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ABSTRACT - Kinship, diverse webs of relationship generated by people in their social practice, has long
been analysed and debated by anthropologists, from an earlier dominance of lineage theory to the cur-
rent, much more fluid emphasis on relatedness. Since the days of processualism, archaeologists have
given more attention to kinship than in the early years of the discipline, but in rather limited and gen-
eral ways until very recently. With the advent of successful aDNA investigations, and with some prompt
[from posthumanist theory, that interest has been renewed recently. I discuss some inconsistencies be-
tween the accounts of kinship by anthropologists and archaeologists, notably the emphasis by the for-
mer on diversity, relatedness, the possibilities and implications of bilateral descent, and the uncertain
relationship between biology and kinship. To begin to investigate how this might all work out in archae-
ology, I skelch three scenarios from successive parts of the Neolithic in Britain and Ireland, across the
Sfourth to third millennia cal BC, attempting specific rather than generalised models and indicating the
outlines of a possible trajectory through time.
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Vprasanja sorodstva:
tri skice iz britanskega in irskega neolitika

IZVLECEK - Antropologi Ze dolgo analizirajo in razpravljajo o sorodstvu in raznolikih spletih odnosov,
ki jih ustvarijo ljudje v svojih druzbenih praksah. Razprave segajo od nekdanje prevladujoce teorije ro-
du do sedanjega bolj fluidnega poudarjanja sorodnosti. Arheologi so od casov procesualizma sorodstvu
posvecali ve¢ pozornosti kot v zgodnjih letih razvoja discipline, vendar do nedavnega na precej omejen
in splosen nacin. Z uspesnimi raziskavami stare DNK in nekaj spodbude iz posthumanisticne teorije pa
se je zanimangje v zadnjem casu povecalo. Razpravijam o nekaterih nedoslednostih pojasnjevanja so-
rodstva pri antropologih in arheologih; predvsem poudarjanja raznovrsinosti, sorodnosti, moznosti in
posledicah bilateralnega potomstva ter negotovega razmerja med biologijo in sorodstvom pri prvih. Da
bi zacel raziskovati, kako bi vse fo lahko delovalo v arheologifi, sem skiciral tri scenarije v zaporednih
fazah neolitika v Britaniji in na Irskem, v Cetrtem in tretjem tisocletju pr. n. $t.; pri tem poskusam obli-
kovati specificne in ne posplosene modele ler nakazujem obrise mozne trajektorije skozi cas.

KLJUCNE BESEDE - sorodstvo; sorodnost: raznovrstnost: trajektorija; neolitik; Britanija, Irska

Introduction

Over the years, anthropologists and archaeologists
have treated kinship in very different ways. Intensely
observed and debated since as far back as the 1860s
and 1870s, anthropological views of kinship - perhaps

the still best overall definition is given by Edmund
Leach (1982.107; emphasis in the original) as “a widely
ramifying pattern of named relationships which link
logether the individual members of a social system
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in a network ... The naming of relationships marks
the beginning of moral sanctions” - have gone
through a long series of changes of perspective: suc-
cessively evolutionist, structural-functionalist and
symbolist (Parkin, Stone 2004.ix). In the latter part
of the twentieth century, following the work of David
Schneider (1968; 1984), there was a revision of the
significance of what had previously been regarded as
at the heart of the discipline of anthropology (Leach
1982.134), with a shift to looser notions of ‘relatedness’
and care for others (Carsten 2000a; 2004; Sahlins
2013). Debate continues (e.g., Shapiro 2016; Bamford
2019a; Kuper 2018; 2019a; Papadaki et al. 2019;
Ingold 2022.350-352; Miller n.d.), as sketched further
below.

By contrast, many archaeologists have long paid mere
lip-service to anthropological notions of kinship. With
the advent of processualism in the late 1960s and
1970s, the topic came more to the fore (e.g., Edmonds
2019.19), in the belief that kinship was a fundamental
constituent of tribal and other non-western social
existence and with renewed interest in schemes of
social evolution or development (Sahlins 1968; cf.
Flannery, Marcus 2012). On the whole, however,
very little detail was suggested until very recently,
other than vague reference to lineages, at a time when
anthropologists had already moved on from lineage
theory (in which stable, enduring descent groups were
seen as the basic unit in stateless societies). In recent
times, of course, the advent of successful aDNA analy-
ses (Reich 2018), extending from population studies
to the first detailed examinations of specific mortuary
contexts, collective and other, has changed the game,
and kinship, starting from biological relatedness
amenable to investigation by aDNA analysis but also
going beyond those limitations, is very much to the
fore (Fowler 2022). Chris Fowler (2022), in the wake
of the successful and thought-provoking aDNA-based
study of the collective mortuary deposit at the Haz-
leton North long cairn in central-southern England
(Fowler et al. 2022; elaborated in Cummings, Fowler
2023), has given the best archaeological overview so
far of kinship as diverse social practice in the Neolithic
of Britain. This has coincided with further prompting
from posthumanist theory, arguing for more fluid,
creative, relational notions of kinship (Johnston 2020;
Crellin, Harris 2020; Crellin 2021).

Nonetheless, in seeking to complement Fowler’s and
others’ recent studies, there are further aspects to
draw out: to emphasise the differing histories of the

study of kinship in anthropology and archaeology;
to underscore the diversity observed and debated
by anthropologists and to consider the implications
of such diversity, including the role of cognatic and
bilateral systems; to look further at the role of biology
in kinship; and to contemplate and speculate about
possible differences through time, at least through
the prism of changes in the Neolithic trajectory of
Britain and Ireland. At stake are detailed questions
about the possible character of small-scale social
groupings and categorisations, allowing us potentially
to move beyond so far often very general notions of
‘community’ and ‘society’. This could obviously have
significance for the wider study of the Neolithic as
awhole.

