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Abstract

Scholars employing world-system theory have tended to examine how world-system
develop and expand, while few have addressed the fragmentation or collapse of world -
systems. This paper explores the conditions of world-system collapse using Habermas's
concept of legitimation crisis as a starting point. The paper posits that legitimation crises
are a recurring problem in world-systems and have led to collapse in a number of cases.
Prehistoric North American and Pacific world-systems arc used as cxamples.

Introduction

If the world-system perspective is indeed rooted in the proposition that "everything is
process,” as Wallerstein stated in his seminal 1974 article, then collapse (which I define
following Tainter [1988: 4] as a significant loss of an cstablished level of sociopolitical
complexity) should be one of the processes we are interested in. Tn fact, our work should
equally weigh rise and collapse, centralization and decentralization, growth and decline,
viewing them as alternate outcomes of a singular process of world -system operation,
rather than as polar opposites--one occurring when a world-system is functioning well,
the other when it has broken down. Despite this, world-systems analyses have rarely
focused on collapse, even though world -systems theory should be particularly useful for
investigating collapse because crisis in one part of the system could, due to the
interdependency of politics in the world-system, lead to crisis in the system as a whole--a
process that seems common (Tainter 1988),

Existing theories of collapse tend to assume cnvironmental crises or failures in the
subsistence economy are the basis of collapse, and often this assumption is not clearly
articulated. A perusal of Tainter's (1988: 39-90) comprehensive summary of these
theories will demonstrate that many discussions of collapse, while not explicitly
concerned with the
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environment or subsistence cconomy, implicitly describe collapse in terms of
environmental degradation, overpopulation, increasingly marginal rcturns on the cnergy
put into complexity (Tainter's own view--1988; 118-123), or the like. In short, these
theories implicitly link collapse to crisis in the subsistence economy; to a crisis in the
ability of individuals to maintain life proccsses (also see the papers in Yoffec and
Cowgill 198R). In contrast I suggest collapse is equally likely to stem from a erisis in
social reproduction--from an inability of individuals to sustain themsclves socially-- and
not from individuals' inability to sustain themselves physically.

Thig paper considers the collapse of world-systems and pogits a theory emphasizing
social reproduction to explain why repeated patterns of rise and decline appear so
common (Anderson 1994; Blanton ct al. 1996). The theory is rooted in the work of
Jurgen Habermas, a controversial figure whose sociological writings are difficult,
uneven, and often flawed (see, for example, Bernstein 1985), but one whose insights into
the workings of the Capitalist world-system, and, by extension, other, premodern world-
systems, have been overlooked. To be fair, both to Habermas and to world-systems
theorists, Habermas has never embraced the world-systems perspective and has never
talked about the Capitalist "world-system." However, Habermas's work on the culture of
late Capitalism is explicitly cybernetic in approach, and Habermas views Capitalisin ag
an holistic system of interdependent polities much as Wallerstein docs. Habermas lacks
the specific theories of world-gystem process, of geographic differentiation and
competition, of unequal exchange and uneven development, but his ideas are, I suggest,
amcnable to the world-system perspective, and can casily be incorporated into it.

The primary distinction between Habermas's perspective and a strictly world -systems one
is that Habermas views the cconomic, political, and social subsystems of Capitalism as
having equal importance. In other words, the economy is not seen to be the only, or even
the most important, force in the system'’s operation. Indeed Habermas (1973) argues that
these three subsystems are so intertwined that they cannot be reasonably separated. His
ingistence that the political and social be given equal weight to the economic is a product
both of his philosophy of "communicative action,” which envigions all social forms as
created through communication between "rational” individuals, and his understanding of
how the Capitalist system operates {see Habermas 1976).

Figure 1 is a diagram of Habermas's (1973) conception of the Capitalist system. On the
far Ieft is the economic system, the privately-owned enterprises which produce goods and

[Page 2]
Jowurnal of World-Systems Research

services for profit. The arrows going to and from it show how it is aided by the political
system, which develops laws and policics beneficial to economic intercsts, and which
works with other politics to maintain favorable conditions for growth. In this way, the
political system helps to steer the cconomic system to maximum performance for private,



profit-dribven interests, In returm, the coonomie system financtalby supports the political
system, wiiel cannot maintain Heelf otherwise singe i produses nothing bevond steering
the eeonomic svstem and providing soctal welfire, which leads to the other side of the
dingram.

