
Chapter 3

Why Ritual in 

Its Own Right? 

How So?

Author’s Note

Models and Mirrors, fi rst published by Cambridge University Press in 1990 (and reis-
sued with an extended preface in a paperback edition by Berghahn Books in 1998), 
was my signature book, my break with the conventional wisdoms that ritual was a 
real, phenomenal category. Th e book argued that ritual was a false category in that it 
assumed that all events included within the category shared attributes in common. 
Th us the ritual category indexed a pan-human relationship with transcendence and 
its sacrality (of which there were many subsumed varieties). I suggested that once 
we took an interior perspective on events called “ritual” their diff erences became 
more signifi cant than their commonalities. Th e perspective I took was to ask about 
the interior logics of organization of such events. I found that the more complexly 
organized interiors generated and controlled dynamics intended to do transforma-
tion within and through the operation of the events themselves. However the more 
simply organized interiors did little more than present and represent the world out-
side the event to itself. Th e two extremes of event had nothing in common once one 
discarded the functionalist assumption that “ritual” is necessary for existence in all 
human social orderings. I argued further that events with more complex interior log-
ics of organization were more autonomous of their social surrounds than were those 
with simpler interior logics; the latter were simply edited refl ections of their social 
surrounds. To call “ritual” both the transformative and the representative varieties 
was in my view non-sensical.

I off ered a simple rule-of-thumb to summarize the diff erence, using Lloyd War-
ner’s 1930s discussion of the two-hundredth anniversary procession in honor of the 
founding of Yankee City (Newburyport MA) and Audrey Richard’s discussion of the 
East African, Bemba Chisungu that transformed immature girls into mature women. 
In Yankee City the procession of fl oats showing chronologically signifi cant historical 
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events began in the distant past and moved progressively into the present. Th rough 
Chisungu the girls moved from immaturity into maturity. My rule-of-thumb asked, 
what happens if each of these events is run backward? Running the historical proces-
sion from the present to the distant past produces another representation, another 
narrative, of Yankee City, yet one that is fully acceptable. Running the Bemba rite de 
passage backward becomes scary. What could this produce? Likely someone or some-
thing utterly unacceptable, perhaps akin to the outcome of an event of sorcery. In 
terms of their interior logics of organization these two events have nothing in common. 
Treating them together as “ritual” only makes sense from a perspective external to the 
events themselves, one that summarizes them in terms of their functions for social 
ordering, but one that ignores how these events work within and through themselves.

In 2001, the late Kingsley Garbett, then the editor of Social Analysis, asked me 
to edit an issue of the journal on the topic of ritual. I returned to the ideas that had 
generated Models and Mirrors, but with a major diff erence. Now, I suggested taking 
a “ritual” event out of its sociocultural surround, learning as much as possible from 
how it forms itself within itself, in other words how it does this in its own right, 
and then returning the event to its surround . . . Potentially this would enable the 
comparison of “ritual” events in terms of their relative autonomy from their social 
surrounds and, consequently, how these events eff ected and aff ected their surrounds. 
My formulations were distant indeed from the representational emphasis in Cliff ord 
Geertz’s dominant paradigm of models of, models for (borrowed from the philoso-
pher, Max Black). Th is chapter (much of which was the Introduction to the special 
issue) discusses how my formulation works and how it helps to understand the de-
grees of interior complexity of the organization of “rituals,” and the consequences of 
this for the social surround.

R

Calvin understands ritual as well as many anthropologists. Calvin is dramatizing 
thematics that I am trying to avoid. Complaining about the peanut butter, spoiled 
because his mother did not observe the proper ritual for scooping it out, he is telling 

Figure 3.1. Calvin and Hobbes cartoon. © 1993 Watterson. Reprinted with permission of 
Andrews Mcmeel syndication. All rights reserved.
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us: do the ritual correctly. It exists because it has a function—control. Perform control 
in your ritual, and you will have control in your life. Th e ritual of how to scoop out 
peanut butter is a representation of life. Living produces its own symbols, its own 
refl ections, and these are the ritual, existing to enact themes of living—here, that of 
control. Th e ritual has meaning, otherwise why the argument between Calvin and his 
mother over its importance for living? For Calvin, scooping out peanut butter is akin 
to a Geertzian model of and model for living—you scoop peanut butter the way you 
live your life. One thing is certain: to understand the peanut butter ritual, one begins 
with life, not with a jar of peanut butter. First, though, let’s have a look at the peanut 
butter in the jar. . .

Some four decades ago, Claude Levi-Strauss called for the study of ritual “in itself 
and for itself . . . in order to determine its specifi c characteristics” (Levi-Strauss 1981: 
669). Levi-Strauss’s concern was to distinguish ritual from myth, his overriding focus 
of study. He identifi ed myth with mind and thinking, and ritual with living and the 
attempt to overcome any break or interruption in the continuity of lived experience, 
the discontinuous made continuous (ibid.: 674–75). Ritual, he wrote, “turns back 
towards reality” (ibid.: 680) in that “it is not a direct response to the world, or even 
to experience of the world; it is a response to the way man thinks of the world” 
(ibid.: 681). Levi-Strauss worried that ritual commonly is confl ated with myth—
in other words, that ritual, too, becomes a repository of beliefs and representations 
connected to cultural philosophies about the world. In a more Turnerian, Geertzian, 
or, for that matter, Leachian idiom, ritual is perceived and made into a storehouse 
of symbols and scripts originating in the world outside ritual, activated within ritual 
in prescribed ways on predicated occasions, in order to inform and to somaticize 
participants with appropriate meanings and feelings related directly to their cultural 
worlds outside ritual. In Geertz’s terms, borrowed from the philosopher, Max Black, 
ritual acts as a model of and model for cultural worlds, yet never ritual in itself and 
for itself, but always ritual as representation—the hegemonic modality for the study 
of rite in anthropology. A second, powerful modality, whose logic parallels the fi rst, 
is ritual understood as functional of and functional for social order, a line of inquiry 
whose interior logic is no diff erent from that of ritual as representation. A third mo-
dality, close to the fi rst two in its logic, is ritual understood as yet another arena for 
the playing out of social, economic, and political competition and confl ict.

Th e way of thinking on ritual outlined in this chapter is not that of Levi-Strauss, 
nor does it pursue his quest for universals, yet it originates from a not entirely dis-
similar premise: if one wants to think about what ritual is in relation to itself, how it 
is put together and organized within itself, then fi rst and foremost ritual should be 
studied in its own right and not be presumed immediately to be constituted through 
representations of the sociocultural surround that give it life. William of Occam’s 
Razor is apposite here. If one is interested in ritual as phenomenon—in itself, for it-
self—then be parsimonious, fi rst exhausting what can be learned of ritual from ritual 
and only then turning to the connectivities between ritual and wider sociocultural 
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orders. Attend fi rst to what seems to exist within a particular ritual by, as Gregory 
Bateson (1977: 239) put it, declining to pay attention to other suppositions as to 
how the ritual is constituted. Nevertheless, as I indicate further on, this is not a hard 
and fast distinction but one predicated on degrees of momentary autonomy of ritual 
from social order.

Here, the Razor carves parsimoniously in the direction opposite to that which is 
near-canonical in anthropology—there, ritual is a treasure storehouse of culture and 
society, epiphenomenally shaped to refl ect and to refl ect on the latter. Th ough this 
may be so for particular rituals, it is a matter not of a priori theorizing but rather of 
the analysis of particular ritual forms (Gerholm 1988; Smith 1982). Put otherwise, 
what particular rituals are about, what they are organized to do, how they accomplish 
what they do, are all empirical questions whose prime locus of inquiry is initially 
within the rituals themselves. Th e Razor slices open vectors of studying ritual within 
itself and its doing, within its interior dynamics and practices, and not initially from 
within the wider sociocultural fi elds within which ritual is embedded. To begin the 
analysis of ritual as phenomenon in its own right, no assumptions need be made 
immediately about how sociocultural order and ritual are related, neither about the 
meaning of signs and symbols that appear within a ritual, nor about the functional 
relationships between a ritual and social order. It is the phenomenal of the ritual itself 
that is the problematic at issue—a question perhaps even more of the logos of the 
phenomenon than of the phenomenal. And, more broadly, this problematic may be 
phrased as that of the extent, if any, to which particular phenomena have degrees of 
autonomy from the worlds that create them; whether such qualities of autonomy are 
signifi cant; and, if so, what such signifi cance might be about. Th e sole way in which 
to address this problematic is to make ritual phenomena themselves the locus and 
focus of inquiry.

None of the above claims that ritual phenomena exist independently of cultural 
and social orders. But the issue is how phenomena do exist as such in the social world. 
Phenomena are thus only if they are perceived to exist. Phenomena exist because they 
are perceived to be imbued with the real. Th is immediately implies that phenomena 
have degrees of autonomous existence—in other words, though always to varying de-
grees and through various qualities, phenomena do exist in and of themselves. None-
theless, these degrees and qualities of autonomy are profound, for they seem to relate 
to what may be called the interior complexity of how phenomena are organized. In 
turn, the interior complexities of phenomena likely are related to what persons can 
do within them, and how they act on those persons.

Th is discussion continues earlier arguments intended to forgo claims to the value 
of any universal, overarching defi nition or conception of ritual (Handelman 1998, 
2006).1 No theory based on representation or functionalism can open to the tremen-
dous diversity of phenomena that are called “ritual,” and to their kinds and degrees 
of interior complexity. Yet my argument does not support a simple cultural relativism 
of ritual phenomena, aiming instead for a more comparativist perspective toward 
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the integrity of ritual phenomena as phenomenal. Nevertheless, this orientation also 
shifts from a logos of the phenomenal toward one of the phenomenon.

