
Numen, Vol. XXVI, Fasc. I 

THE MEANINGLESSNESS OF RITUAL 

FRITS STAAL 

svarge' pi pipilikab- santi 
"even in heaven there are ants" 

Sanskrit Proverb 

The Agnicayana, a 3000-year-old Vedic ritual, was performed in 
1975 in a village .in southwest India by Nambudiri. brahmins. This 
event, which lasted twelve days, was filmed, photographed, recorded 
and extensively documented. From twenty hours of rough footage, 
Robert Gardner and I produced a 45-minu~e film, "Altar of Fire." 
Two records are planned with selections from th~ eighty hours of 
recorded recitation and chant. Photographs of the ceremonies were 
taken by Adelaide de Me nil. In collaboration with the chief N am
budiri ritualists and other scholars, I am preparing a definite account 
of the ceremonies, which will appear in two illustrated volumes 
entitled: "Agni - The Vedic Ritual of the Fire Altar." 

I shall here be concerned not with empirical deS<:tiption, hut with 
theoretical implications. Vedic ritual is not only the oldest surviving 
ritual of ·mankind; it also provides the best source material for a 
theory of ritual. This is not because it is close to any alleged ''original" 
ritual. Vedic ritua~l is not primitive and not an Ur-ritual. It is sophis-

· . . 
ticated and already the product of a long development. But it is the 
largest, most elaborate and (on account of the Sanskrit manuals) best 
documented among the rituals of man. Hubert and Mauss, who noted 
these facts in 1909, used the Vedic animal sacrifice as source material . 
for the construction of a ritual paradigm ("un scheme abstrait du 
sacrifice") . 1 However, they did not know that these rituals are still 
performed, so that many data were inaccessibLe to them. I shall use 
data from the 1975 performance and textual ·material from Sans:l(rit 
manuals, in particular :the srauta siUras, a literature exclusively 
devoted to ritual which dates from clle eighth through fourth cen
turies B.C. 

1 H . Hubert and M. Mauss, "Essai sur la nature et la fonction dn sacrifice," 
Melanges d'histoire et des religions, 1909, page 22. 
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I 

A widespread but erroneous assumption about rirtual is tha;t it con
sists in symbolic activities which refer to something else. It is charac
teristic of a ritual performance, however, that .it is self-contained and 
self-absorbed. The performers are totally immersed in the proper 
execution of their complex tasks. Isolated in their sacred enclosure, 
they concentrate on correctness of act, recitation and chant. Their 
primary concern, if not obsession, is with rules. There cvre no symbolic 
meanings going through thei·r minds when they are engaged in per
forming ritual. 

Such absorption, by itself, does not show that ritual cannot have 
a symbolic meaning. However, also when we ask a brahmin explicitly 
why the rituals are performed, we never receive an answer which 
refers to symbolic activirt:y. There are numerous different answers, 
such as : we do it because our ancestors did it; because we are e11gible 
to do it; because it is good for society; because it is good; because 
it is our duty; because it is said to lead to immortality; because it 
Jeads to immortal~ty. A visitor will furthermore observe that a person 
who has performed a Vedic ritu:a11. acquires social and religious status, 
wh1ch involves other benefits, some of them economic. Beyond such 
generalities one gets involved in individual case histories. Some boys 
have never been given much of a choice, and have been taught recita
tions and rites as a matter of fact; by the ~time they have mastered 
these, there is little eLse they are competent or motivated to do. Others 
are inspired by a •spirit of competition. The majority would not be 
able to come up with an adequate answer to the question why they . 
engage in rituaL But neirt!her would I, if someone were to ask me 
why I am writing about it. 

Why ask such personal questions? It might be more proper and 
fruitful to ask specific questions about the meaning of particular 
rites. Some such questions do receive specific answers, on which 
participants and scholars generally agree. The Yajamana, or Patron 
of the ritual, ·must keep his hands closed "like a child in the womb 
of its mother, rea:dy to be reborn." The fire altasr has the shape of 

· a bird because fire, as well as Soma, were fetched from heaven by 
a bird. The priests do not go south if they can help it for the southern 
direction is inauspicious. Certain bricks of the altar are consecrated 
so that it may rain. 
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Such simple answers form a small minority. They are given rarely, 
and only in reply to similarly simple questions. Most questions con
cerning ritual detail involve numerous complex rules, and no parti· 
cipant could provide alil answer or elucidation with which he would 
himself be satisfied. Outsiders and bystanders may volunteer their 
ideas about religion and philosophy generally - without reference to 
any specific question. In most cases such people are Hindus who do not 
know cmything about Vedic ritual. There is only one answer which the 
best and most reliable among the ritualists themselves give cons~istently 

and with more than average frequency: we act according to the rules 
because this is our traJdition (parmnpara). The effective part of the 

. answer ·seems to be: look and listen, :these are our activities! To per
forming ritualists, rituals are :to a 1arge ·extent like dance, of which 
Isadora Duncan said: "If I could tell you what it meant there would 
be no point in dancing it." 

Ritual, then, i:s primarily activity. It is an activity governed by 
explicit rules. The important thing is what you do, not what you think, 
believe or say. In India this has become a basic feature of all religion, 
so that we should refer, not to the faithful or orthodox, but to the 
orthoprax (from Greek orthos~ "right" and praxis, uaction"). It is 
precisely this feature which is least understood by English-writing 
Indian authors such as V. S. Naipaul and N. C. Chaudhuri, who have 
recently taken on the role of explaining India to Western intellirgentsia. 

