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Introduction

ON A STREET on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, a crowd of
Jewish protestors gathered. Some wore kippot and tallit, head cov-
erings and prayer shawls; others held signs with slogans such as
“Equal Justice for All” or biblical verses and Talmudic phrases in
Hebrew and English such as “Anyone who destroys one soul—it
is like destroying an entire world.” At the front of the crowd, a
young woman spoke into a bullhorn. “We will sit a shiva in the
street!” she cried, referring to the weeklong period following a
Jewish funeral when relatives of the deceased stay home to mourn
and receive visitors.

Earlier that day, it had been announced that the New York City
police officer who had killed Eric Garner would not be indicted.
These were the early days of the Black Lives Matter movement, and
the killing of Garner, an unarmed Black man, on a sidewalk in
Staten Island had been met with grief, anger, and mass protest. The
Grand Jury’s decision once again brought people to the streets
throughout New York City and across the country. This particular
protest, with the declaration that the protestors would sit shiva in
the street, placed their actions in the context of Jewish practice and
the rituals of mourning, It blurred the boundary between the home
where shiva is ordinarily observed and the city street where the
protestors had gathered, and between the supposedly private realm
of religion and the public realm of politics.
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2 INTRODUCTION

In unison, the protestors recited the Mourner’s Kaddish. “Yit-
gadal v'yitkadash sh'meih raba, b’alma di v’ra chiruteih . . .,” their
voices rising and falling together in an intonation familiar to any-
one who grew up spending Saturday mornings in synagogue. This
prayer is traditionally recited by Jews grieving the death of parents
or other family members. The recitation of the Mourner’s Kaddish
is considered to be an obligation, reserved for the loss of one’s
closest kin, those to whom one owes one’s very existence. The
words of the prayer affirm God’s goodness and Jewish continuity
in the face of mortality, tragedy, and the absurd. Those words are
spoken in Aramaic, an ancient language that few modern Jews are
likely to understand, so the prayer is learned viscerally, its sound
and rhythms taking shape in the mind and body as it is uttered day
after day in mourning, week after week in worship, year after year
in remembrance.

The gestures that accompany the prayer are learned, too, and dif-
fer from one Jewish community to another. In some congregations,
only mourners stand to recite the prayer, while others remain seated
and add their voices to the recitation at moments of particular em-
phasis. In other communities, mourners stand first and are then
joined by the rest of the congregation who rise as they are able and
recite the prayer with the mourners in an expression of solidarity.

At the protest, by reciting the Mourner’s Kaddish together, the
assembled joined their bodies and voices in an act of political
mourning. A Kaddish for Eric Garner. Following their recitation
of the prayer, the protestors spoke Garner’s name and the names
of more than twenty others who had recently been killed by New
York City police. They uttered the words, “I am responsible.”

The Mourner’s Kaddish has since become a recurrent feature
of progressive Jewish activism in the United States, but at that
time, in December 2014, there had been few instances in which the
prayer had been recited in protest." I could not, and still cannot,

1. To my knowledge, the few times that U.S.-based activists had recited the Kad-
dish in protest prior to the Mourner’s Kaddish for Eric Garner were in response to
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INTRODUCTION 3

stop thinking about it. I thought about it when I returned to syna-
gogue and listened to my fellow congregants recite Kaddish for
their loved ones. And I thought about it a few years later when I
heard about protestors gathering to recite Kaddish for migrant
children who died in the custody of U.S. Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement, and about mourners assembling outside the
Supreme Court to recite Kaddish for Supreme Court justice Ruth
Bader Ginsberg. I wondered about the significance and effects of
these recitations, what was happening when people gathered to
recite that prayer, on the street or in shul or on the steps of the
Supreme Court, in mourning for kin or for strangers. And so
began the thinking that led to this book. How, and why, are rituals
enacted toward political ends? How, and why, do rituals appear in
protests and social movements that seek justice? And what do
these seemingly extraordinary political enactments of rituals have
in common with their more ordinary enactments?

The Politics of Ritual delves into these questions. It considers
how rituals give rise to communities, by creating and transforming
their boundaries and distributing goods within them, and it shows
how rituals transform the people within those communities, by
shaping their habits and dispositions. In particular, it considers
when and how rituals are put to democratic and justice-seeking
ends. When rituals are enacted in protests and social movements,
they are often aimed at redrawing the boundaries of political com-
munities and redistributing goods within them. Sometimes this
means adapting, improvising on, or transforming existing rituals;
other times it means creating and implementing new ones. When
Jewish protestors recited the Mourner’s Kaddish for Eric Garner,
they drew on an existing ritual and adapted it to a new situation.

the deaths of Palestinians killed by Israeli soldiers. I wrote about the later recitation
of the Mourner’s Kaddish in progressive Jewish protests against U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement in summer 2019 in “For These Progressive Jews, Prayer
Is Part of the Protest,” Religion & Politics, September 10, 2019, https: //religionand
politics.org/2019/09/10/for-these-progressive-jews-prayer-is-part-of-the-protest/.
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Their ritual innovation blurred the boundary between public and
private, between politics and religion, between stranger and kin.
Why they might have done so, and what their act did, for them and
for others—those are among the questions that have haunted my
thinking about that event and that I hope to answer in these pages.

