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Abstract:
For the Maya reality is a unifi ed whole within which every entity shares in the same fundamental ani-
mating principle. Th is is a relational ontology whereby no phenomenon is self-contained but emerges 
from relations with others, including humans and non-humans, in various fi elds of action.  Th is ontology 
correlates with a more encompassing “process metaphysic” in which reality is in constant fl ux, continually 
“becoming.”  Th e process metaphysic envisioned by philosopher Alfred North Whitehead provides a tech-
nical language for analyzing the composition and extension of Maya persons, using the model of person-
hood developed by anthropologist Marcel Mauss.  In life individual Maya persons assembled divergent 
components endowed by their maternal and paternal ancestors, which were subsequently disassembled 
upon their deaths.  Th ey also assembled non-corporeal components–souls and names–that linked them 
to existences beyond the physical boundaries and timelines of their bodies.  Aspects of personhood were 
also shared by objects worn or manipulated by humans. Persons were thus extended in space and in time, 
outliving individual human beings. Maya belief and practice reveals the fundamental process known as 
k’ex, “replacement” or “substitution,” accounts for much of the fl ux and duration of the universe as a May-
a-specifi c mode of “becoming.” 
Keywords: Maya, ontology, process metaphysic, personhood, Alfred North Whitehead

Resumen:
LA NOCIÓN DE LA PERSONA EXTENDIDA EN LA ONTOLOGÍA MAYA
Para los Mayas, el mundo real se concibe como un todo unifi cado en donde cada entidad comparte el 
mismo principio anímico. Se trata de una ontología relacional en la que ningún fenómeno es un ser 
contenido dentro de sí mismo, sino que surge de las relaciones con los demás,  incluidos humanos y no 
humanos, en varios campos de acción. Esta ontología se correlaciona con una “metafísica del proceso”  
(“process metaphysic”) según la cual la realidad se encuentra en fl ujo, en un continuo proceso de devenir 
(“becoming”).  La metafísica del proceso prevista por el fi lósofo Alfred North Whitehead proporciona un 
lenguaje técnico para analizar la composición y extensión de la persona maya, utilizando el modelo de 
la personeidad (“personhood”) elaborado por el antropólogo Marcel Mauss. Durante sus vidas las perso-
nas mayas individuales reunieron los componentes divergentes investidos por sus antepasados maternos 
y paternos, y que posteriormente, después de su muerte fueron desmontados.  También reunieron los 
componentes no corporales – las almas y los nombres – que asociaron a sus presencias más allá de los 

Susan D. Gillespie ■ Department of Anthropology, University of Florida, email: sgillesp@ufl .edu
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6697-4268

Estudios Latinoamericanos
41 (2021): 105–127 

https://doi.org/10.36447/Estudios2021.v41.art6



Susan D. Gillespie106

Introduction

Th e twenty-fi rst century is witnessing a growing interest by scholars in 
anthropology, archaeology, and related disciplines in “new” or alternative, non-
Western ontologies (e.g., Alberti and Bray 2009; Coole and Frost 2010; Alberti et 
al. 2011; Descola 2013; Watts 2013; Joyce 2015; Alberti 2016).  Even philosophers 
are now exploring the diff erent ontologies of indigenous America (e.g., Maffi  e 
2014; McLeod 2018).  Th is is part of a more general rejection in academia of 
the imposition of the modern Western world view on others. Especially targeted 
for criticism is the Western divide between humans and non-humans and the 
attribution of intention and agency only to humans.  A near-universal animic 
ontology has been posited to characterize many non-Western perspectives, one 
in which animacy, agency, and personhood are not monopolized by humans but 
may be properties of non-human objects and intangible phenomena (e.g., Gell 
1998; Latour 2005; Hendon 2012; Joyce 2015; Harrison-Buck and Hendon 2018; 
Watts 2013).  Although its universality may be overstated, there is nevertheless 
greater acceptance in “counter-modern” thinking (Th omas 2004: 224) of the 
transcendence of Modernist oppositional categories, such as subject and object, 
culture and nature, divine and mortal, living and inert, and supernatural and 
natural, allowing for more complex polyagential realms of existence (e.g., Descola 
2013; Kosiba et al. 2020; Zamora Corona 2020).

Overcoming our conventional human/non-human divide thus requires 
rethinking the status of “persons.”  Most notably, non-humans are being recognized 
within this category as sentient and agentive actors.  Furthermore, the related 
modern Western concept of the “individual” must also be expanded beyond its 
narrow boundaries.  Persons can be permeable, extendable, and plural, exceeding 
a single human body. Th ey can also be durable, outliving that body. Th is paper 
reviews various aspects of Maya belief and practice regarding the relational and 
assembled person “in process,” relying on the pioneering research of anthropologist 
Marcel Mauss and process philosophers such as Alfred North Whitehead.

