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This thesis presents a study of religion and ritual which seeks to provide a
critical review of existing efforts in the archaeology of religion, and the
assumptions on which such studies are based. It seeks to provide a more
current theorisation of religion than is current in contemporary archaeology.
The beginning of the thesis examines the anthropology of religion. It is argued
that the approaches of Intellectualism and Symbolism provide an essential
starting point for any study of religion, since both highlight the salient aspects
of religion as a system of beliefs and as a system of actions. It is concluded that
these two aspects of religion require separate theorisation. Examination of the
problems attendant on the interpretation of symbols, and ritual in general,
concluded that ritual and its symbols are largely meaningless, but this lack of
propositional content gives them emotive power. This emotive power is argued
to be manipulated by social actors in their efforts to produce and reproduce
relations of social hierarchy. Consequently it is argued that in non-Western
societies the primary context for social production is through the medium of
ritual institutions. A novel theoretical perspective - minimalism- is defined,
characterised by its relative disinterest in reconstructing theology, and focusing
instead on the underlying generative principles of religion. Critique of previous
archaeological treatments of religion is engaged in from a minimalist
perspective. Previous treatments are argued to be characterised by a faulty
theorisation of symbolism and ritual, their functionalist bias, and their
inadequate methodologies. The suggested remedies to these problems, and the
usefulness of minimalism, is then assessed through a case-study of putative
sacred spaces in houses and palaces of Crete during the Bronze Age. The
funerary record for this period is also considered.
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Chapter One Introduction

The thesis presented here is born of the conviction that to understand
human behaviour, it is essential to understand the beliefs held by individuals.
Humans are characterised by the desire to understand, to at least some extent,
their experiential universe (Horton 1970), and to explain why things happen.
Consequently, social behaviour can only be understood with reference to the
religious beliefs held by a community. This thesis attempts to provide a viable
theory of religion of primary use in the study of archaeological assemblages,
and present a more up-to-date theorisation of religion than is current in
contemporary archaeology. Consequently, the thesis naturally divides itself
into two main sections.

In the first section, the anthropology of religion is examined. Firstly, it is
necessary to define what is meant by religion and ritual, and what its functions
are. Chapter Two provides this necessary introduction by studying neo-
Intellectualist and Symbolist accounts of religious behaviour. Whilst both
approaches represent a strand of anthropological thought current in the 1960's,
they provide an essential platform for subsequent debate. Both approaches
were centrally concerned with the definitional and interpretive problems posed
by the belief-systems of non-Western cultures. Neo-Intellectualists argued that
religion should be interpreted in terms of its cognitive functions, since religion
seemingly played an explanatory role in societies lacking formal scientistic
discourses. The behaviours arising from these beliefs were argued to be
primarily attempts to control the surrounding environment. In contrast,
Symbolists defined religion in terms of its social functions, believing that
commitment to a common system of beliefs and cultural values was the
prerequisite for human social life. Religion achieved its functions through the
medium of its associated behaviours (ritual) which integrated individuals into a
social collectivity. It shall be argued that neither approach provides a
satisfactory account of the total religious system. Instead, each only provides a
partial account. The reasons why these approaches are limited suggests that to
understand religion it is necessary to distinguish between its functions as a
system of beliefs, and as system of actions.



Following this introduction more recent theories of religion and ritual are
assessed in relation to the problems of interpreting ritual and the symbols
articulated within it. Models of symbolic interpretation which are based on
viewing symbols as analogous, in some sense, to language, are argued to be
inappropriate for understanding ritual. The work of Sperber (1975), Bloch
(1974; 1977), Boyer (1990), Strecker (1988) and Bourdieu (1977), is drawn
upon to support the contention that ritual and its symbols are largely
meaningless, yet from this semantic vacuity ritual derives considerable emotive
power. Sperber and Strecker contend that much ritual is performed without
overt native exegesis. Consequently, the commentary paired to rituals and
symbols should not be seen as representing an explanation of their 'meaning’,
but an extension of it. Consequently, no single, or limited range of, meaning(s)
can be identified for ritual and its symbols. Instead, ritual and symbols provoke
exegesis, the references of which are connected with the statement of social
information. This point is similar to that made by Symbolist treatments of
ritual, but the arguments presented in Chapter Three provide a more satisfactory
account of the way in which social information is covertly transmitted via ritual
institutions. It also provides a more satisfactory account of why social actors
choose to transmit social information in this manner, rather than stating it in a
more overt manner. In non-Western societies lacking objectified institutions
which can sustain social hierarchy, the only social institutions which can
protect such relations are ritual ones (Bourdieu 1977). Ritual derives its
authority from its veracity, and its veracity is guaranteed by the supernatural
entities and processes manifested in it. The index of the presence of
supernatural entities and processes in ritual, is its formalised language and its
ambiguous symbols (Boyer 1990). All this implies that in non-Western cultures
social reproduction is largely effected through ritual. But it is possible to go
further than this, and following the implications of Bloch's (1977) observation
of a correlation between the quantity of ritual and the degree of instituted
hierarchy, and argue that in these contexts ritual also is the primary locale for
the creation of the social order.

These implications are more fully elaborated in Chapter Four when a
minimalist theory of religion is outlined. Minimalism is characterised by its
relative disinterest in recording religious beliefs and the 'meanings’ of rituals
and symbols. Instead, it is argued, following neo-Intellectualism, that religious
beliefs are explanatory in intent, and therefore constitute an ontological system.
This ontology is differentiated from others by its reference to supernatural



entities and processes as the agents of causality in the perceptible world.
Individuals draw upon this ontological system to provide explanation and
meaning for the happenings in their daily routines. The actual beliefs current in
a community are generated from this ontology (or the basic structuring
principles of the religious belief-system). Consequently, a community is not
necessarily characterised by normative beliefs, since individuals have to
interpret the implications of a religion's basic explanatory principles. At any
given time, the beliefs current in a community are merely transformations of
these underlying principles. It is religion's underlying structural principles
which are believed to be normative. Hence minimalism's relative disinterest in
believe per se. Instead, reconstruction of religion's underlying principles is of
overall concern, an aim more feasible for archaeological studies. An important
point, recognised by anthropologists, is that the underlying cognitive principles
of a religious system define what forms social behaviour may take (that is,
defines what constitutes proper and improper practices etc.).

Minimalism recognises that ritual has somewhat different functions.
Since ritual discourse is usually difficult to comprehend, and since it does not
frequently provide explicit tuition concerning religious beliefs, ritual cannot be
construed as seeking to transmit the principles of religious belief cross-
generationally. Initiation rituals, for example, often ostensibly claim to impart
vital sacred lore to neophytes, yet what is frequently learnt has to be unlearnt at
the next stage in an individual's initiation, and also what is learnt is often
incomprehensible to the neophytes (e.g. see Lewis 1980). Instead, individuals
acquire knowledge of the beliefs of their religious system in the context of the
routines of daily life. Ritual, due to its supernatural sanction, is primarily
concerned with producing or reproducing the social order in contexts where
social hierarchy is not instituted. This minimalist perspective is argued to be of
primary significance to archaeologists, since it seems to make an archaeological
study of religion practicable.

The way in which archaeologists have treated religion is naturally of
importance. In general, archaeologists have tended to shy away from making
comments about the nature of past belief, partly because they felt that such
claims could not be adequately supported empirically (e.g. Hawkes 1954), and
partly because the social theories current tend to underplay the significance of

belief in shaping social behaviour. For processualists what was of significance
~ was religion's social functions. Given the systemic theory underpinning



processual thought, it is unsurprising that religion, via the medium of ritual, was
treated as a homeostatic device effecting social equilibrium. Since it was these
functions that were of interest, the content of past belief was largely ignored,
positing a view of human social behaviour taking place in an intellectual
vacuum. The evidence of ritual was primarily used to make inferences relating
to past social organisation. In contrast, post-processual approaches claimed an
interest in past belief. However, by treating religion as ideology, post-
processualists have largely reproduced a functionalist model of society akin to
that of processualism. What distinguishes post-processualism is the idea that
social hierarchy can only be reproduced through ideological practice, with ritual
seemingly deriving its force from articulating a coherent argument, accepted as
true by all in society. This is inadequate, since not only does it presuppose a
normative view of belief, it also misconstrues the way in which ritual derives its
authority which is argued not to be by articulating a compelling argument. The
functionalist implications of processualism and post-processualism resulted in
depressingly similar accounts of religious behaviour, since at root all rituals,
irrespective of scale, type or spatio-temporal context, performed the same
function - to effect social reproduction. This is argued to be too limited, since it
denies ritual a creative force in social production, a role argued for consistently
throughout the thesis.

Methodologically, archaeological treatments of ritual are argued to be
untenable, since all presuppose a sharp distinction between the sacred and
mundane. Further, the identification of religious symbols is held to be central
to the recognition of ritual spaces in archaeological contexts. In practice,
symbols or ‘cult’ objects are recognised on the grounds of no obvious utilitarian
function and/or intrinsic value. This criteria is argued to fall if it is recognised
that symbols have no inherent intrinsic quality that makes them suitable for
such treatment. As implied by Sperber's (1975) forceful argument, any object
may potentially be treated as symbolic, but the reasons why it is so treated
cannot be predicted.

These points obviously raise huge problems for an archaeological study of
religion, since it implies that there are no methodological guidelines to help
archaeologists recognise ritual spaces and objects. Consequently, it is argued
that to identify ritual behaviour archaeologically, intuition and speculation are
all archaeologists have. Anthropologically it is often easy to identify ritual
behaviours, but not the reasons why the observer defines these as ritual



(Sperber 1975: 1-4). The second section of the thesis comprises a case-study of
religion and ritual in Crete during the Bronze Age. This case-study seeks to
demonstrate the possible usefulness, or otherwise, of a minimalist approach to
archaeologists. It too is confronted by the methodological problem of
recognising ritual locales solely on the basis of archaeological evidence. The
study examines the evidence for ritual in residential structures and burials. The
main problem is indeed whether the residential contexts I have treated as ritual
are in fact such. Yet, there is one category of sites, the peak top sanctuaries, the
archaeological residues of which are seemingly self-evidently of a ritual nature,
and yet it is difficult to make explicit why one believes these are so evidently
ritual. The study of putative residential shrines on Crete may fail to provide
any satisfactory guidelines for the archaeological recognition of sacred spaces,
but it does provide a pointer to the way in which archaeologists can examine
contexts where people did things of a more overtly ritual nature. The case-
study is complemented by a study of the funerary record, which is shown to be
just as difficult to interpret, even though it is so overtly ritual!

The conclusion to the thesis attempts to draw together the various issues
raised above. It does not provide a solution to all of the issues, but merely
indicates some necessary avenues for future research. Perhaps the most
important issue is whether archaeologists can ever satisfactorily understand past
social behaviour if they are largely unable to understand the beliefs motivating
that behaviour. Whether or not a minimalist perspective makes the task of
understanding religion easier, it does represent an improvement on current
archaeological approaches. Firstly, it is grounded in more recent
anthropological treatments of religion than current archaeological treatments.
Hence the rationale whereby ritual acquires its power and social effects is more
adequately theorised. Individuals are not regarded as following the dictates of
their organismic sociocultural system, as implied by processualism, or being
repeatedly 'duped’ by the clever arguments of an elite social grouping.
Secondly, the problems of an archaeological analysis of religion are faced
rather than being ignored.



Chapter Two The believer as philosopher and Machiavel

In anthropology the Intellectualist-Symbolist debate focuses on the
definitional and interpretive problems posed by that complex of human
behaviour termed 'religion' in western societies. These two approaches clash
over whether belief or action should be given explanatory priority, and the
significance to be attributed to what the social actors say they believe in.
Essentially Intellectualists argue that religious beliefs and practices should be
interpreted literally as beliefs about the natural world and its underlying
dynamic principles, providing a rationale for attempts to control it (Skorupski
1976: 10-11). Or as Geertz puts it, religious symbols "both express the world's
climate and shape it" (1966: 9). In contrast, the Symbolist argues that action is
the unit of significance for the interpretation of religion (Skorupski 1976: 11),
defining religion more in terms of its sociological functions. Consideration of
these approaches provides an essential background to the following study of
religion. The debate between the two perspectives highlights many important
issues. The approaches are also worth examining since although both are of
venerable age, both are still prospering. In what follows I shall attempt to
provide a relatively neutral account of the way in which these approaches have
interpreted religion, bracketing the resolution of major problems to subsequent
chapters.

Intellectualism is inextricably associated with the writings of Tylor,
Spencer and Frazer, who argued that there are three main ways of looking at the
world; the magical, the religious and the scientific (Morris 1987: 101 and 104).
For Tylor, all three were usually represented in human societies, whilst Frazer
adopted an evolutionary perspective, claiming a society will be characterised by
only one of these world-views, a view rejected by latter-day Intellectualists
(ibid.: 105). Tylor minimally defined religion (or 'animism' as he termed
‘primitive’ religion) as the belief in spiritual beings (Tylor 1903: 424) in order to
provide the most inclusive definition of religion possible. He very clearly
articulated the idea that the supernatural agencies, entities and/or processes
postulated by a religious system are used by its believers to explain happenings
in their daily lives;



"Spiritual beings are held to affect or control the events of the material
world, and [hulman[kind]'s life and hereafter, and it being considered
that they hold intercourse with men [and women], and receive pleasure
or displeasure from human actions, the belief in their existence leads
naturally...to active reverence and propitiation” (Tylor 1903: I, 426).

and;

"They [the religious believer] could ascribe to kind or hostile spirits all
good and evil of their own lives, and all striking operations of nature”
(ibid.: I, 185).

Likewise Spencer also outlines some of Intellectualism's essential tenets,
arguing that all humans are rational, and in the absence of scientific explanatory
frameworks, the inferences made by non-Western peoples are both reasonable
and the best they could make with the available data (Spencer 1876: 237),

"the laws of thought are everywhere the same;...given the data as
known to him [and her], the inference drawn by the primitive man [and
woman)] is the reasonable inference"” (ibid.: 111).

These authors also investigated the behaviours generated by religion. As
noted above, Tylor recognised that religion draws humankind into relationships
with supernatural agencies, the control or propitiation of which are regarded by
the believer to be vital to his/her continued existence. Frazer distinguished two
types of ritual used to communicate with supernaturals and to influence them.
Magical rites were regarded as instrumentally effective, where performance of
the appropriate actions guaranteed the aid of supernaturals. In contrast
religious rites, which to some extent might also be instrumentally effective,
were more directed to the propitiation of superhuman beings and did not
necessarily guarantee that supernaturals would behave in the desired manner
(Morris 1987: 104). This emphasis on the role of magico-religious beliefs and
practices to explain and control the natural world meant that magico-religious
behaviour was seen as a kind of false, erroneous science: one that was based on
"a spurious system of natural law" (Frazer 1926: I, 220).

Intellectualism fell out of favour from the 1920's and was largely ignored
in favour of functionalist/Symbolist accounts of non-Western religions by at



least the end of the 1930's. Several reasons for this rapid fall from grace can be
discerned. Firstly, the accounts of the origins and developmental sequences of
religion proposed by Tylor, Spencer and Frazer attracted criticism from even
supporters of these authors. In particular, the contention of both Tyor and
Spencer that the origins of religion were ultimately to be derived from dream
experiences, attracted much criticism. Their empathetic method, which was the
basis for this claim, was ridiculed by Evans-Pritchard (1965: 24) as an "if 1
were a horse" style of exposition. The most obvious problem with Tylor's
theory was that it failed to provide an account of the evolutionary processes or
mechanisms by which religion developed (Stocking 1971: 105-6). However, as
even Evans-Pritchard conceded, the main problem with Tylor's and Spencer's
proposed theories of religion's origins and evolutionary development are that
they are incapable of proof or refutation (ibid.: 24) (though such a positivist
conception of what constitutes 'scientific’ theories would not find widespread
acceptance today). Secondly, following Malinowski's and Radcliffe-Brown's
new field methods and the general upsurge in synchronic studies of the
operation of social systems, the new trend towards explicating social functions
led to a neglect of, and a loss of interest in, religion's cognitive functions. In
part this was a reaction against Intellectualism's failure to place religion in its
social context, though as the work of Spencer makes clear, an Intellectualist
perspective does not preclude an understanding of religion's social role. For
example, the following quote would not look out of place in Structure and
Function in Primitive Society;

"[Religious institutions] maintain and strengthen social bonds, and so
conserve the social aggregate; and they do this in large measure by
conserving beliefs, sentiments, and usages which evolved during earlier
stages of the society” (Spencer 1885: 770).

In the 1960's various anthropologists dissatisfied with the structural-
functional accounts of religion then prevalent, turned to the writings of Frazer
and Tylor to inject new insights into religious studies. There were numerous
reasons for disaffection with Symbolist and structural-functional accounts of
religion. Firstly, there was a tendency for these approaches to not take literally
religious beliefs as attempts at explanation (Horton 1968: 625). Instead they
looked deeper for a more 'rational' account of religious beliefs. Secondly, there
was an inherent reductionism in such approaches with religious belief and ritual
argued to be primarily intended to fulfil social functions (Bloch 1986: 6-7). For



example, Radcliffe-Brown (1952) argued that for social life to be possible, it
was necessary that a community should be united around a common set of
beliefs and values. Further, as will be argued in subsequent chapters, Symbolist
and structural-functional approaches offer a normative view of religion, a view
which will be argued against later, since it can be demonstrated that potentially
a community is not characterised by a shared belief-system (and this criticism
also applies to Intellectualism)!. This "back to Frazer movement” (Beattie
1966: 63) was perceived by Symbolists as a dangerous movement with racist
connotations, since by comparing science and religion Intellectualists were
supposedly showing that magico-religious acts failed in producing their overtly
intended aims, thus imputing the traditional religious thinker with a childish,
faulty mentality (Leach 1967: 41).

This issue is neatly illustrated by the debate over virgin birth beliefs
between Spiro and Leach. In 1903 Roth reported that the Australian Tully
River Blacks were seemingly ignorant of the fact of physiological paternity
since none of their conception beliefs assigned a procreative role to the father
(Spiro 1968: 242). Leach (1961: 376) argued that this was not a legitimate
inference, and in fact the Tully River Blacks' conception beliefs symbolise the
relationship between a woman's children and the clansmen of her husband.
Spiro argued that there was no evidence that the Aborigines interpreted their
conception beliefs in the manner described by Leach. Instead he argued that
these beliefs should be interpreted literally, i.e. the Tully River Blacks are
ignorant of physiological paternity (Spiro 1966: 111). Leach replied that this
'ignorance’ interpretation is improbable on common sense grounds (given what
these Aborigines know about animal husbandry) and the ethnographer would
only believe such an interpretation because it corresponded to "his own private
fantasy of the natural ignorance of the childish savages" (Leach 1967: 41). As
Spiro notes, Leach's (1967) article betrays "an obsessive imputation...of a racist
ideology" to Intellectualists (Spiro 1968: 242).