II 

If we wish. to know the m'eaning Qr theory of ritual, we should not 
confine ourselves to pract1sing r1tua1ist~; we have learned, after all, 
that it does not pay to ask elephants a!bout zoo1ogy, or artists about 
the theory of art. Before asking anyone else, however, let us take a 
look at what the Indian tradition itself has to of fer. Since in India 
ritual has always been a favorite topic for speculation, there is an 
abundance of material. Even prior to s.pecula;tion we find suggestive 
ideas. In the earliest Vedic literarture, rituals, along with metres and 
chants, are used :by gods and demons :to fight and conquer each other, 
and sometimes to create worlds. Even when the aims are not expLicit, 
gods and demons are frequently depicted as engaged in ritucvl. Com
mentaries provide rituals with a great variety of ~nterpreta;tions, some
times inconsistent with each other. 
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In due course spedfic rites came to be prescribed -to ful£il .:specif.ic 
desires: for health, power, offspring, victory, heaven, and the like. 
The list of wishes aiiTd desires is not so very different from that of 
modern man. It is certainly not exclusively spiritual, aJS some modem 
visionaries have claimed. But this trend receded again itnJto the back
ground. Wi·th increasing systematization of the ri.tual, we witnes:s a 
codification of two kmds of rites: the g:hya or domestic rites, which 
are "rites de passage," life-cycle rites or sacraments, accompanying 
such events as birth, initiation, marriage and death; and ·the srauta 
rites, "r~tes solennels," or tra;ditional rites. There are several general 
and formal differences between thes·e two kinds of ritua!l. For example, 
the traditi·onal rites requi:re three fire altars amd the services of several 
priests, whereas the domestic rites require only one fire (the domestic 
fLre) and one priest (the domestic priest). \tVhi.le .the function of the 
domestic rites appears to be fairly straightforward, the significance of 
the traditional ri,tes is not .obvious. The traditi<maJL ritudll, with its 
myriad ramificatiVtns, e:rlt~bits :tfue unhampered development of ritual 
construction and. creativity. It is therefore more imporTtant for the 
understanding of ritua!l ,than the domestic rites. The latter, by them
selves, might seem to be amenaJble to explanations <rlong the lines of, 
e.g., Van Gennep's Rites de passage (1909). But since such expliDa
tions are clearly inapplicable to the 'Lraditonal rites, and domestic and. 
traditional! rites ar·e pwrtly similar i.n structure, ~t follows that all sruch 
theories a:re inappropriwte. There are, moreover, trad.Uti0113J1 rituals 
which la:st a thousand years, which shows that some of the rites. were 
purely theoretical. Such theoretical constructs (which the grammarian 
Patafijali compared to the infini.te uses of Latnguage) should not be 
brushed aside, as was done by Hi1lebrandt, who referred iln this con
nect~on, to "myth and fanrt:asy" of the ritualists. 2 On the .contra!ry, 
they are as import.anrt: f.or 1:!he theory of ritual as are concrete ceremo
nies. Malll.y rites have in fact an intermediate staJtu:s. The Agnicayana, 
which was performed in 1975, i·s a traditional rituaJl which seems to 
have been ad ways "real", though some of its extens ions, which the 
texts describe, smack of theory. 

The srauta siltras of the late Vedic period offer seve:raJ definitions 
of rituaL One which is often quoted chara:cterizes it as comprising 

2 A. Hillebrandt, Ritual-Literatur, Vedische 0 pfer ~md Zauber, Strassburg 
1897, page r s8. 
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three things: dravya, "the substance (which is used in oblations)"; 
devata, "the deiJty (to which oblations are offered)"; and tyaga, 
"renunciation (of the frui-ts ·of the ritual acts)". The tyaga is a formula 
pronounced by the Patron at the culmination of each act of oblation. 
When the officiating priest, on beoolf of the Patron, makes :the obla
tion into the fire for one of the gods, for example Agni, the Patron 
says: 

"this is for Agni, not for me" ( agnaye idatrt tza mama). 

At this point a contradiction begins to appear, which becomes in
creasingly explicit in the ritualistic philosophy of 1lhe Mimam~a. The 
reason for performing a specific ri·tua1 is stated to be the desire for a 
particular fruit or effect. The stock ·example of the Mimam~a is: 

"he who desires heaven shall sacrifice with the Agni~toma ritual" (agni.$to
mena svargakamo yajeta). 

But this fruit is renounced whenever the Patron utters his tyiiga 
formula of renunciation. The ef feet, therefore, is not obtained. 

The resulting picture is further complicated by another apparent 
contradiction. The rites a:re subdivided into two claJSses: "dblig<:~Jtory," 

(nitya) and "optional" (kamya) . Unlike the Agnicayana, which is 
kamya, the Agni~toma is a nitya rirte: every brahman haJS the duty to 
perform it. So here is a rictual which appears to be optional, since it 
is confined to tlh.ose who desire heaven (nobody' s duty); but whiah 
is also not optional, because it is a prescribed cluty; and which more
over in the fiJilal resort does not bear any fruit because its fru1ts are 
abaJirdoned. The texts refLect such conctradictions. The Mimam~a 
Siitra, basic manual of the M1mam~a, ·1Jays dawn that the rites lead to 
happiness, but the subcommentary "Straight Spotless" (~juvimala) 

observes -tha;t thi:s does not apply to obligatory acts. 
The Mima.m~a philosophers faced another difficulty. When a ri.tua:l 

performance is completed, no fruit .is 'Seen. The Y.ajamana, on whose 
behalf the rites have been performed, does TIIot mise up a1nd go to 
heaven. Rather the opposite: he returns home and is, as the texts put 
it, the same as he Wa!S before. In palrticular, he musrt continue to 
perform the morning and evening fire rites ( agnihotra) for the rest 
of his life. The Mimam~a ·concluded, quite i1ogical1y, thaJt the fruit of 
ritual activity i!S - ·temporarily - Ui!lseen. It will become apparent 
only later, e .g., after death. An elalborate theory was devi1sed to show 
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that this i•s in accordance with the mechanism of karman, according to 

which every cause has an ·effect. A special logical theorem, ca;lled 
arthapatti, was invented in support of this theory. The followers of 
the Mimam,~a were criticized by others (e.g., the philosophers of the 
Advaita Vedanta) fo r postulating such unseen effects. For whatever 
our contempora:ry fads may suggeSlt- in India, the unseen is resorted 
to only under duress. WhaJt the Mimam~a in fact ended up teaching 
is that the rituals have to be performed for their own sake. 