In general terms, I suggest thinking about ritual in its own right through two 
steps.2 Th e fi rst is to separate (to an extent, arbitrarily) the phenomenon from its 
sociocultural surround, from its “environment,” in order to analyze it in and of itself. 
Th is analysis is not an end in itself, but it is intended to be taken heuristically as far 
as one can. Th e second step is to reinsert the ritual into its surround, with the added 
knowledge of what has been learned about the ritual, taken in and of itself. Th e fi rst 
step is more phenomenological, the phenomenon existing in its own right, together 
with the attempt (necessarily impossible) to exhaust the signifi cance of its forming. 
Th e second step is more hermeneutical, including, more broadly, signifi cance and, 
more pointedly, meaning, that extend toward the phenomenon from its surround. 
Th ese steps illuminate whether—and if so, how—the ritual can be said to have its 
own interior integrity, and therefore whether it exists more as a representation of 
sociocultural order or more through its own autonomy from such order. In turn, 
this may clarify how the ritual as phenomenon relates to sociocultural order, without 
necessarily slipping into an inherently functionalist understanding.3 Consider these 
steps as a thought experiment, one that requires the suspension of disbelief—the 
anthropological disbelief that aspects of ritual may be understood with value, apart 
from their cultural and contextual positioning.

Toward Ritual as Self-Organization

It is self-evident that the phenomenal world is constituted by phenomena that are 
culturally perceived, if not socially composed. It is less a truism to say that social phe-
nomena are made to have, or to acquire, diff erent kinds and degrees of complexity 
within themselves and in relation to their surrounds or environments. Emphasizing 
the existential “within-ness” of phenomena points to their irreducibility to the in-
tentions and desires of their makers or shapers. It is essential to underscore here that 
though phenomena are of course breakable, they are never reducible without do-
ing violence to their self-constitution. Fragmenting phenomena leave traces of their 
self-constitution, but their reduction erases even these. Social phenomena exist as 
phenomena, and so they exist in their own right, however fragile and transient this 
existence may be. Social phenomena, then, have self-integrity, with its intimations of 
integration. But self-integrity, the interior capacity of phenomena to sustain them-
selves, varies in kind and degree.

What I am calling “ritual,” however loosely, is treated here as a class of phenomena 
whose forms, in greatly diff ering kind and degree, are characterized by interior com-
plexity, self-integrity, and irreducibility to agent and environment. Th inking of ritual 
in this way is attempting to recover aspects of its phenomenality, yet doing so in the 
domain of the micro, the domain in which ritual phenomena are practiced into their 
phenomenality. Th is is important because the ideas I am using here parallel to some 
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extent macro-domain discourses—called, variously, autopoiesis, synergetics (Haken 
1993; Knyazeva 2003), complexity theory (Turner 1997), self-organization, and so 
forth—coming from the physical and biological sciences but resonating or made to 
resonate, if somewhat crudely, with “social systems.” Th e distinction here between 
ritual as a micro-domain of organization and the macro-domains of social systems is 
crucial, because the claims I make for the organization of micro-level phenomena dif-
fer markedly from the requirements needed to think about macro-domain systemics.4

Perhaps the most elementary premise informing all approaches to self-organiza-
tion is that this is possible only when whatever is being organized is self-referential or 
self-refl exive (Baecker 2001)—in other words, when whatever is organizing begins to 
put itself into its own organizing, so that whatever is organized until then infl uences 
whatever continues to be organized. Autopoiesis, for example (the term, coined by 
the biologist Humberto Maturana, literally means “self-making”), refers to dynamics 
through which “realities” come into existence “only through interactive processes 
determined solely by the organism’s own organization” (Hayles 1999: 138). In my 
terms, the phenomenon organizes (to varying degrees) the phenomenon. If auto-
poietic relationships become fully systemic, the system self-reproduces: “it produces 
the components that produce it” (Bailey 1997: 86). In terms of ritual, one may ar-
gue—again, always in degrees—that a ritual produces the persons that will produce 
the ritual as that ritual that produces them (see Hayles 1999: 139). Th us, social auto-
poiesis or self-organization generates degrees of autonomy of the social phenomenon 
from its social surround (Mingers 2002: 294). As such, the integrity of the phenom-
enon—the practices that hold it together—derives degrees from within itself and less 
from its social surround. In relation to social phenomena, I emphasize the subjunc-
tive character of this condition. Nonetheless, some social phenomena, some rituals, 
likely approach this tightly knit condition of becoming. A very tight fi t between self-
production and the transformed self is exemplifi ed by Piroska Nagy’s (2005) concep-
tion of intimate ritual within medieval religious weepers, which I will discuss further 
on. Bruce Kapferer’s (1997) analysis of the Sinhalese Suniyama exorcism as a virtuality 
is an instance of a high degree of self-integrity and self-organization in ritual.

Self-reference entails making a distinction (Kauff man 1987: 53), in the simplest 
yet critical instance for this discussion, a distinction that the self-referential phenom-
enon makes between itself, through the very practice of self-referencing, and what I 
am calling its environment or social surround. Niklas Luhmann (1997) argues that 
self-referential distinctions, such as those the phenomenon makes between itself and 
its social surround, are reintroduced within the phenomenon itself, as integral to its 
self-organizing properties (see also King and Th ornhill 2003).5 Th en the social phe-
nomenon may be said to “look” inward in order to “look” outward, and to re-enter its 
surround from within itself. In another terminology, the social phenomenon includes 
the other or otherness within itself—both diff erentiating itself from and relating to 
this. Again, this is a matter of degree, shifting between the possibilities of the other as 
representation and the other as the emerging grounds for the transformation of being 
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within ritual. Th is is what enables some rituals (which I will call more complex in 
their organization) to act on their social surround: in the very practice of separating 
itself from its social surround, the ritual contains the surround, thereby acting on the 
surround through what is done within the ritual. Kapferer’s conception of virtuality, 
for example, through which the creation of cosmos from within itself emerges during 
the Sinhalese Suniyama exorcism, speaks directly to these issues (Kapferer 1997).

I suggest, then, that within ritual forms, autopoietic qualities of self-organization 
and qualities of complexity go hand in hand. Perhaps the greater the degree of inte-
rior complexity within a ritual, the greater will be its tendency to self-organize. And, 
so, the greater the tendency for self-organizing, the greater the capacity of the ritual 
for temporary autonomy from its sociocultural surround. Th en, one step further, the 
greater this relative autonomy, the greater the capacity of the ritual to interiorize the 
distinction between itself and its surround and so to act on the latter from within 
itself, through the dynamics of the ritual design. Numerous case studies (see, for ex-
ample, Handelman and Lindquist 2004) demonstrate that many rituals have within 
themselves the intentionality to change one or more of their participants through the 
very practice of ritual designs.

Topology (in a loose, nonmathematical sense) is relevant here because of its con-
cern with form as self-connectivity (McNeil 2004). Th e topological movement from 
lesser to greater self-organization can be likened to that from a straight line to that 
of a curve, though in social terms it may be more advantageous to speak entirely of 
degrees of curvature. Th e less the tendency of a ritual to self-organization, the more 
its interior operation is akin to a straight line, a “line,” moreover, that continues 
from and is continuous with its sociocultural surround, its existence dependent on 
representing the latter. Such ritual derives directly from its surround, hence its linear 
relationship to the latter and, too, the lesser complexity of its interior organization.6 
Here “map” is close to, almost isomorphic with, “territory.” By contrast, the more 
the tendency of a ritual toward self-organization, the more its interior organization 
is akin to curving that arcs away from the immediate embrace of its sociocultural 
surround and moves toward self-enclosing and increasing self-integrity.

Th e self-referencing existence of cultural forms, their degree of self-organizing and 
self-integrity, is intimately related to issues of recursion. Bateson gives a simple phys-
ical example of recursion: a smoke ring, a torus, turning in upon itself, giving itself a 
separable existence. “It is, after all,” writes Bateson (1977: 246), “made up of nothing 
but air marked with a little smoke. It is of the same substance with its ‘environment.’ 
But it has duration and location and a certain degree of separation by virtue of its 
own in-turned motion.” Th is torus is an in-curving form containing the beginning of 
elementary self-referencing, the hallmark of integrity, and so of self-organizing, itself 
existing through recursion (on the movements that characterize the mathematical 
form known as the torus, see McNeil 2004: 19–25).

Th e social torus is constituted through a double movement: curving inwards, 
torqueing outwards, through form recognizing itself within itself, and on the basis of 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license. 
https://doi.org/10.3167/9781789208542. Not for resale.



