
ment religion in its “chastened” (antimetaphysical) Kantian
form. Since the 1960s, however, there has been a noteworthy
Ritschl renaissance, which has defended Ritschl before his
neoorthodox detractors by eschewing “criticism by catch-
words,” by relating his total theological program to its imme-
diate historical context, and by taking seriously his claim to
have constructed his system on biblical and Reformation
foundations.
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DAVID W. LOTZ (1987)

RITUAL [FIRST EDITION]. Although it would
seem to be a simple matter to define ritual, few terms in the
study of religion have been explained and applied in more
confusing ways. For example, Edmund Leach, a contempo-
rary cultural anthropologist, after noting the general dis-
agreement among anthropological theorists, suggested that
the term ritual should be applied to all “culturally defined
sets of behavior,” that is, to the symbolical dimension of
human behavior as such, regardless of its explicit religious,

social, or other content (Leach, 1968, p. 524). Thus one
could presumably discuss the ritual significance of scientific
experimental procedures, for example. For Leach, such be-
havior should be regarded as a form of social communication
or a code of information and analyzed in terms of its “gram-
mar.” Ritual is treated as a cognitive category.

Only slightly less vast a definition, but one that covers
a very different set of phenomena, is implied by the common
use of the term ritual to label religion as such, as in “the ritual
view of life” or “ritual man in Africa,” the title of an article
by Robert Horton (reprinted in Lessa and Vogt, 1979).
Many modern theories of religion are in fact primarily theo-
ries of ritual, and study of the literature on either topic would
provide an introduction to the other.

Another very broad but commonly encountered usage
is the one favored by, for example, psychoanalytic theory, in
which notably nonrational or formalized symbolic behavior
of any kind is distinguished as “ritual,” as distinct from prag-
matic, clearly ends-directed behavior that is rationally linked
to empirical goals. Here “ritual” is often contrasted to “sci-
ence” and even to common sense. Without much further
ado, religious rituals can even be equated with neurotic com-
pulsions, and its symbols to psychological complexes or ge-
netically linked archetypes. Sociologists and anthropologists
who favor such a contrast between ritualistic and rational be-
havior are usually interested in ritual’s sociocultural func-
tions, in which religious values shrink to social affirmations.
(Some social anthropologists distinguish between “ritual”—
stylized repetitious behavior that is explicitly religious—and
“ceremony,” which is merely social even in explicit mean-
ing.) According to these theorists, the manifest religious con-
tent of ritual masks its more basic, “latent” social goals. How-
ever, there are anthropologists, such as Clifford Geertz and
Victor Turner, who are interested in the explicit religious
meaning of ritual symbolisms and who point out that ritual
acts do endow culturally important cosmological concep-
tions and values with persuasive emotive force, thus unifying
individual participants into a genuine community. Here rit-
ual is viewed sociologically, to be sure, but in terms of its ex-
istential import and explicit meanings rather than its purely
cognitive grammar, its psychological dynamics, or its merely
social reference.

Such an approach comes closest to that adopted by most
scholars in the history and phenomenology of religions. Ac-
cording to Rudolf Otto and Mircea Eliade, for example, ritu-
al arises from and celebrates the encounter with the “numi-
nous,” or “sacred,” the mysterious reality that is always
manifested as of a wholly different order from ordinary or
“natural” realities. Religious persons seek to live in continual
contact with those realities and to flee or to transform the
inconsequential banality of ordinary life, thus giving rise to
the repetitions and “archetypal nostalgias” of ritual. In this
approach, there is the attempt to define ritual by its actual
intention or focus. This intentionality molds the formal sym-
bolisms and repetitions of ritual at their origins, so that when
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the rituals are repeated, the experience of holiness can be
more or less fully reappropriated by new participants.

For the purposes of this article, “ritual” shall be under-
stood as those conscious and voluntary, repetitious and styl-
ized symbolic bodily actions that are centered on cosmic
structures and/or sacred presences. (Verbal behavior such as
chant, song, and prayer are of course included in the category
of bodily actions.) The conscious and voluntary aspects of
ritual rule out the inclusion of personal habits or neurotic
compulsions in this definition, as does the stress on a tran-
scendent focus (as Freud has shown, neurotic obsessions refer
back to infantile traumas and represent contorted efforts of
the self to communicate with itself: the focus of neurotic
compulsion is the self).

Even more fundamentally, ritual is intentional bodily
engagement in the paradigmatic forms and relationships of
reality. As such, ritual brings not only the body but also that
body’s social and cultural identity to the encounter with the
transcendental realm. By conforming to models or para-
digms that refer to the primordial past and that can be shared
by many people, ritual also enables each person to transcend
the individual self, and thus it can link many people together
into enduring and true forms of community. As a result, ritu-
al draws into itself every aspect of human life, and almost
every discipline of the social sciences and humanities has
something to say about it. This article shall begin this analy-
sis of ritual, however, with an attempt to articulate its mani-
fest religious orientation and how this gives rise to repetitious
behaviors. After that it shall turn to other approaches that
highlight the latent factors in ritual, such as its personal or
social value. By its conclusion this article will have reviewed
the major theoretical approaches to ritual 

THE RELIGIOUS MEANING OF RITUAL. Ritual appears in all
religions and societies, even those that are nominally antiri-
tualistic. Although it is common to contrast “ritualism” with
“deeper spirituality” and mysticism, ritual is especially
stressed in mystical groups (Zen monasteries, S: ūfı̄ orders,
Jewish mystical communities, Hindu yogic ashrams, etc.); in
such groups ritual often expands to fill every moment of daily
life. The body is evidently more important in religious expe-
rience than is often thought.

Ritual centers on the body, and to understand ritual one
shall have to take the body seriously as a vehicle for religious
experience. It is evident that without a body one would have
no awareness of a world at all. The infant builds up an under-
standing of the world out of sensory-motor experience, and
as Jean Piaget and Sigmund Freud, among others, have
shown, this understanding underlies and sustains the adult
experience of space, time, number, and personal identity.
The self is first of all a bodily self. As a result, physical experi-
ences and actions engage consciousness more immediately
and irresistibly, and bestow a much stronger sense of reality,
than any merely mental philosophy or affirmation of faith.
Much ritual symbolism draws on the simplest and most in-
tense sensory experiences, such as eating, sexuality, and pain.

Such experiences have been repeated so often or so intimately
by the body that they have become primary forms of bodily
awareness. In ritual, they are transformed into symbolic ex-
periences of the divine, and even into the form of the cosmic
drama itself. One may therefore speak of a “prestige of the
body” in ritual. In the bodily gesture, the chant, dance, and
stride of participants, primordial presences are made actual
again, time is renewed, and the universe is regenerated.

Ritual is more than merely symbolic action, it is hieratic.
Almost all human activity is symbolic, even the most “ratio-
nally” pragmatic. People would never trouble to fix cars if
cars had no cultural value; even scientific experiments would
be meaningless without a tacit reference to a specific kind of
world and society that validates such activities. However, rit-
ual underlines and makes emphatic its symbolic intention.
Hence the stylized manner of ritual: the special clothes, the
altered manner of speech, the distinctive places and times.
But above all, behavior is repetitive and consciously follows
a model. Repetition, after all, is a natural way for the body
to proclaim, enact, and experience the choice of true as op-
posed to false things and ways, and to dwell self-consciously
in determinative model realities, in the “holy.”

The use of model roles and identities is crucial to ritual.
As Mircea Eliade has shown, ritual is shaped by archetypes,
by the “first gestures” and dramas from the beginning of
time, which must be represented again in the ritual and reex-
perienced by the participants. It is easy to stress the imagina-
tive and mythic aspect of these dramas, and to ignore their
significance specifically as bodily enactments. In ritual, peo-
ple voluntarily submit to their bodily existence and assume
very specific roles with highly patterned rules—rules and
roles that conform the self to all others who have embodied
these “typical” roles in the past. To contact reality, in short,
the conscious self must sacrifice its individual autonomy, its
freedom in fantasy to “be” anything.

The self is not utterly unique and self-generated, and it
cannot control life as it wishes. This is no doubt one of the
deepest reasons for the common resentment of ritual: it lo-
cates and imprisons individuals in a particular reality whose
consequences can no longer be avoided. The power of ritual
is wryly indicated by stories about the bride left abandoned
at the altar: in the specificity of the wedding ritual and its
implications, the singular and immortal youth who exulted
in the eternity of romantic dreams must become merely one
of many mortals who have passed this way before. The au-
tonomous and infinitely free self is transformed ritually into
“groom” (remorselessly implying the series “father,” “grand-
father,” and dead “ancestor”). The ritual makes him take his
place in the cycle of the generations. Thus it signifies human
limitation, and even death. He becomes what he had always
undeniably been, a bodily, mortal being. Through ritual, the
self is discovered as a public, external reality, which can be
known only through perspectives mediated by others and es-
pecially by transcendent others: the self is something already
determined and presented, which can be understood above
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all and most truly in the ritual act itself. In these actions and
encounters the primal beings provide the model and the
source of life. The ritual participants must submit to those
deeper realities. They must will their own bodies into identi-
ties and movements that stem from the ancestral past. They
must be humble.

This essential preliminary movement of the self may be
called “recentering”: there is in a kind of standing outside of
oneself, a taking up of the position of the divine “other” and
acting on its behalf that is expressed explicitly as a personal
submission to it and that is experienced directly as a submer-
sion of the personal will in the divine will. The ritual comes
from the ancients and was a gift from the divine; to repeat
it means to receive their stamp upon the self and to make
their world one’s own.

In a wide-ranging study of native religions, Adolf E. Jen-
sen (1963) has defended the thesis that the various epochs
of human history have been characterized by distinctive vi-
sions of the universe. Although the details and applications
of these visions vary enormously from society to society and
era to era, the basic visions themselves are not numerous.
Early agriculture, for example, was made culturally possible
by a certain way of seeing the world and understanding life,
death, and humanity, a way that transformed the “burial” of
the root or seed, its “rebirth” (or “resurrection”) as a plant,
and its “murderous” harvesting as food into a kind of mys-
tery, a compelling and salvific vision. The first seer to whom
the divine revealed itself in this way must have had a shatter-
ing experience. Here, according to Jensen, is the fundamen-
tal origin of the rituals of the early agriculturalists: these ritu-
als arose to induct neophytes into the mystery and to enable
full initiates to reexperience the shattering revelations of the
primal reality. The participants remember the creative acts
that made them what they are, and thus they are able to dwell
in a world that has meaning. Farming itself becomes not only
possible, but necessary.

