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La arquitectura maya clásica sirve como un recordatorio duradero de las estrategias que utilizaron 
sus constructores. Concretamente el nivel de accesibilidad codificado dentro de los diseños 
arquitectónicos ofrece una vía para examinar las intenciones de sus diseñadores. Este capítulo 
se enfoca en identificar la variabilidad existente en lo referente a la accesibilidad en 17 sitios 
en cinco niveles jerárquicos del Clásico Maya (600-900 DC) de la comunidad maya de Lower 
Dover, Belice. El enfoque se centra en la familia gobernante de élite apical, las élites intermedias 
de nivel superior, medio e inferior y los jefes de grupos corporativos plebeyos de alto estatus. El 
análisis de la accesibilidad de diferentes sitios indica que las élites apicales y las élites intermedias 
de nivel medio persiguen estrategias de exclusividad en mayor grado que las élites intermedias 
y plebeyos de nivel superior e inferior. Argumentamos que las élites intermedias de nivel medio 
elaboraron estrategias de exclusión arquitectónica porque los rituales ancestrales que organizaron 
legitimaban sus respectivos linajes y perpetuaban las identidades a nivel de vecindario, pero 
desafiaban las ideologías de élite apicales y la identidad de nivel político. También establecemos 
que cierta variabilidad en las estrategias de inclusión arquitectónica se relaciona con si un régimen 
de élite podría o no construir un complejo residencial privado secundario.

Classic Maya architecture serves as a durable reminder of the political strategies its builders 
engaged in. Specifically, the level of accessibility encoded within architectural layouts offers an 
avenue to examine the intentions of their designers. This chapter focusses on identifying patterned 
variability in accessibility of architecture from 17 sites at five hierarchical tiers of the Late Classic 
(AD 600-900) Maya polity of Lower Dover, Belize. Focus rests on the apical elite ruling family; 
upper, middle, and lower-level intermediate elites; and high-status commoner neighbourhood 
heads. Comparisons of accessibility analyses between sites indicates that apical elites and middle 
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level intermediate elites pursued strategies of exclusivity to a greater degree than upper and 
lower level intermediate elites and commoners. We argue that middle level intermediate elites 
used architectural exclusion because the ancestral rituals they hosted legitimated their respective 
lineages and perpetuated district level identities but challenged apical elite ideologies and polity 
level identity. We also argue that some variability in strategies of architectural inclusion relate to 
whether an elite regime could construct a secondary private residential compound. 

from across the polity by engaging them in ceremonies 
hosted by the ruler. Smaller and more inaccessible plazas 
have been interpreted as restricted areas for hosting more 
intimate rituals and events involving the ruler and their 
peers, dignitaries, or intermediate elites (Inomata 2006, 
179, 2014, 26; Richards-Rissetto 2012, 110; Ringle and 
Bey III 2001, 279). If we consider plazas to be the forges 
of community (Inomata 2014), then community and 
collective identities were being constructed on multiple 
levels of the political hierarchy within the plazas of 
intermediate elites at the district level and on commoner 
patios at the neighbourhood and household levels (Lohse 
2007; Tsukamoto 2014; Walden et al. 2019). In this respect, 
elite district plazas likely served to integrate commoners 
from multiple neighbourhoods within those districts by 
facilitating face-to-face interaction and building a sense 
of community (Hutson 2016; Smith and Novic 2012). As 
Inomata (2014, 27) suggests, community-making may not 
be harmonious. While the creation of numerous identities 
at multiple nested scales of the political hierarchy need 
not reflect high degrees of animosity between social 
groups, often these separate identities may reflect the 
cleavage planes along which socio-political strife emerges 
(Ashmore et al. 2001; Joyce 2011). This is especially 
true in contexts where ritual is used to construct distinct 
bottom-up political narratives which could clash with top-
down polity level ideologies (Bell 1992; Ferguson and 
Mansbach 1996, 13; Kertzer 1988). Plaza formats within 
and outside civic-ceremonial centres rarely conform to 
two categories like ‘large and accessible’ or ‘small and 
inaccessible’. The variability in size and accessibility 
allow us to reconstruct how the occupants strategised 
inclusivity or exclusivity. 

The Late Classic polity of Lower Dover, Belize, offers 
an ideal context to investigate the degree of accessibility 
at multiple levels of the political hierarchy because it 
contained multiple, politically powerful intermediate 
elite households (Walden, Biggie, and Ebert 2017). One 
factor contributing to the concentration of intermediate 
elite power surrounding Lower Dover was the late 
development of the political centre in an already densely-
settled landscape. A similar dynamic occurs with the rise of 
Xunantunich, located 25km to the southwest (LeCount and 
Yaeger 2010). The region, which would later become the 
hinterland of the Lower Dover polity, was initially settled 
during the Early Preclassic period (1200-900 BC). Villages 
emerged by the Middle Preclassic period (900-300 BC; 
Garber et al. 2004a, 28; Weller 2009; Willey et al. 1965; 
Figures 15.1 and 15.2). At the centres of these villages were 
the elite residences and mortuary shrines of the Tutu Uitz 
Na, Barton Ramie and Floral Park local elite households. 

Recent approaches in Mesoamerican archaeology have 
reconstructed ancient political dynamics by examining the 
strategies used by social actors at different hierarchical 
levels to ensure their longevity (Berdan and Smith 1996; 
Kurnick 2016a; Marken and Fitzsimmons 2015, Murakami 
2014; Robin et al. 2014; Stark and Chance 2012, 196; 
Walden et al. 2019). By examining the accessibility of 
different architectural contexts, we can document strategies 
of inclusivity and exclusivity on the part of the actors who 
built or commissioned these spaces. Classic Maya divine 
kings (k’uhul ajaw) served an important ceremonial role in 
the integration of populations from the hinterlands of their 
polities (Demarest 2004; Freidel 2008; Freidel and Schele 
1988; Walden 2017). As such, the accessibility of the 
central plazas, which apical ruling elites commissioned, has 
been the primary focus of architectural research (e.g. Awe, 
Campbell and Conlon 1991; Awe 2008; Joyce and Weller 
2007; Liendo Stuardo et al. 2014; Parmington 2011; Ringle 
and Bey III 2001; Sanchez 2005; Yermakhanova 2005). 
Intermediate elites (located hierarchically beneath the 
ruling elite, but above the commoner masses) constructed 
scaled-down versions of ceremonial architecture (Burham 
2019; Chase 1992; Eberl 2014; Hendon 2012; Kurnick 
2016b; Lemonnier 2012; Marcus 2006; Prufer et al. 2017; 
Robin et al. 2012; see also Elson and Covey 2006). Maya 
commoners also hosted ceremonies in the smaller patios 
associated with their residences (Blackmore 2011; Gonlin 
2007; Hendon 1996; Lucero 2010; Robin 2003; Wilk and 
Ashmore 1988). Therefore, ceremonial integration was not 
monopolised by the ruling apical elite, but was duplicated 
at multiple levels of the political hierarchy. This means 
that accessibility and strategies of inclusion and exclusion 
are pertinent to understanding ceremonial integration at all 
levels of society. We measure architectural accessibility at 
17 sites situated on five levels of the political hierarchy at 
the Late Classic polity of Lower Dover to examine (1) the 
ways in which hierarchically nested social actors pursued 
different strategies of inclusivity and exclusivity in their 
built environments and (2) the factors which structured 
these strategies. 

