Researching Contemporary Cosmologies
Exploring the Role of Ritual and Ceremony in Direct Action and Protest.

At this time, the planet is in an ever-deepening environmental polycrisis, with recent reports showing the we are exceeding six out of nine planetary boundaries.[footnoteRef:1] The growing awareness of the severity of the environmental crises has sparked a surge in environmental activism and protest, and while many of these movements seek to address the practical and systemic roots of the climate crises, some believe the problem also, has a spiritual origin[footnoteRef:2] and propose a spiritual response. American Ritual Theorist, Ronald Grimes said ‘we are witnessing the emergence of groups and individuals who consider it obvious that ritual is one, if not the, answer to the environmental conundrum.’[footnoteRef:3] While he asserts that the role of ritual is well grounded in theory[footnoteRef:4], he recognises that at this point it is mainly based on ‘soft evidence’. [1:  Katherine Richardson, Will Steffen, Wolfgang Lucht, et al., ‘Earth beyond six of nine planetary boundaries’, Science Advances 9, (2023) 2458. ]  [2:  Lynn White, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis’, Science 155, (1967) p1205]  [3:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Ritual Theory and the Environment’, in Ronald Grimes, Rite out of Place: Ritual, Media, and the Arts (Oxford University Press, 2006), p132]  [4:  Grimes, ‘Ritual Theory and the Environment’, p146] 


This research will speak with environmental activists involved in such rituals and ceremonies to understand its roles within protest and direct action, and gain insights and perspectives that may support or develop existing theoretical views.


Literature Review
[bookmark: _Hlk166489478]Ritual theorists today tend to avoid a prescriptive definition of ritual, opting instead for family resemblance models, such as Grimes, who explains ‘Ritual is not a ‘what,’ not a ‘thing.’ It is a ‘how,’ a quality, and there are ‘degrees’ of it.’[footnoteRef:5] Both Grimes and ritual studies scholar, Catherine Bell, avoid definitions of ritual as a ‘thing’ and instead discuss it in terms of acts of “ritualisation”[footnoteRef:6] or “ritualising”.[footnoteRef:7]   [5:  Ronald Grimes, Ritual Criticism: Case Studies in Its Practice, Essays on Its Theory, 1st ed, (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1990)]  [6:  Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009)]  [7:  Grimes, ‘Defining and classifying Ritual’ in Ronald Grimes, Rite out of Place: Ritual, Media, and the Arts (Oxford University Press, 2006), p193] 

In the United Kingdom, there is a long history of the use of ritual and ceremony within environmental activism groups, from witchcraft at the Greenham Common Peace Camp[footnoteRef:8] and Pagans Against Nukes[footnoteRef:9] of the 1980s, the ‘Dragon Environmental Network’[footnoteRef:10],[footnoteRef:11] and the pagan Road Protest Camps[footnoteRef:12] of 1990s, ‘Warriors Call[footnoteRef:13] in the 2010s, and more recently groups such as Extinction Rebellion and Sacred Earth Activism. In Acts of Magical Resistance, Phil Hine outlines what he considers the benefits of mass ritual to be, including ‘drawing people together for a common goal,’ helping to, ‘foster a sense of communal purpose,’ and ‘help[ing] participants feel certain they can make a difference.’[footnoteRef:14] Many traditional functionalist theories of ritual have said similar, seeing ritual as  maintaining social bonds and establishing community, however, Bell describes these explanations as ahistorical and oversimplified.[footnoteRef:15]  Similarly, this limited perspective has attracted criticism of protest rituals in the past, saying that ‘mass rituals allow participants to feel as they are contributing ‘magically’ to a situation without taking any personal risk’[footnoteRef:16] in contrast to higher risk direct-action.  [8:  Christina Welch, ‘The Spirituality of, and at, Greenham Common Peace Camp’, Feminist Theology, 18(2), pp. 230–248. ]  [9:  Shai Feraro, ‘Playing The Pipes of PAN: Pagans Against Nukes and the Linking of Wiccan-Derived Paganism with Ecofeminism in Britain, 1980–1990’, in S. Feraro and E. Doyle White (eds) Magic and Witchery in the Modern West, (Cham: Springer International Publishing), pp. 45–63. ]  [10:  Adrian Harris, ‘Pagan Activism – Faith in Action!’ The Dragon Journal, Issue 3 (London: Dragon Environmental Publications, 2004)]  [11:  Andy Letcher, A., ‘Raising the Dragon: Folklore and the Development of Contemporary British Eco-Paganism’, The Pomegranate 6.2 (2004) 175-198]  [12:  Andy Letcher, ‘’If you go down to the woods today…’: Spirituality and Eco-Protest Lifestyle,’ Ecotheology, 7.1 (2002) 81-87.]  [13:  Hine, P., Acts of Magical Resistance, (London: Twisted Trunk, 2023), pp17]  [14:  Hine, P., Acts of Magical Resistance, pp23]  [15:  Catherine Bell and Reza Aslan, Ritual: perspectives and dimensions, (Oxford University Press, New York, 2009), p59]  [16:  Phil Hine, ‘Perspectives on Mass Ritual’, The Dragon Journal, Issue 1(2000)] 

