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 ABSTRACT1

The organizer’s invitation to participate in the 
2018 edition of Archeology and History of Peasantry 
seminars placed me face to face with the term 
‘peasants’ years after I had abandoned it, mainly as 
a consequence of my uneasiness with the way it had 
been applied to the Late Prehistory of Iberia. The 
text that follows is in some ways a reappraisal of my 
own statements but, most of all, is a political eco-
nomic interpretation of the reasons why I believe that 
Iberian Copper Age societies did not develop the ma-
terial conditions necessary to allow the systematic 
and permanent exploitation of the primary producer 
through extra-economic means.

KEYWORDS: Peasants. Political Economy. Ceremo-
nial funds. Copper Age. Iberia.

Clear-cut definitions tend to be tricky historical 
tools. In most cases one can always find exceptions 
which fall outside their boundaries. The existing 
definitions and scholarly uses of the term ‘peasant’ 
demonstrate this problem: specialists have fre-
quently given broad delimitations that, with their 
own ambiguities, allow for a wider and his torically 
inclusive use.

Chris Wickham, an outstanding specialist in 
the subject matter, gives one such open definition 
of a peasant: “a settled cultivator (or, more rarely, 
pastoralist), cultivating largely for subsistence, who 
does at least some agricultural work personally, 
and who controls his or her labour on the land” 
(WICKHAM 2005: 386). Of course, Wickham is 
not considering peasants as ahistorical characters, 
but as key actors in the Middle Age societies he 

1 Instituto de Historia, CSIC.

analyzes. Nevertheless, his definition allows for 
certain inclusiveness, raising important historical 
issues when seen from the perspective of a scholar 
as far from the Middle Ages as myself.

As it stands, Wickham’s definition would be 
reasonably applicable to most agriculturalists of 
the Later Prehistory of Europe: from the Neo-
lithic on many, if not most, were settled groups 
that cultivated their land for the purpose of 
subsistence, mainly through their personal labor. 
In fact, this interpretation was put forward by 
J.M. Vicent in his 1991 seminal paper El Neolítico. 
Transformaciones sociales y económicas where 
he laid the foundations of a political economy 
approach to the origins of food production in 
Iberia. He stated that “the Neolithic revolution 
is indeed the origin of the peasant way of life. 
This process, however, does not necessarily imply 
the origin of peasantry as a social class, but its 
necessary condition, that is, the specific form of 
relationship with the means of production that 
will sustain it” (VICENT 1991: 52, my translation).

I followed Vicent’s approach in using the 
concept of peasant communities in my earlier 
publications (e.g. DÍAZ!DEL!RÍO 1995). Twenty-
five years later, I believe they contributed to a 
radical shift in our understanding of the nature of 
late prehistoric societies in central Iberia. Groups 
that had been traditionally considered highly 
mobile herders are now implicitly or explicitly 
described as sedentary and strongly dependent 
on agriculture. My review of the archaeological 
record and critique of this previous normative 
perspective was a reasoned consequence of adop-
ting a theoretically-charged formulation of the 
concept of early peasant communities that could 
be applicable to the later prehistory of central 
Iberia. Peasant studies had traditionally used the 
presence of dominant groups that extract surplus 

 2
What the Iberian Copper Age 

can tell us about peasant societies, and vice versa
P"#$% D&'(-#")-R&%1

Instituto de Historia, CSIC
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42 PEDRO DÍAZ!DEL!RÍO

as a demarcation boundary between the so-
called primitive economies or tribal agricultural 
villages and ‘real’ peasant communities. However, 
following Vicent (1991), the key characteristic 
that allowed for the emergence of early peasant 
communities was not the presence or absence 
of a dominant group, but the existence of a spe-
cific condition that allowed for such a group’s 
existence: labor investments that bound groups to 
their land. If we could argue for the existence of 
these labor investments, than we could arguably 
consider these groups to be peasants.

Although mostly misunderstood, the discussion 
was not typological in nature. The key issue at 
stake related to a political economic matter: what 
was the scale of the landesque capital2 required 
to create the material conditions under which 
extra-economic extortion could emerge, and if 
these material conditions would be sufficient to 
allow for the emergence of such extortion under 
any circumstances. My research suggested that 
during the Copper Age labor investments in 
landesque capital were substantial and would 
have allowed for the emergence of low-scale 
exploi tative mechanisms. I nevertheless could 
not recognize clear cut archaeological evidence 
for such mechanisms, essentially, individuals that 
enjoyed a higher standard of living than others. 
My solution to this contradiction involved sugges-
ting that agroforestry, the kind of landesque ca-
pital investment that I proposed was dominant 
in central Iberia’s semi-steppe environment, 
inhibited the possibility of developing exploitative 
mechanisms (DÍAZ!DEL!RÍO 1995: 107).

