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Critically analyse the claim that ritual is, above all, the assertion of difference.
The “type” of rituals are various and the term itself can be even attributed to repetitiveness of a daily routine.  According Catherine Bell to ‘Ritual is then described as a particularly thoughtless action – routinized, habital, obsessive, or mimetic...’[footnoteRef:1]. Despite this description of what a ritual is and the criteria that it follows to be labelled as a ritual, according to scholar JZ Smith ritual is ‘the assertion of difference’[footnoteRef:2]. All ritual may follow a repetitive nature and become a habit, but ritual is continuously also different. There are countless causes/reasons for what creates ‘difference’: how the hierarchy works, the place of ritual, religious groups, the difference in religious calendars and people’s day to day life habits.  So, is all of it therefore to be considered part of this “difference”? Or was Smith focusing on a complete other form of difference? For example the difference between ‘…”nows”—the now of everyday life and now of ritual place; the simultaneity, but not the coexistence, of “here” and “there.”’[footnoteRef:3]. Unfortunately, it is difficult to address all forms of possible “difference” in order to fully analyse JZ Smiths claim. However, by looking at the religious aspect of some of these forms a reasonable assessment of whether his statement holds any basis can be possible.  [1:  C. Bell, Ritual theory, ritual practice (Oxford University Press 1992).p. 19]  [2:  J. Z. Smith To take place: Toward theory in ritual (University of Chicago Press 1992) p. 109]  [3:  J.Z. Smith To take place: Toward theory in ritual p. 110] 

In viewing ritual from a religious point of view which is what many automatically think of when the subject is brought up, one assumes that ritual is done out of necessity or a desire to please. That is fundamentally what ritual is: a desire to please something; or at least that is what it is perceived to be doing. But can ritual be labelled as different despite being part of different religious groups? In the Bible there is the religious sacrifices of animals to God[footnoteRef:4]; the Greeks and Romans were also known for similar ritual acts[footnoteRef:5] and there are other comparable ritual actions in which religion repeats itself such as with dancing, drinking, and the use of symbols. Yet these actions are performed for different reasons and possibly were done in different ways. Smith states ‘In ritual the differences can be extreme, or they can be reduced to micro-distinctions, but they can never be overthrown’[footnoteRef:6]. It is uncertain therefore what Smith is trying to overall achieve or even state, as he appears to be arguing for both sides of his own statement that ritual is the assertion of difference. As according to him here, the differences are there, but they can be viewed as minor, so therefore the assertion of difference can’t be seen as ‘above all’, at least not when ritual is viewed in this way. According to Catherine Bell; Edward Shils argues that though intertwined, ritual and belief can be separable and though a person can accept the belief, they do not necessarily accept the ritual associated to that belief[footnoteRef:7]. As such the person would perhaps not be involved in the specific ritual in question. However, though the person may not partake in a specific ritual, it does not mean they do not partake in their own.  Freud sums the idea well: ‘…connection found in the notion of obsession, in the compulsion to do certain repetitive things and to abstain from others.’[footnoteRef:8] It is here that the idea of difference can be seen, a difference in opinion as to what form of ritual should be done, where, when and of course how. The form of ritual would then highlight a difference and is a way of showing or stating that fact, a way of asserting that difference.  Yet is that truly what JZ Smith was discussing?  [4:  A. Linzey Christianity and the Rights of Animals (Wipf and Stock Publishers 2016) p. 43]  [5:  G. L. Campbell The Oxford handbook of animals in classical thought and life (Oxford Handbooks 2014). p. 324]  [6:  J.Z. Smith To take place: Toward theory in ritual p.. 110]  [7:  C. Bell, Ritual theory, ritual practice p. 19]  [8:  J.Z. Smith To take place: Toward theory in ritual p. 110] 

As previously mentioned, Smith goes on to discuss the difference between 
‘…”nows”—the now of everyday life and now of ritual place; the simultaneity, but not the coexistence, of “here” and “there.” Here (in the world) blood is a major source of impurity; there (in ritual space) blood removes impurity’[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  J.Z. Smith To take place: Toward theory in ritual p. 110] 

However, is it due to this idea of ritual place that ritual cannot be ‘above all, the assertion of difference’? In terms of religion, the ritual place can be a number of different locations depending on the belief. The Macedonians performed rites in caves or in “palaces”[footnoteRef:10], the Greeks and Romans in temples[footnoteRef:11], the Christians in Churches[footnoteRef:12] and so on. All believed that by entering these sacred places it would help them get to this ritual space; - a higher divine setting. This is where then the idea of impurity to purity also becomes part of the equation to be considered. as it was also a routine belief. [10:  Edmonds, R.G. and Edmonds, R.G. eds. The'Orphic'gold tablets and Greek religion: Further along the path. (Cambridge University Press 2011)P .189]  [11:  M. F. Ayad God's Wife, God's Servant: The God's Wife of Amun (ca. 740–525 BC) (Routledge 2014).P 34]  [12:  M. F. Ayad God's Wife, God's Servant: The God's Wife of Amun (ca. 740–525 BC).P 34] 

