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Abstract

Religion, Archaeology, and Social Relations:
A Study of the Practice of Quakerism and Caribbean Slavery
in the Eighteenth-Century British Virgin Islands

By
John Martin Chenoweth
Doctor of Philosophy in Anthropology
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Laurie A. Wilkie, Chair

This dissertation considers the social construction and negotiation of religion in a particular place
and time: a small, relatively poor cotton plantation in the British Virgin Islands in the eighteenth
century. Due to a rich record of archival documents and historical writings, we know that
religion, race, class, and other forces of identification were at play on this site, but the specifics
of many of the players—their relationships and worldviews—do not survive in texts. To
reconstruct these, three seasons of archaeological work were initiated on the site, the home of the
Lettsom family and the enslaved people they held.

What makes this site unique to the region is the association with known members of the
Religious Society of Friends, better known as “Quakers.” The owners, Mary and Edward
Lettsom were members of a small group of Quakers which formed from the local planter
population about 1740, and both professed Quaker values for the rest of their lives. What
Quakerism “is” will be a topic of discussion for this work, but it has long been associated with
the abolition movement and known for embracing “equality” and “simplicity” in material things.
As such, both the presence of Quakers on a slave plantation, and the very ordinariness of their
material world is surprising. How can we see ephemeral religious ideas in material things? How
can it be at work in mass produced material goods, much like those found at any site of the
period? How can slave-owning Quakers seem like anything less than hypocrisy? In short, this
dissertation will argue that a wide variety of distinct practices work to construct the seemingly
coherent group which falls under the name “Quaker.”

At its most general, the purpose of this study is to explore the nature of religion, the groups of
people defined on a religious basis, and to chart its effects in their daily lives through their
material world. One beginning point to this inquiry is how archaeology has approached and can
approach religion. Chapter two begins this by summarizing some of the recent work on religion
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in archaeology, noting several themes which will reappear later in this work and discussing their
theoretical underpinnings, primarily in the work of Geertz, Turner, and Rappaport.

It will be suggested that practice theory, especially the work of Bourdieu, Giddens, Butler, and
Bell, can be useful in extending these discussions of archaeology and religion. Chapter three
examines these works and proposes a view of religion which may be useful for archaeological
analysis: combining considerations of social identity and practice theory to see religion as a
group of practice, contextual, constantly changing, and with many variations at one time. This
view better fits the evidence we have for what people actually did in their daily lives: creatively
interpreting their world and improvising responses that fit their needs, physical and
psychological, based on their knowledge of the context of their actions. This view of religion is
active and variable.

Archaeological understanding will be pursued here in a comparative frame, studying the
relationships between owner and enslaved, Quaker and non-Quaker, rich and poor. The long-
term contexts which inform these relationships are the subjects of chapters four, on Quakerism,
and five, on the history of the British Virgin Islands themselves. Quakerism has been the subject
of a great deal of historical research and a moderate amount of archaeological inquiry as well.
Chapter four provides a brief overview of the history of the group, its study archaeologically, and
draws out those elements of Quaker religious practice which will be the most important in
understanding the actions of those on the study site.

Chapter five introduces the unique history of the British Virgin Islands themselves and the
people who lived on the study site, on the island of Little Jost van Dyke: the Lettsoms, Mary (d.
ca. 1781) and Edward (d. 1758) and at least two sons, Edward (1744-after 1767) and John (1744-
1815). More numerous, however, were the African-descended enslaved people of Little Jost van
Dyke, of whom only their names—Rosett, Cudjoe, Myal, Nanny, Bentorah, Cassia, Cutto,
Toney, Tom, Damon, Tracy, Isabel and perhaps others—survive in the written record. The
Lettsoms, or at least Edward and Mary, converted to Quakerism about 1740 and this chapter also
tells the story of how the Quaker Meeting in the BVI formed.

Chapter six describes the study site as it appears today, and provides details of the methodology
and terminology employed in the archaeological work, and chapter seven details the results of
the archaeological excavations themselves. This latter includes a discussion of phasing and
dating for various parts of the site and its structures, and the methods used in their calculation.
Chapters eight and nine detail the objects recovered from these excavations: the artifacts such as
ceramic, glass, and metal in the former, and the ecofacts, primarily shell and bone, in the latter.

The discussion in chapter ten attempts to bring together all these bodies of information: a high-
scale view of Quaker ideals, a local context of the history of the BVI, and the individual
performance of Quakerism (and other influences) on the Lettsom site. The relationships of the
Lettsom family and their enslaved people, their non-Quaker neighbors and the entire Quaker
community are discussed in detail, referring frequently to the historical and archaeological
evidence detailed earlier in the work.



A concluding chapter eleven summarizes the specific conclusions of chapter ten in the context of
two central sets of questions which arise of any local context when considered through the
theoretical structure outlined in chapter three: 1) how do we see the Lettsoms and other BVI
Quakers creating a sense of Quaker identity? That is, what are the privileged differences (Bell)
drawn on this site and in this community between their actions and things and other peoples’
actions and things which may be seen as citing the chain of precedents (Butler) which binds them
to the worldwide Quaker community? And 2), in what ways does this process take place
differently here because of the peculiarities of local context? That is, how is the practical
creation of religion influenced by the context of daily life?

