How should an Anthropologist approach the study and analysis of Ritual?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Many different customs and practises have been observed throughout the globe since time immemorial; yet it was only around the early nineteenth century that scholars began to round them up and consider them taxonomically, under one notion of ‘ritual’ - in an attempt to understand the phenomenon logico-rationally. The word ritual can be described as a particularly abstract term, its notion having a very broad definitive capacity, which enmeshes a veritable sum of motivations, actions and sequences that the human being enacts and participates in. The study and analysis of ‘ritual’ therefore shows parallel; in the varied intellectual approaches that scholars have endeavoured to embark towards it, and the determinable conclusions that they have reached. However I shall make aware that the study of ritual is almost inextricably bound with the study of the religious impulse. In this essay I shall focus on ‘ritual’ as involvement and interaction with an ‘extra-human’ model. 
It is important that the anthropologist be made aware of the discipline’s rather dark and supercilious past, its roots to be found within colonial imperialism. For the ‘enlightened’ mind of colonial Europe at the time, all pre-modern culture  - that is culture without scientific understanding was deemed to be ‘un-evolved’ in nature. This outlook applied Darwinian thought to the study of culture, whereby scientific understanding was exalted, as the definitive variable which marked cultural development. The anthropologist who pioneered this thought of cultural evolution was Edward Burnett Tylor. He presented the notion of pre-modern thought to be “primitive” or “savage” owing to the lesser development of material-scientific thought, in comparison to his own culture within the academic sphere of the colonial west, which had falsified religion with other folk customs. This outlook, shared by the initial anthropologists of the time has been defined as euro-centrism and has now been thoroughly critiqued, owing to the ability of reflexivity exhibited by the anthropologist. 
This ability of self-reflection, which allows one to be aware of one’s own cultural and ontological bias has allowed for a much deeper understanding of different ways of life, displacing the intellectual hubris of ‘post-enlightenment’ man. Cultural viewpoints once regarded as ‘primitive’ are now regarded with an egalitarian, ontological validity. Initial ground for the study and analysis of ritual, laid focus to its identification as the original root of modern day religion. Typical of euro-centric thought was to place magico-religious elements exhibited within pre-modern culture, under the notion of being false or ‘unreal.’ For Edward Tylor the religious impulse arose from the need to explain the appearance of the extra-human in dreams. The dream realm along with notions concerning the soul, spirits and gods; being assigned into the classification of the un-real. In this regard, he presented ritual under a reciprocal “gift” model - where offerings and practises were observed to appease the extra-human in return for “blessings.” (Bell: 1997)
The Old Testament scholar and linguist, William Robertson Smith (1846-1894) argued that the religious impulse for ritual was not to be understood as gift exchange but as actions and observances which strengthen the social bonds of a community. He analysed and interpreted an early Semitic rite where a ‘totem’ animal was sacrificed and then consumed. The totem is a representative of an extra-human ancestor which a certain people will claim kinship with. The word derives from the Ojibwa word “ototeman” which translates as “he is my relative”. Smith proposes that the ritual serves as a ‘communion’ between the human and the extra-human, which in effect and unconscious to the participants, sacralises the solidarity and unity that the ritual evokes within the society. This idea of the unconscious, social primacy of ritual influenced Emile Durkheim’s work on Religion. (Bell:1997)
The discipline of ‘Sociology’ emerged within the academic sphere of the colonial west, as an attempt to apply the logico-rationalist approach of material science, toward the study of society. Durkheim is accredited as one of the founding fathers of this discipline, most recognised for his functionalist approach toward the religious impulse. Building on Robertson Smith’s ideas of the unconscious social primacy of ritual, to strengthen the ties of a community; Durkheim served that “Religion functions to ensure the unconscious priority of communal identification.”(Bell:1997:24) Ritual then is integral to the framework of religion for it functions to “strengthen the bonds attaching the individual to the society of which he is a member.”(Bell:1997:24) 
However within Durkheim’s understanding, notions of the extra-human are in fact collective projections of the social group itself. So contrary to Smith’s idea of the conscious act affiliation with the extra-human; Durkheim argued it is the experience of a collective representation of the social group as “the simultaneously transcendent and immanent commonality” (Bell:1997:25) which cements social cohesion and solidarity. He describes this experience as a feeling of “effervescence”- that the participant experiences as something transcending one’s own on individuality. Durkheim tried to maintain a strictly functional, rational-science approach concerning religious ritual, yet was still unable to avoid using a ‘romantic’ notion of “effervescence” to describe the type of feelings that ’ritual’ invokes. 