Grimes has discussed, however, how ritual has potential to contribute, and in itself has a causal force or formative power.[footnoteRef:17] He describes how ritual can enact ontologies, allowing us to dis-attune and attune ourselves to different ontologies, and in doing so enact transformation[footnoteRef:18]. While not in a protest context, Barbara Jane Davy describes rituals that attuned people to animistic ontologies, explaining how ‘ritual practice can be a means of actualising “blueprints” provided by worldviews, […] enact meaning and operationalise values,’[footnoteRef:19] which is particularly relevant where eco-pagan protest is often challenging worldviews. Davy links this phenomenon to Tanya Luhrmann’s “interpretive drift” [footnoteRef:20], which is a process of internalising culture, brought on through practices such as ritual[footnoteRef:21]. This perspective suggests a benefit and function of ritual, beyond intragroup benefits, in helping to shift attitudes and ontologies, however this has not been researched in relation to protest rituals. [17:  Grimes, ‘Ritual Theory and the Environment’, p135]  [18:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Dynamics of Ritual’, In Ronald Grimes, The Craft of Ritual Studies, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), p294-337]  [19:  Barbara Jane Davy, Wyrd Ecology. (Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, University of Waterloo, Ontario, Canada, 2021), p32]  [20:  Tanya Luhrmann, Persuasions of the witch's craft, Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1989, p12]  [21:  Davy, Wyrd Ecology, pp33] 

While these different understandings of the role of ritual speak of largely psychological impacts, discussions in ritual theory have also considered more animistic understandings that include the involvement of unseen forces or spirits. In ‘Performance is Currency,’ Grimes discusses Gary Snyder’s quote, who, when asked ‘“If we have made such good use of animals… what do they get back from us?’ replied:
‘“The Ainu say that the deer, salmon, and bear like our music and are fascinated by our languages. So, we sing to the fish or the game, speak words to them, say grace. Periodically, we dance for them. A song for your supper. Performance is currency in the deep world's gift economy.”’[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Gary Snyder, The Practice of the Wild (San Francisco: North Point, 1990), 75.] 

Grimes ponders this quote in relation to ritual theory, discussing ritual as a performance that can entertain or attract the attention of the spirits, and in exchange, they provide for us.  He returns, in this paper to a common question of his, of how ritual can be an answer to the environmental conundrum, asking ‘What gesture, rightly performed, might be so compelling that the creatures would be entertained and thus, the planet saved?’[footnoteRef:23]   [23:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Performance is Currency’, in Ronald Grimes, Rite out of Place: Ritual, Media, and the Arts (Oxford University Press, 2006), p158] 

From the literature review, there are differing perspectives of the role of ritual in relation to the environment, however there is little qualitative data on the experience and perspectives of those holding ritual and ceremony within protest and direct action. This study seeks to understand the perspectives of those who take part in ritual within activism to see how this may support or develop existing theoretical views. 