This book begins precisely where my first book, Hegel’s Social Eth-
ics, ended. On the face of it, these two projects have little to do
with one another. Hegel’s Social Ethics offered an interpretation of
nineteenth-century German philosopher GW.F. Hegel’s Phenom-
enology of Spirit that highlighted the ethical stakes of what Hegel
calls reciprocal recognition—a relationship in which people treat
one another as both authoritative and accountable agents. Hegel
was interested in rituals, in their role in processes of conflict and
reconciliation, and in how they could bring about this kind of re-
ciprocal recognition, but his account of this is more implicit than
explicit. I finished writing Hegel’s Social Ethics shortly after the
Kaddish for Eric Garner took place, and the final paragraph of that
book turns to that event as a site of ritual innovation, political con-
testation, and expanded ethical obligation. The present book, The
Politics of Ritual, is a result of my having been moved by that event
and my seeking to better understand what was at stake in it. This
book is not about Hegel, but I write it as someone committed to
the ideas that norms are created and transformed through social
practices, that power relations can be restructured from within,
and that just and democratic authority is generated and sustained
in relations of reciprocal recognition—commitments that I credit
to having thought with Hegel for a while.

I'wrote much of this book in a context both unsettlingly like and
unlike the one in which I'began to consider the relationship among
ritual, politics, and protest, in the midst of a pandemic that seemed
to change everything and the ceaseless repetition of anti-Black vio-
lence that seemed to insist that nothing would ever change. In sum-
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mer 2020, after several months of social distancing, illness, and
isolation, hundreds of thousands of Americans took to the streets
to demand racial justice and political transformation. Protestors
marked and mourned the murders of Breonna Taylor, George
Floyd, and too many other Black and brown Americans killed by
police. In the streets, at makeshift memorials, and in houses of wor-
ship, people protesting Taylor’s death incanted, “Say her name!”
Insisting on the importance of remembering and speaking Taylor’s
name, these protestors became, as Joseph Winters argues, partici-
pants “in a ritual of conjuring and mourning, . . . witness to the af-
terlife of black death.”” Thousands showed up for the funeral and
homegoing celebration for George Floyd. His homegoing took its
place in a Black funeral tradition that resists the violence of living
in a white supremacist society by insisting on the dignity of the
deceased.’ From die-ins to homegoings, protestors have been
mourning and mourners have been protesting.

Rituals play a role in both protest and mourning, as well as in
imagining and enacting a world that is better: more just, more
democratic. Rituals can conjure not only a past but also a future,
as Joshua Dubler suggested to me, “prefigur[ing] in the present
the as-yet unrealized abolitionist future.”*

Rituals involve sequences of bodily acts, shared by a group, and
enacted in relation to a set of rules or norms for their performance.

2. Joseph R. Winters, “Nothing Matters: Black Death, Repetition, and an Ethics
of Anguish,” American Religion 2.1 (2020): 3.

3. On Black funeral traditions, see Nyle Fort, “Refusing to Give Death the Last
Word,” Boston Globe, June 4, 2020, https: //www.bostonglobe.com/2020/06/04
/opinion/refusing-give-death-last-word/; Karla F. C. Holloway, Passed On: African
American Mourning Stories (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002). Holloway
shows, in particular, the close connections between Black churches and funeral
homes in the development and practice of mourning rituals.

4. Joshua Dubler, personal correspondence, March 25, 2021.
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6 INTRODUCTION

Rituals of mourning, for instance, are shared, norm-governed re-
sponses to the loss of someone who matters to members of the
group. Because of this, rituals of mourning are value-laden. The
question “Whom shall we mourn, and how?” is a normative, or
evaluative, one. The answer is often taken for granted. But some-
times, people are jolted into asking and arguing about how they
ought to answer. This may lead them to ask who the “we” are, how
“we” are related to the person or people being mourned, what
obligations people have to one another, and whether the usual
ways of mourning are possible or even desirable under the pre-
sent circumstances. It may lead them to ask whether they can and
should enact the rituals that they have at hand, adapt them, or
abandon them.

