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ABSTRACT

The role of exchange in the development of social com-
plexity has long intrigued anthropologists and archae-
ologists. Some recent studies have focused on political
economy as the link between exchange and complexity.
In essence, political leaders control and manipulate ex-
change resources for the purpose of gaining increased
political power and prestige. In this paper, I review the
exchange models proposed by two Southeast Asian ar-
chaeologists, Bennei Bronson and Laura Junker, and
then show how the same evidence used to support politi-
cal economy interpretations can be relevant to a model
which links the distribution of resources to the exchange
strategy chosen by elites; aggression or alliance. That is,
with prehispanic Philippine chiefdoms, there were differ-
ent exchange relationships between coastal villages and
between coastal and upland villages due to the distribu-
tion of resources. Between coastal villages, an exchange
strategy emphasizing aggression would be chosen by
chiefs because resource distribution was predictable,
dense, and easy to control. However, between coastal
and upland villages, an alliance strategy would be pre-
ferred by coastal chiefs because resource distribution
was unpredictable, scarce, and difficult to control.

INTRODUCTION

The role of exchange in the development and mainte-
nance of social complexity (that is, a social structure
which includes group hierarchy) has long intrigued an-
thropologists and archaeologists (for example: Bronson
1977; Brumfiel and Earle 1987, Earle and D’Altroy
1989; Earle and Ericson 1977; Hall 1985; Hutterer 1974,
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1977; Junker 1990a, 1990b, 1993; Nishimura 1992;
Sabloff and Lamberg-Karlovsky 1975). Some recent
studies have focused on political economy (that is, the
control of resource organization and allocation) as the
link between exchange and complexity (for example:
Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Earle and D’ Altroy 1989; Earle
and Ericson 1977; Hall 1985; Hutterer 1974, 1977; Jun-
ker 1990a, 1990b, 1993; Sabloff and Lamberg-Karlovsky
1975). By and large, however, these frameworks are re-
constructed interpretations from archaeological and his-
torical information which are premised on motivated
actors and their strategies to achieve goals.

There are two problems with these interpretations:

1. They attribute the cause of social complexity to elite
intent and the fulfillment of that intent through action.
Intent becomes the explanation for the development
of particular types of social hierarchy.

2. By focusing on elites, the rest of the population is
ignored or unempowered. The important role of “non-
elites” in the persistence of social complexity often is
not considered by those who describe prehistoric
events from an elite perspective.

The following is a typical interpretation of a prehis-
toric political economy (for example: Brumfiel and Earle
1987; Earle and D’Altroy 1989; Hall 1985; Higham
1989; Junker 1990a, 1990b, 1993; Kristiansen 1991). A
political leader, the chief, organizes and manipulates
access to and production of exchange goods. This leader
creates a retinue of funds, people and products for the
purpose of exchange, an activity which brings wealth and
prestige to the leader. As the demand for exchange goods
increases, so does the expansion of this hierarchy to fill
exchange needs. Additionally, to protect resources or to
gain access to more resources, the leader may organize
an army for both protection and incorporation of new
territory which contains the resources.
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Figure 1: Bronson’s functional model of exchange (Bronson 1977:42).

While this type of explanation has been used to de-
scribe the development of social complexity in Island
Southeast Asia (for example: Hall 1985; Higham 1989;
Junker 1990a, 1990b, 1993), there is another way of
analyzing prehistoric exchange networks, an important
component of complexity. In this paper, I review the ex-
change models proposed by two Southeast Asian ar-
chaeologists, Bennet Bronson (1977) and Laura Junker
(1990b, 1993), and then show how the same evidence
used to support their political economy interpretations
may be used to support another model which ties the dis-
tribution of resources to the type of exchange strategy
chosen by elites, aggression or alliance.

