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Preface

I write this preface from the state of Wyoming in 
the US, a state where COVID-19 has not (yet) struck 
as hard as it has struck other parts of the world, but 
where we nonetheless have been under stay-at-home 
orders. Those orders have given me plenty of time to 
think about where we went wrong, which in the case 
of the US is a long list. Coincidentally, I also recently 
re-read Machiavelli’s sixteenth-century book, The 
Prince, a manual of how to ruthlessly crush opponents 
while administering (apparent) generosity to acquire 
the ‘love’ of the masses. 

It was in this context that I read the papers in this 
volume. In doing so, I was struck by two facts. First, 
inequality’s origin, development and operation are 
difficult to understand and yet the actions that lead 
to inequality are easy to implement. This shouldn’t 
surprise us: no American baseball player mathemati-
cally calculates the arc of a fly ball, but he’s still able to 
position himself in the right place to catch it. You can be 
utterly uneducated and still know how to manipulate 
a system to maintain exert, and abuse power. Many 
world leaders today are proof. 

Second, I think that the papers in this volume 
could be some of the most valuable published in 
anthropology in many years. Philosophers and social 
thinkers have tried to understand inequality for a 
century; indeed, efforts to understand it precede 
Machiavelli. We bemoan its existence, and yet we have 
felt unable to grasp it, and, unable to grasp it, unable 
to do something about it. We muddled through the 
useless ramblings of nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century evolutionists, who, reflecting their colonial 
environment, often thought that inequality was a good 
thing, and, if not good, an inevitable thing. Marx tried 
to shake them out of that complacency, but his bril-
liance was largely wasted during his ‘second coming’ in 
the second half of the twentieth century with so much 
hand-wringing about how a theory intended to explain 
early capitalism should also apply to hunter-gatherers 
(because, it must… right?), and so much politically 
correct posturing that led to no action – and all but 
disappeared when the Berlin Wall (thankfully) came 
down and the Soviet Union collapsed. ‘Intensifica-
tion’ and ‘complexity’, words that should be stricken 
from anthropology’s vocabulary for their uselessness 
(and that are thankfully rare in this volume), masked 

what was really going on: exploitation, oppression, 
slavery… inequality in all its manifestations. Finally, 
I think, we have reached the point, through analyses 
of archaeological and ethnological data, that we might 
actually understand inequality. 

We’ve passed a Rubicon. And this really matters. 
The calamity that is COVID-19 has pulled back the 

curtain on modern society, exposing the weaknesses 
of its structure, laying bare the inequality between and 
within countries that Machiavellian leaders exploit 
and exacerbate for personal gain. Doing something 
about inequality is the challenge that will remain after 
COVID-19 dissipates. 

These papers help by seeking the origin of 
inequality in a kind of society, that of nomadic hunter-
gatherers, that we once considered ‘the original affluent 
society’, a classless society, or ‘primitive communists’. 
Some argue that inequality must be there (as Marxist 
analysts argued in the 1980s) since it is present in our 
closest primate relatives, and therefore is in humanity’s 
genetic foundation. Some see evidence of social and/
or political inequality among Palaeolithic hunters, in 
the evidence for secret societies and in the violence of 
cave art. I am not convinced by this ‘grimdark’ vision of 
Palaeolithic society, and see an enormous gap between 
difference and inequality, between a situation where 
one person has more than another who nonetheless 
has enough and one in which society gives a person 
permission to enslave another. 

Nonetheless, these chapters remind us that 
hunter-gatherers are not angels, and the same self-
interest that guides an Iñupiaq man to become a umialik, 
or that gave privilege to those men allowed to gather 
in the torch-lit gallery of Lascaux, guides Machiavelli’s 
anonymous prince. People have different skills, and 
for some, those skills are political. Under the right 
conditions, those individuals can consolidate power, 
convince others to go to battle, and make their personal 
aggrandizement seem reasonable to the people paying 
its price. Palaeolithic society had its Hitlers and Stalins, 
its Caesars and Trumps. 