In proposing answers to these questions, the final chapter attempts to describe how the Quaker
religion took shape for the Lettsoms, in a context so very different from Quakerism’s usual home
in London or Philadelphia, and how it changed the lives of people in this place. Under a
practice-centered perspective, we can have no illusions of grand unified theories of human social
relations; this conclusion does not attempt to explain religion in every context. But neither does
it aspire to be an entirely particularistic study: the goal of this discussion is to show how
Quakerism was created and contested locally in one place and time, in all its complexities, and
allow these complexities to speak to those elsewhere. By combining archacology with the
historical context of the British Virgin Islands and that of the religion that at least some of the
inhabitants of this site professed, we can begin to tease out how they practiced their beliefs in
ways that are different from others, and gain some insight into how religion might be made and
remade elsewhere.
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1. Introduction

This dissertation considers the social construction and negotiation of religion in a particular place
and time: a small, relatively poor cotton plantation in the eighteenth-century British Virgin
Islands. Due to a rich record of archival documents and historical writings, we know that
religion, race, class, and other forces of identification were at play on this site, but the specifics
of many of the players—their relationships and worldviews—do not survive in texts. To
reconstruct these, three seasons of archaeological work were initiated on the site, the home of the
Lettsom family and the enslaved people they held. The material world of these inhabitants
included much that is found on other sites of this period: ceramics, animal bone, glass,
architecture, and mountains of seashell, all associated with the most mundane of moments from
their lives. But combined with the historical context of the British Virgin Islands and that of the
religion that at least some of them professed, we can begin to tease out how they practiced their
beliefs in ways that are different from others and gain some insight into how religion and
religious identity might be made.

What makes this site unique to the region is its association with known members of the Religious
Society of Friends, more often known as “Quakers.” The owners, Mary and Edward Lettsom,
were members of a small group or “Meeting” of Quakers which formed from the local planter
population about 1740, and both professed Quaker values for the rest of their lives, although
their association with the organized Meeting was not to last past Edward’s death in 1758. What
Quakerism “is” will be a topic of discussion for this work, but as a group it has long been
associated with the movement towards the abolition of the slave trade and slavery and with
“peculiar” material practices seen to define its membership as well as its ideals. As such, both
the presence of Quakers on a slave plantation, and the very ordinariness of the material world
revealed by archaeology is surprising. How can we see ephemeral religious ideas in material
things? How can it be at work in mass-produced material goods, much like those found at any
site of the period? Were the Lettsoms nicer to the enslaved people they held? How can slave-
owning Quakers seem anything less than hypocrisy? In short, this dissertation will argue that our
conceptions of religious groups are often too fixed and stable, and that in actuality a wide variety
of distinct practices work to construct the seemingly coherent group which falls under the name
“Quaker.”

At its most general, the purpose of this study is to explore the nature of religion and groups of
people defined on a religious basis, and to chart its effects in their daily lives. This project seeks
to understand the role of religion in the lives of a few specific past people, and along the way to
explore its relationship with social life in general. This exploration will adopt a practice-
centered model of social relations. Because of the emphasis on the “down-to-earth” practice of
individuals in local contexts inherent in this approach, archaeology will be suggested to have an
important role in this effort. Further, not only will we try to chart the effects of religion in past



peoples’ daily lives, it will be argued that the way religion is performed in these local, individual
moments is a fundamental part of what defines a religion.

This introductory chapter lays out the intentions of the following chapters and also attempts to
sketch the general outline of the arguments being made. Further explication of all arguments
will be made in the pages which follow.

Theoretical Structure

One beginning point to this inquiry is how archaeology has approached and can approach
religion in the past. Chapter two begins this process by summarizing some of the recent work on
religion in archaeology and its theoretical underpinnings. Four major, relatively loose
approaches encountered in the literature will be identified, along with a few of the studies which
have made use of each. These works are based on (or at least are compatible with) the theories
of three main authors, Geertz, Turner, and Rappaport, who are discussed as well. A number of
important themes reoccur in these studies and have been influential on this project, and these are
highlighted. Chapter three lays out the theoretical approach which will be used throughout the
study. It begins with a summary of practice theory and some of the work of those authors whose
ideas underpin the approach followed later: Bourdieu, Giddens, Butler, and Catherine Bell.

This study asserts that belief is worthy of inquiry in itself, as well as in its effects in such “down-
to-earth” areas as economics and adaptation. Though belief is still problematically ephemeral,
this study aims to come nearer the mark by exploring the relationships of those who are part of
the same belief group—members of the same religious identity—and trying to understand what
brings these groups together. This project aims to bring together the works summarized to this
point—those on the archaeology and anthropology of religion and on practice theory— and
expand on these through an examination of how groups are created and how those groups come
to have an influence on the lives of their members through considerations of social identity and
practice theory. This leads to a somewhat different conception of religion: as a group of practice,
constantly changing and with many variations at one time. This view, in turn, better fits the
evidence we have for what people actually did in their daily lives: they creatively interpreted
their world and improvised responses that fit their needs, physical and psychological, based on
the context of their actions. This view of religion is active and variable.

Through these works, a way of thinking about religion which can be applied to archaeological
work is suggested: a religion is seen a group of people engaged in drawing privileged
distinctions in ways of acting (following Bell’s “ritualization”) based on a particular set of
citational precedents, previous practices reinterpreted in present ones (borrowing elements from
the work of Judith Butler). This conception engages with archaeological work on identity,
understood as how groups are made socially, and, following practice theory, makes religious

action both contextual and fundamentally variable.

The contextuality of religion suggests that we must examine the way the group is made locally
and the “cross-cutting” influences on that local practice: other concerns such as class, economics,
and personal security. This has been the work of social identity studies in archaeology, and



suggests considering religion as religious identification. If religious practice in this process is
variable, the sense in which it is a unified, coherent phenomenon must come from the precedents
which members cite when performing (in Butler’s sense, i.e. creating) ritualization of actions, the
creation of ways of action differentiated from and seen as superior to usual ones. These previous
practices are scalar: some have larger scope in space and time and so intersect with daily practice
for more people over a longer span of time. These large-scope practices (for instance, written
works and their distribution and consumption) are seen as a major part of citational chains of
practice, providing stability to the process of identification and creating Butler’s “norms,” the
illusions of stability and fixity that call us to refer to “a religion” as much as “a gender” when
both are the result of practice. But these large-scope practices are also farther removed from
daily life, where identities like religion continually come to be (through practices at all scales). It
is analysis of this local scale where archaeology has its strength.