THE BRONSON MODEL OF EXCHANGE

Bronson (1977) presents a functional model of internal
and overseas exchange relationships and their possible
impacts on the emergence of particular types of political
economy (see Figure 1). In a hypothetical Southeast
Asian chiefdom, A is a coastal settlement at the river
mouth. B and C are upland communities which are lo-
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cated upstream and at primary and secondary river junc-
tions. D is the most distant upstream settlement to par-
ticipate in the A-based system of exchange. This upland
village is the initial concentration point for products
originating from more remote parts of the watershed. E
and F, more distant upland population groups, are the
ultimate producers of goods and perhaps the centers of a
separate exchange system which is based on non-market
institutions. This means that only part of the goods from
these more distant upland groups come from or go
through the market system which is centered at the
coastal settlement. X is the overseas trader which serves
as the main consumer of goods exported from the coastal
community and the principal supplier of its imports. Fi-
nally, A* is another river-mouth settlement which is lo-
cated down the coast and which may connect to an en-
tirely separate coastal-upland exchange network.
According to Bronson, characteristics of exchange
relationships within the model are the following
(Bronson 1977:42-51).
1. A, the coastal settlement, needs a steady flow of ex-
portable goods from D, the upland village. The
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Figure 2: Location of the Bais Region, Negros Oriental
(Junker 1990b:183, 1993.6).

coastal center cannot assure this flow through ag-
gressive measures. This is because the upland village
collects resources from dispersed, mobile and diffi-
cult-to-control populations so that there is no concen-
tration of resources.

. D, the upland community, obtains goods from E, a

more distant upland group, through non-coercive
mechanisms. These exchange relationships will in-
volve quasi-kinship institutions, along with clientship
and exchange-partner relationships.

B and C, the upland villages, are physically accessi-
ble to the coastal settlement. Thus, the coastal center
will have success in using political methods to assure
the flow of exchange materials.

Between the overseas trader and the coastal settle-
ment there are relations of political and economic
inequality. The trader is essential to the coastal vil-
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lage for revenues and goods but not vice versa. As a
result, bargaining will take place because overseas
traders can visit other coastal centers.

5. Finally, the natural enemy of one coastal center is
another center due to price wars and competition for
overseas exchange. When this occurs, attempted con-
quest of peers makes economic sense to ensure a mo-
nopoly over this exchange network.

Junker (1990b, 1993) has applied a modified version
of Bronson’s model to the coastal-inland exchange net-
works of prehispanic Philippine chiefdoms. Figure 2 is a
map of the Bais region in Negros Oriental, the Philip-
pines, where Junker conducted her research. Junker sug-
gests that there was a settlement hierarchy in the Bais
lowlands centered around the large coastal site of Tanjay
around the 10th century AD. (Junker 1990b:195). Figure
3 is a map of sites and their relative sizes which are indi-
cated by dots.

According to Junker, during the early to mid-second
millennium AD there was a significant increase in the
overall density of sites and in the mean site size, along
with the development of a more distinct hierarchical set-
tlement system (that is, a tier of secondary centers and
the growth of a “hyper-large” primary coastal center).
Initiation of long-distance exchange with mainland Asian
states, such as China, was related to an ever-increasing
Filipino elite demand for “status-symbolizing” goods.
These new long-distance exchange contacts were grafted
on to a native and already well-developed and complex
regional system of exchange focused on and controlled
by chiefly elites at strategically located coastal centers
such as Tanjay (Junker 1990b:195-198). As a result, an
intensified and more centrally controlled lowland-upland
interaction developed. Upland/interior raw materials and
forest commodities such as tropical hardwoods, gold ore
and resins were desired by Chinese traders. These prod-
ucts were exchanged for goods such as Chinese porce-
lains, silks and jewelry which were highly valued by
Philippine chiefs (Junker 1990b:202; Junker 1993:2, 11).
Upland products could not be controlled directly by
coastal lowland chiefs but had to be amassed through
internal exchange systems (Junker 1993:11-12). The
central role of the chiefly political leader in coordinating
and controlling systems of resource mobilization and
production exchange was crucial to support an ever-
increasing demand for exchange goods (Junker
1990b:203).

