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ABSTRACT
This essay highlights the relationships between the realm of the
symbolic world expressed in the funerary sphere and the realm of the
maintenance activities of quotidian life, focusing on the Argaric
culture of Southeast Iberia (c. 2250–1450 cal BC). The article begins
by summarizing engendered mortuary archaeology in relation to
maintenance activities and by briefly reviewing the funerary record of
the Argaric societies. We then expand on the Argar culture, present-
ing in more depth two different types of archaeological evidence: 
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grave goods deposited in tombs and paleoanthropological analyses
conducted on Argaric skeletons. In the first case, we evaluate the
relationship of grave goods to material culture integrated in practices
related to the management of everyday domestic life, discussing the
socio-symbolical significance that the exclusive association between
awls and women may have had. In the second case, we report on those
skeletal studies that allow us to infer information about sex differen-
tiated tasks. To conclude, we bring these two different bodies of
evidence into a focused dialogue in order to reach a better under-
standing about the relationship between the social perception and
construction of Argaric women’s identity and the practices that they
may have carried out on a quotidian basis.

KEY WORDS
Argaric societies ● Bronze Age ● female identity ● funerary record ●
maintenance activities ● symbolic material culture

■ INTRODUCTION

With the advent of gender archaeology to the study of mortuary practices
and cemeteries, a plethora of interpretations was added to an already
privileged archaeological sphere. As posed by Jensen and Nielsen (1997:
10), ‘besides the fact that topics of interest in archaeology change, so too
do ideas about how burials may contribute to the analysis of various
questions’.

In this article we re-evaluate funerary data from the Argaric culture 
(c. 2250–1450 cal BC in Southeast Spain), discussing the socio-symbolic
value of some artefacts integrated in practices of the management of
everyday domestic life and deposited in tombs as grave goods. As stated by
Pluciennik, practices associated with death and burial may ‘allow a point of
entry into part of the symbolic universe’ of past communities since ‘death
is a time at which certain social roles and structures may be explicitly
referred to and materially symbolised’ (1998: 59). Material culture
connected with maintenance activities is, more often than not, present in
archaeological burials. Its symbolical dimension, however, has not yet been
fully explored in archaeological studies. Our aim in this article is precisely
to address this issue, using as a case example the Argaric culture.

To further this goal, we present the results of a study that analysed tombs
from different Argaric sites, providing a good representation of the area
under research (Figure 1). As a prelude, we review, on the one hand, the
relationship between mortuary gender archaeology and maintenance
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activities and, on the other hand, the funerary ritual of the Argaric societies.
We then evaluate the symbolic meaning of burial artefacts related to daily
maintenance through the assessment and combination of two different
types of evidence: the very specific objects used as grave goods and the
traces that task performance left on Argaric skeletons.

■ ENGENDERED MORTUARY ARCHAEOLOGY AND
MAINTENANCE ACTIVITIES

With the arrival of gender archaeology, the willingness to rescue women in
archaeology favoured the emergence of new approaches to the mortuary
record. This contribution began first in Scandinavian countries and was
rapidly extended to the Anglo-Saxon world, with a clear intention to
denounce the androcentric bias of traditional funerary interpretations
(Conkey and Spector, 1984; Dommasnes, 1982). Ever since, and with the
common aim to resituate women in the archaeological interpretive scenae,
there have been many approaches to the study of gender in the funerary
context. Among these, for instance: osteological analyses to infer health,

Figure 1 Map of the Argaric area with selected sites: 1 El Argar; 2 Fuente
Álamo; 3 Gatas; 4 Lorca; 5 Los Cipreses; 6 Cerro de las Víboras; 7 Castellón Alto;
8 Fuente Amarga; 9 Cuesta del Negro; 10 Cerro de la Encina; 11 Peñalosa
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diet, activities, paleodemography and gender roles and even to return their
sex to women previously converted into males (Cohen and Bennett, 1993;
Damm, 1991; Leighton, 1998; Peterson, 2000; Wilson, 1997); analyses to
demonstrate women’s access to economic, social, political and ideological
organization (Donnan and Castillo, 1992; Gräslund, 2001; Wilson, 1997);
studies of female infanticide (Scott, 2001); analyses of gender status
(O’Gorman, 2001; Whelan, 1991) and of gender diversity (Duke, 1991;
Hollimon, 2001; Weglian, 2001).