70 | moebius anthropology

this self-integrity moving outwards, driving into broader cosmic and social worlds.7 
Th is double movement, inwards and outwards, is crucial to the existence of any social 
form containing within itself the potential for self-organizing, the propensity for the 
forming of diff erence within itself and for exfoliating this, twisting it back into the 
broader sociocultural surround.8 Th e double movement—simultaneously curving to-
ward closure and twisting toward openness—baldly describes ritual in its own right, 
separable yet inseparable from its surround. As separable, ritual can be examined as 
such. As inseparable, ritual twists back into relations with the broader worlds within 
which it is embedded and from which it takes form.9

Th rough their self-curvature, social forms, enclosing themselves within them-
selves as vectors of action, give themselves intentionality, organization, depth, and 
direction—in other words, shape.10 Recursivity in a sense gives to itself a push, a 
phusis (Castoriades 1997: 331), toward completing what has been set in movement—
these are the pulling qualities of propensity embedded in self-organization. No social 
form has the autonomous existence of absolute diff erence, yet without minimal self-
propelling diff erence, no social form exists as it does, for whatever duration, under 
whatever conditions. Th is propensity to self-organization is present in the most mun-
dane of everyday behavior and interaction. Studying face-to-face interaction, I was 
struck by how, whenever two or more persons began to interact, the double move-
ment of curving toward closure and twisting toward openness came into existence, 
taking phenomenal shape. I coined the adage that in social interaction between two 
persons, one plus one never equaled two. Persons interacting were never the sum of 
their parts, since their interacting was mediated by the emergence of ephemeral, or-
ganizing forms whose duration was that of the interaction itself and whose emergent 
structures infl uenced the character of interaction as it emerged. Reshaping Erving 
Goff man’s (1961) concept, I called these transient, yet continually present, emergent 
forms “encounters” (Handelman 1973, 1977; see the Epilogue to this volume for 
further discussion of the encounter).11

Important again is the double movement—of an everyday encounter emerging 
into phenomenal form, curving toward self-closure, toward some degree of self-
organization, however momentary, however transient, separating itself temporarily 
from the social fi eld, existing in its own right, then ending, twisting back, torqueing 
into broader social fi elds, dissipating, its character infl uencing encounters to come. 
Interpersonal encounters have self-organizing propensities. In mundane life these 
properties are often emergent phenomena of interaction as it is occurring. Th ough 
these properties diff er vastly in their degrees of complexity, they curve recursively as 
they emerge, shaping the ongoing interaction. Self-organizing phenomenal forms 
have variable capacities to generate new aspects of themselves, during their activity. 
Even in highly rule-governed contexts, social interaction contains the potential to 
generate creativity, which may (or may not) become part of the curve toward phe-
nomenal self-closure.12 Social form is always in movement within itself. Luhmann 
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(1999: 19) writes that “form is the simultaneity of sequentiality,” the compression 
of its dynamics. Form exists through its dynamics of self-forming and dissipation.

Forming form—phenomenal form emerging through practice—does not neces-
sitate any principled distinction between mundane living and ritual (Handelman 
1979). Both domains exist through the forming through practice of temporary, in-
teractive social units—of whatever duration, space, and signifi cance—that rejoin the 
sociocultural fi elds from which they emerge. Th e signal diff erence between mundane 
encounters and ritual may be more in how they self-organize and less in any me-
ta-defi nition of sameness and diff erence from which all else follows—a position that 
still dominates attempts in anthropology to defi ne ritual.

Th e phrasing of this chapter addresses ritual as a curving toward self-closure and 
self-organization, and as whatever depth and innerness this enclosing opens. Wit-
ness the insistence of so many rituals that they go elsewhere, elsewhen, within and 
through themselves. Th e movement from the line to the curve is that of conditions 
of self-organization. Curving, the line becomes self-referential, opening space, ac-
quiring depth. In relating to itself, the curve organizes itself in terms of itself, thereby 
enabling its existential and phenomenal self-organization as diff erent from whatever 
exists outside the curve, while including this distinction within its own self-referen-
tiality. As Bateson (1977: 242) implies, phenomenal forms “survive through time 
only if they are recursive. Th ey ‘survive’—i.e., literally live upon themselves—and some 
survive longer than others.” In these terms, sociocultural phenomena diff er in the 
resources they have to live on, within themselves. When self-organization becomes 
highly complex, a ritual has more to live on, or rather, to live through, and we may 
speak, rightly so, of a separate world of causation and action, one in which, perhaps, 
all tenses exist simultaneously within self-same space.13

Th ese thoughts on phenomena as inwardly curving self-enclosures resonate with 
Deleuze’s interpretation of Leibniz’s “fold.” Th e fold may be conceptualized as the 
forming of a pocket of social action, as a folding in of movements of living, articu-
lating persons within these curving self-enclosures in certain ways, not in others. As 
it curves, the fold or pocket opens the depths of time/space when/where no opening 
had existed a moment before. Th e opening itself is a curving of time/space, since 
the movement of living is neither stopped nor blocked, but shifted into itself, en-
folded, reorganized, and thereby made diff erent—minimally, partially, utterly—from 
the movements of whose courses the opening is but a moment. Th e fold or pocket 
infl ects and involutes (Deleuze 1993: 14–26), entailing variable and varying degrees 
of self-organization, the autopoietic propensity that follows from the self-closing that 
is the curve. Yet the pocket is partial because the fold twists back, torqueing into 
the movements of living, refolding again in similar and dissimilar ways. Th e fold 
curves recursively because its forming is anti-Cartesian, turning over and upending 
the monothetic, and so resonating with many of the traditional and tribal rituals for 
which we have substantive ethnographic evidence.
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Th is is no small matter, since numerous indigenous claims and exegeses insist that 
ritual does something—often transformative, temporarily, permanently—to cosmos, 
to participants. Th e doing of transformation through ritual requires curvature, the 
opening of time/space within which cause and eff ect can be joined self-referentially, 
such that each embeds knowledge of its relation to the other, thereby together in-
fl uencing one another recursively in predictive, controlled ways. Cause and eff ect 
fi nd one another through self-referentiality. To do controlled transformation, a ritual 
form must “know” it is doing this, in order to recognize change as both property and 
product of its operation. Curvature creates the existential knowledge of what it is 
that is curving, as distinct from whatever realities the curve emerges from and returns 
into. Moreover, curvature creates the existential knowledge of how what it is that is 
curving is changing as it is curving; so that, for example, more interiorly complex 
ritual is continuously becoming other to its-self as it is practiced, since it necessarily is 
changing in relation to its-self.

Folding, curvature, recursivity, self-referentiality, all are elemental to the idea 
that some forms of ritual must be separated from the sociocultural orders that create 
them, and thereby that these ritual forms temporarily are made autonomous of these 
surrounds. Th is was an implicit insight of Van Gennep and Victor Turner on rites 
de passage as the organization of social and self-transformation. Liminality is a time/
space of curvature, of renewal, rebirth, resurgence, reshaping, remaking, and so forth. 
But liminality also is the folding of time/space into itself, such that whatever en-
ters, wherever, is made to relate to itself diff erently, coming out elsewhere, otherwise. 
Nonetheless, as noted, we should never forget that the relationship of lineality~cur-
vature always is relative; thus degrees of curvature, degrees of lineality, are ratios of 
self-knowledge and self-organization of and within ritual forms.

Claims coming from anthropology often weigh in from extremes: arguing on the 
one hand that if ritual does something, then either this is done through represen-
tations within ritual of the broader sociocultural order, enabling ritual to refl ect or 
radiate how values, ideals, and relationships should be shaped and resolved, symbol-
ically, functionally; or, on the other, that ritual is organized to act directly, causally, 
on sociocultural order. Both positions are valid, since each is related to the kinds and 
degrees of self-closure of a given ritual. From this perspective, ritual becomes the 
self-organizing of kinds and degrees of closure and their consequences. Th erefore, 
variation in parameters of self-organizing should be sought and explored within any 
given ritual. Th ese parameters also become one guideline for a comparative study of 
ritual that focuses on ritual form and its doings.

Th e above points to the error in thinking that a singular conceptualization or defi -
nition of ritual can encompass, let alone index, all “ritual” phenomena. Th ough all so-
cial phenomena are interactive and so have some degree of curving self-closure, varying 
from the nearly fl at to the near autopoietic, their variations in self-organization relate, 
as Bateson commented, to the degrees of self-sustainability of sociocultural forms in 
their surrounds. I relate these variations in self-organization to the capacity of rituals 
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to make diff erence or change occur through their own operations. Put simply, the 
more a ritual curves into the foldedness of self-closure, the greater its self-organizing 
and self-sustaining capacity. And, so, the greater is the ritual’s capacity to eff ect dif-
ference or change through its operations. Th en, the more distinctive is the ritual’s 
torqueing back into social order.

Th is discussion points to an experimental moment in the study of ritual, one that 
asks what, if anything, can be discovered about the operation of ritual in relation to 
itself, rather than worrying immediately about the truth-value of this exercise. Th e 
truth-value of this experimental moment is never complete without the second part 
of the movement, ritual’s twisting back, torqueing into sociocultural order. None-
theless, scholars who insist that canons of scientifi c validity and its truth-claims are 
always at the forefront of brainstorming are unlikely to respond with any enthusiasm 
to this exercise. Ritual in its own right is not an end in itself but rather a perspective, 
a way of inquiring into ritual forms, into how rituals are put together, into whether, 
how, and to what degree such in-turning compositions have self-integrity. Rather 
than, “anything goes,” as Feyerabend (1978: 28) put it, one can say that what goes 
around, if it comes around, does so with diff erence. What comes around, then, is 
more toroidal than spheroidal.

Beginning with ritual in its own right turns the canonical study of ritual on its 
head, since it obviates representation. Th at is, the gambit of ritual in its own right 
does away with the entire thrust of models of and models for, including the reign of 
the symbolic as symbolic of, and the functional as functional for. Th e gambit nullify-
ing representation also does away with this as an inherent (and oft-thought suffi  cient) 
condition for the existence of ritual phenomena (see, e.g., Bloch 1992; Geertz 1980). 
Th is obviation of the necessity of representation includes the idea that ritual should 
be cultural self-narration (Geertz 1973) or that it must be a working out of social 
relations (Gluckman 1962). Instead, I am arguing that a radical way through which 
to learn of the relationship of ritual to social order is to examine fi rst and foremost 
what, if anything, can be gleaned about a given ritual in relation to itself. Th e initial 
intention is to explain ritual more as phenomenon, as form, and less so as social order. 
Th erefore, my premise is one of the a-representativity of ritual phenomena, a position 
neither pro- nor anti-representation.

