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Spaces, Places and Objects in the Ancient Mediterranean


A Critical Review of Stewart Elliott Guthrie’s article: ‘Religion as Anthropomorphism at Çatalhöyük’. 

                              
               Guthrie’s ‘Religion as Anthropomorphism at Çatalhöyük’.


Within the field of Archaeology, identifying religion in a prehistoric setting can often present challenges. Separating the spiritual from the mundane can be a divisive task for scholars, each informed by differing theoretical approaches to the subject of religion itself. Academic discussions concerning religion have long provoked complex questions whilst providing contentious answers. Indeed, even the definition of the terms ‘’religious’’ and ‘’spiritual’’ are often contested (Guthrie, 2014 - pp86). The subject becomes further complicated when applied to the Neolithic site of Çatalhöyük, found in Anatolia (or modern-day Turkey). This is because the presence – or absence – of religion at the site has been hotly debated since its earliest excavations. The argument has been made that all human societies possess some form of religion: that ‘’the religious imagination is central to both paleoanthropological and theological definitions of humanness’’ (Guthrie, 2014. pp87). If this notion was accepted as fact, then there would certainly be less room for doubt as to whether or not the residents of ancient Çatalhöyük practiced religion in any sense of the word. However, like much of the fabric of the debate, the argument is theoretical in nature and cannot be conclusively proven or disproven. It is perhaps this uncertainty that led scholars such as Bloch to be confident in the absence of religion at the site (Guthrie, 2014).

Baring this history of difficulties and intricacies in mind, it is perhaps fair to consider the article ‘’Religion as Anthropomorphism at Çatalhöyük’’ an ambitious text. Anthropologist and article author Stewart Elliot Guthrie aims to answer the monumental question: ‘’What is Religion?’’ – with a view to apply his own theories to the Neolithic site of Çatalhöyük. 

Despite the ambitious nature of Guthrie’s aims, it is evident from research that he is well-equipped to pursue them. The anthropologist is well acquainted with the question ‘’What is Religion?’’, having spent his career exploring the subject. In 1993 he published his book Faces in the Clouds: A New Theory of Religion, in which he first introduces parallels between anthropomorphism and religious belief – parallels that he would later expand on with his 2014 article concerning the site of Çatalhöyük. 

In regard to his experience with the site itself, Guthrie’s validity as a relevant scholar is verified by archaeologist Ian Hodder, leader of the Çatalhöyük Research Project. As an authority on the site, Hodder has published and edited many related works, including Religion at Work in a Neolithic Society: Vital Matters - the book in which Guthrie’s article can be found. In the book’s opening chapter, Hodder himself notes that each author included in the book has spent considerable time at the site having engaged with the relevant data, and on-site academic discussion in-depth (Hodder, 2014. pp1). 

Further affirming of Guthre’s credibility is his measured approach to the subject. Guthrie’s article makes it clear that he is both conscious and considerate of the difficulties he may face. Guthrie refers to his position as that of the ‘’non-archaeologist’’ at Çatalhöyük ‘’who wishes to contribute but risks speaking from ignorance’’ (Guthrie, 2014. pp87) demonstrating a level of awareness of both self and the pitfalls other non-archaeologist academics have faced at the site. Guthrie further elaborates that another pitfall he is aware of, is that as highlighted by Hodder; ‘’outsiders tend to arrive (at the site) with their theories ready-made’’ (Guthrie, 2014. pp87) rather than building theories around what they experience once there. Guthrie having drawn attention to both the struggles of the uninformed, and the bias that comes from analysing a site with pre-conceived notions, states that he endeavours to adapt his theories appropriately.

Guthrie and Religion:

In regard to his approach to religion, Guthrie assumes that religion is a concept, rather than a tangible ‘other’, or as he states: ‘’a real thing in the world’’ (Guthrie, 2014. pp86). Whilst this assumption could certainly spark debate, particularly with those who hold religious beliefs or differing academic theories, it is perhaps important to remember that this is merely Guthrie defining religion for the purpose of his article, in as simple terms as possible. His actual theories regarding religious phenomenon are far broader than this statement of religion as a concept would initially imply. 

Guthrie notes that amongst his academic cohort, when the question of religion was raised there were peers present who favoured the Instrumentalist view of religion. This theory of religion is underpinned by the assumption that religious beliefs develop out of a need for its functions. For example, an Instrumentalist argument of religion as noted by Guthrie is that religion may serve to reduce human anxieties or promote ‘’ethical behaviour’’ (Guthrie, 2014. pp87). Guthrie also notes that he does not subscribe to this thinking, positing that ‘’even if a ‘feature’ explained by its ostensible purpose does fulfil that purpose, the feature must first come into existence… it must arise and be plausible’’ (Guthrie, 2014. pp87). Instead, Guthrie states that his argument regarding the development of religion is of the Spandrel kind, which accounts for religion as an accidental by-product of evolution (Guthrie, 2014). 