In considering Maya personhood, I emphasize three major ontological 
propositions drawing from philosophy.  Th e fi rst is that personhood is a relational 
status (e.g., Fowler 2016). Th is is foundational to overcoming Modernist dualist 
ontologies (Watts 2013: 1).  Entities assume their subjectivities—their characteristics 

límites físico-temporales de los cuerpos mismos. Transfi rieron ciertos aspectos de la personeidad a los 
objectos usados o manipulados por los humanos. De este modo ciertas personas se extienden en el espacio 
y en el tiempo, sobreviviendo a los seres humanos individuales. Las creencias y prácticas mayas se basan 
en el concepto fundamental de k’ex, (“reemplazo”, “sustitución”), lo que explica en gran medida que un 
constante movimiento y la duración del universo constituyen un modo maya específi co de devenir. 
Palabras claves: Maya, ontología, la metafísica del proceso, la persona, Alfred North Whitehead
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and capacities—out of their relationships with others (Joyce 2015: 8).  Persons are 
not isolable, reductive, or static.  Th ey are always parts of wholes that are more than 
the sums of their parts.

Relationism further involves the continual reconstitution of entities in 
alliance with other phenomena, forming various types of assemblages that are 
constituted, disassembled, and reconstituted over time (e.g., Latour 2005; DeLanda 
2006; Harman 2008; Joyce 2012).  Assemblages assume particular confi gurations 
based on the intrasubjectivities of their component parts within specifi c, but 
typically routine and generic, fi elds of action (Robb 2010).

Th ese fi rst two propositions are founded on an underlying process 
metaphysic whereby the universe is in fl ux, transformation is continuous, and 
entities are constantly emerging, constantly “becoming” (Rescher 1996, 2000; 
Halewood 2005).  As diffi  cult as it might be for Westerners to comprehend, what we 
call entities are better modeled as processes (Watts 2013: 1). A process metaphysic 
is becoming more common in anthropology, archaeology, and related disciplines 
(e.g., Gosden and Malafouris 2015). 

I begin with a more detailed examination of this process metaphysic before 
discussing general notions of personhood. Th is theoretical review is followed by 
specifi c manifestations of the construction and durability of Maya persons from 
the prehispanic era to the present. Although conceptions of personhood among the 
Maya and within Mesoamerica more generally vary in specifi c ways, my focus here 
is on how diff erent lines of data from the Maya region reveal evidence for a singular 
mechanism within a wider Mesoamerican process metaphysic, namely, the dynamic 
impulse of substitution or replacement encapsulated by the concept of  k’ex.

Mesoamerican Ontology: Monism and Teotlism

Despite the diversity of cultures within Mesoamerica over the last 5000 years 
or so, anthropologists have identifi ed a shared “monistic orientation” or “ontological 
monism” (e.g., Burkhart 1989: 36-37; Monaghan 2000: 26; Maffi  e 2014: 12, 22; 
McLeod 2018: 99). With ontological monism, reality is a unifi ed whole in which 
every entity shares in the same fundamental animating principle.  Not a tangible 
substance, it is usually understood as some kind of vital force, energy, or power.  
Th e Modern Western ontology, by contrast, is pluralistic, accepting the existence 
of divergent types of entities; for example, dividing humans from non-humans, or 
mortals from divine beings.  A consequence of monism is a pantheistic conception 
of deity, in which all gods are diff erent manifestations of this unitary vivifying force 
or power (Hunt 1977: 55-56).  Th is monistic orientation has been called teotlism 
by some Mesoamerican scholars (following Klor de Alva 1979), from the Nahuatl 
word for this divine principle, teotl (see, e.g., Hvidtfeldt 1958), although others resist 
applying an Aztec concept to the rest of Mesoamerica (Monaghan 2000: 25). 
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Th ere are recognized shortcomings in our understandings of this nonplural 
ontology, some pointed out by John Monaghan (2000: 29).  For example, if there is an 
essential oneness of the universe, how can we explain its particular manifestations—
the diff erent gods, humans, animals, and other beings?  Moreover, the unity of this 
single force appears monolithic and “fl at,” seemingly incapable of accounting for 
change as something other than diff erence.  It seems to invoke the ontological 
monovalence that is prevalent in Western science, according to philosopher Roy 
Bhaskar (Wallace 2011: 54).  How can one explain the emergence of diff erent 
superfi cial manifestations of an underlying divine principle?  Does variation in 
time, space, or context play a role?  

Fortunately, an infl uential recent book by philosopher James Maffi  e (2014), 
rethinking Aztec notions of teotl, provides some answers to these questions. Rather 
than power or force, Maffi  e (2014: 12) defi nes teotl as “process, movement, change, 
and transformation.”  Reality is a continual becoming or transition, not a state of 
being (2014: 12).  More specifi cally, according to Maffi  e (2014: 137, emphasis in 
original), teotl as a process, a modus operandus of constant self-transformation, 
originates from “agonistic inamic unity, that is, the continual and continuous struggle 
(agon) of paired opposites, polarities, or dualities,” such as life and death, male and 
female, day and night. Th e cosmos and everything within it is generated by this 
unending struggle of the dual facets of teotl.  Balance is achieved over the long term 
in an “unchanging pattern of change according to which everything changes” (2014: 
138-139; emphasis in original).

Th is ontology is holist and relationist. It accounts for the emergence of 
diff erence from the continuous interrelationships of assembling and disassembling 
entities as processes. Despite this clear explanation, however, the specifi c mechanisms 
of teotl need not apply to other monistic ontologies within Mesoamerica; this point 
remains to be investigated. Importantly, Maffi  e’s ideas of teotl as process were shaped 
by the development of a “process metaphysic” in philosophy (Maffi  e 2014: 12). 
I turn now to this process metaphysic as a brief detour to help elucidate ontological 
monism among the Maya.

