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Preface

We have discussed ritual between us for a long time—Don often from his suspicions of the canonical understanding of ritual as representation, Galina
through her studies of healing and therapeutic efficacy. Within the intellectual
and ethnographic depths, so often murky with presumptions of authoritative
comprehension, into which we dived in search of touchstones, made slippery
by their overlong immersion in scholarship, we frequently felt that something
crucial was missing from how ritual was and is formulated in scholarly discourse. Yet coming up to the surface—waves and wavelets, always in motion—
we could plainly see the lack of attention given to the interior organization of
ritual. No touchstones or structures, but a plenitude of dynamics. From this
emerged the thought of ritual in its own right, in all its uncertainties and complexities. When Kingsley Garbett of Social Analysis suggested that we edit a
volume on ritual, we recognized the opportunity to pursue these thoughts and
invited colleagues to take up the challenge of ritual in its own right.
Our warm thanks to the contributors, who responded with creativity, flexibility, and good humor. Though we have made no formal dedication of the volume, we do offer it back to them, as a token of our appreciation of their efforts
to navigate in uncharted waters. Our thanks, no less, to Kingsley, to Marion
Berghahn and Vivian Berghahn for their unstinting encouragement and support,
to Shawn Kendrick, a gem of an editor with an eagle’s eye for grammar and the
sensibilities of a muse, and to Collegium Budapest Institute for Advanced Study,
where, during a few days of discussion, we raised our heads from the depths
and breathed.
Berlin and Stockholm, September 2004
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INTRODUCTION
Why Ritual in Its Own Right? How So?
Don Handelman

CALVIN AND HOBBES ©1993 Watterson. Reprinted with permission of
UNIVERSAL PRESS SYNDICATE. All rights reserved.

Calvin, who introduces this collection of essays on ritual in its own right,
understands ritual as well as many anthropologists. Calvin is dramatizing thematics that I am trying to avoid. Complaining about the peanut butter, spoiled
because his mother did not observe the proper ritual for scooping it out, he is
telling us: do the ritual correctly. It exists because it has a function—control.
Perform control in your ritual, and you will have control in your life. The ritual of how to scoop out peanut butter is a representation of life. Living produces its own symbols, its own reflections, and these are the ritual, existing to
Notes for this section begin on page 28.
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enact themes of living—here that of control. The ritual has meaning, otherwise
why the argument between Calvin and his mother over its importance for living?
For Calvin, scooping out peanut butter is akin to a Geertzian model of and model
for living—you scoop peanut butter the way you live your life. One thing is certain: to understand the peanut butter ritual, one begins with life, not with a jar
of peanut butter. First, though, let’s have a look at the peanut butter in the jar …
Some three decades ago, Claude Lévi-Strauss called for the study of ritual “in
itself and for itself … in order to determine its specific characteristics” (1981,
669). Lévi-Strauss’s concern was to distinguish ritual from myth, his overriding
focus of study. He identified myth with mind and thinking, and ritual with living
and the attempt to overcome any break or interruption in the continuity of lived
experience, the discontinuous made continuous (674–675). Ritual, he wrote,
“turns back towards reality” (680) in that “[i]t is not a direct response to the
world, or even to experience of the world; it is a response to the way man thinks
of the world” (681). Lévi-Strauss worried that ritual commonly is conflated with
myth—in other words, that ritual too becomes a repository of beliefs and representations connected to cultural philosophies about the world. In a more Turnerian, Geertzian, or, for that matter, Leachian idiom, ritual is perceived and made
into a storehouse of symbols and scripts originating in the world outside ritual,
activated within ritual in prescribed ways on predicated occasions, in order to
inform and to somaticize participants with appropriate meanings and feelings
related directly to their cultural worlds outside ritual. In Geertz’s terms, borrowed
from the philosopher, Max Black, ritual acts as a model of and model for cultural
worlds, yet never ritual in itself and for itself, but always ritual as representation—the hegemonic modality for the study of rite in anthropology. A second,
powerful modality, whose logic parallels the first, is ritual understood as functional of and functional for social order, a line of inquiry whose interior logic is
no different from that of ritual as representation. A third modality, close to the
first two in its logic, is ritual understood as yet another arena for the playing out
of social, economic, and political competition and conflict.
