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Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type: Objective: This study examines the initial mechanisms behind the formation of cultural
Research Article hegemony and the processes of power representation in pre-state societies of southwestern

Iran during the late fifth millennium BCE, with a focus on mortuary and bio-
archaeological evidence from the archaeological site of Chega Sofla.

Method: Adopting an interdisciplinary approach and drawing on the theoretical concepts
of material power, the body, ritual, and cultural consent (derived from the ideas of
Routledge, Gramsci, Bourdieu, Douglas, and Girard), this study seeks to analyze
distinctive mortuary rituals, intentional cranial modification, and evidence of violence and
ritual sacrifice within the framework of the processes of legitimization. In this context,
cultural hegemony is defined not as coercive domination based on state enforcement, but
rather as a set of symbolic processes and ritual practices that, through the internalization
of the social order at the level of both body and mind, contributed to the naturalization of
emergent power relations. The analysis of the aforementioned burial and its distinction
from other graves, as a case study, makes it possible to propose hypotheses regarding the
role of the body, gender, and ritual in the formation of the initial logics of legitimacy.
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Keywords: Results: The findings of the study are as follows: 1) field data obtained from the
Chega Sofla, excavations of the Chega Sofla cemetery; 2) biological anthropological data, including
Cultural Hegemony, evidence of intentional cranial modification, traces of injuries, and biological
“Lady” Burial (Khatun characteristics of the burials; 3) data related to the practice of animal sacrifice; 4) the
Burial), corpus of archaeological and biological findings within the theoretical framework of
Ritual Body, cultural hegemony. Ultimately, these findings were analyzed at three levels—material
Gender, (graves, objects, bodies), symbolic (rituals, sanctity, gender), and experiential (consent,
Sacrifice Ritual, acceptance, and social order)—so as to make possible the formulation of a modified
Sacred Consent. concept of "pre-state cultural hegemony." Intentional cranial modification has been

analyzed as a biocultural mechanism for inscribing distinction upon the body, and
evidence of sacrifice (faunal remains and possible violence) as material instruments of
ritual allegiance. The findings indicate that the data from Chega Sofla can reflect the
preliminary processes of the production of legitimacy and the formation of hegemonic
traditions in southwestern Iran; however, these propositions are tentative, and regional
generalization requires broader comparative studies.

Conclusions: The results of this study indicate that the data from the site of Chega Sofla
can reflect traces of pre-state hegemonic processes.
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Introduction

One of the fundamental issues in the study of pre-state societies (Pollock, 1989; Hall, 1983;
1985; 1989; Alizadeh, 1988) concerns how power relations were formed (Adams, 1962;
Wright, 1981; Wright and Johnson, 1985) and consolidated prior to the emergence of formal
institutions of governance (Johnson, 1973; Bartelson, 2001). In the absence of centralized
administrative, legal, and military structures (Yousefi Zoshk, 1389 [2010]; Yousefi Zoshk et
al., 1404a [2025a]; Yousefi Zoshk et al., 1404b [2025b]), the question arises as to how social
order was produced, legitimized, and reproduced, and what mechanisms made its acceptance
possible among members of society (Routledge, 2014). In recent decades, interdisciplinary
research in social archaeology and theories of power (Stein, 1998; Smith, 2003) has shown that
power is not necessarily exercised through coercion and overt violence, but can operate through
meaning, symbol, ritual, and the naturalization of the social order (Routledge, 2004; 2014;
Blanton, 1998; Blanton and Fargher, 2008; Gramsci, 1971). Within this framework, the concept
of "cultural hegemony"—most closely associated with the work of Antonio Gramsci—tefers to
a process whereby a particular social order is consolidated not merely through force, but
through cultural acceptance, shared beliefs, and the rendering of power relations as self-evident
(Gramsci, 1971; 2000). Put more simply, domination becomes enduring when dominant ways
of thinking, values, and rules are accepted as "common sense." Although the concept of
hegemony was originally formulated to analyze societies with governance and social classes,
some studies have shown that it can be employed in a modified form to examine pre-state
processes as well—particularly in the domain of rituals, mortuary practices, and bodily
representation, which played a significant role in the production of meaning and social cohesion
(Routledge, 2014; Turner, 1969). In such societies, rituals of death, sacrifice, and burial could
have provided a context for the representation of social differences, the consolidation of
particular statuses, and the naturalization of an emergent order. The site of Chega Sofla, with
its rich mortuary data, bio-archaeological evidence, and distinctive patterns of grave goods,
makes it possible to examine these questions on the scale of a case study (Zadeh-Dabbagh, 1397
[2018]; Salmanzadeh and Valizadeh, 1397 [2018]; Moghaddam, 1397a [2018a]; 1397b
[2018b]; 1404 [2025]; Vahdati-Nasab and Kazazi, 1397 [2018]; Alireza-Zadeh Nodehi et al.,
1403 [2024]). Adopting a cautious and interpretive approach, this article seeks to demonstrate
how the data from the Chega Sofla site can be analyzed within the framework of possible pre-
state hegemonic processes—processes in which power was taking shape not in an
institutionalized and governmental form, but through ritual, the body, and cultural consent. It
is emphasized that the results of this study are case-specific in nature, and their generalization
to a regional scale requires broader comparative studies.