The notion of tyaga, "renunciation," has attained' an :important 
position in Hinduism through the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita. 
H·ere Sri Kr~I!a advocates aJS the highest goal of Hfe a mode of activity, 
in which acts are performed as usua;l, but the fruit (phala) of action 
(karman) is always renounced (karma-phala-tyaga). 

III 

The Indian tradition offers suggestive sperulatiOilJS but is does not 
seem to come up with a slingle consistent theory of ritual. The most 
interesting Indian cootrihution is perhaps the term karman itself: 
origina~lly amJd primarily used for ritua;l and ·simhlanly pure or ideal 
activity, it comes by extension to denote any kind of humdl!l activity. 
Now let UJS see what modem 'Scholwrs have to offier. For a long time 
it has been fashionable to believe that rites re-enact myths. This idea 
was partly inspired by the Babylonian festival of the New Year, which 
involves a recital of the myth of creation. But ·thi·s . hypothesis is diffi
cult to suppo·rt and creates :an UllJSIOlved problem: why shocld anybody 
wi,sh to re-ertaJct a myth? . The same difficulrty applies to several more 
recent theories, acrording to which ritual reflects social s1iructure. It 
is true, again, that there a:re some remarkable parn1[els which require 
explwation. But the question rema.irns: why should social structures 
be represented or ena:cted ~ritua:Hy, and ill1 a very rotmda!bout malilner 
at that? Such unanswered questiO!JlS, generated by the theory, suggest 
that theories of this type are best abandooed. 

A related theory, current among anthropologists, is that rituals are 
used, in preliterate societies, to transmit "cultural and social values" 
to the younger generaJtion. This would explain the informants' empha
sis on tra.drtioo. But the assumption is, of course, unnecessary. Not 
only are rituaJls not ·confined to preliterate societies (1t is anthropolo
gists who tend to confine themselves to preliterate societies); but such 
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values (e.g.r godsr myths, kinship systems) are most readily trans
mitted by grandmothers a.nd through language, and there is no need 
for them to be transmitted again by other means. The only cultural 
values ritual1s transmit are rituals. 

Another w~despread theory is that ritual effects a traJllsition from 
the realm of the profane to that of the sacred. (Instea:d of "transition" 
we also meet with "communica.Jtion": a weaker verg.ion of the theory.) 
This is very intriguing and u111dea.r. Terms such as (C!tra.n:sition'' or 
"communication" do not pose too much of a problem; but "sacred" 
and "profane" certainJly do. Either the theory expresses a tautology: 
the distinction between profane and sacred is the distinction between 
the status of a person or object before and after a relevant ritu~l is 
embarked upon; accordingly, if sacred and profane have been defined 
in terms of ritua:l, ritual cannot ibe defined in terms of sacred and 
profane. This is cireu!lar and uninformative. 

On another inrterpretation, this theory would assume that the distinc
tion between sacred and profane is already esta:bl~shed aal'd kn{)lwn from 
elsewhere. For example, in the realm of divin~ty, "socred" ·might have 
been shown to he the domain of the gods, and "profane" that of men. 
But a satisfactory d~stinction of this kind is not .easily fonnd, especia:lly 
outside the realm of .rkuaJl. Mor·eOIVer, the terms do not inrt:roduce any
thi.ng new. The theory would merely claim that ritual effects a trwnsi
tion from the realm of men to fuat of the gods (or a commm11ication 
between the two). As a matter of fact, the Vedic ritua,jl offers an 
immediate contradiction. During the Soma rituals, a transition is effect
ed from the "Old Hall/' (pracinavarJtsa) to the "Great Altar" (maha
vedi). The former is sai-d to be ·the abode of men, and the latter that 
of the gods. Thus a transirtion from the domain of men to that of the 
gods is effected 'Within the ritual. The distinctioo therefore ca111not 
serve as a col1!cept ill1. terms of which the ritu~l itself may be defined. 

IV 

Why has it proved so difficult to define the meaning, goal·s and aims 
of ritual ? Why are there so many different answers md theories, not 
only often co.ntraJdictory between ~themselves, but of "Such disparate 
character that it is difficult to even compare them with each other? 
There is one simple hypothesis which would account for a:ll these puzz
ling facts: the hypothesis that ritua:l has no meaning, goal or aim. 
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This is precisely what I suspect to be the case. Ritual is pure activity, 
without meaning or goal. Let m·e hriefly digress for a point of ter
minology. Things are either for their own sake, or for the sake of 
something dse. If I were defenmng the view that ritual is for some
thing else, it would be necessary to distinguish between such other 
things as meaning, function, aim or goal. But since my view is that 
ritual is for its own sake, I shaM not bother about these differences. 
To say that ritual is for its owlll sake is to say that it is meaJningless, 
without function, aim or goat, or also that it constitutes its own anm or 
goal. It does not folllow that is has no value: hut whatever value irt has 
is intrinsic value. 