The interesting point about this debate is not which side is right, though
Lukes (1982: 288) feels on balance that Intellectualism has the better case on
this subject, but why should the imputation of ignorance be regarded as racist?
What Leach does is to equate ignorance with irrationality, thus implying that
the Intellectualist regards non-Western peoples as irrational and thus

1 Even fairly basic issues may have no consensus. For example, among the Gnau, there is no
community consensus to the question of whether birds and animals die (Lewis 1980: 136-7).
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intellectually inferior. On this premiss all Europeans ignorant of, say,
molecular physics etc., are irrational. This argument is obviously absurd. In
fact Leach is guilty of breathtaking arrogance, since his premiss is that cultural
belief does not mean what it says and, even if it does, the 'matives’ do not
believe what it says (Spiro 1968: 243). One suspects that neo-Intellectualists
are believed to be guilty of the racism of their Victorian intellectual forbears.
Ironically, the likes of Spencer and Tylor can be acquitted of racism as
concerns their theories. As Evans-Pritchard noted (1965: 29), nineteenth
century Intellectualism claimed an essential rationality for non-Western
humankind and a strong argument for the unity of humankind (as opposed to
the racial character of humans or even sub-species of humanity). The
empathetic methodology of Tylor, Spencer and Frazer, implicitly assumed that
there was no difference between the thought processes of a Western academic
and an African clans person, whereas a truly racist position would argue that
there was an unbridgeable gap between the two's cognitive faculties.

So why do Symbeolists attribute sinister motives to Intellectualist authors?
The answer seems to be that the Symbolist finds the implications of considering
religion as explanatory in intent unpalatable, for by the standards of modern
science many religious beliefs are erroneous. And, like Leach they equate error
with inferior intellect. To avoid this implication they attempt to drive a wedge
between religion and science to avoid comparison between the two (Horton
1968: 629). It is simply a fact that science has provided a better framework for
controlling the natural world than have traditional religions. Similarly,
traditional religions have provided a better framework for controlling the social
world and guiding interpersonal relationships. Science provides no guidance on
such matters and Western Christianity's guidance is ineffectual (Wilson 1982
passim).

From nineteenth century scholars neo-Intellectualists have adopted the
idea of Traditional religion as a cosmology whose basic explanatory category is
that of personal agency, i.e., superhuman beings and/or forces whose actions
affect the perceptible world, and who can be invoked to explain the occurrence
of particular events. It also offers humans a means of influencing the natural
and social worlds by providing techniques for interceding with these
superhuman beings (Skorupski 1976: 2). Neo-Intellectualists also still concur
with Tylor and Frazer that magico-religious actions are performed because the
social actors believe them to be causally effective in achieving their stated
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desires (Skorupski 1976: 3; Spiro 1966). For some this is a "bold and exciting
theory” (Jarvie and Agassi 1970: 179) whilst Symbolists, noting the universal
acceptance of this statement, would dryly remark "[i]t did not need a Frazer to
tell us this" (Beattie 1970: 244). This provides one of the crucial distinctions
between Intellectualism and Symbolism, for whilst the Intellectualist
concentrates on the role of magico-religious beliefs and practices to satisfy the
social actors' desires, the Symbolist transcends this by analysing the symbolic
(real) aspects of ritual. In other words, the Intellectualist largely believes what
his/her informants tell him/her about their reasons for performing ritual; the
Symbolist largely ignores what his/her informants tell him/her because s/he
knows these reasons are their ostensible reasons, not their real, perhaps
subconscious reasons, for performing ritual. It is notable that in Symbolist
treatments of religion informant statements are only given a high status when
they concur with the anthropologist's own theoretical preconceptions about the
meaning of their religion. For example, Turner (1964) is keen to point out that
Ndembu ritual symbolism is recognised by the people themselves, as are
supposedly some of its sociological effects. Fortunately for Turner, enough of
the 'real’ meanings of Ndembu ritual remained hidden to the Ndembu, thus not
making his services redundant. This is obviously one of the major hermeneutic
problems faced by Symbolism - how valid are its claims to interpret meanings
and functions not recognised by the informants?

Intellectualism's validity is dependent on its claim that religion is a
cultural institution, distinguished from society's other cultural institutions
because it refers to supernatural beings and/or forces (Spiro 1966: 98). Or to
put it another way, belief-systems are argued to be differentiated by their
ontologies and theories of causation rather than the social institutions in which
they are embedded. For the Symbolist, religious behaviour is of a different
order to that of scientific enquiry. If it could be demonstrated that religion is
not concerned with explaining or controlling the natural and social worlds, then
Intellectualism would be seriously undermined. Here the work of Horton is
important, for he has treated traditional African religious systems as theoretical
models akin to those of the sciences, seeking to stress the continuities between
religion and science (Morris 1987: 204). Horton does not intend to imply
religion is a form of science (Horton 1970: 131 and 140) or vice versa, science
is a form of religion. However, logically, if both religion and science share the
same concerns (i.e. explanation, prediction and control), then they are the same
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forms of activity, but differentiated by the kinds of processes and entities
postulated by their ontologies (in the cosmological sense).

Horton argued that 'modern’ and 'Traditional' African thought (by which
he meant religion) essentially involve a search for explanatory theory which
elaborates a scheme of entities or forces operating 'behind' or 'within' the world
of common-sense observations. The framework thus developed refers to a
limited number of kinds of entities or processes, and their behaviour is
governed by a limited number of general principles. Hence, the gods postulated
in religion "form a scheme which interprets the vast diversity of everyday
experience in terms of the action of a relatively few kinds of forces" (ibid.: 132-
3).

For example, Horton claimed that the happenings in Kalabari life can be
interpreted in terms of a scheme postulating three basic kinds of forces -
ancestors, heroes and water-spirits. Horton claims that the stereotype of the
gods as capricious and irregular in behaviour is false. Instead, each category of
beings has set functions in relation to the world of observable happenings. For
the ordinary individual God may indeed 'move in mysterious ways', but for the
religious expert there is always a modicum of regularity in the behaviour of the
gods (ibid.: 133-4). ‘

Horton's second point is that theory places phenomena in a wider causal
context than that provided by common-sense. Common-sense's main tool is
induction and is unable to cope with gross incommensurability. Theory is used
to help transcend these limitations. Horton therefore contends that theoretical
thinking in the West and its traditional counterpart (religion) involve not
dissimilar procedures. A good example is the diagnosis of disease. In the West
a doctor seeks to interpret a patient's symptoms by referring to a body of
medical (theoretical) thought which will allow him/her to identify specific
diseases and what caused them. In Africa a diviner relates medical affliction to
the action of some supernatural agency and also accounts for why that agency
intervened. The difference between Western and traditional African accounts
of disease is in the kinds of entities and processes each recognises to be at play
in causing disease (ibid.: 135-6).

As Horton notes, theoretical thinking in the West and Africa essentially
involves the same process, i.e. referring to theoretical entities/processes to "link
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events in the visible, tangible world (natural effects) to their antecedents in the
same world (natural causes)" (ibid.: 136). Horton is keen to point out that this
does not imply that the traditional African thinker's life is spent totally in the
world postulated by his/her religious system. In European thought it is only
when the limited causal vision offered by common-sense needs to be
transcended that we turn to theory, and this applies to the traditional African
thinker. In traditional African religions the spirit-world is attended to only
intermittently. lLe., when the traditional thinker wishes to transcend the limited
causal vision of common-sense, he resorts to religion for theoretical thinking
(ibid.: 140-3).

Horton's ideas are hinged on two key differences between these modes of
theoretical thought. Firstly, there is a lack of inter-theoretic competition in
'traditional’ cultures compared to a prominence of such competition in ‘'modern’
cultures. When present in 'traditional cultures', alternatives are not passively
floating in the thinker's mind, but are being aggressively projected into it by
other thinkers who wish to obliterate his/her own preferred theory (1982: 227).
Secondly, the absence of alternatives in traditional cultures encourages an
absolute acceptance of the established theoretical tenets, with any threat to
those tenets provoking anxiety (1970:153). This anxiety is universal in human
thought, but manifests itself in different ways in traditional and modern cultures
(1982: 227).

These points have come in for much criticism since they seemingly
reassert the superiority of Western science over traditional religious modes of
thought (Tambiah 1990: 91). However, these points overstate the differences
between non-Western religions and Western science. Kuhn (1962) has
demonstrated how individual scientists will cling to favoured paradigms in the
face of even overwhelming counter-evidence. Similarly, Feyerabend (1975)
has forcefully argued that not only are scientists often personally hostile to
alternative theories, but also believe that competing theories should be judged
on primacy, with long accepted theories preferred to new ones, even where the
new theory is supported by better experimental evidence. These observations
serve to undermine the claim that science and religion cannot be compared
since the former involves radically different thought processes (such as the
necessity of objectivity, critical awareness of alternative theories etc.) to the
latter.
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Critics of neo-Intellectualism note the following problems:-

1) Why should non-Western religions be compared with modern Western
science (Skorupski 1976)?

2) Criticise neo-Intellectualism for construing myths as putative
explanations (Lawson and McCauley 1990: 36) when the work of Levi-Strauss
has effectively demonstrated that myths are non-explanatory.

3) Note the significant numbers of participants in Western religions who
do not construe their beliefs as being in competition with, or alternatives to,
scientific discourses or claims.

4) Religious and cosmological beliefs frequently make the task of
interpreting the world much harder (Sperber 1985: 35-7).

To address these points in order:-

1) All human belief systems, whether they be astrology, anthropology or
molecular physics etc., seek to explain and understand some area of the
experiential universe. le., belief-systems all share the same ultimate concern,
albeit with different agendas, ontologies and methodologies etc., but differ as to
what aspects of the experiential universe they attempt to explicate. Therefore,
since Western religions are now largely uninterested in providing cosmologies,
it makes more sense to compare non-Western religions (or at least those which
seek to offer some understanding of the underlying dynamics of the world) with
Western cosmologies (i.e., scientific discourses).

2) At a surface level myths are often explanatory; it was Levi-Strauss's
great insight that myths also have a second, 'deeper’ level of meaning too.
However, this point does raise the problem that a strong Intellectualist position
implies that all beliefs are explanatory, and that all rites (both magical and
religious) have some instrumentality. We shall see in the following two
chapters that such a strong Intellectualist position is not tenable.

3) That the participants in modern Western religions do not perceive their
beliefs as rivals to, or alternatives of, scientific claims, has little bearing on the
validity of Intellectualism. All religions are to some extent explanatory, but
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vary in how much of the natural and social worlds they seek to explain.
Christianity once expounded a detailed cosmology, but from the Renaissance
onwards it has increasingly ceded its explanatory interests to scientific
discourses and now limits itself to explicating basic existential questions.

4) Merely because religious beliefs may at times make explanation more
difficult, or because they are inefficient explanations, is insufficient to argue
against religion being explanatory in intent. Laymen in the West frequently
find that scientific explanations, such as molecular physics, make the world
more difficult to understand, for the scientific theory is too complex to
understand without specialised training, yet knowledge of such theories is
- necessary to obtain an accurate interpretation of the underlying dynamics of the
world of surface appearances.

Hence for Intellectualism the difference between religion and science is
one of modes of thought, rather than of modes of life as most Symbolists would
view it. Although religion is not viewed as a "species" of science (Horton
1970: 131 and 140), both religion and science are viewed as manifestations of a
universal human desire to explain and control the natural and social worlds.
For the Intellectualist where science and religion differ is in the causal
connexions they attribute to phenomeha. But, in explaining happenings in the
tangible world, both belief-systems follow the same procedure; both explain
phenomena by referring to 'hidden’ entities and processes (ibid.: 132). It is this
point that Symbolists take greatest exception to, arguing that the main purpose
of magico-religious beliefs and practices is not to explain the realities they
ostensibly deal with. Instead their main purpose is to symbolise the social order
and to fulfil certain sociological functions (Beattie 1966: 64-6).

The term 'Symbolism' refers to a diversity of approaches which have in
common the basic premiss that religion and ritual primarily express the social
order (i.e., ritual as social metaphor). This basic premiss is derived from a
specialised area of Durkheim's (1926) thesis of religion. It has been noted that
there are two Durkheims, an Intellectualist one and the more familiar positivist
one, to be found in his The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. It is from
the positivist Durkheim that Symbolism seeks its inspiration. Symbolists take
Durkheim's sociological analysis of religion to be his central thesis. However,
~ Horton claims that for Durkheim this was a subsidiary thesis somewhat at
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variance with his main Intellectualist thesis (Horton 1973: 258-68). What
concerns us here, though, is Durkheim's symbolist thesis.

For Durkheim all religions were equally valid, although all were
ultimately based on illusory or erroneous beliefs (Durkheim 1926: 3). This
somewhat sympathetic attitude to religion stems from Durkheim attributing it
with positive sociological functions. He argued that religion classifies
phenomena in terms of a dichotomy between the profane and the sacred;

"All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex...presuppose a
classification of all things, real or ideal, into the classes or opposed
groups...[the] profane and sacred” (ibid.: 37).

This classification of the world in terms of the sacred/profane was the
distinctive feature of religious thought. This dichotomy was regarded as
absolute, there being "a logical chasm between the two" (ibid.: 40). Thus,
religion classified natural and cultural phenomena in terms of this dichotomy,
defining appropriate cultural responses/behaviour to the phenomena thus
classified (ibid.: 41).

For Durkheim, as well as the Symbolist, the most important feature of
religion was its sociological functions, which were achieved through the
medium of ritual. Consequently ritual played a role in shaping belief (ibid.:
101). Religion was ultimately social, its 'representations’ collective, expressing
"collective realities" (ibid.: 10). Consequently Durkheim defined religion as a
shared system of beliefs and actions pertaining to the sacred/profane
dichotomy, which integrated individuals into society;

"A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred
things...[i.e.] things set apart and forbidden - beliefs and practices which
unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who
adhere to them" (ibid.: 47).

It is the collective aspect of religious rituals which Durkheim saw as
distinguishing them from magic. Although magical beliefs might be widely
shared throughout society and its rites attended by large gatherings, it did not
bind its adherents into a "group sharing a common life". Similarly, "[t]here is
no Church of magic”, and "[t]he magician has a clientele and not a Church”
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(ibid.: 44). However, this confuses the public with the social since the
properties and functions Durkheim assigned to religion could equally be
assigned to non-religious ceremonials (Goody 1961: 146-7). In fact, by
dropping the sacred/profane dichotomy from Durkheim's definition it becomes
possible to define religion purely in terms of its sociological functions. Using
this approach, Marxist belief in the Soviet Union or China could be regarded as
a religion whilst Marxism in, for example, Britain would be a sectarian
ideology.

Many anthropologists have criticised Durkheim's formulation of the
sacred/profane dichotomy as being untenably rigid. Whether an object/action is
considered sacred/profane is dependent on context - a mask may be sacred
during ritual performance but outside of ritual contexts it may be regarded as o
profane. This dichotomy can be reformulated as referring to aspects of any |
action on a continuous scale between the two extremes, with the majority of
social actions lying somewhere in the middle (Leach 1954: 12-13).

Since religion was social its beliefs and rituals symbolised social facts.
Thus, religious rituals provided a representation of the social order in a visible,
dramatic medium and were the pre-eminent occasions for the cross-generational
transmission of cultural values. This is essentially a conservative rationale of
human behaviour with religion functioning to maintain the social order (Nisbet
1952: 174-5) and is analogous to social cement theories of ideology. This has
been criticised for failing to confront the possibility that religious beliefs may
have an ideological function in legitimating the domination of one group over
another (e.g. Giddens 1978). However, Durkheim's formulation does allow this
possibility since a religion which acts as a false consciousness would enforce
social cohesion by reducing social tension. Also, as Lukes (1973: 465) notes,
Durkheim's use of the verb represent’ is ambiguous since it could be taken to
mean that religion represents' the social order in a fairly undistorted manner, or
could 'represent' it in the sense of expressing, symbolising or dramatising social
relations. This ambiguity (whether or not it is intentional on the part of
Durkheim) allows for religious beliefs to misrepresent social relations.

Goody has noted that whilst anthropologists using a Durkheimian
perspective have utilised his sociological insights of religion, they have in
practice adopted a working definition closer to Tylor's (Goody 1961: 157-8).
Radcliffe-Brown explicitly adopts a minimal definition, regarding religion as
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"an expression...of a sense of dependence on a power outside ourselves, a
power which we may speak of as a spiritual or moral power" (1952: 157).

However, the rest of Radcliffe-Brown's functionalist exegesis of
Durkheim concentrates on an elaboration of religion's social functions. He
regarded society as a group of individuals bound together in a network of social
relations, sharing a common system of values or sentiments (ibid.: 140).
Religious beliefs thus functioned to achieve this consensus on social sentiments
without which society could not exist. He then proceeded to claim that the
reason for the persistence of religious beliefs and practices which failed to
produce their ostensive function (e.g. bring rain, success in hunting etc.) was
because religion's functions were independent of the efficacy of its rites (ibid.:
160). r

Pursued to its logical conclusion this argument ultimately becomes an
absurdity. If a religious ritual's efficacy for the attainment of its designated
ends was ever to be disbelieved, the ritual, nevertheless, would continue to be
performed for its solidarious functions. All theories of religion which argue
that the functions of religion are social and that these functions explain religion
are guilty of the above reductio ad absurdum (Spiro 1966: 114). As will be
argued later, it is necessary to distinguish between religion as a system of
beliefs and as system of actions generated by those beliefs. When this is done
it can then be understood how religion functions to provide a model of being-

in-the-world whilst at the same time providing a complex of actions
manipulated for the purposes of social production and/or reproduction.

It is now necessary to consider the work of more recent Symbolist writers
such as Beattie, Gluckman and Turner. For Beattie ritual is an expressive
activity, distinguishing it from science. In consequence magico-religious
behaviour is more akin to the arts, and understanding it is akin to the
understanding of a work of art (Beattie 1966: 60). Although this does justice to
the potentially polysemous nature of the symbols? employed in ritual, it has
disturbing implications for the interpretation of ritual. As Horton (1982: 208)
notes, ritual is seen as a kind of "poetic jollification".