Archaeological understanding will be pursued here in a comparative frame. Understanding of
these processes—ritualization and religious identification at both large and local scales—must
begin with the context in which practical action is taken: it is only within this context that
ritualization makes sense, creating the sacred and secular through contrasts between ritual
actions and others. Large-scope practices, such as generalized but often-referenced tropes or
practices of reading and writing, provide the diachronic context for this examination, whereas a
consideration of the local-scale daily lives of people both inside and outside the religious group
of interest will provide the synchronic. Understanding the continual back-and-forth between
these data—between individual interpretations and large-scope ideals, between one group’s
ideals of ritualization and another’s, between religious priorities and other forces, etc.--iS the
understanding of religion.

The rest of the study puts these ideas into motion, exploring a particular context to draw out
examples of moments when certain parts of the lives of some people are given an “added
emphasis” (Richard Bradley’s (2003: 12) characterization of Bell’s “ritualization”) in a particular
way compared to others (in a synchronic context), where these differentiations in practice are
used to negotiate commonalities and differences between groups (religious identification), how
these moments in daily life spring from and yet are different than large-scope influences and
ideals for what should be emphasized and how (departures from and connections with a
diachronic context). Throughout, other cross-cutting identifications and practicalities of life will
be seen to influence this process, providing a window into how religion structures daily life and
is itself altered and reconstructed in the process. The goal in all these comparisons will be to
understand the process of creating a religion in a certain place and time; since religions are
created locally, this will be a contribution towards understanding this process generally, but
without a claim to represent all religions at all places and times.

Places and People

The goals of the theoretical thrust of this project will be played out in the relationships of a small
group of people in the overlap between two larger ones: those identifying as members of a
particular religious group, the Religious Society of Friends, better known as “Quakers,” and
those who live in a particular place and time, the British Virgin Islands of the northeast



Caribbean, in the middle of the eighteenth century (Figure 1.1). Quakerism has been the subject
of a great deal of historical research and a moderate amount of archaeological inquiry as well.
Chapter four provides a brief overview of the history of the group and its study archaeologically
and draws out those elements which will be the most important here as part of the large-scope
citational chains of practice which will influence the lives of all members.

The British Virgin Islands (BVI), still an overseas territory of Great Britain, are a collection of
small islands, centered on Tortola, about fifteen miles long, two miles wide, and with a
population today estimated at about 30,000. Collectively the sixty or so islands have an area
about the size of Washington, DC, and have long been a rather poor colony of the great empire,
never amassing much wealth from their haphazard settlement in the late seventeenth century
until the mid-twentieth century. This was primarily due to the land being poor for agriculture,
but recent decades have brought other opportunities for wealth, and today’s “BVIslanders” are
among the wealthiest in the Caribbean. The BVI’s fourth most populated island, Jost van Dyke,
and its current population of about 300, will play a major role in this study.

i United =
States The Bal
1e Bahamas g
The Island Caribbean
= ﬁ Based on data from the Pacific Disaster Center, N
- el x http:/ighin pde org. Used with Permission A
» l
- 0 80 160 320 480 640 ——
L \ Kilometers ‘
; Turks & Caicos
omy
Islands
B
il
-
- Virgin Islands
W= (‘avman
Islands ) ()/q\ Anguilla
- ‘[ St Martin
ﬁ . D"’ (:____.\l Barthelemy
Jamaica Puerto ol * 8 Barbuda
fiico St K Iu”& @ Antigua
Montserfat E.! o Guadeloupe
D Dominica
%"\I.u'mlhpu
0 St. Lucia
St \.m\;m 9 o
Aruba Bonaire & the Grenadines ’ Barbados
‘Q 5 Curacao
. 3. * Grenada
o
\u\\w_'-\
‘ﬂ]nmd.ul

Figure 1.1: The Virgin Islands in the Caribbean

The British Virgin Islands have great potential for archaeological work, possessing numerous
sites in what is at the moment relatively undisturbed condition. The historic low land values and
economic hardships of the Islands acted to keep the cores of sites undisturbed: it was easier to
build or farm elsewhere than to tear down old buildings, and the funds to repair ruins were not
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available. However, the recent influx of wealth over the last few decades has led to a country
with both infrastructure and the inclination to preserve, protect, and study at least some of these
sites. An early evaluation of the historic-period sites of the British Leeward Islands that
characterized the “land-antiquities of Tortola” as “a little disappointing” (Buisseret and Clark
1971) no longer seems warranted, and one of the goals of this project has been to prove this with
one site. Chapter five will briefly describe the history of the BVI as it is relevant here.

Chapter five also introduces the main characters of the study, the inhabitants of a tiny island,
some hundred and fifty acres in extent, known as Little Jost van Dyke, a few dozen meters across
a shallow sandy inlet from the currently-inhabited island of Jost van Dyke (Figure 1.2). This is
the location of the site. The recorded inhabitants of “Little Jost,” as it is usually referred to (also
abbreviated “LJvD” in this project’s catalogs), are the Lettsom family: Mary (d. ca. 1781) and
Edward (d. 1758) and at least two sons, Edward (1744-after 1767) and John (1744-1815).
However, more numerous were the African-descended enslaved people of Little Jost van Dyke,
of whom only their names—Rosett, Cudjoe, Myal, Nanny, Bentorah, Cassia, Cutto, Toney, Tom,
Damon, Tracy, Isabel and perhaps others—survive in the written record. The Lettsoms, or at
least Edward and Mary Lettsom, converted to Quakerism about 1740, and this chapter also tells
the story of how the Quaker Meeting on Tortola formed.

Handler and Lange note of Barbados (Handler and Lange 1978: 41) that most of the white
inhabitants were poor and landless, or at least did not own an entire plantation even in that major
colony. While more may have been landowners in the marginal BVI, it is certainly true that few
were wealthy. In addition to the other goals of this project, the study of the Lettsom family and
the other planters of the BVI offers a rare window onto the lives of less-wealthy whites and the
enslaved people of less-wealthy plantations, who made up a larger percentage of the population
of the Caribbean than their sometimes more-studied counterparts at major plantations.