Gender archaeology is relatively new in our discipline and, consequently
and fortunately, several research topics have yet to come to maturity and
be enriched with further insights. It seems to us that the relationship
between the funerary material culture and the activities and practices
associated with women is a good example. It is true that, following the
burgeoning interest in gender archaeology, the use of mortuary evidence to
document and theorize mundane everyday routines with a gender meaning
has appeared in many valuable publications (Armelagos, 1998; Hamlin,
2001; Hollimon, 2001; Sofaer, 2000; Weaver, 1998). It is also true that over
the years the challenges of studying social identity and symbolism
embedded in the material culture deposited in burials have been taken up
in our discipline (Arnold, 2002; Chesson, 2001; Gillespie, 2001; Hodder,
1984; Joyce, 2001; Morris, 1988; O’Shea, 1996; Parker-Pearson, 1999; Scarre,
1994). But it seems to us that the use of material culture integrated in the
practices of maintenance activities as grave furniture needs to be further
explored. Indeed, this was the main purpose when we initiated this research,
since we wished to gain understanding of this issue in Argaric societies. We
were convinced that this kind of material culture might also carry symboli-
cal meaning, as also suggested by other archaeologists (Rega, 1997: 233). It
is precisely this idea that is not often found in prehistoric archaeology.

The concept of maintenance activities began to be used in the context
of Spanish archaeology at the end of the twentieth century (Colomer et al.,
1998; Picazo, 1997). Its development has continued in the twenty-first
century (Hernando, 2008; Montón-Subías and Sánchez-Romero, 2008) and
has even begun to be used in other academic traditions (Dommasnes and
Montón-Subías, 2007; Gifford-González, 2008).

Initially inspired by gender archaeology claims to correct ‘the appalling
absence of concepts that tap women’s experience’ (Conkey and Gero, 1991:
3), the concept of maintenance activities encompasses a set of practices and
experiences concerning the sustenance, welfare and long-term reproduction
of the members of a social group. They enclose the basic activities of quo-
tidian life that convey social cohesion to human groups and make their life
possible. Basically conformed by caregiving, feeding and food processing,
weaving and cloth manufacture, hygiene, public health and healing, social-
ization of children and conditioning and organization of domestic space,
they operate in a specific framework of interpersonal social relationships
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(for similar ideas see Meyers, 2008). Therefore, they are related to the
technological level, to the social system of production and distribution and
to the ability of sustaining webs of interpersonal relationships, as well as to
the specific values and norms operating within a particular society. They are
not only essential in intersecting with other spheres of social action but, in
many cases, in foregrounding social dynamics (as demonstrated by
Brumfiel, 1991; Gifford-González, 1993; González-Marcén et al., 2007;
Montón-Subías, 2002).

We are aware that these practices may not always have been carried out
by women in prehistoric societies, as indicated for instance by studies of
mortuary evidence related to gender roles (Hamlin, 2001: 132–3). In fact,
in the origins of humankind, the whole social group – men, women, girls
and boys – must have been involved in most of these practices as they
formed the core of social life. Progressively, and for reasons that are lateral
to the argument of this article, these sets of practices became part and parcel
of women’s heritage in most traditional and historical societies (e.g.
Hernando, 2008). Notwithstanding, what we wanted to emphasize was the
fact that these practices had been disregarded in the traditional archae-
ological accounts and considered not to be essential for historical interpret-
ation because they were associated with women’s activities in the present.
In this sense, the study of maintenance activities also followed the line,
initiated in the 1970s, that sought to value female activities in historical –
and archaeological – explanation (Conkey and Spector, 1984; Dahlberg,
1981; Rosaldo and Lamphere, 1974).

In the process of tracing the history of this sphere of practices, we 
are trying not only to deduce sexually determined practices by studying
human remains and associated grave goods in the funerary record, but,
above all, to understand the symbolical expression of such material culture.
We are convinced that it will enlighten us about senses of personhood,
identity, ideology, norms and values in Argaric society (see also Aranda 
and Esquivel, 2006, 2007; Montón-Subías, 2007; Sánchez-Romero and
Aranda, 2008).