2 Though as will be seen later this is erronenous in assuming that symbols have meanings, see
Chapter Three
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Beattie naturally disputes the Intellectualist idea that Western science can
be usefully compared to religious thought. He argues that although myth and
magic may sometimes offer an explanation of the realities they deal with, this is
not their main purpose. Modem science seeks to predict whilst the overt
purpose of the priest and magician is to influence (Beattie 1966: 64-6).
However, modern science seeks to control and prediction provides a tool for
this purpose.  Similarly ‘influence' suggests a concern with control.
Unfortunately Beattie does not develop this momentary slip into Intellectualism
to the recognition of magico-religious rites as instrumentally efficacious.
Instead ritual is conceived as the symbolic expression of important cultural
values (ibid.: 67) with its efficacy lying in its expressiveness (ibid.: 69). Thus,
ritual is viewed as a (perhaps the most important) mode of social
communication which can, inter alia, symbolise social differentiation, define
and maintain social categories (e.g. different lineages, age/sex distinctions) etc.
(ibid.: 66; Leach 1968: 524-6). However, this conception is too limited for it
claims for ritual a role merely in reproducing the existing social order (that is,
ritual as a mode of legitimation) rather than a vital role in actually producing
that social order. Also, as the work presented in Chapter Three makes clear,
since symbols lack 'meaning’ (rather they evoke exegeses), it cannot be assumed
that the participants of ritual come away with a common perception of the rite's
references. ’

Beattie's emphasis on ritual as a mode of social communication leads him .
to adopt an absurd position on magic. Since magic is a symbolic activity rather |
than a scientific one, the elements used in its rites are selected because they are

symbolically appropriate rather than because the magician believes them to

possess certain kinds of causal effectiveness (Beattie 1964). A social actor may ‘
regard a magical rite as a way of achieving certain desires, but this is not the

reason why s/he regards it as efficacious (1970: 245-6). Instead, like ritual,

magic is symbolically effective (1966: 69). This is obviously nonsensical since

it implies that;

"a savage applying a magical preparation to cure a sickness (a 'symbolic’
activity) is much less like an Englishman applying medicine...(a
'scientific' one), than [s/lhe is like a savage worshipping his [or her]
ancestors; simply because...the satisfactions of worship and magic are
solely intrinsic, while those of the Englishman's rational and
instrumental behaviour are extrinsic” (Peel 1969:75).
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Also, if, as Beattie imagines, the magician is aware that s/he is performing
a symbolic rite rather than undertaking an instrumental act which s/he believes
will satisfy certain desires, why does s/he bother to explain their failure? When
magical rites are perceived to have failed, a process of secondary elaboration is
used to explain their failure. The underlying beliefs which give rise to magical
acts are rarely questioned and often contemporary magicians are viewed as
incompetent or 'quacks’, whilst in a golden age of the past magicians really
could produce the desired results (Evans-Pritchard 1937: 182-201).

Beattie's argument that witchcraft symbolically expresses important
cultural values is more tenable. However, what witchcraft may frequently
express is the breaching of important cultural values pertaining to the conduct
of interpersonal relations. Evidence from most societies where witchcraft
beliefs are strong would probably support this. However, I shall turn to post-
Reformation England. In sixteenth and seventeenth century England, witchcraft
accusations were frequently made against marginal members of society. In
such cases the victims had nearly always failed to fulfil their social obligations
to the accused witch (usually the giving of charity or the denial of the use of
property) (Thomas 1978: 669-70). It is notable that such cases are relatively
rare prior to the sixteenth century. In fact, most witchcraft trials prior to
ca.1500 had an obvious political motive, though the picture on the Continent is
rather different (Kieckhefer 1976: 11-26). Thomas argued that the nature of
post-Reformation English witchcraft accusations was due to the breakdown of
norms of social behaviour concerning community co-operation and charity,
caused by the decay of the manorial system (1978: 670-7).

Symbolism's treatment of ritual is more satisfactory and has made a
significant contribution to the understanding of religion's sociopolitical
significance. However, there is a tendency to treat ritual's role in social
production and reproduction as functions established by society to ensure its
continuance. This tendency is clearly exhibited in the work of Gluckman and
the 'early’ Turner.

In his well-known analysis of the Swazi ncwala, Gluckman (1963: 110-
37) argued that this royal ritual represented a 'ritual of rebellion’ where social
tensions are openly expressed. In the case of the ncwala, subjects overtly state
their resentment of authority, whilst princes "behave to the king as if they covet
the throne” (ibid.: 112). Many of the sacred songs performed during the ncwala
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ceremonies express and dramatise the idea that the king is hated and rejected by
his subjects. Gluckman interpreted the ncwala as;

"...proceed[ing] within an established and sacred traditional system, in
which there is dispute about particular distributions of power, and not
about the structure of the system itself. This allows for instituted
protest, and in complex ways renews the unity of the system" (ibid.:
112).

Rather than asserting social unity the ceremony achieves it through the
acting of conflict (ibid.: 125-6). Gluckman then generalised that rituals of
rebellion correlated to loosely integrated state systems or societies where
contradictions between structural principles arouse strong emotions (ibid.: 136).

Gluckman's interpretation, like all functionalist analyses, is very
convincing and satisfying. It really does seem that the Swazi social system has
developed a life and intelligence of its own and formulated a sophisticated
solution to the problem of achieving social solidarity. And, in a sense it has,
but the credit for this solution goes not to the social system, which can once
more be regarded as an analytic abstraction, but to a concrete and once very
much alive individual, one king Mswati (r.1839?-1865). Prior to Mswati's reign
the ncwala was a first fruits ceremony. However, following an attempted
revolt Mswati consciously reworked traditional Swazi symbolism to produce a

ceremony which annually reaffirmed the king's central position and hegemony
whilst all potential rivals were reduced to subordination and forced to recognise
the king's pre-eminence (Lincoln 1987: 137-8).

Thus, the Swazi ncwala should be regarded as an invented tradition or a
public ceremonial drawing on religious symbolism to legitimate its political
motivation. Another case of this remarkable creature or phenomenon, the living
social system, is provided by Turner's early analysis of Ndembu ritual. Turner
noted that Ndembu society is riven by social conflict arising from society's
contradictory structural principles. He suggested there was a correlation
between ritual performance and social conflict, leading him to posit that ritual
functioned to prevent such conflict seriously disrupting the social fabric, whilst
providing a public platform for the reaffirmation of Ndembu society's central
~ values. Turner went so far as to claim that an individual may be selected as
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having committed some social transgression as a pretext to allow a ritual

performance to ease the wider tensions and conflicts in Ndembu society (1964;
1969).

Being cynical one could claim that in fact individuals were deliberately
picked on so as to allow the anthropologist to see as many Ndembu rituals as
possible, thus dramatically asserting Ndembu identity and cultural viability in a
context where (in the face of pressures from colonial forces) other tribal
groupings were increasingly neglecting their traditional religious practices.
Where both Gluckman and Turner err is in presenting the rituals they describe
as homeostatic mechanisms manipulated by an organismic society to guarantee
its continuing existence.

The decline of English Christianity offers a convincing example against
the Symbolist idea that religion can be explained primarily in terms of its
sociological functions. In England the single most important cause for the
decline of Christianity was the Reformation, which was a deliberate attempt to
eliminate the idea that the rituals of the Church possessed any causal efficacy
(Thomas 1978: 87). In Intellectualist language Protestantism was a religion
shorn of its interests in prediction, control and, to a certain extent, explanation
of natural phenomenon. Although this change satisfied Puritans and
intellectuals, it certainly did not satisfy the mass of the population who still felt
the need for an explanatory framework to make sense of, and offer control over,
their lives. Hence, throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in
England, Christianity was challenged by witchcraft beliefs. Many parish priests
were aware of this and complained that their flocks when suffering from illness
or misfortune made recourse to the local ‘cunning’ man/woman or white witch
to solve their problems (ibid.: 291 and 313-14). Disciplinary records against
clergy suggest that certain of their number fought back by providing similar
services to their parishioners (ibid.: 328-30).

One of the reasons why people turned away from Christianity was that the
Reformation formulated an unpalatable explanatory framework. Henceforth an
individual could not expect God to alleviate their sufferings. Also, personal
misfortune could be attributed to divine disfavour. In contrast witchcraft beliefs
blamed misfortune on another individual's maliciousness and offered a means
of redress (ibid.: 647-52). In turn, belief in witchcraft eventually became
redundant largely because it was believed to be the means of achieving desired
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aims but eventually found itself competing with science which in the end
provided more reliable results than magic (ibid.: 774 and 777). Similarly the
explanatory framework offered by magic was ultimately superseded by the
social sciences which provided;

"a new way in which the victim could blame others for his[/her] fate.
Instead of accusing witches, [s/lhe could attribute his[/her] misfortunes
to the way in which his[/her] parents had brought him[/her] up, or to the
social system into which [s/]he had been born" (ibid.: 784).

The main problem with these Symbolist approaches to religion is the
functionalist social theory on which they are based. A more detailed criticism
of functionalism will be made later in relation to processual approaches to
prehistoric religions. However, it should be noted that the Symbolist approach
would be more acceptable if it was recognised that ritual forms are manipulated
by social agents to reproduce structures of power and authority. The authors
discussed above tend to imply that social equilibrium is the outcome of society's
own efforts rather than largely the unintended consequences of social agents
purposive behaviour (Giddens 1984: 294). Also problematic is that Symbolist 3
approaches tend to provide unsatisfactory accounts of the cognitive functions of k
religious beliefs. If a system of religious beliefs is necessary to unite a
community then all individuals should hold very similar beliefs. However, the
accounts of religions provided by ethnographers are approximations of a
community's beliefs derived from the multiplicity of beliefs current (see
Chapter Four). For example, in many Papua New Guinean communities
women are excluded from religious lore whilst a man's knowledge of his
community's religious system is contingent on his position in the initiation cycle
(Barth 1987; Godelier 1986).

The foregoing discussion provides a basic introduction to the problems
which are the concern of this thesis. The following chapters on minimalism
build on the account of anthropological approaches to religion given here. To
prepare the ground for what comes later; Intellectualism and Symbolism only
provide a starting point. Both approaches only provide partial accounts of the
religious system, with Intellectualism most plausible when dealing with the
belief side of religion and rites primarily instrumental in intent, and Symbolist

~ approaches most plausible when outlining ritual's political repercussions. In the
following chapters it will be argued that a fusion of both approaches is
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necessary, and this fusion will provide the starting point for a minimalist
approach to religion.
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Chapter Three  Minimalism Part |; interpreting symbols and ritual

In this chapter I wish to discuss the problems inherent in the attempt to
interpret the symbols and rituals of other cultures, and the two main
anthropological approaches devised to overcome these problems. These two
approaches both concur in regarding symbol systems as analogous to a natural
language, and rituals as communication events. For structuralism symbolic
meaning is situated in the structure by which symbols are connected, whilst for
Symbolist authors such as Turner, symbols also bear meaning as isolates. The
greatest challenge to these approaches is whether symbol systems can be
construed as akin to a natural language, and whether symbols have any
'meaning’ (in a linguistic sense) (Sperber 1975). I shall then seek to illustrate
how the implications of ordinary language philosophy can aid our
understanding of how ritual derives its effects and its emotive power.

The most explicit account of structuralism's approach to symbolism is
provided by Edmund Leach's (1976) didactic text Culture and
Communication. Leach's most important structuralist assumption is that
culture is a communication system, the vehicles of communication being
expressive actions which operate as signals, signs and symbols (ibid.: 9).
Further;

"all the various non-verbal dimensions of culture...are organised in
patterned sets so as to incorporate coded information in a manner
analogous to the sounds and words and sentences of a natural language"
(ibid.: 10).

Thus culture (actions and objects) is seen as 'non-verbal communication’,
structured by an underlying 'grammar’.

Leach's chief distinction is between signals and indices. For a signal the
relationship 'a:b' is mechanical, 'a’ triggers 'b'. In contrast an index is where 'a’
indicates 'b'"; the relationship 'a:b' is static and descriptive. Within this general
class natural indices are those in which the association 'a:b' is natural; signs are
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those in which the association is cultural convention. Signs and symbols are
then contrasted as sub-categories of signa. As Leach makes clear (ibid.: Figure
1, p.12), signs are metonymic whilst symbols are metaphoric. Also, for
symbols the relationship 'a:b’ is wholly arbitrary. A further distinction is that of
icon where the association 'a:b’ is one of planned resemblance (e.g., maps,
models, portraits etc.) (ibid.: 12-13).

Leach notes that whether a particular signum is to be regarded as a sign or
a symbol depends on the context of its use. He cites the example of the use of
the letters in a mathematical equation as symbols, but when used in the context
of verbal transcription they have conventional phonetic values and become
signs. In the latter context the letters only acquire meaning when they are
placed in combination sub-sets of the 26 letter-signs to represent words. From
this example two important points are made. Firstly, a sign never occurs in
isolation but is always a member of a set of contrasted signs which function
within a specific cultural context. Secondly, a sign only conveys information
when it is combined with other signs and symbols from the same context, i.e.,

"all signs are always contiguous to other signs which are members of the same
set" (ibid.: 13).

In Leach's terms natural indices and signs have an intrinsic relationship to
the thing signified; for symbols this relationship is non-intrinsic.  This
distinction corresponds to that between metonymy and metaphor, where
metonymy implies contiguity, and metaphor asserts similarity (ibid.: 14). This
distinction roughly corresponds to Levi-Strauss's (1966: 206-8) use of the terms
paradigmatic and syntagmatic. Approximately the same contrast occurs in
music, where harmony refers to the noise made by different instruments
simultaneously and heard in combination, whilst melody is where notes follow
sequentially to form a tune. Examples of syntagmatic chains are the letters
forming a written word, and the sequences of written musical notes on a score
to indicate a 'tune’. An example of a paradigmatic association is the
simultaneous transposition which occurs when a sequence of musical notes is
interpreted as a sequence of finger movements across the keyboard of a piano,
which by further conversion becomes a sequential pattern of sound waves. The
relationship between the written score, finger movements and sound-waves is

1
|
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paradigmatic. Hence the following approximations can be made;

symbol/ sign : metaphor/ metonymy : paradigmatic association/
syntagmatic chain : harmony/ melody.

Leach further suggested that at some level the 'mechanism’ of these
various modes of communication is the same, i.e., each is a transformation of

every other, in the same sense that a written text is a transformation of speech
(ibid.: 15-16).

Of some importance is understanding the relationship between 'sense-
image' (signifier) and external objects and events (signified). He notes that the
relationship between the 'concept in the mind' and sense-image is intrinsic,
whilst that between sense-image and 'object/event in the external world' is, to
some extent, arbitrary (i.e., metaphoric/symbolic) (ibid.: Figure 2, p.19).
However, in so far as the connexion between sense-image and external
object/event becomes stabilised by convention and habitual use, it is a sign.
This is further qualified by the recognition that the intrinsic/arbitrary opposition
is not clear-cut since a recurrent arbitrary association appears intrinsic. Since in
different languages different words/sounds are used to signify the same external
object/event, Leach raises the question of to what extent sense-images are
similarly subject to cultural conditioning. Although he does not really answer
this question (beyond noting that different cultures artistically represent
common objects by observing widely different conventions), this issue is
central to whether or not linguistic models can legitimately be used to explain
the non-verbal aspects of culture (ibid.: 19-21). The work of Gibson on visual
perception poses a challenge to this structuralist position by postulating that
humans, rather than imposing meaning on a colourless external
(natural/physical) environment, 'discover' the latent meanings of a meaningful
ecological reality through the act of perception (Gibson 1979: 33). The
structure and organisation that humans perceive in their environment is already
there and not created by the human mind (ibid.: 36). This latent structure
suggests (‘affords’ in Gibson's terms) the various uses and activities possible to
humans in any given environment, and which are directly perceivable (ibid.: 38-
9). Although this underplays the importance of culture in shaping people's
perceptions of how they may use their environment (Giddens 1984: 47), it does
illustrate that humans are not solely dependent on their culture to make sense of
their environment and the objects in it. Gibson's position also has the merit of
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recognising that classifications are, to at least some extent, constructed through
the individual's practical experiences (primarily in childhood) rather than solely
by some mode of formal instruction (Bloch 1985: 27).

Leach proceeds to note that in actual observation the metaphor/metonymy
polarity is always mixed up. It is the performance of an orchestra, where
harmony and melody work in combination, that is the prototype of a general
message-bearing system (ibid.: 25). This point was developed by Levi-Strauss
(1955) in his technique of myth interpretation. Levi-Strauss argued that the
‘meaning’ of myth depends upon transformations from one mode into the other
and back again (ibid.: 431-2; Leach 1976:25). This technique involves breaking
up the syntagmatic chain of the whole myth story into a sequence of events,
which are assumed to be metaphoric transformations of every other. Hence the
myth is a palimpsest of super-imposed metaphoric transformations (and hence
explains why different versions of different age of the same myth can be
considered together). Thus, to decode the myth's 'deep’ message (as opposed to
the surface messages represented by the stories in the individual episodes) it is
necessary to reveal the pattern of structure common to the whole set of
metaphors (ibid.: 25). In other words, the meaning is situated in its structure,
whilst its structure can be extracted from the symbols and signs used to express
it (Tilley 1990: 12). Obviously this can be applied to all aspects of non-verbal
communication, and in archaeology prehistoric art has usually been the main
area where it has been applied (e.g. Leroi-Gourhan 1968; 1982; Llamazares
1989).

Since it is assumed that humans use language to categorise their social and
physical environments, by extension non-verbal symbolic behaviour can be
allotted the same role. l.e., non-verbal symbolic behaviour can be regarded as
the externalisation of our internal perceptions, and defines our social and
physical environments into persons filling distinguishable roles and meaningful
objects (though as noted above, even without culture the environment is not
meaningless). Since the boundaries of definitions are always blurred, Leach
notes that in the 'real’ world the boundaries of our classificatory schemas are
subject to ambiguity, which provides a source of anxiety (here the argument
seemingly follows Douglas [1966]). Since we perceive the boundaries of
categories as of special value (‘'sacred’, 'taboo’ etc.), we 'mark’ them in time-
space by action, special objects etc., (Leach 1976: 33-5). A further motivation
for symbolisation is that it allows clear thinking about abstract concepts in the




29

mind, e.g., metaphysical entities, kinship classifications etc., (ibid.: 37). Much
the same point was made by Firth (1973: 76).

In essence, then, the semiotic approach to signs and symbols can be
summarised as holding that 'symbols are good to think with. As with
functionalism, what is thought about is pre-eminently the social, and what is
thought about is that which gives pause for thought, i.e., ambiguities or
contradictions in our classificatory schemas, which are incapable of resolution
(Levi-Strauss 1955: 443). Where the semiotic approach differs from its
functionalist predecessors is in recognising that symbols and signs only acquire
meaning as contrasted elements in a communication system, not as isolates
(Leach 1976: 49). That is, in itself a symbol/sign does not have any meaning,
meaning resides in the structure by which symbols and signs are related to one
another. This kind of theory completely eliminates the need for native exegesis,
and as such contrasts with the other theory of symbolism influential in
anthropology, i.e., the work of Victor Turner.