My subsequent disenchantment with the 
use of peasant studies terminology in Iberian 
archaeology was twofold. On the one hand, its 
use was popularized in the specialized literature 
not without first emptying it of all its theoretical 
content. Prehistoric cultivators automatically 
became peasants, but the approach remained 
atheorethical, or pragmatically functionalist 
at best. On the other hand, I had to confront 

2 Originally defined by Amartya Sen (1959) and 
further developed by Brookfield (e.g. 1984) the term has 
been used mostly —but not only— in historical ecology to 
describe long term improvements to land, as for example 
fertilizing, terracing or irrigation systems that “create an 
investment in land which the improver must be able to hold” 
(BROOKFIELD 1984: 36). For an updated discussion on the 
concept, see papers in the volume Håkansson and Widgren 
(2014), particularly Widgren and Håkansson’s introduction.

the problem that while the later prehistoric 
archaeological record suggested the existence of a 
profound long-term landesque capital investment, 
the original “primitive capital accumulation” 
(VI CENT 1991) by which peasants became 
tied to their land, it was obvious that clear-cut 
inequalities did not emerge until very late in the 
prehistoric sequence, not only in central Iberia 
but throughout the whole peninsula. The question 
then became, what other conditions which 
underlay these historical trajectories prevented 
the development of unequivocal exploitative me-
chanisms? By 2006, already avoiding ‘peasant’ 
terminology, I suggested that “the structural limits 
of any long-term political change were constrained 
by a modest surplus production, mostly oriented 
to assure the reproduction of small-scale groups, 
the failure to enforce socioeconomic or ideological 
mechanisms needed to increase the amount of 
labour force and, overall, no long term means of 
accumulation of value” (DÍAZ!DEL!RÍO 2006: 
76).

Though this explanation worked for central 
Iberia, it was easily counter-argued from a com-
parative approach. Among other problems, my 
argument concerning late prehistoric constraints 
was incapable of explaining one of the most 
fascinating phenomena of the later prehistory 
of Iberia: the emergence of mega-sites. In such 
cases, constraints were clearly pushed to their 
struc tural limits and yet, permanent exploitative 
mechanisms did not seem to have emerged in the 
long-term. The historical problem thus remained, 
and my research since then has been devoted to 
understanding the nature of these late prehistoric 
societies.

BACK TO A POLITICAL ECONOMY 
APPROACH

The distinguished Marxian anthropologist 
Eric Wolf opened the preface to his classic book 
“Peasants” defining them by what they were not: 
they “stand midway between the primitive tribe 
and industrial society”, and went on to argue that:

“… in primitive society, producers control the 
means of production, including their own labor, 
and exchange their own labor and its products 
for the culturally-defined equivalent goods and 
services of others. In the course of cultural 
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evolution, however, such simple systems have 
been superseded by others in which control 
of the means of production, including the 
disposition of human labor, passes from the 
hands of the primary producers into the hands 
of groups that do not carry on the productive 
process themselves, but assume instead special 
executive and administrative functions, backed 
by the use of force. […] In primitive society, 
surpluses are exchanged directly among 
groups or members of groups; peasants, howe-
ver, are rural cultivators whose surpluses are 
transferred to a dominant group of rulers that 
uses the surpluses both to underwrite its own 
standard of living and to distribute the re-
mainder to groups in society that do not farm 
but must be fed for their specific goods and 
services in turn” (WOLF 1966: 3)

This characterization shifts the recognition 
of non-peasant agriculturalists and peasants as 
“functional” types (groups that do something) 
into the realm of political economy. There are two 
benchmarks that divide peasants from early cul-
tivators: the presence of a non-producer group 
and the existence of a fund of rent that is pro-
duced by the primary producers and extracted 
through force by non-producers. To use Wolf’s 
own words, “it is the production of a fund of rent 
which critically distinguishes the peasant from 
the primitive cultivator” (WOLF 1966: 10). Rent, 
as my medievalist colleagues well know, is “a 
payment made to the owner of a monopoly over 
resources in return for access to these resources 
[…normally] captured by the surplus takers at the 
end of the cycle of production”.

As Wolf highlights, most societies with an 
agro-pastoral economy require at least two funds: 
a replacement fund, essential for the maintenance 
and reproduction of the productive process, and 
the so-called ceremonial fund, necessary to sustain 
and reproduce social relations. The third kind of 
fund, the funds of rent or just ‘rent’ as it is known 
in Marxist tradition, can be created when and only 
when someone is able to exercise “an effective 
superior power, or domain, over a cultivator” 
(WOLF 1966: 10).