Eliade (1959) terms these primal, constitutive encoun-
ters with the sacred hierophanies (self-disclosures of the holy)
and kratophanies (revelations of overwhelming power). It is
the underlying purpose of rituals to recall and renew such ex-
periences of reality. These powerful visions—which are usu-
ally devoted to the mythic origins of the universe or to those
aspects of the creation that hold special consequence for
mankind, but which are preserved within the sacred field of
ritual enactment—provide a focus and framework for living
in the “profane” world of everyday activity. They even sancti-
fy this activity, and so rescue it from the terror of inconse-
quentiality and meaninglessness. However, ordinary life,
with its egoisms, pressures, and attractions, constantly threat-
ens to erode a wider sense of reality. Crises arise that make
the challenge acute. The regular enactment of rituals renews
the experiential focus on the sacred. In the recentering pro-
cess, the overall meaning of life and the reality of transcen-
dental powers are again made paramount over merely egois-
tic or social concerns. The ordering that ritual effects can

even be directly healing, inasmuch as many physical ailments
have a significant psychosomatic component, and social cri-
ses are above all crises in accommodating individuals or
groups to each other and to cultural norms.

There is a tendency among phenomenologists of reli-
gion concerned with ritual to emphasize the personal en-
counter with divine beings as the focus of ritual experience.
Rudolf Otto, in his influential The Idea of the Holy (first pub-
lished in 1917), was explicitly guided by Christian (and spe-
cifically Lutheran) assumptions when he described the holy,
or “numinous,” this way. However, there are many religions
in which the focus of ritual is mostly or entirely impersonal,
or in which there are no prayers or sacrifices made to divine
beings. Rather, ritual action consists in repeating the primal
deeds of beings not now actively present. It is the deeds, not
the persons, that are important. Most Australian Aboriginal
ritual fits in this category; a striking parallel can be found in
the teachings of the ritual texts of late Vedic Hinduism. The
Śatapatha Brāhman: a, for example, states repeatedly that the
priests are to perform the sacrifices because this is what
the gods themselves did to create the world; in fact, it is by
performing these rites that the gods became gods and im-
mortal. Therefore the priests recreate the world when they
repeat certain actions, and all who participate in the sacrifice
become gods and immortal as well.

In this view, the dynamic of reality is sacrificial; it is re-
newed only through sacrifice and attained only by those who
sacrifice. Through sacrifice one becomes equal to the gods,
or even their master, since they too depend on sacrifice. In
later Hinduism, there developed a philosophy of ritual, the
Pūrva Mı̄mām: sā (also called the Karma Mı̄mām: sā), which
in some versions was explicitly atheistic: The process under-
lying the universe was a ritual process repeated in and sus-
tained by Brahmanic ritual performances alone. However,
the enactment of the duties (dharma) appropriate to one’s
caste, sex, and age is also a form of this ritual world mainte-
nance, especially if done with the fully conscious intention
of sustaining the impersonal ritual order of the universe. This
may be called a structural rather than a personal focus to ritu-
al action. The aim of such ritual is to enact and perhaps even
regenerate the structure of reality, the deep structure that
consists of a certain pattern of relationships and their dynam-
ic regeneration. It can even be argued that this structural
focus is the real or deeper one in most rituals directed to per-
sonal beings, for commonly those personal beings are ad-
dressed in ritual in order to assure the proper changing of
the seasons, the fertility of the fields, the restoration of
health, prosperity in business and everyday affairs, or perhaps
more profoundly the general preservation of social tranquilli-
ty and universal harmony.

One need not expect to find that ritual emerges first as
the result of a personal experience of encounter with a divini-
ty, although traditional cultures often explain their rituals in
this fashion. Rituals are also found to be taking shape in con-
formity with a general sense of what is right and fitting to
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do in the context of a given situation. This structural sense
of what is “right and fitting” may well lack much precision,
at least on the conscious level, but despite this a preconscious
(or “unconscious”) awareness of the nature of the world and
the way in which it relates to the ritual situation may operate
to determine ritual details with great exactitude. Mono-
graphs on particular ritual systems often illustrate this
vividly.

As Bruce Kapferer (1983) has shown for exorcism rituals
in Sri Lanka, the details of cult can only be understood in
terms of the general sense of life, and the overall existential
environment, of ritual participants, although they may not
be able to explain these details and simply accept them as
“traditional.” In fact, participants insensibly adapt rituals to
specific situations, personal experiences, and training. James
W. Fernandez (1982) has provided an astonishingly rich
analysis of the symbolic coherence of an African religious
movement that shows how conscious thought and prereflec-
tive experience interact to produce ritual behavior. At times,
the conscious component may be very high: Stanley J. Tam-
biah’s (1970) description of spirit cults in Thailand necessar-
ily involves a discussion of Buddhist metaphysics at certain
points, but even here most of the structure of the ritual con-
forms to unspoken but vividly present folk realities.

One of the most telling instances of the influence of a
general sense of the “right and fitting” on ritual behavior,
however, is described in W. Lloyd Warner’s classic study of
Memorial Day and other rituals in a New England commu-
nity, The Living and the Dead: A Study of the Symbolic Life
of Americans (1959). Warner describes how the celebration
of the holiday was planned and carried out one spring. Many
people were involved; in fact almost all groups in the com-
munity were represented. Many random factors and issues
intervened, but the result can be regarded as a crystallization
of the American ethos as it existed at that time and place.
There is here neither the calculated imposition of ritualized
ideology on underclasses by an authoritarian, hypocritical
elite nor solitary ecstatic encounters with sacred beings used
as models for community cult (two current theories of the
origin of ritual). Instead, one finds the voluntary community
enactment of a felt reality, which in turn makes the common
dream an actuality, at least in the festival itself. The felt reali-
ty is also a dream, an ideal, for it consists of those experienced
values that at the deepest level guide members of the commu-
nity, and in terms of which they understand and, on occa-
sion, even criticize each other and themselves.

Shame and death in ritual. This phenomenon of criti-
cism, and especially of self-criticism, is an essential part of
ritual. It is part of the “recentering” that has already been
mentioned, a self-transformation that is necessary if there is
to be any hope of escaping personal fantasies and encounter-
ing authentic realities outside the self. For reality, which the
self longs for as a secure grounding, at the same time must
include other things and beings, which in turn must condi-
tion and limit the self. Encounters with these other presences

will be chaotic and destructive, however, unless some harmo-
nious and stable mode of interaction is discovered. In ritual,
the bodily self enacts the true and enduring forms of relation-
ships within a cosmic order that has a constructive place for
the self. But this enactment must begin with an acceptance
of personal limitation. So it is commonly found that ritual
sequences may begin with explicit declarations of personal
flaw, shame, or guilt existing in the participants or in their
world that it will be the task of the ritual to assuage or nullify.
The “flaw” need not be narrowly moral, of course: it may
only be, for example, that a youngster is growing into an
adult without yet knowing or assuming adult responsibilities
and roles. If this willful autonomy were to continue, or to
become common, the sanctified social order would cease;
therefore, initiation is necessary to rectify the disharmony in-
troduced by the child-adult.

Rituals cluster especially around those primary realities
(such as sexuality, death, strife, and failure) that force indi-
viduals to face their personal limits and their merely relative
existence. In many Indo-European and Semitic languages
the very word for “shame” felt before the opposite sex (espe-
cially in regard to their sexual organs) is the same as that for
“respect” before the elderly, the rulers, the dead, and the
gods; it is also the word for “ritual awe.” This deeply felt
“shame-awe” provides people with the proper stance and
poise to accept their mere relativity and their limits, and
thereby to restore harmony to the world. Beginning with a
shamed sense of flaw and submission, one comes in the
course of the ritual to perceive the self from the perspective
of the holy. From this perspective and this transcendental
center, one wills the ritual actions until the identification of
wills results in making the ritual one’s voluntary, autono-
mous, and bodily enactment of truth. Although ritual com-
monly begins in duty or submission, it generally ends in vol-
untary and even joyful affirmation. In this way, the dread
and the enchantment that R. R. Marett and Rudolf Otto
found to be two aspects of the experience of the sacred articu-
late also the actual structure of most ritual sequences, which
begin in disequilibrium and end in harmony after confes-
sion, submission, purification sacrifice, or other ritual
strategies. 

Connected with this is what might be called the ritual
barter of immortalities. In ritual, one inevitably and implicit-
ly wills one’s own death, since one takes on a merely partial
identity as “man” or “woman,” “elder” or “youth,” the iden-
tity of an actual finite self existing within boundaries and
under obligations, defined through relationships with others
and destined to die. It is therefore both as a kind of palliative
and as a necessary consequence of the search for reality that
rituals of initiation, the New Year, and so on place such stress
on immortality and mythic eternity. The consolation for ac-
cepting one’s death is the awareness that through this one
attains to another kind of eternity, as part of a larger cosmic
reality. The seeming eternity of one’s immediate desires and
wishes are given up for an eternity mediated through the di-
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vine order, which certainly endures beyond all individuals
and embodies the “otherness” that limits us.

There should be nothing surprising in this intimate
mixture of personal need and ruthless objectivity, for ritual
as such is constituted by the longing to place the self in en-
during contact with absolute or source realities. This neces-
sarily requires a relationship compounded of both self and
other, of heteronomy and autonomy. (It would therefore be
incorrect to identify ritual action with heteronomy, as Kant,
Friedrich Schleiermacher, and others have done.) W. Brede
Kristensen, the Dutch phenomenologist of religions, refers
to this connection of self and other as the fundamental “com-
pact,” “agreement,” or “covenant,” “man’s Law of life” that
underlies all rituals, for in them humanity and the divine
bind themselves together to sustain a unified and stable order
of the universe.

