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	When the first Europeans arrived in Mesoamerica, they came across large complexes of monuments, some consisting of large pyramid-like structures. It was unimaginable for early travelers to associate the construction of these large complexes to the native populations. Therefore, early approaches mostly saw these sites as products of prior Europeans or of an extinct ancient civilization. But in no way they were associated with the indigenous Mesoamerican population. 
	Such assumptions and predictions were largely based on the way professional and amateur archaeologists tried to explain cultural similarities between different locations around the world. This approach is also known as diffusionism (Trigger 1996). This comparative approach sees this similarity as a result of cultural element emerging in one location and spreading from there much like water wave. Therefore, the many pyramids and large-scale monument complexes were assumed to have been built by other civilizations known for building such enormous monuments. Such was the case of a publication by William Perry (1927) who proposed the idea that all cultural similarities around the world usually had single origin and spread across the globe by way of cultural contacts (trade, warfare, invasion, and so on) and migrations. Specifically, in his book “The Children of the Sun: a Study in the Early History of Civilization”, Perry brought the example of pyramid-like structures around the world and argued that ancient Egyptians were in one way or another responsible for all them. The advanced knowledge of ancient Egyptians in sailing as well as their army’s capabilities to reach and invade distant lands made it possible for pyramid construction technologies and experiences to spread without borders. Such arguments were solely based on likeness of these structures in design and size. No scientific analysis or evidence was used to produce such arguments. 
	Today, archaeologists have a good understanding as to who, when, and why some of the magnificent sites were built. But archaeology is not only about producing definitions, it should also produce theories and explanations for the emergence of such unique cultures and civilizations in lowlands of Mesoamerica. 
	However, before we begin to go over some of the sites, we need to look at the archaeological record from earlier periods to identify economic and social foundations that planted seeds of emergence of Mesoamerican civilizations. 
Earlier in the course, we have covered the challenges and difficulties to identify the process of domestication from botanical and faunal remains. As it is usually a very slow process during which physical and genetic characteristics of a plant or an animal gradually changes, determining the stage of domestication is still one of the most difficult tasks for paleobotanists and archaeozoologists. 
As for Mesoamerica, one plant that has been proven to be the ancestor of corn and maize is a wild grass found in the highlands of Mexico named teosinte. While teosinte and domesticated maize look completely different, the genetic relation between them is now well established. Not only that, but the genetic analysis of modern populations of maize suggests that there was a single center of domestication for this crop (Matsuoka et al. 2002). 
The main archaeological sites to produce such material evidence are the cave sites at higher altitudes in Mexico. For instance, several cave sites in the Oaxaca Valley exhibited long sequence of occupation and excellent preservation of plant remains (Piperno and Flannery 2001). The dates of cultural layers containing botanical remains came back as early as 12,500 years ago. In some instances, a single cultural layer would contain maize cobs with both two rows and four rows. In other words, this kind of find can be considered as a direct indication of domestication process. 
Squash and beans are other plants that have also been identified in the archaeological record. While the earliest date for squash domestication starts from about 10,000 years ago, the earliest dated instance for domesticated beans stands around 2,500 years ago. It is possible that beans were domesticated at much earlier date but nonetheless, studies suggest that both were independently domesticated in Mesoamerica (Smith 1995). These facts and evidence are important because, according to most Mesoamericanists, these crops have been the foundation of livelihood both in the past and present. 
The Origins of Urbanism and Social Complexity. The earliest evidence or material remains suggesting a new form of social organization or emergence of social complexity comes from the site of Olmec along the Gulf Coast of Mexico. Between 1,200 BC to 300 BC people of the Olmec culture built series of ceremonial centers. The most striking features within these ceremonial centers are the monumental sculptures of human heads carved out of volcanic rock. Beside their size, with some reaching a height up to 2.85 meters, of particular interest is the headgear depicted on these heads. It raises many questions regarding the identity of people depicted on these monuments. Were they rulers or deities? What does the helmet represent? Were they gods of ball games or actual players who were very successful and subsequently became popular or politically more powerful? 
Michael Coe (1995), for instance, suggested that the small figurines of ball players, a simple earthen ball court, and rubber-like material recovered from the site of San Lorenzo are direct evidence to associate these monuments with actual players. Their abilities and talent to be successful ball players might have played important role in defining their social status.
The site of La Venta, which consists of several public buildings, could be one of the archaeological sites that can provide understanding of how Olmec societies were organized. La Venta is considered to have been the regional center after the polity of San Lorenzo declined. La Venta was not a true urban site but this was the place where the first large pyramid was built in Mesoamerica. While the pyramid did not survive to this date because of infrastructure development in the region during the 20th century, researchers have recorded enough information of this structure. It was estimated that it would have required over 800,000 days to build such pyramid and a certain form of leadership was necessary (Chazan 2021). While the stone heads could have been one way to express the leadership of Olmec leaders and rulers, another form of object could be the stone altars discovered at La Venta. Besides portraying some of those leaders, some alters, or perhaps thrones, portrayed scenes of offerings and war captives, suggesting the role of rulers who had sacred authority.         
The first city in Mesoamerica was located in the Oaxaca Valley at the site of Monte Alban that was occupied between 500 BC and 100 AD. Initially, Monte Alban had an estimated population of about 5,000 people but by 350 BC, the population grew up to 17,000 people. This growth was calculated based on the way the city grew. At latter stages a central plaza became the focal point of this urban settlement, with temples and other administrative buildings constructed on top of the hill. 