Th e degree to which the interior organization (and therefore dynamics) of par-
ticular ritual forms are dependent on their representation of sociocultural order 
becomes an issue for study. From the perspective of particular ritual forms, it is 
social order that may be perceived as radically other rather than as continuous with 
these rites (de Coppet 1990). Or, from Kapferer’s perspective, the virtual has the po-
tential to generate all possibilities that a ritual is capable of actualizing in particular 
conditions of practice, including its generation of the sociocultural surround.14 So, 
too, the way opens to considering whether a particular ritual form has self-organizing 
qualities. If a particular ritual form has only minimal self-organizing properties, 
then in such instances the defi nitiveness of the distinction between ritual and 
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not-ritual may turn out to be irrelevant (de Coppet 1992: 2–3), or at least much 
less defi nitive.

Th inking on Ritual in Its Own Right

To amplify the above discussion, I discuss three ethnographic instances, adding prac-
tice to my argument for the theoretical value of learning about ritual through ritual. 
Each instance is discussed in terms of the two dynamics raised earlier: the degree 
of self-closure in the rite, and its twisting back and torqueing into social order. In 
my understanding, the fi rst instance discussed has hardly any self-closure or ten-
dency toward self-organization, and so has little or no twisting back; the second has 
self-closure coming into existence, but this is not sustainable, and one cannot quite 
speak of its twisting back; the third has complex curvature, the highest degree of self-
closure and tendency toward self-organization, and undoubtedly twists back, power-
fully torqueing into social order. Th ese two dynamics correspond to the two method-
ological steps outlined previously: fi rst, separating the ethnography of the ritual from 
its social surround in order to discuss it in its own right, and, second, re-embedding 
the ritual in social order.

Minimal Self-Closure: Maria Antonia Crosses the Rhine

Th e fi rst instance, from eighteenth-century Europe, is that of Maria Antonia, the 
fourteen-year-old daughter of Austrian Empress Maria Th eresa, on her way to France 
to wed the Dauphin, the future king, Louis XVI. Stopping at the Rhine, she was 
turned from an Austrian princess into a French one. Th is exchange of one identity for 
another had been preceded by intensive pedagogy at the Austrian court: instruction 
to perfect her French; lessons in deportment and appearance suitable to Versailles; 
changes in hairstyle; learning the latest minuets and fashionable card games; practic-
ing the variety of bows and curtseys required by court etiquette; discussing matters 
of state and polity, and so on. A series of rituals had been practiced, including the 
French ambassador’s state entry into Vienna, Maria Antonia’s renunciation of all her 
hereditary rights, and her marriage by proxy to the French Dauphin (Haslip 1987: 
4–8).

Her exchange of identity took place in a pavilion on an uninhabited island in 
the Rhine. Th e pavilion had fi ve rooms, two facing east (toward Austria), two facing 
west (toward France), and in the middle a large hall where she was to be given over 
to France. Prior to this, Maria Antonia shed her Austrian garments and was redressed 

in the embroidered shifts and petticoats of her French trousseau, the silk 
stockings from Lyons, the diamond-buckled shoes from the court shoe-
maker of Versailles. Her Austrian attendants, many of whom she had 
known from childhood, came forward to bid her a last tearful goodbye. . . 
As formally as in a minuet, in which every gesture had been carefully 
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rehearsed, Marie Antoinette was now handed over to her new country. 
Prince Starhemberg led her up to a raised dais in the central hall, in front 
of which was a long table representing the symbolic frontier between 
France and Germany. Here waiting for her were the French envoys with 
the offi  cial documents. (Haslip 1987: 9–10)

In France, Marie Antoinette was married again, and entered into a series of rituals 
in which she was continually on display, in accordance with the etiquette of Versailles. 
Architectonically, Versailles embodied the king, and Marin (referring to Louis XIV) 
describes the topography as a “perfect simulacrum” of his portrait (1991: 180–81). 
In a sense, then, these rituals were practiced within the encompassing body of the 
king, the simulacrum fully continuous and perhaps isomorphic with its surround. 
Th e rituals of display were continuous with their surround. Th ese rituals included the 
royal card game, the wedding banquet (held in a new theatre), and the levee—Marie 
Antoinette’s daily rising from bed through acts of dressing in which every piece of 
clothing proff ered her indexed the (changing) status and prestige of the performer. 
Th e levee of the king was even more complicated in the number and variety of cat-
egories of person who had roles to play in his getting up from and going to bed. 
Th ese and other royal rituals of etiquette were the stuff  of court life, ongoing arenas 
for competition over status in which the slightest fl uctuation in value was registered 
immediately by the participants (Elias 1983: 78–116).

Th e interior organization of the fold in mid-Rhine leads not more deeply into 
itself but immediately outside, toward the courts organizing this formal exchange. 
Th ere is no double movement of curving interiorly and torqueing anteriorly in this 
rite of exchanging the archduchess for the dauphine. One act leads additively to the 
next, then to the next, and so on. Th e curvature of this pocket is nearly fl at, its trajec-
tory shallow, barely recursive, forging forward into the next ritual display, and then 
the one after, and the one after that. Th e princess is entirely a vehicle of the symbolic, 
exchanging one set of representations for another. Th e persona of an Austrian prin-
cess is exchanged for that of a French one.

Despite the intricacy of protocol, the demeanor of personae, the multivocal sym-
bolism of dress, and the political maneuvering, the ritual in mid-Rhine has no self-
organizing properties. Th e ritual lacks complexity in relation to itself. In its entirety, 
this ritual (and all the others of the series, perhaps with the exception of the marriage 
rite) is lineally continuous with royal social order on each side of the river and refl ects 
this in its transfer of representations from one authority to another. Th e signifi cance 
of this ritual is wholly in its representations, as symbolic of the social orders that gave 
it shape: a model of courtly form, a model for courtly form. Th is is clear when the rite 
is reinserted analytically within social order.

Th e ritual in mid-Rhine was isomorphic with the organization of court life out-
side the rite. Th e ritual was another piece of the broader social matrix and was not 
divisible from this. Th e action within the ritual was entirely a manifestation of the 
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patterning of court life. Here, ritual in its own right tells us that Maria Antonia’s 
change of persona did not exist in its own right. Th ere likely was no experiencing 
from the world within the rite of the world without as radically diff erent (Foucault 
1993: 59)—as I would expect to be the case in rituals with more powerful proper-
ties of self-organization. In this instance, the distinction itself between ritual and 
not-ritual may be irrelevant, since both domains were organized according to the 
same principles of formal demeanor and deference, and to the centrality of public, 
privileged gaze.

Curving toward Self-Closure: Th e Dancing Regiment

Th e second instance provides a sense of how a curvature of social autopoiesis can 
come into existence, since the instance—one of dance—practices curving self-
closure metonymically, through its own movement. Th e dance is that of a regiment 
in eighteenth-century Geneva, observed by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Members of a 
local regiment, on completing their exercises, ate together as companies. Most then 
gathered in a nearby square “and started dancing all together, offi  cers and soldiers, 
around the fountain [in the square], to the basin of which the drummers, the fi fers, 
and the torch bearers had mounted . . . the harmony of fi ve or six hundred men in 
uniform, holding one another by the hand and forming a long ribbon which wound 
around, serpent-like, in cadence and without confusion, with countless turns and 
returns, countless sorts of fi gured evolutions . . . the sound of the drums, the glare 
of the torches . . . all of this created a very lively sensation” (Rousseau 1982: 135). It 
was late, the women had retired. Yet soon the windows fi lled with female spectators, 
and then women came out, the wives to their husbands, the servants with wine, 
the children half-clothed, running between their parents. Th e dance was suspended 
and, instead, embraces, laughs, well-wishes, caresses—a mood of “universal gaiety”—
prevailed. Rousseau’s father, trembling with feeling, embraced him, saying, “Jean-
Jacques, love your country. Do you see these good Genevans? Th ey are all friends, 
they are all brothers; joy and concord reign in their midst.” Rousseau commented 
that he himself still felt this trembling feeling, continuing, “Th ey wanted to pick up 
the dance again, but it was impossible; they did not know what they were doing any 
more; all heads were spinning with a drunkenness sweeter than that of wine. [Later] 
they had to part, each withdrawing peaceably with his family” (ibid.: 135–36).

Ritual in its own right notes that in this instance the opening of time/space im-
mediately curves, the serpentine line of dancers, offi  cers and men together, holding 
hands, stepping in unison, winding round, through countless turns and returns, to 
the beat of drums, the puff  of fi fes. Th e ritual curves further and further into self-
closure, into self-reference, organizing itself over and again through its practice. Th e 
more the ritual curves, the deeper its self-enfolding. Th e self-organization of this 
pocket taking shape through movement is more complex than it appears on its mo-
bile surface. Th is little world exists through rhythm, and rhythm depends on tempo. 
Tempo organizes the dancers, enabling them to exist together through rhythm (You 
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1994: 362). Th e aesthetic recurrence of rhythmicity and its movement generate their 
own time/space. Eff ectively, the dancers and musicians momentarily existed in their 
own ritual reality, quite autonomous of the immediate surround.