Bronson’s model is largely a descriptive interpreta-
tion of exchange relationships between upland and low-
land communities. Because it is a functional model it
does not analyze causes for the appearance of particular
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Figure 3: Recorded sites from a 1982 surface survey (see Junker 1990b) of the Bais Region (Junker 1990b:194).

exchange relationships. In addition, it is not a dynamic whereby exchange is an outcome of the motivations of a
model which offers explanations for the emergence of powerful individual whose first concerns are status and
particular exchange networks. power. They seem to diminish the material benefits of
In contrast, Junker’s application is more ambitious. It exchange while stressing the importance of prestige and
has a dynamic quality to it since she examines change the strategies employed by chiefs to gain more prestige.
over time in the organization of exchange and the rela- That others willingly participate in these chiefly deci-
tions among localities. Also, it deals with the reasons sions as a “natural” part of exchange relationships is not
why chiefs might intensify exchange. The benefits of questioned by the above frameworks but accepted as a
increased exchange relations for Philippine lowland premise.
chiefs were prestige, the possession of luxury “status- I now propose an approach which focuses on aggres-
symbolizing” goods and its concomitant prestige, and sion and alliance as strategies within the context of re-
obtaining resources to finance chiefly political activities. source distribution and exchange relations. For a strategy
However, I would argue that these benefits were the re- to be considered advantageous, benefits should outweigh
sults, not the causes, of exchange relationships. costs. First, I look at some of the benefits and costs of

each strategy. Then, I tie these strategies into a resource
ANOTHER APPROACH: RESOURCE DISTRIBUTION distribution model for the prehispanic Philippines.

While the approaches of Bronson and Junker provide a
framework by which to analyze exchange and competi-
tion, they focus primarily on individual decision making
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Benefits and Costs of Aggression and Alliance as Strate-

gies

Aggression may be described as competition or the threat

or show of force between two or more groups. Resource

competition occurs when an individual or group reduces
resource availability for another individual or group

(Durham 1976:390). There are two conditions under

which aggression is likely to be endemic.

1. Economic advantages — A resource distribution which
is known, spread over a small range and densely dis-
tributed is accessible (Boone 1992:317). For the suc-
cessful aggressor, these accessible resources hold the
highest potential net gain because the benefits of ob-
taining them outweigh the time and energy involved
in searching for them. Once the aggressor controls an
area, a spatially “small” territory is less costly to de-
fend and to control, in terms of time and energy ex-
penditures, than one which is large (Cashdan
1992:262). Another advantage is that the aggressor
obtains desired resources without having to give up
resources in return.

2. Population size — In a pre-industrial context it is as-
sumed that weapon technology was relatively
equivalent in distribution among and effects upon
competing human groups. During a conflict, the com-
petitive “edge” over resource access and defendabil-
ity could be determined by population size. Thus,
between large and small populations, aggression will
be infrequent because it is easy to overwhelm a small
population. Furthermore, small populations are un-
likely to attack larger ones. However, between popu-
lations of approximately equal size, aggression may
be recurrent because, while one group may defeat
another at one time, it will not take long for the
“loser” to amass the needed resources for a future
fight (Boone 1992:318-319; Durham 1976:400-401).
Here, it is assumed that territorial loss to the “loser”,
creating the potential for resource inequality between
the two competitors, does not occur. Hence, venge-
ance and potential economic gains are “sweet” from
both perspectives.

However, there are two costs.

1. Unstable relations — There may be retaliation from
the “losers” against the aggressor, creating a situation
which encourages periodic hostilities centered around
resource control. Another consequence is that, if
scarcity occurs (for example, during a drought), hos-
tile groups may not be willing to exchange vital re-
sources or to give shelter.

2. Economic losses — There may be a decrease in ex-
change opportunities because of the unwillingness of
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groups to exchange with an aggressor. In addition,
there are the time and energy expended in defense, in
control of the group with the resources, and in re-
source search when the aggressor is not familiar with
the area. Finally, there may be loss of life over re-
source capture.

