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ChaCo,
Through a Different Lens
Controversy is nothing new to  
Southwest expert Steve Lekson.   
Now he’s taken an unconventional  
approach to demystifying Chaco Canyon.

By Mike Toner
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Pueblo Bonito is one of Chaco Canyon’s remarkable great houses. Archaeologist Steve Lekson sees 

a similarity between Chaco’s great houses and the elite residencies found in Mexico’s altepeme.
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Steve Lekson is at it again. Armed with bon mots 
and verbal darts, Lekson, an inveterate provocateur, is chal-
lenging traditional thinking about one of Southwest archae-
ology’s most treasured icons, Chaco Canyon. This time, he 
wants to show that, despite a century of debate, the “mys-
tery” of Chaco is, perhaps, not so mysterious after all.

It’s no way to win a popularity contest in a scientific 
community where scores of scholars—Lekson among 
them—have devoted lifetimes to studying this complex of 
ancient ruins and roads that sprawl across northwestern 
New Mexico. But then iconoclasts are never popular. 

A decade ago, in his book Chaco Meridian, Lekson, 
the curator of anthropology at the University of Colorado 
Museum of Natural History, stirred up a hornet’s nest when 
he noted that three centers of the ancient Southwest—
Chaco and Aztec Ruins in New Mexico, and Paquimé in 
northern Chihuahua, Mexico—were built on the same line 
of longitude. He suggested that the alignment was part of a 
grand design spanning five centuries and 500 miles of desert 
terrain. A fellow archaeologist called the idea “a crock.” 

That book is an example of the intellectual derring-do 
that’s made him one of the leading figures in his field.“In 
many ways, Steve’s ideas and publications have driven much 
of the intellectual agenda for Southwestern archaeology over 
the last 20 or more years,” the noted Southwest archaeologist 

William Lipe was quoted as saying in a 2009 New York Times 
article about Lekson. 

Four years ago in A History of the Ancient Southwest, 
Lekson chided his colleagues for overreliance on 20th-cen-
tury ethnographic studies and “fuzzy stereotypes” of today’s 
Pueblo peoples that were “pasting a Pueblo present on a 
Chacoan past.” He said the result has clouded their under-
standing of Chaco.

Now, in a forthcoming book—Lekson is publishing a 
chapter at a time on the Internet, inviting readers to com-
ment—he says that, despite what most experts believe, 
Chaco did not evolve in relative isolation. Instead, the Chaco 
phenomenon can only be understood in a context of cross-
pollinating cultures that stretched from the pre-conquest 
city-states of Mesoamerica to Cahokia and the Mississippian 
chiefdoms of the Southeast. 

“Over the last century, Southwestern archaeology has 
been painting itself into tighter and tighter corners,” Lekson 
says. “Chaco and Cahokia were not petri dishes on a lab shelf. 
They were corners of a huge terrarium. Our failure to under-
stand Chaco tells us that we have not thrown our nets out 
far enough. Chaco may actually be pretty easy to understand, 
and not that big of a deal if we just go beyond the Pueblo 
space, conceptually and geographically.”

In particular, he believes that Chaco was a Southwestern 
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The altepetl was a small 

city-state of nobles and 

commoners, encompassing 

both an administrative-

ceremonial center, represented 

here by the area within 

the white circle, and its 

agricultural countryside, 

shown outside the white circle. 

A half-dozen noble families 

built palaces, represented by 

large hexagons, in the center. 

Scores of minor palaces, 

represented by small hexagons, 

were scattered through the 

countryside. Commoners lived 

in thousands of small, simple 

farmsteads, represented by 

small dots. Chaco, Lekson 

argues, is similar in that it also 

had a center and countryside. 