Process Metaphysic

What is called “process metaphysic” or “process philosophy” developed 
from the works of diverse philosophers from the eighteenth into the twentieth 
centuries, such as Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 
Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, Henri Bergson, and Alfred North 
Whitehead, although its basic premise—that in the universe “everything fl ows”—
goes back to Heraclitus in the sixth century BC (Browning 1965; Rescher 1996).  
Heraclitus’s view was opposed by an alternative Greek “atomism” that viewed reality 
as composed of static substances or things (Rescher 1996: 9-11). Atomism was the 
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basis for an Aristotelian metaphysic that dominated subsequent Western philosophy 
and science to the present day (Rescher 2000 :4). In contrast, a process metaphysic 
treats change, rather than stasis, as fundamental (2000: 5).  Processes develop over 
time and always have a “developmental, forward-looking aspect” (2000: 22).  Th e 
salience of time is one compelling reason to explore this philosophy with regards to 
the Maya civilization, given its known preoccupation with time (e.g., Tedlock 1982; 
León-Portilla 1988; McLeod 2018).

Here I focus on the most infl uential of the twentieth-century thinkers, 
Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) (Rescher 1996: 20).  Whitehead’s metaphysic 
considers “becoming” as the ultimate characterization of “being” (e.g., Whitehead 
1978).  He was concerned with explaining the process of becoming, a process 
that accounts for both the distinction among various becomings–they are not all 
the same–and the historical aspects of becoming, whereby later becomings are 
predicated on those that happened earlier. Th us, existence has an “utterly relational 
character” (Halewood 2005: 63), and the passage of time as duration or accumulation 
is essential.

Th e superfi cial review of Whitehead’s ideas provided here, based on 
Halewood’s (2005) analysis, is intended to suggest a technical language or method 
to comprehend the ontology of Maya persons.  I begin with Whitehead’s notion 
of “eternal objects,” although the word “object” may be misleading. Th ese are the 
“pure potentials of the universe” that ingress (Whitehead’s verb) into particular 
“becomings,” forming “actual entities” by incarnating matter (2005: 72). Th ese actual 
entities thereby account for the physical world.   Importantly, in their “becoming” 
the actual entities “grasp their environment” in their specifi c context, resulting in 
diff erences among them despite a singular origin (2005: 63). 

Furthermore, each becoming is shaped by the “extensive continuum.”  Th is 
continuum is an infi nite relational complex that underlies the universe.  It consists of 
all “actual entities” that have ceased “becoming.”  Th ey are elements in the potential 
creation of new becomings that are shaped by prior becomings (Halewood 2005: 
65-66).  Although this continuum may seem “virtual” or always in potentia, it is 
nevertheless “real.”   

In sum, how new entities emerge or become actualized as diff erentiated 
matter is aff ected by “the environment” of their becoming, and also by the 
accumulated past becomings of earlier actual entities into which eternal objects 
have ingressed over time.  Furthermore, processes are autopoietic, endowed with 
what Leibniz originally referred to as “appetition” or an inner compulsion to realize 
new features, resulting in never-ending change (Rescher 1996: 12, 21).

Th us, the universe is eventful, with pasts and futures distinguished from 
their presents even as they are interrelated by prior and future becomings (Halewood 
2005: 74).  Th is is an explanation for diff erence continually generated within an 
axiomatic ontological monism.  Whitehead’s process philosophy thus provides 
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a polyvalent or “depth” ontology that accounts for the generation of new actual 
entities from virtual origins, rather than the monovalence that seems to trouble 
certain understandings of Mesoamerican monistic ontology. 

Although this description of Whitehead’s process metaphysic is very brief 
and abstract, his ideas can serve as a heuristic device for analyzing a general Maya 
ontology of personhood, especially how personhood is extended in space and time, 
within a processual model of reality but without defaulting to Aztec mechanisms of 
teotl as process.

Personhood

Importantly, twentieth-century anthropology had already moved precisely 
away from the Modern notion that the category of person is limited to static 
individual human beings.  A person is a social and moral entity with capacities and 
responsibilities toward other entities with which it interacts.  Any person is thus part 
of a larger whole and emerges (or becomes) out of relations with other parts of that 
whole.  Th e works of Marilyn Strathern (1988, 1999) and others (e.g., Fortes 1973; 
Barraud 1990; Wagner 1991; Busby 1997; Mosko 1997; LiPuma 1998; Strathern and 
Lambek 1998; Fowler 2004, 2016; Santos-Granero 2009; Kairski 2018) have detailed 
how personhood is always in fl ux.  It is fl uid and relational, partible and plural, 
dependent at any moment on intrasubjective interactions in social fi elds with others.  
Th is ontology of personhood is thus compatible with the process metaphysic.

Many of these notions of personhood fi rst appeared in essays by French 
sociologist Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) in 1929 (Mauss1969) and 1938 (Mauss 1985; 
see further explanation in Gillespie 2002, 2008a).  His analysis of clan-based societies, 
such as the Zuni and Kwakiutl, along with the work of subsequent ethnographers 
(e.g., Kan 1989), revealed that each clan safeguarded a discrete set of names or 
titles as its property, which were distributed to living clan members. Th e names 
established the identities, positioning, rights, capacities, and destinies of individuals 
vis-à-vis others within the whole that was the clan.

