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THE RITuAL PARADOX

On the tiny Greek island of Tinos, in the Aegean Sea, the daily 
ferry from Piraeus shudders into the main harbour. The white-
washed cubic houses that line the waterfront stand in sharp 
contrast to the rugged brown hills looming behind them. A 
handful of trucks and some passenger cars trundle out of the 
lower deck as tourists pour down the gangways. On the dock-
side, taxi drivers and travel agents crowd around them holding 
pickup signs with hotel names, while others advertise last-
minute room-rental deals. Quickly enough, the sightseers are 
spirited away, most of them to local beaches and museums. And 
now the holiday atmosphere takes an odd turn.

The remaining visitors, most of them dressed in black, 
move at a different pace. They seem solemn and purposeful. 
Once they have assembled on the quayside, one after the other 
they get on their hands and knees and begin to crawl through 
the town’s main street. Some of them fall on to their stom-
achs and use their elbows to pull themselves forward. Others 
lie down perpendicular to the street and roll up the steep hill 
in an almost Sisyphean way, twisting and turning their bodies 
and pushing against their elbows to drag themselves along. A 
woman slumps back while two men drag her by the hands. 
There are also those who carry small children perched on their 
backs while moving on all fours.
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It is midsummer. Shade is scarce, and the cobbled street 
bakes in the sun. As they inch their way through the steep 
incline, the scene begins to resemble a battlefield: bleeding 
knees and elbows, scorched hands and feet, bruised bodies and 
faces full of agony. Many collapse from the heat and exhaus-
tion. But they push on. Accompanying family members rush to 
offer them water, and as soon as they regain their senses, they 
continue their ascent.

Their destination is the Orthodox church of Our Lady of 
Tinos. Towering at the top of the hill, this spectacular temple 
is made entirely of white marble, imported from the nearby 
island of Delos. From a distance its façade, draped with numer-
ous arched porticos, carved balusters and ornate windows, 
looks like the finest embroidered lace. In 1823, legend has it, 
an ancient icon was dug up after its location appeared to a local 
nun in a prophetic dream. The church that was built on the 
same spot to host it soon became a major pilgrimage destina-
tion. People flock to Tinos every year from all corners of the 
world to visit this icon, which is said to work miracles.

After reaching the top of the hill on their hands and knees, 
the pilgrims must still drag themselves up two flocks of marble 
steps before paying their tribute to the icon. Carved in exqui-
site detail, it portrays the Annunciation. But the scene is barely 
visible, as the image is completely covered by jewels donated 
by visitors. Hundreds of silver votive offerings dangle from the 
ceiling above it, reminders of vows and miracles. A heart, a leg, 
a pair of eyes, a cradle, a ship.

Remarkable as these scenes of apparently senseless self-
mortification may be, comparable ones are found all over the 
world. In the Middle East, Shia Muslims slash their flesh with 
blades to mourn the martyrdom of Imam Husayn. In the Phil-
ippines, Catholics have nails hammered through the palms of 
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their hands and feet to commemorate the suffering of Jesus 
Christ. In Thailand, Taoists celebrate the Nine Emperor Gods 
Festival in veneration of Chinese deities by performing blood-
letting and impaling their bodies with anything from knives and 
skewers to antlers and umbrellas. In Meso-America, the Mayans 
performed bloodletting ceremonies in which men pierced their 
penises with stingray spines. And in the Southern Appalachian 
states of the uS today, groups of Pentecostals dance ecstatically 
in their churches while handling deadly snakes. Dangling by 
their tails, the serpents are free to strike at any time – and they 
often do. There have been more than a hundred documented 
deaths among serpent handlers. But as these practices are often 
secretive, the real numbers may be much higher. According to 
the social psychologist Ralph Hood, who has studied those 
communities, ‘If you go to any serpent-handling church, you’ll 
see people with atrophied hands and missing fingers. All the 
serpent-handling families have suffered such things.’ 1

