with a near complete reorganization and 

relocation? 
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The list of characteristics of "archaic states" can also be criticized, for two main 

reasons. First, because it contains elements that are of widely different natures, and which 

rather than specify a distinct kind of system seem instead to form a checklist for whether 

a given society can be deemed to merit the term "state." A second point, though related, is 

that some of the features of archaic states are able to be straightforwardly applied to 

archaeological contexts, but others are not; this is in keeping with Flannery's assertion, in 

the same volume (1999), that definitions of the state must be anthropological, not 

archaeological. It must be agreed, however, that this will require some transformation of 

the model to permit it to be applied to the archaeological record. 

More germane to the argument here are criticisms not of the "archaic state" but of 

the nature of Marcus's dynamic model itself. She contends that there are coalescences of 

power in which several polities enter into hierarchies, following by periods of fissioning 

apart. The rise and fall of major Maya centers are merely examples of this on a grand 

scale. She raises some potential mechanisms by which this takes place, but these (i.e. 

kinship ties) are difficult to relate to the general process she describes: in what way they 

limit it is unclear. What is left is the appearance of a model in the absence of one: 

researchers are informed by her model of the possibility of a shifting pattern of alliances 

and changing relations of domination and subservience; this seems to provide little 

guidance. 

2.6.2 Applications of the 'Dynamic Model' to other parts of the world. 

One of the claims Marcus originally made for the superiority of her model was 

that it was built from Maya data. Given this it is ironic that in her seminal article (1993) 
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she alluded to the application of her model to other areas of the world, and that in 1999 

she published an article-length exposition on how her model could be applied in the 

Valley of Oaxaca, the Basin of Mexico, the Andes, Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Aegean. 

She retains a certain emic element in her work by suggesting that indigenous terms be 

used to describe the political units, rather than terms such as "city-state"; ultimately she 

argues that a "city-state" is not differentiated from a larger state except in being different 

stages in her postulated dynamic cycle, but it may also not be too much to suggest that 

the wide applicability of her model is the result of its extreme generality. 

2.6.2 Applications of the 'Dynamic Model' to the Maya area 

Because the original model was constructed for the Maya area we have already 

discussed its application. The model has its supporters; Haviland (1997), for example, 

suggests that it is the most promising of all the models. However, other applications to 

the Maya case are difficult to find. A recent article by Cioffi-Revilla and Landman (1999) 

may be an example. Their study is a statistical analysis of the life histories of Maya 

polities. They compiled beginning and ending dates for Maya polities from earliest times 

to the contact period, and made generalizations concerning their life spans and common 

fortunes. The notion of considering the entire span of Maya history as a unity, and 

graphically depicting the rise and fall of Maya civilization as a whole are key elements in 

Marcus's approach, and the Cioffi-Revilla and Landman study exemplifies one way in 

which these may be extended. However, considering each polity independently rather 

than looking at trends of integration in which some polities are subsumed under others. 
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and ignoring the logic of geography (all statistics are compiled without reference or 

relationship to other sites) seem to be crucial flaws in their approach. 

2.7 Power in three forms: Norman Yoffee 

2.7. / The origins and characteristics of the model 

Yoffee (1993) presents an argument that attacks the 'neo-evolutionary' approach 

that had as its objective the recovery and identification of particular types of societies, 

especially tribes, chiefdoms, and states. He raises a number of theoretical issues 

associated with the simplistic notion that all societies that have achieved statehood have 

passed through stages corresponding to ethnographically attested types'; not the least of 

these objections is that anthropologists no longer used the same 'types' in the way that 

archaeologists insisted on continuing to. The result was the identification of chiefdoms in 

astonishing profusion, and a set of confusing beliefs concerning the 'progress' of societies 

from one stage to the next. 

Yoffee argues that the notion of a chiefdom as a necessary precursor to the state 

arose from an overemphasis on the political aspect of administration; chiefdoms are 

centralized politically, and they therefore must be the precursors to the state. According 

to Yoffee, this ignores the development of economic and social institutions outside the 

kinship system. Analytically, this is blind spot that prevents real analysis of the dynamics 

of power within a society. 

