
Key 
Commodities 

C o m m o d i t i e s  are the building blocks of any conlmer- 
cializecl economy, and they were the focus of the institu- 
tions and  trade centers discussed in chapters 16 and 17. 
A cornmodity is "any thing intended for exchange" ( h p -  
padurai 1 9 8 6 : ~ ) .  The  anthropological analysis of com- 
modities usually begins by contrasting them with gifts. 
In the framework of Chris A. Gregory ( r y g r ) ,  the com- 
moditylgift relationship can be sulnmarized hy the fol- 
lowing dichotomies: alienal~lelinalienable; socially 
indepertdentlsocially dependent; value based on quantity1 
value based on quality; value marked by price/v;ilue 
marked by rank (see also Har t  1982). Later analyses go  
beyond the commoditylgift dichotomy by interpreting 
commodities within the framework of consumption, 
thereby adding greater social complexity to  the concept 
(e.g., Appadurai 1986; Thomas 199 1 ;  Miller r y c ) ~ ) .  
Thesc newer approaches provide a social framework for 
the analysis of Postclassic exchange systems in hleso- 
america. 

Appadurai i1986) points ou t  that  the functions and 
social significance of objects typically change during their 
life histories, and  the status of "commodity" can be 
viewed as a phase in the life of an  ohiect. For example, a 
piece of fine gold jewelry may have begun life as a com- 
modity sold by its maker t o  a noble. Later its commodity 
phase ended, and  it became a gift when the noble pre- 
sented it t o  another noble a t  a feast. I f  the recipient (or  
anyone else) were later to  sell the jewelry, it would again 
become a commodity. Archaeological and ethnohistori- 
cal analyses can rarely approach the level of detail needed 
to follow the different phases in the life of an  object, 
however, and  in this book we are concerned with goods 
that served as  c o m m ~ d i t i c s  during some interval of their 
existence. 

In less highly commercialized economics, most goods 
circulate through noncomn~ercial  channels such as  gift 
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exchange, trade partnerships, tribute payments, and  
patron-client interactions. This does not  mean that com- 
modities (goods produced for exchange) a re  absent from 
uncommercialized economies. Thomas  (1991), for exam- 
ple, shows that even among the tribal-level, precapitalist 
societies of the southwestern Pacific that a re  known for 
their reliance on  gift exchange, some goods served as  
commodities during parts of their existence. In commer- 
cialized economies, however, many o r  most goods are 
commodities at  some stage of their life and  circulate 
though markct systems ur similar institutions. '1'111s was 
particularly true of Postclassic Mesoamerica, where the 
number and  variety o i  commoditics were quite impres- 
sive. 

William Roseberry (19x9) argues tha t  a fruitful ap-  
proach to the anthropological analysis of the modern 
world system is t o  focus on  key commodities. By follow- 
ing the production, distribution, and  consumption of 
individual commodities, ethnographers can link their 
micro-scale research to  the macro-scale processes of the 
modern world system. This approach is also useful for 
the archaeological and  historical study of past world sys- 
tems, where the linking of micro and  macro scales is a 
crucial task. h further reason for the importance of com- 
modities in the analysis of Postclassic Mesoamerica lies 
in the nature of the available data. Tracing the produc- 
tion and exchange of goods is one of the strengths of 
archaeology, and the ethnohistvric record also contains 
numerous lists of commodities that  were available in 
marketplaces, carried by merchants, and paid in tribute. 

CHARACTERIZATION OF COMMODITIES 

The ethnohistoric record for Postclassic Mesoan~erica 
contains information on  several hundred goods that were 
exchanged and  can thus he called commndities (e.g., 



Table 18.1 

Key commodities in Postclassic Mesoamerica 
- - - - - -- - -~ - - - -- - - -~ - - - 

hlent~oned tor 
Maritime Trade 

- --- -- - - - - - 

Cacao (as money and beverage) x 

Copper axe-money x 

Feathers ,lnd feather orn'lments 

Gold jewelry 

Greenstone jewelry 

Obsidian and obsidian tools x 

Painted manuscripts 

Plain dnd decorated text~les Y 

Polychrome pottery ; ~I 

Raw cotton 

Salt x 

Slaves X" 

Turquoise jewelry 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Notes: C o ~ n ~ n o d i t ~ e s  marked as "mentioned in rn'lriti~ne tradc" are 
those included ill carly written descriptions of mar i tme  traders (Ed- 
wards  19;8:205-207). 
"Polychrome ceramics are not \pecific~ll) rne~ltioncd. hut 011r dvs- 
cription includes utensils "marvelously milcle out of clay" [Edwards 
1978:201). 
 laves arc  not mentioned as commodities in ~ h c s e  sources. hut sev 
era1 sources do note th,lt the p.lddlrrs were s lav rs  (Edwards  1978). 