By contrast, the transfer of Maria Antonia according to protocol, from one phase 
to the next, is more lineally additive than transformative. However, the organizing 
tempo and rhythm of the regimental dance contain within their forming the propen-
sity to fold. Th e curvature curves recursively through itself, forming the fold that is 
the curve enfolding its curvature. Time/space becomes more that of the fold, rather 
than a representation of the wider world. Th e winding shaping of this enfolding 
takes form in relation to the habitat of the square, the positioning of its fountain and 
that of the musicians.15 Without leaving the interior of this rite, we can say that the 
dancers, though in uniform, likely were in more of an egalitarian relationship to one 
another than they were in the regiment outside of the dance. Th e men were doing 
what McNeill (1995: 2) calls “muscular bonding”—“the euphoric fellow feeling that 
prolonged and rhythmic muscular movement arouses among nearly all participants 
in such exercises”—though to discuss this further requires more information than the 
rite in itself supplies.

I underscore that in Rousseau’s description of this rite, the double movement of 
curving self-closure and torqueing into exteriority was present to a degree. However, 
the dance roused unanticipated, emergent action from its social surround. Th e wom-
enfolk, initially spectators, rushed from their homes to embrace their menfolk. Th e 
self-sustaining fold of the dance did not withstand the social surround torqueing into 
the dancers: the uni-form regiment turned into a multitude of family groups, a mi-
crocosm of a family-based order, and the harmonics of the euphoric bonding of the 
fi ghting men passed into the family groups (witness also the responses of Rousseau 
and his father).16

Given Rousseau’s description, this is about as far as one can go in discussing the 
dancing of the regiment as a ritual in its own right. Here, the movement of social life 
suddenly (perhaps spontaneously) forms into a powerful self-enclosing curve, a fold 
self-organizing and augmenting the rhythm and harmonics of muscular bonding. 
Th e second step, re-embedding the ritual into the broader surround, implicates other 
aspects of this event, though without radically altering the rudimentary analysis I 
have off ered of the ritual in relation to itself.

In keeping with this second step, Rousseau wrote that, previous to the dance, the 
soldiers had done their exercises and then had supped together in companies. Th e 
sequencing is signifi cant, since the dance may have been the emergent property of 
the men drilling and eating together. By the sixteenth century in Europe, drilling 
organized soldiers in systems, and the maneuver, called the “countermarch” by the 
Dutch, turned a body of men with fi rearms into “a unit of continuous production” 
(Feld 1975: 424–25), one that folded and self-organized into a group that fi red con-
tinuously—one that, in its own way, danced continuously to the rhythm of serried 
ranks in movement from front to back, to the tempo of fi rearms discharging.
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Th e men who danced as a regiment knew the steps, the music, and how to syn-
chronize these, but the dancing at that time and place has the sense of a spontaneous 
celebration and self-organization of the feelings aroused by drilling and eating to-
gether, sustainable for a time through its own propensity to fold recursively (just as 
drilling instilled). McNeill (1995: 8) argues that drilling together produces boundary 
loss in the individual and a collective feeling of oneness. Eating together undoubtedly 
enhances such collective feelings, harmonizing people’s interiors in concert. Sliding 
into dance changed the geometries, the topologies of movement of the preceding 
practices. Th e dancers joined to one another through the folding, fl owing currents of 
rhythmic movement, synchronization, direction, entering further into the relation-
ship between exterior and interior of individual and collectivity opened by drilling 
and eating together. Th e fragmenting of the dance by kin torqued the dancers back 
into the broader surround, into their families, into another topology through which 
the military practiced exteriority against the enemy in order to protect the interiority 
of family units, the core of societal reproduction.

Self-Closure and Complexity: Slovene Pig-Sticking (Furez)

Th e third instance, pig-sticking on Slovene farmsteads, demonstrates that greater cur-
vature increases the self-organizing complexity of ritual and, furthermore, radically 
alters what ritual can do, in its own right. I use Robert Minnich’s rich ethnography 
to discuss further ritual in relation to itself and then re-embedding ritual in its socio-
cultural surround.

Th e rite of pig-sticking (Furez) is the day on the Slovene farmstead when pigs are 
killed and made into sausage and other pork products. Th e head of the household 
(gospodar) invites a “head butcher” and others who will participate in the killing and 
prepare the meat. Arriving in early morning, the “guest” butchers assemble around 
the kitchen table together with the gospodar. Th e head butcher takes the gospodar’s 
seat at the head of the table, also giving the gospodar’s wife, the gospodinja, any special 
instructions he may have. Th e mood during the small breakfast is quiet, subdued, sol-
emn, as it is among the women in the kitchen. Th e head butcher says a prayer, crosses 
himself, and takes out his dagger-like “sticking knife,” kept separate from his other 
blades and used only for killing pigs. Th e knife is thought to have its own powers 
and to do the killing, rather than the one who wields it (Minnich 1979: 187, 190).

Th e head butcher takes the pig out of the sty, and the others pin it down. Th e 
women retreat into the house. Uttering, “with God’s help,” the head butcher thrusts 
the knife into the pig’s jugular vein, stabbing the heart. Th e head butcher may then 
etch a cross in blood below the neck (ibid.: 111). Until the pig is dead, there is tense 
silence among the butchers. Before the butchering begins, or before the carcass is 
taken into the house, it is blessed, sprinkled with holy water at the threshold of the 
house, or sprinkled with blessed salt by the gospodinja. Th e body then is convert-
ible for human consumption (ibid.: 114). Usually, both skinning and butchering are 
done outside, and once these tasks are completed, the body parts are taken inside, 
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where the butchers take over space, though not in the kitchen. Many of the particular 
cuts of meat and the cured products from the Furez are designated especially for par-
ticular meals, ritual and other, throughout the calendar year of the household. Th ese 
Slovenes say: “Each limb [of the pig] has its own nameday” (ibid.: 107).

With the body parts inside the home, the mood of the participants changes acutely, 
from withdrawn solemnity to sociability, joking, fun. After a jovial midday meal, the 
butchers make sausages: raw sausage for smoking, blood sausage, and klobasa, the meat 
sausage. Th ey shape the fi rst klobasa as a gigantic phallus, or as a double-segment circu-
lar sausage with a third segment attached and protruding through the circle, a pointed 
sign of sexual intercourse (ibid.: 117). Either a butcher brings the phallus into the 
kitchen or the gospodinja comes to take it. In their separate work areas, the men and 
women continue their ribald joking about this sausage, which remains unnamed.

As night falls, with the sausage-making and cooking completed, people arrive 
for the Furez supper. Th e guests include neighbors, kin, and the wives and children 
of the butchers. Th e table is decked in white, the best service is used, and seats of 
honor are given to the eldest present. Th e gospodar returns to prominence through 
his speechmaking. Th e meal itself is huge and lengthy, with many diff erent sausages, 
cuts of pork, other dishes, and wine and brandy. Afterwards, the participants dance 
and sing, even until dawn.

Th e Rite in Its Own Right

Th ese are the bare bones of the event. Most evident is the event’s lineal sequencing. If 
we go by activity and mood, there are three segments. In the fi rst, solemnity and re-
ligiosity prevail before and during the killing, and during the skinning and slicing up 
of the carcass, throughout all of which the head butcher displaces the gospodar. Th e 
second consists of bringing the body parts inside the home, with the subsequent sau-
sage-making by the men and cooking by the women. Th is segment is characterized 
by fun, ribaldry, sexual joking, degrees of embarrassment, and greater sociability. Th e 
third is the festive meal—lengthy, convivial, replete with speeches by the reinstated 
gospodar and talk, stories, music, and song—embracing many guests.

Th e segments must take place in the lineal order they do. Th e pig cannot be killed 
before the guest butchers arrive and make their preparations. Th e body parts must 
not be taken inside the house before being blessed. Joking should not occur before 
sausage-making begins. Th e festive meal cannot be held until all of the pork products 
are ready and additional guests arrive. Each segment corresponds to periods of the 
day—morning, afternoon, evening.17 Each segment has its own high point: in the 
fi rst, the killing of the pig; in the second, the phallus-like klobasa made of the pig’s in-
testine; in the third, the high conviviality of numerous people, many from outside the 
farmstead, joining together. Th e high degree of curving self-closure is immediately 
evident. Th e pig returns, but diff erent, consecrated, sexualized. Th e butchers return, 
but diff erent, their solemnity transformed into jovial ribaldry. Th e women return; 
the home returns. Th e second segment is a recurving of the fi rst, and so forth. Each 
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recursion increases the propensity of folding the rite deeper and more fully into itself, 
making it more complex, more a ritual existing phenomenally in relation to itself.18

In sequence, the three segments also have a sense of climax embedded within their 
movement. A high degree of recursion enables transformation. Th e movement may 
be glossed as that of death into procreation, procreation into an extended familial 
order, the fruits of procreation feasting on the death that promises life for the living. 
Th e segments are not modular (as those involving Maria Antonia were, to a high 
degree), in that their order cannot be switched about without utterly altering the in-
tegrity of the occasion’s recursive folding. On the basis of what we know so far, there 
is an internal logic to the propensity of the temporal sequencing, one that appears 
lineal (segment moving to segment) yet that is self-closing. Th e movement of the se-
quencing is a widening gyre, taking off  from the death of the pig and fl owing around 
the farmstead, momentarily changing its interior and its relationship to its exterior. 
Th e farmstead is folded into itself but comes out somewhere else.

Th is is evident in analyzing movement through space, especially that between the 
interior and exterior of the farmstead. Th e household invites outsiders inside. Th e 
guest butchers enter farmstead and home, eating breakfast together, the head butcher 
displacing the gospodar, who, as Minnich comments, becomes a guest in his own 
home. Th e border—the distinction between interior and environment, in Luhmann’s 
terms—between the farmstead and its exterior is stretched into the inside, into the 
home, especially by the head butcher, who is an analogue of the exterior plane of this 
border. Exterior becomes interior, a fold opening and containing this diff erent order 
of things as its dynamics. Furthermore, the head butcher, the exterior made interior, 
moves toward the pig and its destruction. Yet on the basis of ritual in its own right, we 
cannot say anything directly about the pig and its possible relationship to bordering, 
since this information is lodged in the sociocultural surround of the ritual.