Key to Yoffee's argument is a tripartite division of power, which he claims 

follows Runciman and, ultimately, Weber. Three different kinds of power exist in a 

society: political, economic, and societal (including ideological). Political power includes 
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the ability to mobilize force, or to settle disputes between members of different social 

groups; it encompasses specialized administrators, and a military organization. Economic 

power results from increased specialization and the creation of elites and managers, or 

traders. Societal power also results from horizontal segmentation of groups as population 

grows, but also settlement, nucleation, and "the creation/adaptation of certain symbols of 

cultural and coliticai commonality and a cadre of people to interpret and maintain them.... 

The people who have unequal access to these items [symbols] that legitimize social life 

verond face-to-face interactions, and who are thus able to command goods ostensibly on 

behalf of the community, exercise societal power" (p.70). Naturally these three sorts of 

power reinforce one another, but it is from the interplay among them- not the domination 

of one over the others- that states arise. 

2.7.2 Applications of the model in other areas of the world 

Stein (1998) notes that Yoffee's approach is one of many being taken in the study 

of Old World societies that focuses on the possible divisions of power and contestation 

over these. Among these is Carol Crumley's concept of "heterarchy", which refers to the 

possibility that relationships of power may be fluid and changeable, may simultaneously 

permit varying and apparently contradictory hierarchical orders to coexist, or even may 

contain the possibility of having systemic elements that are unranked (Rautman 1998). 

Stein also points out that Neoevolutionary terms such as "Chiefdom" nevertheless remain 

in use, in part because of their familiarity. Yoffee's model is often referred to as an 

example of criticisms of neoevolutionary theory (i.e. Lamberg-Karlovsky 1994, Nelson 
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1995, Trigger's comments in Kolb 1994)), but his proposal has never been followed as a 

research program. 

2.7.3 Applications of the model to the Maya area 

The earliest application of Yoffee's model to Maya data predates the model itself: 

in his 1990 contribution to Classic Maya Political History (Culbert 1991a), Yoffee 

discussed the Maya case using the framework he would later elaborate and present in 

1993. Regrettably, just as Yoffee's model is little used in the rest of the world, it is also 

little applied to the Maya. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RECENT DISCUSSIONS OF THE MODELS 

3.1 Fox, Cook, Chase and Chase (1996) 

The 1996 Current Anthropology article by Fox, Cook, Chase and Chase is 

actually four articles. The first (Fox et al. 1996a) is by all four authors, and in it the 

authors present a skillful summary, of which the most unfortunate point is the consistent 

conflation of the segmentary state model with issues of segmentary lineage. Despite the 

even-handed nature of the introduction, the subsequent articles present vastly different 

points of view. Chase and Chase present a strong counterargument against all "weak" 

state models, including the segmentary state. They use evidence from Caracol to support 

the contention that the Maya states were, in fact strongly central. There is a flaw in their 

logic here: the evidence that they present shows that Caracol was strongly centralized, 

and was shaping the local environment to improve its own resource base; their extension 

that all such Maya polities were strongly central is unsupportable. 

The third article, by Fox and Cook swings the pendulum in the opposite direction, 

and is focused exclusively on segmentary states; its main points have been discussed 

above. The fourth article in the collection is a response by Arthur Demarest (1996), 

discussed separately below. It is worth mention now, however, that Demarest correctly 

responds to the Chase's argument by noting that Maya political structure may have been 

far from homogeneous through time and space, a point discussed more fully below when 

Haviland's (1997) contentions are added to it. 
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The Chases make the very interesting point that the models discussed are not 

unrelated, and that it ought to be possible to find the relationships between them and 

arrive at some sort of hierarchy among them- an effort similar to that which this essay 

attempts. 