Its great houses were like 

elite residences, its outliers 

like minor palaces. Chaco’s 

commoners resided in small 

unit pueblos. Population 

estimates of altepeme and 

Chaco are also similar, 

according to Lekson.
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adaptation of an indigenous Mexican city-state known as an 
altepetl, a word from the Nahuatl language spoken by peo-
ple in central Mexico. There is disagreement among some 
scholars as to when altepeme (the plural of altepetl) first 
appeared in Mesoamerica, but according to Kenneth Hirth, 
a Mesoamerican archaeologist at Penn State University, they 
were established by a.d. 800, just as Chaco was beginning 
to emerge in the San Juan Basin. “The Southwest was the 
northern frontier of Mesoamerica,” Lekson says. “And Chaco 
was an altepetl—the form, if not all the content, of the basic 
Mesoamerican political unit, adopted on the frontier and 
transformed by local idiom and ideologies. Chaco was an 
altepetl, or at least altepetl-like. Mystery solved.” 

The issue is not so much who built Chaco, but where 
they looked for their inspiration, and what kind of a society 
emerged there. Archaeologists generally agree that it was 
built by the Anasazi. Most also believe Chaco’s cultural roots 
can be traced to the Basketmaker III era, whose pithouses 
dotted the Four Corners region between a.d.  450 and 750. In 
the face of that narrative, Lekson’s ideas have spurred deep 
skepticism. It has also triggered a rush to the reference books 
to find out, as one scholar put it, “what the hell an altepetl is.”

Experts readily acknowledge the need to understand 
Chaco’s place in the wider world, but many balk at the 
notion that it was modeled after prehistoric Mexican poli-
ties a thousand miles or more away. Any similarities between 
Chaco and an altepetl, they insist, were purely coincidental.

“If Chaco was an altepetl because it was like an altepetl, 
then a rusted-out 1974 Honda Civic is a brand-new Bentley, 
because it’s like a brand-new Bentley,” says David Phillips, 
curator of archaeology at the University of New Mexico’s 
Maxwell Museum of Anthropology. “Both have four wheels, 
a motor, a windshield, and headlights. If Steve persists in this 
logic, I have a Bentley I want to sell him.”

Still, when Steve Lekson unleashes a new idea, 
he gets the attention of his colleagues.Like many of them, 
he was part of the Chaco Project, a National Park Service 
program that, over nearly a decade, excavated 118 sites and 
unearthed more than 100,000 artifacts from the complex. 
Lekson also organized the subsequent Chaco Synthesis 
effort, which attempted to knit the project’s discoveries into 
a meaningful picture of Chaco’s past.

“We still don’t have a synthesis that everyone can agree 
on,” says Phillips. “Trying to understand what kind of a sys-
tem built Chaco is a little like trying to take a picture of a 
shadow after the person casting it isn’t there any more.”

“I’m not sure that consensus will ever be reached about 
Chaco’s place in the ancient Southwest,” says James Judge, 
the director of the Chaco Project “But we must applaud 
Steve’s propensity for periodically shaking the profession 
out of its lethargy. Steve is an incredibly talented archaeolo-
gist, and even though some of his interpretations are contro-
versial, they demand careful consideration,” 

Outwardly, Chaco and the Mesoamerican altepetl seem 
to have little in common. Chaco, which flourished from 
roughly a.d. 850 to 1150, was a major center, with 15 large 
complexes and more than 100 outlying communities spread 
across some 40,000 square miles of canyons and mesas in 
northwest New Mexico. A network of roads linked outlying 
communities with Pueblo Bonito, which some experts con-
sider to be Chaco’s downtown. Pueblo Bonito’s 650-room 
great house and circular kivas are among the best-preserved 
and most studied ancient sites in North America. 

But despite more than a century of excavation and study, 
archaeologists still differ over what exactly Chaco was. Until 
the late 1970s, some, including Judge, thought it was a center 
for the storage and redistribution of food in an arid region 
subject to wild swings in the food supply. More recently, 

Steve Lekson stands by a colonnade at Chetro Ketl, another Chaco great house. Colonnades are Mesoamerican architectural features.
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archaeologists have embraced the idea that Chaco central 
was a thinly populated pilgrimage center where thousands 
came to feast at certain times of the year, and then went 
home. New studies are now challenging that idea, too. 

