Religious rituals and symbolism 
  I will be focusing on the different anthropological perspectives of the Religious rituals and symbolism. I’ve chosen to focus on exploring the debate of the meaning of Religious Rituals and how ‘symbolism’ is defined to anthropologists as I find it interesting as the meanings of these terms are, to a variety of people who work within the field of anthropology, interpreted differently and debated among different anthropologists. I’ll be looking into the viewpoints of Ioan Myrddin Lewis, Fiona Bowie, etc as they are, what I believe to be, influential to anthropology and their ideas of what they think a Religious Ritual is and the meaning of the term ‘symbolism’ and the significant importance of symbolism.
             Religious rituals are significant within religions as rituals have, according to Fiona Bowie, ‘many functions, both at the level of the individual and for groups or societies’[footnoteRef:1], meaning that the functions of a ritual are equally felt by everyone, whether it’s just an individual or as a community. Rituals are a way for a person to, not only express their gratitude to a God, if a specific ritual is performed within monotheistic religions, such as Christianity or in religions, where gratification is shown to multiples of Gods, which are polytheistic, such as Hinduism but, Rituals are seen to have a deeper meaning to the person performing within the ritual as it’s a way to ‘express emotions, guide and reinforce forms of behaviour’[footnoteRef:2], so for Bowie, Rituals are a way to have an internal feeling of support by a supernatural force and to express this they perform it in a ritualistic style. Also, for Bowie, Rituals are a way for religions to maintain a meaningful and ‘right relationship with the spiritual world, which would include spirits, deities, ancestors, or other supernatural forces.[footnoteRef:3] However, for Victor Turner, he defines religious rituals as ‘formal behaviour for occasions not given over technical routine, having reference to beliefs in mystical (or non-empirical) beings or powers regarded as the first and final causes of all effects’.[footnoteRef:4] So, for Turner rituals are a ‘routine’  that helps believers connect to a supernatural being and by saying the supernatural being is the ‘the first and final causes of all effects’ indicates that rituals are a way for an individual or community to recognise that the supernatural being is the cause of what happens, so by performing a ritual gives recognition to that being.  [1:  Fiona Bowie, The Anthropology of Religion, 2nd edition. (Oxford; Blackwell publishing, 2006).]  [2:  Bowie, The Anthropology of Religion, pg.139]  [3:  Bowie, The Anthropology of Religion, pg.145]  [4:  Bowie, The Anthropology of Religion, pg.140] 

          To follow on, Victor Turner says that a ‘ritual is regarded as performance, but ritual is not the same as a theatrical drama on stage’[footnoteRef:5]. Here, Turner suggests this as it stems from his idea of rites of passage and liminality, where a person, when in a rite of passage, it ‘betwixt and between positions assigned and arrayed by law, customs, conventions, and ceremonial’.[footnoteRef:6] So, through the liminality stage of a rite of passage a person has no social position within the community, as they lost their last position to transition into a new one. However, by Turner regarding rituals as performances, but not a theatrical performance suggests that Turner sees Rituals as structured and organised, but with a deeper meaning behind it. Also, I think Turner also suggests that a theatrical performance has elements of falseness for entertainment purposes, as where a ritual is true and not for no other purposes other than showing gratification to God(s), deities, or even their ancestors, by giving offerings and feeling it physically and emotionally for a deeper relationship. Also, Schechner has similar ideas, whereas he regards the purpose of a ritual is the ‘effectiveness as the ability of transformation: if a performance includes this ability, it is ritual’[footnoteRef:7], however, Schechner did have the same notion as Turner, where ‘if the main function is entertainment, it is theatre’.[footnoteRef:8] Again, suggesting the purpose of a ritual is to maintain relationships, with deities, God(s), ancestors, etc. However, the difference between Turner and Schechner is that Schechner sees an act as a ritual if it shows effectiveness, so meaning that if the acts in a ritual is effective for the person or community participating in the ritual, so if they feel an emotional and physical connection with who they are worshipping to and they feel the ritual has a meaningful experience for them, then it was effective. [5:  Bettina E. Schmidt, Anthropology of Religion Victor Turner lecture. (not published, 2019).
]  [6:  Bettina E. Schmidt, Anthropology of Religion Victor Turner lecture. (not published, 2019).
]  [7:  Bettina E. Schmidt, Anthropology of Religion Victor Turner lecture. (not published, 2019).]  [8:  Bettina E. Schmidt, Anthropology of Religion Victor Turner lecture. (not published, 2019).
] 

            To further the meanings of rituals, I think rituals, similarly to Bowie, it’s a way to show emotions and guide behaviour through an emotional and physical performance to feel a religious connection. However, I think symbolism has a significant importance in rituals as symbols are to represent a certain idea, in the shape of a picture, object, word or gesture. For S.J. Tambiah, a ‘ritual is a culturally constructed system of symbolic communication. It is constituted of patterned and ordered sequences of words and acts, often’[footnoteRef:9]. So, religious symbols in rituals are fundamentally important to not only be ‘used to convey concepts concerned with humanity’s relationship to the sacred or holy’.[footnoteRef:10] Which an example of this would be that for Catholics, ‘the bread and the wine are symbolic of the body and blood of Jesus Christ’ and by a believer participating, the symbolic elements of the bread and the wine allows the believer to feel closer to Christ and ‘commemorates the sacrificial death of Christ’[footnoteRef:11], But symbols are important for the communicational structure of the ritual also, symbols give a believer a deeper sense of closeness to their God(s), deities, ancestors, etc. [9:  Bowie, The Anthropology of Religion, pg. 141 ]  [10:  Hans H. Penner, Ritual (2019) <http://www.Britannica.com> [accessed on 17 December 2019]]  [11:  Medium, Rituals, (2019). <https://www.Medium.com> [accessed on 16 December 2019] ] 