Space and time in ritual. Through ritual, then, the self
is inducted into the necessary forms of space and time, and
these forms are disclosed as harmonious with the body. The
space and time of ritual are organic experiences. Time, for
example, waxes and wanes; like organisms it can grow and
decay, and must be regenerated. Time has neither static eter-
nity nor monotonous regularity but the rhythms of the body,
even if it embraces the universe. Yearly festivals mark the mo-
ments in the “life” of the year, from birth through fertility
to death. The rites of passage, including birth, initiation,
marriage, and death, translate the patterns of time into the
individual life cycle, giving the chief transitions of every life
the authentic resonance of the sacred. Even the minor mo-
ments of ritual, ignored by participants, render an architec-
ture in time in which the girders are ceremonial gestures, the
rhythms of chant, the turn, and the stride.

Space, as well, is drawn into the ritual field of correspon-
dences and boundaries and is given a shape that hospitably
welcomes the body. The cosmos is revealed as a house and
a temple, and, reflexively, the personal and physical house
and temple are disclosed as the cosmos made immanent. The
mountain is the “throne” of the gods, the heavens their
“chamber”; the shaman’s drum is his “horse,” by which he
ecstatically mounts through the “roof” of heaven. The Brah-
manic altar is shaped in the form of a woman in order to
tempt the gods to approach the sacrificial place. And if the
center of the universe is brought symbolically into one’s
midst, so too is the beginning of creation, which can then
ritually be repeated in one’s central shrines. Ritual makes all
of this immediately and bodily present. The universe itself
may be embodied in the participants, so that the marriage
of king and queen may at once simulate and stimulate the
marriage of heaven and earth, and the slaying of slaves may
accomplish the overthrow of chaos. The elementary sensory-
motor experiences of up and down, in and out, and left and
right, rudimentary though one may think them, are utilized
in ritual, often in astonishingly systematic fashion, showing
to what degree ritual is a meditation on the final and basic
experiences of the body, an attempt to discover deeper mean-

ings in them. Left and right symbolisms, for example, are ev-
erywhere in the world correlated through ritual equivalences
and oppositions between male and female, day and night,
order and disorder, the sun and moon, and other basic ele-
ments in experience. Robert Hertz, who first noted that ritu-
als worldwide share these left and right symbolisms, suggest-
ed that they were rooted in the general human experience of
skill and mastery in the right hand and relative weakness and
clumsiness in the left, which then served to characterize and
give order to a wide range of other experiences and percep-
tions (see essays in Needham, 1973). Ernst Cassirer (1955,
pp. 83ff.) has shown how specific bodily organizations of ex-
perience of other sorts, especially of space, time, number, and
self, are ritually integrated into cosmological enactments.

Certainly ritual definitively breaks up the homogeneity
of space and establishes places in it for humanity. The body
itself is a common model for the universe. Puranic descrip-
tions of the universe develop this idea in astonishing detail,
in schemes that are often reproduced in Hindu temples and
iconography. The Hindu temple has a waist, trunk, and
head. In Nepal, Buddhist stupas often have two eyes painted
on the dome and are topped with a small parasol, just as the
Buddha himself used to have. Such ritual symbolisms make
such actions as moving through the temple a journey
through the various heavens and lend shape to meditation
as well. The yogin may practice visualizing his body as the
temple-universe, finding within it all the gods and heavens.
It is common even in folk religions to find ritual identifica-
tion of the cardinal points with the four limbs, and the center
of the world identified as an omphalos, or umbilicus, which
may be located at the center of one’s village or enshrined as
the goal of religious pilgrimage. In every example, the reli-
gious motivation is to establish necessary links between the
body and the world, to make these links “natural” in the very
fabric of things, to make secure continuities that give the self
access to transcendent and sacred life.

A major strategy employed by ritual to achieve this goal
is simply to reenact with the participants’ own bodies the pri-
meval or constitutive acts by which the cosmos came into
being. Mircea Eliade, who has devoted many studies to this
almost universal trait in ritual, has called it “the myth of the
eternal return.” To exist truly is to remember, and even more
to reenact, the foundational events; to forget is to dissolve
the world in chaos. By repeating the primordial deeds of the
gods, human beings become as the gods, posturing out their
will and establishing their divine world. Precisely as bodily
beings, and through the body, they enter eternity and “be-
come” the transcendent others who control their lives. The
personal distancing of the self from the self mentioned earlier
permits this ritual ecstasy, which perhaps achieves its most
extreme form in trances of possession or mystical union,
when the sense of self is entirely blotted out. However, the
ritual dialectic of self and other much more usually seeks to
retain the full consciousness of both in reciprocal harmony.
New Year’s festivals, initiations, funerals, and coronations all
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show this passion for the abiding dynamic process, the eter-
nal form of the universe.

When, in the Finnish epic Kalevala, Väinämöinen, the
shaman hero, wishes to heal himself of a wound caused by
an iron weapon, he ritually chants the myth of the first cre-
ation of iron and so is able to reverse and negate the impure
and wrong unfolding of time (Kalevala, rune 9). The first act
of Columbus when he set foot on the soil of the New World
was to hold a religious service, praying to God and drawing
this new and alien territory into the same universe of dedica-
tion that contained God, sovereign rulers, and Spain. The
terra incognita thus became a domesticated Spanish territory.

These two instances show the prayerfulness of “magic,”
and the magic of prayer. Väinämöinen’s chant was also
prayerful, for it was grounded in submission to foundational
realities and mysteries. The very need for comprehensive ac-
curacy in the wording of the myth recital obviously signifies
the necessity of complete obedience to a sacred and powerful
reality that is formal in nature. Of course, faith in this chant
is also faith in those divinities named in it, who made iron
and who, by transmitting the chant, created it. And, for his
part, Columbus followed archetypal forms in his petition to
the sacred beings who made the entire world and this new
land as well, and he even transformed the entire service into
a kind of legal statement of territorial appropriation, so that
personal prayer followed the logic of a deeper impersonal and
“magical” transubstantiation of the land. Like Väinämöinen,
he overcame anomaly through a cosmological recitation.
Such reflections show the emptiness of distinctions between
religious and magical rituals and, even more importantly,
provides an awareness of the two basic modes of the sacred,
impersonal archetypal form and personal sacred presence.
Archetypal form consists of cosmological structures that
shape a divine order and may be renewed through ritual re-
enactments. Sacred beings must be ritually invoked and ac-
knowledged. As the instances of Väinämöinen and Colum-
bus show, the two modes of the sacred often occur together
in the same rite and can inspire the same sense of awe and
personal submission.

The symbolic integrations of ritual. Religious ritual
is evidently not a simple or infantile manifestation but is
based on a kind of final summing-up of, acknowledgement
of, and submission to reality. Ritual engages all levels of expe-
rience and weaves them together. It has often been noted,
for example, that ritual symbolisms often center on such ele-
mentary acts as eating and sex. From this strong emphasis,
in fact, Freudian psychoanalysis was able to draw evidence
for its hypothesis that religion consists of sublimated or pro-
jected sexual hungers and symbols. Other theorists (in the
modern period, most notably those emphasizing totemism
and the Myth and Ritual school) deduced from the impor-
tance of food and eating in ritual that rituals were economic
in origin and concerned with magical or proto-scientific con-
trol of the food supply. However, not only in the areas of
sexuality and eating (two of the most rudimentary of bodily

experiences), but also elsewhere, ritual makes use of activities
that are familiar and deeply intimate, that when engaged in
involve the body very strongly, or that have been repeated
so often that they take on a habitual, automatic nature. The
power that ritual has to make these acts conscious and, si-
multaneously, to bring them into relationship with central
religious realities is a major part of its attraction and fascina-
tion. In effect, ritual sacramentalizes the sensory-motor
sphere by lifting it into the sphere of the ultimate, while the
energy of elemental awareness is reshaped and drawn into the
support of the structures of clear consciousness and ultimate
concerns. The secular is transformed by the sacred.

The process can be observed in terms of particular ritual
symbols. Each symbol is multivalent: it refers to many
things, which may not be clearly present to consciousness but
that exist in a kind of preconscious halo around it. Victor
Turner, in a number of richly detailed studies, has empha-
sized a bipolar structure to this multivalency of ritual sym-
bols: they are often drawn from sensory experience and pas-
sion (the “orectic” pole) and are made to represent social
ideals (the “ideological” pole). So, as he shows, initiation rit-
uals among the Ndembu of Zambia are structured around
ideologically defined natural symbols (colors, plant species,
etc.), which in the course of traumatic ordeals work deeply
into the consciousness of candidates, reshaping their self-
conception and view of the world and society. In the same
way, Ndembu “cults of affliction” turn painfully destructive
impulses and social tension, and even mental and physical
illness, into affirmative communal experiences. This analysis
can be elaborated further: A single symbol can draw on orec-
tic sensual urges; can implicitly relate to a larger cognitive
and dispositional structure that organizes all sensory experi-
ence into a coherent perception of the natural world; can be
part of a ritual used by a participant to advance his or her
own ego-centered utilitarian aims; can embody the social val-
ues of the actual group and perhaps even indicate the group
identity; can be seen to point to wider sociocultural and ideo-
logical issues; and, finally, can be directed to transcendental
spiritual beings or cosmological structures. This sixfold layer-
ing of symbolic meaning may be generally characterized as
relating to the body’s organic world, the social world, and
the cosmological or transcendental realm. The ego’s concerns
connect the first and second, while ideological and broadly
ecological issues connect the second and third, producing
five levels of general symbolic significance that are unified in
ritual enactments.

A MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO RITUAL. The various
levels of symbolic reference in ritual assist in understanding
of the applicability of many disciplines and theories to ritual.
These can be seen as applying to one or another aspect or
level of ritual action, although obviously this applicability
also suggests that any one theory or discipline in itself cannot
claim sole truth and must be supplemented and corrected by
other approaches. For example, Freudian theory has helped
researchers to see the relevance of organic processes in the de-
velopment of personality, from infancy to the organization
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of behavior in adults. Freud was the first to show in detail
just how, through sublimation, repression, projection, and
other transformations, bodily symbolisms can be expanded
in dreams, art, language, and ritual into entire cosmological
dramas. Freud also showed how each organic symbolism or-
ganizes increasingly wider ranges of experience within it.
This expansive tendency of each symbol, which may be
called its imperialistic tendency to organize all experience
around itself, brings it into competition with other symbols
and even with conscious thought. However, as Volney Gay
has shown, Freud’s own restriction of meaningfulness to this
organic level alone, and even solely to sexual complexes, and
his general antipathy to religion, led him to suggest that reli-
gion and ritual are infantile and to equate the latter with re-
gressive neurotic compulsions.

The operations by which bodily symbols are organized
into coherent general dispositional structures of perception
have been illuminated by the work of such psychologists as
Jean Piaget, Heinz Werner and Bernard Kaplan, and C. G.
Jung, each in his own way enlarging their understanding.
Ernst Cassirer’s philosophically sophisticated analysis of how
cognition comes to organize space, time, and identity, enact-
ing paradigms of these in ritual, may almost be taken as a
philosophical phenomenology supplementing Mircea
Eliade’s researches and detailed demonstrations. Such studies
enhance but also correct the often highly speculative ap-
proach of Jungian psychology to ritual symbolism. Of great
importance is the work of structuralist anthropology, a field
founded by Claude Lévi-Strauss and dedicated to the analysis
of cognitive organization in cultural creations. According to
this theory, rituals, myths, and other aspects of culture are
structured cognitively by processes resembling binary com-
puter operations. These mental operations lie finally outside
of all meaning and simply reflect an autonomous cognitive
drive toward order. Lévi-Strauss suggests in some of his
works that each culture works out a tight and utterly consis-
tent logic in its rituals and myths; elsewhere that coherence
can only be found on a regional and even a global scale, par-
ticular cultures exemplifying only partial and unconscious
cognitive unifications. It must be added that Lévi-Strauss
(1979) finds ritual far more incoherent than myth, due large-
ly to ritual’s explicitly religious and emotive focus. However,
other structural anthropologists have shown astonishingly
coherent organizations of symbols in even the slightest de-
tails of ritual; action becomes a coded text or hidden lan-
guage conveying information about the social and cultural
universe of the performers. The actual meaning of the ritual
to the actors may be considered irrelevant.

Critics of this approach have suggested that ritual may
not be concerned after all with the cognitive classification of
things but may instead relate to others of the six levels that
have been distinguished in ritual symbolic reference. Fredr-
ick Barth points out that, as the media of social interaction,
relatively unsystematic and incoherent symbolic networks
may be sufficient or even especially desirable. He describes

a Melanesian culture in which ritual symbols have only loose
chains of analogical associations, varying from individual to
individual and only imperfectly worked together. Since these
metaphors and symbols by their very looseness underlie at
some point or another every participant’s experience, they
can be variously meaningful to all and serve to bring them
together. More generally, a purely cognitive approach ig-
nores the possibility that ritual may be concerned above all
with the cultivation of a basic stance on life, involving the
recentering that I have earlier discussed. As Gilbert Lewis has
suggested, rituals may even emphasize precisely the illogic
and incoherence of symbols in an effort to capture the para-
dox, mystery, and transcendental reality of the sacred. Even
more basically, if possible, the multivalence of symbols nec-
essarily insures their ultimate formal incoherence, since the
relational meanings often accrete to a symbol by experienced
conjunction, not logic, and the “imperialism” of symbols
makes each incompatible at some points with others. Partic-
ular rituals may achieve a unified meaning by making one
symbolism dominant, using the rich though submerged asso-
ciations of subordinate symbols simply to contribute to the
sense of depth and authenticity of the rite.

The value of ritual to the ego world of rational calcula-
tion and social manipulation and interaction has been em-
phasized by a number of theorists. Some cultures and reli-
gions make such an approach easier than others; for example,
as Emily Ahern has emphasized, in Chinese religions the
heavenly spirits and gods are ranked in a bureaucratic hierar-
chy that is a transcendental continuation of earthly Chinese
society and government. Prayers, offerings, and modes of ad-
dress can therefore be interpreted in an almost wholly social
and manipulative mode, if one is so inclined. Much of the
debate about the “rationality” of ritual among anthropolo-
gists, referred to earlier, applies to this level of ritual meaning
as well. These discussions have revived the viewpoints of
E. B. Tylor, James G. Frazer, and others from the end of the
nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century that ritual
was in its origins a pragmatic attempt to control nature, a
rational even if scientifically ill-founded activity. Such theo-
rists as Adolf Jensen and Robin Horton go on to make a dis-
tinction between “expressive” and “instrumental,” or manip-
ulative, aspects of ritual; the former relates to faith and is
authentically religious, while the latter is said to be material-
istic, pragmatic, and inauthentic. But such viewpoints not
only ignore the recentering process underlying even the most
utilitarian ritual; they have difficulty accounting for the fact
that in many religions it is precisely the pragmatic applica-
tion of cult that directly expresses the faith that the springs
of reality flow forth in the actualities of human existence and
that reality is benevolently concerned with human needs.
There is no separation of spirit and flesh in such religions,
and the aim of religion is to sanctify life. Still, in the multile-
veled significance of ritual symbolisms, rational ego-oriented
calculations have a role.

So do social and political calculations, conscious or oth-
erwise, for these act as a necessary check on a population of
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competing egos and permit a community to exist. The re-
centering that ritual forces on the ego, as in initiations, pro-
vides an intersubjective, social confirmation of reality neces-
sary even for the individual ego, if it is to participate in a
world it cannot wholly control. Inner structures of awareness
are thus shared with others, and a community is created that
has legitimacy to the degree that it is anchored in transcen-
dental cosmological realities. Thus one finds that in all reli-
gions ritual has enormous social value. Society can enhance
itself by fusing transcendental symbolisms with its own
norms, and ritual can be quite functional in overcoming ten-
sions and divisions in the community (in this way sublimat-
ing violence).

This was quite powerfully brought out by the French
sociologist Émile Durkheim in The Elementary Forms of the
Religious Life (1912). Societies image themselves in their ritu-
al symbols, he maintained; the “sacred” is the essential social
idea. Religion is not for Durkheim (as it was for Otto) about
abnormal personal states, but about normal social and natu-
ral life: the rainfall, the crops, good hunting, good health,
children, and social continuity. Even relationships to partic-
ular spiritual beings are cast in terms of this deeper, more
normative, structural and cosmological orientation. In effect,
Durkheim brought to the attention of researchers a mode of
the sacred they had ignored until then, the structural and
cosmological mode. But he saw it chiefly in terms of social
groupings and values; even individual spiritual beings sym-
bolized the group or its relations with other groups. The
community is recreated at times of initiation and festival.

Such ideas were developed into “functionalist” anthro-
pology in the Anglo-Saxon countries under the leadership of
A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and Bronislaw Malinowski. The or-
ganic interconnections between social values and rituals were
demonstrated by this approach in many striking studies. Ta-
boos, for example, do not so much arise from individual fears
or longings as they do from the social purpose of identifying
to participants the proper sentiments to feel in particular sit-
uations. Groups are identified by the rites they practice, roles
within the group are differentiated (a special necessity in
small-scale societies, in which roles overlap and daily interac-
tion may be filled with personal antipathies and preferences),
and tensions resolved by the community feeling engendered
by the rites. The functionalists taught their contemporaries
that even the most bizarre or apparently harmful practices
(e.g., witchcraft and sorcery, painful initiatory ordeals, ritual
head-hunting) might be socially constructive. But the genu-
inely needed tolerance that characterizes their work has re-
cently been criticized as static, ahistorical, a priori, and
Panglossian.

That ritual symbolisms may correspond to a society’s
economic and political forces and relate to historical changes
in these forces as well has been a theme of recent Marxist an-
thropology. Whereas functionalists tended to limit their con-
cern to the ideological structures elaborated by particular so-
cieties and often more or less consciously recognized by

participants, Marxist analysis locates itself at a more compar-
ative and materialistic level: the more extreme theorists, for
example, argue in the vein of Enlightenment critics of reli-
gion that ritual consists of systematic falsehoods designed by
ruling circles to justify their exploitation of the underprivi-
leged (e.g., see Bloch, 1977). In any case, ritual is about polit-
ical power or economic forces.

Some studies have extended insight into the integrative
power of ritual to include a culture’s relationship to its larger
natural environment. One of the most striking demonstra-
tions of this ecological function of ritual, in which ritual acts
as a central control on a wide range of forces, is Roy A. Rap-
paport’s description of the pig festival of the Tsembaga of
Papua New Guinea (Rappaport, in Lessa and Vogt, 1979).
Warfare, human fertility rates, land-occupation densities,
protein supply during crises, wild pig marauders, and many
other factors are kept in balance by this festival, truly bring-
ing the Tsembaga into harmony with the ecological forces
affecting their lives and even their survival. Once again, and
from an unexpected perspective, one finds a multiform unity
between self and other, expressive and instrumental elements
in ritual.

THE TYPES OF RITUAL. Two basic approaches to the classifi-
cation of ritual may be found in the literature on the subject,
which may be called the functional-enumerative and the
structural-analytical. The first has the attraction of seeming
inductive, empirically firm, and precise: one simply notes
down each kind of ritual behavior as one finds it, defining
it by its function or explicit use. The result is usually a long
and imposing list. Each item on the list is a special case to
be explained separately. It is usually not noticed that rituals
of different levels of generality are mixed together. For exam-
ple, Crawford Howell Toy, in his Introduction to the History
of Religion (1913), in an admittedly “not exhaustive list,”
presents the principal forms of early ceremonies as follows:
emotional and dramatic (religious dances and plays, proces-
sions, circumambulations); decorative and curative; econom-
ic (hunting and farming rites, dietary rules, rainmaking);
apotropaic (averting or expelling evil spirits or influences);
puberty and initiation; marriage, birth, burial, purification
and consecration; and periodic and seasonal. In a separate
chapter he considers “totemism” (a supposed cult belonging
to a specific cultural-historical epoch) and taboo (a universal
ritual type), and in a third chapter “magic” (a general way
of using rites) and divination (a specific kind of ritual). Toy’s
approach is often informative, but haphazard.

