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Género y Prehistoria. División sexual del trabajo en las producciones audiovisuales españolas.

Generoa eta Historiaurrea. Sexuagatiko lanen banaketa ikus-entzunezko produkzio espainiarretan.

Marta Cintas-Peña (*)
Leonardo García Sanjuan (*)

Berta Morell Rovira (**)

Abstract
In the last two decades, the contributions of the feminist movement and gender studies have 
fostered significant advances in Spanish academic archaeology. This, however, has not led to a 
parallel debate on the criteria on which archaeological heritage dissemination products are made. 
In this paper, we present a simple quantitative review of a sample of 39 audiovisual productions 
made in Spain between 2000 and 2013 in order to assess the representation of men and women 
and how sexual division of labour is portrayed. As a result, we find that gender representation is 
far from balanced within these productions, as obvious androcentric biases are present, especially 
regarding sexual division of labour. We briefly present and discuss ethnographic and archaeological 
evidence that show that such a biased representation of sexual division of labour and gender roles 
has no scientific base, and therefore can only be attributed to social and ideological prejudices, 
which are probably unconsciously applied. For scientific as well as ethical and social reason, a high 
quality public dissemination of Prehistory must necessarily abandon such biases.

Keywords
Prehistory, Archaeological dissemination, Audiovisual products, Videos, Education, Sexual division 
of labour, Gender roles, Sexism, Androcentrism.
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Resumen
Las aportaciones del movimiento feminista y los estudios de género han propiciado en las últimas 
dos décadas importantes avances en la Arqueología académica española. A pesar de ello, tales 
aportaciones no han dado lugar a un debate sobre los criterios con que son creados los productos 
de difusión del patrimonio arqueológico. En este trabajo presentamos un estudio cuantitativo 
simple de una muestra de 39 producciones audiovisuales aparecidas en España entre los años 2000 
y 2013, valorando la representación de hombres y mujeres y los criterios de representación de la 
división sexual del trabajo. Como resultado, se propone que la representación de géneros en estas 
producciones dista mucho de ser equilibrada, pues muestra importantes sesgos androcéntricos, 
especialmente en lo que respecta a la división sexual del trabajo. Se presentan y comentan 
brevemente informaciones etnográficas y arqueológicas que muestran que tal representación 
sesgada de la división sexual del trabajo y de los roles de género no tiene base científica, por lo que 
su presencia en las producciones audiovisuales estudiadas obedece a la aplicación de prejuicios 
sociales e ideológicos machistas, probablemente inconscientes. La realización de una difusión de 
calidad de la Prehistoria ha de pasar necesariamente por el abandono y rechazo de tales sesgos, 
tanto por razones científicas como éticas y sociales.

Palabras Clave
Prehistoria, Difusión Arqueológica, Productos Audiovisuales, Videos, Educación, División Sexual del 
Trabajo, Roles de Género, Sexismo, Androcentrismo.

Laburpena
Arkeologi akademiko espainiarrak, mugimendu feministaren eta genero ikasketen ekarpenei 
esker, aurrerakuntza handiak  jasan ditu azken bi hamarkada hauetan. Ekarpen horiek baina, 
ez dute eztabaidarik piztu ondare arkeologikoaren zabalkunderako sortutako produktuak zein 
irizpidepean sortzen direnaren inguruan. Lan honetan, Espainian 2000. eta 2013. urteen artean 
agerturiko 39 ikus-entzunezko produkzio aintzat hartzen dituen azterketa kuantitatiboa aurkezten 
dugu, zeinak, emakumezkoen eta gizonezkoen irudikapenak zein, sexuagatiko lanaren banaketaren 
errepresentazioa baloratzen baitituen. Ekoizpen hauek zeihartasun androzentriko garrantzitsuak 
dituzten heinean, generoen irudikapen ez orekatua dugu emaitzatzat. Aurkezten eta argudiatzen 
diren informazio etnografiko eta arkeologiko laburrek agerian uzten dute sexuagatiko lanaren 
banaketaren eta generoaren araberako rolen esleipenaren irudikapen zeihar horrek ez duela oinarri 
zientifikorik. Ondorioz, azterturiko ikus-entzumenezko ekoizpenetan antzemateak, aurreiritzi 
sozial eta ideologiko matxistei erantzuten dio, inkontzienteak izan daitezkeenak. Historiaurrearen 
kalitatezko zabalkundea burutzeko, arrazoi zientifikoengatik nahiz arrazoi etikoengatik eta 
sozialengatik, nahitaezkoa suertatzen da zeihartasun horiek bertan behera uztea zein ukatzea. 

Hitz-gakoak
Historiaurrea, Zabalkunde arkeologikoa, Ikus-entzunezko produktuak, Bideoak, Hezkuntza, 
Sexuagatiko lanaren banaketa, Genero rolak, Sexismoa, Androzentrismoa. 
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Gender and Prehistory. Sexual Division of Labour in Spanish Audiovisual Productions.