Methods
This research was conducted via a mixed method design, combining in-depth interviews with questionnaires to gather qualitative data. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey state ‘the purpose of qualitative research is to understand, or explain behaviour and beliefs’ within the ‘context of peoples experience,’[footnoteRef:24] and Judith Bell advocates for mixed methods approach to get an overview as well as in-depth information[footnoteRef:25], which is what I am seeking in this study.   [24:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative research methods, (London ; Thousand Oaks, 2011)]  [25:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing your research project: a guide for first-time researchers, 7th edition. (London: Open University Press, McGraw-Hill Education, 2018),] 


As there is very limited prior research on this topic, data collection began with semi structured interviews to gather detailed stories, opinions and beliefs around ritual in activism, and the role of sacred activism in environmental action. These interviews were conducted using online communication software, Zoom, allowing a broader geographical reach of interviewees and having the benefits of convenience, time effectiveness, user-friendliness and allowing to establish and maintain rapport with interviewee[footnoteRef:26]. The interviews were transcribed and analysed to identify predominant themes and categories using deductive coding, using concepts from the literature and theory, and inductive coding, noticing connections and repeated themes in the data. Hennink et al recommend a mix of deductive and inductive strategies for coding development to not only link to the existing conceptual framework, but also to allow the data to ‘“speak for itself”’ and to avoid ‘missing new and unique issues raised by participants.’[footnoteRef:27] These categories were used to develop Likert questions in the subsequent questionnaire. [26:  Mandy Archibald, Rachel Ambagtsheer, G. Casey Mavourneen & Michael Lawless, ‘Using Zoom Videoconferencing for Qualitative Data Collection: Perceptions and Experiences of Researchers and Participants’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 2019, pp18.]  [27:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp220] 


This questionnaire was created (Appendix A) and distributed more widely, using a mixture of open and closed questions, to gather further stories, opinions and beliefs around ritual in activism. Open-ended questions are found to ‘add richness to survey results that is difficult, if not impossible, to achieve with closed questions.’[footnoteRef:28] Five-point Likert scales were presented in random order and used to allow comparison between interview and questionnaire groups and measure the prevalence of these perspectives among a wider group. Bell and Waters explain that Likert scales can be useful devices to ‘discover strength of feeling or attitude towards a given statement’[footnoteRef:29]. Responses to open-ended questions were then analysed and coded as before. [28:  Krosnick J.A. & Presser, S., ‘Questionnaire Design.’ In: D. Vannette & J.A. Krosnick (eds.) The Palgrave Handbook of Survey Research, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), pp. 439-455.]  [29:  Bell & Waters, Doing your own Research Project, pp196] 


Participants
Ten Interview participants were selected from activist networks including Sacred Earth Activism, Extinction Rebellion and Warriors Call, based on their involvement in organising rituals and ceremonies within protest action. All interviewees were from the UK, with 50% being aged 55-64 years old, 20% aged 45-54 years, 20% over 65 years old, and 10% aged 35-44, with 67% being female and 33% male. Their religious or spiritual affiliations included Druidry, Earth-based Spirituality, Shamanism, Buddism, or none. 

The subsequent questionnaire was distributed via Sacred Earth Activism and Extinction Rebellion networks and mailing lists, with twenty-four respondents. Three responses were excluded from analysis due to being from outside the UK or because their response was not relevant to the questions. All included in the analysis were from the UK, with 52% of respondents aged 55-64 years old, 30% over 65 years old and 17% aged 45-54 years old, with 68% being female and 32% male. Many reported their religious or spiritual affiliations as being Earth-based Spirituality, Paganism, Druidry, Animism, Heathenry or none, with some referring to themselves as Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Quaker. 

Ethics
This research followed the UWTSD ethics procedures, informed consent was obtained before participation, and all participants were aware of their right to withdraw. As the interviews or survey questions potentially involved discussion of unlawful actions, participants were asked to only discuss past actions to avoid disclosures of planned actions that might require disclosure to authorities. All recorded data from interviews and questionnaires was stored securely via cloud, and password protected. 

