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From systems of power to networks of knowledge: 
the nature of El Argar culture (southeastern Iberia, 

c. 2200–1500 BC)

Borja Legarra Herrero

El Argar culture has been depicted traditionally as a series of highly hierarchical 
geo-political systems that were mainly interested in the internal control and organisa-
tion of their territory. This article reinterprets new archaeological evidence to suggest 
an alternative vision of Argaric societies that emphasises interconnectivity between 
a mosaic of differing regions and a more fluid socio-political organisation. Network 
approaches emerge as a useful theoretical and methodological referent to make sense 
of the complexity of the archaeological data and help to place El Argar within the 
typical Mediterranean themes of connectivity, volatility and fragmentation that so 
well suit the study of the landscapes of southeastern Iberia.
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1. Introduction: networks, the Mediterranean and El Argar
El Argar culture characterises the archaeology of southeastern Spain during the end 
of the third to the middle of the second millennium BC. Once a ‘classic’ culture in the 
handbooks of European prehistory (Childe 1957), it commanded less attention from 
the academic world outside Spain in the second half of the twentieth century. This 
marginalisation is being addressed by a new wave of publications that reconnects the 
study of the region with wider archaeological interests (Cámara Serrano and Molina 
González 2006; Lull et al. 2010b; 2014; Gilman 2013; Scarre 2013; Aranda Jiménez et al. 
2015). Much of this renewed impetus relies on the lively debate around the concept 
of state and its applicability to the understanding of Argaric culture (Chapman 2003; 
Contreras Cortés et al. 2004; Lull and Micó 2011; Bartelheim 2012; Gilman 2013; Legarra 
Herrero 2014; Aranda Jiménez et al. 2015).
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The recent studies have brought a new growing acknowledgement of regional 
differences in the Argaric world with the identification of temporal and spatial vari-
ations in the way typical Argaric traits were deployed (Chapman 2008; Ramos Millán 
2013) and how these interacted with other local traditions (Aranda Jiménez 2013). 
The studies are breaking down cultural history assumptions that El Argar culture 
was a homogeneous phenomenon that covered the entirety of southeastern Iberia. 
Therefore, authors have started to move away from the label ‘culture’ and start to 
refer to the Argaric ‘norm’ (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2015, 8) to try to convey more 
accurately the diversity in the way Argaric traits appear in the record of Bronze Age 
southeastern Iberia.

Mediterranean paradigms of fragmentation, uncertainty and connectivity (Horden 
and Purcell 2000; Broodbank 2013) are also starting to influence novel approaches to 
El Argar. At the geographical level, southeastern Spain can be defined as a typically 
fragmented Mediterranean landscape (Horden and Purcell 2000), with an arid and 
unstable climate (Castro et al. 1998; Carrión et al. 2010). The river valleys (Vinalopó, 
Almanzora, Segura) contrast with the arid badlands typical of the region and against 
the high-altitude landscapes of the interior. At the same time, those valleys create 
routes that connect the mountains with the Mediterranean coast, bringing together 
the various landscapes and the unique resources in each of them such as metals 
(Murillo-Barroso et al. 2015).

It could be argued that Argaric societies may not fit well in the Mediterranean 
paradigm of interconnectivity (Horden and Purcell 2000) as long trade connections 
do not seem to be part of the essence of the Iberian Bronze Age. The presence of 
ivory, amber and ostrich eggs in several sites proves that exchange routes connect-
ing Argaric sites with Africa existed (López Padilla 2009; Lillios 2014; Murillo Barroso  
et al. 2018) but it is true that the number of such items is relatively low (but see Nocete 
et al. 2013; Lull et al. 2014) and may reflect tenous links between southeastern Spain 
and the rest of the Mediterranean.

