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Scholars of religion have yet to agree on just what rit-
ual is. They also have yet to agree on the boundary (if
such a boundary exists) between religious ritual and
secular ritual. To some extent ritual is one of those
phenomena that falls under the heading of “you
know it when you see it.” Despite the absence of a
definition—or perhaps because of the absence—ritual
has drawn much attention from religious studies
scholars, anthropologists, historians, sociologists,
psychologists, and other experts. Perhaps this is
because ritual is often the most visible manifestation
of religion and the one that first comes to the attention
of outside observers.

Ritual is an enormously large and complex topic.
Ritual is not static; it has varied enormously over the
course of human history and across cultures. The
anthropological literature is filled with detailed
descriptions and analyses of rituals of several thousand
cultures around the world. This means that no refer-
ence work on rituals can be truly encyclopedic because
there is simply too much to cover. Nonetheless, we
have chosen to be broad and inclusive in our coverage
in this encyclopedia, not only covering a broad range of
topics but also providing summaries of the knowledge
on rituals developed by scholars from a broad range of
disciplines. These scholars include anthropologists,
sociologists, theologians, religious studies specialists,
historians, folklorists, popular culture experts, and
philosophers. This inclusiveness provides a number of
perspectives that enable the reader to profit from
diverse views on religion and ritual. The encyclopedia
examines the relationship between secular ritual and
religious ritual, between rituals and beliefs, and the
manner in which rituals are used to attain practical

goals. Authors provide insight into world and local
religions and examine the major theories that help
explain religion and ritual.

Anthropology and the Study of Religion and
Rituals

Although many scholarly approaches contribute to
this encyclopedia, anthropology is in the forefront
because it has had a profound influence on the man-
ner in which other scholars view religion and ritual.
Anthropology has its roots deep in the field of reli-
gion, its rituals, and its performances. Its earliest
scholars, such as E. B. Tylor, Sir Henry Maine, Fustel
de Colanges, and Lewis Henry Morgan, sought the
origins of religion and along the way discovered a
great deal about religion and its relationship to cul-
ture. E. B. Tylor (1832-1917) is generally regarded as
the father of the anthropology of religion. Tylor is best
known for his evolutionary theory of religion, pro-
posing stages of religious development that corre-
spond to stages of material development. Other
scholars proposed other evolutionary theories, and
along the way these scholars also left their marks on
the field of the anthropology of religion and religious
studies in general. Sir James Frazer’s (1854-1941)
comparative mythologies still inspire work today, as
does the stimulating work of R. R. Marett (1866-1943).

Although these scholars inspired a formidable
body of work, the general foundation of the modern
study of ritual in anthropology, history, sociology, reli-
gious studies, and related fields rests on the work of
the grand thinkers of the nineteenth century—the
French sociologist Emile Durkheim, the German
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sociologist Max Weber, the German political philoso-
pher Karl Marx, and the Austrian neurologist
Sigmund Freud. Durkheim (1858-1917) stressed the
importance of understanding religion as being com-
prised of “social facts” that support the maintenance
of social solidarity; that is, they hold society together.
His nephew and successor, Marcel Mauss, and his
student Lucien Levy-Bruhl added important concepts
to the study of religion. Mauss put forward the idea of
gift giving, an important component of many rituals,
and its role in building reciprocal relationships in
society. Levy-Bruhl focused on so-called primitive
religion and what he termed “pre-logical” thought.
The French sociologist Arnold Van Gennep
(1873-1957) wrote the influential Rites de Passage
looking at rituals of transformation.

German scholars made major contributions to the
study of religion and religious rituals and perform-
ance. Max Weber (1864-1920) noted relationships
between the social sphere and the economic sphere of
human activity. Karl Marx (1818-1883) centered his
studies on spiritual alienation resulting from unequal
distribution of economic resources and the role of reli-
gion in perpetuating this inequality. The Austrian
Sigmund Freud (1856-1839) provided insight into the
world of rituals, including religious rituals. He also
examined the ties between religious experience and
biological and social instincts and drives.

Each of these scholars demonstrated the ties
between religion and ritual and other realms of life. In
doing so they helped develop ways to study religion
and integrated those ways into other fields, making
religion more comprehensible to students.

The German diffusionist school has had a major
impact on the U.S. field of religious studies. That
school, originated by anthropologist Father Wilhelm
Schmidt (1868-1954), opposed the basic premises of
the English and French evolutionary schools. The
diffusionists argued that cultural similarities usually
result from diffusion from the original place of inven-
tion to other places. Franz Boas, often seen as the
father of U.S. anthropology, insisted on the primacy of
culture over other factors in his work. Along the way
he influenced and inspired generations of U.S. anthro-
pologists down to the present.

In England, Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942)
carried on the fight against cultural evolutionists,
insisting on the importance of solid ethnography (cul-
tural study) over abstract theory. Malinowski tried to
establish the validity of Frazer’s distinction among
magic, science, and religion. The British social anthro-

pologist A. A. Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955) added to
the work of his time in understanding the role of
religion in society by establishing the connection
between myth and the maintenance of the natural
order of things. In a direct line with Boas, Malinowski,
and Radcliffe-Brown, the British anthropologist
E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1902-1973) struggled against
the dichotomy between “primitive” and modern reli-
gions. The old distinctions between concepts such as
monogamy and promiscuity, white and brown, and
animists and monotheists made no sense in light of
the data coming from fieldwork.

Current studies in the anthropology of religion
have many trends. The works of scholars such as
Claude Levi-Strauss, Mary Douglas, Clifford Geertz,
Melford Spiro, and Victor Turner put a greater stress
on the understanding of ritual. The role of psycho-
analysis has remained strong, and the works of Freud
and the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan
(1901-1981) are important in contemporary argu-
ments. At the same time studies using the insights of
Durkheim and Weber have continued.

Recent work has also centered attention on
shamanism and states of consciousness. Much of the
work has strong psychoanalytical and psychological
roots. The emphasis is on the states of consciousness
of people undergoing religious experiences and ritu-
als. Other studies focus around the use of literary crit-
icism and the tradition of colonial criticism. These
studies focus on the manner in which religions are
discussed and on possible inherent biases in viewing
the religions of the less powerful.

Scholars have done a great deal of soul searching in
the social sciences in general and in anthropology in
particular over the last fifty or so years. That soul
searching has led to a greater sensitivity in the field of
religious studies. There is, for example, resurgence in
the study of religions of the so-called developing
world, seeing the strange in the familiar and seeing the
familiar in what had once been strange in the studies
of the religion and rituals of traditional societies.

Salient Points

This encyclopedia contains 130 articles, 60 sidebars of
mainly primary text, and 60 photos that together are
meant to provide broad and representative coverage
of rituals in human history and across cultures. As
with other volumes in the Religion & Society series,
attention is given to the non-Western world. The
articles fall into four general categories.



e The first category provides context and under-
standing of rituals in general by focusing on key
concepts or topics that have applicability across all
or most forms of ritual. This category includes arti-
cles on asceticism, communitas, magic, and taboo.

o The second category focuses on specific types of
religion and their diversity and similarities across
cultures and religions and includes articles on
agricultural rituals, identity rituals, rituals of
rebellion, and naming rituals.

e The third category provides overviews of the
major rituals of major world religions, cultural
regions, and specific cultures.

o The fourth category covers specific rituals such as
Christmas, Kwanzaa, and Star Trek conventions.

This encyclopedia draws on the work of scholars
from a number of disciplines—anthropology, sociolo-
gy, religious studies, history, cultural geography, and
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philosophy. It also draws on the work of outstanding
international scholars. There are contributors from
Asia, North America, South America, Europe, and
Africa. There are representative scholars from all the
world’s major religions as well as scholars who pro-
fess no religion at all. These scholars provide perspec-
tives from the cutting edge of their disciplines
without neglecting prior scholarship.
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Academic Rituals

Because the very nature of the university is one of
transition and initiation, the majority of academic rit-
uals deal with rites of passage, as students are indoc-
trinated into, move through, and ultimately complete
the educational process. Within this transitional state,
rituals practiced in higher education range from
familiar and formal graduation ceremonies to a wide
variety of discrete rituals of individual institutions
and student bodies. Most academic rituals serve both
to accentuate and assuage the anxiety of the educa-
tional process, to impress upon participants the neces-
sity of commitment to the ideals of the institution, and
to remind the community, year after year, of the
unique nature of the university and its relationship to
the rest of the world.

Medieval Beginnings

Almost every distinguishing element of academic rit-
uals today dates back to twelfth- and thirteenth-cen-
tury Europe at the time when universities were first
forming. Early universities constituted self-governing
communities of scholars with the authority to confer
degrees and with the jurisdiction to provide a protect-
ed environment for scholars. University governance
had to deal with a rebellious and youthful student
population, with an independent faculty of diverse
interests, and with a local community often at odds
with university values and goals. In such an atmos-
phere, demonstrations of authority and impressive
emblems of office were often necessary to fend off
challenges to the rights and powers of the university.

Dramatic collective rituals imposed periodic order
and served to remind participants and the communi-
ty at large of the nature and purpose of a university.

The ritual dress for modern American academic
ceremonies—the robes, hoods, and headwear of the
faculty and graduates—represent what was once
standard dress for scholars in northern Europe. Most
medieval scholars were required to make at least
minor vows to the church, so their dress was deter-
mined by the regulations of their clerical order and
usually consisted of a black robe with cowl or hood.
During the sixteenth century, scholars adopted the
Tudor robe, worn over ordinary clothing, and the
biretta hat, from which the mortarboard evolved. The
specific look of the modern gown, hood, mortarboard,
and even the tassel derive from those worn at
Cambridge and Oxford since the sixteenth century.
The variably colored hood, originally the clerical
cowl, is now used to identify the individual’s degree,
field of study, and academic institution.

Emblems of office—charters, gavels, seals, medal-
lions, chains, banners, and ceremonial maces—were
originally granted to universities by secular and church
authorities to demonstrate official approval. They
remain an invariable part of the symbols used in aca-
demic ritual today, as do other survivals of the medieval
past—the parchment diploma, the titles of office, the
dramatis personae, and the college system. Even the rit-
ual setting is often medieval, since many modern uni-
versities replicate Gothic architecture. The need to bring
the university world into focus and to state its mission
in a dramatic way continues to exist, and even after cen-
turies of radical change, the legacies of early universi-
ties are part of the pageantry of academic life.
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THE TRADITIONAL EXAMINATION SYSTEM AND RITUALS IN KOREA

In traditional East Asian societies such as China, Korea, and Japan those who sought prestigious employ-
ment in government were required to take a rigorous examination that determined their fate after many
years of study. The following example describes the exam setting and rituals that awaited those who suc-
ceeded in Korea.

The aspirants to higher honors, armed with their diplomas, set out to Seoul to attend at the proper time the nation-
al examination. The journey of these lads, full of the exultation and lively spirit born of success, moving in hilarious
revelry over the high roads, form one of the picturesque features of out-door life in Corea. The young men living in
the same district or town go together. They go afoot, taking their servants with them. Pluming themselves upon the
fact that they are summoned to the capital at the royal behest, they often make a roystering, noisy, and insolent
gang, and conduct themselves very much as they please. The rustics and villagers gladly speed their parting. At
the capital they scatter, putting up wherever accommodations in inns or at the houses of relatives permit.

Though young bachelors form the majority at these examinations, the married and middle-aged are by no
means absent. Gray-headed men try and may be rejected for the twentieth time, and grandfather, father, and son
occasionally apply together.

On the appointed day, the several thousand or more competitors assemble at the appointed place, with the
provisions which are to stay the inner man during the ordeal. The hour preparatory to the assignment of themes is
a noisy and smoky one, devoted to study, review, declamation, or to eating, drinking, chatting or sleeping accord-
ing to the inclination or habit of each. The examination consists of essays, and oral and written answers to ques-
tions. During the silent part of his work, each candidate occupies a stall or cell. The copious, minute, and complex
vocabulary of terms in the language relating to the work, success and failure, the contingencies, honest and dis-
honest shifts to secure success, and what may be called the student’s slang and folk-lore of the subject, make not
only an interesting study to the foreigner, but show that these contests subtend a large angle of the Corean gentle-
man’s vision during much of his lifetime.

Examination over, the disappointed ones wend their way home with what resignation or philosophy they may
summon to their aid. The successful candidates, on horseback, with bands of musicians, visit their patrons, rela-
tives, the examiners and high dignitaries, receiving congratulations and returning thanks. Then follows the
inevitable initiation, which none can escape — corresponding to the French “baptism of the line,” the German
“introduction to the fox,” the English “fagging,” and the American “hazing.”

One of the parents or friends of the new graduate, an “alumnus,” or one who has taken a degree himself, one
also of the same political party, acts as godfather, and presides at the ceremony. The graduate presents himself,
makes his salute and takes his seat several feet behind the president of the party. With all gravity the latter pro-
ceeds, after rubbing up some ink on an ink-stone, to smear the face of the victim with the black mess, which while
wet he powders thickly over with flour. Happy would the new graduate be could he escape with one layer of ink and
flour, but the roughness of the joke lies in this, that every one present has his daub; and when the victim thinks the
ordeal is over new persons drop in to ply the ink-brush and handful of flour. Meanwhile a carnival of fun is going on
at the expense, moral and pecuniary, of the graduate. Eating, drinking, smoking, and jesting are the order of the day.
It is impossible to avoid this trial of purse and patience, for unless the victim is generous and good-natured, other
tricks and jokes as savage and cruel as those sometimes in vogue in American and British colleges follow.

Source: Griffis, William E. (1992).
Corea. The Hermit Nation.
New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, pp. 340-42.




Rites of Passage

Because of the deliberately transcendent purpose of
the university—turning raw youth into learned and
responsible adults—the study of academic rituals has
focused on rites of passage, those rituals marking the
passage of a person from one stage of life to another.
In a process first described by Arnold van Gennp
(1873-1957), participants in rites of passage undergo
three phases: separation of participants from the
group, a transitional or “liminal” phase, and incorpo-
ration back into the group. Victor Turner (1920-1983)
extended van Gennup’s theory, developing the con-
cept that the liminal phase was often more than just
an intermediate, neither-here-nor-there state.
Societies use the liminal phase both to instill values
and lore in participants and to evoke self-doubt and
reflection. Liminality, therefore, is often fraught with
anxiety and uncertainty and could even constitute a
permanent category of people who are marginal with-
in their societies. At the same time, the liminal state
produces a feeling of group warmth, solidarity and
unity, or “communitas,” among its participants.

The typical university experience reflects the uni-
versal elements of the liminal state. On the threshold
of adulthood, incoming freshmen are detached from
normal life as they enter the university. Even the
physical setting is strange, often consisting of ancient-
looking buildings and parklike grounds that deliber-
ately set off the university world from the ordinary.
Customary procedures are different; the best-rea-
soned argument outweighs majority rule and person-
al freedom is a given. Even the hours of the day no
longer correspond to the past: class time and person-
al time are jumbled, meals are taken at random, and
no one bothers to order the night. In this setting, stu-
dents pass from youth to adulthood, from ignorance
to knowledge, and from dependence to independ-
ence. Graduation ultimately reincorporates them into
the ordinary world.

The principal types of academic rituals represent
all or part of the many facets of the liminal state. The
most well-known and impressive rituals are convoca-
tions, formal ceremonies that assemble the entire uni-
versity community—faculty, students, officials, and
supporters—for a special occasion, such as gradua-
tion, a presidential inauguration, a special anniver-
sary, or to mark the beginning of a new term. The full
panoply of academic symbols and performances are
usually brought into play as the university uses con-
vocation to intensify commitment to the institution,

Academic Rituals

arouse self-reflection among participants, and rein-
force the university’s role in the community. Ritual
reunions of former students represent attempts to
reestablish commmunitas, as former students make
pilgrimages to the campus for annual reunions or
homecoming events that bring them under the
authority of the university once again, reinforce cohe-
sion with other former students, and impress upon
current students the advantages of extended loyalty
to the school. Other common academic rituals are the
initiation rites regularly conducted by scholarly,
social, and service societies to induct new student
members. These rites can range from the reverent to
the outlandish to hazing activities. In addition to
these commonly known rituals, academic life con-
tains a multitude of informal and small-scale rituals
related to the everyday activities of the university,
such as the ritual involved in a faculty member apply-
ing for tenure or the preparations a student makes to
study for an exam.

Commencement

The most widely observed and familiar American
academic ritual is undoubtedly commencement, the
conferring of degrees on graduating students.
Employing all of the formal ritual elements found in
academe, the typical, modern-day commencement rit-
ual is considered archaic and inefficient, fundamental
characteristics that serve to accentuate the contrast
between the academic world and the ordinary world.
Traditionally held at the end of the spring semester,
the ritual action begins with the processional, the

People gather, wearing traditional colors, for a reunion at Mount
Holyoke College, in Holyoke, Massachusetts. COURTESY OF STEPHEN
G. DONALDSON PHOTOGRAPHY,
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march into the staging area by university officials,
special guests, and faculty—all ordered by rank,
dressed in academic regalia, and carrying the
emblems of office—followed by the graduating stu-
dents arranged by college. The liturgy consists of
short speeches from officials, honored faculty, hon-
ored alumni, and special guests—all of which serve to
remind the participants of the role of the university
and to link its purpose to the concerns of the world at
large. Outstanding students give short speeches, and
honorary degrees are bestowed on notable persons.

The commencement address is delivered by a per-
son of distinction, and the message usually dramatiz-
es the new responsibilities and opportunities to be
faced. Thus, as students leave the liminal state, fear
and hope and the past, present, and future are all
evoked at the same time. The liturgy orders all of
these elements and ultimately confirms that these
graduates have worked hard and now possess the
training and knowledge to face the challenges of the
world they are entering. The central ritual action is
the conferring of degrees on the graduates. Students
traditionally walk across the stage, are handed their
diplomas, receive handshakes, and return to their
seats, students no longer. The concluding remarks
adjust the graduates to their new status, affirm the
solidarity of the group with the school, and reiterate
the sacredness of their common values. The partici-
pants then march out in the recessional, the final ritu-
al act of reincorporation into the ordinary world.

Inversion and Paradox

Rites of passage contain within them distinct anti-
structural and chaotic elements. The feelings of equal-
ity, humility, and oneness that arise during
communitas oppose the structure of the traditional
social order, which tends to emphasize rank and dis-
tinction. Levi-Strauss (b. 1908) points out that, since
all human beings belong to both nature and culture,
rites of passage serve to mediate our biological des-
tiny with our cultural experiences. At such times, rit-
uals of rebellion, antistructural play, role reversals,
and paradoxes become part of the ritual process.
Thus, the university “civilizes” and educates a stu-
dent, but the nature of the student as a human being
with biological instincts and urges is not destroyed.
Ritual exposes this paradox and even exaggerates it in
order to affirm reconciliation despite conflict. For
example, most college campuses hold periodic inver-
sion rituals where, amid festivity, playful fighting, and

hijinks, participants are permitted to do that which is
normally forbidden. Students may ridicule the solem-
nity of academe with their own ritualistic performanc-
es, such as a fake commencement ceremony.

One classic example of the antistructural, nature-
versus-culture elements in a rite of passage is the
Italian festa di laurea, the graduation party. Upon
receiving word that a student will successfully gradu-
ate from an Italian university, close friends make a
papiro, a long, poster-sized paper scroll containing rib-
ald and mocking accounts and images of the gradu-
ate’s life. Often in poetic form and emphasizing
sexual activity and supposed vices, the papiro is then
posted in a public place. On graduation day, the laure-
ata reads her papiro aloud to a gathering of friends and
family. Every time she makes a mistake in the reading,
she must chug from a bottle of wine. Finally, the
graduate is paraded around the city, singing along
with her friends and family in celebration. Thus, the
festa di laurea counterbalances the solemn ritual of a
commencement ceremony, which celebrates the intel-
lect, by both glorifying and ridiculing the noncerebral,
sexual instincts of the graduate. The sensuality and
debauchery of the festa di laurea ritual draw attention
to the chaos that would result were order not to be
imposed. The juxtaposition of the two rituals height-
ens and preserves the dignity and solemnity of the
formal ritual while acknowledging the inherent con-
flict in every rite of passage.

Changes over Time

Looking from the broad perspective begun in
medieval times, academic rituals have changed little
over the centuries. One recent exception occurred in
the United States in the 1960s, when schools ceased
holding the baccalaureate, a special religious service
for a graduating class, in response to increased con-
cern over the separation of church and state. As the
student population has increased in size, commence-
ment exercises are now held at the end of every
semester in many schools. The 1960s and early 1970s
also ushered in increased informality and individual-
ity among graduates at the commencement ceremony,
which has continued into the twenty-first century.
While faculty and school officials maintain strict pro-
tocol in regalia and ritual action, students often bend
the rules slightly by writing messages or pasting
objects on their mortarboards, adding a small acces-
sory to their robes such as a political button, or wear-
ing outlandish shoes. Some schools began allowing



individual groups, such as ethnic or gay groups, to
hold separate commencement ceremonies. Music,
which was traditionally slow and dignified, has also
been loosened up. Many graduates now march not to
“Pomp and Circumstance” but to popular music.
Jaclyn L. Jeffrey

See also Communitas; Liminoid
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Africa, Central

In the central African worldview ancestors are impor-
tant and have to be honoured through rituals. Central
Africa comprises Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, Zambia,
and Malawi. Rituals are also performed to ask the
protection of the spirits, usually ancestral spirits, to
ward off danger, misfortune, tensions, and problems.
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Rituals are also performed to initiate people into a
new stage of life or a new status; these are called “rites
of passage.”

Rituals can be performed at certain occasions, for
example, when a couple gets married, when a girl
reaches puberty, or when a person dies, but rituals can
also be performed when there are tensions in the com-
munity: when people are quarrelling, when they are
worried because the rains have not come, when some-
one unexpectedly dies, or when there is illness and
danger, such as the fear of or accusation of witchcraft
(the use of sorcery or magic). In these cases a ritual
can be performed to ask the spirits for the protection,
fortune, and health of the entire community.

Rituals can be performed before a person begins a
difficult or dangerous undertaking, for example,
going hunting or fishing. Hunting rituals and fishing
rituals are performed to ask the spirits for a good and
safe trip and a good hunt or catch.

Also, rituals can be performed in a personal situa-
tion, for example, for someone who is in danger or
who needs protection. For instance, during a wedding
one needs protection because marriage involves the
first sexual act of the couple, and in the central
African worldview, this is dangerous and therefore
has to be surrounded by a ritual.

Rituals serve the person involved as well as the
community; they have sociocultural, religious, and
symbolic meaning, and involve power. All rituals are
events with a social meaning and symbolic actions.

The function of rituals is to confirm the structure
of society. Rituals perpetuate and clarify norms and
values in a society. Through rituals conflicts within
society are made clear and may be solved. A ritual is
a comment on society.

Rituals re-establish and confirm social relation-
ships within a community. On the social level, rituals
bind the community, eliminate tension between peo-
ple, and provide them with the belief that the ances-
tors will support them and restore peace in the
community.

Rituals are symbolic acts and have a religious con-
notation because they are related to spirits and the
supernatural world. A rite is a series of rituals, for
example, an initiation rite, which consists of several
rituals and can last for months. A ceremony is similar
to a rite but has no religious connotation.

When a group of people honour spirits, this is
called a “cult.” Central Africa has many regional cults,
which are related to the land, and shrine cults, which
are related to a divinity.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF ANCESTORS IN THE RELIGION OF THE BEMBA OF

NORTHERN ZIMBABWE

Veneration of and rituals to appeal to ancestors are a key element of many African religions. The following
ethnographic account shows their importance to the Bemba.

... The form of the prayers is interesting. There is no fixed formula laid down, but it is absolutely essential that
the spirits should each be mentioned by name. By this means their help is invoked. At a tribal ceremony | noticed
that Citimukulu always prayed with one of his senior bakabilo at his elbow to prompt him if he forgot one ances-

tral title out of the twenty to thirty dead chiefs to be called upon, and for a chief even to mention the names of his
ancestors when walking to a ceremony was described to me as a form of prayer (ukulumbula). Headmen also call
their ancestors by name when invoking them. Then again it is important that the dead should be named as having
taught the particular activity upon which the living are about to engage, and this is especially the case at the tribal

ceremonies. In fact one of the chief functions of this type of prayer, is, | think, to give traditional sanction to the
gardening methods now praised and to confirm the people’s belief in them by tracing their origin to the past. The
words of one or two such prayers will illustrate what | mean. For instance, Mwamba, when invoking the imipaski

at the beginning of his tree-cutting ceremony, prayed: “We have come to you Great Mwambas. It was you who left
us the land. We beg for the power to work in it in the way you showed us you worked in the place from which you
came (i.e. Lubaland). And we ourselves began to learn (i.e. how to cut trees) when we were still children, until at
last we found we had learnt the way. We followed (lit. fell into) your words.”

Source: Richards, Audrey I. (1939).

Land, Labour, and Diet in Northern Rhodesia: An Economic Study of the Bemba Tribe.

Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, p. 363.

Rituals are an intrinsic part of life and of society
and are related to the cosmic view. In this view spirits
take care of the life of the living and therefore have to
be placated and honoured. Spirits are classified as
ancestral spirits or as natural spirits, such as water-
falls, trees, and rocks.

Shrines

At many places where natural spirits are thought to
linger, shrines are built to honour the spirits and to
perform rituals to honour them, to make offerings to
them, and to ask their advice, health, and assistance.
This is done by a traditional priest, who has inherited
the profession from his or her grandparent.

Ancestral spirits are honoured in homes. In case of
danger or misfortune, prayers are said and objects are
offered to the ancestors, and they are asked for assis-
tance. This can be done by the eldest man or woman
in the home. Usually women are said to have more

contact with spirits. Therefore, rituals to honour the
spirits or seek their help are usually performed by
women.

Rites connote power. Power is ascribed to sacri-
ficed objects and to the people performing the rites.
Rituals exist to confirm the power of certain people.
Knowledge is often related to power. The legitimacy of
ritual teachers is that of traditional knowledge and
often includes experience and a high social position.
This power can be with the performer, the healer, or
the ritual leader, who is usually considered to be guid-
ed by one or more spirits. In female initiation rites
power is with the ritual leader but also with the elder-
ly women. The one who performs a rite is usually a
healer as well. He or she is thought to have contacts
with spirits that guide him or her through the rite.

A ritual is a special type of action, and its per-
formance requires the cooperation of individuals
directed by a leader or leaders. Rules indicate which
persons should participate and on what occasions;



often the rules excluding certain categories of people
are just as significant as those that permit or require
other categories of people to take part.

The theoretical viewpoint of functionalist anthro-
pologists was common during the period of
1950-1980. The most famous of these anthropologists
was Victor Turner. He followed the viewpoints of the
French sociologist Arnold Van Gennep (1909) and
elaborated them. From the functionalist viewpoint rit-
uals serve the community. For example, they provide
the community with unity and strength, establish and
reconfirm social ties, eliminate tensions, and pass on
norms and values.

Rituals have religious aspects as well because peo-
ple use them to seek assistance of the ancestral spirits,
both in performing the rituals in a proper way and in
acquiring what the people wish, for example, rain,
health, good crops, or a new status as an adult.

Another viewpoint of rituals is that of structuralist
anthropologists, of which the French anthropologist
Claude Levi-Strauss was the main scholar. He consid-
ered the world to be divided into binary oppositions,
for example, black-white, high-low, men-women,
human-animal, and so forth. Together the oppositions
articulate a structure of transformation (structural
way of changing). Rituals clarify oppositions and
point to crossing the boundaries between oppositions
to remove the contradictions between them.

There is also a symbolic viewpoint of rituals. This
viewpoint emphasizes that in rites, such as that of ini-
tiation rites, the novice passes from a passive to an
active state. Also, in this view the human body is
important, since by experiencing a rite, the body
incorporates social norms. Furthermore, this view-
point stresses productive relations with others. The
viewpoint has become more common since the 1990s.
Scientists who study rituals from this viewpoint
include Moore. However, the functionalist viewpoint
is still dominant.

Rites of Passage

Rites of passage are similar to initiation rites and are
rites of transition. They are performed to transform a
person and guide him or her to another stage in life.
Rites of passage comprise a variety of rituals accom-
panying the crossing of boundaries and changes in
time and social status. The most common are initia-
tion rites, in which a boy or a girl is transformed into
an adult; but such rites are also performed at a wed-
ding, at a widow’s release from mourning, at a
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person’s death to transform his or her spirit into a
good ancestor, and at changes in life and function,
such as when a chief is installed.

Van Gennep (1909) has shown that all rites of pas-
sage consist of three stages. The first stage is separa-
tion, in which the novice (the person being
transformed) is separated from the community. This
separation can be done by taking the novice to the
bush or another space where no other people are. The
second stage is seclusion, in which the novice is
brought back to the community but is still separated
from others. During the seclusion stage the novice is
considered a nonperson. She or he is considered an
unborn child who knows nothing, who is ignorant of
the world. During the rite of passage she or he will
gain knowledge about how to behave as an adult,
about fertility, female or male duties, and the spiritu-
al world.

The third stage is integration, in which the novice
is reincorporated into the community. During these
stages rituals are performed. Rites of passage may
also require that the notice be nearly naked, be hum-
bled, and be shaved and anointed with white chalk.
At the coming-out ritual the novice is dressed in new
clothes.

Female initiation rites usually are performed indi-
vidually for girls and coincide with puberty.
Therefore these rites are usually performed at the
onset of menstruation or when a girl’s breasts begin to
grow. These rites emphasize womanhood because the
girl has become a woman and therefore has to know
what womanhood is about and how she should
behave as a good woman. Female initiation rites
emphasize the girl’s responsibility for her future mar-
riage, her future husband and children, food taboos,
domestic duties, agricultural duties, and duty to oth-
ers in the community. They also emphasize showing
respect, in particular to elderly people.

Male initiation rites prepare boys for adulthood
and manhood and emphasize male duties such as
hunting. Because such duties are mainly community
duties that can be done together, boys are initiated as
a group. Male initiation rites usually include circum-
cision and the filing of teeth. The age of the boys can
vary.

Symbolic Death

The initiation rite is a preparation for adult life and
the hardships that one may encounter as an adult.
Therefore, the initiation rite is a difficult period when
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the novice has to experience hardship. After the initi-
ation rite the novice is considered an adult and is
reincorporated into society but with a different status.
In initiation the novice symbolically dies in order to
be reborn as an adult.

These stages can be seen in rites of passage all over
the world, whether they are initiation rites for passage
into adulthood or for the installation of a chief or
priest.

Healing

Another type of ritual is that of healing. Healing ritu-
als are performed when a person is ill or experiences
misfortune. A priest asks the ancestral spirits to reveal
the cause of the illness or misfortune, then a ritual is
performed to cleanse the person of the illness or mis-
fortune. Usually the person has to offer something to
the spirits, often a chicken or goat, money, or other
goods.

A ritual also is performed in cases of infertility. In
the case of a woman who fails to deliver a child, her
husband and relatives are involved, showing that a
ritual is not only for the person involved, but also for
the community.

There are also agricultural rituals, such as the first
fruit rituals performed at harvest (March and April).
These are performed to honour the spirits that have
been willing to provide the people with a new har-
vest. In these rituals the first fruit is offered to the
chief.

Another agricultural ritual involves setting a bush
area on fire. This is done at the beginning of the annu-
al agricultural cycle (August and September) to burn
the old and dead branches of the plants and to fertil-
ize the soil with the ashes. The chief gives the sign to
set the bush on fire after he and a traditional priest
have said prayers for the ancestors.

Many rituals are centuries old. An example is the
Nyau ritual in Malawi. The Nyau ritual is a mask
dance ritual and is related to initiation rites for boys
but also to rain-making rituals.

Only a few rituals are held for a large audience. An
example is the Kazanga festival, which takes place in
Lusaka, Zambia’s capital, and is organized by and cel-
ebrated for the Nkoya, a small ethnic group. Other
ethnic groups in Zambia also have their rituals, such
as the Ngoni, the Lozi, and recently the Bemba with
their Ngweena festival. These rituals developed in the
1970s or later. They serve to establish unity among
members of an ethnic group as well as to distinguish

that group from other ethnic groups. These rituals are
not authentic but rather came into being as a result of
ethnic mingling in towns, migration and urbaniza-
tion, and globalization.

In general, rituals are performed to provide unity
to a community, to emphasize norms and values, and
to honour the spirits, which are an intrinsic part of
daily life in central Africa.

Thera Rasing

See also Africa, West
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Although a number of belief systems and ethnic
groups exist in west Africa, many of the region’s
religions and religious rituals have a number of
traits in common. This commonality is one of the
reasons why the region’s rituals influenced the
development of rituals and practices in many other
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regions, including the United States, Latin America,
and the Caribbean. A significant feature of west
African religious rituals is the blending or absorp-
tion of diverse religions into contemporary practices
so that even among modern Christian or Islamic
churches, many older traditions and rituals continue
to be practiced.

The region is comprised of the modern nations of:
Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameron, Chad, Cote d’Ivoire,
Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea Bissau,
Liberia, Mauritania, Mail, Nigeria, Niger, Senegal,
Sierra Leone, and Togo.

Religious Commonalities

Among west African nations are three broad cate-
gories of religion: indigenous religions, Christianity,
and, Islam. Among the indigenous, or traditional reli-
gions, are a number of similarities and common prac-
tices that are manifested through the rituals and
ceremonies of different groups. For instance, most
indigenous religions are animistic in that they believe
that all or most objects, whether alive or inanimate,
contain spirits. Many religious rituals are thus per-
formed in order to maintain or curry favor with ani-
mals, crops, the seasons, and so forth because spirits
may live in mountains, streams, or forests. In order to
maintain the favor of deities, spirits, and ancestors,
most tribal groups utilize a variety of everyday rituals.

West African tribal groups usually do not make
much distinction between religious rituals and social
rituals. Usually the two kinds of rituals are blended so
that religion reinforces the cultural and traditional
mores of a tribal group. For instance, tribal initiation
rites use religion to reinforce notions of duty and obli-
gation to the group. Furthermore, increase rituals—
designed to improve crop or livestock yields—serve
both a religious purpose and a social purpose.

The majority of religious groups do not have a for-
mal hierarchy of priests. Instead, religious rituals are
overseen by one of two groups. The first are tribal eld-
ers, who within many cultures serve as the main reli-
gious figures and determine the time, nature, and
intricacies of rituals. The second are shamans (priests
or priestesses who use magic to cure the sick, divine
the hidden, and control events). Shamans are believed
to have special insights or an ability to communicate
with the spirit world beyond that of most individuals.
The elders or the shamans have special roles in reli-
gious rituals and retain their power based on the per-
ceived success or failure of rituals.
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ISLAM AND INDIGENOUS RELIGION WEST AFRICA

A marked feature of religion and rituals in west Africa is the merging of indigenous religion with Islam and
Christianity. The following example indicated how rural Hausa combine a belief in Allah with their indige-

nous beliefs in spirits.

As might be expected from the long period during which, as we have seen, the bush Maguzawa have been in
contact with the Mohammedanized life of the cities, many Islamic elements have become thoroughly incorporated
into Maguzawa culture. One of these elements is the belief in Allah as a supreme being.

The Maguzawa freely admit that Allah is the ultimate control of the universe. Yet He does not occupy the cen-

tral role in their beliefs and practices that is so characteristic of the Moslem Hausa. Among the Maguzawa there
are no rites connected with the belief in Allah, and all supernatural response to worship, whether good or bad, is
attributed to spirits called ‘iskoki (singular, ‘iska). The ‘iskoki only perform their work with the permission of Allah,

but the Maguzawa in their traffic with the supernatural consider it sufficient to deal with the ‘iskoki, and ignore
Allah as being remote and uninterested in the affairs of men. Although the pagan Hausa have no formal cult of
Allah, it should be noted that Allah is particularly implored for rain and that formerly, in times of drought, the
women donned men’s clothes and, carrying implements characteristic of men’s occupations, went into the bush

crying, “Allah, give us rain.”

It must be understood that the concept of Allah as the Supreme Being is only elicited by direct questioning.
Ordinarily the Maguzawa pay no attention to Allah, and His name is only heard in the oaths and common expres-
sions involving God’s name which these folk share with their Moslem neighbors, but which, unlike them, they use

less frequently.

Source: Greenberg, Joseph H. (1946).
The Influence of Islam on a Sudanese Religion.

Monographs of the American Ethnological Society, Vol. 10. New York: J.J. Augustin, p. 27.
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In addition, most religions are polytheistic, having
a large number of gods and other deities. Some
groups, such as the Yoruba of Nigeria, believe in a
high god, Olorun, and a number of lesser deities. One
result of this belief is that there are usually elaborate
rituals to honor the higher deities, whereas lesser
gods may be acknowledged through simple rituals
such as pouring a libation onto the ground. These
common traits result in a great degree of similarity
among religious rituals.

Ancestor Worship

One specific feature common across west African
religions is ancestor worship. Most African religions
accord the dead great reverence, although distinc-

tions are made between the dead who are honored
and the dead who are dishonored because of the cir-
cumstances of their death or actions during their
lives. Honored or remembered ancestors are often
perceived to be intermediaries between the living
world and the dead. Long after the death of honored
ancestors rituals are performed whereby descen-
dants of the dead “feed” them by placing their
favorite foods near their graves or offering some
tokens of esteem. Once every sixty years the Dogon
people of west Africa perform a community-wide
collective ritual to honor the dead. Meanwhile, the
dishonored dead, often referred to as the “undead”
or “living dead,” often create problems or cause
pain and disease among people. Some societies
believe that if a person is not buried according to a



specific ritual, that person will return as the living
dead.

Many burial rituals can be elaborate. For instance,
when a chief dies among the Ijaw and Ibo peoples, the
formal burial ritual occurs over an entire year. Such
rituals are marked by extensive protocols, and any
deviation from custom is considered a harbinger of
bad times for the village or tribe because the breach of
protocol will anger the gods and prevent the spirit of
the chief from entering the spirit world. Among the
Kalabari people a chief’s burial involves three rituals
over a year. Each ritual features funeral plays, known
as “Kala Ekkpe Siaba,” ritual body painting, dancing,
and often sacrifices. These rituals are culminated
when a specially carved image of the chief is placed in
a shrine (arua), which also contains the images of the
chief’s ancestors.

Great care is usually taken of the deceased’s body.
Almost all tribes utilize some form of ritual cleansing of
the body. For some tribes this may involve a ritual
washing of the body by family members, whereas other
tribes use special solutions that may not be allowed to
drip and touch the ground. During the actual burial,
dancing may be used to ritually pack the earth as the
dancers perform over the grave. The LoDagaa people of
Ghana believe that a river conveys the dead from this
world to the next, so the deceased would be buried with
the items necessary for a river journey.

Burial rituals are less elaborate for the common
people. For example, among the Ijaw people, if an old
woman or man dies, that person is given a single bur-
ial ritual with feasting and dancing. Younger mem-
bers of the tribe are given less elaborate burial rituals.
In general, among many tribes ritual masks are used
only in the funeral rituals of males. In addition, when
people die a dishonorable death, such as when
women die during childbirth or people commit sui-
cide or outlive their children, their bodies are dis-
posed of without ritual, often being thrown into a
river or secretly buried.

Sacrifice

Many burial rituals involved sacrifice, which played a
part in many other religious rituals. Sacrifices were
offered to appease or gain favor with earthly spirits,
ancestors, and deities. Most sacrificial rituals involved
animals. For example, after someone’s death, a cat
might be sacrificed in order to transfer its night vision
to the deceased so that the deceased could see in the
underworld. Similarly, a parrot might be sacrificed in
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order to provide the deceased with a clear voice.
Many tribes would sacrifice a dog during times of
trouble in the hope that the dog’s ability to detect dan-
ger would protect the tribe. Some animals, such as
eagles, were sacrificed as a means to bestow honor on
someone living or to acknowledge the importance of
some who died.

Animal blood was also commonly used to appease
the gods during a time of famine or drought. During
the many agricultural ceremonies and rituals, animal
sacrifices were perceived as a means to improve the
harvest or the hunt. Finally, animal sacrifices were
common before a battle. Warriors would be offered
the blood of “strong” or “brave” animals in order to
bolster their courage and ferocity.

Although most sacrificial rituals involved animals,
some tribes did practice a limited amount of human
sacrifice. However, this practice often took place only
during extraordinary circumstances, such as the
death of a monarch. For example, among tribes in
Nigeria the death of a king would be followed by the
sacrifice of his slaves. Among the Ibo the death of a
king resulted in the ritual murder of his favorite slave
wife, known as the “Aho’m,” whose body was then
thrown into a large grave. Her sacrifice was followed
by a ritual in which the strongest and bravest warriors
of the tribe would break the arms and legs of the
king’s other female slaves and bury them alive. Other
tribes would sacrifice people by cutting their throats
and hanging them upside down from a tree so that
their blood could fertilize the ground and appease the
gods.

Dance

Dance also was often an integral part of religious rit-
uals. Dance was usually a communal rather than an
individual act. The high point of most religious festi-
vals usually involved some form of dance. Unlike
most Western dance, African religious dance was
highly participatory and involved interaction
between the dancers, the audience, and the musicians
through a “call and response” system, which was
spread by the African diaspora, the movement of
Africans to the Western Hemisphere as a result of the
slave trade, and emulated in the Western Hemisphere
in religious art forms such as gospel music.

Often dance was symbolic. For example, during
their annual agricultural festival, the Irigwe men of
Nigeria would jump at heights that mimicked their
crop yields. Dance also was an important aspect of
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therapeutic rituals. At the core of the west African reli-
gious practice of bori or ajun was a three-month-long
ceremony in which women who had mental or emo-
tional problems were isolated from the rest of the tribe
at a shrine where they learned special dances
designed to exorcise their problems.

Although there was wide latitude for improvisa-
tion, most ritual dancing had precise components and
rhythms that were performed by people according to
their status within the tribe. For instance, among the
Yoruba, during the ighin dance each tribal member
had a specific part according to his or her rank and
status. The dances of the Asante people of Ghana
were usually begun by their king, whose royal
authority was either enhanced or undermined by his
ability to dance.

Dances were marked by the use of masks and
other ceremonial customs. Masks varied in size from
15 centimeters to 4 meters. They may have covered
only the eyes or the face or the entire body. Masks and
costumes allowed dancers to masquerade as deities or
ancestors. The masked dancers served to mediate
between the gods and the people and between the liv-
ing and the dead. Dances also allowed elders to pass
on knowledge about religious beliefs. By imitating
birds, the Ewe people of Togo had a dance that pre-
sented the migratory history of their people, who, the
Ewe believed, followed a bird to their present lands.

Christian missionaries originally tried to suppress
the indigenous dances of west Africa. In some
colonies such dances were officially banned.
However, decolonization and the development of
churches that blended Christianity and traditional,
indigenous, religious practices lifted most of the offi-
cial constraints on dance. Nonetheless, by the late
1900s traditional dances had lost most of their reli-
gious connotations and increasingly integrated U.S.
and European influences.

Initiation Rituals

Initiation rituals were the main vehicles through
which religious knowledge was passed down to suc-
cessive generations. These rituals often included both
sacrifice and dance. At a minimum, most west Africa
tribes had at least one initiation ritual designed to
transition the young of the tribe to full membership.
Many tribes had multiple rituals. For instance, the
Asanti had a naming ritual one week after the birth of
a child (the high infant mortality rate was the reason
for having it in one week). A child of the Ifa people

underwent an ikose w’aye or “stepping into the world”
ritual, which was performed by a priest in order to
determine the probable future of the child. This ritual
was followed three months later by the “knowing the
head” ritual, which was designed to divine the ori inu
(spirit or personality) of the child.

Usually the most important initiation ritual occurs
around puberty or soon after. Such a ritual involves
the segregation of men and women and is designed to
prepare the young for full membership in the tribe,
including marriage. Among many tribes the initiates’
heads are shaved as a symbol of their new life after
the ritual. Some tribes, such as the Dagara, force
young males to go through a ritual death that actual-
ly can be fatal because of the deprivation of food and
sleep.

Often initiation rituals involve both male and
female circumcision and some form of isolation from
the rest of the community (there are also usually peri-
ods of fasting and silence). The impact of Christianity
and Islam has altered many rites of passage in con-
temporary times. For instance, many male infants are
now circumcised at birth, and among Muslim com-
munities cattle have replaced pigs as sacrificial
animals.

Among most groups these rituals occur annually,
although some groups have extended periods
between initiation rituals. For example, the Jola peo-
ple of Senegal hold their male initiation rituals only
once every twenty to twenty-five years (about once
for each generation). These mass rites of passage are
known as bukuts. Males between the ages of twelve
and thirty-five undergo a mass initiation ritual that
culminates in a period of seclusion in the forest, after
which the men emerge as full adults. Part of the rea-
son for the length of time between rituals is their elab-
orateness; villages often begin preparing years in
advance so that people can learn the intricate dances
and other rituals involved.

Ritual Calendar

Because most traditional west African societies are
agrarian, their religious rituals are based on the
changing of the seasons. The main exception occurs
when funeral rituals or battle rituals take place.
Among the Yoruba the main festival is Bere in January
of each year. The ritual marks the end of the harvest
season and is celebrated with a ritual burning of the
fields, which symbolizes the start of a new season of
growth. Other Yoruba festivals include a celebration



for the god of divination in July and a series of cere-
monies to honor Olorun Orun, the god of fate, every
September (and in preparation for the harvest sea-
son). Meanwhile, the Bambara people end their har-
vest season with a celebration of the tribe’s mythical
ancestor Thy Wara, who is believed to have taught
people how to grow crops and raise livestock. Many
tribes also perform rain ceremonies at the start of the
rainy season in order to ensure that there is enough
precipitation for the crops.

Many west African tribes have a New Year’s cele-
bration in March. The celebration usually involves
both individual and community-wide purification rit-
uals. For the individual these rituals may mean con-
fessions, whereas for the community they may mean
sacrifices and special cleansing rituals. In Benin there
are annual whipping festivals in which the young
men of different villages literally beat each other in an
effort to prove toughness and to cleanse impurities.
The Dogon people of Mali celebrate the dead each
year in a festival that begins in April and lasts through
May. Usually initiation rituals occur well before the
harvest season and often begin in June or July in order
to allow the men to heal from any ritual wounds,
including circumcision, in time for harvest.

Tom Lansford

See also Africa, Central
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African-American Churches

African-American churches have been the corner-
stone of the African-American community since their
founding in the eighteenth century. They are a combi-
nation of faiths and denominations within faiths.
Although there is evidence of religious practice and
the praise house, a specific designated place for wor-
ship, dating back to the early days of the slave com-
munity in the United States, the first organized black
denomination may have been founded as early as
1750. The first black or African-American churches
were Baptist. The first institutionalized, independent
black churches were Methodist.

Denominations and Distinctions

The majority of African-American churches are
Christian. Eighty percent of African-Americans belong
to seven major Protestant denominations: African
Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.), African Methodist
Episcopal Zion (A.M.E.Z.), Christian Methodist
Episcopal (C.M.E.), National Baptist Convention of
America, Unincorporated (N.B.C.A.), National Baptist
Convention, USA, Incorporated (N.B.C.), Progressive
National Baptist Convention (PN.B.C), and Church of
God in Christ (C.O.G.I.C.). All but the Church of God
in Christ are black outgrowths of related Euro-
American denominations. Approximately 10 percent of
African-Americans are Catholic.

African-American churches differ in terms of
style of worship, hermeneutics (the study of the
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methodological principles of interpretation) and
homiletics (the art of preaching), and music and
hymnody. With respect to style of service, some
churches are sermon centered, whereas others are
liturgy (rites prescribed for public worship) centered.
Some allow active and spontaneous participation of
the congregation, whereas others engage the congre-
gation in relatively limited and specified ways. The
minister’s activities in some churches are shared with
other members (e.g., deacons, ministers, or lay
assistants).

Scholars have categorized African-American
churches as ecstatic, emotional, escapist, or liturgical,
with a few churches being a combination. The ecstatic
and emotional churches are highly demonstrative with
respect to the role of the clergy and their assistants and
that of the congregation, often having a dialogue-and-
assent form of interaction between the celebrant and
the congregation and spontaneous eruptions of danc-
ing, shouting, and testifying. Emotionality varies by
intensity from church to church. The content of servic-
es is centered on other-worldliness as well as on con-
temporary issues. The structure of services of these
churches is relatively informal.

By contrast, liturgical churches have a more for-
mal structure of services. The more central the liturgy
is to the service, the more structured the service.
These churches allow less opportunity for emotional
demonstrativeness—especially by an individual—on
the part of the congregation and the clergy.

African-American affiliation and type of church
are largely based on socioeconomic status. The upper
class is more likely to attend liturgical churches of
denominations such as Episcopal, Congregational,
and Presbyterian. The sociologist V. E. Daniel (1942)
identified these churches as the churches of the black
elite. The lower and working classes are more likely to
attend Baptist and Pentecostal churches. The social
lives of the lower class are more church centered. The
black church functions to build morale within this
class. The social lives of the upper class are not partic-
ularly church centered, and the rate of attendance
falls as socioeconomic status rises, as it does among
white Christians.

Black Theology

Influenced mostly by Protestants versus Catholics,
black theology grew out of black clergy from both
faiths speaking out against racism. The civil rights
and Black Power movements gave rise to vocalizing

discontent within black churches. The concept of a
black theology emerged in the late 1960s through
ministers who began to, according to theologian
James Cone, “theologize from within the black
experience” (Cone 1984, 5), as opposed to adopting or
continuing a Eurocentric theology of Christianity.
These ministers tried to respond to the question of
what it means to be both black and Christian. They
attempted to explain how the God of all of
humankind allows those of color to be categorically
oppressed—by society and even by the Christian
Church. They asked how the teachings of Christ can
coincide with white prejudice and discrimination.
They also asked how one understands the Christian
God in this context. Black Catholics, in addition,
sought to gain greater individual church community
control. Black Catholics had established caucuses
focused on their issues within the Catholic Church as
early as the 1880s. In the 1960s and 1970s caucuses
were established anew and were similar to such cau-
cuses in the black Protestant church community. Black
theology is important to church ritual because it has a
significant impact on homiletics (the art of preaching),
hermeneutics (interpretation of scriptural texts), and
hymnody (singing or composing hymns). The emer-
gence of black theology reflected the need among
black Americans to Africanize Christianity as they
attempted to make it relevant to their struggles and
experience and their social location in the United
States. They lent their own interpretations to the
Bible, church music, sermons, and style of worship.