Reflexivity
Access to respondents and participants through these networks was possible because I am a founding member of Sacred Earth Activism, and formerly a member of the Extinction Rebellion Regenerative Cultures Circle. I am, myself a ceremonialist, who has organised and participated in ceremonies and rituals in protest, and as such was known to many respondents prior to this research project. 
The benefit of this insider position, as Sonya Dwyer and Jennifer Buckle explain, is ‘membership automatically provides a level of trust and openness in your participants that would likely not have been present otherwise,’[footnoteRef:30] which in this case is valuable when discussing personal or contentious topics such as spiritual beliefs and involvement in activism. Jenny Blain[footnoteRef:31] describes how direct experience in similar actions affords a greater degree of understanding of what the respondents are talking about, which also enables a researcher to be, as Alan Bryman describes, ‘aware of contextual nuances’’[footnoteRef:32]. However, this insider position is sometimes criticised as making it harder to have an objective or impartial view of perspectives shared[footnoteRef:33], or risking a selection bias, in choosing interviewees that would reflect perspectives consistent with my own, and interpretation bias, where responses are interpreted through the filter of my own perspectives. Dwyer and Buckle explain that: [30:  Sonya Dwyer, and Jennifer Buckle, ‘The Space Between: On Being an Insider-Outsider in Qualitative Research’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), 2009, pp. 58]  [31:  Jenny Blain, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality, DISKUS; Online Journal of Religion. (2000),   ]  [32:  Bryman, Quantity and quality in social research, pp129]  [33:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, p11  ] 

‘Disciplined bracketing and detailed reflection on the subjective research process, with a close awareness of one's own personal biases and perspectives, might well reduce the potential concerns associated with insider membership.’[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Dwyer & Buckle, ‘The Space Between: On Being an Insider-Outsider in Qualitative Research’, pp59] 

In line with this guidance, I reflected on my subjective response throughout the process, and within interviews regularly asked interviewees to elaborate on points or explain terms or concepts in their own words to avoid misinterpretation. These matters will be considered also in my discussion of the research findings.

Discussion
Interviews: In line with the literature, three categories were apparent from the interviews, in relation to “Gathering Community”, “Interpretive Drift” and “Unseen forces”. Further categories were identified using inductive coding, and these will be discussed under separate headings, “Wellbeing”, “Bigger Picture” and “Ritual as a Verb”. Table 1 shows the percentage of interviewees who raised these themes in their interview.
Table 1: Percentage of Interviewees who discussed role or ritual in protest under different categories (count in brackets) and percentage of questionnaire respondents who answered “agree” or “strongly agree” on five-point Likert scale related to that category.
	
	Gathering Community
	Wellbeing
	Interpretive Drift
	Bigger Picture
	Unseen Forces
	Ritual as a Verb

	Interview Respondents
	90%
(9)
	80%
(8)
	70%
(7)
	70%
(7)
	100%
(10)
	20%
(2)

	Questionnaire Respondents
	100%
	100%
	90%
	95%
	90%
	not asked



Questionnaire: The responses to Likert questions were also grouped by category (Table 1) and examined to identify patterns between respondents’ agreement to different category statements and the categories’ prevalence among interviewee responses. The category of “Ritual as a Verb” was not included in the Likert questions because it was not as prevalent a category among the interviewees. 
The results showed alignment between beliefs of interview and questionnaire groups, which suggests a limited selection bias of interview participants. Just as ritual’s role in Gathering Community and Wellbeing were highly important to interviewees, all questionnaire respondents either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with statements on these categories. Similarly, where “bigger picture” and interpretive drift was raised by fewer interviewees, fewer respondents indicated “strongly agree” on relevant Likert scales, with some even responding that they “disagree” (Figure 1). Interestingly, while “Unseen Forces” was a topic raised by all interviewees, there was less agreement on its role among questionnaire respondents, once again with some respondents disagreeing. 
 Figure 1: Chart showing Roles of Ritual and Ceremony in Protest and Direct Action, responses to Likert Questions, grouped by category 

Gathering Community
A common view amongst interviewees was that ritual had an important function of bringing the group together. As one interviewee said, ‘It's about gathering community’ and ‘they're about bringing people together,’ and another adding ‘it builds relationship and community connection’. This role was highlighted as particularly important in protest camps, where the focus and activities of those involved can become quite dissipated, to gather the group back together. Speaking about a fire ceremony held in a resistance camp at Stonehenge, one interviewee said:
‘I thought those fire ceremonies were good because they achieved the one thing which is so important: they brought the group back together. Remember everybody came, all the people in the camp… during the day you drift off, and the fire ceremony really brought the group together.’[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Interviewee 5] 