The way of thinking on ritual outlined in this introduction is not that of LéviStrauss, nor does it pursue his quest for universals, yet it originates from a not
entirely dissimilar premise: if one wants to think about what ritual is in relation
to itself, how it is put together and organized within itself, then first and foremost ritual should be studied in its own right and not be presumed immediately
to be constituted through representations of the sociocultural surround that give
it life. William of Occam’s Razor is apposite here. If one is interested in ritual as
phenomenon—in itself, for itself—then be parsimonious, first exhausting what
can be learned of ritual from ritual and only then turning to the connectivities
between ritual and wider sociocultural orders. Attend first to what seems to exist
within a particular ritual by, as Gregory Bateson (1977, 239) put it, declining to
pay attention to other suppositions as to how the ritual is constituted. Nevertheless, as I indicate further on, this is not a hard and fast distinction but one
predicated on degrees of momentary autonomy of ritual from social order.
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Here, the Razor carves parsimoniously in the direction opposite to that
which is near-canonical in anthropology—there, ritual is a treasure house of
culture and society, epiphenomenally shaped to reflect and to reflect on the
latter. Though this may be so for particular rituals, it is a matter not of a priori theorizing but rather of the analysis of particular ritual forms (Gerholm
1988; Smith 1982). Put otherwise, what particular rituals are about, what
they are organized to do, how they accomplish what they do, are all empirical questions whose prime locus of inquiry is initially within the rituals themselves. The Razor slices open vectors of studying ritual within itself and its
doing, within its interior dynamics and practices, and not initially from within
the wider sociocultural fields within which ritual is embedded. To begin the
analysis of ritual as phenomenon in its own right, no assumptions need be
made immediately about how sociocultural order and ritual are related, neither about the meaning of signs and symbols that appear within a ritual, nor
about the functional relationships between a ritual and social order. It is the
phenomenal of the ritual itself that is the problematic at issue—a question
perhaps even more of the logos of the phenomenon than of the phenomenal.
And, more broadly, this problematic may be phrased as that of the extent, if
any, to which particular phenomena have degrees of autonomy from the
worlds that create them; whether such qualities of autonomy are significant;
and, if so, what such significance might be about. The sole way in which to
address this problematic is to make ritual phenomena themselves the locus
and focus of inquiry.
None of the above claims that ritual phenomena exist independently of cultural and social orders. But the issue is how phenomena do exist as such in the
social world. Phenomena are thus only if perceived to exist. Phenomena exist
because they are perceived to be imbued with the real. This immediately
implies that phenomena have degrees of autonomous existence—in other
words, though always to varying degrees and through various qualities, they do
exist in and of themselves. Nonetheless, these degrees and qualities of autonomy are profound, for they seem to relate to what may be called the interior
complexity of how phenomena are organized. In turn, the interior complexities
of phenomena likely are related to what persons can do within them, and how
they act on persons.
This discussion continues earlier arguments intended to forgo claims to the
value of any universal, overarching definition or conception of ritual (Handelman 1998, n.d.a).1 No theory based on representation or functionalism can
open to the tremendous diversity of phenomena that are called ‘ritual,’ and to
their kinds and degrees of interior complexity. Yet my argument does not support a simple cultural relativism of ritual phenomena, aiming instead for a
more comparativist perspective towards the integrity of ritual phenomena as
phenomenal. Nevertheless, this orientation also shifts from a logos of the phenomenal towards one of the phenomenon.
