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Gender and Mortuary Ritual at Ancient Teotihuacan, 
Mexico: a Study of Intrasocietal Diversity

Sarah C. Clayton

Archaeologists increasingly recognize a need to revise the scales at which we investigate 
identities such as gender, class and faction in ancient complex societies. In this article I 
present research on the expression of gender roles and ideologies in the performance of 
mortuary ritual in four distinctive residential areas of Classic Teotihuacan, including 
the urban compounds of La Ventilla 3, Tlajinga 33 and Tlailotlacan 6 and the hinterland 
settlement of Axotlan. Results indicate that gender was constructed and experienced 
differently across Teotihuacan society. This research demonstrates that multiscalar, 
comparative approaches to social identity make possible a fuller understanding of the 

significance of social heterogeneity in structuring early states.

research is aimed at improving our understanding 
of social organization and diversity within Teotihua-
can’s large population of urban and rural commoners. 
I follow Brumfiel (2001, 57) in defining gender roles 
as the economic, political, and cultural activities of 
men and women and gender ideologies as the expecta-
tions, associations, and sentiments attached to gender 
categories.

Social identities such as gender are constituted 
through human interaction and are, therefore, most 
effectively approached at the scales at which social 
interaction frequently occurs. Research concerning 
gender and other facets of identity most productively 
centres on households and communities, which are 
fundamental loci of social conditioning and reproduc-
tion (Cohen 1985, 15; Robertson 2001, 1–3; Watanabe 
1992, 11–13; Yaeger 2000). In this study I consider the 
gender constructs evident in mortuary ritual at four 
distinctive residential groups representing both urban 
and rural sectors of Teotihuacan society. These include 
the urban compounds of La Ventilla 3 (Gómez Chávez 
2000), Tlajinga 33 (Storey & Widmer 1989), and Tlailot-
lacan 6 (Spence & Gamboa Cabezas 1999) (Fig. 2) and 
a rural settlement called Axotlan. Axotlan, located 
about 35 km west of Teotihuacan in the Cuautitlan 
region, was recently excavated by Raúl García, Luis 
Gamboa, and Nadia Vélez (García Chávez et al. 2004). I 
include Axotlan in this study because Teotihuacan was 

In a distinguished lecture criticizing the ecosystem 
approach, Brumfiel (1992, 551) argued that approach-
ing whole societies as units of analysis ‘obscures the 
visibility of gender, class, and faction’ in the past. This 
point is particularly salient when it comes to early 
states, many of which were multiethnic amalgama-
tions of individuals whose cultural backgrounds, 
socioeconomic positions and life experiences varied 
widely. Recent research focused on identity and intra-
societal heterogeneity within Mesoamerican complex 
societies has considerably advanced our knowledge 
of their diverse social composition (e.g. Hendon 2007; 
Manzanilla 2009a; McCafferty 2007; Robertson 2001; 
Robin 2004; Spence et al. 2005; Stark 2008; White et al. 
2004, among others). Research that explores gender as 
an important dimension of this diversity is promising, 
not just because it reveals differences in the social roles 
and activities of men and women. Variation in gender 
organization among diverse sectors of societies (such 
as elites and commoners, rural and urban residents, 
immigrants and mainstream society) speaks to the 
relationships and potential sources of tension among 
such groups. At stake is a fuller comprehension of the 
social topography of early states as well as their modes 
of sociopolitical integration.

In this article I examine gender roles and ideolo-
gies in the ancient complex society of Teotihuacan, 
located in the central Mexican highlands (Fig. 1). This 
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a regional phenomenon that comprised a rural as well 
as an urban population. These components must be 
considered together in order to develop a more holistic 
understanding of the social structure of the state. 

Results of this study indicate that gender was 
shaped primarily through social interactions that 
occurred in the context of domestic groups. Further-

more, gender arrangements and ideologies constituted 
a significant dimension of intrasocietal variation 
within the general population of Teotihuacan. Marked 
variation in mortuary practices associated with males 
and females among residential groups indicates that 
gender identities were constructed and experienced 
differently across Teotihuacan society.

Figure 1. The Prehispanic Basin of Mexico; arrows highlight the sites discussed, Axotlan and 
Teotihuacan.
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Biological bodies and cultural categories

Gender is not the same as biological sex, although 
there is no consensus among anthropologists on the 
precise relationship between these concepts. Arnold 
(2001, 239) suggests that sex and gender are intercon-
nected continua, wherein a complex set of biological 
configurations intersects with a complex set of gender 
configurations. Joyce (2000) and Hays-Gilpin (2004, 
36) depict gender as inscribed on sexual difference 
through cultural practices (e.g. activities, ways of 
speaking and posture) and visual cues (e.g. clothing 
and hair styles). Most anthropologists agree that 
gender is not binary but comprises multiple, dynamic 
categories. Some go further, stressing the entangle-
ments between biological sex and cultural categories. 
They question the separation of gender as cultural and 

sex as biological, fixed and binary (e.g. Blackless et al. 
2000; Geller 2005; Fausto-Sterling 2000). 

If the articulation of gender with sex and emic 
perceptions of these categories are complicated issues 
in socio-cultural research concerning living societies, 
archaeologists interested in gender in ancient societies 
face an even greater challenge. We must approach 
these cultural constructs through the material traces 
of human activities and, if possible, through mate-
rial associations with bodies categorized as male 
or female. An individual’s biological sex intersects 
with several constructs of identity (Arnold 2006, 150; 
Brumfiel 2006, 32; Conkey & Gero 1991; Geller 2009, 
70; Joyce 2008; Strathern 1988), including age, ethnic-
ity, occupation, status and house membership. It is not 
sex, but the articulation of sex with other facets of life 
that constitutes gender. 

Figure 2. Teotihuacan Mapping Project map showing the urban compounds included in this study. Based on the 
1:40,000 scale map published in Millon 1973 (Map 1).
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My investigation of gender begins with a binary 
categorization of male and female biological bodies. 
However, this approach is (and must be) coupled with 
attention to other aspects of social life, since male and 
female bodies do not map unproblematically onto the 
full range of gender categories in any society. Specifi-
cally, I consider the intersection of sex with member-
ship in particular domestic groups. This is, therefore, 
a study of gender variation across Teotihuacan society, 
although it does not claim to address the entire realm 
of gendered experience. Despite the constraints of 
binary sexual categories, the identification of mortuary 
practices associated with females and males is a step 
toward understanding gender roles and ideologies 
at Teotihuacan. 

Gender and mortuary ritual

Archaeologists have long utilized mortuary data to 
investigate gender relations in ancient societies. Buri-
als lend themselves to the study of social identity for 
many reasons. First, the ritual practices associated 
with burials are important means of constituting social 
relations (Bell 1997; Kertzer 1991; Rappaport 1979; 
1984). Ritual actions are central not only to beliefs or 
ideological constructs, but also to human relation-
ships (Rappaport 1984, 410). These actions delineate 
social groups as distinctive or connected (Kertzer 
1988; 1991). Beyond the fact that mortuary ritual is 
important in structuring relations among individu-
als, the presence of human skeletons, whose sex and 
approximate age can often be determined, is a clear 
benefit for investigations of identity. Patterned associa-
tions of particular materials with one or the other sex, 
for example, provide evidence for the behaviours that 
males and females engaged in during their lives. The 
degree of difference or congruence in the burials of 
males and females provides a measure of the salience 
of sex in structuring social dynamics. Even so, there 
are certain precautions that archaeologists must take 
in drawing connections between how individuals 
were buried and how they actually lived their lives. 