A number of interviewees also spoke about how many people who would not normally be drawn to ritual also came and got involved, with one story being told of a Lammas ritual held at an anti-fracking camp, creating an offering of a deer woven out of wheat, explaining that ‘everybody, even all these absolutely non-spiritual, “crossing-their-arms” activists came up and tied the [wheat] onto her’. Others shared similar experiences including members of the public: 
‘So to me, that was really interesting to see how total strangers on the street were drawn to it. and that sort of cut through all the, you know, is it too “Woo, Woo”, that horrible term ... You know, it was like: they saw it, something attracted them, they came to find out more.’[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Interviewee 4] 

Questionnaire respondents shared similar sentiments, about how ritual it can ‘create a focal point at which to gather’, ‘bring cohesion and weave community within the people attending, ‘help generate a feeling of togetherness for the participants’, and in relation to a closing ceremony held at the end of an action, ‘honour what we’d done, to celebrate and to build energy for further action’.
While Bell dismissed this role of ritual as being too simplistic[footnoteRef:37], these results show it is nevertheless an important function of ritual in this context, within activist groups for whom social cohesion and strength of community bonds are so important. This may make it a more important role compared to other groups; however, participants did always identify it alongside other roles of ritual. [37:  Bell and Aslan, Ritual: perspectives and dimensions, p59] 

Wellbeing
[bookmark: Wellbeing:45403&Admin%^5fjSZQ6aZ-000¦]Interviewees commented that ritual was ‘beneficial for people's wellbeing’ and that it helped to ‘calm people down’[footnoteRef:38],  helped provide ‘inspiration and healing[footnoteRef:39], as well as ‘personal protection’[footnoteRef:40] and ‘empower people to continue.’[footnoteRef:41] Many respondents also discussed how it can be part of a regenerative approach to activism, and due to benefits of emotional regulation and co-regulation, identified communal ritual as a way to prevent against activist burnout, a common result of the prolonged stress and trauma from involvement in activism and protest[footnoteRef:42]. The psychological benefit of this is discussed by on interviewee as follows:  [38:  Interviewee 7]  [39:  Interviewee 9]  [40:  Interviewee 1]  [41:  Interviewee 2]  [42:  Laurence Cox, How do we keep going? Activist burnout and personal sustainability in social movements, (Helsinki: Into-ebooks, 2011) ] 

‘Ceremony elicits whole brain responses, and these whole brain responses are quite important, because usually our brain is very fragmented. …While in ceremony, suddenly you are getting brain activities and connections from different parts of the brain which you usually don't get when you are focused on one task… The emotional comes together with the spiritual, comes together with a latent memory, comes together with a creative enactment. And because ceremony uses a lot of symbolism, it touches something very deep in us.’[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Interviewee 5] 

One interviewee who shared a regular smudge ceremony for anti-fracking protesters, using smoke from burnt herbs to spiritually cleanse themselves, particularly after confrontations with the police, and explained its benefit as:
‘It was a really easy way to give people so they could take that moment and connect.... It's a break, you know. You're drawing a line underneath it. You're letting all of that go. Taking a moment to release all of that stuff. You're taking a moment to recognise that that was really hard being there with those police with those security guards, saying whatever happened, happened…. giving people a moment to actually release it. And sometimes cry, and really, you know, feel it so they don't have to carry it.’[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Interviewee 10] 

In responses to the questionnaire, many also shared experiences from rituals, including that it ‘gave us hope’, can ‘can soothe the mind,’ that it brought a ‘cooling, more yin aspect to the more yang protest,’ as well as, and that they recognised its role in ‘avoiding/mitigating some of the burnout.’ Others elaborated on this point, ‘Ritual and ceremony offer another path to [Non-violent Direct Action] which may sometimes be dismissed but should never be underestimated.’
This aspect of ritual for wellbeing remains relatively unexplored within the existing literature. This may be due to its lesser significance in most contexts, but within protest settings, the role of well-being in mitigating burnout becomes notably more critical. It would be helpful, therefore, to further understand the role of ritual for wellbeing in activism, as it may suggest a vital and less studied application. 
Interpretive Drift
Another recurring theme among interviewees was regarding how ritual can have a subtle impact on the cause, in that it feeds culture change and attitude change, by operationalising values and allowing for attunement to different ontologies as described by Grimes[footnoteRef:45] and by Davy[footnoteRef:46], by the process of interpretive drift. One interviewee identified this clearly, saying: [45:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Dynamics of Ritual’, pp294-337]  [46:  Barbara Jane Davy, Wyrd Ecology, pp32] 