Chaco was unique in the Southwest, whereas altepeme 
were a dime a dozen throughout central Mexico. Current 
knowledge of them comes from archaeological evidence as 
well as Aztec codices. Before the Spanish conquest, altepeme 
were local polities of the Tula, and—post-Chaco—the Aztec 
empires. Commoners paid tribute to nobles, and nobles paid 
tribute to higher-ranking nobles, or kings. Rival altepeme 
warred with each other, formed alliances, then dissolved and 
reformed them. After the conquest, their structure was incor-
porated in administrative units of Spanish rule—the colonial 
equivalent of city councils. Unlike Chaco, altepeme had 
pyramids, ball courts, and central markets, and they lacked 
structures like large, circular kivas. 

Lekson acknowledges such differences, but he insists 
that there are also significant similarities between Chaco and 
the altepeme. He says both systems were, without a doubt, “a 
hierarchy of multiple noble families and associated common-
ers within a defined agricultural territory.” Chaco was larger 
geographically, but he believes that was because it took 
more space to support a population in the arid Southwest.

“Noble families were distinguished by their elite resi-
dences,” he says of altepeme. “Noble houses could be located 
in the countryside among commoner farmsteads, but palaces 
of the major noble families were clustered within a tight cen-
tral zone.” To Lekson, that sounds a lot like Chaco. “Chaco 
was big. It was showy. It was expensive. It is one of the most 
obvious examples of stratified housing in all of archaeol-
ogy,” he says. “The major great houses were markedly differ-
ent from normal houses, the ubiquitous unit pueblo. If one 

accepts that the great houses were palaces or noble houses, 
the similarity to the altepetl form becomes almost obvious.” 

It’s not so obvious to others, however. “The altepetl is 
just not a good model for Chaco,” according to Michael Smith, 
an archaeologist at Arizona State University, whose specialty 
is the Aztec empire. Smith takes issue with several of the 
parallels Lekson draws between Chaco and atapeme. He 
says altepeme were defined not by their physical forms, but 
by the relations of people. “Altepeme were small, indepen-
dent kingdoms,” he says. “The kings were aided by various 
councils of nobles, warriors, priests, and a small but grow-
ing bureaucracy of judges, tax collectors, and other officials. 
Chaco was not an altepetl.”

The notion of kings, chiefs, or other autocrats ruling 
Chaco, as the altepetl model implies, is sharply at odds with 
traditional ideas about the peaceable, egalitarian people who 
built Chaco and lived in harmony with the environment and 
each other. “Most people who support the pilgrimage model 
don’t want to believe that Chaco was a hierarchy in which 
someone had the power of life or death over others,” says 
Lynne Sebastian, director of historic preservation programs 
for the SRI Fondation and a former president of the Society 
for American Archaeology.While she agrees with Lekson 
that “Chaco is too complex for someone not to have been 
in charge,” Sebastian sees no reason to assume that hierarcy 
had its origins in altepeme.

Life-long Chaco scholars like Gwinn Vivian, curator 
emeritus of the Arizona State Museum, acknowledge that 
Chaco’s impressive multi-story great houses and other mon-
umental architecture could only have been built by a society 
that had both leaders and followers. “Chaco obviously had a 
hierarchical structure,” says Vivian, whose father was also a 
Chaco scholar. “Something as complex as Chaco could not 
have been built without someone in charge.” But he says that 
“someone” was most likely a priestly class of elites, a view 
that fits more comfortably with egalitarian Pueblo-centric 
ideas of Chaco as a ceremonial site.

Judge also believes that the “ritual-pilgrimage” model 
is more likely than the altepetl-like rule of “power-hungry 
elites,” but he says Chaco’s social structure could have incor-
porated “a wide variety of sociopolitical structures, while 
retaining fundamental ritual underpinnings.” 

Lekson’s view of Chaco as an altepetl-like city-state 
doesn’t completely exclude the possibility that it was a pil-
grimage center. “There were priests at Chaco,” he says, “but 
there were also quite clearly kings or noble families. Thinking 
of Chaco as some sort of theocracy is simply extrapolating 
from modern Pueblo culture.” And if Chaco really was a pil-
grimage center, it was apparently unique in the Southwest. 
That reason alone should compel researchers to look further 
afield for answers.And that, for him, means looking south. 
“Southwestern civilizations were maize based,” says Lekson. 
“Maize was a Mesoamerican crop. The western half of the 
Southwest spoke Uto-Aztecan, a Mesoamerican language. 
The Southwest was fundamentally Mesoamerican right from 
the beginning.”