Kinship: the anthropologists’ and archaeolo-
gists’ accounts

What archaeologists have to say about kinship is
largely couched in the terminology derived from
anthropology (and we may come to want to review
that relationship in due course). I want to give a
more historical or historiographical sense of how
limited archaeological accounts have been until
very recently. I am not attempting a full history of
the development of thought in both disciplines, an
impossible task in a short paper, but in making rather
compressed comparisons I do want to try to bring out
important differences, and some of the key remaining
challenges for archaeology. There have of course been
important periodic reviews of both disciplines, where
the reader can find much more detail and many times
more references than I have space to cite here (for
anthropology, see Leach 1982; Kuper 1999; Carsten
2000a; 2004; Parkin, Stone 2004; Eller 2013.chapter
8; Engelke 2017; Ingold 2018; 2022; Bamford 2019a;
for archaeology, see Trigger 2006; Harris, Cipolla
2017; Chapman 2023).

When the first detailed studies of kinship appeared
in the 1860s and 1870s (Maine 1861; Morgan 1871;
1877), establishing an evolutionary interest in pat-
terns of descent and affinity, and the terminology
of patrilines and matrilines which is still in use,
there is no sign that these were being read by early
archaeologists. John Thurnam (1869.177), for example,
in his examination of the remains from long barrows
and long cairns, makes passing references to “great
chieftains or heads of some British clan”, and ‘family
tombs’ used in ‘successive generations’ (O.c. 224), but
goes no further than that. Jump over fifty years for-
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ward, and the pages of Childe (1925; 1929), for
example in his Dawn and Danube, whose principal
concern was to begin to make sense of the growing
mass of archaeological evidence for the Neolithic
and Copper Age (and Bronze Age) across Europe,
are disappointingly thin on social interpretation,
with the occasional reference to peasants and chiefs
giving no idea of the by then much more detailed
studies emerging from anthropologists like Bronistaw
Malinowski, William H. R. Rivers, Franz Boas and many
others (Leach 1982; Kuper 1999). The more discursive
Man makes himself from the 1930s (Childe 1936)
offers little more, with only brief mention of clans
(including ‘totemic clans’ in the early Nile valley,
O.c. 101), kings and slaves. Likewise, the era of social
anthropology in the middle part of the twentieth
century of dominant British structural-functionalist
models of lineages, especially unilateral descent
groups, as a key constituent of acephalous societies
as exemplified in studies of the Nuer, Tallensi and
Tiv in east and west Africa (Fortes, Evans-Pritchard
1940; Evans-Pritchard 1940; 1951; Bohannan 1952;
RadCcliffe-Brown 1952; Leach 1982.45-47) found
little or no direct echo in contemporary archaeological
interpretation. The same fate befell the alternative
‘alliance’ theory of Claude Lévi-Strauss (1949), though
this was belatedly to receive much more discussion
through the idea of ‘house societies’ (see briefly
further below). In the 1950s into the 1960s in Britain,
for example, much debate centred on the difficulty of
achieving reliable social interpretation at all (Bradley
1984, with references); Ancient societies, by two giants
of the establishment of British prehistory, Grahame
Clark and Stuart Piggott (1965), has practically no
specific social interpretations at all, far less any re-
ference to the anthropological literature of its time.

With the advent of processualism in the late 1960s
and 1970s, and on into the post-processualist era
from the early 1980s onwards, as already noted, the
topic of kinship did receive more attention (Edmonds
2019.19). There were some attempts to provide more
detailed and sophisticated models of social difference
and change rooted in anthropological understanding
(e.g, Friedman, Rowlands 1977). There were frequent
appeals in the literature to generalised ancestors, for
example as a source of legitimacy for emergent social
factions (e.g., Shanks, Tilley 1982) or the inspiration
for specific feats of construction, as at Stonehenge
(Parker Pearson, Ramilisonina 1998; cf. Parker Pear-
son 2023), but this led in due course to severe criticism,
albeit without detailed plausible alternatives for the

Neolithic period itself (Whitley 2002). Mark Edmonds
(1999.98-103,109- 129) made perceptive suggestions
about the possible role of kin groups in the planning
and implementation of causewayed enclosures, though
without any detail of their possible composition. An
important general potential link with cattle in terms
of fictive relatedness and descent was proposed (Ray,
Thomas 2003; see also Ray, Thomas 2018.295-297).

There were other, now rather striking, gaps in these
processual and post-processual phases. Although the
processual era ushered in a much more explicit interest
in models of social development, in Britain exemplified
by Colin Renfrew (1973; 1979) but drawing on a longer
trail of comparative studies in the American tradition,
going back to Elman R. Service, Morton Fried and
Marshall Sahlins, and before them to Julian Steward
and Leslie White, and other predecessors (see Trigger
20006; Flannery, Marcus 2012 for references), specific
references to the role of kinship, descent and affinity
remained surprisingly scarce. The narrowing of focus
in post-processual approaches seems to have been
one culprit (there is more to say on this, but space
precludes it here), though the lack of awareness in
processual interpretation is more puzzling. The di-
versity of situations by then being explored by an-
thropologists (so often the leitmotif of overviews of
social anthropology (e.g., Leach 1982.123; Engelke
2017.314; Ingold 2018.27; 2022.1) does not seem to
be reflected in archaeological models of the time. That
African lineages did not seem to fit observations of
highland communities in Papua New Guinea (Barnes
1962; and see further below) passed archaeologists
by, as did the devastating critique of lineage theory
(Kuper 1982; 1988; 1999), perhaps best summed up
in Adam Kuper’s (1982.84) striking judgment that
“the Nuer are not like The Nuer”. Kuper’s account
is complex but emphasises how a particular model
worked more as an abstraction for anthropologists
than as a robust description of diverse situations
on the ground, involving among other things lack
of permanence, considerable variability, liability to
change, and other dimensions of local and territorial
groupings. He concluded that “there do not appear to
be any societies in which vital political or economic
activities are organized by a repetitive series of de-
scent groups” (0.c. 92). Further, it has long been
emphasised that ‘cognatic’ systems of kinship, in
which common ancestry is traced through both
male and female links’ are just as common as those
dominated by unilineal descent (Leach 1982.167; see
also Freeman 1961; Sahlins 1968.54-55). Finally, [
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can find no reference in the archaeological literature
of the time (but I make no claim to an encyclopaedic
search) to the major critique of kinship studies as
whole by David Schneider (1968; 1984), which argued
that previous interpretations had falsely imposed a
western, specifically American, model of a biological
basis to kinship on other parts of the world. That led to
kinship generally falling out of anthropological focus
(but note Strathern 1992) for a generation or so, until
revived by Janet Carsten (2000a; 2004) and others, but
the archaeological literature of the time seems silent
on these great shifts.