‘Well, you know for me it's about culture change. It's about, how do we change the culture of humanity, of the human culture, so that it aligns with and creates good relationship with the land and the environment.’[footnoteRef:47]  [47:  Interviewee 1] 

They highlighted this mechanism, of performing, enacting and operationalising animistic worldviews as a way to ‘bring people back to the land and to the sacredness and honouring of the land.’[footnoteRef:48] Responses from the questionnaires also spoke of experiences related to interpretive drift and operationalising values, describing ritual as ‘a way to express and embody the kind of world we want to live in rather than to demonstrate against the kind of world we do not want to live in,’ while another described it as a way ‘to create a memory of protecting the earth for participants and to give others watching or hearing about the ceremony the example of sacred action.’ These echoed comments made by one of the interviewees, who explained that ‘people around can feel that and can be healed by it and relieved by it and empowered by it.’[footnoteRef:49] [48:  Interviewee 1]  [49:  Interviewee 2] 

This theme of impacting bystanders, and communicating something through the ceremony that would impact or change attitudes among those watching was also raised by questionnaire respondents. One explained how: ‘The immediate effect of this ceremony was the impression upon the participants and witnesses and their resulting increased awareness of the importance of activism on Nature's behalf,’ with others sharing ‘the effects [of the ceremony] were felt by those doing the ceremony and those witnessing.’ 
These comments and experiences about the impact of ritual on bystanders reflect comments made by Barabra Davy about how ‘“going through the motions” of ritual will have some effect even for those who initially feel silly for doing it’[footnoteRef:50]. While she is speaking about those directly participating, the comments by participants in this study suggest they notice this acculturation even among bystanders, even if they are not directly participating. This certainly extends the potential of ritual in protest, in regards culture change, if it is true that even bystanders and spectators are also affected by them.  [50:  Davy, Wyrd Ecology, p33] 

The “Bigger Picture”
Another recurring theme was the way in which ritual gives participants a more expansive perspective, bringing activists’ focus to what a number of people referred to as “the bigger picture”. One interviewee speaks of the value of ceremony, when intense direct action can disconnect people from their reason for being there: 
‘Because in direct action you can lose yourself, can't you? In a kind of, “So now we are occupying this road,” or “now we are chanting this slogan”, or “now we are marching through this town”, and you lose yourself in the action, and you're losing the bigger picture. So, I think the role of ceremony there was really to bring it back together, to bring people back together, to reestablish the intent properly to connect them with something bigger and wider.’[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Interviewee 5] 

Ritual and ceremony are described elsewhere by interviewees as useful in direct action, in reminding those involved that they are ‘a part of something bigger than themselves,’ and by having a ‘sense of that bigger picture, the bigger than us,’ and ‘being connected to the sacred.’ Interview responses elaborated on this point, describing ceremony as creating ‘a sense of connection with something larger than myself and a bigger purpose to the whole action,’ allowing people to ‘connect to the deeper purpose of protests and actions,’ that it ‘[gave] meaning and purpose to the Camp’ and created, ‘a feeling of being part of something bigger.’
This idea, of the Bigger Picture, was referenced also in the interview responses, including how ritual can help us ‘connect to the deeper purpose of protests and actions,’ give ‘a feeling of being part of something bigger.’ Another respondent spoke of a particular ceremony, the Children’s Fire, that was held during the G7 summit in Cornwall, in 2021, that it was to “embody the message of keeping in mind seven generations and to give participants the chance to take a part in keeping the fire alive in a mindful way,” and in so doing, holding a more expansive focus, and keeping in mind the bigger picture of intergenerational impacts of our actions and decisions. 

