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ABSTRACT
This thesis investigates the impact of the Christian clergy on daily life in Anglo-

Saxon England in the seventh and eighth centuries AD. Noting from the outset an
interpretative impasse in historical sources, the archaeological record is explored
for what it may reveal concerning those areas and peoples most hidden from
historical scholarship. Noting problems with techniques that assume clear

distinctions between Christian and pagan ritual - in particular funerary ritual - the
anthropology of religious phenomena and religious conversion is introduced to

support and expand that critique, but also to focus attention on the sophistication
of the problem to be addressed. Itis argued that the social sciences are ill-equipped
to investigate religious phenomena and that a more subtle, if more complicated,

approach is required. Considering the coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon

England as an encounter between missionaries and their audience, we are
encouraged to investigate the subtle tensions implicit in that relationship. The
relationship is thus recast in terms of access to literacy, since this is a
distinguishing factor of the clergy in England in the seventh and eighth centuries.
Literacy, modelled as a set of discursive practices embedded in and re-produced
through social relationships, is investigated from the perspective of the archaeology
of surveillance. Two case studies from Hampshire — Micheldever and Saxon
Southampton (or Hamwic) — support the view that literacy can be used as a means
of investigating the missionary encounter. It is proposed that, by the first half of
the eighth century, the populations of these two areas were drawn into an intricate
engagement with the clergy, facilitated by the bureaucratic and discursive
deployment of literacy practices. Though necessarily more complicated than
approaches that depend on the archaeology of the cemeteries to investigate the

relationship between the clergy and the laity, this insight does at least do justice to

the complexity of the issue being discussed.
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Chapter 1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 The scope of our study

This thesis examines the influence of the clergy in Anglo-Saxon England in the
period up to 750 AD. In doing so, it brings together themes that are often
considered in isolation: the coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England, the

means by which royal authority became expanded and entrenched in the same
period, developments in trade and exchange, and possible changes in the domestic
and agricultural lives of the population. Drawing these themes together provides

the foundation for an alternative insight into the development of the church in

southern England. It attempts to draw these different threads together by

investigating the breadth, impact and penetration of clerical literacy in secular
atfairs in the period up to 750 AD.

The period from 600-750 AD saw a series of seemingly unrelated social, political,
religious and physical changes in the English landscape. It saw the development of
the first law codes and charters in Anglo-Saxon England, the first indigenous
coinage since the Roman period, the decline of certain types of funerary activity
and the development of new fashions in clothing and jewellery. The period saw
the earliest development of “ports of trade”, and novel forms of industrial
production. It saw large-scale investment of wealth in the church. The same
period saw disparate changes in the landscape of production and agriculture.
These changes have largely been studied in isolation. Thus, much-quoted work on
the development of emporia makes little reference to the activities of missionary
clergy, and no reference to law codes (Hodges 1989a). Christopher Arnold
discusses the archaeology of social change, but is dismissive of historical sources
(Arnold 1997). Patrick Wormald on the other had offers an intensive and thorough
analysis of law, with only passing reference to the archaeological evidence of
goods, landscapes and populations to which the laws refer (Wormald 1999).

Nicholas Higham makes the connection between kingship, conversion and

christianisation, but without reference to trade or the landscape (Higham 1997). In
addition, a raft of social theory, comparative history and anthropological evidence
has tempted a variety of commentators to introduce analogies from places and
times quite distant from the one in question here (inter alia Mayr-Harting 1991,

1994, Cusack 1998, Higham 1997).
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This thesis will attempt to bring these different threads together so that we may

better understand the influence of the clergy. If this is a success, then the benefits
may be great. Even if it is not, then there are still benefits to be had. As well as

being a useful exercise to compare data sets and identify differences, it would allow
for the generation of new research agendas that may in turn cross the gaps between

specialist areas.

The argument seems, on first inspection, to be relatively straightforward. As
well as establishing certain forms of Christianity, the clergy were also responsible

for the re-introduction of literacy to Anglo-Saxon England. Literacy was used in

the rites and liturgies of the church, emphasising clerical learning. Yet literacy was
not confined to these liturgical occasions but also seems to have been used to

organise and maintain resources. The organisation of resources using literacy
appears to present an opportunity to explore the impact of the clergy in the secular
lives of the population, since it was in the daily lives of the population that the
ordering and maintenance of resources would have been felt most keenly.
Moreover, the ordering and maintenance of physical resources is a question of
material culture which archaeology ought to be well placed to answer. In simple
terms, if archaeology could demonstrate that the clergy were able to intervene in
the daily lives of the population through the literate organisation of resources, then
we may (by extension) support the view that they were also able to intervene in
their religious lives too. If we can demonstrate that they were not able to intervene

in the daily lives of the population, then we can extend our critique of missionary

activity.:

In fact, this thesis shows that the connection between literacy, conversion and
missionary activity is not clear-cut. The connection between archaeology and
literacy is complicated and the relationship between historical sources and
archaeological evidence rendered problematic by a dislocated chronology. A
number of significant obstacles prevent a bold or simple conclusion. For a start,
there are questions of a religious nature to contend with: topics like baptism,
conversion and christianisation have excited a lot of critical comment. The topic of
literacy is also sizeable, with historians arguing over the nature of literacy in Anglo-
Saxon and Medieval England. Moreover, the disparate data sets support and
require different types of chronological precision, which means that conclusions

can only be drawn at the level of the most coarse data set available, however
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frustrating that is for those used to more precise methods. Finally the critical issue
of definition of terms is very important. They sound simple, but terms like

“religion” and “literacy” are controversial.

This introduction attempts to lay out some of these problems. We start with the

study of religious phenomena, and the difficulty of connecting missionary work to
the impact of literacy. Then we look at the way other commentators have
discussed literacy in Anglo-Saxon England, noting a significant gap between their
conclusions and the period we wish to study. Thereafter we turn to the problems
of dating and the reconciling of different forms of evidence that is required by this
sort of study. We then turn to the question of literacy, looking first at different
approaches to the term, and then to the context of Anglo-Saxon England. This
allows a contextually specific evaluation of the forms which literacy may take.
This leads to a discussion of two concepts that will be used throughout the thesis:

the idea of literacy as a means of surveillance and the concept of the “literacy

event”.

Atfter this introduction, we move to a section where a whole number of terms

will be given short explanatory definitions and discussions, for reference while

reading the text. Finally each chapter will be summarised to give an outline of the

thesis.

1.1.1 Problems with religious phenomena: conversion, literacy
and Christianity

The problems start with the historical analysis of religion. The spread and

development of Christianity are hotly contested subjects. As we shall see in
Chapters Two and Three, the term “conversion” has been subject to a detailed
critique and the role of generalised processes, both personal and social, have been
emphasised. Neutral terms like “christianisation” have been proposed, while the
historical record has been studied in detail to identify the precise relationship

between missionary activity, the clergy and conversion.

Intellectual problems surface when we attempt to study religion. The definition
of the term itself is problematic. A range of definitions has been used within the
social sciences, with emphases on the social or intellectual foundations of religious

phenomena. Functionalist theory has been the dominant system over the last
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century, arguing that the social function of religion is greater than its ostensive
claims: that while religion may claim to be cosmological, it is actually a way of
managing populations. Alternative intellectualist accounts have become more
common in the last twenty years, in which the cosmological role of religion has
been emphasised against the social consequences. These will be discussed in more
detail in Chapter Three, but it can be seen immediately that the study of
“conversion” or “christianisation” is partly dependent on the definition we chose to
adopt. If we accept a functionalist definition of religion then we can only really

present a social account of conversion. If we accept an intellectualist stance, then

we will focus on the perceived “rationality” of conversion. It is generally true to

say that our initial preconceptions may colour the conclusions we reach, but in this

case the dangers are perhaps more significant than often realised.

A more fundamental problem is manifest in the phenomenological challenge to
the study of religion: that religion is not susceptible to study by the social sciences
in the way that generations of scholarship have taken for granted. Not only are the
terms of the encounter partly determined by definition, academic analytical
methods are antithetical to “sui generis” religious phenomena. This challenge will
be met head on in Chapter Three, but it highlights that there is always something in
the study of religion that cannot be reached by empirical methods. This is true not
only of historical cases where we lack sources, but in modern examples where

practitioners and participants are available for as much empirical study as we can

sustain and they will tolerate.

In the end, we cannot study conversion directly, but must rely on other methods
to elicit and describe the conditions in which it may have been a reasonable action.
While we cannot describe conversion, we can describe the changing conditions in
which it was made attractive. So, we can describe the impact of missionary clergy,
not so much in terms of their religious mission, but in the subtler and perhaps

more important social and cultural conditions which they sought to create.

In addition to problems with describing conversion -~ and there are many
additional problems in store - there will inevitably be at best an attenuated
connection between missionary work, conversion and literacy. For example, the
relationship between “conversion” and missionary work is not simple, and should

not be presumed. The clergy undertook missionary work in Anglo-Saxon England,
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but there is not a direct correlation between this work and conversion, since it will
be argued here that conversion pertains to the individual. = The missionary can
provide a context in which that conversion may take place, as may the
“christianisation” of certain cultural practices. In the end personal conversion is a
matter for each individual, even if there are superstructures of group identity and

collective action present.

The question then turns not so much to the relationship between conversion and
missionary work, but the means by which the missionaries were able to influence

the broader social context. As will be argued in Chapter Three, this is the key

feature of much missionary work as reported from anthropological contexts: not so
much the message but the broader social encounter between missionary and the lay

population. This means we should turn the question of missionary work round. In
anthropological contexts, the question “What are the missionaries teaching?” is less

important than “Why should we listen to them?” The same question “why should

anyone pay any attention to the clergy?” may also be asked in the Anglo-Saxon

context.

This question has generally been met by an appeal to political and military
power. Commentators have concentrated attention on kings. This thesis attempts
a different tack, asking whether literacy could have had any social or cultural
impact, and whether it could thus have supported the position of the clergy. It may
have supported the clergy but this cannot be demonstrated comprehensively and

empirically with the limited evidence available. It can only be posited by appeal to

other contexts where literacy clearly projects and maintains certain forms of
hegemony. All other problems aside, we cannot make an explicit historical
connection between clerical literacy and social power. It is posited here as an
assumption that is supported by sociological and anthropological analogy. It is
also, however, supported by the liturgical and artistic paraphernalia of the early
Middle Ages that repeatedly stresses the connection between Christianity and

literacy.

Of course, the emphasis on literacy as opposed to royal power sounds profound,
but in practice is less so. It is often difficult to establish the boundaries between
the deployment of literacy by the clergy, and the deployment of the clergy by the

king. Thus, in shifting our attention to literacy, we ultimately shift it back again to
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royal power - though with an enhanced understanding of how the two were inter-

dependent.