Berdan and Anawalt 1992; Rrand 1943; Feldman l q 8  j; 
Landa r 941; Roys 1972; Sahagun I y 50-1982; Scholes 
and Roys 1 ~ 6 8 ) .  Many of these are also documented ar- 
chaeologically, but this information has not heen synthe- 
sized or  summarized. The authors of this book drew LIP a 
list of about 50 commodities that were highly significant 
in Postclassic times; these are referred to here as "impor- 
tant commodities." From this list, we then highlighted 18 
of these 3s "key commodities" whose production and ex- 
change were particularly important for the functioning of 
the Postclassic world system. These are listed in table 
T 8 . 1 ,  which shows that Inany of these were included i r i  

early Spanish descriptions of maritime traders (Edwards 
I 978 : ro~-207) .  Edwards also includes maize in his list, 
but that prohahly represented food f o r  the merchants 
and their crew rather than a com~nodity for exchange. 
Four of the entries in table 18.1 are composite categories 
that are further broken down in the discussion and tables 
below (e.g., feathers and feather ornaments are consid- 
ered separately below). 

Important and key commodities had patterns of pro- 
duction, exchange, ancllor consumption that had wide- 
spread influence within Postclassic society and econolny. 
For example, commodities whose production required 
specialized technology or  highly trained artisans were 

often more inlportant than those easily obtained or 
produced. Commodities exchanged in large volumes or 
those exchanged over great distances wcre obviously im- 
portant to the overall economy. And commodities with a 
high information content and whose use was restricted to 
elites had important social roles. These and other factors 
went into our categorization of important and key com- 
modities. In this section I discuss the ways in which such 
commodities differed from others not included in our 
lists. An important point is that  the key commodities in 
Postclassic h4esoamerica do  not fit a single profile. Some 
were important because they were necessities with wide- 
spread demand, and others were important because they 
were luxurics involved in elite political dynamics. 

FUNCTIONAL CLASSIFICATION 
One of the most natural and useful ways to classifv com- 
modities or other goods is in terms of their uses or func- 
tions within society. Table 18.2 is our list of important 
commodities arranged by functional category. Key com- 
modities are marked with an X. As the table shows, key 
commodities are found within every functional class. 
Table r 8.2 also lists two  other methods of charactcriza- 
tion of commodities: their use-class and economic value. 
These alternative classifications are in fact more useful 
for our analysis than is the functional classification of 
commodities. 

ECONOMIC VALUE 
The economic value of commodities in archaeological 
and historical settings is usually very difficult to establish. 
The commercial economies of Postclassic Mesoamerica 
used several forms of money, and thus people probably 
measured the valuc o f  goods by their prices. Although 
some price equivalents have survived in documents (e.g., 
Anderson et al. 1976; Rojas 1998), there is not sufficient 
intormation to adequately assess the value of most com- 
modities. There are two very different approaches to 
measuring or  determining economic value: the labor ap- 
proach and the scarcity approach. Leaving asidc theoreti- 
cal debates about the nature of value in various types of 
economies, it is likely that both the amount of labor in- 
volved in obtaining and/or producing a commodity and 
the relative scarcity of the good played roles in determin- 
ing its value in precapitalist con~mercialized economies. 
I have argued that for archaeologists, labor input pro- 
vides a more useful way to measure value of ancient 
goods than does scarcity (Smith I y 87b:3 21). and this 
approach has been applied to Mesoamerican data by 
Abrarns ( I  9 ~ 4 ) ~  Feinman (1q8g), and others. 