The Archaeology

One of the goals of this project is, of course, to explore the study of religious groups through the
material culture of individual members, and to understand their relationships through the things
they left behind. As such, the majority of its pages are taken up with a discussion of the
archaeological study of Little Jost van Dyke which was conducted as part of this project from
2008 to 2010, primarily at the homes of the Lettsom family and the enslaved people they held.

Chapter six describes the site as it appears today and provides details of the methodology and
terminology employed, and chapter seven details the results of the archaeological excavations
themselves. This latter includes a discussion of phasing and dating for various parts of the site
and its structures, and the methods used in their calculation. Chapters eight and nine detail the
objects recovered from these excavations: the artifacts such as ceramic, glass, and metal in the
former, and the ecofacts, primarily shell and bone, in the latter.

The discussion in chapter ten attempts to bring together all these bodies of information: a high-
scale view of Quaker ideals, a local context of the history of the BVI, and the individual
performance of Quakerism (and other influences) on the Lettsom site. I will apologize for the



apparent effort to separate data and interpretation implied in this structure, a well-known
archaeological impossibility (Hodder 1997), with the promise that the latter will be tied directly
to the former at many points. The “theory-ladeness” of the data is also considered during the
discussions in chapters seven through nine, which make efforts to include counter-interpretations
and justifications for the interpretations chosen here. These sections also attempt to address
difficulties with some aspects of interpretation particular to this project (for instance, the use of
sherds rather than vessel counts) and those plaguing the entire field of historical archaeology as
well (such as difficulties with statistical dating methods).

The British Virgin Islands

Based on data from the Pacific Disaster Center, N
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025 5 10 15 20 “L
Kilometers ‘

Great

Camanoe
. »
Little Jost Guana e

van Dyke A=—Scrub

Great Tobag
3 6—{:5}: Tortola Beet
o Jostvan e Garden Enl® Fat Hog's

. [ AN [sland
Little Tobago Dvke R;,,_;._!_U\jh Bay

Town Coope
Great Thatch Pizsr q Ginger
(=%

o

%II]MH

Figure 1.2: The British Virgin Islands and Little Jost van Dyke

Regardless, the arguments being drawn from the evidence here are somewhat split between an
argument for what was found and what it suggests about past life and practice (chapters seven
through nine) and arguments for what past practice, so pictured, means about identity,
ritualization, religion and race, and social life in the BVI Quaker community and in general
(chapter ten and the conclusion). I hope that this will allow for the sometimes rather long chains
of argument and evidence to be presented coherently while still addressing the necessary but less
anthropologically-interesting issues of mean ceramic dates and how many of what species of
shellfish were recovered where. In turn, I hope this will make the conclusions drawn here both
robust and interesting beyond the relatively small cadre of Caribbean historical archaeologists.
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Goals

Above I wrote that the understanding of religion is the understanding of a continual back-and-
forth between individual interpretations and large-scope ideals, between one group’s ideals of
ritualization and another’s, and between religious priorities and other forces. This study is not
about—or at least not just about—Ilocating differences in a local context that can be argued to be
the result of Quaker influence. The way of thinking about religions suggested here does not
really support such a simplistic, unidirectional “influence” anyway. The goal here is not only to
observe the ramifications of conversion to Quakerism for these people, spreading out into non-
religious parts of social life like ripples in water.

The argument here is that these influences bounce back and forth, interact with, shape, and are
shaped by religious and other forces rather more like echoes: the final shape of the sound heard
by a listener is conditioned by all the waves as they are heard simultaneously, both directly and
as they bounce back. Following these various, sometimes contradictory threads leads one to the
(apparently monolithic but actually quite contested) final shape of a religious group. If religion
is problematized in this way, we will have little appeal to an essential “Quakerism” with which
to label observed practices or objects. While the effect of this larger force is visible in
differences of practice in a local context, we must remember that that force itself is not a reified
thing, but the “provisional product of a constant uproar made by the millions of contradictory
voices about what a group is”(Latour 2005: 31). Here we will seek those voices in material
culture as much as elsewhere.

This study explores both the influence of these forces and how they are constantly restructured as
they are built through performance. Throughout, it maintains the sometimes contradictory aims
of underlining both the power of belief in the social field (as a binder and differentiator) and its
mutability over space and time. This contradiction is inherent in practice theory, which as seen
here stresses both social reality’s power and its constructed-ness and reflexivity—being a
product of the very practices it engenders. Such an exploration will be hard pressed to end on
concrete conclusions about the “nature” of religion or to create generalizations easily applicable
to other contexts. Its conclusions will be about individuals and small groups—Edward and Mary
Lettsom, the enslaved people of Little Jost van Dyke, Dorcas and John Pickering, Mary and
Samuel Nottingham—but by exploring this specific context it also hopes to speak to the extent to
which this pattern may apply elsewhere.

A final goal of the work is to maintain respect for those who it enmeshes in its story: the past
people it considers and their descendant stakeholders, however defined. This study is a product
of its own time as much as these people’s actions were a product of theirs. As such, I cannot but
criticize slavery and those who maintained it, but this must be balanced with an honest effort to
understand the lives of the slaveholders as much as the enslaved people. This does not excuse,
but it tries to learn and it provides all parties with the benefit of the doubt. The temptation to
simply accuse Quaker slaveholders of hypocrisy and an injustice even greater (if that were
possible) than non-Quaker slaveholders will be resisted as much as possible. Instead, I will hope
to learn how those people might have honestly not seen themselves as hypocrites. And while an



aim of the study is to understand religion through an analysis of Quakerism, this same goal of
respect guides me to do as much as possible to also tell the story of the enslaved people of this
place, every bit as much a part of this story of a religion, but also acting as leads in their own

tale.



