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Introduction

Archaeologists have argued over how to identify religious
behavior in the archaeological record for centuries. As Barrett [1]
states in a recent review of the topic, “Because every stage of the
archaeological process involves interpretation and theorization,
archaeologists’ theoretical stances and methodological choices
shape the data they obtain.” As Barrett [1] also points out, this
process of interpretation starts with a definition of religion
because “any discussion of the ‘archaeology of religion’ will
be shaped by the author’s (explicit or implicit) operational
definition of ‘religion’ itself” (p.1).

In this brief article, we suggest one modification to typical
definitions of religion that may aid the process of identifying
religious behavior by setting the initial definition of religious
behavior on more verifiable ground. The modification we
propose is to follow a series of anthropologists who have argued
that religious behavior is identified, not by beliefs, but by certain
talk. Therefore, the goal of the archaeologist is not to identify
material from which certain beliefs can be inferred, but to
identify material from which this specific type of talk is inferred.

The advantage of such a modification starts with the simple
fact that “statements about a people’s religious beliefs must
always be treated with the greatest caution, for we are then
dealing with what neither European nor native can directly
observe” (1965: 7). While many authors have pointed out
problems with the “simplistic approach to religious belief” [2-
4] see also Hahn 1973 that assumes a direct equation between
people’s statements and their beliefs, some have questioned
whether beliefs can be identified “indirectly” by observing any
possible pattern of other behaviors.

Perhaps the clearest statement of this problem has been
made by Needham. In regard to the Penan of interior Borneo,
Needham reports that, although he had been accustomed to
saying that “they believed in a supreme god,” he suddenly
realized that he had no evidence at all to this effect. Not only
that, but “I realized that I could not confidently describe their
attitude to God, whether this was belief or anything else. In fact,
as [ had glumly to conclude, I just did not know what was their

psychic attitude towards the person age in whom I had assumed
they believed” (1972: 1).

Needham is also virtually alone in realizing the profound
implications of this fact. The question then was whether the
reports of other ethnographers were much better founded,
and what evidence these really had that their subjects believed
anything. Clearly, it was one thing to report the received ideas
to which a people subscribed, but it was quite another matter
to say what was their inner state (belief for instance) when
they expressed or entertained such ideas. If, however, an
ethnographer said that people believed something when he did
not actually know what was going on inside them, then surely
his account of them must, it occurred to me, be very defective in
quite fundamental regards [5].

The task of the archaeologist trying to identify religion from
material remains is challenging enough, without imposing the
additional task of identifying beliefs from behavior (including
talk), a task that may not be possible even when observing living
people.

The shift from inferring belief to inferring certain talk is also
directly relevant to a major topic in the archaeology of religion:
the relationship of religion and ritual, and how to separate
religious ritual from non-religious ritual. Rappaport argues
that what distinguishes religious ritual from nonreligious ritual
is not beliefs but rather supernatural claims, or what he calls
“unverifiable propositions” [6]. For example, he states that “a
religious ritual always includes an additional term, such as a
statementabout or to spirits” [6]. The realization that it is certain
talk, not certain beliefs, that is identified as religious leads
Rappaport to ask the question of whether or not participants
in religious rituals actually believe the supernatural claims they
make.

Although he has just finished stressing the fact that humans
can lie (ibid.:261), he ignores this possibility and concludes: “It
is thus plausible to assume a belief on the part of at least some of
the participants in the existence of deceased ancestors; to assume
otherwise would make nonsense of the proceedings”(ibid.: 262).
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In this statement Rappaport acknowledges that he cannot tell
how many, or which, of the participants actually believe the
supernatural claim, for he implies that the behavior of believers
and nonbelievers is indistinguishable. Hence, the ritual will
make just as much “sense” whether all, or some, or none of the
participants believe in their claim.

There simplyis nological basis for his conclusion thatitis safe
to assume that “some” must believe because all of the activities
identified as religious could be performed by a nonbeliever, and
no one would be able to tell. Rappaport [7] appears to have also
reach this conclusion in his 1999 book Ritual and Religion in
the Making of Humanity where he writes “belief is an inward
state, knowable subjectively if at all, and it would be entirely
unwarranted either for us or for participants or witnesses to
assume that participation in a ritual would necessarily indicate
such a state.” (120).

Obviously, the shift from belief to talk does not overcome
many of the challenges involved in identifying religious behavior
in the archaeological record. It does, however, at least make the
starting point of ethnographic analogy explicit and verifiable.
Because communicating acceptance of a supernatural claim is
verifiable, the material culture associated with such talk in the
ethnographic record is also verifiable. This provides a verifiable
starting point to the archaeological study of religious behavior.

A common example of when belief shifts to talk occurs when
archaeologists assert that the presence of food or objects in
mortuary assemblages is an indication for belief in an afterlife.
Fogelin [8] claims that identifying belief in an afterlife is the most
important step in understanding the religion of past peoples.
However, as Metcalf & Huntington [9] point out, archaeologists
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“cannot excavate belief”. Archaeologists cannot identify beliefs
in burials just as ethnographers cannot identify beliefs in rituals.
What are identifiable for ethnographers are the supernatural
claims associated with such burials, and this is what may provide
the most useful analogy for archaeologists to use in the past [10].
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