In other parts of the world people engage in rituals that are 
less painful but no less costly. Tibetan monks spend decades 
trying to perfect their meditative practices, shutting themselves 
off from the world for a life of silent contemplation. Muslims 
around the globe deprive themselves of food and water from 
dawn to dusk during the month of Ramadan, and Indian 
wedding ceremonies can last an entire week. Preparations take 
several months, and hundreds or even thousands of guests 
are invited. The costs can be crippling for the average family. 
According to estimates by the Progressive Village Enterprises 
and Social Welfare Institute (a local NGO), over 60 per cent 
of all Indian households turn to moneylenders to finance their 
children’s weddings, often at extortionate rates. Those who 
have no other means to guarantee these loans are often forced 
into servitude to pay off their debt.2
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So far I have only mentioned religious ceremonies. Yet rituals 
are central to virtually all of our social institutions. Think of 
a judge waving a gavel or a new president taking an oath of 
office. They are held by militaries, governments and corpora-
tions, in initiation ceremonies, parades and costly displays of 
commitment. They are used by athletes who always wear the 
same socks in important games, and by gamblers who kiss the 
dice or cling on to lucky charms when the stakes are high. And 
in our everyday life they are practised by each and every one 
of us when we raise a glass to make a toast, attend a gradua-
tion ceremony or take part in a birthday celebration. The need 
for ritual is primeval, and, as we shall see, may have played a 
pivotal role in human civilisation.

But what drives us all to engage in these behaviours, which 
have tangible costs without any directly obvious benefits? And 
why are these activities often held to be so deeply meaningful, 
even as their purpose is so often obscure?

Several years ago, when I was living in Denmark as an exchange 
student, I visited the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, a spectacular 
art museum in Copenhagen. As I was wandering through the 
Antique collection, which included artefacts from ancient 
Mediterranean cultures, I came across a group of archaeology 
students visiting from the uSA. They were gathered around 
their professor, a tall, energetic, middle-aged woman who was 
commenting on the exhibits. Her enthusiasm seemed conta-
gious, and the students appeared attentive and interested in 
everything she had to say. I decided to follow them and take 
advantage of the free guided tour.

The professor was using what is known as the Socratic 
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method: rather than merely lecturing the students, she would 
ask them questions to probe the knowledge they already pos-
sessed and help them make new inferences. After pointing to 
various objects and discussing their origin and purpose, she 
eventually came to a strange-looking clay vessel from ancient 
Greece. ‘What is this?’ she asked. The students seemed puzzled. 
The object had the shape of a hollow horn, but was clearly 
not a drinking vessel, as it was too small and had a hole in the 
bottom. It was ornately carved in minute detail, but despite all 
the effort that clearly went into making it, it had no apparent 
utility. The professor turned to one student in particular. ‘What 
do you think it does? What is it for?’ she said. ‘I don’t know,’ 
the student replied, looking embarrassed. ‘We don’t know,’ the 
professor repeated. ‘And what do we say when we don’t know 
what the function is?’ The student suddenly lit up. ‘It’s cultic!’ 
he exclaimed. ‘Yes, it’s cultic!’ the instructor said approvingly. 
‘It was probably used in the context of some ceremony.’

The professor’s response struck a chord with me because it 
identified one the most curious aspects of human nature: ritual 
is a true human universal. Without a single exception, all known 
human societies – whether past or present – have a range of 
traditions that involve highly choreographed, formalised and 
precisely executed behaviours that mark threshold moments in 
people’s lives. These behaviours, which we call rituals, either 
have no explicit purpose at all, or, even when they do, their 
stated goals are causally disconnected from the actions under-
taken to achieve them. Performing a rain dance does not cause 
water to fall from the sky; stabbing a voodoo doll cannot harm 
people at a distance; and the only thing a Tarot card reader can 
reliably predict is that your wallet will be lighter after your con-
sultation. It is this gap between means and goals that led the 
professor to infer that because an object which required hard 
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labour to make had no obvious function, it probably served a 
ritual purpose.