In general terms, I suggest thinking about ritual in its own right through two
steps.2 The first is to separate (to an extent, arbitrarily) the phenomenon from
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its sociocultural surround, from its ‘environment,’ in order to analyze it in and
of itself. This analysis is not an end in itself, but is intended to be taken
heuristically as far as one can. The second step is to reinsert the ritual into its
surround, with the added knowledge of what has been learned about the ritual, taken in and of itself. The first step is more phenomenological, the phenomenon existing in its own right, together with the attempt (necessarily
impossible) to exhaust the significance of its forming. The second step is more
hermeneutical, including meaning that extends towards the phenomenon from
its surround. These steps illuminate whether—and if so, how—the ritual can
be said to have its own interior integrity, and therefore whether it exists more
as a representation of sociocultural order or more through its own autonomy
from such order. In turn, this may clarify how the ritual as phenomenon relates
to sociocultural order, without necessarily slipping into an inherently functionalist understanding.3
This perspective was put to the contributors of this volume in the following way: “We propose the following thought experiment, in order to try to
learn whether ritual forms may have constituting (and self-constituting) features—structural, processual, transformational—that may inform us as to how
these rituals are organized in their own right. The thought experiment asks
that each of us think about a particular ritual form or forms apart from their
cultural and social contexts, in order to gauge whether there are constitutive
features of ritual (of its organization, its practice, its cosmo-logic) that can be
identified, without comprehending these features immediately as representations of broader cultural and social orders. We call this a thought experiment
because it does requires the suspension of disbelief—the anthropological disbelief that aspects of ritual may be understood with value, apart from their cultural and contextual positionings. The results of our work probably will be
disparate. Yet, these results will aid in trying (once more) to evaluate whether
ritual must be understood as representation, or whether (even for the sake of
argument) by suppressing representation we can glean insights into the domain
of ritual in its own right.”
We did not insist that the contributors accept this perspective. On the contrary, we preferred to let each scholar find his or her own way in accepting,
rejecting, or modifying the problematic of ritual in its own right. Phrasing the
problematic as ‘ritual in its own right’ keyed the contributors into deciding
whether to foreground or to background ritual in their discussions. Though this
makes for a diverse set of essays, it does engage a more honest grappling with
the problematic, one that we respect fully. The results are creative, eclectic,
fruitful, and sophisticated, raising a range and depth of issues deserving consideration and discussion. Before going on to explore one avenue of thought
regarding ritual in its own right—how ritual may be thought of as self-organizing, and so with degrees of autonomy from its sociocultural surround—I introduce briefly the contributions to this volume.
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The Studies
The two essays in the opening section, “Theorizing Ritual,” incisively critique
twin canons of ritual studies in anthropology—that ritual is constituted as representations of the broader order of things, and so that ritual must engage with
meaning in its doing, often with its own meanings for that very order. Bruce
Kapferer’s contribution shifts analytical focus from representation to process.
Kapferer notes that representation is closely allied with function, and both, I
add, are lacking in agency. Since ritual hardly exists apart from its practice, this
lack of agency is especially ironic. Moreover, Kapferer comments that anthropological studies of ritual are largely formulated through conceptual perspectives
that themselves are not grounded in the close study of ritual—precluding the
possibility of learning from ritual in its own right. Through discussions of Victor Turner, perhaps the pioneer of processual analysis through ritual, and
Suzanne Langer, Kapferer argues that the interior dynamics of ritual are oriented towards creating, generating, and producing effects. Some rituals gain
their potency by being independent to a degree of larger realities and are therefore independent of representation. This insight leads Kapferer to conceive of
ritual as a virtuality (in Gilles Deleuze’s terms), with the interior dynamics of
ritual actively transforming existentialities through the potentiation of its potentialities. The very nonreferentiality of virtuality to the world outside itself
enables entering into life’s vital processes within ritual, in order to adjust their
relationships to the larger world.
Don Seeman’s essay takes issue with the position common to Max Weber
and Clifford Geertz that ritual is the response—indeed, the meaningful answer—
to theodicy. As such, theodicy exhausts the significance of ritual, making its
existence dependent (functionally) on infusing suffering with meaning. Ritual
represents suffering in meaningful ways, thereby making it explainable, bearable, justifiable. Ritual in its own right immediately questions the taken-forgranted coupling of ritual and theodicy. Seeman argues that suffering exceeds
culture, exceeds meaning. In the Weberian interpretive paradigm of verstehen,
meaning is the rational response to indeterminacy and uncertainty, shaping
these within parameters of the manageable—socially, personally. Theodicy
thereby justifies itself through ritual, as then does culture, since ritual is formulated as the representation of culture.