Burials are conscious creations through which 
social relations are actively constituted (Brumfiel 
2006, 38; Joyce 2001; Parker Pearson 1982). Although 
archaeologists have often viewed burials as reflections 
of the social personae of the dead (e.g. Binford 1971), 
many now recognize that such reflections are not 
straightforward. Parker Pearson (1999, 32), for exam-
ple, cautions archaeologists to consider the possible 
disjunctures between ordinary social circumstances 
and funerary ritual. The latter, he notes, is often con-
cerned with idealized roles and relations that ‘may 

refer more to the imagined past than the experienced 
present’. Brumfiel (2006, 38) also emphasizes buri-
als as expressions of ideology that may or may not 
coincide with actual daily practice — in other words, 
the experiences, social roles and obligations of the 
deceased individual. The distinction between social 
realities and ideological constructs is significant and 
must be born in mind by archaeologists investigating 
social organization using mortuary data. This does 
not negate the importance of mortuary analysis for 
understanding the social and ideological structures of 
past societies. On the contrary, the activities and roles 
that an individual engaged in during his or her life and 
the beliefs espoused by participants in funerary ritual 
are often concurrently expressed in the actions that 
culminate in burial. As Parker Pearson (1999, 33) notes, 
funerary rituals are not ideological masks of reality; 
rather, they are one arena of social representation 
among many. Therefore, it is entirely possible to access 
actual social relations as well as ideological disposi-
tions archaeologically, acknowledging that distinct 
areas of the human experience may be emphasized 
or muted in funerary contexts.

For example, patterned associations of particular 
artefacts with either males or females may imply a 
gendered division of labour (Brumfiel 2006, 39). Such 
material patterning may reflect, in a quite tangible 
way, the social roles and lived experiences of gendered 
individuals. In contrast, the practice of arranging 
male and female bodies into particular positions or 
directions may express beliefs concerning the afterlife 
or adherence to religious or ethnic canons. Such tradi-
tions may connect only loosely to quotidian activities 
and differences in the daily lives of men and women.

Multiple aspects of the process of mortuary ritual 
are considered here in order to better understand the 
social roles of men and women at Teotihuacan as well 
as the gender ideologies that characterized distinctive 
residential groups. Two main lines of evidence are 
investigated. First, I consider the materials associated 
with females and males as burial accoutrements, 
focusing on whether there was disparity or relative 
equality between the sexes in the presence of grave 
goods as well as in the kinds of objects used. Striking 
differences in quantity and kind of burial accoutre-
ments associated with males and females would 
suggest that sex was salient in determining the social 
roles and perhaps relative valuation of individuals. 
Similarities in the materials associated with males and 
females and relative equality in the quantity of grave 
goods would support an alternative hypothesis that 
sex was not a significant factor in structuring social 
dynamics. 
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Second, I discuss practices pertaining to the 
arrangement of the bodies of females and males for 
burial — specifically, their position and cardinal ori-
entation. The precise meaning of body position and 
orientation for ritual participants cannot be gleaned 
from an etic, archaeological perspective; however, 
associations between bodily arrangement and other 
variables, such as biological sex, provide clues as to 
the ideological significance of practices pertaining 
to the body. Moreover, socio-spatial patterns — that 
is, differences and similarities among residential 
groups — with respect to body arrangement provide 
valuable information regarding affiliations and dis-
tinctions among such groups. Specifically, groups 
that shared in the perpetuation of these practices 
espoused mutually recognized beliefs concerning 
the appropriate manipulation of the body at death, 
given certain conditions. These conditions may have 
included the gender identity of the individual, his or 
her particular social roles, the cause or circumstances 
of death, and the anticipated destination of the soul 
(see Carr 1995). 

State, society, and gender at Teotihuacan

Teotihuacan was a densely populated metropolis that 
thrived from the first century bc to ad 550/650 (Fig. 
3). From about ad 200 to 600 an estimated 125,000 
people inhabited the city (Millon 1973; 1981, 208), 
which was the administrative and economic capital of 
a powerful, expansionist state. As one of the earliest 
urban and ethnically plural societies in the Americas 
(Clayton 2005; Spence et al. 2005; White et al. 2004), 
Teotihuacan has long captivated archaeologists and 
the general public. Its urban population comprised 
a mosaic of farmers, craft specialists and immi-
grants, most of whom lived in some 2300 apartment 
compounds located across the city. Teotihuacan’s 
population was not limited, however, to the capital. 
The state also exercised power over several rural 
settlements, from which it derived many resources 
necessary for sustaining the urban population 
(Charlton 1991; 2000; Clayton 2008; Sanders et al. 
1979). Abundant research on settlement, economy, 
palaeodemography and public and domestic ritual 
has generated a clearer picture of Teotihuacan society. 
Nevertheless, there is much to be learned about what 
life was like for ordinary members of the urban and 
rural population.

Archaeological research on the role of gender 
in structuring social dynamics at Teotihuacan has 
been particularly sparse, although some have made 
significant contributions to this issue. For example, 

Sempowski (1994, 260–61) conducted an impressive 
investigation of social status at Teotihuacan based on 
mortuary data. As part of this effort, she compared 
the burials of males and females across Teotihuacan 
society, concluding that males generally had higher 
status than females. More recent research on the rela-
tive mortuary treatments of males and females within 
specific domestic areas suggests that the picture 
was far more complex. Spence & Gamboa Cabezas 
(1999), for example, have indicated that males and 
females living in Tlailotlacan, a Zapotec enclave at 
Teotihuacan, probably enjoyed relatively equal social 
status. They suggest that this situation differed from 
mainstream Teotihuacan society (1999, 195). De Lucia 
(2008) cogently argues that gender constructs at Teoti-
huacan may have been overshadowed by other forms 
of group identity. She suggests that gender was largely 
insignificant in determining an individual’s general 
social status vis-à-vis greater Teotihuacan society.

These recent perspectives highlight the impor-
tance of scale in archaeological research on gender 
and other modes of social identification. I focus here 
on the social groups that resided together in com-
pounds, and pursue this study under the reasonable 
assumption that individuals living together in these 
structures interacted regularly. Contextualizing 
gender within domestic groups makes it possible to 
identify social and ideological commonalities and 
distinctions among these groups, thereby facilitating 
a more comprehensive view of the social structure of 
ancient Teotihuacan. 

Figure 3. Mesoamerican general chronology and 
Teotihuacan phases.
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Residential organization and social identity  
at Teotihuacan

Most members of Teotihuacan’s population lived in 
multi-roomed structures called apartment compounds 
(Millon 1973; 1981; 1988). Compounds housed from 
60 to 100 individuals (Millon 1981, 206), comprising 
several nuclear families (Manzanilla 2002; 2009a, 3). 
These family groups occupied separate suites of rooms 
but likely congregated in shared courtyards for ritual 
and social activities; Manzanilla (2002, 46) cites the 
‘Red Courtyard’ at Oztoyahualco as an example of 
such a gathering space. Many Teotihuacanos were 
ultimately buried under the floors of domestic and 
ceremonial spaces within the compounds where they 
had presumably lived during at least part of their 
lives (Sempowski 1994; Uruñuela & Plunket 2002, 30; 
White et al. 2004).

Many of Teotihuacan’s urban compounds shared 
certain architectural features, such as thick exterior 
walls and an orientation of close to 15.5° east of north, 
which aligned with Teotihuacan’s major civic monu-
ments and thoroughfares (Cowgill 2007, 268). Com-
pounds were part of the rural landscape as well; at 
least two large compounds housed individuals living 
at the rural settlement of Axotlan. Here they varied in 
construction quality, suggesting that status and wealth 
differentiation was a fact of life at this settlement 
(García Chávez et al. 2005). They too were oriented to 
15.5° east of north but lacked the thick exterior walls 
typical of Teotihuacan’s urban compounds.

