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Early Iron Age (EIA) Biskupin-type fortified settlements are viewed as unique examples of high-density urban-

ism (HDU) with limited (if any) evidence of social inequality. This argument is supported by two lines of evi-

dence: uniform house sizes and small-scale differences in burial rites of the associated Early Iron Age Lusatian 

Urnfield culture. These two observations are rooted in rudimentary archaeological empiricism, highlighting the 

pitfalls of induction-based inference for identifying social phenomena and essentialist notions in studies of so-

cial inequality, thereby overlooking the dynamics of social processes. This paper will review the state of research 

on Biskupin-type fortified settlements to discuss how an inequality framework can help conceptualise their 

emergence, florescence, and decline. Finally, I apply this framework to develop a qualitative, theoretical model 

of the trajectory of social changes that results in the emergence of these sites.
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Introduction

As global academic attention shifts towards understanding the impact of present-day 

inequalities on our future, archaeology is at the forefront of research into the historical 

relationship between inequality and human development (Mattison et al. 2016; Quinn and 

Beck 2016; Kohler and Smith 2018; Lalueza-Fox 2022; Bogaard et al. 2024; Feinman et al. 

2025). Especially in recent years, inequality has become one of the leading ‘buzzwords’, 

spawning numerous investigations into virtually all contexts and materials to determine 

the presence of inequality and how it affected social organisation in the past (Przybyła 

2013; Smith et al. 2014; Großmann 2021). In this context, the Early Iron Age is increas-

ingly recognized as one of the defining periods in human history, coinciding with the rise 

of monotheistic religions as well as the establishment of states and monetary systems 

(Kristiansen 1998; Graeber 2011; Turchin 2015; Schumann and van der Vaart-Verschoof 

2017; Scott 2017; Dunbar 2023; Gretzinger et al. 2024; Rönnlund 2024). These three as-

pects are interlinked by the notion of inequality, establishing a system where material 

(coinage), ideological (religion), and organisational (state) aspects have effectively formed 

the blueprint for the evolution of the present-day world (Wengrow 2010; Graeber 2011).

However, the evolutionary pathway we document retrospectively is hardly the one that 

developed through the ages (Turchin 2015; Graeber and Wengrow 2021). As the Early Iron 

Age was a moment where numerous societies practised different forms of social organisa-

tion, shaped by specific, broadly defined environments as well as historical trajectories 

(Haselgrove et al. 2023), it is worth considering how particular outcomes developed as 

a consequence of processes common to all human societies.

The Hallstatt C (820-580 cal. BCE, after Goslar 2019) Biskupin-type fortified settle-

ments are part of this puzzle, although their emergence, florescence, and decline are con-

sistently examined within the particular context of Lusatian culture (Niesiołowska-Wędzka 

1974; 1991; Dzięgielewski 2017b; Nowakowski 2023). Considered as a unique discovery in 

the 1930s, the growing number of sites discovered since indicates a particular habitation 

form specific to present-day North-Central and Western Poland throughout the Early Iron 

Age (Szamałek 2009; Kaczmarek and Szczurek 2015). Their preserved wooden architec-

ture, comprising ramparts, breakwater, foundation platforms, multiple house rows sepa-

rated into individual house units, and pathway systems, drew immediate attention due to 

their excellent preservation, as well as the high degree of collective effort involved in their 

construction (Kostrzewski 1950; Durczewski 1970; Kaczmarek and Szczurek 2015). This 

High-Density Urbanism (HDU) appears to be a novel way of organising communal living 

in an environment previously characterised by a dense but dispersed network of small set-

tlements (Ignaczak 2002; Kaczmarek 2002; Szamałek 2009). However, by adapting the 

culture-historical framework and relying on internal processes specific to the Lusatian cul-

ture, archaeologists have put themselves in a difficult position, as causes, drivers, and effects 

need to be examined from the perspective of a particular archaeological culture rather than 
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a historical or evolutionary process. As such, the goal of this paper is to outline how shift-

ing the focus to an inequality framework can help us re-conceptualise the processes in-

volved in the emergence, florescence, and decline of Biskupin-type fortified settlements. 

My argument will be based on a brief characterisation of the recent findings in inequality 

research, followed by a critical overview of existing concepts surrounding Biskupin-type 

fortified settlements. My analysis will be followed by an outline of the candidate processes 

taking place in the European Late Bronze Age. I will examine these candidate processes in 

the context of Biskupin-type fortified settlements by relating them to specific social proc-

esses occurring on these sites, thereby providing a tangible proposal for research on Early 

Iron Age inequality.

Evolution of inequality

In its most fundamental sense, inequality refers to the restricted access to resources, 

enabling some members of a society (groups or individuals) to accumulate more than 

others (Price and Feinman 2010a; Mattison et al. 2016; Smith et al. 2018; Kerig et al. 

2022). This definition is followed by the conceptualisation of wealth itself as an accumu-

lation of social relations, skills, and/or materials (Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2009; Beck 

and Quinn 2022). Currently, archaeological research suggests that some degree of ine-

quality is to be expected in every society, regardless of its specific socio-economic condi-

tions (Shennan 1996; Smith et al. 2010; Kohler and Smith 2018; Graeber and Wengrow 

2021). The fundamental difference is upon what the wealth is based, what mechanism 

drives its increase, the scale of inequality achievable under given circumstances, and the 

dynamics of this process (Paynter 1989; Mattison et al. 2016; Kohler and Smith 2018; 

Mittnik et al. 2019).