3.2 Haviland(l997) 

Haviland (1997) contends that "the Maya state" is mythical: that despite the 

homogeneity of architectural and artistic style, Maya political organization probably 

varied from site to site. This criticism is quite strong. It raises the important question of 

why we should expect Maya political organization to be similar from site to site (contra 

Peer Polity). To a degree this is related to the circularity found in the Peer Polity 

Interaction model: we expect them all to be "Maya" because they all share certain 

characteristics, but do we have a reasonable theory by which to justify the assertion that 

because they share some characteristics they also shared others? The question can be 

asked with regard to time as well as space: what justification do we have for supposing 

that Chichen Itza had any similarity to what preceded it centuries earlier? 

Haviland also raises the question of the trajectory of the evolution of Maya 

polities. He finds in the Fox et al. article the idea that a movement from highly 

centralized states to the decentralized polities of the Postclassic is unlikely; Haviland 

contends that this is an error. Haviland notes a number of examples in which centralized 

states have been followed by less centralized organizations; we may add here that the 

feudal model requires this. The notion of a 'trajectory' of development is one that touches 
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on other ideas, including Marx's Asiatic mode of production; discussion of this is best 

placed with other relevant comments by Anhur Demarest to be discussed below. 

Haviland raises three additional objections; First, that "states" are sometimes 

considered to be more stable than segmentary states, but this is a fallacy, and that even 

centralized states can be (and indeed generally are) short-lived. Haviland notes that this 

implies that finding a polity that is unstable does not mean that it is a segmentary state. 

This observation abuts the distinction among the kinds of attributes that I argue below is 

necessary for teasing apart the models; instability is a characteristic of segmentary states, 

but not in the same sense that the pyramidal arrangement of governing institutions is; the 

latter is a structural definition, the former a common behavior of that kind of 

organization, but also of many others. Haviland also notes that lineages can persist in 

urban, centralized states, and therefore that the identification of lineage systems 

(following Fox and Cook 1996) does not lend much support to the conclusion that the 

Maya had a segmentary political structure. 

3.3 Houston (1993) 

Houston reviews a number of the same models we have examined here. He 

dismisses feudalism; its potential is either too diluted if defmed too broadly, or if defined 

to specifically is too much in emphasis of lord-serf relationships for which there is no 

evidence in the Maya world. Likewise, Marcus's archaic states (in a version prior to the 

1993 and 1999 publications I have used) are dismissed as being difficult to apply 

archaeologically in any terms other than site size, and in any case potentially applicable 

only to Tikal and Calakmul. 
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Flouston is one of the few authors who supports the segmentary state model 

without conflating it with lineage models. One result of this is that he concludes that the 

segmentary state model is essentially equivalent to the galactic polity model. Although I 

argue below that a distinction should be made between the two, Houston is, in the main, 

correct on this point. Structurally the two models are very much the same; no less an 

authority than Southall himself (1991) has also equated them. 

Houston also discusses the Peer Polity model, though his discussion is focused 

more on the elements of the model that are present in the earlier work by Renfrew on 

Early State Modules (Renfrew 1975). As such he focuses on the regularity of spacing 

between such modules and those elements that determine this interaction (rates of 

communication and travel) rather than the more symbolic aspects emphasized in the 1986 

Renfrew and Cherry work. Absent is the notion that these interactions will impact the 

political structure of each member of the network. His assertion, then, that the notion of 

an Early State Module parallels the galactic polity and the segmentary state is potentially 

tenable, but only so long as the modules are grounded in mechanical terms and the 

political structure built across them is considered epiphenomenal. 

3.4 Demarest (1992, 1996) 

Arthur Demarest is one of the more outspoken advocates of the galactic polity 

model (1992). He includes within this model what I have here distinguished as a separate 

model, Geertz's theatre state; the two are, of course, related, but the inclusion is fitting 

given Demarest's general contention that the ritual role of the Maya leaders was key to 

maintaining Maya polities. 
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As mentioned above, Demarest's discussion of the segmentary state model (1996) 

addresses the issue of the evolutionary trajectory of the Maya polities. He contends that 

the segmentary state model is generally portrayed to be nonevolutionary; that is, it is 

structurally incapable of developing into a more advanced kind of state structure, in much 

the same way that Marx's Asiatic State was said to be a sociopolitical dead-end. Demarest 

argues that this requires the assumption that change is gradual, and contrasts it with 

models of punctuated equilibrium in which change is rapid. However, Demarest's 

counterargument is merely to assert that rapid change is a possibility; this dodges the 

issues of what compels change and of what pieces the structures which are changing are 

built. Haviland's contention that we avoid attributing a direction to the development of 

society is related, but is not germane: it is true that we must avoid imposing our own 

notions of progress onto societies, but it is also true that what constitutes a society must 

in some way be built from what preceded it; abandoning altogether the idea of social 

evolution misses this point. 