If we accept the assumption that literacy could have lent a peculiar form of
discursive power to the clergy, then we must start looking for the ways in which
that discursive power may be deployed. Analysis of the period suggests that
literacy was one of a number of developing mechanisms for surveillance (discussed

below) supporting a set of newly expanded kingdoms. This depends on a critical
reading of the archaeological record, with all its contradictions, presumptions and

inaccuracies. The claim that there were new forms of surveillance in the seventh

century may be contentious, but is not unreasonable given what we know of the
period. In addition to this reconstruction of the archaeology, we can only make

oblique connections between this archaeology and the practice of literacy. There is
no direct linkage between this reconstructed archaeology and the historical uses of
literacy — merely a sense that they are too similar for it to be a simple coincidence.

It makes most efficient use of the scarce evidence to see them as parts of the same

process. Other interpretations are certainly possible.

There is thus a tenuous connection between the literacy of the clergy and the
archaeology of material resources. This is not a direct connection, and is not
straightforward. This thesis claims that there is a broad correspondence between
the archaeological record and the intentions of the clergy revealed within a set of

historical documents. That correspondence may be termed a “chicken and egg”
problem: the direction of causality cannot be established for certain. That they

arise together is important, since it implies that the clergy were (to some extent)
involved in these mechanisms for surveillance. “Involved” is a deliberately vague
word since we cannot demonstrate that the clergy created them: perhaps they did,
or perhaps they simply saw an opportunity to use their literacy to appropriate
them. It is all but impossible to resolve the situation one way or another, though
the temptation to argue that one “caused” another is strong. The best that we can

say is that they influenced each other in a dialectic that cannot be easily

disentangled.

The connection between the clergy and these new methods of surveillance is
tenuous, presented in a handful of documents that may or may not have been in

wide circulation. Readers should be watchful to see whether they agree that such a
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claim is sustainable. If it is, then we can present two more answers to the question
“Why should we listen to the missionaries?” If the clergy were involved in these
new mechanisms of surveillance then they were well placed to act as arbiters
between the people being supervised (the local population) and the people doing
the supervising (the king). Thus to the question “why listen to them?” we could
answer, “because they have influence with our political and military masters”.
This is as much as to confirm the view taken by many previous commentators.
But, if the clergy were using these mechanisms of surveillance to project a

discourse on literacy, then they may have been able to reinforce their position as

mediators of new and esoteric forms of knowledge to an illiterate population.

Thus, to the question “Why listen to them?” we could also answer, “because they
are more learned than we are in this new skill of reading and writing”. Neither of

these answers actually tell us about conversion. They do however put conversion

into a context where it would seem rational.

It readers feel the link between the clergy, literacy and these new methods of

surveillance is unsustainable then much of what follows will seem pointless. If
readers feel that the discursive influence of literacy is a red herring, and that we
should look only for practical consequences of literacy, then this thesis will have
little to offer. If these diverse and attenuated relationships are unconvincing or too
tenuous to be taken seriously, then we must revert to a theory of kingship and
military power to account for the influence of the clergy. Yet, as will be argued in
Chapters Two and Three, this existing theory is itself based on a series of

problematic definitions. The Early Middle Ages is a period which is hard to

understand and often difficult to provide really thorough demonstrations of causes
and connections. If connections and linkages offered above are tenuous, then that

is largely in keeping with the period in discussion.

1.1.2 Discussions on literacy: Clanchy, Wormald, Keynes, Kelly
and Lowe

Problems also lie in wait when we look to the historical analysis of literacy. The
deployment of literacy by Anglo-Saxon clergy is not really in doubt. Commentators
disagree about the precise numbers concerned, but it has been argued that there
may be as many as 100 interpolated copies, apparently accurate copies Or originals
of genuine charters from the period to 750 AD (Wormald 1984). The same period

saw land transactions and law codes committed to parchment, as well as a
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remarkable florescence in the production of religious texts. Such sudden vitality in

the culture of literacy seems to promise immediate gains.

In fact, however, historians dispute the impact of literacy in this period. Michael
Clanchy describes this period as a prelude to the literacy practices of the later
Middle Ages, arguing that literacy only had any positive impact on government in
the centuries after the Norman Conquest - that is some 500 years after the arrival of

Augustine and his colleagues. Clanchy implies that we look in vain for real literacy
In Anglo-Saxon England (Clanchy 1993). If literacy had no impact until the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, then we cannot hope to use it to help interpret the

archaeology of Middle Saxon England.

Clanchy’s views have fostered a lively debate about medieval literacy. Patrick

Wormald has argued that, for all the early evidence, literacy in Anglo-Saxon

England was only of the most restricted kind (Wormald 1977). Thus, while there
may be documents, they do not compare favourably with later periods in England,
or contemporary practices abroad. Moreover, a detailed review of all the
documents available suggests that the few surviving law codes are erratic,
unstructured and impractical from a legal perspective (Wormald 1999). That does
not mean that they did not serve a purpose or are somehow bogus, but it points to
the conclusion that they are ideological tracts rather than practical handbooks of

law. In Wormald’s view, literacy is rather more discursive than practical.

Wormald’s view of law sits within discussions of charters and the institutions of

land tenure. There is a complicated, long-standing and detailed debate over the
precise nature and earliest evidence of tenure in Anglo-Saxon England. Some
commentators have argued that “book-right”, the mechanism by which the church
seems to have held its earliest estates, was quite distinct from “folk-right”, the
traditional form of land tenure. It has been argued that “book-land” was held free
of certain tributes, and in perpetuity, as against traditional tenure that carried
traditional “folk” burdens and lasted only the lifetime of individuals (John 1960).
The tempting conclusion is that the church, through literacy, had a signiticant
impact on tenure (Campbell 1973 82). Wormald has questioned the special
privileges associated with “book-land” (Wormald 1984), arguing that the evidence
for special privileges associated with charters is problematic, and that long-term

holding by kin was not in fact unusual with or without a charter in support. In
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short, therefore, as well as dismissing law codes, Wormald dismisses the

importance of early medieval charters as evidence for any special literacy practice.

Wormald’s view of law and Clanchy’s view of the development of medieval
bureaucracy have not been universally approved. For example Susan Kelly has
pointed out that a lack of evidence is the dominant feature of Anglo-Saxon lay
literacy. She points out that while evidence for the earlier period is non-existent,
the ninth century saw the development of a small but significant number of
vernacular charters, associated with secular poetry and chronicles. These, she

argues, represent lay people taking advantage of literacy from the ninth century.

Though unable to mobilise large amounts of evidence, she contends that the

evidence of the ninth and tenth century could only survive if foundations already
existed (Kelly 1990).

Kelly’s view of lay involvement in literacy is supported by Simon Keynes,
arguing that the tenth-century court was supported by lay and clerical scribes
(Keynes 1990). This claim offers two challenges to Wormald and Clanchy, since it
argues that late Anglo-Saxon government depended in practical terms on the use of
literacy for functional as well as discursive reasons, at a date long before Clanchy
would accept. Also, by identifying a lay scribe, Keynes shows that this work could
be divorced from clerical control and thus that the laity were not only interested in
owning and perhaps reading charters, but were quite capable to undertake the work

for themselves. He argues that the late Anglo-Saxon court was used to the written

word as tool for passing on instructions whether as wills or writs, that the Anglo-

Saxon court had some form of permanent secretariat in the tenth century, and is
even able to identify one thegn employed as a “scriptor” in royal service (Keynes
1990 257). This is a powerful argument that, by the tenth century and perhaps at

some point before, the laity was actively engaged in the culture of literacy.

The argument against Wormald and Clanchy’s view of literacy has been
extended into theoretical considerations by Katherine Lowe who argues that their
description of literacy is circular, and identifies a set of documents which may
have been owned and curated by lay people, though pertaining to church estates
and prepared by clerics (Lowe 1998). The earliest of these she identifies from 804
AD (S1187), which exists now as a cartulary copy. She argues that this document

is best understood as the earliest in a succession of “chirographs” that to her mind
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show that the laity was keen to obtain the benefits of literacy from at least the ninth
century if not before. The case should not be over-stated: the grant in question
favours a church, and the principal benefit is theirs; the documents she describes
are not numerous, and only become common in the tenth and eleventh centuries.

But the suggestion that the laity were interested in literacy from at least the early

ninth century provides something of a challenge to Wormald and Clanchy’s view of

lay interest in literacy. Lowe argues that the trend continued into the tenth and

eleventh century, reinforcing Kelly’s claim for an early date in the lay interest in

literacy.

These different arguments are complicated, and have been summarised very
briefly. They will return in various forms throughout the thesis, especially in

Chapters Four and Five. However, it is worth pointing out that, even if we accept
the very earliest date for lay involvement in literacy, we are still some sixty years

short of the end of the period set here. If we are to bring lay involvement in
literacy back to the seventh and eighth century, then we must extend it back by a
significant margin. So, if even by the most positive analysis, lay involvement in
literacy developed several generations after the arrival of the missionaries, it must
be admitted that the prospects for using literacy to tie together the archaeology of
middle Saxon England are far from promising. As we shall see, the prospects are

not as bad as they may first appear. The topic of lay literacy has been discussed at

length: the topic of lay illiteracy has not.

1.1.3 What is literacy?
Literacy is a contentious and convoluted topic that will be explored more fully in

Chapter Four. Different approaches to literacy have been used and developed in
different disciplines, including anthropological, educational and historical
contexts. Two authors in particular - Jacky Goody and Walter Ong - have
encouraged considerable debate over the last few years, placing emphasis on the
inevitable social, intellectual and economic consequences of literacy. These views
have been criticised, with later commentators emphasising the peculiar historical

forms which literacy takes, and its ideological status. These themes will be
discussed later, though it is important to introduce them here even if that pre-
empts subsequent detail. It is essential that, if we are to identify the impact of

literacy, we at least know what it means.
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Many recent accounts of the historical impact of literacy start their discussions

with the work of Jack Goody - even where the ultimate conclusions are at odds
with his analysis (e.g. McKitterick 1990). Goody’s ideas on literacy have developed
over three decades, influencing, among others, Patrick Wormald and Michael
Clanchy (Wormald 1977, Clanchy 1993). Goody argued that once released and
made popular, literacy brings certain inevitable consequences. Thus, for example,
ancient Greek writings reveal a facility with the long chains of reasoned argument
that is only made possible by being written down (Goody and Watt 1968). While

the ideas presented in these Greek tracts are not themselves the results of literacy

so much as human thought, literacy allowed the classical mind to expand by

providing a tool to facilitate memory. That tool has the consequence of re-making

and expanding the analytical process, resulting in logical analyses. Similarly, the

facility to keep records allows for the expansion of economic activity, since
merchants are able to remember and calculate debts over much longer periods and
much larger areas than previously. Again, the trade activity existed before literacy,
and is not in itself the result of literacy; the facility to keep track of debts re-
invented and expanded trade and exchange in the ancient Near East (Goody 1986
45-86). In the same way, literacy has effects on law (Goody 1986 127-170), royal
government (Goody 1986 87-126) and religions (Goody 1986 1-44) by extending

and reinforcing relationships between peoples in different places through longer
periods.