But it didn’t have imperialism, or empires, or pal-
aces, or wealth hidden in tax havens. So other chapters 
here look for the conditions under which those ‘selfish’ 
individuals can gain power. High population density 
(pressure), localized and hence controllable resources, 
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displays of potential force – multi-billion-dollar aircraft 
carriers, atomic weapons, a Space Force – signal a 
lack of trust in non-violent institutions to resolve the 
inevitable disputes that arise when people, or countries, 
pursue their self-interests with little regard for others. 
Building trust in institutions – in the UN, in voting, in 
the media, in government itself! – is an integral part 
of stopping and even reversing the arms race before 
it drives the world to the poor house. 

Inequality is an old story, and one that we under-
stand much better due to the efforts of anthropologists 
and archaeologists. It hasn’t been easy to arrive at this 
point. But the really hard work – implementing our 
knowledge – still lies ahead for us. This volume, and 
our prehistoric hunting and gathering ancestors tell us 
what needs to be done. And it is the most important 
work anyone could be doing in the world today. 

Robert L. Kelly
University of Wyoming

the ability to build a coalition, which requires a suffi-
cient concentration of population and social institutions 
that are conducive to creating coalitions, lack of trust 
in institutions, including sharing networks, to provide 
in times of stress – these are the conditions that permit 
those with political skills to pursue self-interest through 
the manipulation of others. 

These conditions are as relevant to understanding 
the world of today as they are to an understanding of the 
Palaeolithic world. Today, however, conditions can be 
manipulated, for example ‘localized’ in off-shore bank 
accounts. Population pressure is high and will become 
worse as the world approaches the projected population 
of 11 billion by 2100. And competition is worsened by 
a capitalist economy that encourages ever-increasing 
amounts of consumption and conversion of needed 
resources, such as food, into higher profit margin items 
such as crisps and alcoholic beverages. Information is 
a resource, and technology makes information more 
available but less trustworthy. Unbelievably expensive 
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Figure 8.3. The interior of an Egbo ritual house of the Ekoi tribe in Nigeria (Talbot 1912: 264). Note the drum at the 
back and the apparent cattle skulls (prestige or power animals) on the back wall.

Figure 8.4. The interior of an Egbo ritual house at Akangba, Nigeria (Talbot 1912: 249). Note the power animals 
painted on the walls.
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Did secret societies create inequalities in the Upper Palaeolithic?

in Font-de-Gaume, the Axial gallery in Lascaux, or the 
life-size three-dimensional stone sculptures at Cap 
Blanc) all would have required considerable wealth 
to underwrite (Hayden 2008: 104). Some of these have 
been estimated to take weeks or months to create (Guy 
2017). Similar heavy investments in secret society ritual 
features may be represented by the ‘monumental’ 
mammoth bone architecture on the Russian Plain at 
Mezin which could only accommodate a few people 
but would have taken about 60 man-days to construct 
(Gladkih et al. 1984; see Hayden 2008: 93). Secret 
societies would have provided not only a plausible 
motivation for creating this art and architecture, but 
also the material wherewithal to undertake such pro-
jects. In essence, I have argued that both cave art and 
portable art constituted prestige objects or displays 
(Hayden 2008: 90–1).

Small exclusive groups
Caves are ideal natural features for excluding unwanted 
observers and conducting affairs in private. Moreover, 
the spaces available for viewing some of the best 
paintings in Upper Palaeolithic caves were often 
small (Owens & Hayden 1997: 122, 153–4; Clottes & 
Lewis-Williams 1998: 20; Villeneuve 2008; Hayden 
2018), implying that only small exclusive groups 
were involved (Beaune 1995: 238, 274). This is what 
one would expect of secret society memberships or at 
least their high-ranking leaders. Importantly, there is 
considerable ethnographic documentation for the use 
of caves by secret societies either for holding rituals or 
as locations for secluding new initiates (Hayden 2016, 
2018). Good examples come from California where 
solstice rituals were observed and from the Northwest 
Coast where seclusions and initiations took place. In 
the American Pueblos secret societies also used caves 
for some of their special rituals involving fertility and 
success in war as well as for storing ritual parapher-
nalia. Archaeologists have often recovered important 
caches of ritual paraphernalia from such caves includ-
ing feathers, scalps, prayer sticks, and weapons (Ellis 
& Hammack 1968). Additional examples of caves used 
for fertility or unspecified secret society rituals come 
from New Guinea and Vanuatu (see Hayden 2018). 
Given the suitability of caves for inducing numinous 
emotions, caves are eminently adapted for secret 
society activities.