If Demarest is a proponent of the galactic polity model, his 1996 article concedes 

that the Maya may have had a wide variety of political forms across the Maya world and 

through time. Specifically, he finds the Chases' arguments for a strong central polity in 

Caracol convincing, but does not agree with their implicit contention that this is a typical 

situation. If it is true that the Maya may have been organized in a variety of ways 

throughout their history and among various locales, then the attempt to fm the single 

model to account for "The Maya Polity" is in vain. What is needed is clearer defmitions 
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of the possible political forms, and specification of the ways they can be distinguished 

archaeologically. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

4.1. Incompatibilities among the models 

Demarest's (1992) assertion that the Maya polities were theatre states and galactic 

polities interacting in a peer polity network raises the question of whether this is, in fact, 

possible. There is considerable overlap among the models. Goody (1980) asserts that the 

segmentary state and feudalism are identical. Houston (1993) and Southall (1991) equate 

the segmentary state and the galactic polity (Chase and Chase 1996). I have in this essay 

differentiated the galactic polity and the theatre state for programmatic reasons, but they 

are closely related and share many details. Chase and Chase (1996) point out that the 

confusion among these models has led to perversions of their intent: "regal-ritual cities 

and the segmentary state have been combined into an idealized theoretical entity... and 

reified to the point that some have seen the model as explaining and interpreting Maya 

culture itself (1996: 804, several citations excluded). The Chases (1996) also suggest 

that these models and others can be arranged into a hierarchy of types and subtypes; as 

yet there seems to be no agreed-upon categorizations for these models. I propose that 

what is needed is to reduce the models to their elements and conclude from this what 

factors apply to the Maya case and what elements do not. 

One approach may be to distinguish between different kinds of "attributes" that 

have been assigned to the models. For example, the segmentary state is structurally 

defmed by the pyramidal arrangement of institutions of governance that are essentially 

replicas of each other. This is a structural definition. Conversely, the observation that 
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segmentary states are prone to frequent realignment and fissioning is a description of the 

behavior of the segmentary state. If we were to observe a segmentary state that met our 

structural definition but that persisted through time, we would be forced to recognize the 

nature of these two different kinds of attributes. We might be tempted to test our 

observations, to see whether this organization was, in fact, structurally a segmentary state 

or if there was more going on than we understood or could observe. But having verified 

the segmentary structure, we would conclude that it was merely an extreme example of 

the perseverance of a segmentary state. Perhaps this would lead us to more careful study 

of what factors influence the stability of that structure, and this might lead us to find 

different kinds of segmentary states, or merely to recognize how their contexts impact 

them. 

Conversely, no one suggests that every kind of rapidly fissioning and coalescing 

system of organization is a segmentary state. The descriptions of the models, often drawn 

from ethnography, do not specify what are necessary and sufficient conditions for 

determining whether a given example is, for example, a segmentary state. Because they 

are inductively derived models and are presented in a single ethnographic context, they 

include a variety of kinds of traits, often without a true understanding of what it is that 

makes those traits occur together, and often without a clear statement of whether those 

traits are unique to the organization or merely an aspect of one model that may be 

common to others. 