But the Mediterranean paradigm does not just rely on long distance networks, and 
the evidence for significant exchange links at the short and medium scale in south 
Iberia is much stronger than normally recognised. The presence of distinct Argaric 
materials and cultural traits across southeastern Spain constitutes in itself strong 
evidence of the significance of movement and trade in the Bronze Age (Fig. 3.1). The 
above-mentioned variability in the Argaric record indicates a wealth of different 
types of links between regions. Further support is presented by new studies that have 
identified how raw materials moved in fluid networks across a large geographical area 
(Montero Ruiz and Murillo-Barroso 2010) and the importance of placing sites near 
main routes of communication (Andrés Rodriguez 2017).

The time has come to consider how this new information impacts the under-
standing of Argaric societies, moving the focus of investigation away from their 
internal organisation that the discussion of the ‘Argaric state’ has favoured towards 
the interactions between communities. As part of this effort, network approaches 
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(Brughmans 2010; 2013; Knappett 2011; Collar et al. 2015) may offer particular  
advantages to study the challenges that the Argaric record presents. In particular, 
many of the questions regarding socio-political complexity may be better understood 
by including the fluid nature of social and economic relationships amongst Argaric 
communities (Schortman 2014) rather than paying attention solely to the internal 
organisation of each community or region.

2. El Argar: a 500-word introduction
Third-millennium BC southern Spain is starting to be recognised as an extremely 
dynamic period, with an increasing number of large settlements and imported mate-
rials identified in the archaeological record (Nocete et al. 2008; García Sanjuán and 
Murillo-Barroso 2013). It is about 2200 BC when the last of the large Chalcolithic sites, 
Los Millares (Fig. 3.1 for sites mentioned in the text), goes out of use, coinciding with 
the appearance of a distinctive group of sites in southeastern Spain, centred first in 
the areas of modern north Almeria and south Murcia (Lull et al. 2010a).

Argaric sites were first investigated in the nineteenth century by the Siret broth-
ers, two Belgian engineers who defined this culture archaeologically (Siret and Siret 

Figure 3.1 Sites mentioned in the text and proposed maximum extension of the Argaric culture.
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1890) using the name of the most impor-
tant site discovered, El Argar (Fig.  3.1; 
modern Almeria, Spain). Argaric culture 
was defined through two main features: 
highly defensible sites found on hilltops 
(Fig. 3.2), and individual burials in cists, 
pits and jars normally found nearby or 
underneath houses (Fig.  3.3; Lull 1983; 
2000; Aranda et al. 2009; Aranda Jiménez 
et al. 2015). Argaric communities also 
have a distinct material culture, particu-
larly with the use of highly burnished 
black ceramics replacing the incised and 
impressed vessels of the Chalcolithic 
period (Fig. 3.4; Siret and Siret 1890; Lull 
1983) and with new shapes added to the 
repertoire such as pedestalled cups, and 
the carinated and biconical jars normally 
found in burials. Metal items occur more 
regularly in the archaeological record, 
normally in the form of ornaments and 
tools (Montero Ruiz 1991) with a small 
number of specialised weapons (Aranda 
Jiménez et al. 2009; Lull et al. 2010b).

Figure 3.2 View of the site of Fuente Álamo (top of 
hill) from below.

Figure 3.3 Tomb 9 in El Argar (Siret and Siret 1890, plate 35).
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Traditionally, it was thought that 
Argaric society reached its zenith around 
1750–1550 BC (Lull 1983; Aranda Jiménez 
et al. 2015), a moment in which Argaric 
sites appear across most of southeastern 
Spain (Fig. 3.1). Recent discoveries, how-
ever, are rapidly reshaping the chron-
ological and geographical framework. 
The formative period of Argaric socie-
ties at the end of the third millennium 
BC is being redrawn by new discoveries 
at the site of La Bastida, where large 
fortifications have been dated to 2200 BC 
(Lull et al. 2014). The early date of such 
formidable construction does not fit 
well with the evolutionary understand-
ing of Argaric societies (Lull 1983) and it 
raises questions about the early develop-
ment of Argaric communities and their 
relation to earlier Chalcolithic sites such 
as Los Millares. Similarly, the regional 
configuration of Argaric communities 
is undergoing major reinterpretation. 
The first area in which Argaric culture 
appeared is being expanded to include 
the region of modern south-central 