1. Introduction

Over the last two decades, feminist and 
gender-based approaches to the study of Spanish 
Prehistory have contributed to identifying and 
debating (and in some cases, overcoming) certain 
sexist biases (androcentric or misogynistic) that 
were deeply rooted in theoretical assumptions, 
epistemological agendas as well as in terminology 
and language - see for example DÍAZ and 
MONTÓN 2013; ESCORIZA 2002; FRANULIC 
2011; GONZÁLEZ 2000A; MASVIDAL 2007; 
SÁNCHEZ 1999, 2000; QUEROL 2000; QUEROL 
and TRIVIÑO 2004; etc. Another important group 
of published work has focused on producing new 
evidence concerning the social roles of women in 
Prehistory, and/or interpreting this evidence using 
renewed epistemological bases - cf. for example, 
ALARCÓN 2010; ALARCÓN and SÁNCHEZ 2012; 
CASTRO and ESCORIZA 2011; SÁNCHEZ 2000, 
2004; SÁNCHEZ and MORENO 2005; SANAHUJA 
2002; etc.

In line with these efforts towards correcting 
gender biases and sexism in Spanish Prehistory, 
this paper looks at the criteria that, from 
the perspective of gender roles, govern the 
production of audiovisual materials for scientific 
dissemination. More specifically, this article 
aims to assess whether the portrayal of sexual 
division of labour (henceforth SDL) and gender 
roles (as a mirror of social organisation at large) 
in prehistoric societies present in audiovisual 
informational materials is based on qualified 
scientific knowledge or, on the contrary, is based 
on stereotypes fed by implicitly or explicitly sexist 
ideologies. In our opinion, this is an issue of the 
greatest importance, given that advances in the 
field of scientific research may be wasted if they 
are not transmitted to the public in an articulate 
and rigorous manner.

In the following sections, we will firstly 
describe the data compiled for this study, 
including selection and summarisation criteria; 

later, we will discuss the existing ethnographic and 
archaeological evidence in order to examine what 
has been observed in the audiovisual productions 
studied. Finally an overall assessment of the 
results of the study will be made.

2. Analysis

2.1. Data Selection and Recording Criteria

A sample of 39 audiovisual productions were 
selected for this study (Table 1) following four 
major criteria: 1) In order to obtain a representative 
sample of relatively homogeneous cultural 
and social conditions, as well as a recognisable 
associated academic and scientific tradition, only 
productions created in Spain have been selected; 
2) Chronologically, all of them were produced 
after the year 2000, thus within the period in 
which Spanish archaeology begun to debate the 
problem of sexism in the production of scientific 
knowledge and dissemination of information (see 
for example QUEROL FERNÁNDEZ 2000; VVAA 
2006; GONZÁLEZ MARCÉN, 2009; QUEROL 
FERNÁNDEZ and HORNOS MATA, 2004; 2011) 
; 3) We have exclusively selected productions 
that focus primarily on human beings (whether 
using recreations, 3D animations, live actors, 
or a combination of these); 4) Finally, their 
content corresponds to non-literate societies -i.e. 
prehistoric ones.

Thus, this study is based on 39 audiovisual 
productions, created in Spain between 2000 
and 2013, mainly focusing on human societies 
and their material productions. These videos 
represent a total of 10h 36’ 35’’ of film creation. 
However, it is important to note that in videos 
#9, #22, #23, and #24, the recreations, real 
animations and/or 3D animations only appear 
at some points in the film, making the real total 
sample time 9h 2’ 18” of continuous audiovisual 
material. 
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Together, we believe these productions are 
representative of the reality of archaeology-
based scientific dissemination throughout Spain, 
having been produced in diverse regions of the 
country. Geographically, ten productions have 
been financed or produced by Andalusian public 
institutions and/or private organisations, six from 
Catalonia, five from Valencia, three from Galicia, 
two from Murcia, and one each from the Basque 
Country, Asturias, Cantabria, Castile-Leon, and 
the Balearic Islands. 

We also consider this sample to be quite 
representative of the different informational 
purposes fulfilled by these productions, as the 
selected sample includes television documentaries 
(#10, #11, and #12, for example), materials for 
interpretation and visits to archaeological sites 
(#2 and #3), as well as recreations for children 
(#18 and #19), and/or teaching materials (#20 
and #36), among others. The productions studied 
here were mostly sponsored by public institutions 
(museums, research centres, etc.), although some 
of them were sponsored by private organisations 
and companies.

Therefore, we believe that this sample is 
representative of the audiovisual materials 
recently produced in Spain to explain prehistoric 
societies to a very broad, non-specialised public 
through museums, archaeological sites, online 
productions, etc. These materials have the power 
to shape the perception that the public has of 
prehistoric societies.

In regards to recording criteria, the information 
on each one of the audiovisual productions has 
been collected in a database that contains the 
following fields: 

- General information: title, area, year, dura-
tion, reference, chronology, funding, produc-
tion, scientific advisors, and target audience.
 -Specific information:  

- Total number and proportion of people 
by age and sex (female, undetermined, or 
male). 
- Total number and proportion of protago-
nists, their sex and age. 
- Presence or absence of female, male, 
and/or undetermined individuals that are 
shown performing the following activities: 
hunting/fishing, foraging, agriculture, met-
allurgy/lithic knapping, ceramics, weaving, 
cooking, caring, the symbolic sphere, poli-
tics/war, trading, others, or nothing. 

General information was not only recorded to 
identify each production and provide a reference, 
but also in order to establish comparisons on 
production criteria, funding organisations, 
scientific support as well as target audiences. 

On the other hand, the compilation of specific 
information allowed us to quantify the total 
number of men, women, boys, and girls that 
appear in each display and, later, to review the 
different activities carried out by them according 
to their gender. 

