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In this essay I shall put forward my arguments that we are justified in treating ritual as a means for generating social unity and consensus. However, it must be also be considered that this consensus can be achieved through oppression rather than any naturally generated positive feelings towards unity. I shall examine some theorists who contend that ritual contributes to such social unity and consensus and shall then examine some criticism of these theories. 
Ritual behaviour seems be an essential part of our species. French archaeologist Jean Clottes suggests that ritual has been present in our species since the very  beginning and describes 'Homo Spiritualis' as more appropriate term than Homo Sapiens based on the discovery of Upper Palaeolithic cave art (30,000 YBP)  and deliberate skull placement in Chauvet, indicating possible shamanistic rites. 
 Views abound as to the  exact definition of ritual. Edmund Leach describes it as a form of communication without words; actions can either do something or 'serve to say things.' 
 It is also said to possesses transformative features. Kondo argues that 'rituals (are a) structure sequence aimed at some kind of change of state of thought and feeling.'
 Jonathan Z. Smith describes it as 'above all, an assertion of difference' 
 and a 'mode of paying attention.'
 This is most visible when practised in a purposefully chosen location, such as a church. Rappaport defines ritual as ' the performance of more or less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances not entirely encoded by the performers.'
 This shows it needs actors rather than spectators. Although these definitions are not exhaustive, and are hotly debated, for the purpose of this essay, I shall limit the definition of ritual to something deliberately performed or acted out, verbally or nonverbally, in a prescribed manner within a deliberately chosen place or situation, with participants, rather than an audience, in the belief that some kind of change, either mental or physical, will be effected. As such rituals can be religious, secular, public or private.
I contend that ritual has contributed greatly to constructing feelings of social unity by creating the generally accepted actions by which a society communicates its values. Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) put forward the theory that ritual played a fundamental role in establishing and maintaining the social order. According to Durkheim, religion's primary characteristic is that religious phenomena falls naturally into two categories - beliefs and rites, the second being 'fixed modes of action.'
 In order to define the rite, the object of the rite must also be characterised, which led to his proposal that everything in the world was subject to a binary and mutually exclusive classification of the sacred and  profane. Secondary divisions then separate the sacred further into opposites of pure/impure, holy/ sacrilegious and divine /diabolical categorisations. 
 In order to preserve their sacred integrity, an essential component of sacredness is their isolation which can only be maintained when groups of people collectively keep them bounded by specific actions.
 These rituals, arising from the collective conscious, are sacralised by the 'structure and bonds of the community' 
 while the idea of God (in whatever form) is a collectively projected representation of the group itself.
 Thus, a sense of unity is fed by adherence to rituals, which in turn, preserves the concepts that define the society. Douglas describes these actions as a 'form of community-wide complicity.'
 This complicity in particular behaviour (the negative side of which I shall discuss below)  in the presence of the sacred thus creates social cohesion. 
Durkheim based his explanations on accounts of Indigenous Australian practice, postulating that their relationship to ritual were of paradigmatic significance to a universal theory.  This was most clearly seen in the rituals connecting what he describes as a 'totem' to the tribe. The totem, being sacred, marked any of those connected with it with a similar sacredness. Solidarity was derived by the religious relationship between members, rather than kinship. Unity therefore, stemmed from ritual, rather than blood relationships.  This shared experience creates feelings of effervescence, a term Durkheim uses to describe the feeling of collective joy within a society that feels transformed and amplified.
 This can be experienced at public events, both secular and religious. It can, however, be a short-lived experience. 

Reinforcement is necessary to keep feelings of effervescence alive in the group. 
Building upon the tradition of Durkheim, Rappaport (1926 -1997) sees in ritual the original and primary means by which life is given to a society. Because ritual is performed (see quote in introduction) people must, in some way, agree to its performance. If actions must be followed sufficiently closely to previously agreed enactments to define it as ritual, it can be shown that consensus is essential. This group adherence to ritual is not limited to religious settings. When applied to a political setting, as Rappaport notes, rites can be used to project the idea that a group of people is a 'coherent and ordered community based on shared values and goals.'
 By performing rituals, social conventions, and thus, social unity, are established and social contracts sealed. In his work in New Guinea he noted how pigs were slaughtered only under special circumstances and only within a ritual framework.
 This results in social bonds of the community being strengthened by the application of  ritual killing. A hierarchy is created whereby warriors are given the sacrificed animals to eat, thus gaining the strength to fight on behalf of the community; this in turn creates a reciprocal bond between the warriors and those they are protecting. Rituals such as these, Rappaport argues, endorsed by the community, serve to create feelings of permanence and reliability.
 Preservation, and by extension unity, of the community is vested in the ritual. 
However, there are criticisms that ritual create social unity. Douglas notes that 'taboo-maintained rules will be as repressive as the leading members of society want them to be.'
 This means that coercion, rather than consensus could be the driving force. This can result in a traditional society that is inherently conservative where the past is looked to for guidance, rather than the future.
 Ritual can also be used to direct potential conflict and unrest into a 'functioning social equilibrium.'
