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What relevance do anthropological theories and observations have to the study of divination and magic in antiquity?

While textual and archaeological evidence for a diverse array of divinatory and magical practices are present across a variety of cultures in antiquity, their study is complicated by the inability of the researcher – archaeologist, historian, or classicist – to speak to their subject. This paper will review the efficacy of a variety of anthropological methodologies in providing ways to enliven the material and textual evidence of ancient societies – specifically, their magical and divinatory practices. Initially, this essay will critically examine ethnographic analogy as a methodology, arguing that despite its problematic elements, approaches from ontological anthropology provide means for the effective analysis of ancient belief systems by comparison to contemporary ethnographic evidence, focusing on Chadwick’s (2012) review of prehistoric and Romano-British depositional practices as a case study (Hamilakis, 2016; Peregrine, 2001; Pickering, 2017). Following this, Bear’s (2015) ethnography of contemporary capitalist divination along the Hooghly river is considered as an analogue for ancient divinatory practices. Following this, Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos’ (2009) archaeological ethnography will be considered briefly as a further developed synthesis of archaeological and anthropological methods with relevance to the study of magic and divination through its broader efficacy and political reflexivity. Finally, the essay aims to follow archaeological ethnography’s political engagement through an examination of the potential for anthropology to contribute to understanding of the political reception of magical and divinatory practices in antiquity (Brophy, 2018).

This essay proposes than not only are anthropological theories and methodologies effective when employed in conjunction with archaeo-historical evidence to study magic and divination in antiquity – they are indispensable in developing a politically reflexive and decolonial understanding of ancient belief systems.

Definitions

The dynamics of interrelatedness between anthropological and archaeological methodologies are complex and contested; this essay follows Childe (1946) in considering them mutually indispensable and complementary to the point of synthesis. As such, anthropology – and its correspondent theories and observations – will be defined here as the study of humans in their broadest sense, including their biology and evolution (physical anthropology); their language (linguistic anthropology); the socio-cultural dynamics of their inter- and intra-engagement (social anthropology); and their past as evidenced in material culture (archaeology) (Eriksen, 2001). Divination will be defined as any practice aiming to discover the answer to a query through the evocation of a power with access to greater knowledge than the participant. Due to the problematic and slippery nature of a definition for magic, the term in this essay should be considered representative of a broad range of practices seeking to change or otherwise manipulate the world through means either explicitly identified as supernatural or magical or which do not follow established pattern cause and effect (Kapferer, 2022).

Rather than exclusively referring to the classical period, this paper uses the broader definition of antiquity, referring to late prehistoric and protohistoric sources, through classical evidence, to the end of the ‘long iron age’ in northern Europe at the beginning of the 1st millennium CE, following Harding (2004).

Ethnographic Analogy: Ontology and the Agency of the Nonhuman

The relevance of anthropological research to the study of magic and divination in antiquity may be argued from the position that through cross-cultural comparison to the ethnographic study of contemporary socio-religious and divinatory practices – which allow for direct engagement with interlocutors – the analysis of archaeological and epigraphic evidence regarding similar practices in antiquity may be augmented and developed (Peregrine, 2001; 2004). This methodology, often considered an element of ethnoarchaeology and described as ‘comparative ethnology’ or ‘ethnographic analogy’, is– according to Peregrine (2001) – a foundational archaeological method in light of the fact that the vast majority of archaeological subjects cannot be spoken to directly. That being said, ethnographic analogy has been subject to problematisation and critique: an overreliance on direct analogy between contemporary and historical socio-cultural dynamics may be said to obfuscate the potential specificities of cultural practices, for example (Feinman et al., 2000). The ethics of ethnographic analogy with regards to the history of anthropological researchers in colonial or neocolonial dynamics with their interlocutors has also been questioned; uncritical analogic inference has the potential to ‘other’ the – frequently indigenous and racialised – subjects of ethnographic inquiry and may imply evolutionist narratives positioning past societies and contemporary cultures as similarly more ‘primitive’ than that of the researcher (Hamilakis, 2016).

That being said, this paper argues that a critical, politically reflexive, and postcolonial theory base may enable the effective use of ethnographic analogy in certain contexts to elucidate the dynamics of magic and divination in antiquity. Specifically, anthropological perspectives from the ontological turn, recognising the validity and reality of diverse ontologies and the agency of nonhuman actants in symbolic and physical worlds, may be particularly effective (Pickering, 2017).