Data were assembled by counting the 
total number of women, men, girls, boys, or 
undetermined adults and children present in 
each audiovisual production (Table 2) and in all 
of them (Table 3, Table 4). In the cases in which 
it was not possible to count them correctly due 
to the high frame speed or the large number of 
individuals being featured, it was decided that the 
number of times that an individual of a certain 
sex appears should be calculated indirectly (using 
the mention of the actors and actresses in the 
credits). However, on four occasions it was not 
possible to follow this second criterion (Videos 
#2, #8, #12, and #33, Table 2), and it was decided 
that only qualitative data should be taken from 
these materials in regards to the activities shown 
to be performed by each sex. Therefore, the 
quantitative analysis is actually based on 35 of the 
39 audiovisual productions referenced in Table 1.



M. Cintas-Peña et al. 

Revista ArkeoGazte, 8, 2018, pp. 75-99 

84

Monográfico: ͞Arqueología, género, sexo y sexualidad”

ID 
Number

WOMEN MEN UNDETERMINED 
ADULTS

GIRLS BOYS UNDETERMINED
CHILDREN

1 1 1 0 0 1 0

2 Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded

3 0 23 0 0 0 0
4 9 27 0 2 2 0
5 11 42 0 1 6 0
6 9 31 0 1 1 0
7 5 10 0 10 16 0
8 Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded
9 20 11 0 1 3 0

10 15 18 0 0 0 0
11 18 20 0 0 0 0
12 Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded
13 2 2 0 0 0 0
14 1 6 0 0 0 0
15 40 110 11 7 7 0
16 14 5 0 2 2 0
17 8 12 0 0 0 1
18 0 0 0 0 1 0
19 2 3 0 1 1 1
20 19 24 0 3 3 0
21 5 5 0 2 2 0
22 3 2 0 0 0 0
23 2 3 0 0 0 0
24 3 3 0 0 0 0
25 16 6 0 5 3 0
26 1 10 0 0 0 1
27 2 9 10 0 0 1
28 1 6 0 0 0 1
29 14 24 0 0 0 3
30 3 18 3 0 0 3
31 0 0 28 0 0 2
32 5 12 8 0 0 3
33 Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded Discarded
34 1 2 10 1 0 0
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35 5 16 1 0 1 0
36 3 3 0 1 2 0
37 3 4 0 0 1 0
38 3 11 0 2 0 0
39 11 45 0 0 10 0

TOTAL 255 524 60 39 62 16

Table 2. Number of people by sex and age groups in each video. In grey, prevalent sex group. 

Sex and age group Count Percentage

WOMEN 255 26.67%
MEN 524 54.81%

UNDETERMINED ADULTS 60 6.27%
GIRLS 39 4.07%
BOYS 62 6.48%

UNDETERMINED CHILDREN 16 1.67%
ALL GROUPS 956 100

Table 3. Total sex and age groups. 

AGE GROUP COUNT PERCENTAGE

TOTAL ADULTS 839 87.76%
TOTAL  CHILDREN 117 12.23%

TOTAL ALL GROUPS 956 100%

Table 4. Total adults and children. 
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Qualitative data (that is to say, the data 
relative to what activities men and women are 
shown to be performing) have been recorded in 
terms of presence/absence, but without counting 
the total number of people of a certain gender 
that appear carrying out each activity (Table 5). 
As an example, in only one of the 39 videos are 
women seen performing a “animal husbandry” 
task, in comparison with 12 productions in which 
men are shown doing so.

2. 2. Results

Looking at the proportions of each sex in 
our sample (Table 3 and Figure 1), men are 
represented a total of 524 times (54.81%), 
compared to 255 (26.67%) portrayals of women. 
This unequal representation repeats itself in the 
case of children, with boys appearing a total of 
62 times (6.49%), compared to 34 girls (4.08%). 
Therefore, men occur twice as often as women.

In order to make sure that the portrayals of 
one or more videos were not skewing the total 
counts (for example, due to the appearance of 
scenes with a large amount of people in one 
particular production), in Table 2 the number 
of individuals represented in each production 
has been divided by gender and age. For adults, 
which appear in 33 of the 35 videos analysed, we 
can observe that the number of men is higher 
than women in 24 productions (73% of 33) ( #3, 
#4, #5, #6, #7, #10, #11, #14, #15, #17, #19, #20, 
#23, #26, #27, #28, #29, #30, #32, #34, #35, #37, 
#38, and #39), and especially in the cases of #3, 
#4, #5, #6, #7, #14, #15, #26, #27, #28 y #30, #32, 
#34, #35, #38 and #39, in which the number of 
men double, triple, or even quadruple that of 
women. Only in 5 (15%) of the videos (#1, #13, 
#21, #24, and #36), is there a balanced portrayal 
of women and men, and only in productions #9,   
#16, #22, and #25 (12%) do women appear more 
often than men, doubling the number of men in 
two cases. In these two cases the predominance 

of women can be linked to the theme of the video 
(one of them does actually deal specifically with 
women as a subject).

The overall figures for the numbers of people 
shown in the total set of productions are quite 
consistent, with a large majority of productions 
showing at the most a few dozen individuals, with 
a maximum (video #15) of 150 people. Therefore, 
it can be said that a clear androcentric bias 
exists in the sample as a whole, with audiovisual 
productions showing an amount of men that 
more than doubles the number of women.

