CHAPTER THREE

Ritual

o all human societies, and since Oth century i,
ts interested in the study of relizion. There are u:n:

ous definitions of ritual, but nearly all emphasize repetition, .fo'rm‘.:.‘. v, the rglianoe
symbols, and the capacity to intensify bonds within a community. Ritual is action. Anghy,
Wallace highlights the elevated role of ritual when he labels it the primary Phenonw
of religion: “Ritual is religion in action; it is the cutting edge of the tool. Belief, althowg
its recitation may be part of the ritual, or a ritual in its own right, serves to explain
rationalize, to interpret and direct the energy of the ritual performance. . . . It is rigy

Ritual is of crucial significance to
been a major focus for anthropologis

z)x’.' which accomplishes what religion sets out to do” (1966: 102). While rituals encapsul
i} ideas central to a culture and are often closely tied to myths, they are intended to beiy
£ about specific ends.

3 Through ritual, religion is able to impress on people a commitment to their system
4 religious beliefs. Participants in a religious ritual are able to express group solidarity ax

loyalty. History abounds with examples of the importance of the individual experien:
in religion, yet there is no denying the overwhelming effect of group participation. Soo
anthropologists believe, along with Malinowski and other early functionalists, that rit
helps allay anxiety. Through the shared performance of group dances and ceremonis
humans'ty arccel able to fmd‘:lc-;e the fears that often come when life’s events threaten the
security and sense of well-being.

Are all rituals religious? Early anthropological theorists assumed that all ritual w*
sacred in nature, most likely because they dealt with societies in which many aspe®
of daily life held sacred significance. More-contemporary writers have noted, howet®
the ritual nature of ceremonies and actions that do not clearly invoke s irits’ or deit®
yet still express the fundamental beliefs, values, and social fou)r'\dations o‘f) a group. ¥

 F. Moore and Barbara G. Myerhoff call such actions secular rituals highlighﬁns the
‘nonsacred status yet also drawing attention to their powerful l’tif ted meani®é
(1977). One example is a birthday party celebrated atpo e B ey’ as do®
‘mented by Elizabeth Colson. i S a senior citizen center, A
participants into a community honoring theirp rty was clearly s‘ea.xlar, it trans
introductory textbooks in an l SO, ch?racterlstlc, age (1?77);)‘
ot °f intensification. Rites of B eice rehgious ritual into nteshv:‘ﬂ
r example, birth, pu passage mark transition points in the‘ﬁa o
crisis for a group andbe“yu'enu\mmge' an.d death. Rites of intens! s
olidarity. They are typ; us more important in maintaining ot
- '€y are typically associated with natural phenomend
lack of rain, but other events, such as i ing warfare;
fication. Whatever .,isu asxm;.)e'ndew. needd
hat is felt by the grop:e:p tates the crisis, there 15
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Although the division of rituals into this twofold scheme is useful, it does not ade-
quately represent the variety of ritual occurring in the world’s culrres. Wallace, tor
example, has outlined five major categories of ritual (1966: 107-6€)

1. Technological rituals, designed to control nature for the purpose or human exploita-
tion, comprise three subdivisions:
a. Divination rites, which help predict the future and gain hidden iniorriation
b. Rites of intensification, designed to help obtain food and alcohol
¢. Protective rites, aimed at coping with the uncertainty of nature (for example,
stormy seas, floods, crop disease, and bad luck)

2. Therapy and antitherapy rituals are designed to control human health. Curative rites
exemplify therapy rituals; witchcraft and sorcery, antitherapy.

3. Ideological rituals, according to Wallace, are “intended to control, in a conservative
way, the behavior, the mood, the sentiments and values of groups for the sake of the
community as a whole.” They consist of four subcategories:

a. Rites of passage, which deal with role change and geographic movement (for
example, marriages)

b. Rites of intensification, to ensure that people adhere to values and customs (for
example, Sunday church service)

c¢. Taboos (ritual avoidances), courtesies (positive actions), and other arbitrary cer-
emonial obligations, which regulate human behavior
d. Rites of rebellion, which provide a form of “ritualized catharsis” that contributes
to order and stability by allowing people to vent their frustrations
4. Salvation rituals aim at repairing damaged self-esteem and other forms of impaired
identity. Wallace sees three common subdivisions in this category:
a. Possession, in which an individual’s identity is altered by the presence of an alien
spirit that occupies the body (exorcism is the usual treatment)

b. Ritual encouragement of an individual to accept an alternate identity, a process
similar to the ritual procedure shamans undergo upon assuming a shamanic role