Nonetheless, we can say that the killing of the pig is marked by bordering signs. 
With a brief invocation, the killer crosses himself, separating himself from the pig he 
will kill. His pig-sticking knife has killing power of its own, separating it from the 
killer who wields it. Th e skinned corpse is sprinkled with blessed salt, separating it 
from what it was in life, enabling it to cross the home threshold, from outside to in-
side. All this suggests that there is something in the pig, perhaps related to its coming 
death, involving its separation from human beings. Perhaps because pig and human 
are somehow related, even intimately? When the pig, apparently associated with out-
side, comes inside, it does so in pieces. An analogue of the exterior, the pig has been 
taken apart, and it is the interiors of this analogue—especially intestines, stomach, 
blood—that come inside. Inside, the interiors of the pig are used to alter mood and 
relationships of the interior of the home.

Th e butchers coming back inside the home with the insides of the pig are not the 
same butchers who went outside to kill that pig. Th eir demeanor is diff erent, and 
deep within the home they begin the intimate work of turning the pig’s interiors 
into sustenance. Th e pig’s insides, intestines and stomach, become the container, 
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another recursive pocket within the complex fold, to be fi lled with the man-made 
mix of minced pork. Inside the home, the interior of the pig is made into the exterior 
of the sausage, shaped by the men into signs of sexuality and procreation, cooked 
by the women and later taken into the interiors of the people who will feast on it. 
One analogue of exteriority, the butchers, destroys and transforms another, the pig. 
One sign of the transformed pig, the transformed exterior (sexuality, procreation), is 
consumed and made interior by the participants, in the course of which they, too, are 
transformed. Th e self-organizing properties of Furez operate through this propensity 
of folding and enfolding the fold that continues to be folded recursively, thereby de-
stroying exteriorities that function in the everyday. Folding within folding generates 
deep interiority. Th us, this ritual fold generates itself as more autonomous of the 
everyday, becoming in its own right a specialized context for change that will twist 
back, torqueing into the everyday, eff ecting this.

Inside the home, both butchers and women are preparing pork as food. Th is com-
plementarity in work between “outside” men and “inside” women is one ground 
through which they relate to one another. Th e pig gives its interior to be made into 
a male sexual organ extruding from the outside male within the home of the inside 
female. Coming to the women, the penis is cooked, domesticated, perhaps with in-
timations of fertilization and procreation, perhaps with connotations of the “birth” 
of something else, something that will be the “off spring” of exterior within interior. 
If so, then this entire process depends upon making the domains of outside and in-
side, exterior and interior, bend and curve recursively into one another, segment into 
segment. Beginning with the coming of the guest butchers, the distinction between 
exterior and interior is enfolded, thereby self-enclosing the fold of the Furez.

What might this birthing be? We know from the ritual that the corpse of the pig 
is being made into sustenance, and that during its preparation and later as food this 
corpse is the basis for commensality, sociality, intimacy. We know that later on the 
festive supper opens the farmstead even further to outsiders, expanding in duration 
and number. Perhaps this social expansion is the birth of something else?

Everything said so far is accessible through analyzing the ritual in its own right 
and yet, more signifi cantly, is integral to that ritual, in and of itself—all this without 
deriving the ritual form and dynamics from the broader order of things, the usual 
sequence of thinking in anthropological analysis. We see that this ritual has its own 
integrity of recursive self-organization, and, as such, this ritual form may have the 
propensity (indeed the interior capacity) to accomplish something that the farmstead 
cannot do on its own. To discuss this further, I take the second step of re-embedding 
the ritual within the broader order of things, as its recursion twists back, torqueing 
into the wider society.

Th e Rite Re-embedded

Th e Slovene peasant-farmers of this region place great value on the social and eco-
nomic autonomy of their farmsteads and nuclear families. Autonomy is a bastion 
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of their identity. Farmsteads (not family lines) signify to these peasant-farmers “the 
continuity and stability of a local social and economic universe” (Minnich 1979: 64). 
Th e all-important standing of the gospodar is identifi ed with a place, the farmstead, 
his “home ground,” and not with a family line. On the front stage (though not the 
backstage) of the farmstead, the gospodar appears as the sovereign of his immediate 
family. Th e relationship between gospodars is that of equals, while a gospodar entering 
the domain of another usually becomes “guest” in relation to “host,” accepting the 
hospitality and authority of the latter.

Th ese peasant-farmers say that Furez is a special occasion practiced annually, pref-
erably close to but before Christmas. Th e Furez supper is the household’s most festive 
and richest annual meal. Th e pig is the only animal raised here for slaughter. Its 
killing is given the special name of pig-sticking, while the infrequent killing of other 
farm animals is referred to as slaughtering. Th e pig has an unusual status among these 
peasant-farmers. More than any other farm animal, the pig is involved in the daily 
routines of its keepers (ibid.: 134). Swine food commonly is prepared on the kitchen 
hearth, and there is some sharing of kinds of food among people and swine—cabbage 
and potatoes, and, in the past, millet and corn. Pigs and farm people, writes Minnich 
(1979: 143), are close associates. Yet unlike other farm animals, pigs are not given 
names, are not personalized. Moreover, pigs proff er the most prolifi c referents for 
local obscenities and sexual joking, while the most powerful rhetorical abuse refers to 
pigs and their inhuman qualities: “swine lap up and wallow in their own excrement,” 
and “sows devour their young” (ibid.: 138). On the one hand, the pig exists only to 
give its life, but on the other, only for the pig is an annual Furez held.

As a farmstead animal, the pig has a special status—close to people, distanced 
from people, the nonhuman refracting the human, its death ritualized, its fl ayed and 
dismembered corpse intimating sexuality, procreation, commensality. On the human 
side, the autonomous gospodar abdicates front-stage authority to the head butcher, a 
“stranger” to the ideologically independent farmstead. Th e gospodar thereby distances 
himself from the killing within his domain. In turn, the head butcher is distanced 
from the killing by the belief that his special dagger has the power to do the deed 
and kill. Nothing human, no one belonging to the farmstead, kills the pig. It is not 
an immaculate death, yet, moving in that direction—a death with qualities of an 
ordeal (witness the change of mood from prior to and then after the killing) in which 
the killer takes distance and the corpse is sanctifi ed. Yet what is being killed? And by 
whom? As I asked earlier, what is being birthed?

On the basis of ritual in its own right, I argued that the butchers are analogues of 
the border between exterior and interior, the border thereby stretched into the farm-
stead, into the pigsty, into the pig, into the corpse, into the home, turning outside 
into inside, emerging through the pig’s interior as the power of sexuality and procre-
ation, penetrating the kitchen, the women’s domain, there cooked into sustenance 
that sustains human beings and social relationships. Ritual in its own right identifi es 
a dynamic of curving, of self-closing, forming a fold that itself is a border reorganiz-
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ing itself with profound consequences for the farmstead. Yet if the butchers are the 
analogues of a moveable border, what is the pig, given the additional ethnography 
from the sociocultural surround?

Th e moveable border that is the butchers meets the pig. Given its cultural at-
tributes, the pig also has qualities of a living border. Th e pig is something like the 
stranger, yet positioned deep within the farmstead rather than outside it, perhaps a 
border between the human and the un-human, the human and itself, an un-human 
other living in close proximity to humans, the distinction between un-human and 
human, between selfness and otherness within the farmstead. Yet it is a border to be 
eff aced, if the pig is to die for humans so that they can become more fully human 
as social and sociable beings. As the head butcher kills the pig, one stranger destroys 
another, one (exterior) border destroys another (interior) one, opening the farmstead 
simultaneously from its outside and its inside, enabling numerous guests to move 
from the exterior to the deeply interior, toward the festive supper, and the pig to 
move toward becoming food for that repast. Th e cut-up pieces of this interior border 
(the pig), made into sausage, become the sustenance for a generative, procreative 
sociality of labor between strange men and household women, extending later in the 
day to the greater collectivity of the festive supper.

It is this opening of the farmstead— blossoming within the self-organizing time/
space of the fold, its participants interacting through the night into the new day 
through joy, fun, good spirits, and fellowship—that is being birthed. Minnich (1979: 
138–40) comments that the killing of the pig, of a close associate, is consecrated to a 
degree and has qualities of sacrifi ce (ibid.: 191), though there are diffi  culties in stating 
this baldly. Sacrifi ce destroys boundaries in order to create new ones, new forms. Kill-
ing the pig—destroying the implicit border, deeply interior within the farmstead, and 
domesticating this deep interiority that signifi es otherness, the unnamed, obscenity, 
unbridled sexuality, and yet a kind of intimacy—is done by the head butcher, the ex-
terior plane of that other, more explicit border separating the autonomous farmstead 
from social others. Th e exterior border destroys the interior border, changing both 
in the process, so that during the remainder of the fold’s time/space, neither border 
exists. As I commented, the butchers re-entering the home are not the same ones who 
went out to kill the pig. Now they are more the intimates of the home, their own 
sexuality and procreative drive more open, especially brought home through ribaldry; 
and to a degree, the women respond in kind. Butchers and women cooperate in shap-
ing sustenance from the sacrifi ce.

Th e corpse of the pig also is changed—blessed before its body parts move into the 
home. One border destroys the other, destroying itself in the process. Furthermore, 
this nullifying of borders enables whatever they excluded to fl ow together and to fi ll 
out into fruitful union. Th e gospodar—who, in his rightful standing as the head of 
the farmstead, would block these movements—stands down, stands aside, and is 
implicated neither in the killing nor in the changes in relationships within the house-
hold. Th e sustenance formed from the sacrifi ce has qualities of a sacrament, eaten 
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in various forms during the festive meal by the solidary, though more amorphous, 
collectivity of kin, neighbors, friends.