If we use age as a reference (Table 3 and 
Figure 2), children are shown on 117 occasions 
(12.24%), in comparison with 839 appearances of 
adults (87.76%). These results become even more 
pronounced keeping in mind that in videos #3,  
#11,  #13, #14, #22, and #23 (17% of 35), no child 
appears at all (Table 2). Most of the productions 
in which children appear (specifically videos 
#18, #19, #29, #21, #32, and #36) are materials 
specifically addressed to an audience of children. 
However, when the target audience is an adult or 
general public, the number of children decreases 
considerably or is reduced to zero. 

Individuals of an undetermined gender, 
whether children or adults, have not been 
analysed. This is because it has not been possible 
in every case to clearly establish whether sexual 
indeterminacy was intentional on the part of the 
producers of the video, or due to our own inability 
to distinguish the gender. In a single case (#31) it 
was clear that there was an explicit intention not 
to assign a gender to the individuals.

In regards to the activities that men and 
women are shown to be performing, there are 
some very clear and significant tendencies. As 
can be observed on Table 5 and Figure 3, hunting/
fishing, agriculture, animal husbandry, metallurgy, 
ceramic production, the symbolic sphere, politics/
war, and trade are mostly associated to men, while 
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Activities Women Men

Hunting/fishing 1 13
Foraging 6 4

Agriculture 8 11
Animal Husbandry 1 12

Metallurgy/lithic knapping 1 15
Ceramics 2 8
Weaving 17 6
Cooking 17 5

Care 14 0
Symbolicsphere 7 17

Politics/war 0 15
Trade 1 4

Others 13 17
Nothing 16 11

Table 5. Distribution of activities by sex. 

Figure 1. Total sex and age groups.
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foraging, weaving, cooking, and care are related 
to women. Some of the totals show spectacular 
androcentric biases. For example, in none of the 
39 cases analysed does a woman appear carrying 
out activities related to politics or war, and only 
in one case can a woman be found carrying out 
activities related to hunting/fishing (specifically, 
gathering shellfish, in #8), animal husbandry 
(#25), metallurgy (#37), or trade (#25). Following 
textile and cooking activities (17 occasions), the 
third “activity” that women are most frequently 
shown to be doing is “nothing” (16 times), 
followed by the minding of children, sick adults, 
or the elderly (14). Men, on the contrary, only 
appear performing care-related tasks in one 
instance, while they appear 17 times working in 
the area of politics or war, in comparison with the 
0 appearances by women.

The activities carried out by men included 
in the category “Others” involve building 
(construction of a house or ritual space), fire-
making or purchasing pelts. Women, on the other 
hand, are mostly portrayed undertaking domestic 

chores such as cleaning the house, grinding or 
minding children. Only in three cases are women 
portrayed acting in a ‘public’ arena (building 
a ritual space). If we look at the ‘no activity’ 
(i.e. doing “Nothing”) category, which we have 
employed to group situations in which people 
appear walking, talking, or sitting, there are no 
apparent differences, with women featuring 
16 times and men 11. To further expand the 
scope of our review, we have also looked at the 
roles played by male and female personages as 
protagonists as well as the use of language. Thus, 
only 4 out of the 39 productions feature one or 
more characters clearly portrayed as having a 
leading role.  Especifically, these are productions 
#5, #7, #21, and #36, in which the leading roles 
correspond to two men, one man and four 
children, one man, and one girl, respectively. In 
regards to language, the term “man” as a synonym 
for “humanity” is used in a total of 5 productions, 
and the nuclear family as an organisational model 
is made explicit verbally or visually in 5 cases 
(specifically in videos #1, #3, #4, #21, and #28). 

Figure 2. Total age groups.
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Figure 3. Activities by sex.

Naturally, there is some degree of variability 
within the selected sample of productions. The 
portrayal of gender ranges from balanced to very 
unbalanced. An example of the latter is video 
#3 (“The Los Millares Forts”), which is not only 
remarkable due to the complete absence of 
women - none appear amongst the total of 23 
adults shown - but also for the language used 
by the voice-over regarding to the gender task 
allocations, such as: “It is very possible that the 
groups of people who occupied the fortress 
were made up of adult men along with some 
young men, and not necessarily complete family 
groups” or “On the other hand, training for 
youth in the knapping of arrowheads could be 
carried out at various locations in the fortress, 
truly making it an site for initiation into various 
masculine activities.” At the opposite end, video 
#31 (“Human evolution: From the tree to the 
ground,”) is worth noting, positively, due to 
its balanced portrayal of the sexes, having not 

assigned an explicit sex to any of the hominids 
that appear, which is consistent with lack of 
empirical data on the sexual division of labour 
among Lower and Middle Palaeolithic societies.

In terms of the audiences the productions 
were made for, 5 of them were addressed to 
children, 4 for children and teenagers, and 30 of 
them for a wider audience. In the 9 productions 
made for non-adults, the representation of adult 
individuals is far higher than that of children 
and juvenile individuals, which may be argued 
to be somewhat odd, but the balance of gender 
representations among the portrayed non-adults 
is fairly balanced.

Concerning scientific advising, only in 11 
productions (28.2% of the 39 examined videos) 
an explicit acknowledgment is made. Of those 
11, 3 claim to have received advise from public 
institutions such as museums or interpretation 
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centers, whereas 8 mention individuals 
specialised in the field of Archaeology In the 
remaining 28 productions no information is 
provided concerning scientific advising. Finally, 
the organizations sponsoring and funding the 
productions include museums, universities and 
heritage management bodies (19 cases), private 
companies (9 cases), public television channels 
(8 cases) and one bank (1 case) while in two 
cases no reference is made to sponsorship. No 
significant differences can be observed in the 
portrayal of SDL or gender roles according to the 
nature of the funding/sponsoring organization. It 
is worth mentioning, however, that the only video 
in which the human characters are not sexually 
identified (video #31) was produced by La Caixa, 
a private bank.