2. Archaeology and Religion

Religion is a major part of social life, and a primary topic for anthropological work, yet it has
had a controversial place in anthropological archacology. Archaeological efforts to consider
religion are usually traced back to Christopher Hawkes’ (1954) pronouncement that religion or
ideology is the most difficult part of social life to access archaeologically. Following from this is
the general question of what can archaeology say about religion, or, as alternately taken, what
can we say about a people by studying their religion archaeologically. Responses have varied
from the highly pessimistic to the overly ambitious. This issue has guided a number of
discussions of what defines or marks sites or objects as “religious,” and how archaeologists can
determine this. The issue of what archaeologists can hope to accomplish in this work is closely
connected to the theoretical understanding of religion and goals for an anthropological analysis
of religion, and so the work of theorists of religion—notably Geertz, Turner, and Rappaport who
are most frequently cited by archaeologists—is highly relevant. Framing this discussing is a
general debate in social theory taking place since the 1960s: the consideration of the role of the
symbolic in anthropological analysis. As outlined by Ortner (1984), this debate roughly follows
the work of Geertz and Turner, and their focus on the interpretation of symbols on the one hand
and the effects of their deployment in a social field on the other.

This chapter will outline the opinions of several authors, including Hawkes, about what
archaeology can hope to learn about past religion and what methods are best employed to do so,
as well as discussing the theories applied. Several important themes in this work will be drawn
out in the second half of the chapter, as these will be influential on this project’s approach,
described in greater detail in chapter three.

Hawkes, Childe, and their Legacy

Any review of religion and archaeology almost inevitably begins with the statement of
Christopher Hawkes that the ideological realm, the religious included, is the most difficult aspect
of past human life to approach (Hawkes 1954). Often referred to as “Hawkes Ladder,” although
he never uses the phrase in the article usually cited, it is a pessimistic statement that the more
“specifically human” aspects of human life are the most difficult to approach archaeologically,
while those more physical, more “animal,” are the easiest. Thus the physical “techniques”
producing archaeological phenomena may be “relatively easy” to see and understand, while the
economic and socio-political are progressively more difficult, and the “religious institutions and
spiritual life” of a past people, often summed up by later writers as the “ideological,” are most
difficult of all. These ideas are actually echoes of even more pointed sentiments by V. Gordon
Childe (1951: 54-55) a few years earlier, when he went to far as to say that religious belief is
“irretrievably lost.”



The closer the existence of historic documents, Hawkes suggests, the more can be said about
these issues, but without these, he fears that there will be “very many abstract signs whose
meaning most often is just unknowable” (Hawkes 1954: 162). Archaeology’s strength, where it
is “most anthropological” he argues, then, is at the historic end of the time spectrum, and any
progress in understanding the more distant and difficult aspects of the past should come from
working backwards from the known (Hawkes 1954: 168).

Hawkes’ legacy may be as much unconscious as actively cited. Veit and colleagues, in a recent
introduction to a journal volume dedicated to the historical archaeology of religious sites, suggest
that little attention has been focused on these sites in part because of a feeling that they produce
few artifacts but have a substantial written record and thus “all possible information...is already
known” (Veit, et al. 2009: 3-4). Although not expressly discussing Hawkes, these authors have
noted how many of his themes and assumptions are present in archaeological work on religion
today. Their excellent assessment of religion in historical archaeology notes the feelings in the
field that the ideological is non-physical and thus not accessible archaeologically, and that
writing and not material culture is the best window into the religious. They further argue that an
anti-ideology bent has been part of archaeological work since processualist days.

While initially optimistic that “ideological sub-systems” were accessible through the
“ideotechnic” and through “those material items which functioned together with...more
behavioral elements” (Binford 1962: 218-219), little of the work of the “New Archaeology” ever
focused on the ideological or religious (Trigger 1989: 392). Some have gone so far as to declare
that processual archaeologists condemned all study of belief as “paleo-psychology” and “held the
mind to be unreconstructable” (Leone 1982: 743). Indeed, Binford’s critique of the “normative”
approach to culture seems especially applicable to some efforts at studying religion
archaeologically: “The archaeologist’s task then lies in abstracting from cultural products
[material culture] the normative concepts extant in the minds of men now dead” (Binford 1965:
203). If culture was adaptive, belief was epiphenomenal.

As outlined by Leone, the return to religion as a serious topic of inquiry came through
structuralist ideas that all objects were shaped by the same grammar, and therefore revealed
elements of that underlying structure (Leone 1982). This applies as well to religious beliefs and
their related material culture as to stone tools. The work of Marxists on “ideology” is another
avenue where Hawkes’ and the processualists’ pessimism was confronted, and post-
processualists continued this push in a variety of ways. The next section of this chapter deals
with these efforts, focusing primarily on the more recent works.

Archaeological Approaches to Religion

Several authors have recently cogently argued that the omission of religion in archaeological
studies makes it impossible to accurately present a picture of past life (Insoll 2004: 194; Wilkins
1996: 4). For instance, Insoll argues that much archaeology has focused on ethnic and gendered
identities at the expense of the religious, clearly a major structuring principle in some areas.
Insoll comments on how the “prevailing discourse” (the political hegemony in place) will often
control this process. That is, political powers can dictate the “correct” emphasis on different
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parts of social life: in Saudi Arabia, where Insoll’s comments are focused, the critical dimension
is religion, not ethnicity or another social grouping, making its consideration vital for
understanding that society, past or present. Similarly, McNiven and Feldman, in considering the
ritual aspects of economic strategies, solidly critique the neglect of religious worldviews in
studies of subsistence (McNiven and Feldman 2003: 169-71).

Since Hawkes, archaeologists have engaged with religion in a number of ways, using different
theoretical foundations and with different goals in mind. This section summarizes four major,
loose groupings of approaches observed during a literature review and mentions a few of the
studies which employ them. Another group of studies, those explicitly employing practice
theory, are discussed in the next chapter after a summary of that body of work.

It should be made clear that few, if any of these authors intend to propose a generalized method
for the study of religion. Rather, each engages with the materials at hand in these studies to
reach the conclusions which work best for that context. By grouping them as I have, I do not
mean to suggest here that these works necessarily attempt to do more than this, for instance
proposing a general theory of religion. Rather, I cite them as examples of different attempts to
engage with an archaeology of religion.