As inequality research expanded in scope, definitions of wealth had to encompass the 

complexity of human experience. Material wealth corresponds to physical objects consid-

ered valuable in any cultural setting, specifically ones that can be accumulated over time 

(Bourdieu 1984; Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2009; Beck and Quinn 2022). Relational wealth 

corresponds to the possibility of mobilising support from the social networks one is en-

gaged in, as these connections can help individuals or groups sustain themselves through 

difficult periods, as well as organise people towards a common objective (Borgerhoff 

Mulder et al. 2009; Sztompka 2016; Beck and Quinn 2022). Finally, embodied wealth cor-

responds to the individual skills people acquire throughout their lives, enabling them to 

accomplish tasks exceptionally (Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2009; Bender Jørgensen et al., 

eds. 2017; Beck and Quinn 2022). These theoretical threads of inequality research are not 

mutually exclusive, as culture provides numerous opportunities for each of these types of 

wealth to coexist. The distinction serves to estimate potential differences between societies 

and their priorities in each period.
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Unlike forms of wealth, mechanisms driving inequality are less formalised as they of-

ten reflect case studies and cultural settings. In terms of evolutionary research, the key 

driving mechanisms are economic defensibility and intergenerational transmission, as 

well as population and resource pressure (Feinman 1995; Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2009; 

Gurven et al. 2010; Mattison et al. 2016). These fundamental processes should influence 

the cooperation-competition spectrum of human behaviour, resulting in an increase or 

decrease in inequality and its institutional manifestation (Price and Feinman 2010b; Mat-

tison et al. 2016). This is precisely the avenue where inequality research encounters ques-

tions of political organisation, and whether resource accumulation can be decoupled from 

the means enabling some members of society to achieve it (Price and Feinman 1995; 

2010b; Scott 2009; 2017). The core component is the aspect of property, i.e., the exclusive 

right to things and how it is utilised in a particular society (Earle 2000; Shennan 2011). 

Currently, we as a Western society tend to employ a specific perspective on property as an 

attribute of an individual human being, although this is only one of the many forms prop-

erty has taken throughout human history (Graeber 2011). Whether an extension of an in-

dividual or an attribute of a collective, the concept of property — i.e., who has access and 

how — is the key component of all mechanisms of wealth accumulation, as it affects both 

intra- and inter-group behaviour.

The question of scale emerges at the intersection of wealth, mechanisms, and property 

itself, as determining what can be accumulated, how it becomes accumulated, and who has 

access to it effectively constitutes what form inequality can take. For example, in Early Neo-

lithic Europe, the spread of Linearbandkeramik across Central and Western Europe sug-

gests that, at least in its initial stage, land was considered ‘available’ until it was settled, 

effectively enabling a large-scale expansion of early farmers without visible inequality 

(Shennan 2018). Whether this represents actual ‘availability’ from the standpoint of hunter-

gatherers already present in these areas is precisely the point where the interplay between 

wealth (land), mechanism (resource pressure), and property (us and them, i.e., early farmers 

and hunter-gatherers) requires attention (Shennan 2018; Cortell-Nicolau et al. 2025).

The resulting model of inequality is far from static, as the accumulation of resources 

through a particular set of means will inevitably lead to their depletion, necessitating either 

redistribution or the discovery of new avenues. Whether this process will be voluntary and 

directed towards the improvement of the overall living conditions or coerced for the ben-

efit of the group or individuals, is specific to a particular setting. However, there is a con-

sensus that while some form of inequality can be common to all societies, its uncontrolled 

growth, which comes at the expense of others, can be halted by high mortality events, i.e., 

outbreaks of violence (Scheidel 2017; Turchin 2023). These tragic outcomes tend to bring 

down inequality to more ‘reasonable’ levels at the expense of lost lives and destruction of 

wealth. Determining whether this pattern is universal is one of the driving forces of 

present-day research into inequality, as understanding long-term dynamics of inequality 

and its effects on other social responses can only be provided by archaeological research.
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Although the outlined epistemological ladder is in some way familiar to the majority of 

ongoing research, two prevalent schools of archaeological thought have emerged. On the 

one hand, the quantitative school is based on the principle that past inequality can be in-

vestigated through rigorous data collection of common finds, which can then be analysed 

to determine overall trends in the evolution of inequality (Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2009; 

Kohler and Smith 2018; Bogaard et al. 2024). These trends are then assessed against other 

types of data to evaluate potential links between inequality and other social phenomena, 

e.g., violence, innovation, or resilience. On the other hand, the qualitative school is inter-

ested in determining the actual effect of inequality in human societies and how specific 

societies respond to its emergence (Graeber 2011; Arponen 2017). The two approaches are 

complementary but differ in terms of methodology and scale. The former accentuates the 

importance of large-scale inference using a well-defined dataset to determine the overall 

trajectory of change through time. At the same time, the latter emphasises the importance 

of localised scenarios to provide a detailed perspective on particular societies. These epis-

temological differences are mutually beneficial, as large-scale investigations benefit from 

datasets generated in small-scale research. In contrast, small-scale research draws on 

large-scale inference to inform its research questions. As Early Iron Age research remains 

in the domain of qualitative research, the following will adhere to this methodology.

Early Iron Age Biskupin-type fortified settlements – 
(pre-)historic particularity 

or an evolutionary next step?

Although we celebrated the 90th anniversary of the discovery of Biskupin in 2024, it is 

worth noting that we remain no closer to providing a coherent answer to this question 

(Grossman and Piotrowski 2016). It is an understatement to say that the role Biskupin-

type fortified settlements played in the overall trajectory of Early Iron Age social changes 

is underdetermined. The majority of the subject literature focuses either on the historical 

and present-day significance of the discovery (Piotrowska 2004; Nowacki 2008; Kaczmarek 

2014; Niedziółka 2023), detailed characterisation of the recovered material culture (Kos-

trzewski 1950; Jaskanis 1991; Grossman 2006b; Purowski 2010) or narrative-based de-

scription of how their emergence represents the final development stage of the Lusatian 

culture (Gedl 1975; 1988; Gardawski 1979; Szamałek 2009; Dzięgielewski 2017b; Nowa-

kowski 2023). The accepted consensus is that the emergence of Biskupin-type fortified 

settlements is linked to the rapid social development in the previously provincial Eastern 

Greater Poland and Kuyavia region, which was caused by the decline of the Early Iron Age 

Lusatian culture in Silesia (Gedl 1975; 1988; Gardawski 1979).