Research Methodology

The approach of this study is qualitative, analytical, and interpretive, and is grounded in an
interdisciplinary reading of archaeological data, biological anthropology, and cultural theories.
The research method is designed to move beyond the mere description of data and to enable a
gradual interpretation of the mechanisms of meaning, status, and ritual consent within the
context of a pre-state society. Within this framework, the concept of "cultural hegemony" is
employed not as a pre-assumed outcome, but as an analytical tool for organizing and
interpreting the data. In the first step, the field data obtained from the excavations of the Chega
Sofla cemetery—including grave structure, the spatial arrangement of graves, the layout of
grave goods, and evidence related to sacrificial rituals—were analyzed based on official
excavation reports and published documentation. These data were examined with the aim of
identifying recurring patterns, ritual distinctions, and markers of symbolic organization, so as
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to make possible a reconstruction of the ritual order governing the mortuary system. In the
second step, bioanthropological data—including evidence of intentional cranial modification,
traces of trauma, and the biological characteristics of the burials—were analyzed. These data
were examined in order to investigate the relationship between the body, ritual, and social
status, and were used to evaluate hypotheses concerning biological-social differentiation and
the role of the ritual body, particularly the female body, in the representation of power and
sanctity. In the third step, data related to the practice of animal sacrifice—including the species
of animals, their state of health, their manner of placement, and their spatial relationship to
human burials—were examined comparatively. This analysis was conducted with the aim of
understanding the symbolic function of sacrifice in the containment of violence, the production
of meaning, and the reproduction of ritual consent, and it drew upon interpretive frameworks
from the anthropology of ritual and sacrifice. In the fourth step, the corpus of archaeological
and biological findings was interpreted within the theoretical framework of cultural hegemony,
with emphasis on Gramsci's reading and its archaeological extension in the work of Routledge.
At this stage, the data were analyzed at three levels—material (graves, objects, bodies),
symbolic (rituals, sanctity, gender), and experiential (consent, acceptance, and social order)—
so as to allow for the formulation of a modified concept of "pre-state cultural hegemony." This
interpretation pertains to gradual and non-institutional processes of power and avoids any direct
generalization of the findings to governmental structures. Finally, in order to enhance the
interpretive validity of the study, the principle of data convergence was observed, and the results
derived from the analysis of burials, biological data, and ritual evidence were cross-checked
against one another. This approach makes it possible for the inferences to rest not on a single
line of data, but on the convergence of independent lines of evidence, while the interpretations
remain tentative and open to revision.

Finding

The site of "Chega Sofla," located in the Zohreh Plain in Khuzestan Province (Figure 1), is
a site dating to the fifth to early fourth millennium BCE, which was identified and investigated
in the excavations of "Abbas Moghaddam" (Moghaddam, 1397a [2018a]; 1397b [2018b]; 1404
[2025]). At this site, a cemetery has been identified that includes burials differing in associated
objects, the arrangement of bodies, and the materials used in the construction of graves. In total,
10 burials and the remains of 109 skeletons have been reported from this cemetery
(Moghaddam, 1404 [2025]). Among the burials at this site, the grave known as "Khatun" is
considered one of the most notable examples in terms of spatial position, structural
characteristics, and the richness of associated objects (Moghaddam, 1404 [2025]). In this grave,
ornamental objects and the manner of arrangement of the body have been recorded in the
excavation reports. He has also noted the presence of at least two female burials with distinctive
characteristics (Moghaddam, 1404 [2025]: 58). Among the other data obtained from Chega
Sofla are modified crania, which were introduced in the study by "Alireza-Zadeh Nodehi" and
others (1403 [2024]). These modifications pertain to crania whose shape underwent alteration
during the first years of life. The data relating to these specimens have been published within
the framework of bio-archaeological studies (Alireza-Zadeh Nodehi et al., 1403 [2024]). At this
site, evidence of animal sacrifice has also been reported (Moghaddam, 1397 [2018]). These
data include faunal remains with a specific arrangement and without cut marks. In addition, in
two of the graves, traces of blows to the cranium of young women have been reported
(Moghaddam, 1404 [2025]: 58).
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Results