In terms of ritual in its own right, Seeman, marking the uselessness of suffering, rejects the Weberian paradigm of the ever-presence of meaning. The suffering of pain, he writes, invokes alterity, making space for the other denied by
the self-consciousness of attributing meaning through representation. The person experiencing pain becomes an irreducible other to himself within himself,
one hardly given to representation, and so impossible to ignore. In these terms,
Seeman addresses changes in the emotional cosmology of R. Kalonymos Shapira
in the Warsaw Ghetto of World War II. Experiencing radical, unbearable suffering, Shapira breaks with theodicy. Through this excess of pain he comes to suffer for the other, for God, thereby rescuing agency from the ruins of meaning.
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Man comforts God through ritual. Seeman draws Shapira into Emmanuel Levinas’s exegesis on the refusal of meaning embedded in the ethical turning to the
other, distant indeed from the self-absorption of interpretive anthropology. Only
the refusal of meaning enables man to succor God, an ethical act itself beyond
meaning, fraught with the dynamics of cosmogenesis.
The second section, “Experimenting with Ritual,” addresses experimentation
through ritual. Since all rituals are constructed, at one time or another they were
all experimental forms in human design—virtualizing, modeling, refracting, representing. Ritual in its own right encourages thinking more directly on the relationship between design and outcome. Michael Houseman (together with Carlo
Severi) has developed a ‘relational’ approach to understanding ritual. The practice of ritual enacts relationships. No less, ritual reorganizes disparate elements
into interdependence within the new totality of a ritual performance. Thus, ritual makes relationships.
To experiment with the making of the relational, Houseman invented an
initiation rite and practiced it together with students in his seminar. He was concerned to design a ritual that generates difference (in this case, gender differences grounded in new knowledge through initiation), while making these
differences deeper and more concealed than they appear on the social surface,
thereby ensuring their naturalization, to be taken as unalterable. Houseman
understands the making and naturalizing of difference as the primary goals of
initiation rites.
Houseman begins with what I refer to as the first step—inventing the ritual
separated from its context. The rite (The Red and the Black) did not grow from
context, representing social order, but was used by Houseman to operate on
social order—in fact, to recontextualize this. Houseman shows how the outcomes of the ritual honed gender differences beyond the rite itself. In effect,
this was the second step—reinserting the rite into social order. Houseman
demonstrates just how crucial phenomenal form and its dynamics are in
embodying and shaping difference. Even with made-up, utterly meaningless
‘cultural contents’ that deliberately represented nothing, the rite itself had powerful effects. If one begins with the cultural contents of ritual, the event immediately is made to represent these contents, and the possibility of learning from
ritual recedes from view.
André Iteanu rejects the claims of ritual in its own right. Nonetheless, I
think he identifies the premises of ritual among the Orokaiva peoples of
Papua New Guinea primarily because he asks whether among them ritual
exists in its own right. He finds that in the Dumontian sense, ritual is encompassed by exchange. However, Iteanu critiques Marcel Mauss and Marshall
Sahlins for obviating ritual in their analyses of South Pacific social orders—
they conceptualize these social orders as constituted through continuous,
horizontal relationships of exchange as a Maussian “total social fact.” Iteanu
argues instead that this Maussian continuousness between exchange and ritual passes through a “partial discontinuity,” one that transforms horizontal
equivalency in relationships among persons into vertical relationships between
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spirits and humans. Thus, the level of spirits is enabled to transmit value to
the level of humans. Yet the movement of value is efficacious only if the ritual
closes with gifts from the giver of the rite to the participants. These generate
ongoing exchange through time in the broader social world beyond the ritual.
Iteanu brings ritual back into the debate on South Pacific exchange while qualifying its cosmic role.
Through the discussion of ritual and exchange, Iteanu’s contribution raises
the problematic of experimenting with ritual. But this time it is Orokaiva who
are theorizing their experimentation with new ritual forms in changing social
conditions, asking whether these forms are efficacious, and if not, why not. The
way these Orokaiva speak of attempts at ritual design has much in common
with Houseman’s discussion of the way he designed his initiation rite.