When it comes to the origins of the particular form, the works of A. Niesiołowska-

Wędzka were the last comprehensive attempt at answering this question through exploration 
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of potential links to the Mediterranean area (1974; 1991). However, years later, her diffu-

sionist argument has been abandoned as evidence of earlier, Bronze Age fortified settle-

ments has increased (Czebreszuk et al. 2008; Jaeger 2016; Przybyła 2016; Jędrysik and 

Przybyła 2018). Moreover, the dataset she used to build her argument has since undergone 

substantial revisions as independent dating and review of previous excavation findings 

have decreased the number of Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age fortified sites, including 

Biskupin-type (Harding and Rączkowski 2010; Kaczmarek and Szczurek 2015; Góralczyk 

2024).

The florescence phase is even more enigmatic, as there is substantial variability be-

tween individual studies (Kostrzewski 1950; Durczewski 1970; 1985; Ostoja-Zagórski 

1978; 1993; Harding et al. 2004; Szczurek and Różański 2013). The fundamental problem 

is the unit of analysis, which remains the archaeological dataset recovered throughout the 

excavations rather than social units like houses. Numerous studies have addressed the 

intricate details of crafts and, unusually for Central Europe, the significance of the assem-

blage of wooden artefacts (Kostrzewski 1950; Durczewski 1970; Grossman 2006a; Babiński 

2009). These studies indicate the scale and variability of production taking place at the site 

level, but remain problematic in terms of comparative research. The last point is crucial, as 

Biskupin-type fortified settlements tend to be investigated in isolation from the overall 

settlement network. As a result, they often stand out as remarkable. However, it is unclear 

whether this represents the differentiation of habitation strategies in the Early Iron Age or 

simply the level of data presentation (Mierzwiński 2000).

Unlike the onset or florescence, the decline has received extensive attention, leading to 

the consolidation of three prevalent theories. The oldest one, which is explicitly related to 

the eponymous site, is related to environmental changes causing water level rise and sub-

sequent flooding (Gadomska-Czekalska 1950; Piasecki 1950). More recent research has 

linked this process to the 2.8ka event, a climatic shift that had further consequences, in-

cluding a decrease in the annual average temperature and an increase in rainfall (Geel et al. 

1997; van Geel et al. 2004; Dzięgielewski 2017b). The straightforward link between cli-

matic change and settlement collapse is currently under investigation, as evidence from 

other similar and roughly contemporary sites reveals that while some communities might 

have been affected by environmental change, the scale of human anthropopressure was 

also a significant factor (Gałka et al. 2022; Kołaczek et al. 2025).

J. Ostoja-Zagórski explored the alternative socio-economic factors. Based on demo-

graphic and ecological factors, he proposed that the inhabitants of Biskupin-type fortified 

settlements operated below their carrying capacity but were unable to cope with rapidly 

changing environmental conditions, potentially caused by climate change (Henneberg and 

Ostoja-Zagórski 1984; Ostoja-Zagórski 1976; 1983; 1988). From a methodological stand-

point, these early works represent the first attempts at raising the issue based on preserved 

domestic units or recognising the significance of the demographic aspects of human develop-

ment, but have limited, if any, significance for present-day research, as the exact models 
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used for the estimations are implicit and contradictory (Mierzwiński 1996). However, the 

theoretical principles and observations made at the sites in Sobiejuchy and Jankowo are 

becoming increasingly plausible as new evidence from Bruszczewo, an Early Bronze Age 

and Early Iron Age fortified site, has recently proposed the significant impact of changes 

in the natural environment on human occupation (Niebieszczański et al. 2024; Kołaczek 

et al. 2025).

Finally, the conventional culture-historical theory proposes that the decline of 

Biskupin-type fortified settlements was caused by the rapid expansion of the Scythian Em-

pire (Chochorowski 2014; Chochorowski and Krąpiec 2020; Nowakowski 2023). The in-

creasing number of independent dating methods (dendrochronology and radiocarbon dat-

ing), as well as new findings from SE Poland, show that the relations between the area of 

present-day Poland and the Scythian Empire are more complex (Czopek and Krąpiec 

2020; Czopek et al. 2023). Absolute dating of selected sites previously associated with the 

nomadic raids responsible for widespread destruction occurred before the Scythian 

presence was established in southeastern Poland. Evidence of violence from Smuszewo or 

Biskupin remains enigmatic in terms of drivers or causes, suggesting a different scenario 

for their downfall (Gadomska-Czekalska 1950; Durczewski 1970; Malinowski 1979).

A necessary detour on the hopelessness(?) 
of periodisation

Before discussing how new findings from the European Late Bronze Age and Early Iron 

Age can help identify the macroscale processes responsible for the emergence of this 

unique settlement form, a short detour is necessary to address the elephant in the room, 

i.e., the present-day chronological resolution.

Historically, the Bronze and Early Iron Age chronology of Poland has been positioned 

as an amalgam between the two European periodization schemes by J. Kostrzewski and 

his students: Northern, i.e., O. Montelius’s until the end of the Late Bronze Age (Period V), 

when it is overtaken by the Southern, i.e., P. Reinecke’s (Hallstatt C and D) (Kaczmarek 

2012; Czopek 2014). How and whether the two can be combined is irrelevant, as the clas-

sification system has withstood the development of radiocarbon and tree-ring dating. The 

crucial issues are the absolute chronological spans associated with the two periods of the 

Early Iron Age and how their evaluation has affected the definitions of Hallstatt C and 

Hallstatt D.

