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Ciudad Vieja in the Context of Modern-

World Historical Archaeology

The Conquest, always written with a capital C, “the first modern war of im-
perial expansion” (McAndrew 1965: 91), has come under new scrutiny in re-
cent years, especially as we observe its quincentenary. The first act of scrutiny 
focuses on the term itself, which many regard as incorrect (Restall 2012: 152). 
Should we want to avoid the term “Conquest” as imprecise or overly broad 
in its connotations, as Matthew Restall (2018: xxix) recommends, we could 
substitute the terms “Spanish-Aztec War” for the conflict in central Mexico, 
1519–1521, and the “Spanish-Mesoamerican War” for hostilities throughout 
the area, 1517–1550. I support this usage, and I will add here the Spanish-Pipil 
War in El Salvador from 1525 to 1530 as a southern theater of the greater 
Spanish-Mesoamerican War.
 The Spanish-Mesoamerican War brought western European diseases, 
peoples, languages, ideas (including religious, social, political, and economic 
forms), technologies, plants, animals, material culture, and new concepts of 
spatial organization to the American mainland. The concept of early Spanish 
colonial urbanism stems from this new sense of spatial organization, and the 
Spanish colonial grid-plan city symbolizes above all else a new sociospatial 
understanding of the cultural and material world (Bayle 1952: 79–80).
 This study deals with the urban form of the early colonial Spanish Ameri-
can city as landscape and the ways in which this new urban landscape or 
townscape provided a material culture medium for the exercise of social 
power within specific conjunctures of agency and structure. The specific sub-
ject is the villa or town of San Salvador, founded during the Spanish-Pipil 
War, inhabited by both Spaniards and indigenous Mesoamericans during the 
early colonial period, and known today archaeologically as Ciudad Vieja.1 
Both cultural groups contributed through their daily practice, their habitus 
and doxa, and their interactions with each other and the urban landscape. 
They also contributed, through their interactions with the forces of the mod-
ern world, to the formation of a hybridized, colonial culture that would set 
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the pattern for succeeding generations of the sixteenth century and the early 
Colonial period of southeastern Mesoamerica (Card 2013a, 2013b).2
 I have set myself the task to make a contribution to modern-world archae-
ology in this book, described by Charles E. Orser Jr. (2014b: 1) in A Primer on 
Modern-World Archaeology as a “specific approach to historical archaeology 
that explicitly investigates the post-1500 world through the lens of intercon-
nectedness and interrelationships.” The modern world was born about 600 
years ago with the first expansion of European imperial powers into the rest 
of the world. The earliest European expansion beyond its own shores was 
marked by the Portuguese capture of Ceuta, on the coast of north Africa, in 
1415 (Abernethy 2000: 3–5; McAlister 1984: 47; Redman 1986: 35; Wolf 1982: 
129). The Portuguese expansion was soon followed by that of the unified 
kingdoms of Castile and Aragon, later to become known to the English-
speaking world as Spain. The first Spanish overseas expansion began with 
the invasion of the Canary Islands from 1478 to 1496 (Crosby 1986: 71–103). 
The first transatlantic voyage in 1492 (Bernand and Gruzinski 1996: 74–78; 
Fernández-Armesto 1991: 67–94), sponsored in part by two young Iberian 
monarchs who had recently succeeded in uniting the crowns of Castile and 
Aragon and financed by Genoese bankers (Elliott 1963: 15–24; Maltby 2009: 
13–18; Ruiz 2001: 19–27), marks the beginnings of modernity and the emer-
gence of the world’s earliest globalization as we know it today, involving the 
dialectics of “glocalization” (the mixing of the global and the local through 
cultural hybridization or creolization) (Hodos 2017: 6–7; Orser 2014b: 33) 
and “grobalization” (Ritzer 2004) (the endless expansion of capitalist growth 
on a global scale) (Hodos 2017: 7; Orser 2014b: 34). As Orser (2014b: 34) 
notes, the glocalization/grobalization dialectic is of paramount importance 
in modern-world archaeology because it references the entanglement of 
peoples, spaces, and objects (see also Orser 2017: 260–261).
 I adopt Orser’s term “modern-world archaeology” as an appropriate, well-
defined phrase to refer to a critical, politically committed historical archae-
ology that embraces the study of the entire modern world, its origins, and 
the resonance of the past in the present. At the same time, I recognize that 
not all historical archaeologists will feel comfortable with this conception of 
historical archaeology. Orser (1996: 23) identified three conceptions of his-
torical archaeology: (1) as the study of historically documented time periods 
(“segmenting the past on the basis of writing”), (2) as a research method that 
integrates several lines of investigation, and (3) as the study of the modern 
world.3 The third provides the field with a powerful focus and purpose that 
allows practitioners of modern-world archaeology to engage the issues of 
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contemporary anthropology based on the premise that the world that they 
study represents the precursor of today’s complex world (Orser 1996: 204; 
2017). Many other historical archaeologists have also contributed in vari-
ous ways to the development of modern-world archaeology as a general 
approach.4
 The archaeology of literate societies or historically known societies is not 
modern-world archaeology unless it engages certain key topics of relevance 
to the modern world. As Orser (2014b: 20) writes, “all modern-world archae-
ology is historical archaeology, but not all historical archaeology is modern-
world archaeology.” The present study, for example, would not represent 
modern-world archaeology if it simply presented a description and analysis 
of the townscape of Ciudad Vieja without reference to certain social issues 
and concerns of the modern world. Modern-world archaeology involves a 
politically committed practice of archaeology because it seeks to understand 
and come to terms with the present through the lens of the past rather than 
simply invoking the platitude that we must study the past to understand the 
present (Orser 2014b: 20). The goal of modern-world archaeology goes be-
yond just making the past relevant to the present; thus, I do not regard it as 
“an academic exercise divorced from the realities of daily life” (Orser 2014b: 
1). Modern-world archaeologists make clear the connections between the 
past and the present, exploring the “social issues that transcend time” (Orser 
2012b: 632).
 Practitioners of modern-world archaeology remain hopeful that the 
knowledge and understanding they bring into existence may lead to ways 
to “right the wrongs of the past and create a more just, equal world” (Orser 
2014b: 20). Similarly, Mark P. Leone (1999b: 3) observes that, as historical 
archaeologists, we assume a connection between the material culture of the 
past and the current condition of our own society. “We not only believe our 
areas of knowledge to be filled with material connected to the origins of 
the present, but also see this material as capable of illuminating the present. 
This is a standard piece of rationale for the pursuit of archaeology.” As we 
illuminate the present by casting light on the past, we hope, paraphrasing 
Dean J. Saitta (2007: 3–5) from a recent book on the archaeology of collective 
action, to realize the potential of historical archaeology as both an explana-
tory and emancipatory enterprise. Randall H. McGuire (2008a: 3–4, 63–97) 
also writes of an emancipatory praxis in archaeology that uses alternative ar-
chaeologies and dialectical thought to make the world a more humane place 
with less alienation. That is to say, emancipatory archaeology involves “the 
idea that archaeology has a transformative role to play in the modern world” 