■ THE MORTUARY RECORD OF EL ARGAR

Argaric culture, corresponding to the Bronze Age in Southeast Iberia and
spanning from c. 2250 to 1450 cal BC, is one of the better-known periods
in the prehistory of the Iberian Peninsula. In recent years, it has also
become better known outside Spain owing to a series of publications in
English (Aranda, 2004; Aranda and Molina, 2006; Chapman, 2005; Gilman,
2001; Lull, 2000; Mathers, 1994; Montero, 1993; Montón-Subías 2007;
Sánchez-Romero, 2004).
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Research on Argaric societies began at the end of the nineteenth century
when Louis and Henri Siret proposed the existence of this archaeological
culture after excavating many sites in Southeast Spain (Siret and Siret,
1886). Its classical archaeological definition is centred on a combination of
elements that include a specific settlement pattern, the presence of certain
kinds of metal tools and ceramic vessels, and a characteristic burial rite.

Despite the peculiarities of each region, Argaric settlements are usually
situated on the terraced slopes of steep mountains and hills, usually beside
rivers, and sometimes exhibit diverse and complex defence systems: stone
walls, towers, bastions and stone enclosures protecting the highest points of
the settlements. In addition, these settlements are different in terms of size,
location, strategic position and productive activities, which have been used
to suggest a hierarchical and territorially structured settlement pattern, in
which different sites had specialized strategic and economic functions.

Due to its peculiar nature, one of the most significant features of the
Argaric world is the location of burials within the settlement area, usually
under the floors of the houses. In fact, if anything is considered character-
istic of the Argaric culture it is precisely the fact that one space – the
dwelling – combined the spheres of life and death. It seems clear that
people did not seek out funerary spaces differentiated and separated from
their quotidian environment. Quite the opposite: it was the areas used by
the living on a daily basis that were considered the ideal locations to bury
their dead. This represents an important change with respect to the previous
Copper Age period, when people were buried in cemeteries of collective
tombs outside the settlements.

The tombs consisted of single, double or, more rarely, triple and quad-
ruple inhumations in cists, pits, urns and covachas (artificial caves cut into
the rock), with bodies usually in a flexed position. Argaric communities
generally buried their dead with a series of objects that represented the
funerary offering. Grave goods uncovered in tombs are dramatically differ-
ent in number, variety and quality. In fact, burials range from tombs with
no grave goods to graves with an important accumulation of funerary furni-
ture. Items include ornaments made in stone, bone and metal (including
gold and silver), different types of pottery (in some cases made only for
funerary rituals) and metallic daggers, swords, halberds, axes, awls and pins.
A few categories are associated with one or the other sex, although the vast
majority of objects are placed in the tombs of both women and men.

With respect to the evaluation of funerary offerings, two common lines
of research have been developed: first, the study of the material character-
istics of the objects from a typological and chronological point of view,
broadly developed from the end of the nineteenth century to the 1970s
(Blance, 1971; Cuadrado, 1950; Schubart, 1975; Siret and Siret, 1886); and
second, from the 1980s onwards, the study of the combination of patterns
in which such objects appear in the tombs, of paleopathologies, of activity
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patterns and of spatial relations among different tombs as a base from
which to infer socio-economic aspects. Following this second line, a strong
stratified society, composed by social classes, has been proposed (Aranda
and Molina, 2006; Arteaga, 1993; Cámara, 2001; Contreras et al., 1987–8;
Lull, 1983, 2000; Lull and Estévez, 1986; Molina, 1983).

While these works have been influential in the interpretation of the
Argaric world, in recent publications new research topics are progressively
appearing regarding gender, age and identity differences with a focus on
the decisions that Argaric people took regarding where, how and with what
objects to bury their dead (Alarcón, 2006; De Miguel, 2006; Montón-Subías,
2007; Sánchez-Romero, 2004, 2007). As stated elsewhere ‘these decisions
were undoubtedly related to the experiences they had, the practices they
carried out, the interrelationships they developed and their specific way of
understanding the surrounding reality’ (Montón-Subías, 2007: 252). It also
seems to us that the living used the treatment of the dead as a way to
express social identities and the group’s social perception of the deceased.

From here on, we expand on this idea focusing on the study of funerary
archaeological evidence present in women’s tombs. Most specifically, we
bring together paleoanthropological and grave goods analyses to propose
that the practices of everyday maintenance were materially symbolized in
the Argaric funerary ritual.

