
Preface

Ritual and archaic states have both been prominent topics in recent archae-
ological literature, provoking complex debates about their defining charac-
teristics and their archaeological signatures. This volume offers fresh per-
spectives on both subjects by uniting these two streams of scholarship in 
an exploration of the varying nature, expression, and significance of ritual 
in a variety of archaic states.
 Over the past few decades the key components of the archaeological 
concept of ritual have changed considerably. Our definition of ritual, once 
reserved for sacred acts that involved a supernatural being or world, has 
grown to include a wide variety of repeated actions, both secular and sa-
cred, that can transform society and make sociopolitical statements or 
claims. Recent discussions of ritual have combined both more traditional 
views of ritual as an aspect of religion and newer appreciations of ritual as 
any repeated act. They present ritual as including repeated actions or events 
or including remains of single events and places laden with intentionality 
or suggestive of a divine interaction. Similarly, our notion of archaic states 
has expanded from a rigid definition of a social structure and political or-
ganization to a more fluid inclusive term that encompasses a wide variety of 
societies that range greatly in their levels of social complexity as well as in 
their political and economic systems, population size, geographic spread, 
origins, and interactions. In archaic states, rituals—both secular and sa-
cred—frequently command considerable investment of time, space, and 
energy. The nature of this ritual, however, the level of investment in the 
ritual, and its sociopolitical significance can vary greatly from state to state 
even among state societies with similar levels of social complexity, popula-
tion, and spatial distribution.
 The essays in the volume examine the diverse nature, locations, and roles 
of rituals in eleven different cultures: Vijayanagara, Swahili Lamu, Ven-
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ice, Asante, Aztec, Ming China, Oaxaca, Greece, Inca, Wari, and Chaco. 
The volume starts with two essays that are primarily theoretical and model 
driven but that provide strong evidence from case studies to support their 
interpretations. In the introductory chapter, drawing on his study of the 
Oaxaca, Gary M. Feinman examines how rituals in archaic states motivate 
and divide communities during periods of political upheaval. In contrast to 
Feinman’s essay, which used a single society as a case study, Richard Blan-
ton highlights, in a large-scale comparative study, how the role of rituals 
differs between more collective polities and more exclusive ones. He argues 
that, in the more collective polities, civic rituals allow for a rational evalu-
ation of social change in contrast to more exclusive polities where ritual is 
more frequently constitutive of social change.
 The themes discussed in the first two chapters, including the symbiotic 
relationship between the changing form of rituals and a society’s altering 
social structure and organization, the creation and affirmation of identity 
and the dynamic form and role of ritual are further explored in more de-
tailed studies in the succeeding chapters. Two papers examine ritual evi-
dence from Mycenaean Greece: Joanne M. A. Murphy highlights how the 
two contemporary and similarly structured states of Pylos and Mycenae 
used their rituals in very different ways and therefore reveal the different 
core interests and values of these polities. In a second study of Bronze Age 
Greece, Ann-Louise Schallin provides a close reading of the mortuary data 
from Dendra and shows how the rituals at the tombs changed as the nearby 
state of Midea grew.
 Three essays address the various roles of rituals and forms of both the 
Wari and Inca states in the Andes. Giancarlo Marcone Flores combines his 
studies of feasting and burial rituals to explore the Wari expansion at the 
onset of the Middle Horizon. By examining the evidence from a small rural 
settlement, he discusses the complexity involved in the assumption that 
the Wari, similar to the Inca, used feasting and ancestor rituals as expan-
sionist strategies. Continuing with the question of expansionist strategies, 
Patrick Ryan Williams and Donna Nash focus their discussion of the rela-
tionship between state expansion and ritual on three types of ceremonial 
architecture in the Wari colony of Moquegua. They argue that the Wari 
created local elite identities and incorporated the provinces into the empire 
through the inclusiveness of their rituals. In the third and final Andean es-
say, Jessica J. Christie and Matthew Piscitelli use their study of solar obser-
vation rituals to investigate two different types of socially organized groups: 
the Inca state and the more fluidly structured community associated with 
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Chankillo. They demonstrate how both groups attempted to control time 
and agricultural production through comparable solar rituals.
 The final study in the volume is an examination of the complex relation-
ship between power and ritual at one of the two largest Pre-Columbian 
societies in North America: Chaco. Stephen H. Lekson, in his discussion 
of ritual in the American Southwest, illustrates how Chaco used rituals to 
support their state and political organization. He contrasts Chaco’s ritual 
practices and their impact on the society with the rituals at the nonstate 
polity of Hohokam, which he contends used ritual in place of a state.
 The volume concludes with a discussion chapter by Alexei Vranich, who 
brings together the themes of the volume and suggests areas for future 
analysis.
 With essays from both the old and the new worlds, this volume allows us 
to explore ritual in the contexts of a variety of archaic states and affords us 
the chance to see how, even within close neighboring states or in the same 
cultures, the location, frequency, and role of the ritual differed significantly.
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