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Archaeologists often have examined architectural styles to infer migration and 
patterns of cultural interaction among prehispanic Maya groups on the Yucatán 
peninsula. In this paper we question the assumptions underlying this method 
through an ethnoarchaeological study of 20th century vernacular architecture 
in southwestern Campeche. We offer material evidence of how migration to 
Campeche’s southern frontier, the expansion of the modern world system, and 
the formation of culturally plural communities have affected town planning and ver
nacular architecture in the late twentieth century. On the basis of our ethnoar-
chaeological study in Silvituc, we propose that the historical formation processes 
of frontier communities —their life histories— have had a major impact on the 
built environment. In agreement with Lightfoot and Martinez (1995), we suggest 
that frontiers are not peripheries that passively receive cultural innovations from 
the core of the world system. Rather, we conceptualize the frontier as a zone of 
dynamic, overlapping social networks and cultural interaction. 

This study draws on Michael Schiffer’s (2001, 2002: 1148) analytical frame-
work for studying technological differentiation. As a new technology is trans-
ferred from one community to another, it is re-designed so that it becomes more 
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useful for performing specific tasks and achieving particular economic, social, 
political, or symbolic functions among different “user groups.” Interaction both 
with global economic enterprises and with other groups of agriculturalists are 
reflected in spatial patterns within the village and in the substitution of new 
materials and technology in housing over the past 100 years. 

Anthropologists originally assumed that migrants replicate their cultural forms 
in the new community as expressions of ethnicity and identity (e.g. Redfield and 
Villa Rojas, 1934; Vogt, 2004; Wauchope, 1938). We contend that this idea is too 
simplistic. First, such views ignore processes of technological innovation which 
occur as migrants adapt to new environments, exploit new materials, and adjust 
household strategies to cope with changing local, regional, and macroregional 
economies. As Richard Wilk (2001) argues, traditional Maya communities are 
not technologically static. Second, as Janine Gasco (2005) has pointed out for 
Chiapas, the factors that contribute to maintaining or abandoning a traditional 
identity are complex and historically contingent. Explanations that invoke the 
intensity of capitalist expansion, degree of acculturation, or a village’s isolation 
as reasons for maintaining or losing “traditional” Maya housing are insufficient. 
Our data demonstrate that technological differentiation and adoption of “mod-
ern” architectural forms are not unidirectional and inevitable results of global 
economic development. 

Migration and Technological Differentiation

Migration is a niche-filling phenomenon whereby immigrants adapt to new envi-
ronmental or political-economic niche spaces, which results in diffusion, changes 
in behavioral organization, and cultural drift (Binford, 2001: 460; Kirch, 1978; 
Kopytoff, 1987). It is defined as “a long-term residential relocation beyond com-
munity boundaries by one or more discrete social units as the result of a per-
ceived decrease in the benefits of remaining residentially stable or a perceived 
increase in the benefits of relocating to prospective destinations” (Clark, 2001: 2). 
When households move to a new community, communication among kin and 
neighbors, transmission of knowledge, new technologies, and enculturation are 
altered as members adjust to the availability of new raw materials and innova-
tions, and as interactions change within and beyond the community. Changes 
in transmission and enculturative activities are reflected in the production of 
material culture and the practice of daily routines, which affect variation in ar-
chitecture, ceramic production, foodways, equipment maintenance, and refuse 
disposal (Lightfoot, et al., 1998; Stark, 1998; see also McGuire and Schiffer, 1983; 
Schiffer and Skibo, 1997). 

In these circumstances, households make collective choices about how to al-
locate, acquire, use, modify and dispose of material goods —they modify their 
strategies of consumption. Material expression of these tensions, decisions, and 
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trade-offs is often embodied in housing (Lee and Hayden, 1988, Wilk, 1991). 
Many studies assume that architecture is a reflection of the user’s practical needs 
and that “in vernacular contexts, there will be a close congruence between activi-
ties and the built environment” (Dore 1996: ix; Glassie, 2000: 46). Nevertheless, 
as Chris Dore (1996: 282) demonstrates, activities alter built space only when 
they are specialized, performed intensively, and are of large scale. The configura-
tion of built space is complex and reflects composite factors including economy, 
kinship, and the intensity and organization of specific activities, not just the 
user’s practical needs.