Murcia (Lull et al. 2014). This is part of an attempt to define more precisely the varying 
character of Argaric culture across different regions of southeastern Spain (Chapman 
2008; Jover Maestre and López Padilla 2009). It is increasingly evident that each region 
underwent different trajectories in the Argaric period with distinctive regional set-
tlement patterns (Legarra Herrero 2014; López Padilla et al. 2015), the exploitation 
of resources (Moreno Onorato and Contreras Cortés 2010), and the relationship of 
Argaric cultural traits with contemporaneous local traditions (Aranda Jiménez 2013).

3. The inward view: El Argar as a system
Despite new advances in the understanding of the spatio-temporal framework, the 
prevalent view of Argaric societies still relies heavily on a study of the organisation 
of each community and regional system in isolation. Traditional approaches in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries that depended heavily on diffusionist paradigms 
(Siret and Siret 1890; Aranda et al. 2015, 8–10) were replaced in the 1980s developments 
of the study of Argaric societies (Lull 1983; Gilman and Thornes 1985; Chapman et al. 
1987; Chapman 1990). The most discussed view proposed that Argaric society was 

Figure 3.4 Ceramic vases from El Argar site tombs 
(1/4 actual size) (Siret and Siret 1890, plate 55).
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organised in at least three distinct classes: a small elite, a group of free men and a class 
of dependants and/or slaves (Lull and Estévez 1986). The elite would have exercised 
control over the production and transformation of basic resources, such as cereal and 
metals, using violence as a practical but also ideological means to secure authority over 
the population (Chapman 1990; 2003; Lull 2000; Lull et al. 2009; 2010b). Other voices, such 
as Gilman’s (Gilman 1981; Gilman and Thornes 1985) and Mathers’ (1994) proposed that 
Argaric societies were more akin to ‘chiefdoms’ in which central figures had a looser 
political and economic control. Despite the significant differences amongst approaches, 
all these studies were mostly concerned with internal socio-economic factors.

This focus on the internal structure continues to be popular (Lull et al. 2009; Molina 
González and Cámara Serrano 2009), such as statistical approaches that aim to identify 
wealth levels in burials that support the idea of three distinct social classes (Lull and 
Estévez 1986; Lull 2000; Lull Santiago et al. 2005). Locational studies have also tried to 
find a link between wealthy tombs and their privileged spatial position at the centre 
of the sites that would reinforce the idea of a separate elite class living at the core of 
the major sites (Cámara Serrano and Molina González 2004; 2010).

This strict socio-political order is projected into the geo-political organisation 
of Argaric landscapes (Jover Maestre and López Padilla 1999; Arteaga Matute 2000; 
Chapman 2003; Eiroa García 2004; Molina González and Cámara Serrano 2004; Cámara 
Serrano and Molina González 2010; Lull et al. 2010b; López Padilla et al. 2014). The more 
distinguished social elites occupied the largest hilltop settlements from which they 
controlled a significant territory. Fortified areas at the centre of the large settlements 
are argued to be elite residences, and large storage areas such as cisterns in many of 
the larger settlements have been seen as evidence of the close control of subsistence 
resources (Castro et al. 2001). At the second level, smaller hilltop settlements helped to 
control those areas further away from the central site. At the third level, most of the 
lower classes lived in small sites normally in lowlands with easy access to agricultural 
land. In this view, Argaric culture was formed by a specialised territorial organisa-
tion in which each part of the society had a well-defined role, implying that Argaric 
culture could be divided in distinct regions with well-defined political boundaries, 
each of them headed by a ‘capital’ (Arteaga Matute 2000).

