
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 I once felt uncomfortable with, 
but later found myself maintaining and passing on.

STARTING QUESTION
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FIRST SHIFT
Rethinking what continuation means

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



Ritual can temporarily loosen everyday social structures.



Zhang Yimou
Raise the Red Lantern (1991)

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?

When a ritual is continued and passed on, 
what exactly is being carried forward? 

Is it 
the actions and forms th

emselves, 

the meanings attached to them,

or a sense of tradition and authority?



TESTING THROUGH MAKING
If I remove the specific story and context, 
can I still recognize a ritual through its structure and features?
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The more I 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.

SECOND SHIFT



DO THEORIES HAVE CONTEXT TOO?

Radha O’Meara 
“Inventing Rituals: Cultural Politics in Zhang Yimou’s Historical Films” (2018)

Can a theoretical 
framework move 
directly across 
cultural contexts?



WHOSE POSITION AM I SEEING FROM?

Chen Hui-ling
A Letter to A’ma

Different 
memories can 
remain different 
and still create 
connection.



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

What I can see easily
• Pressure
• Expectation
• Discomfort

What I may be missing
• Why do elders insist?
• Did they also feel uncomfortable?
• Who is allowed to stop?
• 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?
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