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Introduction

Bettina Arnold and Nancy L. Wicker

Gender has been late in making an appearance as a subject of systematic study in the discipline of archaeology. Historically, there are a number of reasons for this institutional neglect. (For a discussion of the historical context of this area of archaeological research, see Claassen 1992; Gilchrist 1991; Nelson 1997; Whitehouse 1998; Wright 1996; Wylie 1991a, 1991b, 1992, among others.) One of these is undoubtedly the androcentric nature of the discipline, historically primarily focused on, and practiced by, men. Another is the widespread assumption that patriarchal systems like those that dominate the world today have always existed and are a reflection of biological imperatives as much as a product of cultural influences (Hager 1997, among others). This has resulted in the naturalization of the male-centered reconstruction of the past that has dominated the discipline since its inception as a profession in the nineteenth century.

The history of the archaeology of gender has been extensively documented in the last two decades (see Bacus et al. 1993, Nelson 1997, among others), and based on the avalanche of publications related to this topic since 1990 (recent examples include Rautman 2000 and Sweely 1999), it is safe to say that the archaeology of gender has at last come into its own. Unfortunately, this emerging awareness of the importance of gender as a component of archaeological interpretation has so far tended to ghettoize its practitioners, a trend to which this volume regrettably contributes by singling out gender as a “special” area of inquiry. It is still possible to justify this disciplinary specialization on the grounds that we are a long way from redressing the more than two centuries of androcentric bias in the reconstruction of the past. Researchers interested in encouraging the investigation of gender configurations in archaeologically documented cultures still benefit from explicitly defined studies like the ones in this and similar volumes. However, while the centrality of gender configurations to all cultures, past and present, has proven too important to be ignored in archaeological interpretation, this does not mean that adequate methodological approaches have been developed to cope with that recognition of centrality. The ultimate goal should be to make gender an integral part of all archaeological research, from research design conception to publication of results; perhaps within the next decade that goal will be achieved.

A perusal of the existing literature on the archaeology of gender reveals two thought-provoking trends: first, the most effective applications of gender theory to archaeological interpretation are those that make use of archaeological evidence in conjunction with written records, and second, there has so far been a notable absence, at least in the American archaeological literature, of volumes (or even articles in edited volumes) dedicated to applications of gender theory to mortuary analysis. There are a few exceptions, but these are rare enough to make the point even more forcibly: a recent edited volume by Rautman (2000, chapters 3—7), Cohen and Bennett (1993), McCafferty and McCafferty (1994), and Wilson (1997).

The first of these phenomena is not perhaps surprising, since gender falls within the realm of cognitive archaeology (Renfrew and Bahn 1996, 207—10), and the identification and interpretation of gender configurations in the archaeological record are undoubtedly significantly richer in texture if supported by written sources. The implications for the engendering of societies without written sources, particularly pre—state-level societies, could be interpreted as a problem, but as several of the chapters in this volume show, the outlook for an engendered mortuary archaeology of preliterate societies is far from hopeless.

The second phenomenon also requires an explanation, particularly in view of the fact that burials constitute a category of evidence that could be expected to yield an especially close and nuanced association with gender. In fact, in the European literature such studies have been conducted with considerable success (recent examples include Anderson and Boyle [1996]; Hayden [1998]; Jensen and Nielsen [1997]; Kästner [1997]; Leighton [1998]; Lillie [1997]; Lucy [1997]; Strömberg [1993]; and Wicker [1998]).

Over the last decade, a rather counterproductive form of labor specialization seems to have developed with respect to the interpretation of gender in archaeological mortuary contexts: the American contribution has thus far tended to focus on theoretical exegesis, whereas the European publications have been more concerned with applying these theoretical approaches to specific archaeological mortuary contexts. This is not a recent phenomenon. An edited volume published in 1987 included three articles on gender in mortuary analysis that were based on a Norwegian workshop held in 1979 (Bertelsen, Lillehammer, and Naess 1987), five years before Conkey and Spector (1984) published their pioneering article in Advances in Archaeological Method and Theory, vol. 7.