The central thesis underlying many studies of Maya plazas 
is the recognition that these spaces were the integrative 
arenas where political ideologies were disseminated 
and collective memory, identity and community were 
created and maintained (Gillespie 2010; Hendon 2010; 
Inomata 2006; Inomata and Tsukamoto 2014; Restall 
2001). Plazas provided ritually integrative contexts in 
which membership of different social entities at multiple 
hierarchical scales was constructed. The larger, accessible 
plazas located within the civic-ceremonial centres have 
been interpreted as serving to integrate social groups 
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Over a thousand years later, at the onset of the Late Classic 
period (AD 600-900), Lower Dover political capital sprung 
up in the midst of these established regimes, co-opting the 
previously autonomous local elites as the intermediate elite 
heads of social districts. The rise of Lower Dover saw the 
eclipse of the authority of these village leaders. Lower 
Dover occupies a central position equidistant between the 
intermediate elite centres at Tutu Uitz Na, Barton Ramie 
and Floral Park. It is a strong possibility that Lower 
Dover was a disembedded capital, a centre intentionally 
situated in a neutral but dominant area from which the 
apical elite could better control the surrounding local elite 
centres (Blanton 1976; Blanton and Fargher 2012; de 
Montmollin 1995, 122; Ur, Karsgaard, and Oates 2007; 
Table 1). The ascendant Lower Dover regime co-opted 
the autonomous local elites as intermediate elites, and the 
villages transitioned into dispersed districts, in a manner 
congruent with the concept of synekism (Soja 2003). While 
our analysis synchronically focusses on the Late Classic 
polity, the divergent trajectory through which Lower 
Dover forms is meaningful for understanding patterns 
of accessibility (Yaeger and LeCount 2010). Co-option 
of intermediate elites by Lower Dover is inferred by the 
spatial distance between the centres and also the fact that 
all three intermediate elite households see uniform declines 
in access to wealth items as Lower Dover arose. Following 
their co-option, the intermediate elites were allowed to carry 
on governing their commoner subordinates using strategies 
of their own devising. It is currently unclear whether 
Lower Dover represents an autochthonous development 
or an external imposition. Hypothetically, the polity could 
have arisen through the paramountcy of one local elite 
family, a confederation of elites, or a foreign imposition by 
apical elites from elsewhere. The current picture from the 
intermediate elite centres strongly suggests the latter. Late 
Classic Lower Dover sat at the top of a six-tier settlement 
hierarchy, beneath them was the upper level intermediate 
elite centre of Floral Park; middle level intermediate elite 
district centres like Tutu Uitz Na and BR-180/168; smaller 
elite residences at Plaza H and Settlement Group 2 (SG 2); 
high-status commoners; and low status commoners. Within 
the districts of Lower Dover are multiple commoner 
neighbourhoods, each situated around a single higher status 
commoner neighbourhood head household. It is important 
not to conflate settlement hierarchies with political 
hierarchies or reify settlement typologies. However, each 
of these tiers was sufficiently distinct from one another in 
terms of their size, the types of structures present, and the 
density of surrounding demography to suggest that their 
occupants were probably considered emically different 
from one another in the past (Walden et al. 2019). The 
heuristic division of actors into categories based on their 
hierarchical position is fundamental to operationalising this 
study (Gardner 2004, 35). 

The Lower Dover Polity and the Classic Period Belize 
River Valley

The Late Classic major centre of Lower Dover is located 
in the Belize River Valley of western Belize (Guerra 

and Awe 2017; Figure 15.1), approximately three 
kilometres west of the Preclassic centre of Blackman 
Eddy, and seven kilometres east of the centre of Baking 
Pot (Garber et al. 2004a; Helmke and Awe 2012). The 
Belize River Valley saw the emergence of large villages 
in the Early to Middle Preclassic period at Cahal Pech, 
Early Xunantunich, Las Ruinas de Arenal, Pacbitun, and 
Blackman Eddy (Awe 1992; Brown et al. 2011; Ebert et 
al. 2016b, Garber et al. 2004b; Sullivan, Awe and Brown 
2018; Table 15.1). The Late Preclassic period (300 BC-
AD 300), saw these villages become the capitals of small 
regional polities, and the emergence of political centres 
at Baking Pot and Actuncan (Hoggarth 2012; LeCount 
et al. 2019). During the Early Classic period (AD 300-
600) the political centres of Actuncan and Blackman 
Eddy declined, and Buenavista del Cayo arose (Yaeger 
et al. 2010). Buenavista was replaced in the Late Classic 
period by the re-emergence of power at Xunantunich. The 
constant rise and fall of centres is reminiscent of Marcus’s 
(1993) dynamic model. While the major centres in the 
Belize River Valley are small in comparison to their peers 
in the surrounding Maya lowlands, they display many of 
the trappings of divine kingship usually associated with 
political autonomy (Awe 2013; Helmke and Awe 2012). 
The Belize Valley political landscape was an intensified 
microcosm of the peer polity dynamics apparent in other 
regions of the Maya lowlands. This situation may have 
developed due to the long history of occupancy in the 
region, or the fact it was a frontier landscape between 
more politically powerful centres like Naranjo to the west, 
El Pilar to the north, Caracol to the south and Lamanai to 
the east (Chase and Garber 2004; Connell and Silverstein 
2006; Helmke and Awe 2012). 

Certain assumptions and caveats are necessary to 
operationalise this study. Interpretations of the spatial 
arrangements of Maya civic-ceremonial centres rely on 
the assumption that the centralised plazas and monumental 
architecture were commissioned by the resident apical 
elite (Abrams 1994, 4-5). Likewise, archaeologists 
readily assume that the small mortuary shrines located 
on commoner households were constructed by the 
commoner residents (Lohse and Valdez 2004; Wilk and 
Rathje 1982). We extend these assumptions to the middle 
levels of the political hierarchy, and argue that the outlying 
architectural plazas and minor centres present across the 
Lower Dover hinterland can be directly associated with 
resident intermediate elites (Walden et al. 2019). All 
these contexts have clear evidence of elite residency. The 
intermediate elite concept is employed here to describe 
households who could command commoner labour for 
construction and had access to high-status items like jade 
and ceramic vessels with glyphic inscriptions (Haviland 
and Moholy-Nagy 1992; Pendergast 1992).

For the purposes of this chapter, accessibility is defined as 
the capability of entering a given context (Oxford English 
Dictionary). Following Newell (1998, 357) privacy 
is defined as ‘a voluntary and temporary condition of 
separation from the public domain’. When discussing the 
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different contexts under investigation in this chapter the 
neutral term site is employed. This differs from popular 
usage in Maya archaeology, where site is a rough synonym 
of polity, or civic-ceremonial centre. This is because the 
term is vague enough to collectively refer to the range of 
contexts examined here. The term compound is applied to 
more inaccessible sites, in contrast to the term precinct, 
which is applied to more open sites. This distinction follows 
the logic that compounds are typically enclosed clusters of 
structures, whereas precincts are more arbitrarily defined 
due to their lack of physical boundedness (Oxford English 
Dictionary). Patios are defined as smaller built areas (of 
50-350m2) and plazas are larger built spaces (>350m2). 