Parallel to Goody’s historical and anthropological analysis is the work of Walter
Ong, a Jesuit scholar and educationalist who has worked extensively on the
particular psychological and intellectual aspects of writing (e.g. Ong 1992). Ong
offsets oral and literate cultures, arguing that literacy allowed for the abstraction of
concepts from the “plenum of existence”, and thus facilitated much extended
personal intellectual development. Abstract thought, he argues, is not available to
oral cultures that depend on experiential analyses of phenomena. Placed within a
wider social context, the implications of this divide are clear: that sustained
intellectual and personal development depends upon appropriate schooling. The
teaching of literacy in schools is connected to the development of reasonable social
discourse. “Oral” culture is not just intellectually poorer than literate culture, but
the retention or resurrection of oral cultures would be detrimental to the body
politic. Ong’s social and political claim for education is contentious, but the basic

claim that literacy restructures thought has been supported by neuro-physiological
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analyses of writing. These have emphasised the cognitive impact of literacy, and

have demonstrated the unexpected and unlikely physical impacts of literacy within

anatomical functions of thought (e.g. Tzeng and Wang 1983).

Goody and Ong present subtly different accounts of the impact of literacy that

appear to give us a relatively simple task in the context of Anglo-Saxon England.
By identifying the social and material consequences of literacy, Goody in particular

seems to provide a set of analytical tools that can be used in any context to analyse
the social impact of literacy. Areas such as trade and royal government already

feature in archaeological and historical accounts of the period, so subtle shifts, if
not full-scale re-organisations, in these areas should not only be visible in the

material culture associated with them, but provide keys for the development of

literacy. It is harder to see how religion or logic could be used in the same way, but

it 1s not inconceivable that thoughtful analyses could yet bring them together once

the economic and political spheres were studied.

Yet the situation is more complicated than it first appears. The claims of Goody
and Ong have been roundly criticised by a number of commentators, emphasising
instead the ideological baggage associated with literacy. They have drawn
attention to the historically constituted nature of literacy. The result of this

critique is that we cannot simply use Goody’s ideas as a set of trans-cultural tools to

analyse Anglo-Saxon England

The critique of Goody and Ong emerges from the work of a number of scholars,

foremost among them Brian Street (e.g. Street 1995). This group has based their
theories of literacy on carefully controlled and thoughtfully considered
anthropological and sociological fieldwork in different settings, rather than the
largely historical accounts offered by Goody, and the introspective theoretical
analyses offered by Ong (e.g. Barton and Hamilton 1998). Street and others have
argued that, rather than being a single social norm to which all should aspire,
multiple and competing forms of literacy are prevalent in single contexts. Some of
these forms of literacy are socially approved, others tolerated but not rewarded,
other forms actively condemned. They have noted that access to approved forms of
literacy is allied to social power, and that exclusion from approved forms of literacy
is consistent with social deprivation. While there may be certain forms of

mechanical ability that are consistent, the real social importance of literacy derives
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not from the consequences it may bring, but from the way it is deployed, and the

discursive potential it offers. Literacy may indeed have a whole variety of
consequences, but these are not driven through literacy itself but are worked out

according to conditions that exist prior to and contemporary with its development.

Perhaps the single most important finding of this research is that literacy does
not just impact on those who have the mechanical ability to read and write, but

that it also impacts on the illiterate. Illiteracy should thus feature in any analysis of
literacy, in particular if we wish to describe the discursive elements of literacy. In

short the projection of literacy and illiteracy may have a wider social impact than
the intellectual, economic or political consequences that Goody and Ong claimed.

Whatever the case, if we want to analyse literacy we cannot simply impose a model

from the anthropological literature, but must develop a contextually sound model

of how and why literacy develops and the different impacts it may have had.

There are other complications to this debate. While Street and others have

stressed that literacy is constituted differently in different social and ideological
contexts, there is a danger that political and social analyses swamp the subject of
literacy entirely. A number of defences can be built to prevent us losing sight of
the object of study: a theory of communication from the philosophy of language,
and an analytical vocabulary that attempts to control that which we study. These
themes will be developed much more fully in Chapter Four and in the chapters that

follow it, but again it will help our discussion here if we introduce one of them

now and present the analytical vocabulary alongside our more general definitions

of terms.

Goody and Ong both presented literacy and “orality” as polar opposites. While
later commentators have tended to move away from these “great divide” theories
stressing continuities (e.g. Tannen 1982), the philosophy of language presents
grounds to suppose that there is a divide between written and oral communication.
Specifically, the property of written language to be communicated (however
problematically) across much wider spaces and over much longer times than oral
communication gives rise to some discussion about the development and analysis
of symbolic meaning within written language. Paul Ricoeur has described this
distinctive property of written discourse as “distanciation” (Ricoeur 1978). The

term will be explored more fully later on, but it is useful to bear this in mind from
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the start, since it specifies a unique property of reading and writing as against oral
communication. This raises the interesting theoretical proposition that, if we can
identify significant shifts in the space or time of communication, then we may be

relatively hopeful that this is the result of literacy, since the space and time of oral

communication is considerably more constrained.

1.1.4 The contexts of Literacy in Anglo-Saxon England
As noted above, literacy has received considerable attention over the last few

years from historians of Anglo-Saxon England intent to find the earliest evidence

for lay literacy. Yet, as we will see, the theoretical propositions of Street and others

encourage us to realise that literacy is not just about the literate, but may also have

an impact on the illiterate. This is encouraging since it means that we need not

become overly concerned by the sixty years or more between the end of our study
period and the earliest evidence for Anglo-Saxon lay literacy. All we need to do is
demonstrate that clerical literacy could have projected the distinction between
literate and illiterate onto the lay population. In that way we can genuinely say

that the laity were involved in literacy from an early date, without necessarily
saying that they were literate.

More important however is the need to formulate a contextual view of literacy,
which connects literacy to the broader social, ideological and political practices of
the period. Literacy may indeed have a whole variety of consequences, but these
are not driven through literacy itself. Instead, they are worked out according to

conditions that exist prior to and contemporary with its development. This is

where we turn from generalised discussion to historical specifics. Much of this
argument is developed more fully in Chapters Two, Four and Five, and is subject to
a more sustained investigation in Chapters Six and Seven. Nonetheless, it helps to

clarify a complicated discussion by pre-empting and summarising it at the outset.

What do we know about England in AD 6007 A number of important social and
economic trends can be recognised. Firstly, Steve Bassett and others have argued
that the generation either side of AD 600 saw the middle and closing stages of a
struggle for power between a large number of small kingdoms that were slowly
amalgamating into larger and politically more stable power blocs (Bassett 1989).
Thus, the kingdom of Kent developed in the later half of the sixth century, while

Northumbria was drawn together out of diverse provinces in the early years of the
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seventh century. Wessex seems to have taken slightly longer to settle down, but

seems to have emerged in the middle years of the seventh century. Some of the
smaller kingdoms survived into the eighth century, but were unable to retain their
independence against the overwhelming power of their neighbours: for example,
the Hwicce appear in historical sources in the seventh and eighth century, but were
ultimately subsumed into the larger kingdom of Mercia. By around 750 the
numerous petty kingdoms of 600 had been reduced to a few much larger ones
including Northumbria, Mercia and Wessex. These larger kingdoms must have

depended on much longer lines of communication than their predecessors. The

kings of these larger kingdoms had much greater amounts of tribute to collect and
much more wealth available which means that not only were the royal houses

much wealthier by 750, they depended for that wealth on administrators to recover

and deliver it.

This view of the aggressive expansion of kingdoms in the century and a half
before 750 is consistent with archaeological analyses of “aristocratic” burial in the
period. The generation before 600 is marked by a number of wealthy barrow
burials associated with quite wealthy deposits of grave goods at places like Taplow
and Swallowcliffe Down. This tradition reaches a peak in the first quarter of the
seventh century with the extraordinary wealth of the cemetery at Sutton Hoo. Yet
by 750, the situation seems to have changed quite markedly. The aggressive and
wealthy aristocratic burials were replaced by a more conservative and more
homogeneous “neo-classical” style of burial that suggests considerably more

stability and considerably less aggressive consumption (Geake 1997). This is

consistent with the wider view of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms because it implies that a
new and cosmopolitan elite had emerged. This is supported by analysis of clothing
and jewellery styles that seem to signal that this new elite had more in common

with each other than with their predecessors.

The economic condition of Anglo-Saxon England prior to 600 AD is harder to
establish, but the broad pattern of change witnessed in political developments is
mirrored in economic affairs too. It is clear for example that there was no
indigenous Anglo-Saxon coinage in England prior to the seventh century, with
small runs of gold “tremiss” coins appearing in the first half of the century, and
larger runs of silver “sceatta” coins in use by the end of the century and in

extensive circulation in some locations by 750. Industrial production before 600
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was universally small-scale with hand-made pottery generally produced from local

clays and fired at low temperatures. By the end of the period, this situation had
changed markedly with, for example, Ipswich-ware pottery being produced
centrally in what may be small but permanent kilns, and distributed across much
wider areas. There is little evidence for much in the way of urban settlement, even
in the surviving remnants of Roman towns around 600. The evidence for

settlement points to small, self-sufficient and shifting rural settlements. By 750 AD

there is evidence for occupation of at least two reasonably substantial settlements
that seem to combine industrial activity with trade (at Lundenwic and Hamwic). It
is certainly feasible that this number could be doubled by the inclusion of York and

Ipswich which both give grounds for hope.

This discussion could be extended at length, and will be given much more room
in Chapter Five. There are however, inevitable problems with the dating of these
phenomena that hamper our ability to place them within the precise historical
contexts of the arrival of the missionaries. Thus, for example, we can speak with
only approximate dates for the development of coinage, accurate at best to decades.

It we argue that the development of coinage was somehow the result of the

conversion of a given king with given dates, then with the best will in the world we
will not be able to locate it within the constraints which that precise narrative
really requires. Similarly we should be wary of extrapolating over-enthusiastically
from one kingdom or decade to the next. Simply because the laws of Ine of Wessex
talk of minor functionaries does not in itself allow us to assume the same of

Northumbria or Mercia. Tight controls will be required if such statements, which

may be controversial in their own right, are to carry any weight in other contexts.
Finally, generic dating methods such as place-name evidence, artefact typology or
hedgerow dating are occasionally all that are available. Where these are used, and
where the argument comes to depend on them, we should be absolutely certain

that they are supported as far as possible by other means, so that they may be made

as secure as possible.

1.1.5 Literacy and surveillance: image and reality
It should be obvious enough, however, that literacy was introduced into Anglo-

Saxon England at a time of considerable change in political, social and economic
terms. It is important to note that the origins of these changes pre-date the

development of literacy. Any argument which argued that these were the
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“consequences” of literacy would not only be inconsistent with how literacy is
understood here, but would be out by perhaps fifty or a hundred years. However,
these changes give us grounds for asking two questions: in what way was the
development of literacy influenced by the context in which it emerged; and to what

extent did the development of literacy subsequently influence these changes? As

we shall see, certain aspects of literacy were deployed to support and perhaps also

represent aspects of the surveillance of resources.