           However, some anthropologists would disagree that a ritual is a symbolic communication system designed on a cultural level because the ‘meaning’ of that symbol may not be revealed by the believers of a religion or culture as the term ‘symbol’ is not universal, the symbol may be explained further, rather than knowing the true meaning of the symbol due to misinterpretations, such as a community that speaks the traditional language of their community may not have a word for ‘symbolism’. As for Sperber, interpreting symbols would need, in a way, a ‘ ‘key’ or ‘decoder’ ‘ as to fully understand a meaning of a symbol within different rituals due to terms not being universal, such as the term ‘religion’ is not universal as it’s an academic term within Europe and not known to different cultures universally, so this could be misunderstood, just like the term ‘symbols’. As for Sperber, we may ask about actions within a ritual, an example of certain actions within a ritual would be the traditional Walbiri, who are Australian Aborigines, act of dance within a ritual where the men would perform a female Walbiri’s dance within Walbiri men’s rituals, as this is ‘symbolic appropriation of the complementarity of sex roles, and partly as a symbolic appropriation of women’s procreative and nurturing role’.[footnoteRef:12] Sperber is trying to, in my opinion, indicate that due to the term ‘symbols’ being an academic term, if a person says, for example, to the members of the Walbiri tribe that the ‘behaviour or beliefs were symbolic often enough they would disagree’ as ‘symbolism’ is a non-universal term and the members of the tribe would just see the dance as a natural process within the Walbiri men’s ritual that shows gratitude to the women of the tribe and the interpreted symbolism within the ritual is most probably correct, but interpreting symbolism is a way for anthropologists to make sense of the ritual, so anthropologists can understand the culture or religion and the members within that culture or religion a bit better.  [12:  Stephen A Wild, Men as women: Female Dance Symbolism in Walbiri Men’s Rituals, (1977).<https://www. jstor.com> [accessed on 18 December 2019]. ] 

                However, on the other hand, where Sterber mentions symbols need a ‘key’ or ‘decoder’ to understand the full meaning behind a symbol, whether it’s an act, object, picture, etc, due to misinterpretations of terms. For Ioan Lewis, it’s not due to interpretations of the term ‘symbolism’ it is down to looking deeper in to the understanding of an act, picture, object etc of a culture or religion, as for Lewis ‘symbolism consequently becomes a kind of sign language or semaphore, a code which is only intelligible once you have discovered the key’, so for Lewis, there’s no need for a ‘key’ or ‘decoder’ as if the meaning is looked in a deeper sense, then the ‘key’ of the full meaning behind an act, object, sign, etc is there, but to fully understand and know the meaning behind the symbolism, the culture or religion and the members part of that community and their beliefs need to be understood first, to really know the true meaning behind the symbolism within a ritual.
            Another perspective of what the term ‘symbolism’ is from an anthropologist named Abner Cohen. Cohen sees a ‘symbolic action is by definition action involving the totality of the self’.[footnoteRef:13] The self is the ‘oneness’, or more commonly known as our personality, which is in the deepest part of the human psyche. So, for Cohen, he explains it as that the roles we perform in our day-to-day lives only allow segments of our personalities and not the ‘totality of the person’.[footnoteRef:14]An example Cohen uses is that ‘an engineer is involved in his job only as an engineer and not as a father or a member of a political party’.[footnoteRef:15] So, meaning that due to roles we do in our lives only reveal a small part of our personalities, which as a result of this, ‘our life tends to become compartmentalised and our personality fragmented’.[footnoteRef:16] But, according to Cohen, to fully maintain the self, as ‘the self is not a natural inborn feature, but is achieved through social interaction’[footnoteRef:17], so this social interaction, for example, would be for someone to be part of a community like a religious one. The self is highly achievable through ‘patterns of symbolic activities’, such as rituals. The term ‘symbolism’, for Cohen, is ‘by definition action involving the totality of the self’.[footnoteRef:18] So,  an example would be that by participating in a religious ritual, that contains symbolism, is achieving wholeness of the self and within practices that allow the self to become full as ‘in the symbolic act that we continually create and recreate our selfhood’.[footnoteRef:19] Also for Cohen, the self is essential for the selfhood to exist. However, the self is only achievable in a society, such as a religious society as the interaction with others will help an individual to fully develop ‘the self’. [13:  Ioan Lewis, Symbols and sentiments Cross-cultural Studies in Symbolism,(London: Academic Press, 1977) pg.123]  [14:  Lewis, Symbols and sentiments Cross-cultural Studies in Symbolism, pg.122]  [15:  Lewis, Symbols and sentiments Cross-cultural Studies in Symbolism, pg.123]  [16:  Lewis, Symbols and sentiments Cross-cultural Studies in Symbolism, pg.123]  [17:  Lewis, Symbols and sentiments Cross-cultural Studies in Symbolism, pg.123
]  [18:  Lewis, Symbols and sentiments Cross-cultural Studies in Symbolism, pg.123]  [19: Lewis, Symbols and sentiments Cross-cultural Studies in Symbolism, Pg.123] 

            In conclusion, from debating the idea of the meaning of religious rituals and the term of ‘symbolism’, I agree with Ioan Lewis’ perspective of symbolism within a religious ritual that once you take the time to understand and become open-minded when discovering the beliefs and practices of a religion or culture, then the true meaning of the symbolism within rituals will be easier to understand. However, on the whole, I think symbolism within religious rituals are fundamentally important because, in a way, symbols allow people to look at the deeper meaning of the symbols within ritual process, so such as, an object, sign, word, etc, so we can try to fully understand not only a religion or culture, but the people also.
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