In assuming one or more clan names during their lifetimes, individuals 
would actualize, in the material world, the virtual “prefi gured totality of the life of 
the clan” (Mauss 1985: 5). Th is is a dialectical relationship played out as the ongoing 
“embodiment of persons and the personifi cation of bodies” (Strathern and Lambek 
1998: 6).  Living individuals become the incarnations of ancestors of the same names, 
which is how the clan perpetuates itself across generations, assuring its continued 
existence (Mauss 1985: 8).

Th e actual clan “members” were thus the enduring names and titles (Kan 
1989: 72), which Mauss (1985: 5) referred to as certain “characters” or personnages, 
each one a metonymic reference to the totality of the clan.  Th e “person” as personnage 
is eternal, extended in time, and potential, always future-oriented. Diff erent humans 
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and even some non-human actors will temporarily embody a specifi c personnage, 
actualizing that potential in relation to one another and the totality of the clan, 
within a certain environment or socio-historical context. Upon their deaths, the 
names revert back to the clan for anticipated future generations.  

  History plays a role because names, titles, and other property could be 
gained through marriage alliance and also lost through warfare (Mauss 1985: 8; 
Weiner 1992: 37).  Although the names are recycled, the embodied characters are 
impacted by the actions of prior holders of the same personnages.  Th us, subsequent 
incarnations are not exactly the same as those who came before.  Current situations 
and the accumulation of actions of continually “reincarnated” ancestors provided 
the specifi c “environments” for the emergence or “becoming” of newly embodied 
clan members, using Whitehead’s terminology for the emergence of actual objects 
from an extensive continuum.

Th e existence of non-human persons had also been developed by Mauss in 
an earlier, 1925 seminal essay on the “gift ” (Mauss 1954).  Mauss showed that objects 
given in certain exchange relationships may represent, substitute for, or replace 
human persons.  To give such objects away was to give part of oneself; indeed, the 
objects could be considered social persons in their own right (1954: 10).  Over time 
the same person or personnage could be transformed back and forth between objects 
and humans.

Th is was especially the case for “inalienable” objects that, by defi nition, 
could not be estranged from their owners (Mauss 1954: 42).  Many had their own 
names, titles, histories, and subjectivities. Th ey were oft en retained as heirlooms 
that materialized the status and history of the clan that possessed them (Weiner 
1992: 37).  Many such objects were believed to have a “productive capacity” and to 
be animate replicas of a “never-ending supply” of prototypes endowed upon the clan 
ancestors by spirit beings (Mauss 1954: 43).  As such they exist eternally virtually or 
in potentia, allowing them to be reinstantiated or actualized again in material form, 
rather like human persons.

Drawing inspiration from the ideas of Whitehead, which coincide well with 
the theorizing of the “person” by Mauss, I briefl y survey various aspects of Maya 
personhood, specifi cally personhood centered on human beings.  Th is review is 
presented in two parts.  Th e fi rst deals with how embodied persons are assembled 
and develop within their lifetimes in relation to other contemporaneous humans 
and also non-human objects and places.  In these ways Maya persons are extended 
in space.  Th e second part deals with the extension of eternal persons through time.  
Th is is merely an analytical distinction, however, given that in the Maya worldview, 
“space-time” forms a single dimension of reality.  Nevertheless, the latter topic 
leads more directly into a Maya-centered mechanism of becoming within a process 
metaphysic, namely k’ex as substitution or replacement.
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Assembling and Disassembling Maya Persons

Applying these ontological principles to Maya personhood requires rejecting 
the Modern Western notion of the “individual” as a bounded, cohesive, moral and jural 
entity coinciding with a single human body and set in opposition to other individuals 
and to society (following, e.g., Strathern 1981: 168-169; La Fontaine 1985: 125).  As 
the work of Mauss and other ethnographers revealed, personhood is relational and 
fl uid (see, e.g., Fowler 2016), and need not be delimited to a single living human being.  
It is intrasubjectively constituted within various kinds of social fi elds and quasi-stable 
collectives, as parts of a larger whole.  From the perspective of a process metaphysic, 
a particular person is “a megaprocess—a structured system of processes” unifi ed 
through experience in time (Rescher 2000: 16, emphasis in original). 

Th e various facets of Maya, and more generally Mesoamerican, personhood—
including body, soul, and social position—have been well explored by scholars in 
diverse disciplines. Th ese studies demonstrate possibilities for determining pan-
Mesoamerican or pan-Maya similarities as well as distinct diff erences (a small 
sample of this vast literature includes Vogt 1970; López Austin 1988; Furst 1995; 
Houston and Stuart 1998; Monaghan 1998; Gillespie 2001, 2002, 2008a, 2008b; 
Looper 2003; Houston et al. 2006; Bourdin 2007; Martínez González 2007; Page 
Pliego 2007-2008, 2014-2015; Pitarch 2011; Hendon 2012; Martínez González and 
Barona 2015). Here I similarly investigate general commonalities among Maya belief 
and practices, past and present, while recognizing diverse expressions and concepts 
within the Maya area itself. 

From the most expansive, cosmological perspective each person is “a partial 
expression of humanity” and has obligations to all other beings (Monaghan 1998: 
140).  One manifestation of relational personhood proposed by John Monaghan 
(1998: 140) is how the Maya word for human being, winik, which also means 20, 
refers to the 20 day-names of the Mesoamerican ritual almanac by which the destiny 
of every human is entwined with specifi c cosmic forces and with all other persons.  