It is clear that clerical literacy did indeed respond to these on-going changes, and

in ways not confined to the religious sphere alone. The prime motivation for the

clerical use of literacy, we must assume, was the effective and appropriate conduct
of the liturgies and rituals of the church, as well as the use of letters and the like to

manage and extend the mission. Thus, from an early date, we have evidence of
letters from Gregory to the mission urging them and answering questions of a

spiritual nature. We also have reason to believe that Gregory wrote to a number of
kings and bishops to seek their support for the mission if not their own baptism.
Bede tells us that the these letters accompanied liturgical books that were (and
remain) an important element in the conduct of the sacraments, prayers and rituals
of the church, as well as personal meditation. All of this is entirely unexceptional.

It is precisely what one would expect literate missionaries to do when they have

access to literacy:.

However, there is evidence that, from a very early date, literacy was also
appropriated for what seem more like secular affairs too. This is more remarkable.

The earliest law code of Kent in the reign of Aethelberht was followed after an
interval by two more codes of Eadric and Hlothere, and Withred. A fourth, by Ine
of Wessex completes the set of (surviving) law codes issued in the seventh century.
These few texts are evidence that the clergy saw no impediment to using writing to
intervene in secular affairs, even if as Wormald has argued, that intervention was
not practically effective until some later date. The image of that intervention is also
important. Similarly the clergy clearly used literacy to record grants of land to
their benefit. Charters and the complications they bring will be discussed in more
detail in Chapter Five, but the point is worth making that these charters are
relatively numerous from the period up to 750, especially from the second half of

the seventh century. They record grants of land to the clergy from the laity, but did

not simply sit in monastic libraries unseen and unknown to the laity that made the
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grant. As well as making the grants, there is some evidence that the laity would

have witnessed the charters, if not by formal signature, at least in some ritual
fashion. Different from law-making, the evidence of charters for land tenure again

shows that the clergy had no hesitation in using literacy to manage and intervene

in secular affairs.

The question arises therefore, why should such practices be necessary? Why

should literacy be extended in this way? A number of commentators have argued
over the Mediterranean or Frankish origins of charters. There is certainly evidence

that aspects of these practices were introduced into England from abroad, but that

is not in itself an argument for why they should have developed in their own right.

The answer as to why charters and law codes should have persisted and developed

can be found instead in the local context of Anglo-Saxon England.

If the seventh century witnessed significant changes in the nature of Anglo-

Saxon kingship, including the development of larger kingdoms and more extended

lines of communication, then the opportunity must have existed for the clergy to
exploit this political and military disruption. It has long been noted that
Christianity offers a set of religious practices that support and extend medieval
kingship: the semi-sacred status of kingship, the controlled but extravagant display
of wealth, the numerous analogies with biblical kingship, and the association with
the authority of Rome. These factors are undoubtedly important, but the clergy
also had access to literacy. In a context of extended lines of communication and an

inevitable breakdown in face-to-face exchanges, one can imagine that literacy

would have offered an important opportunity to sustain royal authority across
longer distances and times, and abstract royal authority from the person of the king
to the office which he held. In addition, and perhaps more importantly, the
discursive impact of literacy would allow the king to appear in the Roman manner,
suggesting if not actually realising that aspiration. The king may not have been
able to read or write himself, but by associating his power with literacy he could
then draw on the same appearance of access to esoteric knowledge. Theoretically,
literacy thus could have provided much needed support for Anglo-Saxon kings at

precisely the moment it was needed.

While the evidence does not rule out such a proposition, it does not provide

much immediate support for it either. What is clear however is that the period also
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saw the development of a whole variety of mechanisms of surveillance which both

represented, maintained and extended royal power. Surveillance may be defined
simply as “vigilant supervision”. It is not unique to Anglo-Saxon England, nor
should we imagine that it developed in response to the development of extended
kingship. What is special about the period between 600 and 750 is the apparent
development of new methods of surveillance in order to sustain these extended
kingdoms. These new methods of surveillance could allow the king and royal

government to be present physically in all areas of the kingdom simultaneously,
regulate life in the localities and to an extent standardise them. Surveillance is not
simply a way of intervening directly to obtain or maintain power, such as the
collection of taxes or the suppression of rebellion, but it could also be a means to

symbolise that power indirectly, such as the appearance of the royal image on

Currency.

The seventh and eighth century seem to witness a whole variety of phenomena
that may be described as mechanisms for surveillance: mechanisms for supervising

the physical and human resources of the kingdom that are better suited to coping
with the extended kingdoms. These too will be described in more detail in Chapter
Five, but can be introduced in outline here. For example, there is evidence that
royal officials appear in the localities for the first time, carrying titles like
“scirman”. These may have existed in an earlier period, but if they did they must
have had a considerably less important role in proximity to the king. The
appearance of “high-status” settlements, interpreted as estate centres for royal
otficials in the localities, also supports the view that these people were not simple
legal fiction. The seventh and eighth centuries also saw the division of the
kingdoms into large ecclesiastical units, which seem in some circumstances to

mimic large royal estates and seem to be centred on existing royal estate centres.

These divisions may not in themselves have been new, but the fact that they were
re-invented in the period suggests a certain concern with dividing the landscape
into manageable chunks that could be overseen, especially when seen alongside the
appearance of royal officials in the localities. The seventh century saw the
development of coinage: tentatively at first but with growing circulation. By 750,
this coinage had already moved from bullion to currency in some places, and we
have some evidence that as well as being abundant, it could also be tightly
regulated. This regulation and production of coinage is evidence of another new

form of surveillance.  Other more discrete elements may also be cited.
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Archaeological evidence of settlements in the eighth century suggests that

settlements were more carefully demarcated from the rest of the countryside. This
is certainly the case with Hamwic where a large ditch marked the extent of the
settlement, and entrance to and from the settlement may have been policed at a
gateway. Sites like Catholme, for example, provide evidence of similar divisions
between and within settlements (Losco-Bradley 1984). This marks the physical
intervention of the technologies of surveillance in movement in and out of

settlements. Also, Hamwic seems to suggest that the town was demarcated
internally too, identifying plots of land. It is hard to demonstrate that this

represents a concern with personal property, but it is at least consistent with such a

proposition, with small groups seeming to supervise their resources. In other

contexts, there is evidence not only of settlements being marked out, but entire

landscapes too.

The purpose of this discussion is to suggest that Anglo-Saxon England in the
seventh and eighth century had need of new mechanisms for surveillance in order

to maintain the extended networks of royal authority, and that this need was met
by the invention of a series of practical measures. It is in this context that the
charters and law codes of Anglo-Saxon England seem to make most sense. Though
they may be problematic in practical terms, the law codes are largely consistent
with the pattern we find in the archaeological record. The seventh century sees the
first development of coinage, and the law codes speak straightforwardly about

coinage. The law codes speak of the need to enclose land and to manage personal
property: the archaeological record is consistent with a new concern for property

and boundaries. Archaeology presents a number of examples of how new
mechanisms of surveillance may have emerged in practice. It is clear that literacy

was also used, at least symbolically, to the same end.

This means that if we want to study literacy in Anglo-Saxon England, we have
the option to investigate two interconnected aspects of literacy. On one hand we
can study the discursive impact of literacy as a way to project the superiority of the
clergy over the illiterate laity. On the other hand we can study the practical impact
of literacy as one element in a system of supervision and surveillance that

supported expanded royal authority.
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Of course, these two options overlook the fact that the discursive representation
of literacy may have a practical impact too. If it proves too difficult to connect
between the clergy and the supervision of resources (i.e. the surveillance role) then
we may nonetheless be able to develop an argument about the discursive impact of
literacy in practical matters. This alternative proposition would hold that, while
the surveillance did not bring about change through literacy, the clerical monopoly
of literacy provided a key into the royal authority that in fact drove these changes.
Thus, rather than relying on the practical impact of literacy to manage physical
resources, the clergy may still have drawn from its discursive power by appearing
to do so. Access to literacy may have appeared to provide access to a growing royal
authority. To that extent, missionary clergy may have appeared in the localities as

arbiters with a new social and political order as well as with a new deity. It is the

appearance of influence rather than the reality that is important.

If we accept that the literacy of Anglo-Saxon charters and law codes in part
responded to the needs of the time in terms of surveillance and the maintenance of
resources, then we may in turn ask if literacy had an impact beyond that which
was initially intended. This important question is restricted by the limitations of
the dating evidence available to us in the narrowly defined time-frame studied
here. It is clear that the centuries after the conversion saw the growth of literacy
for bureaucratic purposes, that the church retained a significant control over
literacy, and that many aspects of government were indeed extended by the use of
literacy. Thus, for example, the writ and will became common elements in the
supervision of material resources that are decidedly about different times and

places from their preparation. But the earliest evidence for writs and wills is

beyond the time-frame set here.

Can we detect any evidence that literacy could have had any impact on
technologies of surveillance in the period up to 7507 The limited evidence

available suggests that the answer to this should be yes on two counts.

First, the impact of literacy means the introduction of a specialist class of
administrators not required for the other forms of surveillance that were described.
By connecting literacy to the extension of royal authority and to the maintenance of
resources, they created a new set of relationships between the literate and illiterate

populations. Access to literacy thus also brought access to (certain of) the means of
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surveillance. The clergy thus invited themselves to mediate between the king and

his population in secular affairs.

Secondly, the apparent evidence that mechanisms of surveillance were extended
to diverse corners of the kingdom is indicative of a change in the space-time
geography of social relations. These newly extended kingdoms were not simply
conglomerations that affiliated to one or other royal person. In one case that we
shall investigate in Chapters Five, Six and Seven - the case of Wessex - different
parts of the kingdom developed similar mechanisms of surveillance within a

generation or so of the promulgation of Ine’s law code. This takes us to the

complicated arguments about the nature of written as against oral discourse, where

it was argued that literate discourse does indeed offer unique properties that matter

In space and time. The argument is not a strong one - it may be likened to the
mathematical properties of an atom saying something about the big bang.

“Distanciation” cannot be proven, but simply inferred, from its impact on the
environment (after Kelly 1990 36). The impact in Wessex in the eighth century can

be detected in the development of boundaries in the rural uplands and in trade

restraints in the coastal lowlands - both of which are clearly articulated

requirements of Ine’s law code.

1.1.6 Locating literacy: the literacy event in Anglo-Saxon
England

So, if literacy in Anglo-Saxon England was, among other things, appropriated for
use as a mechanism for surveillance, we are one step closer to identifying what the

archaeology of this literacy might be. The gap between the archaeological record
and the historical practice remains wide, but the broad configuration can be
identified. Commentators have developed a set of analytical terms that seek to
specify the empirical basis for the manifestation of literacy in real lives, reterring to
this as a “literacy event”. This term, and the allied vocabulary of literacy practice,
communicative practice and textual community provide a set of related terms
which can be deployed usefully in the context of Anglo-Saxon England to set aside
certain aspects of literacy from other social practices. These are developed more
fully in Chapters Four and Five, but it will certainly clarify later work if these are

introduced here, and if the conceptual problems around them are identified.
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The literacy event is broadly described as any event in which literacy is

mobilised. This definition seems simple, but given the complex nature of literacy

and the disputes surrounding it, even this simple definition is not straightforward.

