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Comparing Hornborg’s and Denbow’s Use of the Words ‘Cosmology’ and ‘Culture’
Terry Eagleton wrote that culture is considered one of the most complex words in the English language.[footnoteRef:1] Building off his observation, this essay will compare the use of the words ‘culture’ and ‘cosmology’ in John Denbow’s article ‘Heart and Soul: Glimpses of Ideology and Cosmology in the Iconography of Tombstones from the Loango Coast of Central Africa’[footnoteRef:2] with Anne-Christine Hornborg’s article ‘Visiting the Six Worlds: Shamanistic Journeys in Canadian Mi’kmaq Cosmology’.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 2000), p.1.]  [2:  James Denbow, “Heart and Soul: Glimpses of Ideology and Cosmology in the Iconography of Tombstones from the Loango Coast of Central Africa”, The Journal of American Folklore, 112, 445 (1999) pp.404-423.]  [3:  Anne-Christine Hornborg, ‘Visiting the Six Worlds: Shamanistic Journeys in Canadian Mi’kmaq Cosmology’ The Journal of American Folklore. 119,473 (2006) p.312-336.] 

In The Idea of Culture, Eagleton defines culture as ‘the unconscious versa of the recto of civilized life, the taken for granted beliefs and predilections which must be dimly present for us to be able to act at all.’[footnoteRef:4] By stating that culture ‘comes naturally, [and is] bred in the bone rather than conceived in the brain’,[footnoteRef:5] Eagleton places emphasis on the fact that one must be born into a culture to truly understand it. Similarly, Campion defines the term ‘cosmology’ as ‘a conception of the cosmos … many of which may have common features but that are all products of their own cultures.’[footnoteRef:6]  If culture is the innate viewpoint that guides and explains human actions, then cosmology plays a similar function by reinforcing, explaining and motivating the culture in question.[footnoteRef:7] These definitions provide the framework to compare both authors' use of the terms.  [4:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.28.]  [5:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.28.]  [6:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012) p.10.]  [7:   Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.10.] 

In their articles, Hornborg and Denbow approach the word ‘culture’ differently. As an archaeologist and professor of anthropology,[footnoteRef:8] Denbow’s work depends on two paradigms: culture-as-way-of-life and culture-as-nature. Culture-as-way-of-life is a dominant viewpoint in anthropology, and while archaeology doesn’t deny the value of minority cultures inherent in the culture-as-way-of-life perspective, it does assume that cultures can be understood by examining their archaeological remains, a theoretical foundation stemming from the study of exotic objects by European collectors during the 19th century.[footnoteRef:9] Philosophically, it can be argued that these remains are produced through the interplay of nature (humans) and nature (the material world), reflecting, what Eagleton termed, a ‘recalcitrance of nature’.[footnoteRef:10] At the core of this interplay, however, is the idea of labor and production.  That archaeologists refer to a society’s archaeological remains as ‘material culture’ speaks to the field’s underlying notion that culture, labor, and nature are highly intertwined.  [8:  James Denbow Faculty Page, The University of Texas at Austin Department of Anthropology <https://liberalarts.utexas.edu/anthropology/faculty/jamesd>, [accessed 11 March 2019].]  [9:  Gilda Hernández Sánchez, “THE STUDY OF MATERIAL CULTURE,’ in Ceramics and the Spanish Conquest: Response and Continuity of Indigenous Pottery Technology in Central Mexico, (Boston: Brill, 2012), p.29]  [10:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.2.] 

 As a professor of History of Religion and Religious Behavioral Science at Lundt University,[footnoteRef:11] Hornborg is ultimately not an anthropologist; however, that she attempts to disentangle traditional Mi’kmaq cosmology from elements incorporated during colonialism implies an underlying belief that Mi’kmaq culture has value independent of European meaning and influence. Essentially, the very subject of Hornborg’s article espouses the values of culture-as-way-of-life; however, she also uses value-laden terms while disparaging majority, colonial activities as having ‘negative consequences for … their [Mi’kmaq] traditional beliefs.’[footnoteRef:12] In this sense, Hornborg exhibits an additional postmodern perspective, defined by Eagleton as the belief that ‘ways of life are to be celebrated when they are those of dissident or minority groups, but to be castigated when they are those of majorities.’[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Anne-Christine Hornborg Faculty Page, Lund University <https://www.lunduniversity.lu.se/lucat/user/cea5379a4ecf2e039b41fcefc1bfeef6>, [accessed 11 March 2010]]  [12:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.313.]  [13:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p.14. ] 

Now, to consider the use of the word ‘cosmology’. Each author uses an anthropological approach to the term, considering the way the subject relates to its idea of the cosmos. While the belief system of Denbow’s Loango-Coast Africans clearly differs from that of Hornborg’s Canadian Mi'kmaq, both groups use supernatural, naturalistic cosmologies to explain their respective colonization by Europeans.  According to Hornborg, traditional Mi’kmaq believed the universe consisted of six parallel worlds.[footnoteRef:14] Mi’kmaq shamans, with powerful magic called bouin, could safely travel these worlds, taking the form of, and interacting with, the animals that lived there.[footnoteRef:15] The bouin myths and Mi'kmaq cosmology incorporated truths about the cycles of plants, animals, and nature,[footnoteRef:16] both motivating and reinforcing the culture’s deep connection with nature, as per Campion’s definition. [14:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.317.]  [15:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, pp.315-320.]  [16:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.13.] 