Anthropology at the Ontological Turn

The ontological turn in anthropology, to Pickering (2017), is an effort to ‘take different worlds seriously’. Different beliefs about the reality of the world are evident within and beyond ethnographic research, diverging across such diverse modalities as religion, science, and ethics. Ontology is an effort to view these different beliefs not as epistemological or relativist variations in interpreting the same truth, but as equally valid different realities all their own (Pickering, 2017). Many ontologically-minded anthropologists have taken influence from the new materialisms and other frameworks which recognise the primary agency of the nonhuman, problematising ‘western’, post-enlightenment biases of matter as void of agency without human interaction (Barad, 2003; Bennet, 2005; 2010). 

Ontologists frequently aim to engage with indigenous knowledge systems to problematise the dichotomy of agentive humans and inactive nonhumans. Cruikshank (2012), for example, has advocated for the scientific relevance of indigenous knowledge systems on the Alaskan coast and in the Yukon interior which regard glaciers there as agentive beings capable of responding to human action. In light of the glaciers’ aural, visual, and climatic impact on human and nonhuman lifeways, particularly in a time of climate change, Cruikshank (2012) argues that the knowledge of the indigenous people who live alongside them must not be scientifically disregarded – their world must be taken seriously.

Like ethnographic analogy, ontology is subject to valid and important critique. Ontological approaches may, for example, be said to reify arbitrary boundaries between the ‘divergent’ ontologies of indigenous interlocutors and the ‘default’ ontologies of anthropologists (Erazo and Jarrett, 2018). Todd (2016) has argued that ontological anthropology both trades in the ‘novelty’ of knowledge systems which, from an indigenous perspective, are thousands of years old, and enables researchers to frame their work as postcolonial while ongoing neo-colonial dynamics continue to allow global north academics the arbitration of knowledge.

That being said, ontology’s goal of decolonising academic knowledge systems and ‘taking other worlds seriously’ is essential - if approached critically. This essay argues that current scholarship practising ontological principles in the study of ancient religious and magical practices benefit greatly from the impact of ontological anthropology on ethnographic analogy.


Case Study: Deposition, Agency, and Ritual in Ancient Magical Practice

Chadwick’s (2012) article examining the distinction – or lack thereof – between ritual and utilitarian depositional practice in the later prehistoric and Romano-British periods of north England typifies the effective, critical use of ontologically framed ethnographic analogy in the study of magic in antiquity. Following Brück (1999), Chadwick (2012) highlights that a conceptual ‘dividing line’ between the deposition of material culture for utilitarian disposal and ritual purposes may be arbitrary, a projection of the dichotomous, rationalist ontology of post-enlightenment academia in the global north. Rather, depositional evidence in the ontologies of both prehistoric and Romano-British periods may have existed on a spectrum of practical, symbolic, and ritual significance. To support this hypothesis, analogies are drawn with the ontological position of depositions of “meat, blood, magic stones and bespelled plants … at boundaries, field corners, [or] the centre of fields … to attract or moderate rain … or to bless ploughing, hoeing, planting and harvesting, as amongst many African, south-east Asian, and New Guinea communities” (Chadwick, 2012, 297). Specific examples are drawn, including practices among the Tinguian and Bontoc Igorot people of the Phillipines involving the leaving of offerings and “ritualised eating and drinking”, which itself may result in the deposition of food containers (Chadwick, 2012, 297). Similarly, Chadwick (2012) discusses the association of ritualized practices with technical knowledge, for example metalwork, in a diversity of societies.

In these ethnographic examples, the implicit boundary between ritualised action, magical and religious practice, or the divination of knowledge and utilitarian, ‘everyday’ life is heavily ontologically problematised. Chadwick (2012) goes on to convincingly argue that depositional evidence from both prehistoric and Romano-British sites may have been ontologically similar – a form of “routine magic” or “mundane ritual”.

Applying these anthropological methodologies and ethnographic analogies to archaeological sites such as Wattle Syke, Ledston, and Ferrybridge, Chadwick (2012) constructs an image of ancient Britain in which ritual, magic, and divination are not cordoned off exclusively to ‘special’ times and places, but present in the everyday life of residents. Deposits of ash, animal bone, and pottery sherds previously dismissed as household waste are recontextualised; they may have been involved in feasting or other ritual practice or placed specifically to be disposed of in the symbolically correct way. Rather than solely coins and decorated pottery deposits being analysed as ‘special’ or symbolic placements by Romano-British peoples, broken tools may be re-interpreted as “routine magic” deposits intended to facilitate agricultural success, and bones as potential evidence of haruspicy. Chadwick (2012, 303) concludes that, while some deposits may well have been considered more symbolically important than others, they all exist on a “continuum of practices” rather than on either side of a ritual/non-ritual divide.

