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This volume consists of 18 chapters focusing 
on economies in state-level societies across 
the pre-Columbian world, specifically 
Central Mexico, the Maya area, and the 
Central Andes. It brings together scholars 
specializing in each of these areas to 
address the diversity of economic systems. 
As a whole, the volume challenges ideas 
concerning the lack of markets in Pre-
Columbian societies which have been deeply 
embedded in archaeological studies since 
the work of Karl Polyani in the 1940s and 
1950s which suggested markets did not exist 
in the ancient world. The geographic, 
methodological, and temporal breadth of 
this volume make it an important 
contribution to economic studies and an 
excellent resource for anyone studying 
ancient or modern economies.  In addition 
to an introduction (Hirth and Pillsbury) and 
summary (Isaacs), this volume contains five 
chapters about Central Mexico, four on the 
Maya, and seven about the Andes. This 
review examines the chapters within their 
geographic focus.  
 The Central Mexico chapters focus 
primarily on the Aztecs. Two of the chapters 
(Nichols, Gutiérrez) discuss the Aztecs, one 
the economy of Teotihuacan (Carballo), and 
the remaining two are theoretical papers 
applied to Central Mexican examples and 
themes (Blanton, Hirth). The Aztec chapters 
are complementary as they discuss different 
aspects of the Aztec economy. Nichols 
examines the Aztec economy from outside 
the core area, while Gutiérrez examines 
Aztec tribute and the effect of tribute on 
production and economic organization.  

 The most intriguing paper in this 
section was Carballo’s paper examining the 
economic organization of Teotihuacan. 
Although much archaeological research has 
been performed at the site, little knowledge 
of its political or economic structure is 
known. Carballo’s chapter brings together 
previous investigations of craft production 
at Teotihuacan to discuss the production 
and distribution of four commodities 
(obsidian, lime, cotton, and export 
ceramics). Carballo emphasizes the 
heterogeneity of the economy at 
Teotihuacan; each of the commodities 
discussed was produced and distributed 
through different economic mechanisms 
with varying levels of state control.    
 Discussing obsidian production at 
Teotihuacan is a difficult task due to the 
controversy concerning the number of 
production areas and their importance in 
the economic and political structures of 
Teotihuacan (e.g. Clark 1986; Spence 1967). 
Carballo focuses on differences in the 
procurement of obsidian for the production 
of ritual versus utilitarian commodities 
concluding that the acquisition of raw 
material for ritual production was state-
controlled, while that for domestic 
production was not. Still, information on the 
use of different sources in the production of 
varying types of tools would further support 
his argument. Lithics experts have long 
understood that certain raw material 
sources were favored for the production of 
specific types of goods (see Andrefsky 1994). 
Spence (1967) argues that, at Teotihuacan, 
Pachuca obsidian was used for core-blade 
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technology while bifaces were produced 
with Ucareo obsidian. The effect of 
differences in raw material preference for 
different tasks could influence raw material 
acquisition and its control. A more nuanced 
discussion of raw material preferences and 
their effect on the economic organization of 
these materials would strengthen the 
discussion of obsidian production at 
Teotihuacan.  
 The four Maya chapters (Tokovinine 
and Beliaev, Masson and Freidel, McAnany, 
Kovacevich) complement each other 
through their discussions of disparate but 
related economic phenomena. As a whole, 
these chapters emphasize the complex and 
varied nature of the ancient Maya economy. 
McAnany emphasizes elite economies 
through an examination of status good 
production at royal courts. Masson and 
Freidel, on the other hand, focus on 
commodities utilized by all peoples, 
particularly non-elite individuals. 
Kovacevich bridges the gap between these 
two papers by examining jade production, 
performed by both elites and non-elites 
depending on the production stage.  She 
uses jade production to emphasize the 
complex nature of economic systems. 
Tokovinine and Beliaev add an iconographic 
perspective, focusing on evidence of 
markets and market exchange in Maya texts 
and iconography. These four chapters 
provide a well-rounded over-view of some 
of the major issues in Maya economic 
studies today including the types of 
economic systems that operated and the 
role of elite and non-elites in these 
economic systems (see McAnany 2010). 
 The remaining seven chapters 
address the Andes. These chapters are a 
particularly important contribution because 
of the deep-seated opinion that market 
economies did not exist in the Inca empire, 
and by extension, the rest of the Andes. 
These ideas have their origins with Polyani 
and John Murra (1972) who proposed that 
embedded economies were the norm in 
Andean societies. These papers aim to 
examine that idea from a critical viewpoint; 
that is to examine each case individually 
rather than making broad generalizations. 

Three of these chapters (Dillehey, Mayer, 
Nielsen) cover a wide temporal span, 
focusing on temporal variation in economic 
practices. The remainder of the papers 
focus on Chavin (Burger), Tiwanaku 
(Goldstein), the Inca (Stanish and Cobean), 
and Chan Chan and Ecuador (Topic). The 
temporal and spatial variation provides an 
interesting cross-section of economic 
practices across the Andes. These papers all 
emphasize that economic organization must 
be evaluated using archaeological, 
ethnohistoric, and/or ethnographic 
evidence. Goldstein, for instance, examines 
economic practices at Tiwanaku and finds 
that they indicate an embedded, nonmarket 
economy, supporting colonial period 
sources which failed to identify markets in 
the region. Alternatively, Stanish and 
Cobean identify barter markets in pre-Inca 
and Inca times when markets were thought 
not to exist.   
 An important contribution of Stanish 
and Cobean’s chapter is the suggestion that 
the exchange of utilitarian goods was not a 
focus of Spanish examination and writings, 
so extant ethnohistorical sources might not 
explain all economic practices. 
Ethnohistorical sources discussing the Inca 
(e.g. Garcilosa de la Vega and Guaman Poma) 
do not mention market exchange, in 
contrast with Aztec ethnohistories (e.g. 
Bernal Diaz de Castillo and Sahagun), which 
include extensive descriptions of market 
activities. Stanish and Cobean present 
evidence from contact-period dictionaries, 
histories, and indigenous accounts to argue 
that the Inca concept of markets differed 
from that of the Spanish and thus was not 
understood as such. This approach to 
ethnohistorical documents provides an 
important way to critically examine these 
documents. However, Stanish and Cobean 
do not provide any archaeological evidence 
for markets in Inca or pre-Inca times. The 
presence of archaeological, or other pre-
contact era sources of information, would 
strengthen their arguments, particularly as 
they aim to project the presence of barter 
markets back in time before Spanish 
contact. The quantity of archaeological 
evidence for state-controlled economies 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 72

among the Inca, rather than for markets, is a 
major factor in the identification of Inca 
economic practices as state-controlled 
(Covey 2008).  
 This volume is an excellent 
contribution to our understanding of Pre-
Columbian economic systems. The volume, 
while an excellent overview and summary, 
balances that aspect with the presentation 
of new information concerning each of the 
three world areas discussed. This volume 
also provides wide temporal and spatial 
coverage and an overview of methodologies, 
theories, and mechanisms with which to 
study ancient economies.   
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