Rituals, Rites, and Ceremonies

In African tradition rituals in religious practice
were an important element of behavior. When
Africans came to the New World, some continued to
practice their African religions. Others converted to
Christianity. All continued some of the African
rituals in their religious activities, with Christians
combining the traditions of African religions with
those of Christianity. African-American Christianity
was a blend of religious social experience. The
blended rituals were integrated with a hermeneu-
tics of hope in a god of the oppressed. Today the
structures and expressions of many African rituals
continue.

Rituals in African-American churches vary, deter-
mined by factors such as denomination, category of
church—for example, liturgical versus ecstatic—
social class, and geographic location. Ceremonies,



systems of formal public rites, also vary and include
baptism, general blessings, induction and invitation
to membership, healing, preparation for death
and/or burial, Eucharist and Holy Communion, con-
fession, profession of faith, “sainting,”(the ritual of
making a saint, whereby a believer receives the Holy
Ghost and is moved to a state of ecstasy) marriage,
ordination, and the blessing of sacred objects. Rituals
and rites in the main service or mass in the Catholic
Church—including black Catholic churches, which
are liturgical and formally structured—include the
introductory rites of entrance, greeting, and praise;
liturgy, including the gospel readings and homily;
eucharistic offering, liturgy, and prayer; communion
rite; and the concluding rite, including the blessing of
the congregation. Ecstatic churches have fewer rituals
and rites compared to the more formal, liturgical
churches.

Offerings and Prayers

Monetary offerings are a part of most African-
American worship services. Sometimes offerings are
given and collected in a perfunctory way. At other
times they are given and collected after the minister
implores the congregation to be generous and some-
times requests that the plate be passed around again.
Special collections are frequently taken up for a spe-
cific cause or group, such as the poor, flowers for the
altar, or educational programs.

Prayers are a regular part of some but not all
churches’ services. Some churches use several for-
mal prayers, whereas others use none. Some use
only the Lord’s Prayer. Prayer themes include com-
fort, confession, contrition, praise, thanksgiving,
expression of hope for a better life, divine aid /inter-
vention/assistance, forgiveness and repentance,
repose of the souls of the departed, and special
intentions.

Churches vary greatly in the nature of their reli-
gious symbols and the extent of use of such sym-
bols. These symbols include candles, the crucifix,
prayer books, Bibles, hymnals, ministers” vestments
or robes, hymn boards, collection plates and bas-
kets, bread, wine, water, uniforms for attendants,
choir robes (sometimes more than one change),
flowers, and incense. More secular items such as
musical instruments—including pianos, organs,
drums, and horns— are often part of religious serv-
ices. Seating ranges from pews to benches to folding
chairs.

African-American Churches

Water is frequently used as a symbol in baptism
rituals. The symbolic use of water is as much a part of
indigenous African religions as it is of European
Christian religions. In Africa water was viewed as sig-
nificant to the creation process, linking God and
humankind. Rituals of thanksgiving for rain were not
uncommon. Water was used in rites of passage simi-
lar to the ways in which it is used in Christian bap-
tism—to purify, to symbolize a death of the old and a
birth of the new. Community sharing of such rites was
an important reification (the process of regarding
something as a material thing) of the possibilities of
new life. Africans’ view of water was incorporated
into the significance and symbolism of baptism in
African-American churches.

Baptism takes different forms in the different
types of churches and denominations. The use of
water ranges from a light sprinkling in liturgical
churches to a full body dunking in some of the more
ecstatic churches. The person to be baptized, and
sometimes other participants, is usually dressed in
white, ranges in age from newborn to adult, and
sometimes is in an altered state of consciousness.
There is typically preparation for baptism, especially
for adult initiates.

Invitation to Membership

During the worship service of many churches an
acknowledgment and a greeting of visitors are given.
An invitation to membership is typically extended
during the service in most Protestant churches; in
Baptist churches such an invitation is extended after
the sermon. Many churches provide some sort of
preparation for membership.

Preaching Style and Sermons

The preaching of the sermon is the first draw to
African-American church services. The minister’s
style may be theatrical, as is typically the case in the
emotional and ecstatic churches, or solemn, as in the
liturgically centered churches. In emotional and
ecstatic churches the minister’s style is often charac-
terized by a great deal of bodily motion, including
expansive hand and arm gestures and rapid, jerking,
and rhythmic movements, and by dramatic changes
in voice inflection, tone, pitch, and volume. The min-
ister sometimes incites so much emotion in the con-
gregation that the atmosphere of the church nearly
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resembles bedlam. The minister’s sermon may take
the form of a dialogue and assent with the congrega-
tion. Common responses to the minister’s words
include “Yes, Lord!” and “Thank you, Jesus!” and
“Praise the Lord!” Responses may be specific to the
minister’s queries. The congregation may be incited
to swooning, running, dancing, jumping, shouting,
“fervent praying,” (ardent, intense with feeling)
receiving the Holy Spirit (ecstasy), raising one or
both arms and hands, praying loudly, clapping
hands, shuffling feet, and speaking in tongues—
including talking rapidly, sometimes saying only one
word, which may resemble gibberish. In contrast, the
minister in liturgical churches may incite only the
most controlled and conservative displays of
emotion.

Dance

Dance was a traditional part of African religious cer-
emony and ritual and was carried over into religious
practices of slaves in the New World. The African
ring shout or ring dance enabled slaves to perform
spirituals of African and African-American origin.
Performers walk and then shuffle in a ring and grad-
ually gain momentum and sing with those persons
outside of the ring, who sing in support and dia-
logue. One group (either those inside or outside of
the ring) sings melody, the other the supportive bass
or chorus.

The inclusion of dance in religious practices
comes out of the African tradition of prayer in com-
bination with song and movement, the ring signify-
ing unity. Contemporary worshipers continue this
tradition when they shout and testify, especially in
ecstatic churches. Running, swooning, shuffling, toe
tapping, and hand raising are also a part of this
tradition.

Music

Music is the second draw to African-American church
services. Two of the leading contemporary scholars of
the African American Church, C. Eric Lincoln and
Lawrence Mamiya refer to church music as “the per-
formed word.” (1990, 346) The musical expressions of
African-American people are perhaps the most
informative and enlightening expressions of their
culture.

African-American music in general grew from
spirituals. Some people say spirituals were created

out of traditional African songs with which first-
generation slaves were familiar. Spirituals were
often sung as slaves worked on plantations. Because
of the circumstances in which spirituals were creat-
ed—with spontaneity and the lack of literacy in
those times—they had to be relatively short, using a
repetition of lines so that they could be remem-
bered. Although the words and melodies of spiritu-
als are simple, they are often embellished upon. In
spirituals as well as in gospel songs, harmonies can
be multiple and complex. Rhythm, as is the case in
secular African-American music, is a prominent
characteristic. Spirituals and gospel songs are
typically sung in one of two tempos: slow (sorrow)
or brisk (jubilee). Singers and musicians may impro-
vise and stylize a piece in a spontaneous fashion,
especially in more fundamentalist churches. There
is no requisite instrument for accompaniment.
Although piano (or organ) is the most popular
instrument for spirituals and gospel music, gospel
music may also employ bass guitar, drums, and
horns. Body movements (clapping hands, stomping
feet, tapping toes) also provide accompaniment,
accentuating a beat and adding to the flow.
These are not contrived movements but rather
movements that flow naturally from members of the
congregation.

Spirituals include the themes of hope for salva-
tion despite seemingly insurmountable odds and
people’s worth as expressed in God’s willingness to
grant salvation (e.g., “Jesus loves me and will carry
me home”). They also include themes of suffering.
Black theology and social ethics Theodore Walker
describes African-American music and the cultural
art form of spirituals as “the emotional articulation
of pain and suffering.” He further asserts that “tra-
ditionally African American music has been an
indigenous folk articulation of our social circum-
stances” (Walker 1991, 75). A latent function of such
songs written in the past is that they teach cultural
and historical lessons of black suffering and oppres-
sion to the generations who followed their com-
posers.

Gospel music was created about 1930, with the
Church of God in Christ and holiness churches (out-
growth of a religious movement in the late nineteenth
century) contributing largely to its birth and growth.
Its themes have a broader range than that of spiritu-
als. Both are important African-American musical
forms and contributions to African-American culture
and U.S. church music.



A Blending of Traditions

African-American church music includes forms other
than spirituals and gospel music. Spirituals began the
black church musical tradition. Some of these were
created within specific denominations. They were fol-
lowed by an African-Americanized version of Dr.
Isaac Watt’s English hymns. There was also an
African-Americanizing of Anglo-American hymns.
Finally, the early era of gospel music was followed by
the contemporary gospel era, which began in the
1960s.

Music also varies by type of church. In liturgical
churches African and African-American musical tra-
ditions blended and combined with music of the
European and Anglo-American traditions. In the
more conservative liturgical churches blacks did not
include spirituals in their services until after the civil
rights movement era. For them there was a separation
between black music and church music, with church
music being more Anglo-American. African-
American music was private, social, and apart from
worship. Today, because of increased multicultural
awareness, even churches such as mainstream
Episcopal churches contain some music in the
African-American tradition. Furthermore, European
hymns are often modified and infused with African-
American flavor.

During the last decades of the twentieth century
hymn projects in liturgical and other churches and
denominations were undertaken, systematically
incorporating African-American music into hymnals.
According to the Anglican Church, African-American
church music ideally “affords free expression; pro-
motes congregational participation and a sense of
community; captures the essence of the liturgy;
enhances spiritual growth and understanding; and
develops the parish’s musical productivity and poten-
tial” (Church Hymnal Corporation 1993, xxv).
According to black Catholics, “black sacred song is
soulful song” (Lead Me, Guide Me 1987, iv). It is holis-
tic, participatory, reality based, spirit filled, and life
giving.

African-American church music is ecumenical
(general). Its roots predate the formation of the
denominational structures and black churches.
Although the type of African-American church music
varies, it is an important part of the services in all
African-American churches as congregations “make a
joyful noise unto the Lord.” (Psalm 100)

Susan D. Toliver
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Afro-Brazilian

Afro-Brazilian is a term used to describe sociocultural
behavior, traits, ideology, and so forth that are per-
ceived to be at least somewhat derivative of African
culture. Brazil’s long history of slavery—beginning in
the sixteenth century and abolished (the last New
World colony to do so) in 1888—and the fact that
Brazilian slaves were drawn from many different
regions in Africa, facilitated the development of a
much larger range of African-derived religions than
generally found in other areas of the New World. A
general African cultural presence in the religious life of
Brazil is evident in the language of liturgy (rites pre-
scribed for public worship), names of gods, ritual
practices, and general philosophy regarding such
issues as the relationship between the spirit and phys-
ical worlds, the nature of the supreme god, and
humankind’s place in the universe are similar if not
identical to their sub-Saharan African counterparts.
Thus, the focus here is on culture and sociocultural
behavior rather than on “racial” types. That many
adherents of Afro-Brazilian religions are phenotypical-
ly African is obvious, but it is also accidental. That is,
in the study of Afro-Brazilian religions—indeed, in the
study of all African-derived religions in the New
World—when considering the proper subject of study,
the presence of Africanized culture and ideology is
necessary and sufficient, whereas the presence of an
Africanized phenotype is merely incidental. This issue
is especially germane given the fact that Afro-Brazilian
religions are comprised of a number of disparate reli-
gio-cultural traditions and practiced by a population
that consists of peoples drawn primarily from three
continents: Africa, Europe, and South America.

Afro-Brazilian Religions

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—the
period that included the development of many of the
African-derived religions of the New World—a large
majority of the Africans shipped across the Atlantic to
the Americas hailed from the Bight of Benin (the
coastal area extending roughly from eastern Ghana to
western Nigeria), the Bight of Biafra (the coastal area
extending roughly from central Nigeria to western
Cameroon), and west-central Africa. Thus, not sur-
prisingly, the three cultural groups whose religious
beliefs and practices are the most salient in Brazil—the
Yoruba, the Ewe/Fon, and the Bantu/Kongolese—are
all located in or near these areas.

Although Salvador, Bahia, on the east coast of
Brazil, with its long history as an entry point for native
Africans, no doubt is the area of strongest African
cultural influence and perhaps home to the greatest
number of highly Africanized religious groups, Afro-
Brazilian religions can be found as far north as Belem
in the northern state of Para and Porto Alegre in the
extreme southern state of Rio Grande do Sul. It is
important to bear in mind that the middle passage (the
transportation of Africans to the New World) and the
slave trade in general were not conducive to the
smooth and comprehensive transfer of cultural traits
from the Old World to the New World, hence the lib-
eral usage here of the adjective Africanized.

In addition to the more commonly recognized or
mainstream religions or religious groups such as
Roman Catholicism and Protestantism, a number of
traditional/folk religions are practiced in Brazil today,
and a number of terms have been used to refer to them
directly or to some aspect of their worship, including
Umbanda, Catimbo, Macumba, Batuque, Candomble,
Kardecism (spiritism), and Xango. This list of terms is
by no means exhaustive, but those groups noted here
are certainly the most widespread of the
traditional/folk religions in Brazil. Those religious
groups that could be described as “Afro-Brazilian,”
that is, that engage in practices and recognize ideolo-
gies that are Africanized to a significant degree, would
include Candomble, Umbanda, Batuque, Macumba,
and Xango. In regard to symbols, beliefs, and prac-
tices, there is actually a considerable overlap between
what is meant by the terms Candomble, Macumba, and
Xango, so here the term Candomble will be used in a
general sense to refer to all three of these groups.

Candomble is a member of a family of African-
derived religions in the New World that also includes
Vodou (recognized in the southern United States as
voodoo), Santeria, Xango, Orisha, and others. It is the
most Africanized of Brazilian religions and originated
during the eighteenth century in the state of Bahia.
Perhaps the most salient characteristic of Candomble
(and the other groups noted earlier) is the syncretism
(combining different forms) of African gods (orixas)
and Catholic saints. This practice, aided considerably
by the perceived similarities between the two “pan-
theons,” was certainly a by-product of the difficulties
encountered by Old World Africans as they attempt-
ed to make the transition to the colonial plantation
system of the New World. Spirit possession is by far
the most significant event in Candomble and is an
integral part of virtually all rites and ceremonies.
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AN ACCOUNT OF CANDOMBLE POSSESSION FROM BAHIA BRAZIL

Once | had a party at my house for some friends. But Xango [the god of lightning and thunder] sent me a mes-
sage that | should go to the candomble. | said that | was not going because | was having a party. A little while
later, while | was dancing with my friends. | suddenly got a stiffness in my legs. But | didn’t pay much attention
to it. Then | suddenly felt an “opening of the body” [aperto no corpoa “trembling of the body,” signifying that the
orixa [god] wished to enter and to “manifest himself” in human form.] and I didn’t know anything more. When |

came to, | was dancing in the candomble. When the candomble was over, | went running clear to the top of

Boeiros do Inferno [“Funnels of Hell”] without knowing anything about what | was doing. These are two hills
called by that name because they are so high. | didn’t feel anything. Afterward, Xango beat me on the hands,
and my hands swelled. When he “arrived” again, he said that | should pay more attention to him, or he would

beat me some more. Once he struck me. On that day | was very tired, but | went to the candomble and danced

anyway.

| dance when there is a big ceremony; | dance for hours at a time without getting tired. The spell seizes

me, and sometimes | dance more than three days without feeling the least bit tired. When the orixa “arrives

in my head,” | spend a week or more “sleeping” [That is, moving about, but unconscious of what is happen-
ing.] | don’t feel anything. | don’t see anything. People talk to me, but | don’t know anything about what is

going on.

If one drinks water, the orixa doesn’t “arrive.” For instance, one feels cold. That cold is in the body. The orixa

wants “to arrive.” Then one drinks water. He who is of the preceito [the control of the deity over one] does not

drink water. And whoever drinks, breaks the preceito. It is prayed ten times [One must at the same time pray ten

words and tap the ground ten times.]

Source: Pierson, Donald. Negroes in Brazil: A Study of Race Contact at Bahia. (1967).
Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern lllinois University Press, p. 267.

Umbanda is a religion that is much more deriva-
tive of the New World, Brazilian cultural context than
is Candomble for two reasons. First, this religion did
not begin to take hold until the early twentieth centu-
ry, and, in fact, it appears as though spiritists (people,
such as adherents of Kardecism, who believe that
spirits of the dead communicate with the living)
played an important role in this process. Second,
many of the spirits recognized in Umbanda are native
to Brazil, for example, caboclos (Native American spir-
its). Not surprisingly, Umbanda is markedly less
Africanized than is Candomble and tends to be char-
acterized more by its Catholic, Native American, and,
of course, spiritist influences than is Candomble.
Again, however, the ideology and practice of spirit
possession and mediumship are significant.

Batuque is an important Afro-Brazilian religion
that originated during the early part of the twentieth
century in and around the city of Belem in northern

Brazil. It, too, like Umbanda but unlike Candomble, is
a religion that is almost exclusively Brazilian for the
same reasons noted earlier, although it should be
noted that spiritism is not an important component of
Batuque beliefs and practices. The pantheon is gener-
ally conceived of as being comprised of two tiers of
spirits: Catholic saints and encantados (highly anthro-
pomorphic [having human traits] spirits, many of
Brazilian origin, who inhabit the tangible world).
Spirit possession and mediumship are, again, integral
to Batuque worship.

Rituals

The French anthropologist Michel Agier observed
Candomble initiation ceremonies in Salvador, Bahia,
in 1992. Eight young women were initiated into a ter-
reiro (a religious compound or worship center) under
the direction of the mae-de-santo (priestess of the
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saints/orixas). A crowd of two hundred “spectators,”
including tourists, black political activists, friends,
neighbors, and visitors from other terreiros, was pres-
ent for the ceremonies; another two dozen people
were actually involved in the ceremonies. Given the
setting, the ceremonies were apparently quite crowd-
ed, and many people had to watch through the win-
dows of the main building. The priestess and her
assistant directed the proceedings, but the eight
young initiates were personally assisted by other ini-
tiated adherents.

A total of nine ceremonies lasted for several hours
during alternating nights over seventeen days. The
nine ceremonies included seven rites for the individ-
ual initiates (two initiated under the same orixa), a rite
for Xango, the spirit recognized as the “patron” saint
or orixa of the terreiro, and, finally, a final rite for
Oxala, the spirit who, according to the priestess,
“comes last” and completes the ceremonial cycle. The
order in which the orixas were honored and celebrat-
ed, one each night over the nine nights, followed pre-
cisely the ritual calendar of the terreiro. Although each
night was dedicated to one orixa, the nine separate
nightly rites also involved the recognition of the orixas
in an order following the ritual calendar as well. At
this particular terreiro the order was Xango, the prin-
ciple orixa, followed by three masculine orixas, then
Oxumare, considered half-male/half-female, fol-
lowed by three female orixas, and, finally, Oxala.

Each night the priestess presented each initiate to
drummers and then, accompanied by the drummers
and those in attendance, sang a song to invoke the ini-
tiate’s “patron” orixa. Agier notes that the various
orixas would manifest and identify themselves. The
orixas also manifested themselves on several audience
members as well. The seventeen-day ritual was high-
ly organized and, in the opinion of those present,
carefully orchestrated to closely adhere to the Yoruba
tradition embraced by that particular terreiro.

In their ethnography (cultural study) on Umbanda
in Sao Paulo in southern Brazil, the sociologists
Fernando Brumana and Elda Martinez describe the
opening ceremony of a longer ritual. Those people in
attendance included three drummers, the pai-de-santo
(highest ranking male of the terreiro), the mae pequena
(female assistant), and two lines of men and women
dressed in white (the mediums). Accompanied by the
drummers, the pai-de-santo sang the opening ritual
song. Everyone then kneeled as he recited the “Our
Father” and the “Hail Mary.” The pai-de-santo then
prompted everyone to stand, and he began to sing a

number of songs for the various orixas (in this context
this term means “spirits” in a general sense). They first
sang for Exu, an orixa referred to as “the spirit of the
shadows” (Brumana & Martinez 1989, 63), an apt
description for a spirit generally known throughout
sub-Saharan west Africa and the New World as a trick-
ster. A medium then fumigated the area with a censer
while the others sang a song for Ogum (also common-
ly known as “Ogun”). After completion of this song,
first the pai-de-santo and then the others threw them-
selves down in front of the altar and hit the ground
with their foreheads while singing another song that
recognizes the caboclo (Native American spirit).
Brumana and Martinez note that the spiritual forces
recognized and invoked at ceremonies such as these
are so powerful that the assistance of the spirits sung
for in this opening part of the ceremony is crucial.

Stage Is Set

The preliminaries were now complete, and the stage
set for the manifestation of the orixas. The drummers
begin to play more deliberately, and the pai-de-santo
summoned the caboclos with a song. Within minutes
the Native American spirit Urubatao, the spiritual
“chief” of this terreiro, manifested upon the pai-de-
santo. The pai-de-santo’s assistant gave him the accou-
trements associated with this particular spirit,
including a cigar (which is smoked by the manifesting
spirit) and a feather head ornament. The other medi-
ums underwent similar dissociative states and took
cigars as well.

Those in attendance mingled with the manifested
spirits to receive counseling, medical advice, and so
forth. The caboclo that manifested on the pai-de-santo
greeted those present, welcomed them to the ferreiro,
and told them that their problems would be solved by
the power of God. The pai-de-santo later ritually
embraced everyone, one by one, kneeled in front of
the altar and in front of the drummers, and sand a
farewell song. At the conclusion of this song, his body
collapsed as the caboclo left his body. After a short
while, the pai-de-santo recovered and directed dis-
missal songs for the spirits that had manifested on the
other mediums. A final song was sung for the caboclos
to thank them for their participation.

Those people present then turned their attention
to the bahianos, spirits of northeastern Brazil described
by Brumana and Martinez as “merry, drunk, always
with a joke on their lips” (Brumana & Martinez 1989,
65). As they manifested on the mediums, they were



given hats, whips, and cigarettes. The spirits mingled
with one another and the people in attendance; there
was a party-type atmosphere as the spirits smoked,
laughed, danced, and so forth. The spirit that mani-
fested on the pai-de-santo finally informed the other
spirits that it was time to go, and a farewell song was
sung for this purpose.

The last spirits to manifest that night, the eres
(infantile, childlike spirits), began to present them-
selves through the mediums. Eres will generally play,
soil themselves, run, laugh, speak incoherently,
demand gifts, and so on. The atmosphere is described
as carnival-like. Eventually those people present
began to tire of the antics of the eres and tried to con-
vince them to go. This was finally achieved only with
a certain amount of difficulty. After the eres departed,
the pai-de-santo repeated the introductory prayers at
the altar; those present saluted the altar. A final
farewell song was sung, and the ceremony ended.

Batuque

Among the many rituals and ceremonies of Batuque,
one of the most important is the annual rite that is car-
ried out in honor of the “patron” encantado (spirit) of
a medium of a particular terreiro. Leacock and
Leacock described the ceremony as it is practiced in
Belem. The pai-de-santo opens the ceremony with a
short prayer; the pai-de-santo himself is solely respon-
sible for the form and content of the prayer. This
prayer is derived from the more elaborate ladainha (a
series of prayers for the saints) of folk Catholicism.
The Catholic saints having been honored, the ritual
focus is redirected on the encantados. At this point,
before continuing any further, songs for the Exus
(“demon spirits” in this context) are sung in order to
politely and respectfully “dismiss” them from the
proceedings. It should be pointed out that the “dis-
missal” of Exus (or Eshus) from public ceremonies is
a common practice in African-derived religions in the
New World, especially those that are associated with
the Yoruba cultural tradition, including Candomble
and Xango in Brazil and Orisha in Trinidad.

After the Exus have been appeased, songs are then
generally sung for Averekete (a Dahomean spirit asso-
ciated with St. Benedict); after Averekete has been
acknowledged, songs are sung for Rainha Barba (an
encantado associated with Saint Barbara). The anthro-
pologists Seth Leacock and Ruth Leacock note that at
this point the only other encantado that is certain to be
called or sung for is the spirit in whose honor the cer-
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emony is being held. Other spirits are then called in a
more or less random order, with the exception that the
more important and prestigious senhores are called
before the lower-ranking caboclos. It should be point-
ed out, however, that virtually any encantado can
show up (manifest itself) at any time, although it is
generally the case that the senhores tend to appear
before the caboclos.

During public ceremonies such as the one
described here, it is not uncommon for the proceed-
ings to be momentarily halted to allow a person to
complete a ritual act in fulfillment of some obligation
owed to an encantado. Later, various foods or drinks
are offered to the various encantados honored by the
mediums who are present. It is not unusual for people
to become possessed while participating in the food
and drink ritual. The ceremony just described might
last an hour.

General Comments

Clearly, the practice of spirit possession serves to both
culminate and legitimize Afro-Brazilian rites and cere-
monies. Spirit possession, more than any other ritual
activity, provides the link—and a direct and intimate
one at that—between the world of the worshipers and
the world of the spirits. However, the adherents of the
three groups—Candomble, Umbanda, and Batuque—
interpret the phenomenon somewhat differently.
Candomble is essentially a “conservative” religion in
that it is viewed primarily as a New World version of an
ancient African religion, and its practitioners are con-
tent, for the most part, with the status quo. Umbanda
and Batuque, on the other hand, embrace a theology
and a ritual program that facilitates a greater degree of
individual expression, given that they are highly eclec-
tic, relatively open belief systems that embrace and
even revel in the diverse pantheons drawn from both
New World and Old World religious traditions.

What is seen in the Afro-Brazilian religions is a
manifestation of perhaps the most significant problem
confronting all worshipers: Does one embrace a form
of religion that serves the collective need to undergird
a code of appropriate cultural behavior and a system
of values with a static, conservative, and, hence, legit-
imizing belief system, or, on the other hand, does one
give up the psychological “comfort” of ideological
conservatism in exchange for the existential (relating
to existence) desire to continually enrich one’s
personal ideology and one’s perpetual need to adjust
to the contingencies of everyday life? The rites,
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ceremonies, and ideology of Afro-Brazilian religions
present the worshiper with any number of responses
to this question.

James Houk

See also African-American Churches; Yoruba
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Afro-Caribbean

Afro-Caribbean ritual systems are deeply rooted in
African spiritual traditions. Having also been shaped
by New World slavery, they always express the
wrenching experience of the African diaspora (the
story of how Africans, though scattered and dis-
persed, managed to retain their traditions and reform
their identities in a new world). During four hundred
years of contact with African traditional religions and
Catholicism or Protestantism, African slaves and
immigrants not only retained much of their original
beliefs and practices, but also modified religious
rituals of the Christian faith.

The African Legacy

These processes created (1) ritual traditions in the
Caribbean mainly based on African traditional

religions and (2) ritual traditions that bear a strong
African flavor and constitute attempts to adapt the
Christian faith to suit African cultural facets.

Ritual traditions in the Caribbean mainly based on
African traditional religions, being extensions of the
west African Orisa/vodun (voodoo) cultures and ritu-
al systems, include rituals of African-derived religions
such as vodun in Haiti and the Dominican Republic;
Regla de Ocha (or Lucumi or Santeria), Palo Monte (or
Mayombe), and Abakud (or Nafiigo) in Cuba; Santeria
(or Lucumi) in Puerto Rico and elsewhere in the
United States; Kumina, Convince, and Myal in
Jamaica; Orisha religion (or Shang6) in Trinidad and
Tobago; Kélé in St. Lucia; Big Drum Dance in
Carriacou/Grenada; and Maria Lionza in Venezuela.

Ritual traditions that bear a strong African flavor
and constitute attempts to adapt the Christian faith to
suit African cultural facets, having been heavily influ-
enced by Christianity, include rituals of the Spiritual
Baptists and Shouters in Trinidad/Tobago and
Grenada; “Tie Heads” in Barbados; Shakers in Saint
Vincent; and Revivalists in Jamaica.

Rastafarian rituals, partly derived from the Old
Testament, constitute a rather new social-religious
phenomenon that emerged in the 1930s in Jamaica in
response to the need for persons of the African dias-
pora to maintain an attachment to the ancestral home-
land of Africa.

Beyond these major Afro-Caribbean ritual tradi-
tions, a number of less-known ancestral rituals are
practiced throughout the Caribbean within most fam-
ilies. Ancestors might, for example, appear in dreams
and demand food and ritual attention. The subse-
quent creative communion with a variety of ritual
offerings for the ancestors will then ensure their
benevolent influence on the living.

During the past four centuries Afro-Caribbean rit-
ual systems have served their followers mainly as a
form of cultural resistance against slavery and colo-
nial domination in the struggle for spiritual identity
and power. Today they offer to their followers, in
addition to their religious inspiration and healing
potential, primarily an African model of personality
building, creativity, and cosmic integration.

Heaven and Earth

African ritual systems in the Caribbean have
developed a complex know-how to establish ritual
contact with the protective forces of human life. The
basic idea, shared by most ritual traditions in the



Caribbean, is the direct contact between human
beings (horizontal plane) and energetic spiritual
beings (vertical plane). The latter—axis mundi (ladder
to heaven)—is represented, for example, by the center
pillar (poteau mitan) of the Haitian vodun temple.

Such ritual contact and communication between
heaven and Earth are essential for continued balance
in the world and in human life. Afro-Caribbean reli-
gious rituals are thus means of celebrating the totality
of existence in its larger dimensions. This aesthetic
approach to spirituality makes use of all human sens-
es to connect the individual with the suprasensual
realities—with the larger community of material
beings and spiritual beings.

According to the cultural anthropologist Joseph.
Murphy, ceremonies within the African diaspora in
the Caribbean and elsewhere are seen by their practi-
tioners “as both works for the spirit and works of the
spirit. The reciprocity between community and spirit
is expressed in physical work as the community
works through word, music, and movement to make
the spirit present. The spirit in turn works through
the physical work of the congregation, filling human
actions with its power. Diasporan ceremonies are
thus services for the spirit, actions of sacrifice and
praise to please the spirit. Also they are services of the
spirit, actions undertaken by the spirit to inspire the
congregation. Thus, the reciprocity of diasporan spir-
ituality is affirmed: Service to the spirit is service to
the community; and service to the community is
service to the spirit” (Murphy 1994, 7). Service is the
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central value of communal life. Service shows the
spirit in ceremony and wherever one member serves
another.

The power of the spirit, ashé (from the African lan-
guage Yoruba) or sé (from Fo, a west African language
like Yoruba), is a vital creative force, uplifting indi-
viduals and communities. It can increase or decrease
depending on the ritual practice and rigorous obser-
vance of religions duties and obligations. Ashé is con-
tained in and transmitted by representative elements
of vegetal, animal, and mineral offerings. Ashé is a
power that is received, shared, and distributed
through ritual practice. Symbolic concepts and ele-
ments are used as vehicles within the mystical and
initiating experience.

Ritual as an Initiatory System

An important aspect of Afro-Caribbean rituals is the
fact that they are initiatory systems. Ritual knowledge
is acquired, transferred, and developed. In the
Orisa/vodun ritual system initiates partake of an
experience, during which they receive ashé or sé.

Initiation rituals are designed to incarnate the spir-
it. Such incarnations are encounters between the
human being and the spirit in ritual. Spiritual growth
is measured in experiences gained through ritual
actions. The dynamism of the initiatory system sug-
gests a mysticism of identity as well as the dialogic
relationship of human being and orisha (from the west
Arican Yoruba language orisa).

Drawing of an ancestral stool in the QOrisha-Compound of Egbe Onisin Eledumare, Trinidad.

COURTESY OF PATRIC KMENT.
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Cosmology of Orisha-Religion in Trinidad and its correlation
with the Orisha-Compound. Concept and design by Patric
Kment. COURTESY OF PATRIC KMENT.

The first occasion of an individual’s ritual mani-
festation of the spirit transforms the inner nature of
the individual. To be mounted, crowned, or converted
by the spirit is to die in a former life and be reborn in
anew one “in the spirit.” When an individual receives
the spirit, a part of his or her inner nature is also trans-
formed to partake of the spirit’s divinity.

In the Santeria initiation ritual kariocha (the placing
of the orisha on the head), for example, the initiate
iyawo (bride of the orisha) not only makes a pact with
the orisha but also has the spirit placed “upon” and
“inside” her or him. This process is seen as the ritual
death and rebirth of the initiate (in the kariocha ritual).
One dies in the old life and is reborn en santo (in the
spirit). The innermost identity of the iyawo, the ori
(head, soul), becomes the “throne” or “seat” for the
orisha, the head’s “master.”

Santeria shares this psychology with Candomblé
(the largest African-derived religion in Brazil), in
which the orisha becomes an alternate personality, a
more powerful and authentic dimension of the self.
The transformation of the initiation ritual kariocha
gives santeros (priests) new eyes to “see” the presence
of the orishas in objects and people. “The orishas are
manifested through a variety of symbolic media. They
are both ‘in” herbs and ‘are’ herbs, ‘in” natural forces

and ‘are’ natural forces, ‘in” drum rhythms and ‘are’
drum rhythms, “in” human beings and ‘are’ human
beings” (Murphy 1994, 112).

Trance and Ritual Possession

Ritual possession is the climax of Afro-Caribbean reli-
gious practice and is the most profound spiritual
achievement for the individual as well as for the com-
munity. It consists essentially of the incorporation of a
spirit in her or his devotee. Spirit possession is an
altered state of consciousness during which a person
is said to be “mounted” like a horse by a spirit. The
invasion of one’s body by a spirit may temporarily
displace the personality of the possessed, substituting
the envisaged mythological persona of the spirit.

To become possessed by a spirit is to “make the
god,” to capture the numinous (supernatural) flow-
ing force ashé within one’s body. When this happens,
the face of the devotee usually freezes into a mask, a
mask often held during the entire time of possession
by the spirit. Not only is the spirit “made” in rituals,
but also it causes a special state of mind. To be “in the
spirit” is to bring the consciousness of the spirit into
one’s own and to share it with others. Whoever is
empowered to manifest the spirit does so for the ben-
efit of the community to allow others to share in the
consciousness, either in dialogue or in identity with
their own.

The entrance into the world of the spirit may be
interpreted as a process of self-discovery. The impor-
tance of the spirit at work can be seen here, whereby
the spirit might at once be conceived of as a divine
personality, a crossing point of humanly constructed
coordinates, and a level of awareness. Through initia-
tion the spirit is made an essential “part” of the per-
son, a dimension in a constellation of elements that
comprises a person. However, the spirit is not the con-
scious self but rather something greater, which may
subsume the self, overcome its borders, and direct the
whole person. The spirit is rather the sanctified state
that the self has experienced.

The Aesthetics of Ritual Healing

Relations between humans and spirits are never one
sided but rather are reciprocal. People give to the spir-
its and expect to receive from them in turn. When the
spirits are satisfied with their rituals, they bring heal-
ing power and sage advice to those who approach
them.



People employ many ritual techniques to feed and
please the spirits, using all the human senses and the
entire body with all its expressive and communicative
potential. These ritual techniques may include music,
drumming, rhythmic stimulation, dancing, gestures,
hyperventilation, singing, prayers, incantations,
baths, emblems, clothing in bright symbolic colors,
and offerings of foods, drink, and sometimes blood
sacrifices—all in all, a work of art.

Vodun, for instance, has been described as a
danced religion or a dance of the spirit—a system of
movements, prayers, and songs in veneration of the
invisible forces of life. Depending on the specific ritu-
al tradition, the ritual may include elaborate ritual
salutations, including a flag parade or twirling
dances, invocation formulae, libations of rum, visual
representations of the spirits along with their para-
phernalia or signatures (such as the véves in voodoo),
sacrificial offerings, the speaking of the sacred
drums—with their rhythms corresponding to the
individual spirits—and a gourd rattle directing the
spirit in action. The living spirit cannot be shown
except in activity, and this activity makes it present in
the ritual to be shared by all “in the spirit.” The
actions of the spirit and their relationships with
human actions express the heart of spirituality of
Afro-Caribbean religions.

Priests and priestesses in Afro-Caribbean religions
often derive a considerable part of their income from
work as healers. They use a variety of ritual tech-
niques to treat problems whose causes lie within the
complex, densely populated invisible world of Afro-
Caribbean cosmologies (branches of metaphysics that
deal with the nature of the universe). Where the med-
ical doctor or the herbalist fails, priests and priest-
esses expect to succeed because they understand the
forces from which these problems originate, caused
by spiritual entities such as ancestors or the deities
whom people serve.

The Christian Legacy

Many Afro-Christian Revivalist leaders in Jamaica
build their churches on reputations of healing. First
the nature and causes of the ailment or problem are
divined, and then prayers and charms are prescribed,
or ritual baths and other efficacious acts are adminis-
tered. Healing sites, once known as “balm yards,” are
now churches, which are sometimes erected in the
leader’s yard, with clients spanning a range of social
classes.
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Revivalist rituals have two parts. The first part is
devoted to the singing of choruses to the rhythms of
bass and rattler drums and to reading of the psalms.
The second part is devoted to invoking the spirits and
possession. In Zion possession (sky bound spirits pre-
vail) follows trumping, a form of hyperventilation,
accompanied by forward and backward steps while
moving sideways, counterclockwise in circle. In
Pukumina full possession (ground spirits, including
ancestors, prevail), by eastbound spirits such as the
Water Mother and the Indian Spirit, is sudden, with-
out warning, and is followed by “laboring,” as trump-
ing is called (Chevannes 2001, 283-284).

By far the most important ritual in Jamaican
Revivalism is the “Table,” so called because a table is
spread with fruits, bread, and other foods and deco-
rated with candles, flowers, and other sacred objects,
around which members dance counterclockwise and
possession occurs. Tables, which last three or four
days, are held periodically for thanksgiving, petition,
appeasement, or other reasons. The ritual sacrifice of
a goat is made on the final day.

The Spiritual Baptists or “Tie Heads” (because
both men and women wrap their heads in cloth dur-
ing services) of Barbados are closely tied to African
religious traditions and rituals. Members do not enter
their courts (temples) wearing shoes. They worship
with their whole bodies—they bow, spin, and whirl
before the altar. Lively music is often accompanied by
hand clapping, foot stomping, and dancing. Often
prayers are said in singsong, wailing, and weeping
form. Sometimes all members of the church “go down
in Pentecostal prayers” (pray aloud together).

White candles are burned at various sections of
the church, particularly at the altar. Sweet meditative
incense burns through the service as well. At given
points in the worship, bells are taken from the altar
and rung several times; a conch shell is blown, and a
gong is banged. Members “go off in the spirit”—
stamp their feet, make strong guttural sounds, and
talk in other languages. The four corners of the church
are specially marked and decorated by members with
the lota (a brass vase with flowers, water, and a lit can-
dle in the center).

The Tie Heads are also known for their Mourning
Ground rituals. After accepting the faith, the mem-
bers are baptized in “living water” and given instruc-
tion in the doctrine. The born-again then mourn ”“a
godly sorrow which calls one away from the busy
walks of life.” The Mourning Ground is a sacred
section of the church set aside for this purpose and
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tended by chosen members. Here, in isolation, the
mind is cleansed by prayer and purification for seven
to ten days.

Global Transformations

Many Afro-Caribbean ritual traditions have become
more international in recent years. They are no longer
practiced only in the Caribbean but increasingly in
metropolitan centers of the United States, attracting
many followers among middle-class African-
Americans and other cultural and ethnic groups. As a
consequence of the rising popularity in the African
diaspora, many Caribbean governments have granted
legal status to Afro-Caribbean religions.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century some
priests and entrepreneurs of vodun and Santeria are
gaining a presence in cyberspace as their often-elabo-
rate websites attract new clients—with the whole
world being their potential public. They are thus on
their way to once more transforming the already his-
torically transformed Afro-Caribbean ritual traditions
into new forms of global ritual culture. Cybertrans
formations of Afro-Caribbean rituals are pioneering
the advent of African digital diaspora religions of
future generations.

Manfred Kremser

See also Rastafari; Santeria; Shakers; Vodun
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Agricultural Rituals

Agricultural rituals have traditionally been among
the most common forms of religious rituals. With the
exception of death rituals, agricultural rituals may be
the oldest continuously practiced form of religious rit-
uals. Throughout the world most major religions have
either incorporated agricultural rituals into their cere-
monies and practices or based such ceremonies and
practices on agricultural rituals. This is true of both
the details of agricultural rituals and, more signifi-
cantly, their timing. The purpose of agricultural ritu-
als usually is to improve crops and livestock or poor
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RITUALS FOR RAIN IN INDIA

As with all farming people, an adequate and reliable supply of water is a major concern for the Garo slash
and burn farmers of India. Some of the rituals they use are described below.

As the Garos are entirely dependent on agriculture for their support, it is but natural that they should regard
with some anxiety either too prolonged a drought or too continuous or unseasonable rain. The spirits which rule
the seasons and upon whose offices the growth of the crops depends, are, therefore, the most important in the
Garo mythology, and at all stages of cultivation and harvesting some kind of sacrifice must be offered up to
them.

Religious observances in this connection may be said to commence when a man first decides on the piece of
ground which he wishes to clear and cultivate. Before beginning, he consults the omens in the following manner.
In one corner of the plot of ground he makes a little clearance called opata, and then goes home. The next night,
should he dream a bad or unlucky dream, he abandons the land which he proposed to open out, and seeks another
piece where the omens are more propitious. Having cut his jungle and let it dry, he sets fire to it, and on the fol-
lowing day the first sacrifice to the god of the field takes place. It is called Agalmaka, and consists in the sacrifice
of a fowl.

The next stage in cultivation is the sowing of the seed. To ensure the favour of the spirits, this must be preced-
ed by the Gitchipong and the Michiltata ceremonies. The first is a personal sacrifice which each individual must
offer, and the second a collective ceremony in which the whole village joins. The spirit invoked is Rokime, the
“mother of rice.” In this ceremony, the priest strikes the earth with the handle of a dao or chopper and reminds the
spirit that certain flowers in the jungle have blossomed, which is a sign that it is time to sow the rice of which she
is the mother. He implores her favour and protection that the crop may be a good one. In this connection the Garos
believe that the spirit who first taught them to cultivate as they now do, was named Misi-agrang-Saljong-sang-
gitang. He returns to the country every year, scatters the seeds which later spring up as weeds, and tells the peo-

ple not to forget the lessons which he taught them about keeping their fields clean.

Source: Playfair, A. (1909).
The Garos. London: David Nutt, p. 93.

growing conditions such as drought or famine. This
purpose is usually accomplished by appeasing or
gaining the favor of deities and other spirits. Hence,
many agricultural rituals form part of a reciprocal
arrangement between the worshiper and the deity
that must be maintained in order to ensure favorable
crop and livestock production.

The Basis for Other Religious Rituals

Religious rituals are found all over the world and are
practiced by both urban and rural populations. These
rituals are often seen as mechanisms or forums for
people to communicate with deities and other spirits.
A number of the features of agricultural rituals were

initially distinct from most other religious rituals but
came to dramatically influence the development of
later religious rituals.

First, most agricultural rituals have a long history
and have even incorporated older hunting rites. For
instance, many of the agricultural rituals of the
ancient Greeks were based on older hunting myths in
which the hero’s survival is dependent upon the sac-
rifice of an animal. These myths are important
because they established the precedent of sacrifice as
a key component of the rituals and because they rein-
forced the relationship between humans and animals.
In the story of Polyphemus and Odysseus, the hero
escapes only by clinging to the stomach of a ram,
which later must be sacrificed. Through the years
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animal sacrifice, and even human sacrifice, would
become an important part of agricultural rituals.

Second, agricultural rituals are tied to the grow-
ing, hunting, or fishing seasons and therefore are usu-
ally based on the lunar calendar and not the
contemporary Western solar calendar. Hence, most
agricultural rituals are “cycle rituals” and tied to the
passage of time and the change of seasons. By estab-
lishing accepted times of the year when communities
would gather, agricultural festivals laid the founda-
tion for the calendars of future religious activities.
Although the specific dates varied, almost every agri-
cultural society celebrated the first harvest with an
elaborate religious ritual. For the ancient Greeks, this
ritual was known as the “festival of flowers” and
coincided with the spring equinox (in March). Among
sub-Saharan African tribes, First Fruits festivals were
celebrated in January.

Third, agricultural rituals established the prece-
dent of bringing people together to either prepare for
the growing season or to celebrate the harvest. Over
time special areas or temples were built to serve as the
focus of these rituals. For instance, among the tribes of
Botswana, Africa, special kraals (villages) were built
by chiefs or kings to house subjects who traveled to
the royal site to take part or witness the annual rain
and harvest feasts. As such, early agricultural rituals
also served a social purpose because they brought
people together and were often the only times of the
year when whole tribes or populations came together.
Among aboriginal people in Oceania (lands of the
Pacific Ocean), these rituals provided a forum for
marriages to be arranged and initiation rites to be
undertaken.

Fourth, the hierarchy of a culture was often rein-
forced by agricultural rituals. Usually shamans or
priests preserved the intricacies and often-elaborate
steps of rituals, not only giving the shamans or priests
significant status within a culture, but also often
resulting in rigid hierarchies. For instance, among the
Kayan people of Borneo, both priests and shamans
exist, but only the priests direct the important agri-
cultural rituals. In many religions a great deal of infor-
mation is passed orally. This information often gives
the priest or shaman the ability to seemingly perform
miraculous feats. In previous centuries Daoist priests
went through extensive training to be able to recog-
nize when the meteorological conditions were favor-
able for rain. Only then would they perform rain
ceremonies. On a more elemental level most primitive
agricultural rituals have the feminine at their core and

often revolve around female deities because of the
association of nurturing, birth, and growth with the
female portion of the population. For instance, among
the Ashanti of Ghana, Africa, shamans are believed to
derive their divine blood from their mother, who has
transferred it from the goddess of the Earth.

Fifth, a variety of talismans and other religious
objects was developed for use in religious rituals.
These objects included altars for sacrifices, ritual
masks, and small totems for personal use. For
instance, the Ifugao people of the Philippines contin-
ue to prize small craved figures, known as bululs,
which serve as the earthly home of the spirits of the
rice gods during the harvest time. In addition, some
peoples of western African use elaborate masks, some
as tall as three meters, to ward off evil spirits during
the planting season. In addition, the Kenyah-Kayan
people of Borneo in the Malay Archipelago carve
intricate masks (hudogs), which are designed to fright-
en malevolent spirits away from the precious rice
fields. The Maya of Central and South America
required people to first cleanse themselves through
fasting and then to ritually cleanse their idols before
the idols could be used in ceremonies or festivals. In
some societies precious metals or minerals were
reserved for use in producing objects used in agricul-
tural rituals. The Shang dynasty of China restricted
the use of bronze for ceremonial items and royal use.
Jade would also become widely used for agricultural
totems in China.

Increase (or Produce) Rituals

Most agricultural rituals are increase (or produce) rit-
uals. In other words, they are designed to improve
crop or livestock yields. An agricultural ritual can be
designed to appeal directly to the gods, or the com-
ponents of an agricultural ritual itself can be used to
improve yields. For instance, during the Celtic period
in Great Britain people would light great fires known
as “Beltaine fires” as part of elaborate agricultural fes-
tivals. The ashes from these fires were thought to be
able to significantly improve the harvest and were
spread over the fields. In Japan the sport of sumo
grew out of agricultural religious festivals designed to
please the gods and prompt them to provide a good
harvest. Among the coastal Australian aborigines
increase rituals are directly tied to the maintenance of
sacred sites. Tribes or clans within the tribes are
responsible for the care of specific sacred places, and
if they fail to care for the places, the people believe



that poor harvests or problems with livestock will
occur.

Although most agricultural rituals are calendrical,
some increase rituals and other rituals can take place
at any time of the year. During times of trouble div-
ination rituals are held to determine what actions
have displeased the gods and what steps can be taken
to appease them and improve growing conditions.
This is especially true of rain ceremonies or those cer-
emonies designed to halt floods or famine or infesta-
tions of rodents and insects. During droughts or
intense heat the Iroquois of North America performed
a ritual they called the “Thunder Rite,” which was
thought to convince the gods to constrain the sun and
prevent crops from being scorched or withered.

Agricultural rituals also played an important prac-
tical role in agricultural societies. These rituals often
combined religiosity and agricultural techniques that
were passed down from generation to generation. In
this way agricultural rituals ensured the accurate
transference of agricultural practices. For example,
the Iroquois developed a complex planting system for
their main staple crops: corn, squash, and beans
(crops they nicknamed the “three sisters”). A tribe’s
women were responsible for an elaborate ritual that
involved presoaking the seeds in water, blessing
them, and individually planting them. Among the
Paiwan, an Asiatic people, during the harvest cere-
mony (masarut), a priest ritually divides the crops into
categories for human consumption, for livestock con-
sumption, and for seeds to plant the next year. For the
Maya the corn god Yum K’aax was perceived as
defenseless against the various animals and diseases
that plagued corn. Therefore, the god needed humans
to protect him through rituals, and, in return, Yum
K’aax provided food for the community. Many
Filipino tribes have developed ceremonies in which
they plant seeds at night. These ceremonies have a
practical component because most chicken and other
village fowl are in their roosts at night and therefore
less likely to dig up the seeds. These types of beliefs
and rituals reinforce the need for good husbandry.