Descriptions of Behavior

One group of approaches attempts to reconstruct the behaviors of past religions, the actions taken
and sometimes their material consequences, without reference to spiritual consequences or
belief. While not usually cited as such, this approach is reminiscent of the work of behavioral
archaeologists (Reid, et al. 1975; Schiffer 2004). Rather than attempting to identify the original
meanings, they seek to reconstruct the forms that once contained these: the paths of processions,
the practices which took place in rites and their order, the changing forms of iconography, etc.

In this way, they aim to provide a play-by-play account of specific past religious rituals to at
least provide a firm ground for further speculation, or because they believe it to be as far as one
can go in analysis of these actions.

The logic here is much like Hawkes: Bookitis suggests that with texts the study of religious
practices is relatively straightforward, but without, “we may not be able to put together a
comprehensive picture of that cult but may have to give more emphasis to details of ritual”
(Bookidis 1987: 480). That is, while she can discuss what was sacrificed and how, she cannot
identify “the actual divinity to whom these sacrifices were made” (Bookidis 1987: 481).
Examples of studies which uncover these details of religious practice include the work of
McKinley(1994), whose careful examination of English cremation burials suggested that the
fragmentation observed was more likely the result of modern recovery procedures than past
intentional ritual fragmentation, and Tiesler and Cucina (2006: 505), who combine taphonomic
and osteological data to argue that classic-period Maya skeletons may underdocument the
practice of perimortem heart extraction associated with sacrifice, suggesting that this practice
was a more common part of rituals that often thought.
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While still avoiding (in fact, critiquing the possibility of considering) belief, others have sought
to delve deeper into the workings of past religion, considering the potential effects of religious
practice on participants and what this can tell us about the scope or intent of those ceremonies.
Jerry Moore suggests that we can consider how religious spaces present meaning (Moore 1996).
He considers the settings for ritual practice, specifically Andean plazas, arguing that smaller
plazas of Tiwanaku can act as a “relatively private interior space” facilitating the communication
of “highly detailed information over small distances” and including paralinguistic elements such
as facial expression (Moore 1996: 797-8). In contrast, Inka plazas indicate a role for larger
groups, and ethnohistoric evidence for themes of the “unification of distinct elements” (Moore
1996: 798). Through this study of proxemics, he is able to define the scope of the ritual in each
setting, speaking to the type of positional meanings (as defined by Turner, see below) which
might have been communicated there.

Perhaps most famous of these approaches, and one of the few to operate explicitly under a
behaviorist frame, is the work of William Walker. Explicitly following Schiffer and critiquing
efforts to “decode” belief, Walker advocates attention to ritual actions themselves, approaching
them “like all human activities, [involving] the acquisition, use, control, and discard of artifacts”
(Walker 1995: 71). Religion is seen as “extrasocial” relationships, and ritual is defined as
behaviors which arise from these relations, so that religion is approached as material actions. He
considers how behaviors might be recognized as ritual, rather than having other causes, in the
specific case of funerary house burnings in the American Southwest and the end of occupation at
Casas Grande, using stratigraphic patterns in a manner reminiscent of Richards and Thomas’
(1984) concept of structured deposition, which Walker cites. This is perhaps the most elegant
and complex of the behaviorally-inspired studies of religion, having at its goal a description of
the “prehistoric logic(s)” of the actions (Walker 2002: 173).

Definitions and Signatures of the Religious

A number of archaeologists have proposed definitions for religious spaces and material objects,
ways of recognizing them in the archaeological record, and ways of dividing these from the non-
religious. Perhaps the most frequently cited of these is that of Colin Renfrew (1994).
Archaeologically our entry into religion, he argues, is through specialized places, specialized
ritual things, and iconic representations. He writes, "it is usually through the investment of effort
into the construction of special places (whose remains may be preserved), through the use of
special equipment (which may also be preserved), in the development of iconic representations
for use in such places, and in some cases through the depiction of such rituals, that we have our
principle insights into past religions" as archaeologists (Renfrew 1994: 49). He lists several
additional factors which may often be at work in these contexts, including themes of cleanliness,
attention focusing devices, the repetition of symbols, a tension between extravagant display and
hidden mysteries, offerings and expense.

A number of other authors have offered other formulations, often complementary to Renfrew’s.
Classicist Ruth Whitehouse has suggested that ritual objects can be seen to be those “valued
primarily for their symbolic content and not their utilitarian function” (Whitehouse 1996: 28).
She divides these into six categories and discusses how each might be discernable
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archaeologically. Within specific contexts, a number of writers have also pointed to
characteristics which are associated with ritual. Christopher Smith points to miniature-scale
items and “unusual” or unique aspects of material culture as being potentially religious, as well
as determining religious association based on artifacts being found in locations defined as
“ritual” through texts (Smith 1996). For Silverman, ritual sites are suggested to be those
characterized by the presence of “ritual paraphernalia” and by a “paucity of quotidian artifacts,
and a lack of associated domestic architecture” or “ceremonial rather than domestic architecture’
(Silverman 1994: 6, 8). Oates, in an early article, suggests that the identification of religious
places is usually centered on their being “unusual or apparently non-secular” (Oates 1978: 117).
Oates (1978: 118) and a number of other writers have suggested that burial contexts are
generally always religious, at least in some sense (Crawford 2004). (However, this latter point
was disputed by Ucko (1969: 264) some years earlier).

2

In summary, religion is often defined in these works in opposition to the secular, the utilitarian,
the simple, and that which otherwise has a straightforward explanation for its location, use, or
production. The exceptional is seen as ritual while what is seen as mundane (either in the sense
of frequently encountered by the archaeologist or the sense of what was created and used in
frequent, daily tasks in the past) is seen as secular.