To some extent the ambivalent attitude of American archaeologists toward developing a gendered archaeology of death and burial must be seen in the larger context of the effects of NAGPRA (the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, passed by the U.S. Congress in 1990), in which human remains have become so politically charged that avoidance of association with the subject has become almost instinctive (for two opposing perspectives, see Meighan 1994 and Zimmerman 1994). The effect of this gap in the American literature has been to isolate those archaeologists who are attempting to work on engendering mortuary analysis, for example, in historical archaeology or on the basis of already published material. A decade’s worth of opportunities for cross-cultural collaboration and comparison between Old and New World archaeologists with respect to mortuary ritual and gender has been lost as a result. Nor is this an issue of significance only to archaeologists working in the Americas or in Europe; archaeologists in the Near East, east and southwest Asia, and Africa (see Kent 1997) are also in the market for theoretical and methodological approaches to the engendering of archaeological mortuary analysis.

Why is the absence of good working models for the engendering of mortuary data such a problem? Obviously, the more aspects of past cultures archaeologists have access to, the better. Ideally, we would all like to study only literate cultures whose behavior has conveniently been preserved in situ under anaerobic conditions. In real life, however, there are often significant lacunae in the archaeological record, and not all sources of data provide us with the same kinds of information. Settlement data are extremely useful in allowing archaeologists to peer into the cooking pots and poke about in the middens of past cultures; as a source of information about everyday life, settlement data cannot be bettered. Such data leave much to be desired, however, when it comes to getting a sense of the inner life of a society, the life of ideology and self-representation, including the representation of gender in all its forms—not simply gendered human life, but the gendered universe. It is in this realm, referred to variously as cognitive or symbolic archaeology, that burial data provide one of the most useful windows into the way past societies gendered their world.

There is clearly a need for a collection of papers that specifically focuses on gender in the context of mortuary ritual, and ideally the distribution of such a publication should be trans-Atlantic. It seemed particularly important to the editors that this volume focus as much as possible on methodology, rather than simply “talking about” engendering the mortuary record, which was also the main theme of the Fifth Gender and Archaeology Conference in 1998. One of the more frustrating aspects of teaching courses that either focus on engendered approaches to archaeology or deal with mortuary analysis is the dearth of exemplary applications for students looking for approaches to engendering mortuary studies within their own research areas. It is hoped that this book will serve as a useful source of applications for established as well as beginning researchers in search of detailed case studies featuring gendered approaches to mortuary analysis.

ORGANIZATION OF THE VOLUME

This book is based on a selection of papers from the Fifth Gender and Archaeology Conference, organized by the editors at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, in October 1998. The chapters by Hamlin and Scott, who were not able to attend the conference, extend the geographic and temporal range of the volume. The papers from the conference were too numerous to publish in a single volume; moreover, while papers dealing variously with gender in the context of settlement data, representational media, and other forms of archaeological data generally were represented by no more than five or six papers per category, there was an especially large and interesting group of papers dealing with mortuary analysis. In part, this was because the editors who set up the conference work in Europe, and as has already been mentioned, European archaeologists have, to date, been more active in developing concrete approaches to engendering archaeological mortuary analysis. It seemed logical therefore to divide the conference papers into two volumes: one, a more conventional conference proceedings (Wicker and Arnold 1999) presenting a selection of the best papers that did not deal with mortuary analysis, and the second, this volume, dedicated to a specific methodological approach to engendering archaeological interpretation.

This book then attempts to do several things: (1) meet the evident need for a compilation of methodological approaches to the archaeology of gender in mortuary contexts from a cross-cultural perspective, (2) create a venue in which Americanist and Old World approaches to mortuary analysis can be directly compared to one another in a way that the editors hope will foster continuing cross-fertilization, (3) provide a forum in which the similarities and differences of engendered mortuary analysis in societies at very different levels of sociopolitical complexity can be more clearly defined.