Steeting Social welfare
| performatices performatices |
Economic Folitical Sorio-culbural
araten auratem st em
Fiscd | | Ilass
skeitn-of loyalty

Figure |, Haebermas's congeption of Capitalist sosio-political orgenization .

The right skle of Fipre 1 shows the socto-oultural system, basieally the traditions,
halie f, norms, vahues, expectations, amd the bike, wineh are sharad by members offthe
polity. As the figure shows, these tradittons are alded by the polity through soctal welfare
programs wineh support them, leading, in tirn, 1o mess papeler support for the pality.
The political system wses finansial resources generated tlroush the economis system 1o
support the socto-qultiral system, which, in turn, legitimates the politys existence and
riglt to govern, Le., Bs nght to areate and implement Leas and polisies benefisial 1o the
maximan operation of the economie system, Tiis intendependenay is the basis of
Habermas's view of Capitalist societies amnd the basis of s conseption of legitimation

Begause the three systems are tigltly interdependent, & orisis In any one of them mey lead
10 & systemie arisis of the whaole. However, Habenmas {19731 suggests that the weak point
in the system is in the "mass lovalty® arrow lewding from the sosto-oultiral system 1o the
politicsl svetem. His reason for this is complicated, bt is hasioalby thet the politizal
swetem oun control exerviling except peaple’s “retional” minds, and erises in anvpart of
the system are going 1o tend 1o produge arises In legifimeation, precisely begase I cannot
be readily sontrolled. Habermas's insiglyt s anuetal for the disoussion of sollapse
warkd-systems . Wihat Habermas argues Is thet an emvironmental ealsmity or arisis in the
subsistenae coonomy i N0t & nesessary, or even cammean, precondition for collepse,
rather, a arisis in the socio-quitural system, o legitimation arisis, is & more Hkely sourge of
politiaal collapse.

Clearbv there are some unique featres of Capitalism theat both dtheminate and confise
Habermas's perspestive as apphisd to non -Capitalist sosieties, partioularhy the intimeate



Imb betweent Imowledge, power, mid capital (L votard 1954), it i s miv assertion that
the niterrelated switen Hebennas proposes for Capitalist sodieties exists i all politically
gentralizad sooleties, albeitniot i the same mamer as i does it Capitalist ones. One olear
problem with Habennass model 1s thet he fails to emphasize the hyuportaite of soctal
reproduction. Habennes foouses solely on what { call the subsistence economy, snd not
ol
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what | call the prestize coonomy, the systeh Huough winch mdhiduals create mud
manttait social stensding, prestige, power, mud the ke, { aroue thet mamitsinme these are
vitally mportent fsomethnes aven more huportant the meintsiniig 1) i all sodietizs,
evan Captalist ones.

I sugzest we cant revise Habennes's diagrem to ghve amphasts 1o ookl repradhuetion by
replagme the "seonmnie swiemn” with “presti ce-systemt”, the "political systen” with
“elites”, mul the "socio-oultural system” with "non-elites”. The revised diagram s shown
ot Figere 2.

Steering Sorial
petformatces teprochict on
performatice s
Frestige system Elites Mot eites
Fisca | | Mass
gkitn-off lopalty

Figure 2, Habennes's coneeption of socio-politicel orcenization revised 1o fHous on soctal
repradiction.

nFigure 2 “prestice-systemy” repre ents the 1nyried of wavs in witeh prestice is acerued
it maivtained i the sodiety. It inchules Imowledge, ritvals, and svmbols which coney
arnel elisplay statug, Elites help 1o "steer” the prestice -systan tlrougch sumiptuary Laws,
policies, et recuations. By cuiding this svstem the elifes effeotively enswee their own
stafies, bt they also provide opporhaiities for stapes entleaicanent to their followers, the
"non-elites® m the svstem. The non-clites, in retum, provide [ovalty 1o the elites.



The system works similar to the way Habermas sces Capitalism operating, except that
profit here is in terms of prestige rather than of capital, Also, there are either no
individuals who uniquely control the economic sector (i.e., who own the "means of
production™), or if there are, they are the same individuals as the elites who run the
political sector. In other words, elite manipulation is not focused on production to sustain
life, but rather on sustaining systems of social reproduction. An example may help
illustrate this idea.