At the core of many agricultural rituals is the
notion of balance (or harmony). Many rituals encour-
age farmers to grow enough to feed the family but not
to overproduce. In early agricultural societies this
notion was important because there were few markets
for excess production. Instead, overproduction could
significantly harm the soil or lead to insect or rodent
infestations. One manifestation of this trend is the
Zapotec people of Central America. If the spring rains
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are heavy, the Zapotec farmers plant less because they
know that crop yields will be higher, and the farmer
seeks to produce only enough for the family’s subsis-
tence and any ritual purposes.

As societies developed more sophisticated tools
and agricultural techniques, rituals were developed
to bless the tools to improve crop yield. Among
some societies these rituals involved the use of fire to
“purify” (or cleanse) the tools. The Bunan people of
Taiwan even worshiped their tools after the harvest
and then carefully put them away in anticipation for
the next growing season.

Sacrifice

Sacrifice often plays an important role in agricultural
rituals. In some cases people perceive the sacrifice of
an animal or person, whether real or symbolic, as part
of the broader cycle of life, which involves death and
rebirth or sacrifice and renewal. Among the Celts
there was even a belief that the sun god sacrificed his
energy through marriage to the Earth goddess. The
resultant transference of energy was responsible for
the growth of crops. Because even the gods sacrificed
themselves for agriculture, it was incumbent upon
humans to practice sacrifice. In other societies sacri-
fices were seen simply as a means to appease or gain
favor with the spiritual world or a particular deity.
Peoples of the Caucasus region sacrificed animals
after a period of foul weather as a means to appease
the gods and protect the crops. They developed an
elaborate hierarchy of animals, ranging from bulls to
wild ibexes, which would be sacrificed depending
upon the severity of the weather or famine.

People usually view sacrifice as an obligation
between worshiper and deity—when sacrifices are
made, the deity is obligated to respond. Sacrifice ritu-
als are far more common in agricultural societies than
in hunter-gatherer societies such as the Australian
aborigines or the Plains tribes of North America. This
is because only agricultural societies regularly have
the excess livestock to undertake ritual sacrifices.

Agricultural rituals usually demand the sacrifice of
the best produce or livestock. For instance, both the
Old Testament of the Bible and the Hindu tradition
prohibited the sacrifice of animals with deformities or
exterior blemishes. Some religions used human sacri-
fice as part of their agricultural rituals. Among the
Aztecs of Central America, two of the most important
gods were Tlaloc, the god who controlled rain, and
Xipe Totec, the god of the spring rebirth. Because of the
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importance of agriculture, people deemed that these
gods should have only the most valuable sacrifices,
which were young children because of their innocence
and the belief that their tears symbolized rain.

The rituals surrounding the act of sacrifice could
be intricate. In ancient Greece the festival of
Thesmophoria was designed to honor Demeter, the
goddess of agriculture, and to celebrate the annual
reunion between her and her daughter Persephone
(which marked the revival of the growing season).
The festival was divided into three parts and involved
a variety of rituals, including animal sacrifice.

Modern Effects

Many agricultural rituals continue to affect modern
society in both religious and nonreligious ways. For
instance, the European ritual of celebrating May Day
is tied to pre-Christian agricultural rituals that cele-
brated the onset of spring and the growing season.
The maypole itself represented the tree of life and was
generally recognized as a fertility symbol. The core
aspects of this ancient ritual have now been secular-
ized and incorporated into contemporary society. In
addition, both religious and secular Jews celebrate
Sukkot. This was originally a harvest festival that
occurred at the end of the autumn fruit season to cel-
ebrate the wanderings of the Jews through the desert
after their exodus from Egypt. Also, the modern cus-
tom of planting trees as a remembrance of the
deceased has its roots in older agricultural rituals.
Throughout the early period of the Christian
Church people adapted pagan agricultural rituals to
Christian services. The celebration of the corn king in
the British region of Cornwall was adapted as the
Christian ceremony of Lammas (loaf-mass) in which
loaves of bread were baked from the first harvest of the
year. This trend continues in the modern period. For
example, the Saora people of India have translated the
Bible into their language and have adapted their agri-
cultural rituals to conform with Christian theology.
Other religions have incorporated older agricul-
tural rituals into their contemporary theology. For
instance, the Andhra and Pradesh people of India
have blended Hinduism with older agricultural ritu-
als, including the “Frog Song” (Kappatalli pata), a ritu-
al chant designed to prompt frogs to croak because
the people see frogs as harbingers of the rainy season.
In secular China people continue to invite Daoist
monks to perform rituals in order to stop natural phe-
nomena such as flooding or plagues of grasshoppers

or other pests. In some cases the codification of
ancient rituals actually formed the core of contempo-
rary beliefs. For example, the Shinto religion of Japan
developed from the Matsuri agricultural rituals,
which performed held periodically to ensure a prolif-
ic rice crop.

Tom Lansford

See also Calendrical Rituals; Crisis Rituals; Iban;
Sacrifice and Offerings

Further Reading

Bhattacharyya, S. (1976). Farmers rituals and moderniza-
tion: A sociological study. Columbia, MO: South Asia
Books.

Duncan, C. (1996). The centrality of agriculture: Between
humankind and the rest of nature. Buffalo, NY: McGill-
Queen’s University Press.

Grim, J. (Ed.). (2001). Indigenous traditions and ecology: The
interbeing of cosmology and community. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Henry, D. (1989). From foraging to agriculture: The Levant
at the end of the Ice Age. Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press.

Mol, H. (1982). The firm and the formless: Religion and iden-
tity in aboriginal Australia. Ontario, Canada: Wilfrid
Laurier University Press.

Schusky, E. (1989). Culture and agriculture: An ecological
introduction to traditional and modern farming systems.
New York: Bergin & Garvey.

Smith, B. (1992). Rivers of change: Essays on early agricul-
ture in eastern North America. Washington, DC:
Smithsonian Institution Press.

Spielmann, K. (Ed.). (1991). Farmers, hunters, and
colonists: Interaction between the Southwest and the
southern Plains. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Turner, D. (1985). Life before Genesis, a conclusion: An
understanding of the significance of Australian aboriginal
culture. New York: Peter Lang.

White, K. (1970). Roman farming. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press.

Altered States of Consciousness

“Consciousness” refers to perception of oneself and
one’s surroundings achieved through the ordinary
workings of the five physical senses. Awareness can



also be achieved through perception arising in other
ways, such as in dreams, trances, hypnotic states, and
episodes of mystical ecstasy—all examples of altered
states of consciousness, which are often interpreted as
religiously significant.

Naturally Occurring Alterations

Dreams are natural in origin and universal in occur-
rence, but some cultures attach particular importance
to them as doors to higher levels of insight. Other nat-
urally occurring altered states may be due to such
phenomena as epilepsy or schizophrenia—medical
conditions according to modern understanding, but
at other times and in other cultures considered signs
of spiritual connectedness. Epileptic seizures closely
parallel the trance states shamans enter for curing or
other public rituals. Julius Caesar was probably
epileptic, and his periodically altered state was con-
sidered not a disability but a token of divine favor, as
it was believed that in this state he could communi-
cate directly with the gods. The visual and auditory
hallucinations associated with schizophrenia could be
interpreted as legitimate channels of spiritual com-
munication in the case of Joan of Arc, whose mission
was guided by supernatural voices. Today she would
be treated as a psychiatric patient; in her own time she
was considered either a witch or a saint, but in either
case was taken seriously as someone in touch with
spiritual beings.

Induced Alterations

Some states of consciousness are deliberately altered.
Trance states may, for example, be induced through
sensory deprivation—reducting outside stimuli and
restricting motor activity. In some cultures, sensory
deprivation is cultivated as a way to tap into super-
natural guidance. The “vision quest” ritual of tradi-
tional Native American groups required a boy
approaching puberty to leave the campsite to fast
and undergo other physical austerities in hope of
being contacted by a guardian spirit who would
indicate his future course in life. Among the Ojibwa,
for example, the guardian spirit usually appeared in
the form of an animal said to “adopt” or “take care” of
the boy. Another form of deliberate sensory depriva-
tion occurs among working class African-descended
Pentecostals (locally known as “Shakers”) on
St. Vincent, a West Indian island. Shakers who wish
to become elders must undergo a ceremony of
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“mourning” for past sins. This requires that they be
isolated, lying blindfolded on pallets for up to two
weeks taking little or no food. In the resulting altered
state they are able to put aside their sinful ways, some-
thing believed difficult to do amid everyday activities.

The opposite of sensory deprivation, sensory
enhancement, may also induce trance. One form of
sensory enhancement common in ritual settings is
rhythmic drumming, shown in laboratory experi-
ments to affect the central nervous system so as to
produce hallucinations, involuntary muscular move-
ments, and a distorted sense of time. In Haitian
Vodun, rituals are held to summon spirits. Each spirit
responds to its own particular pattern of drumbeats,
so rhythmic drumming is integral to the ceremony.
Drumming is already in progress as participants enter
the ritual compound; it gradually increases in tempo
(with documented hypnotic effects), continuing for
the entire nighttime ceremony, which may last many
hours. The drumming is accompanied by dancing,
and the resulting physical exertion can lead to hyper-
ventilation, increased adrenaline production, and a
drop in blood sugar—physical factors that together
create altered consciousness.

Spiritually desirable altered states can also be
induced by mental and physical exercises. Yoga, for
example, is a method of controlling “normal” physiol-
ogy so as to clear the mind for higher perceptions.
Moments of “inspiration” can also arise spontaneous-
ly, as well as through deliberate meditative techniques,
leading to bursts of artistic or other creative activity
that seem to “come out of nowhere.” This is only the
case, however, if the inspired person is open to the
possibility that the unexpected perception of a “high-
er truth” is real, and not simply a fleeting fantasy.

Considerable scholarly attention has been directed
at trance induced through use of hallucinogenic
drugs, some of which (e.g., the ancient Indian soma or
the peyote of Native North America) occur naturally
and have been used since antiquity. Recent studies by
the geologist Jelle Zeilinga de Boer have suggested
that the oracle at the ancient Greek shrine at Delphi
uttered her pronouncements (believed to be commu-
nications from the god Apollo) while inhaling ethyl-
ene gas seeping from fissures beneath the shrine.
Ethylene has known anesthetic properties and also
produces feelings of “aloof euphoria.” The content of
drug-induced hallucinations is culture-specific, as are
norms of usage. For example, among the Campa of
eastern Peru, the hallucinogen ayahuasca is ingested
only by the shaman in order for him to enter into

31



Altered States of Consciousness

ALTERED STATES IN AFRICA AND MEXICO

An altered state of consciousness of the leader and the participants in religious rituals is found in many
religions. The following examples are of possession as experienced by Sufi mystics in Somali and of trance
as experienced by Tarahumara Indians in northern Mexico.

It is evident that this ceremony has inherent susceptibility to syncretism in the services (dhikn of the Sufi
tarigas. Especially is this true of the most popular forms of the dhikr, where trance states in which ‘fading’ or
‘death’ of self, believed to result in mystical union with God, are induced by direct stimulation. The dhikr held by
the Ahmediya at their annual pilgrimage to the tomb of Sheik Ali Maye Durogba have been described as follows.
‘Thousands come to the tomb from all parts of Somalia. The festival lasts fifteen days and culminates in a great
dhikr on the last night when the pilgrims form an immense circle and, to the accompaniment of singing, recite
their formulae in raucous saw-like voices rhythmically swaying their bodies. This continues until day-break. Once
they have got well worked-up, large numbers fall foaming to the ground in induced epileptic convulsions (Barile,
1935). This is neither an informed nor a sympathetic description but it serves to indicate how closely the tariga
dhikr resembles the saar dance and suggests a syncretism which is well established in Egypt and elsewhere.

Source: Lewis, I. M. (1955-1956). “Sufism in Somaliland: A Study in Tribal Islam, | & I.”
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies (17-18), 33.

To give a peyote fiesta, in the cure of some sick person, tesguino [corn beer] is made, a cow sacrificed, and lots of
food prepared. As in other native fiestas, the dutuburiis danced on a patio that has three crosses. Matachines may
also be danced in front of a special cross. At some distance to one side, there is a special patio for the peyote
dance (hikuli nawikebo). Two crosses are placed here, one beside the jar containing the peyote, and one for God.
Peyote is not dedicated to the four directions but is merely put in front of the two crosses for a time. At this patio
for peyote, there is a hole into which one must spit and throw old cigarette butts. One must remove his hat and
cross himself on approaching the patio. And one must ask permission to leave it. A quarter of beef is placed here,
with all vitals included. The peyotero [ritual specialist] takes this beef in the end, in payment for his services. A big
fire, around which the peyote dancers move, burns all night on the patio.

After dusk, the dancing ceases and everyone present eats a hit of peyote (it is dry and served ground up and
mixed with water). Then they drink a little tesguino. All night long they are drunk from the effects of the peyote,
although they do not eat it again. If any remains, the special dancers finish it in the morning.

After the eating of the peyote, the shaman rasps with his notched stick for a while. A circle or hole marked
with a cross is made, into which peyote is placed and covered with a bowl, calabash, or small olla. The end of the
notched stick is then placed on the overturned container and scraped with another stick. The container gives reso-
nance to the rasping. The rasping sticks are made from wood which grows in the peyote country. On the trips to
obtain peyote, one of these sticks is made and brought back. It is considered dangerous to bring back more than
one at a time. Only shamans keep them in their possession, since the layman would be in danger of death should
he keep one.

Source: Wendell C. Bennett and Robert M. Zingg.
The Tarahumara: An Indian Tribe of Northern Mexico.
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1935), 293.




trance as he conducts rituals. Among the Huichol of
Mexico, however, the entire group consumes peyote
(under the guidance of the shaman) and enters into
the altered state together. Some perceptions do, how-
ever, transcend culture: a very bright light in the cen-
ter of the visual field, pulsations in imagery, the
sensation of traveling through a tube, and the replace-
ment of naturalistic images with geometric forms.

A person in an induced trance may receive direct
communication from spiritual beings. If, however, a
spirit enters into and speaks to others through the
entranced person, the latter is said to be possessed. If
possession is involuntary, either through the willful
action of the spirit itself or the result of a sorcerer cast-
ing a spell, rituals of exorcism will be performed to
drive the invading spirit away. If, however, the pos-
session is desired, the trance state can be used for
important religious purposes, insofar as the possessed
person can act as a medium through whom spirits
convey prophetic information or advice. Cross-cultur-
al survey research indicates that belief in possession
tends to be found in socially stratified societies, often
ones with institutionalized slavery. Possession also
seems to be more frequently reported among women
than among men. It may be that in traditional, strati-
fied societies, women—Ilike slaves—ordinarily had no
legitimate public voice. Only when in a possessed
trance could their voices be expressed and heeded. In
most cases, possession trance is a public performance.
In cultures in which possession is seen as desirable, it
is achieved in the presence of an audience whose par-
ticipation socially validates the entranced person’s
claim to have entered a different and presumably
higher level of consciousness.

People in altered states are hypersuggestable,
meaning that there is a decrease in normal critical fac-
ulties and a diminished capacity or willingness to dis-
tinguish between subjective and objective reality. To
compensate for this loss of control, people in altered
states typically depend on hypnotists, psychothera-
pists, shamans, or spiritual guides (depending on the
culturally appropriate role) to lead them and interpret
their experiences. For example, spiritist healer-medi-
ums of Brazil have successfully performed surgeries
without anesthesia or antisepsis, doing so while in
self-induced trances entered into during public ritu-
als. Sidney Greenfield, who has observed and
described these surgeries, contends that the patients
are also in altered states, although not in any formal
or even acknowledged way. Rather, their conscious-
nesses are altered through the force of their belief in
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the powers of the healer and expectations of success-
ful surgery. The patients undergo hypnosis via auto-
suggestion, a more potent form of the reaction
experienced in our own society when people given a
placebo think they are taking a real drug and feel bet-
ter anyway.

Analysis

Several major theoretical trends dominate the analysis
of trance states. For example, there is a neobehaviorist
psychological model exemplified by the study by
Walter and Frances Mischel of the Shango cult of
Trinidad in the West Indies. Shango is a syncretic reli-
gion combining beliefs deriving from the Yoruba peo-
ple of West Africa with elements of Christianity.
Shango devotees seek possession during group cere-
monies. The possessed person is referred to as a
“horse,” regarded as subordinated to and in effect
“ridden” by the possessing spirit. At the same time,
horses can assume a dominant role vis-a-vis the other
participants, insofar as they can command others to
do things in the name of the spirit. Such activity illus-
trates the behaviorist principle of reinforcement: ordi-
narily powerless people frequent these ceremonies in
the hope of being possessed and thus given the
chance to exercise power. This especially comes into
play when a woman is possessed by a male spirit, and
is allowed to act in an otherwise forbidden domineer-
ing “male” manner. Her willingness to put herself
through the ritual is reinforced by the benefits she
receives when possessed. Possession might also
reduce guilt and anxiety, since one is permitted to
engage in self-abasing acts (e.g., throwing oneself to
the ground, wounding oneself) otherwise considered
unseemly or inappropriate. The horse is also permit-
ted very close physical contact with other partici-
pants, allowing expression of otherwise repressed
sexual and hostile impulses, or simply of a need for
intimacy. While possessed, a horse may ask the spirit
to resolve disputes or other problems; according to
the neobehaviorist model, doing so relieves the horse
of personal responsibility should the advice not work
out well.

A somewhat more sociological line of analysis has
been proposed by I. M. Lewis, who looks for the
social-structural rather than the individual-psycho-
logical roots of possession. Lewis has characterized
possession-based cults as protest movements directed
against dominant social groups—most typically
women against men, or lower-class people against
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elites. Lewis concludes that the possessing spirits
must be seen as “amoral” or “peripheral” to the moral
code of the society in question. This analysis probably
reflects the situation in the Muslim community in
Somalia where he conducted fieldwork. Women in
that culture are possessed by spirits who exist outside
the range of orthodox Muslim belief and probably
represent an older indigenous animist tradition
largely supplanted by Islam.

Anthropological students of possession have
tended to resist such universal explanations, noting
that such activity varies depending on the particulars
of the cultures in which they are found. It has been
pointed out, for example, that there can be multiple
types of possession in a single culture (four among
the Kalabari of West Africa studied by Robin Horton
and three among the Tonga of central Africa studied
by Elizabeth Colson) said to be caused by different
classes of spirits. Moreover, some anthropologists
have highlighted the role of possession in maintain-
ing status, as distinct from the “protest movement”
function emphasized by Lewis. Dolores Shapiro’s
research demonstrates how possession groups in
northeastern Brazil are vehicles through which social
identity is defined, negotiated, and solidified. Others
have accepted the proposition that possession is a
way for sub-dominant people to gain greater social
importance, even if only temporarily, but they reject
the characterization of the possessing spirits as neces-
sarily peripheral. For example, Lesley Sharp’s study
of the Sakalava of northwest Madagascar demon-
strates that some possessing spirits are those of
deceased royalty; when a woman is possessed by
such spirits (called tromba), she is said to have
achieved a sacred and honorable status central to the
identity of the people as a whole. The zar cult of the
Sudan, like the cult described by Lewis in Somalia,
has flourished in a Muslim context. According to
Susan Kenyon, however, the zar has grown beyond its
peripheral status and “protest” function and has
become an important element in social moderniza-
tion. It provides women with a strong support net-
work apart from their families and enables
participants to deal with new situations, groups, and
ideas by linking people from once separate commu-
nities into a new ritual orientation with its own ideas
about the nature of reality. One of the ironies of
Sudanese zar, however, is that as it has become more
acceptable as an element in the modern society, its
most prominent leadership roles—once reserved for
women—are being taken over by men.

Centrality of Culture

An underlying physiological condition may well be
common to all people under the influence of hallu-
cinogenic drugs or experiencing other forms of trance.
Culture, however, is what indicates whether that con-
dition is desirable or not, whether it is expected to
happen frequently or is rare and miraculous, whether
it is real and commendable or the product of a dis-
eased mind, and whether it is accessible to many or
the preserve of an elite.

There has been extensive discussion as to whether
it is fair and accurate to claim normative status only
for ordinary sensory perception, an assumption that
seems to treat “altered” states as less than real.
Nevertheless, the term is well established in the lan-
guage of the social and behavioral sciences, and it is
possible to provide descriptive analyses of perceived
altered states without getting bogged down in the
question of whether or not they are real. The fact is
that people in many diverse cultures believe that ordi-
nary sensory perception is not a uniquely realistic
form of consciousness. They believe that altered states
are also indicative of authentic consciousness, and
this belief has consequences for behavior in both ritu-
al settings and everyday life.

Michael V. Angrosino

See also Afro-Brazilian; Vodun; Yoruba

Further Reading

Bourguignon, E. (1973). Religion, altered states of con-
sciousness, and social change. Columbus: Ohio State
University Press.

Bourguignon, E. (1976). Possession. San Francisco:
Chandler and Sharp.

Crapanzano, V., & Garrison, V. (Eds.). (1977). Case studies
in spirit possession. New York: John Wiley & Sons.
Furst, P. T. (1972). Flesh of the gods: The ritual use of hallu-

cinogens. New York: Praeger.

Furst, P. T. (1976). Hallucinogens and culture. San
Francisco: Chandler and Sharp.

Goodman, F, Hardy, ]. H., & Pressel, E. (1974). Trance, heal-
ing, and hallucinations. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Harner, M. (1973). Hallucinogens and shamanism. London:
Oxford University Press.

Klass, M., & Weisgrau, M. K. (Eds.). (1999). Across the
boundaries of belief: Contemporary issues in the anthro-
pology of religion. Boulder, CO: Westview.



Tart, C. T. (Ed.). (1972). Altered states of consciousness.
Garden City, NY: Anchor.

Winkelman, M. (2000). Shamanism: The neural ecology of
consciousness and healing. Westport, CT: Bergin and
Garvey.

Animal Sacrifice sec Blood Rituals

Asceticism

Asceticism is common to all of the world’s major reli-
gions. Although in contemporary times asceticism is
most often found in fringe sects or cults, it is also
manifested in some form in many mainstream reli-
gious rituals. At its most basic level, asceticism is the
conscious rejection of physical pleasure through con-
tinuous self-denial as a means to attain or improve
spirituality. For many religions, asceticism serves as
the principle mechanism by which a follower can
obtain true enlightenment or holiness. While asceti-
cism revolves around the notion of self-denial, some
more extreme groups have incorporated self-mutila-
tion and physical pain into their ascetic rituals.
However, these extreme forms of asceticism are often
regarded as taboo among more highly regulated
religions.

The Basis for Ascetic Rituals

In general, there are two broad forms of asceticism in
religion. One is natural asceticism and the other is
spiritual asceticism. People who engage in natural
ascetic rituals hope to improve their physical or men-
tal capabilities for personal reasons. For instance,
followers of the Greek philosopher Pythagoras
endeavored to rid themselves of emotions and pas-
sions. However, this effort was philosophical or intel-
lectual rather than religious. Much more common are
ascetic rituals designed to enhance the spirituality of
an individual through the subjugation of worldly
desires and pleasures to the divine.

The origins of spiritual asceticism in various reli-
gions have different roots. For instance, in Christian
theology, besides scripture, the Bible provides the
example of the Rechabites, an ancient Hebrew group
which practiced asceticism by foreswearing wine and
permanent dwellings. The example of Jesus, who
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foreswore earthly worldly pleasures, including those
of the senses, family ties, and personal possessions,
served as the basis for many later Christian ascetics.
Within Buddhism, Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha)
initially practiced extreme asceticism, but eventually
espoused a middle way that emphasized harmony
and balance. After attaining enlightenment, he
formed a monastic community known as the Sangha.
Since Buddha left no written scripture, the monks
became the guardians of his teachings through an
oral, and later transcribed, tradition. This feature has
reinforced the monastic or collective nature of
Buddhist asceticism.

In India, Brahmins engage in a lifestyle that
revolves around ascetic rituals. For instance, the
tenets of their belief forbid indulgences such as glut-
tony, drunkenness, or wealth. If the Brahmin violates
these then he must engage in a variety of ascetic ritu-
als to make atonement. Brahmin have been forced to
stand on tip-toe during the day, continuously roll
around on the ground, or sit in the rain and wear wet
clothing. At times, the Brahmin must also engage in
long-term fasting that may result in death.

In Islam, organized ascetic communities include
the Sufi orders that spread Islam throughout Sub-
Saharan Africa and into Asia. To belong to a Sufi order
one had to become a fakir or initiate and renounce
worldly goods. To become a fakir, the initiate would
have to undergo a series of rituals including sleep
deprivation, seclusion, and fasting. A Judaic ascetic
group was the Essenes, who survived for about 400
years before their demise in the second century CE.
This small religious order practiced ritual immersions
and celibacy and endeavored to lead a modest
lifestyle. Their practices would, in turn, influence
early Christian ascetic groups. Asceticism in the form
of fasting was also common in a number of indige-
nous religions in Africa and the Americas. Often such
fasting was used to achieve a state where the individ-
ual could obtain special insight or experience visions.
In India, believers in Jainism engage in extreme fast-
ing and sometimes starve themselves to death as they
seek the highest forms of spirituality and sainthood.

Solitary and Communal Asceticism

Ascetic rituals can be expressed individually or
through group actions. A common manifestation of
asceticism is seclusion, and one of the most common
ways to undertake an ascetic lifestyle is for an indi-
vidual to become a hermit, or solitary holy person. By
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EXTREME FORMS OF ASCETICISM

The most extreme forms of asceticism involve behaviors that may cause the individual bodily harm.
Examples from two cultures are given below, but each causes much less injury than might be
expected.

The Santal of India

Before we conclude, it may be interesting for the reader to have some idea of the original Hook-swinging festi-
val, which has been declared now a criminal act by legislation, because of danger to human lives. Man in his
Sonthalia and the Sonthals, gives a description which shows how the hooks for suspending the devotee were
“inserted in the muscles of his back, who was generally an inebriated oracle. He was then suspended in mid-air
and swung round, apparently hanging by the hooks. | have, however, seen a good many of these revolving martyrs,
and although to a casual observer it appears very dreadful to behold a man thus pendant, it is not quite so bad so
as it seems, for his friends took the precaution to tie a girth of strong cloth round the victim’s body, in such a man-

ner that his weight rests upon the cloth rather than on his muscles. The perforation of the flesh may cost him a

few drops of blood, but that is all.”

The Blackfoot of the Plains

Source: Mukherjea, Charulal. The Santals. (1962).

Calcutta, India: A. Mukherjee and Company, Private Ltd., p. 270.

Inside the lodge, rawhide ropes are suspended from the centre post, and here the men fulfil the vows that they
have made during the previous year. Some have been sick, Or in great danger at war, and they then vowed that if
they were permitted to live, or escape, they would swing at the Medicine Lodge. Slits are cut in the skin of their
breast, ropes passed through and secured by wooden skewers, and then the men swing and surge until the skin
gives way and tears out. This is very painful, and some fairly shriek with agony as they do it, but they never give
up, for they believe that if they should fail to fulfill the vow, they would soon die.

On the fourth day every one has been prayed for, every one has made to the Sun his or her present, which is
tied to the centre post, the sacred tongues have all been consumed, and the ceremony ends, every one feeling bet-

ter, assured of long life and plenty.

Source : Grinnell, George B. (1962).
Blackfoot Lodge Tales: The Story of a Prairie People.
Lincoln, University of Nebraska Press, 1962, p. 267.
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renouncing or minimizing human interaction, the
hermit is free to concentrate on the study of religion.
Traveling solitary holy figures were common in
Eastern religions, including Buddhism, and among
early Christians, permanent self-imposed solitude
was common and was personified by early religious
figures such as St. Anthony. Often the hermit would
be confined within a single room in a church as the

anchorite or anchoress. Hermits would often also
locate in remote areas. In the early Eastern Christian
churches, the solitary religious life was seen as a high-
er form of monastic life only open to the most devout
monks. This rejection of human interaction served as
one of the highest forms of asceticism and was itself a
daily ritual. In other words, the solitary lifestyle
became a continuous religious ritual.



Communal asceticism emerged as the more com-
mon form among most mainstream religions. The
monastery provided a forum for the ascetic life while
still retaining the ability to teach and train monks.
Ascetic orders such as the Franciscans renounced
worldly wealth, and many orders incorporated vows
of silence and abstinence. The monastic tradition
remains particularly strong among Buddhists in the
contemporary era. Such communal life also reinforces
the ritual aspect of the ascetic life.

Key to both solitary and communal ascetic rituals
is the notion of rejecting worldly pleasure and pursu-
ing spirituality. One of the most effective means to
achieve this is through isolation from the everyday or
secular world. As a result, most ascetics, whatever
their religion, take steps to locate themselves in
remote areas. Traditionally, this meant a location in
the woods or mountains or simply a life of travel.
Over time, the development of monasteries provided
a means to achieve isolation even within an urban set-
ting. One result has been that the majority of the
major ascetic rituals take place in areas removed from
the public. However, various religions have incorpo-
rated asceticism into the theology utilized by common
adherents.

Fasting

The most common ascetic ritual is fasting. Fasting is
found in almost every religion and involves the delib-
erate self-denial of food or water. In some cases, fast-
ing may mean the avoidance of certain foods or drink,
especially foods considered to be “rich” or glutton-
ous, and alcohol. Often such item-specific fasting is
manifested throughout religious groups on a wide
level. For instance, during the holy month of
Ramadan Muslims abstain from food, drink, smok-
ing, and sex during the day. This fast is designed to
reinforce the notion of submission to Allah by sub-
mitting worldly desires to spirituality. Among the
Jains, the most important fast occurs in August or
September and lasts eight days. This period is supple-
mented by two periods of semi-fasting in September
or October and April or March, when the Jains eat
only one meal per day.

Fasting can be both a ritual in itself and a means to
access other rituals. The physical toll that prolonged
fasting takes on the body can lead to altered mental
states. In such states, ascetics are more open to visions
or spiritual guidance. For instance, the Crow tribe of
Native Americans uses fasting to achieve a mental
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state whereby one can more easily see visions. This is
also true of a number of Asian religions, including
Jainism and Taoism.

Roman Catholics engage in a forty-day long fast-
ing period known as Lent each year, beginning on
Ash Wednesday and ending on Easter. Lent initially
involved extensive fasting, but now may involve
abstinence or only giving up certain foods (the
Catholic Church now differentiates between fasting—
eating only one meal a day—and abstinence or eating
nothing). Other Christian fasts include Advent, the
period before Christmas. A number of evangelical
Protestant sects increasingly use fasting as part of
their revival rituals. The main fast of Judaism is Yom
Kippur or the Day of Atonement.

Fasting may also be a spontaneous expression of
religious sentiment undertaken in response to specif-
ic events instead of being part of the religious calen-
dar. Several religions use fasting as a form of penance
in response to sin. In addition, ritual fasting may
form part of religious ceremonies surrounding death
or other major events. The Zoroastrians engage in
three days of ritual fasting as part of their funeral
services.

Among many religious groups rituals accompany
the practice of fasting. For instance, during fasts peo-
ple may not cut their hair or bathe. These rituals are
not ascetic in nature, but reinforce the ceremonial and
religious nature of the process. Conversely, many reli-
gions have strict codes as to how ascetic fasting must
be accomplished by the individual. A person may be
required to sit upright and not lie down or must fast
in silence. As a ritual, fasting has been transformed
from a religious activity into a broader means of social
protest. The hunger strike, which first gained global
attention through the fast of Mahatma Gandhi, is now
a common form of protest.

Celibacy

Another common form of ascetic ritual is celibacy.
Depending upon the religion, celibacy may be short
or long term. For example, during specific periods
of the year people may be asked to abstain from sex.
This is the case during Ramadan, when Muslims
should abstain from sex during daylight hours. On
the other hand, some religions require their priests
or holy people to take a permanent vow of celibacy.
Roman Catholic priests and nuns take lifelong vows
of celibacy, as do Buddhist and Taoist monks, and
Brahmins. Conversely, some religions encourage
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celibacy only for short periods of time. For instance,
while on pilgrimage, Muslims are supposed to
remain celibate. In addition, Hindus believe that
celibacy serves as a means to convert sexual energy
(retas) into spiritual energy (tejas), and thus those on
pilgrimage or engaged in the study of religion
should abstain from sex. Before most major reli-
gious ceremonies, both Hindu men and women
practice celibacy. The warriors of many Native
American and African tribes also engaged in celiba-
cy as part of more complex religious rituals before
battles.

Under some circumstances, the effort to maintain
or ensure celibacy can take extreme forms. An early
Christian leader, Origen, castrated himself to ensure
celibacy. Later, castration as a means to ensure celiba-
cy became widespread in the third century CE, but
was rejected by the mainstream church.

Self-Mutilation

Castration was but one form of ascetic self-mutilation.
In the Christian Church of the Middle Ages, several
ascetic cults emerged which practiced ritual self-muti-
lation as a religious rite. The best-known of these
groups was the flagellants. The early Church
approved self-flogging as a form of penance, but by
the fourteenth century, large, organized groups of fla-
gellants began to arise. These groups traveled
throughout Europe and engaged in public displays of
flagellation. Secular authorities tried to suppress the
cults, but the spread of the Bubonic Plague led to their
reemergence. Pope Clement VI formally banned the
practice in 1349 and flagellants were branded as
heretics. Nonetheless, the practice continued and
spread to Spanish colonies in North America. Ritual
mutilation also occurs among a variety of Asian reli-
gious sects. For instance, during the Ngan Kin Jeh
(Chinese Vegetarian Festival) in Thailand, ascetics
perform self-flagellation with axes and pierce their
cheeks with long poles in an effort to maintain favor
with the gods.

Less painful and scarring forms of ascetic self-
mutilation include the O-Kee-Pa rituals of Native
Americans. During these rituals, individuals are sus-
pended vertically through piercings in the upper
chest. They then remain suspended for long periods
of time to purify themselves and attain the ability to
receive special visions. Other examples would
include bloodletting rituals of the Australian
Aborigines, wherein individuals have cuts made in

their upper arms in order to produce prodigious
quantities of blood. Many other indigenous religions
practice ritual scarring. Fire is a central component in
other ascetic rituals. The flames are seen as a cleans-
ing agent and may be used to purify individuals
through ceremonial burns. Almost all of the world’s
major religions and all of the Western-based religions
continue to manifest some strains of asceticism.
Nonetheless, in the contemporary era, extreme asceti-
cism, especially that associated with self-mutilation or
extreme denial, is most commonly associated with
fringe religious movement and cults. This is especial-
ly evident as mainstream religious groups have insti-
tutionalized and most ascetic rituals so that they have
taken on symbolic forms. Even in this highly regulat-
ed and symbolic manifestation, asceticism remains a
principal path for believers to reach holiness or true
enlightenment.

Tom Lansford

See also Altered States of Consciousness; Food and
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Australian Ahoriginal

The rituals of Australian Aboriginal religions are dif-
ferent from those of most other major religions.
Among the Aboriginal groups there are no formal
temples or churches in the traditional sense and no
religious text similar to the Christian Bible or the
Islamic Qur’an (the book of sacred writings accepted
by Muslims as revelations made to Muhammad by
Allah). Nonetheless, the Australian Aboriginal reli-
gions contain the world’s oldest continuously prac-
ticed religious rituals.

Unique Features

A variety of features makes Australian Aboriginal
religions and religious rituals unique. First, at the core
of all Aboriginal religions is the concept of Dreamtime
or the Dreaming (known in Aboriginal languages as
altjiranga, bugari, djugurba, or wonger). This concept
refers to a time when the ancestors of the Aborigines
shaped the present world. Before the Dreamtime the
world was barren and shapeless, then the ancestors
emerged and traveled the world. With each step and
subsequent footprint, life emerged as the ancestors
sang and wove into the existence all of the different
life-forms (this story has a number of minor varia-
tions). These travels created “songlines” across the
Australian continent. Songlines are paths once trav-
eled by the spirits which tell the story of the creation
of people, plants, animals, and even geographic fea-
tures such as mountains. Each Aborigine family or
clan has its own songline and the tribespeople travel
these paths to commune with the spirits. The
Aborigines believe that each contemporary feature of
the landscape being, whether it be human being, ani-
mal, plant life, mountain range, water hole, and so
forth, is a manifestation of the seeds or spirits of these
ancestors. For instance, the guruwari (particles or spir-
its) of the kangaroo were responsible for the birth of
the species, and each modern kangaroo is given life
from the same guruwari.

Another unique feature of Aboriginal rituals is
their individualistic, participatory nature. Aborigines
go on pilgrimages, commonly referred to as “walka-
bouts,” in which they retrace the songlines of their
ancestors, the spirit-beings. These metaphysical pil-
grimages, which are taken alone, are an important
component of Aboriginal rituals because they estab-
lish and reinforce the relationship between people

Australian Aboriginal

and the spiritual realm. For instance, some tribes
believe that as women walk along, the guruwari
ascend from the ground and enter the women’s
wombs, thus giving life and spirit to the unborn (and
even unconceived). During the pilgrimage a variety
of minor rituals must be employed. For example,
when approaching a watering hole, an Aborigine will
throw a stone to alert the spirit-beings of the person’s
presence.

Throughout the year, Aborigines, either individu-
ally or in small groups, are required to travel to sacred
sites within their tribal territory. As they travel the
songlines, Aborigines stop at these sites to clean or
purify them. This may involve touching up or adding
to rock paintings or creating ground paintings as a
means to please the spirit-beings. In return, it is
expected that the spirit-beings will renew or help sus-
tain the land. Hence, among the desert tribes, groups
travel to different sites in the last months of the dry
season, usually September and October, in order to
ensure that the rains come during the later rainy
season.

Large ceremonies are most often dependent upon
the availability of food resources rather than a specif-
ic calendar date or season. Most Aboriginal tribes are
hunter-gatherers, and until recently the people did
not domesticate livestock or grow crops. Instead,
during the wet or summer season—November
through April—tribes gather when food is plentiful.
Although Aborigines spend most of their year in
small groups, for intervals of two to three weeks dur-
ing the wet season, they gather to conduct religious
ceremonies and socialize. These large ceremonies are
arranged either by messengers who travel with spe-
cial message stones, passed down through genera-
tions, or by the use of smoke signals created by
intermittently holding large pieces of bark over a fire
to separate puffs of smoke. Often tribes engage in
hunting rituals in which they imitate animals as a
means to confuse the spirits and make the animals
easier to catch. Increasingly Aborigines perform
these large ceremonies at specific religious centers,
including Jigalong, Wiluna, Warburton, and the
Central Lands.

Although Aborigines possess limited instruments,
music is important to Aboriginal rituals. For instance,
the didgeridoo (a long wooden tube that produces a
drone) is often utilized as a means of communicating
with spirit-beings. Some tribes also utilize the
didgeridoo as a means to pass on oral history through
the memorization of songs.
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ARANDA DREAMTIME

The so-called dreamtime of the Aboriginal peoples of Australia was something unknown to the European
colonizers of the continent. The following is an extract from one the first reliable accounts of the dream-

time and associated rituals.

It was during our work amongst the Arunta in 1896, when we were able to watch and study in its entirety the

long and great Engwura ceremony, that we first became acquainted with the terms Alchera and Alcheringa. For
four months in succession, and without interruption, we witnessed a wonderful series of ceremonies, all connected
with the doings of the far past ancestors and the mythic times in which they lived. These mythic times, and every-

thing associated with them, were continually spoken of as Alchera. There was never any person or individual spo-
ken of as Alchera or Altjira. The word Alchera was always, and only, used in reference to past times during which
the ancestors of the different totemic groups, all endowed with powers such as their descendants do not possess,

lived and wandered over the country. In the ordinary language of to-day Alchera is also used for “dream”: to
dream is alcherama—that is, to see a dream. As indicating a past period of a very vague and, it seemed to us,
“dreamy” nature we adopted, to express as nearly as possible the meaning of the word alcheringa (alchera, a

dream, and ringa, a suffix meaning “of” or “belonging to”), the term “dream times.” For each individual there is an
Alchera, a far past time, associated with his totemic ancestors and their doings. A man’s totem and his Alchera are
so closely interwoven in his thoughts that they are practically inseparable.

Source: Spencer, W. Balwin, & Gillen, Francis J. (1927).
The Arunta: A Study of a Stone Age People.
London: Macmillan and Gompany, p. 592.
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Initiation Ceremonies

During these large gatherings some of the most
important ceremonies and rituals revolve around the
initiation of the young into the tribe. For young males
the first stage of initiation involves a ritual circumci-
sion prior to puberty. The initiation ceremony varies
slightly from tribe to tribe. For instance, the Yoingus
call the initiation “Dhapi” and circumcise youths at
about age eight or nine, whereas the Walbiri wait until
the boy is between eleven and thirteen. During the
ceremony the males of the tribe carry the boy away
from the females and form a circle. While two tribes-
men hold the initiate, a third removes the foreskin in
a series of cuts. The boy is then conveyed, or carried,
over a fire as a means of spiritual purification.

Some tribes also use ritual scarring as a later part
of the initiation process. For example, the Walbiri
practice subincision (or ritual scarring of the genitals).
After being circumcised at an early age, male youths
are subincised in a ceremony at about age seventeen.

Within the tribes who practice circumcision and
subincision, failure of a boy to go through the cere-
monies means that the boy cannot marry, enter an
elder’s lodge, or participate in other religious cere-
monies. Usually initiation ceremonies begin when a
bull roarer (a musical device used to produce a deep
bass sound) is spun on a long string. The resultant
deep rumbling is supposed to be representative of the
voice of a spirit-being and serves as a warning for
women and uninitiated males to stay away from the
ceremonies. Women have their own ceremonies,
including the yawalyu, which is designed to maintain
the health of the land. In addition, widowed or
estranged women are kept separate from the commu-
nity in a camp known as a jilimi.

Totemism

Australian Aboriginal rituals are also marked by
totemism (the belief that there is a special relationship
between people and certain classes of animals or



other natural objects—the totem). Hence, members of
a tribe may identify with the spirit-being responsible
for emus and call themselves the “Emu-men” and
refrain from eating emus because doing so would be
akin to eating a human member of one’s own tribe.
This totemism reinforces a notion of association with
natural beings or objects and determines a series of
rights and responsibilities. A tribe linked with a water
hole has rituals designed to protect and maintain the
water hole (this may mean cleaning the area around it
of brush or preserving it through rain-making rituals).

One manifestation of the ritual nature of totemism
involves physical markings. The Aborigines believe
that the more substantial rock paintings, some over
two meters tall, were, in fact, originally painted by the
spirit-beings. By touching up the paintings with
markings or by just caring for the paintings, the
Aborigines help to re-create or restore the world. The
markings are often based on geometric designs, cir-
cles, and straight or wavy lines and are an acknowl-
edgment of the songlines of people’s ancestors. For
instance, circles often represented the Dreamtime,
whereas lines emanating from them represented the
proliferation of life from the spirit-beings. Tribal eld-
ers pass on the specifics of the markings, which must
be made in a predetermined manner, often using
ochre pigments. Body painting could also be used to
signal that a young girl was of marriage age.
Bloodletting was also common among Aboriginal rit-
uals. Most commonly, a cut would be made on the
upper arm and blood mixed with pigments to form
paint. The Aborigines believed that blood helps awak-
en or attract the spirit elders.

Aborigines also adorned objects as part of their rit-
uals and ceremonies. For example, a tjurunga (often
spelled churinga) is a ritual object made of either wood
or rock and measures from 5 centimeters to 3 meters in
diameter. These objects were intricately carved with
patterns and usually served as the centerpiece for cer-
emonies, including initiation ceremonies. Most art and
many objects associated with rituals and ceremonies
are temporary. Body paintings and sand sculptures
dissolve quickly. In addition, even more permanent
objects, such as pukamani poles, which are used during
mortuary rituals, are left to decay naturally.

Fire

Almost every ritual of the Australian Aborigines uti-
lizes fire at some level. Fire provides both heat and
light and is used to signal other tribes about rituals

Australian Aboriginal

and even to help heal ritual cuts. The most common
colors used in rituals and painting represent fire
(white, orange or red, and black). Fire figures promi-
nently as a cleansing or purification tool. For instance,
newborns are often held over a fire to seal the life spir-
it and to prevent evil from entering the body. Ritual
cleansing through fire is also accepted as a means to
get rid of an evil spirit.

Fires are also used during death ceremonies to
ward off evil spirits. Such fires were also maintained
by the families of recently deceased Aborigines as a
means of discouraging the dead souls from coming
back to their family or tribe. Some tribes would even
bury special fire reeds with the dead for use in the
afterlife.

Regional Differences

There is not a single, overarching Australian
Aboriginal religion. Instead, variations of some core
qualities are found throughout the tribes and groups.
When the Europeans first encountered the Aborigines
in Australia, there were four hundred to five hundred
tribes with two hundred identifiable languages. These
tribes could be divided into two broad categories:
those who lived in the woodlands and coast and those
who lived in the interior deserts.

Although there are similarities between the rituals
of the two groups, the greater availability of food and
other resources along the coast meant that these tribes
developed a calendar for rituals that was far more
regular than that of tribes in the interior deserts, who
often based the timing of rituals around access to food
and water. Hence, rituals are often held not according
to a specific calendar, but rather according to when
there are enough resources to bring together the
extended tribe for several weeks.

The availability of resources has led to several
other key differences between the two groups.
Because of the harsh climate and limited food and
water of the interior deserts, the rituals of interior
tribes are usually centered around issues dealing with
reproduction or increases in food production (these
are known as “increase rituals”). For instance, cir-
cumcision and subincision as part of male initiation
ceremonies are common among the interior groups,
such as the Aranda of central Australia and the
Walbiri people of the desert. However, circumcision
and subincision are rare among the coastal and wood-
land groups. Whereas the rituals of the interior
Aborigines focus on human reproduction and food
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production, the rituals of the coastal and woodland
tribes most often focus on death and the transition
of the departed. Rituals of the coastal and wood-
land tribes also have a more formal quality. For
instance, these tribes were more likely to use
sacred objects, such as necklaces of pearl shells, in
their rituals.

The Impact of Europeans

When Europeans began large-scale settlement in
Australia in the 1780s, Aborigines numbered between
300,000 and 1 million. However, by 1901 that number
had declined to around ninety-five thousand because
of disease, loss of land, and armed conflict with
Europeans. In terms of religious practices, European
law on private land ownership disrupted the ability
of the Aborigines to walk the songlines, and European
efforts to spread Christianity further eroded tradition-
al religious rituals. By the 1990s only about 5 percent
of Aborigines regularly practiced their traditional
beliefs, whereas about 70 percent practiced some form
of Christianity. However, even the majority of those
Aborigines who profess to be Christian often contin-
ue to engage in some traditional rituals and cere-
monies. In addition, Aboriginal Christian churches,
which are based on Christianity but incorporate some
customary rituals (the result is sometimes referred to
as “rainbow spirit theology”), are widely popular in
the Aboriginal community.

Tom Lansford

See also Africa, West; Micronesian; Native Americans:
Arctic; Native Americans: Northeast; Native
Americans: Northwest Coast; Native Americans:
Plains; Native Americans: Pueblo
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Azande

The Azande or Zande are located in the countries of
the Sudan and the Congo, formerly Zaire. They are
situated in the southern part of the Sudan in Western
Equatorial and Bahr al Ghazal provinces, into which
they migrated in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies. They soon became the dominant group among
the large number of small groups in the area. They
constitute around 8 percent of the population.

The Azande were part of the expansion of groups
of hunters, divided into aristocrats and commoners,
which entered northeastern Zaire and southwestern
Sudan. The aristocrats provided rulers but not a cen-
tralized state. Therefore, a son succeeded his father
only through conquering any of his brothers who
challenged him. The conquered brothers were free to
conquer elsewhere, thus expanding the Azande terri-
tory. This pattern of expansion also accounts for the
diversity within the Azande population. By the early
twentieth century, however, the Azande were a poor
people, who had given up hunting for cultivation.
Sleeping sickness had begun to plague them and
Belgian and British colonial rule set the patterns of
their lives.

The Role of Evans-Pritchard in Understanding
Azande Ritual

British social anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard
sought to understand these patterns, making major
contributions to understanding of religion and ritual.
He was interested in the role of diviners in resolving
conflicting claims in disputes. When the process fails,
then the community seeks to explain why it did not
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EVANS-PRITCHARD ON AZANDE ORACLES

Social anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard is well known for his field work among the Azande. Below are

his descriptions of Azande Oracles.

ORACLES: techniques which are supposed to reveal what cannot be discovered at all, or cannot be discovered
for certain, by experiment and logical inferences therefrom. The principal Zande oracles are:

(a) benge, poison oracle, which operates through the administration of strychnine to fowls, and formerly to human

beings also.

(b) iwa, rubbing-board oracle, which operates by means of a wooden instrument.

(c) dakpa, termites oracle, which operates by the insertion of branches of two trees into runs of certain species of

termites.

(d) mapingo, three sticks oracle, which operates by means of a pile of three small sticks.

Source: Evans-Pritchard, Edward Evan. (1937).
Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande.

Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, pp. 10-11.

work. Usually, there is focus on the failure of the sub-
stance or the process. The substance might be bad or
else the details of the ritual were not executed pro-
perly. Or sorcery was used to spoil the ritual.

Evans-Pritchard noted the role of the practitioner
in the efficacy of the ritual. Success is dependent on
performance, and the diviner’s knowledge and abili-
ty, therefore, play a significant role in its success. The
performance of ritual is a public event and therefore
the participants are aware of an audience, including
the spiritual forces invoked in the ritual, the patient-
client, and the community. The goal of the ritual is to
restore right relationships in Azande society. Azande
religious specialists must observe the relevant taboos
and purification rites. The rite must be marked off
from the everyday; it must be set aside, for it is
sacred.

Evans-Pritchard was quick to note that the sacred
among the Azande, and by extension other non-
Western peoples, is not a result of faulty reasoning.
He gave the classic example of a granary, eaten by ter-
mites, falling on someone. The Azande had no prob-
lem realizing that the granary fell because the termites
had destroyed it. What concerned them was why it
fell on certain people who happened to be there when
it fell. Coincidence was not a sufficient answer, and it
is at this point that the diviner enters into the picture

to seek out who might have worked witchcraft to
cause the death of those involved. The diviner is
aware of the many ways in which people can tear the
fabric of society, and the diviner’s job is to repair the
damage. Thus, it is his psychological understanding
of the people involved in disputes that is a key ele-
ment of his work in repairing the damage.