Chaco has yielded artifacts, like this copper bell,  

that came from Mesoamerica.
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Many archaeologists believe that the 
major cultures of the Southwest—Anasazi, Hohokam, and 
Mimbres—evolved in relative isolation. Lekson’s altepetl 
model challenges that long-held belief.Over the years, exca-
vations at Chaco have unearthed a variety of trade goods that 
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attest to more recent Mesoamerican connec-
tions: jewelry made from Pacific seashells, 
copper bells, scarlet macaw feathers, and 
cloisonné ornaments which could only have 
come from south of the present day border 
with Mexico. 

Within the last decade, archaeologists 
have also found residues of cacao, the raw 
ingredient of chocolate previously found 
nowhere north of central Mexico, in ceram-
ics from Pueblo Bonito. “There was an active 
flow of people, ideas, innovations, and most 
of the things that shaped history,” says Lek-
son. “Chacoans, or at least the nobles at 
Chaco, had to be aware of what was going on 
in Mesoamerica. Ideas flowed both ways. And 
one of those ideas was altepetl.”

Other researchers say trade is not nec-
essarily a proxy for political and cultural 
exchanges. Some, perhaps all, of Chaco’s 
foreign trade goods could have been the 
result of so-called “down the line” exchange, 
in which goods were passed on from one 
trade center to another before reaching 
Chaco. “There is no question that there is 
Mesoamerican stuff at Chaco,” says Thomas 
Windes, a Chaco expert with the University 

of New Mexico. “But we don’t know how much that trade 
influenced the culture there.”

“Besides, you don’t have to go all the way to Mesoamer-
ica to explain Chaco,” according to John Ware, director of 
the Amerind Foundation and Research Center in Dragoon, 

Mississippian platform mounds like Cahokia’s Monks Mound resemble Mesoamerican pyramids.  

A number of Mesoamerican-style artifacts have also been discovered at Cahokia.
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This map shows Chaco and other cities, represented by dots, and their surrounding 

areas of influence. Lekson believes that Chaco’s residents were in contact with  

people in Mesoamerican cities like Culiacan and Tula, as well as larger regions  

like Aztatlan and Huasteca. He also thinks Chacoans were in contact with people  

in major cities in the Mississippian region, such as Cahokia and Spiro.
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Arizona. “Almost everything that is truly distinctive about 
Chaco has local origins in the San Juan region. Chaco has a 
very strong ritual flavor and there is a strong ritual continu-
ity with today’s Pueblo. Many of the objects we have found 
at Chaco, such as bear claws, cloth wrapped cactus stalks, 
and wooden altar assemblages are still used in Pueblo ritu-
als today.”

And Ware dismisses the notion that something as com-
plex as Chaco, with its monumental architecture, roads, 
water catchment systems, and precise alignment of build-
ings to solar and lunar cycles could only have been built by 
an authoritarian, altepetl-like society. That mistake is due in 
part to a misreading of contemporary Pueblo culture.

“Chaco was undoubtedly hierarchical, but so are the 
Pueblos today; outsiders just don’t get to see it,” says Ware. 
“The Pueblo will tell you that all consider themselves to 
be equals, but the Pueblos have been deeply ranked societ-
ies for over a millennium.”One ethnologist, Joe Jorgensen, 
described the Eastern Pueblos as the “most top-down, cen-
tralized, political organizations of all the tribes in western 
North America north of Mexico.”

Lekson maintains that hints of Chaco’s Mesoamerican 
connections can also be seen in the ruins of Paquimé (also 
called Casas Grandes), “the last and greatest city in the ancient 
Southwest,” in northern Chihuahua. Paquimé was a major 
mercantile center in the region between a.d. 1150 and 1450. 
Excavations there during the 1960s unearthed trade goods—
copper, seashells, and macaws—similar to those found at 
Chaco. Lekson suggests that Paquimé could have initially 
been a center of contact with Mesoamerica, and later, after 
Chaco’s collapse in 1150, been expanded by remnant nobles 
from Chaco itself. Paquimé occupies the southernmost point 
on his so-called Chaco meridian. Much of its architecture, 
including kiva-like structures, four-story great houses, col-
onnaded entrances, and T-shaped passages between rooms, 
echoes, and even surpasses, Chaco in complexity.

