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4. How far are we justified in treating ritual as a means for generating social unity and consensus?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Ritual comes in many shapes and forms. It can be something as simple as making a cup of tea, or as big as human sacrifice. The question put forward here ask ‘how far we are justified in treating ritual as a means for generating social unity and consensus’. To explore this question, we must look at academic theory that deciphers what functions rituals serve, as well as rituals we see in society. This exploration leads to two strands of argument, a. that ritual does create social unity and consensus, and b. ritual can create social upheaval and disunity. Ultimately it is not the case that ritual cannot create unity but that it has the ability to do the exact opposite. Social unity, as it is explored here, has also been referred to as collective consciousness, a concept discussed by multiple scholars who are mentioned in this work; most notably Emile Durkheim who first introduced the term in his 1893 work The Division of Labour in Society[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Durkheim. 1893] 


While the theory behind this discussion is the main focal point, these theories may best be explained by looking around the world and picking specific examples of when rituals can be seen to create social unity. This is something many scholars find a necessity, to be able to portray the theory they must explain it in terms of real practise, that is how it shall also be presented here. 
There are many happy events that cause people to come together: Birthdays, Christmas etc. But we also see this when something terrible happens as this unity helps people feel safer. The rituals that surround dead are the primary examples of this. We experience stages of grief (debatably 5 or7) when a loved one passes on. Here we can apply Arnold van Gennep’s idea of the three stages of initiation[footnoteRef:2]. This is not to say that these stages are applied to the deceased, but to the living friends and family who have to process the loss. A harsh reality of mourning is that some may never transition from the liminal stage (middle stage as defined by van Gennep) into acceptance of what has happened and thus become lost within themselves[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  van Gennep. 1960]  [3:  van Gennep. 1960] 

In her chapter ‘Ritual Theory, Rites of Passage, and Ritual Violence’ Bowie presents many ideas and theses that surround ritual. One that is specifically prevalent here is her presentation of Victor Turners ideas on communitas[footnoteRef:4]. Bowie defines communitas as: ‘spontaneous, immediate, and concrete relatedness typical of bonds formed between people in the middle, liminal stage of a rite of passage.’[footnoteRef:5] What is intriguing about this concept is that van Gennep also identified the liminal stage as the part of ritual that creates unity people[footnoteRef:6]. [4:  Bowie. 2000: 166-172]  [5:  Bowie. 2000: 168]  [6:  van Gennep. 1960] 


We can find ritual in unexpected places, Bell uses the events following 9/11 as an example of this[footnoteRef:7]. Those searching for loved ones posted pictures, hoping that they had made it out alive. Unfortunately, as time went on and those loved ones were not found these pictures became memorials. Not just a place for families and friends to direct their grieving, but also for others, people who had never met the deceased but who used these places to honour those who had lost their lives. This is not uncommon, when an accident occurs, people who had never known the deceased feel the need to pay their respects and honour the memory of those no longer with us. What Bell fails to discuss is that this may not only be for selfless reasons, but perhaps also out of guilt. A guilt that they survived, or that this happened to someone who was just as innocent as themselves. It becomes a ritual in these times to congregate and lay flowers and candles beside pictures of the lost or deceased. However, this is not the only ritual that takes place in times like this. Bell also highlights the parades that took place after 9/11. Parades of servicemen not only honouring those who had died in the initial accident, but also the firemen who died trying to rescue survivors. These parades made people feel safe. Many see what happened as an attack on the free world and believed it was a threat to their way of life. It is then that people band together to stand against the terrorism that had cost so many their lives. The national days of mourning that occurred across the globe acted as a time for mourning and reflection, but also allowed for guilt to be laid to rest and due to this time taken to publicly mourn it was acceptable to move on with day to day life. These rituals created unity amongst those grieving as well as a global unity and a consensus on how those responsible should be viewed.  [7:  Bell. 2006: 397-409] 