At a very basic level, the act of writing may be termed a literacy event, since the
act involves both acts of reading and writing, along with the associated actions of
creativity and the physical motion of the arm and hand. Writing is the classic
literacy event since it encapsulates all aspects of literacy. Problems arise as we

move away from this centre of gravity to other more fluid definitions of literacy that

do not lay the whole emphasis on reading and writing.

At one remove from the act of writing is the act of reading. Commentators
generally support the notion that any act of reading may be termed a literacy event,
since the core of the activity is focussed on the interpretation of symbols. Yet, if
one were to pursue a rigorous definition of literacy that identified literacy as
reading and writing, then the act of reading alone would necessarily fall outwith
the precise definition of a literacy event. Such a precise definition seems niggardly,
but would be the position followed by some within the debate on literacy, such as
Walter Ong who identifies literacy as both reading and writing. This thesis is
prepared to accept that reading can be described as a literacy event, since the

definition of literacy offered by Ong seems unconvincing. Indeed, the reading of a

complicated tract seems infinitely more taxing than the writing of a note.

Yet the problems do not end here. As has already been mentioned, and as will
be argued more fully in Chapter Four, literacy cannot be easily separated from
illiteracy, nor from a whole discursive environment in which the roles of literate
and illiterate may be projected. Thus, it would follow that an illiterate person may
be able to participate in a literacy event by virtue of the presence of a literate
person. In such circumstances, not only would the illiterate person depend on the
literate one to enable their participation, this relationship of dependence could
reinforce other social, cultural or ideological dependencies. That an illiterate
person could participate in a literacy event may seem counter-intuitive. In fact the
early Middle Ages give us numerous opportunities to explore such contexts. Thus,

famously, Charlemagne’s attempts to write came to nothing in spite of his

determined effort, and his efforts to read also came late in life under the guidance

of Alcuin and Peter of Pisa (VC III 25). Similarly the preface to Bede’s
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Ecclesiastical History clearly anticipates that it will be read aloud for listeners as

well as readers (HE Preface). Bede also describes letters written by Pope Gregory to
various of the Anglo-Saxon kings. It is hard to imagine what use an illiterate pagan
king would have had for a letter from the Pope ~ unless the subtleties of the

situation imply some other discursive purpose that was not simply concerned with

the contents of the letter.

While we cannot always now identify the relevant hearers and readers of these
texts we can at least say that, in order to receive the text, the hearers were largely
dependent upon their reader. These are just a few examples in the Middle Ages of
how those who could not read or write were nonetheless able to participate in

literacy events. Though perhaps controversial, this wider definition of literacy

events 1s accepted in this thesis because it is entirely consistent with the ideas of

literacy as a discursive social practice proposed by Street and others. So, the

literacy event may involve the illiterate as well as the literate.

If literacy events can be extended in this way to include the illiterate, then the
question arises whether or not we should accept that literacy events may occur
without the presence of a literate mediator. This takes us some steps away from the
very narrow definition offered at the start, and may threaten to weaken its utility.
But it is not inconsistent with definitions of literacy offered that stress the
discursive impact of literacy. As we will note, as well as being practical, literacy
ofters discursive tools in which different sectors of the population may take on

different roles according to the their relative access to the technical ability to read

and write. Thus, literacy may be about image as well as the practicalities of
meaning. The Middle Ages again provides some evidence of contexts where
illiterate members of the population were confronted with literacy, without the
presence of a literate interpreter. For example, the Ruthwell Cross bears a series of
inscriptions that would have been inaccessible to most of the local population. The
meaning within the inscription may have been lost to them, but the fact that the
meaning existed and that it could be recovered by a certain social class would still
be present. The meaning of the inscription may have been lost, but the discourse
on literacy was still present. The same is the case with much of the coinage of the
early Middle Ages that clearly bears an inscription. This seems like a controversial
claim, but in consideration of the definition of literacy offered by Street and others

it is not inconsistent. If a literacy event is any event in which literacy is mobilised,
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then the discursive mobilisation of literacy and illiteracy is appropriately described

as a literacy event.

The Ruthwell Cross and coinage are examples of how the discourse of literacy
may still be present even if the ability to recover meaning is lost. It works as a
definition, but also appeals to common sense since the inscriptions provide a direct
link with reading and writing. The script embodies the image of literate and

illiterate that may be created. The definition of literacy, however, identifies a
discourse on access to esoteric forms of knowledge. It does not follow that a text

need be present for that discourse to be activated or the roles projected. Although

it is quite distant from the discrete moment of reading and writing with which we
started, and though it may seem to weaken the precision of the term, definitions of
literacy proposed here suggest that a literacy event may in fact be any event in
which the discourse of literacy is activated. The discourse of literacy may be
activated without the presence of a reader, a writer or even a text, so it follows that

a literacy event need not involve any of these players either.

Readers should be aware that this is a controversial definition of the “literacy
event” that may not fit easily with more conventional usage, and may indeed
ultimately corrupt the original intended meaning of the phrase. The point is that
the “literacy event” sounds like a simple and precise term, but closer scrutiny
shows that it is hostage to the definition of literacy used. While the core of the
literacy event seems solid, the edges are more fluid. Different types of literacy

event will be ruled in or out depending on the definition of literacy used, since this

will dictate where the boundaries of the literacy event are set. The definition used
in this thesis draws those boundaries quite widely, because this seems the logical
conclusion of the discussion of literacy that will be presented in Chapter Four.
Readers, however, may wish to reflect whether such a wide definition is indeed
useful in the context, and choose to reject certain of the literacy events identified
here. They are certainly only tenuously connected with a more conservative or
mechanical definition of literacy that focuses exclusively on reading and writing.
Readers should be warned of this possible problem, and are at liberty to discard
conclusions that depend upon it. Nonetheless, the definition used here is defended

since it seems largely consistent with the broad thrust of thought about literacy in

the generation after Goody and Ong.
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The problems that may be encountered by the broad definition of literacy are to

some extent the result of trying to apply concepts from other disciplines to shed
light on relatively unknown areas of other periods. This thesis seeks to ask new
questions of old problems and to present new theoretical insights into subjects that
seem caught in an interpretative impasse. It is almost inevitable that the inter-
disciplinary gaze that this thesis seeks to promote will have some problems
reconciling the vocabularies of disparate disciplines and the expectations of diverse

readers. Misunderstandings or confused meanings may result, but they are not an

argument for not trying.

1.1.7 Literacy and archaeology: dating and other problems
As if all the problems identified the previous sections were not enough, there is

the significant problem of reconciling any changes perceived in the archaeological

record with the use of literacy. This has two facets: the difficult task of reconciling

historical and archaeological evidence, and the more difficult task of identifying the

“consequences of literacy” in the archaeological record.

The archaeological record is not excavated with historical labels already
attached, so even in the most controlled setting, the identification of archaeological
evidence with historical events remains provisional. This is because neither the
historical or archaeological records are complete in their presentation of historical
events. There is thus always the possibility that there is some missing feature or
detail that would change completely the relationship between them. In the
context of Anglo-Saxon England, this problem is exacerbated by two factors: the
relative scarcity and necessarily complicated interpretation of the historical record:
and the chronological crudeness of archaeological data when set against historical
material. For example, Bede records the activities of King Edwin and his party at
the “locus idolorum” at “Godmundingaham” (HE I1.13). The identification of this
place with Goodmanham in Yorkshire seems beyond doubt, but the archaeological
evidence for the pagan shrine which once stood there is not straightforward, and
the precise location of the important site within the modern parish remains
problematic. The most recent discussion of the topic identifies the site of the
shrine with the later parish church (Blair 1995 22-24). The argument carries
weight, but John Blair is careful to offer a number of qualifications in the light of
the available evidence. If this is the case with a place as historically important as

Goodmanham, as clearly dated and as accurately described, then it is to be
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expected that there will be problems making a clear connection between historical

sources and archaeological evidence in other contexts too.

Yet, even if the parish church, all the surrounding burials and the various

associated pre-historic monuments were excavated completely, it would still be

hard to say beyond question that this was the site referred to by Bede. The
chronology offered by archaeological evidence makes it very hard to offer the

precision required to tie a site to a particular historical date. The site may have
been standing but out of use throughout the period in question; there may have

been another site now destroyed or otherwise invisible; there may simply be

nothing more than a few shards of pottery or pieces of metalwork which could be
dated on stylistic grounds to the period. Even “absolute” dates require considerable
expertise to interpret. The point is that it is hard, if not impossible, to reconcile
historical sources with archaeological evidence with complete confidence. In
many cases, all that is possible are reasoned deductions that remain provisional or
parallels that seem reasonable. If this is the case, then it will necessarily be

difficult to connect changes in the archaeological record directly with historical

accounts.

More problematic even than the relationship between historical sources and the
archaeological record are the problems of identifying the impact of literacy,
separating the impact of practices that derive entirely out of literacy from those that
are simply translated from earlier practices, then attempting to identify the

archaeological record associated with them. This is why we must be clear about

what we mean by literacy, the terminology which surrounds it, and the various

other analytical terms used to describe the breadth and penetration of literacy in

the wake of the coming of the missionaries.

1.2 Definition of Terms and Discussion ,
In sketching the archaeology of Anglo-Saxon England, this thesis develops ideas

from some unusual places. Thus, theological tracts, psychological analyses,
anthropological studies and philosophical enquiries are discussed. In order to keep
track of these different fields, and in order that they may cohere, a number of
concepts will emerge and recur through the work. While these will be discussed in

more detail at the appropriate points in the text, it is as well to be aware of them at
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first. This early series of definitions can only assist the reader. They indicate the

broad thrust of the argument, and they denote that much of what is to come will be
unusual. Moreover, they allow the reader to refer back to a brief authoritative

definition when such terms are used in the text. Every effort has been made to

ensure that the appropriate terms are deployed at appropriate times.

1.2.1 Missionary Encounter: definition and discussion
One feature of the anthropological literature of missionary work is the way that

phenomena, which have no direct relevance to the overt religious message of the
missionaries, become woven into a broader encounter between different groups

with distinct, and at times conflicting views of the world. The divergence or

congruence of the habits of the missionaries with the indigenous population can

have a lasting impact on the relationship between the missionaries and their
“audience”. The overt religious message of missionaries is always presented within
broader social and cultural practices. The distinction between the religious
message and the rest of the cultural baggage may be clear to the missionaries, but
the audience may not be able to disentangle the religious message from these other
elements. Anthropology provides numerous examples where missionaries have
deliberately employed these other tools to support a religious message. Although
written from the perspective of the missionaries, the relationship between the

missionary and the indigenous population must be viewed as a dialogue. Thus,

any study of missionary work must be aware of the complex reality of the
relationship between missionary and indigenous population. In this study of

missionary work, we concentrate therefore on the complex relationship between

the clergy and the Anglo-Saxon population.