When Jewish protestors sat shiva in the street and recited Kad-
dish for Eric Garner, they took the received options for mourning
in the Jewish tradition and adapted them to a new situation. Their
answer to the question “Whom shall we mourn?” included Gar-
ner, a man who was neither Jewish nor protestors’ kin but to
whom the protestors took themselves to have an obligation never-
theless. Their enactment of the ritual moved it from its usual set-
ting, the homes and synagogues of Jewish mourners, into a public
space, a city street.

Likewise, during the Covid-19 pandemic, when people strug-
gled to mourn the loss of the people who mattered to them, they
considered the usual ways of burying and mourning their dead
and asked whether they were possible under the current circum-
stances. In the early months of the pandemic, many traditional
rituals of mourning were suspended or radically altered. There
were no more large in-person funerals, no more condolence visits.
I worried about how depoliticizing this might be. If people could
not gather in ritual, what would the politics of the pandemic be-
come? This worry may seem misplaced, a kind of non sequitur:
What do rituals have to do with politics, anyway? But as elected of-
ficials ignored and downplayed the threat of the virus, my mind
kept returning to the politics and protests of an earlier epidemic,
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the AIDS crisis, and the work of the activist organization ACT UP.
As the death toll from AIDS rose and politicians ignored the virus
and maligned its victims, members of ACT UP enacted political
funerals that combined ritual and protest. Processing through city
streets with caskets and urns that contained the remains of friends,
lovers, and kin, these mourners-become-activists publicly grieved,
demanded recognition for their losses, and sought to make politi-
cians answerable for their callousness and cruelty.

In the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic’s social distancing and
physical isolation, what could make ordinary people’s losses visi-
ble, known, public? How would people recognize one another in
grief and solidarity, and hold one another responsible for sustain-
ing the goods of the community they share?

As it turned out, rituals did not disappear during the pandemic,
nor did the politics of ritual. Many people innovated and impro-
vised on their existing rituals to mark and mourn loss, and to
demand different policies, making the connections among grief,
rituals, and politics explicit. Early in the pandemic, activists
dropped mock body bags on a Trump property, protesting the
Trump administration’s indifference toward victims of the pan-
demic and demanding recognition for loss. In that act, the absence
of ritual was the point; the unceremonious treatment of these un-
marked body bags was intended to highlight the inhumanity of the
administration’s approach to the pandemic. The absence of ritual
pointed to a failure of justice. Those who lost their lives weren’t
being recognized; they had been denied goods—not least, care
and concern—that they were due. Then, in late spring 2020, as the
death toll in the United States reached 100,000, a group of more
than 100 Muslim, Christian, and Jewish clergy led a National Day
of Mourning and Lament, marked by rituals of mourning and lam-
entation in mosques, churches, synagogues, and other houses of
worship across the country, as well as interfaith vigils, prayers, and
public ceremonies that honored the victims of the pandemic, rec-
ognized mourners’ grief, and called for healing—both physical
and political. Rev. Jim Wallis, president of the Christian social
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justice organization Sojourners and one of the organizers of the
Day of Mourning and Lament, wrote that “our prayers for the heal-
ing of this nation must acknowledge the brokenness of our democ-
racy and rededicate ourselves to repair the injustices this pan-
demic has revealed, even as we work for the healing of those who
are afflicted with the virus.”

In this and other cases, people adapted existing rituals of
mourning to mark their losses and protest the conditions of those
losses. These acts alone may not have done much to change the
outcome of the policies or the course of the pandemic. But, as
I hope to show, that kind of political efficacy isn’t the only mark of
rituals’ political power and significance. In each case, these adapta-
tions and innovations had to make explicit the normative
question—“Whom shall we mourn, and how?”—and to grapple
with how to answer it. Who is the “we”? What do “we” owe to the

dead, or to the grieving, or to the living?

The Politics of Rituals

Rituals are social practices. They are complex activities shared by
a group and governed by the norms of that group. This way of
describing rituals can help us see the work that rituals do in and
for groups, and how they can change over time as people argue
about the boundaries of the group and the norms that ought to be
in force within it. It also highlights their political significance—
and their democratic possibilities. That’s because, as social prac-
tices, rituals distribute goods. They help determine who is in-
cluded and excluded from a group, who occupies which roles and
has what powers within it, which habits and virtues are cultivated,
and which beliefs, passions, and stances are shared. They are po-
litical because they are among the practices by which people create

5. Jim Wallis, “National Day of Mourning and Lament,” National Council of
Churches, June 1, 2020, https://nationalcouncilofchurches.us/a-national-day-of

-mourning-and-lament/.
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and maintain communities. And they can be democratic when they
involve collective action that aims to correct arbitrary exclusions
and to redistribute goods to those to whom they are due in and
around those communities.