In my opinion, the most elegant framework 
specifying how these conditions could have emer-
ged in prehistoric Europe has been put forward 
by Antonio Gilman: it became possible “when 
capital intensification of subsistence production 

had proceeded to the point that leaders could add 
the threat of violence to their earlier promises 
of assistance without being abandoned by their 
followers”. Gilman’s hypothesis (aka ‘the ma-
fia hypothesis’- GILMAN 1990), is of course 
relational: capital intensification of subsistence 
production can only allow for the development 
of a dependency bond if commoners are in no 
condition to abandon their demanding and 
exploitative leaders, in other words, if the costs 
of submission and the adoption of other stra-
tegies of resistance (sensu SCOTT 1985) are 
less than the costs of voting with their feet. The 
constitution of this dependency bond is perhaps 
the most straightforward “state-building process: 
consolidation of control over the use of force, 
elimination of rivals, formation of coalitions, ex-
ten sion of protection, routinized extraction of 
resources” (TILLY 1974: xxiii).

Out of all of prehistoric Europe, the Iberian 
Copper Age stands out as an example of how 
groups with an economy heavily dependent on 
agriculture and animal husbandry were able to 
increase their production of surpluses without 
falling into Gilman’s social trap. In the following 
sections I put forward an explanation as to how 
and why I think this happened.

THE COPPER AGE, THE GOLDEN AGE OF 
IBERIAN PREHISTORY

The Copper Age in the western Mediterranean, 
and particularly in Iberia, is a period of about one 
thousand years, ranging broadly from 3200 to 
2200 BC. It follows the Neolithic, and emerges over 
2300 years after the introduction of the first agro-
pastoral based economies to the region. The earlier 
Neolithic brought with it pottery, cereals (wheat, 
barley) and legumes (lentils, peas, faba beans) 
(PEÑA!CHOCARRO et alii, 2018), plus all the main 
domestic animals (sheep, goat, pig, cow) except 
for the dog (PIRES et alii, 2019). With it came 
a whole set of changes in lifestyles, technologies 
and landscapes: increasing sedentarism, the ge-
neralization of underground storage facilities, the 
gradual expansion of dehesa style landscapes and 
a subtle but continuous increase in population 
densities (BALSERA et alii, 2015).

Compared with the earlier Neolithic period, 
the ‘long third millennium’ (BROODBANK 
2014: 50) in the western Mediterranean is one 
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of the most outstanding periods of European 
Prehistory in terms of archaeological evidence 
for massive labor mobilizations, pervasive 
connectivity, materialization of wealth, and 
occasional attempts to institutionalize unequal 
power relations through ritual pathways. It is also 
a time of extraordinary contrasts: agro-pastoral 
societies with apparently similar technological 
and ecological backgrounds appeared to have had 
radically disparate trajectories.

Certainly, the western Mediterranean regions 
witnessed divergent and occasionally antithetical 
historical trajectories. Some –as in the case 
of Iberian, Sardinian or Maltese examples—
showed evidence of increasing complexity (e.g. 
CHAPMAN 1990), while others—as in the case of 
Italy—testified to a ‘greater simplification’ (ROBB 
2007). Even when analyzing the variability of the 
increasingly complex cases, the materialization 
of social trajectories unfolded along completely 
different pathways. While there are obvious 
rea sons to believe that some southern Iberian 
groups were intensifying their ritual behaviors in 
a similar fashion to their Maltese counterparts, 
no such thing as a ‘temple’ has ever been found 
in the Peninsula. This wide variety of pathways 
mediated the social, economic and discursive 
contradictions whenever kinship metaphors 
became ineffective for justifying emerging ine-
qualities.

It is clear that the Copper Age, the golden 
age of Iberian Prehistory, could only be possible 
through the production of agrarian surpluses, 
materialized in the abundant evidence of surplus 
that we recognize for the period. These ‘affluent 
societies’, to use Risch’s terms (2018), did indeed 
produce a wealth of surpluses, many of which 
were required for and consumed in collective 
la bor investments. Undoubtedly, larger long-
term sustained collective enterprises would result 
in higher demands on the primary producers. 
This placed an inevitable pressure on production 
beyond domestic needs, but did not result in the 
institutionalization of long-term mechanisms of 
exploitation of the primary producers.

The fact that this process did not cage 
commoners, thus making then vulnerable to 
extor tion, was most probably the combined result 
of the following historical factors:

a) The low proportion of labor to land, which 
was never a strong determinant because of 

the overall low population densities at an 
Iberian scale.

b) The existence of a fluid social landscape 
based on the active reciprocity of wide-
ranging social networks.

c) The nature of the intensification of pro-
duction, mainly a result of an increase of 
labor inputs.

d) The fractal nature of the social organization 
of production and of property rights, based 
on extensive lineage ties, and not on self-
sufficient household units.

e) And finally, the role played by ceremonial 
funds in both pumping and channeling the 
flow of surplus into non-infrastructural 
collective labor investments.