We may, however, discuss what are the logical implications of and contradictions 

among the models as they have been explicated. Regarding the Peer Polity Interaction 
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model, it is difficult to assert that the Maya could exist in a "Peer Polity" relationship and 

at the same time discuss any of the other models presented here, except Yoffee's. This is 

because all of the other models have at their core the establishment of conditions in 

which one polity is dominant over another, and because all of the models (except 

Yoffee's, which does not address the issue) assert that the structures of these alliances 

shift over time. In part this revolves around the way a polity is defined; it is theoretically 

possible, for example, to fmd that several separate "theatre states," each encompassing its 

own collection of subordinate polities, existed as neighbors and were thus 'peers.' Even 

this is difficult to argue, because the theatre state model, like the others presented here, 

explicitly discusses conditions where one subordinate polity can either ascend to 

dominance within the structure in which it was originally contained or can move from 

one such structure to another, and in those conditions it seems incorrect or at least 

inadequate to use the terminology of the Peer Polity Interaction model. 

Furthermore, the symbolic exchange among polities, one of the crucial elements 

of Peer Polity Interaction, can take place between polities that are not peers and is 

therefore not limited to the Peer Polity Interaction model. Finally, the assertion that the 

different models may apply but to different areas that coexisted (see Demarest's 

comments on Fox et al., discussed above) directly contradicts the Peer Polity idea that the 

interacting members of the Peer Polity network will encourage the development of 

similar or identical institutions. 

The feudal model makes the most specific claims concerning social relations 

among members of Maya society, and these are the least subject to archaeological 
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investigation. It has been suggested above that the relationships within a feudal society, 

and in which feudal societies are defined, are epiphenomenal in the sense that the same 

mode of production may use very different ideological terms (i.e. tax on landowners vs. 

rent to landlord) to describe essentially the same relationships. Given that feudalism is 

defined in different and more specific terms, it is quite possible that, as Southall (1956) 

argues, it is a specific kind of a more general political structure, such as the segmentary 

state. 

The Galactic Polity, the segmentary state, the theatre state, and Marcus's dynamic 

model all share the characteristics of shifting alliances and a diffused power base that 

consists of structurally similar elements arranged pyramidally. The equivalence of the 

Galactic Polity and the segmentary state in this respect has been noted by others (Houston 

1993, Nordholt 1996, Demarest 1992, Southall 1991). A distinction that is raised by some 

might be is that segmentary states are based on segmentary lineages, while theatre states 

are based on "sinking status" (conical clans), and the Galactic Polity is not tied to any 

particular lineage. I have argued above that what differentiates the theatre state is less its 

structure and more its emphasis on ritual, while the segmentary state is not properly tied 

to a particular lineage system. 

Unlike the segmentary state, however, the Galactic Polity contains an element of 

macrocosmological representation that determines the forms of the states so constructed. 

This it shares with the theatre state; a similar element is found in Marcus's (1993) 

quadripartite division of power in the Maya world. Despite its absence from the 
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segmentary state model proper. Fox et al. allude to something similar when they look for 

divisions of 13 among the neighbors of Tikal. 

When what is consistent among the models and what varies among them is 

brought to light, they can be shown to contain the following elements: 

1) The replication of power in a pyramidal, segmentary structure rather than a 

hierarchy (found in the segmentary state model, the galactic polity model, the theatre 

state model, the feudal model, and the Dynamic Model). 

2) The power of ritual and/or ideology in maintaining the political order (central 

in the theatre state and to the Peer Polity Interaction model, but also found in the galactic 

polity and the segmentary state models, and mentioned but of small import in Marcus's 

Dynamic Model). 

3) The role of lineages and their impact on the political structure (found in the 

Dynamic Model, the theatre state model, and often presented (I have argued mistakenly) 

in the segmentary state model). 

4) The idea that a polity be structured as a microcosmic mirror of macrocosmic 

reality (explicitly part of the galactic polity model, a theme of Marcus's dynamic model, 

incidental to the theatre state model, and not properly part of the segmentary state or 

feudal models, despite its inclusion by Fox and Cook (1996)). 

5) The idea that different kinds of power may exist alongside what is either 

etically or emically considered the political hierarchy (Yoffee's model, though mentioned 

in the theatre state model). 