In the following pages, the broader engagement between missionary and laity is
termed the “Missionary Encounter”. It is described in more detail in Chapter
Three. The reality and breadth of the day-to-day encounter between indigenous
and missionary has been described by Comaroff and Comaroff in the context of

nineteenth-century Africa. Describing the relationship as a conversation, they

argue that:
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This conversation had two faces. Its overt content, what the parties most
often talked about, was dominated by the substantive message of the
mission, and was conveyed in sermons and services, in lessons and
didactic dialogues. ....the Gospel delivered thus made little if any sense

along the African frontier in the first half of the nineteenth century.

More often than not it was ignominiously ignored or rudely rejected.
But, within and alongside these exchanges there occurred another kind

of exchange: an often quiet, occasionally strident struggle between the
Europeans and the Africans to gain masterv over the terms of the

encounter. The earliest objects of this struggle were the forms that the

churchmen sought to impose on the conversation itself: among others,

linguistic forms, spatial forms, forms of rational argument and positive

knowledge. (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991 199)

Though defined in abstract terms, the encounter was played out in apparently
Innocuous, mundane forms. Thus, the western and indigenous forms of agriculture
were different, as were methods of building. Attitudes to production and language
diverged. These exchanges did not take place at high political levels or as cultural
abstractions but in such mundane activities as hoeing a garden and washing linen.
Perhaps more important to the mission than preaching or prayer was the “matter of

fact theatre of protestant industry” (Comaroff and Comarott 1991 202).

Thus, the missionary encounter defines the whole developing relationship
between missionary and indigenous population. It may be at once political,
liturgical and spiritual. But, in drawing attention to the work of Comaroff and
Comaroftf, I seek to argue that it may also be mundane. While the missionary
~ encounter may be described in abstract terms, the subtle differences between
missionary and indigenous population may be embodied in practical realities. This
concern with practical realities serves as a reminder that the missionary encounter

was not simply between kings and missionaries, but also between the missionaries

and “ordinary” people. The missionary encounter therefore need not simply have
been about how to govern or how to impress populations with new rites. The-

missionary encounter could also have been about daily things, such as how best to
' raise cattle, how to move through the landscape, and how to fish. In short, the
missionaries in England in the seventh century could not restrict themselves to

religious matters, nor could their influence be restricted to the elite. As we shall
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see, the impact of the clergy in the development of bureaucracy and allied

technologies of surveillance provide an alternative view on the missionary
encounter.

On first inspection, it may seem odd to use the term “missionary” to cover a

period of perhaps as much as one hundred and fifty years. The question therefore
arises as to when does a missionary cease to be a missionary and become just
another member of society. The answer to this question depends in part on our
definition of the term “missionary”. There are broadly two approaches to the idea
of missionary — one that views the missionary as an agent of change. Once the
change has been achieved, the missionary reverts to a more conventional clerical

role, but this change may take a long time to achieve. On the other hand, a

missionary may be the first generation of clergy in an area. Once that first
generation has passed, then the missionary group revert to a more conventional

clerical role, even if the mission has not been achieved in any formal way.

It we follow the definition of missionary as an agent of change, then the
deployment depends on recognising the completion of missionary work. One
commentator has recently defined the “conversion period” as being the entire
period from 600 to 850 (Geake 1997). Following this definition, it would seem
quite appropriate to use the term missionary not only to 750 AD, but for a century
afterwards too. Defining the missionary as one who undertakes the work of
conversion has a profound impact on the time frame to be discussed: once the

populace is converted, then the missionary ceases to be a missionary since the

evangelical motivation characteristic of missionary work is no longer necessary.

The task of conversion may take many years — indeed many generations, so the
duration of the missionary encounter can be extended indefinitely. This definition
refers to the missionary as if he were a sales-man who can stop working once
everyone has bought his goods. Such a definition is attractively simple, but is
clearly limited for our purposes since it assumes an answer to the question of
conversion, and an outright determination of the completion of the missionary’s
work. It is based on a number of assumptions about religious conversion that will

be questioned in Chapters Two and Three.

If on the other hand, the term missionary is restricted to the first generation of

clerics in an area then the duration of missionary work is restricted. However, this
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definition assumes that missionary activity is only possible within constrained
environments where Christianity — or the particular brand being preached by the

missionaries — is new and alien to the local inhabitants. This detinition is
attractive because it specifies a very precise context. However, it underestimates
the extent of evangelism implicit in some brands of Christianity, where “mission” 1s
perceived as a form of renewal that can have a profound impact on long-established
Christian communities. It also under-estimates the persistence of memory: it may
take more than one generation for the perception of missionary work to be

displaced. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, it implies some form of

tabula rasa in which Christianity is new. All of these objections cause problems,

though a number of qualifications are possible. Thus, if we accept that the idea of
missionary work can be remembered for longer than one generation — especially in
contexts where the message is not received easily — then it is possible to be less
restrictive about the time constraints, but still retain the useful idea of the first
preachers. If we accept that there may be earlier generations of Christians that

were less committed to obtaining converts, then we can to some extent overcome

the problem of identifying the earliest introduction of Christianity:.

This thesis tends towards the latter definition of the missionary as a member of
the first generation of clerics in a locality committed to making converts. This
means that, as well as the role the missionary may take on himself, the role is
defined in relation to a specific context too. The missionary can only be identified

as such depending on his actions and when the missionaries first “arrive” in an

dred.

While this may seem an obvious combination, it can in fact be very hard to
describe precisely: in Kent missionaries may appear in the late sixth century, in the
Isle of Wight they may only appear considerably later. Moreover, uncertainty over
the activities of British, Irish and Frankish clergy, not to mention possible Romano-

British survivals, confuse the picture even more.

Much of this thesis is concerned with Wessex — specifically Hampshire — so
frequently the terms apply to the situation of missionaries there. Yet Wessex
cannot be identified as a single undifferentiated whole. Although Cynegils of
Wessex was baptised in 635, this may have had little effect on the much larger

territory of Wessex. Cynegils' kingdom in 635 was considerably smaller than Ine’s
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kingdom of 700. Thus, the Jutish provinces of Hampshire — the very areas
presented in our case studies — may not have been incorporated into the Wessex
Kingdom until 685-6 (Yorke 1995 59). This has an impact on how we view the
progress of the missions in Hampshire. It suggests that Hamwic was probably only
brought into the Christian kingdom of Wessex towards the end of the century, and
that Micheldever in northern Hampshire may only have been incorporated into a
Christian kingdom in the late seventh century, since the foundation of a diocese in
Winchester (660-3) has been taken to mark the Wessex kings' determination to
mark out a northern boundary and secure this area for themselves (Yorke 1995 58-
9). Traditions of an earlier date for the foundation of the Old Minster at Winchester

derive entirely from late and unreliable sources (Yorke 1982).

This late incorporation into the kingdom of Wessex is important for the study of
missionary work. If we follow the commonly-held view that missionary work

followed the expansion of kingdoms, then it would seem that the earliest
missionary work in Hampshire may be as late as the second half — perhaps the
fourth quarter - of the seventh century. Yet such direct correlation between royal
Interests and missionary work is problematic. The fact of the matter is that we
simply cannot identify the earliest missionary work in Hampshire, though there are
no clear indications of any missionaries active here before 660. This view is

consistent with Bede’s claim that the Isle of Wight did not receive Christianity till
686 (HE IV 16).

So, our earliest reliable dates suggest that missionary activity in Hampshire may
in fact have begun in the second half of the seventh century and perhaps as late as
the mid 680’s. Such dates are uncertain, but the margin for error falls on either
side. If we accept 660 - the earliest reliable date for the diocese at Winchester — as
the earliest date for missionary work in Hampshire, the suggestion that
missionaries were still active in the late seventh century seems reasonable. 660
may indeed be a generous date, since it assumes a commitment to Southern
Hampshire long before it was actually secured for the Christian kingdom of Wessex
(Yorke 1995 59). If we relax the stringent definition of missionaries as the first
generation of clerics, and allow for the “mission” to be remembered for one more
generation, it should be clear that missionary activity in Hampshire could easily

have continued into the eighth century, especially in more remote rural areas.
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In other contexts, however, a date in the eighth century would imply an abuse of
the term “missionary”. In Kent, for example, it would clearly be stretching the
point — or making a significant assumption - to suggest that the work of the clergy
was “missionary” in the first decade of the eighth century, since the clergy had
clearly been active in Kent from the last decade of the sixth century. Even in
Wessex, there are clear indications that the upper Thames area, which formed the

heartlands of the Wessex kings, was exposed to Christianity at a much earlier date
(Yorke 1995171-81).

Thus, the term “missionary” and related concept of “missionary encounter” are
sensitive to specific times and places as well as the mission itself. So long as
precise times and places are borne in mind, we can avoid the terms being used
Inappropriately. Given the generations that elapsed between the arrival of the

clergy in different parts of Southern England, the danger that these terms become

confused is real.

The concept of missionary and in particular the missionary encounter are
heavily coloured on our imagination by the activities of nineteenth-century clerics
taking Christianity to the empire. There is a danger, therefore, that in using the
terms we introduce anachronistic concepts that pertain to the colonial encounter of
the nineteenth century. If this is allowed to happen, then rather than aiding our
analysis, anthropological analogies will in fact obstruct our study. The terms will
be discussed more completely in Chapter Three, where a whole range of concepts
pertaining to religion will be analysed. Suffice to say that terms are interrogated
vigorously and carefully abstracted before being translated into the Anglo-Saxon
context that is our primary concern. Even so, readers are invited to consider

whether the terms and analyses adopted are indeed appropriate, or whether they

introduce confusion born of anachronism.

1.2.2 Liturgy: definitions and discussion
It follows from this that missionary activity was more than simply ritual. This

takes us to the question of liturgy, and the role of liturgy within the spread of
Christianity in England. In the pages that follow, the term “liturgy” has a formal
definition. It is the form of service or regular ritual of the church. Thus one may

talk of the “Liturgy of Baptism”, the “Liturgy of the Eucharist” and so on.
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If the “missionary encounter” is concerned with a broad range of exchanges
secular and religious, “liturgy” and “liturgical practices” are concerned with a
much more narrowly restricted series of exchanges. Commentators have attempted
to write the archaeology of “liturgy” by reference to two forms of evidence:
cemeteries and church buildings. It is assumed that changes or transformation in
these practices represent a structural shift in favour of the clergy. Thus,
archaeologists have tended to use a re-constructed liturgy of burial as a metaphor

for conversion, focussing on supposed changes that the church sought to impose in
the disposal of the dead. Chapter Two discusses the problems with such

methodology in more detail, but in outline, it is argued here that cemeteries do not

provide a good analogy for the spread of Christianity (Samson 1999a, Hadley 2000).
Yet, even if they did, there would still be more to discuss than the relationship
between the indigenous population and the liturgy of the missionary church. As a
number of commentators have pointed out, changes in ritual behaviour need not

come about purely for religious reasons (Young 1975, Paxton 1990, Huggett 1996).
The form of the grave is polysemous, as are the materials associated with it.