In order to approach the question of the labor value of 
Postclassic commodities, I have applied a rough measure 
to the commodities listed in table I 8.2. This measure 
consists o f  the sum of the numhcr of attrihutes present 
for six categories of labor investment. 
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Table 18.2 
Important commodities listed by functional category 

/ x fine s a l t  5 4 Y Y 

1 x cacao .) 2 I 

! fruits 1 (1 

grain 1 0 

honey 2 0 

; Domestic Tools and Materials 

ground-stonc tools 1 1 

chert tools A. 7 0 

Industrial Tools 

copperlbron7e needles 3 6 

bronze ,~xes  and awls 3 6 

x obs~dlnn tool4 &. 7 4 

bark heaters 4 I 

spinning tools A 3 0 

bone needles 4 0 

Raw Materials 

x obsidian 4 > 

x raw cotton 2 2 

x feathers 4 2 

volcanic ash 3 2 

paints and pignicnts 4 I 

Clothing 

x decorated clothing 5 4 

plain clothing - 3 3 

Serving Ware 

x codex-style pottery 5 ) 

x polychronie pottery 2 7 

fine stone vessels 5 

g o ~ ~ r d  bowls L 7 

Jewelry/Display Items 

copperlhronze jewclry 5 

x gold jewelrv 5 

x greenstone jewelry 5 

x turquoise jewelry 5 

x ohqidian jewelry > 



Table 18.2 continued 

Important commodities listed by functional category 
- - - -- -- - - - - - - -~ - - - - - - - - - ~- - -  - -- - - -  - -  - - - -  - -  

I'roducrioniExcha~ige Xttriburcs: 
- - - - - -  -~ - - - - -  

Use- 
1 2 ' 4 class Value 3 

~ - - - - - - - - - - 
6 
- - - - - - - - - 

Jewelry/Display Items continued 

x feather ornanlenrs 5 4 Y x x Y 

sil\-er jewelry 5 6 x x x x x x 

rock crystal lewelry 5 4 Y Y Y x 

shell jewelry 5 2 x x x 

amber jewelry 3 2 x x 

Money 

x textiles 2 3 x 

x cacao 2 2 x 

x copper axe-money 3 6 x Y 

Ritual 

x copperibron~e bells 5 6 Y Y 

x bloodletting knives 5 4 x \ 

ru hber .Y 4 Y 

fig11 rines L 3 2 

har-k paper 5 2 

censers 2 I 

st~ngr,ly spines 2 I x 

flowers 2 0 

x slaves 
- -  - - - 

KEY: 
Kry corn~noclir! 
Nccr\\ity 
W'idrly u\cd good\ 
Kcgion,llly lilntred 
(;ood\ wirh ,peci.lliLed ut11it.lrian uses 
1.uxurles 
l ' h i ~  is rhc rottll nunibcr ot .lttriburc> present 

RCi\v t ~ ~ ~ i t c t  ial litnitc~l to ti s ~ i i ~ ~ l l  I I L I I ~ ~ ~ X S  of Ioc~itioiis 
Complex rcchiirilo~y rrq~iired 
I.cngthy .indior complex I>roduction PI-aces\ 
FItghI) A~lled crattwot-krrs required 
High \.,iluc In r c l a l t o ~ ~  ro weizhr 

1. Raul wzaterials linzited to cerfuuz rrzajor environmen- economic value because such commodities, o r  their mate- 
tal zones. This category is marked as present for goods rial io~lst i tuents ,  were no t  available in many regions and 
whose raw materials were distributed differcntiallp with had to  be obtatned through exchange. Thus cot ton tex- 
respect t o  large environmental zones such as highlands tiles were more valual,le in the highlands since cot ton can 
versus lowlands, o r  coast versus inland. It contributes to  on ly  be grolvn in lowland settings, whereas maize was 
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Table 18.3 
Important commodities listed by use-class 

~- ~ - ~. . - -~ - - ~ - - - - 

F ~ ~ n c t i o n a l  <,'lass Val~ie  ; Functional Class Value 
-- - - - ~  - -  ~ - , - -  

4. Goods with Specialized Utilitarian Uses 

fooJ  4 : x oOsidi;~~i r ; ~ w  ~n ,~ te r i a l s  3 

x obsidian tools domestic tools 4 Y teathers raw matrri;lls - 7 
ceramic vessels domestic tools I I x slaves special 1 