¢. The mystic experience—loss of personal identity by abandoning the old self and
achieving salvation by identifying with a sacred being
5. Revitalization rituals are aimed at what can be described as an identity crisis of an

‘community. The revitalization movement may be seen as a religious movement
'i"ml)ﬁmt,&uougt\dnhdpofapmpMMvestocreateabetterculmre

olo system used (and anthropologists have proposed others in
s), inpncﬂce the various types of ritual frequently overlap and may

._154-55)

‘ 'Reguhraumdmataplaoeofwoddp
sible individual responses to a liturgy, from
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a sense of unity with fellow worshipers. The individual may ”‘,“l‘"tf ; © or g
from the ritual process. Commentators often stress t?w mrmulmt .):, 1al—a g,
not simply a spontaneous event created by an .1nd!\'|dual on the sj X ' '
however, about the family burial of a pet rabbit? Spontaneous prayci tions, an
accumulation of symbols (a flower, a memorial, a tree planted), may the compy
of the deceased animal.

There is no reason to assume that the multiple experiences of ritual fe v people i
industrialized West are any less a part of ritual participation than the f people in
developed parts of the world.
Some contemporary anthropologists have found it fruitful to compare ritual to
or drama and to interpret ritual as a kind of cultural performance. It is intriguing to cong;
the possible parallels between ritual and other forms of enactment, including pres,
physical movements and actions, scripted communication, the use of special costume
props, and the demarcation of sacred space as a kind of stage. Outwardly, the similys.,
between ritual and theater may appear strong, but the differences become clearer if
considers the goals and internal experiences of participants. “Participants in ritual ma
‘acting,” but they are not necessarily ‘just pretending”” (Ibid.: 159). Taking part in a it
can ha\te consequences for participants. For example, some rites of passage deliver an i
vidual into a new stage of life, with new rights, responsibilities, and privileges.
Like other aspects of culture, ritual changes over time. In the contem porary West, the
;::‘mmpf of new and revised ritual traditions, including national commen
ety m aI.:;tnohsm. The African-based holiday observance Kwanzas v:
s o they Karenga, a professor of black studies. Originally intende:
in acceptance and pean-based customs of the Christmas season, Kwanzaa has gov
Popularity Song d“t’ee;se Co:ll;':unities of Americans. Feminist &

- penm.ef\ with the creation of new forms of rits
Ind n:’ym d'[;a:;ng P participants® own interpretations of non-Westem
one’s own rituals, “ments have resulted in various self-help guides to c®

o o g g £ o dsined o ok <

ng has Vision quests of Native North Americ®®

troversial, and some Native American groups have bet*

ders, however well intentio®

use of their myths and rituals by outsi

u‘:minant 8roups appear to be mining
in they want and, by placing
Ways that may sever these images ™

tdtualservshvof\ﬂ":;
o
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le Van Gennep and Turner emphasized the struct
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Michael Atw : icl :

.(Ll -\l\\‘nuq Mason’s article documents a Santeria initiation with ai phas
bodily experience.

.Quntmumg in the intellectual vein of Victor Turner, Barbara G. Myerhofi's analysis of
Huichol rituals explores how myth and symbolism create 2 sacred reaim distant from

everyday reality.

' Thomas J. Csordas’s article compares rituals that respond to abortions, as carried out
n_\ the Charismatic Renewal movement in North America and in Japan. € sordas is par-
chlarly interested in how ritual “works” and in the construction of culture-specific emo-
tions and disorders.

In the final article, Deborah Kapchan explores the ritual application of henna and tattoos
art among women in Morocco.

References

Bell, Catherine

1997 Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bowie, Fiona

2000 The Anthropology of Religion: An Introduction. Oxford: Blackwell.
Colson, Elizabeth

1977 “The Least Common Denominator.” In S. F. Moore and B. G. Myerhoff, eds., Secular
Ritual. Assen, Netherlands: Van Gorcum, pp. 189-98.

Karenga, Maulana
1988 The African-American Holiday of Kwanzaa: A Celebration of Family, Community, and
Culture. Los Angeles: University of Sankore Press.

Moore, Sally F., and Barbara G. Myerhoff, eds.
1977 Secular Ritual. Assen, Netherlands: Van Gorcum.

Wallace, Anthony F. C.
1966 Religion: An Anthropological View. New York: Random House.