Wolfgang Gabbert (2004: xii-xiii) points out that ethnic groups form and are 
maintained through processes of social differentiation in which individuals use 
cultural markers, material culture or symbols to distinguish themselves from 
others. Consequently, ethnicity and inequality are interlinked because cultural 
markers and symbols often are deployed as closure or boundary definition strat-
egies that exclude others from access to valued resources. Wilk’s (1991) studies 
of the Kekchi and Lee’s and Hayden’s (1988; Lee, 1979, 1980; Lee and Bryant, 
1988; Lee and Markman, 1977) studies of colonial and highland Maya suggest 
that movement to new communities, new environments, and global economic 
processes make new technologies, raw materials, and manufactured goods dif-
ferentially available to various groups of people. Wilk (1990: 38) proposes that 
globalization sometimes produces a shift in the social function of housing. Ex-
pansion of capitalist enterprises creates opportunities for wage labor, and as 
Hayden (1988) demonstrates, a household’s economic rank is reflected clearly in 
the cost of construction materials of the house and in the value of its contents. 
Because individuals sometimes are unsure of how to spend wage income that is 
the corporate property of the household, they often decide to invest in housing 
since it benefits all household members. Households whose well being depends 
on labor sharing with others in the community, however, are less likely to invest 
in ostentatious architectural display that inspires envy or visibly expresses class 
differences. Nevertheless, households whose well being is increasingly indepen-
dent from community relations, such as those that depend on wage income or 
remittances from outside the community, often violate this norm. 

Several studies in archaeology have detected migration of discrete ethnic 
groups by looking at variation in architectural spatial syntax, the technologi-
cal style of utilitarian ceramics, foodways, and patterns of household disposal 
or equipment maintenance (e.g. Armstrong, 1998; Clark, 2001; Lightfoot, et al., 
1997; Lightfoot, et al., 1998; Rice, et al., 1998). These examples, however, are 
situations where patterns of interaction are dominated by extreme boundary 
maintenance, as found in colonial planned settlements and plantations or in 
regions where warfare between groups intensified with colonial intrusion. Other 
studies for situations where boundary maintenance is much less rigid indicate 
that detection of migration, differences in enculturation or transmission, and 
ethnicity using these methods is much less certain. 
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Historical Factors Influencing Technology Transfer on the Frontier

The founding and subsequent history of Silvituc is an example of frontiering 
—the movement of groups to occupy new ecological, social and political-eco-
nomic niches in zones of cross-cultural interaction. Yucatec Maya agriculturalists 
who fled the Mexican Revolution to the southern forests were soon caught up 
in the expansion of two lucrative global enterprises —chicle gum gathering and 
the extraction of precious hardwoods (Klepeis, 2000; Klepeis and Vance, 2003; 
Maler, 1910). Over the last 100 years, the Silvituc’s founders were joined by other 
migrants from elsewhere in Campeche, from Tabasco and Veracruz, and most 
recently from Chiapas and Michoacán. These migrants were coping with intra-
community violence, drought, volcanic eruptions, the need for work, or were 
simply encouraged by the government to colonize available agricultural land. To 
examine the relationships among migration, household form, residential space, 
and building technology, we mapped the settlement and recorded the architec-
tural characteristics of all residential and public buildings. Next we conducted 
household census in the village to ascertain variation in family histories, place of 
origin, current and past use of the built environment, and building techniques.

Silvituc was founded by a group of Yucatec Maya agriculturalists who left the 
town of Dzibalchen in the 1890s and established their new community, dedi-
cated to Santa Cruz, on the littoral of Laguna Silvituc (Maler, 1910) (Figure 1, 
Table 1). In 1928, the community petitioned the government to recognize its 
status as an agricultural ejido (a settlement with rights to an allotment of com-
munal village lands). It was not until 1936, however, that Silvituc’s ejido was 
formalized, and the community was granted 3,572 hectares for 74 ejiditarios.1 In 
the 1950s and 1960s, Mexico began to implement policies favoring industrializa-
tion and the development of commercial “export-oriented” agriculture (Chase, 
2002: 6; Grindle, 1994: 39). In southwestern Campeche, this era was marked by 
violence, drought, and political factionalism that depopulated neighboring com-
munities and prompted refugees to settle in Silvituc. Migrants from elsewhere 
in Campeche, Tabasco and Veracruz also came looking for work in the chicle and 
logging industries. The government established military posts in several settle-
ments to keep an eye on the Guatemalan border. 

