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Trade, Exchange, and Sociopolitical Development in Iron Age (500 BC — AD 500)
Mainland Southeast Asia: An Examination of Stone and Glass Beads from Cambodia and
Thailand.

By Alison Kyra Carter

Abstract

This dissertation is an examination of trade and socio-political development in Iron Age
(500 BC —AD 500) mainland Southeast Asia through the analysis and comparison of stone and
glass beads from sites in Cambodia and Thailand. The primary research objective is to identify
trade and interaction networks in mainland Southeast Asia during the Iron Age and understand
how these trade networks were associated with emerging socio-political complexity in the
Mekong Delta during this period. This topic was addressed through morphological, contextual,
and compositional analysis of agate/carnelian, garnet, and glass beads. Using these objects I
identified distinct patterns in the distribution of stone and glass beads on two different scales:
within individual sites in Cambodia and Thailand and over time and across the region of
mainland Southeast Asia. I then linked these bead distribution patterns to changing patterns of
socio-political and economic organization in the Mekong Delta.

The results of this research indicate that the types of agate/carnelian and glass beads and
the mechanics of trade and exchange changed over time. During the early Iron Age in the late
centuries BC “Period 1 Type” agate and carnelian beads and potash glass beads appear to have
been exchanged through a pre-existing coastal exchange networks between specific settlements.

However, some communities, specifically people living at Angkor Borei and sites in the Mekong



i
Delta do not appear to have been participating in this network. Instead, the analysis of glass and

stone bead data reveal that the Mekong Delta and other communities were not entering into long-
distance bead exchange networks until the early centuries AD, as trade with South Asia was
intensifying. New types of beads, including “Period 2 Type” agate and carnelian beads and high-
alumina soda glass beads eventually came to be traded in these networks. I argue that the
distribution patterns of these new stone and glass bead types can be seen as proxies for
expanding socio-political and economic influence between elites in the Mekong Delta and

communities further inland.
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“A proper understanding of South-east Asian beads will certainly throw much light both on the
chronology of many archaeological sites in the region and on the patterns of ancient trade. The
quest for such understanding needs no justification.”

--Alastair Lamb, 1965a: 90



Chapter 1: Introduction and Research Questions

This dissertation is an examination of trade and socio-political development in Iron Age
(500 BC —AD 500) mainland Southeast Asia through morphological, contextual, and
geochemical analyses and comparisons of stone and glass beads from sites in Cambodia and
Thailand. The primary research objective is focused on identifying trade and interaction
networks in mainland Southeast Asia during the Iron Age and understanding how these trade
networks were associated with emerging socio-political complexity in the Mekong Delta during
this period. Three specific questions are explored:

* Are there distinctive patterns in the distribution of agate/carnelian, garnet, and glass
beads over 1) time and 2) across mainland Southeast Asia, specifically Cambodia and
Thailand?

* 3) Can these patterns of distribution be linked to changing patterns of socio-political and
economic organization in the Mekong Delta?

By exploring these three questions it has been possible to develop a better understanding of the
role of trade during the Iron Age period, to define the regions of mainland Southeast Asia that
were interacting with one another through the exchange of these ornaments, and better determine
the role of the Mekong Delta in trade and interaction networks within the larger region of
Southeast Asia. In this dissertation I argue that stone and glass bead data provide evidence for
two distinct bead trade networks that varied somewhat over time and space. An earlier bead
exchange network was established in coastal communities, but based on data presented in this

dissertation I suggest that smaller regional exchange networks, especially in southeast Cambodia
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and Northeast Thailand, were present. However, communities living at sites in the Mekong Delta

were not participating in these early exchange networks. Instead, I argue that stone and glass
bead data show an expansion of exchange networks during the early centuries AD, in which
elites in the Mekong Delta appear to have been interacting more heavily with sites further inland.
Also of note is the irregular distribution of beads within burial contexts, indicating that beads
were not available to all members of a community and that some people had more access to
beads than others.

The Iron Age period of mainland Southeast Asia was a time of a great social change that
brought about the emergence of some of the first complex state-level societies in Southeast Asia.
Interaction with South Asia and the introduction of new goods and ideas from this region is
believed to have been a key factor in the emergence of sustained social and political hierarchy
(e.g. Bronson 1977; Christie 1990, 1995; Coedes 1968; Glover 1989; Hall 1985; Higham 2002;
Kulke 1990; Mabbett 1977ab, 1997; Wheatley 1979, 1982, 1983; Van Leur 1955, see Chapter 3
for more discussion). Several scholars have more specifically argued that the presence of new
prestige objects, such as beads from South Asia, provided an opportunity for Southeast Asian
elites to expand their power by controlling the trade and exchange of these goods (e.g. Bellina
2003; Bellina and Glover 2004; Bronson 1977; Christie 1995, 1996; Francis 1996). More recent
studies have focused on identifying regional changes in the nature of trade with South Asia over
time (Bellina 2003; Bellina and Glover 2004; Lankton and Dussubieux 2006, 2013), while
compositional analysis of materials has helped to better define long-distance networks trade in
insular and mainland Southeast Asia in the periods leading up to and during Iron Age (Hung et al.
2007; Dussubieux 2001). In addition, a regional study by Dr. Robert Theunissen (2003) based on