The Tongan Polity

The Tongan archipelago is located in the Pacific Ocean some 2000 miles east of Australia
and 600 miles southeast of Fiji. It consists of about 160 islands strung out over 200 miles
on a roughly northeast-southwest axis (Kirch 1984: 217). The population in the 1920s
was about 25,000, most of whom lived on the three large islands of the archipelago
(Gifford 1929: 4): Tongatabu (100 square miles); Haapai (20 square miles); and Vavau
(46 squarc
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miles), and most of the land arca was given over to fields and stands of vam, taro, swect
potato, breadfruit, plantains, and coconuts (Goldman 1970: 281).

At the time of first contact with Europeans (ca. 1643), Tonga had a dual political
structure, with two major leaders: the 7«7 Tonga, who was considered divine, and was
the link between humans and deities; and the Tu% Kanokupoli, who answered only to the
Tu'i Tonga, and was responsible for secular concerns in the chiefdom (Kirch 1984: 224 -
25). As described by Basil Thompson (quoted in Kirch 1984: 225):

[the spiritual king]--the Tu'i Tonga--was lovd of the soil, and enjoyed divine honours in
virtue of his immortal origin...The temporal king--the Tu'i Kanokubolu--was the
irresponsible sovereign of the people, wielding absolute power of life and death over his
subjects, and was charged with the burden of the civil government and the ordering of the
tribute due o the gods and their earthly representative, the Tu'i Tonga.

Both the Tu'i Tonga and the Tu'i Kanokupolu had a group o f four chiefs and attendants
who were known as falefir, and served as the Tu'i's courticrs (Kirch 1984: 230-31).
Subservient to the Tu'i Kanokupoelu's falefa were a number of local, landholding chicfs,
or eiki, their attendants, or marapule. Subservient to the landholding chiefs were lesser
chiefs, also called matapule, hereditary titled craftsmen, or tohunga, and finally
commoners, or fua (Kirch 1984: 231-32).

Trving Goldman (1970: 314-15) offers an interesting outline of the Tongan political
structure through what he describes as four segments of political hierarchy. The first



segment refers to the Tu'i Tonga and Tu'i Kanokupolu, who maintain ultimate power in
Tonga. The sccond segment refers to the chiefs of landhelding lineages, whe "were in
virtually all respects sovercign in their own jurisdiction. Each major lineage was a replica
of the entire administration" (Goldman 1970: 315). The third segment refers to sub-chicfs
of the major landholding lineages, "and for its most part a replica in most respects of the
major branch, dependent on the major as the major was on the Tu'i Tonga or his
representatives” (Goldman 1970: 315). Finally, the fourth segment refers to the patrilocal
household. Goldman (1970; 315) tells us that "A hierarchy of successive dependenc ies
was the ancient Tongan scheme," and at the base was the patrilocal houschold.

The organization of these patrilocal households was reproduced in the political hicrarchy
of Tonga. Generation and sex were the basis of rank within the family, and rank was the
basis of political power: "The first-born son took the title, the social position, and
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the leadership in the family" (Goldman 1970; 289). Although sisters outranked brothers
in formal honor, females did not hold political office or power in Tonga, and the head of

the family was the cldest male, and was succeeded by his younger brother or cldest child
(Gifford 1929: 20, 290),

This patrilineal ranking between fathers and sons, older brothers and younger brothers,
was reproduced in the political hierarchy of Tonga, and formed a base for legitimating
power, As Gifford (1929: 19) explains;

Ranking of individuals within the Tongan family...is the key to the organization of Tongan
society in every stratum. From the bottom to top and from top to botiom of the social
ladder one general scheme of family organization prevails. As the Tu'i Tonga is eiki
(chief) to his vounger brothers, so in every Tongan family the older brother is chief io his
younger brothers...Relatively speaking, in every household there are chiefs and
COMMONES.

The reproduction of this system of gencrational ranking throughout the Tongan political
hicrarchy is obvious in the nature of political rclationships:

Titled chiefs stand in certain fixed relationship to one another. Thus Ata, the "dean” of
the Tongan chiefs is "erandfather” (kui) to all of the chiefs in the kingdom, except the
Haa Negata Motua chiefs, to whom he is "older brother” (taokete)... These are not frue
relationships, even though considered as extensions of terms for lineal relatives to
collateral relatives. They are, if anything, mirrors of the relationships in which the first
title bearers stood to one another (Gifford 1929: 128).