For Turner (1971: 125) symbols were the "molecules of ritual" possessing
considerable semantic richness and a specific structure. He defined three
dimensions of symbolism which the analyst should consider: (a) the exegetic,
(b) the operational and (c) the positional. The exegetic dimension consisted of |
native explanations of a particular symbol's meaning. Such explanations are
implied to vary according to differing social roles. In the operational dimension
a symbol's meaning is equated with its use. The positional dimension is akin to
the semiotic understanding of symbolism, i.e., here symbols derive their
meaning from their relationship to other symbols in a specific cluster of
symbols (ibid.: 125-6). However, these distinctions raise the problem of
recognising symbols; is it the ritual as a whole which is a symbol of some belief
(e.g. rebirth), or some specific behaviour or object used within it, or a sequence
of behaviours (Lewis 1980: 32)?

Turner further distinguished between referential and condensation
symbols. Examples of referential symbols include speech and writing, i.e.,
symbols which are primarily cognitive and refer to known facts. Condensation
symbols are multivocal and have a polarisation of meaning. At one extreme
cluster a set of referents of a natural or physiological character, relating to
general human experiences of an emotional kind. They thus stimulate feelings

* or desires. At the other pole cluster a set of referents that refer to principles of
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social organisation, and to the values and norms inherent in the social structure
(1967: 50).

In his analyses of Ndembu symbolism (1967; 1969; 1975) Turner
concentrates on the social referents of the symbolic behaviours and objects he
studies. Although he stressed the importance of the emotions aroused by a
symbol's associations with human physiology, he viewed this as an important
mechanism by which the social order was accepted (1969: 49), echoing Geertz's
definition of religion as;

"a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and
long-lasting moods and motivations in men" (ibid.: 1966: 4).

In certain senses Turner's theory of symbolism is more complex than
Leach's structuralist one, for the former argues that an individual symbol can
bear meaning by itself. Since the characteristic feature of Turner's complex
analyses is the central role allotted indigenous statements (or perhaps more
accurately the interpretations of Turner's 'star' informant, Muchona)
archaeologists might question the feasibility of its application to their study
domain. At least Leach's theory, by concentrating on symbols as a system,
leaves us with the more realistic aim of recovering past structuring principles
and hence meaning. For reasons that shall become clearer later, I would
suggest that archaeological analyses of symbolism would do well to absorb
many of the insights from these varying perspectives. What neither author
provides, though, is an adequate theory for the interpretation of symbolism;
rather they provide a potentially useful methodology. Leach provides a
rigorous method for formal analysis allowing the discernment of relationships
in seemingly chaotic symbol systems, whilst Turner provides a reminder that
symbols also do things (and in fact they probably do more than they mean).
But, as will be shown below, symbols derive their power from somewhat
different causes than those envisaged by Turner.

However, the problem with these approaches is that symbolism is
regarded as saying something, i.e., as a non-verbal communication system
which 'talks’ about the social (Turner 1967; Douglas 1970: 64-5, 70-1; 1975:
249-51) or the relations between categories (Levi-Strauss 1955; Leach 1976).
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Both these views of symbolism have been subject to criticism from Sperber
(1975) who noted that if symbols, like signs, represent some signified concept,
then their transcription should pose little difficulty. Sperber notes that Turner's
cryptological view of symbolism (i.e. that the interpretation of symbols is the
object of a special knowledge) implies that symbols are 'given' with their keys,
and that if some informants know more of them than others, then this can be
interpreted in terms of differential access to symbolic knowledge according to
social position. However, this view raises the problems of unexplained
symbols and whether the commentary paired to the symbol really constitutes its
interpretation, rather than an ad hoc improvisation to satisfy the promptings of
the anthropologist. For, according to Sperber, very few societies provide a full
commentary on their symbolism (ibid.: 20-21). Also, there is a range of
symbolic behaviour which the natives have fairly systematic intuitions about,
which normally remain tacit and is difficult to make explicit;

"This symbolism works very well without any ancestor ever having had
the key; there are many such examples" (ibid.: 22).

In support one can note Gilbert Lewis's (1980) experiences of Gnau ritual.
In Gnau rituals what are clear and explicit are the procedures of ritual
performance but not the interpretations of the ritual;

"The ruling is public, clear and social; its meaning may be so, or it may
be indeterminate, private, various and individual” (ibid.: 19).

What is learned in ritual is how to perform the ritual, not what it means
(ibid.: 51). Likewise, Ivo Strecker, brought up on an intellectual diet of Victor
Turner, was disappointed to discover the ritual life of the Hamar (a
neighbouring group of the Dorze studied by Sperber) "function[ed] very well
without any exegesis” and had no specialists in symbolic exegesis (Strecker
1988: 22).

The thrust of Sperber's critique is to question the presupposition that
symbols 'mean’. He notes that if symbolisation was a form of meaning differing
from that of language only in the type of signals it used, and that if a set of
symbols constituted a language, then it should be possible to systematically
substitute certain symbols for others in all contexts, as one can in language
replace any word by a definition. Or, if we merely wish to hold that symbols
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mean without constituting a proper language, it should be possible to substitute
a symbol for the verbal expression of its meaning. But, in fact, the
interpretation of symbols is context-dependent, and is generally modified by
any substitution (ibid.: 11). For example, the Ndembu explain the use of the
museng’u tree in a certain hunting ritual because it means 'a multiplicity of
kills'. But when the Ndembu wish to mean 'a multiplicity of kills' they use the
words of their language and not a branch of museng’u. "They use the latter
when they wish, not to mean, but to obtain, 'game in abundance™ (ibid.: 29).

As Sperber notes, native exegesis does not provide a key to understanding
symbolism since such commentary is itself symbolic, i.e., the commentary
paired to a symbol constitutes its motivation and "the motivation of symbols is
arbitrary [symbolic]; after the fact any pairing at all may be motivated, but none
may be predicted” (ibid.: 28). Thus;

"Exegesis...does not constitute the interpretation of the symbols, but
one of its extensions, and must itself be symbolically interpreted” (ibid.:
48).

Sperber also undermines Turner's position (and others such as Douglas
[1970: 64-5, 70-1; 1975: 249-51] who concur with him on the social basis of
symbolism) by noting that symbolic associations are multiplex, and these
associations may be conscious or unconscious. Thus to argue that some aspect
of experience (the natural or social world) is the meaning of the symbol, is not
an interpretation, but simply indicates another aspect of the symbolic system.
Hence social structure is eliminated as the basis for symbolism since it is itself
part of the symbolic order (Morris 1987: 234).

Sperber's main criticism of structuralism is that it is a valid heuristic
device masquerading as an interpretive theory of symbolism (Sperber 1975: 64-
70). Instead of providing a theory of how information is encoded into
symbolism, structuralism provides a method for organising symbolic data.
Even critics of structuralism have agreed that it provides an essential first stage
of analysis in symbolic systems (e.g. Ricoeur 1981: 155-6, 216-18). Here I
would concur and note that structuralist analyses which attribute meaning to the
symbolic categories thus discerned (e.g. Leroi-Gourhan 1968) are themselves
symbolic, since the interpretations are purely arbitrary (the most frequent
criticism of Leroi-Gourhan's analyses, was how did he decide which of his
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groups of representations symbolised maleness, and which femaleness etc., e.g.
Parkington 1969).

Having attacked the "absurd notion that symbols mean" since "if symbols
had a meaning, it would be obvious enough", Sperber contends that symbolism
is a special form of knowledge (1975: 85ff). However, what symbolic
knowledge is, is not clearly articulated and ultimately we are left with an
"unsubstantiated statement of the psychological origins of we are not quite sure
what" (Bloch 1976: 129).

Strong theoretical support for Sperber's argument concerning the
meaninglessness of symbols comes from the work of Maurice Bloch. Bloch
(1974) has argued that for an understanding of ritual symbols it is necessary to
consider the communication medium in which they are embedded, particularly
singing and dancing. He contended that once this is done symbols can no
longer be understood as units of meaning, as in the signifier/signified model. A
given language can articulate almost any argument through the free working of
its syntax, but where syntax does not articulate freely, the potential of language
for carrying arguments is reduced. Since ritual makes special use of language
(e.g. stylised speech and singing), syntax and other linguistic freedoms are
reduced, and hence its propositional force. This implies that the non-verbal
communication aspects of ritual will be subject to parallel modifications in the
nature of their semantics (ibid.: 55-6).

Bloch notes that in ritual, formalisation of communication occurs, and that
formalised language is impoverished language; the more formalised language is,
the more its potential for communication is reduced. Further, by abandoning
linguistic choice, an utterance, instead of being potentially followed by an
infinity of others, can be followed by only a few, or possibly only one. Since
propositional force is to be equated with syntax, it becomes clear that restriction
in syntax implies a restriction in the propositional content of language. That is
formalisation reduces 'meaning’. However, language also has a second kind of
meaning; illocutionary force, and there is an inverse relationship between
propositional content and illocutionary force with increasing formalisation
(ibid.: 60-7).

One effect of words and speech-acts being formalised is their increasing
ambiguity, which increases their illocutionary force. As words become more
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ambiguous in ritual, they begin to perform less as parts of a language, and more
as things, in the same way as material symbols. Material symbols are
comparable to formalised words since they have very little or no syntax to
articulate them, and follow each other in a relatively fixed sequence, which is in
itself relatively meaningless (ibid.: 74-5). Hence material symbols;

"...can only be part of a message with very weak propositional force but
as a result gain in ambiguity and hence their illocutionary and emotional
force" (ibid.: 75).

Hence it becomes possible to interpret ritual primarily in terms of what it
does (ibid.: 76-7). However, despite this ritual still retains some propositional
content (1986: 182).

Further reasons for ritual's illocutionary force have been elaborated by
Boyer (1990) who notes that ritual idiom is frequently perceived as expressing
deep truths. Since ritual is weak in propositional force, its perlocutionary and
illocutionary force derives from the social actors interpreting formalised
utterances as caused by the states of affairs or entities they describe, and this
guarantees the authority of the ritual. This point is best clarified with reference
to Boyer's discussion of divinatory procedures, which purports to show that
divinatory communication is interpreted as a technique which allows situations
to speak for themselves, as it were. That is, both mechanical (dealing cards
etc.) and inspired divination implies a causal link between the state of affairs
people wish to know about, and a description of that state of affairs. By
extension to ritual, formalised language would be viewed by the social actors as
an index of the fact that the utterances produced are influenced or triggered by
the supernatural entities or forces connected to the ritual (Boyer 1990: 88). It is
this which makes the utterances produced in ritual held as true, rather than the
reduced propositional force of formalised, ritual language, as Bloch (1974)
suggested. Boyer contends that this position is supported by the literalism of
ritual, i.e., the lengths people go to in order to reproduce verbatim the
utterances and behaviours of a particular ritual. This, he argues, is not to be
seen as the desire to conserve intact the 'content’ of ritual, since there is not
necessarily much propositional content to preserve.

All this could be taken to imply that ritual is a redundant activity - very
pretty and dramatic, but of no real significance in shaping social behaviour.

|
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Obviously such an assertion would be unwise, but how then could one explain
the fact that ritual seemingly plays a central role in social reproduction without
necessarily articulating a coherent discourse? Here I would like to show how
speech act theory provides theoretical support for the above proposition. I shall
bracket discussion of Austin's work on performative utterances to the end of
this section, since his work provides a useful introduction into issues of how
ritual derives its power, and why it is seemingly used as the primary context for
social reproduction in non-industrial societies. Instead, I shall first outline Paul
Grice's (1989: Chapter 2) theory of conversational implicatures, and the way its
insertion into anthropological discussions of politeness phenomena has been
subsequently modified for ritual contexts by Ivo Strecker.

Grice noted that in normal speech exchanges participants observe a
principle of co-operation, with conversational contributions ideally being such
as is required for the accepted purpose of the talk exchange. In order to fulfil
the co-operative principle speakers should satisfy the following four maxims
(all of which potentially have action/behavioural analogues);

1) Quantity - speech contributions should be neither more than, nor less
than, is required for the purposes of the speech exchange.

2) Quality - speakers should not say what they believe to be false, or that
for which they lack sufficient evidence.

3) Relation - speech contributions should be relevant.

4) Manner - speakers should be perspicuous, avoid ambiguity, obscurity
of expression and unnecessary prolixity (ibid.: 26-7).

Speakers may be unable to fulfil any one or all of these maxims for a
variety of reasons. However, when a speaker violates a maxim s/he could have
fulfilled without violating another maxim, and is neither seeking to mislead nor
opt out from the co-operative principle, the speaker may be said to 'flout' the
maxim in order to create a conversational implicature. That is, the speaker does
not say what s/he really means, leaving the hearer to intuitively grasp his/her
tacit message (ibid.: 30-1). The contexts in which speakers choose to transmit

messages in this way have been elaborated in an anthropological analysis by

|
1,




. -
36

Brown and Levinson (1987) who argue that it is a strategy employed in 'face-
threatening' situations (ibid.: 60).

The authors argue that the critical variables used by the social actors in
calculating whether a speech exchange constitutes a 'Face Threatening Action’
(FTA) (and its seriousness) are (i) the social distance (as perceived by the social
actors) between speaker and addressee; (ii) the relative power of speaker and
addressee; and (iii) the cultural assessment of the weightiness of the imposition
which is the subject of the speech exchange (ibid.: 81). Since 'face’ consists of
a set of desires satisfiable only by the actions of others, in general it will be in
the mutual interests of social actors to maintain each other's face (ibid.: 60).
The only situation where the above variables may not play a role in calculating
how to do an FTA is where the speaker's wish to perform an FTA with
maximum efficiency is greater than his/her desire to preserve the addressee's
face to any degree, e.g. as in the case of giving a warning (ibid.: 60). In
situations where the speaker wishes to preserve his/her face or that of the ,:
addressee, conversational implicature will be exploited to transmit what the
speaker cannot openly say.

Strecker (1988) notes that in daily social interaction implication is a
widely used strategy, with social actors fully able to grasp the meaning of [
implicatures. Since it is such a widespread tool, he argues that it can be used to l
explain the frequent lack of exegesis accompanying ritual performance, since in ‘
daily social practice the social actors acquire the necessary skills to understand ]
what is implied in ritual performances. He argues that what is implied in ritual
is (like conversational implicatures) that which cannot be overtly stated
concerning the social (particularly relations of power). Such statements cannot
be articulated overtly since the organisers of the ritual do not wish to damage
the face of the audience (usually because they are not in a position to do so, see
below).

This accounts for how social actors grasp tacitly transmitted social
messages, but not why the context of ritual is selected to effect social
reproduction, since according to structurationist theories (Giddens 1984: 24) the
routines of daily social life are the contexts for social reproduction. After all,
why not manipulate the strategy of implicature in the routines of daily social
life rather than in ritual? The above account implies that in daily social life the
social actors largely 'play out' the patterns of social behaviour defined by ritual
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(but see Bloch 1977 who argued that the positions defined in ritual were not
operative outside ritual). Support for this position, though, can be found in
Austin's work on performative utterances and Bourdieu's concept of symbolic
violence. These authors suggest that authority can only be reproduced
successfully when it is guaranteed by social institutions (in the sense of
chronically reproduced structural principles and practices [Giddens 1984: 17]).

Austin (1962) recognised a class of performative utterances whereby in
saying something we also do something. These utterances were distinguished
as having three levels;

1) The locutionary act or force - the act of saying.
2) The illocutionary act or force - that which we do in saying.

3) The perlocutionary act or force, that which we do by saying (Austin
1962: 94-107).

Such utterances are felicitous or infelicitous, rather than being strictly true
or false (ibid.: 12-24). For a performative utterance to be felicitous it must,
inter alia be uttered by an appropriate individual in accordance with some
conventional procedure (ibid.: 26).

Bourdieu illuminatingly points out that this implies the performative
utterance derives its efficacy not from language itself (as Austin thought), but
from the institution defining the conditions to be fulfilled for the utterance to be
effective (Bourdieu 1991: 73-6 and 109-16). It is the institution which endows
the speaker with the authority to perform the act;

"the power of [the] words [of the performative utterance] resides in the
fact that they are not pronounced on behalf of the person who is only
the ‘carrier’ of these words: the authorised spokesperson is only able to
use words to act on other agents...because his[/her] speech concentrates
within it the accumulated symbolic capital of the group which has
delegated him[/her] and of which [s/lhe 1is the authorised
representative” (ibid.: 109 and 111).

|
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Bourdieu argues that in societies lacking objectified institutions for
sustaining relations of domination, such relations can only be maintained in a
disguised form, under the veil of an enchanted relationship lest by revealing
itself domination provokes violent dissent from its victims (Bourdieu 1977:
192; J.B.Thompson 1991: 23-4). This is what Bourdieu terms symbolic
violence; the rationale for domination taking this subtle form is the same as
noted above for politeness and the avoidance of FTA's. To some extent this
position is supported by Bloch's interesting observation that the quantity of
ritual varies according to the degree of instituted hierarchy in a given
sociocultural system (Bloch 1977: 289) (and see Chapter Four).

Bourdieu's account, though, still leaves the problem of explaining how the
ritual institutions used to sustain and create relations of domination derive their I
authority. In essence Bourdieu argues that socialisation processes from birth
ensure that the enchanting gloss of the institutions of symbolic violence does 1
not wear too thin. He seeks to explain this process through the general concept J
of habitus which refers to the generative principles mediating between
structures and practices, which disposes the individual to behave in certain
ways, and is acquired through a gradual process of inculcation. This is too
deterministic, positing a view of humans born into a culture which programmes
their behaviour, but which they cannot programme. The processes by which
ritual acquires its authority are outlined above in the section on Boyer. Le.,
ritual's authority derives from the social actors' perceptions of its veracity. This
veracity does not derive from ritual articulating some compelling argument t
since ritual is often propositionally weak. Instead ritual's veracity is guaranteed
by the supernatural entities and processes which speak through it.