Despite this puzzling discrepancy between actions and 
goals, rituals of all sorts have persisted for millennia. In fact, 
even in the most secular societies, and whether we realise it or 
not, ritual is just as common today as it was in the distant past. 
From knocking on wood to uttering prayers, and from New 
Year celebrations to presidential inaugurations, ritual perme-
ates every important aspect of our private and public lives. And 
whether it is performed in a religious or a secular context, it is 
one of the most special of all human activities, deeply imbued 
with meaning and importance.

These features distinguish ritual from other, less special acts 
such as habits. Although both can be stereotypical behaviours, 
in that they involve fixed and repetitive patterns, in the case of 
habits these actions have a direct effect on the world, while in 
ritual they have symbolic meaning and are often performed for 
their own sake. When we develop the habit of brushing our 
teeth before going to bed, the goal of this act lies in its imme-
diate function – it is causally transparent. Waving a symbolic 
brush in the air would not help keep our teeth clean. By turning 
this process into a routine, our habit allows us to perform it 
regularly and unreflectively.

Rituals, on the other hand, are causally opaque. They 
command focus and attention because they involve symbolic 
actions that must be remembered, for they must be executed 
precisely. By way of illustration, at a Greek Orthodox wedding 
the best man or woman exchange the wedding rings and place 
them on the fingers of the bride and groom and a pair of 
crowns on their heads three times; the priest must read three 
prayers; and the couple must drink three sips of wine from a 
common cup and circle the altar thrice. These actions are part 
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of an elaborate, hour-long sequence that must be followed to 
the letter and requires meticulous instruction and rehearsal to 
ensure fidelity. As it happens, none of those actions is of any 
legal consequence: what makes the couple married is a different 
procedure, which involves the signing and stamping of a legal 
document. But the symbolism and pageantry of the wedding 
ceremony are what make the event momentous and memora-
ble – so much so that we get the impression that it is the ritual 
rather than the paperwork that validates the marriage. While 
habits help us organise important tasks by routinising them and 
making them mundane, rituals imbue our lives with meaning 
by making certain things special.

In other words, specifically those of sociologist George C. 
Homans, ‘ritual actions do not produce a practical result on the 
external world – that is one of the reasons why we call them 
ritual’. In fact, among many religious communities, rituals that 
are practised with an explicit goal in mind are often regarded as 
sorcery. ‘But to make this statement is not to say that ritual has 
no function […] it gives members of the society confidence, it 
dispels their anxieties, it disciplines their social organizations.’ 3

Anthropologists have explored these functions of ritual for 
over a century, meticulously gathering scores of fascinating 
observations. These scholars recognised the tremendous poten-
tial of ritual as a vehicle for personal fulfilment, empowerment 
and transformation, and also as a mechanism for cooperation 
and the maintenance of social order. They formulated insight-
ful theories, but they were rarely able or willing to put them to 
the test. Cultural anthropologists start from the assumption 
that the social world is a complex and messy place, and some 
of the most meaningful things in people’s lives cannot be easily 
quantified. They conduct ethnographic research in the field, 
where they observe people’s ritual practices in their natural 
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contexts. Their primary focus is on trying to understand how 
such customs are experienced by their practitioners in those 
contexts.

On the other hand, psychologists and other experimentally 
minded scholars acknowledge that measurement requires a high 
degree of control, and this control cannot be easily achieved in 
real-life settings. They typically work in the laboratory, where 
they focus on one tiny sliver of behaviour at any given time. 
To do this, they take people out of their normal environments 
and bring them into the lab, where they can isolate them from 
any extraneous factors that may complicate the study. In this 
process, much of the meaning attached to this context inevita-
bly becomes unavailable to the experimenter.

Perhaps partly because of this difficulty in studying such 
meaningful activities in the laboratory, ritual never became 
a popular subject of research among psychologists. It was 
regarded either as a mundane aspect of human behaviour, a 
mental glitch that would eventually go away, or as an elusive 
topic that was all but impossible to investigate scientifically. As 
a result, until recently scientific knowledge on one of the most 
pervasive aspects of human nature was scarce and fragmentary.