Primogeniture, Marriage, and Power in Tonga



Power in Tonga was held, at all levels, by social elders. In the family, the cldest member
served as head. Lineage chiefs were considered the socially ¢ldest in the lincage. Higher
chicfs were "grandfather" or "older brother” to lesser chiefs, and all the chiefs were
descended from the Tu'i Tonga. The power clders had over subordinates was derived, in
part, from their control of prestige-goods.

[Page 6]
Journal of World-Systems Research

Prestige-goods were a vital part of Tongan marriage alliances, and hence, were vital to an
individual's ability to marry well. Prestige-goods in Tonga were controlled at the highest
level, by the Tu'i Tonga and the Tu't Kanokupolu, They flowed down the levels of
hicrarchy, and were a central force in maintaining hicrarchical relationships. Kirch (1984
238) makes this point very clear:

Tonga stands unigue among the indigenous Polynesian chiefdoms for its extensive and
regular long-distance exchange relations with societies beyond its own geographic and
political borders. This long-distance exchange had political consequences which were far
greater than any immediate, utilitarian gain due to the importation of exotic material
items. Long-distunce exchange of chiefly spouses as well as of material items was
fundamenially a political strategy, and played a vital role in binding the core islands and
outliers to the central polity.

Marriage payments, and the social prestige that went along with them, were described in
detail by Gifford (1929: 192-93):

Preceding the day of the beginning of the [wedding] ceremony, the futhers of the bride
and groom each assembled a large gift, including tapa, mats, and oil. The particular
father notified all kis relatives and all his wife's relatives of the coming ceremony and
asked for contributions... In distributing the presents, the bridegroom’s father or other
official representative of his people...had in mind what each person had donated toward
the present that had been given to the bride's people, and each got his original gifi
returned in double quantity. In accomplishing this return, the distributor often stripped
his own house of all its material property. If he should fail 1o complete the wraditional
renmumeration io all concerned, his unmarried sons and daughters and the progeny of his
married children lost fuce and might conseguently fail to contract desirable
marriages...A similar distribution was made of the presents of the bridegroom's people io
the bride's people.

If there was great inequality in the size of the wedding gifis, the group making the
smaller donation was shamed and lost social prestige to the other group.

In Tongan socicty marriage with an cldest son or daughter virtually determined the status
of one's children, grandchildren, and lincage. As Gifford (1929: 20, 112) explains:



a commoner is an individual who by virtue of descent through a series of younger
brothers has in the course of generations become further and further removed from the
patriarchal head
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of the family, as represented by a coniinuous line of successive eldest sons...The
commoner is the man in a line of descent that gets further and further from the head of
the lineage with each succeeding generation.

A Tongan's social position was relatively fixed. Although there was some room for
movement, the status of his lineage, his parents, and his birth-order, all more-or-less
determined his status. The potential status of his children, his grandchildren, and, in the
long run his lincage, were, however, dependent upon marriages. By continuously
"marrying up" in the Tongan hierarchy, an individual's children, grandchildren, and
lincage could slowly increase their status. Just as a commoner was the product of a long
line of younger brothers, so a chicf was the product of a long linc of elder siblings. The
goal of Tongan marriage was to keep one's relatives marrying elders.

There was tremendous pressure to meet marriage payments and to make them
extravagant, so that one's descendants would not lose rank through a poor marriage. Since
prestige-goods were needed for these payments, and the payments made possible
marriage with a socially elder individual, those who controlled prestige-goods controlled
individuals' abilities to socially reproduce themsclves, as Kirch (1984: 241) makes clear:

Kinship alliances linked the paramouni lines with those of the local ruling chiefs in ihe
core islands and outliers. Such alliances were confirmed by marriage relations, for which
exotic prestige goods were vital. In turn, the outlying islands affirmed their inferior status
and loyalty to the hau [Tu'i Kanokupolu] and the Tu'i Tonga through the tribute of the
‘inasi. Thus within the chiefdom there was a circular flow of goods, tribute inwards
towards the paramounts, prestige goods ourwards io the local chiefs. Mo nopolization of
the sources of prestige goods by the paramounts helped to secure their power over the
system as a whole.

Tongan social elites controlled prestige-goods needed by their subordinates to socially
reproduce themselves. A dependency relationship thereby existed between elders and
subordinates, that served to keep the elders in power and able to control younger
members of society. This relationship is diagrammed in Figure 3.