This research diverges from approaches in Maya 
archaeology which emically reconstruct the cosmological 

significance of architecture (Ashmore 1989; Mongelluzzo 
2011). While the accessibility of a particular plaza or 
patio would have impacted the attendees’ experience of 
events from a phenomenological perspective, this question 
is also beyond the scope of this report (Tilley 1994). We 
acknowledge that the plaza and patio spaces served an array 
of quotidian functions such as marketplaces (Cap 2015; 
Dahlin et al. 2007; King 2015), and daily activities like 
processing foodstuffs, cooking, eating, and manufacturing 
goods at the commoner patios (Killion 1992). Evidence 
for economic and quotidian activities varies between 
contexts, but we possess sufficient information to reliably 
argue that all 17 sites included in this study hosted some 
degree of ceremonial activity. Most scholars following 
Peirce (1966) infer a dialectic between the construction of 
the built environment and its ability to affect the everyday 
lives of people within this space, and their subsequent 
ability to reconstruct space in new ways (Liendo Stuardo 
2003, 184; see also Giddens 1984; Lang 1987, 177; 
Rapoport 1982, 287–289). We have limited data on the 
spatial formats of sites prior to the Late Classic period, 
consequently our analysis is effectively synchronic, but 
we draw on data from preceding periods where available.

We build upon a previous study to reconstruct the settlement 
and political hierarchies at Lower Dover. Walden and 
colleagues (2019) applied multi-variate statistics to a data 
set of 28 variables (e.g. architectural volume, elevation, 
distance to polity capital, surrounding population density, 
presence/absence of certain structures, plaza size) at 34 

Figure 15.1. Map showing the location of Lower Dover and the Belize River Valley within the Maya Region.

Table 15.1. Chronology for the Belize River Valley.

Time Period Date Range
Postclassic AD 900/1000-1521
Terminal Classic AD 750-900/1000
Late Classic AD 600-750
Early Classic AD 300-600
Terminal Preclassic AD 150-300
Late Preclassic 300 BC-AD 150
Middle Preclassic 900-300 BC
Early Preclassic 1200/1100-900 BC
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sites. The study demonstrated that the Classic period 
Belize Valley had a six-tier settlement hierarchy (Groups 
1-6). At the head of the political hierarchy is the Lower 
Dover civic-ceremonial centre which functioned as the 
polity capital (Group 1). We consider Lower Dover a 
polity because, like its peers across the Belize River 
Valley, there is no distinct evidence of subordinate 
relationships to an external power, suggesting the ruling 
regime was relatively politically autonomous (Guerra and 
Awe 2017; Helmke and Awe 2012; Hoggarth et al. 2010; 
Yaeger 2010). Like their peers at Baking Pot and Cahal 
Pech, the apical elite at Lower Dover likely held authority 
over the hinterland surrounding their civic-ceremonial 
centre (Awe 1992, 2013; Hoggarth 2012). The Lower 
Dover polity boundary is based on a clear demographic 
drop-off about ~2-3km from the centre, and is therefore 
similar in size and extent to other polities in the Belize 
River Valley (Ebert et al. 2016a; Hoggarth 2012; Walden, 
Biggie and Ebert 2017). The residences of Belize Valley 
apical elites possess the traditional trappings of Classic 
Maya palaces such as spatially restricted multi-room 
compounds, multiple internal courtyards and corbelled 
vault architecture (Haviland 1981; Kowalski 1987, 82; 
Martin 2001, 170; Pollock 1965, 409–411; Smith 1951). 
The civic-ceremonial centre of Lower Dover covers three 

hectares and comprises two main plazas (A and B). Plaza 
A and B are surrounded by 12 structures, and 17 structures 
respectively (Guerra and Awe 2017, 242; Figure 15.3a and 
15.4). A large ancestral eastern triadic structure is situated 
on the eastern side of Plaza A. The apical elite palace on 
the western side of Plaza B has four courtyards surrounded 
by range structures on a tall pyramidal sub-structure. The 
term palace carries some conceptual baggage (Inomata and 
Triadan 2003; Webster 2001), but is useful in this context 
to make clear distinctions between apical and intermediate 
elite residences. In contrast, the upper level intermediate 
elites had perishable superstructures and single courtyard 
residences (Walden et al. 2019). Despite lacking any 
substantial nearby commoner settlement, the Lower Dover 
centre is surrounded by several smaller elite plazas. To the 
immediate south are Plazas C, D and E and further south 
lies SG 2 a large elite residential plaza. SG 2 and Plazas 
F, G and H to the north of the civic-ceremonial centre 
exhibit evidence of a residential function and are included 
in this analysis. We argue that due to their proximity to 
the civic-ceremonial centre and the dearth of commoner 
subordinates in the vicinity, these elites likely fulfilled 
an aulic, or courtly function (Houston and Inomata 2009, 
150-180). The local elites are treated as autonomous prior 
to the onset of the Late Classic period as there is no clear 

Figure 15.2. Map of the Lower Dover polity with architectural groups and districts shown.
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overarching polity in the region. A clear demographic 
buffer zone of settlement exists around the Preclassic 
major centre of Blackman Eddy, but due to the relatively 
small size of the monumental constructions at Blackman 
Eddy it seems unlikely that its sphere of influence would 
have extended as far west as to control the local elites in 
the region which later became Lower Dover. 

Each of the larger polities in the Belize River Valley 
contains a single upper level intermediate elite centre 
(Group 2; Walden et al. 2019). These centres have multiple 
plaza groups (detached residential and ceremonial groups), 
sacbeob (causeways) and terminus groups (architectural 
groups at the end of sacbeob), and ballcourts. The 
upper level intermediate elite centre associated with 
Lower Dover is Floral Park (Figures 15.3). Floral Park 
is located 1.6 km to the southwest of Lower Dover on 
the banks of Upper Barton Creek. Floral Park first saw 
occupation in the Early to Middle Preclassic (Driver and 
Garber 2004; Garber et al. 2004a, 28), and dramatically 
changed in the Late Classic period with the addition of a 
large residential compound. Floral Park comprises three 
plazas, a ceremonial plaza with two pyramids and a sacbe 
leading to a separate terminus group, and a residential 

compound (Brown et al. 1996; Glassman et al. 1995). A 
small district of commoners developed around Floral Park 
in the Middle-Late Preclassic (Ellis, Walden and Rick 
2020; Garcia, Walden and Martinez 2020; Nachamie and 
Walden 2020; Levin et al. 2020; Shaw-Müller, Walden and 
Nachamie 2020). 