J. Kostrzewski’s pre-calibration estimates positioned the Hallstatt C period in Poland 

c. 650-550 bc, and the Hallstatt D c. 550-440 bc (Goslar 2019; Chochorowski and Krąpiec 

2020). Initially, based on the evaluation of finds and contexts, Biskupin, as well as other 

comparable sites, were dated to Hallstatt D (Niesiołowska-Wędzka 1974; Śmigielski 1991). 

When the first radiocarbon and dendrochronological findings were reported, indicating 
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a chronological offset of approximately. 300 years, the site’s dating as well as other con-

temporary sites were moved from Hallstatt D to Hallstatt C (Pazdur et al. 1991; Ważny 

1994). This effectively meant that the entire material culture assemblage contributing to 

the definition of Hallstatt D was repositioned into Hallstatt C following insights of inde-

pendent dating rather than stylistic or typological traits. The two previously well-defined 

periods were effectively mixed. As a result, the groundbreaking discoveries in Biskupin 

have introduced a new degree of uncertainty, at least when it comes to findings of older 

investigations. Currently, the distinction between Hallstatt C and Hallstatt D is well docu-

mented, at least in terms of burial rite, economy, and material culture, as the former tends 

to be associated with the ‘sedentary’ Lusatian Culture, while the latter with the ‘mobile’ 

Pomeranian culture (Dzięgielewski 2017a; Kaczmarek 2017). However, uncertainties arise 

when examining reports from sites published between the 1930s and 1995, and it becomes 

necessary to determine whether historical Hallstatt D represents present-day Hallstatt C 

or just Hallstatt D.

Recently, T. Goslar proposed new absolute dating by modelling radiocarbon dates 

from Domasław, one of the largest Bronze Age and Early Iron Age cemeteries in Silesia 

(Goslar 2019; Gediga et al. 2020). His results indicate that the distinction between Hall-

statt C and D is most plausible under the assumption of transitional consecutiveness, rather 

than a ‘hard’ boundary (Goslar 2019). As a result, under the Domasław model, Hallstatt C 

falls between 820 and 580 cal. BCE and Hallstatt D between 549-428 cal. BCE. His as-

sumption of transitional consecutiveness can be maintained further when comparing new 

Fig. 1. Kernel Density Estimate plots showing the probability distribution of radiocarbon dating of major 
Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age sites in Poland (OxCal v. 4.4.4: Bronk Ramsey 2009; calibration curve: 
Reimer et al. 2020; KDE Plot: Bronk Ramsey 2017; data after: Chochorowski and Krąpiec 2020; Filipović 
et al. 2020; Goslar 2019; Harding et al. 2004; Pazdur et al. 1991, 1994; Stolarczyk and Baron 2014; 

Skripkin and Kovaliukh 2004)
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and legacy data on Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age fortified sites in present-day Po-

land (Fig. 1). For the majority of sites linked to Hallstatt C and D, their chronological range 

overlaps with the proposed dating of Domasław. Only for Łubowice, Sobiejuchy and Izdeb-

no is it probable that occupation took place prior to the 820 cal. BCE threshold. Given that 

Łubowice is in Silesia and the early dating of Izdebno represents an outlier, as noted al-

ready at the publication stage (Pazdur et al. 1994), Sobiejuchy can be considered the hall-

mark of centralisation in the Greater Poland-Kuyavia region. By the same merit, account-

ing for sampling bias, and treating the findings as a first-order approximation, this data 

can support the expansion of fortified sites c. 800 cal. BCE.

Origins of the Early Iron Age: 
demography, ideology, migration 

and/or mobility?

Unique archaeologically as they are, Biskupin-type fortified settlements developed in 

a common European environment initialized by the rapid adoption of cremation ca. 1300 

BCE. This process was likely accompanied by changes in social relations, where one of the 

crucial determinants was differential access to resources, triggering the emergence of local 

elites that became increasingly interregional by Hallstatt C (Schumann and van der Vaart-

Verschoof 2017; Großmann 2021; Gretzinger et al. 2024). How this change took place is 

generally explained through (1) demographic growth, (2) ideological change, and (3) mo-

bility/migration (Ostoja-Zagórski 1988; Fokkens 1997; Harding 2000; Nikulka 2016; 

Kaczmarek 2020; Sørensen and Rebay-Salisbury 2023).

Population growth

The demographic turn in archaeology has revived the interest in investigating the im-

pact of population change on human activity, social organisation, and cultural develop-

ment (Shennan 2000; Chamberlain 2009; Müller 2015; French et al. 2020). As the major-

ity of research has focused on the ‘radiocarbon’ periods, i.e., periods where radiocarbon 

dating is the primary method of absolute dating, the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age is 

increasingly recognised as the next significant threshold for determining the trajectory of 

the demographic of Europe (Capuzzo et al. 2018; Feeser et al. 2019; Friman and Lagerås 

2023). The limitations imposed by the overlap with the Hallstatt plateau, as well as confi-

dence in the reliability of the typological dating for the late 2nd and early 1st millennium 

BCE materials, are already (in)visible in the summed probability distribution of calibrated 

radiocarbon dates (SPD; Shennan et al. 2013; Timpson et al. 2020; Crema 2022). How-

ever, despite the long-accepted view that this period represents a surge in the number of 

archaeological sites, especially cemeteries, the conceptualisation of the phenomenon, as 
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well as its causal mechanisms, is largely unresolved (Bukowski 1992; Kaczanowski et al. 

1992; Mierzwiński 2012b; Nikulka 2016).