Copper Age leaders and pretenders did not 
rely on funds of rent, not because commoners 
where consciously ‘against the state’, but because 
the historical conditions necessary for the mere 
existence of rent were yet to emerge.

T*" +$%+%$,-%. %/ )'0%$ ,% )'.#

In order to address this issue we first need to 
consider prehistoric demography. Some years 
ago my colleagues and I published a summed 
calibrated date probability distributions for the 
later prehistory of the Iberian Peninsula using 
over 4,400 radiocarbon dates between 8000 and 
3000 BP (Fig. 2.1), a time range beginning in the 
regional late Mesolithic and running through 
the Bronze Age3 (BALSERA et alii, 2015). This 
statistical approach makes the assumption that 
the quantity of radiocarbon dates can serve as a 
proxy for population size: more people, more gar-
bage; more garbage, more dates. Results of these 
calculations suggest, as could be suspected, that 
the Iberian population followed a Malthusian 
pattern of exponential growth, with a subtle in-
crease of the overall population by the beginning 
of the Neolithic that we may associate with the 
reduction of mobility and increase in fertility rates 
associated with the dawn of food production, a 
pattern that has been recognized for continental 
Europe (DOWNEY et alii, 2014).

3 Dates are available at www.idearq.org, a spatial infras-
tructure with more than 11000 radiocarbon dates from over 
2200 archaeological sites in Iberia and the Balearic islands.
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Figure 2.1. Summed calibrated date probability distributions for the later prehistory of the Iberian Peninsula (from Balsera 
et alii, 2015: 203 figure 3)

The exponential curve can also be explored 
as a practical proxy for comparing population 
densities over time: by the early Bronze Age (circa 
2000 BC), the overall population of Iberia would 
have been some eight times that which existed by 
the late Mesolithic (6000 BC). These proportions   
are similar, if not identical, to those that have 
been proposed by Müller (MÜLLER 2015: 200) 
for the entire European continent based on other 
proxies: about one million inhabitants by 6000 BC 
reaching approximately eight million by 2000 BC. 
Assuming that the population was homogeneously 
distributed throughout the European continent, 
the estimated total for the Iberian Peninsula would 
be about 58,000 individuals by the end of the 
Mesolithic (± 0.09 individuals per km2), reaching 
almost half a million by the end of the Copper Age 
(± 1 individual per km2).

Of course, we know that human groups were 
not distributed homogeneously throughout the 
landscape, neither at a continental scale nor in 
the actual Iberian Peninsula. The archaeological 
record suggests that at the beginning of the 
Neolithic population densities were probably 
higher in some coastal areas than in the semi-

steppe territories of the central plateau (ZILHAO 
2000), while the locational pattern of Copper Age 
sites suggests river valleys were more densely 
populated than interfluvial areas, semi-arid regions 
and mountain ranges.

Nevertheless, with a mean of one individual per 
square kilometer, it is understandable why land 
availability was never a determinant factor for 
Iberian Copper Age groups. Provided the required 
assets, Copper Age peoples could always find a 
fertile plot and the necessary pasture lands to 
survive beyond the physical radius of influence 
of any potential exploitative leader. In a world of 
extensive res nullius, the key factor was not land 
availability, but the existence of a social context 
that would allow for such relocation to occur 
without assuming the risks of socio-economic 
predation (HAYDEN 2001).

F)1-# )'.#23'+"2

Copper Age groups reduced their subsistence 
risks through social means, intensifying reciprocity 
links, creating fluid exchange networks, practicing 
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regional mobility, and activating multiple pro-
cesses of population fusion and fission. In simpler 
terms, Copper Age groups buffered risk by 
aggregating at different scales, times and places.

Perhaps the most outstanding evidence for 
the fluidity of the social landscape is the quantity 
and quality of exotic raw materials obtained 
through long-distance exchange, most of which 
were apparently transformed by highly-skilled 
local craftspeople (e.g. GARCÍA SANJUÁN 
et alii, 2013). This evidence includes African and 
Asian ivory (SCHUHMACHER 2017), African 
ostrich-egg shell, and Sicilian amber (MURILLO!
BARROSO et alii, 2018). But the evidence for 
active exchange mechanisms is mostly traceable 
through the numerous autochthonous remains 
found in Copper Age sites, large and small. One 
such case is green stone beads, which seem to 
have permeated the entire Iberian landscape (e.g. 
VILLALOBOS and ODRIOZOLA 2016), but also 
ochre, cinnabar, flint, ground stone, and copper 
from different outcrops.