The following section, “Ritual and Emergence,” relates to changing ritual, on
a macroscale, through time, and on a microscale, within and through itself. The
latter in particular receives no attention in anthropology and cognate disciplines. The physicist Murray Gell-Mann (in Horgan 1998) once summarized
emergence as “We don’t need something else in order to get something else.”
Especially on the social scale of the micro, this immediately concentrates attention on development that emerges from within and through its own interior
dynamics. At issue is how ritual changes—being altered and altering itself. In
the analysis of ritual as representation—symbolic of, symbolic for—self-altering
does not and cannot exist. Change in ritual must be imported. Change will not
come into existence through the very practice that makes it present. This position vitiates the whole idea of ritual in its own right, obviating the phenomenality of the phenomenon.
Keying into historical materials through the notion of ritual in its own right,
the medievalist Piroska Nagy begins to uncover and shape what she calls “intimate ritual,” ritual existing entirely within the individual, opening into inner
space/time, perhaps with its own socialities (Handelman 2002). The idea of
intimate ritual likely is anathema to scholars of ritual as representation, who
would relegate this kind of thinking to the study of psychopathologies. The intimate ritual discussed by Nagy is the European High Middle Ages phenomenon
of religious weeping.
Discussions of rituals as historically grounded phenomena are commonplace today. Yet despite the diversity of explanations for the coming into being
of rituals, to a high degree these explanations share the following. Historians
(and anthropologists) treat pasts as cultures and social structures within which
rituals take shape, their forms explained in relation to these grounds. The cultures of the past are foregrounded, their rituals backgrounded (indeed, regardless of duration [see Asad 1993] or scale [for example, Darnton 1985]). In
explicating the emergence of religious weeping as intimate ritual, Nagy discusses the cosmological and historical grounds of this development. Culturally,
the invisible world was more real than the visible, the latter being a pale reflection of the former. Historically, during that duration the Western church unified
and grew, became institutionalized, and systematized theology. Cosmologically,
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intimate ritual was one of the possibilities of the virtual, in Kapferer’s terms.
Historically and socially, intimate ritual could emerge as a form of resistance to
the growing social control of the church.
The intimate ritual of weeping was an individual process that was separated
from social order and not socially formalized. Its efficacy of washing away sins,
a divine operation on the soul, was hidden. Nagy takes pains to point out that
this self-relating to the inner landscape of the human being (Gurevich 1995, 7)
was not the discovery of the individual as an independent unit of social existence. Nonetheless, the emergence of this self-interiority led elsewhere. Weeping indexed God’s presence within the individual, through which the person
remade herself interiorly, presenting the results to others. Communing with
God, these persons circumvented church and community. Purifying the soul,
Nagy argues, was a process without surcease, a profound interior transformation that continued throughout the life-course of the individual, a transformation that perhaps also overcame suffering beyond meaning, of which Seeman
writes. Perhaps Nagy’s taking seriously the premise of ritual in its own right has
resulted in this reconceptualization of weeping as a religious phenomenon.
André Droogers documents emergence within rituals of initiation among
the Wagenia peoples of the Congo. In the Wagenia instance, ritual in its own
right highlights the emergence of play and the playful (Sutton-Smith 1997) as
a form of alternative reality within ritual. Droogers argues that this reality
begins to “lead its own life,” and that in being practiced, ritual generates its
own emergent phenomena. Through ritual in its own right, its capacities to
generate alterations within itself come to the fore. In the Wagenia case, the
emergence of ludic behavior in the practice of rite had the effect of positive
feedback, the generating of further spontaneous changes. These alterations
were synergistic, of ritual evolving during its very practice (Handelman 1999).
As ritual evolved through itself, both its interior organization and its relationships to its surround became more complex. To discuss this processuality,
Droogers turns to theories of cognition, to connectionism, and to the simultaneities of the parallel processing of cognitive alternatives.