Ideas revolving around the demographic growth of Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age 

societies emphasise the importance of economic transformations associated with the in-

troduction of new crops and land-use strategies, which proved successful in previously 

unsettled or sparsely populated areas (Ostoja-Zagórski 1988; Piontek 1992; Szamałek 

2009; Rebay-Salisbury et al. 2021; Reed et al. 2024). No specific ‘trigger’ has been sug-

gested, as historically, the widespread occurrence of Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age ar-

chaeological finds was considered evidence of a highly diversified socio-economic model 

that performed well across the entirety of the settled area (Kurnatowski 1992). Notably, 

the Urnfield culture, in general, and the Lusatian culture, specifically, are considered rela-

tively homogeneous society (Kaczmarek 2017). As such, the significance of regional dif-

ferentiation, especially factors contributing to the successful exploitation of previously 

underused ecological niches, is recognised but treated as secondary to the overall success-

ful performance of the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age socio-economic system (Kur-

natowski 1992; Kaczmarek 2002; 2017; Szamałek 2009).

Currently, the strongest candidate for driving an economic shift and resulting popula-

tion growth in the late 2nd and early 1st millennium BCE is the consolidation of Panicum 

miliaceum L. (broomcorn millet) as the new staple crop (Urban 2019). Due to its short 

vegetational cycle, environmental resilience, and a vast array of uses, it is a potential 

driver of demographic growth in this period (Filipović et al. 2020; Pospieszny et al. 2021). 

While East Asia is generally accepted as the origin of domesticated millet between 7000 

and 3300 BCE (Filipović et al. 2020; Pospieszny et al. 2021; Stevens et al. 2021), by ap-

proximately 1500 cal. By BCE, it had already reached Central Europe through an East-

West ‘corridor’, which could potentially signal its quantitatively larger spread alongside 

the cremation rite (Moskal del Hoyo et al. 2015; Filipović et al. 2020; Pospieszny et al. 

2021).

Unlike crops, there is little evidence of similar innovations in animal husbandry or, 

more broadly, the animal economy. Both the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages are charac-

terised by stability in their reliance on cattle as the primary source of animal produce, with 

microregional differences related to the importance of pigs and sheep/goats (Ostoja-Za-

górski 1983; 1993; Piątkowska-Małecka 2003; 2007; Kaczmarek 2017; Ślusarska 2021). 

The main novelty lies in the widespread exploitation of previously unoccupied areas, which 

must have accompanied some adjustments in the husbandry system. However, the causal 

relationship – whether settling into new niches causes population growth or vice versa – 

remains open. Furthermore, despite this ecological expansion, which targets areas with 

large freshwater reservoirs, the existing data does not suggest increased reliance on wild 

terrestrial or aquatic animals (Makowiecki 2003; Ślusarska 2021).

One potential avenue for innovation in animal management, or rather subsistence, is 

the impact of increased salt availability due to organised extraction and trade (Harding 
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2013; Bednarczyk et al. 2015; Mazur and Dzięgielewski 2021; Saile 2024). Substantial 

amounts of salt enable the intensification of long-term preservation of produce, such as 

meat and cheese, thereby improving the availability of protein and fat during winter and 

reducing mortality caused by food shortages (Harding 2013). Reducing mortality would 

then have a positive effect on population growth, potentially explaining the increasing 

population size but not necessarily its scale, at least not by itself. For the region under 

consideration, the strongest evidence of such an impact could be associated with Southern 

Poland, where material remains of salt production dated to the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron 

Age have increased in the last decade (Bednarczyk et al. 2015; Mazur and Dzięgielewski 

2021; Saile 2024). However, the areas with the most significant human concentrations 

(Silesia, Greater Poland, Kuyavia) have no available salt sources for exploitation or have 

provided evidence of local production only in later periods (Harding and Kavruk 2013; 

Mazur and Dzięgielewski 2021). While this does not dismiss the possibility of the positive 

impact of salt availability on population growth, it is necessary to discern whether such 

a process resulted from the direct transport of salt itself or already processed products.

Ideological change

The alternative to the population growth theory is the revolutionary ideological change 

associated with the spread of cremation and the accompanying increase in the frequency 

of burials in society (Fokkens 1997; Mierzwiński 2012b). This change in the burial rites, 

making it necessary to bury everyone or at least the majority of community members, is 

often used to explain the quantitative differences between the number of individuals found 

in cemeteries, especially when comparing the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age funerary 

record with the preceding periods (Sørensen and Rebay-Salisbury 2023). According to this 

logic, the disproportionally large numbers of burials found in urnfield cemeteries can only 

be explained by a radical ideological shift which more accurately reflects the actual demo-

graphics rather than a pattern of population growth (Fokkens 1997; Mierzwiński 2012b; 

Sørensen and Rebay-Salisbury 2023).

Accompanying the democratisation of burial rites is the standardisation of material 

culture deposited together with the deceased (Kaczmarek 2002; 2017). Unlike the preced-

ing heterogeneous Middle Bronze, where not only inhumation and cremation burial were 

practised alongside each other but the material culture itself was characterised by pro-

nounced morphological and decorative differences, the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age 

displays limited variability despite the large number of regional groups (Gedl 1975; Kacz-

marek 2017; Staniuk 2023). The resulting common sense impression of egalitarianism is 

increasingly challenged as continental and local discoveries suggest that this period repre-

sents a consolidation of already present inequality, as shown by the differentiation of grave 

goods, funerary architecture or the spread of weaponry (Kristiansen 1998; Przybyła 2009; 

2013; Harding 2015; van der Vaart-Verschoof and Schumann 2017; Gediga et al. 2020; 
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Desplanques 2022; Marzian et al. 2024). On a local scale, even settlement data suggest the 

existence of large-scale differences in living conditions, as large and small communities 

coexisted in parallel (Baron 2006; 2007; Bugaj and Kopiasz 2006; Dzięgielewski 2017b).