Oracles

One of the rituals used to discern who is telling the
truth in a dispute is that of taking poison. The ritual-
ist gives poison to a chicken. If the chicken dies, then
the person bringing the complaint is lying. If it lives,
then the complainant is telling the truth. Sometimes
the poison is given to people. In that case, the person
is betting his or her life on telling the truth. The divin-
er, of course, is in control of the amount of the dosage.
However, belief in his ability is at the heart of the sys-
tem and those who may be wrong will seek reconcili-
ation if the rituals point to them. There is a goal of
restorative justice operating; the aim is to heal the
breach and bring people together.

The poison oracle (benge) addresses serious
questions or concerns in Zande life. Thus, the benge
examines charges of adultery or sorcery. For the
Azande, divination is a means for reducing
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uncertainty through using spirit forces to secure
guidance in dealing with negative human feeling
and behavior.

Since the Azande world is one that requires fre-
quent and close interaction with kinsmen, neighbor-
ing peoples, and ancestral spirits and other spiritual
powers, witchcraft is an integral part of their life.
Divination is used to discover when witchcraft, often
unintended or unknown to the witch, is used.
Divination thus links the present with the past, for the
witch is often a relative of the victim. Divination also
connects the past, present, and future, looking at the
possible use of witchcraft to harm someone taking a
journey.

The poison oracle is used primarily to discern the
use of witchcraft. It is performed in the untamed bush
outside a village. A man who knows the appropriate
procedures may perform the ritual. All those involved
as parties or witnesses to the procedure join him out-
side the village. Questions are asked of the benge that
are neither too specific nor too vague. The chicken is
given the poison. If the chicken dies, the supplicant’s
suspicions are confirmed and another chicken is test-
ed to check on the first one. Benge is expensive, and,
therefore, it is employed only for the most grievous
offenses, such as death of a family member, serious ill-
ness, adultery, or infertility. For less serious problems,
the Azande use the termite oracle (dakpa). The oracle
offers termites branches from two species of tree—
dakpa and kpoyo. The oracle interprets answers to
questions according to which of the tree branches the
termites choose to eat. If both are eaten, then the ora-
cle must interpret the answer. If further confirmation
appears needed, then the oracle will resort to the
benge oracle.

The friction oracle, iwa, is the most widely used,
but the least reliable. It has the advantage of being
cheap and readily available. It uses a friction board.
The board has a male and female part. The oracle
holds the friction board still through stepping on a leg
that protrudes from the bottom of the board. The
board is rubbed with a hot iron and then rubbed with
juices from a number of plants. Then it is buried
under soil on a path for some days, where people
walk over it. Once the iwa is carved, proper prepara-
tion is essential. The rubbing implement is dipped in
water regularly. When a question is addressed to the
oracle, he rubs the board. The movement, whether
easy or difficult, indicates the answer to the question.
A second test is always made as in other forms of
divination.

The Significance of Evans-Pritchard’s Work

Because Evans-Pritchard’s work on the Azande was
so thorough, it became, along with that of Bronislaw
Malinowski’s in the South Pacific reported in Coral
Gardens and Their Magic (1935), a means for under-
standing ritual and magic in other cultures around the
world. For example, Malinowski and Evans-Pritchard
hold that those who practice medicine are able to sep-
arate the magical from the practical. Evans-Pritchard
reports that the Azande were always more confident
in tasks that required routine empirical procedures.
Most anthropological analyses of witchcraft in Africa
are based on Evans-Pritchard’s Witchcraft, Oracles, and
Magic among the Azande (1937, reprinted 1977).

Evans-Pritchard noticed that the Azande made a
distinction between witchcraft and sorcery. People are
born with a substance that causes them to be witches,
but sorcerers study to be able to manipulate the magic
they can access. The same distinction that exists
between witches and sorcerers also distinguishes
witch doctors from magicians. The witch doctor, in
common with the witch, has mangu, a witchcraft sub-
stance. But the magician, like the sorcerer, relies on
outside devices. For the Azande, as for many other
peoples, these practitioners are distinguished on the
criteria of means and legitimacy.

Another important aspect of Evans-Pritchard’s
work is his arguing that Azande beliefs are intellectu-
ally rational. “Is Zande thought so different from ours
that we can only describe their speech and actions
without comprehending them, or is it essentially like
our own though expressed in an idiom to which we
are unaccustomed?” he wrote (1937, p. 21). In finding
that categories of Azande thought, such as magic and
witchcraft, are coherent and flexible, he was arguing
that most religious beliefs of so-called primitive peo-
ples were just as intellectually rational as our own.
Azande religious and magical ideas explain the inex-
plicable. The Azande idea that a granary that col-
lapsed and killed two people under it had more than
one cause is a case in point. They were aware that ter-
mites had eaten away the supports. But they were
more interested in what led the two people who were
killed to be there at the exact moment it fell. The
Azande had to turn to witchcraft to answer the sec-
ond question.

The Azande system seeks social and intellectual
goals. It seeks to relate unusual events to larger forces
and to control these events through these forces. The
system is one filled with interpretations and ritual



activities that can deal with many events of different
types. It is also vague enough to escape being dis-
proved by empirical events. The Azande, like many
other peoples, use both empirical (has a logical expla-
nation when understood from the insider perspective)
and magical means to get through their daily lives.

A study of Azande ritual reveals that the seeming-
ly incongruous becomes clear when a full under-
standing of the people and events is present.
Certainly, Evans-Pritchard’s study of the Azande has
served as a model for other studies of ritual and led to
further expansion of our understanding of the ritual
process itself.

Frank A. Salamone
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The Baha'i faith has believers in virtually every coun-
try. The ordinances and rituals of the faith are based
upon the teachings of its two prophet-founders:
Mirza ‘Ali Muhammad (1819-1850), who assumed
the title of the Bab (Gate), and Mirza Husayn ‘Ali
(1817-1892), known to Baha'is as “Baha’u’llah” (Glory
of God). Although the Baha'i faith emerged within the
context of the Islamic traditions of nineteenth-century
Shi‘ite Persia (modern Iran), its basic teachings make
a particular claim to universality and modernity by
embracing all of the world’s major religions and
upholding the standards of reason and science. The
essential principles of the Baha'i faith are expressed
most succinctly in its formula of the “Three
Onenesses”: the oneness of God, the oneness of reli-
gion, and the oneness of humanity.

In general, the Baha'i faith renounces the empha-
sis on rituals characteristic of many other religious
traditions, seeing them as inessential historical accu-
mulations that obscure the core principles of true reli-
gious faith. The rituals and ceremonies of Baha'is,
therefore, tend to be relatively simple and nonliturgi-
cal (not having rites prescribed for public worship).
Indeed, the absence of a clergy in the Baha'i faith
places a natural limit on ritualistic forms of religious
practice. The Baha’i community is led by a democrat-
ically elected “spiritual assembly” of nine representa-
tives who serve in a purely administrative, rather
than sacerdotal (priestly), capacity. The only rituals
practiced by Baha'is are those specifically ordained in
their sacred scriptures, particularly in the Kitab-i-

Aqgdas (Most Holy Book) revealed by Baha'u’llah in
1873. There are also some traditions and ceremonies
that commemorate important events in the history of
the faith or the lives of its founders.

Baha’is have their own calendar, which consists
of nineteen months of nineteen days each (361 days),
with either four or five intercalary days between the
eighteenth and nineteenth months to adjust the cal-
endar to the solar year. The first day of the year falls
on 21 March (vernal equinox) of the Gregorian cal-
endar, and the beginning of the Baha’i era corre-
sponds to the year 1844, when the Bab was said to
have declared his mission as a prophet of God. The
Baha'i New Year (Naw-Ruz) and the “Declaration of
the Bab” (23 May) are regarded as holy days by the
Baha’is and are normally celebrated by festive gath-
erings in private homes or the local house of worship
(Mashriqu’l-Adhkar), where members of the commu-
nity recite Baha'i prayers or read aloud from the
Baha'i sacred scriptures. Afterward the community
shares food and engages in informal social activities.
Other holy days, which are celebrated similarly,
include the birthdays and ascensions (deaths) of the
Bab and Baha'u’llah and other events relating to the
lives of these central figures. The most important
occasion of the year is the Festival of Ridvan (21
April-2 May), which commemorates Baha'u’llah’s
declaration of his prophethood during a twelve-day
sojourn in the Garden of Ridvan outside of Baghdad
in 1863. The Festival of Ridvan is celebrated by
recitations of Baha'i prayers and scriptures by select-
ed members of the community, followed by refresh-
ments and social activities.
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Feasts

Regular gatherings of the Baha’i community are
called “feasts” and occur every nineteen days on the
first day of each Baha’i month. Like other Baha'i gath-
erings, this Nineteen-Day Feast is not characterized
by what would normally be considered ritual. During
the “spiritual” portion of the feast, the community
simply listens to prayers and selected passages from
the Baha'i scriptures recited by members of the local
community. This may be accompanied by some brief
musical performances or melodic chanting, depend-
ing upon the talents and culture of the individual
community. Afterward, during the “business” portion
of the feast, the officers of the Local Spiritual
Assembly inform the community of news and infor-
mation of both regional and international significance
to the Baha’i community. Finally, during the “social”
portion of the feast, the community shares refresh-
ments and engages in informal conversation or casu-
al entertainment.

Baha'i rituals pertaining to such events as mar-
riages and funerals are also relatively simple com-
pared to those of many other religions. The Baha'i
marriage ceremony requires only that the bride and
groom, in the presence of two witnesses, recite the
phrase “We will all, verily, abide by the Will of God.”
Other portions of the marriage ceremony vary from
region to region and normally incorporate elements
from the diverse cultural traditions of the regions
where they are held. Baha'i rules require that the body
be interred within twenty-four hours after death and
within an hour’s journey from the place of death.
These rules are intended to prevent the community
from attaching excessive significance to the physical
remains of the individual after the spirit has departed.
For the same reason, the coffin of the departed
remains closed during the funeral. Baha'is are not,
however, permitted to cremate the deceased, and sev-
eral ordinances govern the washing and wrapping of
the body prior to burial. The funeral itself consists of
solemn recitations of Baha'i prayers or selections from
the Baha'i scriptures, including an obligatory “Prayer
for the Dead” that represents the only occasion during
which Baha'’is engage in a specifically prescribed con-
gregational prayer.

Rituals

In addition to their communal activities, all Baha’is
are obliged to practice several devotional rituals that

pertain to their individual spiritual development. All
Baha'is, for example, are enjoined to recite one daily
obligatory prayer. The believer can choose from three
such prayers. Each of these prayers is to be recited at
a specified time of the day and is to be accompanied
by certain bodily movements, such as the raising or
washing of the hands, that symbolize obeisance or
purification. During the nineteenth month of each
Baha'i year a believer is also required to observe a fast
by abstaining from food and drink from sunrise to
sundown. This yearly fast is intended to purify the
believer from worldly desires and to sever the believ-
er from all except God. Like the rituals practiced com-
munally, Baha'i rituals pertaining to the individual
are not regarded as imbued with any magical or spir-
itual potency of their own, but rather serve primarily
as a symbolic expression of devotion to the religious
principles and central figures of the faith.

Michael C. Lazich
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Birth Rituals

Birth is a Janus-faced (relating to the Roman god with
two faces) human experience because it is at once the
most private and the most public event. Mother and
child share the moment in a most secluded time and
space with rituals of undisclosed details, and society
takes note of it. The community into which the baby
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VIETNAMESE BIRTH DEITIES

Rituals associated with birth are usually meant to win the favor of supernatural forces. The following list is
of deities commonly invoked by Vietnamese women to reduce the uncertainty and danger associated with

birth.

Doai Cung Thanh Mau. Or “holy Mother of the western Palace,” regarded as the patron of mothers; her alter
traditionally has been a carved niche to the right of the entrance of the Vietnamese home.

Ba Chua Thai Sanh (also known as Ba Chua Vai and Ba Mu Thien), who is the goddess of procreation and birth.

Ba Ba Mat (also known as Ba Luc Cung Thuy Trieu), or the “Three-faced Lady,” believed to be the patron of wet
nurses. Her assistance can be obtained both before birth to determine the sex of the child and after delivery to

assure the baby’s continued good health.

Ba Ba Muoi Hai Mu, or the “Three Ladies and Twelve Celestial Midwives,” who not only guide the mother safely
through childbirth but continue to care for the newborn, teaching him to suck, to smile, and to take his first steps.
Ca Cuu Thien Huyen Nu, a goddess considered to be the protectress of women and newborn infants, whose

statue is found in village Buddhist temples.

In addition to these deities, special attention is also given during pregnancy and childbirth to Ong Dia or “God
of the Earth,” regarded as being the guardian spirit of a certain locality, as well as to the beneficent spirits of pow-
erful men of the past—emperors, generals, and sages. Non-Christians impressed by the efficacy of their neigh-

bors’ beliefs, may also direct their prayers to Christ and to Catholic saints. Furthermore, there are certain evil
spirits which must be avoided or appeased, principal among these being the spirits of women who have died in

childbirth or the spirits or stillborn infants.

Source: Gouglin, Richard J. (1965). “Pregnancy and Birth in Vietnam.”
In Southeast Asian birth customs: three studies in human reproduction,
by Donn V. Hart, Phya Anuman Rajadhon, and Richard

J. Coughlin. New Haven, CT: Human Relations Area Fules Press, p. 214.

is born joins the process with its own rituals, with
which it pledges its care for the newest member and
claims the baby as one of its own. Birth rituals, both
private and public, facilitate the welcoming of the
baby into the world, both spiritually and socially, and
in the intense and intricate unfolding of childbirth,
religion, superstition, and magic vie for recognition as
mediators of the well-being of the mother and the
baby.

Obstacles for Researchers

Some legendary figures, such as Enoch and Elijah of
the Hebrew Bible and Utnapishtim of the Gilgamesh
epic, may have evaded death, and enlightened
Buddhist beings may have overcome the chain of
rebirths; however, no human ever came into being

without a birth. Birth is the most common human
experience, for which religion and science have for-
mulated the most meaningful ways to welcome the
baby into the world.

On the one hand, birth is like clockwork, which
cannot be amended without drastic implications. On
the other hand, with all the high level of predictabili-
ty of the duration of gestation, birth is capable of tak-
ing the world by surprise, and various cultures have
developed rituals to assist the mother and the rest of
the expecting community to deal with the event. The
invasive nature of birth (which preempts everything
else in the life of the baby’s significant others) forces
rituals (such as circumcision or baptism) to give way
to unfettered expressions of pain and hope.
Superstitions and sympathetic magic, which are oth-
erwise shunned, seep into the birthing room because
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the pressing moment of birth leaves little room for the
leisure of conceived orthodoxy.

The irretrievable ritual moments that require no
priest conceal their scanty details in their aftermath
because birth rituals surrounded by the immediacy of
birthing take place in a space reserved for only a
handful of women. Until the introduction of modern
obstetrics, prospective fathers were not usually
allowed in the birthing room. The presence of the
father in the delivery room still seems odd to many
non-Westerners.

The Mother

Most of the details of rituals of birthing are focused on
the mother. Along with the baby, who is less vocal (or
much too vocal) about the significance of the event,
the mother is present during all phases of birth rituals
surrounding the delivery from labor to the cutting of
the umbilical cord, the washing of the baby, the bond-
ing, and the naming.

Labor itself is part of the birth rituals that the
mother goes through. She can verbalize her analysis
of the cause of pain in her own way. As the mother
seeks an answer to why so much pain has to be
involved, she is not exactly searching for religious dis-
course, even though that is often the only reply estab-
lished religion offers. In a rare historical record of
travail, a woman in the seventeenth century, having
been told about Eve’s transgression as the cause of the
birth pang, responded, “I wish the apple had choked
her” (Cressy 1997, 20-21).

The mother’s labor tends to suspend common reli-
gious requirements. The Talmud (the authoritative
body of Jewish tradition) declares the primacy of the
need of a woman in labor over other requirements of
Torah (the body of wisdom and law contained in
Jewish Scripture and other sacred literature and oral
tradition), for which Sephardic (relating to the occi-
dental branch of European Jews settling in Spain and
Portugal) tradition cites Genesis 21 or 1 Samuel 1.
Judaism entertains an idea of women being exempt
from the demands of Torah learning and associates
and associates the exemption with their role as
mothers.

Midwives

In antiquity, as childbirth was recognized as a painful
process, the mother often received the service of mid-
wives. In the Hebrew Bible the excuse that Shiphrah

and Puah offer to Pharaoh, who questions why they
let the Hebrew boys live, is that the Hebrew women
do not need assistance in childbirth (Exodus 1).
Among Native American tribes it is not uncommon
for women to give birth without the assistance of mid-
wives.

Midwives carried out part of the birth rituals.
They received no formal training; their know-how
came from their experience and a type of apprentice-
ship, which included lessons on birth rituals.

Midwives were an important part of the commu-
nity. They knew the local customs and ethos (distin-
guishing character, sentiment, moral nature, or
guiding beliefs), even though the introduction of
modern medical care has left their position precarious
and the modern medical profession disapproves of
some of their practices. Where medical service was
unaffordable, however, midwives stepped in to assist
women in labor. Because their service was rendered in
the context of communal support, their fee took the
form of a gift. Often midwives considered their job a
divine calling, and the mystic experience was not
uncommon in midwives’ sense of vocation.

Protection

Whether the birth is assisted or unassisted, the pro-
tection of the mother and the baby is a primary con-
cern in birthing and birth rituals. Although maternal
mortality is often exaggerated, women do die while
giving birth. Also, although babies are not as fragile as
they may appear, infant mortality remains a medical
concern.

To protect the mother and the baby, prayers, sym-
pathetic magic, and other apotropaic (designed to
avert evil) measures commonly fill the room. Because
birth is part of the process that begins at conception,
protective measures are introduced during pregnan-
cy. In some cultures sweets are placed under the table
to keep evil spirits occupied with their sweet dreams.
One custom in British Columbia has pregnant women
wear an object that can slide to the ground; as the
object drops, the pregnancy is anticipated to lead to
an uneventful birth.

A northwestern tribe of Kwakiutl Native
Americans keeps pregnant women from touching
injured animals. Jewish customs include amulets in a
menorah shape, and a prayer is said to protect the
baby and the mother from Lilith the she-demon. In
places where shamans are engaged, they say blessings
to ease pain and to ward off evil spirits.



Purification

Birthing is surrounded by images of battle against the
forces of contamination, and thus postnatal rituals
take the form of purification. The notion of unclean-
ness in birth is commonly based on the woman’s dis-
charge after delivery. Where birth is regarded as
pollution either by itself or as an outcome of sexual
intercourse, birth invariably requires purification. The
Hebrew Bible stipulates that the period of unclean-
ness ends with a burnt offering and a sin offering
(Leviticus 12). The Talmud warns that a breach of
purity law could result in infant mortality.

The duration of purification is often set with clear
perimeters but seldom comes with any clear basis.
Biblical law regards the mother as unclean for seven
days after the birth of a boy and fourteen days after a
girl. In China birth renders a mother unclean for three
days.

These ancient rituals of purification play an
important role in helping communities come to terms
with the life-changing event of birth and should be
construed in the context of their culture and not in the
context of the modern definition of hygiene.
Anthropologically, these rituals function as an
acknowledgment that the mother has been separated
from the community for a period of time required for
birth and through purification finds her way back into
the community.

Celebration of Life

The pain and fear of birth are welcomed in birth ritu-
als because they anticipate the arrival of a new life.
More ceremonious forms of celebration take place
after the immediate jubilation upon birth, and the
delay allows the mother and child to recover and
reduces the possibility of premature celebration. In
Korea the celebration of childbirth is delayed as long
as one hundred days (which, incidentally, marks an
anniversary of the conception of the baby). In China
the feast of manyei (full moon) marks one full month
of the baby’s life. Jewish tradition also considers a
child who reaches the first full month of life to be
viable.

In the West each birthday becomes an extended
birth ritual, but some cultures place more emphasis
on certain birthdays than on others. In Korea the cele-
bration of dol, the first birthday of the child, is a major
communal celebration that features prayers and wish-
es for the health and success for the child. The feast
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table is set with objects that have symbolic meaning,
including the brush representing the career of a schol-
ar (which was coveted under Confucianism), threads
suggesting long life, and coins symbolizing wealth
and abundance. Any choice by the child triggers fes-
tivities over the auspicious beginning of the new life.

Welcoming the Baby into the World

A birth affects every member of the community as
new relationships are created. With the birth of a baby
the whole community is reconfigured. As a baby is
born, a girl is made a mother, and possibly another
woman a grandmother, and a boy a granduncle.

Most of all, a birth affects the status of a mother in
the community. In a profound way a mother becomes
the mother of the community. One gets a glimpse at
the communal jubilation in the story of Ruth in the
Hebrew Bible, in which the women of the town con-
gratulate Naomi, the mother-in-law of Ruth, who had
just given birth to a son. The women say to Naomi,
“Blessed be the LORD, who has not left you this day
without next-of-kin; and may his name be renowned
in Israel! He shall be to you a restorer of life and a
nourisher of your old age; for your daughter-in-law
who loves you, who is more to you than seven sons,
has borne him” (Ruth 4:14-15, NRSV).

In the midst of the jubilation that turns a biologi-
cal event into a communal event, the arrival of the
child obliges the community to redefine itself. The rit-
ualized moments give society an opportunity to rec-
ognize that the birth has added to the community and
has ensured its future. In some Asian cultures adult-
hood is defined by having a child because the new
parents then participate in the care of the future of the
community. In time the young one will grow up to
take care of the community. Ancient Hittites and
many others believed that the child would continue to
provide for the parents even after they died.

With all the changes that the baby brings about,
birth rituals give expression to a society’s claim on the
child and its caring for the child. The Jewish practice
of circumcision on the eighth day after birth declares
the child as a member of the community of
Abrahamic covenant. Christening in Anglo-Catholic
traditions, infant baptism in most Protestant tradi-
tions, and dedication in Baptist traditions also func-
tion as the communal claim on the child.

These rituals are at once religious and secular
because they seek the blessings of the deity and inte-
grate the baby into the community. Anglican tradition
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has the custom of churching the mother, in which the
new mother makes a pilgrimage to the church with
the child. The church recognizes the labor of the
woman and welcomes her and the baby into its fold.
Catholic tradition has a custom of godparents, who
function as the religious community’s pledge of care
for the child. Protestant traditions that have discon-
tinued the custom of godparents include in their litur-
gy (rites prescribed for public worship) a covenant
that invites the congregation to assume the role that
had been fulfilled by godparents traditionally.

Birth rituals reemerge later in the child’s life
because birth continues to offer profound metaphors
for rites of passage. In Christian traditions the profes-
sion of faith and the sacrament of baptism are
couched in the images of rebirth. Marriage is a birth of
a new union. In many religions and cultures death
does not terminate life but rather functions as a path-
way through which one is born into a new mode of
existence. The widely attested practice of burial in the
fetal position seems to have been based on a belief
that in death one is given birth into the afterlife.

Reconfiguring Birth Rituals

The advent of modern medicine has moved the place
of birth from a secluded home or hut built for that
purpose to a hospital. Birth has become a medical pro-
cedure, and the first life experience of a baby is that of
a patient.

Although the new arrangement ensures adequate
medical care for the mother and child during a poten-
tially life-threatening procedure, the new arrange-
ment tends to dissociate birth from the communal
context by reducing the need for the community’s
attention to it. Maternity wards of modern hospitals
have made concessions to the fact that birth is not
merely a medical procedure but also an occasion of
welcoming the baby into society. They feature homey
wallpapers and large glass windows, which facilitate
visits by family and friends while keeping out bacter-
ial and viral visitors. Nurses join the jubilation of the
newly revised family, and physicians offer a form of
ancient birth rituals, such as circumcision, even
though Judaism would not consider a circumcision
valid if performed by a physician and not by a trained
mohel, the professional circumciser certified to per-
form the procedure in accordance with the Jewish reli-
gion. However, in spite of these concessions, modern
medicine can create the notion of pregnancy as illness
and of children as primarily liability.

Birth rituals of past times and cultures can offer
resources that could help humanity to claim the
moments of life that are worthy of care and celebra-
tion. In past times and cultures the care for the moth-
er and the child was not regarded as a medical
procedure for which one could assign a monetary
price. Instead, the whole community welcomed the
child, and established religion and orthodoxy respect-
fully kept a distance from the mother in labor as well
as from the few other women in the birthing room.

Drawing upon the communal resources in birth
rituals of past cultures may require that people rein-
terpret them for modern times. As an example of the
appropriation of an ancient custom, purification ritu-
als can be reconstrued not so much as occasions for
having women purified as contexts in which the
world is being purified to receive the baby. Physically,
infants may not have had an opportunity to express
their opinion on the matter of birthing, and they may
indeed be in need of professional medical care, but
birth rituals can represent babies not as patients but
rather as precious new members whom the communi-
ty is happy to receive. After all, the future of the com-
munity is dependent on the babies who are born and
welcomed into the community through birth rituals.

Jin Hee Han

See also Body and Rituals; Crisis Rituals; Haircutting
Rituals; Identity Rituals; Naming Rituals; Passage,
Rites of
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Blood Rituals

Groups perform blood rituals in several forms: animal
sacrifice, human sacrifice, cutting or bloodletting ritu-
als, rituals associated with menstrual blood, and ritu-
als using symbolic blood. Additionally, blood rituals
are rumored to exist in the realm of public imagina-
tion. Most blood rituals contain spiritual significance,
often reenacting or articulating a cultural myth. Blood
rituals can be offerings to a higher power. Some mark
the movement from one social status into another:
rites of passage. Usually blood rituals, like other
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rituals, demand repetitive and similar performances
without deviation from a script. According to the
French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1947), rituals
reinforce group bonds, a sense of identity, and feel-
ings of security through the ceremonial display of col-
lective symbolism. Blood contains an almost
universal imagery of the life force throughout various
magical and religious metaphors. Blood symbolizes
supernatural power in most contexts. From the stand-
point of theorists such as Rene Girard (1977), the con-
trolled violence of blood-spilling rituals directed
against designated victims channels the potential vio-
lence of the group so that the violence does not
become directed toward other individuals.

Blood-spilling sports, such as the gladiatorial
matches and the animal fights of ancient Rome, are
somewhat related to blood rituals, although they hold
more entertainment value than religious significance.
Likewise, contemporary vampire imitators of the
Goth subculture drink real or fake blood as part of a
fad rather than as part of a true ritual experience.
Furthermore, a public execution, which can involve
considerable amounts of blood, is not viewed as a
blood ritual unless it is a religiously based human sac-
rifice that follows a ritual script.

Animal Sacrifice

Animal sacrifice is an ancient custom that is even
recorded in the Bible. The Book of Genesis speaks of
the sacrifice offered by Adam and Eve’s son, Abel.
Animal sacrifice occurs frequently in many sacred
practices, although modernized religions have done
away with the custom. In the United States the Afro-
Caribbean derivative belief called “Santeria” still uses
animal sacrifice, as do some imported religions from
southeastern Asia, such as Laotian Mien shamanism.
The cult of Mithras, popularized in ancient Rome
around the second century CE, practiced the sacrifice of
bulls whose blood was used for baptisms. The cult’s
creed promised immortality and a spiritual ally against
the dark forces afoot in the world. Followers were
male, and countless Roman soldiers joined the cult.
Many hunting and warrior societies drank the
blood of prey, sometimes reciting prayers in conjunc-
tion as part of a ritual. The pre-Columbian Zuni
hunters covered their bodies with animal blood and
also buried blood to appease ghosts. The headhunters
of the central Celebes (Sulawesi) in Indonesia drank
the blood and ate the brains of their human prey in
order to receive their strength and bravery through
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A WEST AFRICAN ANIMAL SACRIFICE

The sacrifice of an animal to win the favor of the supernatural is a very common blood ritual around the
world. This example is from the Hausa people of Nigeria.

This would seem to point their principal orientation toward the attainment of agricultural prosperity. The
natives, however, couch such explanations [for making a sacrifice] as they offer in very general terms, giving such
reasons as “that everything should be well,” or “that we may prosper.” The primary sacrifice to each spirit is a
sheep or goat, but a chicken may be substituted if a man finds the larger offering too burdensome.

In making the sacrifice, the throat of the animal is slit with an iron knife so that the jugular vein is severed.
When the blood spurts forth the operator addresses the spirit to whom the offering is being made with the words,
“So-and-so, here is blood. Drink it!” The blood flows into one of two previously prepared holes, each about one
foot in diameter. The one which receives the blood is immediately covered with a stone “so that the dogs won’t get
at it,” a happening which would anger the spirits. The other hole receives the entrails. If the sacrifice is a chicken,
a feather is inserted in the ground “as a witness” for “all blood looks the same.” The carcass is roasted or boiled,

according to the spirit that is the recipient of the offering. It is then eaten by members of the household; some of
it, however, is reserved for distribution as a sadaka [alms].

Source: Greenberg, Joseph H. (1946).
The Influence of Islam on a Sudanese Religion.

Monographs of the American Ethnological Society, Vol. 10. New York: J.J. Augustin, p. 45.
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magical means. Ancient Norwegian hunters drank
bear’s blood. In East Africa the Masai hunters drank
lion’s blood to receive the lion’s legendary prowess.
In contrast, some societies developed taboos against
drinking the blood of animals; thus developed
Hebrew kosher laws, as well as restrictions among
some Native American groups.

Human Sacrifice

Mythology dictates which deities require blood sacri-
fice. Devotees and priests of the Indian goddess Kali
have maintained temples for centuries where animal
and human sacrifices took place. The British Raj (rule
over India) of the nineteenth century banned human
sacrifices, although today in isolated instances indi-
viduals still make sacrifices to Kali in order to
improve their fortunes. According to legend, Kali,
who wears skulls around her neck, manipulates death
and destruction as part of the cycles of the universe.
Kali once fought a demon called “Raktabija” (Blood
Seed). When Raktabija was attacked, new demons
would emerge from its blood-spouting wounds. In

order to defeat the demon, Kali devoured it and its
offspring, thereby acquiring a taste for blood.

The Vikings, who terrorized northern Europe from
the ninth century to the eleventh century, saw the
spilling of blood in combat as a tribute to their warrior
gods. They blessed their long ships by driving the keels
across the bodies of prisoners in an early version of ship
“christening.” Although some experts say this is fic-
tional, the Vikings were said to practice the blood eagle
sacrifice, in which a man’s rib cage was split open to
form a shape like an eagle’s wings. In ancient Norse tra-
dition the act of sacrifice meant to redden with blood.

Some pre-Columbian societies of Central and South
America supported human sacrifice as part of the nor-
mal affairs of state. The Aztecs cut out the hearts of
thousands atop their pyramids in public spectacles that
were held to ensure that the cosmos held its order. The
Aztecs displayed the heads of victims on enormous
skull racks. Like the Aztecs, the Maya executed thou-
sands of prisoners of war as tribute to their gods in tor-
turous, prolonged ceremonies. In Peru the precolonial
Moche made similar offerings to their decapitator god
in temple rites aimed at promoting agricultural fertility.



Priests and the occasional priestess drank the blood of
their victims.

Bearing some similarities to Santeria, voodoo,
which is practiced in Africa, the Caribbean, and in the
Americas, sometimes sacrifices animals depending on
the group involved. Nigerian traditional healer, Isiah
Oke gives a chilling first-hand account of the related
African sect of Ju-Ju, which drank chicken blood and
tortured and sacrificed humans.

Bloodletting

Bloodletting rituals take numerous forms. Using blood
to forge agreements or to make a blood covenant is
probably one of the oldest practices of humans. The
idea of making a blood brother or creating a social
bond through co-mingling blood comes from antiqui-
ty. Some bloodletting involved self-sacrifice, as in the
example of the Japanese suicide ritual hara-kiri (sep-
puku). If a samurai suffered dishonor, he made two
crossed incisions in the abdomen followed by a twist.
The practice of committing suicide because of dishon-
or has not completely vanished in modern Japan.

During the Middle Ages, Christian zealots, some
of whom became saints, engaged in mortification of
the flesh, which could involve self-flagellation until
the flesh bled. In contemporary Bali in Indonesia the
ceremonial temple cockfights are called “tabuh rah”
(blood spilling). Cocks wear razors tied to their legs.
The purpose of the cockfights is to placate demons
through this form of purification.

Aztec priests would extract their own blood in
auto-sacrifice rituals in which they pierced and cut
their bodies. They skewered their tongues in some
cases or slashed their ears while also allowing blood
to flow from other wounds in rites that placated the
lord of the underworld, Mictlantecuhtli. Aztec blood-
offering rituals are well illustrated in Aztec artwork,
although only a portion of it survived colonial times.
Their blood rituals supposedly satisfied any number
of fearsome deities.

Among the Mesoamerican Maya, elites performed
essential bloodletting rituals. Through these rituals,
the elites contacted their ancestors and spirits, report-
ing their visions as a means of guidance for the state.
Important political or social events demanded
bloodletting rituals, which were performed with cere-
monial tools, such as stingray spines or obsidian
lancets. Blood fed the gods and facilitated spiritual
communication. Sculptured depictions of these rituals
from around 770 CE show royal women pulling
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thorny ropes through their tongues, while male rulers
pierced their foreskins as blood dripped onto parch-
ment. Out of their pain came visions from the gods.

Rites of Passage

Many groups used blood rituals as part of a rite of
passage. The Chinese secret society dedicated to mar-
tial arts, called the “Triad,” had blood-drinking initia-
tions. Members pricked their fingers to remember
that if they betrayed the organization their blood
would flow. Among the Poro, the male secret societies
of western Africa, historic accounts tell of human sac-
rifices and rarer cannibal rituals as part of initiation.
Boys endured ill treatment, including scarification
and frightening ceremonies, so that they would
become hardened, as adult men were expected to be.

Scarification is practiced in many cultures. In the
Nuer society of East Africa older boys receive the
marks of Gar to symbolize their passage into man-
hood. The marks of Gar consist of six horizontal cuts
on the forehead. A boy lies motionless as an elder digs
into his skin, and the blood flows profusely. If a boy
flinches, he is disgraced. Elders later sacrifice an ani-
mal in his honor.

Some traditional aborigines of central and western
Australia took blood from the older men and smeared
it on the younger men during initiation into adult
status. Tribal groups in many parts of the world, par-
ticularly in Africa and Australia, cut off the foreskin of
young men during puberty rituals.

Traditionally, Jewish male infants are circumcised in
a ritual called the “bris” or bris milah. The man who per-
forms the ritual (the mohel) places his mouth on the
wound to suck up the blood. In recent times this part of
the ritual has begun to change to accommodate con-
cerns about modern etiquette and disease transmission.

A contemporary cult in Japan called “Aum Supreme
Truth” follows the odd charismatic leader Shoko
Asahara. In 1995 a few members of this cult filled a
Japanese commuter train with poisonous gas, killing
twelve people. Rumors from the cult said some mem-
bers paid seven thousand dollars for initiation cere-
monies at which they could drink a small bit of the
leader’s blood.

Menstrual Blood

Many societies view menstrual blood as polluting,
and some have taboos that separate women from
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society during the monthly cycle. Traditional Jewish
women use a purification bath called a “mikvah.” As
part of a newer feminist consciousness, many
women seek to overthrow any negative connotations
from the past. Feminist spirituality groups have
evolved new rituals celebrating the “moon time.” In
addition, they have rewritten old legends about god-
desses and female spirits in order to change the sta-
tus of women in mythology. Feminists and others
concerned with human rights have called for an end
to the procedure of clitorectomy (removing the cli-
toris and sewing up the vulva), sometimes called
“female genital mutilation.” Girls in certain parts of
Africa undergo the procedure from older women as
a rite of passage. Done without sterile instruments,
the crude procedure can lead to infection and sexual
dysfunction.

Despite the mixed messages about menstrual
blood, numerous cultures celebrate a first period
(menarche) with initiation ceremonies or rites of pas-
sage. For example, the Apache conduct the Changing
Woman Ceremony, in which a young woman receives
gifts from the community. Many cultures maintained
menstrual huts where women retreated during men-
struation. Although women did segregate themselves
at that time and although that can be seen as an indi-
cation of stigma, time in a menstrual hut could also be
seen as an experience of relaxation and renewal.

Symbolic Blood

As do some other religions, Christianity uses symbol-
ic blood. The Christian practice of taking communion
entails the symbolic ingestion of the body and blood
of Christ. Christ is often referred to as the “Lamb of
God,” meaning that the Crucifixion was the ultimate
sacrifice to replace all others. Some folk magic prac-
tices use artificial substitutes such as dove’s blood or
dragon’s blood ink to write spells and incantations.
Bloodstone (a type of quartz) supposedly wards off
evil. Such items can be purchased on the Internet or in
shops that sell magical supplies. Because real blood is
perishable and involves cost, pain, and potential ille-
gality, substitutes are often found. Traditions explain
any use of symbolic blood.

Rumors of Blood

Many rumors of blood ritual emerged from medieval
Europe. Allegedly, witches signed pacts with the devil
in their blood and conducted ceremonies with the

blood of unbaptized babies. Witches were said to
nurse their familiars (magical animal companions)
with their own blood. People believed that burning
witches killed their power, which lived in their blood.
Similarly, European Jews suffered periodic witch
hunts in which they were falsely accused of using the
blood of Christian infants in rituals. In recent decades
Satanists have been blamed for animal mutilations, as
have space aliens. But isolated incidents of animal
mutilations are probably more related to the work of
juvenile delinquents and mentally ill individuals than
they are to any real Satanist practice. In certain
regions of the United States Santeria activity is mis-
taken for Satanism.

The Future of Blood Ritual

Many formerly accepted religious practices are
being examined today. Human rights groups alert
the public to any incidents of human sacrifice. The
painful alteration of genitalia during puberty rites
also has been called into question through interna-
tional awareness campaigns. Animal sacrifice seems
odd in the electronic age. Nevertheless, primal reli-
gions outside the established Western traditions con-
tinue to use blood rituals. The philosophical task
ahead is the balancing of religious tolerance with
modern ideas, such as human rights and animal
rights.

In this era of technology and medicalization of
blood products, blood as a life-force symbol will prob-
ably lose its significance. In the industrialized world
the displacement of animal slaughter from the public
to mechanized slaughterhouses shields people from
animal blood spillage. By the close of the twentieth
century modern medicine had linked blood to the
deadly AIDS virus and the stigma of HIV infection. In
some parts of the world, the majority of blood sym-
bolism has shifted from watching spectacles of sacri-
fice to watching television and playing video games.
Warfare and hand-to-hand combat are also more like-
ly to be enacted electronically, potentially giving rise
to the new symbolism of virtual blood rather than
physical blood. As societies change, symbols change,
and so, too, will blood rituals.

Diana Tumminia

See also Body and Rituals; Cannibalism; Clothing and
Rituals; Healing and Rituals; Hunting Rituals; Oaths
and Ordeals; Sacrifice and Offerings; Santeria; Sport
and Ritual; Vision Quest
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Body and Rituals

The body has long been a subject of studies of ritual,
but in the past few decades it has become an increas-

Body and Rituals

ingly visible, often central focus for the development
of theory on ritual. Regarding the role of the body in
ritual theory more specifically, two themes stand out
as particularly influential. The first is body symbol-
ism, which focuses on representations of the body,
and on the body and its parts as represented in ritual.
The second, more recently developed theme is prac-
tice theory. Here, interest has mainly focused on bod-
ily practice, i.e., the physical action carried out during
ritual. Bodily practice and body symbolism are two
dimensions often intertwined in the ritual itself, not
just in contemporary ritual theory; but since they rest,
at least partially, on different theoretical bases, they
will be treated separately in this presentation.

Body Symbolism in Ritual

In many analyses of ritual, the body is seen as pro-
viding a symbolic system of representation. The work
of Mary Douglas stands out as influential in this area,
and books such as Purity and Danger: An analysis of
concepts of pollution and taboo ([1966] 2000), and Natural

Initiation rituals in New Guinea are marked by the piercing of
the nasal septa or earlobes to accommodate ornaments.
COURTESY OF PAUL SILLITOE.
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Symbols: Explorations in cosmology ([1970] 1996), put
forward the body, its components, functions, wastes,
and so on, as a basic scheme for all symbolism in
human societies and as having a significant role in rit-
ual settings. The body becomes an ultimate symbol of
thinking society, order, and disorder: “Just as it is true
that everything symbolizes the body, so it is equally
true (and all the more so for that reason) that the body
symbolizes everything else” (Douglas [1966] 2000,
123). Systems of body symbolism may vary greatly
between cultures. In some instances, the body is rep-
resented in ritual mainly as a vehicle of life; in others,
the body and its products are viewed as dangerous
and polluting (Douglas [1970] 1996, xxxvi). In her
view on the significance of ritual to a community,
Douglas follows the early work of the French sociolo-
gist Emile Durkeim (Durkeim [1915] 1965), who gave
ritual a fundamental role in defining society (Douglas
[1966] 2000, 63).

In her ethnographic analyses, Douglas focuses
mainly on how ritual symbolically incorporates a cul-
ture’s basic attitudes about bodily control in social set-
tings. In general, body symbolism can be found
throughout ritual practices on many more levels.
Bodily change in itself can (at least partially) consti-
tute a catalyst for ritual: disease, maturing, senes-
cence, death, etc., are all potential reasons for a ritual
response that may define, confirm, or deny the
changes. One of the most striking examples of this is
provided by the ritual response to death. At death the
body and the physical changes it undergoes often
become a system of references that symbolize society
as a whole. Also, stages of change in the dead body
(due to natural decay or artificial intervention) can
symbolize a change in the state of the dead individ-
ual. Thus, a society’s ritual response to the changes in
the dead body are often linked to myths about death
and the afterlife.

The first to put forward the relationship between
mortuary ritual, attitudes to the dead body, and
beliefs about the afterlife was the French sociologist
Robert Hertz. He noted ([1907] 1960) that the double
obsequies in South East Asian funerary rituals relate
the physical state of the corpse with the fate of the
soul. More recently, anthropologists have built sub-
stantially on this pioneering work. The contributions
in Death and the Regeneration of Life focus on “the sig-
nificance of symbols of fertility and rebirth in funeral
rituals” (Bloch & Parry 1996, 1). The changes in the
body are shown to provide symbols for death and the
afterlife, and the rituals surrounding death are

intimately linked to these symbols in myths.
However, a rejection of the force of death can moti-
vate ritual attempt to control it. This relationship
between the symbolic impact of the dead body and
how it is handled in ritual can be studied in contem-
porary Western society, where the denial of the phys-
ical changes at death are expressed, for example, in
the common North American phenomenon of the
open casket burial ritual (see Huntington & Metcalf
1979, Mitford 1963).

The body may also constitute a physical medium
on which symbols of change are made. Following the
ideas initially formulated by Arnold van Gennep
(1909) concerning so-called rites of passage, these rit-
ual actions literally redefine the social identity of the
individual who participates in them. The mark on
the body both expresses and embodies this social
change. An example of transformations through bod-
ily change and marking can be seen in the circumci-
sion among the Merina in Madagascar, as described
by Maurice Bloch (1986). He relates the symbolic
meanings in the various elements of the ritual to the
entire Merina social structure. Through the removal
of the foreskin the male child is symbolically
removed from the world of women (associated with
house, dirt, natural fertility, division, etc.) and
becomes part of the male collective (associated with
purity, tomb, ancestors, “real” fertility, unity, etc.).
Bloch also describes how the circumcision ritual has
changed over time in recent history, underscoring
the basic connection between ritual and society. In
his work on male circumcision in Morocco, Vincent
Crapanzano (1980) nuances how bodily marking
embodies a broader symbolic meaning in what may
be considered a classic rite of passage ritual.
Crapanzano points out that the circumcision symbol-
ically changes nothing; the child himself is not aware
of any social change, nor does he take on a different
social identity in the eyes of others. Instead the cir-
cumcision is simply a procedure that has to be done.
This bodily change, as well as the permanent mark-
ing and the physical and emotional pain it entails for
the participants, symbolizes loyalty to God through
submission to His commandments, rather than a
clear transition into manhood.

These examples show the great variety in the roles
that the body can play in symbolic representation in
ritual. However, body-symbolic approaches to ritual
tend to presuppose a shared mental view, by all of the
participants, of the meaning of the symbolic system
interpreted by the ethnologist.



Bodily Practice of Ritual

In fact, since the 1970s, the idea of shared symbolic
meaning in ritual has been challenged by the practice-
theoretical perspective, which focuses more on the
ritual action than on what it may mean. In practice-
theoretical approaches, the body remains a central
concept, but instead of being a passive medium for
symbolic meaning, the active participation and social
interaction in the ritual is seen generating meaning,
which may in fact vary from participant to partici-
pant.

Practice theory may very basically be described
as combining structuralism and Marxism. It theo-
rizes the relationships between social and cultural
structures, on the one hand, and individual agency
and human action, on the other, viewing them as
mutually interdependent. The consequence for ritu-
al studies emerges in two steps. First, while struc-
turalism suggests that symbolism in ritual may be
reduced to a linguistic formulation of meaning, prac-
tice theory sees language as one practice among
others. Thus, practical bodily competence and expe-
rience per se is considered as important as meaning-
ful mental representation in structuring social
phenomena, from rituals to social values (see for
example Bourdieu 1977, Parkin 1992, 11). Catherine
Bell (1992) deconstructs the category “ritual,” focus-
ing instead on “ritualization,” which distantiates
certain acts from everyday life, giving ritual its iden-
tity and ultimately contributing to its transcendent
effects. As with all practical action, ritualized acts are
at once structured and are themselves structuring.
Through the structured and structuring production
of ritualized actions, the participants develop a chain
of complex associations, forming a logical system of
embodied experience, with clear, hierarchically
organized order that tends to be experienced as nat-
ural and desirable. The ritualized action—physically
carried out—creates a structure that can draw in and
generate a whole coherent world of social and cul-
tural values and rules. Similar ideas can, for exam-
ple, be found in the work of David Kertzer (1988).

Second, since the ritual is generated through
embodied experience displayed as practical bodily
action, practice theory rejects the idea of ritual as pri-
marily referential. There is no underlying, culturally
shared meaning to which the ritual refers. Individuals
might not be familiar with the meanings that others
give to the ritual, yet all can execute it with compe-
tence. The meaning attached to the ritual is, and can
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only be, generated through the practical experience of
it. The kernel of this concept is already present in the
works of Emile Durkeim ([1915] 1965) and Marcel
Mauss ([1936] 1973). These ideas have been central to
the work of Talal Asad. In his book Genealogies of
Religion (1993), he emphasizes the importance of ana-
lyzing the body (in ritual) as “an assemblage of
embodied aptitudes, not as systems of symbolic
meaning” (Asad 1997, 47). Asad wants to develop an
anthropology of practical reason; ritual practices train
the body, and in turn, these bodily practices actively
shape the mind.

David Parkin (1992) emphasizes keeping social
context at the forefront theoretically in order to
understand how ritual as embodied practice in
“social space” structures cultural phenomena. Ritual
is “fundamentally made up of physical action, with
words, often only optional or arbitrarily replaceable,
that it can be regarded as having a distinctive poten-
tial for performative imagination that is not
reducible to verbal assertions” (Parkin 1992, 11-12).
While the participants might not completely share
ideas about its meaning, the physical features of rit-
ual (actions, bodies, etc.) may have important sym-
bolic relationships that structure not only the
individual’s embodied memory but also the rela-
tions of power that influence social interactions
before, during, and after the ritual. Parkin points out
that the body remains a focus of symbolic structura-
tion of ritual practice. As one example, he refers to a
mortuary ritual that involves the participants physi-
cally dividing the dead into parts and spatially relo-
cating the body. The symbolic relationships between
the dead body, the spatial locations in which its parts
are interred, and the social positions of the partici-
pants define a coherent political order that effects
control over the participants. Thus, practice theory
can show how individual experience and action, the
symbolic form of ritual, and wider political struc-
tures are interrelated social phenomena (see also
Bloch 1986).

Practice theory still allows analysis that focuses on
linguistic representation, but it emphasizes that the
semantic content of thought and uttered speech can-
not be isolated from embodied experience and action
in ritual. Filip De Boeck (1995) examines how individ-
uals can activate ritual knowledge into mind through
physical performance of ritual. In his work with the
aLuund in Southwestern Zaire, De Boeck argues that
in the space and time of ritual practice, semantic
memory—that is, representations of the ritual and its
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meaning—is generated and experienced through the
bodies of the participants. For the participants, after
the ritual is over, this knowledge slips back into for-
getfulness. De Boeck points out that the ritualized
practical re-creation of memory nevertheless affects,
and is affected by, everyday life. This approach stress-
es how the practice of ritual can use non-linguistic
embodied experiences to bring forward personal and
cultural knowledge (see also Grimes 2000, 5,
Humphrey & Laidlaw 1994).

Future Developments

Despite some of the differences between the body-
symbolism and embodied-practice perspectives,
they could indeed be successfully combined.
Practice theory clearly integrates aspects of struc-
turalism so important to body-symbolism approach-
es. Also, many body-symbolism studies refer to the
importance of action in ritual. As Douglas ([1966]
2000, 64) observes, ritual action focuses our atten-
tion, framing its symbolic features. In the future the
links between these perspectives could be investigat-
ed and expanded. Indeed, the symbolism of the
body and bodily practice are both likely to remain
central in ritual studies. Yet, within body theory
more generally—crossing disciplines from religious
studies, gender studies, and anthropology to art crit-
icism—the concept of the body as such will continue
to be discussed and specified. This will certainly
have implications for how to approach the body in
ritual theory.

