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Gifts from the earth:
symbolic dimensions of the use

and production of Neolithic flint
and stone axes

Alasdair Whittle”

If the Neolithic is seen as the gradual intensification of 2 mixed farming economy by sedentary
populations whose social structure became steadily more differentiated, the basic roles of flint and
stone axes are unproblematic: functional tools and markers of status and prestige. But if there was
a much longer and slower process of settling down, with a value system which mediated rivalry and
encouraged participation, different roles emerge for axes. They may have symbolised both control
over and unity with nature, and were made and acquired essentially for display and giving away
rather than for permanent accumulation. Extraction too may have had important symbolic roles,
encouraging participation, commemoration, and consciousness of nature.
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LITHIC STEREOTYPES

Any characterisation of the extraction and use of flint and stone tools 1n Neolithic
Europe must depend to a large extent on how the Neolithic phenomenon as a whole 1s
modelled. The conventional view of the Neolithic phenomenon has long been of
a population sedentary from the outset, practising a mixed farming economy, which
intensifed through time, fuelling both demographic and territorial expansion.
Though Neolithic social structure has been debated for a shorter time, there is
likewise general agreement that the period witnessed gradual changes in differen-
tiation within and between Neolithic communities. Social models are extremely
varied in detail, and their sources diverse, but the general pattern observed often
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