By the 1960s, Mexico was expanding its domestic and international markets. 
In Campeche, the government stimulated agricultural production with improve-
ments in rail and road transportation by building a railroad through nearby 
Escárcega and completing the Escárcega-Chetumal highway (which passes the 
northern edge of Silvituc’s ejido) in 1972 (Klepeis and Vance, 2003: 225). Conse-
quently, many of the region’s inhabitants founded new communities along the 

1 Archivo de la Secretaría de la Reforma Agraria, Campeche, expediente 23/063. “Acta de posesión 
definitiva y deslinde relativa a la dotación de ejidos del poblado de Silvituc, Municipio de Champotón, 
Estado de Campeche, 18 febrero de 1936”.
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highway and relocated several established villages, including Conhuás, Concep-
ción, and Xbonil, to the road. Under the Colonization Law, the government ac-
tively encouraged agricultural settlement in the region by offering farmers loans 
and subsidies to transform tropical forests into cropland and pasture (Klepeis, 
2004: 48). Although these incentives resulted in an increase in the amount of 
land cultivated per ejidatario, growing in size as much as 25 ha (Klepeis, 2004: 
48), they also initiated massive deforestation (Andrade 2005). Logging was a 
profitable business at this time, and a sawmill was constructed in Centenario in 
1963 (Klepeis, 2000: 71). By the 1970s there were 100 ejidos incorporated into 
the logging business, and in 1974 they started their own union. Klepeis (2004: 
48-49) explains that the government also sponsored large-scale mechanized 
projects that cleared part of the wetlands surrounding Laguna Silvituc for rice 
cultivation. According to several long term residents of Silvituc, a trapiche (mill) 
was once situated on the shore of the lake. By the early 1980s, however, both 
cattle production and the wetland rice-growing experiments were failing because 
Laguna Silvituc was not environmentally suited to rice cultivation. Some of the 
wetlands were converted into new experimental pasture lands, whereas others 
reverted to tropical forests. Ejiditarios who had invested in cattle raising using 
government subsidies reconverted the land to agriculture.

Silvituc grew as more people from Tabasco, Southern Veracruz, Chiapas (in-
cluding Tzeltal and Chol speakers), and Michoacán were attracted by available 
agricultural land and economic opportunity. Migration histories of Silvituc’s cur-
rent residents, however, also reveal substantial movement and migration between 
Silvituc, the rural communities of southwestern Campeche, and the major cities 
of Tabasco, southern Veracruz, and the Yucatán peninsula throughout the second 
half of the 20th century. By the 1970s and 1980s, decisions about the allocation 
of community resources and land ownership became more divisive, as people 
wrangled over the benefits of government sponsored improvements, including 
rural electrification, water, housing, school construction, and subsidized stores 
and warehouses that bought and sold agricultural products. In 1990, Silvituc’s 
request for an ampliación of 48,849 hectares to their ejido was finalized.2 New 
religious institutions were established. In addition to the Catholics, the town 
contains two separate congregations of seventh day Adventists, and one small 
congregation of Pentecostalists. In the 1990s new businesses were established 
in town and along the highway. The presidencia of the municipality was shifted 
from Champotón to Escárcega, and the local town governments (comisarías) of 

2 Archivo de la Secretaría de la Reforma Agraria, Campeche, expediente 23/063. “Acta de posesión 
y deslinde definitiva parcial, relativa a la ejecución de la resolución presidencial de la fecha 24 de julio 
de 1940 y publicación en el Diario Oficial de la Federación del 19 de septiembre del mismo año con-
cede primera ampliación de ejido al poblado Silvituc, municipio de Champotón, Estado de Campeche, 
27 agosto de 1990”. The petition was intitiated in 1940, and “definitive possession” was granted in 
1960. It was not until 1990, however, that the land was measured and the map produced.
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Silvituc, Centenario, López Mateos, and Altamira de Zináparo were combined 
into a joint council (ayuntamiento) (inegi, Archivo Histórico de Localidades). Cur-
rently, the logging industry is growing again, and a new sawmill was constructed 
near the highway in 1997.