The mode of residential organization at Teoti-
huacan raises many questions. For example, how did 
co-residents of apartment compounds relate to each 
other socially? What kinds of social units did they 
represent, in what contexts did they interact with other 
such co-residing groups, and did these groups differ 
from each other in significant ways? 

Several authors (e.g. Cowgill 2007; De Lucia 2008; 
Headrick 2007; Manzanilla 2007; 2009b; Uruñuela & 
Plunket 2007, 39) have suggested that the core resi-
dents of Teotihuacan’s compounds may have belonged 
to social houses. The house (Chance 2000; Joyce & 
Gillespie 2000) is difficult to verify archaeologically, 
but provides a useful framework for considering com-
pound co-residence as a socially-identifying condition. 
Moreover, this model is consistent with current data 
pertaining to the social and economic organization of 
Teotihuacan’s compound groups, a point that I discuss 
in further detail below. 

The house was originally defined by Claude 
Lévi-Strauss (1982, 174; 1987, 152) as a corporate 
body organized by shared residence and means of 

production. House ties involve a commitment to the 
preservation of a corpus of property, which centres on 
land and architecture (Lévi-Strauss 1982), which, in 
turn, serve to materialize the group. The estate of the 
house supersedes kinship, which is, nonetheless, often 
central to structuring and defining house relations 
(Chance 2000, 485). Lévi-Strauss stressed the use of a 
‘language of kinship and affinity’ to bind house mem-
bers together and to perpetuate the estate from which 
their identity is derived (see Gillespie 2000b, 23).

Beyond architecture and land, house member-
ship also entails rights to less tangible resources, 
including particular rituals, stories, songs, symbols 
and titles. As outlined by Gillespie (2000a, 9), 

Houses are concerned with locale, subsistence, 
production, religion, gender, rank, wealth, and 
power which, in certain societies, are expressed 
in principles and strategies of consanguinity and 
affinity. Furthermore, the continued existence of a 
house is dependent on the successful execution of 
strategies for maintaining its estate and reproducing 
its members over multiple generations ...

Compound residential groups at Teotihuacan 
are generally understood to have been corporate 
bodies (Millon 1973, 40; 1981, 208) organized not 
only by shared residence but by economic production 
(Cowgill et al. 1984; Millon 1973; 1981, 208). Many of 
Teotihuacan’s compounds were continuously occu-
pied for several centuries, from their construction in 
the Early Tlamimilolpa phase until the dissolution 
of the state around ad 650. Some compounds were 
evidently occupied by a core group of biologically-
related individuals with a bias toward males (Spence 
1974), suggestive of patrilocal residential organization. 
However, many compounds incorporated immigrants 
who were probably not blood relatives (Spence et al. 
2005; White et al. 2004). Consistent with the house 
model, compounds were evidently occupied by 
kin-like, although not always biologically-related, 
groups. These groups often participated in economic 
activities together and maintained long-term ties to 
the compound through ritual practices such as bury-
ing their dead under the floors of domestic areas or 
communal courtyards. 

The house concept has heuristic utility for 
understanding how processes of social reproduction 
through economic and ritual activities may have been 
linked to particular residential locales. This model 
gives meaning to ritual practices and objects as the 
materialization of group identity (as house memory), 
rather than simply as reflections of relative wealth 
or status. Houses at Teotihuacan would likely have 
interacted with each other and formed alliances for the 
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exchange of marriage partners and material resources, 
as well as to pursue shared political and religious 
objectives. Grounding this research in the concept of 
houses makes it possible to consider in fuller measure 
the internal social structures of Teotihuacan’s residen-
tial groups, including their gender arrangements, and 
a comparative investigation of social organization 
among Teotihuacan’s hypothesized houses facilitates 
consideration of social heterogeneity on a larger 
(societal) scale.

Data and analysis

Data for this study derive from mortuary contexts 
at the four residential areas discussed above. These 
data were generated as part of a larger study of ritual 
and social diversity at Teotihuacan, which included 
gender roles and ideologies as a major component, 
alongside other axes of intrasocietal variation (Clayton 
2009). Individuals ranging in age from perinatal to 
more than 40 years are represented in burials from 
each of the areas investigated. I focus this discussion 
on adults, whose biological sex could often be deter-
mined through osteological analysis.1 In total, 237 
adult individuals, comprising 60 females, 73 males 
and 95 individuals of indeterminate sex are included 
in the analyses presented (Table 1). Table 2 provides 
the probable age range of each individual for whom 
such data were available. Data pertaining to age and 
sex of the skeletons from Tlajinga 33 and Tlailotlacan 
6 are available in published 
form (Storey 1994; Spence 
& Gamboa Cabezas 1999). 
Unpublished osteological 
data from La Ventilla 3 were 
kindly provided by Rubén 
Cabrera and Sergio Gómez, 
who directed excavations 
there. Sex and age deter-
minations for the Axotlan 
skeletons were made by Anna 
C. Novotny, of Arizona State 
University, as part of the cur-
rent project. 

Females and males are 
relatively evenly represented 
in burials from each of the 
residential areas, although 
the number of male burials 
is slightly higher in all cases 
except Tlailotlacan 6. This 
pattern, which is well-docu-
mented at Teotihuacan (e.g. 

Cid & Torres 1999; González & Salas 1999; Manzanilla 
et al. 1999; Sempowski 1994; Spence & Gamboa Cabe-
zas 1999; Storey & Widmer 1999; Uruñuela & Plunket 
2007), indicates that females were buried outside of 
compounds more often than males. Such a practice 
may reflect a general pattern of patrilocal residential 
organization in Teotihuacan society, as proposed by 
Spence (1974) and Millon (1981, 208). Uruñuela & 
Plunket (2002, 30; 2007, 40) similarly link a preponder-
ance of males in the burials of Late Formative Tetimpa, 
Puebla to patrilocality. They view this settlement as a 
rural precursor to the ritual and social structures that 
operated at early Teotihuacan (Uruñuela & Plunket 
2002, 34). 

Beyond the prominence of males in compound 
burials, other factors that potentially bias the sample 
must be acknowledged. As Milner and colleagues 
(2000, 573) put it, a living population becomes a 
bioarchaeological sample through a selective process 
consisting of several stages. These include ‘living 

Table 1. Distribution of adults from each area by sex.

Group Females Males Indeterminate 
sex Total

Axotlan 15 20 45 80
La Ventilla 3 22 25 46 93
Tlajinga 33 20 27 7 54
Tlailotlacan 6 6 2 2 10

Sex total 60 73 95 Individuals 
(n = 237)

Table 2. Age and sex of adults from each residential group.
Adolescent

(10–19)
Young adult

(20–29)
Mid adult

(30–39)
Aged adult

(40+)
Indet. adult

(20–40+) TOTAL

Axotlan (n = 80)
Female 1 1 4 2 7 15
Male 0 1 4 5 10 20
Indet 0 2 5 3 35 45
TOTAL 1 4 13 10 52 80
La Ventilla 3 (n = 93)
Female 1 9 3 1 8 22
Male 0 6 10 2 7 25
Indet 0 4 0 0 42 46
TOTAL 1 19 13 3 57 93
Tlajinga 33 (n = 54)
Female 0 0 4 6 10 20
Male 0 1 4 14 8 27
Indet 0 0 1 0 6 7
TOTAL 0 1 9 20 24 54
Tlailotlacan 6 (n = 10)
Female 0 0 0 1 5 6
Male 0 0 0 0 2 2
Indet 0 0 0 0 2 2
TOTAL 0 0 0 1 9 10
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dead buried preserved found saved’, and 
there is potential for a sample to become biased at any 
point in this chain of natural, cultural and archaeo-
logical events. The most significant problem with 
the intramural burial data at Teotihuacan is that they 
are not representative of the full range of practices 
employed for dealing with human remains. Basically, 
burials within Teotihuacan’s compounds are too few to 
account for the entire population that occupied these 
structures (Uruñuela & Plunket 2002, 30). Sempowski 
(1999) has calculated, for example, that each com-
pound occupied continuously for 400 years should 
yield 1000 to 1600 skeletons. This estimate is not met 
by the current data, indicating that some people were 
likely buried away from the compounds and that 
others simply were not recovered via excavation. The 
former probably accounts for most missing burials, as 
intramural space was not unlimited.

