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Essay One
What do different models for analysing ritual tell us about the relationship between ritual and belief?
The relationship between ritual (practice) and belief (myth) has been a central focus of enquiry throughout the history of the study of religion. Historically, scholars have attempted to analyse ritual and belief separately, in order to prioritise one over the other within the wider religious context. Initially as a search for truth claims and origin, these approaches were Christian centred and theology-based, however ritual studies have evolved over time to include methods which reflect myth primacy, such as phenomenology, and others reflecting ritual primacy, for example Frazerian. 
Specifically in the 19th and 20th centuries, scholars focussed on the need to find the origin of religion, which they believed to be either ritual or belief. Evolutionists such as Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) and Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) analysed what they interpreted as the progressive development of religion over time; their research labelled ritualistic practices as primitive, with the westernised focus towards orthodoxy seen to be an ‘evolution’ of religion (Tylor, 1892). However, Tylor was also an intellectualist, who believed that early primitive philosophers were attempting to make sense of the world, which thus led to the development of belief. The Intellectualist focus was on the mind of the individual, and therefore prioritised belief over ritual, believing that so called ‘primitive’ religion, including rituals, was a search for meaning and understanding the world (Tylor, 1892). For Tylor, ritualistic practices were akin to early scientific experimentation, which provided evidence to undeveloped beliefs, therefore as understanding increased, the need for such demonstrative rituals declined (Tylor, 1892).
Robertson Smith (1864-1894) argued that the root of religion was in ritual, rather than in belief as argued by intellectualists. His position was reinforced by Sir James George Frazer (1854-1941) within The Golden Bough, where his research focussed in particular on ‘primitive’ ritual, and the repetitive sacrificial rituals as reinforcement of notions of death, fertility and wellbeing (Frazer, 1922). Frazer’s understandings were adapted by a group of scholars based at Cambridge, who agreed that ritual was the basis of religion; it is a solid repetitive and constant process throughout a tradition, whereas belief was subject to change over time.
This prioritisation of ritual, although later largely seen as outdated, did pave the way for future scholars to focus on religious ritual as a vital part of religion, entrenched within its meaning, rather than as merely outward practice. This has shaped the study of ritual specifically and religion as a whole. This period of challenge also brought forth questions on whether it was possible to unpick the relationship between ritual and myth, and to distinguish which formed the basis of the other. Therefore the academic understanding of the complex entwined relationship between ritual and belief was acknowledged.
The development of the phenomenological approach to the study of religions resulted in a rejection of the evolutionist approach and the determination of origin, instead prioritising comparative study as a means of increasing understanding. Specifically, Phenomenologists examined the societal and cultural context of religion and ritual. From this, Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) argued that ritual was secondary to belief as myths provided the model to human behaviours, whereas ritual was the re-enactment of such behaviours, bringing them back to life and creating a greater connection between the religious belief and ritual (Eliade, 1963). In direct contrast to the viewpoint of the Cambridge scholars, Eliade saw belief as more stable, with ritual as a means of preserving myth. It is important to note that with this understanding, Eliade also argued that myth and ritual were inseparable; ritual relied on a basis of myth (Eliade, 1963). 
Similarly to Eliade, Jonathan Z. Smith (b. 1938) argues that religion is man’s way of attempting to create order and meaning from life, which could be perceived as chaotic and unstable. Both myth (belief) and ritual are key elements within this, they draw on the past in the form of re-enactment, in order to reinforce the meaning and structure that religion attributes to their present (Smith, 1987). Smith’s research reinvokes a phenomenological perspective, with focus paid to the historical context of ritual and how it fits within contemporary society. Ritual, in Smith’s view, provides an opportunity for reflection and growth, as it portrays an idealist world in comparison to reality (Smith, 1987).
There was no real analysis of ritual theory until Sir John Rankine Goody (known as Jack Goody, 1919-2015), Social Anthropologist, wrote ‘Religion and Ritual: The Definitional Problem’ within The British Journal of Sociology in 1961. He argued that the basis of the development of ritual theory has been scholarly preconceptions, but expressed a lack of confidence in the formal category of ritual. In his view analysis has been led by various disciplines, rather than ritual analysis existing within its own remit (Goody, 1961).
This argument has been addressed by Catherine Bell (1953-2008), one of the leading scholars within the field of ritual analysis. Within Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, Bell presents the understanding of ritual and belief as a dichotomy, which is brought together during ritualistic practices (Bell, 1992). Bell goes on to theorise that there are four features of human activity, situational, strategic, subject to misrecognition and reconfiguring a world order. These four human processes include elements of belief within each, and thus further emphasise her introduction of dichotomy, although relate specifically to the performing of ritual (Bell, 1992). Ritual is a means to unite belief with practice, and Bell’s model is based on the activity of the ritual, the combination of the belief and the activity and the dichotomy between the person doing the ritual, and the person observing it. For Bell, rituals can be dramatized as they are akin to a public performance, which then opens up the last element even further to include possibly multiple people undertaking the ritual, or as Bell defines them ‘actors’, and many observants or theorists, ‘thinkers’ (Bell, 1992). 
Within Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice Bell analyses each ‘element’ of ritual, from the actions themselves, the symbols, the texts and how they are all variable and can be understood in different ways by everyone involved within the ritual. Even though a ritual may be inflexible in content, it remains fluid within its interpretation (Bell, 1992). 