More systematic is the functional classification offered
by Anthony F. C. Wallace (1966). He distinguishes between
technological rituals aimed at the control of nonhuman na-
ture (divination, “intensification” rites to increase food sup-
ply, protective rites to avert misfortune); therapy and antith-
erapy rituals affecting humans (curing rites and rites with
injurious ends, like witchcraft and sorcery); ideology rituals
directed to the control of social groups and values (passage
rites of the life cycle and territorial movement, “social inten-
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sification” rites to renew group solidarity, like Sunday ser-
vices, arbitrary ceremonial obligations, like taboos, and rebel-
lion rites, which allow catharsis); salvation rituals enabling
individuals to cope with personal difficulties (possession
rites, shamanic rites, mystic rites, and expiation rites); and,
finally, revitalization rituals designed to cure societal difficul-
ties and identity crises, such as millenarian movements.

This classification system is clearly much more useful.
However, its functional precision is not entirely adequate,
since a single ritual may in actual performance belong to sev-
eral or even all of these classes: For instance, Easter in a medi-
eval Polish village was a technological ritual (as a spring festi-
val and as a protective rite); offered therapy to ill believers
and antitherapy to nonparticipants, such as Jews; was an ide-
ology ritual that renewed group solidarity and included arbi-
trary ceremonial obligations; and was a salvation and, on oc-
casion, even a revitalization ritual.

Such overlap is almost impossible to avoid in classifica-
tions of ritual, due to the integrative thrust and multileveled
nature of ritual. The main criterion in distinguishing rituals
should perhaps be the overall intention or emphasis of the
performers: thus one can say that Easter has in a general way
moved historically from a revitalization ritual to a salvation
ritual in the early church, and thereafter to a technological
and therapy ritual in the Middle Ages, and finally to an ideol-
ogy ritual at the present time. But if that is so, the external
forms of the ritual do not necessarily help to classify it, nor
do they always correspond to a specific function. To put the
matter a little differently, function is at base a structural mat-
ter and depends on context.

Wallace’s classification, then, may be supplemented
with a structural one. Two of the founding classics of the
modern study of religion suggest a starting point. Émile
Durkheim, in his study of religion mentioned above, divided
all rites into positive and negative kinds. By negative rituals
he meant taboos, whose purpose, he said, was to separate the
sacred from the profane, preserving the transcendence of the
former and the everyday normality of the latter. Positive ritu-
als chiefly included sacrificial rites, in the course of which the
sacred and profane realms were brought together and the or-
dinary life of performers was infused with the ideal and the
normative. The cultic life of religion moves continually be-
tween these two phases, maintaining and regenerating the
stable universal order.

Sigmund Freud also distinguished similar basic types of
ritual in his Totem and Taboo (1913). By “totem” Freud re-
ferred to the totemic sacrifice that, according to him, reen-
acted the primordial parricide.

Generalizing from these two classics, one may say that
all rituals may be divided into those whose purpose is to
maintain distinctions within a divine order and those whose
purpose is to bridge divisions and effect transformations, re-
newing that order when it is threatened by internal or exter-
nal change. These two traits, of structure maintenance and

transformation, must exist in any system if it is to endure in
a stable fashion, integrating change into itself without alter-
ing its basic form. Although both Durkheim and Freud saw
structure maintenance in a negative light and in terms of ta-
boos, it is evident that positive injunctions are also important
and, indeed, that negative prohibitions often have a very pos-
itive intention. This article, therefore, shall call rituals of this
kind “confirmatory rituals,” for in them the basic boundaries
and internal spaces of the divine order are confirmed without
change, while rituals that bridge divisions and regenerate the
structure shall be called “transformatory rituals.”

Confirmatory rituals. Both confirmatory and transfor-
matory rituals act by centering the will in transcendental
sources, that is, they anchor the immediate order in a realm
that transcends it. As shall be seen, these orders may nest hi-
erarchically within each other: reverence to clan ancestors
helps to establish the clan within the cosmos, but larger
human groupings may need to center themselves in more in-
clusive realities. This suggests that the order that is being af-
firmed is to a certain degree situational and relative, and that
it therefore may contain a certain amount of overlap, inco-
herence, and contradiction. These are existential realities, not
logical postulates, as has been determined, although certain
religions do indeed work out their inner structures with re-
markable clarity.

Confirmatory rituals do not include only taboos, al-
though this is the category that has been most thoroughly
discussed. Positive injunctions are merely the other side of
taboos, so that in some cases stress on one or the other aspect
is merely a matter of temperament. Greetings of a religious
nature, blessings, prayers of affirmation, and rituals of medi-
tation that stress the sustained perception of transcendental
meanings present in ordinary experience are further instances
of confirmatory rituals. For example, observant Jews have
traditionally been accustomed to recite blessings focused on
God on every occasion of everyday life, from the time of ris-
ing in the morning to going to bed at night, on meeting
strangers, friends, wise persons or individuals remarkable in
any way, witnessing or hearing of strange occurrences, en-
countering good news or bad, seeing a beautiful tree or tast-
ing a new fruit, and so forth. As religious Jews come to see
all of life as an opportunity to dwell in God’s presence, so
do Buddhist monks discover the void within all events, ana-
lyzing every perception, thought, and event in terms of yogic
categories and śūnyatā. Such practices ritualize conscious-
ness, and are especially important for mystical groups of al-
most all world religions.

Such practices express a more general attribute of ritual:
it acts as a frame to awareness. Recognizing within the fluid
continuum of ordinary occurrences a specific way of direct-
ing one’s behavior immediately removes one from a com-
plete immersion in mere activity. It creates self-conscious
choice of behavior, so that one chooses this way, not that;
actions referring to a larger meaning or presence, not actions
merely referring to self. As George Albert Coe remarked in
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The Psychology of Religion (Chicago, 1917), prayer “is a way
of getting one’s self together, of mobilizing and concentrat-
ing one’s dispersed capacities, of begetting the confidence
that tends toward victory over difficulties. It produces in a
distracted mind the repose that is power. It freshens a mind
deadened by routine. It reveals new truth, because the mind
is made more elastic and more capable of sustained atten-
tion” (pp. 312–313). This power of confirmatory rituals is
shared with transformatory rituals. However, confirmatory
rituals tend to be more abbreviated, because their aim is to
direct the performer into the world in a certain way and not
simply to transform the performer. If such rites were drawn
out and emphasized in themselves, they would have a con-
trary effect: the symbolic references within the rituals them-
selves would become the subject of concentration, replacing
the focus on the ordinary field of activity. The internal nest-
ing of symbols would displace banal realities, isolate the per-
formers, and reveal a world of transcendental truths outside
of common experience. This is what transformatory rituals
do. Thus such rituals as taboo and sacrifice are closely related
to each other, varying modes of the experience of liminality.

The framing power of ritual acts to shape consciousness
itself and in confirmatory rituals sustains that modified con-
sciousness as an enduring thing, producing the specific kind
of self-consciousness and worldview aimed at by the particu-
lar religion. This power of ritual over consciousness creates
cultural realities and so even from an empirical viewpoint ac-
tually produces changes in the environment. Godfrey Lien-
hardt (1961) has shown how such processes operate in detail
among the Dinka of the southern Sudan: when a tardy
herdsman, hurrying home before the sun falls, stops to tie
a knot in a tuft of grass, he not only concentrates his mind
but he actually modifies his reality, and this action as a whole
has objective results. No Dinka supposes that commonsense
efforts are actually replaced by such acts; such efforts are still
needed, but a “slant” or framework of reality has been gener-
ated that facilitates activity. As Clifford Geertz has put it, rit-
ual is both a “model of” and a “model for” reality (Geertz,
in Lessa and Vogt, 1979), or, to use Martin Heidegger’s
term, ritual defines a “project,” a way of entering into exis-
tence and bodily seizing it. Sherry Ortner (1978) has shown
how key symbols operate ritually in this way among the Bud-
dhist Sherpas of Nepal, sustaining pervasive moods or dispo-
sitional orientations to life and generating characteristic
choices of behavior among the performers.

Striking advances have been made in recent years in the
understanding of taboos. Decades ago it was common to re-
gard taboos as superstitious, even infantile fear responses de-
signed to ward off the sacred or perhaps lacking even that
semirational goal. As recently as 1958, Jean Cazeneuve ar-
gued at length that taboos and purifications are intended to
reject the sacred and to create an autonomous human sphere
in which transcendence is an“impurity.” With this view, Ca-
zeneuve was building on Durkheim’s important insight that
taboos act to distinguish and thus to preserve both the sacred

and the profane. However, more recent studies lead one to
question whether there is any really profane sphere bereft of
sacred quality and significance in most premodern religious
systems. As Steiner showed, the profane was not to be under-
stood as the “secular” in those systems, but simply as the
common and everyday, as distinguished from the special
quality of specifically transcendental things. Thus the pro-
fane could have sacred value. It is striking that the word qa-
dosh (“holy”) and its derivatives, such as lehitqadesh (“to
make holy, to sanctify”), are used much more often in the
Pentateuch about activities and things in this world and even
the human sphere than they are about God. The first use of
the root in the Bible is in regard to God making the Sabbath
day holy (Gn. 2:3). The taboos of biblical Judaism describe
ways of dwelling with God and not of keeping away from
him: “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy”
(Lv. 19:2). In effect, the taboos permit the sacred to be dif-
fused in a controlled way through the entire world, building
up a divine order rather than destroying it, as would occur
if the shattering holiness of God were totally unveiled. (This
important meaning of qadosh was entirely overlooked by Ru-
dolf Otto in his The Idea of the Holy, leading to an unfortu-
nate disregard for the cosmological and structural aspect of
the sacred and a considerable distortion of the spirituality of
the religions he described.)

