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Abstract : This paper, based on a brief review of the history of funeral research internationally, emphasizes the significance of

context as well as the composition of a society’s inhumation pool compared with the composition of the society’s population at iI
large. In particular, it analyzes burials in the Erlitou polity in comparison with those across Eurasia in the Bronze Age. Combined

with ethnographic studies, this analysis reveals the existence of a selective inhumation institution in Erlitou, in which only the

high—rank elites were privileged to be buried subterraneanly. This institution, which excluded most people from being disposed

of in an archaeologically visible fashion, was, the paper argues, devised to affirm the brand—new social order founded by the Erl-

itou polity, which fundamentally broke away from the previous political regime. Funerals in Erlitou, in this social context, be-

came a rite of passage to transform the deceased into an ancestral divinity. The Erlitou selective inhumation institution went hand

in hand with the reorganization of the ancestral worship system. The two functioned together to legitimize Erlitou’s inner elites.

Key Words : burial; Erlitou selective inhumation institution; context; ancestral—worship system reorganization; legitimacy
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