This chapter has argued that once the propositional content of ritual and
its symbols is considered, then the approaches of structuralism and Symbolism
are untenable regarding their approach to the interpretation of symbols and
ritual. Further, both approaches provide an unsatisfactory account of the way
in which ritual and its symbols acquire emotive force, and hence has the social
effects that it does. Rather than bearing 'meanings’, symbols provoke exegeses
(Sperber 1975). Consequently, it is unsafe to posit a normative experience of
symbols' references. The social actors construct interpretations of the
references of the rituals they participate in, using the skills of understanding
implicatures acquired in the routines of daily life (Strecker 1988). Ritual's use
of specialised language and linguistically meaningless symbols, are interpreted
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by the social actors as an index of the presence of supernatural entities and
processes which are said to ‘speak’' through ritual (Boyer 1990). It is the
presence of the supernatural which guarantees the veracity of ritual and gives it
considerable emotive force. It is therefore not surprising that 'unspeakable’
social truths are transmitted via ritual, thus protecting those truths. Uninstituted
social hierarchy requires protection via the medium of ritual's enchanting gloss,
else that hierarchy could provoke violent dissent (Bourdieu 1977). Hence, in
societies where social hierarchy is uninstituted, it is reproduced through the
medium of ritual institutions which in effect legitimate it. However, ritual is
not necessarily limited to a legitimating role, but potentially can be the primary
context for social production. This is implied by Bloch's (1977) observation
that the quantity of ritual is related to the degree of instituted hierarchy. Thus,
even the production of hierarchy may require the protection of ritual. Further,
as outlined more fully in the succeeding chapter, in many non-modern
sociocultural systems, the absence of a sharp delineation between the social and
the sacred, presupposes that much social behaviour is both social and religious
simultaneously. Therefore, by definition, in such societies social production is
situated in ritual institutions. These elements constitute the basis of a
minimalist approach to ritual. The following chapter integrates these elements
into a minimalist approach to religion as a whole.

l
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Chapter Four Minimalism Part Il: interpreting religious beliefs

The reviews of various approaches to the study of religion presented in
earlier chapters provide an essential background to the 'minimalist' theory of
religion which I attempt to sketch here. Such a minimalist theory seeks to
combine the insights provided by what are usually considered mutually
incompatible approaches. Both cognitive and sociological approaches to
religion ultimately fail to provide totalising accounts of the religious system.
Both Intellectualists and Symbolists are guilty of over-extending their
theoretical accounts since both concentrate on one component of the religious
system, and illegitimately extend their insights derived therefrom to the other
components.  Intellectualists, like hermeneutical and phenomenological
approaches in the sociology of religion, concentrate on individual subjectivity,
stressing the cognitive aspect of religion. Consequently explanations of origins,
functions and effects of rituals and religious institutions are neglected (B.Turner
1983: 4). In contrast, Symbolists by concentrating on the social dimensions of
ritual tend, to concur with Marxists in presenting religious beliefs as a kind of
necessary social cement. It is suggested that consideration of the constituent
components of the religious system suggest a more subtle situation, one where
almost paradoxically both approaches are correct - the Intellectualists being
correct concerning religious belief and the Symbolists concerning ritual. A
consideration of the origins of non-instrumental religious rites is crucial here,
and it will be suggested that they are created by knowledgeable social actors as
a deliberate social strategy to secure the production and reproduction of
relations of power and inequality, or to challenge such structures. Central to
this argument is Lash's (1990: 6) remark that the modernisation process is
characterised by the differentiation of the cultural (including religion) from the
social. Conversely, prior to 'modernisation’, culture and the social are
undifferentiated, a claim supported by the frequently made anthropological
observation that the social actors do not discriminate between their 'social’ and
religious’ worlds (e.g. Bloch 1985: 34; Mawe 1989: 41-2). To avoid repetition,
I shall provide a schematic account of a minimalist approach to religion, only
presenting detailed exposition concerning arguments not prefigured in earlier
chapters.
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I theorise the conceptual component of the religious system in the manner
outlined by Intellectualists (i.e. in traditional theological terms). Thus, the
religious belief-system is a complex of beliefs and principles referring to
supernatural forces and/or beings attributed with causal agency. These beliefs
and principles provide a potential means of comprehending and acting upon the
social and natural worlds, and are the religious system's 'generative grammar'
(Lawson and McCauley 1990). The belief-system is most directly manifested
in the daily routines of the social actors (rather than in ritual), where it provides
a conceptual tool which may be drawn upon to make sense of daily happenings.
The other main occasions for the expression of religious belief, are magical and
instrumental religious rites (i.e., actions intended by the social actors to effect
changes in the natural and/or social worlds). Magic and instrumental religious
rituals should be recognised where the social actors intend to alter the material
and/or supernatural conditions of their existence. These cognitive functions are
universal traits of religion - what lacks this cognitive aspect is not 'religion’.

Since the Intellectualist account of religion was earlier discussed in detail
(see Chapter Two), I shall not recount it further. It should be noted that
Intellectualism only provides a satisfactory account of the belief-system of
religion. It fails to explain non-instrumental rites' since these are non-
explanatory and representational in intent (Handelman 1990). Further, there are
grounds for doubting whether Intellectualism can satisfactorily explain all
instrumental rites, since this implies a position like Malinowski's (1925: 82-3;
1963: 261) that magic begins where technology fails (or instrumental rites as a
form of supernatural technology). Yet not all instrumental rites can be thus
construed, as implied by Meyer Fortes' experience of trying to persuade a rain-
maker to perform a rain-making ceremony during the dry season: an amazed
refusal (Tambiah 1990: 54). If magico-religious rites were a form of
supernatural technology, then one would one expect them to be consistently
deployed in situations where technology fails, as Malinowski suggested.
However, the rain-maker shows that this is not necessarily the case. Similarly
Tambiah (ibid.: 73), echoing Kuhn (1962),2 notes that magical rites and
explanations may be rejected in favour of 'maturalistic' (or scientistic) ones

1 The distinction between instrumental and non-instrumental rites is purely an analytical one
for the purposes of this discussion. In 'reality’ whilst purely instrumental rites can be
recognised, purely non-instrumental rites are rare if not non-existent, since even rituals of

. representation intend to secure allegiance to the social order portrayed.

2 "The success of a paradigm...is at the start largely a promise of a success discoverable in
selected and still incomplete examples" (Kuhn 1962: 24-5).
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before the latter provide better practical and technological results. He bases
this argument on the work of Lloyd for ancient Greece and Thomas for early
modern England. Lloyd (1990: 51 and 54) notes that in early Greece to prefer
the Hippocratic method of medicine over more traditional magico-religious
methods, one had to be persuaded by the former's theory rather than its results,
which were no better than its more traditional rivals. Similarly, Thomas
discussing the decline of magical beliefs and practices in seventeenth century
England notes;

"the paradox is that in England magic lost its appeal before the
appropriate technical solutions had been devised to take its place. It
was the abandonment of magic which made possible the upsurge of
technology, not the other way round" (1978: 786).

All this suggests that even in instrumental rites efficacy is not the only
motivation for their performance. Where non-instrumental rites are concerned
Intellectualism is weaker, for, whilst recognising the role of religion in
articulating social relations, it is argued that this reflects the abuse of religion's
proper functions (e.g. Horton 1968; Spiro 1966: 105-6). Leach (1954) argued
that the Kachins of Highland Burma regard nats (ancestor spirits) merely as
pawns in the language of political argument. A strong Intellectualist would ask
the question of why, then, do Kachins spend so much time talking about nats,
rather than conduct their political arguments more directly (Horton 1968: 626)?
Horton argues that "[w]hat politicians manipulate is not ideas, but people's
dependence on ideas as a means of ordering, explaining, predicting and
controlling their world" (1968: 627). However, Chapter Three shows why in
many societies people do not conduct their political arguments more directly,
since without supernatural justification uninstituted hierarchy may not be
accepted. Also, Horton mistakenly assumes a sharp distinction between
religion and the social in non-modern sociocultural systems. That religion is
not a distinct entity in non-modern contexts (and implying that the concept of
sociocultural differentiation has some validity) can be demonstrated by
considering the history of the concept of ‘religion’ in Western thought.

In English 'religion’ ultimately derives from the Latin religio, which
during the Roman period designated a power outside of man and man's feeling
vis-a-vis that power (Smith 1978: 20-1) or piety (Tambiah 1990: 4). Since
when referring to the religio of a particular god Latin writers equally designated
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the pattern of cultic practices at the god's shrine, one can characterise the Latin
usage of religio as something that one did and felt (Smith 1978: 20-21). With
early Christianity the concept of a structured and dynamic community
('Church’) was introduced, significantly introducing boundaries.®  Also
introduced was the new concept of faith. Whilst religio continued to refer to
rites and observances, it was extended to also designate the structural
organisation of the Church. Further, religio also became the name for the new
personal relationship between humanity and deity. However, it is only very
rarely that religio was used to designate the whole complex of faith and
practice, community system and personal piety (ibid.: 24-6).

Of considerable importance is the development of the terms vera and falsa
religio (true rites and false worship) since this implies a conception of a
common human religiousness, where non-Christians err in worshipping God in
the wrong way, rather than worshipping false gods (ibid.: 26-7). This implies
that originally religio referred to man's experience of, and encounter with, the
transcendent, and which in Christian usage ultimately took on an exclusivist
stance regarding Christian worship as the only correct form of worship.
Something of this conception is found ethnographically where a culture regards
its neighbours as worshipping the same deity/ies as themselves but under a
different name and with different ritual forms (e.g. Barth 1987; Evans-Pritchard
1956: 48-9).

It is only in the Enlightenment that the concept of religion as a coherent
system of intellectual constructs and practices (Smith 1978: 38-9) was
developed, and this was further elaborated in the nineteenth century with the
definition of individual religions as distinct phenomena with histories (Tambiah
1990: 5). That is, the concept of religion has in the course of the history of
Western thought been reified into an objective entity distinct from other areas
of human life. From all this Tambiah concludes that anthropologically the
distinctive feature of religion lies in its special awareness of the transcendent
and "the acts of symbolic communication that attempt to realise that awareness
and live by its promptings” (1990: 6). However, it should be noted that this
does not demonstrate that the essential feature of religion does not lie in the
"domain of belief and its 'rational accounting' of the workings of the universe”

3 Developed during the Enlightenment to produce a concept of religion that referred to a
system of intellectual constructs and practices of spatio-temporal extent and related to a
particular community.
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as Tambiah contends (ibid.: 5), for this is dependent on the degree of
sociocultural differentiation exhibited in a particular sociocultural system. Both
ancient Greece and Rome seemingly exhibit some differentiation in the form of
the emergence of 'scientific' discourses concerning the universe, which to a
greater or lesser degree, made use of ideas concerning the transcendent
(religious beliefs'). In socioculturally undifferentiated contexts one cannot
make clear demarcations between different belief-systems explaining different
aspects of 'reality’. That is, each sociocultural system is characterised by an
amorphous belief-system (not necessarily with much internal coherence),
focusing on the transcendent, which provides the basic theoretical principles
people draw upon to structure their lived experience. Hence the difficulty in
determining when behaviour is, for example, religiously or socially motivated is
a false one; it is both simultaneously. A particularly good example of this is
reported by Middleton (1960) in his classic study of Lugbara religion. Here the
curing of sickness is an important arena of political activity, for the power and
authority of ritual leaders is demonstrated by their success in invoking the
ghosts of deceased lineage elders to afflict those who dispute, or disobey, their
authority. Consequently, political battles centre over diagnosis concerning
which spirits are responsible for a particular person’s illness, and by extension
which elder caused those spirits to intervene.

Given all this, it is not surprising that in undifferentiated sociocultural
contexts politics is seemingly couched in religious idioms, since human life is
given meaning via an amorphous belief-system which uses the transcendent as
an explanatory principle. However, since non-instrumental rites frequently lack
exegesis they cannot be construed in Intellectualist terms as explanatory in
intent. Their importance lies in their effects which are primarily social.
Consequently non-instrumental ritual is one of the primary contexts for the
constitution of the rules of social praxis. As Bloch (1977: 286) noted, social
structure (as defined by Radcliffe-Brown) is largely manifested only in ritual
contexts, again indicating that in non-modern contexts religion and the social
are undifferentiated, and that ritual also creates the social.

The work presented in Chapter Three, particularly the ramifications of
Strecker (1988), requires modification of Bloch's (1977) interesting observation
that the quantity of ritual varies according to the quantity of instituted hierarchy
in a particular sociocultural system. If one expresses this in terms of the
conversational analogy - i.e. quantity of ritual varies according to quantity of
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unspeakable truths - then the problem with this formulation becomes clear.
Instituted hierarchy is a 'visible' factor in the social actors' daily routines; the
actors have a discursive knowledge of it and it is accepted as part of social
praxis (though not, of course, unresented). In Strecker's (1988) model one
would expect social relations requiring ritual (i.e., covert expression) treatment
to be those which are 'unspeakable truths', i.e., those which are part of social
praxis but are not 'officially’ recognised in the social classificatory scheme (and
the two may frequently be in contradiction). Thus Bloch's observation should
be modified to account for the character of the rituals in a given sociocultural
system. The general correlation between quantity of ritual and quantity of
instituted hierarchy stands. But, the quantity of exegesis accompanying ritual
performance also varies according to the quantity of instituted hierarchy, as
does the explicitness of ritual's social references. Hence societies where all are
supposedly equal but in fact asymmetrical relations of power obtain, will have
rituals characterised by lack of exegesis; whereas societies where social
inequality is acknowledged in the ideology of social relations (and is therefore
legitimate) and obtains in praxis, will tend to be accompanied by exegesis, with
the social references of rites more openly displayed. Further, the material
investment in contexts of ritual performance will vary according to the degree
of instituted hierarchy (as well as the overall socioeconomic complexity of the
society) since instituted hierarchy is ideally permanent, both present in the past
and in the future, its legitimacy being derived from its immutability. However,
this implies that ritual is not the prime context for social reproduction in all
societies. Rather, whether or not ritual is the primary locale for social
reproductidn is contingent on the degree of legitimate, instituted hierarchy.

From the above, the varying levels of commitment and involvement
towards different types of ritual behaviour of the various sections of society can
be predicted, according to their involvement in the sociopolitical sphere. The
often quoted distinction between elite and commoner conceptions and
experiences of religion should not be explained in terms of the elite having
more time (and the resources) for abstract reflection, but in the terms noted
above. Where commoners are excluded from the political process, one finds
their main interest centres on instrumental and magical rites (since material
production is the one area left to them in which they have some agency). Their
attendance at non-instrumental rites is in the role of witnesses where their
sociopolitical subjugation is overtly stated by their dominators. The elite's main
interest is in non-instrumental rites, particularly those which seek to secure the
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reproduction of their relations of power, and those rites which define their
status vis-a-vis other members of the elite.

This theory of ritual could be objected to on the grounds of origins, for
does it not presuppose a scheming Machiavellian elite conjuring up ingenious
ways of securing their interests? However, there are some well documented
examples of the restructuring and creation of ritual forms for political purposes
(e.g. the Swazi ncwala [Lincoln 1987], Aztec and Inca imperial ideologies
[Conrad and Demarest 1984], and the imperial Roman funeral [Price 1987]).
Further, ritual's sociopolitical functions are dependent on those either
performing or witnessing ritual having a discursive knowledge of its social
referents. Individuals seeking to assert or secure the reproduction of their
power are able to manipulate this knowledge and the skill in grasping
implicatures, when creating ritual forms. All rituals at some point have a
creation and, unless some form of miraculous virgin birth is postulated, they
thus must have had creators - in my view knowledgeable social actors
constructing covert ways of stating their power and ways of aggrandising it.

It is the emotive power of non-instrumental rites that gives them their
political force. Their power derives from the lack of semantic value borne by
symbols in ritual contexts (Sperber 1975); rituals 'say’ nothing or little that is
not banal (Bloch 1977) but it is this meaninglessness which gives rituals their
illocutionary force and thus emotive power. Hence ritual is to the religious
system what the perlocutionary act is to the sentence. As discussed earlier
(Chapter Three), rituals are more important for what they do (which in the case
of non-instrumental rites is social), rather than what they say. Whilst Sperber is
correct to stress the meaninglessness of ritual symbols and behaviours, he is in
error to conjure up an image of the mass of humanity manipulating symbols
they do not comprehend, since they have a reference - the social world.
Sperber's metaphor of symbolism as a light source, not to be looked at but to
illuminate (1975: 70), stresses that symbolism is 'about’ internal evocation and
its use to 'shed light on' the social world (Strecker 1988: 30). Is it not
suggestive that anthropologists have long been able to grasp the social
references of the rites they observe? Indeed, Bloch (1977) implies that without
ritual anthropologists would find it difficult to observe the social order of
others.

Although religious ritual is deployed by social actors as one strategy to
further their social goals, this does not mean that ritual fulfils those goals. Most
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obviously, there are the unintended consequences of ritual performance. Not
only may the economic side-affects of ritual be directly contrary to the
economic interests of those organising the ritual,* but its social effects may be
directly contradictory to those intended. For example, the reduction of the non-
elite class to the role of passive witnesses in medieval Church ritual, at various
times had the unintended consequence of alienating those excluded, leading
them to boycott established religious behaviour and to formulate their own
religious discourses (e.g. millennial movements and various heresies see Cohn
1957, 1975) which challenged the social order.

There is nothing inherently conservative about the religious system which
makes it only the ally of established structures of power and domination. Itis a
tool which can be deployed to further a variety of social interests. Were this
not the case it would be impossible for movements like 'liberation theology' to
develop. In this case members of the same religious institution (the Catholic
church in Latin and South America) make use of the same set of beliefs and
rituals to either challenge or support the existing social order. I suggest that the
reason why the various special-interest groups within a sociocultural system can
draw upon a common body of religious beliefs in an attempt to realise very
different social goals, is that religien plays a constraining rather than a
universally determining role in social behaviour. To talk of religion as a
'system' is somewhat misleading for, as anthropologists often note, this imputes
a coherence which the religious belief-system lacks. That is, religions do not
articulate a clearly defined schema of how the beliefs are to be applied to daily
life. They do not provide a mechanistic formula for the explanation of, or what
the believer's attitude should be towards, all the possible happenings in the
natural and social worlds. Thus the social actors are always confronted by
happenings not explicitly referred to by their belief system, which in order for
them to explain and/or respond to, they must interpret according to the basic
principles of their belief-system. Consequently the potential for divergent
interpretations always exists.

There is no reason to assume that religious belief serves the interests of
the dominant section of society, nor that beliefs determined by social position
serve the interests of their holders (Elster 1982: 130-4). Whilst social actors are

, 4 For example, where status aggrandisement is achieved by lavish hospitality, those seeking to
enhance their status through feasting or gift giving etc. may in effect end up by impoverishing
themselves.
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purposive agents self-reflexively monitoring their behaviour to satisfy their
interests (Giddens 1984: 5), it cannot be assumed that there is an equivalence
between their perception of their interests and their 'objective’ interests.5 The
unintended consequences of intentional behaviour may feed back to the
unacknowledged conditions of further acts (ibid.: 8). Perhaps more significant
is the effect of the religious belief-system for establishing a disjuncture between
the social actor's calculation of his/her interests and his/her 'objective' interests.
The religious system's basic principles constrain socioeconomic behaviour by
providing rules for the 'proper’' conduct of social behaviour and what constitutes
legitimate’ interests. Depending on the degree to which the social actor either
accepts or acts in accordance with these premisses, there exists the possibility
of a mismatch between ‘'objective’ interests and what the social actor
discursively holds to be his/her interests. What I am trying to convey here is
perhaps best illustrated by J.E.S. Thompson's (1956: 198-9) romantic sketch of a
Maya sacrifice, where one of the human victims is happy to be sacrificed since
he will thus be apotheosised.

