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Chapter 1

Socio-economic change
in ranked societies
Colin Renfrew

The wide range of societies archaeologically docu-
mented in early Europe is first stressed, and the potential of
this rich data base for the understanding of social and econ-
omic processes of ranked societies in general is emphasised.
But what exactly is meant by ‘ranking’? The limitations of
the so-called ‘evolutionary’ sequence of egalitarian, ranked
and stratified societies are reviewed. The available archae-
ological criteria which offer potential for the investigation of
different degrees of socio-economic complexity are then dis-
cussed in terms of the evidence offered by settlement studies,
by a consideration of monuments and mobilisation, and by
indications of individual status and property, notably from
funerary remains.

Socio-economic change and its causes are reviewed
under two broad headings: intensification of production,
whereby the potential resources of society are developed and
actualised, and interaction. It is stressed that interaction
between polities of approximately equal complexity (peer
polity interaction) is often as significant a factor in pro-
moting change as are the more frequently discussed conse-
quences of contacts with societies more developed econ-
omically. The significance of the societies of the early
historic period (e.g. the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms) for the
understanding of these processes, alongside the more com-
monly studied prehistoric cases, is underlined.
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