The range of topics included in the volume is broad in geographic as well as temporal terms in order to demonstrate the applicability of a gendered approach to mortuary ritual in extremely varied contexts. The case studies are more or less evenly divided between the Old and New Worlds, allowing the reader to compare the different approaches to gender and mortuary analysis within these different analytical traditions. North American case studies include Inuit burials in Alaska (Crass), warfare in the northern Plains (Hollimon), U.S. eastern Woodland grave good assemblages (Doucette), early Archaic (Hamlin) and Oneota mortuary ritual in midcontinental North America (O’Gorman). Old World case studies range from Bronze Age Germany (Weglian), Viking Scandinavia (Gräslund, Stalsberg), and Neolithic China (Jiao) to an investigation of infanticide from a cross-cultural perspective (Scott). Some of the chapters present specific case studies based on one or a select group of sites, while others discuss particular issues in engendering mortuary analysis. State-level societies as well as simple foraging societies are represented; in some cases written sources, either ethnographic or self-representational, are available in the analysis; in other cases, the archaeological evidence is the only source of information.

The chapters in this volume represent a number of different but interrelated issues in the engendered analysis of mortuary ritual, as seen from various scalar perspectives. Deciding on a single organizing principle proved difficult, mainly because the theme of the volume was already so specific that the only way to construct a book around it seemed to be to provide variety in the form of contrasting examples. Nevertheless, for the sake of creating a framework for the reader, it was decided to organize the papers according to four categories that the editors felt were especially important and recurrent. Each of these became a section heading: Gender Ideology and Mortuary Analysis; Gender and Power; Gender Roles and the Ambiguity of Signification; and Weapons, Women, Warriors. Each of these categories can be further broken down into a number of important issues or methodological problems that are discussed in the next section.


APPROACHES TO ENGENDERING MORTUARY ANALYSIS

All of the papers in this volume demonstrate another truism in archaeology: you find what you look for (or, in the case of gender structures, you don’t find what you don’t look for). Now that archaeologists are actively looking for evidence of gender configurations, including “anomalies” of various kinds that challenge normative (and often ethnocentric) gender dichotomies, in mortuary contexts, such evidence appears to be ubiquitous, or nearly so. Several of the case studies deal specifically with issues related to gender ideology, simultaneously one of the most challenging and rewarding areas of engendered archaeological research.

Person/Non- Person

Scott’s contribution is perhaps the most wide-ranging, geographically and temporally. She presents a cross-cultural analysis of infanticide, addressing the issue of the selective, gendered culling of certain individuals at the level of the population. Her case studies are drawn from contexts as diverse as Paleolithic Europe, Bronze Age Yugoslavia, Roman Israel, Phoenician Carthage, and Moche Peru. In her exploration of the archaeological narrative she calls “the killing of the female,” she also addresses notions of what it means to be fully human in preindustrial and prehistoric cultures, and how this set of values intersects with variable responses to practices like infanticide. This is a topic of considerable interest in other subfields of anthropology, as demonstrated by Sarah Blaffer Hrdy (1999) in a volume dedicated to exploring the biological roots of maternal (and parental) behavior. The section on infanticide as seen from the perspective of physical anthropology is one of the most extensive in the book. Archaeology has much to contribute to this particular topic, and Scott’s chapter (as well as a recent British Archaeological Reports volume on the same topic [Scott 1999]) suggests some ways in which that contribution might be made. The relative value assigned to gender and its cultural expression necessarily enters into Scott’s discussion as well, particularly with respect to the concept of “expendability”: when is a human being not a person? How do definitions of personhood intersect with gender ideology? With age? With other social categories? These are important questions, and Scott suggests some ways in which an engendered approach to the interpretation of mortuary ritual might be able to provide answers.