Numerous interpretations are possible, with careful attention to context providing
the only means of controlling the free play of signifiers (Pader 1979, 1980). The
dynamic form of the grave, changing through time as well as location, provides a
useful model for changes in ritual behaviour, even if putative relationships to the

liturgies of the church cannot be reconstructed easily (Halsall 1998). Moreover,
anthropological work shows that there is more to the “missionary encounter” than

the overt religious message, but a whole range of social and cultural baggage that
has implications for change in areas that are not considered religious by the clergy

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1991). It is not inconceivable therefore that the clergy
brought about change in the use and development of cemeteries inadvertently.

Such changes are not impossible, but there is no evidence that this was the result

of liturgical constraints imposed by the clergy.

Great care is needed in reconstructing liturgy from archaeological evidence. A
number of logical fallacies and interpretative errors are possible. Firstly we may
simply over-state the impact of the clergy. Secondly we may attribute liturgical
status to practices that were not thought of as liturgical, especially if we place too
much emphasis on later evidence. Finally, we may mistakenly reject
archaeological approaches to liturgy when what we seek to investigate is not

liturgical in the first case.
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In order to avoid these contradictions and inconsistencies, a careful vocabulary
is used in the following pages. Liturgy, the provenance of the church, is
distinguished from ritual activity. Ritual or ritual activity in turn is not necessarily

the provenance of the church though may in fact be. This distinction is made
because the connection between the church and certain forms of activity cannot be

proven satisfactorily, and may in fact be a red herring (Huggett 1996, Halsall 1998).
Liturgy is taken to be ritual associated with religion: ritual is simply visible
ceremonial practice, connected to religion or not. “Liturgical practices” are those
practices associated with liturgy in the formal sense. This subtle distinction is
made because “liturgy” cannot be preserved archaeologically, except in exceptional
circumstances. As often as not, it is the archaeology of liturgical practices that
survive, not the liturgy. It is also worth noting that, in practice, the archaeology of

ritual is most often identified here with the archaeology of the cemetery, since

other forms of ritual are less well represented in the archaeological record.

1.2.3 Conversion, “christianisation” and the coming of
Christianity: definitions

A third set of inter-connected terms relating to religious conversion also needs to

be defined at the start then used consistently, even if this pre-empts later

discussion.

The term “conversion” has come to signal a whole range of related if subtly
different phenomena in religious and historical studies, themes that will be
developed in Chapter Three. Morrison comments that when we talk of conversion,
even in a very discrete and defined context we inevitably refer to “a variety of
models of conversion, some quite incompatible, all cobbled together (Morrison

1992 xix). Muldoon has recently described the saturation of meanings associated

with conversion, and the problems that result:
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By using the term conversion to describe a range of related religious
experience .. we oversimplify its meaning. St Paul’s intense and
personal experience is equated with the gratitude that Constantine felt
towards the deity who insured his crucial victory. The result is a far too
simple model of that experience, one that places too much emphasis on a
single traumatic experience that causes a rapid, radical change in an
individual’s or a society’s way of life. In reality, these experiences form a

range or spectrum of experiences that we label conversion rather than a

single moment. (Muldoon 1997 1)

As we shall see, commentators have adopted alternative words and phrases to
overcome the problem. Thus, for example, the term “christianisation” has been

used to describe the method by which certain institutions are made compatible
with a Christian world-view (e.g. Paxton 1990, Lynch 1998). It has also been used
to describe the method by which populations were also made Christian (e.g.
Sawyer et al 1987). In addition, a more neutral vocabulary can also be detected
which does not seek to comment on the effectiveness or process of conversion or
christianisation, simply noting its arrival. Thus, Mayr-Harting discusses simply the

“Coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England” (1991). These terms supplement

and clarify Nock’s definition of conversion as a personal experience:

by conversion we mean the re-orienting of the soul of an individual, his
deliberate turning from indifference or from an earlier form of piety to

another, a turning which implies consciousness that a great change is
involved. (Nock 1933 7)

This definition is useful since it identifies conversion as a personal experience,
not a corporate or institutional one. Nock offsets his definition against “adherence”
which does not require any significant changes, except the supplementing of old

forms with new ones (Nock 1933 7). Thus, whereas christianisation is a social or

institutional process, conversion is a process for the individual.

Nock’s definition of conversion is unfashionable. Critics have accused him of
making moral and personal judgements that “narrow the scope of the term

severely” (Cusack 1996 4). Yet, however unfashionable, there is much to be said
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for narrowing the scope of our vocabulary, for precisely the reasons that Muldoon

and Morrison identified (Muldoon 1997 1, Morrison 1992 xix). By confining use of
the term to individual experience, we can control our intended meanings and

concepts accordingly, making understanding and critique all the easier. Moreover,
by confining the term “conversion” to the individual experience, we clai'ify its
relationship with other analytical terms such as “christianisation”. Thus when we
refer to the “process of conversion” we know that this a personal experience in the
mode of the “conversion” of Margaret Ebner (Hindsley 1997), not a generalised
social process that might make a whole society or population Christian. Perhaps

most significantly, however, it allows us to focus upon individual agency. As we

shall see, personal agency is largely absent from accounts of the spread of

Christianity.

Thus, however unfashionably, this thesis follows Nock’s definition of conversion
as a personal experience as opposed to the wider social phenomenon. This does
not prevent discussion of conversion as a “process”, but it does rule out discussion

of social or institutional processes. If we wish to describe social or institutional

processes, then we must find other terms. The term “christianisation” is used to

describe the wider social or institutional engagement.

Adoption of this terminology does not come without a price. For example, the
term “christianisation” is a perilous one since there is a danger that the institutional

or social processes are studied without reference to agency. If social processes are

allowed to drive without reference to personal involvement, then logical fallacies

will result, such as the claim that “lack of evidence” can be interpreted as negative

evidence. Chapter Three will show that reference to a theory of christianisation,

without reference to what it excludes, hinders analysis.

The danger that we exclude personal agency from our accounts exists because
our primary sources present serious obstacles to establishing the nature of the
individual experience. At first inspection, this danger appears to be the result of a
lack of sources but, as shall be demonstrated in Chapter Four, the problem resides
in a deeper hermeneutic problem of the social sciences and their relationship to

religious phenomena. The best we can hope for in any circumstance is a

provisional and non-exhaustive account. We may not be able to say with any
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confidence whether or not an individual was converted, but we can point to the

mechanisms by which that conversion could have been facilitated.

Relating conversion principally to individual experience as against social or
cultural norm is only one half of the problem, though it does provide scope for a
further clarification of the term. Nock’s definition clearly relates a change in

consciousness and the “soul” against forms of piety (Nock 1933 7). In this respect
he combines spirituality (the soul) with their outward appearances (piety). Yet

these are two different phenomena. Again, the definition or confusion of these

concepts at the outset will colour our analysis.

If conversion is simply concerned with outward shows, then the study will be

limited to their simple empirical observation. If instead we are committed to a
more thorough analysis of the spiritual side of conversion, then the study will be

considerably more complicated. The gap between outward expression and inner
belief is, to some extent, the basis of phenomenological objections to the study of
conversion, which challenge us to look beyond outward forms alone and require a
more thoughtful analysis in which outward, empirically accessible, forms are only

tangentially connected with what may be regarded — within theological studies at

least —as the real substance of conversion.

Chapter Three will explore this complicated theme more thoroughly, but a

definition is appropriate at this point.

By conversion, this thesis refers to a substantial change in belief - in personal
conviction rather than their outward form. This definition creates an immediate
challenge to archaeological study since there is no practical way to study
“conversion” defined in these terms. Yet the problems are not restricted to history
or archaeology: sociology and anthropology are confounded in the same way, even
with accessible witnesses. Thus, a significant shift in analysis is undertaken,
where it is proposed that, instead of studying “conversion” and “converts” we
should instead study the contexts in which conversion may have made sense: the

rationality of conversion. This does not mean the study of outward forms per se,
since these are only tangentially connected to conversion. Instead it means a study

of the dialogue between missionary and their audience, registering the impact of
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the missionaries on the local population, and asking whether or not conversion

would have been reasonable.

Superficially, it may seem that adoption of such a contentious and complicated
definition of literacy creates problems that are both unwelcome and unnecessary.
If we were to follow an alternative definition that simply mapped compliance with
the outward forms of religious observance, then the task would be a great deal
simpler. However, as numerous archaeological and historical studies have shown,
compliance with outward forms is a poor measure of religious sentiment in

historical contexts (inter alia Bullough 1983, Van Engen 1986, Huggett 1996,
Halsall 1998, Milis 1998, Samson 1999a, Hadley 2000). Moreover, anthropological

and sociological analyses show that outward forms are a poor measure of
conversion, even when subjects can be interrogated directly (inter alia Trexler

1984, Hefner 1993, Rambo 1993, Trompf 1996). So, while the definition of

conversion as primarily an issue of personal commitment to spiritual beliefs is

problematic, it does at least do justice to the complexity of the issue.

Given the constraints imposed by this definition of conversion, the analysis is
deflected from a discussion of conversion per se to an attempt to identify the locus

of rationality that could have made conversion reasonable. This challenge 1is

couched in precise, technical language which will be explained and defended more
thoroughly in Chapter Three.

The term christianisation also presents problems of anachronism. If we take the
view that christianisation was a process that could only be competed in the fullness
of time, then we must assume that there was an inevitable historical moment to
which this process was moving. This risks an anachronistic definition of
orthodoxy. If, on the other hand we accept that Christianity is fluid and responsive
to historical conditions, then we must be content to accept that we need tightly
defined contextual controls against which we may define Christianity. We must

therefore carefully avoid the notion that there was an inevitable or desirable

outcome of the process in the “longue durée”.

There is a thus a relationship between “conversion”, “christianisation” and the
“missionary encounter”. Following these definitions, the missionary encounter

gives rise to a variety of social interactions that may set in train the
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“christianisation” of certain social institutions, practices or structures. Conversion,
a personal experience, cannot be shown definitively: only the structures and
interactions by which conversion was made “rational”. The structural elements

derive from christianisation: the other elements, both religious and secular, derive

from the missionary engagement.

1.2.4 Conversion, literacy and the influence of Christianity: a
discussion

The origins of this thesis are an attempt to develop a thoughtful re-interpretation
of the archaeological and historical resources used to discuss the phenomenon of
religious conversion. In the context of Anglo-Saxon England, the recognition that
literacy was the unique property of the clergy holds out the prospect that it may be
used to some extent as a metaphor for the development and spread of the influence
of the clergy. Thus, questions of conversion, christianisation and missionary
encounter could, in theory at least, be re-constituted as an interrogation of the
archaeology of literacy. Yet further investigation reveals that the archaeology of
literacy is itself a complicated and contentious theme, meaning that those answers

which can be obtained from the archaeology of literacy can only be used as oblique

references to the archaeology of clerical Christianity.