Sacred ecstatic experiences
Caves are also ideal places for inducing altered states 
of consciousness and SEE’s (Sacred Ecstatic Experi-
ences). The other-worldliness of flowstone formations 
and the sensory deprivation of darkness and silence 
together with deep reverberations of sounds favour 

filleting and storing dried meat or fish, and locations 
of major sites near river fordings for capturing animals 
or fish (White 1985; Beaune 1995: 53, 81, 84, 132, 204, 
216; Hayden 2007: 89; 2008: 97; Guy 2017: 80–2, 87–90, 
198–9, 201–2). Moreover, the proliferation of exotic and 
prestige objects, some of which were brought 600 km 
from their sources (Gladkih et al. 1984, Taborin 1993), 
indicates that surpluses underwrote the exchange of 
non-essential luxuries. The breeding of dogs which had 
to be fed substantial amounts of food also indicates 
the existence of surpluses (see Germonpré et al., this 
volume). These features of Upper Palaeolithic societies 
also strongly imply that communities in favourable 
environments were complex hunter/gatherers. 

The existence of a limited number of lavish Upper 
Palaeolithic burials, including children (e.g., Sunghir, 
La Madeleine, Grotte des Enfants, Arene Candide – 
Binant 1991; Pettitt 2010), further indicates the existence 
of surpluses or wealth and pronounced socioeconomic 
inequalities that are characteristic of complex hunter/
gatherers. The fact that burials (especially those with 
substantial grave goods), cave art, portable prestige 
objects, and high site densities all tend to occur in the 
same restricted areas of Europe (such as the French 
Perigord and Charente) is a strong indication that there 
was something special about these locations favour-
ing all these developments. The most obvious factor 
uniting them all was the high resource productivity 
of these areas. Why else would they be geographically 
restricted? In addition to the inferences derived from 
these factors, Emmanuel Guy (2017: 187–92, 209–13) 
has argued that the degree of realism displayed in 
Upper Palaeolithic art only occurs in societies with 
pronounced socioeconomic inequalities and wealthy 
patrons that could support the training of specialists 
to produce such art.

High costs of rituals and art
Because secret societies try to impress people with 
both their arcane and profane powers, and because 
they obtain considerable wealth from initiations or 
community contributions, secret societies have a strong 
tendency to develop the display art and underwrite its 
production. This can result in distinctive elaborately 
decorated sanctuaries (Figs. 8.3 & 8.4) as in West Africa, 
Vanuatu, and the American Pueblos which often fea-
tured iconographies of power animals (Hayden 2018). 
In fact, Speiser (1996: 373) observed that art in Vanuatu 
really only was common in areas where secret societies 
existed. The specialist training that must have been 
required for producing the masterpieces of European 
cave art, as well as the lengthy time and considerable 
effort (including scaffolding) that it took to complete 
major friezes of cave art (e.g., the procession of bison 
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bone fide members of secret societies at the regional 
level (Hayden 2018). Other archaeological materials 
that were probably used as costume elements include 
feathers, hides (with phalanges attached), talons, and 
shells. Upper Palaeolithic use and caching of these 
costume elements (usually in rockshelters or caves) has 
been recorded by Bouchud (1953) and others (Solecki 
& McGovern 1980; Laroulandie 2003 – see also Beaune 
1995: 92, 168–9; Hayden 2008: 90–1).

Paraphernalia and exotica
Over the geographic expanse where secret societies 
occur, there is a great range of exotic items that could 
be used in secret society rituals including the feath-
ers and talons mentioned above commonly used as 
sacrae. In the Upper Palaeolithic, shells were some of 
the most widely exchanged items (Taborin 1993), but 
jet and amber, stone beads or sculptures, and pelts 
with attached claws (Beaune 1995: 66, 175–9, 185) 
constitute other possible ritual materials. While these 
could simply be used as prestige items on clothing, 

numinous experiences among those who enter these 
realms (Tuzin 1984). Some smaller caves with especially 
difficult access like Pergouset and Combarelles II could 
have been used for the seclusion of initiates which 
probably included vision quests. Ethnographically, 
vision quests were often associated with children in 
high ranking families (Schulting 1995).