Alliance may be defined as cooperative relations
among two or more groups. These cooperative relations
may take the form of sharing, peaceful relations, social
boundary controls, and exchange, all of which are
mechanisms by which to deal with a variable distribution
of resources (Durham 1976:391; Smith 1988:250-251).
Alliances may occur under two conditions.

1. Access to resources — A resource distribution which is
highly diverse and spread over a large range is diffi-
cult to control (Cashdan 1992:259). In terms of econ-
omy of scale, it makes more economic sense for
groups to share over large areas than for a group to
waste time and energy on aggressive control. Also,
diverse resources which are spread over a large terri-
tory are accessible primarily to those who have loca-
tion information (Smith 1988:250). For groups who
do not possess this knowledge, a large amount of
search time is involved.

2. Economic advantages — With alliance, groups provide
opportunities for access to multiple exchange items
including prestige goods. Distance to resource areas,
geographical obstacles (for example, mountain
ranges) and defense of resources are less important
than with aggression. In addition, there is no need to
intensify local production when a resource can be ex-
changed with another group. Thus, time and labor can
be spent on the production of another resource, pos-
sibly for exchange. Finally, if one group’s vital re-
sources become unpredictable, the alliance made with
another group may pay off because the groups can
exchange. This serves as “insurance” against future
resource losses (Hunt and Graves 1990:112).
However, there are two costs.

1. One cannot get something for nothing. Resource pro-
duction and exchange are necessary.

2. There may be uncertainty because exchange out-
comes are not easily controlled by either group.

RESOURCE DISTRIBUTION AND EXCHANGE
STRATEGIES

Returning to Junker’s research on the island of Negros,
Spanish historical documents suggest the existence of at
least three distinct groups in the sixteenth century AD:
“Ata” hunter-gatherers using upland primary forest,
swidden cultivators using the hilly zone between upland
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Figure 4. Hypothetical resource distribution model for the Bais Region (adapted from Junker 1990b:194.)

and lowland areas (Magahat or Bukidnon), and sedentary
agriculturalists living on the coastal alluvial plain
(Visayans). These groups were ethnically distinct but
interacted for economic purposes (Junker 1990b:182-
185). A substantial coastal settlement, Tanjay, existed
along the mouth of the Tanjay River at the time of Span-
ish contact. Population followed geography with large
centers occupied by agriculturalists along the coast and
river, and the interior populated by dispersed and mobile
hunter-gatherers and swidden-agriculturalists.

This settlement pattern may be accounted for by the
distribution of resources. Upland terrain was rugged and
resources were unevenly distributed. To exploit re-
sources, groups engaged in hunting and gathering or
slash-and-burn agriculture. As swidden agriculture de-
pleted soil fertility, groups moved to new resource areas
and established new and temporary settlements. Thus,
interior populations were relatively mobile, dispersed and
small. However, coastal communities had access to agri-
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cultural and marine resources. This resource distribution
would sustain a larger, more dense, and permanent
population. In addition, exotic goods were available from
overseas traders. The benefit of a stable subsistence and
economic resource base would attract settlers, resulting
in the growth of coastal settlements.

For prehispanic Philippine chiefdoms in the Bais Re-
gion, I suggest that the scenario presented in Figure 4
existed. It is an adaptation of the models proposed by
Bronson and Junker and shows how resources were
probably distributed.

What was the nature of resource distribution in the
prehispanic Philippines? By looking at the nature of these
exchange items, natural or human-produced, their distri-
bution on the landscape becomes an important issue
when considering the predictability of resources and the
type of political strategy chosen, alliance or aggression.
In general, natural resource distribution in tropical eco-
systems is spatially unpredictable. This is because a great
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diversity of taxa is densely distributed over a vast land-

scape with few concentrated “paiches” of resources. Un-

der these conditions, control by coastal elites of upland
highly-valued forest resources would be difficult for two
reasons.

