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Archaeologists have long recognized that increases in political centralization often coin-
cide with the growth of regional settlement hierarchies. Here I develop a theoretical
model which explicitly relates certain aspects of political complexity to variation in settle-
ment size. This model applies specifically to hierarchical societies without well-developed
market economies—societies which Service would classify as chiefdoms and (perhaps) sim-
ple states. Using settlement data from the Formative Period Valley of Mexico, I show how
this model is useful in measuring (1) the number of levels in a regional hierarchy, (2) the
degree of political centralization, and (3) the relative amount of surplus food mobilized to
support the political establishment. [location theory, political evolution, political
economy, chiefdoms, Valley of Mexico]

INTRODUCTION

ARCHAEOLOGISTS STUDYING THE EVOLUTION of politically complex societies have sometimes
relied exclusively on a typological approach in characterizing the sociopolitical forms
they observe. Especially utilized in this manner have been the general evolutionary
typologies of Elman Service (1962) and Morton Fried (1967). On the basis of synchronic
ethnographic comparisons, Service suggested that nonegalitarian societies could be
classified into “chiefdoms” and “states,” while Fried proposed a threefold classification
consisting of “rank societies,” “stratified societies,” and “states.” Each author’s types can
be arranged in a sequence that represents increasing sociopolitical complexity. Thus,
these typologies have in many cases been adopted as ordinal scales, with reference to
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which the archaeologically observed processes of cultural evolution have been measured
and described.

Although the typological approach has been (and still remains) useful in many ways, it
also harbors certain disadvantages. One particularly troublesome aspect is that the types
themselves are so broad. The categories were originally formulated at such a high level of
generality that the societies included within each exhibit a very wide range of variation.
For example, Service’s rubric “chiefdom” subsumes such relatively simple polities as
Tikopia on one hand, and also includes the multitiered, considerably more centralized
political systems of Hawaii on the other. One reaction to this problem has been to sub-
divide the categories, to recognize new types based on more fine-grained distinctions
(e.g., Taylor 1975; Hatch 1976). Yet however helpful such attempts may be, they at best
can provide only a partial solution, for political evolution is a process that need not take
place in a series of discrete steps. Imposing static types on what is actually a continuum
will always mask a certain portion of the variability that is of interest (Kottak 1977).

Types, moreover, are usually defined in terms of several attributes simultaneously,
such as social differentiation, political centralization, and others. Though such attributes
are certainly interrelated, they should not be assumed a priori to vary always in perfect
correspondence. Measuring sociopolitical evolution purely with reference to a single or-
dinal scale inevitably collapses numerous variables into one, and prevents us from clearly
detailing the manner in which these variables interact through time.

I therefore suggest, and attempt to illustrate in this paper, that political complexity
should (wherever possible) be viewed in terms of several analytically separate dimensions.
In addition, I wish to show that it is archaeologically feasible to measure directly some of
these dimensions along a continuous scale. Although the number of potentially relevant
dimensions is large, I will focus on three in particular: (1) the number of levels in the
political hierarchy, (2) the degree of centralization at the uppermost level, and (3) the
relative amount of surplus food mobilized to support the political establishment.
Variables such as these have long been recognized as being theoretically important (e.g.,
Orans 1966; Sahlins 1963, 1972; Flannery 1972; Johnson 1973; Wright and Johnson
1975; Taylor 1975), but measuring them archaeologically has often been difficult. At
least some of the practical difficulties have stemmed from the lack of appropriate models
linking these variables to their material correlates.

In this paper, I will develop a theoretical model which explicitly relates certain aspects
of political complexity to the growth of regional settlement hierarchies. This framework
will apply specifically to hierarchical societies without well-developed market
economies —societies that in Service’s terms would be classified as chiefdoms and
(perhaps) simple states. The amount of full-time craft specialization in such societies
tends to be highly limited, and most households consume the food that they themselves
produce. The nonfood-producing specialists who do exist are for the most part connected
with the political establishment, and owe their support, either directly or indirectly, to
tribute extracted from the commoners (Earle 1973, 1977; Peebles and Kus 1977; Wright
1977; Steponaitis 1978). The settlement model to be developed will in no sense be com-
prehensive, for it will not encompass all possible factors that influence the configuration
of a settlement hierarchy in such societies. It will, however, form the basis of a method
which under certain conditions may be useful in measuring the political variables I have
noted above.