Of course, there’s nothing necessarily democratic about rituals.
They can exclude as easily as they can include; they can preserve
an unjust status quo and they can distribute power to the power-
ful. But neither is their political significance limited to the consoli-
dation and maintenance of unjust power relations. I locate politics
wherever people act in concert to create, sustain, and transform
the relationships and structures of their communities. At times,
my way of talking about the “politics” of ritual may strike some
readers as overly expansive, too easily conflated with ethics or so-
cial life more broadly. Bonnie Honig has raised a similar concern
about recent scholarship on the politics of lamentation. In her
work on Antigone, Honig writes that “in the place of the currently
seductive politics of lamentation, I find in the play [Antigone] ... a
more robust politics of lamentation, in which lamentation is not
‘human), ethical, or material —tethered to the fact of finitude—but
an essentially contested practice, part of an agon among fractious
and divided systems of signification and power.”® What makes
lamentation political, Honig argues, is its role in contesting politi-
cal structures and power relations. Heather Pool takes up Honig’s
concern in her work on political mourning, attending to the pro-
cesses by which some deaths, and grief for those deaths, become
a matter of democratic politics. Political mourning, Pool argues,
differs from private (or even public, but non-political) mourning
insofar as it aims to reconfigure the boundaries of the polis and to
encourage people to take responsibility for the well-being of its
inhabitants.” The charge, from both Honig and Pool, is to recognize

6. Bonnie Honig, Antigone, Interrupted (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2013), 2.

7. Heather Pool, Political Mourning : Identity and Responsibility in the Wake of Trag-
edy (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2021), 12.
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the distinctively political features of lamentation and mourning,
respectively, and to distinguish those features from the merely so-
cial or ethical.

I take their charge seriously and have thought much about how
this book addresses it.® As a scholar of theories of religion and
religious ethics, I have devoted much of the book to developing a
detailed account of the politics of rituals rather than the politics of
rituals, to borrow Honig’s formulation. But I insist on the politics,
too, and so here, I want to be clear about what I mean by politics
and why I think rituals are, or ought to be, an object of political
analysis.

To begin with, let me say a word in defense of the broad sense
of politics that I mentioned above: politics as involving concerted
action to create, sustain, and transform the relationships and struc-
tures of communities. This way of thinking resists locating politics
only in the actions of, and responses to, the nation-state, and it
rejects any sharp distinction between communities that are prop-
erly public (and thus a site for politics) and those that are private.
It casts a wide net.” This stems in part from my training in religious
studies, which tends to the ongoing processes by which nation-
states have attempted to wall religion off from the “political”
proper. Such attempts cast religion as a matter of private convic-
tion that appears in the public sphere of politics only as a tres-

8. T am grateful to the anonymous reader for Princeton University Press who
challenged me to be more explicit about my account of politics, and to Joel Schlosser
for pointing me toward Heather Pool’s work on this point.

9. This sense of politics has affinities with what Luke Bretherton calls the “infor-
mal mode of politics,” located in the relational practices of ordinary citizens as op-
posed to the “formal mode of politics” involved in law and statecraft. Bretherton
thinks of this informal mode of politics not as activism, narrowly construed, but as
“being neighbors,” in the sense of working with and alongside those with whom one
finds oneself to shape a shared community and to tend common goods. See Breth-
erton, Christ and the Common Life: Political Theology and the Case for Democracy
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2019); and “Politics in the Service of Society: My
Response to My Interlocutors,” Studies in Christian Ethics 33.2 (2020): 262—70.
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passer. Religions, meanwhile, regularly transgress the boundaries
drawn for them by nation-states as religious people and groups
imagine and enact other ways of configuring such things as com-
munity, law and obligation, authority, and agency.'® Religions
stake claims about what people are like and how people thus con-
stituted ought to live together. To locate politics in and around
nation-states, without tending to the complications posed by reli-
gious people, practices, and life-worlds—whether those complica-
tions are posed at home, in places of worship, or in the streets—
risks limiting our imagination for other ways of living with and
alongside other human and more-than-human beings. When reli-
gious individuals and groups enact rituals, they often embody, if
only fleetingly, these other ways of being and living.