In this case study, the principles of ontological anthropology – incorporating, respecting, and crediting indigenous knowledge systems, analysing the primary agency of nonhuman actants in the landscape, and ‘taking different worlds seriously’ – allow for a novel and nuanced study of certain forms of magic and divinatory practices in antiquity (Pickering, 2017). Anthropological methodologies, both ethnographic and theoretical, may thus be effectively used to comparatively analyse archaeological evidence provided ontology is considered.

Case Study: ‘Capitalist Divination’
If the potential for politically reflexive ethnographic analogy referenced in the above example is accepted, it becomes possible to explore further avenues of analogic comparison which maintain a concern with ontology. Bear’s (2015) analysis of economic speculation regarding the potential for increased technological infrastructure on the Hooghly River evokes and inverts Chadwick’s (2012) theory of mundane ritual through an analysis of the formation of business partnerships by speculators as a form of divinatory practice. Bear (2015, 30) traces the development of the role of ‘popularist-speculator’ in the increasingly neoliberal economy of India in the latter 20th century as arbiters of “risk-probability calculations”. Problematising rationalist ontologies of capitalistic development, Bear conceptualises economic speculation on yet-unbuilt technologies along the Hooghly River as a process of communication through divinatory magic rather than a logically sound decision based on calculation.

Considering Bear’s (2015) paper as a case study for effective ethnographic analogy allows for further insight into the efficacy of anthropological observations for interpreting magic and divination in antiquity. Bear’s (2015) analysis raises divinatory economic speculation as a source of hope and social connection among entrepreneurs in times of economic uncertainty. Considering textual evidence of economically minded divination requests in antiquity, for example in the seeking of oracles concerning money at the litter during the procession of Amun of Karnak in the New Kingdom period, the default framing of this as an exclusively religious or magical practice is problematised; considering their respective ontologies, the Egyptian oracle-seeker, like the popularist-speculator, may have considered themselves as practicing a form of calculation, rather than divination (Dunand and Zivie-Coche, 2004).

Applying Ethnography to Antiquity

Despite the efficacy of ethnographic analogy in the above examples, many of the criticisms of the practice – its reification of a boundary between the researcher and interlocutor, its evocation of the colonial dynamics of early anthropology and archaeology – should still be considered. Hamilakis (2016; 2018) has reviewed the role of anthropological, and specifically ethnographic, methodologies in archaeology from the position of decolonial archaeologist, seeking to challenge and ultimately undo the colonial patterns which still underpin these subjects.

Approaching the potential of ethnographic praxis from this position, Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos (2009) have proposed an alternative to ethnoarchaeology as a synthesis of anthropological and archaeological methods: archaeological ethnography. Problematising the ‘use’ of ethnographic material solely for analogic purposes in archaeology, Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos (2009, 73) advocate for the “reintroduction of ethnography into archaeological projects”. Archaeological ethnography is defined here as a ‘transcultural space’ rather than a practice, one which is explicitly politically engaged in decolonisation through situating all archaeological projects in their ethnographic contexts. Diverse social groups living with and around archaeological evidence should be considered as participants in ongoing conversations with ethnographers, archaeologists, and the material evidence itself. The influence of ontological anthropology is clear in the openness to diverse modes of being and knowing in the landscape (Pickering, 2017). Hamilakis (2011) would go on to suggest that ethnographic archaeologies question the foundational ontological principles of archaeological practice, for example of linear, successive temporality.

The space devoted in this essay to Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos’ (2009) archaeological ethnography is limited as their methodology has not as yet been applied specifically to the study of magic and divination in antiquity. However, this paper argues that an ethnographically minded, politically engaged, and decolonial archaeological practice with strong anthropological influences can only benefit the study of magic and divination specifically. The following section further develops this principle, proposing an anthropological analysis of certain forms of politicised reception of ancient magic and religion.

Anthropology and Reception: Considering the Politicisation of Antiquity

A plethora of scholars have highlighted the necessity of reflexivity with regards to positionality, power, and the dynamics of research in politicised contexts with regards to the study of magic and religion in the ancient past - as well as archaeo-historical study more broadly (see Barclay and Brophy, 2021; Bender et al, 2007; Gosden, 2012; Hamilakis, 2018; Hodder, 2003). 