 According to Denbow, early-20th-century Kongolese cosmology also featured supernatural elements, parallel worlds, and a deep connection with nature. Denbow quotes MacGaffey‘s work on Central African religions, stating Africans believed their oldest ancestors to be nature spirits associated with water, oceans, rivers, and springs.[footnoteRef:17] He also emphasizes the importance of the supernatural in Kongolese belief systems, noting that ’structural relationships between supernatural power and economic, biological, and political well-being tie the living and dead inextricably together in the practice of daily life.’[footnoteRef:18] Particularly, where the Mi’kmaq had the Ghostworld,[footnoteRef:19] the Kongolese Africans had Mputu, the mythical land of the dead which later came to be associated with Europe.[footnoteRef:20]   [17:  James Denbow,” Heart and Soul: Glimpses of Ideology and Cosmology in the Iconography of Tombstones from the Loango Coast of Central Africa”, The Journal of American Folklore, 112, 445 (1999), p.406.]  [18:  Denbow, Heart and Soul, p.410.]  [19:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.317.]  [20:  Denbow, Heart and Soul, p.405. ] 

Amidst the cultural changes incited by colonialism, the early-20th-century Africans turned to cosmology to understand the slave trade and the large number of material goods arriving on their shores. According to Denbow, the Africans reasoned Europeans were traveling to a magical hole in the ocean. There, they would offer the bodies of African peoples as a sacrifice to the simbi water spirits in exchange for material goods.[footnoteRef:21] In a similar manner, the Mi'kmaq also evolved their cosmology to explain their experiences with colonialism. After being restricted to reservations and experiencing worsening living conditions, the mythological Mi'kmaq hero Kluskap began to take on ‘the role of a messiah who would return to his people to deliver them from the hardships delivered by the colonizers’.[footnoteRef:22] Through these examples, it becomes clear both authors use the term ’cosmology’ in the manner Campion defined — a man-made idea defined by a culture and serving to reinforce, explain, and motivate the culture that created it.  It additionally speaks to Freya Matthews’s theory that ‘cosmologies … are conditioned by many and various historical, environmental, technological, psychological and social factors’, with a flourishing community having an optimistic cosmology while a ’languishing’ community [like that of the Mi’kmaq and Loango Africans] ‘is likely to see the world in darker shades.’[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Denbow, Heart and Soul, p.405.]  [22:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.314. ]  [23:  Freya Matthews, The Ecological Self (London: Routledge Press, 1991), p.5.] 

 Hornborg and Denbow each attempt to define a traditional culture as outsiders looking in. However, as one evaluates their methods, it becomes apparent it is impossible to determine the validity of their interpretations. For example, Hornborg admits that the Mi'kmaq had no written language, and as such, the only clues of their traditional beliefs are texts written by European missionaries.[footnoteRef:24] Moreover, she admits these texts are known to be biased, hoping to reflect the success of the missions being conducted.[footnoteRef:25] For example, in historical sources, missionaries often portrayed the bouins (Mi’kmaq shamans) as the devil, jugglers, and/or magicians.[footnoteRef:26] With these accounts as the only written sources, it is impossible to know what information (if any) accurately reflects the realities of traditional Mi’kmaq beliefs.  [24:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.313.]  [25:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.313.]  [26:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.316.] 

For Denbow, the interpretation of early-20th-century African culture depended mainly on analyzing archaeological remains in the form of tombstones. While it’s difficult to deny the validity of the tombstones themselves, Denbow’s interpretation of the iconography offers no more confirmable evidence than that of Hornborg's. He is equally conscious of this fundamental problem, noting ‘the former “meanings” of the symbolism on the tombstones may never be totally recoverable.’[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Denbow, Heart and Soul, p.406.] 

The authors face another challenge in each describing instances of the blending of minority and colonial beliefs. For instance, Denbow describes tombstones depicting figures in European-style clothing being offered a key, an African symbol of knowledge,[footnoteRef:28] while Hornborg recounts the tale of Papkootparout, which, she states, seems to incorporate Europeans ideas of the soul.[footnoteRef:29] That both authors admit the impossibility of confirming even the most basic of cultural interpretations additionally speaks to Eagleton’s statement that one must be born into a culture to truly understand it— a point which gains strength when considering these types of historic, traditional societies, but also raises the question as to what extent a culture can be examined in an unbiased manner at all. Natives immersed in the culture are unlikely to be objective concerning its nature, while outsiders can never fully grasp its true depth and scope.  This criticism is reminiscent of that launched by Lévy-Bruhl in response to Tylor’s theory of the soul, in which he criticizes Tylor for applying European frameworks of logic upon primitive beliefs.[footnoteRef:30] It also echoes Owusu’s criticism of African ethnographies, which states: ‘Frequently, it is not clear whether the accounts so brilliantly presented are about native realities at all, or whether they are about informants, ”scientific” models, and imaginative speculations, or about the anthropologists themselves and their fantasies.’[footnoteRef:31] [28:  Denbow, Heart and Soul, p.406.]  [29:  Hornborg, The Six Worlds, p.330. ]  [30:  Lucien, Levé-Bruhl, How Natives Think (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1910), p.82.]  [31:  Maxwell Owusu, ‘Ethnography of Africa: The Usefulness of the Useless’, American Anthropologist, 80-2 (1978), p.312.  ] 

In conclusion, upon describing Mi’kmaq and early-20th-century African culture, both authors consider culture as a way of life; however, Denbow adds an element of culture-derived-from-nature (likely stemming from his archaeological background), while Hornborg’s perspective reflects elements of postmodernism and exoticism. The parallel cosmological shifts observed in traditional African and Mi’kmaq societies likely served to understand and explain the peoples’ respective experiences with colonialism, which fits with Campion’s definition of the term, as well as Matthews’ belief that cosmology accurately reflects the state of a culture. However, upon considering the validity of the evidence underlying both Hornborg and Denbow’s interpretations, one is left questioning to what extent it is possible to objectively describe, analyse, or understand a culture at all. 
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