From a sociological perspective, among the Maya and many other 
non-Modern complex societies, the principle corporate collective from which 
foundational aspects of personhood were derived was the intergenerational descent 
group known as the “house” (Gillespie 2000a, 2000b, 2001, 2011). Somewhat 
akin to clans and lineages, but with distinctive properties, the house was defi ned 
by Claude Lévi-Strauss (1982: 174) as a Maussian “moral person” in its own 
right—a corporate, plural person. Th e house provided its members with kinship 
positions and responsibilities, as well as names, titles, and tangible property, all of 
which it closely guarded.  As such the house provided members with their identities 
and relationships to others, giving them a place within the social nexus, as well 
as a corresponding physical place—oft en the house as a dwelling—in the spatial 
network of the community.  
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At the small scale of a particular embodied person, personhood is not 
automatic or inevitable.  Its acquisition is the focus of a great deal of ritual and the 
actions of multiple other persons whose own identities and statuses are impacted 
by it (LaFontaine 1985: 132). Separate components, both physical and intangible, 
are conjoined and sometimes dissipated over a lifetime or beyond. In Maya belief 
and practice the assemblage—or “structured system of processes” following Rescher 
(2000: 16)—of a personifi ed body begins at conception.  Every human being combines 
diverse elements contributed by the father’s and mother’s houses. Th e bones, a dry 
enduring material, were contributed by the father manifesting the continuity of the 
patriline. Th e fl esh or blood, a wet and perishable but life-giving substance that 
infl uenced one’s well-being, was contributed by the mother’s or wife-providing 
group (Gillespie and Joyce 1997: 199; Gillespie 2001).  Rare images of Maya kings 
showing them with both parents, such as Palenque’s Palace Tablet, are not family 
portraits—and the parents in this case were deceased—but are embodied depictions 
of separable components of the king’s person endowed by parental houses (Gillespie 
and Joyce 1997: 202; Gillespie 2008a). 

In addition to physical components, the embodied person assembles certain 
intangible elements, including names or titles, which may themselves contain a vital 
essence (e.g., Montagu and Hunt 1962: 146).  Th ey are also endowed with life-giving 
animistic energies (e.g., López-Austin 1988: 181) and one or more “souls,” frequently 
including animal “souls” or companion spirits (e.g., Vogt 1969: 372; 1970: 1155; cf. 
Bourdin 2007-2008).  Finally, there is a near-universal belief among Maya peoples 
in an eternal soul that pre-exists and survives a specifi c human being.  Frequently 
names are linked to this soul “as a package” (Vogt 1970: 1158; see Guiteras-Holmes 
1961: 110), sometimes transmitted through the patriline (Montagu and Hunt 1962: 
141; Vogt 1969: 372, 1970: 1158).

Among the contemporary Tzotzil and Tzeltal Maya of Chiapas, for 
example, this personal soul was known as ch’ulel (Vogt 1969; Pitarch 1996).  It 
was believed to be placed in the body at conception. It departs the body at death 
and ultimately rejoins the “pool” of souls kept by the ancestral deities, to be put in 
the embryo of a newly conceived child (Vogt 1969: 370).  A similar belief in the 
rejoining of disembodied souls in a kind of eternal continuum was expressed by 
Yucatec and highland Maya peoples (Redfi eld and Villa Rojas 1934: 199; Carmack 
1981: 150). Suggestive evidence for souls in prehispanic inscriptions includes the 
way glyph as a kind of “co-essence” (Houston and Stuart 1989) and a “death event” 
read as “the diminution of the sak-nik-nal,” the “white-fl ower-thing” (Freidel et al. 
1993: 183).

Th ese examples illustrate how decease requires rituals of disassembly of 
the components of embodied persons assembled in life. Th is is a dual process: the 
decomposition of the biological being coincides somewhat with dissolution of the 
social person (Mauss’s personnage), involving a biological decease and a distinctly 
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commemorated social death (Gluckman 1937: 118; Hertz 1960).  Th e mortal and 
immortal components of the personifi ed body are separated and destined for 
diff erent dispositions, including curation for future use.  For example, the Yucatec 
Maya would open a hole in a thatch roof directly above a dying person’s hammock 
to assure free passage of the soul upon death; newer houses used a small window 
near the ceiling for the same purpose (Redfi eld and Villa Rojas 1934: 199).

Archaeological data from Classic Maya sites such as Palenque, Mexico, and 
Caracol, Belize, indicate that bodies were subjected to several stages of processing 
in diff erent locales before their fi nal disposition. Th ese include “empty” tombs used 
for stages of bodily decomposition, and curated skeletal parts sometimes actively 
used by the living (e.g., Welsh 1988: 193, 216; Chase and Chase 1996: 76, 1998: 311).  
Th ere are also ethnohistoric descriptions of similar practices (e.g., Landa 1982: 59). 
Hieroglyphic inscriptions provide information on a sequence of secondary funerary 
and commemorative rituals in the Classic Period (Stuart 1998:  396-398; Cucina 
et al. 2004: 74;).  Patricia McAnany (1998: 289) suggested that the event read as 
muknal, which may occur even dozens of years aft er biological decease, marked the 
fi nal “social death,” what is referred to in similar contexts elsewhere as “the end of 
a person” (Kan 1989: 181-182; Barraud 1990: 224).  Nevertheless, even aft er death 
body and soul maintained a relationship with one another.  Bodies or body parts 
were curated by the families of the dead in order to ensure that their eternal souls 
would eventually enter the embryos of children subsequently born in that house, as 
a way of safeguarding the house’s intangible property (e.g., Th ompson 1930: 82; see 
Gillespie 2002).