Focusing as it does on the specifics of research on divination and magic in antiquity, this paper argues that anthropological observations may have particular relevance for developing such reflexive, politically engaged analyses of ancient contexts through application to the contemporary political reception of archaeo-historical research (Hakenbeck, 2019; Hamilakis, 2018). Anthropological analysis may be effectively applied to movements which explicitly or implicitly evoke or utilise constructions of the ancient past, and evidence of magical and divinatory practice specifically, to support politicised narratives and identities. In so doing, anthropological perspectives can aid in the study of magic and divination in the past by contributing to an academic understanding of the reception of these practices, allowing researchers to interpret and respond to this reception.


Case Study: Ancient Religion and Magic in Contemporary Far-Right Politics

It is helpful to refer specifically to the appropriation and construction of ancient magic and religion by far-right political movements as a case study in order to explain the efficacy of anthropological methodologies in analysing their reception. To give context, scholars such as Brophy (2018), Roche (2021), and Hakenbeck (2018) have highlighted examples of the political construction and misappropriation of the ancient past – specifically Neolithic Europe and Classical Greece and Rome – in the service of political motives ranging from nationalistic to overtly fascist. Curtis Dozier’s (2017) Pharos Project catalogues ongoing examples of the appropriation of archaeological and historical evidence by contemporary far-right political groups. On online forums such as the websites ‘Stormfront’ and ‘Iron March’, at gatherings of far-right activists such as the ‘rituals’ held by the white supremacist Neopagan group ‘Woden’s Folk’, and in more mainstream nationalist political statements, far-right political actors identify their movements with politicised constructions of cultures in antiquity, often appealing to narratives of racial purity, cultural superiority, and autochthonous identity (see Barclay and Brophy, 2021b; Brophy, 2018; Dixon, 2019; Frieman and Hoffman, 2019; Thompson, 2001; Upchurch, 2021)

In several of these examples, there is evidence of the specific politicisation of constructions of ancient and historical magic, religion, and divinatory practices in the framing of national or ethnic identity. Some of the most overt examples of this form of appropriation are identifiable in the rhetoric and symbology associated with the extreme political right of Germanic Neopaganism – in broad terms, a group of religious movements attempting to reconstruct pre-christian Germanic and Norse belief systems (Magliocco, 2012). Odinism and Ásatrú, two such neopagan belief systems developed in the latter half of the 20th century and particularly widespread in Western Europe and North America, have adherents who explicitly link their religious practice to white supremacy despite the outspoken efforts of other antiracist neopagan practitioners (Asprem, 2008; Strmiska, 2000). The aforementioned group Woden’s Folk explicitly identify themselves as Odinist and undertake rituals evoking the names of Saxon deities; their founder describes their movement as a “religious struggle” correspondent to the “political struggle” of neofascist groups Combat 18 and National Action (Dixon, 2019). The religious practices of neofascist neopagans explicitly evoke and construct narratives of magic and divination in Bronze and Iron Age Northern Europe; Kitterød (2022) and Nikitins (2020) both record elements of neopagan seiðr – a magical and divinatory practice aiming to directly reconstruct its ancient correspondent – being used by and associated with white supremacist activists, including the othala rune.

The appropriation of ancient magical, religious, and divinatory practices by far-right political actors is by no means restricted to Germanic Neopaganism, however. Ioannidou (2022) discusses the public commemorations of the battle of Thermopylae facilitated by the explicitly neo-Nazi political party Golden Dawn in Greece as an attempt to engage ritually with Greek myth and belief and affirm the identity of participants not only as ethnic and national, but symbolic. Rebenich (2002) and Roche (2016) have analysed the Sparta-focused philhellenism of propaganda in Nazi Germany, particularly the evocation of Leonidas’ troops at Thermopylae during the battle of Stalingrad. Ioannidou (2022) draws a direct line between this appropriation and the evocation of the same myth by contemporary fascist group Golden Dawn, pointing to the solemn atmosphere, chants, and use of ancient Greek symbology at the event as evidence of its ritual character. While the myth of Thermopylae itself is not magical or divinatory, the practices of Golden Dawn in Ionnidou’s framing have at least quasi-magical elements directly connected to their appropriation of Greek myth; by invoking the Spartans with whom they identify as martyrs to the principles of ‘western civilisation’, Golden Dawn’s members ritually evoke the continuing “rebirth” of fascism and white supremacy.