Jiao’s paper on the mortuary ritual of Neolithic China deals with some of the same issues as Scott’s study, particularly with respect to the issue of “personhood,” and what it means to be “human”—both concepts that are extremely contextually mutable. He discusses the phenomenon of multiple burials, where it is possible that only one of the individuals in the grave is actually a “person” (in the sense of fully human), whereas any additional human remains may represent another category of grave good, comparable to any of the other categories of nonhuman material culture found in the burial. Multiple burials are a virtually cross-cultural phenomenon for societies that have reached a level of complexity that involves some form of social differentiation, but to date there has been no attempt to analyze it systematically from an archaeological perspective. This is particularly unfortunate because of the obvious potential of this category of burial to inform our understanding of the evolution of gender difference and its institutionalization in past societies.

The relatively new but potentially powerful tool of genetic analysis of ancient DNA (for a recent summary see Schurr 2000) may provide us with an additional approach to this problem. Jiao’s presentation of the nature of multiple burials in Neolithic China suggests that a direct comparison of the individuals in such contexts could provide us with significant insights into gender relations during this critical period. There is as yet so little published in English on Neolithic China, let alone on the cultural construction of gender as reflected in burial ritual (but see Chang 1986, Nelson 1991) that this chapter has a significant contribution to make. Jiao’s discussion underscores the tremendous potential of the archaeological record of this part of the world to contribute to our understanding of various social configurations, including gender.


Sex/Gender Disjunction

Weglian and Hollimon similarly deal with gender ideology, but in more specific cultural contexts: Bronze Age Germany and the northern Plains Indian cultures of North America. Although their analyses vary significantly in some ways (Weglian discusses a single cemetery, while Hollimon presents an osteological analysis informed by ethnographic and textual data), both chapters raise the issue of sex/gender disjunction in the mortuary context. Rautman refers to this phenomenon as “gender ambiguity,” and argues that “it is more productive to consider sexual/gender categories as gradational and, in some cases, context-dependent” (2000, 3).

In her study of osteological trauma in female burials from the northern Plains, Hollimon argues that the tendency of archaeologists to create exclusionary categories is a pervasive problem. The exceptions to the “expected” patterns are often more interesting than the rule, and can be more illuminating as well. Her discussion of the potential of osteological evidence, particularly traumatic injuries, as a window on gender configurations raises an important point: additional forensic studies should be carried out to allow archaeologists to distinguish between defensive and offensive injuries as well as angle and type of trauma as a way of refining this approach. Evidence of traumatic injury alone cannot provide an adequate basis for identifying the presence of individuals who engaged in offensive as well as defensive violent interaction with others. Leg wounds or other injuries endured by women while fighting on horseback against people on foot would seem, for example, to provide better evidence of “women warriors” than some other types of injury. Patterns of trauma from the various parts of the world in which women warriors are either documented in the historical sources or suspected in the archaeological record (Plains Indian groups [Hollimon 1999; Hollimon and Owsley 1994] and Scythian/Sarmatian groups [Davis-Kimball 1997a and 1997b] are just two examples), and could perhaps be systematically compared to identify forensic commonalities.

Weglian’s study highlights another problem in the interpretation of sex/ gender disjunction in the mortuary context: how does one deal with burials in large or small cemetery populations that fall outside the “normative” gender pattern? This is a phenomenon that is fairly common (therefore presumably not as anomalous as it is often presented) in prehistoric European burial contexts (Arnold 1991, 1996, 2001). It is in the context of mortuary ritual, where the physical remains of the individual are associated with the material culture of gender symbolism, that the complex interplay between sex and gender is especially clearly signified (Arnold 2001). The extent to which sex/gender disjunction is present in the archaeological record, often without being recognized, or without being acknowledged, is demonstrated by the temporal and geographic range of the three case studies that explore this phenomenon in this volume.