■ GRAVE GOODS AND SKELETONS AS 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

It is well known that mortuary practices and the objects deposited in tombs
as funerary offerings have been dominant in the definition and character-
ization of archaeological cultures. The structures and objects that the living
chose to bury with their dead have been fundamental in trying to under-
stand what life was like in those groups (Arnold and Wicker, 2001; Binford,
1971; Chapman et al., 1981; Parker-Pearson, 1999; Peebles and Kus, 1977;
Shennan, 1975).

We agree with different studies that warn against mirroring social struc-
tures in burial organization (Parker-Pearson, 1999; Rautman and Talalay,
2004; Sofaer, 2006), but it also seems to us that death and life are inter-
twined in the funerary ritual and, most probably, in the mortuary record. In
the case of the Argaric culture, we know that people followed a particular
funerary ritual and deposited specific types of objects with their dead. This
ritual possibly resulted from a complex interplay between different factors
such as social perceptions, social norms, material culture and emotions
(Chesson, 2001; Damm, 1991; Dietler, 2001; Joyce, 2001). And the social
perception of the deceased was possibly connected, in part, with the 
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social roles and activities performed while alive. Having these ideas in mind,
it is important to notice that among the material culture selected to be part
of the funerary offering, we find objects used to undertake quotidian main-
tenance activities. Therefore, everyday-life materiality also acted in that
complex interplay expressed in funerals and entered the symbolic universe
of death. Considered from this perspective, the study of material culture
opens new and unexplored pathways to the archaeological interpretation
of El Argar culture.

On the other hand, evidence provided by skeletal bodies themselves is
also vital to our discussion. As pointed out by Meskell (2000: 21), ‘the body
represents the particular site of interface between several irreducible
domains’. In skeletons, different levels of social life and action converge,
including the micro level of quotidian activities, where maintenance activi-
ties are to be found. If the skeletal evidence also suggests, as will be shown,
a close association between women and the domestic domain, then we have
stronger evidence to support the central role of maintenance activities in
processes related to the social construction of female identity and to under-
stand the symbolic value of related material culture found in tombs.

Maintenance activities and funerary material culture:
the awl–woman relationship

Following other papers (Montón-Subías, 2007), we have concentrated on
the presence of awls in female tombs, because the awl is the only tool inte-
grated into daily life activities that, with very few possible exceptions, is
found only in female tombs (Figure 2). This association between females
and awls has been noticed since the beginning of research on Argaric
societies (Castro et al., 1993–4; González-Marcén, 1991; Lull and Estévez,
1986; Pingel et al., 2003; Siret and Siret, 1886), although it has not tradition-
ally resulted in significant debates.

The presence of awls in the mortuary record crosscuts age and social
position, but not sex. In fact, awls are the only funerary metallic element
associated with one sex that is found throughout the entire Argaric period.
Male tombs, on the contrary, offer more variability in the appearance of
exclusive metal items during the same span of time.

Figure 2 Funerary awl with wooden handle from Rincón de Almendricos
(tomb 8). After Ayala, 1991
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On the other hand, awls are the only element associated with one sex
also found in children’s tombs. With only one exception, exclusive male
items have not been recovered from children’s tombs (Lull et al., 2004).
Some researchers have suggested that the presence of awls in children’s
tombs indicates girls’ tombs (Castro et al., 1993–4; Lull et al., 2004). The
same has been proposed for other archaeological examples, either in
relation to awls (Weglian, 2001) or needles (Rega, 2000). However, it has
also been claimed that items related to some maintenance activities found
in children’s tombs do not necessarily indicate girl’s tombs, since it 
could have been possible that children (boys and girls) participated in the
activities in which their mothers were engaged (Hamlin, 2001).

Awls seem to be independent of other social categories, since they can
be found in any female tomb with grave goods. Not everybody was buried
in Argaric times, and not all those who were buried were given grave goods.
However, among those interred with funerary offerings, awls are found in
tombs that range from a single object to a much wider panoply of offerings
(Figure 3).