Importantly, the fact that individuals of both 
sexes and all ages are represented in compound 
burials indicates that these burials likely comprised 
familial groups, rather than some other subset of soci-
ety (Howell & Kintigh 2004). The current data indicate 
that burial in or near compounds was an important 
ritual practice and may have been the most com-
mon method of disposing of the dead (Spence 1994, 
339). Moreover, the presence of males and females 
facilitates consideration of patterned differences in 
mortuary rituals among Teotihuacan’s residential 
groups that relate to gender. Therefore, the current 
data, while limited, are appropriate for this investiga-
tion of intrasocietal variation in domestic mortuary 
practices associated with male and female individuals. 

I apply contingency analyses, particularly Fish-
er’s exact test2, to evaluate correspondence between 
categorical variables and to determine whether null 
hypotheses can be rejected (Shennan 1997). In all analy-
ses the null hypothesis is that the variables being eval-
uated are independent. The probability level (p value)
for rejecting the null hypothesis is generally set at 0.05. 
This level is arbitrary and, as Cowgill (2005) stresses, 
should not be viewed as a statistical talisman requiring 
the analyst to disregard slightly greater probability 
levels. Therefore, probability levels greater than 0.05 
are reported in cases where it seems unlikely that the 
variables considered are independent. In these cases, 
results are presented in histograms or tables and argu-
ments for their significance are based on informed 
consideration of quantitative and qualitative aspects 
of the data. 

For some analyses, the number of cases was too 
low to apply contingency tests. For example, Tlailot-
lacan 6 is omitted from some analyses owing to the 

small sample size of males and females represented 
in the burials from this compound. I incorporate 
this residential area into qualitative and quantitative 
comparisons wherever possible, however, because it 
is an important example of ritual and social variation. 

Gender and mortuary material culture

Archaeologists have often turned to grave-good 
quantity as a measure of the relative social status of 
individuals; this processual approach to mortuary 
analysis was pioneered by Saxe (1970) and Binford 
(1971). Sempowski (1994) applied this framework 
at Teotihuacan to investigate status differences 
within the general population, including general 
inequality between females and males. Sempowski 
(1994, 260–61) found very few manifest distinctions 
in the kinds of offerings associated with males and 
females. Nevertheless, she concluded, based on a 
higher proportion of females who either lacked or 
had fewer grave goods, that gender was a factor in 
social inequality:

Gender is [a] social principle which one expects 
to find as a basis for social differentiation in most 
societies ... Emerging from these observations, then, 
is the rather predictable implication that males held 
social positions of relatively greater importance at 
Teotihuacan than did females. 

Due to limitations of the data, Sempowski’s conclu-
sions about the greater importance of males than 
females were based primarily on burials from one 
residential compound, La Ventilla B, and extrapolated 
to Teotihuacan society on the whole. Her assertion of 
lower female status at Teotihuacan neglects her own 
shrewd observation that qualitative distinctions in 
the burials of males and females were remarkably 
elusive. De Lucia (2008, 26) observes that Sempowski’s 
conclusions resist the actual data and are firmly based 
in an a priori assumption that females have lower 
status than males in complex societies. As De Lucia 
(2008, 17) notes, anthropologists have traditionally 
viewed gender hierarchy as a universal condition of 
states, although they have debated the underlying 
reasons for and trajectories of gender inequity (also 
see Silverblatt 1988). 

Despite her conclusion that males held positions 
of greater consequence than did females at Teotihua-
can, Sempowski (1994, 261) explicitly suggested that 
a male bias may not have applied to all social groups. 
The research presented here responds to Sempowski’s 
call for the analysis of a larger sample representing 
several distinct residential locations. Results indicate 
that females from every area investigated lacked 
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burial offerings more often than did males (Fig. 4). My 
interpretations of this pattern, however, diverge sig-
nificantly from Sempowski’s suggestion that females 
were less valued than males in Teotihuacan society. 
Attempts to compare the status, writ large, of males 
and females in a complex, multi-ethnic society such as 
Teotihuacan are misguided. They neglect to consider 
the cultural diversity that characterizes such societies 
and ignore a range of factors affecting social status that 
may or may not intersect with gender.

When the burials from all areas in this study are 
combined and compared, as in Sempowski’s approach, 
the difference between males and females in terms of 
the presence or absence of grave goods is statistically 
significant (Table 3). Males appear more likely in 
general to have been buried with durable offerings. 
Such a broad comparison, however, seriously obscures 
marked variation among the residential groups and 

impedes a more accurate understanding of Teotihua-
can social structure. 

More striking than the difference between males 
and females in general is the difference among the 
areas in the treatment of males and females (Fig. 
4). At Axotlan, roughly half of females were buried 
with offerings, compared to 85 per cent of males. In 
striking contrast, females and males at La Ventilla 3 
were equally likely to have grave goods; 86 per cent 
of women and 88 per cent of men in this group were 
buried with offerings. The difference between Axotlan 
and La Ventilla 3 in the proportions of women buried 
with grave goods is significant according to a Fisher’s 
exact test, which yields a p value of 0.056 (Table 4). 
Therefore, a pattern of material disparity in the buri-
als of men and women evidently existed within some 
residential groups (e.g. Axotlan) but not others (e.g. 
La Ventilla 3).

Figure 4. Percent of adult males and females at each 
residential area whose burials included grave goods.

Table 3. Contingency table comparing females and males from all areas 
in terms of the presence or absence of grave goods. 

Females Males
Grave goods absent 20 11
Grave goods present 43 63

p = 0.024

Table 4. Contingency table comparing females at Axotlan and La 
Ventilla 3 in terms of the presence or absence of grave goods. 

Axotlan La Ventilla 3
Grave goods absent 7 3
Grave goods present 8 19

p = 0.056

Table 5. Mean number of objects with females and males at each site.
Females Males

Axotlan (n = 35) 12 19
La Ventilla 3 (n = 47) 21 22
Tlajinga 33 (n = 47) 13 18
Tlailotlacan 6 (n = 8) 7 4
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Variation among residential groups is also appar-
ent with respect to the quantities of objects associated 
with females and males. Table 5 provides the mean 
numbers of objects buried with males and females 
within each residential group and box plots in Figure 5 
show the range of numbers of grave goods associated 
with each sex. Clearly, males and females at La Ventilla 
3 were buried with comparable amounts of grave 
goods. In contrast, females tended to have more grave 
goods than males at Tlailotlacan 6, a point that Spence 
(2002, 58) emphasizes. At Axotlan and Tlajinga 33, 
females frequently had fewer grave goods than males, 
suggesting that a gender dichotomy was perpetuated 
within these two residential groups. 

In a Saxe (1970)-Binford (1971) approach, lower 
quantities or a lack of grave goods is generally 
attributed to lower social status. If this assessment 
is correct, then females at Axotlan and Tlajinga 33 
would appear to have had lower status than males. 
However, such an inference is wholly unsatisfactory, 
as it fails to provide information about the activities 
and social roles of females and males within these 
groups. Moreover, there may be reasons completely 
unrelated to the concept of ‘status’ that offerings 
were either lacking or fewer in number in the graves 
of some individuals. The circumstances of death and 
the particular ritual and social roles of individuals 
during life frequently factor in the use of offerings and 
other aspects of mortuary ritual (Carr 1995). Materials 
placed within burials serve a range of purposes and 
have diverse meanings in the context of funerary 
rites. Some are valued possessions of the deceased 
or family heirlooms; others are expediently made or 
acquired for the performance of funerary rites, having 
no practical connection to the deceased during his or 
her life (Clayton 2009, 182–5). 