Geertz and The Reconstruction of Symbolic Meaning

As outlined by Ortner, the major theoretical move of Clifford Geertz was to suggest that, in
contrast to the structural-functionalists of the previous generation, culture was “not something
locked inside people's heads, but rather is embodied in public symbols, symbols through which
the members of a society communicate their worldview” (Ortner 1984: 129). Thus the abstract
“culture” becomes a series of relatively concrete communications, and the language of that
communication was seen by Geertz to be symbols. Or rather, the process of producing and
receiving these communications, participation in a symbolic system, is seen to have an effect on
people: the goal of analysis for Geertz and his followers is to understand “how symbols shape the
ways social actors see, feel, and think about the world, or, in other words, how symbols operate
as vehicles of ‘culture’” (Ortner 1984: 129).

Geertz defines symbols as "tangible formations for notions," inherently public “vehicles” for
conceptions (Geertz 1973: 91) which shape the world and actions of those who participate in the
symbolic system (those who communicate in the particular cultural “language” of a particular
religion). Because symbols communicate culture in order to perpetuate it in members of a group,
outsiders can gain access to the emic perspective, provided it is teased out by careful analysis
and through Geertz’s idea of “thick description.” Thus, the proper goal, or at least starting place
of anthropological work is to describe and then interpret the meanings of particular symbols—
almost “decoding” them.

Geertz’s consideration of religion was, of course, more complex, and extended far beyond the
identification of symbols. His often cited definition of “religion” is "(1) a system of symbols
which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations by men
by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions
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with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic"
(Geertz 1973: 90). These functions serve a societal need by synthesizing a people's ethos (the
tone, character, quality of life, moral and aesthetic style and mood) with their worldview (picture
they have of the way things are, comprehensive ideas of order). Thus culture is not a series of
rituals or methods of adapting or any other practice, as functionalists and earlier thinkers had
assumed, but the way all of these are undertaken. Religion serves as a means through which
ethos is made "intellectually reasonable by being shown to represent a way of life ideally adapted
to the actual state of affairs the worldview describes, while the worldview is rendered

emotionally convincing by being presented as an image of an actual state of affairs" (Geertz
1973: 89-90).

Though clearly a complex formulation, one part Geertz’s understanding of religion has been
particularly influential in archaeological works on religion: the definition of religion as a system
of symbols. (It should be noted that not all of these works cite Geertz directly; I am suggesting
only that they are all compatible with his theories.) If religion is a system of symbols, then we
can look at archaeological materials as encoding meaning, and our job as archaeologists is to
reconstruct those meanings. While not the only goal of the following works, this is taken by
some to be a vital first step to any deeper analysis. These works employ three major approaches
to this process, and it should not be surprising that these approaches mirror the approaches to
analogical reasoning distinguished in many aspects of archaeological interpretation: (i) the direct
historical, usually accessed here through texts, (ii) the specific comparative, which employs
ethnographic considerations of modern populations, and (iii) general comparative (something
akin to experimental archaeology) which uses human or physical universals (or sometimes just
“common sense”) as the basis for its major conclusions. (These terms are used here in the senses
discussed by Gordon Willey(1977)).

The first mode of making connections between meanings and archaeological finds is the textual,
where texts by or about the past cultural group are mined for explicit statements of meanings for
symbols or overarching meanings or themes of which symbols encountered archaeologically are
taken to be an instance. This is what Hawkes seems to be considering in his discussion of the
proto-, para-, and tele-historic contexts: the interpretation of the ideological is seen as easier the
closer a context is to written texts because of the clues to past meanings of artifacts or practices
contained in them (Hawkes 1954). For instance, Flannery (1976: 337, 341) suggests some
potential specific meanings or uses for the ritual objects he encounters, using ethnohistoric
descriptions of dances and bloodletting rituals, and Parkington and Manhire attempt to interpret
the meaning of iconographic representations, cave paintings from the Cape of Good Hope, South
Africa, and use ethnohistoric data to conclude, for example, that cloaked figures represent
initiated adult males (Parkington and Manhire 1997: 303). Though obviously without any of
Geertz’s formalized conceptions of religion, this is also the approach taken by many early
archaeologies of religion, such as those focused on Egypt or the Classical world (Joyce 2001:
13372).

The second method of supplying meanings to archaeologically-observed ritual or religious
symbols is the ethnographic, where meanings are supplied by analogy with modern populations
in a specific comparative frame. Despite generally feeling that “true meaning of ... symbolism
lies beyond the perceptions of prehistoric archaeology,” Joan Oates (1978), in an early article,
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makes use of ethnographic parallels to at least suggest what practices she identifies
archaeologically may be ritually-motivated. She writes, “Ethnographic parallels suggest a
variety of possible reasons for the breaking of objects as a funerary rite, from the releasing of the
spirit of the object to accompany the deceased to ritual toasts, the prevention of quarrels among
surviving relatives, or the destruction of the enemies of the deceased” (Oates 1978: 120).
Peatfield defines peak sanctuary sites on Crete in part based on topography and establishes their
ritual nature by the presence of small clay human or animal figures interpreted as “votive
offerings,” but the definition of sites as ritual is also linked to modern ethnographic observations
of the inaccessible chapels dedicated to the Prophet Elijiah (Peatfield 1992: 79) and the meanings
of the figures are interpreted through ethnographic observations of modern Greek Orthodox
church offerings called “tamata” (Peatfield 1992: 61).

Some works operating in this mode also have other interpretive concerns, which expand their
conclusions beyond the meanings to be assigned to particular objects. Ucko makes an early
argument for interpretation via ethnographic analogy. He seems to prefer direct historical
analogy or texts where possible, but suggests that we can resort to ethnographic analogy without
these (Ucko 1969: 263). He discusses ethnographic data on burial primarily to provide
“spoilers”: warnings that the assumptions of many archaeologists (for instance, that all burial is
related to religious belief, or that burial richness is related to earthly wealth) do no hold even
across the present, and therefore cannot be assumed in the past. Thus, ethnographic evidence is
to be used not for specific interpretations, but as a general method to aid the archaeological
imagination, to keep archaeological data from being “swamped by unitary and all-embracing
explanations” and to “widen the horizons of the interpreter” (Ucko 1969: 262).