David Wilcox, former curator of anthropology at the 
Museum of Northern Arizona, says evidence of Chaco’s 
Mesoamerican connections may someday be found else-
where below the border. “To determine whether Lekson’s 
proposals have merit, we need more knowledge. Western 
Mexico is still very understudied.”

Unlike many challenges to the paradigms of pre-
history, Lekson’s ideas have not been fueled by major new 
archaeological discoveries.Fieldwork at Chaco has slowed 
since the Chaco Project was concluded three decades ago. 
“Native Americans are not very happy about the idea of new 
excavations and the government has pretty much honored 
their wishes,” says Windes.

With a century of archaeology—field reports, sketches, 
photographs, tree ring data, artifact descriptions, and maps—
fully digitized and available on line in the Chaco Research 
Archive (www.chacoarchive.org), many archaeologists say 
there is no urgent need for more field work. As a result, any 
new thinking about Chaco’s place in the ancient Southwest 

necessarily relies on the analysis of existing data.
The tension between prevailing theories and new inter-

pretations is inevitable. Let’s face it,” says Ware. “As scientists, 
we’re not always out there searching for truth. Sometimes 
we’re just looking for ways to prop up our preconceptions. 
That’s why we need rabble-rousers like Steve Lekson to keep 
us from getting too comfortable.”

“We definitely need to consider other models for Chaco,” 
agrees Sebastian. “The only problem with Steve’s model is 
that he tends to pick data that fits his ideas and discard what 
doesn’t.”

Lekson bristles at being called a rabble-rouser. The 
Chaco as atepetl model, he says, “is a conclusion of 30 years 
of research based on data.” And he is undeterred by his crit-
ics. “There is always resistance to novel interpretations. Not 
only do I connect the dots differently, I see different dots.“

On a map of North America, in fact, the “big picture” 
formed by Lekson’s dots range like measles across half the 
continent. He contends that both Chaco and Mesoamerica 
undoubtedly had contact with Mississippian chiefdoms of 
the Midwest, East, and Southeast. Hard evidence of such con-
tact is exceedingly thin—a four-inch flaked obsidian blade 
from Mexico that was found at Spiro Mounds in Oklahoma 
in the 1930s. “Spiro was on the frontier of the Mississippian 
world,” says David Anderson, a Mississippian archaeologist at 
the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. “There probably was 
contact, but we don’t have a lot of evidence to support that.”

Like the Mesoamerican altepeme, most major Mississip-
pian cities had pyramids. At Cahokia, a huge Mississippian 
settlement that was the largest city north of Mesoamerica 
during the rise and fall of Chaco, excavations have uncovered 
decorative ear spools similar to those used in Mesoamerica, a 
Toltec-like dagger, renderings of long-nosed deities and other 
figures similar to those found in Mesoamerica, and pyramid 
groupings that resemble those in prehistoric Mexico. “There 
is no proof of contact,” says University of Illinois archaeolo-
gist Timothy Pauketat, “but it’s an idea that is germinating.”

For Lekson, a germinating idea is as good a place as any 
to start. If, as many scholars concede, the Chacoan mystery 
may never be fully resolved, he feels that the gaps in under-
standing leave room for—perhaps even demand—new 
visions of Chaco’s place in the ancient world. Many of his 
colleagues are looking for scientific certainty, and they’re 
not going to find it. “We know so much about Chaco, yet we 
agree so little—effectively not at all—about what it was,” he 
says. “The Southwest was fundamentally Mesoamerican right 
from the beginning. We should not be surprised if it was 
closely engaged with Mesoamerica throughout its history.”

MIKE TONER is a Pulitzer-Prize-winning writer who lives in Atlanta, Georgia. 
His article “Fighting Archaeological Crime “ appeared in the Fall 2012 issue 
of American Archaeology.

To read the chapter “Chaco as Altepetl: Secondary States”
from Steve Lekson’s new book, visit the web site
http://stevelekson.com/2011/07/22/what-was-chaco