Ritual .exhibits its character of pure activity most readily when it is 
contrasted with the applied activities of our ordinary, everyday life. 
In ritual activity, ·the ntles count, but not the result. In ordinary 
activity it is the ather way a.rou:nd. In Vedic ritual, for example, an 
important ceremony is agniprar;..ayana, "transporting the fire (from 
the Old to the New Altar)." This is in fact a traiJJsition from the abode 
of men to that of the gods. But the priests do not first :think of men 
and then meditate on the gods. They think of neither, at any time. 
What is essential in the ceremony is the precise and faultless execut·ion, 
in accoroance vvith rules, of numerous rites a!Ild recitati0111s. The result 
is importamt, but it ha:s only ritua~l use and can only be reached in :the 
ritually prescribed manner. I could not come in and assist in the pro
ceedings by picking up the fire from the 01d Al:tar and depos~ting it 
on the New. In fact, if I did such a horrible thing, the entire ceremony 
would he desecrated, interrupted, and expiation rites woUJld have to be 
performed. Simi·lar disas·ters woul:d result if anyone used the sacred 
fire for ariy but a ritua:l purpose, e.g., to heat water for tea. 

Now contrast this with an ordi!Ilary activity. I am about to transport 
my suitcase from my house to the bus stop, which is about a mile away. 
There are no rules I have to follow, provided I obtain the desired 
effect. I may put my suitcase on a skate board. Or ·my brother may 
appear on a hi·cycle, and the two of us use thi's vehicle to transport my 
suitcase to its intended destination. 

The two kinds 'Of activity, ritual and ordinary, can be juxtaposed 
without cornf1ict or contradiction. After making fire for the a!ltar in 
the rituaHy prescribed manner by rubbing two pieces of wood together, 
a priest leaves ~he sacred enclosure and lights a cigarette with a match. 
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Not so different, actually, from Arthur Rubinstein back home after a 
concert, putting on a gramophone record. But the two domams should 
not 1be mixed. If a priest would :light a cigarette from the sacrificial 
fire, it would be bad. If he wowd light a cigarette from fire wbich 
he had produced by ruibbing two pieces of wood together in the ritual 
manner, he would be considered mad or very eccentric. The ritual 
and ordinary ways of ·making fire are :neatly demarcated. 

A distinctive feature of ordinary activity is that it ·runs risks which 
ritual activity avoids. In or-dinary activity, the entire performance may 
fail to have the desired ef feet. The bicycle together with its load may 
fall into a canal, or the suitcase may be seized by armed robbers. In 
ritual activity, the activity itself is alJl. that ~counts. Not only have we 
established the rules our-selves, so that we are completely in contrail; 
we are also assur-ed of success. If one rite goes wrong, another takes 
it place. This goes a long way to explain the curious fact that rituals, 
so apparent:ly meaningless a111d useless, are at the same time readily 
engaged in. Eo ipso it explains that ritual activity has a pleasant, 
soothing effect. If you give up desire, you will be happy. This idea and 
the .notion that ritual is performed for its own sake are closely con
nected and dea1rly foreshadowed by the Indian doctrine of tyaga, 
the teachings of the Bhagava!d Gita, and hy similar notions in other 
traditions, e.g., wu-wei, "albsence of (effective) action" in Taoism, or 
the categorica!l imperative ~n Kant. It a}so accounts for the similarity 
between 17ites and games, which are equally unproductive, as Huizinga 
and Cailfois have pointed out. But ritual is one up on most games 
because you cannot even lose. 

Several anthropologists have detected features of meaningless in 
ritual, without recognizing that these features express its essence. 
Levi-Strauss says that ritual "consistf:s of utterances, gestures and 
manipulations of dbjects which a:re independent of the intenpretations 
which are proper to these modes of activity and which result not from 
the ritual itself but from implicit mythology" (L'homme nu, 1971, 
page 6oo). If we remove the word "implicit" from this sentence 
(which means forsaking the author's ideas a:bout :the complementarity 
of myth and ritua:l) we approximate what I believe to be the correct 
theory. Van Gennep came dose to the idea that ritua!l is meaningless. 
After completing his Rites de passage, he noted ~that marriage cere
monies, in many societies, include an aspersion rite which he inter-



The Meaninglessness of Ritual II 

preted as a fecundity rite. But identical aspersion rites are employed, 
in the same and in different societies, when a slave is acquired, when 
a new ambassador arrives in town, to make rain or to expel someone. 
Like Indian commentators, Van Gennep gave different interpretations 
to each of these rites. He concluded: "the aspersion rite does not have 
any personal or :basic meaning in the state of i·solation, but it is mean
ingful if seen as a component part of a particular ceremony. The mean
ing of the rite can, consequently, only be found by determining the 
relation it has with .the other elements of the whole ceremony." 3 

Aspersian rites are not confined: to humans. In his Sa:ther lectures 
at Berkeley, Wailter Burkert dealt with the ri:tual pouring of liquids 
for marking a territory and observed that this is quite common in 
mammals: "we ahl .know the ·dog's behavior at the stone." - In the 
development of our concepts and theories of ritual it it only a smaH 
step from "changing meaning" to: "no intrinsic meaning" and ,struc
tural meaning," and from there to: "no meaning." 

If ritual is useless this does not imply that it may not have useful 
side-effects. It is obvious, for example, that ritual creates a bond be
tween the p2Jrticipants, reinforces solidarity, boosts morale and con
stitutes a :link with the ancestors. So do many other institutions and 
customs. Such side-effects cannot be used to explain the origin of 
ritual, though they may help to expl·ain its preservation. They explain 
why rituccls are preserved though their meaninglessness is recognized, 
like the Jewish ritual of .the Red Heifer which baffled even Solomon 
and which was considered the classic example of a divine command 
for which no rational explanation can be adduced. 