	Another modern example comes to us from Ian Reader’s paper ‘Cleaning Floors and Sweeping the Mind: Cleaning as a Ritual Process. Reader discusses the practise of Japanese monks and their use of menial tasks which act as a continuation of meditation[footnoteRef:8]. What is relevant here is the idea of unity created through social cleaning in Japan. He explains how social responsibility contributes to social unity, giving the example of his time in Japan where one was expected to participate in cleaning communal hallways and areas in and around apartment buildings[footnoteRef:9]. This is linked to what the monks are doing with the use of menial tasks (even when these tasks are unnecessary i.e. sweeping an already clean floor) but here serving the purpose of contributing to local upkeep and thus creating social unity and consensus rather than a purposeful extension of meditation.  [8:  Reader. 2005 ]  [9:  Reader. 2005] 

	When we look at other rituals, we see a collective consciousness and how if an action is performed by a group then it becomes acceptable, even if done by an individual it would have been shunned by society: such as ritual sacrifice. This is something mostly not accepted under modern laws (certainly not in the Western World) and would in fact be viewed as murder. However, when we look back to ancient cultures it is not wholly uncommon to see ritual sacrifice, perhaps even human sacrifice. While murder may have been outlawed, it was accepted if done by a group for a supposed higher purpose. Perhaps an odd example of this, but one that may be more recognisable by a modern audience, are the events that occurred on The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina. During ‘Chapter Seven: Feast of Feasts’ we see Lady Blackwood rig who was chosen as the human sacrifice to fulfil her own agenda. Thus, we see how one chosen by a higher power to be sacrificed is acceptable, but quickly deemed immoral when it is discovered that the higher power had not chosen the one to be sacrificed. It was in fact pre-meditated murder[footnoteRef:10]. Here we see how the collective idea that something is being done for a higher power can over-rule all other morals and this bond that is formed between all participants is what creates the unity between them, a unity formed by the knowledge that, deep down, what they did was immoral. This concept has been explored by multiple academics. Anthropologist Maurice Bloch theorised that while ‘ritual will “feel right” because it reinforces a cultural message already familiar to participants’[footnoteRef:11], there are two other key components:  [10:  ‘Chapter Seven: Feast of Feasts’. The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina. 2018]  [11:  Bowie. 2000: 180 ] 

‘(1) Creativity is not the product of human action but is due to transcendental		 force that is mediated by authority, and (2) this fact is legitimised, even demands, 	  the violent conquest of inferiors by superiors who are closer to the transcendental ancestors’[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Bloch. 1986: 189] 

This, in a round about way, explains how the violence of sacrifice is justified, and even required, due to the ritual context. 
Feasting, a nonviolent ritual, has also been used to generate social unity and consensus. The bond that is formed from breaking bread was exploited in Knossos where it was used as a method to control its population. With the population rapidly swelling, during the mid-Neolithic, the elders needed to find a new means of maintaining order amongst the people. This was accomplished through symbolic communication, one method of which was feasting[footnoteRef:13]. The ideologies that were shared allowed for social control and unity amongst the people. Here we see their ‘social life depends upon these self-imposed rules’[footnoteRef:14], brought about through ritual feasting. [13:  Broodbank. 1992: 39-75]  [14:  Bowie. 2000: 177] 


It is not necessarily the case that ritual cannot create unity, but that it can also create social upheaval and disunity. While the above examples may indicate that ritual does create social unity, there are also numerous examples of how it can do the very opposite: create disunity. If we look again at Bell’s article and the example she gives, we can see that while unity may be created amongst a localised group there is another group that is isolated[footnoteRef:15]. When we look at the events that followed 9/11, we see certain individuals targeting those of the Muslim faith and holding them responsible for what happened. After the attack on the Twin Towers there was an increase in airport security worldwide. Unfortunately, in America especially these precautions were (and still are) discriminative towards those of the Islamic faith. This means that while unity may be created amongst those in the localised area, in doing so they are united against the ‘enemy’ and those who they deem to be posing a threat which ultimately alienates more people than it unites. This is a common feature in many rituals and there is often something outside which is what the people are uniting against. Drawing on his research into Women’s Initiation Rituals Bruce Lincoln has suggested that there is a benefactor and a victim of ritual[footnoteRef:16]. We can see this when we look again at the rituals that surrounded 9/11 where those of the Islamic faith were blamed for the actions of terrorists. Here we see that those being wrongfully blamed are the victims of these rituals.  [15:  Bell. 2006]  [16:  Lincoln. 1991: 119 ] 