For these reasons, qualitative differences in 
the materials and bodily treatments associated with 
females and males must be carefully considered in 
efforts to comprehend gender arrangements and the 
relative valuation of females and males at Teotihuacan. 
Gender-based inequity may have operated within 
Teotihuacan society or subsets thereof, but it cannot be 
ascertained based on quantities of grave goods alone. 
Before moving to a discussion of specific grave goods 
and bodily treatments, it is useful to consider what is 
known about Mesoamerican concepts of gender as 
well as the potential pathways to social power and 
prestige available to males and females.

Ethnographic and ethnohistoric research on 
Mesoamerican societies indicates that male and female 
categories were conceptualized as distinct but com-
plementary and that each was essential to ensuring 

order and propriety in the world. The relationship of 
male to female was not overtly hierarchical in Post-
classic Mesoamerican societies (Hendon 1999, 261). 
Evidence from sources such as the Codex Mendoza 
(vol. 3, 57v–60r) illustrates a complementary division 
of male and female activities. Girls learned to spin and 
weave; boys learned to fish, for example. These and a 
wide range of other activities and behaviours were the 
means by which gender was culturally inscribed on 
sexually-differing bodies. Joyce (2000) has referred to 
the process of developing gendered, decorous adults 
from the raw material of children in Aztec society as 
‘girling the girl and boying the boy’ (also see Butler 
1993, 7–8). Distinctions in activities, tasks and arenas 
of social interaction undoubtedly demarcated gender 
in individuals at Teotihuacan as well, although the 
particular activities were culturally specific to Teoti-
huacan society.3

Drawing from the work of Ortner & Whitehead 
(1981), Hendon (1999, 258) proposed that gendered 
realms of behaviour constitute ‘prestige structures’, 
which entail differences in power. Power may be 
defined as ‘that aspect of social relations that marks 
the relative equality of ... actors’ (Adams 1975, 9–10). 
Hendon (1999, 259) emphasized the concomitant oper-
ation of a multiplicity of prestige structures, which 
inhere in diverse economic, religious, and political 
contexts. At Teotihuacan, prestige structures likely 
varied among residential groups, as ethnically diverse 
social units often involved in particular economic 
activities (Millon 1973). Prestige structures operating 
within particular groups likely related to a range of 
factors, including social status, political and religious 
affiliations, ethnicity, and economic organization. 

Lapidary work at La Ventilla 3 is one example 
of a possible prestige structure that operated within 
this group. Many residents of La Ventilla 3 evidently 
engaged in lapidary activities (Gómez Chávez 2000), 
which may have constituted a significant path to pres-
tige in the context of social and economic networks in 
which this group participated. Worked and unworked 
obsidian, chert, shell, greenstone, amethyst quartz, 
quartzite, travertine and mineral pigments were 
interred with both males and females at La Ventilla 3. 
This suggests that lapidary work provided opportuni-
ties to both sexes for social distinction. 

If economic activities provided access to social 
prestige, why, then, were females and males at 
Axotlan and Tlajinga 33 not treated equally at death? 
The activities they engaged in may have been more 
rigidly gendered, but this would not, in itself, generate 
inequality, since distinct realms of behaviour can be 
complementary and of equal value. It has been sug-
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gested that the degree of control individuals have over 
the products of their labour affects prestige structures 
associated with economic activities (Brumfiel 1991; 
Hendon 1999). When the state controls production 
to a greater degree, social prestige associated with 
labour activities may diminish. At Teotihuacan, labour 
among residential groups may have been organized 
differently, perhaps depending on the nature of pro-
duction activities and the economic integration of the 
group with the state. This variation is likely to affect 
the prestige structures operating among residential 
groups. 

State administration and control aside, economic 
activities were, perhaps, not the primary source of 
relative prestige among individuals within some 
houses, and other arenas of social life may have 
taken precedence. Perhaps gendered divisions of 
action within these groups, whether economic or 
social, made available to males avenues to prestige 
that were not as accessible to women and vice versa. 
It is possible, for example, that the durable artefacts 
more frequently found in the burials of men than 
women represent prestige structures associated with 
masculine economic and social activities. The prestige 
structures of women within these groups, on the other 
hand, are perhaps not reflected in non-perishable 
burial offerings. 

Material variation and intrasocietal  
gender diversity

Qualitative variation in the materials associated 
with individuals in burial brings into greater relief the 
activities of females and males and provides clues as 
to the degree to which gendered social roles either 
overlapped or were sharply divided. As Brumfiel 
(2006, 39) asserts, the persistent association of some 
artefact classes with women or men implies a gen-
dered division of activities or at least the ideology of 
such a division.

Results of this comparative investigation suggest 
that gender categories were important in delineating 
social roles and daily activities in the context of some 
residential groups, but not as relevant within other 
groups. As discussed above, rural Axotlan exhibits 
the most conspicuous disparities between females and 
males in the presence and quantity of grave goods. 
This pattern extends to qualitative differences in the 
mortuary material culture associated with males and 
females. Care must be taken not to automatically 
assume that these differences were value-laden, 
implying the higher social importance of one sex 
over the other. It is reasonable to infer, however, that 

females and males at Axotlan engaged in differing 
social, economic, and ritual activities in the context of 
their domestic groups and that the prestige structures 
available to them differed. In contrast, there seems to 
have been a great degree of overlap in the activities 
of males and females within the urban residential 
groups. Below, I discuss the use of several material 
categories in the burials of males and females among 
the groups, focusing on the implications of these pat-
terns for the organization of gender roles.

I have pointed out that men and women at La 
Ventilla 3 evidently both participated in lapidary 
craft production, based on the presence of lapidary 
materials in the burials of both males and females. 
Patterns in the use of other materials as grave goods 
also point to heterogeneous gender structures across 
Teotihuacan society. The use of obsidian artefacts as 
burial accoutrements is an example.

Obsidian objects such as points, darts, bifaces 
and prismatic blades were used as burial offerings 
within all residential groups. Prismatic blades were 
the most frequent obsidian object in mortuary contexts 
(a combined total of 1275 blades occurred in burials 
from all areas). Prismatic blade cores were prevalent in 
the general assemblages of La Ventilla 3 and Tlajinga 
33, where lithic evidence suggests that residents were 
making prismatic blades and other tools (Gómez 
Chávez 2000; Spence 1987, 433). Interestingly, only 
residents of La Ventilla 3 utilized blade cores as burial 
offerings (Clayton 2009), suggesting that this ritual 
practice was meaningful to this group but not to 
residents of Tlajinga 33.

A gendered association of obsidian artefacts is 
suggested by the data, but this pattern varies among 
residential areas, with particularly striking differences 
between rural Axotlan and the urban compounds 
of La Ventilla 3 and Tlajinga 33. Figure 6 shows the 

Figure 6. Percent of female and male adults at each 
residential area whose burials included obsidian artefacts.
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percentage of males and females from each area whose 
burials included a range of obsidian artefacts, with 
prismatic blades comprising the vast majority of these 
objects. Obsidian occurred less frequently in the buri-
als of Axotlan than in the urban areas in general. It is 
striking, however, that none of the adults determined 
to be female at Axotlan were buried with obsidian 
objects of any kind, while almost 20 per cent of males 
were buried with obsidian.4 This contrasts starkly with 
Tlajinga 33, where about 25 per cent each of males 
and females were buried with prismatic obsidian 
blades and other forms, including darts and flakes. 
Obsidian blades may have had a male association at 
La Ventilla 3, where they occurred in 56 per cent of the 
burials of men, compared to 27 per cent of the burials 
of women. Prismatic blade cores also occurred more 
frequently in the burials of males (20 per cent) than 
females (5 per cent) at La Ventilla 3. Of the residential 
areas investigated, however, Axotlan is the only one 
where obsidian may have been exclusively associated 
with males in burial. This implies a strong association 
between obsidian objects as accoutrements to mortu-
ary ritual and masculine-gendered activities within 
this group. 