ground-stone tools doinestic tools I 1  1i;lrk Iicatzrs industrial tools 1 

I) ' paints and pigments raw materials I 

o~ 11o11e i~cedles industrial tools 0 

I 

2. Widely Used Goods I 5. Luxuries 

h 1 s ioppcrll~ronzc bells rit~lal 6 

i n d ~ ~ s t r i a l  tools 4 x gold jewelry jewelryldisplay 6 

money 3 x grernstonc jcwelry jrwelr);/display 5 

x raw cotto11 raw materials 2 1 x turq~loise jewelry jewelryldisplay 5 

x polychrome pottery serving ware 2 1 x feather ornaments jewelry/display 4 
I 

inone); 2 i x decorc~tcci clothing c l o t l ~ i ~ ~ g  I 

3 I x fine salt food 4 

2 I s codex-style pottery serving ware > 

2 I x painted inanuscripts special 3 

2 1 x c,icao tood 2 
I 

serving ware 1 coppcc-Ilironze jewelry jewclry/display 6 

1 '  silvcr jewell-y jewelrylclisplay 6 
I 

0 8 o b s i d i ~ n  jewelry jewelryldispla); 5 

d o n ~ r r i c  tools 0 rock crystal jewelry jewelryldisplay I 

industrial tools ( I~ioodletting knives ritual 4 
I 

scrving ware 0 rubher ritual 4 

0 shcll jcwclry jewelryldisplay 3 
I 

I amlier jewelry jewelryldisplay 2 

.Regionally Limited Goods drugs ritunl 
I 

2 

copperlbrur~ze needles inci~1str1:11 tools 6 I bark p;~per  ri t~ial  2 

bronze axes and awls industrial tools 6 fine stone vc.;scls serving ware 1 

raw materials L 1  
~ ~- - -  - -  ~ 

commodities ,Ire ni'lrke~i \vitli ,ilr s. For .in e x p l , i n ~ r ~ o n  of c.1c.h comrnoJit~'s v.iluc, p l c ~ s c  h r c  ch:iprt,r discussion. 

svaluable since i t  c s n  be  g r o w n  in m o s t  environmental  plex in  terms of their  use of special  tools  a n d  facilities, 
s of Mesoamerica .  a n d  highly technical  o r  specializcd knowledge.  Some  im-  
, Raw nlaterials l imi ted  to n s n ~ a / l ~ z ~ a ? ~ h e v  of locn- p o r t a n t  commodi t i e s  p roduced  th rough  metal lurgy a n d  

ns. This category m a r k s  g o o d s  w h o s e  r a w  Inaterials rubbe r  processing a r e  cliaractcrized a s  requiring con ip lex  
refound only  in a tew discrete locations,  regardless of t echno logy  giving these  p roduc t s  higher economic  value. 
w they occurred wi th  respect t o  ma jo r  environmental  4. I.e~zgthy ilizdl~)~ i o r i z ~ ) l ~ x  prodirz t ion process.  T h i s  

. Obsidian w a s  found  only  in several discrete loca- ca tegory includes commodi t i e s  w h o s e  p roduc t ion  process  
, a s  opposed to pot tery  clay, wh ich  w a s  widely  avail-  required m a n y  sepa ra t e  a n d  distinct steps.  For  example ,  

t he  n ~ a n u t a c t u r e  of c e r a ~ n i c  vessels rcquired min ing  cl:ly 
3 .  Conzplex technology ~ r q u i r c d .  M o s t  technological and tenipcr, mix ing  t h e  clay, fo rming  the  vessels, drying 

ocesses in ancient  Mesoamer ica  w e r e  n o t  highly c o n -  a n d  finishing them,  a n d  firing the  vessels. T h e  manu tac ru re  



of obsidian blades, although depcndcnt on  sevcl-'11 steps, 
was  a shorter process requiring fewer distinct tools and 
activities t h m  c e r ~ m i c  production. Many Postclassic 
lusul-ies, such as  featherwork, turquoise mosaics, and  
painted ~nanuscripts ,  require<\ lengthy and complex 
processcc of productio~i  with many ciiverse activities. 

j. Highly skilled c r ~ f t l ~ ~ o r k ~ ~ . ? :  reqrfired. Commodities 
that  required highly skilled producers had a higher- value 
than those Inore easily produced. The production of tools 
~ n d  other itenis from obsidi,~n llnd bronze required 
highly skilled wor-kers, as did the weaving of highly deco- 
rated textiles and the painting of nianuscripts o r  highly 
decorated ceramics. 

6. H ~ g h  value in relati012 to weight. This category is a 
simple assessment of whether a comlnodity was easily 
transported for exchange, with the asst~rnprion that  other 
things being e q u ~ l ,  goods that  wcre less hulky and less 
heavy were more valuable as  exchange items. 