 Impurity is something mentioned by many religions and is used to entice those to that specific belief system. The higher one becomes in the hierarchy of a particular religion the more holy the person and pure the person is seen to be. Turner states ‘the ritual process of differentiation is simultaneously a process of generating a hierarchical form of unity’[footnoteRef:13]. What is interesting about this quote is the beginning. Turner like Smith looks at ritual as a differentiation. But a differentiation of what? If not, religious group could it be, they are instead addressing the concept of space?  Smith continuously uses impurity as an example. This example than leads to an interesting outlook: ‘here (in the world) water is the central agent by which impurity is transmitted; there (in ritual) washing with water carries away impurity. Neither the blood nor the water has changed; what has changes is their location.’[footnoteRef:14]  It is finally here that it is possible to assert where Smith is trying to go with his claim. That ritual is the assertion of difference by location. [13:  T.Turner Dual Opposition, Hierarchy and Value (1984) p. 336 and 364]  [14: J .Z. Smith To take place: Toward theory in ritual p 110] 

When discussing location, it is not just simply a matter of the person walking a few steps in a certain direction or performing the ritual in a specific place. Otherwise what had previously been discussed about the caves and temples would be more in effect. However, though the area in which the ritual is taken place is important what Smith may be referring to is the embodiment of spirit heading to a different location a purer location or what the person perceives to be a purer place as ‘[the ritual] has nothing to say about the world, its concerns and conflicts. It proposes, on the contrary, a separate, self-contained world ruled exclusively by the comprehensive and exhaustive order of the ritual’[footnoteRef:15] .  By going to this purer place, it could lead to a difference in status as well. No longer would you be considered impure but pure for partaking in the ritual act and therefore reaching a higher level of purity. As scholar …. Found when researching the Hebrew bible ‘there is no possibility of decoding the meaning of the causes of impurity -they signify sheer difference. Nor is there any relationship of equivalence between the modes of purification and the forms of impurity- they signify sheer change in status, sheer difference’[footnoteRef:16]. Regarding looking at the difference in a manner of changing from impure to purity than this statement Smith makes of ritual being, above all, the assertion of difference[footnoteRef:17] can be seen as a valid claim.  Jenn cianca believes  [15:  J. C. Heesterman The inner conflict of tradition: Essays in Indian ritual, kinship, and society (University of Chicago Press 1985) p 3]  [16:  A. S. Jacobs Christ Circumcised: A Study in Early Christian History and Difference (University of Pennsylvania Press. 2012)p. 146]  [17:  J.Z. Smith To take place: Toward theory in ritual p. 109] 

‘this difference is made manifest through the separation that occurs during the enactment, in place, of ritual. Emplacement creates an obvious separation from the mundane (and the profane), setting boundaries between life inside and outside of ritual behaviour’[footnoteRef:18].   [18:  J. Cianca Sacred ritual, profane space: the Roman house as early Christian meeting place (McGill-Queen's Press-MQUP.2018) p. 159] 

Backing Smiths claim of the idea of location and space. If this is what Smith was seeking to show as an idea of asserting difference through ritual it makes sense however he goes on to return bac to the idea of hierarchy. 
The view on hierarchy being implanted into the role of ritual and this process of differentiation as shown by turner previously changes the dynamic for whether this claim is going along the correct route or not when addressing rituals.  According to Cianca ‘It is through and during the enactment of ritual that a community can assert its ideology’[footnoteRef:19] this is something that never changes. The system of hierarchy never rests no matter the religion and though the differences may be extreme as discussed there are smaller differences which are not. The ideals of a hierarchy is a main example and though Smith makes excellent points according to Andrew S. Jacobs through Christianity ‘We see ritualized the “difference that is never overcome’[footnoteRef:20].   [19:  J.Cianca Sacred ritual, profane space: the Roman house as early Christian meeting place p. 159]  [20: A. S. Jacobs Christ Circumcised: A Study in Early Christian History and Difference p.146] 

Ritual itself is tricky to investigate and define as a singular thing. A ritual can be attributed to many aspects of life especially when bringing to account the view that by simply repeating a simple thing such as brushing your teeth in the morning and at night can be called a daily ritual. So, to then take Smiths view that it is above all the assertion of difference is tricky in itself, even when only looking at it from a religious point of view. Considering the areas looked into if ritual difference is the awareness of space and being in a more divine place it would be fundamentally the assertion of difference simply though being in a different “world order”. However, if it is to be viewed as straight forward on this earth as the assertion of difference it is more difficult to accept the claim.  If looking at all aspects of ritual including day to day life, then it is plausible to accept Smiths claim. By looking at it from a purely religious angle and though there are differences in belief, the rituals themselves and the locations in which these rituals take place are similar by nature. These rituals were more than likely used to show a difference in belief by asserting themselves in “events” that would have become a part of day to day life even now certain “rituals” take place across the world people go specifically to see. So to state that ritual is above all the assertion of difference is a bold claim but it does have merit in being said especially from a religious standpoint. 
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