Liv Nilsson Stutz

See also Cannibalism; Clothing and Rituals; Gender
Rituals; Healing and Rituals; Oaths and Ordeals;
Passage, Rites of Sacrifice and Offerings

Further Reading

Asad, T. (1997). Genealogies of religion: Discipline and rea-
sons of power in Christianity and Islam. Baltimore, MD:
The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Bell, C. (1992). Ritual theory, ritual practice. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Bloch, M. (1986). From blessing to violence. Cambridge
Studies in Social Anthropology. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Bloch, M., & Parry, J. (1982). Death and the regeneration of
life. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice.
Cambridge Studies in Social and Cultural
Anthropology. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

University Press.

Coakley, S. (1997). Religion and the body. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Crapanzano, V. (1980). Rite of return: Circumcision in
Morocco. In V. Muensterberger & L. Bryce Boyer
(Eds.), The psychoanalytic Study of Society 9: 15-36.
New York: Psychohistory Press.

De Boek, E. (1995). Bodies of remembrance: Knowledge,
experience and the growing of memory in Luunda
ritual performance. In G. Thinés & L. de Heusch
(Eds.), Rites et ritualisation. Paris:
Philosophique J. Vrin.

Douglas, M. (2000 [1966]). Purity and danger: An analysis
of concepts of pollution and taboo. New York:
Routledge.

Douglas, M. (1996 [1970]). Natural symbols: Explorations in
cosmology. New York: Routledge.

Durkeim, E. (1965). The elementary forms of religious life.
New York: The Free Press, Macmillan Publishing Co.
(Original work published 1915)

Gennep, A. van (1909). The rites of passage. London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Grimes, R. (2000) Deeply into the bone: Re-inventing rites of
passage. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press.

Hertz, R. (1960). A contribution to the study of the col-
lective representation of death. In Death and the right
hand. Glenoce, IL: The Free Press. (Originally pub-
lished in L’Année Sociologique 1907, 1907, Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France)

Humphrey, C., & Laidlaw, ]. (1994). The archetypal actions
of ritual. A theory of ritual illustrated by the Jain rite of
worship. Oxford, UK: Oxford Studies in Social and
Cultural Anthropology, Claredon Press.

Huntington, P., & Metcalf, R. (1979). Celebrations of death:
The anthropology of mortuary ritual. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Kertzer, D. L. (1988). Ritual, politics and power. New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Mauss, M. (1973). Techniques of the body. Economy and
Society 2, 70-88.

Mitford, J. (1963). The American way of death. New York:
Simon and Scuster.

Parkin, D. (1992). Ritual as spatial direction and bodily
division. In de Coppet, D. (Ed.), Understanding
Rituals. New York: Routledge.

Librairie



Buddhism is a world religious tradition defined by
the diverse philosophies, practices, communities, and
beliefs that center around the historical, legendary,
and archetypal figure known as the “the awakened
one” or Buddha. A major religion with approximately
500 million adherents worldwide, Buddhism stretch-
es back over 2,500 years to the lifetime of the histori-
cal Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama (c. 563—c. 483 BCE),
and his disciples in India. From the the fifth century
BCE, Buddhism spread to Sri Lanka, Thailand,
Cambodia, Burma, Laos, and Vietnam, as well as to
China, Japan, Korea, and Tibet. Over the last two cen-
turies, Buddhist beliefs and practices have further
spread to Western countries, becoming an essential
feature of the religious pluralism now characteristic of
the Western world.

The Buddha

Buddhism in India began during the life of the histor-
ical Buddha, who was born along the modern Indo-
Nepalese border into a noble family around 563 BCE as
Siddhartha Gautama. Realizing that he could not
escape the inevitabilities of aging, sickness, and death,
at the age of twenty-nine he abruptly renounced all
worldly pursuits in order to attain spiritual liberation.
After almost six years of rigourous asceticism and
meditation, Siddhartha sat under a banyan tree in
Bodh Gaya, India, and resolved not to stir until he
attained enlightenment. Shortly after, he attained his
goal and became the Buddha.

The details of the Buddha’s life embody the uni-
versal story of all buddhas in the past and the future
who achieved ultimate freedom from suffering, and
who subsequently assisted others to attain spiritual
liberation. Buddhas are actually a rare and exception-
al class of sentient beings who appear throughout time
and who know and see the world “just as it is”
(Sanskrit, yatha-bhata). Out of their sympathy (anukam-
pa) and because of their altruistic aspirations for the
liberation of suffering of all sentient beings (bodhicitta),
buddhas teach manifold methods throughout the uni-
verse by which sentient beings can attain release from
the suffering of existence. In a sense, the Buddhas’
teachings and the ritual practices undertaken by fol-
lowers of the historical Buddha the world over are the
many means to achieve spiritual awakening and
release from suffering, just as the historical Buddha
did more than two thousand years ago.

Buddhism

The Buddhist World View

Buddhism asserts that all beings experience rebirth
(bhava or punarbhava), migrating from one subsequent
life to the next. Buddhist metaphysical texts divide
the cosmos into three realms: the form realms of the
gods; the formless realms inhabited by gods without
form who blissfully exist in a state of pure conscious-
ness; and the desire realms, inhabited by humans,
demigods, animals, ghosts, and hell beings all wan-
dering within the beginningless cycle of birth and
death (samsara). The experiences of the desire realm
are contingent upon their inhabitants” virtuous and
nonvirtuous mental, verbal, and physical actions and
the pleasurable or painful effects (karma) such actions
generate. Thus, innumerable Buddhist rituals focus
on creating a foundation of merit to ensure a long,
healthy life; to purify negative karma for one’s own
benefit and that of all sentient beings; and, above all,
to ensure an existence conducive to the practice of
dharma and eventual liberation.

Theravada (see below) Buddhists, for example,
recite or listen to parittas (Pali, meaning “protective
runes”) from the Pali canon to create such extraordi-
nary effects. When carefully recited or listened to, a
paritta calms the mind, radiates auspiciousness, wards
off numerous evils, pleases gods who are devotees of
the Buddha, stimulates past positive merit to fruition,
or simply generates more merit. The impetus of
recitation in Shinran’s (1173-1262 CE) Japanese Pure
Land School (Jodo-Shinshu) of Buddhism contrasts
with the function of the Theravada paritta. Pure Land
Buddhist salvation comes from gratefully accepting
the Buddha Amida’s saving grace and not by generat-
ing merit through ritual or engaging in virtuous
deeds. According to Shinran, rather than endlessly
repeating the nembutsu (Japanese, a short formula
calling upon the Buddha Amida) as traditionally done
in other Chinese and Japanese movements related to
the Pure Land School, merely one sincere recitation of
the nembutsu is sufficient for salvation.

The Four Noble Truths

The first teaching of the Buddha, known as the Four
Noble Truths, is of paramount importance. The first
truth is that all existence is suffering. The second truth
holds that all suffering is caused by the afflictions of
craving, aversion, and ignorance. Ignorance itself is
caused by an incorrect understanding of the nature of
reality, which is described as an erroneous belief in an
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A Buddhist prayer wheel used by monks in Northern Thailand.
COURTESY OF KAREN CHRISTENSEN.

independent, permanent self or soul (atman). The
third truth affirms that the suffering of existence can
cease in a state described as “passing away” (nir-
vana). Finally, the fourth truth is the actual path com-
prised of techniques for achieving the cessation of
suffering and supreme enlightenment. Traditionally,
meditation or the development of concentration
(dhyana), ethics (shila) restraint from the nonvirtues of
body, speech, and mind, and the cultivation of wisdom
(prajna) in order to correct erroneous views of reality
compose the fourth noble truth. However, Buddhist rit-
ual practices and rites all either directly or indirectly
contribute to the cessation of suffering, and as such are
also a fundamental aspect of this final noble truth.

Followers of the Buddha

Buddhists are those who “take refuge” in three cate-
gories considered treasures of the greatest spiritual
worth, known as the Three Jewels (triratna). These are
(1) the community of buddhas, or followers of
Buddha; (2) the path, knowable phenomena, regula-
tion, or doctrinal tradition (dharma); and the commu-
nity of the Buddha’s lay and monastic followers
(sangha). In this context, refuge is not a hiding place;
rather, refuge is found within the Three Jewels, which
are capable of protecting and ultimately liberating all
beings from the sufferings of the cycle of rebirth (sam-
sara). The act of taking refuge solidifies one’s resolve
to engender virtuous spiritual qualities inherent with-
in oneself as represented in the Three Jewels and to
aspire toward spiritual liberation (nirvana) and well-
being. Hence, the most fundamental and all-perva-
sive ritual for both monastic and lay Buddhists
throughout the world is to take refuge. Upon becom-
ing a Buddhist, a refuge ceremony is performed to

Although Buddhism began as an Asian religion and remained
as such for two thousand years, it is now a world religion with
many adherents in Western nations. Here, a homeless man in
London, England expresses his devotion to Buddha and attracts
donations by drawing the Buddha with colored chalks on the
Sidharth. COURTESY OF KAREN CHRISTENSEN.

mark the practitioner’s entry into the Buddhist tradi-
tion. By reciting the formula “I take refuge in the
Buddha [meaning the community of all buddhas],
dharma, and sangha” three times, one’s commitment
is affirmed within one’s body, speech, and mind.
Concurrent with taking daily refuge, Buddhists may
further show reverence to the Three Jewels by press-
ing the hands together at the heart (anjali mudra) or by
prostrating the whole body to the ground at least
three times before a representation of one or many

buddhas.

Buddhist Communities

The Buddhist community (sangha) consists of monks,
nuns, laymen, and laywomen. While entry into the
Buddhist stream for lay followers involves taking
refuge and adhering to precepts of right ethics, medi-
tative cultivation, and the cultivation of wisdom,
Buddhist monks and nuns are ritually ordained in
two stages: first as a novice, and then as a fully
ordained bhikshu or bhikshuni (literally, “almsman”
or “almswoman”), although in most Buddhist coun-
tries women still cannot receive full ordination. At the
time of ordination, head hair is shaved off, represent-
ing the renunciation of vanity, and monastic robes, an
alms bowl, and a new ordination name is taken. For
the most part, monks and nuns do take a vow of
celibacy and agree to numerous precepts prohibiting
intoxicants and entertainments. However, the



adherence to all these precepts is not a pan-Buddhist
phenomenon. Newar Buddhists of Nepal for instance,
have done away with a celibate sangha due to their
interactions with Hinduism. For Japanese Tendai
monks, there is no strong lay-monastic distinction, as
monks leave their robes and eat meat when interact-
ing with the laity. Overall, the Buddhist monastic
order can be regarded as a body of ritual specialists
who transmit the knowledge of Buddhist scriptures.
Moreover, they are a “field of merit” to whom the
laity may endow gifts. In Theravada Buddhism, giv-
ing to one’s community and primarily to the monas-
tic community items of food, robes, lodging, and
medicine is a way of generating merit, which increas-
es as a donor’s intentions become more pure. Thus,
ritualized almsgiving or the act of generosity (dana) is
an integral ethical activity for spiritual development
in Buddhism. The continual practice of giving is also
considered an auspicious practice that gradually
reduces the donor’s attachments and possessiveness.
In turn, monks and nuns reciprocate dana by giving an
even greater gift of the Buddhist teachings, consid-
ered a gift to excel all gifts, to lay practitioners.

Theravada Buddhism

Buddhism today is divided into three main branches,
known as Theravada (Pali, “Way of the Elders”),
Mahayana (Pali, “Great Vehicle”) and Vajrayana (Pali,
“Diamond Vehicle”). While each branch represents a
series of religious movements originating in India,
they do not represent strict historical phases, ideolog-
ical shifts, distinct ritual and ethical systems, or even
progressions in ritual efficacy. Thus, no one branch
can be perceived as a uniform, monolithic whole.

Theravada Buddhism finds it roots in the early
Buddhist community that flourished in India during
the Mauryan dynasty (324-187 BCE) and spread
throughout Southeast Asia up to the present day.
Theravada Buddhism claims to be the oldest and
most authentic form of Buddhism and possesses a
wealth of ritual and devotional practices. In Sri Lanka
for example, where Theravada Buddhism is influ-
enced by folk religions and other pre-Buddhist move-
ments, ritual healing ceremonies known in Sinhalese
as bali are performed to propitiate planetary deities
and to pay homage to the Buddha. As well, Sinhalese
Buddhists perform the tovil, an exorcism ceremony, in
which uttering the name of the Buddha alone is suffi-
cient to drive away any demons invading the body of
the possessed individual.

Buddhism

From the time of early Buddhism, the veneration of
hemispherical reliquaries (stupas) containing the relics
of the Buddha or revered masters has been an impor-
tant form of Buddhist ritual worship. Considered to
bestow blessings, devotion at a stupa is performed by
making pilgrimages to it, by making offerings at its
base, and by circumambulating it in a clockwise man-
ner. The commissioning, building, and ritual consecra-
tion of Buddha images is said to accrue great merit and
are activities that continue up to the present day.
The ritual bathing of Buddha statues is another popu-
lar practice present in Southeast and East Asia.
Pilgrimage is also common form of devotional wor-
ship and merit generation throughout the Buddhist
world. Aside from stupas in India, other pilgrimage
sites are the Buddha’s tooth relics and the places of his
birth, his first teachings, his enlightenment, his pass-
ing into nirvana (parinirvana), and his footprints,
found in modern Nepal, north India, and Sri Lanka.

Mahayana Buddhism

Mahayana Buddhism expresses an ideological shift in
soteriology from that of Theravada Buddhism, rather
than a dramatic change in Buddhist ritual practice.
Theravada Buddhism emphasizes the destruction of
one’s own cognitive afflictions through the constant
practice of analytical meditation (Sanskrit, vipashyana;
Pali, vipassana). In some schools of Burmese
Buddhism, the primary practice of lay and monastic
practitioners is to meditate on the transient nature of
human existence, by observing the subtle and coarse
physical sensations that arise and dissipate through-
out the physical body. One who breaks through the
illusion of the immutable self is an arhat (“worthy
one”). In contrast, Mahayana Buddhism emphasizes
the practices of the bodhisattva, an exceptional being
who generates the altruistic attention to attain
enlightenment (bodhicitta), dedicating all his or her
actions to the welfare and liberation of all beings. In
Mahayana Buddhism, formal rituals are enacted for
practitioners wishing to take the bodhisattva vow in
order to liberate beings from cyclic existence (sam-
sara). At such ceremonies the officiant, speaking on
behalf of the Buddha, declares that the disciples pres-
ent will become buddhas in the distant future.

Vajrayana Buddhism

Vajrayana Buddhism or Tantric Buddhism first
evolved as a heterogeneous body of esoteric practices
in India from the eighth century CE, spreading across

63



64

Buddhism

Asia and more recently into the Western world.
Vajrayana ritual or sadhana (“means of achievement”)
involves the Tantric practitioner invoking the Buddha
and an assemblage of celestial deities through a com-
plex process of visualization, the performance of ritu-
al hand gestures (mudra), and the speaking of sacred
syllables and words of power (mantra). There are two
kinds or tantric sadhana. In the first kind, the practi-
tioner invokes the deity with the aspiration to receive
blessings. The other kind involves a practitioner
imagining him- or herself as a fully enlightened bud-
dha in body, speech, and mind. Highly skilled practi-
tioners are said to have the ability to appear in the
form of the enlightened deity in order to assuage the
suffering of sentient beings. The most well-known
Tantric Buddhism tradition thrives amongst Tibetan
Buddhists scattered throughout the world.

The Buddhist Calendar

As most Buddhist countries follow divergent calen-
dars, which often revolve around agricultural cycles
and local traditions, there is no universal Buddhist
calendar; however, there are several festivals that
Buddhist countries share in common. Theravadins

sometimes follow the Buddhist Era, which com-
mences in 543 BCE, the date Theravadins assign to the
death of Gautama Buddha. Tibetan and Chinese
Buddhists adhere to a hexagenary cycle, during which
twelve animals and five elements are combined each
lunar year, repeating this combination of patterns
every sixty years. All Buddhist traditions harmonize
solar and lunar calendars. Typically, calendars must
intercalate an extra month into the twelve-month year.
Hence, as the Buddhist year follows the solar calen-
dar, holidays and festivals will always fall during the
same season; however, actual festival days will usual-
ly fall on specific days of annual lunar cycles. Thus for
Tibetan and Chinese Buddhists, the new year begins
in either January or February on the day of a new
moon. Days in the Buddhist calendar generally unfold
from midnight to midnight; however, in Buddhist Sri
Lanka days run from dawn to dawn.

Buddhist Festivals

Buddhist festivals are opportunities for reaffirming
devotion, making merit, purifying one’s misdeeds,
strengthening community ties, and entertainment.
(See table 1.) Some communities do celebrate major

TABLE 1. BUDDHIST FESTIVALS

Festival Description Date

Uposatha Purification and confession for monastics and laity New and full moons of
every lunar cycle

New Year Purification of past misdeeds; focus on worldly welfare Varies

Magha Puja All-Saints Day or Dharma Day, Laos and Thailand February

Monlam Prayer festival celebrating Buddha’s victory over evil February

Vesakha Buddha’s birth, death, and parinirvana May-June

Wan Atthami Buddha’s cremation, Thailand May-June

Dzamling Chisang Day of purification; offering to protector spirits, Tibet June

Poson Establishment of Buddhism; Sri Lanka June-July

Tavatimsa Buddha’s secret return from Tavatimsa heaven July

Vessa Beginning of the Rains Retreat July

Asalha Buddha'’s First Sermon July-August

Asalha Perahara Procession of Buddha’s Tooth Relic, Sri Lanka July-August

Ullambana; 0-bon Festival of Hungry Ghosts; China and Japan August

End of Vessa Ritual conclusion of Rains Retreat October

Kathina/Post-vessa
Nagcho Chenmo
Gutor

Source: Gombrich (1986).

Laity ritually endow monks with robes
Death anniversary of Tsongkhapa; Tibet
Two-day festival marking the year end; Tibet

October-November
October-November
December




festivals that may not be wholly Buddhist, but pertain
as well to agricultural cycles, national heroes and
deities, or local religious cults. Major days for purifi-
cation and meditation occur on uposatha days, during
a new or full moon. On the full moon of the lunar
month of Vesakha (in the month of May), the
Buddha’s birth, enlightenment, and passing into nir-
vana (parinirvana) is celebrated. Another important
festival is the annual three-month period of Vessa
(Rains). During Vessa, monks and nuns retreat to their
home monasteries, focusing on study and meditation,
while the laity perform fasts and confession, and take
on additional precepts to deepen their religious com-
mitment, during the new and full moon regular
uposathas (i.e. the first, eighth, fifteenth and twenty-
third days of the monthly lunar cycle).

Outlook in the Twenty-First Century

In the last two centuries, diasporic Asian Buddhist com-
munities have migrated to the West, where there has
been a steady increase in non-Asian peoples converting
to Buddhism. While Asian Buddhist communities gen-
erally experience ritual and devotion as commensurate
with spiritual and cultural identity, many modern first-
generation Buddhists in the West have embraced
Buddhist rituals and festivals, primarily viewing them
as an integral part of Buddhist practice with genuine
therapeutic and salvific import. Hence, even while
prayer festivals like Vesakha and uposathas are now typ-
ically performed in urban Buddhist communities in
Europe and North America, some Western Buddhists
continue to grapple with issues of the efficacy and
necessity of Buddhist ritual objects and praxis altogeth-
er. Hence, one of the more complex undertakings for the
future of Buddhism in the Western religious tradition
will be to establish the appropriate and meaningful
placement of old and new rituals within the framework
of the modern, global Buddhist community and its sus-
taining soteriology and doctrine.

Sujata Ghosh
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Calendrical Rituals

Calendrical rituals are celebrations that occur on an
annual cycle, usually to mark a particular date or sea-
son, and are linked to a repetitive notion of time and
the regular commemoration of seasonal changes.
Calendrical rituals are most developed in agricultur-
al societies, where the annual rhythm of time is asso-
ciated with the harvesting of particular crops, and
often with ideas of the renewal of the earth and the
rebirth of particular plants. They also occur in soci-
eties with printed calendars and a formal cycle of
annual events, even highly industrialized ones. They
are least common among peoples who live as hunters
and gatherers in tropical regions, where seasonal
oscillations in daylight and rainfall are less important
than other markers of change in the natural world.
Some societies seem almost totally without calendri-
cal celebrations—like the Huaulu of Seram,
Indonesia, or the Iraqw of Tanzania—while others,
like the Balinese have an almost endless succession of
such festivals.

The Balinese celebrate temple festivals (odalan) on
a 210-day cycle, but they also commemorate a num-
ber of other events on 3-day cycles of named days, a
5-day market week, as well as a 7-day week labeled
with Hindu names for celestial bodies. Each is
defined in relation to its position within nine different
cycles, and the intersections of these cycles provide
the most propitious days for marrying, building hous-
es, cremating the dead, or planting and harvesting
crops. Geertz argued that there were so many confus-
ing linkages between cycles (which also included

systems of personal names and status titles) that time
itself appeared to be immobilized into a “motionless
present” (1973, 404). He asked the intriguing question
of whether an almost excessively complicated calen-
dar would have the paradoxical effect of banishing a
notion of the passing of time.

Calendars themselves are complex creations, and
do not always coordinate events in relation to the
annual solar year. Many smaller-scale societies use
lunar cycles rather than seasonal oscillations, and
both the Chinese calendar and the Islamic one
emphasize phases of the moon, so that a key festival
(like the Muslim month of Ramadan) may migrate
around the seasons of the Roman calendar. The ritu-
al calendars of smaller societies use a variety of dif-
ferent seasonal cues for intercalation, including the
seasonal swarming of sea worms in the Pacific,
astronomical markers, the growth cycles of various
plants, and even the migration patterns of animals.
Human ritual activities have the practical purpose of
gathering together and mobilizing labor for the
clearing of fields and planting of new crops, so the
priest of calendrical rituals is often also the person
who bears primary responsibility for agricultural
productivity.

Calendrical rituals occur in both stratified and
nonstratified societies, and they can emphasize the
shared experience of seasonality or stress instead hier-
archical differences in access to specialized knowl-
edge of the calendar. They are generally contrasted
with rituals of the human life cycle (held in relation to
individual stages of development or accomplishment)
and rites of affliction.
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THE HOPI AGRICULTURAL CALENDAR

Month Primary Ceremony Purpose Sequent Agricultural or Climatic Event
February Powa’mu germination planting of vegetables and early corn
March Un’kwa-ti germination planting on main corn crop
April Katchina dances rain period of drought followed by onset
May of spring and early of summer rains
June summer
July Niman katchina corn knee-high
August Snake-Antelope rain and ripening vegetables and early corn ripen
flute of early crops
September Marau, Lako’n ripening of main corn main corn crop ripens
October 0a’qol harvest main corn crop harvested

Source: Adapted from: Bradfield, Richard M. (1973).
A Natural History of Associations.
New York: International Universities Press, Inc., p. 185

Calendrical Rituals and Temporality

A key controversy concerning calendrical rituals is
exactly how widely shared their values and expres-
sion are, and how these are related to the practical
experience of time. Bourdieu has argued that indige-
nous calendars perpetuate a “synoptic illusion” (1977,
164), which is divorced from the “real” time of work,
leisure, and exchange in everyday life—substituting a
“linear, homogeneous, continuous time” for “incom-
mensurable islands of duration of practical activity”
(1977, 105-6). But he has also detailed how the
Algerian peasant “lives his life at a rhythm deter-
mined by the divisions of the ritual calendar which
exhibit a whole mythical system” (Bourdieu 1968, 57).
The technical acts of planting and harvesting are coor-
dinated with “liturgical acts” to commemorate calen-
drical moments to produce a system that he calls
“mythology-in-action,” in which the peasant does
violence to the nourishing earth in order to fecundate
her and wrest her riches from her.

Agricultural societies have the most elaborately
developed calendrical rituals because the regulation of
time is crucial for practical activities such as planting
and harvesting. For this very reason, it is necessary to
coordinate all members of the society and some sort of
authority structure is needed for this coordination.
The guardian of the calendar, sometimes referred to as

“priest of the months” (Hoskins 1994, 94; Geirnaert-
Martin 1992, 12), therefore holds an important position
within indigenous systems of knowledge as someone
who not only “counts out the months” and determines
the time for festivals, but also someone who deter-
mines the best moment in an agricultural cycle for par-
ticular activities to take place. His function is both
ritual and practical, since he is both a “Father Time”
figure with great symbolic importance (and often a
heavy burden of personal taboos) and the leader of the
most significant forms of labor cooperation.
Calendrical rituals can also become occasions for
commemorating historical events, so they are not
always concerned with simple ideas of repetition and
cycles. After the bombing of a tourist nightclub on
Bali in 2002 that claimed almost 200 lives, plans were
made to hold a massive ritual sacrifice (pecaruan) on
the site of the bombing in Kuta, timed to coincide
with Sugian Bali—a day when all commoner Balinese
pray to their ancestors in family ancestral shrines to
prepare for Galungan. Galungan is a calendrical rite
held every 210 days to commemorate the defeat of a
fourteenth-century tyrant, and it is a time when each
family gathers for purification and celebration. The
intersection of a historical commemoration and a sac-
rificial ceremony to satiate the demons attracted by
the blood and grief caused by the bombing is not a
coincidence. Instead, these two rites demonstrate a



belief that the cosmos is a suprahuman reflection of
the internal cosmos of the body, so the purification of
the individual body must also be accompanied by a
purification of the social body.

The body is an important presence in calendrical
rituals because so many of them involve temporary
periods of ritual reversals or transgressions. As
Edmund Leach first noted in his seminal essay “Time
and False Noses” (1961), the end of a ritual cycle is
often a period of license, silliness, and masquerade.
He associates this with a temporal structure in which
there is a passage from the profane to the sacred, at
the opening of a calendrical feast, and then from the
sacred to the profane, at the close. The celebration of
Mardi Gras or Carnival before the beginning of Lent
is a prototypical example of this oscillation of tempo-
ral modes, and it is indeed a time when men dress up
like women, people walk backwards, and authority
figures may be teased, parodied, or even burned in
effigy. Leach stresses the fact that these behaviors
occur within a temporal pendulum, but in many cases
the events do not occur in the order he postulates.

Calendrical Rituals and Transgression

Bakhtin has emphasized the disruptive, trangressive
element of feasting in his argument that “carnival
does not know footlights” (1984, 7): its performances
are not framed by distinctions between actors and
outsiders, performers and spectators. This is the dif-
ference between a spectacle and a calendrical rite like
carnival, which is full of people making fun of each
other and of the official actors. The subversive force of
laughter—and especially a particularly graphic, bodi-
ly humor—is said to confront the boundary between
spectacle and spectator and dissolve it into general
participation by all around: “As opposed to the offi-
cial feast, one might say that carnival celebrated tem-
porary liberation from the prevailing truth and from
the established order; it marked the suspension of all
hierarchical rank, privileges, norms and prohibitions.
Carnival was the true feast of time, the feast of becom-
ing, change and renewal. It was hostile to all that was
immortalized and completed” (Bakhtin 1984, 9-10).
Certain calendrical feasts emphasize ritual disci-
pline, respect, and hierarchy, and serve to enshrine a
sacred memory that is important for the collectivity.
Others—the more ribald and disrespectful ones that
Bakhtin speaks about—are designed to explore and
celebrate the regenerative powers of difference:
between men and women, juniors and seniors, past
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and present. If, as Bakhtin says, “laughter is the
enemy of hierarchy” (1984, 10), then ribaldry can be
interpreted as asserting the heterogeneity of ritual
participants and their resistance to official authority,
The Rabelaisian flavor of the European Carnival is
also found in nale rice festivities of the Kodi people of
Sumba, eastern Indonesia, the milamala yam festivals
of the Trobriand Islanders of Papua New Guinea, and
many celebrations of the harvest in other places.
Unmarried young men and women are allowed to
dance sexually suggestive dances, tease each other,
imitate the behavior of the opposite sex, and some-
times even escape for private liaisons without suffer-
ing social sanctions. Transgression and the legitimate
violation of all the usual forms is a characteristic of
the period following the death of a king in both Africa
and Polynesia, but it is not accompanied by joyfulness
and is not in any way festive.

Trangression in itself cannot be taken to define cal-
endrical festivals, but it also seems inappropriate to
assume that transgression is simply liminality, a
moment of antistructure in a dialectical process of
structure making, as does Turner (1969). Rather, it
would seem that calendrical festivals allow for the
expression of divergent political sentiments in order to
bring opposing forces into contact to affirm their
power to generate a new whole. They represent the
fact that diverse societies contain many marginalized
groups that have to be included within a yearly cycle
of renewed unity. The goal of a calendrical feast is to
create a transparent totality of relations. As Valeri
argues: “If in the feast separations fall away and chaos
seems to infiltrate its way into the cosmos, it is not
because the feast is the negation of order, but because
it represents order as totality. It is therefore necessary
that what is set apart as dangerous and rejected as dis-
order in daily life should be part of feasting” (2001, 11).

Calendrical Rituals and the Human Life Cycle

Calendrical rituals mark moments in the life of the col-
lectivity that are distinct from the “rites of passage” of
biographical time and its idiosyncratic events. Rites
that occur on a yearly cycle form an important part of
the cultural heritage of a great many societies, and are
articulated through origin narratives, ideas of prece-
dence and authority, spatial maps, and the ritual func-
tions of objects, according to Hoskins (1998). The birth
or death dates of particular individuals are commem-
orated as calendrical rituals (Christmas, President’s
Day, the Queen’s Birthday, Martin Luther King Day,
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etc.) only when historical events give particular
prominence to that person’s biography.

Calendars and their celebrations create a social
sense of time that is larger than the human life span
and more enduring. Whether these feasts are
commemorating historical events or natural
processes, they are important because they provide a
collective ordering of past, present, and future, and
they direct human activities toward locally valorized
ends. Most calendrical rites are presented as texts
without authors—a narrative of the past that was gen-
erated in some long distant age, created by “founding
ancestors” who prescribed the forms and procedures
to be followed. But since ritual cycles are often also
disrupted by contingent events, these rites also
require new authors and interpreters to continue or
become revitalized in new circumstances. The crisis of
modernity has intensified the “biographical content”
of many calendrical rituals, and tied them more close-
ly to famous persons and their recent accomplish-
ments, as these rituals are reinvented by each new
generation that performs them.

Janet Hoskins

See also Agricultural Rituals; Iban
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Camp Meetings

Camp meetings were fervent Protestant Christian reli-
gious and social gatherings that originated out of nine-
teenth-century frontier life in the American South. The
meetings were highly emotional, demonstrative, and
devoted to converting sinners to repentance and spiritu-
al rebirth through faith in Jesus Christ. Camp meetings
helped integrate and affirm sparsely scattered and
diverse congregations through intense collective experi-
ence. The name itself derives from the tradition of rural
families setting up tents or makeshift shelters, camping
out around a central meeting area, and attending servic-
es over a period of several days. Camp meetings are also
known as tent, arbor, or brush-arbor meetings, all of
which reflect their temporal and out-of-the-ordinary
nature. In addition to the predominant evangelistic
theme, a camp meeting offered one of the few large-scale
social events on the American frontier in the early 1800s,
providing an opportunity for people to come together
for reunions and lengthy visits with family and friends.
In the latter half of the twentieth century, as churches
sought more family-centered activities, camp meetings
enjoyed a revival by emphasizing the social aspects of
the tradition, with religion taking a secondary role.



The outdoor chapel at the Methodist Camp Quinipet at Shelter
Island, New York. COURTESY OF BECCI SEARLE-SCHRADER.

History

Historically, camp meetings are considered to be a dis-
tinct phenomenon of the American frontier, but they
have a number of precedents, specifically European
holy fairs. In the United States, they are associated
with the Second Great Awakening and revivalism
movements during the early 1800s, where churches
addressed the crisis of declining membership in an
increasingly diverse and widespread frontier popula-
tion. Presbyterians in Cane Ridge, Kentucky, probably
held the first camp meetings around 1800. The idea
was soon embraced by Methodists and then Baptists,
and early camp meetings were often interdenomina-
tional, although always Protestant. The early gather-
ings were highly dramatic and extremely emotional,
with attendance occasionally numbering in the thou-
sands. By the 1840s, however, meetings were dying
down, due in part to discord engendered by the
slavery debate. They vigorously reemerged after the
Civil War, followed by the Chautauqua and Bible
Conference Movements, probable outgrowths of the
original camp meeting concept. More permanent com-
pounds were built, and recreational activities were
added to the intensely religious fare. Many church
retreat centers operating today originated as camp
meetings during this era.

The typical camp meeting was organized by local,
ordained clergy, who scheduled the event after the
harvest, usually in late summer, and located it in an
area with sufficient water, shade, pastureland, and
accessibility to accommodate large numbers of fami-
lies from the surrounding countryside. Meetings were
usually held for four days to a week, with services last-
ing from early morning to late night. Since services
allowed little free time, most socializing and renew-

Camp Meetings

ing of friendships occurred at the beginning or end of
the camp. Lay preachers—men and women—assisted
the clergy during the services, moving about among the
congregation encouraging sinners to repent, praying,
and giving testimonies. The audience consisted of
women as well as men, sometimes seated in separate
sections, and whites as well as blacks, always seated in
separate sections.

Structure of Services

Structurally, the services at camp meetings of the
early 1800s do not differ radically from revivals held
today among evangelical groups. The services were
highly structured and designed for the primary pur-
pose of generating emotional turmoil in the uncon-
verted and the lapsed Christian, which would lead to
their submission to the will of God and ultimate spir-
itual transformation. A secondary goal, generating a
sense of commonality among the saved and affirming
their faith and righteousness, was desired but not
required. The success or failure of each meeting was
determined by the number of converts tallied up at
the conclusion of the camp.

The structure of the services was designed to pro-
pel potential targets toward conversion and was,
therefore, intentionally disturbing to those of uncer-
tain faith. Through a combination of fire-and-brim-
stone preaching, praying, audience response, singing,
and testimonials, the emotional state of the unsaved
was manipulated to accept the simple religious mes-
sage. Preaching, by local and occasional guest clergy,
took the form of passionate exhortations against sin
and dire warnings of the fate that awaited the sinner.
Prayer—individual, communal, and responsive—
reinforced the admonishments with more passion,
desperate calls to the sinners, and pleas to Jesus.
Audience response included shouting, weeping, and
pleading, spreading and growing louder as the tempo
of the service increased. Nearly everyone in the
audience participated in exhorting the converts and
delivering testimonials. After potential converts
acknowledged submission, they would be taken to sit
with other converts to think through their decision as
the service continued. Music consisted of easy-to-
learn gospel songs or shape-note singing, and chorus-
es were often repeated over and over to give sinners
time to make up their minds. Testimonies, personal
histories of the previous sinful lives of converts and
how they came to be saved, were integral to the
services. Great value was placed on testimonies, and

n
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the most dramatic were highly sought after. At the
end of a service or during membership induction at
the last service, converts would be expected to give
their testimonies.

The ritual structure and meaning of the camp
meeting operated at several levels. Locating the gath-
erings in the wilderness defined the ritual, encour-
aged a sense of liminality, and served as a reminder of
the function of religion as a civilizing agent to tame
the wildness of the human spirit. For the participants,
leaving their homes for a week of spiritual renewal
represented a break from the ordinary and the oppor-
tunity for transformation, after which to return to
their everyday lives on a higher spiritual plane. The
exceedingly emotional activities increased the likeli-
hood of inculcation, and the structure of the camp
promoted communitas, that feeling of great solidarity
and equality characteristic of people who have under-
gone an intense group experience, such as a rite of
passage. Finally, the juxtaposition of opposites rein-
forced the ritual message of security amidst danger.
The nature of the services emphasized the tension
between the wretchedness of the worldly life and the
serenity and confidence of the saved. The camplike,
communal, and temporal setting of the gathering was
set dramatically against the urgent message being
delivered, which was intense, individualized, and
ultimately focused on the eternal.

Jaclyn L. Jeffrey
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Cannibalism

The earliest known reference to cannibalism was pro-
vided by the Greek historian Herodotus in the fifth

century BCE. He wrote of the “Anthropophagi” (Man-
Eaters) who lived on the frontier of Greek civi-
lization. Two thousand years later Christopher
Columbus would coin the term cannibal, based on a
mistaken Spanish translation of the term Carib, refer-
ring to a supposedly (literally) bloodthirsty aborigi-
nal group found in the New World. Even though
Columbus never actually witnessed the alleged
human flesh-eating himself, he nonetheless spread
the lurid details of this most repulsive and “savage”
behavior, a cultural trait that, unfortunately, would
become virtually a standard characteristic of indige-
nous peoples the world over, at least from the per-
spective of “civilized” Europeans. Of course, such
notions went a long way toward assuaging or elimi-
nating whatever guilt and apprehension Europeans
felt as a result of colonizing and enslaving native
peoples around the globe.

It should be noted that even in early reports of
anthropophagy (cannibalism) one sees, perhaps,
more evidence for xenophobia (fear of strangers)
than cannibalism; the anthropologist William Arens,
in fact, was much more impressed by the former
than the latter. In his controversial The Man-Eating
Myth: Anthropology and Anthropophagy, Arens argues
that although it is likely that “survival cannibalism”
has occurred on many occasions (and, in fact, has
been well documented), there are virtually no reli-
able data to support the contention that instances of
routine, cultural, and ritualistic cannibalism have
ever occurred. Arens’s understandable lack of confi-
dence in the validity of reports from missionaries,
travelers, traders, and adventurers notwithstanding,
a review of the literature on the subject reveals quite
convincingly that he is mistaken. The hundreds of
reports from eyewitnesses and cultural anthropolo-
gists, the archeological data, and the ubiquity of
cannibalism lore, legends, and mythology provide a
database of sorts that cannot be ignored, and, in
fact, few cultural anthropologists today deny the
reality of cannibalism, ritualistic, survivalistic, or
otherwise.

One might argue, however, as the anthropologist
Peggy Reeves Sanday does in Divine Hunger, a sym-
bolic analysis of cannibalism in the context of cultur-
al mythology, that given the cross-cultural presence
of the notion in every continent around the globe,
whether or not cannibalism actually occurred is
somewhat moot. Clearly, the sheer ubiquity of the
idea itself (if not the actual practice) cries out for
explanation.
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TALES OF CANNIBALISM

Tales about cannibals and cannibalism are found in many folklore traditions around the world. The follow-
ing two are short examples from the Amhara of Ethiopia and Iroquois of New York State.

Once there was a cannibal. He lived among many people. He had no food in his house; he was poor. But even if
he had not been poor, he just liked to eat the flesh of man. In his house was a big hole which he covered with a
carpet. He would invite somebody into his house and tell him to sit down on the chair over the hole. When the per-
son sat down and fell into the hole, he would climb down by a ladder and eat him. In this way he ate all the people
in his village one by one—about a hundred people. When he had eaten all the people in his village he returned to

live in the forest, because there was nobody left to eat.

Source : Levine, Donald N. (1965). Wax and Gold; Tradition and Innovation in Ethiopian Culture.

Chicago, University of Chicago Press, p. 229.

Direct confrontation with the child was avoided, but when things got seriously out of hand, parents sometimes
turned older children over to the gods for punishment. A troublesome child might be sent out into the dusk to
meet Longnose, the legendary Seneca bogeyman. Longnose might even be impersonated in the flesh by a dis-
traught parent. Longnose was a hungry cannibal who chased bad children when their parents were sleeping. He

mimicked the child, crying loudly as he ran, but the parents would not wake up because Longnose had bewitched
them. A child might be chased all night until he submitted and promised to behave. Theoretically, if a child
remained stubborn, Longnose finally caught him and took him away in a huge pack-basket for a leisurely meal.

And—although parents were not supposed to do this—an unusually stubborn infant could be threatened with
punishment by the great False Faces themselves, who, when invoked for this purpose, might “poison” a child or

“spoil his face.”
Source: Wallace, Anthony F. C. (1972).
The Death and Rebirth of the Seneca.
New York: Vintage Books, p. 37.
Categories to consume human flesh. Not only have Harris and

Cannibalism has been categorized using various
schemes based on the function of the practice (ritual-
istic, nutritional, or gustatory) and whether or not the
victim is an “outsider” or an “insider” (exocannibal-
ism and endocannibalism, respectively). In some
cases, it is necessary to combine categories. For exam-
ple, many experts have noted that the Aztecs consid-
ered human sacrifice essential for the appeasement
of gods and the general flow of time in an orderly,
predictable manner. Other experts, such as Marvin
Harris and Michael Harner, have argued that the
Aztecs were simply motivated by protein deficiency

Harner’s cultural materialistic treatments of Aztec
cannibalism and sacrifice been effectively refuted, but
also it seems clear from the many ethnographies (cul-
tural studies) and monographs on the subject that
cannibalism is simply too “traumatic” emotionally
and intellectually to involve simply consumptive
activities stripped of any ideological or cultural sig-
nificance whatsoever.

One of the more popular forms of ritual canni-
balism involves the consumption of the dead, referred
to as “mortuary endocannibalism” or simply
“necrophagy.” In this case, the deceased is simply con-
sumed after his or her death—no sacrifice is involved.
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The Fore people of New Guinea provide, perhaps, the
most famous case of necrophagy. This case came to
light only after the degenerative disease kuru began to
appear in a large number of women and children;
given the ritual roles of women and residence pat-
terns, a link to cannibalism soon became evident.

Vital Life Essence

Many anthropological interpretations of necrophagy
focus on the unbroken perpetuation of the vital life
essence of the group by “incorporating” the deceased
individual into the bodies of the living. In some
cases—for example, the Gimi-speaking peoples of
New Guinea—the practice is “genderized” because
only women engage in consumption of the dead.
Explanations of this practice often focus on the
women’s attempt to manipulate culturally accepted
gender roles to fuse conceptions of “masculine” and
“feminine.”

Whereas endocannibalism tends to be practiced to
enhance the bond between members of a local group,
exocannibalism seems to accomplish just the opposite.
Often hostile peoples will be consumed in order to
strike fear into the enemy in an attempt to demoralize
them and take away their willingness to fight. It is inter-
esting to note that when the “others” are eaten, they are
eaten as everyday “food” in a context that is bereft of
the obligatory solemnity of religious ritual. This is com-
pletely harmonious with the age-old custom among all
peoples to equate the “outsiders” or the “other” with
animals (or “savages”) and to consider only themselves
worthy of the label of “people” or “human beings.”

James Houk

See also Blood Rituals; Body and Rituals; Food and
Rituals
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Catholicism

Catholicism includes all those Christian denomina-
tions that base their claim to the authority of their
priesthood in the claim of “Apostolic Succession,” a
line of ordination that stretches from their contempo-
rary bishops back to the Apostle Peter. The three
major groups of Catholic denominations include the
Roman Catholic church, the Eastern Orthodox
churches, and (by this definition) the Anglican
churches. The major rituals of Catholicism are the
seven sacraments (from the Latin sacramentum, mean-
ing “oath”). The sacraments are baptism, confirma-
tion, the Eucharist (Holy Communion), reconciliation
(penance), anointing the sick (extreme unction), mar-
riage, and Holy Orders. There are also rituals called
“sacramentals” that may be performed as adjuncts
within the celebration of any of the sacraments or by
individuals alone.

The Sacraments

Baptism for the forgiveness of sins and for member-
ship in the Church may be by immersing the candi-
date or, more commonly, by pouring water on the
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ITALIAN CATHOLIC FESTIVALS IN NEW YORK CITY

Public festivals in honor of particular saints are an important rituals in Italian-American communities. The
account below describes three such festivals held each year in New York City. The festivals express reli-
gious devotion, maintain ties in the local community, and also maintain symbolic ties to the home commu-
nity in Italy.

The great Neapolitan festa, held in Mulberry Street on September 19, honors San Gennaro, who was martyred by
the Romans at Pozzuoli in A.D. 306. Unlike the celebration in Naples, where the patron’s day is observed as a pub-
lic holiday, the merrymaking here is generally confined (save for the women) to the evening. The narrow street is
arched with electric lights of varied colors, and a procession of worshipers follows the effigy of the saint up and
down the roadway between booths laden with candies, candles, votive offerings and the like. There are fireworks

to top off the festivities.

On Sant’ Agata’s Day, February 5, her effigy is borne up and down Baxter Street, with several thousand
Sicilians following in procession. This saint, the legend has it, performed an unparalleled miracle when, nearly 250
years ago, she deflected with her veil the flow of molten lava from Etna on the very edge of the city of Catania,

saving the population from certain death.

Western Sicilians on September 4 turn out on Fourteenth Avenue, between Sixty-second and Sixty-fifth Streets
(in Brooklyn) to pay homage to Santa Rosalia, who nearly 300 years ago saved the city of Palermo from a pesti-
lence. It was her bones, her followers believe, that accomplished this miracle, for at the time she herself had been

dead for more than four centuries.

Source: Federal Writers Project (New York, New York). (1969).

The Italians of New York. New York: Arno Press;

The New York Times, p. 90. Originally published in 1938.

head of the candidate while the officiator says, “I bap-
tize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and
of the Holy Spirit” (Catholic Church 1995, 348).
Baptisms are normally performed by a bishop, priest,
or deacon, but in situations of necessity, anyone who
has the right intent may baptize. (Thus, baptisms
performed in some other Christian denominations
are accepted as valid.) Although only water and the
appropriate prayer are necessary, the ritual normally
also includes other symbols, such as a baptismal can-
dle that symbolizes Christ as the light of the world;
blessed oil and chrism (a mixture of oil and balsam),
which represent the power and comfort of the Holy
Spirit; and white baptismal clothing, which signifies
being clothed in Christ.

Those persons born to Catholic families are bap-
tized as infants. The parents and godparents of the
infants must promise to rear them in the faith. Adults
who join the Church go through the Rite of Christian

Initiation of Adults (RCIA), which was approved by
Pope Paul VI in 1972. RCIA has four stages: (1) a peri-
od in which the candidate’s questions about the
teachings of the church are answered, (2) a period of
more intense instruction into the doctrines, the liturgy
(rites prescribed for public worship) of the Church,
and the obligations of members, (3) the season of
Lent, when the candidate learns about the liturgies of
Lent and undergoes the sacraments of baptism (if he
or she has not previously received a valid baptism),
confirmation, and the Eucharist during the Easter
Vigil, which ends the season, and (4) the time from
Easter to Pentecost, during which new members are
taught about the mysteries of Christ’s death and res-
urrection.

Confirmation is the sacrament through which a
baptized person becomes a more fully participating
member of the Church by the bestowal of the Holy
Spirit. It is normally performed by a bishop.
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A Roman Catholic priest blesses the taxis in Copacabana,
Bolivia in June 1997. COURTESY OF STEPHEN G. DONALDSON PHOTOGRAPHY.

In confirmation the bishop lays his hands on the
baptized member and anoints the member with
chrism while he addresses the member by name and
says, “be sealed with the Gift of the Holy Spirit”
(Catholic Church 1995, 363, 367). When undergoing
confirmation, a candidate may choose as a “confirma-
tion name” the name of a favorite saint who will serve
both as a role model and as an intercessor with God.
Each candidate also has a sponsor who is committed
to helping the candidate through prayer and support.

The Eucharist, or Holy Communion, is based on
the final meal during which Jesus shared bread and
wine with his disciples during the Jewish celebration
of the Passover. Roman and Eastern Orthodox
Catholics believe that the “substance” (as opposed to
the outward appearance) of the bread and wine
becomes the body and blood Jesus through the mira-
cle of transubstantiation. The Anglican communion
speaks, instead, of the “real spiritual presence” of

A girl kisses the toes of the statue of St. Francis in Caceres,
Spain. COURTESY OF BECCI SEARLE-SCHRADER.

Christ in the bread and wine. The central words
spoken by the priest in the sacrament of Holy
Communion are

The day before he suffered he took bread in his sacred
hands and looking up to heaven, to you, his almighty
father, he gave you thanks and praise. He broke the
bread, gave it to his disciples, and said: Take this, all
of you, and eat it: This is my body which will be given
up for you. When supper was ended, he took the cup.
Again he gave you thanks and praise, gave the cup to
his disciples, and said: Take this, all of you, and drink
from it: This is the cup of my blood, the blood of the
new and everlasting covenant. It will be shed for you
and for all so that sin may be forgiven. Do this in
memory of me. (Catholic Church 1985, 544-545).

Reconciliation (penance) begins with contrition,
the experience of sorrow for one’s sins and conver-
sion, a change of heart and intent not to sin again.
This is followed by confession of sins to a priest. After
confessing the penitent expresses sorrow for his or her



sins through short prayer, such as “Jesus, I am sorry
for all my sins. Have mercy on me” or “My God, I am
sorry for my sins with all my heart. In choosing to do
wrong and failing to do good, I have sinned against
you whom I should love above all things. I firmly
intend, with your help, to do penance, to sin no more,
and to avoid whatever leads me to sin. Our Savior
Jesus Christ suffered and died for us. In his name, my
God, have mercy” (Catholic Church 1995, 382). After
this the priest recites the prayer of absolution (a
declaration of forgiveness), “God the Father of mer-
cies, through the death and Resurrection of his Son,
has reconciled the world to himself and sent the Holy
Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins. Through
the ministry of the Church, may God give you pardon
and peace, and I absolve you from your sins in the
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Spirit” (Catholic Church 1995, 382-383, 404). After
contrition and confession comes satisfaction (doing
penance for one’s sins and making up for harm that
has resulted from those sins).

In the Anglican communion a ritual of penance is
performed only in a group setting as part of the
preparation for the Eucharist. In this preparation the
priest prays, “Almighty God, our heavenly Father,
who of his great mercy hath promised forgiveness of
sins to all those who with hearty repentance and true
faith turn to him; have mercy upon you; pardon and
deliver you from all your sins; confirm and strength-
en you in all goodness; and bring you to everlasting
life; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen” (Church of
England 1928, 236), to which the penitents say,
“Amen.”