The  value measure in table I 8.2 is the sum of the scores 
of each commodity for these six categories. This is a \cry 
rough measure, and no  claims are made that  the value 
scores reflect the actual economic values (or  priccs) of 
these cornrnodities in Postclassic A4esoamerica. Never- 
theless, these scores d o  correlate with our  impressions 
comniodity values, and they provide some insight into 
the nature of Postclassic commodities and the reasons 
that  some were more important for the tvorld system 
than others. Many, but not  all, of the key commodities 
ha\.e high scorcs on the economic value scale. Another 
indication of the high value of some of these key com- 
rnoclities is thcir inclusion in early written descriptions 
of goods i a r r ~ e d  by i n ~ r i t i m e  traders, including the 
Columhus description that opcns cli;lpter I (Edwards 
r y 7 8 : r o ~ - r o 7 ;  see tahle 18.  I ) .  

LUXURIES A N D  SOCIAL C O N T E X T  

The  third approach t o  the classification of comnioclitics 
involves the social contest  of their use. 1 h;~ve used a 
five-category classification of use-class into necessities, 
widcly used goods, regionally limited goods, goods with 
specialized utilitarian ilses, and Ii~uuries (tahle I X. 3 ) .  Hc- 
cause of the social and economic importance of luxury 
goods, it is worthwhile t o  discuss this concept in some 
detail. Douglas and Ishcrwood ( I c ) ~ c ) : L ) ~ )  start with tlie 
definitions of luxuries a~nd necessities used in classical 
econo~nics: necessities are goods hought in the same 
q u a ~ ~ t i t i e s  regardless o t  changes in prices or incomes, 
and  luxurie5 are goods o n  which i~~div idua ls  will cluickly 
cut  down in response t o  a d rop  in income. Thcy go o n  
t o  suggest more-anthropologically i~seful definitions: ne- 
cessities arc i t c~ns  used i r ~  low-esteem, high-frequency 
events, whereas luxuries are goods used in low- 
frequency events that are Iiighl!. esteemed ( Douglas 
and Isherwood 1979: I I 6 ) .  

Appadurai ( I 986 )  provides a rnore co~nple te  discus- 
sion of luxuries that is wor th  quoting in full: 

I propose tliat cvc regard luxury goods not so much in con- 
trast to nrccss~tirs (a  contrast fillcd with but as 
Roods whose principal use is rhrtoric-ill and sociiz/, goods 
tha t  d T C  simply inciirrznted slgtzs. The necessity to which 
thcy rcspond IS tund~nientally political. Better still, since 
most l u x u r y  goc,ds are used (though in special ways at a 
special cost), it might ~nake  more sense to regard luxury 
as a special "register" of consumption (hy analogy to the 
linp~~istic model) than to regard them as a special class of 
thing. The signc ot this register, in relation to commodities, 
are sonic or all of tlie following littrihutes: ( I )  restriction, 
either by price or 13)- law, to elites; ( 2 )  con~plexity of ac- 
quisition, wliicll rnay or may not be a junction 01: real 
"scarcity": ( 3 )  semiotic virtuosit): tliat is, the capacity to 
signal fairly complex social messages (as do pepper in cui- 
sine, silk in dress, jewels in adornment, and relics in wor- 
ship); (4)  specialized knowledge as a prerequisite for their 
"appropriate" consumption, that is. regulation by fashion; 
and i 5 )  21 high degree ot linkage of their consumption to 
body, person, 2nd personality. (Appad~~ra i  r y 86:38; em- 
phases in original) 

The five categories of goods, based o n  their social con- 
tcut, a!-e as follows. 

I .  Necessities. Conimodities classified as necessities 
are those that  were required by most  or all households 
for their nol-ll~al functioning. These include food and cer- 
tain Imsic domestic tools found in most Postclassic 
l~ouseholds. Two  key co~n~i iod i t ies  are considered neces- 
sities based o n  their importance in domestic consumption 
and their prominence in long-distance exchanges: salt 
and obsidian tools used in normal domestic tasks. 

r .  Widely lrsctl goods. This category includes goods 
tliat were in widespread use but less essential for basic 
survival than were necessities. This distinction is of 
course subjective, and some examples are open t o  argu- 
ment. For instance, were items such as  figurines and 
censcr-s-used in household ritual-necessities o r  not? 
I hnve included them under widely used goods, hut  they 
could fit with either groilp. Key conimodities in this cate- 
gory i ~ ~ c l u d e  industrial tools o t  obsidian (i.e., obsidian 
tools ilscd t o  ~nanu fac t~ i r e  other products),  textiles used 
as  money and t r i b ~ ~ t e  goods, raw cotton, polychrome 
pottery. and cclcao in its use as  money. 