Nevertheless, the costs of circulating objects 
should not be overstated. The objective physical 
distance suggests that any individual wishing to 
traverse the Iberian landscape would not have 
incurred excessive energy costs. To put it in ano-
ther way, the main problems would have arisen 
from the social and political distance between tra-
velers and the groups they encountered.

We can objectively approach distance by 
considering the so-called friction of terrain. To 

illustrate this point, my colleague Antonio Uriarte 
has produced a cartogram demonstrating the 
comparative costs of travelling across Iberia on 
foot (Fig. 2.2). Obviously, this cartogram does 
not have the detailed practical knowledge that we 
could imagine a prehistoric traveler would have 
had, but as a heuristic representation it high-
lights some important features. Perhaps the most 
obvious is the comparatively low costs of mo-
vement through the plateaus, or the outstan ding 
connectivity of the Guadalquivir river valley with 
the other two main watercourses of southern 
Iberia, the Guadiana and the Tagus.

Estimates are useful in clarifying the nature 
of connectivity and distance. A traveler, on foot, 
would take about 17 days (8-hours/day) to get 
from the site of Perdigões (Evora) to Arenal 
(Valencia), practically crossing the peninsula 
from side to side, or just six days from Valencina 
de la Concepción (Seville) to Marroquíes Bajos 
(Jaén), the biggest enclosures in Iberia, both in 
the Guadalquivir river valley. We reach similar 
conclusions when we consider a round trip from 
Los Millares (Almería) to any of the flint outcrops 
used by its inhabitants (AFONSO et alii, 2011): 
13 to the Andévalo (Huelva), 5 to Gallumbares 
(Loja), 3.5 to Puentes (Murcia) and just over one 
day to Cabo de Gata (Almería), where most of the 
flint was obtained. That is to say, under the social 
conditions of late prehistoric Iberia, it is the lack 
of connectivity, rather than connectivity, that 
demands explanation.

 
Figure 2.2. Cartography and cartogram showing the comparative costs of transiting Iberia based on friction of terrain, courtesy of 
Antonio Uriarte, Instituto de Historia, CSIC. Cartogram produced with Cartogram geoprocessing tool for ArcGIS, based on the meth-
odology developed by Gastner and Newman (2004). The used variable is the friction of terrain following Díaz (quoted in Parcero 2002) 
and altitude data from CGIAR-CSI SRTM 90 m Digital Elevation Data (http://srtm.csi.cgiar.org/) (Jarvis et al., 2008)
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Human mobility has also been considered key 
to understanding Copper Age social dynamics. We 
now have substantial evidence of the nature and 
tempo of mobility from strontium isotope analyses, 
the bulk of which has been produced during 
the last ten years. Results suggest that a random 
Copper Age community would have incorporated 
about 5 to 10 percent non-local individuals, that is, 
individuals that moved throughout their lifetime 
from their region of birth to another with a clearly 
different strontium signature (DÍAZ!ZORITA 
et alii, 2018). The reasons behind this movement 
were extremely varied, with explanations ranging 
from pervasive patterns of patrilocality to the 
occasional occurrence of long-distance travelers. 
Combined with our previous population estimates, 
this would offer an overall—perhaps excessive—
figure of about 25,000 to 50,000 individuals 
moving at least once in their lifetime from their 
original region to some other by the end of the 
Copper Age, circa 2500-2200 BC. These figures 
are obviously estimates, but give a good sense of 
the scale of third millennium BC human mobility.

Behind this connectivity and human mobility 
is a society with highly inclusive mechanisms. 
As we have highlighted in our recent analysis 
of over one hundred individuals buried at the 
site of Marroquíes Bajos (Jaén) (DÍAZ!ZORITA 
et alii, 2018), newcomers were incorporated into 
the social fabric as full members of the commu-
nity, an inclusion that was overtly sanctio ned 
in death through their incorporation into the 
local mortuary landscape. The flexibility and in   
clusiveness of their structuring principles, fre-
quently recognized as a fundamental quality of 
kinship-based groups, allowed for the development 
of mega-sites, one of the most one of the most 
fascinating social events in late prehistoric Iberia.

However, both aggregations and the creation 
of this circulating wealth necessarily increased 
production beyond domestic needs. Surplus re   
quired intensifying production, something that 
could only be possible through either an increase 
of labor inputs or through technological change.

I.,".2-/-3',-%.

Technological change would perhaps be the 
first thing that comes to mind when considering 
causes for the increase of agrarian surpluses during 
the Copper Age. In fact, it is commonly agreed 

that groups probably reduced their subsistence 
risks through the incorporation of the plow 
sometime around 3000 cal BC.