The Lower Dover polity contains three middle level 
intermediate elite centres; the district head households at 
Tutu Uitz Na, BR 180/168, and Plaza F near the civic-
ceremonial centre. Middle level intermediate elite centres 
(Group 3) are usually located in dense commoner districts/
neighbourhoods and comprise a single, large residential 
and ceremonial compound with a large plaza and an 
ancestral eastern triadic structure (mortuary structures 
with northern and southern wings; Awe, Hoggarth, and 
Aimers 2017; Figures 15.3). Group 3 centres are relatively 
homogeneous at the regional level, however the examples 
at Lower Dover exhibit variability. Tutu Uitz Na conforms 
to the general template. Plaza F has all the necessary 
architectural features, but is located away from commoner 
settlement in the Lower Dover civic-ceremonial centre. 
BR-180/168 is located in a dense commoner district and 
has the hallmarks of a Group 3 centre but possesses a 

Figure 15.3. Artistic interpretations (clockwise from top left), 3a Lower Dover Civic-Ceremonial Centre, 3b BR-180/168, 3c 
Floral Park and 3d Tutu Uitz Na.
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separate residential compound and ceremonial precinct 
like an upper-level intermediate elite centre, such as 
Floral Park (Group 2). While our statistically-informed 
settlement typology can be considered less of an ersatz 
imposition on the settlement data than generic settlement 
typologies, this variability still serves to highlight the 
issues with settlement typologies. Rather than bemoan 
the fact that the settlement typology does not account for 
every element of local level variation apparent, we see this 
variability as being fundamental to understanding broader 
patterns in actors’ decision making. 

Tutu Uitz Na emerged in the Middle Preclassic, alongside 
several nearby commoner households. Like their peers 
across the valley, the Tutu Uitz Na elite lineage routinely 
interred their dead in their eastern mortuary shrine. This 
shrine was probably extended into an ancestral eastern 
triadic structure in the Early to Late Classic transition 
when Lower Dover arose (Biggie et al. 2019; Petrozza 
2015; Petrozza and Biggie 2015; Walden and Biggie 
2017; Walden et al. 2018). The Barton Ramie middle-level 
intermediate elite centre of BR-180/168 emerged in the 
Middle Preclassic period. By the Late-Terminal Preclassic 
period, the ceremonial precinct (BR-180) was focused 
around a 2 m high eastern ancestral shrine with a number 
of high-status burials (Walden et al. 2020). By the Late 
Classic period, this ancestral shrine had been remodelled 
into a 12 m high eastern triadic structure. While this context 
has been extensively bulldozed and ploughed (Willey et al. 
1965), the ceramic assemblage suggests that a significant 
portion of this structure was constructed in the Late Classic 
period. This suggests that both district elites constructed 
similar ancestral mortuary structures to legitimate their 
political position through ancestor veneration following 
the rise of the Lower Dover regime. Located 100 m to the 
north, BR-168 likely represents the residential compound 
associated with BR-180. Although BR-168 has been 
ploughed extensively, surface collections reveal domestic 
refuse and ceramics ranging from the Middle Preclassic-
Terminal Classic periods. BR-180 likely served as the 
ceremonial nexus of the entire Barton Ramie settlement 
(Willey et al. 1965). Group 3 middle-level elites may have 
served similar functions as the district/neighbourhood 
heads known epigraphically as lakams (Lacadena García-
Gallo 2008; Tsukamoto 2014; Walden et al. 2019, 14). 

Lower level intermediate elites (Group 4) resided in 
an array of different contexts, some in small hinterland 
settlements, others in residential compounds associated 
with civic-ceremonial centres (Walden et al. 2019). Only 
two lower level intermediate elite centres were present 
in the Lower Dover polity. These were Plaza H and SG 
2 (formerly Plaza M), both of which are proximal to the 
Lower Dover civic-ceremonial centre and likely served as 
the homes of aulic elites. Plaza H and SG 2 both had basic 
ceremonial apparatus in terms of plazas and domestic 
shrines, neither possessed anything comparable to the 
larger integrative facilities associated with middle-level 
intermediate elites (Guerra and Collins 2016; Rawski 
2015). This makes logical sense considering that Plaza 

H and SG 2 are in the immediate vicinity of the Lower 
Dover centre, and probably did not integrate commoners 
in ceremonies.

High-status commoner households (Group 5) exist 
throughout the Belize River Valley (Awe, Hoggarth and 
Helmke 2014; Walden et al. 2019). While a high degree 
of variability exists in their geographic locations, they are 
frequently positioned in the middle of smaller clusters of 
low-status commoner households. This spatial patterning 
suggests they played a similar but down-scaled function as 
middle level district heads. The placement of high-status 
commoners in lower status commoner clusters at Lower 
Dover is clearly apparent. The relationships between these 
households could have related to kinship ties or fictive kin. 
In addition to their location in the midst of lower status 
commoners, the presence of small eastern structures, ritual 
assemblages and sizeable patios (ranging from 100-310 
m2) at high-status commoner households indicates that 
they hosted commoner level ceremonies (Lohse 2007). 
Furthermore, excavation data shows that these households 
were acting as neighbourhood heads who integrated 
surrounding low-status commoners in rituals and feasts 
(Gillespie 2000; Hayden and Cannon 1982; Hageman and 
Lohse 2003; Lohse and Valdez 2004; Walden et al. 2018; 
Willey et al. 1965). High-status commoner households 
exist in all the districts at Lower Dover. BR-19, BR-147, 
BR-96 and BR-260 are in the Barton Ramie community, 
SG 3, SG 51 and SG 42 are in the Tutu Uitz Na district, 
and SG 102 and SG 129 are in the Floral Park district. 
Unlike the others which are amidst commoner settlement, 
SG 102 is adjacent to the Floral Park centre and probably 
housed a courtly family associated with the centre. Plaza 
G is located north of the Lower Dover civic-ceremonial 
centre and probably fulfilled more of an aulic function 
(Collins 2018; Collins et al. 2019). We decided to focus 
on Groups 1-5, as the low-status commoner households 
(residential volumes of 100-300m3) which comprise 
Group 6, lack eastern shrines, spaces for aggregations and 
any real evidence of ritual or feasting.

Political Strategies of Inclusivity and Exclusivity 
among Apical and Intermediate Elites and 
Commoners in the Lower Dover Polity

Classic Maya political power stemmed from ceremonial 
displays at all levels of society (Lucero 2003). Decoding 
architectural strategies of inclusion and exclusion can 
elucidate the relationships between different tiers of the 
political hierarchy. Accessibility analysis has the potential 
to speak to a series of prevailing issues related to elite 
political strategies in the study of Classic Maya political 
dynamics. We outline some of these issues and provide 
rough material correlates for each of them. 