z .  Re~ io~za l l y  linlited goods. These are commodities 
that \\.ere widely used within some regions of Postclassic 
Mesoamerica, hut rarely used in others. Bronze needles 
and awls, for example, were abundant  in the Tarascan 
zone (\vhere tliey were produced) and  in blorelos (chap- 
ter j ~ ) ,  hut rarc in most parts of hlcsoamerica; sirnilarly, 
volcariic ash for porter); temper was a common product 
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in Yucatan hut was not used widely in other areas. AI- 
though these goods were of great importance within their 
zones of use (see chapters 2 I and 2 011 bronze tools in 
Morelos), their limited occurrence or lowered impor- 
tance in other areas prevents them from being considered 
key commodities. 

4. Goods ti~ith specialized titilita~.i~uz uses. This cate- 
gory includes raw materials used in specific important 
craft industries, and slaves; the latter are included since 
they often contributed to the production of textiles and 
other products. The key cornrnodities within this cate- 
gory are slaves and unworked (or only partially worked) 
obsidian and feathers. 

5. Ll~xuries. These are goods that fit Xppadurai's 
(1986) discussion quoted above. Although most have 
high values, it is the social and political contexts of their 
use that distinguish luxuries from other kinds of goods. 
These commodities had a high information content, and 
many of them required specializeil knowledge for their 
appropriate consunlption. Luxuries comprise the largest 
number of key commodities. Most of these were costly 
objects of personal adornment typically associatecl with 
elites: fancy decorated clothing and jewclry of gold, 
turquoise, and other precious materials. Key commodi- 
ties among the luxury goods also included objects with 
high information content (painted nlanuscripts and the 
fanciest polychrome ceramics) and high-value in~ported 
foodstuffs (particularly fine salt and cacao). 

In the commercialized Postclassic econom!; only a 
few luxuries were restricted hy law to  elites. (:ommo11- 
ers could purchase bronze hells, jade beads, or fancy 
feather ornaments if they could afford them, just as no 
one prohibited them from consuming cacao or fine salt. 
But since elites could better afford to  purchase luxury 
goods in the markets, they tended to have many more of 
these goods than did commoners. This situation (Sn~ith 
1999) distinguishes comnlercialized economies like that 
of Postclassic Mesoamerica from the uncommercialized 
economies of tribes, chiefdoms, and centralized redis- 
tributive states. The widespread consumption of luxu- 
ries in Postclassic Mesoamerica highlights the very 
different systemic roles of luxury goods in commerci:~l- 
ized economies from their roles in the prestige-goods 
systems that characterized these other types of socicties. 
In prestige-goods systems, the production and exchange 
of valuable luxuries are controlled by elites, who are the 
only ones permitted to consume such goods. It is often 
suggested that the control of these goods is an  impor- 
tant component of elite power in such systems (e.g., 
Clark and Blake 1994; Earle 1997; Friednlan and Row- 
lands 1977; Frankenstein and Rowlands ~ 9 7 8 ;  Schort- 
man and Urban 1996). We prefcr to use the term 
"luxury goods" in place of "prestige goods" to empha- 
size their role as commercial corumodities and to  distin- 

guish the Postclassic world system from the prestige- 
gooils systems mentioned above. 

Susan Kepecs (2000; chapter j 1) has suggested the 
phrase "hulk luxuries" for a subset of Postclassic luxu- 
ries that were traded in particularly large quantities; 
these included cacao, fine salt, and decorated clothing 
and textiles. Bru~nfe l  (1987a,  1987b) describes the social 
and political dynamics of elite gifts of luxury commodi- 
ties-particularly items o f  dress and personal adorn- 
ment-among the Aztecs. 

POSTCLASSIC COMMODITIES 

This section provides brief discussions of the important 
commodities listed in tables 18.2 and I 8.1, organized 
hy the five categories of social context discussed ahove. 
'rhose commodities singled out (somewhat subjectively) 
as key commodities are indicated with an asterisk. 