Bell admits that her theories are more abstract in comparison to the historical focus towards generalising rituals in order to academically provide an overarching ‘theory of ritual’, in keeping with the Evolutionist search for origin and meaning and the previous polarisation of belief versus ritual. However for Bell it is a given that ritual and belief are entwined, and instead her focus shifts to what she deems ‘ritualization’ and analysing this within a wider social and cultural context, thus gaining a richer understanding (Bell, 1992). 
Over time, the study of ritual has altered, moving away from the previous Evolutionist ideas and searches for origin, to focus instead on increasing understanding. Initially theorists focussed on myth and ritual, the relationship between the two and what this meant overall for ritual, however, studies evolved into exploring ritual functionality and the relationship between ritual and society. Functionalists shifted the focus of ritual studies away from the psychological aspects of ritual and belief, towards instead the larger societal aspects of ritual, as in many religious communities the life of the individual and societal or cultural life cannot be distinguished.

As an example of the complex nature between ritual and belief, we can analyse the English custom of funerals. When a death occurs, relatives and friends gather and hold a funeral for the dead. Generally within the United Kingdom, this is held either in a Church or a Crematorium, and is followed by a wake. This practice developed from Christianity, which was the basis for much of the United Kingdom legal system and a lot of customs and ‘rituals’ within the UK are reflective of this. Usually at funerals there is the singing of hymns, eulogies and Christian readings and it is a mark of respect for the dead to attend and acknowledge their life. At its basis, funerals are a ritual which are highly ascribed to, but yet even with Christian elements that are reflected within it, attendees ascribe this as a customary practice, and therefore this ritual is less about belief, and more about the ritual itself. It is also important to note that the individual belief at funerals is incredibly varied, some attendees could be devout Christians, whereas others Atheist and non-believing. This still doesn’t influence the overall group belief of wishing the dead well and showing respect, but it does highlight that there doesn’t necessarily need to be belief in order to engage in ritual.
This broad overview of the changing nature of ritual study highlights some key elements religious studies as a whole, and the nature of ritual and belief. It is clear that many of these methods were developed from a place of Western scholarly understandings of ritual vs non-ritual, and thus heavily influenced by paradigms and preconceptions. For example, for Edward Burnett Tylor the notion of rituals being ‘primitive’ fitted with his Evolutionist theories about the development of religion. The myth primacy of his theories reiterated his Christian focus towards orthodoxy over orthopraxy and came from a contemporary theological basis for the study of religion (Tylor, 1871). Therefore it is important to recognise that scholarly belief has an impact on ritual analysis and the development of methods of study.
Within Edward Burnett Tylor, Religion and Culture, Graham Harvey, Anthropologist and Professor of Religious Studies, compares many of Tylor’s understandings of animist ritual to the later observations made by Irving Hallowell. Harvey specifically analyses seances and shaking tent ceremonies, and then highlights the vast differences when comparing the conclusions of the two academics. Harvey concludes that Hallowell’s understanding of animist culture developed over time, due to his respect and understanding of the beliefs of others, namely those participating in the ritual, conducting the ritual and the animist tribespeople that he encountered. His experience of the ritual themselves were not based in trying to scientifically or logically assess if they were ‘real’ or not. This was directly contrasted by Tylor, who remained sceptical with his beliefs rooted in cognitive process and not a trusting of others (Harvey within Tremlett et al, 2017, p.37). Harvey’s direct analysis highlights the importance of acknowledging the beliefs, paradigms and backgrounds of scholars themselves, and how this may limit understanding, specifically around their own understandings of terms such as ‘belief/myth’ and ‘ritual’. Hallowell’s method was phenomenological, in comparison to Tylor’s basis towards myth primacy. 

The term ‘ritual’ is, in itself, ambiguous; questions arise about what determines a ritual or ritualistic behaviour, and whether this again is something purely constructed by western ideals. This has been somewhat addressed by Ann Taves description of ‘religious experience’ to include ritual, and the development of new methods of approaching the study of religions, such as by Ninian Smart’s Seven Dimensional Model, which places ritual within the experiential dimension, including western Christian ritual such as prayers and the sacraments. This somewhat develops the notion of ritual as not purely attributed to distinct cultures or religions heavily steeped in ritual such as, for example, animist culture, Buddhism or Hinduism. When incorporated within Smart’s model, it focuses the scholar towards the relationality of the dimensions with each other, reinforcing that, in Smart’s language, religious experience, cannot be separated from belief, which is influential of all seven dimensions. 
The further predominant debate throughout ritual studies has been the continued analysis of whether it is ritual that influences belief or vice versa. Opinion on this has changed vastly, and continues to do so. However, this further demonstrates the complex relationship between belief and ritual, and the intense scholarly desire to make sense of this relationship and create concrete theories that explain human behaviour and human thought. 
In summary, it is clear to see that these adaptions of models of analysis have both altered understandings of the relationship between ritual and belief, and also shaped them. Models have switched between myth and ritual primacy, to the currently ascribed methodology, whereby ritual and belief are no longer separately analysed. There is less focus towards determining origin, and thus models focus on religions as they are lived, enabling a more thorough understanding of ritual than in historical focus. It is through the development of these methods of analysis that the understanding of religion being more than just doctrine and belief has been reinforced, and the understanding that practice, custom, tradition, ritual, cultural and societal influence also play a part in what it means to be religious, and thus are reflected within the academic field of religious studies.
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