I suggest that what is of less concern than debates over the models presented here, 

and even than the centrist vs. decentrist debates (Fox et al. 1996) is the exploration of to 

what degree various Maya societies were characterized by each of these elements, and 

better theoretical specificity in how the elements are interrelated. Space permits 

elaboration of only a few of these. 

4.2. The nature of power in the models 

If Yoffee's model seems like the 'odd man out' in the above presentation, it is 

because his model is fundamentally different from the others here discussed (except, 

ironically, the theatre state). In all the other models, the notion of control is 

extraordinarily poorly defined. Marcus's model merely asserts that dominance shifted 

over time. In the segmentary state and Galactic Polity models, power and control are 

diffused through the system, decentralized, and in the end not very efficient- but the 

nature of "power and control" is assumed, not defined. Southall's later formulations The 

criticisms that Geertz ignores the real power dynamics which permitted the organization 

of ritual (Shankman 1984) are merely another expression of this. Power and control are 

vague notions, ill defined: what does it mean, for example, to say that Tikal dominated 

several other polities and a wide area? 

Yoffee's model suggests that power is not a unitary phenomenon that can be 

divided only vertically, but that instead there are domains of power that may or may not 

interact. To ask not "how strong was the center's power" but "over what did the center 

have (or not have) control" is to change the question entirely. It leads to the crucial 

questions of what are the sources of power. This can be asked with respect to natural 
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resources: Scarborough's work (e.g. 1998) that explores how the dispersed resource base 

constrained the ways in which power can be consolidated is one example. One would 

expect that Tikal, if truly powerful in the sense of, say, Rome, would have transformed 

the natural landscape to its own advantage, but in fact it may have been that the Maya 

landscape simply does not lend itself to such manipulation. On the other hand, recent 

research by Culbert et al. (forthcoming) investigates to what degree the landscape may 

have been transformed in hitherto unexplored areas of the Maya lowlands; the results of 

their research may illuminate this issue. 

But aside from environmental resources, the question of how power was divided 

in Maya societies can also be asked using Yoffee's divisions between social, economic, 

and political power, and in the Maya case this is revealing. It seems clear that the elite 

exercised a monopoly on ritual at its highest levels; that there were divisions among the 

elite between priests, scribes, and rulers seems unquestionable but also unanswerable-

there is no doubt that there were divisions, but there is also no way to know what these 

divisions were, in part because we archaeologically identify the elite from the durable 

remains of ritual artifacts. For the moment we can say only that those who were able to 

manipulate the symbols of ritual held a measure of social power. But with respect to 

political and economic power, the evidence is at best equivocal and at worst absent. The 

economy of the Maya lowlands is nearly invisible; the most visible element of it is the 

labor invested in elite architecture, and even this is fairly small given the number of 

people and amount of time available (Abrams 1987). Politically we know that violence 

took place, but at what scale is to a large degree unknown for most of Maya history. 
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It should also be noted that, unlike their counterparts from the ancient near east, 

Maya leaders did not make any archaeologically visible claims to being wise rulers or fair 

arbiters of justice. However much it was actually adhered to, Hammurabi's code 

contained specific instructions for how a variety disputes were to be settled (see Pritchard 

1973); we see nothing like this for the Maya. Whatever role the Maya rulers may have 

played in the everyday settlement of disputes (and undoubtedly there were disputes) is 

invisible. It seems quite possible they had none. Similarly, Hammurabi's code can also be 

seen as an instrument by which the state reified (though it did not create them, certainly) 

legitimate social roles of the citizens (c.f. Foucault [Rabinow 1984]). What little evidence 

exists among the Maya regarding different social roles does not suggest that they were in 

any way affected by the operations of the state, and hence this form and penetration of 

power, apparent even in other early societies, is absent from the Maya world. 

Conspicuous in its absence from Yoffee's three forms of power is sex, which may 

merit its own domain of power. Alonso (1994) has discussed the ways that sexual 

symbolism is employed in ideological programs and how sex roles are an intrinsic part of 

the construction of power. Such considerations might be able to give structure to research 

questions directed toward understanding male-female roles in Maya ideology and daily 

life. 