Gender Fluidity

Weglian’s paper overlaps to some extent Crass’s investigations of mortuary ritual in the Arctic, where grave goods are ambiguous markers of gender, and the correlation between biological sex and culturally constructed gender that dominates Western discourse breaks down in a rich interweaving of identities that conflates past and present, male and female. Crass’s paper is a cautionary tale of sorts, reminding us that the extent to which gender is represented in the material culture of burial may vary considerably from one culture to another, and that an engendered analysis of mortuary ritual may be especially problematic in contexts in which grave goods are regularly disturbed, replaced, or otherwise manipulated after deposition. Ethnographic evidence for the concept of reincarnation, irrespective of the biological sex of the child, clearly has ramifications for the utility of material culture as a gender marker in mortuary ritual. Costume, for example, which would be the best indicator of gender in Inuit cultures, is generally not preserved. Two of the papers (Crass, Hamlin) deal with unusual preservation conditions. Wood and other materials in the Arctic are in such short supply that cairns are often opened and objects removed or replaced by those in need (Crass), while the anaerobic conditions of water-logged sites represent a unique environment for the preservation of organic material impossible to duplicate in ordinary circumstances (Hamlin). Both case studies are useful object lessons for those of us dealing with more “typical” archaeological contexts—we must be careful to judge only on the basis of recoverable data, and not on the apparent absence of gender markers in areas that might include organic materials.

Interestingly enough, given their very different environmental contexts, Hamlin’s case study of the early Archaic Windover site in Florida parallels Crass’s in some important ways, particularly with respect to the problem of cultures that do not choose to represent gender roles in the realm of burial (or may not organize their societies according to a rigid sexual division of labor). Like Crass (but without the help of the extensive ethnographic sources available in Crass’s study), she is able to present a discussion of gender ideology as well as gender role, an important distinction (Spector and Whelan 1991). Even if the jobs men and women do are not used to differentiate them from one another, some other variable (in the case of the Windover site, the material the tools are made of) may have served such a purpose in a symbolic rather than functional sense. If the universe, and all the natural materials in it, are gendered, human labor may not need to be. That does not mean that in such societies women and men were necessarily considered identical in all respects except in the realm of reproduction. Windover represents a virtually unique, but also very valuable, archaeological example of the potential as well as the limitations of engendering the analysis of archaeological remains. In this instance, the difficulty is not an incomplete picture of the society due to preservation conditions, but rather the absence of a corresponding set of settlement data that restricts the kinds of conclusions that can be drawn about this fabulously preserved early Archaic site. Nevertheless, Hamlin has succeeded, through the application of an extremely careful and clearly articulated analysis of the material, in presenting us with a window into the complex gender ideology of this society.


Material Culture Mutability and Gender

Doucette’s paper addresses a related and similarly complex issue: the multivocality of material culture function and form associations in different burial contexts. In Doucette’s case study from the eastern Woodlands, the item in question is the atlatl, which seems to have been modified/disassembled for burial and was occasionally included as a grave good in women’s burials. Does an atlatl minus its shaft when found in a woman’s grave have the same meaning as the identical item when found in a man’s burial? Spear points are occasionally found in women’s burials in Iron Age Europe and later, but wear patterns in some cases suggest that they were used as weaving battens rather than weapons (Fisher n.d.), neatly illustrating the problem of the transformative power of context. The multivocality of objects in burial contexts has long been recognized (Pader 1982). Just as death is a transformative process for the deceased, the life history of an item of material culture can be transformed in the course of the mortuary ritual. Since material culture tends to be the way archaeologists “map” gender in mortuary contexts, this is clearly a major concern. If we are to move beyond simply acknowledging that burials are not a direct reflection of daily life (which by now has taken on the quality of a truism), archaeologists will have to find a way to deal with this problem. An atlatl may have had precisely the same meaning in eastern Woodland men’s and women’s burials, or it might have had quite a different significance in the one context versus the other. It is this paradox that Doucette illustrates in her case study.