  Max Gluckman (1911-1975) refers to 'fundamental disharmonies' being cloaked by a refusal to allow room for dissension.
 He believed that dynamic conflict is part of all societies which then break apart and then create new alliances maintaining the social system as a whole.
 In a Zulu female led ritual of reversed behaviour where women behaved in both a traditionally masculine and lewd fashion whilst men hid at home playing out a woman's traditional role, Gluckman put forward the theory that ritualised hostility, which he called 'Bacchanic rites,' allowed for a limited expression of anger and unrest to authority.
 This indicates that controlling the disorder within the framework of a ritual can ultimately lead to the preservation of social order, but only through negative manipulation. Similar rituals legitimising disorder for a limited period before returning to the status quo can be seen throughout western history from Roman Saturnalia, to medieval Twelfth Night and  modern Carnival. Rather than being a means of social unity, rituals can justifiably be accused of  a means of social control. 
Unity can also be a temporary situation. Victor Turner (1920-1983) has argued that stresses and tensions of society could be acted out in 'social dramas' to maintain the unity of the group as a whole.
 Unlike Durkheim, he recognised the fluidity of social organisation and that ritual was not simply the means by which community was created but by which the community continually redefined itself.  He analysed four deliberate  stages that were components of redressive ritual, including a unstructured state that he called 'communitas.' 
 It was experienced in the threshold area that Van Gennep had earlier referred to as 'liminal' but which Turner developed to describe a stage of intense community spirit in which there were overwhelming feelings of solidarity and social equality.
 In itself, communitas is a transient, but dynamic state, allowing the whole of the community to participate in a shared experience whilst moving onto a newly negotiated status. But is not a permanent situation. Ter Haar calls it a 'communitas of crisis.'
 This is seen in religious ones, such as male initiation rites such as the Ndembu of Zambia (where Turner studied in the 1950s) where groups of boys are circumcised and undergo various ordeals before reintegration into the tribe.
 A secular example can be illustrated by the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, considered as a crucial component to the transition towards full democracy. Like the feelings of effervescence mentioned earlier, the feelings engendered in such occasions cannot last, unless reinforced by further rituals. The feeling of social unity may be real but not necessarily long-lived.
As well as only producing short-term unity, ritual may also be exploitive or misleading in its claims for unity. Vincent Crapanzano (b 1939) cites a circumcision ritual of Morocco where fear, rather than communitas is created and the boy is returned in a circular fashion to the care of the women, rather than the world of men.
 There is no transition from the women's world to that of the men, with the rite of passage acting as social glue connecting the two. Instead, there are adults who are arguably exploitive, but certainly complicit, in the pretext of circumcision as a symbol of adulthood. It is this compliance, rather than consensus, that holds society together, argues Stephen Lukes ( b1941.) 
 By drawing attention to one aspect, society is diverted from seeing another, 'deflecting attention from other forms.'
 Ritual therefore misleads, so unity is based on false premises. It acts like a frame, directing the participant's view to only what it wishes to be seen. Outside of the frame does not exist, and within the framework a series of misrecognitions can be used as a form of control. Douglas (referring to societal ideas on dirt) notes how uncomfortable facts are ignored or distorted so as not to disturb any established assumption.
 This leads to compliance, which can allow such harmful ritual practices as Female Genital Mutilation to be perceived as necessary for a girl's future marriage status as well as concerns about ethnic identity, regardless of the national law.
  A less serious form of enforced compliance can be seen in Reader's analysis of  a community ritual in Japan, in which residents are forced through social pressure to  participate in regular street clean-up operations. He refers to the socially coerced 'enforced joy,' questioning the point of the exercise.
  However, he recognises that the seemingly meaningless act does serve to 'generate a sense of community, belonging and social identity '
 Thus ritually generated feelings of unity, whilst apparently real, does not come from one simple cause. 
The connection between ritual and unity is therefore demonstrably complex. Sometimes, forms of unifying social consensus originally embraced voluntarily, such as the political movement that inspired the Iranian Revolution, become coercive and oppressive in its requirements of uniformity and conformity. The opposite direction of travel is also possible and what began as a forced ritual practice may be retained through other feelings. Thiagarajan writes of  Indian villagers who were originally coerced into removing their shoes within their village, but retain the custom through 'personal choice' in a tradition 'steeped in love and respect.'

Despite the above criticisms of Gluckman and Crapanzano , amongst others, I would conclude that ritual does, nevertheless, create strong feelings of social unity amongst its adherents.  Although this unity may sometimes be caused by negative pressures to conform and may lead to compliance, there are also many rituals which engender and promote an idea of cultural or group identity, some of which have been outlined above. By maintaining or restoring order in societies' lives by means of social drama, a new status within a 'reconstituted' order can be flexibly created. 
 Through this, many of the group's key values and cultural orientations are shared. However, it must also be noted that rituals are reflective of society and not static entities, but organic and liable to change. As such, a ritual that is engendering positively induced social cohesion one day may change to become coercive and demanding compliance at a later date. 
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