These reductionist takes on the phenomenon of ritual within religion did not sit well with the phenomenologists of Religion, who deemed the religious impulse as something substantially more than the socio-psychological role that it plays within a society. Inherent within Durkheim’s sociological take on religion is the dichotomy of the profane and the sacred, whereupon the “sacred’ are things “set apart and forbidden.” The phenomenologist Mircea Eliade suggests that within pre-modern thought, the idea of “profane” action is an unfamiliar one, because all actions that reach a particular end, echo a transcendental, extra-human model. “We might say that the archaic world knows nothing of “profane” activities: every act which has a definite meaning- hunting, fishing, agriculture; games, conflicts, sexuality, in some way participates in the sacred. The only profane activities are those which have no mythical meaning, that is, which lack exemplary models. Thus we may say that every responsible activity in pursuit of a definite end is, for the archaic world, a ritual.” (Eliade:1955:28) All actions have meaning and identity only because they were once exhibited by the ancestors, gods or heroes; this gives them their reality and thus their ‘sacred’ quality. This contrasts to Durkheim’s idea of the sacred as something “set apart and forbidden” due to the active participation required for enactment of ‘ritual.’ 
For pre-modern society Eliade served that, the enactment of ritual is the regeneration of an extra-human model. The extra-human model are actions which echo an archetypal reality, actions concerning the gods, heroes or ancestors in the cosmogonic time. However the repetition of ritual is not observed as a reflective performance of the extra-human model, which the participant may consciously affiliate themselves with. It is observed as a literal regeneration, a revivification of those archetypal actions that were conceived in illo tempore ab origine - “In the beginning” or “once upon a time”. (Eliade:1955) Within archaic thought, time is not understood within a linear framework but is rather understood as cyclical. Thus the repetition of a cosmogonic ritual is a literal ‘re-happening’ of the event which thus re-actualises the reality of the archetypal cosmogonic gesture. It is important for the anthropologist to recognise the understanding of ritual by peoples, who still exhibit modes of archaic thought, within their own ontological validity. 
The Kogi are unique to other societies who exhibit pre-modern culture because they are able to demonstrate reflexivity when talking about their own cultural and ontological standpoint. They are aware of their own ontological standing in contrast, to that held by the peoples of modern materialist culture. They are thus consciously aware of the communicative difficulty in translating and conveying different ontological modes of thought. 
“The first loom belonged to the Mother, a small white brilliant star which was the cross piece of all the worlds.—‘She came with the little star, and rising, rising, the Mother…’ brought it up through the nine worlds, granting shape to possibilities, making order thinkable, carrying the idea that maps the sky.-- Only the men may weave. Good Weaving, careful weaving, makes the world well…” (Ereira:1990:94) For the Kogi the action of weaving is a ritual which re-actualises the cosmogonic creation and also maintains and sustains the fabric of reality for the entire world, as well as for their own community. ‘Aluna’ for the Kogi is the creative intelligence hidden within nature. Similar to Plato’s notion of the world of forms; it is the invisible world of idea and essences that echoes everything in existence. The action of weaving was first demonstrated by the Mother who wove in ‘aluna’ thus “granting shape to possibilities.” When the Kogi males weave in ‘aluna’ they are replicating the extra-human, cosmogonic model and by thus re-actualising the event, they continue to maintain and sustain the fabric of reality for the entire world as well as for their own community. (Ereira:1990)
The conclusions of ritual defined by the socio-psychological function that it plays within a community, are very convincing from a rational-scientific perspective however these theories still look to reduce interaction with an extra-human model, which is so inherent within ritual practise, to merely a social and psychological phenomenon. These reductionist takes on ritual very much reflect a euro-centric bias exhibited by the academic sphere of the colonial west in that period of time. This understanding of ritual does not regard an interaction or participation with an ‘extra-human’ model, with any ontological validity. For pre-modern man and especially pertaining to the Kogi peoples who demonstrate a high reflexive capability; this psycho-social scientific approach would not prove as an adequate conclusion to the study of ‘ritual’. This is because it ‘desacralizes’ the act of ritual, which then removes its very meaning and identity, and in so doing, the reality of the practice. 
As Eliade suggests the notion of the profane is unrecognised in pre-modern thought because all human action which is consciously repeated is the re-actualisation of an extra-human model. It is because these actions echo a transcendent archetype, that they pertain meaning, identity and purpose and so can be identified as ‘ritual.’ The anthropologist of modern culture as a mediator between different worlds, must deeply consider the ontological modes of different cultural perspectives pertaining to the notion ‘ritual’. One must be reflexive and aware of the cultural bias of one’s own ontological standing, which may be rooted within modern logico-rational, material-science. 
I would argue that if an anthropologist is looking for an authentic understanding of ritual; she will not find it, if it is pursued solely through logico-rational analysis of ritual. It follows that a theoretical analysis of ritual will never be ontologically equivalent to the enactment of ‘ritual’ when consciously performed. This is because ritual in its quintessence, is an experiential phenomenon. So being, reductionist conclusions reached through logico-rational approaches in the past do have their own ontological validity. However the anthropologist by exercising reflexivity must be aware of its rooting within a euro-centric ontology. This logico-rational conclusion may not be adequate in relaying and representing the understanding of ritual within existing pre-modern society. The anthropologist as a mediator of different ways of life must approach the study of ritual reflexively taking into account differing ontological standpoints.
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