At the site of Chega Sofla, one of the most distinctive burials discovered pertains to a woman
known in the excavation reports as "Khatun" (Moghaddam, 1404 [2025]: 54). This burial was
made in grave no. BG7 and is considered, in terms of structure, arrangement, and materials
used, one of the most complex examples in the cemetery (Moghaddam, 1404 [2025]: 56-57).
The pit is rectangular in shape with an east—-west orientation; the structure of this grave is of the
single type and, unlike collective graves, contained only one principal skeleton. For the main
wall and floor of the grave, mud-brick courses and mud-bricks were used; the side walls were
reinforced with large, dressed stone slabs; for covering the roof, heavy dressed stone slabs were
employed so that the burial space would be completely sealed and protected (Alipour, 1397
[2018]: 87). Supporting buttresses were installed on both sides of the pit to provide the
necessary stability against soil pressure. In some places, traces of the deliberate breaking of
stones to accommodate the body have been observed (Moghaddam et al., 1397 [2018]). The
body of "Khatun" was buried in a flexed or fetal position; the body lies on its left side, the face
turned toward the east, the hands gathered in front of the chest, and the legs bent and drawn
close to the abdomen (Figure 2: 1). This burial posture is a common form in prehistoric graves
and indicates a mortuary ritual with a specific order (Malek Shahmirzadi, 1367 [1988]). Around
the body, a collection of ornamental objects and everyday tools was placed: gold seals, semi-
precious stones, and beads of lapis lazuli and marble; small ceramic vessels and copper bowls;
some pieces of metal implements such as a sword, a dagger, and a knapped stone, which
probably had a ritual or symbolic aspect (Figure 2: 2). The arrangement of the objects is orderly
and along a horizontal axis around the body, such that a line appears to have been created from
east to west between the objects and the body, aligned with the axis of the burial. Osteological
studies have determined that the skeleton belonged to an adult woman of medium stature; the
bones are well preserved and remain in their primary position without significant displacement.
Near the grave of Khatun, other burial examples of female sex have also been observed,
introduced under the designation "elite women," but "Khatun" is more distinguished than all of
them in terms of architectural structure and associated objects (Moghaddam, 1404 [2025]).

Discussion

Continuing the symbolic mechanisms observed at Chega Sofla for the representation and
consolidation of social order, the practice of sacrifice plays a central role in the production of
meaning and the containment of violence. The archaeological evidence indicates the presence
of at least two faunal assemblages (features) associated with mud-brick platforms: the first
assemblage comprises the remains of more than eight young goats, and the second consists of
eight young goats and one calf (Moghaddam, 1397 [2018]). The characteristics reported in these
assemblages—including the articulated nature and soundness of the bones, alongside the
absence of cut marks or signs of consumption—constitute key data for interpretation. These
observations, with cautious interpretation, indicate that these animals were probably used not
to meet biological needs, but in the form of dedicatory ritual. The order in the arrangement of
these remains—particularly in the second assemblage, in which the calf was placed at the
bottom and the goats above it, with the crania all inclined toward a single, fixed direction—
carries symbolic implications. Within the theoretical framework of this study and drawing on
the concept of the materiality and meaning of power (Routledge, 2014), this spatial and
geometric order may be regarded as a reflection of a symbolic structure in which objects and
bodies play an active role in reproducing distinction and status. From the perspective of
symbolic anthropology, the orderly arrangement of bodies—whether human or animal—often
points to the representation or consolidation of social order, hierarchy, or sacred relations. From
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the perspective of René Girard's theory, sacrifice operates as a mechanism for containing
violence and restoring social order—a process in which physical violence, through the sacrifice
of a "surrogate other" (here, an animal), is elevated to a level of meaning and sanctity (Girard,
1972). This process can be analyzed at Chega Sofla as a form of the formation of "sacred
consent"—a condition in which the social order is reinforced through the ritual acceptance of
controlled violence. Here, control over resources (animals) and their symbolic organization in
the form of sacrifice may be regarded as a display of ritual allegiance or the consolidation of a
level of authority.