The use of obsidian objects as grave goods may 
relate to whether a residential group either engaged 
in obsidian tool production or acquired finished prod-
ucts for use through a market system or exchange ties. 
This difference is likely to have significantly shaped 
the meaning of obsidian objects as burial offerings. 
Specifically, obsidian artefacts in some burials may 
represent made objects that figured in the economic 
livelihood of deceased persons. Alternatively, they 
may have been used objects, reflecting myriad activi-
ties ranging from bodily grooming, hunting, rituals 
involving cutting or battle. 

Unlike La Ventilla 3 and Tlajinga 33, where resi-
dents produced obsidian objects such as blades, there 
is no clear evidence that such tools were being made 
at Axotlan, where obsidian artefacts were exclusively 
associated with males in burial. Rather, residents 
of Axotlan likely obtained blades and other tools 
through exchange relations with Teotihuacan or other 
settlements in the Basin of Mexico. Within the urban 
obsidian-knapping compounds, neither blades nor 
any other obsidian artefacts appear to have associated 
exclusively with either males or females.

Some kinds of ceramic vessels also associated 
with either females or males, although these associa-
tions were rarely exclusive and likely reflect tenden-
cies, rather than absolute rules, of women and men to 
occupy particular social roles. The burials of Axotlan 
exhibit the most conspicuous differences between the 

sexes with respect to the use of ceramics, with some 
associations that were possibly exclusive.

Table 6 provides the number of females and 
males at Axotlan who were buried with a range of 
object categories and indicates that some objects may 
have strongly associated with males.5 These include 
cylindrical vases, floreros, outcurving bowls, punctated 
tecomates, vasitos and several kinds of miniatures (see 
Clayton 2009 for descriptions of these forms). These 
objects, many of which were likely used primarily in 
ritual contexts, were not found with any individuals 
determined to be female at Axotlan.

The association of a range of ceremonial objects 
with males in burial suggests that particular ritual 
activities were masculine-gendered domains of action 
at Axotlan. This pattern may bear on social organiza-
tion at the settlement and its relationship with Teoti-
huacan, since all of these objects had counterparts at 
the urban center. The use of ritually important objects 
with males suggests that males at Axotlan may have 
been more closely tied to the urban population than 
females generally were. Perhaps Axotlan was struc-
tured in part on the practice of Teotihuacan-born 
males migrating to this rural settlement and marrying 
females from Axotlan or surrounding areas. If this 
were generally the case, however, there were nota-
ble exceptions. For example, the burial of two aged 
females (Burial AF1.135) contained a composite censer 
and a San Martín Orange vessel, likely produced in a 
Teotihuacan workshop (see Sullivan 2006). Composite 
censers are elaborate objects that are considered to be 
hallmarks of Teotihuacan material culture (Manzanilla 
2002; Pasztory 1997). They are ubiquitous among 
urban compounds, testifying to their widespread 
significance, but they are few in number within each 
individual compound (Cowgill 1997, 142). This sug-
gests that they were used by ritual specialists, perhaps 
in contexts in which many or all compound residents 

Table 6. Percentage of females and males at Axotlan buried with each 
object type. 
Object category Female (n = 15) Male (n = 21)
composite censer 6.7% –
cylindrical vase – 14.3%
florero – 9.5%
mini bundle – 4.8%
mini florero – 9.5%
mini grinding set – 4.8%
mini jars – 4.8%
mini tapaplato – 4.8%
outcurving bowl – 14.3%
punctated tecomate – 9.5%
slate – 14.3%
vasito (miniature) – 9.5%
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participated. Composite censers outside of urban 
Teotihuacan very likely indicate social or ideologi-
cal connections to Teotihuacan’s population and its 
institutions. The association of a composite censer 
with females at Axotlan suggests that women there 
were also socially linked with Teotihuacan, and that 
women might have migrated from the city to Axotlan. 
As well, the fact that the only known composite censer 
at Axotlan was buried with aged women suggests 
that females may have had particular roles as ritual 
specialists at this settlement. 

Unlike Axotlan, very few objects at La Ventilla 3 
were recovered exclusively from the burials of either 
females or males (Table 7), although some material 
categories, such as chert tools and greenstone objects, 
may have associated more often with males. Mortuary 
data from La Ventilla 3 suggest that this group differed 
significantly from Axotlan in terms of gender roles. 
The use of cylindrical vases (Fig. 7) as grave goods 
provides a case in point. These vessels are among the 
most widely recognized aspects of Teotihuacan mate-
rial culture (Conides 1997; Rattray 2001; Sempowski 
1992). They are often intricately decorated, prompting 
some to consider them as ‘luxury goods’ associated 
with high status (e.g. Sempowski 1992). They occur 
most frequently in burials with high quantities of 
offerings (Clayton 2009, 197).

Cylindrical vases were not associated with any 
individuals determined to be female at Axotlan, but 
at La Ventilla 3 they were equally likely to be buried 

with females and males. This suggests that in the 
urban group males and females alike participated in 
activities involving these vessels, but that this was not 
true of rural Axotlan. The relatively loose association 
of artefact classes with either females or males at La 
Ventilla 3 suggests that gender was not very important 
in structuring activities within this group. In sum, 
gender roles appear to have been less strictly deline-
ated at La Ventilla 3 than they were at rural Axotlan. 

Mortuary data from Tlajinga 33 suggest that the 
delineation of activities by male or female gender 
categories was blurred within this group also, as mate-
rials were rarely exclusively buried with either men 
or women. I have mentioned that obsidian artefacts 
were equally likely to accompany females and males 
in burial at Tlajinga 33. In fact, the largest and most 
diverse array of green, gray, and red obsidian objects 
was associated with a female (Burial 15). This deposit 
of 44 obsidian artefacts included flakes, bifaces, several 
very narrow blades, a semi-circle eccentric, and two 
darts. 

There are no outstanding differences in the kinds 
of objects placed with males and females at Tlajinga 33 
(Table 8), although some patterns may point to com-
monalities among all residential groups. For example, 
grinding stones were associated with females at both 
Tlajinga 33 and at La Ventilla 3. This pattern must be 
recognized as tentative, however, since the frequency 
of groundstone artefacts in burials is low. 

The small sample of adult burials from Tlailot-

Table 7. Percentage of females and males at La Ventilla 3 buried with 
each object type.
Object category Female (n = 22) Male (n = 25)
bone tool 18.2% 12.0%
censer adorno 4.5% 8.0%
chert tool – 16.0%
cylindrical vase 27.3% 28.0%
greenstone object – 16.0%
grinding stone 4.5% –
miniature (any) 9.1% 20.0%
outcurving bowl 13.6% 16.0%
shell bead 9.1% 20.0%
slate fragment 18.2% 40.0%

Figure 7. Cylindrical vase from a La Ventilla 3 burial.