Taboos not only surround sacred persons, places, and
times, so as to preserve the intensity and specialness of these
against the encroaching banality of ordinary life, but they
also delineate the shifting frameworks of holiness that follow
a person through life, at one time defining the sacred path
for one to walk as a youth, at another time the path of the
newly initiated, the married person, the elder, and so on.
Different things are “sacred” to a person as he or she passes
through the stages of life, and different things are “profane.”
Arnold van Gennep (1960) called this the “pivoting of the
sacred” and concluded from it that the sacred is not an abso-
lute quality, but a relative one. Taboos mark out these stages
and confine the individual in them. For example, among the
Aborigines of the northern Flinders Range in southern Aus-
tralia, women and uninitiated males are not permitted to ap-
proach the areas set aside for men’s initiations. These areas,
the author of this article was told, were sacred and therefore
taboo to women and young boys. But as novices the boys are
led to those grounds, and henceforth they are allowed to go
there: The taboo is lifted.

Taboos also define the enduring gradations in a contin-
uum of sacrality. Among the Adnjamathanha people just
mentioned, for example, anyone could go to the burial
grounds, but certain things had to be done before entering
them, and the only time that people could visit was in the
late afternoon. As was mentioned, the men’s sacred grounds
were more taboo, with women and uninitiated men forbid-
den at all times; however, these grounds were divided into
two parts, one near to the ordinary camp (which women
could approach) and another in a remote part of the bush
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that was tabooed even to initiated men, except at times of
special ceremonies. Taboos on food, noise, and even the
things one carried differed according to which place one
wished to visit. Taboos therefore can distinguish the more
sacred from the less sacred. A striking account of the social
impact of such taboos for Hindu society and caste was made
by Edward B. Harper (1964): caste hierarchies are preserved
by strict taboos governing personal relations, eating habits,
marriage, and much else. These taboos are phrased in terms
of purity and pollution. A brahman priest, after careful puri-
fications, may serve the divinity in the temple, washing the
divine image, changing its clothes, and offering food and
flowers. The priest may thus “take the dirt” of the divinity,
eating the offered food, carrying off the “dirty” clothes, and
so on. Other castes are renewed by “taking the dirt” of the
priest, and the process continues down to the outcastes who
sweep, launder, and do other “impure” tasks for everyone.
In this way the divine energy flows through the entire caste
system, sustaining all of its gradations. The specific taboos
thus have as their basic aim the preservation of the entire di-
vine order, which is tacitly present at each observance. By
keeping ten paces from the priest, one sustains the world.

Taboos also distinguish different species of the sacred
from each other. Among the Adnjamathanha, as among
most Australian Aboriginal peoples, the entire society was di-
vided into totemic clans and divisions. Each clan had certain
taboos to observe in regard to their own totem, which were
not obligatory for other totems. For example, a clan would
not hunt their own totem even though there was no taboo
on eating it as there was among some other tribes. The entire
society was symbolically divided in half, and each moiety had
its own totems and its own special taboos. These taboos also
controlled relationships between the two moieties, that is,
they were not only directed to the natural world but struc-
tured the social world as well.

Finally, taboos act to distinguish fundamentally differ-
ent modes of the sacred from each other, such as male sacrali-
ty and female sacrality, each gender having its own food pro-
hibitions, its own tabooed activities, its special ceremonial
centers tabooed to the other, and so on. The “pure” and the
“impure” is another such pair of opposing modes. The “im-
pure” often has the dangerous quality of being formless or
anomalous and therefore threatening to the structures of the
divine order. Death, for example, is often considered “im-
pure” for this reason, even though it is also a form of the sa-
cred, and so will be surrounded by taboos. What may be
called positive and negative sacrality (e.g., “good” and “evil”)
are also distinguished by taboo. Positive liminality builds up
the divine order, while negative liminality destroys it.

To summarize, confirmatory rituals such as taboos serve
as framing devices that (1) bring the transcendental and ordi-
nary realms into relationship while preserving each, (2) de-
fine and create, through the pivoting of the taboos and other
rites, the transitory grades, stages, and roles of life, (3) fix the
enduring gradations and divisions of social space (as in the

caste system) and physical space (as in the various grounds
and areas of the Adnjamathanha region), (4) distinguish the
various species of the sacred from each other (as in Australian
Aboriginal totemism), and (5) contrast the polar modes of
the sacred (male-female, pure-impure, positive-negative).

Transformatory rituals. If confirmatory rituals sanctify
the distinctions and boundaries that structure the cosmos
(and therefore cluster especially around liminal points to pre-
serve and define differences), transformatory rituals serve to
bridge the various departments and divisions thus estab-
lished, regenerating the cosmos in whole or in part when it
is threatened by change. These rituals arise in response to
anomaly, fault, disequilibrium, and decay, and they have as
their aim the restoration of harmony and ideal patterns. Re-
centering is their essential dynamic. They all accomplish this
in basically the same way, in accordance with a sacrificial
logic: (1) the disturbing element is disconnected from its sur-
roundings, by literal spatial dislocation, if possible; (2) it is
brought directly into contact with the transcendental source
or master in the sacred, which dissolves it and reforms it—
this is the time of flux, outside of ordinary structures; and
(3) the reshaped element is relocated in the divine order.
These rites often separate out from the disturbing element
or situation those positive potentially integrative factors that
can be reshaped into a constructive part of the divine order
and the negative disintegrative factors that must be located
in some peripheral and bounded part of the cosmos, where
they belong.

One may further loosely distinguish between transition-
al rituals, which place the disturbing element in a new loca-
tion in the divine order (e.g., through initiation, the child
enters the adult sphere; in funerals the living person is ac-
knowledged as fully dead, perhaps as an ancestor, etc.), and
restorative rituals, which return the regenerated element to
its previous place in the whole. Examples of transitional ritu-
als include “rites of passage” (birth, initiation, marriage, mor-
tuary rites), calendrical rites (seasonal and other regularly en-
acted rites, sometimes called rites of intensification),
consecration rituals (founding a new village, accepting a
stranger into the community, sanctifying a house, etc.), and
conversionary rituals (penitential practices, rituals inducing
radical personal change or ecstasy, and conversions as such).
Restorative rituals include purifications, healing rites (which
generally attempt to reintegrate the ailing organ or patient
into a state of harmony with the body or community), divi-
nation, and crisis rites. Millenarian or revitalization move-
ments exhibit both restorative and transitional features in
different proportions in different movements, often combin-
ing themes from life cycle, calendrical, and conversionary rit-
uals, and from all forms of restorative rituals as well. This is
not surprising, since in these movements the struggle for a
divine order becomes all-embracing and desperate. Depend-
ing on the emphasis, then, the rites common to these move-
ments may be put in either the restorative or the transitional
categories, as intensified forms of conversionary rites, or as
vaster crisis rites.
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In any case, one can only speak of general emphasis
rather than sharp distinctions between the two sub-categories
of transformative rites. In most religions, for example, when
New Year or harvest ceremonies are celebrated they both
renew the annual cycle and restore the primordial form of
things. Theodor H. Gaster (1961) has suggested that the sea-
sonal rites of ancient Near Eastern religions sustained a
“topocosm,” the world as an organic whole. Reviving the
world when it decayed, these renewals reenacted the ideal
forms of the creation myths, so that their transitions were es-
sentially restorative.

The liminal phase. Arnold van Gennep (1960), in his
classic study of “rites of passage” (even the terms are his), em-
phasized that the crucial phase of these rites is the middle,
liminal, or threshold phase, during which one is outside of
ordinary life and exposed more directly to the sacred. The
transcendental and transformative power of the liminal is in-
dicated ritually in many characteristic symbolisms. Often
one finds “rituals of reversal,” in which ordinary behavior is
turned upside down: people might don the clothes of the
other sex or indulge obligatorily in orgiastic or “mad” behav-
ior (although ordinary life may be very restrained—thus the
Carnival in several Mediterranean societies); the powerful
may be humiliated and the weak may purge resentments.
(The king of the Swazi was ritually slapped and the people
acted out rebellious behavior during their harvest festivals;
ordinarily modest and retiring Hindu women douse men
with ochred water during the riotous Holi festival; children
in the guise of monster beings threaten adults and extort
sweets from them during American celebrations of Hallow-
een). There is a certain sense of communitas, as Victor Turner
(1969) puts it: the participants feel joined together in a unity
that lies outside of ordinary social structures and that express-
es the prior flux and even formlessness out of which those
structures have emerged. Yet the exaggerated reversal of roles
and behaviors serves to emphasize the goodness of social
structures, which are returned to with a sense of refreshment
after the liminal period; in the liminal rites themselves, as
many anthropological studies have stressed, one may find the
ideal roles of a society and the ideal patterns of the universe
enacted with particular emphasis and clarity, although these
patterns and roles may have become obscured by the person-
al interactions, forgetfulness, and above all the confusion of
overlapping roles that occur in small-scale communities.
However, in sectarian movements or otherworldly religions
in more complex civilizations, this communitas and its con-
trast to ordinary life can be understood as access to an anti-
thetical realm of the spirit denied to those in general society.
In any case, the liminal period is “betwixt and between” and
is appropriately the time for the triumph of monstrous and
anomalous things, for inverted and extreme behaviors, for ec-
stasies, paradoxes, and the abnormal. The increased closeness
to the primordial flux may be represented in masked dances,
initiative rituals centering on devouring monsters, and the
entry of transcendental beings and forces into the sacred area.
The ritual follows the archetypal patterns laid down when

these things were first done in the beginning by the ancestors
and gods, or it obeys the teachings then given by the divine
beings. For all is not formless and utter flux: there is a sacred
form that communitas takes, which is that of the pristine dy-
namic that defines and sustains reality. Participants are uni-
fied by this common form, even if they each have different
roles within its hierarchies.