The adoption of new building technologies over the last 100 years has trans-
formed the built environment in southwestern Campeche. As new facilities, ma-
terials and housing technologies have been introduced, they have been adapted 
for local use. Materials and technologies used in residential, public, or com-
mercial buildings range from locally collected and prepared materials, such as 
unmilled lumber, palm thatch roofing, and packed earth and sascab flooring, to 
milled and scrap lumber from nearby sawmills, and non-local materials such as 
cement block, cement flooring, metal laminate and cartón roofing. Modern utili-
ties became differentially available, such as electricity, water, septic systems, and 
cable television. Yet, patterns in the timing and contexts of these technological 
adoptions and substitutions are exceedingly complex. 

In Silvituc 90% of inhabitants construct their own dwellings, and the user 
groups of different technologies break out along class lines, age, and length of 
residence in the community, stage of the family cycle, and occupation, rather 
than ethnicity or origin (Alexander, 2004). Today residents still date the construc-
tion of public buildings and facilities such as the water tower, parks, municipal 
offices, the school, and the health center according to the sexenio (6-year presi-
dential term) which sponsored the building. The primary determinant of house 
construction is the cost of materials and political access to those who administer 
government housing programs. On the other hand, one of the fastest changing 
technologies at present is transportation. As more people acquire motorized 
vehicles, modifications to the built environment in the form of roads, vehicle 
storage, parking, and reuse of structures for carports or garages become more 
noticeable (figure 2). But the most recent change is the migration of workers to 
the US who send money back to their families. For the most part, these external 
resources are invested in housing. There is an enormous amount of construction 
“in progress” in the community today.

Technological Changes in Housing

Following Schiffer (2002:1150-1152), we outline the transfer of new building 
technology for our study community in several stages.

1) Information transfer. A description or actual sample of the technology is 
transmitted from person to person. Community residents learn about hous-
ing technologies in several ways: a) intergenerational transfer of knowl-
edge; b) intra-community labor sharing; c) wage labor in the chicle or lum-
ber industries, and d) donations of materials or examples of the technology 
provided through rural development and disaster relief projects. Figure 3 
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is an example of a single-room cement block structure built within the 
community by the government during the 1970s. These structures were 
standard sizes and plans, but the individuals to which they were awarded 
had to finish the roofs themselves.

2) Experimentation. Subsequently, people try out the new technology to see 
how it performs in different circumstances. New building materials, espe-
cially laminate roofing, cement block, or cement flooring, are incorporated 
into existing structures by trial and error. Figure 4 shows an example of 
experimentation in the materials used for wall construction. 

3) Redesign. In light of experimental results, a technology is modified or re-
designed so that it performs better in different circumstances. Redesign 
also produces distinct functional variants. For example, the tandem plan 
arrangement of two buildings, one used as a living room and the other as 
a kitchen, is one of the principal functional variants in Silvituc (figure 5). 
Laminate roofing is waterproof, but it retains heat and makes occupation 
of the structure uncomfortable, especially at midday. Thatch is much cool-
er, and although this material presents greater risk of fire, it remains the 
roofing material of choice for kitchens. Cement flooring and cement block 
walls are prized for coolness, durability, and ease of cleaning, but they are 
costly. These materials are used for front rooms, whereas kitchens typi-
cally have packed earth or sascab floors and milled or scrap-lumber walls, 
materials that are easily replaced. In some cases, kitchens are redesigned 
as carports (see figure 2). Consequently, these building technologies have 
been redesigned to accommodate activities that occur in different parts of 
the residence. 

4) Replication. Specific functional variants of the technology are reproduced 
and distributed to user groups. Artisans may invent and construct copies 
of the technology and make it available to other inhabitants. For example, 
a single family of carpenters replicates wood doors, window shutters, and 
furniture used by friends, family and neighbors within the community. Alterna-
tively, individuals who have specialized knowledge or who own the neces-
sary tools may share their labor with others and thus distribute the tech-
nology within the community. This is the predominant replication process 
for installing metal laminate roofing (figures 6 and 7). Others may special-
ize in the construction of a specific kind of structure and commercialize 
its distribution. For example, the work of a mason known as “El quince de 
Zináparo”, who builds cement block houses, is well known among com-
munities in the region.