Th e Extended Person in Space

As Marcel Mauss (1954: 10) demonstrated, people could extend their 
personhood beyond their bodies and into non-human entities, the “gift -like” 
inalienable objects.  Among the prehispanic Maya some of the best information 
for such objects are well-made items used in intimate proximity to embodied 
persons, worn or manipulated by them. Many of these fi ne objects were “name-
tagged” (Houston and Taube 1987) with the names or titles of their owners, as part 
of the inalienable property of wealthy or aristocratic houses.  Rosemary Joyce (2000) 
observed that these were oft en deposited in graves or other caches long aft er their 
initial creation, and sometimes far away, as they were moved through exchange 
networks.  Th us, the person(s) they referenced and the houses that claimed them as 
members were extended in space.

Rulers, however, had a special status. Among other things, they were 
already touched by the divine, monopolizing the title of k’uhul ajaw, “divine lord” 
(e.g., Houston and Stuart 1996).  Rulers or close family members could also create 
separable manifestations of their being in the form of images or icons of themselves 
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(Houston and Stuart 1998: 81; Looper 2003: 28; Houston et al. 2006: 72-74;). 
Stephen Houston and David Stuart (1998: 86) suggested there was “an extendable 
essence shared between images” and the portrayed person, such that these “portraits 
contained part of the royal essence, in ways that multiplied his presence” in diff erent 
places, even beyond death (1998: 90).

Putting these two contexts together: When intimate, inalienable costume 
objects were depicted on royal bodies, the rulers themselves became a human 
framework for materializing the history and prestige of their royal house.  Late 
Preclassic and Early Classic images especially show royal bodies laden with animated 
objects (e.g., Tikal Stela 29, AD 292). Indeed, it is as if the king’s body was composed 
primarily of these vitalizing sacred objects–heirlooms of the royal house and other 
signs of rank or title.  Only facial features and glimpses of appendages serve as 
minimal reference points to his bodily presence (Gillespie 2008b).

In these images the king thereby becomes an icon and index of the history, 
identity, and rank of the royal house.  He further assembles the totality of his polity 
within himself, extending his person outward to the periphery of his political 
aegis.  In this respect, the ruler is a “plural person” in Marilyn Strathern’s (1988: 15) 
terminology, incorporating other persons within his own.  He becomes the whole 
out of which persons of a lesser order, less complete by comparison, realize their 
own agency and capabilities in relationship to him (Gillespie 2008b).

In addition to the tangible entities such as inalienable objects and royal 
images, persons assembled extra-bodily intangible extensions during their lifetimes.  
Inherited names, acquired as members of established houses, have already been 
mentioned, but names and titles could also be won or lost in warfare (Mauss 1985: 
8-9). Th ere are known instances in Maya iconography in which named war captives 
are shown with their titles—and thus much of their person—usurped by their 
captor, such as Bird Jaguar IV on Yaxchilan Lintel 8 (Schele and Freidel 1990: 143, 
295-297).  Th ese kings thereby further extended their own plural persons beyond 
the boundaries of their political domains. 

Th e transfer of personifi ed names across generations is also known from 
Classic period iconography and epigraphy.  Especially in the western Maya lowlands, 
reconstructions of king lists reveal multiple rulers in a single royal house with the 
same name. For example, at Yaxchilan, Mexico, there were at least four rulers named 
Bird Jaguar (Tate 1992: 9), and at Palenque, two named Pakal (Schele and Freidel 
1990: 222). Th is enchainment of persons through a dynastic line reveals how each 
successive name-holder “actualizes” a name and associated status that ultimately 
belongs to the royal house. It is ostensibly eternal, moving back and forth between 
a continuum of virtual potentiality and the historically specifi c living appropriators 
of that name and person.  Th is sequence manifests the extension of Maya persons in 
time—the “durational person” —which is the fi nal topic.
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Th e Extended Person in Time: Substitution and Replacement

Th e extension of persons in time has already been referenced with the 
dialectical movement of souls between incarnation in a new human being and 
return to a continuum or “pool” of souls upon decease.  However, these former 
incarnations of souls were not necessarily forgotten. Instead, with appropriate rituals, 
they became ancestors, intangible instantiations of persons with whom the living 
continued to interact. Th ere is a plethora of archaeological evidence for ancestor 
veneration practices among the Maya (e.g., Welsh 1988: 186-193; McAnany 1995, 
1998; Gillespie 2000b) congruent with ethnohistoric (Las Casas 1967:2: 526; Landa 
1982: 59) and some ethnographic accounts (e.g., Vogt 1969: 298-301; Nash 1970: 22; 
Watanabe 1990: 139-141, 1992). Shrines, images, and altars were and still are used 
to interact with ancestors.  Signifi cantly, their bodily remains may have served to 
attract their spirits as a means for maintaining their souls within the control of the 
social house, which, as already noted, helps to explain residential burial practices 
(see Gillespie 2002).