Instruments
Almost all of the musical instruments recovered from 
Upper Palaeolithic sites are the same ones used ethno-
graphically by secret societies to represent the voices 
of spirits. These are mainly flutes and bullroarers, but 
could easily extend to lithophones and drums (Morley 
2009, 2013). Ethnographically, in order not to reveal 
the true nature of these sounds, the instruments were 
carefully kept out of sight of the uninitiated public. It is 
therefore of considerable interest that bone ‘flutes are 
commonly found inside the decorated caves’ (Morley 
2013: 126) and in burials but rarely elsewhere (Morley 
2009: 168–87, 106, 126; 2013: 41). Morley explicitly 
relates their use to ritual contexts (2009: 162, 167, 172 
– see also Beaune 1995: 221).

Iconography of power animals
As many prehistorians have noted, Upper Palaeolithic 
cave and portable art focused on power animals rather 
than subsistence animals (Mithen 1988; Beaune 1995: 
194, 198–9, 209–10). Why this was so has always been 
something of a conundrum, however such a feature is 
entirely expectable in the framework of secret socie-
ties. Thus, bison, aurochs, horses, mammoths, felines, 
bears, rhinoceroses were main features and could vary 
in frequency between caves or from one part of a cave 
to another (Guy 2017: 170–84) as often occurred with 
different secret societies or different grades within 
secret societies. The occurrence of some imaginary 
animals and ‘ghosts’ also has parallels in ethnographic 
secret societies.

Costumes and therianthropes
In addition to the dramatic lion-headed ivory sculpture 
with shoulder scars from Hohlenstein (Marshack 1991: 
Fig. 231), there are a number of cave images clearly 
depicting either masked individuals or therianthropic 
transformations into power animals (Beaune 1995: 169; 
1998: 204; Otte 2016). One of the clearest examples is 
‘The Sorcerer’ in Les Trois-Frères Cave (Fig. 8.5) which 
bears a remarkable resemblance to a secret society 
depiction from the American Plains (compare Fig. 8.1). 
While shamans used similar concepts, these rarely took 
the form of masks or were rarely materialized in sculp-
tures. Such practices seem more consistent with secret 
societies including the use of body scars to identify 

Figure 8.5. The ‘Sorcerer’ from Les Trois Frères Cave in 
France (Bégouën 1909: 305). Compare this to Fig. 1.1. 
While the similarities may be convergences stemming 
from a common general belief framework, the similarities 
nevertheless strengthen the impression that the elaborate 
Upper Palaeolithic cave paintings (including mythic 
animals and transformed or costumed men) were 
products of secret societies.
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is common among complex hunter/gatherers and 
detailed astronomical knowledge has been recorded 
for secret societies in complex hunter/gatherer cultures 
like the Chumash (Hudson & Underhay 1968; Hayden 
& Villeneuve 2011).

Use of remote locations
Although some of the largest major art and ritual 
cave sites may also have been used as habitation sites 
(at least at the entrances), many of the major painted 
caves exhibit little or no evidence of habitation in 
or around the caves (e.g., Font-de-Gaume, Lascaux, 
Bernifal, Niaux). The location of special secret society 
meeting and ritual locations removed from habitation 
sites (but usually within a kilometre or two of resi-
dences) is entirely consistent with the use of caves by 
ethnographic secret societies. However, ethnographic 
secret societies also generally had special meeting and 
ritual places within or adjacent to the main residential 
communities. Therefore, in cases like Le Placard where 
there are impressive accumulations of what may be 
normal residential debris in the entrance, it is possible 
that some interior chambers in the dark parts of the 
cave were used as meeting places for secret societies 
within or near the community encampments.