The plan of this paper is as follows: first, I shall explicitly define what I mean by
political centralization, discuss its relationship to political economy, and suggest ways of
measuring centralization archaeologically. Second, I will develop a mathematical model
which shows how systematic differences in settlement size relate to aspects of political
complexity. Finally, I will apply the model in describing the development of political
systems during the Formative period in the Valley of Mexico.
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POLITICAL CENTRALIZATION AND THE FLOW OF TRIBUTE

As a point of departure, let us briefly consider the interesting framework that Adams
(1975:206-217) proposed for the study of political evolution. Rather than presenting an
ordered series of static models, Adams’s framework emphasizes the cyclical “growth se-
quence” by which political hierarchies may develop. The first step in the sequence is
“coordination,” which takes place when a number of distinct political units begin to in-
teract and coordinate their activities in some formal way, but do so in a state of relative
equality. This step is then followed by a gradual process of “centralization,” as one of the
units acquires more and more power in relation to the others, and becomes increasingly
able to make decisions that are binding on the rest. Each time this “growth sequence” of
coordination and centralization is repeated, an additional level of political control
emerges in the hierarchy, and a larger, more inclusive political unit results.

Adams’s idealized model of growth is instructive, for it brings to our attention two
issues of relevance to the present discussion. First of all, since the process of centralization
at any given level can in theory take place gradually, this implies that the degree of cen-
tralization is an attribute which intrinsically varies along a continuous scale. Second, it is
important to note that the process of centralization involves one unit’s gaining more and
more power relative to a set of other units which were formerly coordinate. This clearly
suggests that the degree of centralization can be measured as a ratio of the power wielded
by the decision-making unit at the uppermost level, relative to the average amount of
power wielded by decision-making unit in the level immediately below.

Indeed, such a definition of centralization is not entirely new. Similar notions of what
constitutes centralization have appeared from time to time, particularly in the body of
literature dealing with comparisons among African political systems (Kaberry 1957:233;
Lewis 1959:60-61; Vansina 1962:331-332). Lloyd (1965:81), after having critically
reviewed this literature, specified the three criteria that he felt were most important in
assessing the degree of centralization: (1) the “sphere of competence” of the central
government, i.e., the range of activities over which it is regarded as having legitimate con-
trol; (2) the degree to which the constituent units of the kingdom can act independently
of the king; and (3) the degree of control exercised by the king over the appointment of
officeholders in the administrative hierarchy. Of these, (2) and (3) are both factors
which, in essence, measure the relative amount of power wielded by the central authority
in comparison to that of the immediately subordinate levels.

Yet the foregoing discussion still begs the question: how are we to measure the degree
of centralization archaeologically? Ethnographers can observe the distribution of various
decision-makers’ sphere of competence, and they can gauge the extent of compliance to
any given command. What, then, is the archaeologist to look for? I suggest that part of
the answer lies in recognizing that “ ‘power’ is control over resources, whether human or
material . . .” (Nicholas 1966:52). Social power in a formal political/administrative
hierarchy is manifest in the officeholder’s access to some specified portion of his subor-
dinates’ surplus goods and labor, usually extracted in the form of tribute. It is reasonable
to expect that, in general, the degree of political power will be closely related to the
amount of tribute that can be extracted, for these two variables are intrinsically in-
terdependent. A chief commands the payment of tribute by virtue of his political power;
at the same time, much of the chief’s power rests on his access to a sufficiently large pool
of tribute (Sahlins 1963, 1972). These are facts of political life that have been
documented in numerous ethnographic cases. Among the Suku of the Congo, for exam-
ple:

The formal political system is based on the delegation of power by the paramount chief to region-