The penultimate section, “Healing in Its Own Right,” offers two case studies of healing through contacts with other realities, other worlds. Following on
Droogers’s use of theories of cognition, the contrast between these two case
studies is instructive. In the first, by Galina Lindquist, active participation by
the patient is essential to the dynamics of healing. In the second, by Sidney
Greenfield, the dynamics of healing almost eliminate the active participation of
the patient. Their materials push each scholar in radically different directions
in searching for solutions to ritual in its own right.
Lindquist enters the neo-shamanic theory of soul loss and soul retrieval
in.order to understand its practice in treatment. Using Vyner’s terminology,
Lindquist sees these treatments as “rituals of the mind” that unfold primarily
within practitioners, a viewpoint that resonates to a degree with Nagy’s concept
of intimate ritual, though in the latter instance the ritual was embodied almost
entirely within the practitioner. Soul retrieval arises from a cosmology in which
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the self of the individual splits during severe trauma. The self—now incomplete,
damaged, and lacking an integral part of itself—continues into its future, while
the split-off part takes refuge elsewhere, timelessly remaining at the age at
which it tore away. During the ritual of retrieval, the shaman searches for the
lost part, trying to persuade it to rejoin the self of the patient. The shaman tells
the patient of his journey in search of the lost part, shaping a new topology, a
virtuality, for the patient to enter with newly acquired memories of her trauma
and plight. Within this topology, which Lindquist refers to, referencing Csordas,
as that of “imaginal performance” (again resonating to a degree with Kapferer’s
use of virtuality), the patient journeys to her lost soul part to ask for forgiveness
and to accept the conditions that the lost part sets for its return. The narrative,
composed together by healer and patient, is crucial to contextualizing the
entirety of the latter’s dis-ease and healing: without the shared interpretation of
symbol and narrative, the rite of soul retrieval cannot exist. Yet it is questionable
whether this is a ritual of representation in any straightforward sense. At issue
is indeed the transformation of the patient through the rite in its own right.
Lindquist writes that the journeys and narratives nest within one another.
Especially striking to me is the way that this ritual is practiced into presence by
curves—the journeys, the narratives—curving into themselves, self-closing and
enclosing, organizing the temporary existence of the rite. Curvature and its relationship to self-organizing properties of ritual are discussed shortly.
In contrast to Lindquist, Sidney Greenfield addresses a cosmos and healing
ritual in Brazil in which the social and cognitive involvement of the patient
appears minimal. The character of the Kardecist-Spiritist rite of disobsession
leads Greenfield directly to issues of ritual in its own rite. In the ritual of disobsession there is an absence of articulation with any overtly shared cultural
premises between healers and patients. The Kardecist cosmos is explained to
the patient, albeit minimally, yet the etiology, diagnosis, and treatment are
explained to her only after the work of contacting spirits and negotiating with
them is done. Geenfield’s bold solution to these puzzles is to turn to the biosocial in order to hypothesize how this ritual might affect patients. In his armature are psychosocial genomics in relation to altered states of consciousness
(ASC) and the Basic Rest-Activity Cycle (BRAC) of 90–120 minutes duration.
The cycle contains the rhythm of dreaming, which continues no less throughout the waking hours of the individual. During the dreaming segment of this
cycle, persons are more open to outside influences, to suggestion and light
trance states that are used by Kardecist healing, and that, argues Greenfield,
may activate bodily systems at the cellular level. Greenfield uses universal
properties of human biology and physiology that he argues are embedded in
the organization of Kardecist ritual in order to suggest how this rite acts on the
patient. Not finding any help in interpretive paradigms of meaning, he moves
outside ritual into the interior of human being in order to explain the interior
of the Kardecist phenomenon.