3. Discussion

The already-classic debate on SDL among 
Prehistoric societies started at the end of the 
19th century and reached its peak during the 
decades of the 1970s and 1980s, first in the 
Anglo-American academic world, and later in 
other geopolitical and linguistic domains. It is 
not entirely coincidental that the appearance of 
this subject of study and debate occurred with 
the emergence and development of the so-called 
Second Wave of feminism as a social and political 
movement within the United States of America. 
There was no real discussion on SDL, its origins, 
forms, or effects, until the feminist critique was 
able to enter into the academic arena - see for 
example LEACOCK 1983, ON ENGELS 2008; 
LINTON 1979 in response to Lee and DEVORE 
2009; ORTNER 1979; ROSALDO 1979; RUBIN, 
ON LÉVI-STRAUSS 1998; SACKS 1979; etc. 

In today’s world, SDL appears to be a universal 
phenomenon, which makes it a major topic 
for disciplines focused on the study of human 
societies, such as Anthropology, Sociology, 
Prehistory, History, or Archaeology, among others 

(DEX 1991; MOORE 2004; MURDOCK and 
PROVOST 1973; NUÑO 2010; VILLOTTE 2010; 
VILLOTE and KNÜSEL, 2014; etc.). In addition, 
the potential link between the SDL and the 
current situation of inequality experienced by 
women world-wide, has in many cases made the 
discussion of SDL a politically-loaded topic.

After more than a hundred years of feminism 
and well over half a century of gender studies, 
an entire body of scientific knowledge about 
SDL exists at the disposal of those wanting to 
make “popular” science about our prehistoric 
past (including audiovisual productions). This 
body of scientific knowledge, fundamentally 
based in Cultural Anthropology, Ethnography, 
and Archaeology, provides solid evidence 
demonstrating that the androcentric bias with 
which social activities are portrayed in the 
audiovisual productions reviewed by us is entirely 
unjustified. Furthermore, taken together (and 
allowing of course for the internal variability of 
the sample chosen), these productions tend to 
transmit a completely erroneous message to the 
public in terms of SDL and gender relations.

The main question to be asked is therefore the 
following: What exactly are the existing data on 
SDL and the allocation of roles by gender among 
prehistoric societies? Ethnographic studies reveal 
that the SDL manifests itself in a large variety of 
ways across the globe, differing greatly between 
human groups in accordance with the variability 
of human social organisation (BOSERUP 1993; 
KAY and VOORHIES: 1978, 177; MURDOCK 
and PROVOST 1973; NOSS and HEWLETT 
2001). Any activity conceivable (fishing, leather-
work, foraging, care, soil preparation, ceramic 
production, building homes, mining of minerals, 
woodcarving, etc.), is carried out by men and 
women in different human societies, and is 
differently allocated by gender depending on the 
social group being considered. 
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Within this diversity, we find activities 
carried out mostly by women, tasks carried out 
fundamentally by men, and jobs completed 
indistinctly by both. The now-classic work by 
MURDOCK and PROVOST (1973) analysed the 
SDL in a total of 185 societies, some of them 
highly complex1 (Chinese, Korean, or Japanese, 
for example), as well as societies with middle 
or low levels of complexity (Mbuti, Masai, or 
Azande)2. According to this cross-cultural study, 
the activities carried out mostly by women were 
the preparation of food, spinning, or harvesting 
vegetables, while men performed woodworking, 
hunting, or boat-building (MURDOCK AND 
PROVOST 1973: 208-209). Works such as the 
creation of fire or manufacture of ceramics 
were included in an intermediate group of tasks 
completed by both genders (MURDOCK AND 
PROVOST 1973: 209). However, for any more or 
less clear consistency in the SDL that can be found 
in a given sample of societies, there are opposite 
counter-examples3: although certain activities 
may be performed in a significantly differentiated 
manner by men and women in a certain group (or 
set of groups) the opposite may be true in other 
cases4.

1 It is important to mention the absence of data for numerous 
societies. Despite this, in many cases this work is taken as an 
example of the sexual division of labour in hunter-gatherer 
societies.
2 To solve this matter in a rigorous manner, MURDOCK 
and PROVOST (1973: 204) carried out an analysis based 
on eight different categories: activity absent in the society, 
absence of relevant information, activity present but sex not 
specified, activity exclusively carried out by men, activity 
carried out by both sexes but fundamentally by men, by both 
sexes in an approximately equal manner, by both sexes but 
fundamentally women, and exclusively by women.
3 A similar work focusing on the analysis of hunting and 
foraging demonstrates that “All foragers have an appreciable 
division of foraging labour, though the variation does span 
70% of the possible range” (MARLOWE 2008: 184).
4 The SDL, let’s not forget, is an exclusive and exclusionary 
social norm, while it is more or less rigid depending on 
the social group we are referring to. We will return to this 
question later.