Starting at the apex of the political pyramid, our study 
highlights how apical elite actors prioritised inclusivity 
and exclusivity in their architecture by comparison to the 
rest of society within the Lower Dover polity. A substantial 
body of scholarship relying on archaeological, epigraphic 
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and iconographic evidence suggests that Classic Maya 
apical elites can be considered “divine kings” because 
their political power and authority were derived from 
ceremonial roles and duties (Freidel 2008). The concept 
of the stranger king speaks to a tendency for rulers to 
construct an identity as outsiders and socially estrange 
themselves from the rest of society. The concept dovetails 
nicely with our understanding of Classic Maya kingship 
and queenship (Feeley-Harnik 1985, 280; Gillespie 1989, 

219; Sahlins 2017; Helms 1993; McAnany 2008; Sahlins 
2008). Despite originating in Southeast Asia, Polynesia 
and Africa, the concept seems roughly applicable to 
the Classic Maya kingship on an abstract level. Classic 
Maya rulers invested heavily in setting themselves apart 
from their subjects. Apical elite strategies to materialise 
differentiation include the possession of sumptuary items 
(Haviland and Moholy-Nagy 1992), deification of their 
ancestors and claims of divinity themselves (Houston and 

Figure 15.4. Examples of different architectural groups at Lower Dover (adapted from Walden et al. 2019).
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Stuart 1996, 295; McAnany 2013), deploying esoteric 
symbols (Reents-Budet 1998), engaging in exclusive 
royal marriage networks (Hage 2003, Freidel, Schele 
and Parker 1993), and even an elite language (Houston 
and Inomata 2009). The maintenance underpinning this 
veneer of otherworldly power probably relied on the 
ability of apical elites to remain unseen while conducting 
quotidian affairs. There has been a general acceptance 
among scholars that Classic Maya apical elite palaces 
were the most inaccessible contexts within their polities, 
indicating deliberate strategies of estrangement from the 
rest of society (Awe, Campbell and Conlon 1991). While 
it is impossible to assess the applicability of the stranger 
king concept definitively, the architectural accessibility 
of apical elite palaces indicates the scale of the social 
gulf between rulers and subjects (Lamoureux-St-Hilaire 
2018). If the apical elite palace at Lower Dover is the 
most inaccessible context within the polity, then this 
would support the notion that Classic Maya rulers pursued 
policies of estrangement from their subjects. In contrast, if 
intermediate elites show similar levels of inaccessibility, 
then this might suggest similar policies of estrangement 
were at play at the intermediate elite level. 

The level of architectural accessibility relates to the 
content of the ceremonies performed within plaza spaces. 
Ceremonial spaces represent theatrical stages upon 
which performers could present their own ideologies and 
narratives (Demarest 2004). As such, ceremonial action in 
these spaces could serve to regionally integrate a polity 
by disseminating apical elite ideologies to hinterland 
commoners to reinforce a polity level identity (Cyphers 
and Murtha 2014; de Montmollin 1995; Yaeger 2003, 
137), or disintegrate centralised authority by perpetuating 
more local level ideologies and group identities in the 
face of top-down authority (Brumfiel 1994; Connell 
2010; Tsukamoto et al. 2015). Classic Maya identities 
were heavily rooted to place (Tokovonine 2013), but 
people have multiple identities which cross-cut and 
overlap (Insoll 2007:14). We argue that the middle-level 
intermediate elites (Group 3) at BR-180/168 and Tutu Uitz 
Na pursued ancestor veneration rituals, which perpetuated 
a district level identity based around the veneration of 
the intermediate elite lineages. The nature of continuous 
ancestor veneration and interment of the dead in the 
eastern triadic structures at Tutu Uitz Na and BR-180/168 
for over 1000 years before the rise of Lower Dover centre 
likely highlighted the lack of apical elite ancestral ties to 
the landscape. The construction of a large Late Classic 
eastern triadic structure on Plaza A1 at Lower Dover shows 
the apical elite employed similar strategies of ancestor 
veneration (Guerra and Awe 2017). Consequently, we 
expect these middle level intermediate elite plazas to 
corroborate regional patterns and be more exclusive and 
inaccessible because their ancestral ceremonies likely 
jarred ideologically with the political narrative of the 
Lower Dover apical elite (Walden et al. 2019). Likewise, 
the opposite may be true. If intermediate elites were 
engaged in ceremonies which bolster the legitimacy of the 
ruling elite, then we may expect the ceremonial plazas to 

be more open and accessible. Despite uncertainty over the 
surveillance abilities of Classic Maya apical elites (Doyle, 
Garrison and Houston 2012), the distances between the 
Lower Dover palace and Tutu Uitz Na (600m) and BR-
180 (1100m) are minimal indicating that some degree of 
awareness would have come naturally. The apical elite 
palace even appears to have been constructed so that the 
uppermost doorways had lines of sight to Tutu Uitz Na and 
BR-180/168, indicating a degree of surveillance. 

Many scholars have noted that the audiences of 
public events could resist and reinterpret the political 
narratives presented, instead of uncritically accepting the 
presentation of elite ideologies (Inomata and Tsukamoto 
2014, 7; Joyce 2011; Lohse 2007; see also de Certeau 
1984 Lefebvre 1991). The ability of actors to reinterpret 
and alter the dominant ideology may be one reason why 
the elite commissioners of plazas chose to restrict access 
to them spatially. In this case, we may expect to see 
reduced accessibility to sites where divisive ceremonies 
were staged. By extension large, open plazas may have 
accommodated ceremonies less susceptible to the scrutiny 
of their attendees. Despite the need to assume the agency 
of attendees, people living in pre-axial contexts did not 
cognitively divide between the sacred and the profane, and 
may have been at a loss to critically develop alternatives 
or question divine kingship (Bellah 2011; de Montmollin 
2012; Trigger 2003). That said, the spatial patterning of 
other plazas in the immediate vicinity of the Lower Dover 
centre corroborates the existence of alternative ideologies 
and identities, especially considering the narratives of the 
ancestor ritual at Tutu Uitz Na and BR-180/168. 

The approach we adopt allows us to elucidate the 
relationship between the scale of a ceremonial space and its 
accessibility. In theory, plaza size offers a relatively robust 
metric of the scale of the ceremonies (Inomata 2006). 
Joyce and Weller (2007) argue that as plaza accessibility 
became more restricted, the number of participants 
in ceremonies would reduce. We argue however that 
restricted access does not necessarily imply less people 
using the plaza, only that the elite who commissioned 
and controlled the space exerted greater control over who 
accessed it. By examining accessibility relative to plaza 
sizes we can understand the extent to which some plazas 
might have been inaccessible, although initially designed 
for a wider public. Likewise, some small plazas designed 
for elite ceremonies may also have been relatively open, 
especially if elites wished passing commoners to witness 
certain events. Inomata (2006) suggests that plazas were 
designed to include the populace of a polity. Ossa et al. 
(2017) found that, in contrast to larger centres whose 
plaza facilities were too small, smaller centres like Lower 
Dover generally could accommodate their surrounding 
population. Walden, Biggie and Ebert (2017) show that 
the intermediate elite district centres at Lower Dover 
had plazas large enough to accommodate their respective 
district populations, whereas the Lower Dover civic-
ceremonial centre could accommodate the entire polity 
population (based on Inomata 2006; Table 15.2).  
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The surrounding topography may influence social actors 
to enhance or curtail accessibility. For instance, actors 
based at hilltop sites may invest less effort in constructing 
a spatially restrictive built environment than their peers in 
low-lying positions due to the measure of inaccessibility 
provided by the natural landscape. Some of the sites in the 
Lower Dover polity, such as the civic-ceremonial centre 
itself, were constructed on sizeable man-made platforms. 
Sites which were elevated on artificial platforms are treated 
differently from naturally elevated sites in this analysis, but 
clearly speak to the desire to be elevated. At any one time 
the hinterland of the Lower Dover polity would have been 
dominated by patterns of sustainable swidden agriculture, 
fallow plots, and dense household gardens (Fedick 1996; 
Ford and Nigh 2016; also see Roscoe 2008). These natural 
features would no doubt have affected accessibility into 
the sites included in the analysis. Likewise, wooden 
constructions and palisades could have been constructed to 
channel movement or delimit access to a site (O’Mansky 
and Dunning 2004). It is worth noting that the rivers and 
creeks which crosscut the Lower Dover polity probably 
acted as important natural barriers to movement. We 
decided not to include these in the analysis because we 
are unsure of how far these waterways have moved from 
their courses in the Classic period, and because it is likely 
the Maya constructed bridges over them. There is also the 
potential for a direct route between the Lower Dover civic-
ceremonial centre to Barton Ramie to the north across the 
Belize River and another spanning Upper Barton Creek 
near Floral Park. Rather than speculate on the locations 
of such features, we decided to omit this element from 
the study because none of the architectural groups were 
isolated from surrounding commoner settlement by such 
features. Both of these possible infringements on mobility 
are not feasibly reconstructable and cannot be taken into 
account.