Wini Breines coined the term “prefigurative politics” to charac-
terize the political structures and activities of social movement
groups of the 1960s New Left, groups such as Students for a Demo-
cratic Society.'! These groups were committed to participatory
democracy, a form of political engagement that was decentralized,
non-hierarchical, and nominally leaderless. And while their radical
vision was of a society governed by participatory democratic
principles and practices, more immediately, they sought to imple-
ment this form of democratic life in their internal organizing and

10. These processes are the topic of secularism studies and of political theology,
as the scholarly location of work that considers the relationship between religion and
politics, the influence of (particularly Protestant) theology on the formation of the
nation-state, and the tensions and ongoing negotiations between religious life-
worlds and contemporary political configurations. Apropos of this book’s topic of
the politics of ritual, the journal Political Theology recently published a roundtable
discussion titled “Organizing, Protests, and Religious Practices,” which considers
how a variety of religious practices appear in, and as, forms of democratic action and
protest. See Aaron Stauffer, ed., “Round Table Discussion: Organizing, Protests, and
Religious Practices,” Political Theology, March 18, 2021, https://doi.org/10.1080
/1462317X.2021.1899701.

11. Wini Breines, The Great Refusal: Community and Organization in the New Left,
1962-1968 (New York: Praeger, 1982).
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decision-making processes.'” This is what Breines refers to as pre-
figuration, the flip side of the New Left’s antipathy toward “strategic
politics,” the effort to build institutions and wield political power in
ways legible to elected officials and governing institutions."?

Political analysts’ distinction between prefigurative and strate-
gic politics tends to cast the former as largely expressive and the
latter as effective, in the sense of being concerned with bringing
about a given end. As Francesca Polletta notes, for instance, in this
literature “prefigurative goals risk sounding very much like expres-
sive ones—defined only by their opposition to considerations of
strategy.”'* But, Polletta argues, this misses much of what prefigu-
rative politics does. Participatory democratic movements try to
enact structures and practices that anticipate those of the society
that they hope for; in doing so, they aren’t merely expressing dis-
satisfaction with current political arrangements while pining inef-
fectually for something better. These movements, their structures
and practices, also do the pressing work of forging solidarity and
shaping citizens with democratic dispositions.

This distinction between prefigurative and strategic politics
may sound familiar to readers who are acquainted with theories of
ritual, for it echoes a similar distinction that is sometimes used to
cordon ritual off from ordinary action. Ritual, on such accounts,

12. There are important criticisms of the particular form that the organizations of
the New Left took, including the way that their apparent “leaderlessness” gave way
to unaccountable leadership and decision making. See, for instance, Jo Freeman’s clas-
sic essay, “The Tyranny of Structurelessness,” which critically examines the orga-
nizational structure of early second-wave feminist groups (Berkeley Journal of Sociol-
ogy 17 [1972-73]: 151-64). Francesca Polletta also considers the strengths and
weaknesses of the structure of groups such as SNCC, SDS, and feminist
consciousness-raising groups in the 1960s and 1970s in Freedom Is an Endless Meeting:
Democracy in American Social Movements (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2002). T understand these authors’ criticisms of the weaknesses of those movements’
particular structures and practices to be distinct from a criticism of prefiguration as
such.

13. Breines, The Great Refusal, 6.

14. Polletta, Freedom Is an Endless Meeting, 7.
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is a kind of symbolic or expressive action, defined in contrast to
more quotidian, strategic, or efficacious action. On this way of
thinking, rituals symbolize or express things, whereas ordinary
actions do things. But this distinction is just as unhelpful for un-
derstanding ritual as the prefigurative/strategic distinction is for
understanding politics, and for similar reasons. Rituals unsettle
any sharp distinction between expressive and effective action, not
least because rituals, like all other human activities, do things.
Rituals draw boundaries around groups; they distribute goods to
members of those groups; they shape people’s habits and disposi-
tions; and they can, as Polletta writes of participatory democratic
practices, “generate new bases for legitimate authority.”*® Rituals
can prefigure other ways of being and living together, and any such
prefigurations are rarely, if ever, merely symbolic or expressive.

When rituals are enacted in protests and social movements,
they often anticipate a world that doesn’t yet exist: a world in
which nation-state borders are sites of hospitality and neighbor-
love; a world in which human beings live in grateful relationship
with the more-than-human inhabitants of the earth; a world in
which the justice and peace for which people yearn have arrived.
But even as rituals prefigure a world that is not-yet, they are work-
ing on the people and politics of the world that is: shaping them
and making claims on them. As this book aims to show, rituals can
be prefigurative at the same time that they are formative and
performative—they enact an as-yet unrealized world, even as they
transform the people who still reside in the world as it currently
is. They can bring about social and political changes that nudge
what currently is closer to what is not-yet.

The world anticipated by rituals may be more or less demo-
cratic than the one that practitioners inhabit. But rituals can an-
ticipate and contribute to a democratic politics when they involve
the concerted action of ordinary people to bring about a more just
distribution of goods, including power and freedom. People act

15. Polletta, Freedom Is an Endless Meeting, 7-8.
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not only politically but also democratically when they work to-
gether to contest unjust power relations and social and political
arrangements, acknowledge and distribute authority and account-
ability, and encourage and cultivate habits of political participa-
tion. Throughout the book are examples in which people enact
rituals intended to do these very things.

