
 

When people come together, they may give gifts or offer trade.  These exchanges can 
mean much more than the simple transfer of property.  Gift giving and trade can represent 
expanded knowledge of neighboring cultures and their lands, increased communication and 
negotiation skills, and growth of interdependence between groups that may enhance survival 
during hard times.  New technologies and ways of living can be shared.  Perhaps a future 
spouse is met, further cementing ties between groups. 

The currency of early trade took many forms:  a powerful song, a special type of 
stone, a new technique for making clay pots, a promising plant whose seed might bring 
prosperity.  The flow of ideas  
and changing visions of the world are elusive, but some hard evidence of the bargain 
remains.  The archaeological study of trade is limited to these nonperishable items.  To catch 
an echo of exchanges from long ago, archaeologists carefully analyze the surviving evidence 
of trade. 

A trader may have offered raw materials, such as stone or shell, or a finished product.  
Archaeologists study non-local materials or “foreign” designs as possible indicators of trade.  
For example, a piece of obsidian found in Kansas suggests contact with volcanic 
mountainous regions to the west.  Archaeologists evaluate evidence of ancient transactions to 
understand how different social groups interacted. 