Methods, Measuring the Accessibility of Multiple 
Architectural Groups at Lower Dover, Belize

A range of approaches are available to scholars studying 
accessibility in the Classic Maya constructed landscape 
(Liendo Stuardo 2003; Ossa 2014; Richards-Rissetto 2012; 
Watkins 2019; Watkins and Walden 2018). To examine the 
accessibility of different sites at Lower Dover we assessed 
how open or closed they were (Stoll 2014). We wished to 
identify how easy it was to access a site from beyond its 
outermost structures. To this end we counted and measured 
the number of thoroughfares between structures through 
which one could hypothetically enter a site. We employed 
this simple approach because many of the sites in the Lower 

Dover hinterlands only consist of four or five structures. 
We employed an accessibility index which was the sum 
of the different entryways (m) divided by the area of the 
site (m2). Higher values represent greater accessibility. 
This accessibility index allowed comparisons to be drawn 
between different sites across the polity. The architectural 
accessibility index was then compared to variables such 
as the architectural volume of a site (m3), the count of 
surrounding commoner house groups, the size of the patio/
plazas, elevation and nearby slope gradient, to assess the 
degree to which choices about architectural accessibility 
were structured by these factors. The architectural volume 
(m3) of each site was extracted from LiDAR data. The 
density of commoner settlement was taken into account 
by counting house groups within a 250m buffer around the 
site. Plaza/patio size was measured (m2) internally within 
the different sites. Generally, the sites were relatively well 
bounded by structures which allowed an idea of the size 
of the central space. Elevation and slope were both taken 
from the LiDAR digital elevation model (DEM) of the 
area. To assess the gradient of slopes around a particular 
site, a buffer with a radius of 100m was used. These 
data were generated by the Belize Valley Archaeological 
Reconnaissance (BVAR) project, the Belize Valley 
Archaeological Project (BVAP) fieldwork at Floral Park 
(Brown et al. 1996; Driver and Garber 2004; Glassman et 
al. 1995) and the Harvard Peabody Museum excavations 
at Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965). 

Results

Clear patterns emerge based on the architectural 
accessibility of each site relative to their hierarchical status 
(Group membership). Figure 15.5a shows that high-status 
commoner house groups (Group 5) were generally very 
accessible, although, there is much variability at this level 
(Figures 15.5a and 15.5b; accessibility indices vary from 
.0018 to .0687). The Group 4 lower intermediate elite 
sites of SG 2 and Plaza H were less accessible than Group 
5 sites, but still relatively accessible (.0105-.0298; See 
Table 3). The Group 3 middle intermediate elite sites like 
Tutu Uitz Na and Plaza F were highly inaccessible (with 
scores of .0024 and .0020 respectively). BR-180/168 has 
a large residential compound (BR-168) which was not 
included in the statistical analysis as it was bulldozed 
and ploughed (Willey et al. 1965). The existence of this 
secondary residential compound likely explains why 
the BR-180 ceremonial precinct is relatively accessible 
(.0089), compared to other Group 3 centres. This 
explanation is corroborated when we turn to Floral Park 
(Group 2), where the ceremonial precincts were the most 

Table 15.2. Plaza Capacities and Surrounding Populations for the districts.

Plaza Retaining Population Plaza Area m2 0.46m2/person capacity 1m2/person capacity 3.6m2/person capacity
Tutu Uitz Na 380 703 1528 703 195
Floral Park 235 1400 3043 1400 389
BR-180 300 1750 3804 1750 486
Lower Dover 2300 5004 10878 5004 1390
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accessible elite contexts in this analysis (.0280). This is 
juxtaposed by the Floral Park residential compound which 
was the most restricted context recorded (.0014). The 
Lower Dover civic-ceremonial centre showed a relatively 
high degree of inaccessibility (.0047), and the apical elite 
palace was even more inaccessible (.0038). This finding 
corroborates the widely accepted idea that Classic Maya 
major centres had public and private components which 
varied in accessibility (Awe 2008). Further patterns were 
investigated using linear regression analysis. Instead of 
using the Group system (Walden et al. 2019), architectural 
volume was used as a rough metric of status (Smith 
2015). This reveals a mildly statistically significant, weak 
negative correlation between architectural volume (X) 
and the accessibility index (Y) of sites in the Lower Dover 
polity (r = –0.365, p = 0.137, Y = 0.000, X + 0.028). The 
r2 value of 0.133 indicates that only 13 per cent of the 
variation in accessibility is accounted for by architectural 
volume and the high p-value shows the results are in 
no way statistically significant. The relatively weak 
correlation is likely due to the non-linear relationship 
between inaccessibility and status described above 
(Figure 15.5b). The major outliers are all non-residential 
components of large sites. Once the Lower Dover centre 
and the Floral Park and BR-180 ceremonial precincts are 
removed we see a stronger negative correlation between 
architectural volume and architectural accessibility 
(r  =  –0.678, p  =  0.005, Y  =  0.000, X  +  0.044). The r2 
value of 0.460 indicates that 46 per cent of the variation 
in accessibility is accounted for by the volume of the 
architectural complex in question and the low p-value 
shows the results are highly statistically significant. The 
correlation between decreasing architectural accessibility 
and increasing architectural volume is therefore stronger 
at the lower end of the settlement hierarchy. This is logical 
considering that the larger accessible precincts were 
removed (Figure 15.5a). Walden et al. (2019) found that 
architectural groups with higher surrounding commoner 
densities were more architecturally inaccessible at the 
regional level in the Belize River Valley (Figure 15.5c). 
Linear regression analysis failed to corroborate the 
negative relationship between surrounding population 
density and accessibility within the Lower Dover polity. 
A weak trend was noted but this was not statistically 
significant (surrounding population density (X) and the 
accessibility index (Y), r = –0.352, p = 0.152, Y = –0.001, 
X + 0.036). The r2 value of 0.124 indicates that only 12 
per cent of the variation in accessibility is determined by 
the number of surrounding house groups and the p-value 
shows there is a 15 per cent chance the results may be 
due to the vagaries of sampling. This divergence from 
regional patterns is probably because commoners looking 
to settle the region were more attracted to the districts than 
the centre, meaning that population densities around the 
civic-ceremonial centre and the aulic elite plaza groups 
were low (Walden, Guerra and Qiu 2019; see also Ossa 
2014 and Tsukamoto 2014, 54; Figure 15.5c). Another 
departing point between this analysis and that conducted 
by Walden et al. (2019) is the inclusion of more high-
status commoners (Group 5).