Thus, although religious ritual is deployed as a strategy to achieve social
goals, it cannot be assumed that it successfully achieves those goals, or that if
successful, the goals achieved concord with the social actor's interests. In
arguing for the social orientation of ritual I am not arguing for a range of
predictable 'functions' such as social integration or social reproduction. Rather,
such sociological variables constitute the frequent aims of those organising
ritual performance but not necessarily its consequences.

The arguments outlined above and in Chapter Three, present a picture of
religion as ideology, and ritual as ideological practice. But what is meant by
ideology, and should one prefer the use of this term or that of the term religion
to refer to the ideational phenomena under discussion here? In current popular
usage the term is used as a label of abuse for the political beliefs and
commitments alien to the individual concerned. However, when first conceived
ideology had a very different connotation. Destutt de Tracey coined the term in
1797 to describe a new science, that of ideas, which would provide a rationalist
understanding of society by eschewing erroneous modes of thought (primarily
the religious and metaphysical) (Gouldner 1976: 11-12; Larrain 1979: 26-8).
With the work of Marx onwards, ideology came to be a label for a stigmatised

S Though of course how an external observer would define the 'objective’ interests of others,
depends on his/her own value-system)
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mode of thought. Marx's valorisation of science led him to oppose ideology to
science;

"for Marx, ideology was failed science, not authentic science. Implicit
in his critical rejection of ideology was an image of true science that was
to be a standard. Those failing to measure up were ‘ideologies' and
'ideologues™ (Gouldner 1976: 9).

However, Marx's use of ideology implies it is also partly defined as that
which is not science, since he refers to religion and metaphysics as ideologies,
even though they are not paradigmatic cases of ideology, i.e., "a belief-system
with pretensions to science" (ibid.: 9). This opposition of science and ideology
is an important element in subsequent Marxist theories of ideology. For
example, Althusser regards Marxism as a science 'revealing' the true nature of
capitalist social relations (Althusser 1971: 7) and Marx as having founded the
science of history (ibid.: 42).

It should be clear from the foregoing arguments in this chapter that I wish
to reserve a distinction between ideology and religion. Whilst both religion and
ideology are functionally similar (in social terms) they are differentiated by
their ontologies; religion is defined by attributing causality to supernatural
forces and entities whilst ideologies do not refer to the supernatural. Also, the
explanatory scope of religion is greater than ideology, since the latter does not
provide a cosmology. The means by which the veracity of religion and
ideology are guaranteed is also different. For religion its veracity is guaranteed
by the fact that it is supposedly generated by supernatural entities and/or forces.
In contrast the veracity of ideology is guaranteed by its apparent rationality.
That is, religious beliefs are held as true since a power superior to humanity has
allegedly produced them, ideological beliefs are true since they are created by
humanity.

A minimalist theory of religion regards religion as explanatory in intent.
Since a normative view of culture is rejected, it is not the reconstruction of
beliefs held by the individuals of a community which is of interest. Instead, it
is the basic structuring principles generating those beliefs which are of interest.
The beliefs current in a community at a particular time are argued to be
transformations of these structuring principles. These structuring principles are
viewed as an ontology, where conception of causality is based on attributing
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agency to supernatural entities and processes. The veracity of these beliefs is
guaranteed by their supernatural origin. Since non-modern societies do not
generally sharply demarcate the social and the religious, religion can be
potentially used to explain any aspect of experience. However, the degree of
sociocultural differentiation, for unknown reasons, is variable.

Despite these explanatory concerns, the behaviours generated by religious
belief are firmly oriented to the social. Religious ritual is not primarily
concerned with the cross-generational transmission of beliefs and cultural
values; the individual acquires these primarily through daily experience. Ritual
is often poorly explained and its symbols 'meaningless’. Hence it is incorrect to
assume that much ritual articulates a coherent discourse, comprehensible to all.6
However, as summarised at the end of Chapter Three, ritual derives
considerable emotive force from its weak propositional content. It is ritual's
emotive force that gives it its social power, and accounts for its vital role in
social production and reproduction in non-modern social contexts.

In a minimalist study of religion what is of interest is not religious belief
per se, but the way in which religion both constrains and influences
socioeconomic behaviour and the ways in which the social actors make use of
ritual to pursue their interests. The detailed documentation of beliefs and ritual
behaviours and the 'meaning’ (exegesis) of symbols etc., is not of interest in
itself, for what is at issue is the use to which the religious system is put, its
insertion into social praxis and the identification of cross-cultural regularities.
It is not an interpretive exercise seeking to understand the theology of others
(except insofar as belief affects social, economic and cultural behaviour), but an
explanatory effort. It is comparativist in outlook and seeks to elucidate the role
religion plays in human behaviour. It may not appeal to anthropologists who
may feel it smacks heavily of reductionism and instead prefer the detailed
documentation of the beliefs of others,” but should appeal to archaeologists
largely denied evidence reflecting the richness of belief. Since it is the basic
principles which count (at any given time the religious beliefs current in a

6 For example, medieval Catholicism by insisting in preaching in Latin ensured that the mass
of the population gained little understanding of Christianity through the services of the Church.
Though I cannot understand the reasons for such careful documentation which seem merely
to provide an account of what the X believed in during the anthropologist's stay, since beliefs
are fluid, ever-changing. Hence what the X believe in 1600 will be rather different from what
they believe in 1800 etc. Religious change should be judged by changes in its basic principles,

not the surface, ephemeral beliefs they generate.
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community are just one of the many realisable results which could have been
generated from these principles), the reconstruction of the content of past belief
can be largely ignored in favour of the more important (and perhaps
methodologically safer) task of reconstructing the underlying structural
principles of the belief-system. In the following chapter, I assess the current
state of the archaeological study of religion, and engage in critique from a
minimalist perspective.
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Chapter Five Archaeology and religion

introduction

One of the few areas of overt consensus among archaeologists
investigating religion, is in condemnation of Hawkes's pessimism of the
feasibility of inferring past belief from the archaeological record (1954: 161-2).
Rebuttal of Hawkes's ladder of progressive difficulty of inference has become
something of a ritual in archaeological circles (e.g. Bradley 1984: 1-3; Renfrew
1985: 1). Yet, in the analysis of religion, archaeologists have implicitly
adopted a ladder of inference framework for the recovery of past belief,
whereby knowledge of social structure provides the basis for inference
concerning belief. If archaeological studies of the 1970's were characterised by
a concern to document past social structure then the studies of the 1980's may
be characterised as having been increasingly concerned with how past belief
was implicated in the reproduction of social inequalities. The approaches of the
1970's and 1980's are, however, united in the near universal absence of one
word - religion. Instead, the term ideology, usually vaguely defined, is
preferred. This omission is revealing since it symbolises that archaeologists'
main interest in religion is in its sociological functions, thus following the
structural-functionalist tendencies of Symbolism outlined earlier in Chapter
Two. Archaeologists have rarely addressed in detail the problem of recognising
religious practice from material remains. Consequently the most intensely
explored ritual context has been the one which archaeologists have felt is self-
evidently of ritual nature, i.e., burials. The archaeological literature reveals a
well developed methodology and theoretical framework for their interpretation.
More general archaeological theories of religion and ritual are rare, but largely
complement those developed for the interpretation of mortuary data. I begin
this account of archaeology and religion with an assessment of archaeological
theories of religion and ritual. Following this a variety of case studies are
considered to assess the methodology employed to infer past belief and
practice.
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Archaeological theories of religion and ritual

In studying ritual contexts archaeologists have largely been concerned to
either document past social structure, or the role the rituals performed at these
contexts played in social reproduction. These concerns are illustrated by the
theoretical frameworks developed by Binford (1972), Saxe (1970), and more
recently Pearson (1982) and Shanks and Tilley (1982), which usefully define
processual and post-processual approaches to death and ritual in general.

Binford's (1972: 208-43) theory of death ritual is very much in the
tradition of Symbolist writers such as Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown etc. He
argued that the primary referent of the symbols employed in funerary ritual is
society. In particular, funerary rites symbolised the deceased's 'social persona'l
and the overall complexity of the social system. Hence funerary ritual is seen
as a mode of social communication, where information concerning the duties
and obligations of social relations is transmitted (ibid.: 225-6; Tainter 1978:
113). Since the heterogeneity in the burial practices of a particular society is
characteristic of that society's overall sociocultural complexity (Binford 1972:
222), burials can be expected to provide details of the status hierarchy.

Binford anticipated that the differential treatment of individuals in death
would reflect similar differentiation in the living society;

"We would therefore expect to discover a near identity between the
number of social positions within a social organisation and the number
of symbols designating such units...[in burial practices]" (ibid.: 225).

The social status of the dead can be detected archaeologically by the
energy invested in their burial treatment, which is contingent on the deceased's
social position. This correlation exists because the corporate participation in
funerary ritual varies with the disruption caused by the deceased's demise.
Hence a chief's funeral will have a greater investment of energy than a child's,
since the chief's death affects the entire community (ibid.: 226). Also, burial
practices perform an adaptive function by adapting individuals to changes in the
social (caused by the death of personnel) and natural environments (ibid.: 225).

1 A composite of the social identities maintained in life and recognised as appropriate to be
symbolised in death.
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Binford's extreme functionalist stance leads to amusing implications when he
states that when changes to the internal organisational structure of a cultural
system occur;

"new units of organisational relevance are generated for the human
participants. The recognition of such units..may prompt the act of
symbolling” (ibid.: 225).

Since the primary forum for such symbolling is via the funerary ritual, one
expects Binford to claim that either the social system (which must have a life of
its own if it can 'generate’ new social positions for the human ‘participants’,
presumably to prevent them getting bored) will kill off individuals to allow such
symbolling to occur, or perhaps knowledgeable social actors, aware of the
disruptive affects of the confusion caused when the social actors have their
scripts changed for them, will perform this task of social communication!?

Saxe's (1970) study is complementary to Binford's. Like Binford, Saxe
sought to provide a methodology which would allow archaeologists to use
mortuary data to make social inferences (ibid.: 1-2). Again, burial practices
function to effect social reproduction (ibid.: 10). Saxe elaborated eight
hypotheses, four relating to the representation of social differentiation within a
mortuary set or 'disposal domain' (ibid: 65-74), the remainder with the
representation of differentially complex sociocultural systems among different
sets of mortuary remains (ibid.: 75-121). Of these 'Hypothesis 8' (ibid.: 119-21)
is of interest since it related burials to social strategies to control access to
critical resources. More specifically, groups using the past to legitimise claims
to critical resources (via lineal descent from the dead or 'ancestors'), can be
expected to maintain formal disposal areas for the exclusive disposal of their
dead. Thus, funerary ritual can also function to regulate environmental
variables and their social distribution.

2 A brief digression is necessary to demonstrate that this implication is not merely part of my
imagination. Drennan (1976), writing about Formative Mesoamerica, suggested that the ad hoc
funerary rituals of the hunter-gatherer era would have been insufficient for the demands of
regular 'sanctification’ or legitimation of the social processes of the emergent sedentary village
communities. However, the killing of individuals for the purpose of these rituals is only
‘precluded’ by the fact that the frequency of such rituals is such that Drennan would expect a
larger funerary record for the period in question (ibid.: 350)!
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These two approaches led to a tendency in the 1970's to use evidence
from funerary contexts simply to elucidate details of prehistoric social structure.
Tainter (1975: 1; 1977: 330-1; 1978: 109-10) consistently affirmed the primacy
of the burial record for the making of such inferences. The prevailing attitude
towards burials is summed up neatly by Peebles' comment that burials were
simply the "fossilised terminal statuses of individuals" (Peebles 1971: 69).
Consequently many authors investigated cemeteries in order to detect social
ranking (e.g. Shennan 1975: 279-88; Peebles and Kus 1977: 421-8). Other
authors using Saxe's 'Hypothesis 8' related the emergence of monumental burial
in Neolithic Europe to the need to devise new mechanisms to regulate access to
critical resources (Chapman 1981: 71-82).

Three main principles, elaborated from Binford and Saxe's studies, have
frequently been used to make such inferences. Firstly, it is argued that certain
artifacts and attributes of the interment facility symbolise positions of authority
in society. Some form of ranking is indicated where these symbols can be
shown to cross-cut age, sex and personal ability distinctions. However, it has
since been recognised that grave goods are an unreliable indicator of the
deceased's social status (Tainter 1978: 121). Consequently, grave goods reflect
the status of the social group organising the funeral (Leach 1979: 122) or, more
accurately, the image of themselves the funeral organisers wish to project onto
the rest of society.® Secondly, the variation in energy expenditure reflected in
mortuary ritual correlates to patterns of status relationships (Tainter 1975: 2;
1977: 332-3; 1978: 125). Thirdly, the exclusion of certain social
categories/groupings from the burial record is argued to indicate social ranking.
This is recognised by comparing the demographic structure of a cemetery with
an expected cemetery structure (based on guesses about the size of the burying
group). Significant departure from the 'normal’ age/sex expectations is believed
to indicate differential access to burial, and hence some form of ranking (Brown
1981: 30: Chapman and Randsborg 1981: 9)

The barrage of criticisms levelled against this approach in the 1980's by
various post-processual authors has focused on the systemic theory of ritual
practice and society in general, and the assumption that the burial record
provides a mirror reflection of society. The former criticisms shall be reserved
until the post-processual position is considered, since these criticisms can
equally be made against their advocates. The latter criticism, that the burial

3 This criticism, of course, applies equally to the energy expenditure principle.
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record does not provide a direct reflection of past societies, is more substantial.
As Hodder (1986: 2-3) notes, it can no longer be assumed that material culture
directly reflects human behaviour. An obvious example is that it cannot be
assumed that the provision of the interment facility provides a reflection of the
energy expended in the ritual as a whole. A pertinent example of this is
provided by the case of the funerals of Irish nobles in the early seventeenth
century (Gillespie 1985: 86-91). This period was one of rapid social and
economic growth in Ireland with dramatic social mobility. Consequently, those
who had successfully improved their status aimed to consolidate their new
position whilst denying any humble origins they may have had. The most
important part of the funeral of a noble was the ceremony itself. Typically this
involved a formal procession transporting the deceased's body from where it
had lain in state for a week or so, to the place of burial (ibid.: 87). During the
funeral service the heir received the deceased's arms and other heraldic
symbols. This effectively secured his inheritance before an audience who
might have been able to dispute his rights.# Although impressive monuments
were erected over the tomb, this would provide an unreliable indicator of social
status since the poor sought to emulate this elite practice (ibid.: 89).

For post-processualism the most significant reason to doubt the existence
of a direct relationship between society and burials, was the distorting effects of
ideological practices. It was recognised that funerals, rather than passively
reflecting social structure, might seek to deliberately misrepresent social
relationships. Examples of funerary behaviour such as the imperial Roman
funeral, which during the first century A.D. maintained the fiction of the
senate's pre-eminence over the emperor and populace at a time when the senate
was subservient to the emperor (Price 1987: 91), were problematic for the
advocates of the Binford-Saxe approach. The posited solution to these
problems caused by ideological practice, was to refer to supplementary data,
such as settlement patterns (Chapman and Randsborg 1981: 14). By doing this
it was hoped it would be possible to check whether a reconstruction of social
structure from a particular set of burials represented the actual pattern of social
relationships obtaining in life, or a distortion of them. By acknowledging that
burial practices may sometimes misrepresent social relationships, Chapman and
Randsborg undermined a key assumption of processual approaches to the study

4 At the funeral of the first Viscount Ards in 1636 of the 199 moumers present only 11 were
family and 49 neighbours or friends (Gillespie 1985: 85)
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of death - namely the assumption that there was a general correlation between
the complexity of mortuary behaviour and social structure.

During the 1980's archaeological attention shifted away from the
reconstruction of prehistoric social structure to questions of prehistoric power
relationships. The significance of burial data, and by extension, ritual in
general, was argued to be in the evidence of ideology they provide. This line of
thinking is best illustrated by Pearson's (1982) ethnoarchaeological study of
Victorian burial practices, and Shanks and Tilley's (1982) study of five
Neolithic tombs. Despite the polemic directed by these authors against the
theory of society and ritual espoused by processualists, it becomes apparent that
these authors' theory of society and ritual varies very little from those they
criticise. Both studies contain a theoretical programme of ritual which can be
used to apply to religion in general.

Pearson's study examines British burial practices since the nineteenth
century, arguing that changes in these practices should be interpreted as the
product of social, economic and ideological change since the nineteenth
century. During the nineteenth century funerals were the focus for overt self-
advertisement between family groups, providing a forum for class competition.
Expenditure on funerals correlated closely to social position (1982: 109). In
contrast, the primary motivation in modern funerals is the reduction of cost
(ibid.: 110). Funerary monuments have become smaller and less elaborate than
their Victorian counterparts (ibid.: 107). Expenditure on funerals no longer
correlates to social position (ibid.: 105). This change was related to the
diminution of overt self-advertisement since the nineteenth century (ibid.: 111).

Equally significant are changing attitudes to death and the dead, and the
development of cremation.  Attitudes towards the dead have become
increasingly functional with the emphasis now being on the disposal of the
body (a "piece of unwanted matter") rather than on ceremonies of respect to the
dead (ibid.: 110). This is evidenced by the steady development of cremation in
direct opposition to the Christian doctrine of the resurrection of the body since
the 1920's (ibid.: Figure 7, p.108). Pearson's description of the cremation
process emphasises its apparent lack of respect to the dead. Similarly the
campaign for cremation, starting in the 1870's, had as its motivation the belief
that cremation would promote better public hygiene in the insanitary conditions
of the cities. During the nineteenth century disposal of the dead by interment
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was seemingly associated as in some way contributory to the frequent
epidemics (ibid.: 108-9). Cremation is also justified by the argument that it
saves space (which is illusory since space is not in short supply according to
Pearson quoting a recent report) (ibid.: 111).

An indicator of the progressive marginalisation of the dead to society is
the spatial location of the new public cemeteries built from the 1820's onwards.
These new cemeteries were placed on the outskirts of the growing cities and
were built in response to overcrowding in the existing city cemeteries. Thus, by
removing the dead from their immediate association with the Church to a
location separate from the focus of the community, the eventual displacement
of the dead from the centre of society was symbolised spatially (ibid.: 110).
However, this clearly shows that the need to save space was not as illusory as
Pearson imagines, undermining his argument that the increasingly functional
attitudes to death are ideological rather than pragmatic. Also, as Pearson notes
(ibid.: 106), the new cemeteries were planned as public parks where the
achievements of the dead could be celebrated, in the belief that this would
improve the moral education of all classes. Hence, the dead, whilst spatially
removed from society, were not yet conceptualised as marginal to society.