If we assume that the ideological basis was relatively similar across Urnfield Europe, 

the development of such pronounced differences in habitation strategies and community 

size is, in my opinion, the fundamental challenge in determining whether demographic or 

ideological theory is more valid. Or, even more plausibly, if the two should be considered 

complementary.

Migration and/or mobility

Aspects of mobility/migration are embedded in the discussion on the Late Bronze Age-

Early Iron Age societies, predominantly in terms of the initial source of the Urnfield pack-

age (Schmid 2020; Cavazzuti et al. 2022; Rose et al. 2023), subsequent spread into other 

regions (Dzięgielewski et al. 2010), the increasingly complex network of exchange and 

trade (Kristiansen 1998; Purowski 2010), and finally, traces as well as effects of migrations 

from historical records (Chochorowski 2014). One crucial point in these discussions is the 

distinction between migration and mobility, where the former implies some form of per-

manent effect, while the latter represents an ongoing but less finite act (Metzner-Nebelsick 

2010; Reiter and Frei 2019).

Mobility theories tend to pinpoint the Carpathian Basin as the most probable origin of 

the Urnfield phenomenon, due to its early chronology and the widespread presence of 

cremation already in the second millennium BCE (Cavazzuti et al. 2022; Sørensen and 

Rebay-Salisbury 2023). Considering the material culture similarities between present-day 

Western Poland and the Carpathian Basin, the logic that the emergence of the Lusatian 

culture represents an effect of migration is not an unreasonable assumption. However, 

cremation has a long chronology outside of the region, and more importantly, shows a gra-

dual increase in frequency prior to the arbitrary start threshold of the Late Bronze Age 

1300 BCE (Schmid 2020). Moreover, despite the problematic end of Middle Bronze Age 

tell communities, the spread of the cremation rite outside the Carpathian Basin is unlikely 

to be explained by a rapid depopulation of the region and migration (Staniuk 2021; Molloy 

et al. 2023; Bruyère et al. 2024). Presently, the cumulative effect of small-scale mobility 

between communities causing a similar pattern cannot be ruled out (Przybyła 2009, 2016).

However, the problematic onset is only part of the puzzle, as the spread of the Urnfield 

package remains one of the crucial questions for explaining the rapid emergence of a similar 

cultural model in other environments after the emergence of Lusatian culture (Cavazzuti 

et al. 2022). By the end of the Late Bronze Age, most communities of present-day Poland 

followed a similar cultural model, and this likeness extended further east and northeast, 

indicating a rapid effect of increasing mobility (Dąbrowski 1997; Lang 2007; Makarowicz 

2010). The adoption of a relatively uniform cultural model in the previously highly hetero-
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geneous Trzciniec Cultural Circle, without evidence of aggregations parallel to those from 

Western Poland, suggests a complex interplay of small-scale processes that accelerated by 

1200/1100 BCE. These could have been linked to inequality, as previously limited net-

works of cooperation were widely extended, potentially due to limited possibilities of be-

coming incorporated in local structures or through means to increase resource accessi-

bility. Some effects are visible in terms of the changing frequency of metal deposition and 

the emergence of hoarding behaviour in areas with previously limited depositional records 

(Blajer 2001). Long-term, they even indicate the emergence of aggregations, different 

from the ones known from Western Poland but suggestive of profound changes taking 

place after the spread and consolidation of the Lusatian culture (Żurek et al. 2023).

The arbitrary distinction between ‘permanent’ migration and ‘temporary’ mobility will 

not allow us to differentiate between the mechanisms of this process. It is more fruitful to 

approach this issue from the perspective of the scale required for the effect we see ar-

chaeologically to be justified.

Biskupin-type fortified settlements: 
a response to a changing environment?

The emergence, florescence, and decline of Biskupin-type fortified settlements hap-

pened in a dynamic environment shaped by the effects of population growth, ideological 

change, and mobility, each providing sufficient avenues for inequality-based relations to 

affect human behaviour. In this context, the hypothesis regarding egalitarianism refers 

strictly to the internal processes of social organisation when the settlement was constructed 

(Dzięgielewski 2017b). While conclusive evidence, i.e., a comparison of domestic house 

units and inventories, remains unaddressed, it is worth considering how this dynamic en-

vironment may have stimulated the emergence of this settlement form. Although this 

process was inherently social, i.e., representing the ability of social groups to plan, execute, 

and succeed, it is worth considering first from the standpoint of material prerequisites 

necessary to organise it and how inequality-based relations have influenced the trajectory 

of change. What follows is an outline of how this process could have unfolded and what 

mechanisms might have driven the emergence of Biskupin-type fortified settlements.

Late Bronze Age (1218-820 cal. BCE)

First, the construction of Biskupin-type fortified settlements required areas with lim-

ited human activity for at least 100 years to enable the acquisition of wood for construction 

purposes (Durczewski 1970; Niewiarowski 2009). This ‘natural’ prerequisite is, of course, 

based on the assumption that wood was not a commodity. Given comparative data from 

other Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age fortified sites, such large-scale settlements were 
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accompanied by land clearance indicators (Gałka et al. 2022; Szambelan 2022; Nie-

bieszczański et al. 2024; Kołaczek et al. 2025; Szambelan et al. in press). This suggests 

that resource availability in previously provincial areas was one of the key factors for de-

ciding where to settle.

Second, the process of population aggregation had to precede the planning itself, as 

area selection, preparatory works, and construction had to account for resource availabil-

ity to ensure the successful execution of the project. Assuming that this process was initial-

ized at the Sobiejuchy, as proposed by J. Ostoja-Zagórski and A. Harding as it represents 

the largest of all contemporary sites in the region with first occupation phase dating to the 

Late Bronze Age (Ostoja-Zagórski 1993; Harding et al. 2004), the mechanisms motivating 

people to abandon previously dispersed occupation and devote substantial amount of time 

and labour in favour of aggregations, conceptualizing how and why such a large commu-

nity came together in this region requires consideration.