These side-effects fail to explain the most curious fact about ritual 
preservati·on: rituals are a:lways ·guarded jealously and with extreme 
conservatism. This is directly explained by the theory that ritual has 
no meaning. A useful institution is open; it may undergo change, 
because efforts are .made to render it more (or les'S) useful. A use
less institution is closed; it is not understood and therefore can only 
be abandoned or preserved. There are parallels. to this situation from 

a "De la methode a suivre dans !'etude des rites et des mythes," Revue de 
l'universite de Bruxelles, I9II, pages 505-23; English translation in J. Waarden
burg (ed.), Classical Approaches to the Study of Religion, The Hague-Paris 
1973, I, page 299. 
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outside the realm of ritual. In India, during the last 3CXX> years, the 
Vedic language gave way to classical Sanskrit whidl was in due 
course replaced by Middle and Modern Indo-Aryan languages. During 
a!H these changes the Vedic mantras were orally transmitted without 
any change. Why? Because they had become meaningless. Language~ 
change because they express meaning, are functionaJ! and constantly 
used. Meaningless sounds do not change; they can only be remem
bered or forgotten. 

Freud has drawn attention to similarities ibetween ritual! and neurosis. 
The obsessiveness which pervades ritual has led several anthropologists 
to emphasize the emotions and arr1xiety whi'ch sometimes accompany 
ritual, a:nd which they claim under.Ee it. In LJhomme nu, Levi-Strauss 
has located such anxiety in the ritualists' fear that reality, which they 
have cut up ritually, cannot be put together again. But it is apparent 
that the obsessivenes-s of ritual is a1so an immediate consequence of 
its meaninglesSilless. Nothing i1s more conducive to uneasiness than to 
be entrapped in absurdity. · If I detect a mistake in cooking or cal
culating, I perceive the result and understand the reason. But if I have 
made a ritual mistake, I don't notice any difference and don't see any 
reason. I am not even sure whether I made a mistake or not, and there 
is no way to determine it. It is like being in a foreign culture where 
strange things happen and it is not clear whether one has made a faux 
pas. The Agnicayana performance of 1975 was followed by a long 
series of expiation rites, f.or ·mistakes that might have been committed. 
Our anxiety .is greatest when we don't know why we are anxious. 

The meaninglessness of ritual explains the variety of meanings attach
ed to it. It could not be otherwise. Ideal activity cannot fail to resemble 
actual activity. Therefore rituals resemble other things, includiillg 
features of myth and social structure. However, though a ritual 
activity may resemble a meaningful non-ritual acti,vity, this does not 
imply that it must itself be meaningful. This can be seen in the realm 
of animal ritualization, as weH as in t:he human domain. Among ani
mals, ritua!l-ization often implies that the goal of an activity has changed. 
Many ritual displays incorporate modes of action which originally had 
a different function, e.g., fighting. Such ritual displays may acquire 
a new function: they lead to copulation because they are sexually 
stimulating, for example. Some of the same ritual displays, however, 
are post-nuptial or post-reproductive, and therefore nat clearly func-
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tional. Biologists find them puzzling (e.g., Huxley 4). 
Human ritualization often follows animal ritualization rather 

closely. Fighting, simulated or real, is still sexually stimulating among 
humans. But typical human forms of ritualization seem in general to 
dissolve .meaning, not replace it. One of the earliest rituals originated 
in connection with the use of fire. During most of its existence, man
kind did not know how to use it. Subsequently, more than 250,000 

years ago, man learned the us·e of fire; but he could not make it. So 
fire was collected from natural conflagrations and was carefully kept 
and carried around. Elaborate techniques were devised for the pre
servation of fire. Finally, ·more than so,ooo years ago, man learned 
how to make -fiore. At this point ritualization and the cult of fire came 
into being. For instead of relying on his art of •making fire, and pro
ducing it whenever he needed it (which is easy at least during a dry 
season or in a dry climate), man continued to carry fire around. A 
di·stinction was made between such "eternal" fire and the "new" fire 
which could now be made-a distinction we have since abandoned 
as irrational. To ancient man, and in several existing societies, fires 
have retained individuality. They should not be mixed. Fires have to 
be extinguished, or newly made, at set times by ritual experts. klong
side, the continued preservation of "eternal" fire reflects fossilized 
habits which had las•ted some 200,000 years. 

A more recent example comes from the Agnicayana. 5 During the 
ceremony of agnipra'l'}ayana, when fire is transported from the Old 
to the New Altar, one of the priests engages in a long recitation. The 
recitation is of an ancient tbattl-e hymn, the Apratir3Jtha or ''Song to 
the Irresistible Warrior" (Taittiriya Sarp.hita 4.6.4, cf. B.gveda ro.ro3 
and 6.75). Indra is invoked as a victorious warrior or hero, "fond of 
slaughter, disturber of peoples", who with the help of his arrows, chariots 
and .troups, destroys the enemies. When the priest recites: "Com
rades, follow in Indra's footsteps!", he sounds less like an officiating 
priest than like a gang leader or a commander-in-chief. And what is 
the origin of all of this? At an earlier period, the Vedic Aryans foUJght 
their way into the Indian subcontinent, moving from west to east and 

4 J. Huxley (ed.), "A Discussion on Ritualization of Behavior in Animals 
and Man," Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, r¢6, 
Series B, No. 772, Vol. 2S:I, page 254. 

5 Cf. J. C. Heesterman, "Vratya and Sacrifice," Indo-Iranian Journal 6, 1962, 
pages 34-36. 
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carrying fire. In the agnipra1J-ayana rite, fire is stHl carried from west 
to east. But the priests are not celebrating the ancienrt raids of their 
ancestors, of which they need not even ,be aware. The .function of the 
hymn has not changed. It has become ritual, i.e., disappeared. 