Unseen Forces
The consistent theme among all interviewees was about rituals as a way of interacting and negotiating some relationship with the spirit of the land, wider field, or unseen forces, to, ‘bring in the help of spirit’[footnoteRef:52] and ‘land spirits’[footnoteRef:53], and ‘invite support from unseen forces’[footnoteRef:54]. One interviewee spoke specifically of reparative rituals that were aimed to ‘communicate with the land, with great apologies, and hear what was there and feel.’[footnoteRef:55] Other interviewees did not speak so overtly of spiritual beings, but instead spoke of ritual creating ‘a field which connects the spiritual with the action on the ground’[footnoteRef:56]. Some described it as ‘the universe supporting us’[footnoteRef:57] or ‘calling on powers which actually have an effect.’[footnoteRef:58] and others talked about it as ‘changing the collective consciousness’[footnoteRef:59]. This theme was also strong among questionnaire respondents, who described their rituals as aiming to ‘engage support from the energies of the place,’ ‘to connect with the higher forces’, ‘tapping into the unseen energies’, to ‘ask for the blessing of the water spirits on our actions’ with others making clear ‘it is essential that, behind the direct actions in the physical world, we also work in the unseen realms,’ because ‘by engaging with the unseen realm opens the way for resolution that is beyond the dualistic tendencies of direct action protest.’ These responses share an approach to ritual with that described by Grimes in ‘Performance is Currency,’ in that they are part of a communication and connection with spiritual beings with the intention to gain their support. [52:  Interviewee 5]  [53:  Interviewee 1]  [54:  Interviewee 3]  [55:  Interviewee 6]  [56:  Interviewee 5]  [57:  Interviewee 3]  [58:  Interviewee 9]  [59:  Interviewee 8] 

Some interviewees emphasised the importance of “beauty” within the ritual and ceremony, particularly in ceremonies where an offering was created. One interviewee described crafting a ‘visually beautiful piece covered in flowers and fruit, which held our prayers and gratitude and invocations’[footnoteRef:60]. In one case, this was spoken about in terms of attracting passers, explaining, ‘it drew people because it was beautiful to look at.’[footnoteRef:61] However, other interviewees spoke of creating a beautiful offering, such as ceremony, as particularly important for being noticed by unseen forces:  [60:  Interviewee 4]  [61:  Interviewee 4] 

‘It's like “Here’s some beauty for you. Here's what I can do with my hands and my voice, and make something and say something beautiful”. That's the Guatemalan way, isn't it? The Guatemalans would say, “we have to keep giving because we've already taken so much.”’[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Interviewee 2] 

These examples not only echo Grimes’ analysis in ‘Performance is Currency,’[footnoteRef:63] interpreting ritual as a performance to spirits, [footnoteRef:64] and a way of exchange or “gift economy,”[footnoteRef:65] but give examples of that exchange in terms of offerings to the spirits of the land, and giving something of “beauty”. [63:  Grimes, ‘Performance is Currency’]  [64:  Grimes, ‘Performance is Currency’, pp150]  [65:  Grimes, ‘Performance is Currency’, pp155] 

Ritual as a Verb
	There were a couple of interviewees who shared a perspective that seemed to differ from the rest, in which they described their approach to activism as ritualistic or ceremonial, rather than speaking about specific rituals that they held within an activism or protest context. One interviewee in particular spelled this out clearly when they said ‘It's a process. It's not a noun, it's a verb, ceremony is a verb for me.’[footnoteRef:66] They explained how their approach to designing direct actions is part of a process that is aligned with natural cycles, and the importance, for them, of keeping aligned with those cycles as part of a way of life, but also in terms of their involvement within activism. Another interviewee spoke of their involvement in anti-fracking protest camps in a similar way, in that their ceremony or ritual was not an event, in and of itself, but was a way of being and way of doing activism that always included elements of ceremony that in themselves supported interpretive drift and communication with the spirits. They explained: [66:  Interviewee 3 ] 

‘…and so I would quite often sing every night, when everyone was going to bed, just as we'd all said goodnight to each other. I would sit with my altar, and I would make some offerings and give thanks that, you know, we'd all made it back, or maybe we hadn't and some of us were locked up, and I'd make prayers for them.’[footnoteRef:67] [67:  Interviewee 10] 