The last section of the volume invites a distinguished philosopher-semiotician, Robert Innis, to reflect on issues of ritual in its own right. Innis critiques
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the late Roy Rappaport’s major work, Ritual and Religion in the Making of
Humanity, through a perspective deriving from Michael Polanyi’s theory of tacit
knowing. At issue is the crucial question of how ritual is actually assimilated
and embodied in practices, of how to join the interior organization of ritual (and
its shaping of meaning) to its embodiment within ritual participants—the
‘indwelling’ of ritual in Polanyi’s sense. Innis argues that ritual has the structure
of a work of art, of a symbolic artifact (see also Innis 2001). We give ourselves
to the organization of symbols as the focus of the felt unity of the self. Thus,
existentially, we are embodied within the organization of symbols that becomes
self-giving (a perspective that resonates powerfully with Galina Lindquist’s
study of soul retrieval). This enables Innis to open towards the idea of socially
‘thin’ or individual ritual that is no less relevant to the cachet of ritual phenomena than the socially ‘thick’ varieties with which anthropologists usually
deal. Therefore, anthropological ideas of ritual, argues Innis, should include
ideas of self-meaning, of self-giving integration (remarkably paralleling Nagy’s
discussion of religious weeping in this volume in relation to the presence of
God within the person, and likely relating to Levinas’s ethics of alterity, examined by Seeman).
In further discussing the studies in this collection, the epilogue addresses the
question of just how social ritual should be in order to be thought of as ritual,
then moves beyond this into issues of the phantasmagoric and the imaginary.

Towards Ritual as Self-organization
It is self-evident that the phenomenal world is constituted by phenomena that
are culturally perceived, if not socially constructed. It is less a truism to say that
social phenomena are made to have, or to acquire, different kinds and degrees
of complexity within themselves and in relation to their surrounds or environments. Emphasizing the existential ‘withinness’ of phenomena points to their
irreducibility to the intentions and desires of their makers or shapers. It is
essential to underscore here that though phenomena are of course breakable,
they are never reducible without doing violence to their self-constitution. Fragmenting phenomena leave traces of their self-constitution, but their reduction
erases even these. Social phenomena exist as phenomena, and so they exist in
their own right, however fragile and transient this existence may be. Social phenomena, then, have self-integrity, with its intimations of integration. But selfintegrity, the interior capacity of phenomena to sustain themselves, varies in
kind and degree.
What we are calling ‘ritual,’ however loosely, is treated here as a class of phenomena whose forms, in greatly differing kind and degree, are characterized by
interior complexity, self-integrity, and irreducibility to agent and environment.
Thinking of ritual in this way is attempting to recover aspects of its phenomenality, yet doing so in the domain of the micro, the domain in which ritual phenomena are practiced. This is important because the ideas I am using here

Introduction: Why Ritual in Its Own Right?

11

parallel to some extent macrodomain discourses—called, variously, autopoiesis,
synergetics (Haken 1993; Knyazeva 2003), complexity theory (Turner 1997),
self-organization, and so forth—coming from the physical and biological sciences but resonating or made to resonate, if somewhat crudely, with ‘social systems.’ The distinction here between ritual as a microdomain of organization
and the macrodomains of social systems is crucial, because the claims I make
for the organization of microlevel phenomena differ markedly from the requirements needed to think about macrodomain systemics.4
Perhaps the most elementary premise informing all approaches to self-organization is that this is possible only when whatever is being organized is self-referential or self-reflexive (Baecker 2001)—in other words, when whatever is
organizing begins to put itself into its own organizing, so that whatever is organized until then influences whatever continues to be organized. Autopoiesis, for
example (the term, coined by the biologist Humberto Maturana, literally means
‘self-making’), refers to dynamics through which “realities” come into existence
“only through interactive processes determined solely by the organism’s own
organization” (Hayles 1999, 138). In my terms, the phenomenon organizes (in
varying degrees) the phenomenon. If autopoietic relationships become fully systemic, the system self-reproduces: “[I]t produces the components that produce
it” (Bailey 1997, 86). In terms of ritual, one may argue—again, always in
degrees—that a ritual produces the persons that will produce the ritual as that
ritual that produces them (see Hayles 1999, 139). Thus, social autopoiesis or
self-organization generates degrees of autonomy of the social phenomenon from
its social surround (Mingers 2002, 294). As such, the integrity of the phenomenon—the practices that hold it together—derives in degrees from within itself
and less from its social surround. In relation to social phenomena, I emphasize
the subjunctive character of this condition. Nonetheless, some social phenomena, some rituals, likely approach this tightly knit condition of becoming. In this
volume, perhaps the tightest fit between self-production and the transformed
self is in Nagy’s conception of intimate ritual with regard to medieval religious
weepers, but also in Shapira’s self-other transformations. Kapferer’s (1997)
analysis of the Sinhalese Suniyama exorcism as a virtuality is an instance of a
high degree of self-integrity and self-organization in ritual.
