Derek Kaiser

ANT 175, PM
Hastings
Unit 3 Summary

Our studies of Mesoamerica of the Preclassic Period often focused on diet and technological and social advancement.  The Preclassic Period spans the time between 1500 BC and AD 200.  One of the biggest factors that allowed such a great amount of social advancement during these times was the use of agriculture.  By becoming more reliant on agriculture and domesticating plants, societies were able to support more people and not have to move around as much.


In these sedentary villages, craft and tool growth also grew in leaps and bounds.  Pottery was becoming more and more widespread and skilled.  Societies such as the Olmec were creating sculptures.  The Olmec carved huge stone head sculptures and many artifacts have been found with a were-jaguar figure on them.  Upon hearing this in class I immediately thought of Ancient Egyptian cultures that had the half human half animal characters imbedding in their paintings and artifacts.  I find it odd that so often human beings have been depicted to have animal characteristics/parts in the past.  I wonder what that means?

Back on track… roughly around the same timeframe many parts of Mesoamerica were undergoing a major social change from an egalitarian to ranked style society.  This could have come around from a combination of many aspects.  Once settlements get larger there seem to be more people competing over the resources and someone always seems to be a bit better at this competition.  Archeologists have suggested that quality of farmland was related.  For example, if a family has better or more land to farm, they are bound to have advantages over other peoples around them.


We discussed some of the major areas of inhabitation during the Olmec times such as, San Lorenzo, La Venta, and a few others.  A detailed survey of the land around La Venta led to new knowledge about the Olmec traditions.  The settlement style was coined “temple towns”, which seemed to revolve around a ceremonial type structure and mounds.  Residential areas surrounded these.  Outside of the larger cities were smaller permanent settlements that mimicked the center temple style of the main ceremonial part of the city.

Evidence of long distance trading networks are also present.  Rare materials in one area were often skillfully worked then traded with other cultures that didn’t have the same resources available.  Because distant and rare items were hard to come by, it’s suggested that owning some items were linked to social status.


The Olmec culture declined between 500-400 BC and never achieved “state” status.


In this unit we discussed the characteristics that need be present to consider a society “state level”.  Most of this deals with building inequalities between people, basically making different classes of people within one culture.  This leads to monopoly of force and more specialized craft and work structures.  Also, increase tax, increased agricultural production, city growth and a market economy.


The only states to exist prehistorically in the America’s were in Mesoamerica.


Moving on to the Classic Period, we focused on the Mexican Highlands.  Touched on the unified chiefdoms of Monte Alban and moved to Teotihaucan.  Teotihaucan was in the Valley of Mexico and has been occupied since the early Paelo-Indian times.  They traded obsidian with the Olmec in exchange for pottery products.  The area also experience rapid growth after 500 BC.  The city culturally grew until meeting a violent end roughly AD 700-750.


We also touched on the Mayan culture of the Yucatan lowlands.  The Mayan’s had a system of writing and a calendar, along with extreme class divisions.


Moving to the Postclassic Period (AD 900-1520), we mainly focused on the Aztec Empire, a society that was known for military conquests and human sacrifice.  The Aztec people were cut short by the invasion by H. Cortez.


Our studies of the Mesoamerican area ended with discussion of the food production types used in the early America’s.  We compared on contrasted the agricultural styles of the Old World vs. the New World.  Plant domestication is the changing of grown food products over time to produce a better quality plant and food source.  One of the affects of doing this effectively was a food source that could fulfill the needs of many more people, but then population grew too large to ever have a chance to go back to a hunting and gathering society.  As an example of food production we took a look at the Tehuacan society and their evolution of agriculture from simple squash and peppers to maize beans… and … other squashes. 

Also, throughout Mesoamerica there was very little animal domestication.