The triumph of liminality is also demonstrated by dis-
tortions of ordinary sensory things. The body image is al-
tered, for example: decorations cover the body, scarifications
are made, distinctive clothes are worn, movement is severely
restricted or is contorted, parts of the body are removed, or
things are stuck into the flesh in painful ordeals. Distinctive
treatment of the hair is a common indication of liminal sta-
tus. Operations are also performed on nonhuman things (an-
imals, plants, newly consecrated houses, sacred rocks, etc.)
to indicate the dominance in them of spiritual meaning over
perceptual or physical facticity. The self-sustaining integrity
of merely perceptual experience is shattered, to be trans-
formed by the authentic realities of the “ideal.” The ability
of the self to define reality on its own terms is thereby shaken,
and it is forced to submit to the central and defining force
of the transcendental other. Even the self is defined by the
other, sustained by it, and required to acknowledge it. This
is the essential point of sacrifice as such, the enactment of
which takes so many forms in transformatory rituals.

Sacrifice. A great deal has been written about sacrifice,
and often there has been an attempt to explain all forms of
it in terms of one application or use of it (gifts given to a deity
so as to obligate him to the giver, communion, etc.). Long
lists of types of sacrifice based on their uses have been com-
piled. However, almost every actual instance can be shown
to involve many of these functions. E. E. Evans-Pritchard
(1956), in a celebrated analysis of sacrifice among the Nuer
of the southern Sudan, was able to list no less than fourteen
different ideas simultaneously present in those rites: commu-
nion, gift, apotropaic rite, bargain, exchange, ransom, elimi-
nation, expulsion, purification, expiation, propitiation, sub-
stitution, abnegation, and homage. He asserted, nevertheless,
that the central meaning was substitution: all that is oneself
already belongs to the transcendental presences and powers,
which is explicitly acknowledged in the sacrifice by giving
back to the divine some part of what defines the self or sym-
bolizes it. Phenomenological studies of religion agree with
this anthropological analysis or extend it further, stating that
one offers back to the divine what is thus acknowledged as
already belonging to it, including the entire world one uses
and dwells in. All of these views confirm that sacrifice con-
sists above all in actively recentering the self and its entire
world and renouncing personal autonomy. One is experien-
tially and cognitively placed in a divine order, in which the
merely physical or perceptual sensual connections of phe-
nomena are broken and the transcendentally centered mean-
ing is made to dominate.

The French sociologists Henri Hubert and Marcel
Mauss showed that sacrifice served to bring into a mediated
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relationship a human group and the sacred powers that af-
fected it, via manipulation of a victim who through consecra-
tion or general usage symbolically embodied or substituted
for the group or some aspect of it (e.g., the scapegoat above
all embodies the sins or flaws of the group, which are then
expelled with him). By the conclusion of the rites, the victim
might be taken up entirely into the sacred realm, or returned
to the human group and shared among them. The first op-
tion, removal of the mediatory victim, desacralizes the com-
munity, expelling a surplus of perhaps baleful sacred power
from the group and in any case preserving the separation of
sacred and profane, while the second option, return of the
now-transformed victim to the group, exemplifies the ten-
dency to sacralize the community and establishes a mediated
continuity with the divine. Luc de Heusch has called these
the “conjunctive” and “disjunctive” powers of sacrifice.

However, as Kristensen (1961) has shown, the victim
often symbolizes the god who receives it rather than the
group that offers it. Water was sacrificed to Osiris, who was
the Nile; wild animals were offered to Artemis, Mistress of
the Wild; dogs were given to Hekate, for both were of the
underworld. And even enemies of the divinity may be sacri-
ficed to the god, demonstrating his power over everything.
Everything is made to center on the sacred pivot of life.

J. H. M. Beattie (1980) notes that some theories of sac-
rifice emphasize the power and divinity of the recipient of
sacrificial offerings (as in the gift theory of E. B. Tylor), while
others emphasize the dynamic interchange of energies in-
volved and even underline impersonal structures (as in the
approach of James G. Frazer). Beattie classifies all sacrifices
into four basic types, derived from the aim or focus of the
participants: (1) sacrifice to maintain or gain close contact
with spiritual beings, (2) sacrifice to separate the sacrificers
from those beings, (3) sacrifice to gain access to or control
of dynamic impersonal modes of liminality, and (4) sacrifice
to separate such forces from the sacrificer or the person for
whom the sacrifice is enacted. Such a schema can be applied
only very loosely, however: impersonal and personal ele-
ments usually coexist, as, for example, in the Roman Catho-
lic Mass, where personal prayers are part of the essential sac-
ramental transformations that are effective regardless of
personal intentions. Similarly, conjunctive and disjunctive
motifs usually occur together. For example, in Hebrew sacri-
fice certain parts of the victim’s body, including its blood,
were removed and given to God before the flesh could be
shared among the communicants and eaten. It would not be
correct to assume from this that the blood was a form of neg-
ative liminality, to be expelled from the community in a pur-
gative rite; quite simply, the essence of everything, in this
case the blood or “life,” belongs to God. Kristensen again
provides assistance in distinguishing predominantly positive
sacrificial rites of sanctification from sacrifices with the pre-
dominantly negative aim of causing a misfortune to cease.

Sacrifice is often literally present in transformatory ritu-
als, but it need not be. It may be symbolically enacted in

other ways. W. E. H. Stanner (1966) has shown in a detailed
structural analysis of the initiation rites of the Murinbata Ab-
origines of northern Australia that the treatment of the nov-
ice precisely follows the dynamic of sacrifice—although this
community, like almost all Australian Aboriginal societies,
has no explicitly sacrificial rituals. Similar parallels to sacri-
fice have been noted in the treatment of the death and re-
placement of divine kings in Africa. Some religions do with-
out literal sacrifice altogether, having sublimated the notion
into the entire ritual system. Thus the rabbis consoled them-
selves after the fall of the Temple in 70 CE that prayer, chari-
ty, and good deeds would fully replace the sacrifices offered
there; so too Protestant Christianity has generally abandoned
sacrifices.

In any case, the essential dynamic of sacrifice is symboli-
cal and spiritual. It operates within a world in which every-
thing is a metaphor for the divine life. As a result, even reli-
gions with a great stress on sacrifice need not make use of
bloody immolations (with which sacrifices seem to be associ-
ated in the common mind). The favored offerings in Hindu-
ism are clarified butter and flowers. The Nuer are quite con-
tent to symbolize cattle with cucumbers in their sacrifices.

CROSS-CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL VARIATIONS. Religions
can clearly differ significantly in their reliance on ritual, the
kinds of ritual preferred, and the purposes of ritual in gener-
al. The major variations are still being vigorously debated.
Maurice Bloch (1977), arguing from a Marxist anthropologi-
cal perspective, claims that the more institutionalized hierar-
chies a society has, the more ritual there is, especially of the
“eternal return” type, which repeats past events. This is be-
cause rituals are highly limited codes of information that can
be easily manipulated by the holders of power to falsify the
sense of reality of the exploited classes; therefore ritual legiti-
mates social inequality and must be greatest in those societies
that are the most politically differentiated. However, Ameri-
can society, for example, is highly differentiated politically
but tends to be anti-ritualistic and has little ritualism, where-
as the Australian Aborigines devote a great deal of their time
to ritual reenactments of events in the ancestral Dreaming.
Max Gluckman (1965), on the other hand, has suggested
that rituals are necessary in relatively undifferentiated socie-
ties to distinguish roles that tend to blur and overlap in ev-
eryday life, while in more complex societies role specializa-
tion is so advanced that ritual definitions of social structure
are no longer needed. Ritual is therefore reduced to temple
and priestly cult, while the rest of society is increasingly secu-
larized.

A more ambitious and detailed historical schema is of-
fered by Robert Bellah, an American sociologist (see his essay
in Lessa and Vogt, 1972). He distinguishes a “primitive”
stage of religion (erroneously identified with the Australian
Aborigines) in which ritual is the continual reenactment of
ancestral deeds, with all things supposedly so fused that no
external or self-conscious perspective is possible; an “archaic”
stage (found among most native cultures) in which worship,

RITUAL [FIRST EDITION] 7845

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



prayer, and sacrifice first appear, the result of a widening gap
between humanity and divinity; a “historic” stage in which
for the first time the gap between the sacred and profane is
so great and society so complex that rituals stress salvation
from the world rather than inclusion in it, and in which a
religious elite emerges separate from the political elite to ad-
minister the otherworldly rites and specialize in or embody
religious ideals; and finally, “early modern” and “modern”
stages of religion (identified with Western culture) in which
salvation is democratized and ritual is extended into the
whole of life, made subjective, and finally dissolved in secu-
larism (cf. Bellah’s article, reprinted in Lessa and Vogt,
1972). Although instructive, such vast generalizations sug-
gest that due caution is required.

Mary Douglas (1970) has tried to characterize the varia-
tions that can be found within religions at almost any level
of complexity, without essaying sweeping historical synthe-
ses. Cosmologies vary according to whether they tend to
stress clear-cut rules and principles underlying the universe
and society or the absence of such rules; they also vary in the
identification of true being as located in a group or in the
individual person apart from the group. These two polarities
combine to produce four basic cosmologies. (1) Groups with
a strong sense of rules (“grid”) and of group identity tend to
be highly ritualized, with fairly elaborate rites to demarcate
the various sectors of the cosmology and with rich and dense
symbolisms that thus define sin and sacramental salvation.
These religions see the material and spiritual worlds as inter-
fused. (2) Groups with very weak “grid” and weak sense of
group identity, on the other hand, tend to have quite abstract
ritual symbols, and indeed little use for ritual as such; here,
what ritual exists is oriented toward personal states of ecstasy
or aesthetic display. An instance might be contemporary
counterculture communities. (3) Societies with weak “grid”
but strong group identity tend to see salvation as obtained
by belonging to the group; ritual stresses “we-them” polari-
ties, which, because not rationalized in any coherent struc-
ture of principles or rules, tend toward strongly emotive fear
of the “them” as evil persons or groups outside of any com-
prehensible order. Ritual is often used for self-purgation or
for counter-witchcraft, and within the group ritual is used
to stress ecstatic subjective states of communitas and to reen-
act the formation of the group. There may be an otherword-
ly, salvation-oriented type of cult, as in early Christianity.
Sectarian movements are not uncommonly of this type. (4)
Cultures or individuals with a strong sense of “grid” but
weak on group identity characteristically produce ritual that
services personal goals. In many Melanesian societies of this
sort, ritual is used mainly to increase personal powers and to
defeat personal enemies, to make one’s own fields prosper,
and so on. If the “grid” is understood in a moral sense, one
may have a stoic outlook—cool, impersonal, and indifferent
to society, but at the same time personally demanding. Varia-
tions of these four basic types can be found on every level
of cultural complexity, and this is not a historical scheme as
is Bellah’s.