A slow convergence of sorts has been taking place
since. From the turn of the millennium, the anthropo-
logical study of kinship was revived (Carsten 2000a;
2004). At one level, Janet Carsten’s After kinship
simply constituted renewed, further studies of kin-
ship (Carsten 2004; Bamford 2019a; Hirsch, Rollason
2019.16), but since that time kinship has no longer
been the defining trope of anthropology (Moore
2010.20.footnote 9; Ingold 2018.98). Instead, the
much looser and freer notion of relatedness has taken
over, “fo convey ... a move away from a pre-given
analytic opposition between the biological and
the social on which much anthropological study of
kinship has been based” (Carsten 2000b.4). With “the
boundaries between the biological and the social ...
distinctly blurred, if visible at all”, issues of gender,
the body and personhood come much more to the
fore (Carsten 2000b.3). Much of Carsten’s own work
has covered case studies such as gender assignment,
adoption, surrogacy, artificial insemination and blood
and organ donation (Carsten 2004, covered also quite
extensively in chapters in Bamjford 20194, including
Carsten 2019), but she has also looked at the relevance
of more fluid notions of kinship for migration studies
(Carsten 2020). She contrasts two anthropological
models of kinship, centred on static notions of being
and descent versus doing, becoming and performance
(O.c. 321-322). The emphasis on performance has also
been strongly asserted elsewhere (Engelke 2017. 6;
Ingold 2018.100, Fig. 4 caption; Bamford 2019b).

The issue of biology has been explored in recent times
most extensively by Marshall Sahlins (2013). His short
book is full of examples of the social construction of
kinship, whose essence he defines as a ‘mutuality of
being’, with repeated examples worldwide of how
the facts of generation and birth are not the defining
features of how people go on to be classified and treated
in life. From the very start, in the opening sentences of

his preface, he insists that “kinsfolk are persons who

participate intrinsically in each other’s existence;
they are members of one another” (O.c. i). Reviewing
the book enthusiastically, Carsten (2013.249) notes
nonetheless the enduring ‘sticky paradox’ of the
biological-social divide; “fhe more one tries to
dispense with the dichotomy, the more one seems to
end up reiterating it”. Just as the notion of relatedness
may prompt endless questions of definition (Miller
n.d.), so too may Sahlins’ definition make it very
difficult to draw distinctions between kin, neighbours,
allies and others, but his contribution should at the
least serve to make archaeologists much more aware
of the challenge. Tim Ingold (2022.350-352), as part
of a wider, generalising discourse on philosophical
and anthropological approaches to life, has referred
to notions of filiation (“the fundamental human
bond between parent and child”, O.c. 350), going
back to Meyer Fortes; “filiation - and the kinship it
engenders - is supremely rhizomatic; its lines do not
connect but are themselves lines of life that carry on
alongside one another, answering or responding to
one another - or literally corresponding - as they go”
(O.c. 351). On a different note, Warren Shapiro (2016)
has challenged the performative account of kinship
championed by Sahlins and Carsten, and before them
Schneider, reasserting the significance of indigenous
kinship categories. Kuper (1982; 1988), who as noted
above helped to demolish the previously perceived
importance of lineage theory and was further another,
earlier severe critic of Schneider (Kuper 1999; cf.
Feeley-Harnik 2019), has comparatively recently
called for fresh attention to be paid to kinship (Kuper
2018). And other anthropologists go on with the
task of investigating changing attitudes to kinship in
particular contexts (e.g., Papadaki et al. 2019; Firth
2019.97; Goddard 2019.231; Eriksen, MacCarthy
2019.359).

Signs of change in the archaeological literature came
with a series of case studies through the Neolithic
sequence of Greece, drawing attention to the neglect
of kinship in social archaeology (Souvatzi 2017).
An encouraging general statement frames things —
“Kinship is about much more than just blood ties.
It is a domain of social relations; a framework
of action, rules, and rights; a powerful means to
strefch identities across space and time; and a mode
of structuring time, history, and memory” (O.c.
172) - and ways of weaving kinship into narratives
of settlement and landscape are explored, but the
theoretical and historiographical background is large-
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ly passed over and few suggestions are made about
specific kinship relations. It is also worth mentioning
the critique of patrilocality as the dominant mode
for the European Neolithic, which combines isotopic,
aDNA and archaeological analyses (Ensor 2021).