In our sample of Spanish audiovisual 
productions, hunting and foraging are 
overwhelmingly attributed to men over women 
(13 cases to one), which does not correspond 
very clearly with the ethnographic data. While it is 
true that in the sample studied by MURDOCK and 
PROVOST, it is mostly men who hunt and women 
who forage, there are examples world-wide 
that run counter to this generalization. Among 
the Tiwi of Melville Island (north of Australia), 
hunting and foraging are carried out “by men as 
well as women” (Kay and Voorhies 1978: 177). 
Hunting is also practised by the Agta women 
(north-east of Luzon, Philippines) (ESTIOKO-
GRIFFIN and GRIFFIN 1985), by those who have 
small children in their care as well as those who 
do not (GODOMAN et al., 1985: 1203). The same 
applies to the Woodland Cree (Canada), the Ache 
(Paraguay), Hy/’hoan (Namibia and Botswana) 
or the BaKola/BaGyeli (Cameroon) (NOSS and 
HEWLETT, 2001: 1024 and 1027), or to the Matses 
group (Amazon Jungle, Peru) (ROMANOFF 1983), 
to name but some of the most well-known cases5. 
There are ethnographic examples of diversity 
in SDL in all types of tasks. To provide just one 
example - fishing and/or gathering shellfish is 
carried out by the Yup’ik women as well as men, 
in Alaska (FRINK 2009: 25), or the Selknam people 
in Tierra del Fuego (GUSINDE 1985: 226).

5 Regarding the latter, it is important to keep in mind possible 
biases on the part of the people providing information as well 
as those who carried out the ethnographic investigation. On 
an anecdotal level, it is worth mentioning the following quote 
regarding the Matses societies: “Women’s participation is 
hunting does not exempt them from many beliefs about 
women common in Amazonia. Men say that too many women 
can spoil a hunt; that excessive or inopportune intercourse 
can lessen a man’s skill, and that women’s presence at a tapir 
trap would leave an odor disgusting to the tapir. They say 
that women walk slowly, and that hunters can go farther [sic] 
in all male groups (while a man thus complained to me, his 
wife, lagging a bit with a baby on her hip, located a paca; 
we all gave chase until she, correctly positioned, struck the 
animal with a machete)” (ROMANOFF 1983: 342).
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In our sample of Spanish audiovisual 
productions, activities predominantly attributed 
to men over women include agriculture (11 
compared to 8), and animal husbandry (12 to 1). 
This is a serious simplification of the empirical 
reality as known through ethnography. To provide 
just one example, in a compilation of information 
on the amount of time dedicated to agricultural 
tasks in the societies of Senegal, Gambia, 
Nigeria, Cameroon, Central African Republic, 
Congo, Uganda, and Kenya, it was established 
that, quantitatively, agricultural production was 
predominantly carried out by women, although 
men also participated (BOSERUP 1993: 27). In 
fact, the experience of women in tasks related 
to the foraging of plants among hunters and 
gatherers (knowledge of their properties, 
biological cycles, etc.) is quite consistent with 
their role in agriculture among farming societies 
(JULIANO 2001).

An even more extreme androcentric bias can 
be found in the portrayal of metallurgy, which 
in the set of Spanish audiovisual productions 
analysed here is attributed 15 times to men and 
only once to women. Once again, this involves 
an unacceptable over-simplification of what is 
known from ethnography. In general, diversity 
is once again the norm in the SDL, and the 
allocation of role by gender in the metallurgy 
of gold, copper, or iron in the numerous African 
societies in which these activities have been well-
documented ethnographically - see discussion in 
SÁNCHEZ and MORENO 2005: 262-267. Among 
the Fipa and Pangwa societies of Tanzania, iron 
metallurgy embodies a large symbolic component 
of a sexual nature, subject to numerous taboos in 
regards to the participation of women. However, 
women routinely carry out heavy tasks of supply 
and preparation for smelting (MCLEAN 1998). 
Similarly, there are references to the participation 
of women in the work of locating, selecting, and 
mining the mineral, as well as the subsequent 

carving of stone instruments among the Konso6, 
in the south of what is now Ethiopia (WEEDAN 
2010: 229). And so forth.

The same bias can be observed in the 
allocation by gender of activities corresponding to 
the symbolic sphere. In our sample such activities 
are overwhelmingly attributed to men (17 cases) 
rather than women (7 cases). Once again, this 
does not fare well with the data provided by 
ethnography. As an example, Roger Joussame 
describes the process of building a megalith 
among the Merina people of Madagascar, in the 
19th century, as follows:

“11 stones were required: four for the walls, 
five for the beds, one for the door, and a final 
one that would be the large covering slab. 
These stones needed to be extracted from 
the quarries and transported to the building 
location for the tomb […] For the transport 
of the stone, a type of sled was constructed 
that would travel over wooden sleepers 
[…] the stone was guarded at night by the 
“quarry masters,” and at dawn, everyone, 
men, women, and children, was already in the 
quarry. With rope made of vegetable fibres, 
the stone was dragged by everyone, under the 
direction of a man who, upon the slab, guided 
the manoeuvres using chants that were 
repeated by the people pulling.”(JOUSSAUME 
1985: 295 - 296)7

Ultimately, despite some inconsistencies, 
the evidence provided by ethnography in 
regards to the SDL among prehistoric societies 
suggests, above all, a great diversity of situations. 
Archaeological analysis of the SDL is considerably 
more complicated, and in fact, in the case of 

6 Activity taught by women to their daughters from a very 
young age and, although fundamentally feminine, it is also 
carried out by men who, however, fear being labelled as 
Sagkota (effeminate) (WEEDMAN ARTHUR 2010: 203) from 
having carried it out.
7 The emphasis is ours.
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Spanish Prehistory, only very recently scientific 
research based on empirical data has been 
published. The work that addresses the question 
empirically can be divided into three large 
groups: physical anthropology, especially in 
regards to activity markers; the analysis of grave 
goods associated with specific individuals; and, 
lastly, questions of an iconographic nature (rock 
art, figurines, etc.). In principle, this body of work 
does not depart from an a priori understanding 
of the existence of the SDL nor its materialisation 
in certain activities and tries to discern this 
information based on the archaeological record.