Besides, awls are the only metallic items associated to one sex that are
most often found in non-funerary domestic contexts. Usually, awls have been
considered to present a low degree of variation and have been included in
a uniform group of tools (Montero, 1994: 61). However, in the case of the
Argaric site of Peñalosa, where they were studied in more detail, a morpho-
logical difference was noticed between awls recovered from funerary and
non-funerary contexts, the first ones being longer (Moreno, 2000). Moreno
also mentions that they would not have been manufactured in order to be
deposited, but interred as personal belongings of the deceased, although it
is not clear what evidence supports this claim (2000: 197). At least in one
case, Tomb 7 at the Argaric site of Fuente Alamo, we know that the awl
recovered was not used for task performance since it was made of silver
(Siret and Siret, 1886), although we cannot discern whether it was a personal
belonging or whether it was specifically produced to be deposited.

Considering all the previous aspects, we decided to re-evaluate the
awl–woman association, analysing evidence from undisturbed tombs sexed
by independent osteological criteria and with reliable information about
the excavation process. We studied tombs (Figure 1) from Gatas and 
Fuente Alamo (in Almería), Peñalosa (in Jaén), Cerro de la Encina and
Fuente Amarga (in Granada) and Lorca (Calle Zapatería 11, Convento de
las Madres Mercedarias and Los Tintes), Los Cipreses and Cerro de las
Víboras (in Murcia) (Aranda and Molina, 2006; Castro et al., 1995;
Contreras et al., 2000; Eiroa, 1993–4, 2004; Fresneda et al., 1999; Kunter,
2000; Martínez and Ponce, 2002a, 2002b; Martínez et al., 1996; Schubart and
Arteaga, 1986; Schubart et al., 1987, 1993, 2000). This makes a total of 140
tombs and 185 skeletons. Among them, 43 are certainly female and four
probably female; 47 are certainly male and five probably male; and 86 are
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Figure 3 Grave goods from T 52 (a) and T 69 (b) in Fuente Álamo,
documenting clear differences among female furniture.
After Schubart et al., 2000
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of unknown sex. A majority of the undetermined skeletons correspond to
infants and children (82). Among women, 15 were inhumed in individual
tombs (19 if we count the four possible women), 22 in double tombs, five
in triple tombs and one in a quadruple tomb. All the tombs containing
women had grave goods, with the exception of one individual tomb and two
double tombs.

Among the grave goods, there were 27 awls (most of them made of
copper, but two made of bone). One was found in a quadruple tomb and,
fortunately, it was possible to associate it with the body of a woman during
the excavation process. Three more awls were found in three triple tombs
and one of the awls could also be related to a woman. Eleven more awls
were found in double tombs, but only in two cases was a clear association
established with women. Eight were recovered in individual female tombs;
two in possible female individual tombs; one in a possible male individual
tomb; and, finally, one more was found in a child’s tomb. At first sight, it
seemed that this evidence confirmed the previously made statement about
the association between women and awls, but to corroborate our obser-
vations with statistical methods we undertook two different chi-squared
analyses.

In the first one, we included all the tombs, accepting as certain the sex
of skeletons given as probable and considering that awls belonged to
women in non-individual inhumations. We also considered the child’s tomb
as a girl’s tomb. In this case the p-value obtained was p = 0.0001, which
means that differences observed in the presence of awls between women
and men are highly significant from a statistical point of view.

In the second analysis, we only considered as female and male those
tombs whose sex had been given for sure. We did not include the child’s
tomb and non-individual tombs, unless a clear association had been estab-
lished between awls and women in the excavation process. We had a total
of 106 skeletons: 19 females, 25 males and 62 undetermined. Also in this
case p = 0.0001, which indicates that there must be a non-random
explanation for the presence of awls in female tombs.

In previous papers we have advanced a possible interpretation for this
fact, and connected the presence of the awl with the symbolical need to
mark a transversal female identity in the funerary ritual (Montón-Subías,
2007). Identity is connected to different aspects of life and with a specific
way of viewing and experiencing the surrounding world. Among these
aspects, the practices and activities carried out together with the personal
interrelationships that they imply are most relevant. Following Hamlin
(2001: 125), it seems plausible that when there is such a link between a tool
and a particular sex, it is because that particular sex undertakes the
activities performed with that tool. Up to the present, no analyses have 
been conducted to ascertain the tasks performed with awls, but, following
ethnographic and textual evidence, we presume that awls could have been
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used in day-to-day production activities such as leather and wood tasks,
textile and basketry manufacture, and maintenance and reparation of
certain objects (Spector, 1993). We do not have to conclude from this that
all Argaric women, not even all those buried with awls, would have been
performing such tasks. What we are rather defending is that, as an element
integrated in practices related to the daily management of quotidian life,
plausibly conducted by many Argaric women, the awl could have been
selected to symbolically represent female identity in the funerary record.
One of the reviewers of this article made an interesting comparison with
Etruscan loom weights and spindle whorls which also turn up in most
female graves and virtually no male ones. Together with iconographic
evidence, this suggests that wool working was a female activity, associated
with Etruscan femaleness. However, some Etruscan scholars have noted
that this does not prove that all women actually engaged in wool working,
since they could have just borrowed the symbolism in death.