Meanwhile, the diversity of turn-of-the-millennium
theoretical and interpretive approaches in archaeo-
logy shifted gradually to the relational, ontological or
material turn. There are clearly many strands to this
(Harris, Cipolla 2017; Harris 2021) but interest in
themes of gender (see also Robb, Harris 2018), body,
identity, flow, affect, vibrancy and others rather obvi-
ously overlap with the wider remit of anthropological
relatedness. But in the search for material agency in
a complex world, there is no sign until very recently
of special attention being given to kinship (absent,
for example, from the index of Harris 2021; see
further below). Other less theoretically driven recent
archaeological syntheses for Neolithic Britain and
Ireland also still make very restrained use of notions
of kinship and descent, especially still that of lineage
(e.g., Bradley 2019). Vicki Cummings (2017.137, 188-
189) has been more explicit than many others, even if
very brief, while Keith Ray and Julian Thomas (2018.
47,119,172) have perhaps been the most explicit of all;
their notion of ‘invested lineages’ (O.c. 113,171,312~
314) underpins their interpretation of both houses and
tombs in the early Neolithic of Britain, though they do
not spell out further just what kinds of descent and
relationships they envisage in this concept. There has
been one exception to this reticence, in the form of the
idea of house societies, derived from models of kinship
by Lévi-Strauss (Boric 2008; Thomas 2015; Richards,
Jones 2016; Ray, Thomas 2018). This is also discussed
by Fowler (2022.3-4). The notion is not in itself a form
of kinship, and it has been applied to so many diverse
situations that it is often hard to understand its specific
force. Interesting though it is, there is not space to
pursue it further here.

As already indicated in the introduction, in the wake
of the recent successful development of aDNA analysis,
there have been important investigations of collective
and other mortuary contexts, which have enabled
close examination of particular situations beyond
the initial attention given to population-level studies
(e.g., among others Sanchez-Quinto et al. 2019; Cas-
sidy et al. 2020, Cheronet et al. 2022; Rivollat et al.
2023; see also Meller et al. 2023). Those include the
ground-breaking analysis of the human contents of the
Hazleton North long cairn in the Cotswolds of central-

southern England (Fowler et al. 2022; Saville 1990).
Fowler’s further reflections on whether it is possible
to see patterns of kinship in the varying architecture of
early Neolithic tombs, cairns and barrows (Fowler et al.
2022) are the first sustained and detailed attempt that
I know of in Neolithic studies to align archaeological
with anthropological interpretation of kinship. He
strongly emphasises process and performance, as
underlined above in discussion of the anthropological
literature post-Schneider, and correctly underscores
the fact that aDNA analysis is the investigation of
biological relatedness. His account of the history
of archaeological research into kinship, however, is
quite brief and compressed, which why I have given
amore extended historiographical review above, and
whether the potential diversity of performed kinship
arrangements is to be easily read from the varying
plans of tombs and monuments is perhaps more open
to question in principle than he allows. He and Vicki
Cummings have elaborated their interpretation of
Hazleton North and its context (Cummings, Fowler
2023), which I discuss further in detail below.

Other posthumanist approaches to kinship have been
made very recently. The most extensive, book-length,
treatment is by Robert Johnston (2020), primarily
applied to the Bronze Age in Britain and Ireland, but
with obvious relevance to Neolithic and other studies
as well (and cited on that basis by Fowler 2022). In set-
ting out his inspiring stall, seemingly with a principal
reliance on Sahlins (2013), Johnston (2020.15-18)
pronounces five main features of kinship as he per-
ceives it: its ability to create personhood and col-
lective belonging; its association of people with
nonhuman beings, things and landscapes; its historical
situatedness; its making through the sharing of
substances and what are called presences; and its
creative, performative and political nature. In a similar
spirit, a perceived diversity of kin relations has been
emphasised, in an attempt to underscore relationality
and avoid binary opposition between nature and
culture (Crellin, Harris 2020; Briick 2021; Crellin
2021). 1t is interesting to reflect on the theoretical
sources here. Several of these themes overlap with the
more recent, more fluid anthropological emphasis on
relatedness. Some, however, are so broadly framed
that it is often hard to see (as noted above with re-
ference to Sahlins 2013) what is specifically to do
with kinship, rather than with a general model of
sociality (for example, including ‘relational work’,
Bandelj 2020), of a mostly warm and positive kind
(as opposed to anything more negative, as noted
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importantly by both Carsten 2013, and Bamford
2019b). Thus, disappointingly, though Robert Johnston
(2020) asserts the ubiquity of ‘kinwork’ and ‘kinfolk’
right from the beginning of his book, he never
attempts to differentiate or further characterise kin
relationships; it seems inherently improbable that
these were uniform and unchanging throughout the
span of the Bronze Age in Britain and Ireland. The
dominant citations from the literature are to the
broad ontological literature (for critique, see Whittle
2018), and the details of and historical shifts in
anthropological models as such are not given.

So plenty of questions remain to be debated. I see
getting to grips with diversity, specific contexts, find-
ing plausible ways to account for changes through
time, and the ever-troubling relation between kinship
and biology as particularly significant challenges. How
can we follow patterns of kinship rather than broader
trends in sociality?

The performance of kinship: three sketches
from the Neolithic of Britain and Ireland

To offer a first start at addressing these questions, I
give three brief sketches from the Neolithic of Britain
and Ireland. The fullest is of the Early Neolithic, but
I hope the other two may serve to point to ways of
thinking about change through time. I will obviously
make use of recent aDNA results, but hope fully to
engage the archaeological evidence as well. My account
is deliberately speculative.

Early Neolithic

I am not attempting complete coverage of the Early
Neolithic from the late fifth to past the middle of the
fourth millennium cal BC. I simply pick things up at
the point probably around 3800 cal BC when mo-
numents start to become more prominent. One of
the most striking developments in recent times has
been enhanced evidence for biological relatedness -
or its absence - through aDNA analysis of mortuary
assemblages.