Although we lack direct evidence for the 
plough in Iberia, this Copper Age tool would not 
have been much different from the ard recovered 
at Lavagnone, in the Italian Veneto, dating to 1500 
years after the earliest evidence for plow marks in 
Europe. Made out of a single piece of oak wood, 
these fragile early plows were probably used in 
agriculture in combination with digging sticks 
or foot plows, and would have been particularly 
useful —perhaps only useful— in already tilled, 
flat and light soils, where with some effort one 
could obtain a convenient 10 cm deep furrow.

However, what we know of Copper Age loca-
tional patterns suggests that many sites in Iberia 
occupied fluvial terraces, that is, were located in 
close proximity to heavy soils. It follows that the 
introduction of plow technology seems to have 
had a limited effect in determining the location 
of dwelling areas, and it may thus be time to 
reconsider its leading role in the intensification 
of production during the third millennium BC. 
The limited importance of plow technology in 
the expansion of dry farming may have also been 
restricted by the collective social organization 
of production (see next section) since, as Chris 
Wickham notes, unlike the more collective re   
quirements of animal husbandry or irrigation, dry 
farming involves little structured co-operation 
(WICKHAM 2005: 390). That is, plow was an 
available but not socially acceptable technology 
for Copper Age groups in Iberia.

So, whatever the impact of plow agriculture, 
technological change may have not played a 
determinant role in increasing overall production. 
An alternative way to contrast this statement 
would be turning to other proxies, such as diet 
change, particularly as the introduction of new 
crops, the increasing use of manure, and crop 
rotation of cereals and legumes can all leave traces 
in human and faunal isotopic signatures. The data 
collected over the last several years shows that 
the 415N values of the 339 Copper Age individuals 
sampled are not significantly higher than the 
214 Neolithic individuals. These results suggest 
that the proposed shift to dry farming production 
was not as generalized as we once thought, and 
that a reliance on gardening may well have per   
sisted as the main agricultural contribution to 
human diet.
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Something similar happens when observing 
413C isotopic values some of which suggest the 
introduction of new crops such as millet, a species 
that may have already been in Europe by the 
third millennium BC. Rotation of summer and 
winter crops would have a significant effect on the 
reduction of risk and would be an obvious signal 
of technological intensification. Again, there is 
no clear isotopic evidence that dietary practices 
shifted significantly during the Copper Age 
compared to the earlier Neolithic. Instead, there 
is a significant shift, and actually a quite radical 
one, in the subsequent Bronze Age. These data 
lend additional support to those hypotheses that 
posit that the Bronze Age was the main period of 
transformation into an intensified agrarian system 
of production (e.g. GILMAN 1982).

Therefore, although some technological 
changes may have been under way, the increase 
in Copper Age surplus production could have 
been largely dependent, with all its limitations, on 
an increase of labor inputs. These inputs favored 
the consolidation of a highly effective form of 
landsesque capital intensification: the dehesa, 
the main multifunctional agro-sylvo-pastoral 
landscape in Iberia (HARRISON 1985). This lan-
desque capital intensification was not the result 
of a “systematic act of premeditated investment” 
(DAVIES 2014: 173) as would for example be the 
case for terrace farming, but of an unintentional 
incremental agrarian practice (sensu DOOLITTLE 
1984), one able to sustain increased labor inputs 
without caging producers.

S%3-') %$5'.-(',-%. %/ +$%#13,-%. 
'.# %/ +$%+"$,6 $-5*,2

One of the most outstanding qualities of the 
Copper Age archaeological record is its pre!
dictability. Both locations and settlement or ga!
nizational principles are systematically re plicated, 
large or small, in an organic spatial arrangement 
that reproduces fractal patterns. Although some 
unique cases do exist (FER NÁN DEZ FLORES 
et alii, 2016), the nature and quantity of arti!
facts found at Copper Age sites is also highly pre!
dictable.

In clear contrast with the subsequent Bronze 
Age archaeological record, where the logic of 
individual household units seems overwhelming 
(the best example being Peñalosa, CONTRERAS 

2001), Copper Age sites reproduce similar 
collective patterns of spatial organization. As has 
been documented, among others, in sites such as 
Marroquíes Bajos (ZAFRA et alii, 1999; DÍAZ!
DEL!RÍO 2004), circular huts of similar size are 
grouped together with occasional larger structures, 
sometimes structured around and oriented 
towards central open spaces. Functional variability 
between buildings, as has been for example 
proposed for the site of El Malagón (Granada) 
(GILMAN 2001: 78 footnote 28), suggest an 
organization where the domestic unit is not the 
individual self-sufficient household, to use some 
peasant studies terminology, but the extensive 
combination of related groups. These hut clusters 
share integrative collective spaces filled by both 
open air and underground storage facilities, 
sometimes with exceptional storage capacities 
inconceivable for small domestic groups. The or!
ganizational pattern suggests a certain scale of 
collective ownership over the every-day means of 
production and reproduction, a probable result of 
a social arrangement where extended groups have 
collectively recognized claims over shares of the 
overall available assets.