The perspective on democratic politics taken here has affinities
with agonistic democratic theories that emphasize the activities of
ordinary citizens and the role of ongoing contestation in political
life. But whereas many agonists locate democracy primarily in the
disruption of the existing order and the arrival of the new, the view
that I develop here explores how rituals, as political acts and as
routinized and norm-governed activities, often move between
reproduction and disruption or between tradition and critique.
Because rituals often concern shared goods and sacred objects—
because rituals relate to these goods and objects, tend them, regu-
late access to them, and distribute them—it might seem like rituals
are the sorts of activities that fall on the side of tradition, the status
quo, the already-is. But they are far more dynamic than that. Rituals
can be sites of tending and of transformation; understanding how
they do these things can help us think about how people might go
about caring for the communities in which they find themselves
while enacting those that they hope to bring about.

The Book and Its Aims

The Politics of Ritual offers a social practical account of ritual, and
it argues for rituals’ political significance and power. In particular,
it considers when and how rituals contribute to just and demo-
cratic politics. It also reflects on how people adapt existing rituals
or create new ones in order to redraw boundaries or redistribute
goods, including power, around and within their communities. It
argues, moreover, that these adaptations and innovations are part
of a dialectic of continuity and change that is always part of
people’s ritual life, rather than an idiosyncratic feature of modern
religion or politics.
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The book focuses on justice-seeking rituals and democratic
politics for two reasons. The first is that the impulse is often to
view rituals as powerfully enforcing the status quo. This can be
true, but it is not always. Rituals aren’t static; they are dynamic
social practices that involve change and contestation over time.
The second reason is simply that rituals can and often do play an
important role in the struggle for justice. T hope to convince read-
ers, particularly those who want to envision and build a different
kind of world together, of the need for rituals in which the com-
munities people deserve can be enacted and embodied.

Nevertheless, the examples in this book are not confined to
enactments of rituals in protests and social movements. Some of
the examples involve activists enacting rituals in protests; others
involve the denizens of a nation-state enacting civic rituals in
everyday life."® Others still involve religious individuals or groups
enacting the rituals of their tradition, but in ways that contest how
those rituals configure community or distribute power. These con-
testations often take place in the midst of broader political contes-
tation and change—as when, in the midst of second-wave feminist
movements that demanded equal rights for women in political
and economic life, Episcopal women enacted an ordination cere-
mony to demand inclusion in the (then) all-male priesthood.
What holds these various examples together—what makes them
worth thinking about under the banner of the “politics of ritual™—
is that, in each case, they are enacted in ways that attend to the
norms invoked and the communities created by them, and in ways
attentive to the distribution of justice, power, and freedom. It is
my assumption—typically implicit, although I'll make it explicit
here—that distinctions between the religious and the secular (and

16. I typically use the term “civic ritual” to refer to rituals that have a political
community or its associated symbols as their primary object. My reason for doing
so is pragmatic; in religious studies, this is the term that’s commonly used to refer to
such rituals. However, in what follows (and particularly in chapter 4), I aim to show
that there’s a greater degree of disagreement and contestation over such rituals than
might be assumed by the term and its association with scholarship on civil
religion.
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thus between, say, religious and so-called civic rituals) have little
to do with the ways that people actually move among the spaces
and communities they’re in. The significance of religious ritual is
never fully cordoned off from political concerns; the significance
of civic ritual is best understood in light of theories and histories
of religion.

To consider how and when rituals enact or bring about just or
democratic ends we’ll need to pay careful attention to what rituals
are and what they do. I draw on ritual theory, social practice the-
ory, and philosophy of language to attend to the latter. Like schol-
ars in the field of “lived religion,” such as David Hall, Robert Orsi,
and R. Marie Griffith, I am interested in how people practice reli-
gion in their everyday lives, in how their religious practices emerge
both within and outside of religions’ institutional forms."” Like
those influenced by theorists of practice such as Pierre Bour-
dieu and Catherine Bell, I am interested in how rituals, as bodily
practices, can shape subjects and reproduce social, cultural, and
political norms—but also in how they can transform them. My ap-
proach integrates the insights of these influential intellectual
movements with renewed attention to belief and language, topics
sometimes left by the wayside in the recent turn toward embodi-
ment, practice, and power. The resulting account helps make sense
of how, and why, rituals have political power and significance, and