In order to illustrate the first group of studies, 
we could cite various papers that analyse the 
presence of different bone markers among 
individuals identified as male or female which are 
then used as an indicator of different activities, 
and subsequently, the existence of the SDL 
(ESHED et al., 2004: 303; ESTALRRICH and 
ROSAS 2015: 51; JIMÉNEZ et al., 2004: 142; 
VILLOTTE 2010: 41; VILLOTTE and KNÜSEL 2014: 
172). A detailed critique of the results obtained 
is beyond the purpose of this article, but we will 
at least mention the difficulties presented by 
extrapolating situations from one sample to the 
entirety of the population. This is especially true 
in the case of the Upper Palaeolithic, due to the 
small number of available human remains, often 
found in poor condition. Additionally, there is the 
problem of sexual identification, or the attribution 
of certain activities to certain bone markers 
(JIMÉNEZ et al., 2004: 141; LAFFRANCHI 2010: 
66).

Concerning to the second group, a substantial 
number of publications have suggested situations 
of SDL on the sole basis of the interpretation of 
certain sets of grave goods as ‘male’ or ‘female’ 
(QUESADA 2012: 319; SANAHUJA 2007: 
44). However, the systematic application of 
anthropological criteria for determining the sex 
demonstrates that this can lead to very mistaken 
results. For example, metal weapons, which 

in the Iberian Iron Age have been traditionally 
interpreted as ‘male’ grave goods, have also been 
found in female tombs (QUESADA 2012: 352); 
polished stones and grinding stones, both usually 
linked to women in the Iberian Neolithic, have 
also been recovered in male burials (Gibaja 2003: 
66); and jewellery, considered the female grave 
good par excellence is present in the tombs of 
both genders (STRATTON and BORIC, 2012: 75).

Within Iberian Prehistory, the most detailed 
studies on this topic have been carried out 
for the Bronze Age Argaric societies of South-
eastern Spain. A good example is the settlement 
of Peñalosa (Jaén), for which a gender-based 
approach to metallurgical production has been 
published - cf. ALARCÓN 2010; SÁNCHEZ 
2004; SÁNCHEZ and MORENO 2005. At this 
settlement, metallurgical activity has been found 
to be not restricted to spaces that are specialised 
or differentiated from other domestic activities, 
but spread in all of the documented dwellings and 
work areas. This suggests that all the inhabitants 
of the village were involved in one way or another 
in metallurgical production (SÁNCHEZ 2004: 527). 
Likewise, the distribution of metallic objects by 
sex in the tombs of this village does not seem to 
reveal noticeable differences by gender. For this 
reason, it has been proposed that it was social 
status, not gender, which decided the type of 
metallic grave goods allocated to each individual 
(SÁNCHEZ 2004: 527). Beyond one particular 
case or another, the study of the metal-producing 
societies of European Prehistory highlights the 
weakness implicit in the generalisation of any 
androcentric bias in the analysis of the SDL 
in regards to metallurgy (STIG 1996), which 
fully coincides with the previously-mentioned 
ethnographic evidence.

The third and final section brings us to the 
area of iconography. In this case, the portrayal 
of men and/or women carrying out activities 
across different artistic media has been used to 
discuss the issue of the SDL in Spanish Prehistory 
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(ESCORIZA 2002). Although this line of research 
is less developed than those mentioned above 
(mostly due to the difficulties presented by 
determining the gender of the individuals 
portrayed), it also offers some interesting insights 
worth bearing in mind. Recent papers have 
highlighted the gaps existing between what is 
conveyed by the archaeological record and what 
graphic art shows (PIQUÉ and ESCORIZA 2011: 
128).

Altogether, despite promising efforts, Spanish 
archaeology has a long way to go before being able 
to articulate substantiated theories concerning 
the SDL in Prehistory. Recent examples, such as 
the research carried out on the Copper Age site 
of Camino de las Yeseras (Madrid) (BLASCO and 
RÍOS 2006: GÓMEZ and ALIAGA 2010; LIESAU 
et al., 2015), reveal the large diversity of social 
practices present among prehistoric societies, 
as well as the difficulty of identifying the roles of 
men and women in them. It is crucially important 
to remove ideological prejudice from research, 
and to move forward to the detailed study of 
specific contexts using a most rigorous application 
of the available scientific methods, especially in 
order to discover the basic demographic reality 
of prehistoric societies, as well as gender roles 
for domestic, economic, political, and religious 
activities.

4. Conclusion

As shown by the information collected here, 
audiovisual productions created in Spain between 
2000 and 2013 to inform the general public on 
the advances of prehistoric research display 
worrying androcentric and misogynistic biases. 
This is reflected first in the fact that the number 
of male individuals portrayed more than doubles 
that of females; secondly, the andocentric 
bias is also shown in how tasks of governance, 
economic production, and religious worship 
are overwhelmingly allocated to men, whereas 

women are only giving prominence in domestic 
tasks, such as cooking, weaving and caring for 
others. 