Special burials
For the entire Upper Palaeolithic in Europe, only about 
100–200 intact burials have been found, of which only 
40 had any associated grave goods with some of the 
deceased elaborately adorned with shells, beads, and 
other items. (Beaune 1995: 175–9; Pettitt 2010). Thus, as 
on the Northwest Plateaux of North America (Schult-
ing 1995), it seems evident that most people were not 
buried at death (Taborin 1993: 306; Pettitt 2010: 213). 
This raises the question of why so few individuals were 
buried. A number of the formal burials occurred in 
remote or hidden locations like the interior of Cussac 
Cave where the first remains were 180 m from the cave 
entrance. Moreover, as in Cussac, skulls were particu-
larly selected for removal and curation (Aujoulat et al. 
2002; Henry-Gambier et al. 2013; Guy 2017: 135, 161–4). 
This kind of special – often hidden – burial treatment 
of high ranking members (or their children) is typical 
of ethnographic secret societies including the retention 
of bones, especially skulls in hidden or difficult-to-
access locations such as under megaliths. ‘The idea is 
clearly to prevent the skull being stolen and an enemy 
using the mana inherent in it’ (Speiser 1996: 275). In 
the Upper Palaeolithic, there is even an example of an 
human skull recovered from a stone coffer at Rond 
du Barry cave (Guy 2017: 164) that parallels the stone 
coffers (Fig. 8.6) used to house skulls used in secret 
society rituals in Vanuatu (Deacon & Wedgewood 1934: 

they could also be used in secret society rituals like 
the cowrie shells or quartz crystals obtained from great 
distances comparable to Upper Palaeolithic transport 
of shells over 600 km from sources (Taborin 1993). The 
shells used by the Midewiwin secret society around the 
North American Great Lakes came from ocean sources 
and were ritually ‘shot’ into initiates (Hoffman 1891) 
or used in a similar manner by other secret societies.

Regional networks
Although there are some minor stylistic differences 
from region to region, one of the more remarkable 
features of Upper Palaeolithic art is the widespread 
similarity over large distances and the prestige mate-
rial exchange networks extending many hundreds of 
kilometres (Bahn 1982; Taborin 1993; Lacombe 1998; 
Beaune 1995: 198–9; Langlais 2010). This must represent 
continuing interaction between groups, and this has 
often been viewed in terms of the need for subsistence 
alliances and high mobility in resource poor areas with 
simple foragers like the Arctic Inuit (Gravel-Miguel 
2011). However, such models have not proved con-
sistent either with periods of climatic deterioration or 
with the proliferation of prestige items. In fact, in the 
Upper Palaeolithic, higher rates of interaction seem to 
occur with improvements in climatic conditions (Gravel-
Miguel 2011), indicating a relationship of interaction 
and art with good resources. This is consonant with 
the secret society model based on the production 
of surpluses and wealth and regional interactions. 
Ethnographic secret societies are known for their 
regional networks involving mutual participation 
of high-ranking members from different communi-
ties in rituals, exchanges of rituals or paraphernalia 
and wealth, and other ritual interactions. These fea-
tures seem to provide a better model for explaining 
widespread art similarities in the Upper Palaeolithic, 
especially given that the art primarily depicts power 
animals of importance to secret societies. 

Esoteric knowledge
Surprisingly sophisticated astronomical knowledge 
and monitoring of celestial bodies has been inferred 
to have been utilized by people using painted caves. 
According to measurements taken by Jègues-Wolk-
iewiez (2000, n.d.), there is a very strong association 
between the orientation of painted cave entrances and 
solstice or equinox positions of the sun with the solstice 
sun illuminating far into the entrances of caves like 
Lascaux and Bernifal. The Blanchard plaquette also 
appears to be a record of the moon’s phases together 
with its nightly highest points in the sky as they 
varied over several lunar cycles. The development of 
astronomical monitoring of important solar positions 
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Cannibalism
One of the surprises in my survey of ethnographic 
secret societies was the high incidence of cannibal-
ism that was reported. While this was not a universal 
feature, it was nevertheless common. It is therefore 
interesting to note that there is strong evidence for 
cannibalism in a number of Upper Palaeolithic sites 
(Villa 1992, Saladié & Rodríguez-Hidalgo 2017: 1044–6). 
The modification of crania to form skull cups or bowls 
at Le Placard (Fig. 8.7), Gough’s Cave, and Isturitz 
(Mort & Gambier 1991; Bello et al. 2015; Guy 2017: 162) 
could plausibly have been part of rituals involving 
cannibalism. In addition, Pettitt (2010: 216–17) stated 
that 40 percent of the human remains from the Upper 
Palaeolithic exhibited cutmarks. This may indicate a 
considerable level of cannibalism, but Guy (2017: 164) 
has argued for the use of such bones in ancestral rites. 
In contrast, Beaune (1995: 246, 251) presented evidence 
for human sacrifice, decapitation, and scalping in the 
Upper Palaeolithic. The issue needs further investiga-
tion, but it seems that at least in a surprising number 
of sites, cannibalism may have been part of the ritual 
practices in the Upper Palaeolithic, and one of the 
most plausible contexts was in secret society rituals.