Table 8. Percentage of females and males at Tlajinga 33 buried with 
each object type.
Object category  Female (n = 20) Male (n = 27)
bone needle 5.0% –
cylindrical vase – 3.7%
florero – 3.7%
grinding stones 5.0% –
outcurving bowl 5.0% 11.1%
slate fragment 5.0% 3.7%
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lacan 6 (six females, two males, and two adults of 
indeterminate sex) makes it difficult to identify 
gender-related differences in the mortuary practices of 
this group. Spence and colleagues (Spence & Gamboa 
Cabezas 1999, 195; Spence 2002, 58; Spence et al. 2005, 
167) assert that there was relative equality among 
females and males at Tlailotlacan, and the mortuary 
data support this assertion. Only a female in this 
sample was associated with an obsidian point, which 
may have been an implement or symbol of hunting 
or warfare. This constitutes additional evidence that 
obsidian artefacts were generally associated with both 
females and males in urban contexts, in stark contrast 
to rural Axotlan. Two females at Tlailotlacan 6 were 
buried with greenstone beads, which were socially 
valued in Mesoamerican societies (Lesure 1999, 36–48). 
A more rigorous evaluation of the use of material cul-
ture in funerary rites to delineate gender identities at 
Tlailotlacan 6 would require a larger sample of adults 
whose sex can be determined.

Gender complementary in mortuary ritual:  
body position and orientation

Although specific, emic beliefs associated with 
the arrangement of the body may not be accessed 
archaeologically, patterned associations between the 
positioning of the body and other variables, includ-
ing sex, provide clues as to social significance. In this 
section I discuss the association between sex and body 
placement. I argue that, despite evident differences in 
gender roles, the residents of Axotlan and La Ventilla 
3 espoused similar beliefs concerning the arrangement 
of female and male bodies in burial. Specifically, a 
mutually-recognized notion of gender complementa-
rity is suggested by the tendency to orient males and 
females in opposite directions in burial contexts at 
Axotlan and La Ventilla 3. Tlajinga 33 and Tlailotlacan 
differed in this respect from Axotlan and La Ventilla 
3, in that they did not, evidently, express gender com-
plementarity in body orientation or position. 

Body position
When the residential groups are compared it becomes 
clear that they varied with respect to the positioning 
of females and males in primary burials (Fig. 8). The 
degree to which the groups differed is not consistent, 
however, and this finding is at least as significant as 
the general variation among groups. In particular, 
Axotlan and La Ventilla 3 share a strikingly similar 
‘position profile’. Males and females were buried in 
seated, dorsal or lateral positions in similar propor-
tions in these two residential areas. This comparability 

in body positioning indicates that shared aspects of 
ritual ideology guided mortuary behaviours within 
these residential groups. Specifically, they held similar 
beliefs concerning the proper arrangement of male 
and female bodies in burial.

Tlajinga 33 departs markedly from Axotlan and 
La Ventilla 3 in the positioning of females and males 
in primary burial. Half of females in this compound 
were placed on their right side, a position associated 
with males at Axotlan and La Ventilla 3. The pattern 
from Tlajinga 33 is tentative, since the number of 
primary burials containing adults whose sex could 
be determined is low for this compound. However, 
if it is meaningful, it suggests that residents of this 
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compound subscribed to differing beliefs concerning 
gender and body positioning in burial than did other 
residential groups. This finding highlights the distinct 
possibility that ideological notions of gender differ-
ence, and their ritual expression, varied considerably 
among Teotihuacan’s social houses.

Body orientation
In addition to similarities with respect to body posi-
tion, Axotlan and La Ventilla 3 were highly congruent 
in the cardinal orientation of male and female bodies. 
Residential groups were compared in terms of the 
orientation of males and females, focusing on cases 
in which the body was on its side or back (not seated, 
in which the head-to-foot orientation is vertical: see 
Sugiyama 2005). Residents of these two areas appear 
to have expressed a notion of gender complementarity 
of females and males in the head-to-foot arrange-
ment of the body (Fig. 9). The pattern of orientation 

by sex resulting from this comparison is discernible 
only when the groups are compared. In other words, 
socio-spatial variation in body orientation would 
be obscured if burials from all locales were lumped 
together as ‘representative’ of Teotihuacan society. 
This illustrates the salience of domestic contexts 
in shaping ritual behaviours and social identities. 
Sempowski (1994, 141) noted that an east–west ori-
entation was most frequent at Teotihuacan, followed 
by west–east; she did not, however, consider gendered 
differences in orientation.

At every residential area except Tlailotlacan 6, 
where the sample size is small, the orientation of males 
was more varied than that of females. At Axotlan 
and La Ventilla 3 there is a pattern of male–female 
directional opposition. Most females in these two 
groups were oriented west–east (head to west, feet to 
east), with a smaller proportion oriented north–south. 
The fact that this pattern is shared between the two 

Figure 9. Head-to-foot orientation of females and males at each locale, including only individuals placed on their side or 
back in a primary context. 
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residential groups strongly suggests that it is mean-
ingful. Males in these two areas were most frequently 
oriented south–north and east–west. Females were 
never oriented this way at either Axotlan or La Ventilla 
3, at least within the current sample. The difference in 
orientation may relate to a variety of factors, such as 
the cause of death, the impact of gender on the destina-
tion of the soul or the social roles filled by individuals 
gendered male or female. 

Orientation patterns at Tlajinga 33 and Tlailot-
lacan 6 differ markedly from those of Axotlan and 
La Ventilla 3. At Tlajinga 33, almost all adults were 
oriented south–north, with a few males leaning 
southwest–northeast (whether the latter represented 
a meaningful distinction is not clear). What stands out 
is the evident lack of gender complementarity in body 
orientation at Tlajinga 33. At Tlailotlacan 6, individu-
als were oriented in a pattern nearly opposite that of 
Axotlan and La Ventilla 3; females here were most 
frequently oriented east–west and males west–east. 
The sample from Tlailotlacan 6 is too small to draw 
conclusions about gender complementarity in orienta-
tion, although the data hint that such a notion might 
have inhered in the ritual ideology of this group. 

Analyses of body orientation by sex and 
residential group indicate that beliefs concerning the 
proper arrangement of the deceased varied and that 
gender was a factor, at least among some groups, 
in this aspect of funerary ritual. Tlajinga 33 was 
particularly distinctive among the residential areas. 
In this compound, males and females were not direc-
tionally distinguished and south–north orientation 
was evidently meaningful. Axotlan and La Ventilla 
3, on the other hand, likely belonged to a subset of 
the population that shared aspects of ritual ideology 
concerning the use of position and orientation to mark 
gender difference.

The implications of alternative gender discourses

Intrasocietal diversity significantly contours the 
historical trajectories of ancient states and should, 
therefore, be a central concern in efforts to understand 
their development and decline. In this study gender is 
identified as a dimension of intrasocietal variation at 
Teotihuacan through the application of a theoretical 
framework that emphasizes the nested and contextual 
nature of identity. Results of this investigation reaf-
firm the fact that gender in a complex society such as 
Teotihuacan cannot be understood in terms of status 
hierarchy (Stockett 2005). Gender and other constructs 
of identity are most effectively investigated at scales 
that situate their development and expression within 

domestic groups and other relevant contexts of human 
interaction. 

A significant finding is that gender ideologies 
constituted not only a dimension of distinction but 
also of affiliation among houses. Moreover, groups 
that evidently espoused similar ideological disposi-
tions concerning gender were not necessarily spatially 
contiguous. For example, conventions associated with 
burying males and females at urban La Ventilla 3 were 
more congruent with those of rural Axotlan than with 
some urban groups (e.g. Tlajinga 33) in closer proxim-
ity. Specifically, the shared practice of orienting males 
and females in opposing directions indicates that these 
groups expressed, through body arrangement, mutu-
ally-recognized notions of gender difference. Ideas 
of masculine and feminine complementarity inhere 
in the worldviews of many Mesoamerican societies 
(Hendon 1999). Whether all or most of Teotihuacan’s 
houses subscribed to this notion is not known, but it is 
evident that some residential groups, such as Tlajinga 
33 and Tlailotlacan 6, did not express beliefs in gender 
complementarity through the directional orientation 
of the body; this was a prominent aspect of mortuary 
ritual only in particular houses.