Steering —_— — Prestige goods,
performatices Rituals; Matriage
arrarigem ents

Foreign tradef
distrittion of Tw'i, Felafa, Tua
prestige goods; Eki, Matapnale
Ritual education
L Status J L hlass
teinnfior cerm erts’ lonraltyr
enhaticetmn et

Figure 3. Revised conception of socio-politio sl organization applied to Yongs,

At the center of Figure 3 are the Tongan elites, the Tu'ls and the other nobility. Through
them prestige-goods, rituats, and advantageons marisge arrangements fwhich are, as
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diseussad eartier, dependent in part on a00ess to prestice -gpads) flow to the non-ehites, or
‘Tuz, on the ight side ofthe dizgram. The Tus, in retirn, support the nobility. The laft
side af Figure 3 shows the externat trade in prestige-goods and, 1o some extent, mamiage
partners condueted Iy the Tu'ls and their representatives. The Tu'ls and other nobles
conghuet and manage this trade, as well a5 the local distribution oftraded soods, and by
doing so enhanee their own noble status. in ackdition, the nebles contral nituat knowladge
aned its dissemination--gnother arena for status enhancement and reinforeement.

Clearty a weak pomnt in this sywtem is the foreign trade in prestige-goods. I broken thig
weak point eonld easity lead 1o 2 legiimation ensis. ftrade were et ofF, an bmportant
gvenue for both status enhancement and, more importantly, the maintenance of mass
tovalty waould be severed. 17 the nolabity eould not find another avenue to reinforee mass
tovalty, perhaps though new, tocath-manufactured prestize-goods, futithing rituat or
sipemnaturat neads, or some other mechanism, & legitimation onisis coukd ensue, perhaps
causing a eotlapse of the palitical stmeture. In the Tongan case this dic not oeeur,
however, during a periad of eivil war among rival Tu'ts and their Sbllower, tias with
Ewropeans that provided status-enhaneing fracde objeets and supernaturat knowledge {or
Christianity) were aotively sought by the contending elites (see, for example, Thompson
1254: M4-38 Vason 1810; 75-83). Indead, Latukefs (1974 66-67) sugeests that the
ultimate rennifieation of'the Yongan fslands vmder Taufy'shan (commeanty known a8 King
{iearge, in power fom 1833-1853) was achievad through & potiticat strate gy which



included his open acceptance of Christianity and support for new sources of status and
power afforded by Christian missicnarics (alse scc Thompson 1894: 346-352).

There are many cascs which end differently; that is, in legitimation crisis and collapse,
One such casc, T suggest, is the prehistoric Moundville polity of west-central Alabama.,

The Moundyille Polity

The Moundville polity represents one of the pinnacles of cultural evolution in eastern
North America. Moundville is part of the larger Mississippian cultural system, which
evolved beginning about A.D. 900 in the Mississippi River valley and its major
tributarics, The Mississippians developed large population centers, traded with peoples as
distant as the Florida Gulf coast and the Great Plains, and constructed the largest pre-
Columbian structures north of Mexico, Mississippian influence spread across castern
North America in the following century, and by A.D. 1100 it was the predominant culture
across the Southeast and
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had fundamentally influenced peoples in the Ohio River region, in the northern
Mississippi valley, and west into lowa, Kansas, and Oklahoma. This influence continued
even as some of the earliest Mississippian polities, including Moundville, declined
beginning about A.D. 1200. Although altercd by time and restricted in their gecographical
range, Mississippian-like ways of lifc still existed in parts of the Southeast and the lower
Mississippi River valley when Europeans first entered the North American continent.

The Moundyville polity was located on the Black Warrior River in west-central Alabama,
and was inhabited from ca. A.D. 1000 to ca. A.D. 1450. The site itsclf consists of 20
mounds covering an area of more than 40 hectares. The mounds surrounded a large plaza
that formed the political or religious center for the surrounding region. Residential areas
surrounded this plaza-mound complex, and the entire site was surrounded by a defensive
palisade, At its peak, 3,000 or morc people may have lived within the palisadc at
Moundville. Surrounding Moundville are a serics of smaller villages and hamlets linked
to the larger polity, and likely provided both material goods and labor to it (Welch 1991).