The study of trade and interaction between each Argaric group has been largely 
limited to the movement of metals (Molina González and Cámara Serrano 2009; Lull 
et al. 2010b). The scarcity of metal, and its unique properties (hardness, appearance) 
would have made copper and silver ideal materials for elites to construct and main-
tain a hierarchical socio-political order. Elites would have secured exclusive access to 
metals giving them a militaristic advantage and exclusive access to the prestigious 
identities attached to weaponry and silver adornments. Leaders would also have 
regulated the circulation of metals to other social groups as a mechanism of securing 
socio-political control (Lull et al. 2010b). Specialised metallurgical centres in the high-
lands, such as Peñalosa would have been controlled by central Argaric sites and the 
movement of metals would have been done through highly restricted and directional 
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channels under the supervision of the elites (Lull et al. 2010b; Moreno Onorato and 
Contreras Cortés 2010) leaving most of the population out of the exchange activities. 
Distribution and interaction within each Argaric group would also have been organised 
in highly hierarchical re-distribution systems in which metals would move downwards 
and basic staples upwards.

4. Elements of critique: El Argar as a fluid phenomenon
A new impetus in fieldwork in recent years has produced more fine-grained under-
standing of the archaeological record and one of the immediate outcomes of these 
new patterns of data is the need for more fluid interpretations of Argaric societies.

4.1. Territorial configuration and basic resource access
Major emphasis has been placed on the study of the relationship of Argaric settlements 
with surrounding resources (Gilman and Thornes 1985; Risch 1998; 2002; Carrión 
Marco 2004; Delgado Raack 2008) including some large projects around the area of 
Gatas (Chapman et al. 1987; Castro Martínez et al. 1999), Aguas (Mederos Martín 1994; 
Castro et al. 1998) and Antas (Cámalich Massieu and Martín Socas 1998). This legacy 
data has been recently reviewed for a new investigation of the relationship between 
communities, demography, territoriality and regional organisation (Serrano Ariza 2012; 
Ramos Millán 2013; Legarra Herrero 2014).

Recent research has questioned the view of a strictly organised territory, present-
ing a more fragmented and chaotic picture (Legarra Herrero 2014). The Vera region has 
in the past been presented as a geo-political unit in which the site of El Argar acted 
as the capital to a number of subordinate settlements that exploited different areas 
of the region (Arteaga Matute 2000; Schubart and Arteaga 1986). The data provided 
by intensive surface survey (Cámalich Massieu and Martín Socas 1998; see detailed 
discussion in Legarra Herrero 2014) has shown, however, that El Argar (c. 2.2 ha) is 
not significantly larger than several other sites in the region (Fig. 3.5) that appear 
to have comparable populations (Legarra Herrero 2014). It is difficult to envision 
such compact communities being able to control territories beyond their immediate 
hinterland (Feinman 2011). Under these sites, there seems to be only a second tier 
of smaller settlements (c. 0.1–0.2 ha) normally located at the edge of the catchment 
areas of the central sites, and probably somehow related to the latter.

Investigation of the resources available in the one-hour catchment area for each 
potential central site (Fig.  3.6) indicated that each of the possible settlements had 
direct access to the necessary agricultural resources for its subsistence (Legarra 
Herrero 2014). The fact that the catchment areas did not overlap, and the evidence 
that most abiotic resources were procured mainly from the immediate landscape 
surrounding each site (Risch 2002; Haro Navarro et al. 2006), adds to the picture of a 
region divided mainly into autonomous communities with a handful of hamlets in 
their hinterland.
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Figure 3.5 Known Argaric sites in the Vera region.

Figure 3.6 One-hour catchment areas of the main Argaric sites in the Vera region.
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An alternative view presents the region as a mosaic of small independent com-
munities perched on top of hilltops that controlled the immediate territory around 
them, enough to secure their subsistence. Small sites may have helped to expand 
these territories slightly or just survived in the spaces between larger sites. The 
two-tier settlement hierarchy and the constrained geographical imprint of each site 
encourages the interpretation of the Vera Basin as a region constructed over a flex-
ible configuration of several comparable socio-political units. While these units may 
rely heavily in their own resources, their small size does not allow them to remain 
autarchic. Exogamy would be a major issue in such small communities, but also the 
creation of social and economic links with other communities as mechanisms for risk 
aversion (Halstead 1989) and in order to secure basic resources such as metals. The 
malleable regional structure would mean that the history of the Vera region was ever 
changing socially, economically and politically as the balance between sites varied 
depending on short-term contingencies (Legarra Herrero 2014).