Can the hypothesis of the meaninglessness of ritual be formula:ted 
in term'S of evolution or development? Necessarily so, hut we have to 
speculate back to the orugin of man. PhiLosophers, especially in Ger
many, have marie much of self-consciousness as a characteriostic of 
man, but we are rarely told what this means.. I think tha:t man became 
aware of himself primarily as an agent. Like ,many other animals, he 
was already aware of the outside world and could communicate to a 
limited extent with other members of the species (which does not 
imply that he possessed Iangua:ge). Abandoning a sense of being 
pushed around, man ·made ·the discovery that he affected the outside 
world by engaging in activity-a pursuit wrought with risk and 
danger. So he created a world of ritual or ideal activity, intrinsically 
successful and free from such contingencies. It expressed. man's 
awareness of himself, and paved the way -for theory construction and 
language, as we .shaH see. Much later, when ritlliel was contrasted with 
ordinary, everyday activ·ity, its ·meaninglessness 1became patent and 
various rationalizations and explanations were constructed. Ritual 
became deeply involved with religion, which aliways stands in need 
of the mysterious and unexplained. Rites were attached to all impor
tant events. In the course of time rituals, instead of remaining useless 
and pure, became useful and meritorious. 

Throughout the history of man's speculation on ritual we find 
inklings of its original -function as perfect activity. Just as the Indians 
mused about srauta rituals, the Chinese theorized about li, which 
means: rites, ceremonies, rules of good manners and proper conduct, 
etiquette. The Confucian phhlosopher H·siin Tzii (third century B.C.) 
explained the ·Origin of the li as follows: 

c-
Man at birth has desires. When these desires are not satisfied, he cannot 
remain without seeking their satisfaction. "When this seeking for satisfaction 
is without measure or limit, there can only be contention. When there is 
contention, there will be disorder; when there is disorder, everything will 
be destroyed. The early kings hated this disorder, and so they established 
the li and standards of justice so as to set limits to this confusion, to satisfy 
men•s desires, and give opportunity to this satisfaction, in order that desires 
should not be stretched to the breaking point by things, nor things be used 
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up by desires ; that both these two should mutually support one another 
and so continue to exist. This is how the li originated.6 

v 
Enough of generalities. If ritual consists in the precise execution 

of rules, it must be possiible to know what its rules are. The rules of 
the srauta ritual have been formulated with great care in the srauta 
sutras, and made accessible by Sanskrit scholars, foremost among 
them WiUem Caland. Searching -for the best literature outside the 
Vedic, one soon finds out that there is no literature at all. Levi
Strauss, in L'homme nu (pages 6or-6o3), distinguishes two basic 
ritual operations: "morcellement" (dismemberment, -£ ragmentation) 
and repetition. But he offers no actual rules. HUJbent and Mauss 
showed little more 'tihan that rites have a beginning, a middle and an 
end. Scholars and students of ritual seem to lag behind their colleagues 
who study the rules of ·measurement, counting or language, and who 
have for millenia been familiar with ·some of the rules which obtain in 
their respective domains. Among students of ritual - whether reli
giously, anthropologically or psychologically inspired - we mostly 
meet with generalities. The reason for this neglect is rooted in the 
nature of ritual itseH: if a .thing is useless, it is not taken seriously. 
Thus we do not possess much in the way of a science of ritual, even 
though the subject is certainly amenable to precise investigation, not 
unlike physics, mathematics or grammar. 

Even at this early stage of pre-scientific groping, in which we find 
ourselves, it is not impossible to formulate ritual rules. I shall give a 
few examples from Vedic ritual. This will necessarily involve some 
detail (for more, see Staal, forthcoming 7). We must start with the 
observation that the srauta rituals constitute a hierarchy. Four of 
them, for example, which I shall refer to by capital letters, are listed 
in ~e following order: 

D: "Futl and New Moon ceremonies" (dar.Sapur'J}amasa) 
P: "Animal Sacrifice" (paiubandha) 
A. "Praise of Agni" ( agni.ffoma, paradigm of the Soma rituals) 
C: "Piling of Agni" (agnicayana). 

6 Fung Yu-lan, A History of Chinese Philosophy, transl. Derk Bodde, Prince
ton 1952, I, page 297· 

7 "Ritual Syntax," Sanskrit and Indian Studies. Essays in Honor of Daniel 
H. H. Ingalls; "Ritual Structure," Agni. The Vedic Ritual of the Fire Altar, 
volume II. 
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This sequence is not arbitrary. There is increasing complexity. A 
person is in general only eligible to perform a later ritual in the 
sequence, if he has a1ready performed the earlier ones. Each later 
ritual pr-esupposes the former and incorporates one or more occur
rences of one or more of the f.ormer rituals. Sometimes these embed
ded rituals are abbreviated. In general, they undergo modifications. 
We find the following embeddings, among others: 

In P, performances of D are embedded when a cake of eight pot
sherds is offered to Agni and when a cake of eleven potsherds 
is offen~d to Agni-Vi~!)u; 

in A are embedded: two performances of P (for Agni-Soma and 
for Pressing Soma) and s•everal performances of D (called 
Consecration, Going Forth, Final Bath, Conclusion and Depar
ture, etc., not to mention performances :of D embedded in P); 

in C, a performance of A, fourteen performances of P and numer
ous performances of D, some already embedded in A and P, 
are embedded. 

This enumeration is by no means complete, but it may serve to illus
trate the "embedding" feature of the underlying structure. 