Socio-political organization in the Moundville polity was hierarchical, ¢lites having
clearly differential access to food resources and exotic goods (Welch 1991; Powell 1988),
and is most readily classified as a chiefdom (Peebles and Kus 1977). Welch (1991) tested
four models of chiefdom political economy (redistribution, moebilization, tributary, and
prestige goods) against the archacological record of the Moundville polity. He found that
the prestige goods model best fits the archacological data. This type of political cconomy
is quite similar to that described for Tonga, with lineage-based chicfs maintaining control
over status-displaying or enhancing goods obtained through foreign trade. They provide



some of these goods to followers in return for their support, both political and material.
Hence Moundville's elites would have been deeply invelved in forcign trade and the
production of goods for foreign trade, and in the creation and maintenance of symbol
systems and ritual behaviors that required prestige goods (also see Peregrine 1992,
1995).2

Pauketat (1994) recently examined the Cahokia polity, a contemporary of the Moundville
polity located in East St. Louis, Illinois, to explore the ideology which sustained political
hicrarchy. He argucd that Cahokian ideology initially was based on a patron-client
relationship which developed through time into a divine-secular relationship. Cahokian
chiefs initially legitimated their authority through their generosity with material goods
and by supporting craft spccialists, but reinforced it through external alliances and claims
to esoteric knowledge of distant peoples, places, technologies, and behaviors, and,
ultimately, of the supernatural. A similar situation was likely present in the Moundville

polity.
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Political power in the Moundville polity, then, appears to have been based upon the
ability to control prestige-goods, legitimated in part through a lincage structure
(Anderson 1994; Knight 1990; Peregrine 1992, 1995; Welch 1991), but also through
differential access to both external allies and supernatural power (Pauketat 1994). In this
way, the Moundville polity is quite similar to Tonga. Like Tonga, the organization of
settlement suggests that a hierarchy of chiefs was present in the Moundville polity, with
the pre-eminent chief located at the major center of Moundville itself, and lower level
chiefs located at minor centers and in outlying hamlets (Peebles and Kus 1977
Steponaitis 1978). The political hierarchy itself was probably organized like a lincage
(Knight 1990), with individuals in each level both superior and socially "clder” to
individuals in levels below them (DcPratter 1983: 100-10). At the lowest level in the
political hierarchy were localized lincages, with elder males as their heads.

In this way, the schematic diagram of the Moundville polity in terms of Habermas's
model presented in Figure 4 is very similar to that for Tonga. Chiefs, in the center,
distributed prestige-goods (and likely ritual knowledge) to their followers, who in return
supported the chiefs through their loyalty. Chiefs also engaged in long-distance trade for
prestige-goods, which they distributed internally, both reinforcing their status and
allowing them the opportunity to enhance the status of followers.



Steering Frestige- goods
performatices
N W
Fotreign tradef
distribtion of Chiefs C otin ofer s
presitge-goods
L Gtatus J L Mass
etihiaticetm etit! Lopalty
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Figure 4. Revised conception of socio-politio al organization apphied to Moumdbille,
Collagse of the Moundville Polity

By AD. 1300 Momdvitle had coltapsed & 2 political entity. Moundvitle itselfwas
abandoned and the socio -politicat hierarehy which it supported had disappearad.
Christopher Peebles (19878, 19870) argues that Moumnditle's coltapse was induced, in
part, by a constriction of wade In prestige-goods. Data from the Moumdvitle site and the
Lubbub Creek locality demonstrate ¢ marked deeline in imported prestige -goods
beginning abowt AD. 1400 (Paebles 195874, 1 987h). Figure 5 presents the data this
arciment iy based an. The raman numerals on the X-axis refer 1o the archacologicat
phases at Moundville. The numbers on the Y -axis are figures for the shamdanes of'thege
coods in dated bunats, stendardized by dividing the number of goods by the number of
dated burials per phase (see Steponatis 1931
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Clearly these mported preciositizs are most ahumeant in the late Moumdbville { (A D,
1650-1250) phase and the Moundville I (A D, 1250-1400) phase. A rapid deeline i
abumndanse occurs begimnnmyg m the Mowhville I (A, 1400-1550) phase, and
KMaouehvible has collapsed By the Moundhible 1V foa. AL 1550) phase,



0.3
Fo-
’ = i 1
0.25 2 K
02> “' A 3
™~ / Y = #— Imported Ceramics
015 = X ——5Shell
/: \!Ir o %, - T& - Copper
04 = o LA
; ~ P T
B v P
§ .
0.05 \““
N
1] &
| 1 Il 1an ]| v I

