7 The founding of Monte Albdn

Sacred propositions and social practices
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The founding of Monte Albdn at about 500 BC in the Valley of Oaxaca (Figure 7.1) was one
of the most dramatic social and political developments in the history of Pre-Columbian
civilization. During Monte Albdn’s earliest period of occupation, Period | in the Oaxaca
Valley ceramic chronology (500 — 100 BC), the site grew to become one of the largest in
Mesoamerica at the time (Blanton 1978: 36). Social complexity also rose dramatically and
included the emergence of distinct noble and commoner classes (Joyce 1997; Kowalewski
et al. 1989). The power of Monte Albdn’s nobility was in part built on ideological changes
and the increasing control of politico-religious knowledge and institutions (Joyce and
Winter 1996; Marcus and Flannery 1994). The social and political changes set in motion
by the founding of Monte Albén established the general framework of urban Oaxaca Valley
society that would continue until the collapse of the Monte Albédn polity around AD 800.

Most current models for the founding and early development of Monte Albédn focus on
interpolity competition and conflict as a major causal factor in the establishment of the
urban hilltop center. These models argue that Monte Albdn was founded in response to
threats posed by competing polities either within the Valley of Oaxaca (Marcus and
Flannery 1996) or in neighboring regions (Blanton 1978: 40). The case for interpolity
competition as a factor in the founding of Monte Albdn is compelling. However, viewing
the founding of Monte Albdn as solely a society-wide response to an external threat under-
plays the complex changes in intrasocietal social practices that constituted this major trans-
formarion. This arricle elaborates on my previous work on agency, ideology, and power in
the founding and early development of Monte Albdn (Joyce 1997; Joyce and Winter 1996).
[ explore the founding of Monte Alb4n based on a theoretical perspective rooted in practice
theory (Ortner 1984; Sewell 1992) that examines the intrasocietal dynamics of social
change.

Agency, structure, power, and ideology

Practice theories argue that sociocultural change results from human agency (Archer 1996;
Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1979, 1984; Hodder 1991; Sewell 1992; Shanks and Tilley 1988).
Agency refers to the actions of individual social actors embedded within a broader socio-
cultural and ecological setting (for other views, see Pauketat, Shackel, this volume).
Individuals have motivation, purpose, and interests while entities like social groups, coali-
tions, and institutions do not have goals beyond those that are negoriated by their members
(see Bell 1992; Giddens 1979: 94-5). Agency, however, does not imply a voluntarism in
which atomistic individuals are driven solely by personal motivations. Agency cannot be
considered apart from its structural context. Structure consists of principles and resources



































