Now for the modifications which rituals undergo when they are 
embedded, and, more generally, in different contexts. First of all, the 
deities to which rites on different occasions are dedicated are often 
different, which induces differences at least in the names which occur 
in many of the recitations. Even within D ~tself, one of the main 
oblations is for Agni-Soma at full moon, hut for Indra-Agni at new 
moon. Similarly, the different deities to which the different animal:s 
in performances of P are dedicated, induce differences in recitation. 
But apart from these substitutions there are numerous more complex 
modifications which are induced hy embedding. I shall give one simple 
example. In the regular performance of D, there are fifteen samidhen"i 
verses, recited when the twigs of firewood are put on the fire. But at 
the performance of D which is embedded in P when a cake on eleven 
potsherds is offered to Agni-Vi~t:J.U, there are seventeen slimidheni 
verses. Such examples can be multiplied almost indefinitely. 

Though aU these rituals involve embeddings and modifications, it 
does not follow that there is a unique description in terms of these for 
each particular ri·tual. For example, C may be analysed differently as 
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an Atiratra, viz., a modification of A, in which the construction of 
the New Altar is modified. Such an alternative analysis would neces
sitate a different structural ana:lysis; what is important in the present 
context is only ,that ~t wouLd involve embeddings and modifications. 

In order to get an inkling of the syntax of these structures, we have 
had to enter into some complexity even though I have made several 
simplifications. In order to explicate the rules, I shall have to sim
plify differently and construct a model of a ritual - a more formal 
representation corresponding to what Hubert and Mauss called a 
"scheme abstrait du sacrifice." In order to make this precise, a series 
of artificial assumptions will be made, defining D, P and A. The 
reason for these artificial assumptions and definitions is merely that 
they consti,tute a model which exhibits specific structures and rules 
of the ritual. This model is similar with respect to these structures 
to the really existing rituals, bUit is much less elaborate than the latter. 
What is important is that the ·existing rituals can be analysed in the 
same manner as the model with regard to the structures in which we 
are here interested. 

Let us assume that a ritual consists of smaller units, which I sha11 
call rites. The rites of ritual "D" will be written as "d," those of "P" 
as "p," etc. Now let us make more specific assumptions. Let D consist 
of three rites, d1, d2 and d3. I shall write this as a rule: 

(r) 

This may be illustrated as in Figure I: 

Ritual P involves several performances of D. Let us assume: 

P ~ P1 D P2 D P3 P4· (2) 

Similarly, A involves performances of P, as well as of D directly, e.g.: 
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A representation of the structure o£ (3) is given in Figure 2: 

A 

This picture does not correspond to any existing ritual. However, it 
expresses, precisely, one of the main features of ritual structur.e, which 
I have referred to as embedding. 

We have already met with a second structure: rituals which are 
embedded undeligO modification. We may introduce the example I 
gave into our model by assuming that in ritual D, the first rite, d1 , 

represents the recitation of fi'f.teen samidheni verses. Let us further 
assume that in the second occurrence of D in P, rite d1 has to be 
replaced by a rite d~, in which seventeen samidheni verses are recited. 
We <:annot simply represent this transformation hy adding an ex
pression: 

for the effect of this would be that all occurrences of d1 are replaced 
by occurrences of d~. What we must do is, replace by d~ only the d1 

in the second occurrence of D in P. This can be done by introducing 
a different kind of rule which £an be effected by means of an expres
sion which uses a different symbol instead of the single (l.rrow ~, 

for example a double arrow=?. We have to represent the entire con
figuration in which d1 occurs since it is not otherwise possible to single 
out the d1 we wish to single out. This can he done as follows: 

p p 

(5) 
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Again, thi~s rule does not correspond to any actual rule, but it expres
ses, precisely, the feature of ritual structure which I have referred to 
as modification. In the forthcoming article on "Ritual Syntax" I have 
shown that there are also other types of ritual rules than those which 
exhi:bit embedding and modification. 

IV 

No linguist wi:H have failed to observe the simillarity of these ritual 
rules with 1:he rules of syntax. The single arrow rules which pertain 
to ritual embedding correspond to the phrase structure rules of syn
tax; the double arrow rules which pertain to ritual modification cor
respond to its transformational rules. This correspondence is not due 
to the fact that I se1ected ritual rules which appear to resemble syn
tactic rules. The rules of embedding and modification are in fact very 
basic rules of rttual, or at least of Vedic ritual. 

The partial similarity between ritual and syntax could mean that 
ritualists follow, albeit unconsciously, the rules of syntax which they 
had internalized when they learned their native language. I am in
clined to the opposite view: syntax comes from ritual. A simple con
sideration in support of this idea is that anima:I-s have ritual, hut not 
language. But there are weightier considerations. Syntax is the part 
of language whicll stands most in need of explanation. Language 
relates sounds to meanings, and so it must necessari<ly comprise a 
domain of sounds (studied in phonetics and phonology) and a domain 
of meanings (studied in semantics). If language were rational and 
adapted to its purpose, sounds and meanings would be related by 
means of a I- I correspondance. If this were true of natura;l :languages, 
assuming semantics to be universal, different natural languages would 
also stand to each other in a I-I correspondance, and trans:Ia:tion could 
be ·effected with the help of dictionaries only. There would be no need 
for artificial languages, and logicians woul·d be out of business. 

What we do find in language is something different. Meanings and 
sounds are related to each other through a vasrt: and complicated 
domain of structured rules: syntax. The transition between sound 
and meaning is unnecessarily complex, roundabout and mathema
tically absurd. "Nobody in his right mind would attempt to build an 
artificial language based on phrase structure plus transformations" 
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(J. A. Fodor 8). How are we to explain such apparent redundancies? 
It is not e11JOugh to say, as communication theorists might, that redun
dancies are necessary for communication because they decrease mis
takes in reception. That assumes that language is only for the sake of 

. communication, which it is not. More importantly, such redundancies, 
to perform their alleged function, merely need be random: which can
not explain syntax, a structured domain of specific rules which in fact 
makes language unlogical and inefficient. These specific rules, which 
are without rhyme or reason, must come fr:om elsewhere. They look 
like a rudiment of something quite diferent. 'Dhe sim.i!larity between 
syntax and ritual suggests that the origin of syntax is ritual. 