Settlement size and frequency of settlements in several Argaric regions are similar 
to that identified in Vera, perhaps indicating comparable organisations (Chapman 
2008; Serrano Ariza 2012; Ramos Millán 2013). In some other cases, larger sites such 
as Lorca (12 ha; Fontella Ballesta et al. 2004) and La Bastida de Totana (4–6 ha; Lull et 
al. 2014) may suggest a different territorial organisation. In Granada, the location of el 
Cerro de la Encina (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2008; Legarra Herrero 2014) in an area with 
very little direct access to agricultural resources but only a few kilometres away from 
of El Cerro de San Cristobal, which is located in the middle of the rich agricultural 
plain (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2012), may indicate a specific dynamic for this region.

Considering Argaric settlement patterns as small highly independent units 
that adapted differently to specific regional situations helps explain the variability 
encountered in the record. The interaction of the different settlements in specific 
geographical settings would produce different histories and regional organisations. 
There may be cases in which these evolved in larger territorial organisations but 
the fluidity at the basis of the system may have kept these instances rare and short-
lived. The main point here is that the conceptualisation of Argaric communities as 
independent or semi-independent units makes the study of the relationships between 
settlements more relevant than ever and intrinsically linked to the investigation of 
their internal organisation.

4.2. Metallurgy and long-distance resource access
Recent archaeometallurgical analyses are providing a wealth of new information, 
shifting considerably the understanding of the processes of extraction, production 
and consumption of silver and copper by Argaric communities (Montero Ruiz and 
Murillo-Barroso 2010; Moreno Onorato and Contreras Cortés 2010; Hunt Ortiz et al. 
2011; Bartelheim et al. 2012; Murillo-Barroso et al. 2014; 2015).

In particular, a new wave of lead isotope analyses is helping to build a much 
more complex picture of the movement of metals around the Argaric landscapes 
(Bartelheim et al. 2012; Murillo-Barroso et al. 2015). Analyses of Argaric silver items 
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have only identified the use of native silver (Bartelheim et al. 2012), available in 
just a few areas in southeastern Iberia. It also suggests that the production of silver 
items would have involved relatively simple procedures that may not have required 
full-time specialists. The analysis has also revealed that silver seems to have moved 
across Argaric landscapes through quite fluid channels, with metals of diverse origin 
appearing in different settlements (Bartelheim et al. 2012).

This complex picture has been corroborated by lead isotope analyses of copper 
items (Murillo-Barroso et al. 2015). They provide a similar picture as copper of differ-
ent origins was found across the different Argaric landscapes in complex distribution 
patterns. The more focused analysis of material at Cerro de San Cristobal and Cerro 
de la Encina has shown not only that the copper in these closely located sites comes 
from different origins, but also that the metal within each site had several origins 
(Murillo-Barroso et al. 2015). Evidence for manufacturing metal items is found in most 
excavated Argaric sites, normally at a domestic level, without real indication of spe-
cialised workshops, and therefore denoting a local, decentralised activity (Montero 
Ruiz and Murillo-Barroso 2010). Production, exchange and consumption of metals 
may therefore be explained as locally determined activities with metals from differ-
ent regions moving through several types of exchange involving different parts of a 
society and with products being produced mainly locally (Bartelheim 2007; Montero 
Ruiz and Murillo-Barroso 2010; Murillo-Barroso et al. 2015).