5)	 Acquisition. Examples of the technology are acquired by people who form 
distinct recipient groups and who adopt and reproduce the technology in 
similar ways. For some technologies, for example the use of milled and 
scrap lumber, acquisition is widespread. The members of the recipient 
group who adopt and reproduce this technology are diverse in terms of 
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gender, class, and ethnicity. For other technologies, for example cement 
block masonry or carpentry, the composition of the recipient group is re-
stricted to specialists who possess the capital, knowledge, or tools nec-
essary to replicate the technology or to those with sufficient means to 
purchase them (figure 8; see also figure 5).

6) Use. The activities and purposes for which the technology is used involve all 
persons or consumers to whom the technology is distributed. For example, 
the user group for thatched roof kitchens includes palm thatch roofing 
specialists, cooks, and household members of all ages (figure 9). 

Technological Differentiation and the Family Cycle

In Silvituc it is possible to identify the characteristics of user groups for technical 
housing variants. In trying to ascertain the characteristics of each variant’s user 
group, we were guided by the questions Schiffer (2002: 1153) used in his analysis 
of technological differentiation. First, how and with whom did the technology 
originate? Second, to whom was the technology transferred? Third, what groups 
make up the recipient communities? Fourth, how was the technology redesigned 
to fit the purposes of the user group? Fifth, what new functional variants of the 
technology arose and what characteristics were emphasized? Finally, how did 
people replicate and acquire examples of the redesigned technology? Here we 
examine the emergence and persistence of four house variants and the charac-
teristics of their user groups (table 2). 

Type 1 structures are single-room apsidal or rectangular buildings composed 
of local materials —palm thatch roof, walls of wooden boards, and a packed 
earth or sascab floor (figures 10 and 11). This is the housing technology used by 
village founders, and type 1 houses include examples that are among the oldest 
houses in the community. They often are occupied by the senior generation in 
a late stage of the family cycle and by households whose income is agricultur-
ally based. These individuals are successful agriculturalists whose married sons 
and daughters and grandchildren live nearby in the community, often in houses 
made of non-local materials. Nevertheless, this housing technology has not been 
completely replaced; the average construction date for type 1 houses is 1990. 
New examples are still being constructed and used for residences, while others 
are maintained and repaired.

Type 2 structures are single-room rectangular buildings composed of non-local 
materials including laminate roofing, cement block walls, and a cement floor (see 
figure 8). These houses constitute the most rapidly developing technology, and 
their recipient community is diverse in terms of age, class, and family type. They 
are occupied by agriculturalists, including long-term community residents as well 
as recent arrivals. The technology originated when the government constructed a 
number of houses as part of a relief project in the 1970s, but only the walls were 
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built, leaving the occupants to finish the roof, windows and doors, or to build ad-
jacent structures such as kitchens. Because cement block is durable, the average 
construction date of type 2 houses is 1987, slightly older than any other house 
type. In older cement block structures, we see experimentation with a variety of 
different roofing materials, especially palm thatch, whereas in the newest houses 
residents prefer metal laminate roofing, and glass-and-metal doors and windows. 
Residents of newer Type 2 structures experiment with exterior and interior wall 
finishes, especially stucco and paint. Today newly married couples are likely to 
build cement block houses, as are their parents if they intend to renovate or 
replace an older residence. Also a number of specialists have emerged who will 
build these structures on commission. 

Type 3 structures are a single or double-room rectangular buildings, com-
posed of laminate roofing, milled lumber walls, often painted, and a cement 
floor (see figure 2 left, figure 5, and figure11 left). These houses constitute a 
revival of an older technology using milled lumber, now combined with non-lo-
cal laminate roofing. The technology had its origins in the lumber industry when 
previously the sawmill in Centenario was located within walking distance. The 
construction of a nearby sawmill in 1997 made wood boards and scrap lumber 
widely available again. The houses are carefully constructed, often using wood 
strips (chambranas) to cover the spaces joining the wall boards; many have exte-
rior paint and elaborate carpentry doors and windows. The user group of type 
3 structures is diverse, as these houses are constructed for both the younger 
and older generations as part of the family cycle. Nevertheless, a majority of the 
occupants of type 3 structures derived a part of their household income from 
wages, often from seasonal work in the lumber industry.