1. With no concentration of resources providing an eco-
nomic return on the effort of travelling to the un-
known uplands, distance between coastal and upland
areas decreases the latter’s accessibility for coastal
settlements.

2. Resource diversity requires information about its dis-
tribution. This knowledge is not likely to be shared
with coastal residents.

In contrast, human-produced resources may be more
predictable because they are in known and concentrated
locations. There is less time and energy involved in con-
trolling and obtaining them. Many of the items from
China and the coast were human-produced, such as por-
celains and iron tools, while items from the upland areas
were natural, for example, forest hardwoods and honey.
Thus, foreign and coastal goods may have been more
predictable than upland goods.

In applying this model to the prehispanic Philippines,
I suggest that upland natural resources were unpredict-
able because they were diverse and spread over a large
territory. Aggressive control of this vast landscape was
not economically viable for distant coastal elites. Coop-
erative relations (that is, alliance-based exchange) be-
tween coastal and upland communities were the result.
However, once these resources were gathered by upland
groups and then transported down river to a spatially
concentrated location (that is, the coastal settlement),
they became known, accessible, and predictable. Control
by coastal elites was relatively “easy”.

How did this resource distribution influence the ex-
change strategy chosen by coastal chiefs? The relation-
ship between coast and upland was an alliance among
loosely integrated polities (Junker 1990b:176-177). Jun-
ker suggests that gaining prestige was the motivating
factor for this situation. But there were material advan-
tages to this type of political relationship. Coastal chiefs
and Chinese traders did not directly control upland re-
sources but amassed them through internal exchange
systems (Junker 1993:11). Aggression against upland
villages might have resulted in the loss of unpredictable
but highly valued natural resources. For their part, upland
villages desiring coastal and Chinese goods would not
attempt aggression against the coast due to a great dis-
parity in population sizes. There was more to be gained
for each, in terms of material goods, by alliance than by
aggression.
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Another prediction of the model is that aggression
was the preferred strategy between coastal polities be-
cause, as upland products moved to lowland centers, they
became predictable. That is, they were in a known, ac-
cessible and controllable location. During the sixteenth
century AD, coastal population sizes were probably far
less variable than those between coastal and upland
populations so that coastal polities could pursue inter-
group aggression. They were apparently competing for
overseas exchange markets. Evidence of this is the
“massive” quantities of porcelains and other Asian
mainland exchange commodities which have been recov-
ered from large lowland sites in the Philippines (Junker
1990b:167, 1993:9). And coastal polity aggression has
been suggested by Junker:

(s)ignificant external competition with other coastal
Philippine chiefdoms for control of this expanding
foreign luxury goods trade is evidenced at Tanjay in a
“mass burial” of beheaded and otherwise violently
dispatched people, consistent with ethnohistoric re-
ports of massive interpolity coastal raiding in the
sixteenth-century Philippines (Junker 1993:9).

Coastal raiding was used by elites as a strategy to
eliminate competitors in foreign prestige goods ex-
change and to gain access to valuable upland re-
sources (Junker 1990b:179-180).

CONCLUSION

While the Bronson and Junker models are interpretations
of prehistoric exchange networks which focus on elite
intent, there is another way of analyzing these networks.
A model, based on resource distribution, has the potential
for offering explanations of why certain political strate-
gies persist. Specifically, it focuses on the influence of
resource distribution on exchange strategies chosen by
groups. In a situation where resource distribution is un-
predictable, alliance is the preferred strategy. Territorial
control of large areas by distant elites is economically
prohibitive. On the other hand, if resource distribution is
predictable, aggression is the preferred strategy because
the costs of taking resources are minimal while its bene-
fits are substantial. This model has the potential to ac-
count for political alliance and aggression throughout the
Philippines and other parts of Southeast Asia where
similar resources, population sizes, and exchange goods
existed.
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