Figure 3. Abundance of Sctected Inporied Goods per Dated Bunat st Moundhilte,

Paut Welch (1991 154) explains the effect tlus deeline in sogess (o prestige-goods migly
Tz had on fhe Moundville polity: "ifa lree number of legitimizing syvmbols are
persistently or elmonteathy unevaitable, the syslem of statuses is hkely to break down.”
Linking Welch's statement to the diagram presented in Figure 4 gives us a clear pioture of
an ensuing eatlapse. On the e side of the diagram, the oluefs steering oftrade in
prestige-goads apparenthy flered. Their ability to enhance andior reinforee their own
siatns 1s thereby achemely affeated. More signmifieantly, their ability to distribute presiice-
coods 1o followers on the right side of the diagram is affectad. This, i tuwn, afTeois the
gommonar's lovatty io the chiek, leading, ultimately, to & legitimalion enisis and political
aottanse.

What would this coltapse ook tike? T sugrest #t would ook as if the top level of the
politizal Merarelyy was simphy et off--as 1 the commeoners simphy “voted with thelr fzet®
and orcanized themsehees at g lower level of political intecration. One would not expaat
{0 see evidence of conquest, one would not expest {0 see evidense of emironmeniat or
egonomie catamily, and one waonld nol expect {0 see g population deakine.

‘The eotlapse of the Moundvitle polity was nod preceded by & population decline (Pechles
1987 9). There is 1o evidense of conquest or of environmeniat eatastrophe. What does
se2tn 1o happen s that smatl, low-level politizal cenlers of the Moundrille polity become
independent political entities (Stepanaitis 1991). Settlement beoomes more dispersed amd
there i 3 tendency for new selilements 10 be established in losations wihich had not been
sefited during the height of the Moundville potity (Peebles 1956, 19873, 19870, of.
Steponaitis 1991 202). In short, the pictire hat emerges s exacthy with what one
waltht expeot from a colbapse due 1o 3 lecitimation onsis,

Conpclusinns



Collapse is a fact of life for complex socicty, and while collapse may stem from
envirenmental and cconomic problems, the point I hope I have made here is that an
equally
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compelling source of crisis is the system of prestige which legitimates and supports the
elite groups in the society, The prestige system is not ¢piphenomenal to the economic
system, but a separate and esscntial element of socio-political organization in all complex
societies. Unfortunately scholars have tended to downplay this part of society and to
emphasize the subsistence cconomy,

In this paper 1 have presented one case of collapse in which subsistence, population, and
the environment scem to have had little influence. I suggest the Moundville polity
collapsed through a legitimation crisis stemming from a constriction of the inter-regional
trade in prestige-goods. The Moundville polity functioned as a prestige-good systemn, in
which political authority in part rested on controlling access to objects required for social
reproduction and status display. When those in positions of authority found it impossible
to maintain regular access to these goods, a crisis ensued which had systemic
consequences. While this paper offers no explanation of why trade in thesc goods became
constricted (but sec Pecbles 1987a, 1987b for some ideas), this does not discount the
important conclusion that collapsc, in this casc, was apparently nof related to the
subsistence economy or the environment; rather, it was a consequence of a failure in the
prestige-cconomy and a transformation of longstanding patterns of inter-regional
interaction. It is the concept of legitimation crises as a potent force in social change
which I hope I have successfully conveved in this paper, but another, perhaps more subtle
point I hope I have made is that crisis and collapse have many sources, and we must be
willing to look beyond the subsistence economy if we hope to understand them.

Legitimation crises, too, have potentially many sources, and it would be myopic to focus
on transformations of inter-regional interactions as the sole one. Some areas that might
prove valuable to investigate include the effect of new idcologies, the decay of existing
ideologies, and conflicts stemming from succession to office. The effect of new
idcologies on the legitimation of an existing political order has already been scen in the
case of Tonga, where King George purposely used Christianity as an alternative ideology
to separate himself from rival political figures--a strategy that has been repeated in many
parts of the world (see, for example, Ekholm (1972) on the Kongo Kingdom of west
Africa and Axtell (1985) on various Indian politics of castern North America).