Th is re-embedded analysis may also illuminate why Furez should be practiced 
before and close to the Catholic Christmas. If the pig is a sacrifi ce eaten as sacrament 
by the autonomous farmstead, itself “reborn” as a broad, solidary community with-
out clear-cut borders and with little internal hierarchy, then in cosmic terms Furez 
resonates with Christmas as a preparation for the birth of the savior, whose sacrifi cial 
death is transformed into sacrament. I am not saying that Furez is an analogue of the 
birth and death of Christ, but I am saying that through the self-organizing closure of 
the Furez fold, one is made to resonate with the other. Prior to Christmas, the farm-
stead takes itself apart from within itself so that it is remade and delimited again, yet 
diff erently, by its exteriors turned into interiors.19

Th ese interiors become recursive pockets in the curving fold of Furez. Th at is, 
Furez itself is a fi lling—and fi llings within fi llings—of the time/space opened through 
self-organization. Th e farmstead is fi lled with strangers (the butchers); the pig is fi lled 
with itself (the pork mix stuff ed into its intestines); the home is fi lled with people 
(the guests); the people are fi lled with pork. Th e time/space of Furez is fi lled entirely 
with its own special mix. Th ese fi llings within fi llings likely would not occur without 
the erasure of boundaries, enabling diff erent substances with diff erent values to enter 
one another. Th is also is a kind of fi lling of the world, a bringing of the world into 
fullness; perhaps this echoes practices of All Hallows, All Souls, and All Saints, in the 
Christian universe, fi lling the cosmos with an entirety of its presence, awaiting the 
coming presence of Christ.20

Complexity and Self-Organization

Th e three instances discussed here begin to show how “rituals,” when treated analyt-
ically in their own right, demonstrate varying degrees of interior self-organization 
and complexity. Degrees of self-organization support the contention that the most 
complex kind of agency a ritual can have built into its design is that of making radi-
cal change through its own interior dynamics. Th e least complex is for a ritual to be 
quite continuous with the sociocultural surround, lineally refl ecting and representing 
it in manifold ways of show and tell—telling it stories about itself; showing it to itself 
from various aspects; magnifying, miniaturizing, upending, celebrating, mourning, 
and so forth. In the latter instance, the connectivity between ritual and its surround 
passes through a border that hardly distinguishes, hardly diff erentiates, between one 
and the other, since the mandate of such ritual is more that of highlighting, embel-
lishing, enhancing, and condensing than of creating diff erence and making change. 
Yet more complex agency depends upon greater curvature; curvature leads inevitably 
to self-reference and reifi cation as a relatively autonomous phenomenon or event; 
and relative autonomy leads to self-organization that activates controlled causality 
to make change. In practice, the causality of curvature is circular (Haken 1993), 
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through which distinctions such as those of “structure” and “process” are indivisible; 
through which structure as process bends through causality into itself, coming out else-
where, diff erently, re-formed. Within the complexities of increasing self-organization, 
causality is not linear.

In the instance of Maria Antonia at the Rhine, her crossing as Marie Antoinette 
was one of a lineally continuous series of events, each event a module, such that the 
addition together of the modules constituted the entire passage. One may surmise 
that though integral to a culture of royal display and elaboration, many of these mod-
ules could have been done away with, should geopolitical and other conditions have 
required this.21 Th e basic movement from Vienna to Versailles, from Maria Antonia 
to Marie Antoinette, would not have been eff ected, even if the status and esteem of 
the royal houses suff ered. In the instance of the regiment, moving into dance embod-
ied an explicit dynamic, away from the lineal into curving. Th e movement into dance 
immediately shaped some degree of more complex self-organization that sustained 
itself as distinct from its surround, if only for a short while. Of the three cases, Furez 
demonstrates that when a program for radical change is integral to ritual design, the 
ritual will be self-organizing to a high degree and relatively autonomous from its 
surround. Th ese three instances suggest that studying ritual in its own right may be a 
useful strategy for thinking on ritual, one quite distinct from those usually encoun-
tered in anthropology and cognate disciplines, and in these terms opening toward a 
more comparative study of the phenomenality of ritual that is committed neither to 
the pursuit of universal defi nitions of ritual nor to cultural relativism.

Must Ritual Be Social?

Understandably, one would think, the social is the heartland of ritual studies. What 
is ritual, if not the Durkheimian eff ervescence of the social? Yet the premises of ritual 
in its own right try to free us from the so deeply embedded anthropological stricture 
that ritual is social because it must be attached to, relate to, or service some group. 
Ritual is created by groups and expressive of groups, otherwise it is insignifi cant. 
Th is complicity of ritual and groupness implicitly demands that rite have meaning 
or function for the social, the raison d’être of ritual’s existence. Th us, the structures, 
dynamics, and processes of ritual are immediately oriented to the social. Rarely con-
sidered is that taking this tack eliminates other potentialities in which thinking on 
ritual ignores the borders of the social.

Nonetheless, if ritual is (though I am less than certain of this) the great generating 
ground of the human phantasmagoric, as I think Bruce Kapferer argues, then insist-
ing that this ground must be utterly social denies (again) the essential phenomenality 
of ritual phenomena. I argued earlier that the constitution of phenomenon qua phe-
nomenon should have a central place in ritual studies. Protecting the phenomenality 
of ritual insists, as I tried to show, that it should be possible to avoid committing the 
analysis of a particular ritual to meaning/function even before one grasps just what 
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its shape implicates. Yet this requires that we begin analysis with the phenomenality 
of the phenomenon itself, and not with its surround. If form is to exist in and of it-
self, to whatever degree, minimally, maximally, with whatever qualities, it must have 
integrity—completeness or wholeness, as its Latin root intimates. Th e degrees and 
qualities of completeness of the ritual phenomenon constitute its phenomenality, 
giving to it textures and rhythms of phenomenal reality.

Th e emphasis that I put on the form and forming of phenomenality is an attempt 
to avoid prejudging what any given ritual is about (indeed if it is about anything that 
may be specifi ed). Yet this also is to refrain deliberately from defi ning the term “rit-
ual,” since monothetic defi nition insists on exact distinctions of the either/or variety 
(see Chapter Four, this volume). Speaking of degrees of self-closure and integrity is 
a way of trying to avoid the over-reifi cation of ritual phenomena while nonetheless 
insisting on their phenomenality.

Now, it is easy for me to write of degrees and qualities of curvature as indices of the 
complexity of self-organization that a given ritual develops or evolves, while claiming 
that complexity eff ects what participants are able to do through that ritual form, 
and, too, what ritual form is able to do through its own dynamics—yet, so what? In 
terms of their potential application, these ideas are vague, loose, seemingly bearing 
little relevance to the practice of ritual. Nonetheless, these ideas are terms of refer-
ence, a way of thinking that is distinct from those usually used to conceptualize and 
think about ritual. Whether this way of thinking makes any diff erence to the study 
of ritual is not for me to say. However, this perspective does tell anthropologists and 
others that unless they put aside the conventional tool kits of the ritual trade, they 
will continue to reproduce rituals as qualities of the known, and these may well be 
very distant from the potentialities generated by conceptualizing ritual as the creative 
grounds of the phantasmagoric.

If this is so then ritual becomes the imagining of the social, yet through ritual, 
not through the social. Th us a ritual imaginary comes to the fore—the capacities of 
rite to imagine otherness, other-where, other-when, through its own self-organizing 
media and their originary grounds. Ritual self-forming and the self-organizing of rite 
are done always through a ritual imaginary. Ritual in its own right recognizes that 
the comprehensiveness and usage of the imaginary vary with the integrity of self-
organization that particular rites enable and accomplish. Simplistically (yet recogniz-
ing this), the greater this integrity, the greater the autopoietic autonomy of the rite 
from its social surround. It is these self-organizing qualities of phenomena that give 
them relative freedom toward the social. In turn, these qualities enable studies of 
ritual in its own right to border the social.

Yet how social must a ritual be in order to be ritual? Given that the grounds for a 
particular ritual will be social in some way, must its form be directly accountable to 
the social? I will venture that whether a given ritual form is accountable directly to 
the social is contingent upon its practice and whether this practice will have meaning 
and function for the social. Meaning/function, then, is not a given that follows di-
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rectly from the fact that the ritual is practiced. Questioning whether particular ritual 
forms must be social in their phenomenality pushes the discussion of ritual beyond 
the usually acceptable.

Th e medievalist, Piroska Nagy, off ers us a case in point through that which she 
calls “intimate ritual,” that of religious weeping during the European High Middle 
Ages. During the High Medieval period religious weeping was called the “gift of 
tears.” Th is was said to be given by God, indicating His presence within the weeper, 
the tears washing away the sins of the latter. Weeping aff ected the homo interior, the 
“inner person” of the weeper. In this way the soul of the weeper was cleansed and 
transformed. Some medieval authors drew a parallel between the baptism, the pu-
rifi cation by exterior water, and weeping as the interior “water of tears,” an internal 
“baptism of tears” that complemented and completed the exterior purifi cation (Nagy 
2004: 125).

Nagy emphasizes that the intimate ritual of weeping occurred entirely within the 
being of the weeper, such that the weeping could remain invisible, entirely within 
the interior of the weeper. Understood within its historical environment, this was 
not a solipsistic rite, simply between the person and herself. Instead, she opened her 
within-ness to the potentialities of cosmos, to God’s penetration that reorganized 
her from within herself. Th e person embodied her ritual, taking it within her wher-
ever she went, her body becoming the interface between ritual and social surround. 
Weepers took both sides of the distinction between self and the social into them-
selves, making the social subordinate to the self, thereby opening the way to personal 
mysticism.