Type 4 structures are elaborate multi-room buildings, composed of cement 
block, losa or laminate roofing, painted and finished cement block walls, and 
cement and tile floors (figure 12). Their user groups consist of the families of 
those who work outside of the village —either in major cities such as Ciudad 
del Carmen, Chetumal, or Campeche or further abroad. These individuals send 
remittances home, which are invested in housing. Information about this housing 
technology is acquired from individuals’ experience in nearby cities. A number of 
residents are store owners, not agriculturalists, or they are the wives and chil-
dren of men engaged in wage labor. The most elaborate structures in the village 
were still unoccupied at the time of this study. 

Our analysis of the life histories of these house variants reveals some recent 
trends in Silvituc. First, there is variation in spatial syntax and the serial develop-
ment of structures on the house lot, from lots composed of all purpose single-
room structures made of local materials to lots containing structures made of 
non-local materials that have functionally specific rooms under the same roof. 
Different generations of the same family may build and occupy different house 
types. House types do not vary significantly according to the residents’ place 
of origin. Second, in newer houses, builders are substituting non-local materi-
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als —cement block, laminate, paint, and milled lumber— for local materials, 
and newer houses increasingly are constructed by specialists or others who are 
knowledgeable about the new technologies. Most houses have an average of 
two rooms, or sometimes three if a bathroom has been added, except for type 
4 houses which typically have 4 to 5 rooms. The number of rooms does not cor-
respond to family size. Rather, the greater number of rooms in type 4 structures 
is related to the use of vernacular architecture for social display or for commer-
cial activities performed intensively by the members of the domestic unit. Use 
of non-local construction materials also corresponds to the primary source of 
household income and whether the household is primarily agriculturally based or 
incorporates wage labor. These results agree with the shift in the social function 
of housing noted by Wilk (1990). Household members who derive part of their 
income from outside of the community, especially via wages, are more likely to 
display wealth differences visibly in architecture. 

Ordinarily a household builds two structures on its solar —a single-room sala 
(living room) and a single-room kitchen (see figure 5). The structures may be 
placed side by side or adjacent to one another front to back, with the kitchen in 
the back. This tandem-plan is modified as the household passes through the fam-
ily cycle. The most common household form in the community is the nuclear 
family of two generations, consisting of a married couple and their children. 
When a child marries, the new couple will live with the parents for a short period 
before building their own house and kitchen. If the parental generation are farm-
ers and wish to keep filial generations tied to the land and the community, the 
parents may help their married son construct a new house, on the same house 
lot or on an adjacent lot. It is also common for grown children to construct new 
houses or renovate houses for their aging parents and relatives, and these are 
usually sala-kitchen combinations that conserve the tandem-plan spatial syntax.

It is common for parents to give a structure to their married children. Renova-
tions and new constructions that occur as part of the family cycle increasingly 
incorporate non-local materials and new housing variants, such as the type 2 
block structures or type 3 structures (figure 13). Type 1 structures made of local 
materials, unmilled lumber and palm thatch are maintained or sometimes change 
function as the household proceeds through the family cycle. This spatial syntax 
is common to most agriculturalists, and it is not an ethnic marker. Tzeltal and 
Chol-speaking families follow the same family cycle and residence pattern as 
Yucatec families, and they follow the same processes in adopting new housing 
technologies.

In contrast, the elaborate multi-room structures composed of non-local ma-
terials are constructed or commissioned by individuals engaged in wage labor 
outside of the village (see figure 12). Sometimes the structures serve to display 
wealth, but other examples simply fit into the normal construction sequence 
that follows the family cycle. In other cases, recent immigrants to the community 
may be engaged in commercial enterprises, rather than agriculture. Store owners 
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also construct multi-room housing of non-local materials, but they tend to build 
additions to the residence over a more extended period of time, as financial 
resources permit. 

Consequently, house types 1-3 have been redesigned to fit the prevailing 
spatial syntax and the development of the family cycle. These technologies are 
maintained within a traditional construction sequence common among most 
Maya agriculturalists. Type 4 houses represent a change in the function of hous-
ing —it is used for commercial purposes or to visibly express wealth differ-
ences. 