A. Mierzwiński has proposed that Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age Urnfield socie-

ties practised feasting as an essential part of burial ceremonies (Mierzwiński 2012a). His 

exploration of the surge in drinking and serving vessels as part of the burial inventory, as 

well as their metric properties, indicates an increasingly collective behaviour towards the 

Early Iron Age. In an environment of growing population size and its expansion into other 

environmental niches, a persistent communal and integrative activity would provide a ba-

sis not only for maintaining cultural ties but also for establishing numerous new relation-

ships (Dunbar 2021). Assuming that this was a time of both population growth and an 

ideological change, the missing link for bringing people together may be precisely the fre-

quency of burial practices. These occasions could have provided chances for other forms of 

beneficial interactions to occur through maintaining familial and community ties, creating 

new ones through mating arrangements, and stimulating information or gift exchange. If 

we are looking for a social process responsible for the cultural similarity between the Late 

Bronze Age and Early Iron Age, a maintained form of interaction between multiple mem-

bers of different communities sharing a similar background would be a good candidate.

Third, assuming that these meetings fall under the umbrella term of ‘feasting’, the pre-

requisite for their organisation is the acquisition of sufficient produce for sustenance (Has-

torf 2017). The increasing reliance on millet could have been stimulated by this process as 

upholding the social convention would encourage individuals or groups to increase their 

crop yields. Repeated, successful fulfilment of this obligation could have attracted mem-

bers to thriving groups, encouraging them to perform just as well or better over time. This 

would stimulate an increase in group-level sizes at the cost of a continuous need to main-

tain the growth trajectory. In instances where random events would hinder the ability to 

procure produce locally, the personal network could have been utilised to generate surplus, 

either through persuasion or coercion (Scott 2009). Alternatively, failed attempts at or-

ganising feasts or their unsuccessfulness would have an adverse and detrimental effect on 

their communities, temporarily hindering their growth through stagnation or even causing 
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dispersion. Low yields, diseases, poor organisational skills, or all of the above would con-

vey the message that the community or individuals are not capable of fulfilling social obli-

gations. The resulting pattern would be of a gradual decrease of settlement dispersion at 

the cost of centralisation, with inter-group relations gradually shaped by unequal access to 

resources.

Fourth, the emerging dependency for increasing food procurement would become 

a challenge for field and herd management, as dispersed and extensive agriculture would 

give way to intensive land use, as well as reducing areas for herding. For some members of 

society, the decreasing availability of accessible, ‘free’ land surrounding existing settle-

ments would require expansion into previously unsettled areas, encouraging mobility and 

expansion. For others, it would require adjusting their skill set to compensate for the lack 

of personal fields by focusing on crafts, such as pottery, metallurgy, or both. Craft spe-

cialisation was well-established by the Late Bronze Age (Gedl 1975; Mogielnicka-Urban 

1984; Hansen 1991; Dąbrowski 1997; Kaczmarek 2002; Mierzwiński 2012a; Vachta 2016), 

but the key question is the degree of seasonality specific to each craft, as well as intra-

group dependencies between people involved in agriculture and other economic activities. 

It is plausible that in an environment of cooperative behaviour, landowning individuals 

would exchange produce for specific objects, assistance in field management, or share re-

sources based on familial or community ties. However, it is plausible that this differential 

access will eventually lead to internal tensions based on material wealth inequality.

Fifth, tensions between growth, food procurement, and social obligations would culmi-

nate in the rise of external and internal inequality, encouraging competition. This could 

trigger raiding behaviour as well as other hostile actions aimed at reducing the success of 

certain groups. Acts of violence like stealing cattle by skirmishers, setting fields on fire, or 

even disrupting safe passage in movement corridors are all examples of strategies utilised 

to counteract centralising tendencies in agricultural societies (Scott 2009; 2017). Whether 

these actions were undertaken by members of the same groups or not is of secondary im-

portance, since the detrimental effect on growth would be the same. It is only that in the 

first instance, internal tensions would accelerate the process of social disintegration.

Sixth, counter-acting such behaviours would be directed first towards protection and 

deterrence, through labour investment in manufacturing weaponry or fortifications (Fogel 

1979; 1988; Hansen and Krause 2018). Generally, Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age 

societies were well-equipped with weapons and used to resolve their disputes or interact 

through violence (Kristiansen 1998; Horn and Kristiansen 2018). It is plausible that vio-

lence was the ever-present reality of this system, and the highly cooperative model of in-

ter-group interaction is a too optimistic assumption (Kadrow 2001; Turchin 2015). How-

ever, the destructive nature of the cremation rite on osteological evidence of violence is 

likely the reason why research on Late Bronze Age violence in Central Europe relies so 

heavily on material culture studies and settlement data. If violence became more common 

due to centralisation, the growing number of fortified settlements would indicate the 
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importance of defensive strategies rather than manifestations of individual status. This is 

not to say that inequality was not present on an individual level. Given the shifts in metal 

deposition between the Bronze Age Period V and Hallstatt C (Blajer 2001), hoarding be-

came an important practice for mitigating the cumulative effects of wealth accumulation 

and transmission (Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2009). However, once hostile actions towards 

specific communities became a means not only to hinder their expansion but also to offset 

negative conditions in less successful communities, deterrence had to become the norm, 

and ensuring safety became one of the prerequisites for new groups to emerge (Roscoe 

2009).