They continued to explain that they would often go early in the morning to smudge the entire protest camp, and sometimes also at the entrance to the fracking site, laying a line of herbs across the entrance with prayer. Many of the examples they gave described a way of being on the camps that involved ceremony in a way that did not have a clear-cut beginning and end, that was more of a verb, or a way of doing activism. 
While this perspective was not raised by many interviewees or respondents, this may be due to the framing of my questions; participants were asked to “describe an example of a ritual or ceremony you have been involved in within protest or direct action,” which in itself frames ritual as a noun rather than a verb, and this may have primed interviewees to speak about is as such. The perspective stood out in particular as it aligned with Grimes’ definition of ritual as ‘not a ‘what,’ not a ‘thing.’ It is a ‘how,’ a quality, and there are ‘degrees’ of it,’[footnoteRef:68] and may have been a more widely shared perspective among participants if they were asked differently. [68:  Ronald Grimes, Ritual Criticism: Case Studies in Its Practice, Essays on Its Theory, 1st ed, (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1990)
] 

Conclusion
This study set out to understand beliefs around the role of ritual and ceremony within environmental protest. Before this study, there was limited understanding of its role in this context, though ritual theorists have suggested roles such as bringing communities together, changing attitudes through interpretive drift, and connecting with unseen forces. The interviews have provided evidence of these three perspectives, and also identified further roles that are not widely discussed in the literature, namely its benefits for wellbeing and focus on the bigger picture. While ritual in activism has been criticised as ‘allowing participants to feel as they are contributing ‘magically’ to a situation without taking any personal risk,’[footnoteRef:69] this study strengthens the understanding and value or ritual within activism, showing the multiple roles that it plays including group cohesion, individual wellbeing and attitude change through interpretive drift, as well as providing further understanding around its role in communicating with unseen forces. The insights gained from the Likert questions was minimal, but it allowed a comparison between interviewee and questionnaire participants’ perspective. In further study, the value and use of Likert questions would need be considered. One source of weakness in this study which could have affected the responses was the framing of the questions, which may have primed respondents to speak of ritual as a noun, at the expense of perspectives that spoke of it as a verb. Future study could explore the roles of ritual identified by this study in more depth to better understand their application, and  [69:  Phil Hine, ‘Perspectives on Mass Ritual’, The Dragon Journal, Issue 1(2000)] 
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire

Example of Ritual or Ceremony held within Protest/Direct Action
To help us ground this discussion in a real example, please share an example below about a time that you have been involved in a ritual or ceremony that was part of protest, direct action or resistance camps. 

Useful information includes when and where this took place, what cause or campaign it was for, and an outline of what happened in the ceremony. 

__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________[Expanding textbox]

In relation to this ceremony, please use the checkboxes to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements
	
	Strongly disagree
	Disagree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Agree
	Strongly agree

	This ceremony helped to shift attitudes and perspectives of those who took part
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony reminded us of the interconnectedness of all life
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony helped bring our awareness to the bigger picture
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony reflected the values or ideals that we would like to see in the world
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony helped to shift attitudes and perspectives of those who witnessed it
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony spoke to the spirits of the land or the spirits of place
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony called on the support of unseen forces for their assistance 
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony helped deepen our relationship with other-than-human beings
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony sought to communicate with the wider field, unseen forces or spirit beings
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony included giving offerings to the land, or to spirit beings
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony helped gather the community and bring everyone together around a shared intent
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony helped inspire or instil hope in those involved in the protest
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony created a peaceful, nonviolent atmosphere
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony supported the mental and emotional wellbeing of those who took part
	
	
	
	
	

	This ceremony served as an initiation or dedication to the cause
	
	
	
	
	



In relation to this example, what would you say was the role(s) of the ceremony, and what would you say was the effect(s) of this ceremony.
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________[Expanding textbox]

Do you have any other thoughts or comments about the role of ritual and ceremony in relation to protest or direct action? Please let us know below.
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________[Expanding textbox]

Strongly Disagree	Interpretive Drift	Unseen Forces	Gathering Community	Wellbeing	Bigger Picture	0	0	0	0	0	Disagree	Interpretive Drift	Unseen Forces	Gathering Community	Wellbeing	Bigger Picture	1	2	0	0	0	Neither A/D	Interpretive Drift	Unseen Forces	Gathering Community	Wellbeing	Bigger Picture	8	9	0	0	1	Agree	Interpretive Drift	Unseen Forces	Gathering Community	Wellbeing	Bigger Picture	29	15	6	7	6	Strongly Agree	Interpretive Drift	Unseen Forces	Gathering Community	Wellbeing	Bigger Picture	58	75	34	33	15	