sites in Northeast Thailand, proposed specific bead trade networks between that region and
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elsewhere in Southeast Asia. These previous studies have resulted in models of trade and socio-

economic and political complexity that are partly supported by my new evidence, however these
data also allow me to suggest new ways of explaining the regional patterns that will be discussed
in more detail in subsequent chapters.

Unfortunately due to political conflicts and a lack of archaeological research from
approximately the late 1960s-1990s, data from Cambodia have largely been omitted from these
previous examinations of trade during the Iron Age period. This oversight is problematic since
the Mekong Delta region of Cambodia and Vietnam is home to what some have argued may be
the earliest or one of the earliest complex polities in mainland Southeast Asia (Hall 1982, 1985;
Higham 2002; Stark 2004). Therefore, previous models regarding trade, exchange, and socio-
political development have been unable to incorporate data from a region that was likely heavily
involved in trade during the Iron Age period. My study has been able to correct this situation by
incorporating data not just from the site of Angkor Borei, but also from other regions in
Cambodia and Thailand. This has allowed me to undertake a more comprehensive examination
of trade networks over time and space and to specifically address questions regarding the growth
of the Mekong Delta as a center during the Iron Age and the involvement of elites in the trade of
stone and glass beads.

This introduction chapter provides a background to my theoretical orientation and
definitions of key terms used in this text. A brief overview of the major sites and regions, i.e.,
Angkor Borei, the Mekong Delta, and “Funan,” is also presented to contextualize their
importance during the Iron Age period. A detailed discussion of the theoretical framework,
research questions, and the methods used to answer these questions is presented below, followed

by an outline for the remaining chapters in this thesis.



Definitions and theoretical orientation
Mainland Southeast Asia

Southeast Asia is made up of countries on both the mainland and surrounding islands (see
discussion in Chapter 2). This dissertation focuses primarily on mainland Southeast Asia, which
is made up of the countries of Cambodia, Laos, Peninsular Malaysia, Myanmar (Burma),
Thailand, and Vietnam (Figure 1.1).
South Asia

In this dissertation I rely on the United Nations classification scheme for South Asia
(United Nations Statistics Division 2011), which includes Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan,
India, Iran, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka (Figure 1.2). However, the areas that were
primarily interacting with Southeast Asia during the Iron Age period were those countries with
access to the Indian Ocean: India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka (Ray 2003). Similarities in material
culture found at Southeast Asian sites and sites in Pakistan, such as Taxila, also suggest that this
region was interacting with Southeast Asia either directly or indirectly (e.g. Glover 1989; Pryce

et al. 2008).
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Figure 1.1: Map listing countries in mainland Southeast Asia.
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Figure 1.2: Map listing countries in South Asia.

Prestige goods

In archaeological research there generally has been a dichotomy been utilitarian or
subsistence objects and wealth or prestige objects (e.g. Brumfiel and Earle 1987; D’ Altroy and
Earle 1985). Utilitarian goods are those objects related to subsistence production or other
practical household needs. Prestige goods, in contrast, are more strongly related to ideology. In
this dissertation, I define prestige or wealth objects as artifacts or symbols of wealth or status
“used in display, ritual, and exchange” (Brumfiel and Earle 1987: 4). These objects can be used
to attract followers (Hayden 1998), whether they are displayed for the broader population or for a
smaller group of elites (Kenoyer 2000). Prestige goods are generally made from raw materials

that are rare or exotic and often employ specialized technological processes and skilled labor
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(Kenoyer 2000). As important symbols of wealth and status, elites often control the distribution

of the finished products, as well as access to the raw materials and labor used to create these
products (Kenoyer 1989; Vidale and Miller 2000). Some scholars have noted that the definition
between utilitarian goods and prestige objects can be fluid, depending on “culturally specific
values,” (Flad and Hruby 2007: 10). Certain types of artifacts can carry different meanings in
different contexts. For example, glass beads may not be considered high-value or prestige objects
at their place of manufacture, but by traveling a long-distance to they become exotic and increase
in value and prestige (Helms 1993: 48). In this dissertation I argue that stone (agate, carnelian,
and garnet) as well as glass beads were important prestige objects for Southeast Asian people in
that they were made from exotic raw materials, were strung and worn for display, and were
produced or modified utilizing complex technological skills. Additionally, my analysis of the
data show that beads were not evenly distributed in burials within sites.