4.3. Burial customs, heterogeneity and interaction
Burial analysis in recent decades has mainly concerned the study of tombs in relation 
to socio-economic differentiation (Cámara Serrano et al. 1996; Lull 2000; Contreras 
Cortés and Cámara Serrano 2002; Lull et al. 2004; 2009; Aranda Jiménez 2008) which 
has led to other aspects of funerary ritual remaining understudied (Montón-Subías 
2010). This focus on socio-economic factors has normally assumed that the compa-
rable nature of most burials indicates a similar relation between funerary rituals 
and social, economic and ideological aspects across the Argaric landscapes. Such 
an assumption is based on the striking similarities in burials that are hundreds of 
kilometres apart, with very similar burial rites, material assemblages and tomb types 
appearing in distant regions.

But these facts should not obscure the actual variability encountered in burials 
across Argaric landscapes (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2015, 130–7). Tombs appear in Argaric 
sites in many ways. Some houses included burials, while others did not, as in the case 
of Fuente Álamo (Pingel et al. 2003) and Castellón Alto (Molina González et al. 2003). 
Single inhumations tended to be the norm but double ones were not rare, and a few 
cases of tombs with multiple individuals have been recorded (Aranda Jiménez et al. 
2015, 130–7). The proportion of single and multiple burials was not regular amongst 
settlements, and in some of them such as Cerro de la Encina, there was a much higher 
proportion of double and triple burials than in most other sites (Aranda and Molina 
2006).
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There may have been also differences in the number of burials per settlement, 
although this is more difficult to document due to different levels of preservation and 
excavation. In the El Argar settlement more than 1000 burials were reported (Siret 
and Siret 1890; Kunter 1990). At the neighbouring site of Fuente Alamo 120 were 
excavated, but the site may have housed more than 1000 tombs (Bartelheim 2012, 
347). What seems clear is that only a small part of the population was buried in each 
site (Bartelheim 2012), and it may be possible that the choices about whom to bury 
varied for each settlement. Such a possibility is further supported by differences 
in the demography of the burials; for example, in the well excavated settlements 
of Gatas and Fuente Álamo adult males were underrepresented (Aranda Jiménez 
et al. 2015). Therefore, it becomes extremely difficult to understand the rules that 
governed interment. Why were some people buried while others were not? Why 
were some buried inside houses and others not? How do these differences relate to 
other types of variability in the tombs, such as wealth (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2015, 
127–30)? The tendency to locate wealthy burials at the central areas of sites suggested 
in the cases of Castellón Alto and Peñalosa (Cámara Serrano 2001; Molina González 
and Cámara Serrano 2009), does not seem to be corroborated by data from Cerro de 
la Encina or Fuente Álamo (Aranda Jiménez et al. 2015). While wealth differences 
in burials can be recognised as elements of hierarchisation, it is difficult to match 
the funerary evidence with a society rigidly organised in classes (Bartelheim 2012; 
Gilman 2013; Montón Subías 2007) and aspects of gender (Montón-Subías 2010), and 
identity (Aranda Jiménez 2013) may explain much of the variability of tombs. This 
quick overview aims to raise the possibility that the presence of burials with Argaric 
traits may have obeyed different customs across southeastern Spain, or at least that 
the canons that regulated burial customs in Argaric societies were open enough to 
allow communities to make their own interpretations.

In order to understand better this tension between similarities and differences 
in the burial record, it may be worth considering the Argaric funeral as a charged 
cultural context that helped to articulate interaction between Argaric communities. 
Similar burials would express similar ideological and social conventions that could 
be played out in shared practices. In particular, the strong homogeneity of Argaric 
burnished wares found in tombs (Fig. 3.3; Aranda 2001), defying patterns of regional 
material variation, may provide evidence of ideologically significant practices that 
were very similar in every Argaric community. The association with drinking of certain 
ceramic shapes (cups, small jars) common in Argaric burials (Aranda Jiménez 2010; 
Aranda Jiménez and Montón Subías 2011) may indicate that there was much impor-
tance bestowed on certain liquid consumption practices across the Argaric territory.