From a period around 250 BC, tensions seemed to have grown between different Olmec settlements. Monte Alban was the largest urban center and might have functioned as a regional political and economic center. But two lines of evidence suggest a growing tension between the settlements. First, a defensive wall surrounding Monte Alban was erected around 250 BC. Second, the iconography on some of the public buildings and monuments shows, in one way or another, scenes of violent acts towards individuals. While the identity of individuals is unknown and goes back and forth between scholars as war captives being sacrificed to the gods or part of ritual ceremony with bloodletting, one fact that is certain is the presence of struggle to gain or establish control where physical/violent acts were involved.
Around 1 AD, the settlement of Teotihuacan in the highlands of Mexico grew into a large city where unusual concentration of people and power was present. If compared to other known contemporary settlement, Teotihuacan became a state center and remained so until 200 AD. The surrounding area has plenty of lakes which made it possible to grow crops and sustain large population. The Teotihuacan Mapping Project surveyed the entire area of the city and produced a very detailed map. This project is still being considered as the largest-scale urban survey ever taken (Milton et al. 1973).
As a result of this enormous mapping project that also involved systematic survey of surface collection and recording of all monuments and buildings, the layout of Teotihuacan became clearer. The whole city was centered along a road, known as the Avenue of the Dead. This main street stretches for 5 kilometers. 
The expansion of Teotihuacan is in direct correlation with the decrease of rural population. This indicates that there were many forces that pulled large number of people to reside within Teotihuacan, including protection, economic prospects, and blessings from religious leaders. 
Within the city, Pyramid of the Sun is the largest monuments. Measuring 64 meters in height and with encompassing over 9 million cubic meters, the Pyramid of the Sun was as large as the Khufu pyramid at the base. 
Within the large compound of Cuidadela in southern part of Teotihuacan, the Temple of the Feathered Serpent produced very interesting material evidence about the nature of social and political relationship between social members. Excavations at the Temple of the Feathered Serpent exhibited remains of individuals placed along the four sides of the temple. Each individual was accompanied with goods, indicating their high social status. Series of replicas of human upper jaw was by each individual’s neck and on one instance, a real human jaw was included in the assemblage. If these were actual soldiers drafted from different parts of the state, according to many scholars, it shows how much influence and power the military and military leaders might have had. The clear indication of these individuals as warriors suggests that their social status was separate from that of religious or state leaders who were treated differently. Around 400 AD, the Temple of the Feathered Serpent was burnt and smashed from different sides. It was later covered in new layers of construction but this destructive event suggests that a struggle for power and legitimacy might have occurred between individuals of different social positions.
Such tensions in social relationship between political/religious leaders and larger population have been suggested after archaeologists excavated some of the surrounding neighborhoods, otherwise known as barrios. Each of them has been suggested to house between 50 and 100 individuals. Each of them seemed to have specialized in one kind of production (textile, ceramics, etc.) making it possible for different social groups to form. Such unification has been considered to be the foundation of groups to express and/or negotiate common perspectives to state rulers. For that matter, barrio residents might have been the cause of events that resulted in burning and smashing of Temple of the Feathered Serpent around 400 AD.           
Further excavations at the Pyramid of the Moon revealed to archaeologists several different types of material remains that could potentially tell us more about the nature of the state and its relationship with the rest of the population. While the artistic iconography clearly shows that it has been utilized to legitimize the power and influence of rulers, another source of such strategy was prestige display. 
Series of pits within the Pyramid of the Moon exhibited remains of what seemed to be workshops that produced obsidian objects (Carballo 2007). These items were of special importance for military prowess as they were used to make darts fired by warriors. Obsidian was also used to make objects involved in ritual activities. This workshop, located in close spatial association with the Pyramid of the Moon shows how specialists worked and produced obsidian objects under control of rulers (perhaps both military and political) and perhaps to their request. Nonetheless, such controlled and strict production of prestige items indicates the important role of obsidian in drawing social relationships of early Mesoamerican societies. 
The other type of material remains from the Pyramid of the Moon was the series of remains of sacrificial victims along the main north-south axis of the pyramid. These individuals who were carefully arranged within the complex were accompanied with a range of burial goods. 
Of particular interest to tell us more about the events that took place was the individual from Burial 2. A male individual aged 40 to 50 was rested in a sitting position at the edge of the funerary chamber. His hands were crossed behind his back suggesting that they were tied when sacrificed. Surprisingly, he was wearing beads, earspools, and a pendant. All of these items could be considered as prestige items since they were not widely circulated among the rest of the population. 
On the other hand, these burial goods indicate that while this male was most likely a war captive and sacrificed as part of a ritual, he was also an individual of high social status. Isotopic analysis that identifies chemical components of individual’s teeth enamel, suggested that this elite warrior was not from the Valley of Mexico. 
Along with human remains and burial goods, archaeologists identified animals that were also sacrificed. These include an eagle, a falcon, a horned owl, two pumas, and a wolf. Some of these animals seemed to have been buried alive. It is suggested that these animals might have expressed military units as this practice was very common among Mesoamerican communities at that time. 
To sum the archaeological evidence of early state societies in Mesoamerica, the scale of some cities, such as Teotihuacan, exhibits extensive urban planning and monumental construction that expresses a very strong centralized state. 
In order to legitimize their social status and control over the population and resources, rulers implemented several different strategies. These included religious rituals that involved sacrifice of humans and animals, representational iconography that expressed rulers like deities or individuals of power.                                     
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