Age and sex
On the basis of handprints, footprints, and finger flut-
ings, both male and female children were evidently 
involved in some cave rituals (Beaune 1995: 196, 234, 
237; Sharpe & Van Gelder 2005; Pastoors et al. 2015; 
Clottes 2016: 109–10). This age and sex profile matches 
the ethnographic age and sex profile documented 
for secret society initiates, at least for those children 
belonging to the most powerful families (Owens & 
Hayden 1997). In contrast, as Beaune (1995: 234) has 
noted, the young age of some of these children is not 
consistent with coming-of-age tribal initiations which 
are often invoked by prehistorians to explain the pres-
ence of children in caves. 

Conclusions

No one of the criteria discussed in this chapter may 
provide iron-clad proof that secret societies existed 
in the more affluent Upper Palaeolithic communities. 
However, taken all together, these criteria provide 
compelling reasons for concluding that secret socie-
ties were, in fact, a major feature of many Upper 
Palaeolithic societies, especially those that produced 
notable art. By placing secret societies in the Upper 
Palaeolithic context, a number of the more puzzling 
features of Upper Palaeolithic archaeology become 
explicable, including the emphasis in art on power 
animals, the reason why deep caves were used for 

447) where skulls were widely curated, or hidden, or 
used in rituals by secret societies (Speiser 1996: 275–80, 
319, 345; Deacon & Wedgewood 1934: 447, 546, 585). 
While some of these features might also be accounted 
for by ancestor cults, the attempt to hide burials, as 
in Cussac, is not consistent with known ancestor cult 
practices which generally attempt to display ancestral 
importance. Thus, I think the secret society framework 
is a more compelling explanation.

Figure 8.6. A stone cist or small dolmen containing the 
skull of a high-ranking member of a secret society on 
Malekula Island, Vanuatu (Deacon & Wedgewood 1934: 
447). This is notably similar to some Upper Palaeolithic 
skull and body burials in cists or small dolmens such as 
those at the French cave sites Rond-du-Barry and Saint 
Germain-la-Rivière. 

Figure 8.7. One of the skull cups recovered from the 
Solutrean deposits in Le Placard (Breuil & Obermaier 
1909: Fig 5). The edges have been carefully chipped into 
a bowl shape and cut marks on the temporal areas are 
clearly depicted. These skull modifications may have 
resulted from cannibalism or from the use of skull parts of 
deceased leaders of secret societies to obtain some of their 
supernatural power.
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Social inequality before farming?
Archaeological investigations over the past 50 years have challenged the importance of domestication and  
food production in the emergence of institutionalized social inequality. Social inequality in the prehistoric human 
past developed through multiple historical processes that operate on a number of different scales of variability  
(e.g. social, economic, demographic, and environmental). However, in the theoretical and linguistic landscape 
of social inequality, there is no clear definition of what social inequality is. The lifeways of hunter-gatherer-
fisher societies open a crucial intellectual space and challenge to find meaningful ways of using archaeological 
and ethnographic data to understand what social inequality exactly is with regard to variously negotiated or 
enforced cultural norms or ethoses of individual autonomy. This interdisciplinary edited volume gathers together 
researchers working in the fields of prehistoric archaeology and cultural and evolutionary anthropology. Spanning 
terminal Pleistocene to Holocene archaeological and ethnographic contexts from across the globe, the nineteen 
chapters in this volume cover a variety of topics organized around three major themes, which structure the book: 
1) social inequality and egalitarianism in extant hunter-gatherer societies; 2) social inequality in Upper Palaeolithic 
Europe (c. 45,000–11,500 years ago); 3) social inequality in prehistoric Holocene hunter-gatherer-fisher societies 
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demography, mobility, social networks, technology, children’s enculturation, ritual practice, rock art, dogs, 
warfare, lethal weaponry, and mortuary behaviour. In addition to providing new data from multiple contexts 
through space and time, and exploring social diversity and evolution from novel perspectives, the collection of 
essays in this volume will have a considerable impact on how archaeologists define and theorize pathways both 
towards and away from inequality within diverse social contexts.
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