	Not only are people alienated for being the ‘enemy’ but there are also other ways in which ritual can create social disunity. This can come down to the actual rituals themselves. There are and always will be those who disapprove of how a ritual is conducted or what the ritual stands for. This often comes from a religious point of view as we see the clashes in religions over how to conduct certain rituals. Geertz considers the idea that ‘ritual facilitates change’[footnoteRef:17]. While this may be debateable what does become clear is that change effects ritual. All continents, countries and regions have ‘changed’ and developed over time, this has also affected their ways of thinking and thus how they go about certain rituals. Thus, we can see how the same ritual may be carried out in two completely different ways by people from different countries, even if purpose remains the same. Equally they could perform identical rituals but imbue them with different meanings. Hence a disunity arises as each believes their way is correct and the others wrong. A relatable example of this may be Christmas, celebrated by many around the world. While all may be observing the same holiday, each household carries out their own ‘rituals’: some go to church, then have dinner with presents after; some may open presents then have dinner.      [17:  Bell. 2009: 34-35] 

	Not only can we see rituals creating disunity, but we also see purposeful upheaval as an outcome from some rituals (in turn generating unity amongst those enacting the ritual). Malevolent witchcraft is one such act that’s purpose is often suspected of causing upheaval. Here we can take the Harry Potter books as they document malicious actions carried out by the Death Eaters (despite its fictitious nature these books are an excellent example). While Voldemort and his followers may have shaken up the wizarding world, in doing so they were united in their goal. Their unity was cemented when the rituals were performed to transform them into Death Eaters[footnoteRef:18]. Thus, we see that while the intention of the ritual may be to cause upheaval and disunity amongst others, there is a unity formed amongst those conducting the ritual.  [18:  Rowling. 2000-2007] 

	 

Lincoln defines ritual as ‘a coherent set of symbolic actions that has a real transformative effect on individuals and social groups’[footnoteRef:19]. This suggests that while ritual may manifest itself in many different forms, the theme of connection and unity is a reoccurring feature and/or outcome. We see this all over the world. Looking at the Vedic rituals in India Frits Staal has argued that despite its meaning being lost the ritual prevails[footnoteRef:20]; Bowie suggests that it has ‘become action for its own sake…’ [footnoteRef:21]. However, I would theorise that while the original reason for the ritual may have been lost it has gained a meaning in its ability to create social unity. When we look at the examples that have been presented it seems that while ritual does create unity and consensus this is nearly always at the expense of others. So, while one group (usually in a localised area) may find unity and consensus through ritual, in doing so they are alienating another group (often foreign). This idea is reflected in academia, with multiple authors eluding to the same conclusion. Bowie states that ‘human groups commonly devise violent rituals for their members as means of cementing group loyalty …’ [footnoteRef:22]. She also summarises Girard’s 1992 work saying: ‘the purpose of [ritual] sacrifice is to restore harmony, and reinforce social bonds within the community’[footnoteRef:23]. Thusly we see that it is a very justifiable claim to say that ritual is a ‘means for generating social unity and consensus’, it does so by creating the disunity and discourse, because true unity is to unite against something or someone.  [19:  Lincoln. 1991: 6]  [20:  Staal. 1989]  [21:  Bowie. 2000: 160]  [22:  Bowie. 2000: 183]  [23:  Bowie. 2000: 179] 
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