Is the category of ‘Ancestors’ useful analytically?

The title question poses a fundamental problem. Firstly, when one establishes what needs to be analyzed then the question begs whether it has any direct bearing on the motives of the analyzer. One should ask whether the concept of ancestors has any synonymous meanings, for instance the belief of heroes and mythological figures, of saints, the role of elders, the realm of the soul and its inhabitants, or the understanding of God. These points of issue would need to be grounded in actual mundane experiences for them to have any real value of analysis. In my first example I cite the rituals of the Lesser Sunda Islands of Indonesia. The festival of the dead may frequently happen some 20 years later.
 Ancestors are frequently called upon for strength; this second burial allowing for the conceptual acknowledgement of a transition from the recently dead to the long dead. Likewise in Malagasy society ancestors are seen as the most important agents for encouraging virility and fertility, thus affirming a positive relationship in their correlation with sexuality.


After the rapid collapse of urbanization in Britain in the 5th century, there evolved the cult status of fallen Christian martyrs.
 Mortuary practice was linked to its mother church or local church as a central urban feature. These early medieval features, now segregated from the cremation practice of the Romans, broke down the physical and symbolic barriers between the living and dead that ultimately led to intramural burials being practiced on the continent by the 8th century. The monastic movement had provided the laity with the necessary role of saints and their whole worship in order to continue communion with God and the ancestral past. Under the Catholic doctrine the Communion of Saints is a reference to the brotherhood, and sisterhood of the Church derived from the belief that through Jesus Christ all Christians can transcend physical death on earth. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church the communion of saints is the binding of the faithful of Christ, those souls who are in purgatory, and the saints in heaven into the organic unity of a mystical body, with Christ at its head.
 


 The corruption of the Church
 that was to eventuate by the time of the Reformation centered on its materialistic vindication of the selling of sins. It was through the emergence of the new eucharistic cult in the 11th century whereby communion had been linked to the social order, that was to become the means to exercise real power over the laity who themselves needed to be reconciled with the Church.
 This was given momentum by the developing ‘historic’ theme of Christ administering this sacrament as developed in Corpus Christi sermons.
. The Eucharist emerged as a symbol of overarching universality and utmost uniformity from the disparate economic and political culture of the high Middle Ages. Even as early as the 11th century popes were attempting to make claims of primacy and universality against regional political powers and local liturgical customs.
 The eucharistic meal was to become a powerful assimilation of eating into the economy of the supernatural through the promise of being one with God in a bodily sense.
 It was also believed that mass could empower an oath or pact, as in 1326 Emperor Louis of Bavaria and Duke Ferdinand of Austria enacted through communion together. 


One sees here the role of clergy acting in the capacity of elders to administer direct communion with God, in this case the worship of saints, with Jesus Christ as their figurehead. Now, it would appear that the east-west or north-south dichotomy has much in common and could provide good analytical material. The supernatural properties of the eucharistic bread require its special administration. The mystical knowledge imparted through either consubstantiation or transubstantiation (the doctrinal variance is not of direct relevance here) was and still is a very male-dominated patriarchal administration despite the Lutheran Reformation. This is very much akin to the association of vital knowledge with age coupled with the ambivalent rivalry between adult and youth. 
  There has developed a symbolic play on biological aging as the intermediary to communion with the ancestors within indigenous belief systems. Take for instance the many hundreds of thaumaturgical movements in South Africa from the Xhosa-speaking tribes as well as the Zulu.
 The separatist churches - the Ethiopian Church, and the prophetic style of their 'Zionist' churches follow an inheritance system of tribal lore.
 It is interesting to bear in mind that these sects behave more through their inheritance lore accorded to their magical character. Neither do these sects give much support to African nationalism. Thaumaturgy in Africa has shown adaptability. Its authoritative arm can appear as a synthetic surrogate tribe, a dispersed set of rites and practices, or even grafted into a decaying tribal structure.


Again, here is an indication of the use of power relations for the intercession with the spirit world by a thaumaturge whose very life depends on getting results. In the funeral ceremonies of the Kol of India (Bengal) only married individuals can enter the land of the ancestors, where they are “betrothed” to its members.
 They may return from time to time or reincarnate in the first born but the belief system entails precluding children from clanhood. In many ways then the upholding of the cult of the ancestors require intermediaries who derive their power relations and social hierarchies from communion with the dead, as well as the imparting of divine knowledge. At first, one can take a rather oblique relation with the Jainist concept of bodily renunciation. Their insistence on the karmic properties of pain and bodily effacement makes for the androgynous nature of their idolized ancestry,
 which arguably, hearkens to the genderless qualities attributed to the cult of the saints and the sacrificial nature of the Christian God. The experience of the invisible soul is a congruity with the physical body, that which cannot be separated for the Jain.
 Likewise the experience of Christ as a renunciation of material values, has connotations to Guy Swanson’s interpretation of a soul, as “…a body of potentialities, invisible and known only through its consequences. The animating principle, sometimes the cause of life, of thinking, willing and knowing.”
 Joseph Campbell considered the saint as a hero who moves beyond the myth, beyond life.
 As such the myth does not treat of them properly. He elsewhere states the supreme hero requires a deeper wisdom, one that transcends the cosmogonic rounds and delights in the reopening of the passage to the One Presence.
 The virtuous sword is substituted with the scepter of dominion, or the book of the law. The characteristic of the first is the winning of the bride (life), the second is the going to the father (the invisible unknown). I acknowledge Campbell’s point by resolving to the opinion that he is indirectly referring to a process of individuation characteristic of Western cultures, but that eastern traditions I feel have ontologically dealt with as a collective phenomenon.


My outlook is bolstered by Bloch’s rather sterile outmoded methods but which came up with the general truism that among indigenous sovereign kinship organizations there is the tendency to inhibit the conception of an immanent soul and instead foster belief in active ancestral spirits.
 For instance the fate of man is conceptualized by the Tallensi of West Africa in terms of his ancestor cult.
 The breaking of personal taboos can bring on sickness and even death. Diviners are asked to interpret coincidences/accidents etc, and to discover why and how Destiny ancestors impose these taboos. In the main, they only really cause the death of his dependants as God did with Job, because ideally Destiny is beneficent. Again, we have an example here of the power relations that shift and take the emphasis away from the main subject. Instead, the individual’s power flows from membership in kin groups legitimizing the belief that kinship organizations are uniquely potent through not connecting individuals to unique social roles. Critical roles of intercession are rather the role of the outsider in rites of passage, e.g. with adulthood or the supernatural. 

It brings one around full circle centered about the concept of “otherness”. For in relation to the saints of the west, we seem to find that the externalization of worldly experience is the focus of conventionalism that has led to the individuation of cultural experience. The limits of ideology are exposed time and time again when social systems build in the means of compromising its beliefs of the very world it wants to deny, the basis of its existence.
 Thus the African Lugbara reintroduce the wild, or the spirit, through its taming i.e. the sexuality of women. In China the finest geomantic calculations are required to retrieve the bones and flesh of the deceased housed in ancestral halls and tablets, else they bring disaster (chaos). With the Bolivian Laymi the regrettable act of bringing back the dead is done so at the festival of All Saints in order that they can preside over the growth of the crops. Their possibility of being devils with malevolent power accounts for the social upheavals that punctuate society worldwide. They represent a time of differentiation and conflict where welcomed blood is necessary for the earth’s fertility.
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