It seems logical that the element chosen to mark female identity is associ-
ated in life with domestic contexts and maintenance activities, with those
practices that keep the process of creation and recreation of life con-
tinuing on. The possibility that some funerary awls, although resembling the
ones recovered in domestic contexts, could have been especially manu-
factured for ritual purposes could strengthen the interpretation of awls as
symbolic elements and attributes of identity.

Day to day through the study of death: activity patterns and
paleopathologies in Argaric societies

The study of Argaric skeletons may also instruct us about possible differ-
ences between activity patterns performed by men and women while alive.
Fortunately, several analyses have reported on this evidence (Al-oumaqui
et al., 2004; Aranda et al., 2008; Botella, 1975; Botella et al., 1986, 1995;
Buikstra et al., 1990; Contreras et al., 2000; De Miguel, 2001; Jiménez-
Brobeil et al., 1995, 2004, 2007; Kunter, 2000, 2004; Ortega et al., 1995).

As has long been noted, bone footprints may have different origins,
physical activities being one of them. Because of this multicausality and to
obtain a more accurate picture of the difference in physical activities carried
out by men and women in Argaric societies, the study we outline here
combined evidence provided by two fundamental markers: arthrosis and
musculoskeletal stress (Aranda et al., 2008; Jiménez-Brobeil and Ortega,
1992; Jiménez-Brobeil et al., 1995, 2004).

It is well-known that arthrosis is a chronic and degenerative disease 
that afflicts bones when the joint cartilage is worn out. Although age is the
more determinant factor in its development, menopause (a critical moment
for women), other causes such as genetics, metabolism and physical activi-
ties also contribute. In the case of Argaric communities, the differences in
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the presence of arthrosis between men (38%) and women (25.9%) were
not statistically significant at a general level. However, when only specific
joints or the axial skeleton were considered, the higher levels of arthrosis
in male skeletons reached statistical significance in the dorsal vertebrae, the
shoulders and the feet (Figure 4) (Jiménez-Brobeil et al., 1995, 2004).

Musculoskeletal stress, produced by the changes in the ligaments and
tendons insertion areas as a consequence of increased muscular develop-
ment, may also be related to physical activities, in addition to sex, age,
hormonal levels and genetic differences. To evaluate its presence, 15
markers related to the main body joints were applied (Figure 5). The results
demonstrated that men experienced greater muscular development and
that it should be explained by causes different from sexual dimorphism 
(Al-oumaqui et al., 2004; Jiménez-Brobeil et al., 2004).

Argaric men presented a strong development of the upper limbs
compared to women, especially on markers such as the major pectoral
muscles, supinator and teres major. These differences may be explained by
the performance of more intense activities by men (Jiménez-Brobeil et al.,
2004). In relation to the lower limb markers, higher musculoskeletal stress
was found in muscles and was associated with the action of walking,
specially on steep hilly areas, such as the places where Argaric settlements

Figure 4 Incidence of arthrosis in men and women: 1 Cervical spine;
2 Dorsal spine; 3 Lumbar spine; 4 Shoulder; 5 Elbow; 6 Wrist; 7 Hand; 8 Hip;
9 Knee; 10 Ankle; 11 Foot. After Jiménez-Brobeil et al., 2004
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are found. The differences between men and women were highly signifi-
cant, which points to a much higher mobility for men than for women,
probably related to the performance of different tasks (Jiménez-Brobeil 
et al., 2004).

