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STARTING QUESTION

Why do people continue to maintain
or pass on rules and rituals that
once made them uncomfortable?

It began with a birthday-song ritual in my family
that | once felt uncomfortable with,
but later found myself maintaining and passing on.
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FIRST SHIFT

Rethinking what continuation means

Victor Turner
The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure — Foreword

studies are based on the assumption, first developed here, that

o society is a process rather than an abstract system, whether of
ity social structural relations or of symbols and meanings.

Society, moreover, is a process in which any living, relatively

well-bonded human group alternates between fixed and—to
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The Ritual Process represents an attempt to free my own
thought, and I hope that of others in my field as well, from
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gr qugéfdép@ﬁﬁncgon “structure” as the sole sociological di-

mension. A good deal of the philistinism perhaps rightly
ascribed to our discipline has been due to this “single vision,” as
William Blake would have called it—this obdurate evasion of
the rich complexities of cultural creation. Our goal should be to
study man alive and woman alive, in the many levels of their
mutual dealings. This book is, if nothing more, a modest step
toward realizing that goal.
VICTOR TURNER

University of Chicago

Ritual can temporarily loosen everyday social structures.



Zhang Yimou
Raise the Red Lantern (1991)
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Do tradition and authority necessarily
have to come from the distant past?
Can repetition itself help create the
feeling that “this is simply how things
are supposed to be"?



Why do people continue to maintain a ritual?
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When a ritual is continued and passed on,
what exactly is being carried forward?



TESTING THROUGH MAKING

If | remove the specific story and context,
can | still recognize a ritual through its structure and features?

Birthday ritual — Abstraction — Other rituals — Ordinary activities — Visual comparison

Graduation Ceremony Wedding Ceremony
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Step

Version A

Wait for the
birthday.

Gather with
family and
friends.

Place the
birthday
person at the
center.

Place the
birthday cake
in front of
them.

Light the
candles on the
cake.

Sing the
birthday song
together.

Make a wish
without saying
it aloud.

Blow out the
candles.

Cut and share
the cake.

Version B

Wait until the
designated
date.

Gather a small
group of close
others.

Place one
participant at
the center.

Place a shared
food itemin
front of them.

Activate
several small
light sources
on the item.

Repeat the
same fixed
words
together.

Form a thought
thatis not
disclosed to
the group.

Extinguish the
light sources.

Divide the food
and distribute
it among the

group.

Version C

Wait for the
trigger
condition.

Assemble
participants.

Assign a central
position.

Introduce a
focal object.

Activate
temporary
markers.

Synchronize
group behavior.

Perform a
private action.

Complete the
central action.

Redistribute the
focal object.



Shared Structure

Wait for the trigger condition.

Assemble participants.

Assign a central position.

Introduce a focal object.

Activate temporary markers.

Synchronize group behavior.

Perform a private action.

Complete the central action.

Redistribute the focal object.

Version A—Graduation Ceremony

Wait until the scheduled
commencement date.

Graduates, faculty, and guests
gather in a designated venue.

Graduates are separated from the
audience and positioned as the
central group.

A diploma becomes the focal object
of conferral.

Move the tassel from one side of the
cap to the other.

Graduates enter, stand, sit, and
move according to a shared
sequence.

Each graduate is called forward,
crosses the stage, and receives
public recognition.

Version B—Wedding Ceremony

Wait until the scheduled wedding date
and ceremony time.

The couple, officiant and guests gather
in the ceremony space.

The couple is positioned at the front or
center, facing each other and the
officiant.

The rings become focal objects during
the exchange.

Some moments coordinate the group
through shared cues, such as standing
or applauding.

The couple exchanges vows and rings,
followed by the officiant's public
declaration of marriage.



Transition—Marks a recognized change in
role, status, or stage.

Clear Transition No Clear Transition
Ritual Graduation Ceremony Moment of Silence
Ordinary Activity Clocking In at Work Class Critique

Memory—Preserves or recalls a person,
event, or status so that it can be
remembered beyond the immediate moment.

Clear Memory Function
Ritual Funeral Ceremony

Ordinary Activity Looking Through a Photo Album

No Clear Memory Function
Ribbon-Cutting Ceremony
Waiting in Line



SECOND SHIFT

The more | abstracted ritual,
the easier it became to compare,
but the harder it became to recognize.

Context may be part of what makes a ritual
recognizable and meaningful.



DO THEORIES HAVE CONTEXT TOO?

Radha O’'Meara
”Inventing Rituals: Cultural Politics in Zhang Yimou'’s Historical Films” (2018)
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WHOSE POSITION AM | SEEING FROM?

Chen Hui-ling
A Letter to A'ma

et

A ]‘.‘.etter to ’A’ma

A film by Hui-Ling CHEN
A Deer Film Production
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Different
memories can
remain different
and still create
connection.




| have mostly been looking
from the position of the child.

What | can see easily
® Pressure

* Expectation

e Discomfort

What | may be missing

e Why do elders insist?

e Did they also feel uncomfortable?

* Who is allowed to stop?

e How do age, gender, and family
position matter?



WORKING QUESTIONS

1. When someone continues or passes on a
ritual that once made them uncomfortable,
what are they actually maintaining?

The behavior itself, a relationship, a role, or a familiar sense of order?

2. Does the same theory of ritual change across
different cultural contexts?

3. Do people need to believe that a ritual has a
long history in order to keep maintaining it?

Jiayi Li
2026.09.23