Ethnicity is likely to have factored significantly 
in differences among residential groups with respect 
to gender arrangements and ideologies and to prac-
tices such as the placement of the body in burial. 
Tlailotlacan 6 is widely understood to have been part 
of a Zapotec enclave (Spence et al. 2005), so it is not 
surprising that distinctive ritual traditions were main-
tained there. However, Tlajinga 33 is perhaps a more 
intriguing example of the intermingling of ethnicity 
with other aspects of social identity within Teotihua-
can society. White and colleagues (2004) assert, based 
on stable isotopic evidence, that a substantial number 
(perhaps more than a quarter) of the compound’s 
residents were immigrants. Although much of the 
material culture at Tlajinga 33 is considered typical 
of Teotihuacan, there are also overt indications of the 
perpetuation of foreign ritual practices here. The most 
outstanding example is a West-Mexican-style shaft 
tomb within the compound (Storey 1992; White et al. 
2004). Stable isotopic data similar to that generated 
for Tlajinga 33 are not available for other compounds 
considered to represent the mainstream population 
at Teotihuacan. As a result, it is unclear whether the 
presence of recent immigrants is unique to Tlajinga 33 
or whether it was a widespread phenomenon among 
the general population. The current data support the 
latter hypothesis, as materials and practices under-
stood as foreign to Teotihuacan are present in virtually 
every area that has been excavated. In sum, ethnic 
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diversity seems to have been a characteristic feature 
of Teotihuacan’s social landscape, with immigrants 
interlaced throughout the population. However, the 
degree to which ethnicity was manipulated as mode of 
social identification and distinction among residential 
groups is likely to have varied widely.

Multiscalar research on other early states in 
the Americas similarly demonstrates that ideologi-
cal constructs and associated practices served both 
to delineate social groups and to forge affiliations 
across geographical distance. For example, Goldstein 
(2000) and Janusek & Blom (2006) indicate that large, 
non-contiguous groups shared social identities that 
distinguished them from other such groups within 
Tiwanaku society. These identities were perpetuated 
through shared behaviours and material culture. 
Janusek & Blom (2006, 236) describe these configura-
tions as ‘incomplete communities’ and suggest that 
their connections might be effectively explored using 
the concept of heterarchy (Ehrenreich et al. 1995). Such 
an approach goes beyond reconstructing hierarchies 
to investigate distinct social groups that were neither 
ranked nor fully integrated. This concept has utility 
for Teotihuacan and other multiethnic Mesoamerican 
states that were characterized by the presence of, and 
interactions among, effectively equal but dissimilar 
components of the rural and urban population. 

McCafferty’s work at Postclassic Cholula 
exemplifies an appropriately nuanced approach to 
a multiethnic, complex society in that it avoids the 
use of an oversimplified elite-commoner heuristic 
dichotomy or hierarchical reconstruction. McCafferty 
(2007, 214) stresses that a great deal of diversity should 
be expected among commoners in multicultural urban 
settings:

Urban centers are defined by multiculturalism, and 
conceptualizations of Mesoamerican cities should 
incorporate this principle. The result ... is a postmod-
ern cacophony of agency, as a multitude of social 
actors strategically manipulated their lives in a dia-
lectical relationship with their cultural surroundings.

Ritual variation among residential groups at Teotihua-
can testifies to the social and ideological diversity of 
its population. Some groups were affiliated, at least 
symbolically, through common adherence to certain 
beliefs and practices, reflecting the nested nature of 
identity. These groups likely participated in wider 
arenas of interaction (e.g. the exchange of marriage 
partners, economic transactions and political events) 
through which their mutual beliefs were reinforced. 
Other groups evidently eschewed certain beliefs and 
practices, either as acts of ideological resistance or 
because such practices were not meaningful for social 

relationships within the group. It is reasonable to 
speculate that ideological fissures such as these were 
potential sources of tension that may have factored in 
the eventual sociopolitical dissolution of Teotihuacan. 

Despite the congruence between Axotlan and 
La Ventilla 3 in the arrangement of male and female 
bodies, these groups evidently differed considerably 
with respect to the social roles of women and men. 
Specifically, males and females at Axotlan seem to 
have engaged in differing sets of activities, based on 
the patterned association of artefacts with one sex or 
the other in burial. In contrast, sex does not appear to 
have been nearly as significant in structuring social 
roles and activities within the urban groups. The 
apparent disjuncture between ideology and daily life, 
as reflected in mortuary contexts, is due to the multi-
faceted and multi-referential nature of ritual acts. 

Although I have opted to focus on gender, 
comparative analyses of mortuary practices associ-
ated with other facets of identity, such as age, also 
reveal marked socio-spatial variation. For example, 
individuals older than forty years of age at Axotlan 
were buried with some objects that were evidently 
exclusive to that age group (Clayton 2009). In contrast, 
age differences among adults do not seem to have been 
prominently expressed through the use of specific 
mortuary material culture within the urban groups 
considered in this investigation. A thorough treatment 
of heterogeneity with respect to age-related identities 
and ideologies is beyond the scope of this article and 
is discussed in detail elsewhere (Clayton 2009). It is 
clear, though, that the role of ideological diversity in 
shaping the social milieu of a complex society may 
be fruitfully approached in terms of several different 
axes of variation. 

I have argued that likeness and difference in the 
mortuary conventions of discrete residential groups 
point to connections as well as distinctions among 
subsets of Teotihuacan society. Gender roles and 
ideologies were fundamentally shaped through social 
and ritual interactions situated within the context of 
domestic groups. None of the groups investigated 
were exactly alike with respect to the mortuary 
practices associated with males and females. Rather, 
multiple discourses pertaining to the roles of males 
and females and the meanings of gender difference 
operated in Teotihuacan society. The population of 
Teotihuacan constituted a mosaic of distinctive group 
identities that blended notions of ethnicity, class, occu-
pation, religion and ancestral descent. These domains 
of identity did not neatly correspond to particular resi-
dential groups and they transcended rural and urban 
divisions. The degree of intrasocietal diversity present 
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at Teotihuacan must have factored significantly in the 
administrative challenges and structural weaknesses 
of its sociopolitical institutions. 
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Notes

1.	 Intrasocietal variation in the mortuary practices associ-
ated with perinates and children is discussed at length 
in the author’s dissertation (Clayton 2009).

2. 	 Fisher’s exact test is the preferred method when sample 
sizes are small (Agresti 1990), since Pearson’s chi-square 
requires that expected cell counts be greater than five. 

3.	 Weaving, which has been explored as a source of social 
prestige for Aztec women (Brumfiel 1991; 1996) may not 
have been a prominent activity among women at Teoti-
huacan; there is a paucity of archaeological evidence for 
weaving and spinning in the city, although bone awls 
and needles are frequent and suggest that the embel-
lishment of textiles through sewing and embroidery 
was prevalent (Cabrera Cortés 2001).

4. 	 About 10 per cent (5 of 51) individuals of unknown 
sex at Axotlan were buried with obsidian artefacts; it 
is possible that some of these were female. If obsidian 
artefacts were typically buried with females in this area, 
however, then it seems likely that at least one of the 
individuals determined to be female would have been 
associated with obsidian.

5. 	 This tabulation includes only those individuals with 
whom grave goods could be specifically associated. 
Individuals from mixed contexts that included both 
sexes were omitted from analyses unless objects could 

be specifically attributed to a particular individual in the 
context. This was necessary for investigating patterns 
of association by sex.
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