Many sites are also surrounded by stone 
walls or ditched enclosures of different sizes, all 
systematically reproducing the same pattern and 
all a result of collective labor inputs. The organic 
nature of this collectivity is replicated throughout 
the archaeological record, in both the domestic 
and mortuary spheres: collective arrangements are 
the pervasive signature of Copper Age sites.

All this evidence suggests a social organization 
of production similar to what Sahlins described 
as a segmentary group: “a number of equivalent, 
unspecialized multifamily groups, each the 
structural duplicate of the other [where] the pri!
mary segment is a self-sustaining perpetual body 
exercising social control over its productive re!
sources” (SAHLINS 1961). Segmentary groups 
are known to have the ability for aggregating 
while systematically maintaining their capacity 
for independence. Perhaps the best archaeological 
example that this was the case during the Iberian 
Copper Age is almost a material statement in 
itself: at the peak of collective action at Marroquíes 
Bajos, when groups were investing massive 
amounts of labor in building six concentric ditches 
(ranging from 6-10 m in width and 2-5 m in depth) 
enclosing over 130 hectares, one of these groups 
built the site known as Venta de Rapa (LECHUGA 
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et alii, 2014), a perfect reproduction in scale of 
the inner enclosure at Marro quíes Bajos, only 
17 kilometers away. The inhabitants of Venta 
de Rapa were obviously not an enemy faction of 
those living at Marroquíes, but part of the social 
network of groups that were contributing to the 
emergence and maintenance of the mega-site.

These segments were ready to pump social 
surpluses into their ceremonial funds, sometimes 
in a massive ways. The wealth and labor needed to 
build many of the enclosures and monuments that 
we know existed in the Copper Age are definitely 
breathtaking. As we showed, these funds were a 
result of intensifying production beyond domestic 
needs, but this intensification remained socially 
acceptable, in fact probably a social imperative, 
while the social benefits of doing so outweighed 
the costs of increasing their surplus labor in!
vestments.

C"$"7%.-') /1.#2

Anticipated by the eventful construction of 
the monumental dolmen of Menga (Antequera), 
built sometime around 3800 cal BC (GARCÍA 
SANJUÁN and MORA 2018), the third millen-
nium BC displays the most outstanding ma terial 
evidence for collective labor investments in all of 
the Later Prehistory of Iberia.

Massive labor mobilizations were deployed 
in building non-productive infrastructure, so!
metimes continuing with previous monumental 
burial traditions, but mainly in enclosing areas 
with stone walls, ditches, or both. Enclosures, the 
material signature for the third millennium BC, 
can be found throughout most of the peninsula. 
Their size ranges from less than one hectare, to the 
massive 130 ha enclosure system of Marroquíes 
Bajos (Jaén) or the still undefined 400 ha of the 
biggest and wealthiest site in Iberia: Valencina de 
la Concepción (Seville).

They all reproduce very similar patterns, as 
exemplified by the so-called ditched-enclosures: 
sites spatially organized around one or several 
circular and concentric ditches, usually located in 
sedimentary basins, occupying the slopes of gentle 
hills or flat lands, and very frequently teeming 
with underground features that are distributed in 
complex palimpsests.

Perhaps one of the best known examples of 
this trend in terms of planning and overall spatial 

organization is Marroquíes Bajos (Jaén). The 
130 ha settlement is organized by six seemingly 
concentric ditched enclosures, sometimes rein-
forced by segments of massive adobe or highly 
elaborated core-and-veneer limestone masonry 
walls. Although there is a certain controversy, the 
size, planning and apparent lack of evidence for an 
organic growth, as would be expected in a long-
term process of expansion, suggests they were 
probably built in a relatively short period of time, 
sometime around 2450 cal BC.

Unlike the production of highly skilled crafts, 
such as those occasionally found in some Copper 
Age sites, collective labor investments of the 
kind that existed during this period required the 
production, concentration and concomitant con-
sumption of social surplus. This surplus, ma-
terialized as direct labor, food and the necessary 
logistics that underlay the aggregation of people, 
must have been pumped into collective action 
in the only socially acceptable way possible: as 
ceremonial funds. There is no archaeological evi-
dence suggesting that these funds were controlled 
or somehow centralized in storage facilities. In 
fact, most of the evidence for high-capacity storage 
facilities in—for example—Marroquíes Bajos 
has been recovered in common domestic areas, 
suggesting that it was those extended groups that 
had a direct physical control over them.