Conclusions

Migration has transformed the vernacular architecture in southwestern Campeche 
over the last 100 years. The changes in household architecture and the devel-
opment of a frontier architectural style in this area reflects a long-term history 
of decisions and strategies implemented by community members. The changes 
reveal residents’ relations with the environment and local economy, with new 
groups of immigrants, and with the state and world system. To explain why some 
Maya communities adopt modern technologies, we need to look at variation in 
the transfer of technology, the processes of technological differentiation, and 
historical and political economic factors, both internal and external, that influ-
ence community development. 

Frontiering in southwestern Campeche is not a new phenomenon. The Clas-
sic period collapse of cities in the southern Maya Lowlands produced local and 
regional demographic shifts that affected the composition of prehistoric settle-
ments in southwestern Campeche (Alexander 2000, 2005; Vargas, 2001). Similar 
population movements occurred in the seventeenth century as initial efforts at 
Spanish colonization failed (Jones 1998). In the eighteenth century, Maya resis-
tance again propelled flight down the Camino Real into the Petén (Caso Barrera, 
2002). In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many more emigrated in the 
wake of the Caste War and the Mexican Revolution (Klepeis 2000; Klepeis and 
Vance 2003, Maler 1910). Ultimately we hope that through this project archae-
ologists can build a frame of reference (sensu Binford 2001) for the analysis of 
architectural change on the Yucatán peninsula. 

Book-ECM-XXX.indb   185 03/12/2007   07:08:24 p.m.



186 estudios de cultura maya xxx

Ta
bl

e 
1.

 P
o

pu
la

ti
o

n
s 

fo
r 

Si
lv

it
u

c 
an

d
 o

th
er

 s
el

ec
te

d
 s

et
tl

em
en

ts
 in

 s
o

u
th

w
es

te
rn

 C
am

pe
ch

e,
 1

90
0-

20
00

Pl
ac

e
19

00
19

10
19

20
19

30
19

40
19

50
19

60
19

70
19

80
19

90
19

95
20

00
Si

lv
it

uc
17

7
11

8
11

6
16

3
53

25
2

33
6

26
5

38
6

63
9

73
9

83
5

Es
cá

rc
eg

a
61

5
26

18
38

93
72

48
10

39
4

20
33

2
25

20
9

25
91

1
D

iv
is

ió
n 

de
l 

N
or

te
98

1
20

42
32

64
32

73
32

38

Sa
nt

a 
Lu

cí
a

9
0

0
0

29
8

24
0

24
5

24
1

M
at

am
or

os
48

8
64

8
64

25
7

23
3

34
6

65
1

11
53

13
07

14
72

Co
nh

ua
s

24
5

17
4

15
2

19
8

19
6

16
7

0
0

25
0

25
0

39
8

53
5

Ce
nt

en
ar

io
20

0
60

9
48

1
79

2
76

0
88

3
Al

ta
m

ir
a 

de
 

Zi
ná

pa
ro

17
5

10
16

11
39

11
56

Xb
on

il
91

66
20

8
10

5
20

0
20

8
31

9
44

3
49

0
61

8
Ch

an
 L

ag
un

a
17

5
74

73
27

5
0

0
82

21
0

50
3

53
9

*
Ju

st
ic

ia
 S

oc
ia

l
47

7
72

0
72

3
82

6
Be

ni
to

 Ju
ár

ez
 

G
ar

cí
a

17
7

24
0

*

Co
ns

ti
tu

ci
ón

32
0

50
0

72
6

89
8

10
57

Ad
ol

fo
 L

óp
ez

 
M

at
eo

s
45

4
34

0
32

5
32

6
35

8

Pa
bl

o 
G

ar
cí

a
16

6
54

5
61

1
76

3
Pi

xo
ya

l
7

11
4

41
5

70
6

84
1

72
4

67
8

68
3

72
5

Co
nc

ep
ci

ón
10

12
75

95
63

5
0

0
0

65
18

0
18

9
20

3
Le

ch
ug

al
31

6
31

6
29

6
*

21
6

El
 L

ec
hu

ga
l

14
2

10
5

91

To
ta

l R
eg

io
n

16
18

53
2

99
7

13
18

10
47

37
49

51
68

17
79

4
32

42
1

37
87

4
39

12
8

N
ot

e:
 D

at
a 

fr
om

 I
ns

ti
tu

to
 N

ac
io

na
l 

de
 G

eo
gr

af
ía

, 
Es

ta
dí

st
ic

a 
e 

In
fo

rm
át

ic
a,

 A
rc

hi
vo

 H
is

tó
ri

co
 d

e 
Lo

ca
lid

ad
es

 (
ht

tp
://

m
ap

se
rv

er
.in

eg
i.g

ob
.m

x/
ds

is
t/a

hl
20

03
/in

de
x.