Pearson's interpretation of these changes attributes ideology and the
expression of social status with a causal role. He argued that the Victorian
overt self-advertisement revealed in funerary ceremonialism which extended to
all spheres of social life, relates to the mass urban migrations and status and
political reordering characteristic of this period (ibid.: 111). Funerary ritual
was a medium for the expression of power and enhancement of social position.
However, the power of the dead as symbols to be manipulated by the living has
been weakened by the increasingly functional attitude toward death and the
dead. Consequently death is no longer an appropriate context for an overt
display of wealth consumption (ibid.: 109-10). Also, conspicuous consumption
has become progressively less important in the twentieth century as a strategy
for maintaining or acquiring status and power (ibid.: 111).

The increasingly functional attitude to death and the dead is related to
ideology. With the replacement of traditional agencies of social control,
particularly religion, by the new ones of science and rationalism, medicine
played an increasingly important role in shaping attitudes towards death rather
than religion (ibid.: 110). Pearson therefore argues that change in burial
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practices can only be explained by changes in social display and ideology, thus
relating burials to power strategies. However, why should these changes have
occurred? Pearson implies that the answer lies in a consideration of stylistic
emulation (Miller 1982: 89-98). Of interest here is Miller's claim that when
subordinate social groups attempt to enhance their position by emulating elite
symbols and practices, the elite grouping responds by attempting to restrict
access to its symbols and practices. One way of achieving this is by creating
new symbols and practices acceptable in the sphere of social expression, or
'moving the goal posts’. This has been developed by Cannon (1989: 438-42)
who argued that since all classes participated in social competition via the
funerary rite, the emergent elite having consolidated its position, responded to
the challenge by promoting a new set of social values relating to the funerary
ritual. Henceforth overt self-advertisement at funerals was regarded as vulgar
and distasteful.

There are several problems with this analysis. The increasingly functional
attitude towards death should not be seen as part of a social strategy to maintain
power by eliminating areas of social behaviour where social differences were
made explicit. The increasingly functional attitude towards death was
pragmatic rather than ideological. Disposal of the dead during the nineteenth
century was perceived (whether rightly or wrongly is irrelevant) as problematic,
particularly in the cities, using traditional burial techniques. However, the
immediate response was to build larger cemeteries rather than encourage
cremation because cremation was not possible in a context of Christian belief.
The campaign for cremation only began in the last quarter of the nineteenth
century. Also, one of the campaign's aims was to prevent the remains being
vandalised (Pearson 1982: 108) and so was not originally associated with a lack
of respect to the dead. Also, cremation has only accounted for a significant
proportion of the population since the end of the second world war. Whilst
Pearson is correct to relate the reduced attention to the dead to the decline of
religious belief, he is wrong to argue that this is primarily to be explained in
terms of the decreased usefulness of the dead in maintaining or enhancing
social status.  Attitudes towards the dead have been indirectly (and
unintentionally) affected by the increasing problems of disposing of the dead
solely by interment, as well as the decline of religious belief.

Pearson's study is free from any of the problems faced by the
~ archaeological study of burials. Not only is he able to draw on high quality
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data, making interpretation easier, but also detailed knowledge of the religious
beliefs responsible for structuring the funerary rite, and the prevailing social
ideologies. Pearson's attempt to apply this approach archaeologically is
therefore of some interest.

Pearson's study of the relationship between ideology and social change
during the period ca. 500 B.C. to 600 A.D. in Jutland draws heavily on
Friedman's (1975: 161-202) model of social change. Friedman postulated
cyclical social stratification motored by economic production which becomes
closely related to social status, legitimated by reference to the supernatural.
Pearson's study concentrates on the changing patterns of wealth destruction as
reflected in funerary and votive contexts. It was argued that the settlement
record suggested that by the end of the second century B.C. significant

variations existed in the productive capacities of household units (Pearson
1984: 72-3).

During the Pre-Roman Iron Age (500 to 50 B.C.) cremation burial is the
norm with differences emerging in grave good assemblages by the end of this
period with some graves furnished with weapons and Roman black burnished
ware. Contemporaneously, increasing numbers of prestige items were
deposited as votive offerings until prior to the final phase of the Pre-Roman
Iron Age such items ceased to be deposited in votive contexts (ibid.: 76-80).
These patterns were interpreted as reflecting the development of social
stratification stimulated by competition between farms where status was
defined by the production of an agricultural surplus. The assistance of the
supernatural in securing economic reproduction was enlisted by making
offerings of prestige goods. This practice ceased when the emergent elite
sought to consolidate its position by transferring its 'gifts to the gods' to the
ancestors in the form of grave goods. It was suggested this implied that certain
of the dead were attributed with powers formerly associated with the
supernatural deities (ibid.: 78).

During the succeeding Older Roman Iron Age (50 B.C. to 200 A.D)),
inhumation burial appears, accounting for about 10 per cent of all known
burials, closely associated with the use of Roman goods as grave furnishings.
In contrast cremation is associated with 'Celtic' grave equipment. During the
late first century A.D. and much of the second century, burials are relatively
poorly equipped. Thus this period is seemingly characterised by the symbolic




61

categorisation of classes in death without the large-scale consumption of
precious metals. Pearson implies that inhumation is an elite funerary rite.
Hence the elite seemingly controlled access to Roman goods. For some reason
Pearson sees these customs as reflecting a 'subtle’ and 'heavily ritualised’ social
classificatory framework (ibid.: 80). However, the use of different burial
customs to dispose of different segments of the population is hardly subtle.
Similarly hard to comprehend is his argument that the reduction in amounts of
precious metals deposited in this period was an elite response to social
difficulties, whereby ancestral legitimation was secured by the withdrawal of
prestige items from funerary contexts (ibid.: 80-1). This is at variance with his
interpretation of the Pre-Roman Iron Age.

By the end of the second century A.D. nearly all the prestige goods come
from 18 graves in southern Jutland, some of which are cremations. This may
undermine Pearson's earlier association of inhumation with elite burial, or may
indicate some kind of status reordering where the elite grouping formerly
characterised by their exclusive access to Roman commodities, found their
position challenged by individuals from outside this original elite grouping.
Swords become increasingly rare as grave goods and when they begin to re-
emerge in the late second and early third centuries A.D., they are associated
with 'wealthy' cremations and inhumations. The increasing frequency of black
burnished ware in 'poor’ graves contemporaneous with its rarity in 'wealthy'
graves, was interpreted as stylistic emulation (ibid.: 81-2). This could suggest
that the elite's former monopoly on access to black burnished ware was
challenged, or that the elite were distributing these items more widely
throughout society. Again, it is suggested that deposition of wealth items in
graves 'bought’ ancestral legitimation as the only clear way of demonstrating
power in a context of collapsing ritual conventions which had served to
differentiate individuals (ibid.: 82). However, while death ritual may play a
significant role in maintaining social categories, its infrequency does not
suggest that it can be manipulated for the purpose of regular displays of power
except where the funerary ritual takes place over a long time and/or where
tombs either remain open or are re-opened at regular intervals. The latter is
clearly not the case with the burials discussed by Pearson.

During the final phase of social development (Younger Roman Iron Age
and Older Germanic Iron Age, 200 to 600 A.D.) votive deposits become the
primary focus for wealth destruction. Less energy seems to have been
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expended on the provision of interment facilities for the dead. These changes
were interpreted as reflecting a period when initially wealth was distributed
more evenly. Funerary ritual was 'replaced’' by votive offerings reflecting the
renewed hierarchisation (ibid.: 86-8).

Pearson's conclusion is functionalist, reiterating his correlation between
religion and exercise of political authority;

"Comparison between the different archaeological contexts shows no
contradictions between the changing ritual representation of power and
its practical application. The basis for a process of accumulation, which
allows consumption to rise and inequalities to develop would seem to
have originated...[in] the Iron Age...However...prestige could only be
accumulated by acquiring symbolic capital (by giving away or
destroying commodities)...The ideological sanction for consumption
came...from the ritual gift-giving and sacrifice by the living to the
supernatural forces" (ibid.: 89).

As this makes clear, sociocultural behaviour is regarded as determined
(possibly in the last instance) by the economy. Consequently religion is viewed
as the ideological sanction for economic practices. Like the Binford-Saxe
approach, death ritual is seen as serving to define the roles performed by the
social actors. The old criticism of the Binford-Saxe approach, that it presented
death ritual as essentially functioning to remind the social actors of their scripts,
applies equally well to Pearson's study. The changing patterns observed in the
ritual contexts relate merely to changing ways of legitimating the
socioeconomic order, and thus its continued existence. 'Reality’ and ideology
are opposed. Periods characterised by differential burial treatments are viewed
as fairly accurate reflections of society, whilst periods of minimal differences in
disposal treatment are inverted to give the 'real' social situation of hierarchy.
Also, the elite is regarded as the initiators of changes in belief and practice, as
the agents of social reproduction. Further, Pearson's basic methodology for
recovering past social structure from funerary remains, is based on the Binford-
Saxe approach, with the distorting affects of ideology allowed for.

Another disappointing archaeological analysis of death ritual is found in
Shanks and Tilley's (1982: 129-54) study of five Neolithic tombs, three from
England (Fussell's Lodge, Lanhill, Luckington) and two from Sweden
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(Carlshogen, Ramshog). They focused on the spatial patterning of the human
bone remains, seeking to relate observed patterning to a symbolic code. This
approach is only applicable in contexts where the remains are disarticulated
(ibid.: 134-5). Analysis suggested that a meaningful selection of bone material
to be preserved was made either before or after interment (ibid.: 135-41).
Although the effects of differential preservation on observed bone differences
in relative bone frequencies was assessed and found not to be a factor (ibid.:
138-41), the affects of post-depositional disturbance at three of the tombs
(Lanhill, Luckington and Ramshog) was not assessed (ibid.: 135-7). Thus the
conclusions from these three tombs should be considered dubious.

At three of the tombs (Fussell's Lodge, Carlshogen and Ramshog) analysis
suggested there was a strong association between different piles of bones and
different combinations of body parts (ibid.: 143). All the tombs (except
Luckington where data were unavailable) exhibited differentiation between left
and right parts of the body. The English tombs showed a general bias towards
the selection of left limbs for interment (ibid.: 147 and Figures 9A and 9B
p.148). At Ramshog there are more right than left upper limbs, and more left
than right lower limbs. In contrast, Carlshogen exhibits the reverse of this
pattern (ibid.: 147 and Figures 9C and 9D p.148). This left/right distinction
cannot be accounted for by survival factors alone (ibid.: 147). These patterns
supposedly reflect;

"an assertion of the collective, denial of the individual and of differences
between individuals. The regrouping of the disarticulated remains
represent an assertion of the resonance between essentially discrete
individuals, and thus a denial of asymmetrical relationships in life" (ibid.:
150).

Here the reader experiences a feeling not unlike deja vu, since this
‘conclusion’ doubles as the introduction to the paper (ibid.: 129-35). The paper
starts with the premiss that burial practices may serve to mystify or obscure the
'real’ relations of power by disseminating an ideology which may symbolically
manipulate the human body as a metaphor of society. Subsequent analysis
suggests that such is the case, somewhat unsurprisingly.

Shanks and Tilley's theoretical stance precludes the possibility of
interpreting a set of mortuary data as revealing anything other than
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asymmetrical relations of power hierarchy, since they equate ideology with
false consciousness. Thus, the ideology structuring death ritual inverts the
social 'reality’ in death by proclaiming an egalitarian world where the
individual's bones became part of an undifferentiated pile, and where all have
access to burial (implicitly assumed by the authors else their assumptions about
the ritual's sociological efficacy is undermined). However, their claims are
undermined by the evidence from British Neolithic tombs in general where it is
evident that access to interment was restricted to a minority in society (Kinnes
1975: 25-6; Megaw and Simpson 1979: 117).

One can also fault Shanks and Tilley's claims as to the content of_the
ideological message transmitted. They regard the ritual as functioning to
transmit socially useful information (i.e. information useful to the elite) which
contributes to the maintenance of society (by securing the reproduction of elite
power). This suggests that all in society interpreted the symbolism of the death
ritual at these tombs in the same way, which is contrary to the conclusions of
Chapter Three which argued that symbols provoke a range of interpretations
rather than carry a single ‘'meaning’. For example, one alternative interpretation
of the beliefs structuring the tombs' ritual which this material evokes for me,
would be that the human body was divided into a hierarchy of constituent parts
representing the functionally different role of individuals in society. By
analogy with the functioning of the human body, these differing roles and
statuses are represented as necessary to the continued functioning of the social
formation. This at least takes into consideration the fact that only certain
individuals received interment. A related criticism is that it is believed that the
same ideological message was transmitted throughout the history of these tombs
(which have been divorced from their particular spatio-temporal contexts, thus
ignoring the possibility of regional variation).

The procedures used by Pearson, Shanks and Tilley to make their
inferences, differs not at all from that of the 1970's; these authors merely say a
bit more. In the 1970's the Binford-Saxe methodology and interpretive
framework, with its subsequent modifications, was used to make basic
statements about social structure; in the 1980's this framework has been used to
reconstruct past social structure (referring also to other data sets), and from this
evidence of social structure inferences concerning the belief-system are drawn.
These authors concur that ritual practices in general serve to disseminate an
ideology legitimating society's structural principles (Pearson 1982: 101; Shanks
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and Tilley 1982: 129). Such an ideology serves the interests of the dominant
social grouping in their attempts to maintain or enhance their power over other
segments of society (Pearson 1982: 101; Shanks and Tilley 1982: 130).
Ideology is thus necessary to maintain social equilibrium (Pearson 1982: 101).
Consequently ideology and ritual are attributed with an adaptive function, to
harmonise social interaction by misrepresenting or disguising asymmetrical
power relations, to prevent social disruption. Although the jargon is different,
the underlying ideas expressed by these authors are very similar to Drennan's
(1976) discussion of the role of ritual in 'sanctifying’ or legitimating the social
order.

Drennan's (1976: 345-68) theory of religion and ritual has been influential
in archaeology. In fact I would argue that many of the authors who regarded
burial practices as legitimating the social order have adopted Drennan's
position. If the jargon of neo-Marxism is swapped for that of cultural-ecology,
we find a near-identity in positions. Drennan's approach to religion is heavily
influenced by the work of Rappaport (1968; 1969: 181-201). In essence
Rappaport's cultural-ecology stance views religion and ritual as a
communication system concerning social and ecological variables and their
regulation. That is, religion serves to communicate information concerning the
status of the participants' stomachs. At its most extreme this leads to Hamer's
(1977: 117-35) claim that ritual functions to stop the rumbling of the ritual
celebrants' stomachs by providing a slap-up meal (either animal or human). 3

Drennan regarded the social system as functioning to regulate social,
economic and ecological variables via the medium of social ‘conventions'. For
the smooth operation of the social system it is necessary that these social
conventions are accepted by the social actors, who must pattern their behaviour
accordingly. New social conventions are created by changes in social
organisation and some mechanism is necessary to ensure that these new
conventions are accepted so as to prevent social disruption. One such
mechanism is religion/ideology (1976: 345-7).6

> Hamer (1977) argued that the Aztec complex of mass human sacrificial ritual, which
involved a degree of cannibalism, was a response to the nutritional deficiencies of their diet, in
particular that of the elite.

" 6 Note the similarity between this view and post-processual treatments where religion/ideology
is regarded as functioning to provide ideational 'glue’ for the social system.
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Following Rappaport the operation of religion is divided into three
mutually self-supporting categories; 'ultimate sacred propositions’, ritual, and
religious experience. Ultimate sacred propositions are a set of unverifiable
truths held by the faithful, or religious dogma. At a less sacred level dogma is
interpreted as a body of theology which, inter alia, directs the faithful to
perform rituals. A major function of ritual is to induce religious experience or
feeling as opposed to thought. The intensity of feeling engendered in religious
experience has the effect of supporting the dogma. Therefore there is a circular
sequence of the three aspects of religion. Religious dogma directs ritual
performance, which induces religious experience, which in turn supports the
dogma. Ritual is the point of articulation between religion and social process
(ibid.: 347 and Figure 11.8). This establishes a circular argument, since as
social change is legitimated by religion, changes in religion can be assumed to
indicate social change, and vice versa.

Drennan cites Durkheim's claim that one of religion's functions is to
produce a consensus of beliefs which integrate individuals into society (1926:
474-5) as one of the most direct manifestations of this articulation (Drennan
1976: 347). Hence, like Durkheim, Drennan sees religion, through the medium
of ritual, as effecting social solidarity (ibid.: 347-8). More complex is the
articulation between ritual and economy. Here Rappaport's work among the
Tsembaga Maring of Papua New Guinea (1968; 1969: 181-201) is cited where
it is claimed that the ritual cycle, inter alia, directly regulates the pig population
and the distribution of people over land (Drennan 1976: 348).

Perhaps the most significant feature of Drennan's formulation of religion
is his concept of 'rituals of sanctification’ which has pervaded the archaeological
literature in various guises. Rituals of sanctification secure the acceptance of
important social messages and/or conventions by imparting to them some of the
unquestionable nature of the religious dogma. The extent to which a message is
sanctified, and thus the degree to which it is unquestionably accepted as true,
determines the predictability of people's responses (their likeliness to do as
ordered). Messages likely to be sanctified are those functioning to evoke
responses which must be predictable to permit the smooth operation of society
(ibid.: 348).

Drennan's rituals of sanctification correspond to the legitimating aspects
of ritual practices described by Shanks and Tilley (1982: 130) whereby




67

presenting the present in terms of the past and referring to unquestionable
religious tenets, the social order's stability is maintained. Likely to receive
sanctification/legitimation are important social values, persons, institutions and
messages containing unverifiable information or requiring some special
competence for verification. One of the most important messages likely to
receive sanctification/legitimation are those concerning social conventions
dealing with economic matters, i.e., the relations of production and the
distribution of the products of the productive forces. Drennan's conservative,
functional bias is made explicit when he notes that such social conventions are
vital to society's orderly functioning (1976: 348).

Drennan applied his theory of religion to some of the social changes that
occurred before and during the Formative period in Mesoamerica. This period
is characterised by the shift from a migratory, hunter-gatherer economy to a
sedentary one where agriculture was more important, the development of
occupational specialisation, demographic growth and increased social
differentiation. Drennan argued that the transition to a sedentary lifestyle
would have resulted in the creation of new social conventions regulating
relationships between social groups and individuals, and the environment.
Among hunter-gatherers the potential for social disruption caused by the non-
acceptance of group decisions is 'defused’ by group fission. However, this is no
longer practicable for sedentary agricultural villages where decisions made by
the community or on its behalf must be accepted by all for the community's
continued survival. This need can be fulfilled by sanctification rituals (ibid.:
349-50).