Completed aDNA studies of this kind are still com-
paratively rare. The general picture for early monu-
ments seems to be one of diversity. Patrilines have
been suggested as the dominant arrangement found
in megaliths in western Europe (Sd@nchez-Quinto et
al. 2019), but differences in fact are also documented.
Studies in western France indicate a mixture of related
and non-related people being deposited (Cheronet

et al. 2022). In Ireland, there were also diverse ar-
rangements, as seen in the relatively small sample
of sites so far available. There was a lack of close
biological relations in both the early portal tomb at
Poulnabrone (from c. 3800 cal BC onwards) and the
probably slightly later court tomb at Parknabinnia,
leading the investigators to “exclude small family
groups as their sole proprietors and interpret our
Sfindings as the result of broader social differentiation
with an emphasis on patrilineal descent” (Cassidy
et al. 2020.387). 1s it kinship as opposed to alliance
or other relationships which is being expressed here?
(It is also worth noting the apparent father-daughter
relationship found in analysis of the remains from
Primrose Grange (O.c.; Cassidy 2023).) There was
also a network of distant relatives in the passage tombs
examined so far, some of which may go back to earlier
centuries of the Neolithic (Cassidy et al. 2020; Cassidy
2023). If Chris Fowler’s (2022) point is accepted that
chamber architecture is related to kinship arrange-
ments (though that claim is not unproblematic, given
the instances above where close biological relations
do not predominate), then we should expect further
diversity. Perhaps that is characteristic of pre-Indo-
European societies, with Indo-European societies
(perhaps from the late fourth or third millennia cal
BC onwards) being said to be predominantly patrilocal
and patrilineal (Pronk 2023).

Penywyrlod, in inland south-east Wales, probably
dating from the 38th century cal BC onwards and
arguably one of the earliest constructions in its
local area (Britnell, Whittle 2022), raises similar
questions, though here without the benefit of aDNA
because of poor preservation. Its large stone cairn
probably contains several small lateral chambers, the
investigated examples of which so far excavated have
yielded varying, fragmented and small assemblages of
human bone. Strontium isotopic evidence suggests a
comparatively wide-ranging population, at a lifetime
scale. We cannot therefore be certain in this and
many other cases, but it is plausible on the basis of
these isotopic analyses that Penywyrlod served a
wider population, perhaps with multiple kinds of
biological and social relationships, as seen in the
diverse representation of age and sex groupings in
the small assemblages of human bone excavated so
far (Wysocki 2022), in a context of initial, pioneering
inland settlement.

The most stunning aDNA case study for the early
Neolithic in Britain and Ireland so far has been that of
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the Hazleton North, Gloucestershire, long cairn. Here
in the two opposed lateral chambers and passages
(Saville 1990) were the remains of 41 people; it was
possible to obtain high-quality genetic information
from 35 of these, 27 of whom proved to be close
biological relatives (Fowler et al. 2022). The main
picture is well published (O.c.; Cummings, Fowler
2023). Thus, over five generations in the earlier and
middle part of the 37th century cal BC, deposition of
the dead was carried out in parallel in both chambers,
that on the north side interrupted and partly curtailed
by the collapse of the northern passage. In the first
generation, 2 man deposited in the innermost part of
the north chamber had reproduced with four women,
the remains of three of whom were recovered, two on
the north side and one on the south side; the existence
of the fourth is inferred from her descendants placed
on the south side. Subsequent generations could
trace relationships through the male line. There was
a general lack of young adult females and indeed a
total absence of any adult females born into the social
group represented. Isotopic and other analysis had
also already suggested a pattern of mid-range mobility
ata lifetime scale and a diet rich in animal protein and
including dairy products. In addition, there is strong
evidence for the importance of maternal sub-lineages,
with dominant continuity in those represented on the
south side and also strong though not as complete
continuity on the north side (Fowler et al. 2022.586).
Women were also important in that offspring from
unions from other fathers not represented in the
monument were also deposited, which could evoke
adoption and ‘adoptive kinship’ (O.c. 587). There were
also “eight individuals without evidence of close
biological relationships or reproductive partnerships
with others in the pedigree” (0.c. 580).

From these and other observations a possible model
of “patrilineal descent, virilocality, polygyny and
cattle husbandry” was aired (0.c. 586). There is little
reason to doubt these features, but an equally strong
impression is of the diversity of the situation. The
women in the first generation must also have been
significant individuals, and it may be telling that one
of them is absent, though that woman could have died
before the monument was conceived (Cummings,
Fowler 2023.10-11); there are of course many other
such tombs in the Cotswolds, including the unexcavated
Hazleton South close by. Their descendants in the
respective maternal sub-lineages are also prominent.