Prescribed consumption rituals organised under a set of similar rules across Argaric 
populations would have been important cultural arenas for interaction, familiar to 
all. One of the roles of such practices may have been to provide a sort of culturally 
agreed context in which people that otherwise had very little knowledge of each 
other could meet under a familiar set of rules. The shared knowledge of what to 
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expect and how to behave would have tempered many of the uncertainties of meeting 
a stranger and would have offered a common ground onto which they develop an 
understanding of each other.

The most highly burnished cups and lenticular vases, closely imitating metal 
counterparts, are rare items and they were probably largely made specifically for the 
wealthiest burials. The recent discovery in La Almoloya of a ceramic jar decorated 
with silver bands further prove that drinking practices in which burnished wares 
were used constituted significant social arenas of communication where wealth and 
prestige differences could be stated.

Argaric funerary evidence presents a complex relationship between material 
culture, burial customs and identity that results in a seemingly contradictory set of 
homogeneous traits and heterogeneous behaviours. Argaric mortuary customs not 
only refer to local choices in the way death was related to the living, but they also 
offer evidence of the significance of a common set of practices, a shared cultural 
language, that enabled interaction between Argaric societies.

5. The Argaric network: potential and limitations
The patchy nature of the archaeological data precludes the implementation of formal 
network analyses in Argaric Iberia (e.g. Brughmans 2013). Nevertheless, network-based 
approaches can contribute significantly to the interpretation of the variability and 
fluidity found in the record, providing new information that otherwise would be 
difficult to obtain (Collar et al. 2015). It also opens new avenues in the study of social 
complexity in Argaric groups by emphasising the significance of interaction in such 
processes (Mizoguchi 2009; Schortman 2014).

The potential of network analysis is evident when considering settlement patterns 
and the interrelation between sites in Argaric landscapes. In the Vera basin, the fluid 
nature of the regional configuration (Legarra Herrero 2014) suits a network approach 
well. The settlement probably provided a distinct social identity to its residents that 
regulated major parts of their lives such as access to land, political and social rights, 
and so forth. The densely packed habitation of most of the major sites further sug-
gests closely knit relationships between its inhabitants, and their location on visible 
hill tops visually underlined the common identity of its dwellers to the outsider. 
The use of Argaric settlements in a network analysis would tie the analysis of social 
interactions with the realities of Argaric geography (Brughmans 2013), providing 
new insights into the nature of Argaric territorial configuraton. For example, in the 
case of the Vera Basin, thinking about central sites as connected nodes exploiting a 
densely habited region poses questions about the gaps in the archaeological record 
of the region and the possible presence of other major sites in the area (Fig.  3.7). 
Such evidence not only can help in future territorial analyses but it can also inform 
efforts in the preservation of the archaeology of the region.
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The use of network approaches can also provide fresh insights in the understanding 
of socio-political complexity in Argaric societies. In particular, the application of a 
small-world network model (Brughmans 2010, 278–80; Knappett 2011, 126–7) could 
offer a way to explain variability and homogeneity in the record in relation to pro-
cesses of social differentation. Under this model, each Argaric region would present 
a densely connected network, while the links between the regions would rely on 
more sporadic connections. Argaric societies lived by combining a variety of types 
of interaction at several scales with different types of relationships, information and 
materials moving in the intra-regional and inter-regional levels (Robb 2007).

Most resources present in Argaric sites were obtained from areas immediate to 
the site (Legarra Herrero 2014) suggesting communities that were organised primar-
ily around small geographical scales. It seems reasonable to propose that many of 
the necessary relationships beyond the settlement (exogamy, networks of social and 
economic support, Halstead 1989; Robb 2007) would be established with nearby popu-
lations creating a dense network of closely located sites. The relationships that would 
fuel these small networks would have been varied in their nature, including economic, 
social and ideological transactions and would have included a wide spectrum of the 

Figure 3.7 Proposed missing Argaric sites in the Vera region.
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population. Traditionally defined Argaric regions, such as Vera, Orce (Schüle 1986), 
the Granada plain (Molina González and Cámara Serrano 2009) or the area of Villena 
(Jover Maestre et al. 2015; López Padilla et al. 2015) are good candidates for such densely 
connected regions. The configuration of each region would vary depending on local 
geography and resources ending in different contingent histories.