The use of ritual in modern cultures varies considerably.
However, a number of paradoxical assertions can be made.
First, antiritualism is quite strong in many circles, due to a
number of factors. Ritual is oriented toward equilibrium and
stability, but the modern period is a time of rapid change
even in religious institutions. Ritual draws upon shared bodi-
ly experiences, which it uses to delineate a common cosmos;
however, life experiences are highly varied today, and there
is little agreement on the larger cosmos either. Religious in-
stitutions as such “do” very little in a scientistic, secularized
world. Subjective and private experience is considered the
realm of the spiritual, but it is often asserted that the sacred
has never been so remote from actual human life. Yet the
search for authentic realities continues, and when these are
found, rituals reassert themselves. Industrialized Western so-
cieties spontaneously generate ritual and so do militantly an-
tiritualistic communist societies.

Much of the current debate about the impact of secular-
ism on religion is really about the forms, intensity, and pur-
pose of ritual in modern life. The literature on secularism
cannot be reviewed here, but it may be said that this litera-
ture has shown that the extent of ritual practice in Western
and communist societies is much greater and more diverse
than statistics on church attendance might suggest. Especial-
ly when one takes into account the structural or cosmological
focus of much religious ritual, it becomes evident that many
community and national festivities are genuinely religious in
nature.

W. Lloyd Warner’s study of community ritual in “Yan-
kee City,” mentioned earlier, bears this out. In recent dec-
ades much has been written about “civil religion” in the
United States and elsewhere. Robert Bocock, in a study of
ritual in modern England (1973), has suggested that another
form of ritualism in modern life can be termed “aesthetic”
ritual. It is found in dance halls, art galleries, and sports stadi-
ums, and its purpose is to orchestrate sensual and aesthetic
experience of a personal nature. However, more obviously re-
ligious are ritual practices derived from new religious move-
ments and personal cults, which offer the individual spiritual
enhancement or attunement to the world: meditational prac-
tices, theosophical study groups, even many of the personal
therapy groups that have assumed cultic form.

SEE ALSO Archetypes; Ceremony; Ecstasy; Hierophany;
Rites of Passage; Sacrament; Sacred Space; Sacred Time;
Sacrifice; Seasonal Ceremonies; Secularization; Taboo; Wor-
ship and Devotional Life.
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General Works
Most good introductions to cultural anthropology have one or

more chapters devoted to ritual and religion. An excellent
one-hundred page overview unusual in that it draws upon
both anthropological and religious studies is by W. Richard
Comstock in a volume edited by him, Religion and Man: An
Introduction (New York, 1971). The overview is separately
printed as The Study of Religion and Primitive Religions (New
York, 1972); the bibliography is very useful. The various edi-
tions of Reader in Comparative Religion, edited by William
A. Lessa and Evon Z. Vogt (see “References” above) provide
a continuously updated anthology and survey of anthropo-
logical research on ritual. The bibliographies are especially
full, and one of them offers an annotated listing of the best
monographs on the religions of particular native cultures.
Also very useful are the three volumes edited by John Mid-
dleton anthologizing anthropological articles: Gods and Ritu-
als (Garden City, N. Y., 1967), Myth and Cosmos (Garden
City, N. Y., 1967), and finally Magic, Witchcraft and Curing
(Garden City, N. Y., 1967).

For a historical survey of theories about religion and ritual since
classical antiquity, especially strong on the nineteenth centu-
ry and European schools, see Jan de Vries’s The Study of Reli-
gion: A Historical Approach (New York, 1967). Robert
Lowie’s The History of Ethnological Theory (New York, 1937)
and E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s Theories of Primitive Religion
(Oxford, 1965) are among the more penetrating anthropo-
logical accounts.

RITUAL [FIRST EDITION] 7847

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



I have emphasized anthropology thus far. A good instance of how
Freudian psychology can treat ritual structures in an illumi-
nating way is Géza Róheim’s The Eternal Ones of the Dream
(New York, 1945). The work deals with central Australian
Aboriginal rituals. Erik Erikson’s psychoanalytic Childhood
and Society (New York, 1950) shows the connection between
ritual and games. Jean Piaget has reflected on the role and
meaning of games in the psychological development of chil-
dren in numerous books, such as his Plays, Dreams, and Imi-
tation in Childhood (New York, 1961); many of his observa-
tions have a bearing on ritual. However, the classic study of
this fascinating topic is Johann Huizinga’s Homo Ludens
(London, 1949), written not from a psychological but a hu-
manistic perspective.

A synthetic, multidisciplinary approach to ritual, making use of
the contributions of specialists in a variety of natural and so-
cial sciences within the context of a single theory of human
development, is The Spectrum of Ritual: A Bio-Genetic Struc-
tural Analysis, edited by Eugene G. d’Aquili (New York,
1979).

The study of ritual in terms of its explicitly religious significance
remains the province of scholars in the history and phenome-
nology of religions, for example, Mircea Eliade, Theodor H.
Gaster, W. Brede Kristensen, and Gerardus van der Leeuw
(see “References”).

Major contributions to the general understanding of ritual are to
be found in studies from within specific religious traditions,
or in works devoted to their classic sources on ritual. As ex-
amples, I should mention from the Jewish tradition Gersion
Appel’s A Philosophy of Mizvot (New York, 1975) and Max
Kadushin’s The Rabbinic Mind, 2d ed. (New York, 1965);
from the Catholic tradition Louis Bouyer’s Rite and Man
(Notre Dame, Ind., 1963) and Roger Grainger’s The Lan-
guage of the Rite (London, 1974); and from the Confucian
tradition the classic Li Ji (The Book of Rites), translated by
James Legge and edited by Chu Zhai and Winberg Zhai
(New York, 1967)—the James Legge translation first ap-
peared in “Sacred Books of the East,” vols. 27 and 28 (Lon-
don, 1885)—and the philosophic commentary by Herbert
Fingarette, Confucius: The Secular as Sacred (New York,
1972). Reference has been made in the essay to some classic
works on Hindu ritual; these are available in English transla-
tion. Arthur Berriedale Keith’s Karma-Mimamsa (Calcutta,
1921) gives a general introduction to this school of philoso-
phy, while Raj Bali Pandey’s Hindu Samskaras, 2d ed.
(Delhi, 1969), gives a good insight into the traditional un-
derstanding of personal rituals.

Ritual provides a way of dealing not only with the positive sides
of the human condition but also its negative sides. One study
has approached even the cultural phenomenon of the “feud”
in terms of ritual theory: Jacob Black-Michaud’s Cohesive
Force: Feud in the Mediterranean and the Middle East (New
York, 1975). One of the major ways of controlling violence
is through the ritualization of it; a penetrating examination
of the implications of this is René Girard’s Violence and the
Sacred, listed in the “References” above. Also see Ernest
Becker’s Escape from Evil (New York, 1975) and Eli Sagan’s
Cannibalism: Human Aggression and Cultural Form (New
York, 1974), although both of these works tend to generalize
overhastily—for example, some research casts doubt on al-
most every European report of “savage cannibalism.”

An overall bibliographic survey of study on ritual is available by
Ronald L. Grimes, entitled “Sources for the Study of Ritual,”
Religious Studies Review 10 (April 1984): 134–145.

EVAN M. ZUESSE (1987)

RITUAL [FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS].
The term ritual remains difficult to define, which is hardly
surprising, since central activities and concepts are always the
ones probed most restlessly. The difficulties attending the
definition of ritual testify to the fundamental role it is given
in religion and social life, as well as to its attractiveness as a
focus for current theorizing about religion in general. The
definitional difficulties may also suggest the variety of input
into the discussion. For these reasons, ritual has been identi-
fied in many unexpected places; rarely does an analysis de-
cide something is not ritual. Nevertheless, the study of ritual
in numerous settings is driving theory in several disciplines
to work through, and past, the symbol-culture model of the
1970s and 1980s—in some cases to engage the contributions
and ramifications of postmodernism, in other cases to forge
a new science to depict the importance of ritual. The results,
a matter of highly visible differences with more subtle areas
of consensus, are the context for much of the contemporary
study of religion.

Many current theories of ritual use the term ritualiza-
tion, which goes back at least as far as the work of Max
Gluckman (1962) and Julian Huxley (1966), in order to
foreground the dynamics by which people actually do rites,
perform rituals, or act ritually. The term challenges a number
of positions, starting with the assumptions that rites are the
unchanging elements of a religious tradition, and that they
all have some underlying, universal structure. Even when rit-
uals proclaim their faithful adherence to ancient models, they
always involve choices and changes; the degree to which
change is denied, minimized, or embraced is important for
any interpretation. The more deeply rooted longing to artic-
ulate a universal structure for ritual—a scheme that does not
change when other features do (i.e., that which makes a rite
a rite)—has taken on a special significance due either to a
semi-theological concern for absolutes or, more likely, a
pragmatic instinct to ground “religion” itself. In a prosaic but
remedial manner, ritualization also announces that it is the
activity itself, not texts or doctrines or pantheons, that will
be taken as important and as the place to start analysis. Ritu-
alization also signals an understanding that any activity can
be ritualized; that is, made into a ritual or a ritual-like perfor-
mance, usually by invoking features such as formality, repeti-
tion, and the use of more traditional models. Naturally, then,
the term appreciates that there are degrees of ritualization
and the example of one rite might not be the best example
for all rites. While not all of these points are embraced by
every theorist, there is a consensus that the activities them-
selves should be the main focus, and theorists seek the best
theoretical model for doing that.
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