The sacrament of anointing the sick (extreme unc-
tion) can be received by any baptized person who has
reached the age of reason and is on account of sick-
ness or age in danger of death. Its effect is the
strengthening of the soul, often of the body as well,
and, in the necessary conditions, remission of sins. In
so doing, it can ease the transition from this life to the
next. This sacrament can be performed only by a
priest. The priest lays hands on the head of the sick
person, anoints the forehead with blessed oil, and
prays, “Through this holy anointing may the Lord in
his love and mercy help you with the grace of the
Holy Spirit.” The priest then anoints the hands and
prays, “May the Lord who frees you from sin save
you and raise you up” (Catholic Church 1995, 421).

In Catholicism marriage is a contract between two
persons raised by Christ to the dignity of a sacrament.
Its two defining elements are unity and indissolubility.

Catholicism

The unity of matrimony includes the requirement of
sexual fidelity, and the purposes of this sacrament are
to aid the mutual support of the spouses and to
increase the number of the people of God. The sacra-
ment of marriage is a human act by which two persons
freely give themselves to one another through the
expression of consent: “I take you to be my husband”
and “I take you to be my wife” (Catholic Church 1995,
453). After receiving the consent of the couple in the
name of the Church, a priest blesses the couple.

Holy Orders is the ordination of priests to the ded-
icated labor of service to God by offering sacrifice and
leading the formal worship of the Church. For
instance, the sacraments of the celebration of the
Eucharist and of anointing the sick can be validly per-
formed only by one who has undergone the sacra-
ment of Holy Orders. Holy Orders includes three
ordained offices: deacon, priest, and bishop.

The rituals of ordination differ somewhat for the
offices of deacon, priest, and bishop because the obli-
gations of these three offices differ. In the rituals of
ordination for all three offices, the necessary acts
involve the laying on of hands and the recitation of a
prayer of consecration by the bishop. “Laying on (or
imposition of) hands” refers to the act of the bishop’s
placing his hands on the head of the candidate for
ordination. In the ordination of a priest, the prayer of
consecration includes the words “Almighty Father,
grant to this servant of yours the dignity of the priest-
hood” (Catholic Church 1985, 66-67), whereas in the
consecration of a bishop (who is a successor to the
Twelve Apostles), the prayer includes the words “So
now pour out upon this chosen one that power which
is from you, the governing Spirit whom you gave to
your beloved Son, Jesus Christ, the Spirit given by him
to the holy apostles, who founded the Church in every
place to be your temple for the increasing glory and
praise of your name” (Catholic Church 1985, 94-96).

The Sacramentals

In addition to the seven sacraments, Catholics prac-
tice a number of sacramentals, such as using holy
water in various nonsacramental ceremonies, making
the sign of the cross, giving alms, blessing people and
things such as ashes, palm branches, or candles, and
praying the rosary. These are rites that resemble the
sacraments in being sacred rituals and using symbols
that call the sacraments to mind. As symbols of the
spiritual effects of the sacraments, the actions, words,
and objects used in sacramentals help Catholics to be
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receptive to God’s grace. For instance, holy water is
water that has been blessed by a priest and is remi-
niscent of the sacrament of baptism when it is used in
various settings, and making the sign of the cross—a
sacramental in which a Catholic touches his or her
forehead, heart, and shoulders, tracing a cross by the
hand—is a reminder that Christ was crucified to give
new life.

The rosary is an aid for individual prayer and con-
templation of the mysteries of Christ’s incarnation, his
ministry, his suffering and death, and his resurrection
as if through the eyes of Christ’s mother, Mary, in her
role as mother of Christ. In the form used by nuns and
monks, the rosary consists of a circular cord with 150
beads in fifteen groups or “decades” of ten. The small-
er, more common form of the rosary used by laity in
general has only fifty beads arranged in five decades.
Each of these beads represents an individual prayer to
be spoken. Attached to the circular cord is a shorter
cord or “pendant” with five beads and a crucifix.

The Liturgies

The Liturgies, from the Latin word for “works,” con-
sist of official worship of the Church. One of the most
important of the Liturgies is the mass. Mass consists
of two parts: the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy
of the Eucharist.

The Liturgy of the Word begins with the sign of
the cross, after which the priest and the people greet
one another. This is followed by a brief silence during
which each member of the congregation remembers
his or her sins and an act of sorrow. On Sundays and
certain other special days this is followed by the con-
gregation praying the Glory, a hymn of praise. The
priest then offers a prayer, and there is a Scripture
reading, followed by a responsorial psalm, a second
Scripture reading, an acclamation verse, and a read-
ing from one of the Gospels, followed by a recitation
of the creed, a concise statement of the essential
beliefs of Catholicism.

In the Liturgy of the Eucharist a collection is made,
and the priest places the offerings of the congregation
next to the altar, places bread and wine on the altar,
and presents them to God. The priest washes his
hands as a symbol of the need for purification. The
priest and congregation pray, asking God to accept the
sacrifice. Then comes one of nine eucharistic prayers,
which all include the words spoken by Jesus during
the Last Supper. These words, called the “words of
consecration,” affect the transubstantiation of the

bread and wine so that they become the body and
blood of Christ. This is followed by a recitation of Our
Father, the prayer that Jesus taught his disciples to
pray, then a prayer for deliverance from evil and a
prayer for peace. After this, members of the congrega-
tion receive the consecrated bread or bread and wine.
A period of quiet reflection and thanksgiving followed
by a prayer and blessing by the priest ends the mass.

Liturgy of the Hours

The Liturgy of the Hours, also called the “divine
office,” is an extension of Christ’s command to “pray
without ceasing.” It consists of individual prayers,
psalms, and meditations at seven times during the
day: (1) a morning prayer (Lauds), (2) a prayer before
noon (Terce), (3) a prayer for midday (Sext), (4) an
afternoon prayer (None), (5) an evening prayer
(Vespers), (6) an “Office of Readings,” and (7) a night
prayer (Compline). As liturgical practices, these seven
ceremonies follow variants of this pattern: (1) an
entrance procession accompanied by organ or choir,
(2) an introduction or invitatory with all present
standing, (3) a hymn sung by all standing, (4) a read-
ing of psalms with the congregation standing or seat-
ed, (5) a Scripture reading, a short homily (sermon), a
period of silence, and an optional responsorial (a spo-
ken or sung anthem) with the congregation seated, (6)
a Gospel canticle by the choir with all standing, and
(7) a concluding canticle consisting of prayers, a
blessing, a dismissal, and a procession.

The Ritual Calendar

The ritual calendar of Catholicism is referred to as
the “liturgical year.” The celebrations of the liturgical
calendar recall the great events of salvation. The litur-
gical year begins with Advent, four weeks of prepara-
tion for Christmas. Christmas, celebrated on 25
December, is a remembrance of the birth of Christ.
The Sunday after Christmas is Holy Family Sunday,
which emphasizes the family of Jesus. This is fol-
lowed by the Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God (cel-
ebrated on New Year’s Day). Next are Epiphany
(celebrated on the first Sunday after 1 January to com-
memorate the coming of the Magi in the Roman com-
munion and the inclusion of the Gentiles in the plan
of salvation) and the Baptism of the Lord (usually the
Sunday after 6 January). Next comes Lent, a forty-day
period of penance, reform, and preparation for Easter.



Lent begins on Ash Wednesday, when Catholics are
marked with ashes on their foreheads as a reminder
of their mortality and a need for repentance. Lent is
followed by the Triduum, the three days beginning
with the Mass of the Last Supper on the evening of
Holy Thursday, Good Friday (commemorating the
crucifixion and death of Jesus), the Easter Vigil in the
evening Holy Saturday (which celebrates the history
of God’s dealings with humankind and includes the
initiation of new adult members into the church), and
the Easter Masses of Easter Sunday (which usually
falls in April and celebrates Jesus’s resurrection).
Easter season continues through Ascension Thursday
(or, in some countries, Sunday) forty days after Easter
when Jesus ascended into heaven and ends on
Pentecost Sunday (ten days later, in celebration of the
coming of the Holy Spirit to the members of church).
The first Sunday after Pentecost celebrates the Trinity,
and the next Sunday celebrates the Body and Blood of
Christ (in emphasis of the real presence of Christ in
the bread and wine of Holy Communion). Five weeks
before Christmas the Solemnity of Christ the King cel-
ebrates the lordship of Christ.

Variation within Catholicism

In terms of liturgy there are three major “commun-
ions” within the Catholic tradition: Roman Catholic,
Eastern Orthodox, and Anglican. Their shared charac-
teristics include a sacrament of Holy Orders in which
priesthood is vested in bishops, priests, and a dea-
conate. Catholic denominations also assert that their
priesthood authority in matters of faith, morals, and
the valid administration of the sacraments is based on
apostolic succession, an unbroken chain of bishops to
the Apostles of Jesus. Although the Anglican com-
munion may be classified as Catholic in terms of the
shared liturgical tradition, including the sacrament of
Holy Orders and its attendant concept of apostolic
succession of bishops, many Anglicans classify their
denomination as Protestant, based primarily on a doc-
trinal difference in their conceptualization of the
Eucharist, because they share the Protestant concept of
the “real spiritual presence” of Christ in the Eucharist
as opposed to the doctrine of transubstantiation of the
Eucharist into the real substance of Christ, which is
shared by Roman and Eastern Orthodox Catholics.
Although all Catholic denominations view the
office of bishop as being based on apostolic succession,
the Roman Catholic communion holds that the bishop
of Rome has a special role of leadership among all
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bishops because the succession of bishops of Rome
traces its authority directly back to the apostle Peter,
who was the leading apostle and also served as the first
bishop of Rome. The Eastern Orthodox communion,
which looks to Constantinople rather than to Rome
as the seat of its most prestigious bishopric, consists
especially of the Catholic churches of Russia, eastern
Europe, and Asia that separated from the Roman
Church in 1054 CE, largely over issues of papal authori-
ty. The Anglican communion arose with the emergence
of the Church of England in 1534 CE through separation
from the Roman Church. The separation was preceded
by a shift from Latin to the local spoken language in the
Anglican liturgy and culminated in the Anglican com-
munion’s rejection of the authority of Rome over the
Anglican churches. Today Anglican churches are found
throughout the world under denominational names
such as the “Anglican Church of Canada” or the
“Anglican Church of Australia.” Anglican liturgy is
guided by one version or another of the Book of Common
Prayer, which was written by the English prelate
Thomas Cranmer and published in 1549 CE.

Changes over Time

The Second Vatican Council (Vatican II), a gathering
of Roman Catholic bishops from 1962 to 1965, insti-
tuted many changes in the forms of worship. For
instance, prior to Vatican II, Latin had been the lingua
franca (common language) for conducting the mass
and other sacraments in all parts of the world, but the
council authorized the use of native-language vernac-
ular translations for use in parts of the mass and in all
other sacraments as well as in sacramentals. The
council also instituted other changes in the perform-
ance of the mass. Chief among these was a change in
the orientation of the altar so that the priest would
face the congregation when he offers the mass. Prior
to Vatican II the sacrament of anointing the sick was
commonly reserved for those near the point of death.
Vatican Il emphasized that anointing may be used for
anyone who is seriously ill.

Richley H. Crapo
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China: Popular Religion

Most religious practices in China originated in
Daoism, Buddhism, and native folk beliefs. These
practices may have been first performed thousands of
years ago by primitive people to, for example, pacify
the gods or to pray for good harvests. Today, although
these practices are still performed, many Chinese per-
form them only for the sake of tradition. The dates of
festivals and religious practices explained in this arti-
cle all refer to the lunar calendar.

The Third Month

The Qing Ming (Bright and Clear Festival) falls on the
third day of the Third Month, or about 106 days after
the winter solstice. Three days prior to the Qing Ming
is the Cold Food Festival (Hanshiri), during which
people eat cold food to commemorate the statesman
Jie Zitui, who lived in the state of Jin during the
Spring and Autumn period (770-481 BCE). The Jin
ruler, Duke Wen, forbade the use of fire after Jie sacri-
ficed himself in a fire. On the day of Qing Ming peo-
ple take their family to visit their ancestors’ graves
(saomu). Offerings of food such as chicken, vegetables,
and fruits are brought to the gravesites, and children
are taught to put their palms together in a prayer ges-
ture. Sometimes paper money is burned and fire-
crackers used.

Another popular festival during the Third Month
is the Festival of Mazu (Tianhou), the Heavenly
Queen. It is held on the twenty-third day and is an
important festival for patrons in Taiwan and Fujian
Province, China. Mazu, the youngest daughter of the
Lin family in Fujian, was born on this day in 960 CE.
During the centuries fishermen along the coast of
Fujian claimed that Mazu appeared to them in the
midst of storms and carried them to safety. Mazu is
the guardian spirit of fishermen and those who make
a living at sea. Her shrine is in every junk cabin, and
her temples line the seashore.

The Fourth Month

The eighth day of the Fourth Month is Buddha’s
birthday, which is widely celebrated in Thailand,
Cambodia, China, Vietnam, Japan, and Korea. This
day is also called the “Festival of Buddha’s Bath”

Woman and children with incense and prayer candles at
Louhan Temple, Changgqing, China in 1996. COURTESY OF STEPHEN
G. DONALDSON PHOTOGRAPHY.
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COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN RITUALS AND FESTIVALS

Because rituals have social and psychological functions as well as religious ones, non-believers often

participate, as shown in this account from a village on Taiwan.

The social compulsion to participate in such festivities was brought out in an interview with a 35 year-old
Taiwanese woman married to a mainland Chinese. She was a non-believer, but she and her husband nevertheless
participated, like everyone else, in community celebrations and in required private rituals of ancestor worship. She
told me that this had not always been so: when they were first married, her husband was an army sargent, and
they lived in the town of Ying-ko. Living primarily among mainlanders, they had no ancestral tablets in their house
and had never participated in any aspect of the folk religion. When they first bought a house in Ploughshare, they
had not participated either. But a few holidays on which they were the only people in the community who did not
prepare special foods and offer them to gods and ancestors left them acutely embarrassed, and now they are full
participants in all required religious observances.

Even old Ong Chhiu-tik, the most intellectual of Ploughshare believers, was forced by group pressure to engage
in rituals he thought worthless. In keeping with his moral view of the supernatural, he was certain that no merit-
making ritual could possibly improve the position of the deceased in the spirit world, nor could burning paper
money to a god bring aid to a supplicant. Nevertheless, he told me he had hired priests to perform the kong-tik
after the deaths of both his parents. His reason for doing this was simple: if he had not, people would have talked.
It was better to go through the ceremony to satisfy the neighbors, even if its overt purpose was so preposterous as
to make it otherwise a waste of time and money. Similarly, he always burned the minimum amount of paper money

at each festival, if only to show people that he, too, was a member of the community.

Source: Harrell, C. Stevan.

Belief and Unbelief in a Taiwan Village. (1975).

Ann Arbor, MI: Xerox University Microfilms, pp. 146-147.

(Yufojie) because the Buddha statue is symbolically
bathed. Patrons carry containers for water known for
its healing power when drunk. Sometimes sugar is
added to enhance the taste. Another ritual performed
on this day is the Life-Releasing Ritual (Fangsheng).
As patrons pay for the sacred water from Buddha’s
bath, they purchase a bird, fish, or tortoise and then
release it back to the wild. This is an act of good
karma (the force generated by a person’s actions and
held to perpetuate transmigration and to determine
the nature of a person’s next existence), serving as a
prayer for longevity.

The Fifth Month

Duanwujie (Dragon Boat Festival) is held on the fifth
day of the Fifth Month to honor a patriotic statesman,
Qu Yuan, who lived in Chu State during the Warring

States period (403-221 BCE). Libeled by his colleagues,
Qu fell from the ruler’s favor and was exiled to Mi-Lo
(Changsha, Hubei Province). On the fifth day of the
Fifth Month, he jumped into the Mi-Lo River and
died. Local supporters rowed boats up and down the
river to drive away fish that might devour his body.
To suppress the fishes” appetite, sweet rice and meat
wrapped in bamboo leaves called “zong” were
dropped into the river. Today dragon boat races are
held annually all over the world where Chinese peo-
ple reside, and the zong remains a popular festival
food in countries influenced by China: Vietnam,
Thailand, Korea, and Japan. A sulfuric wine called
“xionghuang” is drunk by adults who believe that it
will keep them safe from diseases. Portraits of
Zhongkui, a Daoist god with an exceptionally ugly
face, are hung at doors to protect the household from
devils and disaster.
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Chinese women participate in the highly ritualized “sport
dancing” at the Temple of Heaven in Beijing in 2002.
COURTESY OF KAREN CHRISTENSEN.

The Sixth Month

Guanyindan, held on the nineteenth day of the Sixth
Month, celebrates the enlightenment of Guanyin,
the goddess of mercy (Avalokitesuare in Sanskrit).
Guanyindan and Guanyin’s birthday on the nine-
teenth of the Second Month are the most popular
Buddhist festivals besides the birthday of Buddha.

A statue of Guanyin is found in almost all Buddhist
temples. It is usually clad in white, a water bottle in one
hand and a willow twig on the other. The water is a
symbol of life and the willow, peace. She is portrayed
with rows of hands arranged in the shape of a halo
behind her back. Thus, she is also referred to as the
“Thousand-Hands Bodhisattva (Deity),” saving thou-
sands of lives by reaching out to people. Women call
her “the son-giving Guanyin”(songzi Guanyin) as they
pray for sons after marriage. The goddess of mercy also
is effective in curing diseases, helping women during
childbirth, and delivering men from crisis. Those
whose prayers are answered must return to the temple
on this day to give thanks. Bound with wooden hand-
cuffs, these people are usually dressed in red or blue
prison uniforms. They knock their heads on the ground
with every step they make toward the temple. These
symbolic rituals are performed to show their sincerity
to the goddess for her release of their suffering.

The Seventh Month

Two festivals are held during the warm Seventh
Month: Qigiaojie on the seventh day and Yulanhui on
the fifteenth day.

Qigiaojie (Festivals of Seven Talents) is Chinese
Valentine’s Day. According to legend, this is the only
day of the year when the loving couple, the Cowherd
and the Weaving Maid, are allowed to meet on the
Milky Way. The Heavenly King, the Weaving Maid'’s
father, angered by their heterogeneous relationship
but touched by their devotion to one another, trans-
forms them into the stars Altair and Vega, which
come together once a year. Celebrations of Qigiaojie
began during the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE).
Young women would gather to pray to the heavenly
princess for a loving husband and for talents in
weaving and embroidering. To obtain these talents,
women vied to thread needles in the dark. These nee-
dles could be as intricate as having seven holes,
which took seven colorful threads. Sometimes young
females would keep spiders in a box and check for
webs in the morning; more webs meant more talents
in weaving.

Celebrations of Yulanhui or Yulanpen (Ghost
Festival) on the fifteenth day actually cover the entire
Seventh Month. On the Buddhist calendar this is the
time for the salvation of wandering spirits and hun-
gry ghosts. “The Great Maudgalyayana Rescues His
Mother from Hell,” a story from the Yulanpen Sutra,
tells the salvation of Maudgalyayana’s mother, a self-
ish woman who hides her son’s donation to the tem-
ple and hence suffers in hell as a hungry ghost.
Maudgalyayana pleads with Buddha, who descends
from heaven to open the gate of hell and announces
that every year on the fifteenth day of the Seventh
Month, all hungry ghosts will be able to eat their fill.
This is the origin of Yulanhui Festival in China, the
Bon Festival in Japan, and the Avalamba Festival in
India.

In the twenty-first century different rites are car-
ried out in different regions of China. Incantations,
prayers, and masses are said by all Buddhist organi-
zations. Along the coastal areas of China and
Taiwan, for the entire Seventh Month lights are
installed in uninhabited areas to guide wandering
spirits. Small lanterns are seen floating down rivers
to lead the water spirits onto land. All weapons are
put away so that the spirits will not be frightened.
Throughout the month foods are placed outside for
the consumption of spirit guests. However, most
people prepare a sumptuous meal with poultry, fish,
vegetables, rice, and even alcohol on the evening of
the fifteenth day. Some Buddhists stay vegetarian for
the entire month to commemorate their deceased
relatives.



The Eighth Month

On the fifteenth day of the Eighth Month the Chinese
celebrate the Mid-Autumn Festival (Zhonggqiujie),
sometimes called the “Moon Festival.” This is the day
for family reunions because the full moon signifies
completeness. Ethnic foods eaten are mooncakes (yue-
bing) made with grounded lotus seeds and egg yokes,
which symbolize the moon, as well as seasonal pro-
duce such as taro and persimmons.

Children are told the story of the moon goddess
Chang E, who, in order to attain immortality, swal-
lows the entire amount of elixir given to her husband
for the two of them by the Queen Mother of the West.
The elixir causes her body to float, and she ends up in
the moon, separated from her husband, accompanied
only by a rabbit, which is busy pounding herbs on a
grinder. Her immortality comes with a price—eternal
loneliness.

According to legend, a man named “Wu Gang” is
also trapped in the moon. A lazy man, Wu is left there
by his Daoist mentor, who tells him that the only way
for him to leave the moon is to hack at a cassia tree
five hundred strokes continuously. Wu never man-
ages to reach this number before he needs to rest.

The Ninth Month

On the ninth day of the Ninth Month, Chongyangjie
(the Double Nine Festival) is held. During the Han
dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) a man was told by his men-
tor to wear the zhuyu herb, carry chrysanthemum
wine, and go up a hill with his entire family.
Returning at the end of the day, they found that their
livestock and other animals had died. The mentor
told the man that these animals had died in lieu of his
family members. This is the origin of the custom deng-
guao (ascending to the high). Chinese people today
practice denggao by taking members of the family to
visit their ancestral graves in the hills, similar to what
they do during the Qing Ming Festival.

The Eleventh Month

Dongzhi (Coming of Winter) falls on either 22 or 23
December of the Western calendar. To many Chinese,
Dongzhi is as important as the Chinese New Year, if
not more important. This is when family members
gather and businesses close. Pastries and dumplings
are prepared, the most popular being tangyuan, a tiny
ball made of glutenous rice, cooked with vegetables
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and meat in soup. The word tangyuan is phonetically
similar to the word fuanyuan (reunion). The whole
family, sitting around the dinner table and enjoying
hot tangyuan soup, is a familiar scene during Dongzhi.

The Twelfth Month

The Twelfth Month is called “Layue” (Month of
Offerings). In traditional agricultural society, after a
good harvest people make offerings to the gods and
the ancestors. Hunters make use of the dry, cold
weather to cure surplus meat from their catch. A cere-
monial dance called “nuo” is performed in order to
keep devils of pestilence away. In this dance strong
young men are dressed as gods playing the drums.
When Buddhism became popular (c. 600 CE), all of
these activities combined with other Buddhist rites to
be carried out on the eighth day of the twelfth month.
Hence the term laba, the eighth day of Layue, and the
festive food labazhou, a rice soup with meat.

On the twenty-third or twenty-fourth day, seeing
Zaojun (the kitchen god) off calls for special food
offerings such as fish, pork, and sweet bean paste. As
the kitchen god ascends to heaven to make an annual
report on the family’s deeds during the past year,
desserts become important in order to sweeten his
lips. The god is due to return on New Year’s Eve,
when a new poster of the god will be placed in the
kitchen.

Other Common Practices

Other practices pertain to special occasions. Following
are some current practices that are performed
regardless of one’s religious affiliation. Overall, red is
the color of luck, whereas white is the color of death.

Newborns
Today the traditional phrase printed on an invitation
for a banquet celebrating a birth is still used to indi-
cate the gender of a newborn. Nongwa zhixi (happi-
ness in playing with tiles) denotes the birth of a girl;
nongzhang zhixi (happiness in playing with jade)
denotes the birth of a boy. A banquet (manyuejiu) is
given when the infant is one month old. All those
attending receive a boiled egg dyed red—the symbol
of a new life that is lucky.

When a boy reaches the age of one year, some fam-
ilies perform a rite to predict his future. A writing
brush, an abacus, and other related objects are placed
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in front of the boy, who reaches out for them. If he
grabs a brush, an academic future will be his lot; an
abacus, a mercantile future.

Birthdays
After the manyuejiu children are given a boiled egg on
their birthdays. For men the most important birthday
celebration is at age sixty, a jiazi (one astrological
cycle), then seventy, and so on. Consequentially,
women opt for age sixty-one, seventy-one, and so on.
Birthdays are celebrated on that day or before, never
after. Prebirthday celebrations (nuanshou) are popular
with celebrities and older people.

Noodles and peach buns are the ritual food at a
birthday banquet. Peaches symbolize immortality,
whereas uncut noodles symbolize longevity.

Funerals

It is not surprising that a traditional Chinese male
makes plans for his own funeral needs before his
death. A feng shui (the ancient science of balancing
the elements within the environment) expert or a
geomancer (a person who divines by means of fig-
ures or lines or geographic features) chooses an aus-
picious gravesite for the whole family. The site is of
importance because the location has critical effects on
the family’s future prosperity. At a person’s death
masses are said to ensure the deceased’s entry into
heaven.

On the eve of the burial, paper effigies made in the
images of a mansion, servants with names attached,
cars, and cash are burned for the dead. Traditional
funeral processions require the attendees to walk for
at least some distance, sometimes up a hillside of the
graveyard. Behind the coffin is the deceased’s eldest
son or the closest male relative. Inmediately after are
the wife and daughters. Coffin bearers always appear
in multiples of eight. Throughout the ceremony from
procession to interment, a band plays dirges to set the
mood and to cover the mourners” wails. At the grave
more offerings are burned for the dead. Funerals for
those who die at an old age are concluded with a ban-
quet celebrating his or her longevity.

Weddings

In traditional Chinese marriages the groom is
required to pay for all expenses covering the banquet,
the future residence, and the lijin (ritual money) to the
bride’s parents. The amount of the /ijin has no limit. In
return the bride’s family usually provides furniture
and household items for the couple’s home.

On the morning of the wedding day the bride
pays her last respects to her parents and ancestors.
A propitious hour is chosen for the groom to come
to the bride’s door. Flanked by his best men, the
groom has to answer to the bridesmaids’” wishes
before the door is opened. This usually concludes
with the groom paying “ransom money” (kaimen
lishi). Again, the amount of this “ransom” varies,
and often the bridesmaids use it to buy a gift for the
couple.

The groom then takes the bride to his parents’
home to pay their respects and greet the close rela-
tives of the family. At the ceremony the bride offers
each guest a cup of tea with a respectful bow, and the
recipients of this rite usually give a present of jewelry
or cash. The highlight of the wedding banquet is
dessert, which is usually hongdou lianzi tang, a sweet
soup made with red beans and lotus seeds. Red sym-
bolizes the lucky occasion, and lianzi is a homophone
(having the same sound) for the word meaning “a son
yearly.”

The bride pays a visit to her prenatal family on the
third morning after the wedding. This rite is called
“huimen” (returning to the door), and presents are
given again. However, the bride does not stay but
rather goes home with her husband.

Grand Openings

Most Chinese people start their businesses by con-
sulting a geomancer in the matters of location and
decoration. Both the exterior and interior designs of a
restaurant or shop must be compatible with the
astrology of the owner in order to ensure success.
Details such as the direction the main entrance faces
might be crucial because the entrance is where busi-
ness and profit enter. Interior arrangements such as
the location of the owner’s office, the fish tank, and
so on are just as important. A design with too many
corners might be unlucky because the god of fortune
may get lost or distracted. Angular forms might be
too “sharp” or “edgy” for those who work in the
office.

On the day of the grand opening most owners
hire a lion dance group to perform at the door.
Firecrackers will also be popped to attract attention
and to scare away evil spirits. Inside the restaurant or
shop, two altars are lit. The first, with the image of
Guan Gong (d. 220 CE), a valiant general from the
Han dynasty, sits above head level in the front of the
shop. The second altar is for Tu Di Gong, the local
Earth god, whose name is written on a tablet placed



on the altar on the ground. These two Daoist gods are
the most popular patron saints of Chinese business-
people.

Issues to Consider

China is a country with a variety of ethnic groups,
cultures, and dialects spread over a massive area.
Changes through the centuries and international,
especially Western, influence have given a new face to
many rites. Readers and researchers must be wary
when information is required about rites by a particu-
lar ethnic or native group. Similarly, more research is
needed to trace the development of rites from the
classical period to modern times.

Fatima Wu
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Christmas

The word Christmas comes from the Old English
words Cristes maesse, meaning “Christ’s mass.” It is a
Christian holiday commemorating the birth of Christ
that has come to be celebrated on 25 December. Like
Easter, it is celebrated as a secular holiday and a reli-
gious holiday.

The exact date of Christ’s birth is not known.
Many people believe that Christ was born in the
spring. Others believe that he was born in late sum-
mer or early autumn. Regardless, by the first third of
the fourth century Christmas was celebrated in both
the eastern and western parts of the Roman Empire.
The western part of the empire celebrated the holiday
on 25 December. However, the eastern part of the
empire marked both the birth of Christ and his bap-
tism on 6 January. In Jerusalem 6 January marked the
birth of Christ but not his baptism. By the end of the
fourth century most churches of Christianity accepted
the 25 December date.

Jerusalem took a bit longer to accept the 25
December date; the Armenian Church never did. That
church still celebrates Christmas on 6 January. The
baptism of Christ came to be celebrated by the
Armenians on Epiphany, 6 January. In the Western
world, however, 6 January marks the visit of the Magi
to Christ in Nazareth.

The most likely explanation for celebrating
Christmas on 25 December is that early Roman
Christians wanted their celebration to occur when
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THE BIBLICAL ACCOUNT OF THE BIRTH OF JESUS

The Biblical account of the birth of Christ is found in the synoptic Gospels. That of Luke (2:1-11 NKJV) is fre-
quently quoted since tradition has it that Luke received it directly from Mary, the mother of Jesus, herself.

And it came to pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be
registered. This census first took place while Quirinius was governing Syria. So all went to be registered, everyone
to his own city. Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, to the city of David, which
is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, to be registered with Mary, his betrothed
wife, who was with child. So it was, that while they were there, the days were completed for her to be delivered.
And she brought forth her firstborn Son, and wrapped Him in swaddling cloths, and laid Him in a manger, because
there was no room for them in the inn. Now there were in the same country shepherds living out in the fields,
keeping watch over their flock by night. And behold, an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the
Lord shone around them, and they were greatly afraid. Then the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid, for behold, |
bring you good tidings of great joy which will be to all people. For there is born to you this day in the city of David

a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.

other Romans were celebrating so that the Christians
could fade into the background and protect them-
selves from persecution. The 25 December date
coincides with the Roman festival marking the win-
ter solstice, the feast of the unconquered sun. The
days begin to grow longer, and the sun climbs high-
er into the winter sky. December was also the time of
the Saturnalia (festival of Saturn) and the birthday
of Mithras, the Persian (Iranian) god whose myster-
ies have influenced Christian expression. Moreover,
1 January, New Year’s Day for the Romans, was
atime of decorations of greenery and lights. Gift
giving, celebrations, and agricultural rites marked
the time.

Through the years other peoples brought their
customs into the celebration of Christmas. The
Germans and Celts added foods, Yule logs, Yule
cakes, fir trees, and other touches. Christmas has
always been a time for family and family feasts, tradi-
tions, and celebrations.

Controversies

Many Christians object to the syncretic (combining
different forms) nature of Christmas. They believe
that the absorption of pre-Christian customs concern-
ing Roman and Persian sun gods distorts the simplic-

ity that should be Christmas. The further additions
through the years, including the secularization of the
holiday, further offend many Christians.

On the other hand, many Christians note that the
love and joy associated with the holiday often tran-
scend a person’s religion. Many non-Christians take
joy in the holiday, even accepting many Christian or
Christianized customs, such as Christmas trees and
Christmas songs.

The wave of Protestant reform in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries brought strong opposition to
the manner in which Christmas had come to be cele-
brated in Catholic tradition. English statesman Oliver
Cromwell and his Puritans took control of English
government (1649-1660). As part of their promise to
end corruption, they cancelled Christmas celebra-
tions. In 1660 King Charles II regained the throne of
England and reinstituted the celebration of Christmas.
In North America the American Revolution marked
areaction against English customs, including
Christmas. However, in North America there were
exceptions in both prerevolutionary and postrevolu-
tionary times. The Jamestown settlement, for example,
celebrated Christmas with great enthusiasm without
interruption.

Christmas was unpopular in parts of the Puritan
colonies of North America. In 1659 Boston authorities



banned it until 1681. They fined people for celebrating
Christmas. The Puritans increased their penalties for
celebrating Christmas when they found people ignor-
ing them and celebrating Christmas in a hearty fash-
ion. Writers such as Charles Dickens and Washington
Irving did much to restore Christmas traditions in the
United States. Dickens’s popular Christmas stories,
especially A Christmas Carol, transcended national dif-
ferences. Irving brought many English customs back
to the United States and wrote movingly about an old
English Christmas.

Recent Changes

Christmas had regained its earlier popularity by 1870,
when it became a U.S. national holiday. Like other
peoples, Americans had grown to love the celebration
of peace, love, and goodwill. Americans began to
reinvent Christmas in a way that is copied in many
other parts of the world. Christmas became a family-
oriented day of fun rather than a festival. The com-
mon U.S. rituals of Christmas, many adapted from
other cultures, feature decorating a tree, sending
cards, and giving gifts.

The mixture of the secular and the religious in
Christmas is shown in the figure of Santa Claus as
developed in his modern form in the United States.
The term Santa Claus derives from “Saint Nicholas,”
the name of a Catholic bishop in fourth-century Asia
Minor. The saint was renowned for his generosity to
the poor. Saint Nicholas helped a man’s three daugh-
ters raise their dowries by tossing bags of gold down
his chimney. Hence, Santa today is said to come down
a chimney with gifts. In the United States Santa took
on his current form, complete with a stomach that
shakes like a bowl full of jelly.

The custom of Christmas trees in England and the
United States stems from 1841, when Prince Albert of
England brought the custom to England from his
native Germany when he married Queen Victoria.
From the royal castle of Windsor the custom spread
quickly throughout the realm. The custom was spread
to the United States the next year by Dr. Charles
Frederick Minnegerode, professor of Greek at the
College of William and Mary.

Ritual Celebrations

Church attendance is customary for Christians on
Christmas. People generally hold a feast after
church. The day is one of family celebration and

Christmas

remembrance. People decorate a tree with religious,
family, and secular decorations. Greenery such as
holly shrubs and wreaths generally is used in
decorations. The blood-red holly berries are a sign
of Christ’s bleeding, death, and suffering while
wearing the crown of thorns. Christmas carols are
sung in many places. Children are taught that Santa
Claus brings presents to good children. He signifies
the spirit of gift giving, a means of promoting
solidarity. In the United States Santa comes on
Christmas Eve, whereas in much of Europe he comes
on his feast day of 6 December. In the spirit of the
holiday, many children are taught by their parents to
leave milk and cookies for Santa as he completes his
rounds.

In Belgium, for example, people hold a big feast on
Christmas Eve. The feast begins with a drink and then
seafood and stuffed turkey. People already have given
the big gifts on the feast day of St. Nicholas on 6
December. On Christmas Day, after a meal featuring
sweet bread in the shape of the baby Jesus, members
of a family distribute small presents either under a
tree or near a fireplace hung with stockings. Another
feast may follow.

In Brazil, Papai Noelle (Father Christmas) brings
presents on Christmas Day. The wealthy share a feast
of ham or turkey or similar treats. The poor share
chicken and rice. In general, Brazil shares many
Christmas customs with the United States.

Finnish people also share many customs with
people of the United States. However, there are dif-
ferences. Father Christmas lives in the northern part
of Finland, north of the Arctic Circle. People send
letters to him at that address. The Finns have a
theme park near the home of Father Christmas.
There are three holy days of Christmas in Finland:
Christmas Eve, Christmas, Day, and Boxing Day. On
Christmas Eve people eat rice porridge and plum
fruit juice for breakfast. People clean their houses.
Then a spruce tree is decorated. The Peace of
Christmas, a Finnish story about Christmas, is broad-
cast on radio and television. At night the traditional
Christmas dinner is eaten. It includes casseroles:
macaroni, rutabagas, carrots, potatoes, and ham or
turkey. Christmas Eve is also a day to visit cemeter-
ies. People decorate gravesites, and the cemeteries
seem to take part in the celebration. A family mem-
ber dressed as Father Christmas distributes presents
on Christmas Eve.

Although Easter is the most solemn and important
of Christian holidays, Christmas has become the most
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popular, commemorating the incarnation of God in
human form. Only by Christ being a man who was
also God could his suffering and death make sense to
Christians as an act of redemption.

The image of a baby born in a manger to a virgin
has proven immensely appealing. The tableau has
been reenacted by countless Christians over the cen-
turies and has inspired masterpieces. The images of
the holiday are familiar to non-Christians as well. The
magi, the angels, Joseph in the background, the young
mother and the babe, complete with manger animals,
are part of many cultures.

The secular aspects of Christmas seem a natural
adjunct to the holiday. From its beginnings the holi-
day has assimilated traditions from many peoples:
Romans, Persians, Germans, Asians, and Africans.
The assimilation continues to the present day, attest-
ing to the popularity of the holiday, a time dedicated
to peace and goodwill.

Frank A. Salamone
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Clothing and Rituals

Humans have always engaged in rituals. There is lit-
tle doubt that some form of specialized dress or
adornment was worn for these rites, as clothing and
ritual are closely allied. Rituals are often accompanied
by carefully defined clothing worn only by those
directly involved as participants and observers.
To participants, ritual clothing communicates eight
significant ideas:

1. It makes the invisible, visible by facilitating an
understanding of the supernatural.

2. It permits and enhances communication and com-
munion with the supernatural.

3. It is a means of transformation from the real into
the ideal.

4. It organizes social groups by conferring authority,
legitimizes rites of passage, and reveals group
inclusion or exclusion.

5. It signifies shared beliefs.

6. It subsumes individual identity within a larger,
shared consciousness.

7. It confers an agreed-upon identity with its own
role and expectations of behavior.

8. It symbolizes a quest for power over oneself, a
group, nature, or the supernatural.

How and where humans first began to cover, or
adorn their naked bodies is unknown. Modern schol-
ars have many theories regarding how this first hap-
pened, but no single theory accounts for the range of
dress and adornment that has developed. Most
experts suggest that clothing arose from our need for
ritual, sexual attractiveness, authority, and identifica-
tion. For example, clothing can identify gender, group
membership, social rank, and economic status. They
argue that modesty and protection are artificial con-
cepts that arose after the creation of clothing for the
previous reasons, but are not themselves the reasons
for their creation. Julian Robinson differs, suggesting



that enhancement, alteration, and beautification of the
body is an inborn trait. Given the visual record of
humans using artificial additions to the body for tens
of thousands of years, it is reasonable to believe that
sexual attraction, identification, authority, ritual and
an inherent trait are all interconnected and responsi-
ble for clothing.

Making the Invisible, Visible

According to Lawrence Langer, “the discovery of
scrapers, awls and needles in the graves of
Neanderthals dating from more than 75,000 years
ago” provides the earliest evidence of a link between
clothing and ritual (Langer 1959, 107). Langer sug-
gests that the needles found in these graves demon-
strate belief in an afterlife where needles would be
needed for sewing. Early humans had developed for-
malized behavior requiring specialized clothing, and
they believed they would need such ritual clothing in
the afterlife. This suggests that early humans had con-
ceptualized the existence of unseen, not fully under-
stood forces, and had developed behaviors to
propitiate them. This ritual clothing is likely to have
been masks.

The cave paintings of Trois-Fréres and Lascaux in
southern France support Langer’s theory. They con-
tain images of apparently masked humans. Many
believe the mask to be the oldest form of clothing.
Langer says these masked figures might be the first
documentation of the medicine man—men who held
power because of their ability to control spirits or
their special relationship to invisible and honored
supernatural forces. Others suggest that masks repre-
sent an attempt to connect to the natural world that
was the focus of early hunter-gatherer societies. Early
human dependence on nature and lack of control over
it may have led to rituals linking human dependence
to these forces. Such rituals may have resembled those
of the Aborigines of Australia who use facial paint-
ing—a form of masks—in their rites.

Andreas Lommel describes the Aborigines” belief
in “increase” and each individual’s spiritual connec-
tion to a living plant or an animal. Humans are
expected to increase the numbers of their linked plant
or animal, and ceremonies help ensure this. Andreas
states, “while they do not wear representational
masks, other aspects of masking are present”
(Lommel 1981, 60).

Others speculate that these masked cave figures
were an attempt to propitiate the spirit of the slain
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animal and to honor the hunter. Although the evi-
dence is inconclusive, these figures are likely wearing
specialized clothing. They are likely engaged in ritual
behavior intended to make unseen forces or spirits
visible and therefore comprehensible. Lommel sug-
gests that these Paleolithic images provide evidence
for development of the Shaman concept.

Communication and Communion

The development of Shamanism represents an
evolutionary step in ritual clothing. Early cave paint-
ings are relatively simple attempts to represent
masked figures. The more complex concept behind
Shamanism is reflected by the more complex ritual
clothing associated with Shamans. In Shamanic cul-
tures, the group is aware of powers or forces beyond
human control with which humans must communi-
cate and negotiate. Nunley and McCarty describe the
costume of the Shaman as a “type of armor, designed
to protect the Shaman while he is interacting with the
Spirit World” (Nunley & McCarty 1999, 276).

Shamans have been integral to many religions in
many cultures, and their ritual costumes are similar to
the clothing of their societies. Their costumes are all
typified by visual ornamentation, often in the form of
appendages or fetishes. These power symbols are
meant to impress observers and facilitate interaction
with spirits. Fetishes may be pieces of bones, feathers,
stones, fish scales, sacred totems, or symbols or
objects valued by the community. The complete
Shaman costume collected by Carl Heinrich Merck on
Billing’s 1787-1794 CE expedition across Russia
includes an extraordinary collection of fetishes.
Nunley and McCarty describe this garment (likely
from the Siberian territory of the Evenki) as a stun-
ning display of power, with nearly 30 kilograms of
“brass appendages representing the sun and moon,
life-size copper masks, bronze and iron bells, small
iron objects and leather-covered, copper, doll-like
spirit helpers” (Nunley & McCarty 1999, 277). These
symbolic images and objects likely hold power for the
Shaman and facilitate communication with powerful
spirits. Many cultures use small doll-like objects as
spirit helpers to assist the priest or protect his spirit
when he leaves the natural world and interacts with
the supernatural. These objects are essential in this
transition. It is a short step from wearing appendages
that assist communication to wearing objects, like
masks, to transform the wearer into something more
than human.
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The Power to Transform

Masks are a vehicle of celebration and an instrument
of revelation. They may comprise simple face paint-
ing or be elaborate and abstract three-dimensional
objects that dwarf the human body. The image or face
may be representational and easily identified or total-
ly abstract, relying on culturally shared signs and
symbols to convey its identity. All masks, however,
are a means of transformation into the state of “other”
or “Not L.”

Early humans used masks in many ceremonies,
marking activities such as initiations, war, harvest,
and hunting. In wearing a mask it is thought that a
spirit, power, or something “other” inhabits both the
mask and the wearer.

W. T. Benda describes the power of this transfor-
mation as the “obliteration of the personality of the
wearer. That we can only perceive the creature the
mask represents and not the person who wears it is
what gives masks their sense of mystery and magic”
(Benda 1944, 1). This transformation—“I am not
myself”—is fundamental to all cultures that wear
masks. When the masked person becomes the
“other,” he or she presents a false face to convey a
truth. It does not matter whether the masked figure is
engaged in a religious or theatrical ritual; observers
overlook the wearer and accept the “other” as the true
entity. Their revelations will be considered as careful-
ly as if they were pronouncements from actual beings.
Benda suggests this powerful response is because
people read faces as a “true and infallible index to
human’s souls” (Benda 1944, 2). Artificial, larger-
than-life faces thus carry more weight in triggering
responses.

Nunley and McCarty regard the power of masks
as their ability to terrify, intimidate, mystify, and
transform behavior. The mask provides a barrier
behind which to project strength and hide weakness,
a mirror on which the imagination creates the face of
unseen powers. The mask also creates a layered iden-
tity: the wearer simultaneously exists on multiple lev-
els, and the ritual transports participants from
ordinary life to the extraordinary.

Confirmation of Authority within Social Groups

Ritual clothing also exists outside of religious conno-
tations, for example, specialized clothing associated
with confirmation of authority in a group. The ritual
clothing of secular authority reflects the unique

relationship between social and religious authorities:
both use symbolic garments and adornments as a
visual manifestation of earthly and spiritual power. It
is worth noting that the Robes of State used for the
coronation of Queen Elizabeth II of England, for
instance, are based on the liturgical garments of the
Roman Catholic Church during the Byzantine era.
Ruth Rubinstein defined authority as that which can
create what is permanent, stable, and of lasting value
to the group. Having authority entails concern that
group goals are being met. It assumes the existence of
hierarchy and inequality in the group. The need to dis-
tinguish those with authority led to the creation of
symbols of authority, conferred when the group rec-
ognizes the individual’s elevation in status. The crown
of a king, a tiger’s pelt, or a general’s golden stars are
all symbols of rank and its inherent authority.

Rites of Passage within the Social Group

Rites of passage are a means of moving from one
physical state to the next. These rituals accompany
major transitions in life, the seasonal cycle, and cycles
in social groups. The ritual provides stability in the
midst of change and the ritual clothing serves as a link
to the participants of previously successful transi-
tions. Frequently these specialized garments, in style
or color or both, represent a change from the norm. As
a society redefines the individual, the participant’s
new status is recognized through these garments or
adornments.

John Mack finds that masks are employed in rites
of both health and change, such as ceremonies of
birth, death, and developing maturity, to convey
changed status.

Temporary adoption of special clothing can mark
rites of passage. Best-known in Western culture is the
white bridal gown and veil marking the transition
from single to married womanhood. In the female
religious orders of the Roman Catholic Church, the
dress of the novice and postulant signify their current,
temporary status as they progress to taking final
vows. Wearing black for specified periods indicated
the formal observance of mourning in past centuries;
today this custom has been so reduced that mourning
dress may only be worn during the funeral rite itself.

While rites of passage may be marked by tempo-
rary changes in clothing, other rituals employ perma-
nent changes in dress. In Western culture, wearing a
special ring on a specified finger can mark a rite of
passage: the wedding, engagement, graduation, and



sovereign’s ring are all essentially permanent addi-
tions to one’s physical self. In Victorian England, a
young lady awaited the day she could wear her hair
up, as her brother longed for long trousers; both sym-
bolized maturity and acceptance into adulthood. Such
clothing changes were not casual; rather, they reflect-
ed social consensus that the appropriate time had
come.

Seasonal cycles have resulted in ritual-based cloth-
ing, such as the costumes worn on the night of All
Hallow’s Eve, masks associated with Mardi Gras and
Lent, mummers at Christmastime, and the white
gowns and candle lit-wreaths of Saint Lucia’s Day.

Whether temporary or permanent, the garments
associated with rites of passage reflect their society,
revealing group standards of beauty and symbols of
the ideal. This attempt to surpass the norm unites par-
ticipants, linking them to their pasts. This leads to
pronouncements that love is eternal, all brides are
beautiful, and every young man may become a leader
among men.

Inclusion and Exclusion within the Social Group

Ritual body decoration takes many forms, but the
most universal may be tattooing. Tattoos or scarifica-
tion (for those with dark skin) have long indicated
inclusion and exclusion. Rufus Camphausen notes
that since major monotheistic religions believe
humans were created in God’s image, these religions
tend to avoid body alteration or make it taboo.
Nature-based or pantheistic religions tend to have
few, if any, prohibitions against altering the body.
Tattooing is also used for tribal identity, beauty, and
personal expression. Whether for religious or social
reasons, the time, place, manner, and design of these
“marks of civilization” are carefully controlled by the
society. In many ways these marks convey the same
layers of meaning as a uniform does. A sailor acquires
the image of an anchor, a teen adds his gang affiliation
to his body, a girl has her ears pierced as a sign of mat-
uration, or a Maori leader has his personal sign
emblazoned on his face. Each expresses inclusion by
overtly acknowledging membership in a group.
Among cultures that use scarification and brand-
ing, Julian Robinson attributes the practice to an
attempt to meet group standards of beauty. Many
cultures believe that reinforcing personal beauty is an
attempt to achieve the divine, and prescribe how
these marks are to be acquired. An individual’s
acquisition of the marks is directly connected to the
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person’s desirability as a sexual or matrimonial
partner.

At the other end of the spectrum are marks meant
to exclude. Camphausen calls these the marks of Cain
and, like marks of civilization or inclusion, their pos-
sessors have no choice as to the time, place, method,
or design of the symbol. These are marks used to
brand slaves, replace personal identity with a number
(as with concentration-camp prisoners), and identify
murderers and other criminals. The recent popularity
of multiple piercings, neo-tribal tattooing, and scarifi-
cation represents a ritual of exclusion for disaffected
youth. While these youth have chosen to exclude
themselves, society has tacitly agreed to do so as well.

Whether as marks of inclusion or exclusion, the
practice is accompanied by pain. Having the proce-
dure done for purposes of adornment or group inclu-
sion is an ideological choice. However, when the
procedure is done for purposes of punishment or
exclusion, it is considered shameful. Self-determina-
tion and individual and group consent are necessary
for a positive connotation. Understanding the
nuances of group and individual participation is
required in order to fully understand the visual result
and to correctly interpret the meaning of the marks.
This is necessary in order to understand these marks
as ritually based and not as just another teenage or
outsider fad.

Shared Beliefs

One purpose of ritual clothing is to communicate
shared beliefs and status in a designated group. Many
groups wear sacred or symbolic clothing. The yar-
mulke is reserved for male members of the Jewish
faith; the caped gown and organdy cap define female
members of the Plain People. Less obvious signs of
shared beliefs are the wearing of a cross, a crucifix, or
a Star of David. Symbols and garments closely con-
nected to specific faiths are not casually selected and
worn, as they indicate membership in specific groups
with clear-cut membership rules. A secular example is
the academic hood and robe conferred upon those
meeting the requirements a specific degree: the color
and cut announce rank and field of expertise to those
who know the code.