Linear regression revealed a mildly statistically significant, 
weak negative relationship between plaza/patio size and 
accessibility (plaza/patio size (X) and the accessibility 
index (Y), r = –0.362, p = 0.140, Y = 0.000, X + 0.031). 
Furthermore, the r2 value of 0.131 indicates that only 13 
per cent of the variation in accessibility is determined by 
the size of the plaza or patio (Figure 15.5d). The lack of 
significant linear relationship highlights the issues at hand 
with dividing plazas into large, accessible public spaces and 
inaccessible private plazas. Once outliers such as the Floral 
Park and BR-180 ceremonial precincts are removed we see a 
stronger negative correlation between architectural volume 
and architectural accessibility (r  =  –0.680, p  =  0.004, 
Y = 0.000, X + 0.049). The r2 value of 0.463 indicates that 
43 per cent of the variation in accessibility is accounted 
for by the plaza/patio area and the low p-value shows 
the results are highly significant. This means that the 
correlation between decreasing architectural accessibility 
and increasing plaza size is stronger at the lower end of the 
settlement hierarchy. This makes sense considering that 
many of the larger sites have separate public precincts and 
private residential compounds which disrupt this trend. 

The analysis of the topography revealed no correlation 
between mean slope gradient in a 100m radius (X) and 
the accessibility index (Y) (r = 0.298, p = 0.230 Y = 0.002 
X  +  0.010; see Figure 15.5e). Furthermore, the r2 value 
of 0.089 indicates that only 8 per cent of the variation in 
accessibility is determined by proximity to steeper slopes. 
In contrast, there is a stronger correlation between elevation 
and architectural accessibility, elevation (X) and architectural 
accessibility (Y) (r = 0.569, p = 0.014, Y = 0.001, X –0.029). 
Furthermore, the r2 value of 0.324 indicates that 32 per cent 
of the variation in accessibility is determined by elevation. 
The p-value suggests a high degree of significance. This 
trend likely reflects sites located on hilltops and upland zones 
being less architecturally restricted because the landscape 
was naturally prohibitive. Examples of this include SG 
51 and 129, which are situated in upland locales and are 
highly accessible (accessibility scores of 0.0533 and 0.0624 
respectively). Figure 15.5f shows that the intermediate 
and apical elite show a preference for living between 50-
70 masl, in contrast to commoners who occupied a wider 
range of elevations. The difference between the linear 
regression output for slope and elevation relates to the fact 
that some of the upland sites like SG 51 are associated with 
steeper slopes, but many such as SG 42 and SG 129 are 
not. The two most architecturally inaccessible Group 3 
sites of Tutu Uitz Na and Plaza F are both topographically 
inaccessible (Figures 15.5e and 15.5f). Plaza F is located on 
the artificially constructed platform which the Lower Dover 
civic-ceremonial centre is situated upon, along with Plazas 
G and H. The construction of this platform shows that the 
apical elite prioritised elevation, but its construction may 
have been necessary for dealing with flooding because the 
civic-ceremonial centre is situated between the Belize River 
and Upper and Lower Barton Creeks. Generally, the sites 
south of the river like Tutu Uitz Na, Floral Park, SG 3, SG 
129, SG 42 are located in upland locations. However, the 
decisions to settle in these places may have related to more 
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Figure 15.5. Graphs (clockwise from top left), a) accessibility index and hierarchical group, b) accessibility index and 
architectural volume, c) accessibility index and surrounding house groups (count), d) accessibility index and plaza/patio size 
(m2), e) accessibility index and mean adjacent slope and f) accessibility index and elevation (masl).
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than just accessibility; factors like good viewsheds, cooler 
breezes, agricultural land, defensibility and better drainage 
no doubt played a role (Dunning 2004; Wilk 1997). 

Discussion, Patterned Variability in Apical Elite, 
Intermediate Elite and High-Status Commoner 
Architectural Accessibility 

Discussion focusses on four main areas: (1) Overall 
trends in architectural accessibility and political status. (2) 
Reconstructing the strategies of inclusion and exclusion 
that different actors pursued. (3) The concept of elite 
ceremonial roles and social estrangement. (4) Sample sizes 
and how the late formation of Lower Dover influenced 
patterns of accessibility. 

Social actors at different levels of the political hierarchy 
at Lower Dover made different decisions about how to 
structure space around them. There is a trend evident 
in terms of increasing political status and decreasing 
architectural accessibility among the residential sites 
examined. The weak trend apparent when we include 
ceremonial precincts is punctuated with interesting 
exceptions. One pattern relates to the shift which occurs 
when elites are able to construct a separate private 
residential compound (Iannone 2003). Floral Park is a case 
in point, the ceremonial precincts are very accessible, but 
the residential compound is clearly restricted. A similar 
dynamic is at play at Lower Dover, and BR-180/168. The 
separate residential compounds would have relieved the 
emphasis on controlling access to space, as their residences 
would not have functioned as a place of commoner 
aggregation like middle level intermediate elite centres 
such as Tutu Uitz Na and Plaza F. This dynamic allowed 
the Lower Dover apical elite and the Floral Park and BR-
180/168 elites to maintain dual strategies of inclusion 
and exclusion at their public ceremonial precincts and 
private residential compounds. Our sample reveals much 
variability in the accessibility of high-status commoner 
households (Group 5). We argue that this variability 
was likely the product of idiosyncratic choices made by 
households about their desired level of privacy.

When the hierarchical position of actors, and the content 
and contexts of these rituals is examined, some meaningful 
patterns emerge in terms of whether ceremonies buttressed 
or undermined the ideological narrative of the apical elite 
at Lower Dover (Marcus 1999, 70-71). Each of the larger 
polities of the Belize River Valley contains a single Group 
2 upper level intermediate elite centre. Despite having low 
surrounding population densities, these centres generally 
commissioned an array of special function architecture 
such as large plazas, sacbeob and termini, and ballcourts, 
but never constructed eastern triadic structures. Walden 
et et al. (2019) argue that this pattern reflected a special 
relationship between these large intermediate elites and 
the apical elites at the polity capitals. This relationship 
involved labour generated at the polity level being 
invested at Group 2 ceremonial precincts to construct 
large integrative structures which likely complemented 