Furthermore, as remarked above, names and souls may move “as a package.”  
Many contemporary Maya peoples believe that souls are reincarnated in subsequently 
born family members given the same name, such that both name-holders share in 
important aspects of their identities (e.g., Th ompson 1930: 82; Guiteras-Holmes 
1961: 110; Montagu and Hunt 1962: 141; Vogt 1969: 372, 1970: 1158; Watanabe 
1990: 139; Carlsen and Prechtel 1991: 26-29). Th e persons of the ancestors live again 
in their same-named descendants, having achieved thereby immortality (Carlsen 
and Prechtel 1991: 26).  In many Maya societies grandchildren are given the names 
of their grandparents. When the older person and the younger relative of the same 
name are both alive, they are thought to share the same vital essence.  However, in 
some cases infants are not given the name of a living family member because it is 
believed that they would thereby fully acquire the soul of the older relative, causing 
that individual’s premature death (Montagu and Hunt 1962: 144).   More generally, 
beyond the transmission of specifi c names and souls, in many Maya languages 
grandparent and grandchild mutually refer to one another by the same kin term: 
mam.

Th ese practices and beliefs exemplify a more encompassing process, 
a specifi c mode of continuous change expressed in Maya languages as k’exol and 
cognates, including jelol (Montagu and Hunt 1962: 141) and caxel (Earle 1986: 
162; see Watanabe 1990: 139). Dictionary defi nitions translate the verbal form as 
exchange, trade, to take one’s place or convert one thing to another (e.g., Laughlin 
1975: 191; Barrera Vásquez 1980: 397;), and the noun form refers to substitute or 
replacement (Vogt 1970: 1158).  Redfi eld and Villa Rojas (1934: 174) discussed k’ex 
in Yucatan as an off ering of maize gruel in “promise” or pre-payment to malevolent 
spirits causing sickness. Karl Taube (1994) analyzed k’ex in a similar context of 
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human and animal sacrifi ce in the prehispanic era, with the sacrifi cial victim acting 
as the substitute, even the payment, for the ritual offi  ciant on whose behalf the 
sacrifi ce was made. 

In an infl uential study Robert Carlsen and Martin Prechtel (1991) provided 
a general description of k’exoj as a kind of change that is a transfer from one entity 
to another, “making the new out of the old” (1991 :26).  Grandchildren “replace” or 
“substitute” for their grandparents, as their grandparents did before them, which is 
one reason why they mutually refer to each other as mam.  Name repetition across 
generations of Maya grandparents and grandchildren exemplifi es a specifi c form 
of “genealogical” (Montagu and Hunt 1962: 144) or “generational” replacement 
(Carlsen and Prechtel 1991: 26). Th e same kind of replacement is evident in the 
name repetition in royal houses of Palenque and Yaxchilan described above.

However, further to the east, at Classic Period Tikal, Guatemala (Jones 
1991: 109) and Copan, Honduras (Schele and Freidel 1990: 331), continuity of the 
rulers as heads of the royal house was indicated instead by numerically marking 
one’s position in a line of succession back to the putative founder, rather than 
name sharing.  Th is is referred to as “positional replacement” (Montagu and Hunt 
1962) and is a diff erent means to emphasize the enchainment of persons across 
generations.  Altar Q at Copan (Schele and Freidel 1990:328; Martin and Grube 
2000:210) is a striking example of the implications of this practice.  It was erected 
by the sixteenth successor of the dynastic founder and shows him with all 15 of his 
predecessors, four arrayed on each side of the square altar, facing the founder—
who directly hands him instruments of offi  ce. It indicates the simultaneity of these 
sixteen individuals in sharing the personnage of k’uhul ajaw of Copan, even as that 
personnage was incarnated in a historical chain of human beings, each of whom 
contributed to its accumulating status. 

K’ex as positional replacement also survives today in the common practice 
among cofradía or cargo holders, who usually hold offi  ce for one year or a similar 
specifi c term and are succeeded by their replacements (e.g., Cancian 1965). Th e 
ceremony for the new offi  ce-holders is called k’exeltik in Tzotzil Maya (Guiteras-
Holmes 1961: 88), and the new offi  ce-holder is addressed as k’exolil (“successor”) by 
his immediate predecessor (Laughlin 1975: 191; see Montagu and Hunt 1962: 142).  

A number of ethnographers have mentioned the prevalence and 
manifestations of k’ex as substitution or replacement, and it has been called “a central 
paradigm of the local culture” of Santiago Atitlan by Carlsen and Prechtel (1991: 25).  
Nevertheless, I believe it warrants further recognition.  K’ex operates as a principal 
mode of a processual Maya ontology of becoming, of emergence as transference, as 
one phenomenon is literally replaced or succeeded by another.  In another context, 
Stephen Houston (2014: 29, 72) suggested that due to k’ex, even raw substances such 
as fl int or obsidian were not stable but “stood ready to change from one thing to 
another,” such that “[t]ruly new things may not exist.”  In short, k’ex appears to be an 
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impulse or drive, another mode of Leibnitzian appetition that endows reality with 
constant fl ux.  However, it is quite diff erent from the “agonistic inamic unity” that 
Maffi  e (2014: 137) suggested characterized Aztec teotl as a process, especially because 
change and diff erence are inevitable outcomes, making k’ex forward-looking.  