Self-reference entails making distinctions (Kauffman 1987, 53), in the simplest yet crucial instance for our discussion, a distinction that the self-referential phenomenon makes between itself, in the very practice of self-referencing,
and what I am calling its environment or social surround. Houseman designed
his ritual, The Red and the Black, so that it had to practice making gender distinctions, while these distinctions then had to be incorporated within the ritual
as it proceeded to make gender distinctions. This is in keeping with Niklas Luhmann’s (1997) argument that self-referential distinctions, such as those the
phenomenon makes between itself and its social surround, are reintroduced
within the phenomenon itself, as integral to its self-organizing properties (see
also King and Thornhill 2003).5 Then the social phenomenon may be said to
‘look’ inward in order to ‘look’ outward, and to re-enter its surround from
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within itself. In another terminology, the social phenomenon includes the other
or otherness within itself—both differentiating itself from and relating to this.
Again this is a matter of degree, shifting between the possibilities of the other
as representation and the other as the emerging grounds for the transformation
of being within ritual. This is what enables some rituals (which I will call more
complex in their organization) to act on their social surround: in the very practice of separating itself from its social surround, the ritual contains the surround, thereby acting on the surround through what is done within the ritual.
This may be what enables man to feel ritual compassion for God in Seeman’s
discussion of Shapira, and no less enabled Nagy’s medieval weeper to be transformed by God’s compassion. Kapferer’s conception of virtuality, for example,
through the creation of cosmos from within itself, speaks directly to these
issues (Kapferer 1997).
I suggest, then, that within ritual forms, autopoietic qualities of self-organization and qualities of complexity go hand in hand. Perhaps the greater the
degree of interior complexity within a ritual, the greater will be its tendency to
self-organization. And so, the greater the tendency to self-organization, the
greater the capacity of the ritual for temporary autonomy from its sociocultural
surround. Then, one step further, the greater this relative autonomy, the greater
the capacity of the ritual to interiorize the distinction between itself and its surround and so to act on the latter from within itself, through the dynamics of the
ritual design. Of the rituals discussed in this volume, all, perhaps with the partial exception of the Orokaiva instance, are or were intended through the practice of their forms to change one or more of their participants.
Topology (in a loose, nonmathematical sense) is relevant here because of its
concern with form as self-connectivity (McNeil 2004). The topological movement from lesser to greater self-organization can be likened to that from a
straight line to that of a curve, though in social terms it may be more advantageous to speak entirely of degrees of curvature. The less the tendency of a ritual to self-organization, the more its interior operation is akin to a straight line,
a ‘line,’ moreover, that continues from and is continuous with its sociocultural
surround, its existence dependent on representing the latter. Such ritual derives
directly from its surround, hence its linear relationship to the latter and, too,
the lesser complexity of its interior organization.6 Here map is close to, almost
isomorphic with, territory. By contrast, the more the tendency of a ritual to selforganization, the more its interior organization is akin to a curve, one that arcs
away from the immediate embrace of its sociocultural surround and moves
towards self-enclosure and increasing self-integrity.
The self-referential existence of cultural forms, their degree of self-organization
and self-integrity, is intimately related to issues of recursion. Bateson gives a simple physical example of recursion: a smoke ring, a torus, turning in upon itself,
giving itself a separable existence. “It is, after all,” writes Bateson (1977, 246),
“made up of nothing but air marked with a little smoke. It is of the same substance with its ‘environment.’ But it has duration and location and a certain degree
of separation by virtue of its own in-turned motion.” This torus is an in-curving