Seventh, deterrence and ensuring safety to maintain the status of the settlement could 

have overtaken the importance of maintaining soft power ties between communities in 

favour of a highly competitive, coercion-based system. As the previous system of commu-

nal, integrative activities was beset by challenges for ensuring sufficient food and material 

supply with restricted, defensible fields, decisions had to be made on how to designate 

tasks in an increasingly complex organisational system, while maintaining a sufficient 

workforce to execute them. It is possible that by the end of the Late Bronze Age, social 

members were forced to join communities as a way of ensuring manpower. Given the 

shared cultural background, this might not have been accompanied by further social dif-

ferentiation into free and unfree, as evidence of internal hierarchies remains dubious. 

However, this is where the depth of ideological change in this period requires considera-

tion, as it is possible that from a thanatological perspective, earthly status had limited ef-

fects on the perception of the afterlife (Mierzwiński 2012b). Unfree in life would not neces-

sarily mean unfree in death.

Early Iron Age (820-580 cal. BCE)

Bearing in mind that the proposed pathway is just a possible inequality-based model 

(Fig. 2) of how, by the Early Iron Age, community size, organisational skills, resource 

economy, and defensive behaviour were already intertwined, it is possible to outline how 

the emergence of Biskupin-type fortified settlements became possible.

As mentioned earlier, by 820 cal. BCE, areas with defensive capabilities and easily ac-

cessible woodlands were the first choice for establishing new, defensive settlements as 

a community effort. Exploitation of woodlands had the simultaneous effect of creating 

lands suitable for agriculture, while the existing networks were sufficient to mobilise large 

populations capable of executing such endeavours. Distance from existing centres was 

beneficial as it reduced the risk of raids and coercion into existing communities. Finally, 

the limited effect of existing overexploitation of soils in densely inhabited or exploited ar-

eas offered an additional advantage to survive winters.

The groups building Biskupin-type fortified sites were probably operating in an envi-

ronment of shared cultural identity amplified by familial and community ties, which 
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formed a ‘stable’ basis to start ‘fresh’, avoiding the pitfalls of growth accompanied by in-

creasing competition. The shared, relatively egalitarian burial rite, together with a strong 

sense of community and diverse skillset (woodworking, pottery production, metal produc-

tion, and other crafts) would have enabled the inhabitants to quickly resume regular eco-

nomic activities, maintaining their usual practices, while expanding their contact networks 

towards new areas which were explored in a limited fashion.

Whether the process was initiated at Sobiejuchy or other roughly contemporary sites, 

indicating the fissioning of the founding group, is currently of secondary importance. The 

crucial aspect to account for is that now, the same cultural setting that initially enabled 

a relatively peaceful population growth through a system of fulfilling social obligations 

based on accountability was no longer the only organising principle. Maintained, high 

food supply dependency was already in place, and some relations between individuals and 

communities were strained, limiting the possibilities of offsetting below-average yields 

through soft power. Acquiring the necessary resources through raiding, either neighbour-

ing communities or travelling groups, was an ever-present possibility.

The ultimate decline of this settlement model, characterised by high population den-

sity, was likely a unique story specific to each site. Some could have maintained their 

growth for a prolonged period (e.g., Wicina – Bugaj 2022), while others were less success-

ful (e.g., Smuszewo – Durczewski, 1970), and some managed to adapt to even more com-

plex circumstances caused by random events (e.g., Biskupin – Kostrzewski, 1950). It is 

even plausible that the different archaeological sites reflect a long history of a large, single 

Fig. 2. A theoretical model of how the Biskupin-type fortified settlements emerge in an increasingly com-
petitive environment at the onset of the Early Iron Age
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community moving across the landscape, as each consecutively occupied area became un-

suitable for continued settlement due to the prevailing socio-economic model and its envi-

ronment. However, while such a model cannot be ruled out, it currently cannot be assessed 

based on the existing data.

Conclusions

It has been more than 90 years since the first excavation campaign in Biskupin, and the 

question of how and why this particular settlement model emerged requires urgent ad-

dressing if archaeology is to incorporate it in research on the evolution of human societies. 

By reviewing research on inequality in archaeology and discussing existing theories on the 

emergence, florescence, and decline of Biskupin-type fortified settlements, I propose a theo-

retical, qualitative model as a potential pathway for conceptualising their emergence. In it, 

the emergence of these sites is explained through a long trajectory of Late Bronze Age so-

cial change, from highly cooperative to highly competitive communities developing in the 

Polish lowlands. The relatively homogeneous and egalitarian society established and 

maintained a strong network of connections, not only through feasting practices. I suggest 

that through coupling with the overall population increase enabled by the spread of millet, 

this process stimulated community growth. At the same time, the emergent reliance on 

fulfilling social obligations created a dependency for maintaining the growth trajectory. As 

centralisation processes began to emerge, their negative effects became more pronounced, 

particularly in maintaining food supplies, necessitating expansion into new areas, creating 

a further reliance on supply networks, and increasing specialisation to offset the decreas-

ing availability of land. Initially, inter-group inequality became pronounced to provide the 

necessary resources for growing populations. Later, intra-group inequality became more 

pronounced as group membership was no longer based on benevolent interaction but co-

ercion. I propose in the model that the emergence of Biskupin-type fortified settlements is 

a consequence of a competitive, violent environment, encouraging communities to settle 

outside of previously established centres as an attempt to propose structural solutions to 

problems that drove communities away from the previous areas. However, these solutions 

were no longer suitable in a highly competitive environment, where new, high-density com-

munities proved unsuccessful due to anthroporessure, scalar stress, or random events.

(In)validating the model I outline above will require archaeological empirical work 

through dating, modelling, and comparing sites. However, it will also require theoretical 

and analytical testing of the proposed sequence of events. Site-based investigations, pro-

viding high-resolution data on domestic economies, will be crucial, as will macro-scale 

investigations into patterns of cultural change between the Late Bronze Age and the Early 

Iron Age. Perhaps by the 100th anniversary of the first excavation campaign in Biskupin, 

we will be able to say at least which of the above processes I have outlined above were the 

least likely to have taken place.
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