The significance of these musculoskeletal patterns is even more
outstanding if we consider the results after comparing the Argaric sample
with a Copper Age sample and three medieval samples from the Iberian
Peninsula. The comparison between the Copper Age and Argaric popu-
lations deserves particular emphasis, since, although placed in the same
region and successive in time, they present very different musculoskeletal
patterns. The Copper Age population shows the lesser degree of sexual
dimorphism and a stronger development in the higher limb than in the
lower one (Al-oumaqui et al., 2004). These differences probably indicate
different mobility patterns and a change in the organization of work
between Calcolithic and Argaric populations, with activities implying less
mobility for Argaric women. Besides, Argaric women present a develop-
ment pattern similar to female medieval populations, where a high sexual
division of work was established (Al-oumaqui et al., 2004).
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Figure 5 Incidence of musculoskeletal stress in men and women: 1 Scapula;
2 Pectoralis major; 3 Teres major; 4 Deltoid; 5 Olecranon; 6 Supinator; 7 Radius;
8 Greater trochanter; 9 Lesser trochanter; 10 Linea aspera; 11 Patella;
12 Popliteal line; 13 Tibial tuberosity; 14 Achilles tendon; 15 Spur. Al-oumaqui
et al., 2004; Jiménez-Brobeil et al., 2004
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Bringing together the evidence provided by the two markers all seems
to suggest that activity patterns were very different between men and
women during the Argaric period. Arthrosis affects those body parts that
also carry greater musculoskeletal stress: the dorsal vertebrae, shoulders
and feet joints. This means that the development of arthrosis could be
related, at least in some joints, to the performance of intense physical activi-
ties. This relationship acquires relevant meaning when considering that this
coincidence of markers appears in the same skeletal bodies (Aranda et al.,
2008; Contreras et al., 2000; De Miguel, 2001; López-Padilla et al., 2006).

■ CONCLUSION

In this article, we have re-evaluated evidence from the Argaric mortuary
record, analysing the association between awls and women and emphasiz-
ing the idea that material culture integrated in practices of everyday main-
tenance acts as a symbolic signifier of women’s identity.

Although traditional scholarship in Argaric culture has only tiptoed over
the awl–woman association, we were convinced that this continuous and
exclusive association, highly significant from a statistical point of view,
deserved an explanation in itself. We have proposed here that this expla-
nation is to be found in the expression of women’s identity. The awl, a tool
related in daily life to the performance of different maintenance activities,
would have been chosen to be deposited as an element related to female
identity and as an element denoting women’s practices and experiences. As
noted earlier, the awls can be found throughout the entire Argaric period,
in any female tomb with grave goods (possibly including that of girls) and
in both life and death spaces. In this way, the awl would be a connecting
element, marking continuity on several levels: chronological continuity
throughout the Argaric period; continuity throughout the social scale; and
continuity between the domestic context of daily life and the domestic
context of death (Montón-Subías, 2007).

We are convinced that there were also different dimensions to Argaric
women’s identity and their sense of personhood. We consider persons, and
among them Argaric women, as comprising a dynamic network of inter-
personal relationships that converge in multiple social adscription (Fisher
and Di Paolo Loren, 2003; Gillespie, 2001; Jenkins, 1997; Knapp and Van
Dommelen, 2008; Lerner, 1993; Meskell, 2001; Montón-Subías, 2007). This
multiple social adscription is indicated, for instance, by the substantive
differences in the quality and quantity of women’s grave goods or by the
very fact that, in some cases, awls were made of silver or included silver
elements in their handle. The awl could have been selected in order to
symbolically represent one of these identities: an identity forged in relation
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to the type of activities included in the sphere of maintenance activities, to
the sustenance of a specific network of social relationships and to a specific
social and temporal organization; an identity dominated by relationships to
the others, recursive in relation to time and bonded to fixed spaces (Geertz,
1973; Hernando, 2002; Markus and Kitayama, 1998; Min-Sun, 2001).

According to the archaeological information provided by material culture
and skeletal bodies, it seems plausible to propose that awls in female tombs
indicate a conceptual association between women and maintenance activi-
ties. The differences observed between the skeletons of Argaric men and
women are almost surely due to the performance of different activity
patterns. The lesser degree of mobility and intense physical activity associ-
ated with women’s skeletons is consistent with the fact that women were the
main performers of maintenance activities and suggests a close association
between women and the domestic domain. Consequently, and although we
are aware of the more speculative level of the following statement, we also
believe that the symbolism expressed in tombs was congruent with the prac-
tices actually accomplished by Argaric women in everyday life.

Note

1 These authors have contributed equally to the present manuscript and both
should be considered as first authors.
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