The ritual origin of syntax has implications not only in language 
but also in religion. I shall mention three. Ritual is replete with lan
guage, but it is very often meaningless language. When a small golden 
image of a man is buried under the fire altar of the Agnicayana, the 
Chief Priest of the Samaveda chants songs which contain such 
sounds as: 

ka hva hva hva hva hva 
phal phal pha:l phal phal 
hau hau hau hau hau 
bham bham . . . (eighteen times). 

Such structured sounds partake of the syntax of ritual, but do not 
relate to meaning. This applies to most mantras. Originally, lan
guage was born when such structured sounds were connected with 
meaning. The state immediately preceding language survives in religion 
as mantras and magical spells: abracadabra. Unlike language, these 
are universal and need no translation. The abundance of such formulas 
in Buddhism facilitated its introduction into China, where their way 
was paved by the sacred noises of popular Taoism. 

A second feature is that mysticism is characterized by the absence of 
language. It points to a pre-linguistic state which can be induced by 
ritual, by recitation, hy silent meditation on mantras, or by other 
means, as I have shown in Exploring lvfysticism. All these methods 
help to eliminate meaning, sound and (ritual) structure. 

8 In: F. Smith and G. A. Miller (eds), The Genesis of Langu,age: A Psycho
linguistic Approach, Cambridge, Mass. 1<)66, page 2'JO. 
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Wittgenstein had an inkling of the place which language occupies 
in religion when he remarked: 

Is speech essential for religion? I can very well imagine a religion in which 
there are no doctrines, and hence nothing is said. Obviously the essence of 
religion can have nothing to do with the fact that speech occurs - or rather: 
if speech does occur, this itself is a component of religious behavior [the 
German original has: Handlung, "activity"] and not a theory. Therefore 
nothing turns on whether the words are true, false or nonsensical. 9' 

The ritual origin of syntax is connected with another curious fact, 
which I mentioned in passing: the Vedic gods fought and created not 
only with ritual, but also with meters and chants. What an extra
ordinary thing to do! But no, it is not. Meters and chants are like 
ritual in that they fail to express meaning, but reflect syntactic struc
ture in its pure form, hence pure activity. 

VII 

We have not come to the end of our investigation. On the contrary, 
we have hardly begun. What I hope to 'have shown is that ritual, 
which has so far been impervious to our understanding, is meaning
less and also a subject amenable to serious study. Once we abandon 
generalities and start working, a first adequate theory will undoubt
edly emerge, sooner or later. Such a theory will not only elucidate 
ritual; it will throw light on the origins of language, religion, and 
perhaps man. 

What will a theory of ritual be like? - Let us refl.ect once more on 
the Agnicayana. The main altar is constructed in the shape of a bird 
from roos kiln-fired bricks, 200 each in four layers, and 205 in the 
fifth layer which comes on top. The configuration of the first, third 
and fifth layer is the same; and so is that of the second and fourth. 
The surface of each layer is 7-I/2 times a square of the Yajamana's 
length. The bricks are of ten different shapes. There are r36 squares, 
48 oblongs of one size, and 302 of another. In addition there are 
207 halves of squares, 202 halves of oblongs, and five more groups 
consisting of bricks arrived at by further subdivision of the former 
shapes. There are ten bricks which are half as thick as all the others. 
All the bricks constitute furthermore another set of groups, each with 

9 F . Waismann, "Notes on Talks with Wittgenstein," The Philosophical Re
·view 74, 1965, page 16. 



22 Frits Staal 

its own name and consecrated by particular mantras. Most bri·cks 
have to be consecrated in a specific, very roundabout order; others 
may be -consecrated in any order, provided one general direction is 

• • • • • • - .· .. --.·-- - -:"f<'l''"""'""'··. • 

ma1nta1ned and the location of the f1na:l bnck 1s :fixed ,::Some bn·cks 
-~- .... ---

have figures drawn on them. Others are lifted ff~!?1 .. tb~ir proper 
place, carried around the altar and put back lbefore'1they can be fu1ly 

--~-. - -
consecrated. · All of thiis, and much more, i·s in accq_rdance with numer-
ous precis'e rules, for which in almost an cases ncr: explana~ion what
ever is offered. Whether or not the rules are )arbitrary~ they are 
strictly adhered to. In case of controversy or differenc~ . of inter-

- - -~~---- -

pretation, various schools arise which establish differe~! ' · traditions. 

Unlike sects, ritual tra;ditions co-exist peacefully, they ~~e · n1utuaHy 
exclusive and there is neither desire, nor ·mechanism for conversion . .. 
This feature, too, has. :become a ,mark of Indian rc~1gions. 

And ·so we may retum to the question what a theory of ritual would 
be like. It is unlikely that such a theory, if at a:ll adequate, will be 
simple, viz., more simple than the ritual facts themselves. There will 
be complaints about its myriad rules, as there have been about 
Chomsky and Halle's Sound Pattern of English, Euclid's Elements, 
and the .Srauta sutras. 

A final paragraph and consolation. There must be readers who are 
shocked, angry or depressed at the thought that ritual (not to 1nention 
religion and even language) is not only complex but also meaning:les:s. 
I am not a hit sad about it. I prefer a thing, 1ike a person, to be itself, 
and not refer to something or somebody else. For aH we know life 
itself ·may be meaningless. Seen from without, the li,fe of an ant 
seems to he just that, a thought that must have occurred to King 
Solomon (Proverbs 6:6). Neither ants, nor we are any the worse 
for it. 

Berkeley, University of California FRITS STAAL 
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