In many ancient societies, exotic prestige goods from distant locations are perceived to be
valuable due to their association with far-off locales that are regarded as “places where ancestors
or culture heroes may have originally come to earth” (Helms1993: 47). The scholar Mary Helms
(1993:49) argues that finished and unfinished products from these geographically distant
locations are associated with skilled crafters who are “the once and future ancestors themselves.”
As will be discussed later in this chapter, one origin myth popular in Cambodia and Vietnam
described Cambodians as having been descended from a foreigner, perhaps a Brahman.
Inscriptions and texts from at least the 6™ century AD describe this story, indicating that ancient
people in parts of mainland Southeast Asia have long considered themselves to hold mythical
and exotic ancestry. Not only did objects like stone and glass beads have value objects

themselves, but also I believe they could have been considered important because of their
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connections with a powerful and geographically distant civilization. Connection with this distant

power allowed local elites to emphasize their authority and status within their own communities.
Stone and glass beads, as objects made from new materials, complex technologies, and
associated with significant geographically and culturally distinct communities were widely
acknowledged as being important prestige goods in Southeast Asia (Bellina 2003; Francis 1996;
Theunissen et al. 2000).

Trade and Exchange

Trade and exchange have often been used to describe the same activity (e.g. Dillian and
White 2010; Renfrew 1975). Renfrew (1969: 152) provides a broad definition of trade and
exchange as “the reciprocal traffic, exchange, or movement of materials or goods through
peaceful human agency.” Renfrew (1975) has also identified and defined several different types
of trade and their spatial distribution, ranging from reciprocity, to down-the-line exchange, to
central place market exchange. Other scholars have emphasized the social aspects of trade, and
“the relationships before, during, and after exchange,” (Oka and Kusimba 2008: 340). However,
some scholars have related trade and exchange more specifically with market trade, calling
redistribution and reciprocity “forms of integration” (Polanyi 1957: 250).

In this dissertation, I follow Renfrew’s definition and use trade and exchange broadly and
interchangeably. I choose this broad definition because archaeological data in mainland
Southeast Asia is still too thin to make more specific assessments about the types of trade and
exchange happening during the Iron Age period. Scholars have argued that there was reciprocal
or down-the-line exchange during the Neolithic (2500-1500/1000 BC) and Bronze Age
(1500/1000- 500 BC) periods, with some kind of prestige goods network emerging during the

last few centuries BC (e.g. Bellina and Glover 2004; Chang 2001; Higham 2002; Wheatley



1975). It is this emerging prestige goods network that I explore in more depth by tracking the
distribution of stone and glass beads, and using them as symbols of socio-political and economic
networks that connected elites in different communities to one another.

There are two different scales of exchange addressed in this dissertation. On one level 1
explored long-distance exchange of stone and glass beads between South Asia, primarily India
and Sri Lanka, and people at sites in Cambodia and Thailand. However, I have also looked at
smaller regional scales of exchange between sites in Cambodia and Thailand, and how people at
these sites may have also been connected to other regional networks in mainland Southeast Asia.
Lastly, I have examined the distribution of stone and glass beads within sites, in order to address
questions regarding access to these objects within sites.

Sites and Communities

In this study I examined stone and glass beads from 12 archaeological sites in Cambodia
and Thailand. Of these 12 sites, ten were cemetery sites and two were occupation sites. While I
primarily call these sites or archaeological sites, I also refer to them as communities.
Archaeologists have often described archaeological sites or settlements as communities (for
example see studies mentioned in Kolb and Snead 1997:612 or Parsons 1972: 137), however it is
recognized that larger and more complex sites may actually have been made up of multiple
distinct groups of people that could be described as discrete communities (Kolb and Snead 1997).
Although a single settlement may have used more than one cemetery location (Chapman and
Randsborg 1981: 15), these ten cemetery sites were repeatedly used by a group of people to bury
their dead. For this reason, I feel that it is appropriate to refer to these cemetery sites as
representative of communities. One of the two occupation sites, Krek 52/62, was a circular

earthwork site believed to have been the location of a single settlement. As this site appears to
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represent a single group of people that regularly interacted with one another, I also feel

comfortable referring to this site as a community (Kolb and Snead 1997). The second occupation
site, Khao Sam Kaeo, is larger (54 hectares) and appears to have been a cosmopolitan urban
settlement with people from both South and Southeast Asia living at the site (Bellina and
Silapanth 2008). Although thi