It is also possible to examine the diachronic and
chronological situation in a little more detail (for
which there was hardly space in the original Na-
ture publication, supplementary information not-
withstanding, but now made fully good in Cum-
mings, Fowler 2023). The genetic analysis showed five
generations, whereas the initial Bayesian modelling
of the radiocarbon chronology of the monument had
suggested probably three (Meadows et al. 2007).
Clearly, further modelling will be desirable, with
both more radiocarbon dates to come and genetic
relationships acting as further powerful priors in
future modelling (Chris Fowler, Alex Bayliss, pers.
comm.). It is possible nonetheless to offer some pre-
liminary analysis of the generational pattern of suc-
cession as it stands (it is also worth noting the argu-
ments of Cummings, Fowler 2023.10 for probable
generational overlap). We do not know if the first
generation was itself responsible for the construction
of the monument, or whether that was in fact the work
of the second generation (Cummings, Fowler 2023.7);
but if the latter, the case for lineage expansion in the
first two generations (O.c. 10) is perhaps harder to
support. That second generation is dominated by
the adult sons of the women in the first generation
(NC4, NE1, NE2 in various locations on the north side,
plus an infant boy, NC5; and SC2, SC3 and SP1 on the
south side, along with an infant boy who is a candidate
for adoption from another union not otherwise
represented). By the third generation, there is a strong
emphasis on younger members, grandchildren of the
first generation, which shows particularly on the
north side (the side of the initial reproductive male);
perhaps this represents an emphasis on continuity,
though it has also been discussed in terms already of
waning and decline (O.c. 12). In the fourth generation,
there is a mix of ages and sexes; one adult male, NC9,
is again placed at the back of the north chamber
adjacent to the ‘founder’ male (though Chris Fowler
notes (pers. comm.) that locational information is
imprecise). The fifth generation is found only on the
south side, perhaps a reflection of the north passage
collapse or perhaps a final indication of the successful
continuity of the south-side maternal sub-lineages.
These relationships may of course alter in detail with
further chronological modelling (and see Cummings,
Fowler 2023 for further valuable detail), but overall
what is striking so far is the combination of both stable
and unstable arrangements and relationships. It may
be unwise to construct any rigid model of a fixed,
closed, unaltering patriline, since the maternal sub-
lineages were clearly important, and some kind of
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bilateral descent could have been in question; there
is the further dimension of the bilateral layout of the
two opposed chambers (and their relationship to
place in terms of placing relative to the pre-existing
midden). It has been noted elsewhere in the vast
global literature (see above) on kinship arrangements
how bilateral systems tend to have a finite, relatively
short span (Foxhall 2000; Forbes 2007). There is a
tendency perhaps in the case of Hazleton and many
other instances to seek more or less precise analogies
with ethnographically documented systems. Such
matching may be an historical chimera, but an
alternative approach for Hazleton (since the account
in Cummings, Fowler 2023.2, 3, 13-14 is still very
much in the language of lineages) might be to think in
terms of Melanesian big men, bolstered by an agnatic
core but needing the support of many others including
matrilateral kin and affines, and usually destined for
a brief floruit (Barnes 1962.98-101; Sahlins 1968,
88-89; Martin 2019.375).

Itis important to underline the probable construction
date of Hazleton North, in the earlier part of the 37th
century cal BC (Meadows et al. 2007; ¢f. Cummings,
Fowler 2023.13- 14). Not far away from Hazleton North
is the rather similar long cairn at Ascott-under-Wych-
wood, also with opposed sets of lateral chambers or
cists, containing a mortuary population not dissi-
milar to that in Hazleton North; Ascott, however,
dates probably to the second part of the 38th century
cal BC (Bayliss et al. 2007a; Benson, Whittle 2007),
and so far, aDNA analysis of its human remains has
not been carried out, though that would now be highly
desirable for better understanding of sequence and
development.

By the earlier 37th century cal BC, the Cotswolds may
have been occupied for a couple of centuries (subject
to the remodelling underway for Gathering Time). The
latest revised models suggest that enclosures probably
still appeared around the turn of the 38th century cal
BC, but with a broader initial distribution than the
previously suggested east-west spread (Whitle et al.
2011; 2022; forthcoming). Enclosures became more
numerous through the course of the 37th century cal
BC, and reached the peak of their use in the 36th
century (Whittle et al. 2022). A few more enclosures
have been discovered in eastern Ireland (Whittle et al.
Jforthcoming).

These developments were a radical transformation
of the physical and social landscape. Enclosures may

reflect a more numerous population, a plausible
enough claim after three centuries or more of early
Neolithic settlement. The idea of these constructions
was surely based on knowledge and memory of en-
closures on the adjacent continent, but it was activated
in Britain and Ireland long after continental practice
had begun (Whittle et al. 2011; 2022; forthcoming).
We have argued that enclosures both reflect and create
amore competitive social milieu; some of the evidence
for that can be seen in the occurrence of violent attacks
and burnings, though that is not found in every case
(Whittle et al. 2011; 2022). These three observations
may be linked. It has also been claimed that enclosures
can show the whole community at work, perhaps ‘the
largest cooperating social unit’ of the time (Shennan
2018.101-103; cf. Pechtl 2009; Guilaine 2018; Von-
drovsky et al. 2022). Depending on the size of the
enclosures in question and the temporality of phases
and scales of construction, that might not always be
the case, but there is no doubt that many of these
undertakings, both in terms of the labour involved in
building and of the people and things coming from
afar to use these places, did represent a more intense
order of social interaction (¢f. Cummings, Fowler
2023.15-16). The question then remains of who
drove such an innovation in the first place, before
the phenomenon achieved its own momentum and
dynamic of emulation, tradition and history.

Such a question has tended to be overlooked in the
literature, with an unstated assumption that things
would develop naturally on a trajectory from simple
and more fragmented to complex and more integrated.
At the same time, there have long been social inferen-
ces from the characteristically segmented ditch lay-
outs of the involvement of multiple groupings (Oswald
et al. 2001), and general speculation about the pos-
sible role of kinship groups (e.g., Edmonds 1999.98-
103,109-129). In the proposed shifting social scenario
itis plausible that more self-conscious and self-defining
social groupings such as seen at Hazleton North by
the earlier 37th century should have emerged. We can
now therefore think in more concrete terms about the
possible role of more rather than less tightly defined
or self-defining kinship groupings, perhaps lineages
or kindreds or both, in the adoption, practice and
elaboration of the enclosure idea. Actual evidence of
biological relatedness at enclosures themselves re-
mains sparse in southern Britain; there are the dis-
articulated remains of three maternally related 1st-de-
gree relatives at Whitehawk (Brace, Booth 2023.140)
and one of these had distant biological relatives
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in Normandy (Booth forthcoming) - and so far,
tantalisingly, that is about all we have to go on directly.
If the trail of the enclosure idea, however, leads back
to continental sources, it is plausible that this could
have happened along lines of ancestral connection
(¢f. Anthony 1990; Carsten 2020). Even if enclosures
represent a wider community at work than seen
previously in other constructions and activity, there is
the question of mobilisation. More or less self-defining
but open lineages or kindreds could have been one
contemporary kind of social grouping that could have
risked innovation and motivated others to contribute
to bigger shared enterprises. The modelled histories of
the neighbouring Windmill Hill enclosure and the West
Kennet long barrow, with the construction of the long
barrow woven in between the building of the inner
and outer circuits on the one hand and that of the
middle one on the other (Whittle et al. 2011.chapters
3,14), strongly suggest that enclosure building and
kin groupings were actively contemporary ideas,
and thus arguably interacting. There are signs that
the earliest enclosures in southern Britain may have
been relatively simple in terms of layout and labour
(Whittle et al. 2022) and thus feasible for smaller social
groupings working on their own. Almost all the many
individual activities seen at enclosures (Whittle 2014;
2022) could be broken down to be within the reach
and scope of lineages or similar social groupings. The
diversity of the situation at Hazleton North, stressed
above, is potentially important in this regard, as adop-
tive kin and others associated but not biologically
related would have served significantly to extend
the network of connections and alliances that may
have been necessary initially to bring enclosures into
existence.