Interaction occurring beyond the scale of each region is well attested by metal 
trade, by the expansion of Argaric sites and by shared customs and practices as indi-
cated in the burials. These longer distance connections involve a more restricted, 
although highly important, set of materials and ideas. This is well exemplified by the 
consumption practices marked by burnished wares in burials. They indicate a set of 
practices with a strong cultural value that would probably have helped to override 
the challenges of establishing social and economic relationships beyond the regional 
scale. Such practices could have funnelled the distribution of key materials and ideas 
across large areas of southeastern Iberia. Such a ritualised type of interaction does not 
preclude other types of connections, and the fluid picture coming from metal analyses 
opens the possibility of other types of more commercially oriented trading activities.

Small-world network approaches therefore would allow for the explanation of 
independent regional paths as adaptations to the specific situation of a geograph-
ical region while at the same time acknowledging the importance of long-distance 
connections. Such a framework provides a basis for explaining complexity in the 
heterogeneous Argaric world.

It has been argued that the mapping and understanding of the relationships of 
distinct social groups in a landscape may help to explain the appearance of hierarchies 
and complexity (Schortman 2014). Privileged location of certain communities may 
provide them with the necessary advantages to gain wealth and regional dominance 
in highly connected landscapes. Certain sites would arise as political and economic 
powerhouses by controlling the movement of materials in exchange networks (e.g. 
Broodbank 1993). Such sites are not necessarily the producers, nor the final consumers, 
but those in key positions at the middle of the exchange networks. Those communities 
able to articulate local advantageous characteristics (resources, agricultural potential, 
demographic density) and large-scale ones (location with respect to main transpor-
tation routes, metal resources) would have been in particularly strong positions.

In terms of network-based approaches, the exceptionality of certain Argaric sites 
could be studied through the measurement of concepts such as degree centrality (rank 
based on number of edges or connections for each node), betweenness (rank based 
on the location of a node in the connection joining two other sites) and closeness 
(rank based on the calculation of how many steps are necessary to reach a node from 
another node; Mizoguchi 2009; Schortman 2014; Collar et al. 2015). While these may be 
difficult to implement until a more extensive knowledge of Argaric settlement patterns 
is achieved, it provides a hypothesis for thinking about power differences and political 
and economic inequalities within the heterogeneous character of the Argaric record. 
Recent studies have established that the location of certain Argaric sites responds 
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to the interest in controlling communication routes (Andrés Rodríguez 2017), and 
support the relevance of network studies for the Bronze Age of southeastern Iberia.

6. Conclusions
There is obvious work ahead to fulfil the potential of network approaches in southeast-
ern Spain, starting from intensive archaeological surveys that provide a better under-
standing of settlement patterns in several Argaric regions. More extensive petrographic 
analysis of ceramics from Argaric tombs and settlements could provide a picture of 
how material moved (Knappett 2011) that would complement the data provided by 
archaeometallurgical studies. Ceramic analyses have proved to be particularly useful 
in understanding interaction both at the large (Day et al. 2011) and at the local levels 
(Whitelaw et al. 1997) in the Mediterranean.

Still, this study has tried to prove the potential of network analysis and 
‘Mediterranean’ approaches in order to move beyond static conceptions of culture 
and to explain better the mix of diversity and similarity that characterise the Argaric 
archaeological record. It enables us to understand the importance of interaction 
and mobility for the Argaric communities and to relate these aspects to more local 
processes of resource exploitation and internal social organisation. This mixture of 
local, regional and large-scale patterns opens new ways to understand socio-political 
complexity in the Bronze Age of southeastern Iberia.
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