Stephen Scott best explains why clothing is chosen
to express shared beliefs and history in his comments
on the dress of the Plain People: “Their intent is to cre-
ate a system for living, including dress, that is faithful
to their beliefs and serves as an effective hedge
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against assimilation into the world” (Scott 1986, 22).
Whether it is the dress of Mennonites, a nun’s habit,
or the special undergarments worn by Mormon hus-
bands and wives, ritual clothing identifies particular
groups of believers.

Dehumanization of the Individual

Prescribed or uniform clothing can dehumanize the
individual. In place of personal identity, the uniform
substitutes group identity or the personification of
supernatural forces; those who accept the uniform
agree to assume the visual identity of the group.
Observers and participants consequently assume that
those wearing specific ritual clothing have particular
expertise or a set of unique group skills. This explains
why a monarch clothed in Robes of State ceases to be
an individual and becomes the personification of the
country: She is no longer Elizabeth Alexandra Mary
Windsor, but has become “H. M. Elizabeth II, by the
Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain
and Northern Ireland, Queen, Defender of the Faith,
Head of the Commonwealth.” Another woman loses
her own identity and is seen only as a nun—a faceless
woman in an outmoded habit of black. Whether secu-
lar or religious, ritual uniform signifies a public per-
sona understood by both participants and observers.

Agreed-upon Identity and Expectations
of Behavior

Ritual attire also creates or reinforces an agreed-upon
identity and expectations of behavior. Those who
wear religiously based clothing preserve their archaic
forms of dress because they understand and accept
that their clothing separates them from secular stan-
dards. For example, vestments clearly communicate
priests’ close relationship with God or the spirits, and
people expect these individuals” actions to reveal spir-
itual values. Many religious of various faiths have
now adopted secular dress for daily activities so they
can blend in and work more effectively in the secular
world. Roman Catholic nuns have spoken of the free-
doms they gained in exchanging the centuries-old
habit for contemporary dress. They can shop, or work
outside schools or hospitals without having to meet
the ideal expectations created by their ritual clothing.
However, sacred rituals still require the use of sym-
bolic clothing. The liturgical vestments of Roman
Catholic priests were codified in the Byzantine era as
appropriate for celebrating the Sacraments. Though

the chasuble, cassock, alb, cincture, and maniple all
originated in the dress of the Imperial Roman middle
class, it is now inconceivable that the chasuble, once
outerwear for ordinary people, should be worn for
anything other than celebrating a Sacrament.

Quest for Power

Dress and adornment can also signify a quest for
power over oneself, a particular group, nature, or the
supernatural. Nancy Etcoff and Jennifer Craik have
examined what drives humans to adorn their bodies.
Craik speaks of the tendency to regard the body as a
barrier separating the inner self from the outer world;
she believes this relationship is expressed through
what and how clothing is worn. Etcoff believes there
is a universal passion for adornment because of a
spiritual longing to have “an outer representation that
matches our dreams, and visions, and moral aspira-
tions” (Etcoff 1999, 14). Both scholars have come to
see fashion as an attempt to create a form to represent
the ideal that a culture reveres in its spiritual form. If
ritual clothing reflects acceptance of the symbol of the
ideal, the infinite variety of ritual clothing and adorn-
ment reflects the vast diversity of those images.

Craik quotes Roland Barthes, who regards cloth-
ing as a substitute for the body, partaking “of man’s
basic dreams, heavenly and craven, sublime and sor-
did; by its weight a garment becomes wing or shroud,
enchantment or authority” (Craik 1994, 16).

Nearly every form of dress and adornment has
served as a form of ritual clothing. These have repre-
sented the power to interact with the supernatural
because people believed in the power of that symbol
to gain the protection of benevolent forces, ward off
malevolent spirits, attain personal salvation, or lead
the group. Individuals and cultures identify those
who seek these goals by defined dress and adorn-
ments: the nun’s habit, the penitent’s sack cloth and
ashes, and the politician’s campaign button.

The Power of Ritual Clothing

Scholars agree that body coverings communicate
powerful messages, and that ritual clothing is the
most powerful. Specialized, ritual clothing reflects
complex belief systems concerning forces neither fully
known nor grasped. It enhances communication and
negotiation with supernatural entities. Ritual gar-
ments and masks can add to one’s identity, trans-
forming it into the “other.” Social organization,



hierarchies, authority, rites of passage, and inclusion
or exclusion are all marked by the adoption of ritual
clothing. Uniform dress reveals shared beliefs, status,
and history. A ritual uniform depersonalizes the indi-
vidual and confers an agreed-upon, corporate identi-
ty that raises expectations of behavior on the part of
both participant and observer. Ritual clothing can also
denote a personal, social, and cultural quest for
power.

What is clear is the deliberate nature of ritual
clothing. As sign and symbol it reflects the ability and
need to communicate complex ideas, identification,
and membership to both participants and outsiders. It
maintains traditions, defines the community, and
serves as a bridge for future generations.

Kathleen Gossman

See also Asceticism; Body and Rituals; Food and
Rituals; Humor and Rituals; Performance, Ritual of
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Commemorative Rituals

Commemorative rituals are ceremonies that honor the
memory of a person, place, or event. Primarily, they
function to presence something from the past in the
minds of participants, often thorough vocal or bodily
participation. Commemorative rituals can be distin-
guished from others in terms of the central role of
memory; the symbolic, temporal, or physical distance
from that which is commemorated; the importance of
speech or related symbolic gestures; and the pat-
terned, often formalistic, constraints of commemora-
tive performance.

Mediation and the Types of Commemoration

Commemorative rituals are among the most wide-
spread and universal genres of religious ritual world-
wide, and can be said to include everything from the
common worship practices of the world’s major reli-
gions, to the ritual dances honoring the ancestors of
Australian Aborigines, to the supernatural displays of
mediumship at a séance. Central to each kind of com-
memorative ritual is a mediation of the past and the
present. For example, in a séance ritual a medium
attempts to help a spirit or soul of an individual who
has died communicate with participants who are
presently living. Similar mediations occur in yearly
rituals like Judaism’s Yom Kippur, in which
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A woman lighting a candle on 18 September 2001 at a sponta-
neous public memorial in Union Square for the victims of the
9/11 terrorist attack on the World Trade Center. COURTESY OF
STEPHEN G. DONALDSON PHOTOGRAPHY.

participants ritually fast in remembrance of the recon-
ciliation with God, or the Mexican Day of the Dead, in
which participants honor the memory of loved ones
with parades and pilgrimages to the graves of
deceased friends and relatives. Other rituals like the
Catholic Mass or Protestant Sunday worship service,
as well as daily rituals like Islamic prayer, are also
commemorative because of their mediating functions.

Because death is an ultimate recalcitrant fact of
human life, perhaps the most recognizable and uni-
versal of commemorative rituals is that of a funeral in
honor of an individual who has died. Funerals, shiv-
ahs, and wakes attempt to remind participants of
someone who has passed, frequently through the evo-
cation of the individual’s character and personality,
social roles, and past actions and deeds. Related to the
funeral is the memorial service, which, unlike a

A roadside shrine in southern Greece in 2003 marks the
location of a motor vehicle accident. COURTESY OF DAVID LEVINSON.

funeral or wake, can honor the memory of an impor-
tant event or hallowed place. For example, the
destruction of the World Trade Center in the United
States on 11 September 2001 has been commemorated
in numerous memorial services since that time. In
these commemorative rituals participants were invit-
ed to remember not only the deceased, but the past
event and former place of the event as well. These
kinds of rituals are significant because they indicate
commemoration can also function to lament, blame,
and criticize.

Symbolic Gesture and Communal Bonds

A symbolic act or gesture must be used in order for a
commemorative ritual to effectively evoke the memo-
ry of a past person, place, or event. This act or gesture
may be a symbolic representation of the commemora-
tive object or certain patterned movements of the
body (e.g., dance). In the West, speeches, speaking, or
other forms of utterance, such as litanies and incanta-
tions, are the most common kinds of stimuli for mem-
ory in a commemorative ritual.

Some of the oldest extant views on speaking and
commemorative rituals are found in the work of
ancient Greek orators and rhetoricians, who
described the central role of ceremonial oratory (var-
iously, “epideictic” or “panegyric”) as that of prais-
ing or blaming some past person or event. For
example, in his treatise on the art of oratory, On
Rhetoric, Aristotle suggested that in ceremonial
speaking one should either speak of virtue and honor
or vice and shame; to fail to do so violates the



Veterans march in the Memorial Day Parade in Great
Barrington, Massachusetts in 1999. COURTESY OF KAREN
CHRISTENSEN.

expectations of an audience or participants. Insofar
as participants have expectations about commemora-
tive rituals, it is also frequently said in ancient rhetor-
ical texts that commemorative speaking is usually a
celebration of communal bonds in relationship to the
commemorative object. Although commemorative
rituals may praise a person or condemn a common
enemy, as a general rule they tend to highlight that
which the participants share in common. Thus the
goal of most commemorative rituals is to bring the
past into the present for the celebration of communal
bonds.

The Constraints of Commemoration

The ceremonial character of commemorative rituals
implies that there are formal restraints informed by
social custom and etiquette that are not typically
violated. For example, at a memorial service or
funeral, in general it would be inappropriate for
speaker or ritual leader to focus on him- or herself
instead of on who or that which is to be remem-
bered. In the West, it is common at a funeral for par-
ticipants to speak of the deceased, to reference his or
her essence as passing on into a celestial or other-
wise supernormal reality, and to stress the continu-
ance of life (spiritual or otherwise) in the wake of
death.

The epitaphios or funeral oration prized by the
ancient Greeks provides a good example of the con-
straints of commemorative ritual. Thucydides’
account of Pericles” funeral oration at the end of the
first year of Peloponnesian War (431 BCE) describes
Pericles addressing a mixed audience of Athenians.
Although the primary purpose of the ritual was to
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honor those who died in the war, Pericles quickly
articulates the honor of the fallen soldiers to Athenian
ancestry, and later to the superiority of Athenian gov-
ernment. As in most eulogies, Pericles asks partici-
pants to remember the deceased as well as those
loved ones who are still living, ultimately for the
glory of Athens as a whole. This manner of linking the
passing of a person or group of persons to a much
larger purpose or cause is a formal necessity of any
eulogy. Knowledge, tacit or otherwise, of the form is
required of participants and, if the form is violated,
would wrongly focus attention on the violation
instead of the commemorative object and/or larger
cause or purpose.

The specificity of commemorative rituals—their
mediating and memorial functions, the importance of
speech or symbolic gesture, and their formal con-
straints—however, seems broad enough to include a
number of practices that may not seem prima facie
commemorative in character. For example, one might
describe a popular music concert as a commemora-
tive ritual insofar as participants behave in certain
formal ways (musicians and their audiences rehearse
the form of call and response, for example) that
attempt connect the present with aspects of the past
(for example, a hit song). This classificatory problem
is not new. The ancient Greeks had some difficulty
deciding whether commemoration should be isolated
to a particular kind of place (such as a sacred location)
or could be expanded to include a variety of ceremo-
nial occasions regardless of location. Similar to the
problem of defining “religion,” one’s answer to the
question of whether something counts as a commem-
orative ritual ultimately depends on its meeting the
three criteria described here and, of course, the con-
text of discussion.

Joshua Gunn
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Communitas

“Communitas” is a Latin term popularized by Victor
Turner in his important and highly influential work,
The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. As he
explains, he chose this term rather than “community”
since the common denotation of that term implies a
location or, perhaps, a gathering of individuals at a
particular location. It should also be noted that “com-
munity” also implies “structure,” in the sense that
what is being referred to is a “standard” or “ordinary”
grouping of “citizens” engaged in the various “every-
day” activities that generally comprise what is known
as a “community.” Communitas, however, refers to a
particular mode of social relations that obtains
between individuals who share a common bond, that
bond being their shared ritual movement from one
well-defined social category to another, passing
through, as it were, a distinctly “non-structural” or
“antisocial” stage found at the interstices of these two
categories. This particular mode of social relations is
characterized by notions and behavior that serve to
differentiate these individuals from their fellow citi-
zens, allowing them to engage in behaviors that are
generally taboo, socially unacceptable, or exceptional
to some degree. Thus, “communitas” is manifestly
“anti-structural.”

Turner notes that communitas is conceptually locat-
ed within culture between categories in liminality, on
the margins or edges of culture in marginality, and on
the “cultural underbelly” in inferiority. Liminality
refers to that transitional period common to most rit-
uals that is considered to be neither here nor there,
i.e., “betwixt and between” two social categories; the
initiate, for example, is temporarily caught between
two well-defined social statuses or positions.
Marginality is evident in situations where, for exam-
ple, women or “structural outsiders” (individuals, for
example, who are part of the group by virtue of

A feeling of “community” that crosses religious boundaries is
created by the placement of this memorial bouquet at a monu-
ment at the entrance to the Jewish cemetery in Frankfurt,
Germany. COURTESY OF ELIAS LEVINSON.

marriage rather than consanguineal ties) in tradition-
al societies are allowed to assert themselves with
impunity. Finally, inferiority here is spoken of in the
sense of an autochthonous people who have been
politically subjugated yet are considered by the dom-
inant group to be spiritually powerful.

Communitas and Liminality

Of the three, it is liminality that is particularly ger-
mane to a discussion of rituals, religious or otherwise.
(Of course, all rituals are “sacred” in a general sense.)
Arnold van Gennep first used the term “liminality” to
designate the transitional period of rites de passage that
falls between the initial stage of separation and the
final or third stage of reaggregation, when initiates,
for example, are returned and reincorporated or
assimilated once again into society proper, only this
time they now exercise all the rights and privileges of
their new social status or position.

By definition, of course, liminality falls literally
in the interstices of structure. That fact is crucial to
understanding the general anti-structural (or antiso-
cial in a broad sense) nature of the liminal period.
Thus, for example, all individuals undergoing a par-
ticular rite commonly all dress the same or may not
wear anything at all; they will generally all be treat-
ed the same; and they will often be addressed not by
their personal names but a group-oriented appella-
tion. Clearly, the liminal period, falling as it does
between the cracks of “proper” and recognized
social states or statuses (unmarried/married,



alive/dead, child/woman, outsider/adherent),
involves a general “leveling” of rights, rank, and
privileges that is entirely antithetical to the “nor-
mal” or structural state of affairs. Turner (1997, 106),
for example, notes the following “binary opposites”
where the first represents communitas and the
second structure: equality/inequality, absence of
status/status, humility/just pride of position,
silence/speech, and total obedience/obedience only
to superior rank, just to mention a few. It should not
be assumed here, however, that the “liminite” is
powerless in a general sense. After all, if one is “out-
side” structure, he or she is not controlled by it.
Consider, for example, the “hippies” and “flower
children” of the sixties, quintessential liminites who
staked out a social position that was distinctly anti-
structural or, in their terms, “antisocial.” Falling out-
side the purview of proper culture, so to speak, they
engaged in activities that were socially unacceptable
in a general sense, for example, the consumption of
psychoactive substances and rather unrestricted sex-
ual practices.

The power, so to speak, of communitas is also evi-
dent in the interplay between structure and communi-
tas. Turner notes that both processes are essential for
the “well-being” of each other. In fact, one might view
society diachronically as a manifestation of the dialec-
tic process involving this continual interplay between
structure and communitas.

One important example of this process might be
referred to as “the normalization of communitas.”
Consider, for example, the “mourning” ritual prac-
ticed in the Orisha religion of Trinidad. According to
James Houlk, the individual “pilgrim” involved in the
ritual gains certain knowledge regarding spirits, ritu-
als, etc., during a series of spiritual travels. The infor-
mation and knowledge gained during mourning,
however novel or traditional, or, put another way,
however heretical or heterodox, eventually becomes
part of the complex of beliefs and practices that com-
prise the Orisha religion. It is in this sense that com-
munitas is normalized. The subversion of standard
social roles that occurs during mourning allows even
neophyte and rank and file adherents to influence the
religion along idiosyncratic lines, since everyone’s
experiences are equally valid and, thus, equally
important. Looked at in this way, the communitas of
mourning periodically revitalizes the structure of the
belief system. In a similar way, Turner speaks of the
purging and purification effect communitas has on
structure.

Communitas, Rites of

In a broad and general way, it is during such reli-
gious rites that mythology is legitimized, the strong
become weak, the weak strong, and traditional status
categories are reinforced by contrasting them with the
potential anarchy and statuslessness of liminality. In
an important sense, without structure there is no com-
munitas and without communitas there is no structure.

James Houk

See also Communitas, Rites of; Liminoid; Passage,
Rites of
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In the 1960s Victor Turner adapted the word “com-
munitas” from Paul Goodman'’s usage, which connot-
ed town planning on community lines. Turner uses
“communitas” extensively in anthropology to mean a
relational quality of full, unmediated communication,
even communion, between people of definite and
determinate identity, which arises spontaneously in
all kinds of groups, situations, and circumstances. The
Random House Webster Unexpurgated Dictionary (1998)
defines “communitas” as: “Anthropol. The sense of
sharing and intimacy that develops among persons
who experience liminality as a group.” Turner first
noted this phenomenon—then not recognized in the
social sciences—in the healing ritual of Chihamba
among the Ndembu of Zambia in 1953. He observed
and experienced it among the Chihamba patients who
were in passage between illness and health, and also
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found it among novices changing from childhood to
adulthood, and in other changes in social status.
Furthermore he recognized it in many different soci-
eties among those in betwixt-and-between circum-
stances, those going through some threshold or limen
in life together, that is, in a time of liminality.

Description

The bonds of communitas that are felt at liminal times
are undifferentiated, egalitarian, direct, extant, nonra-
tional, existential, and “I-Thou” (in Martin Buber’s
sense). The original sense of communitas is sponta-
neous and concrete, not abstract. The experience of
communitas matters much to the participants. It does
not merge identities; the gifts of each person are alive
to the full, along with those of every other person.
Communitas liberates individuals from conformity to
general norms. It is the fount and origin of the gift of
togetherness, and thus of the gifts of organization,
and therefore of all structures of social behavior, and
at the same time it is the critique of structure that is
overly law-bound. Communitas should be distin-
guished from Durkheim’s “mechanical solidarity,”
which is a bond between individuals who are collec-
tively in opposition to another solidary group. In
“mechanical solidarity,” unity depends on “in-group
versus out-group” opposition. But in the genesis and
central tendency of communitas, communitas is uni-
versalistic. Structures, like living species, become spe-
cialized; communitas, as in the case of the biology of
the human species and its direct evolutionary fore-
bears, remains open and unspecialized, a spring of
pure possibility as well as giving release from day-to-
day structural role-playing, and it seeks oneness. This
does not involve a withdrawal from multiplicity but
eliminates divisiveness and realizes nonduality.
Communitas strains toward universalism and open-
ness; it is richly charged with feeling, mainly pleasur-
able. It has something magical about it. Those who
experience communitas feel the presence of spiritual
power.

Victor Turner emphasizes, first, “spontaneous
communitas”: a feeling that comes unexpectedly like
the wind and warms everyone to each other. It defies
deliberate cognitive and volitional construction and is
at the opposite pole to social structures, that is, the
role sets, status sets, and status sequences consciously
recognized and regulated in society and closely
bound up with legal and political norms and sanc-
tions. Communitas or the feeling of communion or

oneness is therefore often expressed in rituals of
reversal in which the lowly and high-ups reverse
social roles.

After the inception of spontaneous communitas a
structuring process often develops and a cycle of com-
munitas/structure/communitas ensues. For example,
religious vision becomes sect, then church, then a
prop for a dominant political system, until communi-
tas resurges once more, emerging from the spaces of
freedom often found in betwixt-and-between situa-
tions. Revivals are of this nature.

Much of religious observance consists of “norma-
tive communitas,” the attempt to capture and pre-
serve spontaneous communitas in systems of ethical
precepts and legal rules. These are often gathered in
documents of “ideological communitas,” in which
are formulated the remembered attributes of the
communitas experience in the form of a utopian
blueprint for the reform of society. Yet in the stories
usually recorded within them reside the seeds of the
realization of spontaneous communitas once again,
whether these consist of poems, sacred history, sin-
cere accounts of visions, or even music and art. In
the works of prophets and artists we may catch
glimpses of the unused evolutionary potential of
communitas, a potential not yet externalized and
fixed in structure.

Sources of Communitas

The spaces of freedom in society from which com-
munitas emerges are various. Communitas breaks
into society (1) through the interstices of structure in
liminality, times of change of status; (2) at the edges
of structure, in marginality; and (3) from beneath
structure, in inferiority. Liminality, marginality, and
inferiority frequently generate sacred accounts,
symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and works
of art.

Liminality

Liminality is the process of midtransition in a rite of
passage. During the liminal period, the characteristics
of those passing through are ambiguous, for where
they find themselves has few or none of the attributes
of either the past or the coming state. They are betwixt
and between. In nonindustrial societies their secular
powerlessness may be compensated for by a sacred
power—the power of the weak, derived on the one
hand from the resurgence of nature when structural
power is removed, and on the other from the



experience of the sacred. Much of what has been
bound by social structure is liberated in liminality,
notably the sense of comradeship and communitas.
The kind of people in our society who are liminal are
teenagers, students, trainees, travelers, those with
new jobs, and people in times of major disaster. In
Western society there is a paucity of ritual for these
occasions; nevertheless, new or spontaneous rituals
sometimes arise. The birthday party is a common
example of a regular rite-of-passage ritual.

Marginality

Marginality is a category whose individuals often
look to their group of origin, the so-called inferior
group (see below), for communitas, and to the more
prestigious group in which they mainly live for their
structural position. Marginals may become critics of
the structure from the perspective of communitas;
many writers, artists, philosophers, and postmoderns
are marginals, as well as New Agers, environmental-
ists, gays, and those in monastic orders.

Inferiority

Inferiority is a value-bearing category that refers to
the powers of the weak, countervailing against struc-
tural power, fostering continuity, creating the senti-
ment of the wholeness of the total community, and
positing the model of an undifferentiated whole
whose units are total human beings. The powers of
the weak are often assigned in hierarchic and strati-
fied societies to women, the poor, original inhabitants,
and outcasts, as well as members of minorities, holy
mendicants, children, and human rights advocates
such as Mahatma Gandhi and Nelson Mandela. To
quote Liz Locke (1999, 3): “The non-athletes, the read-
ers, the musicians, the skate rats, the gamers, the
geeks, the metal-heads, the ravers, the stoners, the
net-heads, the writers, the outcasts, the refugees—we
find a way to create communities.”

Communitas and Pilgrimage

The journey to sacred shrines, usually undertaken by
large groups of religious people seeking help at a far-
away saint’s tomb or birthplace, is an activity in
which communitas flowers. Friends are made and a
sense of sacredness grows as the days of travel go by.
The religion and the forward urging of the people,
often in collective prayer, together produce an elated
sense of sisterhood among all, something that draws
pilgrims to come again year after year. While the
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pilgrimage situation does not eliminate structural
divisions, it attenuates them and removes their sting.
Moreover, pilgrimage liberates the individual from
the obligatory everyday constraints of status and role,
defines her as an integral human being with a capaci-
ty for free choice, and within the limits of her religious
orthodoxy presents for her a living model of human
sisterhood and brotherhood. It should be noted that
the study of this element in pilgrimage has been cri-
tiqued by Michael Sallnow and John Eade (1991), who
turn back to the structured stage of communitas
development and claim that conflict is endemic in pil-
grimage and that religious power hierarchies decide
the major outcome of pilgrimage, so that pilgrimage
has the effect of enhancing the existing power struc-
tures of society.

The Presence of Communitas

Negative capability, that is, an open readiness without
preconceived ideas, provides the circumstances.
There exists a democracy and humility about commu-
nitas: no one can claim it as their own. This is seen in
Victor Turner’s vision of it as residing in the poor and
inferior, a gift coming up from below. As for the con-
crete circumstances, they can be found when people
engage in a collective task with full attention. They
may find themselves in flow, that is, they experience a
merging of action and awareness—a crucial compo-
nent of enjoyment. Flow is the holistic sensation pres-
ent when we act with total involvement, with no
apparent need for conscious intervention on our part.
There is a loss of ego; the self becomes irrelevant. In
the group, what is sought and what happens is unity,
seamless unity, so that even joshing is cause for
delight and there is often much laughter.

The benefits of communitas are joy, healing, the
gift of “seeing,” mutual help, religious experience, the
gift of knowledge, long-term ties with others, a
humanistic conscience, and the human rights ideal.

Communitas takes place in the rituals of Africa
and other preindustrial cultures, and also in churches,
temples, mosques, and shrines all over the world,
achieved by collective prayer. Pentecostal and charis-
matic churches seek and find moments of universal
love, praying for the sick. Sufi brotherhoods in India,
Pakistan, and Afghanistan, in intense, collective, sub-
missive chants to Allah, find that sense of unity.
Communitas, not always achieved, is sought in the
world Olympic games, where the finely tuned human
body is the common factor, an achievement possible
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for all humans. The presence of communitas in music
and the change of consciousness in groups are two
themes in need of further study.

Other Definitions

The term “communitas” has been further elaborated
by later anthropologists, particularly Roy Willis and
Stephen Friedson citing African ritual. They refer to a
time of “intersubjective objectivity,” “a space of com-
munitas” (Willis 1999, 120), when people are tuned in
to one another and live together through the same
flow of experience. In a Lungu healing rite Willis him-
self experienced this liberated communitas. He was
aware of being lifted out of normal consciousness into
a state where ordinary perceptions of time and space
were drastically altered. The participants, including
himself, were all in relation, different versions of each
other, but there were no fixed boundaries to selfhood,
there existed a permeability and flexibility between
self and other, an infinite reflexivity, with a sense of
everything flowing within the all-encompassing
rhythm of the drum (Willis et al. 1999, 103). Stephen
Friedson (1996), similarly participating in Malawi rit-
ual, tells how the spirits caused his “self” to expand,
creating a space within him, an opening, a clearing,
where he became aware of a rich lived experience of
the equiprimordiality of human being and world.
This was spiritual communitas, both experiences
showing how this can develop between anthropolo-
gists and practitioners of religion.

A prime example of communitas has been
described by Matt Bierce (personal communication,
April 2001), who cites jam sessions in Victor Turner’s
terms: liminality and communitas. He says of his jam-
ming group

We have been writing songs together for six years
now and our cooperative powers have grown
immensely. We are intimately aware of each other
and our abilities, tendencies, favoritisms, styles,
moods, and emotions. This intimacy allows us a form
of jamming or improvisation that I think is a rare and
cultivated closeness bordering on telepathic intu-
ition. Above all else, we are friends. In the context of
a jam, we communicate in a way that superceded
speech and cognitive logic, in a language of sugges-
tions, weavings, liminal stances, pattern formations
and dissolutions, patience, intensity and calm, and
private exploration. You have to give yourself totally,
without reservations. It’s not enough that you believe

this or that is going to happen. By beholding behind
the closed eyes of your co-musicians and in sensing
the nerve impulses and the movements of the mus-
cles in their bodies, you will attain a security in rela-
tion to what is going to happen. We are also working
together to keep the song whole or coherent. This
often happens as one new pattern is woven into the
mix, that others pick up on its inherent beauty, and
find ways to integrate what they are doing into this
new structure. Strummings and pluckings are added
on by other instruments until a new structure is
implicitly agreed to. Once this new structure is found
and woven in, the improvisation really can com-
mence. The conscious mind is put on the back burn-
er and the unconscious is given more control. One
has to become like a child.

And he adds, “It almost becomes like a trance, a
religious experience.”

Understanding communitas entails a recognition
of a certain kind of medium in which we all live that is
permeable from person to person and which nourish-
es what is “spiritual.” The nature of this conscious-
ness, in healing or music for instance, is felt when
connecting with others. A kind of power exists that is
implicit in this connective “spirit” between people. We
can tap into shadowy abysses where there is a “reser-
voir,” a rising and flooding medium that can waken
the existing spirit connections into activity, a kind of
power store that can join people. Then the soul is in
tune with others. Souls in communitas may even con-
nect with the dead; may experience the power of
switching back and forth in time; may receive and
send unmistakable messages where vitally needed;
and are conscious of purposes throughout the spiritu-
al web—a huge visionary purpose sometimes.

The implications follow that if one responds to
communitas one can no longer treat another human
being as an object, because each person is too much
part of the other. We find ourselves, as in the
Copernican revolution, smaller than we thought, even
on a par with the animals and not above them. We
exist in a vast interchange of spirit personality—often
glimpsed, sometimes seen clearly in the acts of spirit
sociality. The social itself becomes a matter of intu-
itions passed between people and a joyous sense of
bonding, sometimes providing the power of collective
healing and of acting in visionary harmony.

Edith Turner

See also Communitas; Liminoid
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Crisis Rituals

Crisis rituals are called rites of intensification. These
are employed when an unfavorable change has
affected the group, or the group faces a danger or
calamity of some kind. Such situations spread anxi-
ety, uncertainty, and fear that can be alleviated
through the performance of mass rituals that provide
security and hope by reinforcing social ties and
pointing to the transcendent dimension beyond
everyday experience.

Crisis Rituals

Individual Crisis Is Community Crisis

In traditional village communities, a problem experi-
enced by an individual or family becomes a commu-
nity problem. An illness in a Jordanian village
studied by anthropologist Hilma Granqvist brought
the members together in collective support that
helped restore the sick person’s vitality. Bringing
flowers to someone in a hospital or food to the home
of a sick person are Western equivalents. The death of
someone disrupts a community even more, and col-
lective rituals help reinforce social bonds, relieve ten-
sions, and commemorate the dead person. For
example, women in the Trobriand Islands distribute
large quantities of banana-fiber skirts and banana
leaves upon the death of a relative, and in America, a
fund for some social purpose is often established at
the passing of a notable person, to keep his memory
alive.

Among a Melanesian group, the anthropologist
Bronislaw Malinowski observed a commemoration in
which people were required to eat some of the dead
person’s flesh. This ritual cannibalism was performed
with “extreme repugnance and dread” and was usu-
ally followed by violent vomiting, but it was “felt to
be a supreme act of reverence, love, and devotion.”
Outlawed by the government but still done in secret
at the time of Malinowski’s study, the act was consid-
ered a sacred duty that expressed “the longing for all
that remains of the dead person and the disgust and
fear of the dreadful transformation wrought by
death” (Malinowski 1954, 49-50). Death rituals make
the loss of a person less disruptive socially while help-
ing the community readjust.

Some cultures’ response to crime is highly ritual-
ized. An eyewitness account of a Turkish execution in
Jerusalem in the late nineteenth century depicts the
mother of the slain person drinking some of the blood
of the murderer after his execution, exclaiming, “My
son is avenged!” (Granqvist 1965, 126-27). Capital
punishment in the United States carries some of
this public outrage, but among Southwest Native
American tribes, a man who has killed an enemy,
even in self-defense, “must purify himself for sixteen
days, to cure his spirit of the madness of shedding
blood” (Erdoes 1976, 35).

Social Change as Crisis

New situations or practices, caused by some larger
social change, may also threaten people’s security
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and thus meet with resistance. In the early 1980s
many organizations in America began to implement
new management practices. Sociologist Rosabeth
Moss Kanter studied these and recommended ritu-
als to ease the pain of change. According to her, peo-
ple should have a chance to say good-bye and
mourn the loss of the old ways with rituals like file-
burning ceremonies or celebrating the company’s
history. Facing the unknown can create anxiety; that
is one reason for ritualistic celebrations of the New
Year that help people reaffirm their faith in the
future.

Also in the 1980s, many American communities
experienced economic decline. When Flint, Michigan,
was declared by Money magazine to be the worst
place in the United States to live, prominent citizens
gathered in the public square and ritually burned the
offending magazines in an effort to reaffirm their
vitality as a community.

Collective Calamities

Epidemics or natural disasters, such as floods, fires, or
earthquakes, also call forth a collective response.
Although these may involve more practical help than
ritualistic behavior, religious rituals, such as special
prayers offered in houses of worship, are usual. Many
Native American tribes engage in rain dances that
involve songs and petitions with the intent of manip-
ulating nature through the symbolic power of rituals.
Among the Pueblo Indians, for example, “all prayers,
ceremonies, and dances... are essentially prayers for
rain” (Erdoes 1976, 11).

War is met with special ceremonies in most soci-
eties, generally to show the society’s might to the
enemy. Special attire, beating of drums, and chanti-
ng are usual in tribal warfare. But even Western soci-
eties parade their military in a show of strength. It is
also a time when leaders must address the public to
reassure them of their security and to denounce the
enemy. Nowhere has this been as evident as in the
aftermath of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks
on the United States. The president’s speeches
acquired extra importance, and countless people
posted flags on their cars and by their houses to
show their loyalty to the country. In some other
countries, U.S. flags have been ritually burned to
show the people’s contempt toward the United
States and its policies. Such an act is tantamount to
burning the enemy in effigy, a practice that goes back

to the shattering of the enemy in clay figurines in the
ancient Near East.

Political domination by a foreign power and inter-
nal domination of one group by another are further
examples of serious crisis situations for a society. The
Tamang communities of Nepal have experienced
both. In a threefold ritual of both secular activities
(dance-skits) and religious rituals (exorcisms and the
production of power wang, or retreat), they sought to
reaffirm their society and to express resistance to the
dominating forces. These activities generated sym-
bolic power that “is an elementary form of power
produced in the activity of ritual itself” (Holmberg
2000, 927).

Rituals Generate Hope

Whether the community is rallying together to collec-
tively mourn a loss, to face social change in the com-
pany of others, or to respond to a natural disaster or
human-made crises such as war, terrorism, or domi-
nation, the rituals employed constitute a form of col-
lective action that can create a more optimistic
outlook that something can be done about the situa-
tion. These rituals embody the horizontal dimension
of social affirmation and the vertical dimension of
spiritual renewal. Both of these sources provide
strength and a new vision that helps alleviate fear and
confusion and enables the community to look ahead
with hope.

Sara Kérkkainen Terian

See also Death Rituals; Ritual as Communication;
Television and Ritual; Witchcraft
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Day of the Dead

In Latin America the Day of the Dead (celebrated on
the first two days of November) is a day of communal
joy when communities use art, dance, music, food,
and prayers to honor the dead. The day provides an
opportunity for younger generations to learn their
history and folkways as well as the respect of their
ancestors.

Since pre-Columbian times folk festivals have
been primary vehicles through which the people of
Latin America have expressed their dreams and fears,
amused their gods, and honored their ancestors.
Through the years the indigenous cultures of Latin
America, such as those of Mexico and Guatemala,
have assimilated and adapted elements of the
European conquerors to form the picturesque and
complex folk traditions of today. Men and women,
young and old, indigenous and nonindigenous main-
tain these links to the past.

The Day of the Dead (El Dia de los Muertos), also
known as “All Souls” Day,” is most prominently cele-
brated in Mexico but also to a lesser extent in regions
of Guatemala, Bolivia, El Salvador, and Peru. In an
area one town hosts the day, which involves the sur-
rounding towns and their products, foods, and crafts,
thus enriching all the towns. Traditions are preserved
as people honor the dead and pass on their folk
knowledge to the younger generation. The younger
generation will be the caretakers of their cultures,
their language, and their religion.

In Mexico the Day of the Dead is a week-long cel-
ebration; the first two days are used to honor the spir-
its of deceased children. During these two days

children take part in the celebration, which features
candies, such as the famous sugar skulls, and papier-
maché skeletons, which often reflect political satire.
The first day of November is also a day to honor all
Christian saints and martyrs. Pope Boniface IV intro-
duced the day in the seventeenth century. It was orig-
inally celebrated in May but was moved to
November by Pope Gregory III in the eighteenth cen-
tury. This day is also known as “All Saints Day” (Dia
de Todos los Santos), when many Latin American peo-
ple go to mass to celebrate the Catholic feast. The sec-
ond day of this festival is the official celebration of
the dead, “the time of family reunion not only for the
living but also the dead” (Carmichael and Sayer 1991,
14). Paradoxically, this is a joyful day when all the
spirits return and spend a day with the living.
“People in Mexico believe that the deceased deserve
a vacation as much as the living do, so once a year
they return to earth for family fun” (Milne 1965, 163).
The living welcome the souls of the dead for a few
brief hours of colorful activities that the dead once
enjoyed in life. The present, past, and future are
reconciled.

Cemeteries Decorated

Throughout the celebration cemeteries vibrate with
colorful marigolds, candles, and food baskets. The
celebration features symbolic themes such as food
made with corn; copal (fossil tree resin) incense is
burned throughout the cemeteries; and the living per-
form religious rituals. Musicians play traditional
music; masked dancers perform in front of the
Catholic churches. In Tancoco, Mexico, professional
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DAY OF THE DEAD ON THE YUCATAN PENINSULA

While Day of the Dead rituals across Mesoamerica contain many common elements, there is also variety
from community to community. The followjng example is of the Tzeltal of the Yucatan Openinsula.

... This altar is usually located in the house corridor. The altar is cleaned regularly and adorned with flowers
by the women, and a candle or two is lighted on propitious days of the week, or to ask the house Saints for protec-
tion against witchcraft.

On the first of November, “day of all the dead” according to the Catholic calendar, a ceremonial offering of food to
the spirits of the deceased is placed on this altar. It is in memory of the spirits who lived in the house in the immedi-
ate past, and who are supposed to come to enjoy the food and the fact that they are being remembered by the house-
hold. The ritual is performed only for the immediate generations. It is not the worshipping of one’s ancestors, for it is

for people who are not necessarily related by kinship, but for those who resided in the house. (Second wives, for

example, are expected to offer food to the deceased first wife of their hushands if they lived in the same dwelling.)
Afterwards, the food is distributed among the living relatives, compadres and neighbors, and all members of

the household go to the cemetery.

At the cemetery, the tombs are cleaned, repaired, adorned with marigolds, fruit and other food, and the family
pays for the performance of a responso, funeral oration, read by a part-time specialist in such matters.

If these rituals are not performed, the dead come back to their life stage, the house, and wander aimlessly
among the living, scaring people, giving them bad dreams, or taking the lives of children.

Source: Hunt, Muriel E. V. (1962).

The Dynamics of the Domestic Group in Tzeltal Villages: A Contrastive Gomparison.
Chicago: Chicago University Library, Department of Photoduplication, Microfilm Thesis No. 9048, p. 113.
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chanting rezanderos (prayer makers) and women wail-
ing at gravesides are commonly seen.

In Guatemala traditional dances such as the Deer
Dance (La Danza del Venado) are performed; this dance
is performed with colorful costumes and deer masks.
In a small region of Santiago Sacatepequez, the boys
have spent months building huge kites (barriletes),
which they fly in a cemetery on the morning of
2 November.

In Bolivia and Peru people bring food to the ceme-
teries on 2 November and perform traditional dances
all day. “In the village of Huarocondo, Peru the indige-
nous people take offerings of roasted pig, tamales,
potatoes, corn, and eggs to the church to be blessed by
the priest and left for the dead” (Milne 1965, 163).

Marigolds

Yellow symbolized death among the pre-Hispanic
people; therefore, marigolds are profuse at the

celebration. In some regions of Mexico the facades of
houses are decorated with papel picado (intricately
cut-out paper) and orange-yellow marigold flowers,
and petals line the pathway between the cemetery
and houses so that the dead can find their way
home, where they will find tables set up as altars
decorated with flowers, candles, offerings of saintly
pictures, photos of the deceased, and Day of the
Dead bread. The bread comes in many forms; one
form is round, which symbolizes the shape of the
human soul; another form is a flat, soft, cookie-like
bread covered with red sugar; red symbolizes eter-
nal life. Sugar skulls, sweets, and alcohol are some-
times added, depending on the economic status of
the family.

Ofrendas is a pre-Hispanic practice of giving gifts
to the dead. Pre-Hispanic Maya farmers buried their
loved ones with an array of objects such as plain
and painted pottery, jewelry, and copal incense.
Bloodletting was conducted where their loved ones



Afro-mestizo households altar for the Day of the Dead in the
community of El Cerro, Costa Chica, and Querrero. The flowers
and candles are set mostly on the floor. Special foods including
breads, fruits, and sweets are set out on plates for the shrines.
COURTESY OF BEATRIZ MORALES COZIER.

were buried to evoke a good harvest season. Today
these offerings take the form of an elaborate feast for
the souls. The cemeteries are decorated and immersed
in a blanket of copal smoke. For some cultures copal
incense brings back the spirits to the living world; for
other cultures it symbolizes the departure of the spir-
its. The living make an array of offerings to the dead
to nurture and renew their friendship and urge them
to return the next year.

In summary the rituals of the Day of the Dead
throughout the Americas remind everyone that death
is not the end of life but rather the renewal of life. “It
is a ritual that promotes rebirth” (Paz 1985, 51).

Mara Cosillo-Starr

See also Death Rituals
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Death Rituals

Death rituals or mortuary rites provide people with a
means to deal with the loss and disruption caused by
the death of a person. In many parts of the world the
rituals form a sequence that may take place over a
considerable period of time, as the body of the
deceased is transformed from life and goes through a
potentially dangerous or polluting state until it reach-
es a more inert condition. The rituals may also be inti-
mately connected with culturally specific notions
concerning rebirth, fertility, ancestral spirits, or the
immortality of the soul. An immaterial essence or a
soul is often conceived of as having to undergo a
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ROBERT HERTZ ON DEATH RITUALS

Below is an excerpt from Death and the Right Hand by Robert Hertz, who conducted ethnographic religious
and folklore studies in Indonesia and Polynesia during the early twentieth century.

But where a human being is concerned the physiological phenomena are not the whole of death. To the organic
event is added a complex mass of beliefs, emotions and activities which give it its distinctive character. We see life

vanish but we express this fact by the use of a special language: it is the soul, we say, which departs for another
world where it will join its forefathers. The body of the deceased is not regarded like the carcass of some animal:
specific care must be given to it and a correct burial; not merely for reasons of hygiene but out of moral obligation.

Finally, with the occurrence of death a dismal period begins for the living during which special duties are imposed
upon them. Whatever their personal feelings may be, they have to show sorrow for a certain period, change the
colour of their clothes and modify the pattern of their usual life

Hertz, Robert. (1960). A Contribution to the Study of the Collective Representation of Death.

In Death and the Right Hand. Translated by R. and C. Needham.
Aberdeen, UK: Cohen and West, p. 27. Originally published 1907.
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journey after death, and rituals are performed to help
it reach its destination.

The earliest systematic anthropological treatment
of death rituals was by ]. J. Bachofen in 1859. His
study of symbols connected with fertility and femi-
ninity in ancient Greek and Roman funerary rites was
later taken up by Sir James Frazer in The Golden Bough
(1890), which includes a discussion on the regenera-
tion of fertility through the killing of divine kings.
Robert Hertz used ethnographic material from
Indonesia and Polynesia to adopt a different
approach. He looked at attitudes toward bones and
flesh, the preparations that take place between a
provisional burial following death and the final
obsequies (known as “double obsequies” in the
anthropological literature), the journeying of the soul,
and the rituals observed by the mourners. Hertz
argued that the socially constructed death rituals
orchestrate the collective representation of death. The
sequence of temporary and secondary burials permits
the social group to readjust while the soul of the
deceased is incorporated into the society of the dead.
Hertz saw this incorporation as an initiation.

The physical occurrence of death is in itself a
process or transition. Hertz discussed cases in which
the proclamation of the successor to a ruler is not
announced until the final obsequies have taken place.

In Liberia a deceased ruler was finally buried on the
death of the successor. This meant that the reign of the
successor was coterminous with the temporary burial
of the predecessor. In effect, the “ex-king, ‘who is not
considered to be really dead’, watches over the suc-
cessor and helps him in his function” (Hertz 1960,
129). This attitude toward the death of divine rulers
was carried to an extreme in the Andes during the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries. Each Inca ruler
ensured that his or her property was retained by the
estate of his or her descent group and the body of the
deceased ruler was prepared in a bundle of textiles.
The ruler’s retainers continued to maintain the agri-
cultural production of the estate in order to observe a
cycle of sacrifices to “feed” the mummy bundle,
which was ritually offered food and drink. Hence it
was recorded that Inca mummies presided over the
marriage of their children or even contracted a
“ghost” marriage, when Rawa Ocllo married the
mummy of Wayna Capac to legitimate the claim of
her children.

Archaeological Evidence of Death Rituals

Archaeologists have long been interested in burial
practices because they form an important part of
death rituals. Since the early twentieth century, a



The corpse of a Hindu is cremated in Varanasi, India in 1996.
COURTESY OF STEPHEN G. DONALDSON PHOTOGRAPHY,

particular form of treating human bodies known as
Chinchorro, named after a beach at Arica, northern
Chile, has evinced a great deal of interest. The pre-
vailing arid conditions have permitted the good
preservation of human remains, which were either
allowed to dessicate naturally or were artifically
mummified. Chinchorro mortuary treatment was
long-lived, lasting from 7,000 to 1,500 BCE. The body
of the deceased person was prepared in an extended
position. In the most complex examples, the body was
skinned, dismembered, and reconstituted, reinforced
with sticks. Externally, skin was replaced on the body
and was coated with black manganese paint (the so-
called “black mummies”) or with red ochre (“red
mummies”). As an alternative to the red type, the skin
was wrapped around the limbs and, in the case of
children, around the torso as well (“bandage mum-
mies”). The mummies are found in collective groups
in an area extending along the coast of the far south of
Peru and the far north of Chile.

Death Rituals

Archaeologists distinguish between inhumation,
in which case the corpse may be interred in a flexed or
extended position, and cremation, which involves
burning the body. Hertz considered cremation and
the later disposal of the burned bones to correspond
with the practice of provisional and final burials. He
saw mummification as fitting into the same scheme.
Instead of allowing the flesh to decay and then bury-
ing the bones, the embalmers prepared a mummified
body that would not decay further and consigned it to
the final burial. The Chinchorro mummies would
thus seem to provide another example of Hertz’s the-
sis. However, he also argued that the death of chil-
dren does not give rise to the strong emotions or
complex rituals that are accorded to adults. In his
view children are not yet fully incorporated into the
social order, so “there is no reason to exclude them
from it slowly and painfully” (Hertz 1960, 84). Among
the Chinchorro mummies, children were accorded
special treatment after death. An emphasis on elabo-
rate child burials lasted until about 500 BCE in the
south-central Andes.

A common form of burial in the pre-Hispanic
Andes was to place the body in a flexed position.
Between about 450 BCE and 175 BCE, people living on
the Paracas peninsula in the south of Peru buried the
flexed corpse in a funerary basket, wrapped with
heavily embroidered garments and plain cotton
cloths. The production of funerary textiles would
have involved many people in the community. One of
the most long-lasting iconographic elements that they
developed in the embroidery included the trophy
head, and its symbolic counterpart, the bean.
Germinating beans must have evoked ideas concern-
ing death and rebirth.

The Role of Cloth in Death Rituals

The attention lavished on the Chinchorro and Paracas
mummies exemplifies an aspect of death rituals men-
tioned by Raymond Firth: the rituals are performed
by and for the benefit of the living, not the deceased.
Firth discussed the case of a young man who was lost
at sea after sailing from Tikopia, an island east of the
Solomon Islands in the Pacific Ocean. Remarking that
the funeral took place in the absence of a corpse, he
reiterated a comment by Hertz that the rituals do not
merely function as a hygienic means of disposing of
the dead. When a person is lost at sea, Tikopia custom
is to wait at least a year. If no news concerning the
person arrives, the death rituals are performed with
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mats and bark-cloth but without the body of the
deceased. Tikopia people explained to Firth that they
spread the grave-clothes “to make the lost one dry”
(Firth 1971: 62). They are providing dry garments for
the spirit of the deceased, whose wet clothing is cling-
ing round it after drowning at sea.

As indicated by these examples from Chinchorro,
Paracas, and Tikopia, cloth or garments for wrapping
the deceased play a prominent role in death rituals in
many parts of the world, and have done so through-
out time. Several contributors to the book Cloth and
Human Experience (edited by Annette B. Weiner and
Jane Schneider) point out this connection. Mourners,
too, often wear special clothes.

Gillian Feeley-Harnik observes that among the
Merina and Betsileo in the Malagasy highlands of
Madagascar, relatives of the deceased honor impor-
tant ancestors through an elaborate process of exhu-
mation, rewrapping in new shrouds, and reburial. In
western Madagascar, the Sakalava people wash a
deceased person and place kapok drenched in cologne
in the orifices of the corpse. They wrap the body with
untailored garments known as lamba, then place it in a
plain wooden coffin. After a few days they place a
piece of white cloth over the coffin and carry it to a
cemetery adjoining the local community for burial.
The act of burial is accompanied by prohibitions that
include not using the name of the dead person. Other
prohibitions are observed by the spouse of the
deceased, who remains inside the house and stays
silent, only speaking in a whisper to close kin of the
same sex. If the spouse leaves the house, he or she
wraps completely in clothing and only leaves a single
opening for one eye. This prohibition is observed for
four to five weeks by a widower, longer in the case of
a widow. According to Feeley-Harnik (1989, 84),
Sakalava mourning rituals “support the inference that
wrapping up, social formality, linguistic restraint, and
depersonalization are ultimately associated with
death, while speaking asserts the renewal of life and
naming establishes familiar relations.”

Late-Twentieth-Century Theoretical
Developments

Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry encouraged the
contributors to the volume Death and the Regeneration
of Life to reconsider the two theoretical approaches
represented by Bachofen and Hertz. These traditions
converge on the concepts of rebirth that often feature

in death rituals. Bloch and Parry consider it important
to combine sociological and symbolic analysis. They
take issue with Hertz’s understanding of the charac-
ter of the collective response as a group reasserts the
social order after the disruption caused by the death
of one of its members. In their view, and in contrast
with Hertz, the “social order is a product of rituals of
the kind we consider rather than its cause” (Bloch and
Parry 1982, 6).