The main conclusion of this paper is, therefore, 
that almost twenty years after feminist and 
gender-based perspectives became widespread 
in Spain, Spanish archaeology has had very 
limited success in preventing androcentric biases 
from establishing themselves in cultural products 
aimed at transmitting prehistoric life ways to the 
general public. This is not to say that Spanish 
archaeology as a whole is lacking in explicit 
reflections and discussions about how SDL or 
gender roles must be dealt with within the context 
of dissemination for the non-specialized public, 
or that no progress has been made at a more 
general level. Various attempts have been made 
in this direction, including papers looking at the 
educational role of museums (GONZÁLEZ 2000b, 
2011) and particularly at the representations of 
gender in the permanent exhibitions of some of 
them (HORNOS and RÍSQUEZ 2000; QUEROL 
and HORNOS 2011; PRADOS TORREIRA and 
LÓPEZ RUIZ, 2017). In fact, valuable examples of 
the progress made in the struggle against sexism 
in the portrayal of SDL in museums can be cited, 
such as the temporary exhibition held in 2006 
by the Valencia Museum of Prehistory under the 
title “Las Mujeres en la Prehistoria” (Women in 
Prehistory) (VVAA 2006), the GENDAR project 
(Recursos para la Investigación de la Arqueología 
de las Mujeres y de Género en España in its 
Spanish acronym), or the new permanent 
exhibition of the National Archaeology Museum 
in Madrid, which opened in 2014. 

However, as we have shown above fashion, 
the biases present in the sample of audiovisual 
productions under study ignore the available 
scientific, ethnographic, or archaeological data 
on the SDL and gender roles among prehistoric 
societies. In our view, these productions were 
not made on the basis of the most relevant 
scientific, ethnographic, or archaeological 
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evidence. Their clear bias is essentially due to 
the uncritical application of gender stereotypes 
according to which women are to raise children 
and be caretakers and housewives, whereas men 
take care of major economic and social tasks 
and hold the political and economic power. The 
presence of such a bias in Spanish audiovisual 
productions is not only intolerable in light of 
the lack of scientific substantiation, but it also 
perniciously perpetuates a sexist discrimination 
that damages the human and social development 
of both women and men, although especially the 
former. The fact that many of these productions 
are directed towards an audience of children 
makes this even more worrying, as it contributes, 
consciously or unconsciously, to the development 
and reinforcement of unequal and limiting roles 
for future men and women.

Therefore, efforts need to be made towards 
correcting this problem. First, more empirical 
scrutiny and public discussion like the one 
proposed in this paper, is needed. Second, 
scientific advising should be always used when 
making such audiovisual productions and the 
criteria concerning the portrayal of SDL and 
gender roles made explicit. As mentioned above, 
less than a third of the productions studied here 
claim to have received any kind of scientific 
advising, which is a remarkably low percentage, 
whereas none of them clarifies what the advising 
consisted of and what criteria were applied to the 
representation of genders.

With their misogynistic biases, perhaps 
(very probably) introduced unconsciously or 
involuntarily, the creators of these audiovisual 
productions are contributing to presenting the 
public with a distorted version of the scientific 
knowledge that exists regarding the prehistoric 
societies that they seek to explain. This bias, firstly, 
transfers to the distant past a social situation 
belonging to recent history and the present, 
without consideration of the archaeological-
ethnographic (scientific) basis for it; secondly, 

it imbues it with an entire series of allegedly 
unstated moral values in regards to the activities 
corresponding to each sex; thirdly, not only 
does it transfer to the past the same situation 
of modern-day SDL, but also the differential 
assessment of this division, thus projecting an 
image of inequality.

Keeping these considerations in mind, we 
believe that it is fundamental to demand that 
the Spanish public institutions and private 
organisations that sponsor and/or produce 
audiovisual productions related to Prehistory (or 
with any period of human history), follow clear, 
scientifically-based criteria when attributing 
gender roles to the characters present in these 
productions. This is necessary in order to 
avoid falling into unfortunate stereotypes and 
clichés that perpetuate the inequality currently 
existing between men and women, fostering 
the discrimination of the latter in politics, the 
economy, and religion. Neither the ignorance of 
the creators of these productions, nor the scarcity 
(or non-existence) of scientific information can 
serve as an excuse to disseminate, imaginary 
sexual divisions of labour for Prehistory in 
particular, and the Past in general, which help 
to entrench the inequality and discrimination 
suffered by women in today’s world. Even less 
so when such productions are made with funds 
coming from the taxpayer.

In today’s Spain, political responsibility, 
scientific honesty, and a sense of commitment to 
social justice all encourage informing the target 
audience as to what are the criteria followed when 
assigning gender roles in audiovisual productions 
like those studied here. As a rule, in the cases for 
which no scientific information is available, explicit 
(and declared) criteria of not assigning gender to 
individuals in the recreations, real animations, 
and/or 3D animations should be adopted. Or, if 
gender is assigned, have them appear carrying 
out all activities indistinctly. In matters of gender, 
all scientific dissemination work that helps to 
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expand knowledge and awareness on the cultural 
heritage should be based on documentation that 
should be clearly expressed in the form of some 
recognised criteria.
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