In addition to the evidence of animal sacrifice, anthropological data point to traces of blows
and regular fracturing on the crania of two young women (approximately 25 to 28 years old) in
graves BG1.12 and CGl1.1 (Vahdati-Nasab and Kazazi, 1397 [2018]; Moghaddam, 1404
[2025]). The recurring and deliberate nature of these blows, beyond the signs of accidental
injury or mere altercations, raises the possibility of ritual violence or human sacrifice. These
data, although requiring supplementary taphonomic investigations, potentially reveal another
dimension of the sacrificial system at Chega Sofla, in which violence, at its highest level, serves
the consolidation of sacred order and collective meaning.

In connection with the theory of cultural hegemony (Gramsci, 1971), this body of data
demonstrates how power can be reproduced in a pre-state society through symbolic
mechanisms, beyond physical coercion. The sacrificial system at Chega Sofla may be regarded
as a form of the "transformation of violence into meaning"—a process through which
legitimacy endures not merely by force, but through the production of belief and the
internalization of sacred order. It must be emphasized, however, that concepts such as "sacred
consent" or "sacred death" reside at the interpretive level of this study, and their employment
to explain power structures is an attempt to understand the symbolic complexities of this
society, without claiming definitive proof of all the subjective dimensions of these ritual acts.

Conclusions

An examination of the mortuary, biological, and ritual data from Chega Sofla indicates that
the initial formations of power in southwestern Iran, prior to the emergence of governmental
institutions in the fourth millennium BCE, were organized through a close interlinking of
"body," "death," "gender," and "ritual." In this context, the burial attributed to "Khatun" may
be regarded not as evidence of definitive authority, but as one of the prominent focal points of
the production of meaning—a burial in which the female body became, at a symbolic level, a
medium of sanctity, status, and possibly cultural consent. On the other hand, intentional cranial
modification indicates that social differentiation was manifested not only in the mortuary
domain or its associated objects, but was also institutionalized from the earliest years of life and
at the level of the body. Within this framework, the body becomes a medium for the encoding
of "identity" and the "consolidation of distinction."

Alongside these two domains, the practice of sacrifice reveals yet another dimension of this
same cultural logic. Evidence relating to faunal assemblages upon mud-brick platforms and the
geometric order in the arrangement of the remains is consistent with a dedicatory and ritual
interpretation of these finds. Likewise, traces of blows and regular fracturing on the crania of
two young women, although insufficient on their own to definitively prove human sacrifice,
raise the possibility of interpreting "ritual violence." What is thus observed at Chega Sofla is
not merely a collection of burials or scattered remains, but a network of material and symbolic
acts that elevates death and violence to a level of meaning and sanctity.

In light of the theoretical framework of this study, this evidence can be read along the lines
of a concept of pre-state cultural hegemony—a hegemony grounded not in institutional
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coercion, but in the ritual organization of bodies, objects, and collective memory. From this
perspective, the "Khatun" Burial, the modified crania, and the sacrificial rituals each play a role
in the reproduction of the social order, demonstrating that power took shape at the level of
culture, the body, and ritual before it was transformed into a political institution. It must be
emphasized, however, that this pattern indicates preliminary processes of the production of
legitimacy rather than the existence of an established state; processes in which sanctity, status,
and distinction provided the raw materials for the earliest forms of power.

Accordingly, Chega Sofla may be regarded not merely as a site with rituals of death, but as
a context for the formation of the initial logics of legitimacy—a context in which the female
body, the modified body, and ritual sacrifice operated as three complementary modes in the
consolidation of the social order. These findings are consistent with Routledge's analysis of
material hegemony and with Girard's reading of the transformation of violence into meaning;
at the same time, however, they must remain at a tentative and interpretive level. In this way,
Chega Sofla may be considered one of the significant lines of evidence for understanding how
material memory, ritual, gender, and power were interlinked in pre-state southwestern Iran.
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Fig. 1: Geographical location of the sites of Susa, Hakalan, Parchineh, and Chega Sofla (Moghaddam, 2025).
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Fig. 2: (1) Location of the burial known as Khatun and (2) grave goods belonging to Khatun (Moghaddam, 2025: 56—
57).
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Fig. 4: (1) Image of the animal sacrifice feature including 8 young goats and (2) image of the animal sacrifice feature
including 8 young goats and one calf (Moghaddam, 2018).
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