At the heart of Guthrie’s article is the assertion that that religion ‘’may be best conceived as anthropomorphism systematized and taken seriously’’ (Guthrie, 2014. pp90) That anthropomorphism is central to religion is not a theory that belongs uniquely to Guthrie who informs readers that his own work has been largely inspired by the research of others before him (such as Freud and Hume) (Guthrie, 2014. pp90). 


Guthrie at Çatalhöyük:

According to Guthrie, it is human nature to imbue the inanimate with animacy, and see around us at all times, intentional agents in our environments (Guthrie, 2014). Scholars such as Guthrie subscribe to the idea that this attribution of human-like qualities to otherwise un-human entities is central to religious belief. 

Guthrie asserts that this human tendency to anthropomorphise pervades our thinking subconsciously (Guthrie, 2014. pp89). He further explains that anthropomorphism may have developed as a survival strategy designed to protect human life in what he describes as a ‘’better safe than sorry’’ mentality (Guthrie,2014. pp91). In the example Guthrie provides, we as humans may mistake sticks for snakes – if we do so correctly, we are able to best defend ourselves. If we do so mistakenly, we stand to lose little (Guthrie, 2014. pp91). This viewpoint may be contested by those who would attribute this tendency to identify threats in the inanimate to psychological evolution of humankind rather than an intrinsic need to add agency to the environment. Nevertheless, as with all of Guthrie’s arguments made throughout the article, it is complimented by the examples the author uses to paint a picture that is accessible to any reader with an interest in the subject. 

Guthrie claims that anthropomorphism is very much present at the site of Çatalhöyük. 
At Çatalhöyük, the dead were interred inside houses and homes. This choice to have the communities’ dead remain near the living suggests that the living may have continued to view them as people rather than as anything akin to inanimate (Guthrie, 2014). It could be reasoned that the people of Çatalhöyük possibly saw their dead as protective entities. Guthrie further asserts that beyond applying anthropomorphism to their deceased, the people of Çatalhöyük may have also applied similar thinking to their structures and animal remains (Guthrie, 2014). Guthrie points to the animal parts such as horns, teeth and bones embedded in the structures at Çatalhöyük as evidence of a ‘’animistic society’’ (Guthrie, 2014. pp93) supporting his assertion by noting that ‘’spirit’’ has historically been associated with the hardest remains of the living, such as teeth (Guthrie, 2014. pp94). Is it possible that these animal remains placed so deliberately with the human deceased within the structures could have been perceived as spiritual objects? In any case, it is safe to assume they held some special properties to Çatalhöyük’s inhabitants.

Guthrie essentially concludes that unless humans have changed fundamentally since the peak of activity at Çatalhöyük, they too must have had the tendency to anthropomorphise in a fashion resembling early religion and religious practice. His conclusion serves as a brief and concise end to a very elaborate and complex article. 

Evaluation:

In writing this article, Guthrie sought to share his theory that connects anthropomorphism to religion at Çatalhöyük, adding to the wide mass of literature that already explores the topic of religion at the site. He does so in a way that is accessible and engaging to reader’s who may not be archaeologists themselves. He uses qualitative data and theoretical discussion, drawing inspiration from likeminded and contrasting academic peers. It could be argued that his article, whilst pertaining to Çatalhöyük is more of an exploration of theory and debate concerning religion and anthropomorphism than an in-depth analysis of the site itself.  Additionally, the evidence for the Guthrie’s theory is limited, as with no written record to speak of, it is (as ever) difficult to determine the motivations behind acts such as embedding animal bones or teeth in the structures at the site. Whilst Guthrie’s evidence is not conclusive, his argument is very persuasive in its delivery, as he provides such a wealth of examples and citations.

Whilst Guthrie’s theories could be difficult to accept for those of a contrasting school of thought (for example Instrumentalists) the arguments he makes are broad and theoretical enough in nature that it must be conceded that his theory is possible if not plausible. More supporting evidence from the site of Çatalhöyük itself may have had more impact or lent more credence to the argument, however the value of a theory is not necessarily in its ability to be proven or disproven. With the site not fully uncovered, and yet to be thoroughly researched, more evidence of anthropomorphism at the site may yet be found. If nothing else is certain, it could, at the very least, be agreed that Çatalhöyük is a fascinating site that continues to provoke questions that we may never receive definitive answers to. 
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