CHAPTER 8
RITUAL AND DEFERENCE

Maurice Bloch

Anthropologists have been concerned with the puzzle caused by the
observation that, while it is clear that rituals seem to be, in part at least,
communicative acts — in that some kind of non-trivial information is
conveyed and is involved for both participants and observers alike — it
seems very difficult to be satisfactorily precise about what this content
might be. It has even been suggested by many, including myself, that
a precise decoding of the message of rituals is necessarily misleading
(Bloch 1974; Sperber 1974; Lewis 1980; Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994).
Some have gone so far as to argue that rituals are simply meaningless
(Staal 1979), though exactly what such a claim would amount to is very
unclear. However, one reason for arguing in this way is simply that, in
the field, we are frustratingly and continually faced with informants who
say that they don’t know what rituals mean or why they are done in this
or that way. Nonetheless, what stops anthropologists adhering easily to
the thesis that rituals are meaningless is that these very same informants
who a minute before admitted they did not know what elements of the
ritual were about, add, at the same time, puzzlingly and portentously, that
these elements mean something very deep and they insist that it is very
important to perform them in precisely the right way.

In fact, anthropological discussions often suffer from the fact that
they conflate the problem of writing the ethnography of ritual (symbolic
analysis) and the problem of understanding the meaning of what is going
on for the participants. But leaving this point aside, anthropologists
nevertheless often leave us with the rather lame point that rituals convey
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