ideologies of apical elite power to integrate hinterland 
populations. In contrast, Group 3 intermediate elites 
were situated in districts of commoners, and constructed 
eastern triadic ancestral structures situated on plazas 
which were large enough to accommodate their respective 
districts. Floral Park is the only site in the Lower Dover 
polity with a sacbe and terminus group, meaning any 
procession-based rituals would likely have occurred here 
(Cheetham 2004). Furthermore, Floral Park seemingly 
benefitted from the rise of Lower Dover in ways which 
the other intermediate elites did not. This is evident in 
the Late Classic construction of the residential compound 
at Floral Park. We argue that the Floral Park ceremonial 
precincts were open because the intermediate elites 
strategised practices of inclusivity, as the ceremonies 
conducted amplified apical ideologies at Lower Dover and 
served to integrate commoners into a polity level identity. 
The resident elites at Tutu Uitz Na and BR-180/168 on 
the other hand, strategised exclusivity, as the district 
ceremonies staged within their compounds promulgated 
a district-level identity. The greater exclusivity of the 
plazas would have facilitated a greater understanding 
of who was attending a ceremony and would have been 
key to excluding people from other districts, or lackeys 
of the ruling regime at Lower Dover. The expansion of 
the Tutu Uitz Na plaza to incorporate a growing district 
populace, and the probable construction of eastern triadic 
structures at both Tutu Uitz Na and BR-180 in the early 
Late Classic was likely the result of a direct strategy on the 
part of these intermediate elite households to undermine a 
polity-wide identity and bolster their traditional ancestral 
ties in the region. The continual interment of elite family 
members in these eastern triadic structures represented an 
act of citation, or the repeated performance of ritual action 
to maintain systems of meaning in social memory (Jones 
2005; Inomata and Tsukamoto 2014; following Derrida 
1977). Because identity is often tied to ideas about the 
past, important transitions can see social memory being 
reworked for political reasons (Ardren 2015: 51; Golden 
2010; Kurnick 2019). In this instance the social memory 
harked back to an ancestral past before the rise of Lower 
Dover. In contrast, the Group 2 elite at Floral Park chose 
not to construct an eastern triadic shrine, and instead 
interred their dead in a small eastern mortuary shrine on 
their private residential plaza. This probably reflects the 
adoption of the opposite strategy to their peers at Tutu Uitz 
Na and Barton Ramie, in that the Floral Park elite chose not 
to politicise their mortuary rituals by making them private. 
Overall, it would appear that centralised control of ritual 
was weak at Lower Dover. The patterns which emerge are 
very reminiscent of Carmean’s (1998) interpretation of the 
decentralised ritual landscape of Sayil in the Yucatan. 

The stranger king concept seems compatible with Classic 
Maya divine kingship. If Classic Maya divine kings can be 
construed as ritual figureheads and strangers to quotidian 
life, then high degrees of separation between their daily 
lives and the lives of their subjects would be important. 
This degree of separation from society is apparent in the 
inaccessibility of the apical elite palace at Lower Dover. 
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However, the gulf in estrangement shown architecturally is 
not between the apical elite and their subjects but is situated 
at a lower hierarchical level and divides apical elites and 
upper to middle level intermediate elites (Groups 1-3) 
from their subordinates (Groups 4-6). All these apical and 
intermediate elites played ceremonial roles in commoner 
integration and therefore may have required similar degrees 
of social estrangement from their subordinates to maintain 
their quasi-sacred nature. Overall, we argue that there 
is only tentative evidence that the elite actors invested in 
ceremonial power sources at Lower Dover pursued policies 
of social estrangement. Equifinality poses issues as the 
greater inaccessibility of apical and upper to middle level 
intermediate elites could simply reflect a desire for privacy 
and the access to labour to materialise it. The stranger king 
concept may apply in a more literal way to the Lower Dover 
case study because the apical elite may have been an external 
imposition. Several examples of the mobility of Classic 
Maya courts exist (Martin and García 2016). Sahlins (2008) 
notes the ability of stranger kings to overcome deep-seated 
structural restrictions and radically transform societies. 
Examples include the inability of the emergent institution 
of kingship to overcome traditional kinship structures, or 
the ability of colonial overlords to overcome longstanding 
issues of factionalism (Sahlins 2008). Theoretically, the 
protracted political inertia prior to the rise of Lower Dover 
might have been the product of a prevailing heterarchical 
situation in which the Floral Park, BR-180/168, and Tutu 
Uitz Na elites were jostling for supremacy. As such, the 
emergence of a higher tier of political decision-making 
at Lower Dover may reflect a breakthrough in an age-old 
stalemate (see Parkinson and Gyucha 2012). 

Lastly, sampling issues need addressing in terms of the 
comparability of our findings. Our sampling universe in 
this report is the Lower Dover polity, as such we only have 
a sample of one major centre (Lower Dover) and one Group 
2 secondary centre (Floral Park). Likewise, our sample size 
for Group 3 and 4 centres is limited to a handful of sites. 
Unfortunately, this is the nature of this type of analysis, 
although some degree of solace is to be taken from the 
fact that some of the patterns in accessibility identified 
corroborate regional patterns (Walden et al. 2019). Lower 
Dover developed differently from many Maya polities. 
This means that the findings of this report are more relevant 
for understanding late emerging polities which co-opted 
surrounding elites and commoners, than polities which 
arose through the simultaneous incremental increases in 
socio-political inequalities and demography. To overcome 
these issues, future research will replicate the analysis at 
the regional level of the Belize River Valley. In addition to 
providing larger samples of intermediate and apical elites, 
this endeavour would facilitate the comparison of elite 
strategies of inclusivity and exclusivity between different 
polities and regimes.

Conclusions

The relatively simple methods employed here to assess 
the different strategies which local actors at Lower Dover 

pursued in terms of structuring architectural accessibility 
have yielded some interesting observations. The linear 
regression analysis did not reveal any particularly strong 
correlations between architectural accessibility and the 
different factors which potentially determined this. This 
result might be expected when assessing the decision 
making of individual households at the local level. These 
data still speak strongly to broader trends associated 
with political status and architectural accessibility. One 
important finding is that the duality between public plazas 
and private residences often attributed to major centres 
extends down the settlement hierarchy to intermediate 
elite minor centres. The research shows that plaza size 
and accessibility should not be conflated. By approaching 
plaza size and accessibility as separate variables we were 
able to better understand the underlying decision making 
of the social actors who commissioned these spaces. 
The nature and content of rituals and ceremonies offered 
intermediate elites the ability to resist top-down control 
and counter the ideological narratives of apical elite 
authority. Architectural accessibility among intermediate 
elites was strongly related to whether the intermediate 
elite burial traditions and ceremonies clashed or 
conformed to apical elite ideologies. Our analysis shows 
that elite residences were private, but whether or not this 
specifically relates to the idea that the king had to estrange 
himself from society is unclear. It is highly possible that 
higher level elites chose to cloister themselves away from 
the prying eyes of society for personal reasons, or because 
the ceremonial basis of their authority warranted a lack 
of social propinquity. Future directions for this research 
include conducting similar analysis across the BVAR 
study region to assess patterns in accessibility among 
apical and intermediate elites and commoners at the 
neighbouring polities of Cahal Pech, Baking Pot, Ek Tzul, 
Lower Barton Creek, and Blackman Eddy. This approach 
will generate a larger sample and allow an understanding 
of the extent to which the patterning evident here is a result 
of the divergent developmental trajectory at Lower Dover. 
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