4.3. The role of ideology in the models 

One of Culbert's (1994) criticisms of the segmentary state model was that it is not 

possible to recover archaeologically evidence that ritual and ideology were motivating 

factors in the maintenance of Maya polities. I agree that archaeology is handicapped in 
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exploring questions of ideological motivation of action and power. At the same time, a 

retreat to either environmental determinism or a reduction of power to fortification or 

armament seems to be a step in the wrong direction. It flies in the face of our own 

experiences: a ball falling through a hoop is meaningless, but if it happens at the right 

time (before the clock hits zero, or, if you prefer, at the end of a katun) and in the right 

context (with crowds of people watching, and men in costume moving according to pre-

and proscriptive rules which are strongly enforced and which, if not enforced, invalidate 

the whole proceeding) it motivates real emotion. Real emotion can motivate real action, 

and motivating action is power. 

What is needed, perhaps, is a study of the nature of those particular forms of ritual 

and ideological construction that facilitate building a society (an "imagined community," 

per Anderson 1991). Recent work by Eric Wolf (1999) has pressed in that direction, a 

direction similar to that pursued by Freidel (see above), but with a slightly different 

emphasis. If pursued, this would lead to a new defmition of state: statehood has less to do 

with levels of hierarchy, and more to do with the success of the state in putting forth its 

ideological program, and through those means (as much as control over resources) 

shaping the lives of its subjects (see Foucault (in Rabinow 1984) and Gramsci (1997) for 

further discussions of this). 

If this, then, is the measurement of statehood, and it is agreed (as above) that it is 

archaeologically invisible, then Flannery's (1999) contention that there should not be 

archaeological definitions of the state, only anthropological ones, must be contested. 

Archaeology may illuminate a range of a given society's elements, but it may not 
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illuminate them all, and there are undoubtedly other ways to classify societies than only 

by what remains of them centuries later. 

4.4. On the reasonability of incorporating models 

Concerning the general utility of using a model created to analyze one society in 

order to explain or to raise questions about another I remain positive; unlike Marcus, I see 

no particular reason why a model derived from one context would be inapplicable in 

another. Anthropology must look for regularities across societies- but this is a tired 

debate. What is unreasonable, however, is to proceed with mere trait lists that are 

glorified by being termed 'models.' Theory consists of a definition of units (including the 

rationale for their definitions) and a set of rules that make explicit the relationships 

between them (sensu Dunnell 1971). If there is hope of exploiting cross-cultural 

analogies among a variety of societies, the units and their relationship must be specified; 

I have argued here that a great deal of confusion has resulted because the elements of the 

various 'models' have not been clearly specified, and (what is perhaps more forgivable 

but also more intractable) the relationships among these units is poorly understood. 

The distinction may be made clearer by contrasting the models I have described 

here with more mathematical simulations of the kind known as agent-based modeling. 

Two well-regarded examples are the original formulation of "Sugarscape" (Epstein and 

Axtell 1996) and the "Artificial Anasazi" (E>ean et al. 1999). The mathematical details 

should not detain us here, but they are simple enough in outline: a model of a landscape is 

created which is endowed with a distribution of resources. This landscape is then 

populated with a host of mathematical agents operating under a given set of rules. The 
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rules may vary among the agents, but usually only to a small degree in order to represent 

different capacities among individuals. Armed with the ability to move themselves about 

on the landscape and to interact with it, its resources, and with each other, the simulations 

form models of societies. Agents may be endowed with further capacities, permitting, for 

example, the formation of exchange relations or kinship networks. The impact of the 

agents on the landscape may also be modeled; this has been done for pollution (see 

Epstein and Axtell 1996) but one could expand it to the creation of architecture (the 

restriction of movement and the creation of social spaces) and the modification of the 

availability of resources with only small effort. 