NECESSITIES 

"Salt 
As a hasic physiological necessity, salt was an  important 
trade good throughout Mesoamerica. We have separated 
the finest white sea salt as another commodity, a luxury. 
Kepecs discusses salt in chapter 19. 

"Obsidian Tools 
The widespread exchange of obsidian tools in Postclassic 
Mesoamerica qualifies them as key commodities. As do- 
mestic tools these were necessities, and as industrial tools 
used in the production of other goods, obsidian irnple- 
nlents fall under the category of widely used goods. 
Braswell discusses obsidian in chapter 20. 

Other linportunt Commodities 
IIuri11g 111ost time periods in Mesoamerica, ceramic 
vessels were exchanged locally and regionally, with only 
limited long-distance trade (Drennan 1984b). In the Post- 
classic period, however, several varieties of central Mexi- 
can ceramics were widely traded over great distances 
(Smith 1990; Smith et al. 1999). The most elaborately 
decorated of these are singled out as luxury goods and 
discussed I-relow. 

WIDELY USED GOODS 

:'-Copper Axe- Money 
These distinctive T-shaped copperlbronze "axes" are 
classified as a key commodity because of their wide- 
spread use as currency in most parts of Mesoarnerica 
(chapter 2 I ). They were very thin sheets of copper or 
bronze, and a number of archaeological finds indicate 
that many individual items were typically hound into 
standardized packets. 



"Obsidiatr Tools 
See discuss~on above and in c l i~p te r  20 by Bra5wcll. 

"Textiles '1tzd Raw Cotton 
The high lahor investment in spinning and weaving cot- 
ton textiles, coupled with their low weight, made them 
ideal commodities for :I comniercialized economy. They 
were exchanged through markets as a commodity and a 
form of currency, and through political channels as the 
predominant type of tribute a t  all levels (Anawalt 
I 98  I b; Berdan 19873; Hicks r ~ y q a ) .  The distribution 
of spindle whorls for spinning cotton thrcad expanded 
throughout all of Mcsoaniericn in Postclassic times, and 
the use o t  sm~ill bowls for controlling the spindle was a 
technological innovation related to increasing demand 
for textiles (Garcia (Zook and Merino Carri6n 1974; 
Smith and Hirth 1988; Stark et nl. 1998) .  A trade in 
raw cotton is documented both in ethnohistoric sources 
and in the presence of' spindle whorls f o r  cotton in areas 
like the Basin of hlexico where cotton does not grow. 
Cotton textiles are discussed a t  greater lengtli in chapter 
I 6. 

'"Polychvo~ne Potter?' 
Cernlnic vesscls painted with geometric designs and 
simple symbols were widespread in Postclassic Meso- 
america (Nicholson and C>uiiiones Keber I 9942; 
Noguera i975) ,  and many of these were quite widely 
traded (chapters 26, 31). Elaborate codex-style poly- 
chrome pottery is listed separately below as a luxury 
good. 

"Cac-ao as C~tvvetzc-y 
Cacao was 3 key conimodity because of its douhle use as 
nioney and food (Coe ~liid Coe 1996; Kergniaiin I 969; 
Gasco 1996h; RoJas 1998). AS a form ot currency cacao 
is included here as a wiciely ~ ~ s e d  good; cacao as a drink is 
discussed below under luxuries. 

REGIONALLY LIMITED GOODS 

Although no  regionally limitcd goods are classified as 
key commodities tor the whole Postcl~lssic world system, 
their production and exchange were very important 
within certain areas. Bronze needles, awls, a n d  axes, tor 
example, were common in hlorelos domestic contexts 
(chapter 32) ,  and provide some of the best evidence tor 
trade across the AzteclTarascaii horder (chapter 14) .  

GOODS W I T H  SPECIALIZED UTILITARIAN USES 

: F O b ~ ~ d i l z t ~  
Unworked, or  more commonly, partially worked obsid- 
ian was certainly 3 key coinmodity that was exchanged 
extensively within local regions (chapter 20). 

"Fcathevs 
Ethnohistoric sources reveal a heavy trade in tropical 
feathers. In many Aztec highland provinces, people had 
to trade ~v i th  lowland areas for these feathers in order 
to meet their tribute obligations (Berdan and Anawalt 
I 9 ~ 2 ) ~  and Aztec fe,ltherworkers must have obtained 
riiaiiy of their materials through the markets as well as 
through trihute (Berdan 1987b).  