Middle Neolithic

My last two examples are much briefer. For the Middle
Neolithic, from the later fourth into the earlier third
millennia cal BC, I want to draw attention to both
probable diversity and possible signs that kinship may
not always have been a benign strand in society.

One element in mortuary practice from the latter
part of the Early Neolithic and on into the Middle
Neolithic is the development of more individualised
burials (Whiitle et al. 2011.724).1 follow Keith Ray and
Julian Thomas (2018.159- 161, 221) in seeing a “grow-
ing preoccupation with particular lines of descent”.
In the unusual case of Duggleby Howe, Yorkshire (Gib-
son, Bayliss 2009), funerary activity began in the 36th
or 35th century cal BC - at a time when enclosures

10

were still in use further south - with a deep grave
shaft being used for the burial of four individuals,
predominantly adult men, two with marks of trauma
or violence (a fifth individual is represented by the
severed head of a woman). After a probable gap of
one to three centuries, the funeral around 3000 cal
BC was that of a mature man (Burial C), in an adjacent
shallow grave. Isotopic analysis indicates that none
of these individuals were local, and that some lived
far away, even perhaps on the Continent. Burial C
was accompanied by worked flints, a bone pin, two
beaver incisors and 12 boars’ tusks. A small mound
was subsequently raised over these graves, containing
further burials, and later, possibly around 2800 cal
BC (0.c.), over 50 deposits of cremated human bone
were inserted into an enlargement of the mound. So
far, no aDNA analysis is available for this sequence
(but it is underway, Tom Booth, pers. comm.), but we
could speculate that it represents, at least down to the
early third millennium, a series of named ancestors or
forebears, with the gaps between funerals not too great
to be covered by living memory. Though I am again
wary of precise analogies from ethnography, perhaps
something akin now to the all-important counting
back through the generations of lineages among the
Tiv (Bohannan 1952) could be involved here. Descent
may be becoming a weapon in power relations.

In the different context of Orkney in the late fourth
millennium cal BC and around the turn of the mil-
lennium, collective burials in a variety of styles of
tomb were still the norm (Edmonds 2019; Bayliss et
al. 2017). Kin groupings are plausible. Comparatively
little aDNA analysis is so far available, and there was a
lack of close biological relatives in small samples from
Isbister and Holm of Papa Westray North (Armit et al
2016; Olalde et al. 2018; Sheridan et al. 2019); recent
discovery of a Maeshowe-style chambered tomb with
preserved human remains at Blomuir (Current Archa-
eology 2024) may soon expand the range of sampling.
At the major settlement of Ness of Brodgar, a series
of impressive, large stone-built houses in existence
around and just after the turn of the millennium (Card
etal. 2017; 2020) could be seen, from their individual
characteristics, to represent separate communities
or something like clans (Edmonds 2019.263) or
kindreds, brought together in this dominant focus in
the landscape. Among the monuments of this broad
horizon, probably from the 32nd century cal BC,
people were building large, impressive passage grave
monuments, including nearby Maeshowe, whose
architecture, decoration and contents evoke important
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connections with the developed passage tombs of
eastern Ireland.

That brings in another stunning recent discovery,

thanks to aDNA analysis, of the adult son of a first-
order incestuous union (between either parent and
offspring or perhaps siblings) in a central position
in the chamber - in the most elaborate recess - of
the major passage tomb at Newgrange in the Boyne

valley (Cassidy et al. 2020). This probably dates to

the late fourth millennium cal BC, the apogee, with
Knowth and Dowth in the same Boyne group, of
the Irish passage tomb tradition and notable for its

scale, architectural sophistication and the range from
which constituent materials were brought in (Hensey
2015; Schulting et al. 2017; ¢f. Lynch et al. 2014). In-
cest of this kind is seen as rare, and comparisons are

said to have been documented almost exclusively
among ‘politico-religious elites’, specifically within
“polygynous and patrilineal royal families that
are headed by god-kings” (Cassidy et al. 2020.384),

examples being cited from Hawai'i, the Incas and
ancient Egypt (O.c. 385; ¢f. Flannery, Marcus 2012).

Fairly distant biological relatives are also detected in
both Carrowkeel and Carrowmore out to the west
(Cassidy et al. 2020.386). As far as I know, we do not
have further information from other individuals in
Newgrange or neighbouring Knowth. Cassidy ef al.

(2020.385) see such ‘dynastic incest’ as part of the

‘deification of political leaders’, and as “a means of
intensifying hierarchy and legitimizing power”,

“alongside tactics such as extravagant monumental
architecture and public ritual”; speculate that such
practices may have extended to Wales, Orkney and
Brittany, because of the link of shared architecture;

and even talk in terms of “early states and their pre-
cursors” (0.c. 386,387).