Nevertheless, ceremonial funds did occasio-
nally result in unique but outstanding accumu-
lations of wealth, all of which suggests that 
whenever possible, the flow of surplus did allow 
for some collectives to show-off. Certainly, 
these groups were at times able to “overrule seg-
mentary interests [without creating] a fully-
fledged apparatus of coercion that [could] compel 
obedience” (WOLF 1999: 69). The fact that they 
always did so by ambiguously manipulating 
the common collective discourse, suggests the 
difficulties in consolidating their status while 
maintaining the preexisting social arrangements 
that could sustain them.

Perhaps an exemplary case of one such occasion 
is the monumental tholos of Montelirio, one of the 
many mortuary features in the 400 ha Copper Age 
mega-site of Valencina de la Concepción (Seville, 
Spain). The scale and expertise of the human 
labor deployed in the making of this monument 
is overwhelming. The quantity, quality, variety, 
exoticism, and sumptuousness of its crafts are 
unparalleled in third millennium BC Europe. The 
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unexpected sex of the burials, 20 adults, probably 
all female, is also unique in megalithic Europe.

It should be emphasized that although ob-
jects are in many ways unique, many perhaps 
inalienable, the syntaxes displayed through the 
variety and selection of highly specific materials 
used in the monument, from rocks to pigments, 
design to orientation, is nonetheless all traceable 
back to previous Neolithic burial grounds. That is, 
ceremonial funds channelled into this unique elite 
monument, where the lavish display of wealth 
was clearly signaling the social distance of the 
promoters of such an account from commoners, 
were still expressed through the communally 
accepted language of kinship and ancestry.

I have suggested (DÍAZ!DEL!RÍO 2018) that 
the aggregation of previously autonomous social 
groups, such as those that presumably created 
Valencina de la Concepción, required a collective 
social arrangement that could assure “mutually 
acknowledged privileges and obligations that are 
essential for effective collective action”, a social 
contract that would inevitably have become 
vulnerable over time (BROWN and KELLY 2015: 
224). Indeed, kinship societies cope with con-
flicts and contradictions either through fission 
or by displacing them onto the supernatural 
realm (WOLF 2001: 348). Montelirio is thus the 
exceptional evidence that strongly suggests that—at 
the peak period of collective action and thus of 
massive production of ceremonial funds—the 
inhabitants of Valencina were exploring ela borate 
ritual pathways to mediate these con tradictions.

By 2200 cal BC these former mega-sites were 
nothing but a pale shadow of what they had been 
two centuries before. We do not know why or 
what went wrong, although I would suggest that 
whatever it was did not allow for a permanent 
flow of surplus that could sustain these ceremonial 
funds. An imbalance in the perpetually unstable 
equilibrium between commitment to the common 
and segmentary needs would have been enough 
to trigger a cascading effect; something such as 
recurring bad harvests or a simple irregularity 
in yields resulting from the increasing climate 
variability that we know occurred by 2200 cal BC.

CODA

What the Iberian Copper Age can tell us about 
peasant societies is that the emergence of a fund of 

rent can only occur when it is both economically 
possible and socially acceptable. Throughout this 
paper I have tried to describe why, even though 
some Copper Age aggregation processes pushed 
Neolithic societies to their structural limits, the 
historical conditions for caging commoners had 
not been laid out.

By the end of the Copper Age most Iberian 
groups were unable—or unwilling—to reproduce 
former extended lineage structures and networks 
of solidarity. The archaeological record shows a 
fragmentation of settlement patterns, sometimes 
spreading into areas that had previously suppor-
ted very low population densities, a generalized 
lack of collective labor investments, a loss of 
highly skilled technological knowledge, and the 
overall ruin of exchange networks. The beginning 
of the Bronze Age is but a pale shade of the Gol-
den Age.

Some individuals were momentarily able to 
benefit from this social crisis in areas such as 
central Iberia (e.g. GARRIDO!PENA et alii, 2019) 
through mechanisms that are still unclear. In 
other regions, such as the southeast, groups that 
we know as “Argaric” rebuilt their organizations 
of production and reproduction on the basis of 
individual self-sufficient household units. These 
were tied to their own land assets and means of 
production in ways that were previously unknown 
to Copper Age groups, all of which allowed for “a 
certain degree of exploitation” (GILMAN 2013: 
23).

The southeastern Iberian Bronze Age un-
doubtedly shows how those more independent 
households were vulnerable to low scale but effec-
tive predatory mechanisms.

What was impossi ble during the Copper Age 
was sometimes possible during the Bronze Age, 
and perfectly feasible during the subsequent Iron 
Age.
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