Supporting Sources: Settlement Data and Texts

On occasion, settlement and burial data can be brought to bear together in the reconstruction of gender configurations in the archaeological past. O‘Gorman shows us how this can be done in a case study that represents the best of all possible worlds from the point of view of the archaeologist: the Oneota longhouses of the Tremaine site in Wisconsin. Unfortunately, this is not typically the kind of data set most archaeologists face—burial in the domestic context with patterned spatial associations supporting the observed gender differences in both categories of evidence. Most societies seem to choose a limited number of modalities through which to express gender differences, and often this takes the form of an either/or proposition (gender is reflected either in the mortuary or the settlement context, but not in both). In other instances, archaeologists have access to only one category of evidence, either because of the conditions of discovery and recovery (as at Windover), or because of contemporary political constraints, such as those imposed by NAGPRA. O’Gorman’s case study presents an enviably well-documented archaeological context elegantly analyzed; she demonstrates how tremendously nuanced a gendered analysis can be if the source material is especially good.

The best-case scenario for the interpretation of gender configurations in mortuary contexts occurs when written material as well as archaeological records are available. Crass’s chapter makes it clear how problematic the interpretation of Arctic gender configurations would be without ethnographic evidence. Scott’s cross-cultural study of infanticide also relies heavily on written sources. Both of the Scandinavian papers (Stalsberg, Gräslund) make use of mutually supportive textual and material culture sources to inform their discussion of gender in two different early medieval contexts.

Gräslund uses the supporting evidence of rune stone inscriptions from circa A.D. 1000 to construct a picture of high-status women in Scandinavia around this time. Stalsberg’s discussion crosscuts issues of ethnic identity for Viking women in the Rus’, raising another issue of importance: to what extent were women more likely than men to be buried outside their natal communities, especially if they were members of the elite? Political alliances in cultures like those of Viking Scandinavia often involved the exchange of women, and when gender, status, and ethnicity intersect, as they do in these case studies, the engendering of the mortuary record becomes even more complex.


The Intersection of Gender and Status

Sweely’s (1999) edited volume Manifesting Power focuses on another important theme that is addressed by several chapters in this book: the extent to which certain patterns related to gender are restricted to particular social groups, especially on the basis of status. Elites, whatever their gender, are generally more visible in the archaeological record than other social groups because they control the material manifestations of power in life as well as in death. Jiao, Gräslund, Scott, and Stalsberg all deal with this phenomenon in various ways. The main pitfall to avoid here is making generalizations about gender configurations in the society as a whole on the basis of patterns observed in the mortuary ritual of elites. For example, there is good ethnographic evidence to suggest that the presence of high-status women in positions of political as well as social power within a society need not necessarily say anything about the relative status of women in relation to men in that society (Arnold 1996, 161).

An additional problem is how to identify women with actual, rather than secondhand, or reflected, power. This parallels the problem of the identification of women warriors, as described by Hollimon: traumatic injuries tend to look superficially very much the same whether suffered by a woman warrior fighting in the front lines or by a wife and mother defending her home and family, and elite women who are buried with large quantities of high quality grave goods may have acquired the right to such a burial either as appendages of high-status males, or in their own right. The difficulty lies in devising strategies for distinguishing between these patterns, and that requires a solid grasp of ethnographic analogy as well as a sufficient sample size for comparison. Various analytical techniques may be applied; the approaches presented in this volume are only a beginning.



CONCLUSION

Each of the chapters in this book contributes to the as-yet relatively undeveloped area of engendered archaeological mortuary analysis. Some are more methodologically oriented, others combine theoretical and methodological approaches to their reconstructions of past gender configurations. While one of the main messages of the chapters is clearly a call for caution in the relatively uncritical ways archaeologists tend to assign gender on the basis of grave good assemblages, at the same time, several profitable approaches are presented that suggest the endeavor is not hopeless. The more historically oriented and text-aided approaches complement the analyses that rely primarily or entirely on the archaeological record in combination with ethnographic analogy; each has its own contribution to make to the theme of the volume. Presenting case studies from both Old and New World contexts should go some way toward bridging the divide between scholars in these two areas. By providing a methodological and bibliographic resource spanning recent literature in a broad range of geographic contexts, this volume links the American and European archaeological traditions in gender studies. We hope that the door will stay open now that the conferences in this series have begun to extend their invitations to scholars overseas, and that communication will become more frequent and productive as a result of publications such as this one.
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