“Replacement” as Critical to Time and Cosmic Creation 

K’ex as a manifestation of a fundamental mechanism of process in Maya 
ontology also complements what is already known about Maya notions of time, 
which are also diff erent from their Aztec counterparts.  J. Eric Th ompson (1960: 
141) envisioned the Maya scheme of time as an endless road that stretched infi nitely 
into the remote past even as it also led into an infi nite future. It was an extensive 
continuum composed of previous, perished time periods which continuously 
ingressed into individual tuns (years) in unceasing sequence.

Importantly, replacement is not the same as cloning or duplication.  Th is is 
not the stereotype of unchanging cyclical time. What transpires in any instantiation 
of an eternal object will impact it as it rejoins an extensive continuum, providing 
an innovated context or environment for subsequent realizations of eternal objects. 
As Tedlock (1982: 176) put it, for the Maya, time “accumulates”: “no given time, 
whether past, present, or future, can ever be totally isolated from the segments of 
time that precede or follow it.” Interestingly, the sequential change of time periods 
was accommodated by an overlap between the outgoing and incoming periods, 
what Tedlock (1982: 177) called an “imbrication,” as opposed to a hard boundary 
and instantaneous transition.  Friar Diego de Landa’s (1982: 63-65) sixteenth-
century description of a “new year’s” ceremony in Yucatan, requiring two images 
to be venerated during the brief interval between the old and new year, seems to 
manifest the same concern for overlap, with the successor primed to take the place 
when the predecessor’s term was over.  Th e replacement year was in position, and its 
assumption of that status was inevitable.

Finally, a few Maya scholars have observed a similar phenomenon of 
substitution or replacement in cosmogonic accounts that narrate the creation of the 
cosmos. Such narratives should be especially fraught with attention to ontological 
issues, given that they relate the nature of cosmic being and how it came about. 
Th us, for example, in the Popol Vuh (Tedlock 1996) of the colonial K’iche’ Maya, the 
twin heroes Hunahpu and Xbalanke were conceived by the spittle—k’exaj—ejected 
from the skull (bone) of their father into the hand of their mother, Xkik (“Blood”), 
an intentional play on words to signify replacement (Carlsen and Prechtel 1991: 
31).  More generally, the successive creations and destructions of humans by the 
gods in this epic narrative reveal legacies or traces of earlier events in later episodes 
(Tedlock 1982: 177).  Nathaniel Tarn and Martin Prechtel (1981: 105-107) further 
commented on the “great many redundancies, repetitions, [and] overlaps” of similar 
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characters—Maussian personnages –from one episode to the next, and suggested 
they were structural “transforms” of one another, in a logical, or Lévi-Straussian 
sense.

However, in the Maya worldview they should actually be ontologically 
connected transforms of one another.  Th is is the operation of k’ex as replacement 
–in this case, diff erentiated manifestations of recurrent beings, places, and objects–
at a far larger scale.  Th e story engages a dynamic dialectic between predecessor and 
successor, a process that fatefully moves the universe forward, as Tarn and Prechtel 
(1981: 121) also recognized.  Indeed, the failure to appreciate this fundamental 
process has resulted in certain misunderstandings of the Popol Vuh. In particular, it 
is commonly believed that certain episodes are out of order because the boy heroes 
appear in several episodes before the narrator relates their conception and birth (e.g., 
Tedlock 1996: 43; see Gillespie 2013, 2019). However, this interpretation assumes the 
Modern notion of the singular and static individual, rather than the successions and 
replacements of personnages in Maya ontology, including the diff erent, sequential 
appearances of the characters named Hunahpu and Xbalanke.

Conclusion

Th is brief survey of information on the construction and extension of Maya 
persons reveals constant becomings throughout (and even beyond) individual lives. 
Th e actualization of Maya persons puts into practice the principal concepts and 
processes axiomatic of Maya ontology and metaphysics. In particular, the fundamental 
process known as k’ex accounts for the fl ux and duration of the universe in a way 
that is distinct from Aztec notions of teotl while still consistent with Mesoamerican 
ontological monism.  Adopting an encompassing process metaphysic, in this case 
utilizing the model outlined by Alfred North Whitehead, provides a technical language 
for analyzing the extension of Maya persons in space and time.  It is also concordant 
with the fl uid and intrasubjective concept of the “person” developed by Mauss and 
later ethnographers that is consonant with the Maya evidence.

Numerous Maya practices and beliefs that manifest a concern for continuity 
across generations or time periods become more sensible as contributing to a larger 
pattern of cosmic operation. Time is central to this ontology.  It is historicized, 
its accumulation dependent on both the reincarnation of virtual persons as they 
become actualized, as well as the processual changes they incur in their lifetimes 
that feed back into a complex, eternal “extensive continuum.”  Past and future are 
thereby imbricated rather than separated.  

Finally, archaeologists can be alert to the diff erent kinds of persons who 
inhabited and made historical diff erences in Maya societies, along with their material 
manifestations, that is to say, their “traces” (Joyce 2012). Th ey can attempt to read 
the traces of past actualizations that infl uenced subsequent ones, as an enchainment 
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of persons (human and non-human) over time. Th ey can also take into account how 
ancient Maya peoples themselves looked for material legacies of the past in their 
present as they anticipated their futures.
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