For some three centuries, these persons limited the presence of the social within 
their intimate ritual or, perhaps more accurately, shut in the social within them-
selves. For people around her, the ritual dynamics within such a person were no less 
mysterious than are those of many other initiation rites. As such this ritual neither 
was formalized nor was under the control of church and social order. Th e effi  cacy of 
weeping “lay in the [very] act of weeping itself ” (Nagy 2004: 128), the act induced 
by God through his hidden relationship with the individual, a relational dynamic 
that continued throughout the life course of the weeper. Th e occurrence of this rit-
ual was directed neither by sociality nor by the formal theology of the church. In-
deed through weeping the individual circumvented the social controls of church and 
community. Nonetheless, at its height the ritual was not perceived as anti-social, for 
weeping indexed God’s presence within the weeper.22 Nagy rightly writes of weeping 
as a lifelong intimate ritual of initiation into the mysteries of salvation of the soul. 
Her think-piece is a provocative challenge to the insistence of canonical anthropology 
that ritual be grounded in shared meaning and its social function.

Nagy’s work intimates a problematic that in my view can hardly be solved through 
beginning the analysis of ritual with its social and cultural surround. At issue here 
is how ritual works when the participants do not share common understandings of 
cultural symbols, and when those who are being healed have at best only a sketchy 
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sense of and limited feel for the cosmological premises that inform the existence of 
the ritual. I foundered on this problem some fi fty years ago, and the halting explana-
tion I off ered then (Handelman 1967) really limped, to say the least. At issue for me 
was the latest healing ritual of the Washo shaman, Henry Rupert (see Chapter One 
and the Epilogue to this volume). Henry had transformed his healing so that its form, 
technics, and thematics were utterly foreign to everyone I knew or heard of whom he 
had treated in the recent past. Nonetheless, patients of great social and cultural diver-
sity continued to come for treatment, and his reputation only gained in stature. One 
could not really speak of cultural meaning or of social function. He was a recluse, 
issues of power were irrelevant to him, and he resisted representation when anthro-
pologists and others thrust this upon him (Handelman 1993). In anthropological 
terms my perception today of his transformed healing is as opaque as it was then. I 
can say that he represented nothing—nothing, that is, other than the actualization of 
potentiality, of an emerging strand of the phantasmagoric.

Ritual in more traditional social orders likely is a most prominent venue of phe-
nomena privileged with cultural creation through the potentiation of the possible. In 
this sense, much traditional ritual is a vortex of the virtual, in the way Kapferer (2004) 
uses the virtual—as a vortex through which cosmoses are made, but no less explored 
in their making.23 Yet traditional rituals as venues of creativity have hardly been ex-
plored as such, nor will they so long as there persist the obsessions with Durkheimian 
functionalism, with Geertzian stories that people tell themselves about themselves, 
with the Gluckmanian conception of ritual as social relations (Gluckman 1962), and 
with ritual reduced to arenas of politics and power (Bell 1992). All of these perspec-
tives ironically deny the virtual capacities of ritual, closing the phenomenality of rite 
to the creative potentialities of the imaginary, of potentiality itself.

Ritual in its own right plainly says to take the very phenomenality of ritual seri-
ously if you are interested in the phenomenon of ritual. Th en study ritual through 
ritual, and see where this leads, especially as to whether these directions are worth-
while. Surprisingly (is it?), no existing avenues are shut by this approach—though 
they become more contingent and, thus, more open. And, after all, Calvin, the ritual 
expert, can always retort: “If you can’t control your peanut butter, you can’t expect to 
control your life.”

Notes

First published in 2004 as “Introduction: Why Ritual in Its Own Right? How So?,” Social Analysis 
48: 1–32. Reprinted with permission.
 1. Frits Staal (1996: 131–32) argues that ritual exists “for its own sake,” constituting “its own aim 

or goal.” Th erefore, ritual does not have meaning within itself, for its own sake, since meaning 
indexes representation. My perspectives coincide to an extent, though I reject his speaking for 
“ritual” as a generic category, and so, too, his use of any specifi c ritual, in particular the Vedic 
agnicayana, as paradigmatic of all ritual. See Malamoud (2002: 25) on systemic aspects of the 
agnicayana.
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 2. Th e phrasing “ritual in its own right” was used by de Boeck and Devisch (1994) to develop a 
critique of studies of divinatory ritual in Central Africa, particularly those of Victor Turner, 
in which the dynamics of ritual transformation are reduced, in their words, to a script or text 
located in social order and not in the ritual moment.

 3. Th e overall perspective resonates to a degree with the call by Castoriadis (1997: 339) to compre-
hend social and psychological forms and patterns from within themselves, from the perspective 
of their “self-constitution.”

 4. By shifting from the usual discussion of levels of macro/micro-organization to domains of orga-
nization, I am assuming that the existence of micro-domains, however they are organized, is not 
predicated on the existence of macro-systems. By beginning analysis with the micro-domain 
of ritual, I enable the relationship between ritual and its (more macro) surround to be guided 
by the ways in which the ritual is organized, without assuming that this is subordinated to or 
directly derived from the macro.

 5. Th e reasoning likely depends on Spencer Brown’s (1969) logical injunction that once a distinc-
tion is made, both sides of the distinction must be included in what follows.

 6. Just how embedded lineality is in Western taken-for-granted perceiving and thinking is bril-
liantly discussed by Lee (1959).

 7. On torsion, see Bunn (1981: 16–17) who argues that in torsion, or torque, as I use it, there is 
discontinuity rather than absolute fi t in the joining of diff erence—here, the torqueing of ritual 
into social order.

 8. On propensity in form, see Jullien (1995: 75–89).
 9. Here I sidestep my own position (which I continue to hold) that the idea of ritual is utterly oti-

ose (see Handelman 1998, 2006). On the development in Western thought of the phenomenal 
category of “ritual,” see Boudewijnse (1995) and Asad (1993).

10. On the signifi cance of “depth” for recursivity, see Rosen (2004).
11. Erving Goff man (1981: 63) wrote of his belief that “the way to study something is to start by 

taking a shot at treating the matter as a system in its own right . . . it is [this] bias which led me 
to try to treat face-to-face interaction as a domain in its own right . . . and to try to rescue the 
term ‘interaction’ from the place where the great social psychologists and their avowed followers 
seemed prepared to leave it.”

12. Th e position for creativity in ritual action during ritual performance is argued by Csordas 
(1997: 250–65).

13. Deleuze’s (1991: 58–59, 118) reading of Bergson moves in this direction. Th e curve may be 
said to create past and future simultaneously, folding them into one another, creating short cuts 
between them.

14.  Th us, the greater the self-organizing and self-sustaining capacities of a ritual, the greater the de-
gree of discontinuity in its torqueing back into social order. However, if ritual self-organization 
creates itself as the replacement of social order, so that the ritual is the simulacrum of the basic 
premises of social order, then there is no discontinuity between the two. Th e outcome of the 
ritual returns to its surround as that surround. Here there is no longer any distinction between 
the ideal and the real, between map and territory.

15. Unlike the lineal movement of Maria Antonia, the trajectory of the dancers likely moved 
through a recursive multistability of perspective, of dancers holding onto dancers moving past 
dancers holding onto dancers who were moving past them. Multistability refers to a fl uidity of 
perception, a multiplicity of perspectives, opening pathways of possibility that nonetheless keep 
proportional relationships and ratios, thereby exploring variations of propensity within form 
and sense (see Friedson 1996: 139–44; Ihde 1983).

16. Rousseau’s remembering may be called imagistic and episodic (Whitehouse 2000: 9–11, 92–
93). Th e event likely was more a singular than a repetitive episode, though one with powerful, 
particularistic reverberations for the participants.

17. In the not distant past, Furez was held on three consecutive days, each day given over to one of 
the three segments.
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18. Th ere is the question, beyond the scope of this work, of whether the folding of a rite deeper and 
deeper into itself might not generate fractal-like qualities within the phenomenon. Today, this 
would be my understanding of my reanalysis (Handelman 1979) of Bateson’s analysis of naven 
behavior among the Sepik River Iatmul—the fractal-like relationship between a single utterance 
that is fully naven behavior, on the one hand, and a complex performance that is fully naven be-
havior, on the other. Its fractal-like qualities would self-enclose the phenomenon within its own 
variations, expansions, contractions. See my comments on naven behavior in Chapter Seven of 
this volume. 

19. Th is part of the re-embedded analysis may be understood as a modifi cation of Zempleni’s 
(1990: 208) argument that “what disintegrates the group periodically on the inside is converted 
in a force which delimits it continuously from the outside.”

20. Might not these “fi llings” be thought of, in relation to one another, as having fractal-like 
qualities?

21. On modularity in ritual organization, see Handelman 2004.
22. Th e sinologist, Kristofer Schipper, himself a Taoist priest, once told me that the Taoist priest 

could do, step by step, an entire ritual within his mind, and that the effi  cacy of the self-same 
rite would be the equivalent of its performance in the temple before an audience. Th e ritual 
was performed before an audience when it was paid for (personal communication, Netherlands 
Institute for Advanced Study, spring 1988). In the fi rst instance the ritual was cosmological, yet 
was it social?

23. Here I emphasize traditional ritual as a venue of creativity, since I do not think that rituals 
associated with modern state orders have much of this capacity. See Handelman 2004.
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