The third mode of connecting symbols and meanings is based on ideas, connections, or
experiences that are assumed to have been unchanging over time. Thus, the researcher can, with
a reasonable degree of confidence, feel that she or he knows what past peoples would have
thought or experienced in certain ritual contexts. Some of these works base their conclusions
iconic similarity that would have been available in the past, such as between animals and shapes
in the landscape (Barnes and Dashun 1996), while others source their findings in the human
physiology. For instance, in analyzing the meaning and place of the spondylus shell in many
New World societies, Glowacki turns to the physical effects of eating the meat of the animal,
suggesting its sometimes-toxic, psychedelic properties might have caused it to be used in
shamanistic mind-altering rituals (Glowacki 2005: 261). Thus, the physical effects of eating the
meat are used to suggest why the shell seems to have taken on an important ritual place in many
societies.

Of necessity, some of these efforts to understand the meanings of past religious practices and
symbols are more generalized than others. Lewis-Williams explores how material remains can
be seen to be “material expressions of a mythic world” (Lewis-Williams 2004: 29), and analyzes
structures and space at the site of Catalhdyiik in modern Turkey in an effort to “understand the
way in which the people of Catalhdylik conceptualized the structures and the experiences that
they [the structures] informed” (Lewis-Williams 2004: 33). She notes a general
ethnographically-documented theme of a “tiered Cosmology” of underworld, sky/overworld, and
an intermediate world of daily human life, and bases this in fundamental “neuropsychological”
structures (Lewis-Williams 2004: 30). She suggests that the built environment at Catalhoytik is
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“implicated in attempts to define and, at the same time, manipulate both a tiered cosmos and
social relations” (Lewis-Williams 2004: 32).

Religion in Social Negotiation and as a Lens: Turner and Rappaport

Another group of authors take on a fundamentally different goal for an archaeology of religion,
considering what can be learned about past societies through the study of religion, sometimes by
considering the complex relations between religion and other fields, and sometimes by using
religion primarily as a “lens” through which other aspects of social life can be illuminated.
Though, as above in the case of Geertz, sometimes without explicit citation, this goal is
suggested here to follow from or be compatible with the work of Victor Turner and Roy
Rappaport. The somewhat unusual grouping of Turner and Rappaport is justified based on their
shared concern not with the interpretation of the meanings of symbols but on the effect of
religious symbols’ deployment in the social field, although they mean this in different ways.

Ucko (1969: 268) is surely right that the complexity of understanding the “significance” of some
artifacts has led archaeologists to address issues of wealth or poverty instead, something which
seems easier to assess (although see Parker Pearson 1982). Some of the works in this section do
seem to suggest that the work described in the last section is a “dead end” and religion can only
be a window into something else. These tend to more strictly follow the work of Rappaport and
at least functional, if not fully cultural-ecological understandings about the role of religion.
Meaning is not as relevant in this discussion, and like Rappaport the goal is understanding
“particular bits of particular cultures in terms of the adaptive or system-maintaining functions of
those bits” (Ortner 1984: 133) or, in a less Rappaporite vein, how religious symbols affected
social change in non-religious parts of culture.

Others embrace a greater degree of complexity, combining both symbolic meanings and effect
(or different kinds of “meaning,” to use Turner’s construction, see below) to provide a more
holistic picture of a society, its religion, and other aspects as well. These more closely follow
Turner’s ideas. Nonetheless, in considering past work on the archaeology of religions which
explicitly or tacitly seems to fall under this program, it proved impossible to clearly separate the
influences of these two writers. This is why the two authors, usually considered so separately,
are here placed under the same heading.

Rappaport and Understanding Adaptive “Bits”

In his major essay on the topic, “The Obvious Aspects of Ritual,” Rappaport (1979) is concerned
not with the “meanings” encoded in material forms or practices, but on the results of religious
practice: what their doing does, usually unconsciously or at least not intentionally, for the
persons or groups which engage in them. That is, he focuses on the structure of rituals rather
than the referents of the symbols of which they are made, on what the taking part accomplishes
for the society (what Turner would call the “operational meaning”) rather participants’ own
reasons or understandings (what Turner would call “exegetic meanings”). Rappaport emphasizes
the formality and repetitive nature of ritual, defining it as the “performance of more or less
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invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances not encoded by the performers” (Rappaport
1979: 175).

For Rappaport, rituals are seen as essentially communicative, and they communicate two classes
of messages: “indexical ones” which through their performance both relate and create
information about the current social status of participants (such as expressions of submission and
dominance) and “canonical” ones which are inherently enduring, cross-temporal and symbolic
(Rappaport 1979: 179). These latter as most akin to Turner’s exegetic meanings or Geertz’s
notion of meaning: stories, myths, etc. The two types of communication are interwoven and
dependant: the indexical avoids the possibility of lies (a show of submission cannot be faked,
since the show creates the submission), the canonical extends beyond the here-and-now of ritual
performance (Rappaport 1979: 182).

In this way, rituals clarify social and philosophical gray areas: the potentially vague
(“analogical”), continuous social facts such as status are represented “digitally” and metrically.
Ritual can “impose unambiguous distinctions on ambiguous differences” (Rappaport 1979: 186)
such as that of war and peace or childhood and adulthood. The clear division of childhood and
adulthood in puberty rites helps bring accord to individual psychology and social responsibilities
and serves ultimately to preserve the culturally-adaptive system of a particular society. The goal
of anthropological analysis for Rappaport, then, as glossed by Ortner is “explaining the existence
of particular bits of particular cultures in terms of the adaptive or system-maintaining functions
of those bits” (Ortner 1984: 133).

Less concerned with understanding an overall “religion” or ideological system, Rappaport’s
approach is much more functional: put bluntly and 