The Role of Anthropology

These case studies affirm that the study of magic and divination in antiquity cannot be apolitical or purely academic. Narratives and constructions of magical, religious, and divinatory practices from a diverse array of ancient cultures are evoked and appropriated in the symbolic and political actions of a range of far-right groups (Brophy, 2018). More so, many of these appropriations directly reference evidence gathered through academic research on ancient belief systems. Several scholars have proposed means by which these appropriations can be problematised, challenged, and avoided during archaeo-historical research: Barclay and Brophy (2021a) advocate for nuanced and politically engaged archaeology to avoid “interpretative inflation” of evidence leading to sensationalised conclusions; scholars such as Hakenbeck (2019) and Dozier (2017) have elucidated and recorded a number of these appropriations in order to raise academic awareness of them; Siegfried (2017), a University of Chicago mythologist and practitioner of ‘inclusive Ásatrú’, has advocated for collaborative writing on neopagan theology by practitioners with the explicit goal of antifascism.

This paper argues that anthropological methodologies and observations are particularly relevant for developing a critical study of magic and divination in antiquity which recognises, problematises, and dissuades the appropriation of ancient belief systems by far-right political actors. Firstly, contemporary physical anthropology provides a wealth of evidence against racialism and other narratives used by the extreme right to affirm a constructed ethnically pure and united identity (Fuentes, 2020; Marks, 2012). In conjunction with archaeological, genomic, and demographic analyses of ancient humans and prehistoric hominids, the theory of a distinct ‘white race’ traceable through ancient traditions evoked by Woden’s Folk and Golden Dawn is proven wholly incorrect by physical anthropological evidence (Fuentes, 2020).

Secondly, the (careful) application of social anthropology and ethnographic methodologies to the political groups which aim to appropriate these practices has the potential to contribute significantly to a politically reflexive study of ancient magic and divination. Thompson (2001) has made use of ethnographic methodologies to examine the dynamics of ‘community-building’ among online far-right activists on the web forum Stormfront, analysing the language and symbology specific to the forum; such observations, applied specifically to the appropriation of ancient symbolic practices by members of the same groups, may be effective in examining the specifics of online examples of these appropriations. Those studying magic and divination in antiquity may then be able to avoid supporting such narratives in their research. In a similar vein, Jereza (2021) has argued for anthropological research into the structural and systemic elements of online sociality via social media which enable white supremacist ideas to spread online, pointing to a Facebook policy which permits “white nationalism” (as opposed to “white supremacy”). Conducting anthropological research with interlocutors such as “Facebook content moderators, tech journalists, content policy workers and NGOs” as Jereza (2021) did, may allow for broader academic understanding of the dynamics of information disseminated via social media and its political implications, allowing researchers into the ancient past to construct politically engaged press releases, for example.

As the appropriation and evocation of a racialised ancient past by far-right political actors continues to increase, particularly in online spaces, so to do the efforts of anthropologists to recognise, analyse, and counteract nationalism and neofascism and demonstrate solidarity with marginalised people (Pine, 2019). Applied specifically to the esoteric, religious, magical, and divinatory constructions of the ancient past appropriated by these groups, anthropological methodologies may allow those studying magic and divination in antiquity to be politically reflexive about the narratives which they engage with and assist in the spread of accurate popular information about ancient belief systems through press releases and journalism (Barclay and Brophy, 2021a; Hakenbeck, 2019).

Concluding Remarks

Anthropological theories and observations have a demonstrably effective role in the current study of magic and divination in antiquity – and may have more still to offer. While ethnographic analogy and the ontological turn have been criticised, politically reflexive research conducted by Chadwick (2012) and Bear (2015) have demonstrated the potential for ontologically-minded ethnography, taking into account the commensurate validity of different knowledge systems and ‘worlds’, to contribute to nuanced interpretations of ancient magical and divinatory practice. The archaeological ethnography proposed by Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos (2009) has the potential to further contribute to the synthesis of anthropological and archaeological methods through multi-temporal and decolonial praxis. Finally, the anthropology of online far-right and neofascist movements may allow for the development of a reflexive archaeo-historical study into ancient magic and religion which recognises, engages with, and counteracts the appropriation of belief systems in antiquity by bad-faith extreme right political actors.

The question of what relevance anthropological theories and observations have to the study of ancient magic and divination, then, may be answered just-so: ethnographic practice and ontological anthropology can contribute in diverse ways to the analysis of ancient sources, both directly and comparatively. Reconsidering the case studies summarised above, however, a through-line is visible – in academic discourse of which decolonial praxis is an urgent requirement, in an increasingly unstable political environment to which the reception of the ancient world is demonstrably significant, neither purely anthropological and ethnographic nor archaeo-historical methodologies are sufficient to meet the needs of the study of magic and divination in antiquity. To “do justice” to magical and divinatory practitioners in the archaeological record and contemporary communities, a synthesis of modalities is not only effective, but required.
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