17. See, for instance, Griffith, Hall, and Orsi’s contributions in David A. Hall, ed.,
Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1997). Robert Wuthnow’s What Happens When We Practice Religion?:
Textures of Devotion in Everyday Life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020)
offers a thematic survey of recent literature in and around religious studies that has
taken this practical turn, including work influenced by lived religion, social practice
theory, and ethnographic work outside of religious studies. Leigh Eric Schmidt’s
Consumer Rites and Kathryn Lofton’s Consuming Religion are also relevant precursors
to this project, particularly in the ways that they trouble the boundaries of the reli-
gious and the secular in their approaches to ritual. Schmidt, Consumer Rites: The
Buying and Selling of American Holidays (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1997); Lofton, Consuming Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).
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how, and why, people argue over existing rituals and, sometimes,
create new ones.'®

Readers eager to get to the politics may be tempted to skip the
first chapter, which focuses on the term “ritual” and defines it for
the purpose of this study. In doing so, however, they would miss
the account of what rituals and social practices are and of how
such practices change. This account is taken up and expanded
upon in later chapters, each of which considers one or more of the
things that rituals do, things that matter to our political lives. Each
of the chapters should be intelligible on its own, although it is my
intention that they build on one another to contribute to the
broader framework and account of the politics of ritual.

18. This book is one of a growing number of recent works considering rituals and
democratic practice. For instance, researchers associated with the project Reassem-
bling Democracy: Ritual as Cultural Resource have published two volumes of essays
that are interdisciplinary and international in scope, and constitute an archive of
fieldwork-informed case studies on the use of ritual in democratic movements.
While these volumes do not present a single analytical or theoretical framework, this
book shares several of that project’s assumptions: that there is no sharp distinction
between religious and secular rituals, and that rituals can be deployed both to bolster
and to transform existing political arrangements. Moreover, this book develops the
theoretical claim, noted in the introduction to Ritual and Democracy, that “ritual acts
and performances construct, reveal, and mobilise pervasive cultural and political
resources,” and, in doing so, they can shift and transform the “cultural and political
processes that constitute society” (1). In what follows, I hope to develop this theo-
retical claim and offer a framework that can reflect back on the case studies and ex-
amples collected in that project and others like it. See Graham Harvey et al., eds.,
Reassembling Democracy: Ritual as Cultural Resource (London: Bloomsbury, 2021),
and Sarah M. Pike, Jone Salomonsen, and Paul-Francois Tremlett, Ritual and Democ-
racy: Protests, Public and Performances (Bristol, CT: Equinox, 2020). One of the lead
coordinators of the Reassembling Democracy project, Sarah M. Pike, has also writ-
ten an ethnography of eco-activists in organizations such as Earth First!, character-
izing their protests and actions—including long-term tree-sits—as rituals and rites
of passage. See Pike, For the Wild: Ritual and Commitment in Radical Eco-Activism
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2017). See also, as mentioned above,
Stauffer, “Round Table Discussion.”
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Chapter 1, “A Social Practical Account of Rituals,” clarifies the
terms and topic of my inquiry. It begins by discussing some “for-
mal” characteristics of ritual: routine, repetition, and rules. I argue
that, while these are typically features of rituals, focusing on these
formal characteristics alone obscures how rituals work dynami-
cally to shape—and change—people and societies. After all, if
rituals are nothing more than routines, strictly governed by rules
and repeatedly enacted, then how could they be anything but
static and status quo supporting? By considering rituals as social
practices that take place over time, we can begin to see how people
improvise within these inherited frames, pull them into new con-
texts, and change the norms and routines themselves. Moreover,
we can begin to see how rituals are bound up with concerns about
power and justice.

Because rituals “belong” to groups—that is, because they are
social practices—chapter 2, “Marking Boundaries, Distributing
Goods,” considers the relationship between rituals and the bound-
aries of groups. People engage rituals to create, maintain, and
transform boundaries around and within their communities. In
doing so, people both recognize the salience of certain roles and
identities within their communities and allocate material and nor-
mative goods to the people who inhabit those roles and identities.
This means that the presence, absence, and content of rituals can
be matters of justice, whether a person or a group is recognized
and given the goods that are their due. Disagreements and debates
about rituals—whether they should be performed, who ought to
be able to participate in them, what ought to be said or done in
them, and what their consequences ought to be—are often dis-
agreements about whether the structure and the distribution of
goods and ills within a group are just or unjust. Rituals enacted at
the U.S.-Mexico border highlight the contingency and injustice of
nation-state borders by enacting other kinds of communities with
other kinds of boundaries. Rituals do boundary work.