Consequently Drennan anticipated that a concomitant of the establishment
of sedentary villages in the Tehuacan and Oaxaca valleys would be certain
changes in the religious system, particularly an increase in the frequency of
ritual performance. The limited evidence for ritual practice in the hunter-
gatherer era is largely funerary. He argued that such ad hoc rituals would have
been inadequate for the cyclical regulation of the succeeding sedentary village
communities (ibid.: 350);

Indicative of a qualitative and quantitative change in religious practices is
the appearance of figurines in large numbers after ca. 1500 B.C., around the
time of the establishment of sedentary villages in the valleys of Tehuacan and
Oaxaca. These figurines occur in deposits and sites of all kinds, suggesting the
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activity in which they were used was not infrequent and involved the entire
social group. These figurines are automatically assigned 'ritual’ status and thus
argued to indicate an increase in ritual activity. Also at this time permanent
ceremonial architecture seemingly emerges. Considered together these two
phenomena represent dramatic religious innovations compared to the preceding
hunter-gatherer era (ibid.: 352-5).

Drennan proceeds to argue that subsequent increases in social complexity
during the period ca. 1150-800 B.C. suggested an increased role for
sanctification rituals. This is argued (or rather asserted) to be indicated by the
elaboration of ritual structures (though how these are recognised
archaeologically is never addressed explicitly). = A number of large,
occasionally stone-faced, adobe platforms which supported massive structures
or temples are known from some Early and Middle Formative villages in the
Valley of Oaxaca. The recognition of these buildings as temples is based on
sixteenth century Spanish documentary sources (ibid.: 355-6).

Drennan suggested that as early as 1150-850 B.C. several regions in
Mesoamerica belonged to an exchange network involving ritual objects of
naturally exotic and modified objects. The ritual status of these objects is
validated by reference to post-conquest sources. For example, it is suggested
that Formative period shark's teeth and stingray spines were used in ritual
bloodletting since this was their function at the time of the Spanish conquest of
the Aztec and Maya. Again, the increased frequency of these exotica following
the establishment of sedentary villages, is linked to the increased need for
sanctification rituals (ibid.: 357).

Contemporaneously several regions within Mesoamerica started using a
set of certain shared symbols. Many of these symbols featured in the 'Olmec’
art style of 1150-850 B.C. which seemingly focuses on the Gulf Coast.
Drennan argued that the majority of the Olmec objects from the Valley of
Oaxaca were of ritual use, though again this is merely asserted. This apparent
regional similarity in religious symbolism is argued to be the product of the
need for increased sanctification rituals. This need could be 'efficiently’ met by
regions connecting their religious dogma to the religious system already
functioning in the Gulf Coast (ibid.: 358). This argument is surprising,
seemingly underpinned by the assumption that the peoples outside of the Gulf
Coast could not respond to the need for more religious symbols necessary to
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increase the number of sanctification rituals (obviously symbols were carefully
rationed, perhaps by a Formative I.M.F. for religious symbols) by inventing a
few of their own. Perhaps the Gulf Coast was the Formative Japan, mass-
producing religious symbols, undercutting local religious-symbol producers.
One can almost picture the waves of labour unrest and demands for protective
tariffs against unfair competition from the Olmec art style producers!

Drennan then examined the economic side-effects of ritual practice.
Whilst sanctification rituals effect social equilibrium, they impose considerable
demands on the economy in complex societies. Ritual artifacts must be
produced or acquired in quantity, specialist structures built and maintained, and
part- and/or full-time religious specialists supported, for the maintenance of the
over-all ritual system. This may create pressure on land at the village level.
The pressure for intensification and/or greater efficiency of production in turn
increases the flow of the kind of messages needing sanctification as well as
imposing greater pressure on the relations of production. In the absence of
some qualitative change in human motivation this may lead to a fatal spiral for
some technologically limited systems. This spiral can only be circumvented by
innovation either in the forces of production, or by changes that can guarantee
the requisite degree of social stability without increasing ritual expenditure. In
this latter context an alternative to ritual sanctification may be the application of
the coercive political power of the state (ibid.: 360).

Drennan's cultural-ecology perspective is to the fore again when he
examines the Gulf Coast during the Formative in the light of these
considerations. He suggested that there were two conflicting trends. Firstly,
more and more people were concentrated in the major Olmec centres, whilst
most of the hinterland villages on which these centres were dependent for
labour were subject to the centrifugal forces of tropical forest agriculture. The
demands of the ritual economy (labour for public constructions) may have
tended to concentrate people more heavily in the vicinity of the major centres.
This would have meant the control hierarchies would render themselves
increasingly incapable of '"regulating the very social, economic and
environmental variables in terms of which their function was defined" (ibid.:
361). Consequently exposure to environmental calamity would have rendered

the population periodically unable to support the entire ritual system (ibid.:
360-1).
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Drennan then examined the major Olmec centre of San Lorenzo. Here
there is an abrupt halt in the construction and apparent use of public
monuments, suggesting a collapse of the existing ritual system. He concluded
that the circular process of increased production requiring increased
sanctification rituals led to a maladaptive concentration of population near San
Lorenzo (or if one prefers a contradiction between the relations and forces of
production). The population's decreased resistance to environmental fluctuation
eventually led to a massive 'desanctification’ with the sudden end in the
manufacture of ritual artifacts and structures (ibid.: 362-4);

"the control hierarchy whose function was the regulation of social,
economic and, ecological variables malfunctioned to such an extent that
normal long-term environmental fluctuation set in motion a social
catastrophe” (ibid.: 364).

Several objections may be noted. Firstly, Drennan's systemic model of
society can be rejected. Society is not man's 'extra-somatic means of survival',
functioning to regulate social and environmental variables: it cannot
‘'malfunction’ like some machine. Secondly, conceiving religion as functioning
to legitimate or sanctify the social order is too limited and ignores its potentially
creative force. Drennan's work is primarily concerned with using the evidence
of religious behaviour to elucidate details of social organisation, particularly
how such behaviour functions in the maintenance of society. Thirdly, no
explicit methodology is elaborated for the recognition of ritual contexts. The
recognition of such contexts is in part intuitive, and in part based on the use of
much later documentary sources. The latter is an accepted practice among
archaeologists dealing with Mesoamerica (e.g. Flannery 1976; Marcus 1978)
but runs the risk of;

"interpretation...amount[ing] to no more than the projection backwards
in time of the customs and concepts which are documented...and hence
the ascription to the earlier non-literate society of [later] religious beliefs
and practices" (Renfrew 1985: 3).

Irrespective of whether Drennan's use of ethnohistoric sources to identify
ritual locales is warranted, this methodological strategy is not open to most
archaeologists. In the case of Mesoamerica, such a strategy seems not
unreasonable given that the architectural structures and material assemblages
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identified as ritual are both very similar to descriptions made after the Spanish
conquest of the region. Also, these structures and objects occur regularly from
the Preclassic onwards.

Drennan's conservative bias can clearly be accommodated within post-
processual approaches, where the rationale behind such legitimation is not to
effect symbiosis between the socioeconomic system and the natural
environment, but to allow the exploitative principles on which elite power
depends to continue, and hence maintain social equilibrium. It is this functional
conception of religion/ideology that links processual and post-processual
approaches to religion. It is therefore necessary to begin this critique with the
archaeological theory of ideology.

Archaeological conceptions of ideology owe much to the influence of
Althusser (e.g. Meltzer 1981: 114-16; Shanks and Tilley 1982; Pearson 1982;
Miller and Tilley 1984; Miller, Rowlands and Tilley 1989: 7-10). By adopting
Althusser's claims, post-processualism has established a continuity with
processualism's social theory. Although Althusser's work is inconsistent, at
times adopting a conception of ideology as false consciousness, whilst at others
seemingly breaking with such a conception, his work has consistently
emphasised that ideology's function is to secure social reproduction (Larrain
1979: 154-64). Althusser argued that in class societies the dominant social
grouping can only hold power and reproduce its dominant position through
ideological practice (Althusser 1971: 139 and 146). However, his theory of
ideology is not restricted to class society, for he also argues that ideology is an
‘'omni-historical reality' (ibid.: 151-2). Elsewhere he argues that ideology is a
feature of all human societies (1990: 22-31), thus "it might be said that men and
women are 'ideological animals™ (ibid.: 24-5). Ideology is seen as functioning
to relate individuals to the material conditions of their existence and the social
conditions which they are born into (ibid.: 25). Ultimately Althusser offers a
deterministic view of society since humans are regarded as the 'triger' or
supports of the economic system, occupying 'places’ and 'functions’ determined
for them by the relations of production (1970: 180). The ideological
representation of the world, necessary for social life, is seen as a kind of a
straitjacket which individuals are born wearing. The individual is not a free
agent, but a subject constituted by ideology (1971: 160-2);
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"men (plural), in the concrete sense, are necessarily subjects (plural) in
history, because they act in history as subjects (plural). But there is no
Subject (singular) of history...'men' are not 'the subjects' of history”
(1976: 94).

Similarly, individuals are not free agents because;

"They work in and through the determinations of the forms of historical
existence of the social relations of production and reproduction...These
agents can only be agents if they are subjects” (ibid.: 95).

As is evident, Althusser's view of ideology as a functional prerequisite for
the maintenance of society, and his view of individuals as passive, accords with
the systemic theory of society generally adopted by processualism. Post-
processualists by including the work of Althusser into their theory of religion
and ritual have, in effect, reproduced a functionalist model of society.

This Althusserian concept of ideology, as adopted in archaeology, has
been the subject of criticism by Hodder who argues that it has four main
failings. Firstly, the ideology is shared by all in society with the social actors
seemingly 'duped’, unable to penetrate ideological discourse to see their 'real’
conditions of existence. Secondly, ideology and social reality are opposed.
Consequently, the 'apparent’ social reality recorded in the archaeological record
is inverted to give the 'real' social reality. Marxism is argued to be the only
perspective from which the 'real’ social relations can be grasped. Thirdly,
insufficient attention is paid to historical context. @ The accounts of
religion/ideology found in the substantive studies of Drennan, Pearson and
Shanks and Tilley are depressingly similar. All rituals, irrespective of their
scale or type, play the same role in maintaining the social order. Fourthly, the
specificity of ideology is inadequately tackled. Since it is the function of
ideology which is of interest, the content of past belief is of little interest
(Hodder 1986: 64-9). In the diachronic studies discussed above, it is notable
that whilst the locales of ritual performance change, and the beliefs and
practices referred to change, their function remains the same. This is in
contrast to the minimalist perspective outlined in the preceding two chapters.
Minimalism is interested in the content of past belief insofar as belief shapes
social behaviour. Also, processual and post-processual accounts of ritual view
it as a passive force rather than potentially a creative one. That is, the potential




73

significance of ritual in social production is underestimated with ritual seen as
merely the context for social reproduction; i.e., merely legitimating a pre-
existing social order.

However, Hodder's critique does not go far enough. Archaeological
accounts of religion regard religion/ideology as serving either the interests of
the dominant social grouping, or the interests of society (viewed as some kind
of homeostatic device). Also, social groupings are sometimes seen as having
their own ideologically realised identity, a pattern of beliefs shaped by their
social position serving their interests. However, there is no reason to assume
that beliefs shaped by social position serve the interests of those who hold
them. Similarly there is no reason to assume that the dominant belief-system in
society serves the interests of the dominant social grouping (Elster 1982: 130-
4). Further, whilst many of the beliefs held by the subjects in a society may be
systematically useful to the elite, they cannot be explained by those benefits.
Rather, explanation of such beliefs must be sought in the benefits it brings to
the subjects. For example, citing Veyne's Le Pain et le Cirque, Elster notes
that the Romans tended to belief in the divinity of their rulers which is best
explained in terms of;

“the benefits it offered the subjects themselves, by offering them a
modicum of peace of mind...the belief in the divinity of the rulers
reduced dissonance by placing power out of reach for ordinary mortals"
(Elster 1985: 505)

This Intellectualist-like argument has the merit of explaining why people
may hold beliefs contrary to their 'objective’ interests. The kind of explanation
offered by archaeological treatments of religion/ideology depends on assuming
that people are too stupid to realise they are being ‘conned’. Also, the notion of
a scheming, Machiavellian elite is erroneous, for the ruling group frequently
entertains religious beliefs as well (ibid.: 505).

This can be most simply substantiated by consideration of the terminal
trajectories of Aztec and Inca empire-states (Conrad and Demarest 1984) which
provide good examples of how religious beliefs may be counter-productive to
the interests of a social elite. In both cases Aztec and Inca religions established
a contradiction between the forces of production and the material demands of
the ritual system. In the Aztec case, increasing quantities of material items and
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war prisoners for sacrifice were required to ensure the continuance of the
cosmos. In the Inca case, royal ancestor worship and split inheritance meant
that the deceased emperor's estates gained in life remained his property in
death, with the resources deriving therefrom used to supply his imperial cult.
The succeeding emperor could only acquire estates through imperial expansion.
In both cases the response to these demands was military expansion, yet
consolidation was the only way of securing the elite's position. In the case of
the Inca, certain of the elite recognised this when a reformist emperor came to
power. However, this resulted in a civil war between reformers and
traditionalists with the latter eventually gaining ascendancy (Conrad and
Demarest 1984 passim).

Neither archaeological conceptions of religion or ideology as serving the
interests of society, or those which suggest that it serves the interests of the
ruling group, can explain the 'failure’ of Aztec and Inca religions to maintain the
status quo. Both positions assume that 'maladaptive’ affects of religion will be
corrected by changes in the beliefs and practices. For processualism negative
feedback responses will generate correcting responses, whilst for post-
processualism the elite (the only non-stupid social actors) will monitor the
social situation, administering such changes as are necessary to maintain their
position. —

In effect both processual and post-processual approaches to
religion/ideology espouse similar models of society and its relationship to
religion, though both offer differing explanations of how social equilibrium is
effected. In processualism the systemic model of society regards equilibrium as
established through society's own efforts, whilst in post-processualism it is
effected through the ideological practices of the elite. Neo-Marxist versions of
post-processualism can be considered as functionalist since the status quo
favours the elite who thus have an interest in maintaining society. Put crudely,
in processualism social formations are maintained and reproduced by the efforts
of society itself, in post-processualism the elite function as the agents of social
maintenance and reproduction. The latter formulation, that society is
maintained and reproduced through the purposive behaviour of one segment of
society, sounds highly reminiscent of Service's (1971: 138-40) redistributive
chief.
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The continuing appeal of functionalist social models is somewhat
surprising’ since it has long been apparent that such models are based on an
inappropriate analogy for understanding human society (i.e. an analogy with the
functioning of a bounded organic entity is inappropriate to society which has no
easily recognisable boundaries and no life of its own). One of functionalism's
appeals, particularly by distinguishing between manifest (intended) and latent
(unintended) functions (consequences), was its demonstration of the rationality
of apparently irrational social behaviour (Giddens 1984: 12). However, the role
of functionalism in easing Western liberal consciences for their belief in the
irrationality of aspects of the behaviour of non-Western peoples, does not make
it a valid model for human society. Functionalism's attribution of rationality to
the social system is untenable since social reproduction is largely the
unintended consequences of the social actors’ purposive behaviour (ibid.: 294).
Similarly the concept of system need presumes the existence of 'wants' or
interests. Whilst an organism 'has an interest' in its continued existence social
systems do not. Whilst homeostatic processes may be observed in human
social life these are not the product of society's reflexive behaviour, but the
unintended consequences of the social actors (Giddens 1977: 110-11). Social
structure and social system exist only in so far as they are "constantly produced
and reproduced in human action" (ibid.: 114 and 118).

The most significant criticism of the above approaches is that it cannot be
assumed a priori that ritual disseminates an ideology legitimating the social
order. This assumes that rituals are created by the social system rather than
regarding the social system as the product of ritual (Bloch 1977: 286; Bloch and
Parry 1982: 6). This underestimates the potential creative force of ritual. In
Chapters Three and Four I have outlined the reasons why in particular
sociocultural contexts ritual is the locale of social production, with ritual being
used to create the social institutions structuring daily face-to-face interaction.
To a certain extent Pearson, Shanks and Tilley have been led astray by their
commitment to Giddens' (1984) theory of structuration, arguing that the social
system in so far as it exists is only reproduced through recurrent social
practices® (Pearson 1982: 100; Shanks and Tilley 1982: 129-30).

7 1 is particularly surprising to find functionalist models amongst post-processualism since all
its tendencies, including neo-Marxism, include at least a partial commitment to structuration or
practice theorists such as Giddens and/or Bourdieu.

8 However, in practice these authors conceptualise society as an array of functionally
differentiated statuses and roles whose continued existence is supported by ritual practice, i.e.,
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Methodological implications

In the above, little attention is paid to the task of distinguishing ritual from
non-ritual contexts in the archaeological record. Since I have argued that the
distinction between sacred and mundane space is contingent on the degree of
sociocultural differentiation within a society, and the degree to which ritual is
the locale of social production, then the ease or difficulty with which ritual
locales can be identified may be of some significance. One author who has
attempted to define rigorous criteria for distinguishing ritual from non-ritual
contexts is Levy (1979; 1981; 1982) in her analyses of Danish Bronze Age
hoards. She aimed to study Bronze Age Danish society as 'reflected' in the
evidence of hoards or deliberate depositions of metalwork in apparently non-
mundane contexts. During this period most bronze and gold was mainly used
in the form of non-utilitarian objects such as weapons and ornaments, and were
used in ritual activities in a way which removed them permanently from
circulation (1982: 1-2). (It is unclear here whether Levy is suggesting this may
have been a conscious motive for their deposition). These depositional
practices are attributed with a positive sociological function;

"these metal resources were mainly used in the socio-technic sphere,
mediating relations between individuals and groups” (ibid.: 1).

This suggests that humans are passive whilst their artifacts are actively
shaping human behaviour, and forewarns the reader to expect at some point in
the discussion the triumphal entry of the organisimic, self-regulating, self-
monitoring social system.

The Bronze Age (ca. 1800-500 B.C.) practice of making religious
offerings in the form of grave goods and hoards was expected to play an
important role in maintaining relations of inequal status in Danish society
where centralised institutions of coercion were lacking (ibid.: 2).

The focus of Levy's study were 342 hoards dating from periods II-VI of
the Danish Bronze Age (ca. 1450-500 B.C.) which have reliably recorded
contexts. The large number of single finds also datable to this period were

they believe that the roles and statuses produce the ritual practices, not vice versa as I have
argued.