The decay of existing ideologies as a potent force of cultural change is an idea that has
been put forward most lucidly by the literary critic Fredric Jameson (1981; also see
Dowling 1984). Jameson argues that in ¢very society there are contradictions and
conflicts
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which are neccssary for the society to continuc but which would drive the socicty apart if
they were universally recognized. For this reason, societies develop what Jameson calls
"strategies of containment” to mask these underlying conflicts (Jameson 1981: 10, 193,
269-271). These "strategics of containment" are constantly decaying and must be cither
actively reinforced or, if the decay has spread too far, transformed (Jameson 1981: 97). It
seems reasonable to assume that a failure to successfuly transform a decaying "strategy of
containment” could be a source of legitimation crisis.

Finally, criscs stemming from succession to office have been the stuff of European
history for centuries, but they have only recently been explored in non-Western and pre-
Modem societies. One of the best pieces of work carrying the problems of succession to
office into the ethnographic and archaeological literature comes from the archaeologist
David G. Anderson (1994) who explores chiefdom "cycling,” that is, the cyclical
consolidation and collapse of polities, in the Savannah River valley of Georgia. Anderson
argucs that the kin-based political structure of chiefdoms contains an inherent
contradition: a chief's closest relatives are gencrally his strongest supporters and best
allies, but they are also his greatest potential rivals and successors. Given this
contradiction, rivalry, particularly over succession to office, repeatedly builds to crisis
and collapsc (Anderson 1994: 330).

These, and other, potential sources of legitimation crisis help to explain the apparent
instability of centralized political systems, regardless of their environment, their
subsistence, their size. As Tainter (1988: 1) put it: "civilizations arc fragile, impermancnt
things." I suggest, and it is yet another point T hope T have made in this paper, that
centralized polities are fragile and impermanent precisely because there are so many
potential sources of crisis. Looking only at the envrionment or subsistence economy
unnecessarily limits our understanding of these varied sources and we must, T argue, look
beyond them if we hope to understand collapse.

Notes

(1) This paper was originally presented at the 1995 meetings of the American
Anthropological Association, and I want to thank Nick Kardulias for inviting me to
participate in those meetings. I also want to thank Richard Blanton, Christopher Chase-
Dunn, John Clark, Gary Feinman, Stephen Kowalewski, and an anonymous reviewer for
their substantive comments on this paper. Not all of their ideas were incorporated, but
their interest is deeply
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appreciated.

(2) As defined in two seminal papers by Fricdman and Rowlands (1977) and
Frankenstein and Rowlands (1978), prestige -good systems exist when important aspects
of political alliance or social reproduction are tied to the consumption or exchange of
specific exotic preciosities that can only be obtained through foreign trade. Frankenstein
and Rowlands (1978: 76) lucidly explain the economic logic of prestige -good systems:

The specific economic characteristics of a prestige -goods system are dominated by the
political advaniage gained through exercising control over access to resources that can
only be obtained through externul trade. However, these ave not the resources requived
for general material well-being or for the manufacture of tools and other utilitarian
items. Instead, emphasis is placed on controlling the acquisition of wealth objects needed
in social transactions, and the payment of social debts. Groups are linked to each other
through the competitive exchange of wealth objects as gifis and feasting in continious
cycles of status rivalry. Descent groups reproduce themselves in opposition to each other
as their leaders compete for dominance through differential access to resources and
labour power.

In prestige-good systems political power s based on the control and manipulation of
exotic, imported preciositics, While elites in all social systems display and maintain their
status in part through the control of exotic goods and esoteric knowledge (Frankenstein
and Rowlands 1978: 75; Helims 1979), in prestige-good systems these elite symbols are
needed by all members of the society for social reproduction (Ekholim 1972; Fricdman
and Rowlands 1977). Prestige-goods are uscd in these societics to fund social debts, such
as bridewealth payments, initiation and funcrary fees, and punitive damages, and elites
able to control access to these fungible exotic goods gain political power in direct
proportion to the demand for them (Frankenstein and Rowlands 1978: 76).

Because of competion between elites for access to prestige -goods, these systems tend to
be highly unstable (Friedman and Rowlands 1977: 228), It seems common for prestige-
good systems to repeatedly centralize and collapse, and hence, they provide a uniquely
valuable social form for examining these processes (Peregrine 1992). In addition, I have
argucd that prestige-good systems can be taken as a special -case world-system, and are
particularly valuable social forms for examining the rise and demise of world-systems
(Peregrine 1991, 1995, 1996).
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