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Anthropologists have long been interested in the processes by which 
social system adapt to changing enviroments. History, ethnohistory, 
and archaeology provide cross-cultural opportunities to study the 
structural organization of systems that respond to frequent external 
and internal changes. One such system is represented by ports-of­
trade in which the flow of goods, services, and merchants from cul­
turally diverse societies is in continual flux.l 

This paper will construct a basic cross-cultural model of the inter­
nal structure of ports-of-trade.2 The model will be illustrated by 

1 This paper was presented at the 37th annual Meeting of the Society of 
American Archaeology, May 5, 1972, Miami. Keith H. Basso, T. Patrick 
Culbert, David A. Freidel, McGuire Gibson, David A. Gregory, Wayne 
Kappel, Henri A. Luebbermann Jr., J. Jefferson Reid, Michael B. Schiffer, 
Barry E. Thompson and Richard A. Thompson contributed ideas and cons­
tructive criticisms which have been incorporated into this presentation. 

The Cozumel Archaeological project was initiated in February 1972, with 
Sabloff and Rathje as co-directors, David A. Freidel, Judith Connor, Anibal 
Enriquez Bringas, Paula L. W. Sabloff (social anthopologist) and Leigh 
Freidel (photographer) as staff members, and Peter Urban, Stephen Bums 
and Hogan Smelker as project assitants. The work is being carried out 
under the auspices of the Peabody Museum, Harvard University and the 
University of Arizona, with the cooperation and authorization of the Insti­
tuto Nacional de Antropologla e Historia of Mexico. The first season of 
fielddwork was made possible through grants from the National Geographic 
Society, the Ford Foundation and the Harvard Graduate Society, as well 
as the generosity of Mrs. Charles Ayling and Mr. Landon Clay. We are 
grateful to these institutions and individuals and to all the authorities and 
friends in Mexico and Cozumel whi made our work possible. Finally, without 
the enthusiastic labor of our crew members, Luis Rojas, Pastor Cocom, Ed­
gardo Cocom, Amerigo Cocom and Marcial Castro, none of our fielword 
could have been undertaken. 

2 Models accounting for the location and the rise and fall of port$-of-trade 
will not be considered in this paper. 
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one of the busiest Classical Mediterranean ports-of-trade, the Aegean 
island of Delos and by the Island of Cozumel, Quitana Roo, Mexico, 
which was a port-of-trade at Spanich contact in 1517. 

Ports-of-trade, as defined by obseiVed behavior, facilitate the trans 
port, storage, further manufacture, and exchange of non-local items 
by geographically dispersed wholesale merchandisers (Thoman 1956; 
Revere 1957). Every port where these activities occur is not a 
port-of-trade. There is a continuum from trading ports, where most 
transfer activities involve the exchange of local for no-local commod­
ities, to ports-of-trade, where the exchanged commodities and their 
merchandisers are almost all non-local. Thus the port systems which 
have few local products and are dependent for suiVival upon re­
supply and storage services and upon facilitating exchange between 
merchants transporting large quantities of non-local commodities will 
best fit the port-of-trade model. 

One of the key factors for survival as a port-of-trade is the ability 
to attract many diverse merchandisers and products to a single loc­
ation. Consistent maintenance of the aggregation of large quantities 
of commodities, seiVices, and data on the current distribution of 
supplies and demands, facilitates economic speculation and increases 
the potential for exchange, the business of the port-of-trade (Estall 
and Buchanan 1961: 94-100; Thoman 1956). 

Embedded within the patchwork of entrepreneurs which produces 
profit for a port-of-trade is the potential of serious disruption of 
business activities. A succesful port-of-trade attracts large numbers 
of merchants from different cultural communities which are often 
openly hostile. Although politics is infamous for making strange 
bedfellows, the variety of merchandisers intermingled during exchange 
transactions is even more remarkable. An example of the range of 
variability of entrepreneurs thrown together by fate and the poten­
tial of trade profits is provided by a contract signed at Alexandria, 
Egypt, in 150 B. C. The five merchants involved were all Greek, but 
from as far away as Sparta and Marsielle. One Carthaginian and 
four local soldiers guaranteed payment. The banker was a Roman 
(Casson 1959: 173) . This kind of ethnic mixture creates the poten­
tial for conflict that could disrupt exchange procedures. The danger 
of disputes and violence is perhaps not excessive among professional 
merchants because of the profit motive; however, the potential is 
critically heightened among boat crews, porters, and other goods­
handling personnel. 

In reaction to a constant need to maximize diversity among cons-
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