The reasons for this complexity lie in part in the complex nature of literacy. As

noted in Chapter Four, and described above, literacy cannot be regarded as a
simple technical fact, so much as a complicated social process. If it were a simple
technical fact, then consequences would flow easily. The consequences would be
universally true so an investigation of a better known historical or anthropological
context would allow us identify those spheres in which it was active in Anglo-
Saxon England. Thus, the consequences of literacy could be identified effortlessly,
and the extension (or not) of clerical influence specified with ease. If only it were
so simple. Chapter Four reveals that literacy is a complicated social practice. It is
historically and contextually specific, so it does not have inevitable consequences.
This means we cannot specify discrete spheres of influence for the clergy by
reference to universal laws. Instead, we have to spend some time looking at the
specific historical conditions of Anglo-Saxon literacy and the broader social milieu

in which literacy developed and was (or was not) deployed.
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Thus, the archaeology of literacy does not present a simple solution to the

problems associated with the spread of Christianity. Instead, it gives rise to a series
of inter-connected hypotheses that in turn provide an insight into the influence of

the clergy in certain areas of social life. Conversion can be seen to be an aspect of

this influence, but is not the end result, nor is it a “consequence” of the spread of

literacy.

Even though the relationship between literacy and conversion turns out to be
complicated, the argument that connects them is fruitful. It is partly useful in the
number of sidelights it casts on different aspects of Anglo-Saxon life and culture,
partly because it causes us to question the theoretical underpinnings of approaches
to conversion and literacy. It is most useful, however insofar as it suggests that the

clergy were more influential in the ordinary lives of the peasant community than is

visible in conventional analyses.

Contemplation of anthropological accounts of missionary work encourages us to
look at the spread of Christianity from an holistic perspective: that liturgical and
related ceremonial practices are only one aspect of the missionary encounter (inter
alia Comaroff and Comaroff 1991, 1992, Fisher 1985, Hefner 1993, Horton 1971,
1975a, 1975b, Ranger 1987, 1993, Rambo 1993, Trexler 1984). If therefore we are
to attempt a novel analysis of the spread of Christianity in Anglo-Saxon England,
then it will assist us to change our focus from ceremonial acts and liturgical

practices to — paraphrasing Comaroff and Comaroff (1991 202) - “the matter of fact

theatre of clerical values”.

If we are to look at the impact of literacy as an element of the missionary
encounter, then we need to investigate the configuration of literacy in this
particular context. Literacy may take many forms, but seldom takes all of them in
any given situation. It is historically constructed, so the particular form that it
takes will bear the traces of the historical processes in which it was deployed.
Thus, for example, Kevin Johnston has shown that literacy and scribes were used
in the consolidation of fragile polities in Mesoamerica (Johnston 2001). In the
Athenian democracy, literacy was used to record heroic acts of political and
military leaders, stripping away the veneer of democracy in Athens, and revealing
the dominance of military might (Thomas 1989). As we shall see in Chapter Five,

literacy in Anglo-Saxon England seems to have taken two complementary forms.
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On one hand it took a liturgical and ceremonial form, with the creation and display
of lavish religious texts, such as the Lindisfarne Gospels. On the other hand,
literacy was deployed as a means of extending control over resources, or at least

symbolising that control — in particular over land, but over other resources too.

The religious use of texts is an interesting study in its own right. The book

remains a key symbol of Christian liturgies, a significance that can be traced back

to the Hebrew origins of much early Christian practice. There are numerous useful
discussions to be had about the creation of such manuscripts in Anglo-Saxon
England, their deployment, and the discursive role of liturgical literacy in the
conversion of England (see most recently Brown 2001 plus references). However, if
we are to look beyond the ceremonial and liturgical activities of the clergy, then

this material is perhaps less immediately important than the texts associated with

legal and allied transactions - that is the charters and law codes.

As pointed out above, the earliest charters of England have been a source of
enormous debate (see most recently Wormald 1999 and references). We shall look
at this discussion in more detail in Chapter Four and Chapter Five. For now it is
simply worth noting that the seventh and early eighth centuries saw a rapid
development of texts associated with land-holding and the law. The precise
number is a matter of debate (following Wormald 1984 7), as are claims to “lost”
charters that may be reconstructed from other texts — but the broad thrust is
symptomatic of growth in the recording of land and allied legal transactions in the

seventh and early eighth centuries. This growth should be sufficient cause for

interest.

In seventh- and eighth-century England literacy was deployed "bureaucratically”.
The term bureaucracy has two meanings. On one hand it represents the
institutions that deal with the paperwork of administration, on the other it
describes the work of the administration. In the context of this thesis, by
bureaucracy I mean those practices of literacy that pertain to the control of
resources. This might be simply a rhetorical mechanism for symbolising that
control, or it may be a tool used to regulate and report on the state of resources, or

it may indeed be both. Commentators disagree about the extent of their practical or

discursive roles.
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It i1s inconceivable that these charters could have been created without the
presence of the clergy. Commentators agree that they were written by the clergy,
often using the same ornate uncial script used for liturgical texts. They pertain to
clerical estates, and are suffused with clerical language and ideas. Moreover, the
texts themselves and the resources required to create them were expensive. The
years of training required to read and write are often under-estimated in a culture

where mass literacy is the norm. In the early Middle Ages, reading and writing was

a highly specialised skill and the number of practitioners small.

Why should the clergy spend precious resources recording their ownership of
resources in a society where word of mouth or symbolic gesture had presumably
sufficed for generations? The discursive opportunities it afforded are one obvious
reason. In addition, the theories of language identify a unique property that marks
our written language from oral communication: distanciation. This idea is
explained in more detail in Chapter Four, but in essence it means that the meaning
of language persists in time and across much larger areas. Thus, the use of writing
to manage resources means that these resources can be managed for greater lengths
of time and across much larger areas. The clergy thus had at their disposal a

mechanism for the more effective management of resources, and a means to

symbolise their own discursive power.

Even so, the potential of literacy to extend the effective reach of administrators is
not sufficient cause for it to be actually deployed in this way. The question of why

should literacy take this bureaucratic form still needs to be addressed.

This is where arguments about the causes and effects of literacy become

difficult. Historical sources and archaeological evidence can be deployed to show
that the seventh and eighth centuries saw the rapid development of new forms of
kingship and authority, expressed in novel media and expanded by novel means.
Putting that another way, the seventh and eighth centuries saw an expansion in the
mechanisms and display of disembodied royal authority. In a variety of contexts,
this period saw the development of extended kingdoms, the earlier development of
coinage, the enclosure and partition of landscapes, the promulgation of law codes,
the earliest development of economic towns and the imposition of a central
administration. It saw novel forms of tax and the development of a plethora of

minor royal officials in localities to oversee and collect this tribute. All these
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points will be developed more fully in Chapter Five, Chapter Six and Chapter

Seven. What is remarkable in all this is the transformation in the space-time

geography of authority.

The relationship between these novel mechanisms and expressions of power,
their expansion over enlarged areas and times, and the development of literacy,

with its ability to tamper with the space and time of discourse, might be described

as a “chicken and egg” problem. Three positions may he adopted.

Firstly, it may be argued that this was a simple, if inexplicable, coincidence: that
literacy played no part in this, and that these developments played no part in the
development of bureaucratic literacy. Secondly it could be argued, following Ong,
Goody and Watt, that these novel mechanisms of royal authority represent the
inevitable consequences of literacy: that the space-time geography of kingship and
of royal authority was bound to be extended. Finally, it could be argued that
literacy was drawn into the novel mechanisms of royal authority, expressing, but

not necessarily altering, the continuing but slow development of such institutions.

The first of these seems unconvincing, since it fails to explain why literacy takes

the forms that it does at the time when it does. The second is to be rejected on

theoretical grounds discussed in Chapter Four. The third fails because it implies
that the obvious correlation between the expanded royal authority of the seventh

and eighth century and distanciation are entirely coincidental.

A fourth, more complicated position is developed here: a combination of the
second and third propositions which takes account of the historically constructed
nature of literacy and the possible impact of distanciation in a defined context.
Thus, it is argued that literacy was drawn into a milieu in which novel forms of
political and military power were already being developed. Literacy could thus be
drawn into a series of changes that -~ paraphrasing Horton ~ were “already in the
air” (Horton 1971 104). Once drawn into this process, however, the benefits of
distanciation could transform social relations. Having been drawn into an
autonomous social process with its roots in the Anglo-Saxon past, bureaucratic
literacy accelerated and extended the development of the process that rapidly gave

us extended, defined kingdoms, currency, law codes, tax registers, private property

and a partitioned, administered landscape.
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Thus, it is the contention here that literacy, manifest as the practices of
bureaucracy, was one of a series of strategies of surveillance that transformed

Anglo-Saxon society. By transforming the space and time geographies of power,

literacy allowed a move from the face-to-face exchanges of petty chiefdoms to the
extended and sustained power relations of the medieval monarch. This abstract
vocabulary of power relations and surveillance was manifest in the mundane
existence of daily life. The archaeological record bears witness to the intervention
of these new structures of authority and surveillance in the daily life of the

population. Chapter Five will identify these in general terms, while Chapters Six

and Seven will pin-point them in two extended case studies.

In both case studies, novel forms of surveillance are identified. It will be argued

here that these novel forms of surveillance are part and parcel of the same broad

social process that appropriated literacy for the production of charters and law

codes. The fact that both these novel forms of surveillance arrived at the same time

as literacy is not a mere co-incidence. The new methods of surveillance present in
the countryside and towns is in fact directly connected to the development of

literacy — made real as the bureaucratic literacy of charters and law codes.

How then does this relate back to the missionary encounter?

It has been noted that the conversion of Anglo-Saxon England should be seen in
a wider social and political context - in the context of the development of a new
and expanded aristocratic elite and newly expanded kingdoms (e.g. Blair 1995 22).

This thesis refines that hypothesis by arguing that literacy provides a link between

the novel forms of surveillance that made such an expansion possible and clerical

Christianity.

The argument developed in this thesis is that without the clergy there would

have been no literacy; without literacy the development of mechanisms of

surveillance would have taken on different forms. Certainly there are runes in
England before 597, but these are both so fragmentary and so rare that they can
hardly be considered as equivalents to what happened after 597. As we shall see in
chapter four, there are grounds for supposing that, by failing to form sentences,

runes are not an issue in the discussion of literacy. The extended mechanisms of
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surveillance identified in the seventh and eighth centuries find their ways in to the
daily lives of the population. This may be conceived of as a new discursive order
where the reality of power and its expression are made real in novel ways. The
clergy, who bring literacy to the localities, are, however, uniquely placed to
negotiate these structures. In some cases it is clear that they are manipulated to the

advantage of the clergy. Thus, as well as having special access to literacy and the

novel, esoteric forms of knowledge that come with it, the missionaries have special

access to the mechanisms of surveillance imposed on people’s lives.

The missionary encounter, expressed in this special access to knowledge and

mechanisms of surveillance, is not the same as conversion. However, it does
identify the means by which the clergy were insinuated into the daily life of
communities, and in such a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>