In many societies the putrescence or pollution of
death is associated with women. Such an association
is not universal. Olivia Harris indicates that it does
not apply among the Aymara-speaking Laymi of
highland Bolivia. She argues that Laymi death rituals
tend to obscure the role of the dead in the agricultur-
al cycle. In a further development of the theme, Peter
Gose discusses Andean rituals as part of a cultural
construction of economic processes that incorporate
specific metaphysical assumptions. He explores one
of the assumptions made by the people of Huaquirca,
Peru, which has to do with “sowing as burial.” On the
day of a burial a group of male affines of the deceased
wash the dead person’s clothes by trampling them
with their feet in a river. This work is an inversion of
the normal practice, which is usually done by women
using their hands. Moreover, the work follows a pat-
tern. It is divided into three periods, separated by two
bouts of drinking, which is how agricultural labor is
performed. Gose argues that “clothes washing” in the
Quechua language can be made to sound like a dou-
ble entendre for “earth washing” or irrigation. The
homology set up between irrigation and clothes
washing, he explains, is matched by a perceived rela-
tionship between sowing ritual and the deceased as
seed.

Ethnographic Fieldwork and Death Rituals

Ninteenth- and early-twentieth-century publications
on death rituals were mostly written by authors who
did not conduct sustained ethnographic fieldwork.
The importance accorded to fieldwork after the 1920s
has resulted in what Jack Goody (1962, 13) called “a
degree of ethnographic myopia.” However, the sec-
tion on late-twentieth-century theoretical develop-
ments has demonstrated that anthropologists now
attempt to understand death rituals in a manner that
incorporates carefully contextualized fieldwork with-
in a sensitively conceived theoretical framework.
Maureen MacKenzie’s study of secret, sacred
string bags known as men amem and their role in death



rituals among the Telefol of central New Guinea
reveals much about Telefol concepts of gender. The
body of a deceased person is laid on a bed of leaves on
a mortuary platform constructed in one of the gar-
dens belonging to that person. These leaves consist of
red-colored iluh, which women wrap round the
umbilical cord of their babies, and driim, which have
male associations, deriving from an avenue of hoop
pines leading to the men’s house, marking a male
path only the initiated can use. If the deceased is male,
softened taro leaves are placed in the mouth, and if
female, red ochre clay is similarly placed. The Telefol
consider red ochre clay to stand for the procreative
menstrual blood of their creator ancestress, Afek. A
ritual specialist informs the spirit of the deceased that
the villagers wish it to stay amongst them as an ances-
tor spirit, and not to go to the Land of the Dead as a
ghost spirit. He plants a red cordyline bush in order to
establish the garden as taboo for the next four or five
months. Its crops are left to whither and decay. As the
red flesh of the deceased on the mortuary platform
decomposes, the white bones are revealed. In due
course, the specialist uses a pair of wooden tongs to
place the potent bones in an open-looped string bag
lined with iluh and driim leaves. He selects the skull,
jaw, radius and ulna, finger, ankle and wrist bones,
and also the pelvis if the deceased was a woman. The
used string bag, the product of women’s labor,
becomes a men amem, in which the ancestor spirit is
reborn inside its protective, womb-like abode.
According to MacKenzie, the ritual specialist carries
the men amem in a fashion that parallels the manner in
which women carry their babies. He does this as part
of a ritual procession to hang the men amem in a man’s
house, or from the back wall of a woman’s house in
Telefolip village. This is followed by a night of feast-
ing and dancing, during which the people test the effi-
cacy of the ancestor spirit. If they think the spirit has
deserted them for the Land of the Dead, they discard
the bones. Only the men amem of benevolent ancestors
are retained.

The esoteric procedures used for producing men
amem are taboo to women, who might understand the
death rituals as a means men use “to tap ancestral
power for the collective well-being of the whole com-
munity” (MacKenzie 1991, 187). However, MacKenzie
observes that women’s subversive role in community
rituals is expressed in the men amem. They make the
string bag, which serves as a symbol of both produc-
tivity and reproductivity and of nurturance and pro-
creativity. Women’s beliefs concerning conception
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focus on the notion that they transform red womb
blood into white fetal bone. Hence MacKenzie con-
cludes that women possess power that is primary and
biological, while men ritually manipulate women’s
power in elaborating the secret men amem, which are
taboo to women, but which express the complemen-
tary gender roles of Telefol rituals.

MacKenzie’s ethnography shows us that anthro-
pological interpretations of death rituals do not, per-
haps, help us to understand the demarcation between
life and death, which some people deliberately
attempted to blur, as did the people of Liberia and the
Incas in the case of their monarchs. However, a study
of death rituals does illuminate how human beings
define their humanity in a culturally specific manner.

Penelope Dransart

See also Commemorative Rituals; Day of the Dead
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Divali

Divali is the festival of lights celebrated by Hindus and
Jains (adherents of a religion founded in India based on

the ideals of nonviolence, discipline, purity, and enlight-
enment) during October or November, according to the
lunar calendar. Divali is also known as “Dipavali,”
which means “row of lights” and refers to little clay oil
lamps that are lit at twilight during Divali and that are
understood to welcome Lakshmi, the goddess of good
fortune, into homes and businesses, which, it is hoped,
she will grace during the coming year.

Associated Myths

Various myths are associated with the celebration of
Divali. One of the most common myths relates the
return of the hero prince Rama to his home in
Ayodhya after rescuing his wife Sita from her abduc-
tor, the ten-headed demon king Ravana. Rama is a
human incarnation of the god Vishnu and Sita, an
incarnation of Vishnu’s wife Lakshmi, whose epithet
“Shri” refers to a kind of beauty associated with pros-
perity and well-being. When Rama and Sita were
forced to leave Ayodhya by political intrigue, the royal
capital withered. With the return of Sita, its greenness
and fertility also returned. Welcoming Rama and Sita
home, the citizens of Ayodhya lit lamps to light their
way and to represent their joy at knowing that their
hero and heroine, veritable embodiments of goodness
and righteousness, had returned to assume gover-
nance and bring prosperity. The lesson related in this
myth, the triumph of good over evil, is often taught to
children at home and in schools on the days before
Divali, when goodness is often explicitly associated
with the light of wisdom triumphing over the dark-
ness of ignorance, the source of evil.

Another myth frequently told at Divali is that of
the churning of the milk ocean. The gods and demons
were fighting, as they perpetually do, and when the
demons appeared to be getting the upper hand, the
god Vishnu suggested to the gods that they churn the
ocean to acquire the nectar of immortality. Vishnu
took the form of Kurma, the tortoise, whose back sup-
ported Mount Mandara, the churning stick. From the
churned ocean came the nectar but also the auspicious
Lakshmi, whom Vishnu chose her as his consort.

A third myth relates the story of Vamana, the
incarnation of Vishnu as a dwarf, who secured from
the demon Bali a promise that he could have as much
territory as he could cover in three strides. Vishnu
then grew into a giant, claimed the world, and cast the
demon Bali into the underworld, from which he is
allowed to return only during Divali to bestow more
gifts on human beings.



Divali Ritual

People typically understand Divali as beginning a
new year. They precede it with days, even weeks, of
intense preparation, which typically includes a thor-
ough housecleaning. Homes usually receive a new
coat of whitewash or paint. Lakshmi is attracted only
to homes and businesses that glisten with cleanliness
and reflective light.

In some places worshipers wait until the auspi-
cious hour appointed by Brahman (a Hindu of the
highest caste) priests to light the lamps welcoming
Lakshmi on Divali, but recently many enthusiastic
Divali celebrants have begun lighting lamps for days
before Divali. Firecrackers can be heard for weeks in
most Indian cities—so much so that local newspapers
post health advisories for asthma sufferers due to the
toxins released by firecrackers. In Trinidad children
typically “burst bamboo” by igniting chemicals in
freshly cut stalks. These festivities have been pushed
weeks back to Vijayadashmi, the festival that in south-
ern India celebrates Rama’s victory over his demon
foe but that in northern India also celebrates the date
when the goddess Durga subdues her demon
adversaries.

During the days leading up to Divali, and espe-
cially on the day of the festival, shops typically reduce
their prices with hopes of ending the year with a
strong balance. The first customer of any day of the
year is often considered a manifestation of Lakshmi,
with whom bargaining should not be pressed to the
point of losing the sale. The first-customer rule is
especially important on Divali, when sales in stores
operating on this holiday are often construed as indi-
cations of Lakshmi’s favor.

On Divali, temples for Lakshmi and for Rama or
Vishnu are typically filled with devotees paying spe-
cial homage to Lakshmi and seeking her blessing. In
addition, many devotees worship Lakshmi in their
homes. In Trinidad special Sunday services are devot-
ed to goddess worship (which often associates
Lakshmi with Durga), and worshipers typically con-
duct special prayer sessions for Lakshmi in their
homes. Throughout the world Lakshmi devotees typ-
ically make or buy and distribute sweets to friends
and neighbors as an expression of generosity and the
importance of shared prosperity. In India stores that
typically sell other goods are frequently transformed
into sweet shops to accommodate public demand.

In the United States and other diaspora (a scattering
of a people) regions, Divali has become an occasion in
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which temple associations and students in universities
put together cultural performances that represent
Indian presence and culture in the diaspora setting.
These performances often include recitals of classical
dance, including Bharat Natyam, and folk dances,
especially Bhangra, a folk dance that has been mixed
with elements of reggae, hip-hop, rock, and disco by
youth residing in regions inside and outside India.

Associated Rituals

Although practice varies among diverse populations,
some important celebrations are held before and after
Divali. Just before Divali is Dhan Teres (Wealth-
Thirteenth), on which the purchase of precious metals
is considered particularly auspicious. The day after
Divali night is celebrated in some parts of India and
elsewhere with the worship of Krishna, who is anoth-
er incarnation of Vishnu. On this day Krishna is said
to have lifted up Mount Govardhana to use as an
umbrella. In this way he protected the cowherders of
Vraj from the torrential rains sent by the king of the
gods, Indra, who had previously captured all their
cows and was envious of the people’s infatuation
with Krishna, the cows’ rescuer. The next day is Bhai
Duj (Brother-Second), on which sisters express affec-
tion for the brothers who protect them throughout
their lives.

On Divali worshipers of Lakshmi affirm the pas-
sage of time through a celebration of the auspicious
new year while recognizing the pursuit of artha (good
fortune), a value recognized by Hindus and Jains as
one of the legitimate pursuits of human life. On this
holiday artha is symbolically associated with the light
of wisdom, expressed through righteous behavior
and given full expression in the myths of the divine
Rama and of Vishnu, whose incarnations restore
righteousness when it is threatened by demonic
forces.

Lindsey Harlan

See also Hinduism

Further Reading

Babb, A. (1996). Absent lord: Ascetic and kings in a Jain
ritual culture. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press.

Cort, J. (2001). Jains in the world: Religious values and ideol-
ogy in India. New York: Oxford University Press.

113



114

Divination

Eck, D. (1982). Banaras: City of light. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Dimmitt, C., & van Buitenen, J. (1978). Classical Hindu
mythology: A reader in the Sanskrit
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Harlan, L. (in press). Reversing the gaze in America:
Parody in Divali performance at Connecticut
College. In K. Jacobsen & P. Kumar (Eds.), South
Asians in the diaspora: Histories and religious tradi-
tions. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill.

Puranas.

Divination

Divination is a ritual process of attempting to
obtain information from hidden—"occult”—sources.
Although specific techniques vary greatly, divination
systems are universal. In any society there is the gen-
eral belief that everything that exists, has existed, or
will exist is known by God or some other spiritual
beings, or that such knowledge is inherent in the cos-
mos as a whole, or both, and that people can obtain
details of such knowledge. Divination systems can be
classified according to their underlying cosmological
(cultural beliefs about the nature of the universe)
premises—magical or spiritual, and their methods—
mechanical or sensory but these categories overlap.
Priests and shamans routinely perform divination,
and some societies have professional diviners; but
certain forms of divination can be performed by any-
one; hence “diviner” is a role, not necessarily a status,
in society. Divination always involves communication
with a supernatural agency, and in texts on religion it
may be discussed under “religious communication.”

Magical or Spiritual Methods

All cultures have beliefs in five basic principles of
magic, and any of these can be seen as underlying
divination systems: (1) a concept of dynamic super-
natural power that exists in varying degrees in all
things, material or ethereal; (2) beliefs in natural
forces, “engines” of nature separate from spiritual
beings, energized by their own power and mechani-
cally doing what they were programmed to do at their
creation. The forces are conceptualized as supernatu-
ral agencies that operate independently of others but
can be affected by them or by people using magic; (3)
a coherent universe in which all things and events,
past, present, and future, are stored and interconnect-

ed as if by invisible threads or pathways; (4) sym-
bols—things or actions that stand in for and take on
the qualities, especially the specific powers of other
things or actions; and (5) principles of similarity and
contact described by nineteenth century folklorist Sir
James George Frazer in his classic discussions of sym-
pathetic magic in the 1911 edition of The Golden Bough:
things or actions that resemble or have been in direct
contact or association with other things or actions
have a special causal relationship with each other.
Magic is believed to work by the activation of natural
forces through the symbolic projection of power along
links in the cosmic network.

Basic to all methods of divination is a formulation
of the practitioner’s intent, expressed in words—spo-
ken, written, or thought. Words are powerful symbols
that embody their own meaning; when spoken, they
are activated and projected by the intent, the voice,
and the breath of the speaker. Thoughts are similarly
projected, although their power may be weaker than
their spoken forms. Thus, the practitioner’s intent
may be projected through the ether to its target; or the
intent may be directed at and embodied in some
medium that becomes a vehicle to carry it to its super-
natural destination. The meaning in words or
thoughts is presumed to be “understood” by the
agency or cosmic system being addressed. How the
answers are received by the diviner varies greatly; the
diviner may “hear” the answer or otherwise receive it
sensorially; more commonly, the diviner will deduce
the answer through culturally determined interpreta-

Predicting the future by “reading” signs in objects such as
cards, bones, and tea leaves is a common form of divination
across cultures. In this photo taken in London in 2003, a tarot
reader provides his service. COURTESY OF KAREN CHRISTENSEN.
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DIVINATION IN CENTRAL THAILAND

As is suggested by the etymological linkage between “fate” and “planet,” much of the cognitive basis of
the Divinatory System lies in astrology (hooraasaad). A villager’s unique hour, day, date, month, and year of
birth, and the [supposed] position of the planets and stars at that moment in time, are used by a divinatory
doctor (mau duu) to determine the villager’s horoscopic status. Various doctors use various formulae in
calculating a horoscopic status, and the entire consultation process between doctor and client is often suf-
fused with an air of mystic complexity [which serves to provide a potential excuse for the doctor—con-
scious or otherwise—in case his prediction fails to materialize]. Horoscopy does not, however, by any
means exhaust the culture’s repertory of divinatory techniques. Palmistry and numerology, for example, are
also used, and a wide variety of omens (/aang) are considered relevant to this or that type of consequence.

A villager’s ritual behavior subsumable under the Divinatory System is often of a voluntary and ad hoc charac-

ter, in the sense that if and when he feels anxiety he will seek the services of an appropriate divinatory doctor. In
addition, there are various life-cycle events and ceremonies in connection with which he is culturally expected to

seek such services whether he feels pronounced anxiety or not. Events such as top-knot cuttings, weddings, and a
monk’s leaving the yellow robes are precisely timed so as to be auspicious in terms of the individual’s horoscopic
status. This temporal aspect of divination is often associated with a spatial aspect. For example, when | decided to
leave the monkhood, my horoscopically-derived instruction (roeg) not only prescribed that the resignation ceremo-
ny must occur on a certain day and at a certain hour, but also required that | depart from Wat Bang Chan in a cer-

tain auspicious direction.

In a very real sense, then, the Divinatory System locates the individual in time and space, and indicates to him

likely paths to fulfillment within the complexities of these dimensions. Indeed, it is not unusual to hear divinatory
doctors and other better-informed villagers using predestinational terms, such as “path of life” or “line of destiny”

(phrommalikhid).

Source: Textor, Robert B. (1973).

Roster of the Gods; An Ethnography of Supernatural in a Thai Village. New Haven,

CT: Human Relations Area Files, pp. 33-35.

tions—"readings”—of specific natural processes
occurring either spontaneously or after human
manipulation. An omen is a sign of supernatural por-
tent revealed to the diviner through some unusual or
unexpected event in nature. An oracle is any method
of divination or vehicle of revealed information,
including a specially gifted person.

Magical methods address the cosmic forces di-
rectly and may be distinguished from methods that
invoke and address spirits. Unlike the forces of
nature, spirits are generally conceptualized as willful
and sentient beings, able to make decisions—includ-
ing whether to obey human command. Anyone can
learn and safely perform magic; but dealing with spir-
its involves risks and hence is the prerogative of

priests and shamans, trained religious specialists who
have learned methods of protecting themselves.
Spirits are universally presumed to have knowledge
that is hidden from people, and they can be persuad-
ed to part with it. Requests for knowledge may be
addressed to the Supreme Being or to the lesser spe-
cialized divinities, the gods; but in some areas, partic-
ularly Africa and Asia, people preferentially address
their ancestors, the souls of departed lineal relatives
who are regarded as members of the family. The sup-
plication may be conveyed to ancestors through
words spoken heavenward or to an earthly repository
of the spirit or to a sacrificial animal or object whose
soul or essence will carry the meaning to the spirit.
The answer may come directly in words heard by the
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diviner or the client in a normal waking state or in
sleep or in a ritually and perhaps drug-induced
altered state of consciousness (ASC); or the spirit’s
answer may be revealed through some omen in
nature or through a cultural device such as the bibli-
cal Urim and Thummim (sacred lots used in early
times by the Hebrews, 1 Samuel 14:41-42).

Another premise underlying divination, particu-
larly rituals to determine why something has hap-
pened, is that everything in the cosmos has a reason
for happening; concepts of chance, randomness, or
coincidence may be absent from people’s thinking.

Scapulimancy and Ifa Divination

A classic example of magical divination is scapuli-
mancy among the caribou-hunting Montagnais-
Naskapi people of northern Labrador, as described by
the anthropologist Frank G. Speck in the 1930s.
Scapulimancy (reading patterns of cracks and marks
in an animal shoulder blade) was used in many areas
of the world and was a highly developed art in
medieval Europe. Among the Montagnais-Naskapi it
had various uses, among the most important of which
was to guide hunters. Success in the hunt was critical
to survival, especially in winter; but the territory was
large, and the game might be anywhere. The diviner
described a map of the territory on a caribou scapula,
then asked the bone where its brothers were, and the
patterns of cracks that appeared as it dried over a fire
indicated where the hunters should go. This method
illustrates classic principles of magic: the scapula was
part of the actual animal hunted, thus magically con-
nected to it.

A complicated system of divination directed at
spirits is the Ifa system of the Yoruba people of
Nigeria in Africa. Ifa is the Yoruba god of wisdom,
commander of 256 lesser spirits called “odii,” among
which all knowledge is divided in the form of long
epic poems. Each odii is represented by a named com-
bination of eight double or single marks, in two verti-
cal rows of four each. The diviner, the babalawo (father
of secrets), through a long apprenticeship, has memo-
rized the entire literature and the corresponding
marks. The first sixteen odiz are senior and are repre-
sented by sixteen palm nuts, which the diviner passes
quickly from one hand to the other, trying to transfer
all the nuts. According to the success of his passes, he
makes short marks with his fingertips in wood dust
spread on a flat board in front of him—if two nuts
remain after a pass, he makes one mark; if one nut
remains, two marks; if none or more than two, no

marks—until he has the signature of the particular
odii in whose body of knowledge the answer to the
problem resides. The Yoruba have a quicker—and less
costly—method of Ifa divination in which a string of
eight flat ovals is cast, and the signature of an odu
appears immediately; but this is considered far less
reliable because it is too quick and spirits, like people,
can make mistakes. Similar systems operate else-
where in West Africa and the Caribbean.

Other Types of Divination

Forms of divination rituals vary tremendously
around the world and are known by a variety of
labels. Some types can be defined. Strictly mechanical
types, for which the supplicant needs no special
innate ability, include varieties of “lots”: blindly
drawing straws or marked bits of paper or other
objects from piles of many; casting or throwing flat-
sided or oblong objects and reading the way they fall;
reading the patterns of tea leaves at the bottom of a
cup; dealing cards, and so forth. In west Africa casting
the four valves of a kola nut is a method commonly
used, addressed either to the cosmic forces or to spir-
its. There are five possible combinations, each named
and meaningful. Other mechanical types include
observing the behavior of objects floating in water or
other liquids, of oil dropped onto water, or of objects
suspended by strings, often over or in some source of
power such as sacred places or scripts; and noting the
direction spinning objects indicate when they stop.

Some mechanical forms of divination require a
period of study to learn meanings of variations on
observed behaviors. Many Western diviners claim
knowledge of great divination powers in Tarot cards.
Haruspication entails observation of natural things,
from haruspices, ancient Etruscan specialists who
examined the entrails of sacrificial animals to deter-
mine the gods” disposition and also interpreted natu-
ral phenomena, especially thunder and lightning, and
prescribed remedies for the problems they detected.
Just as doctors diagnose disease through interpreta-
tion of superficial symptoms in the patient, many
people believe that features of certain parts of one’s
body may mystically reveal broader information
about one’s current and future health and general
fortune to a trained specialist, such as in palmistry
and iridology (diagnosis by patterns in the iris of
one’s eye).

Numerology (the study of the occult significance of
numbers) and hermetic methods require esoteric



knowledge of numbers and formulas—the name is
derived from Hermes Trismegistus, regarded in
medieval Europe as the Greek variant of the Egyptian
Thoth, god of wisdom and writing. The ancient
Chinese I Ching, a complicated system of lots and geo-
metric figures whose configurations reveal the most
intimate interconnections of the cosmos, requires
lengthy study, as does astrology, an ancient method of
divination depending on the belief that planetary and
celestial objects and their apparent movements direct-
ly affect events on Earth. Persons skilled at such eso-
teric methods can exercise great power, especially in
semiliterate society, because their wisdom is impossi-
ble to challenge by the unlettered. This kind of wis-
dom is hence awesome and potentially dangerous. A
meaning of the word wise, as in the Latin word magus,
was “having occult knowledge”; this is the meaning in
the Bible: the Lord “frustrates the omens of liars and
makes fools of diviners; ... turns back the wise, and
makes their knowledge foolish” (Isaiah 44:25, NRSV).
In the Judaic scriptures such enterprises were viewed
as vain and dangerous deviations from the absolutism
of God’s word; divination and prophecy, especially by
omens or dreams, were capital offenses, as declared in
Deuteronomy 13:1-5; compare such acts to divinely
sanctioned divination by lots, the Urim and Thum-
mim. Clearly, also, such easily corruptible power as
could come to the diviner was detrimental to the func-
tioning of egalitarian society.

Various forms of divination are used to identify
persons guilty of some offense, especially a supernat-
ural offense such as taboo violation or witchcraft.
Trials by some sort of ordeal, from a test of physical
strength, pain, or endurance, to the ingestion of poi-
son, may be conducted under the presumption that
evil, which is contrary to nature, will thus be revealed
or that the innocent will have supernatural help or
protection. In some instances both the accuser and the
accused undergo the trial. A case well known in the
social sciences is that of the Azande of central Africa,
who have different categories of divination, distin-
guished by complexity (and cost), objectivity, and
reliability. The rubbing-board oracle is a smooth piece
of wood over which another piece of wood, lubricat-
ed with special fluids, is rubbed back and forth while
names or questions with yes/no answers are spoken.
The answers are indicated as the top piece of wood
sticks or slides easily. To consult the termite oracle,
considered more reliable because it is completely nat-
ural, in the evening a person inserts into a termite
mound two sticks cut from different trees; the answer
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is revealed in the morning by how the termites have
eaten either stick. Most reliable, and most expensive,
is the poison oracle. A strychnine-based poison is pre-
pared from plant extract, a question is presented to it,
and it is forced down the throat of a chick, whose sur-
vival or death determines the answer.

Another natural method is employed by the
Dogon people of Mali in Africa: A series of symbolic
designs is drawn in sand between a fox’s hole and
some bait; in the morning the pattern of the fox’s
tracks is examined. Some methods involve beliefs in
powers that flow in all things and the Earth itself,
such as the Chinese concept of gi (chi) or the British
“leylines”; detecting the directions and intensity of
such powers can aid in diagnosis of some problem, as
in the Chinese and New Age geomantic system of feng
shui (the ancient science of balancing the elements
within the environment).

Names for some forms of divination end in
“-mancy,” deriving from the Greek and Latin word
mantia (divination) from the Latin verb manere (to
handle), for example, chiromancy (palm reading), geo-
mancy (divining by lines or figures or geographic fea-
tures), necromancy (consulting spirits of the dead),
oneiromancy (interpreting dreams), onomancy (divin-
ing by the letters of a name), and scapulimancy.

Some people distinguish between divination and
prophecy, divination being narrow and specific in
scope and prophecy being much broader, indeed, cos-
mic in scope. However, prophets really are supernat-
urally gifted diviners, their insight believed to come
directly from some divine source, often revealed in a
dream or vision. Some forms of divination are
believed dependent upon some special “gift,” an
innate sensory ability that may be inborn or acquired.
Shamans have the capacity of ecstasy, a specific
altered state of consciousness achieved by projecting
their souls out of their bodies into the spirit world.
There the shaman’s soul negotiates with the appro-
priate spirit for the desired information. Such negoti-
ation may require physical struggle. A form of ASC
that is probably universal is possession, in which a
spirit enters a person’s body and reveals secret knowl-
edge through him or her. A spirit medium is a person
whose body is a vehicle for such a spirit, a “channel”
in New Age parlance, such as the famous Oracle at
Delphi in Greece, or the woman of Endor, who raised
the spirit of Samuel for the disguised King Saul (1
Samuel 28). Clairvoyant or clairaudient persons claim
to be “sensitive” to messages from the spirit world.
The stereotypical Western “fortune teller” receives
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visions by gazing intently at a crystal ball; crystals,
believed to house concentrated cosmic power, have
long been used in magic. Other methods, such as
dowsing for ore or water and consulting the Ouija
board, involve both mechanical and sensory skills.

Explanations

Most social and psychological explanations of divina-
tion are based in functions that the process is seen to
serve to particular people in particular situations.
Scholars agree that people regard the world as vast
and indifferent and potentially chaotic and that div-
ination serves the important social function of giving
individuals a sense of control and certitude.
Anthropologist Omar K. Moore, in his classic interpre-
tation of Naskapi scapulimancy, proposed also that
divination serves to randomize social decision mak-
ing; and the sociologist George K. Park added that div-
ination can vary according to specific social context
but that in general divination removes the burden of a
critical decision from the human level, much like flip-
ping a coin. Divination as personal communication
with gods, spirits, or the forces of the cosmos can be
seen to serve the same comforting functions that have
been suggested for other religious phenomena.

Phillips Stevens Jr.

See also Azande; Magic; Shamanism; Sorcery;
Yoruba
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Easter

Although Christmas, celebrating the birth of Jesus
Christ, is the more popular holiday, Easter, celebrat-
ing the resurrection of Jesus Christ, is the more central
holiday of Christianity. Without the belief in the res-
urrection, as Saint Paul noted, there would be no
Christianity. In Latin and Greek Easter is called
Pascha; it is the oldest Christian observance, aside
from the Sabbath. In fact, the Christian Sabbath very
early on came to be regarded as a weekly commemo-
ration of the resurrection.

The English term Easter for Pascha probably came
from the name for the Anglo-Saxon goddess of spring,
according to the Venerable Bede, an Anglo-Saxon
eighth-century priest. It is another example of the
manner in which Christianity borrowed and built on
traditional feasts for the celebration of its own feasts.
Certainly the secular side of Easter has the aura of fer-
tility rites, with the Easter bunny providing a blatant
example.

Controversies

One of the major historical controversies involving
Easter among the faithful has been the date of the
feast. There is no record of the actual date on which
the crucifixion of Jesus took place. Therefore, there is
no acceptable date for the resurrection. There are the-
ological arguments regarding the actual date of the
tirst Easter, the date on which they say Jesus rose from
the dead. Most theologians argue that if Jesus were
indeed crucified on a Friday, then Passover would
have fallen on a Thursday as the Synoptic Gospels

have it. Both 30 and 33 CE had Passover on a
Thursday.

There are many theologians who accept a date of
Friday, 7 April, in the year 30 CE as the correct date of
the crucifixion. But there are some problems with the
acceptance of this date. It contradicts the Gospel of
John, which give a three-year period to the public
ministry of Jesus. Those who support this early date
for the crucifixion argue that the Synoptic Gospels of
Matthew, Mark, and Luke state a one-year period of
ministry.

Those theologians who oppose the early date pre-
fer 3 April, in the year 33 CE. But this date also causes
problems. Saul, later Saint Paul, does not seem to
have enough time to persecute Christians. It leaves lit-
tle time for his persecution, conversion, and three-
year absence from Palestine. There is also the question
of when Paul would have had time for his work in
Jerusalem.

In the West, Christians celebrate Easter on the first
Sunday after the first full moon of spring. This was
the compromise settled upon by the eighth century.
The Eastern Church, however, uses a slightly different
calculation. Thus, the dates of Easter in the East and
West rarely coincide. There has been some talk of fix-
ing the date of Easter as the second Sunday in April
but so far the various branches of Christianity have
reached no agreement.

The Centrality of Easter

The feast of Easter is so important that there is prepa-
ration before and after to emphasize its importance.
There is Lent, with its forty days of fasting, and the
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EASTER IN A SERBIAN VILLAGE

As early as two or three o’clock in the morning, villagers arise on Easter Sunday, pack a breakfast in their carrying
sacks or wicker baskets, and set out over the dark lanes for the church. Upon entering church, each person kisses
the icon and places an offering of hyacinths and other spring flowers on the side. Soon the little church is filled to
overflowing with a capacity congregation that will not occur again until the following year. Individual candles are

lighted from a great taper on the altar, and the villagers, bearing their flickering lights, form a procession following
the priest outside the church and moving three times around it. Communion is given when they return inside, and

at sunrise the service is over. People step out into the early morning sunshine joyously calling, “Hristos vaskrese!”
(Christ is risen!) and receiving the reply, Vaistinu vaskrese!” (Indeed He is risen!). The fast is broken by a picnic in

the yard, and men press one another to sample their best rakija and wine. Children and adults alike enjoy the
game of tapping Easter eggs, colored with homemade onionskin and berry dyes, and collecting those they have

won by cracking them in the contest.

Source: Halpern, Joel M. A Serbian Village. (1958).
New York: Columbia University Press, p. 241.
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fifty-day Easter season ending with Pentecost, the cel-
ebration of the coming of the Holy Spirit. For
Christians, Easter replaced Passover and signifies
their redemption and the forgiveness of sins.

The original Sunday vigil service, the first celebra-
tion of Easter by Christians, was comprised of psalms
and Scripture reading, and provided a pattern for the
Easter vigil service. The vigil is kept in both Eastern
and Western Churches. The vigil in the Roman
Church has the blessing of the new fire, lighting of the
Paschal candle, lesson, blessing of the baptismal font,
baptisms, and finally the Easter Mass. The vigil is
traceable to the third century.

In the early church baptism was performed only
once a year, at Easter. The Lenten period was one of
preparation of catechumens. They were instructed in
the tenets of the Christian faith. At the Easter vigil, the
priests baptized the catechumens. Easter was thus a
period in which people died to their sins and were
resurrected with Jesus Christ. The symbolism is still
found in the Easter services of various Christian
churches.

Eastern Orthodox and Russian Orthodox churches
begin their vigil services with a procession, which
symbolizes a search for the body of Christ.
Eventually, there is the cry, “Christ is risen!” The
priests display the Easter Eucharist. Candles and
lamps now provide light where there was no light
when the procession started. This light symbolizes
Christ as the light of the world.

Lent

Lent as a forty-day period of fasting has a long histo-
ry in the church, as does the exclusion of Sunday in
the Western Church and Saturdays and Sundays in
the Eastern Churches. Beginning in the late 400s, Lent
begins on Ash Wednesday, the Wednesday before the
first Sunday in Lent. In the early days of the church,
great sinners wore sackcloth and sprinkled them-
selves with ashes as a sign of repentance and in hope
of being restored to the church at Easter. At Rome,
from the late fifth century, the fast began on
Wednesday before the first Sunday in Lent. By the
ninth century public penance was dying out and the
tradition of placing ashes on the foreheads of all the
faithful began. It is a reminder of the brevity of life
and the need for penance.

Holy Week is the last week of Lent. Fittingly, the
church of Jerusalem would organize strikingly dra-
matic ceremonies at various sites connected with the
passion of Jesus. Many of these ceremonies spread
rapidly to other places. The Palm Sunday procession
and the Good Friday veneration of the cross are two
examples of these ceremonies.

Holy Thursday marks the institution of the
Eucharist at the Last Supper, Christ’s final meal with
his apostles before his death. The washing of the feet
is now a common part of the ceremony, depicting the
humility of Jesus and his mission of service. Good
Friday commemorates the crucifixion of Jesus and his



redemption of sinners. The entire week serves to
emphasize the significance of Easter Sunday itself.

Pre-Christian Origins of Easter

Most Mediterranean cultures celebrated the spring
equinox. Common to all of these celebrations was the
idea of fertility. Cybele, the Phrygian fertility goddess,
for example, had a consort named Attis who was
believed to have been born via a virgin birth. Attis
died each year and was resurrected between 22 and
25 March. Attis, who is also Orpheus, was a center of
the influential Cybelene mystery cult focused on
Vatican Hill in Rome. Interestingly, Christians and
devotees of Attis celebrated their holidays on the
same day and argued bitterly over which was the imi-
tation and which the prototype. Another pre-
Christian influence on Easter was the record of the life
of Krishna. Krishna is the second person in the Hindu
trinity. Christians countered that the devil had created
false trinities to confuse people.

Popular Celebrations

Like Christmas, Easter has managed to attract a num-
ber of popular customs to itself. The Easter bunny
that distributes Easter eggs to young children is well
known. It was German immigrants who brought the
Easter bunny to America. There are also Easter choco-
late animals, Easter eggs colored by the family, the
Easter ham or lamb, family events, and the Easter
bonnet worn to the Easter service. Many Christians
who have not been to a religious service since
Christmas will troop to their churches for Easter
services.

The Easter egg predates the Christian celebration
of Easter. The eggs are a symbol of rebirth. For
Christians it was an easy step to take the Egyptian,
Greek, Roman, and almost universal symbol of eggs
as a sign of life and adapt it as a sign of the risen
Christ. Before people began painting eggs, they
wrapped them in gold foil, put the wrapped eggs in
leaves and boiled them. The eggs then took on a gold
color. The same effect was reached using flowers, and
the color of these flower petals would be transferred
to the eggs. It is a short step to the modern Easter bas-
ket with colored eggs and chocolate animals.

Even the hot cross bun has a pre-Christian origin.
The word “bun” comes from the Saxon word “boun”
meaning sacred ox. An ox was sacrificed to the
Mother Goddess Eastre. Its horns were represented
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on the ritual bread for Eastre’s feast. Later devotees
decorated the bread with a symmetrical cross repre-
senting the moon. The buns were taken by Christians
who used them to remind people during the Lenten
season of the crucifixion of Jesus.

Sunrise services for Easter have their origin in the
sun worship of pre-Christians. Worshippers of Baal
would gaze at the rising sun to gain his favor. The
practice came into Judaism of early morning services
and the prophet Ezekiel remarks on it.

In England and Germany children roll eggs down
a hill on Easter mornings. The tradition is traced to
imitating the rolling away of the stone that protected
the cave in which Jesus was placed. The custom came
to the United States and Dolly Madison, James
Madison’s wife, organized the first White House egg
roll. According to Dolly Madison, Egyptian children
used to roll eggs against the pyramids. Therefore, she
invited children to come to the Capitol and roll eggs
down its hilly lawn. The Civil War interrupted this
practice but it was resumed after the war. The egg
rolling moved to the White House in 1880 to preserve
the Capitol lawn. Only war has interrupted the cus-
tom. Easter Monday, the day of the egg roll, is the only
time tourists are still allowed to wander over the
White House lawn.

The Easter parade derives from the American cus-
tom of buying new clothes and walking around their
towns after church attendance. There are a number of
these parades, the most famous of which is that of
New York'’s Fifth Avenue.

These and other traditions are reminders of the
fertility symbols associated with the old pre-
Christian feasts. The bright colors of the Easter eggs
represent the sunlight of spring, whose return after a
long winter is most welcome. These eggs are fre-
quently used in egg rolling contests or given as gifts
to friends.

In addition, to “pagan” rituals there is a fair share
of Jewish rituals associated with Passover. The very
word Pascha derives from the Hebrew term for
Passover, an important feast in the Jewish calendar.
Passover is a reminder of the flight of the Israelites
from Egyptian slavery. Many early Christians regard-
ed Easter as a new aspect of Passover, indeed as a per-
fection or completion of it. The Messiah, in their view,
was Jesus. The prophecies foretelling his coming were
completed in his arrival. For many years, Christians
celebrated Easter around the time of the Passover, just
as the first Easter had occurred.

Frank A. Salamone
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Ecstasy derives from the Greek term ekstasts, meaning
“to be outside of oneself.” The term describes a state
of mind characterized by loss of bodily awareness and
contact with reality, insensibility to fire and sharp
objects, intense excitement, and loss of self-control.
Ecstasy curbs bodily functions. It is often associated
with a feeling of being under the control of an outside
force or of being possessed by a supernatural being or
divine power. In complete ecstasy a person is guided
only by emotion. The term may also refer to lesser
emotional experiences stemming from serious events
or extreme stress. Various kinds of ecstasy are
described in the literature:

Motoric ecstasy is induced by bodily movement
and dancing, and may occur suddenly and disappear
after a short period. After a period of extreme activity
the ecstatic experience may end in fainting.

Mystical ecstasy is not induced intentionally, but
may occur suddenly in the context of the adoration of
a supernatural being or after prolonged meditation
and purification. This ecstasy is a personal experi-
ence, sometimes taking place in a lonely and quiet
place. It is frequently associated with visions, and
may result in prophesies or the utterance of messages
supposed to derive from supernatural sources.
Ecstatic experiences of mystics and saints are of this
type.

Toxic ecstasy is provoked by psychedelic drugs.
Another type of ecstasy is based on psychic automa-
tisms or trance-like states, objectifying the contents of
the mind, and includes phenomena such as automat-
ic writing and revelations (messages form the super-
natural world). Hypnosis may trigger such
experiences. Divination practices are often associated
with these phenomena.

Religion and Trance-like Ecstasy

As demonstrated by Bourguignon (1973, 1976) and
Goodman (1988), ecstatic behavior is important in
religious rituals in cultures around the world—
among gatherers, hunters, agrarians, pastoralists, and
more advanced societies. Bourguignon found reli-
gious trance in about 90 percent of the ethnic groups
studied from all continents.

Religious trance, including daydreaming, lucid
dreaming, and meditative states, is an altered state of
consciousness that may be induced by hypnosis.
According to Rouget (1985), ecstasy and trance



constitute the opposite poles of a continuum, linked
by an uninterrupted series of possible intermediary
stages. Ecstasy, according to this author, is character-
ized by immobility, silence, solitude, sensory depriva-
tion, and hallucinations, while trance is described in
terms of movement, crisis, sensory over-stimulation,
amnesia, and lack of hallucinations.

Various degrees of trance are described in the
ethnographic literature. For a long time trance behav-
ior was considered abnormal or insane, but culturally
informed study of institutionalized rituals leading to
religious trance from around the world has debunked
this view. Trance can be induced voluntarily in reli-
gious communities, and the faithful learn how to react
to certain stimuli in specific ways.

Trance comprises institutionalized, culturally pat-
terned altered states of consciousness. Methods used
to induce this include singing, drumming, hand clap-
ping, rattling, reciting of special formulas, gazing at
candles, spinning on one’s axis, smelling incense, or
hyperventilation. Rouget (1985) studied the impor-
tance of music to inducing trance in many cultures,
finding that certain rhythms or songs may create a
conducive emotional climate for the adept. Many
societies use psychedelic drugs for this purpose, and
such drugs were already in use in Paleolithic times.
According to Goodman (1988), these stimuli by them-
selves do not produce the shift from one state of con-
sciousness to another; rather the expectation that this
will happen leads to the ecstasy. Imaginatively, the
entranced identifies with the spirit that will possess
him or her. After a prolonged period of trance, the
person—responding to other stimuli—wakes up,
often claiming complete amnesia. The ability to expe-
rience altered states of consciousness is a psycho-bio-
logical capacity of the human species, but though
anybody may become entranced, the socio-cultural
context is important.

Psychological and Biological Explanations

The medical anthropologist Lex (1979) describes
the bodily changes that occur during ritualistic
altered states of consciousness. Entranced people per-
spire, tremble, and may fall to the ground, and their
blood pressure decreases while their heart rate
increases. One can observe a drop in stressors, such as
adrenaline and cortisol, and EEG tracings reveal brain
activity different from that of normal, waking adults.
Those in religious trances manifest changes in emo-
tional expression, hyper-suggestibility, modification
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of central-nervous-system function, intense excita-
tion, altered body images, perceptual distortions, feel-
ings of rejuvenation, and a disturbed time sense. Each
of these characteristics may be of greater or lesser sig-
nificance, depending on the cultural context in which
they appear. Those experienced at entering trance can
prolong the altered state of mind for a long time.

The context of ecstatic behavior depends on what
is expected in a given religious community.
Communal trance events take place when an entire
group escapes from reality, via rituals that often cul-
minate in dances and emotional expression. Upon
waking up, the entranced report positive feelings of
joy and happiness; they feel purified and in better
health. Others may feel extremely tired or even faint.
In some cultures, before waking up completely, the
entranced remains in a semi-trance characterized by
childish behavior. In West Africa and among African
Americans this state is called WERE o ERE.

The first experience of ecstasy may be frightening,
so initiation should be gradual initiated for the trance
experience to be positive. In case of possession
trances, the role of the spirit has to be learned. Ritual
trance is culturally patterned according to religious
and social traditions and is an institutionalized form
of sacred altered consciousness.

Trance, Possession Trance, and Non-trance
Possession

Bourguignon (1977) distinguishes between trance and
possession trance. The later refers to the impersonation
of spirits and the discontinuity of personal identity,
while trance proper is considered to be an individual
unpatterned state of consciousness. Historical and
ecological factors and the degree of societal complex-
ity are important in shaping ecstatic behavior. The
entranced may play an otherwise unavailable role:
suddenly they become the center of attention in their
congregations. Lewis (1966) describes spirit-posses-
sion cults in relation to deprivation and marginaliza-
tion. In rituals of spirit possession, women and other
powerless groups can exert mystical pressure on
superiors, when no other sanctions are available.
Douglas (1970) believes that trance is a form of disso-
ciation welcomed when society is weakly structured.
The inarticulateness of social organization in itself
gains symbolic expression in bodily dissociation.
Some religious communities interpret trance
behavior as possession by evil spirits that have to
be exorcized, as these spirits constitute a threat to the
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ECSTATIC WORSHIP IN ETHIOPIA

The following text describes in much detail the ecstatic worship that is a core feature of the Zar healing
cult of the Amhara of Ethiopia.

In the corners, more types of incense were burning than before. In addition to “etan” (frankincense), the
domestic Ethiopian “bukbuka” was sending up clouds of perfumed smoke. Leaves of “wogart,” believed pleasing
to the zar that causes headaches and neuralgic pains, were occasionally placed on the clay incense burners. From
time to time, some imported pebbles of yellow sulfur (“kabre” or “din”) sent up acrid smoke. But the sweet odor of
most types of incense predominated most of the time.

About 8:30, the drummer brought his heavy drum down from beneath the solioly built roof, and began to drum
slowly, rythmically, still subdued. The curtain was lowered, but the shadow of Lady Salamtew behind it could still
be vaguely seen. Suddenly raucous grunts began to be heard from behind the curtain, emanating from Woyzaro
Salamtew. This meant that her first major zar had arrived, and was beginning to descend into her, performing the
magical coitus. Her joyshouts became louder, higher pitched, turning to shrieks, quicker and quicker. She was
beginning to perform the “gurri” victory dance of the zar who had conquered her.

Immediately the women devotees began to handclap rythmically, gradually quickening their tempo, in time to
the twisting and turning of Lady Salamtew’s body. The twisting began like an embrace, with her head thrown back,
rotating movements of the chest, followed by a rythmic forward bump of belly and hips. Her ecstatic shrieks varied
from pain to exultation (like the “ellel” of women in the Coptic church service). Encouraging shouts came from
individual women in the audience, and some raised their holiday-reddened palms in prayerful joy. As the climax
approached, the jerky twisting of Lady Salamtew’s body gradually changed to smoother movements of the limbs.
She was now well in tune with her zar, and he was comfortable within her. The excitement in the audience
changed to warm and glowing emotion at the same time. Then Lady Salamtew emitted a loud scream, and dropped
in a heap. The drum stopped abruptly. There was a sudden hush in the audience. The strong sweet odor of gener-
ously burned incense pervaded the consciousness and its smoke leisurely curled upward.

It was only a matter of minutes before Lady Salamtew recovered. Her brother pulled the curtain to one side. Her
eyes were bright with curiosity as she glanced about the house as if she had just arrived. She had lost her absent-
minded appearance, for now the zar acted and spoke through her. Suddenly she appeared to notice the foreigner for
the first time, smiled and waved a friendly greeting. Her voice was still husky, but warm, as she called out “how are
you” in understandable Amharic, rather than her esoteric “zar language”; this was a courtesy, though she used the
female familiar gender (the zar often uses the inverted genders in address). She further inquired whether the foreign-
er was sitting in comfort, and how his health was today (hinting at the “ailments” he had used as a pretext). Then she
ordered the handmaidens to offer the foreigner talla (barley beer), and coffee, on one of the zar coffee trays.

She then proceeded to greet the individual zar doctors and devotees as if she had been absent a long time.
Each rose and bowed deeply to her. Barley beer was now passed around freely, while coffee beans were being
roasted and crushed, in preparation for the next intermission.

Refreshed and heartened, the male zar doctor serving as poet now began to chant the hymns he had composed
in honor of “aweliya” the chief male zar of Lady Salamtew. The rythm was as formal as the hymns chanted by the
dabtara in the Coptic Abyssinian church, but contained Arabic loanwords borrowed from the traders vernacular. The
audience quickly leaned the response and accompanied the responsive chant with rythmic handclapping....

Source: Messing, Simon D. The Highland-Plateau Amhara of Ethiopia.
(1957) Doctoral dissertation, University of Pennsylvania. pp. 635-637.
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individual and the community. In other cases, the
possessing entities are believed to be good spirits to
be treated with special consideration, so as to induce
them to help the faithful. It is supposed that the spir-
its completely possess the body of the entranced
whose own soul is temporarily absent: the medium is
“mounted” by the spirit. The spiritual entity speaks
through his or her mouth, giving advice or solving the
problems of the faithful. Sacrifices are offered to the
spirit, especially when healing or consolation is
required.

Non-trance possession is considered to be pro-
voked by evil forces that take possession of an inno-
cent human being. Such possession can be
permanent, so the evil forces must be exorcized (even
the Catholic Church has rituals for this). However,
many cases of so-called possession have pathological
causes and should be treated by psychiatrists.

Examples

In the history of religion, many founders of religious
groups claimed to have received divine guidance in
order to legitimize their teachings. In pre-Christian
times, the Pythia of Delphi, who claimed to receive
messages from Apollo, was the most famous oracle of
the Mediterranean world. Oracle practices are still
common in Africa and Asia, where they persist in the
hands of diviners who use a great variety of tech-
niques.

Ecstasy plays an important role in Sufism, an
Islamic spiritual movement that originated in the
ninth century. A dervish—one kind of Sufi devotee—
experiences unification with Allah when whirling for
extended periods under the guidance of a master.

Ecstatic behavior is common in the religious
practices of African societies south of the Sahara.
Mediums are initiated into the cult of a particular
divinity, who, on certain ceremonial occasions, takes
possession of the faithful and speaks from their
mouths. In other ethnic groups, the spirits of dead
ancestors possess mediums to offer advice and cure
the sick. Trance states are facilitated with singing,
drumming, hand-clapping, bodily movement, danc-
ing, and incantations. As it is believed that the soul of
the entranced leaves the body while the spirit is pres-
ent, they are not held responsible for their acts and do
not remember what happened during trances.

In African-American cults, religious ecstasy and
spirit possession are very common and follow the pat-
tern of African practices. In the Cuban Santeria and
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Brazilian Candomblé a large group of initiated mem-
bers often fall into trance at the same time. In Haiti,
often a number of ecstatic dancers simultaneously
perform the Voodoo rituals. In African-American reli-
gions, the initiation ceremonies or initial possession
experiences are often of the nature of a cure for men-
tal afflictions. In these cults, ecstatic religion is offered
as therapy for the initiated. Under the guidance of a
leader, what could be regarded as an involuntary pos-
session illness develops into a controlled religious
exercise (Lewis 1971).

Among hunters and gatherers, religious trance is
clearly observable, especially during healing cere-
monies. The medicine man or shaman goes into
trance to contact the spirits of nature or of the dead,
who help him to solve his clients” or patients” prob-
lems. North American Indian shamans enter religious
trances to go on a spirit journey to the sky where their
spirit helpers reside. South American shamans induce
trance by smoking tobacco or drinking or sniffing hal-
lucinogenic substances, such as ebena. Mexican
shamans use hallucinogenic mushrooms (peyote) for
the same purpose. Chilenian Mapuche shamans
(Machi) are women who inherit their protective spir-
its matrilineally. When possessed by a familiar spirit,
her own soul wanders and may be captured by witch-
es who u