What is characteristic of such models is that they remain quite far removed from 

historical particularism. The more the rules are 'tweaked' to lead to a desired outcome, the 

less they are generalizable to other contexts. Even so, one sees immediately the ways in 

which these models can be written in material terms, and hence testable against the 

archaeological record in ways in which the models described above are not. Moreover, a 

further issue is resolved, namely that particular systemic attributes that cluster together 

can be explained as the operation of the system based on the rules applied. The system 

could (if we are lucky) "self-organize" into a variety of stable stales. As an hypothetical 

example, one of these might correspond to Haldon's (1993) tributary mode of production: 

observed from outside, we might be able to recognize the organization of such a system, 

without any real need for emic knowledge of the terms in which the system supported 

itself. The elements in such a system that were archaeological!y visible could be 

specified, and better predictions made. 
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Alternatively, it might be said that what is of interest are precisely those things 

that would not be easily archaeologically visible; that by removing the emic terms we 

have sidestepped a goal of archaeology that aspires to their recovery. Again this returns 

to my conviction that the epigraphic record, with which we are either gifted or cursed in 

Mesoamerica, is epiphenomenal. Yoffee's (1991) closing, in which he argues that we will 

soon leave behind the more histoncai focus that has been brought to Maya archaeology 

by the decipherment of the glyphs and eventually remember that we are anthropologists, 

echoes this thought. With respect to agent-based modelling, I propose that eventually we 

will ask with what attributes must the agents be endowed to make ritual and even 

epigraphy play roles in the models; one promising avenue may lie in the directions 

explored by Schiffer (1999), who asks us to consider the responses of agents to classes of 

stimuli. 

This is far removed from the kinds of models I have discussed in the rest of this 

essay. These models, brought in from other parts of the world, are one attempt to explore 

the social world of the Maya, and this I of course applaud. But I suggest that the 

confusion and contradictions among the variety of models I have examined here call for a 

more reductionist approach. Rather than build models inductively from ethnographic 

contexts and impose them on an archaeological society, a more deductive path which 

begins with the attempt to understand and model the ways in which societies work might 

yield more fruitful results. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

"There was no Pharaoh, no Caesar, no emperor who ruled over all the land 
at any one time, though there can be no doubt that the whole Yucatan Peninsula 
was held together by a common culture, a common language, and a common 
religion. Perhaps the closest analogies in the Old World to the government of both 
the Maya Old and New Empires are afforded by the city-states of Greece- Sparta, 
Athens, and Corinth- from the sixth to the second centuries before Christ.... 
Culturally they were homogeneous, politically they were independent. 

"... we are justified in assuming that the Maya Old Empire was divided 
into a number of independent city-states, perhaps loosely held together in some 
sort of a confederation, such as is known to have existed in the New Empire 
during the eleventh and twelfth centuries." (Morley 1946: 159-160) 

Having reviewed the models of current thinking about Maya political 

organization, it remains to ask whether our knowledge of Maya political organization has 

progressed since Morley's work more than fifty years ago. In one sense it certainly has: 

our knowledge of how political systems work is improving as cultural anthropologists 

understand more about what makes such systems tick. Archaeologists may be 

disappointed to leam that some of this may be invisible archaeologically, but that, it 

seems, is part of the archaeological game. It is still possible to defme ranges of 

constraints (sensu Friedman 1975) within which societies must operate, and whether that 

will satisfy those with either stronger curiosity or political interests in archaeological 

results will remain to be seen. On the other hand, one sees a strange parallel between the 

words of Morley, written 50 years ago, and the current models. It may be that we are now 

surer of Morley's conclusions, and perhaps have some greater insights to offer. We may 

be less certain about whether the polities really were "independent city-states." But, if 

nothing else, within the models I have reviewed there is general agreement about the 
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nature of Maya political structure: that which is common to Galactic Polities, feudalism. 

Segmentary states, and the Dynamic Model are points of general agreement, even if the 

nature of land tenure and the issue of macrocosmological symbolism are not. What must 

be done is careful work to find those areas in which profitable research can be conducted 

(and there are many), and those in which the remaining questions are merely artifacts of 

the models used. Perhaps these models' greatest contribution is merely to confirm the 

belief that societies exist in many varieties; we should not be surprised if Maya society 

matched none of our models, nor likewise if they at various times and places matched 

them all. What we must do is ask why. 
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