ht
m

l?
c=

42
4)

.
* 

D
at

a 
un

av
ai

la
bl

e

Book-ECM-XXX.indb   186 03/12/2007   07:08:24 p.m.

http://mapserver.inegi.gob.mx/dsist/ahl2003/index.html?c=424
http://mapserver.inegi.gob.mx/dsist/ahl2003/index.html?c=424


alexander y andrade /  frontier migration and the built environment	 187

Ta
bl

e 
2.

 U
se

r 
G

ro
u

p 
Ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s 
o

f 
Fo

u
r 

H
o

u
se

 T
yp

es
 in

 S
il

vi
tu

c

Ho
us

e 
typ

e 
i

n=
72

ho
us

e 
typ

e 
2

n=
24

ho
us

e 
typ

e 
3

n=
29

ho
us

e 
typ

e 
4

n=
12

M
ea

n 
co

ns
tr

uc
ti

on
 d

at
e

19
90

19
87

19
90

19
91

H
ou

se
ho

ld
 in

co
m

e
 P

ar
tly

 w
ag

ed
 b

as
ed

 A
gr

ic
ul

tu
ra

lly
 b

as
ed

19
	

26
%

53
	

74
%

9	
38

%

15
	

63
%

16
	

55
%

13
	

45
%

7	
58

%

5	
42

%

M
ea

n 
fa

m
ily

 s
iz

e
5.

4
4.

8
5.

2
5

M
ea

n 
nu

m
be

r 
of

 r
oo

m
s

1.
8

2.
3

3
4.

6

Re
si

de
nt

s’
 O

ri
gi

ns
 S

ilv
it

uc
 R

ur
al

 C
am

pe
ch

e
 U

rb
an

 C
am

pe
ch

e
 T

ab
as

co
 C

hi
ap

as
 Q

ui
nt

an
a 

Ro
o

 M
ic

ho
ac

án
 O

th
er

21 8 8 6 24 1 6

8 4 2 1 1 1 3

5 3 2 9 3 1 4

8 1 1 1

N
ot

e:
 R

es
id

en
ts

’ o
ri

gi
ns

, p
ri

m
ar

y 
so

ur
ce

s 
of

 h
ou

se
ho

ld
 in

co
m

e,
 a

nd
 f

am
ily

 h
is

to
ri

es
 w

er
e 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

re
si

de
nt

s 
in

 v
ol

un
-

ta
ry

 in
te

rv
ie

w
s 

an
d 

no
t 

re
co

rd
ed

 f
or

 a
ll 

st
ru

ct
ur

es
.

Book-ECM-XXX.indb   187 03/12/2007   07:08:25 p.m.



188 estudios de cultura maya xxx

Figure 1. Map of the Silvituc Region, southwestern Campeche, Mexico.

Figure 2. Type 3 structure (left) and type 1 
structure (right) reused as a garage.

Figure 3. One of the earliest Type 2 
structures built in Silvituc.
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Figure 4. Experimentation with new materials.

Figure 5. Redesign –a tandem plan construction 
with a Type 3 structure in front and a Type 1 

structure at the back. 

Figure 6. Replication of laminate roofing, 
labor sharing with neighbors.

Figure 7. Replication 
of wood shutters, doors, and furniture. 
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Figure 8. Replication and Acquisition 
of functional variants, such as 
this Type 2 cement block house.

Figure 9. Use and distribution of the technology to persons of all ages.
(photo by Amanda Martínez)

Figure 10. Type 1 structure.
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Figure 11. Type 1 house (right); 
Type 3 house (left).

Figure 12. Type 4 structure.

Figure 13. Spatial syntax of the family 
cycle, with two Type 1 houses and one 
Type 3 house on the same house lot.
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