' i L S l ~ ~ e ~  
Because slaves were hought and sold, they can be consid- 
ered a special form of commodity. Although most were 
L I S ~ J  3s ho~~seho ld  servants, many slaves made important 
econoniic contributions through craft production, partic- 
~ ~ l a r l y  textile production by female slaves (Shadow and 
Rodriguez V. I 09 5 ) .  

Othcv ln~povtatzt Coini7lotiities 
Bark beaters and paints s ~ ~ c h  as hematite, limonite, and 
graphite were important commodities because of their 
use in thc production of codices. Other pigments such as 
cochineal and purpurll werc exchanged for use as textile 
dyes (Dahlgren 1c)c)oa; TUI-ok et al. 1988; Turok 1996). 

LUXURIES 

" Hvonzc Bells 
Small hells made of various kinds of copper alloys were 
the most extensively traded inetal objects in Postclassic 
Mesoamerica; these are discussed hy Hosler in chapter 
21. 

:'Gold]ewelv)~ 
Ornaments made of gold were among the most highly 
valuable and most intricate objects in Postclassic Meso- 
america (Bray 1989; Saville I 92o),  but their production 
and exchange are not yet well ~~nde r s tood  (chapters 21, 
~ 2 ) .  

''C;veetzstone /elue/vy 
Rcads, pendants, and other obiects of jewelry and display 
carved froni jadeite and other iadelike stones were im- 
portant luxury goods in Mesoamerica in all time periods, 
and the Postclassic is n o  exception (Graham et al. 1998; 
1,ange I 993; Thouvenot 1982). 

'"Tuvqzroisr letuelv)~ 
Tlie importation o f  turcluoise froni the American South- 
west was an important innovation in Postclassic Meso- 
america (Weigand et al. I 977; Harbottle and Weigand 
IL)C)Z; Weigand and Harbottle 1993),  and this stone was 
quickly put to use in a large variety of mosaics, jewelry, 
and other fine objects (Carmichael 1970; Saville 1922). 
Turquoise jewelry was particularly iinportant in the 
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Mixteca-Puebla area (chapter 22). Most reconstructions 
suggest that turquoise from the Southwest was traded 
through west hlexico, entering central hlexico through 
the Tarascan realm and entering the Mixteca-Puebla 
region through Tututepec in Oaxaca (Harbottle and 
Weigand r 992).  This trade was the primary economic 
connection between Mesoamerica and the Southwest in 
Postclassic times (chapter 3) .  

"Feather Ornaments 
Elaborate feathered ornaments (such as headdresses, 
fans, and capes) and warrior costumes and shields re- 
quired complex production procedures with exotic 
materials. Their high value contributed to their uses as 
elite status markers and as signals of warriors' achieve- 
ments (Rerdan 1g87b; Berdan and Anawalt i 992).  

Decorated Clothing 
This category denotes fancy decorated textiles, including 
both clothing and other items. These con~nlodities were 
more important in the world system than plain clothing 
because of their higher value (and low weight), and be- 
cause of their social roles in signaling starms and other 
social characteristics (Anawalt i q 8  I b; Rerdan 1987a; 
Hicks 1994a). 

"Fine Salt 
The fine white salt of northern Yucritan was particularly 
highly valued by elites in many parts of Mesoamerica, 
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and it was thus Inore extensively traded than was salt 
from other sources (chapter I 9) .  

".Coriex-Style Pottery 
This category consists of the elatlorate polychromes of 
the Mixteca-Puebla style, which were widely exchanged 
and highly prized, and which contained a high informa- 
tion content (chapters 22, 24, and 26). 

"Painted hlutluscripts 
Painted manuscripts or codices were luxuries of only 
moderate economic value (table 18.2); their rnain signifi- 
cance was in the ideological realm, where they were a 
niajor part of Postclassic information networks (chapters 

24, 27). 

"(:acao as a Drink 
Cacao in beverage form was a luxury good because of its 
high value and hecause of its social importance in elite 
feasts and r i t ~ ~ a l s  (Coe and Coe 1996). 

DISCUSSIONS OF SELECTED KEY COMMODITIES 

The descriptions given above are by necessity quite brief, 
and the reader is referred to  the works cited for more in- 
formation. Out of this list of key I'ostclassic commodi- 
ties, three are singled out for in-depth treatment in the 
chapters that follow: salt (chapter I 9) ,  obsidian (chapter 
20), and metals (chapter 2 r ). 