This needs a bit of unpicking. I think that the refe-
rence to early states is unhelpful, since so much else
characteristic of early states is missing from the Mid-
dle Neolithic record in Ireland and Britain. The Bre-
ton exemplars which have prompted speculation
about Neolithic kings (e.g., Jeunesse 2017) are much
earlier, and the claim for a much wider set of practices
is open to discussion. It has also to be noted that incest
does not universally incur the same level of taboo,
historical and ethnographic counter-examples being
given by both Robin Fox (/967.63) and Edmund R.
Leach (1982.51,115,233). Nonetheless, the examples
of dynastic incest are compelling (Cassidy et al.
2020.385, citing Wolf 2014), and the isolation of the

Newgrange example perhaps clinches that kind of
explanation (though this is controversial). If so, here
is a case of kinship being potentially part of unequal
social relations and even coercive practices, and it may
be telling that the apogee of the passage tomb tradition
appears to have been quite short-lived.

Late Neolithic

My last example is even briefer and largely speculative,
but develops the themes of extreme differentiation
just discussed. At the end of the Late Neolithic, there
was a flurry, not to say a frenzy, of major construction
projects, before and perhaps overlapping with the
arrival of Beaker practices and people, around 2400
cal BC. At least some of these undertakings appear to
have been carried out swiftly, as at Mount Pleasant,
Dorset, in the generations either side of 2500 cal BC
(Greaney et al. 2020.219, Fig. 12; see also Marshall
et al. 2024). The two largest heroic feats of assembly
and building, Stonehenge and Silbury Hill, are very
different in conception (Parker Pearson 2012; 2023;
Parker Pearson et al. 2020, 2021; Whittle 1997a;
1997b; Leary et al. 2013) but similar in outrageous
scale. The current consensus view is probably that the
major sarsen phase (Stage 2) at Stonehenge preceded
the building of Silbury Hill, these taking place perhaps
a century or so apart at ¢. 2500 and ¢. 2400 cal BC
respectively (Darvill et al. 2012; Parker Pearson et
al. 2022; Parker Pearson 2023.14; Leary et al. 2013),
though in my view there may still be unresolved que-
stions of detail about the currently available chro-
nology of Stonehenge (Bayliss et al. 2007b) and these
two constructions might be closer in time, offering
rival, more or less contemporary, conceptions of the
origin of the cosmos (Whittle 1997a; 1997b).

Though great strides have been made in recent years
in the understanding of Stonehenge and its wider
context (Parker Pearson et al. 2020; 2022; Parker
Pearson 2023), there is much still that we do not
easily comprehend. Our knowledge of mortuary
practice at this time, which had shifted to dominant
cremation rites, is limited, though small cremation
cemeteries could be consistent with all manner of
kinship arrangements in line with practice earlier in
the Neolithic (Willis 2021). Likewise, our knowledge
of settlement and landscape at this time is decidedly
uneven, with the broad exception of Orkney in the
north. It is striking, however, in a recent review of
Grooved Ware pottery across Britain and Ireland how a
whole series of regional studies emphasise the shifting
and comparatively slight evidence for settlement in
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the last stages of the Neolithic in southern Britain,
better seen now in the context of often large-scale
investigations in advance of development (Barclay
2024; Brook 2024, Cleal, Pollard 2024; Evans et al.
2024; Garwood 2024; Jones, Quinnell 2024). While
there is still much more to be done with the fine grain
of settlement, this surely raises the question of how the
major constructions of the end of the Late Neolithic,
and especially those of Stonehenge and Silbury Hill,
were actually brought about in a context of potentially
patchy population levels (Armit, Reich 2021; Booth
Jorthcoming), albeit one with evidence for extensive
movement of both people and animals (Snoeck et al.
2018; Madgwick et al. 2019). Paul Garwood (2024.
241) has suggested authoritarian ideologies and
fundamentalist mythologies as driving monument
building at this time. Could all this have been effected
through the calling in of scattered kinship connections
and obligations, by elites again (as in Middle Neolithic
Ireland) claiming kinship with the divine? And was the
ensuing “fragmentation, disillusion, rejection and
rebellion” (0.c. 241) made all the more inevitable
because of the irresistible attractions of more normal,
intimate kinship arrangements among Beaker people,
areturn to the named relationships and moral code
with which people had been familiar over the longer
term?

Conclusion

I have tried to show in more detail than commonly
attempted in the archaeological literature how until
very recently archaeological interpretations of kinship
have lagged far behind those of anthropology. In
catching up with current looser anthropological

definitions of kinship as relatedness, practice and
performance, archaeologists nonetheless risk blurring,
in generalised models of sociality and mutuality,
principally of a benign kind, what could be distinctive
about kinship. The issue of the role of biology in kinship
remains problematic; we have learnt to be suspicious
of it, but some of the most instructive case studies of
kinship in recent times, enabled by aDNA analysis, are
founded on the genetic identification of biological
relatedness. I have also argued that specific models are
needed. Through examples taken at intervals across
the sequence of the Neolithic in Britain and Ireland,
I have suggested the outlines of a possible trajectory,
from fluid arrangements among pioneers and early
communities, to more self-defining groupings and
namings at the time of established tomb building and
enclosure construction, through to diverse practice in
the later fourth millennium, including the incestuous
union at Newgrange, suggestive of elite differentiation,
and perhaps some kind of lineage at Duggleby Howe.
Finally, I have speculated briefly on whether the
drivers of massive constructions at the end of the Late
Neolithic also made use of appeals to kinship with the
divine, before a return to more grounded, familiar and
acceptable notions in the Beaker period.
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