Chapter 3, “Performing and Recognizing Authority,” builds on
these claims about the goods and ills that rituals create and dis-
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tribute, focusing on the relationship among rituals, power, author-
ity, and recognition. Contrary to Bourdieu’s claim that people’s
enactments of rituals involve the exercise of power that has been
authorized in advance, I argue that people sometimes enact rituals
in ways that exercise power that can only be authorized retrospec-
tively. That is to say, sometimes people enact rituals that they aren’t
actually supposed to enact—and sometimes, their performances
succeed nevertheless! I elaborate on the argument that rituals can
be performative in the sense that they can “count as” something
other than, or in addition to, the discrete bodily acts that consti-
tute them. As performatives, rituals bring about changes in the
social world. What makes an enactment of a ritual successful is not
always fully spelled out beforehand; rather, the conditions for suc-
cess are often recognized and negotiated after the fact. It is through
novel enactments of a ritual that changes in what the ritual counts
as, and who it counts for, can be brought about. Politically speak-
ing, this matters because novel enactments of rituals can distribute
power in new ways—including ways that challenge domination
and unjust exclusion in religious and political relationships. As
we'll see, Episcopal women, ordained to the priesthood in unsanc-
tioned ceremonies in the midst of the women’s movement, and
Black Catholics, who innovated on Roman Catholic liturgy to
enact new authority structures influenced by the Black Power
movement, drew on existing ritual frames to claim authority. In
this way, rituals can transform power relations.

Critical social theorists, including Bourdieu, often emphasize
the role of rituals and other social practices in reproducing existing
social structures and power relations. In chapters 2 and 3, I suggest
how enactments of rituals tend to conform to the norms and stan-
dards of already-existing practices while regulating boundaries,
sustaining social structures, and distributing power. But those
chapters also include examples of people and groups who chal-
lenge and change those norms, standards, and practices in ways
that encourage new structures and relationships. Chapter 4, “Hab-
its, Virtues, and Freedom,” takes on the apparent tension between
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these two things. In particular, it considers rituals aimed toward
forming political subjects and constituting a people, and asks,
“Which people? Constituted how? With what habits and virtues
in mind?” Thinking through these questions alongside the work
of scholars in ritual studies—including Bourdieu, Saba Mahmood,
and Catherine Bell—I consider the constitution of habits and
habitus that reproduce social norms and power relations, as well
as the possibility that people engage in rituals in ways that self-
consciously engage, and sometimes transform, those norms and
relations. Rituals, I argue, can shape citizens with habits and dis-
positions that are just and democratic.

Many of the same scholars who emphasize rituals’ role in disci-
pline and habit formation resist the notion that rituals ought to be
understood as expressing beliefs. In the examples that most interest
such theorists, people’s enactments of rituals are better understood
as inculcating abilities and skills according to scripts, rules, and au-
thorities than as expressing beliefs, attitudes, and intentions. But
these two things—inculcation and expression—need not be
treated as an either/or. Chapter 4 suggests a way of thinking about
how people’s repeated enactment of a ritual or set of rituals can
inculcate habits and dispositions while also generating the reflec-
tive and expressive resources to challenge and change them; chap-
ter s then shifts its focus to expression itself—to the idea that rituals
express things, including political ideals and stances.

In chapter s, “Expressing Beliefs, Passions, and Solidarity,”
I consider how rituals express things of political significance. Rituals
can express commitments and ideals. They also express attitudes
and emotions, including the passions of grief and anger and the
stance of solidarity. I outline an account of expression in which
the ritual expression of a belief or attitude creates and distributes
obligations, entitlements, authority, and other statuses, rather than
merely revealing otherwise private and inner mental states. I re-
turn to examples of rituals of mourning enacted in overtly political
ways to mark untimely and unjust deaths, including the political
funerals of the AIDS crisis and the die-ins of the Black Lives
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Matter movement, and I consider the politics of expressing grief,
anger, and solidarity in and through rituals. Finally, the conclu-
sion, “The Rituals of Our Politics,” returns to the relationship be-
tween rituals and democratic politics.

This book offers an approach to rituals that combines theoretical
and philosophical considerations of rituals as social practices with
context-specific analysis. The examples that appear throughout the
book and in the conclusion are intended as contextual opportuni-
ties for thinking through the politics of ritual (and the rituals of our
politics). There is a wide range of such examples. Many, although
by no means all, are situated in relation to contemporary American
politics; many, although by no means all, have Christian roots or
resonance. Nevertheless, and as other examples in the book sug-
gest, there is nothing uniquely modern, American, or Christian
about the politics of ritual, nor about the ways that rituals can be
contested or changed. Rituals create, sustain, and transform social
and political worlds; the shape of the worlds we come to inhabit
depends on the activities we undertake in common—crucially, on
our rituals.
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