In recent years this has begun to change. As anthropology 
came of age, ethnographers became more aware of the need to 
take people’s claims seriously, but also of the importance of 
finding ways to test those claims empirically. And as psycholo-
gists began to realise that there was more to the human psyche 
than what their test subjects let on in the narrow confines of a 
college lab, they became increasingly interested in the input of 
culture.

In many cases, social scientists from various disciplines 
began working together and learning from each other. The 
development of new methods and technologies has allowed 

Ritual   8 07/03/2022   17:00



The Ritual Paradox

9

them to explore questions that were previously out of reach. 
Wearable sensors have made it possible to study what goes on 
in people’s bodies as they take part in real-life rituals; advances 
in biochemistry and brain imaging have allowed researchers to 
peer into people’s brains in the lab and in the field; innovations 
in the cognitive sciences have provided new ways of assessing 
what goes on in their minds; and increased computing power 
combined with new software packages have allowed statisti-
cians to make sense of those complicated data sets. For the first 
time, a scientific study of ritual is in full development. We are 
at last able to start piecing together the solution to an age-old 
puzzle: what is the point of all this bizarre stuff?

Rituals have fascinated me since childhood. Growing up in 
Greece, I would take the bus to the city centre with my mother 
once a month. She would buy supplies for sewing, pay utility 
bills and run various errands. My reward for accompanying 
her was a visit to one of the city’s largest bookshops. It was 
the only place where I could buy National Geographic. This 
was a few years before the internet became publicly available, 
and at the time there was no cable television in Greece. The 
glossy pages of National Geographic were my first window 
on to the captivating world of anthropology. They conveyed 
me to faraway places and introduced me to exotic cultures. I 
read about the massive pilgrimages of India, the folk healers 
of the Andes and the Voodoo rituals of Haiti; I admired strik-
ing photographs of the courtship ceremonies of the Wodaabe 
in Niger, the divinatory practices of the Maya in Guatemala 
and the painful initiations performed by various Amazonian 
tribes. And I learned that boys of the Maasai tribe in Kenya 
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and Tanzania had to kill a lion as part of their coming-of-age 
ritual. Successful hunters earned the right to wear the lion’s 
mane as a ceremonial headdress.

All these customs were practised in distant places, and that 
also made them feel removed in time: they seemed like relics 
of a bygone romantic era that were on their way to extinction. 
I didn’t give much thought to the fact that rituals pervaded 
my own society too. Nevertheless, like all Greek schools, 
mine began the academic year with a sanctification ceremony. 
Every day we attended a morning prayer that was mandatory, 
as were the occasional visits to the local church. In addition 
to those religious rituals we had flag-raising ceremonies, sang 
the national anthem and marched in student parades held in 
every town on national holidays. But somehow those rituals 
seemed different. Maybe it was that they were not meaningful 
to me. They were imposed on me by my teachers. I participated 
because I had to, and always looked for an excuse to avoid 
them. Maybe it was because those rituals actually were differ-
ent. Their repetitive, low-arousal nature was nothing like the 
extravagant ceremonies that featured on the pages of National 
Geographic. Or perhaps they were just so close to me that they 
became somehow invisible.

I was in my early teens when I saw a news report about 
the pilgrimage in Tinos on public television. Men and women 
of all ages were crawling up the hill, knees bruised and arms 
bleeding, to see a sacred icon. upon reaching their destination, 
many of the pilgrims burst into tears, their grimaces turning 
into expressions of bliss. Those interviewed by the reporters 
stressed how important this pilgrimage was to them. Some of 
them had been saving up for years to make the journey. When 
asked why, they mentioned that it was the fulfilment of a 
vow they had made. Some had specific requests to the Virgin: 
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pleading for a pregnancy, asking for their child to pass an exam 
or begging for healing. For others there was no specific reason: 
the pilgrimage itself was the goal.

I asked my grandfather if he had heard of this practice. He 
was the most religious person I knew, well versed in all matters 
relating to Orthodox Christianity – a real ‘man of the Church’, 
as people used to say. Of course he had heard of it, he said. In 
fact, he could name several people in his village who had made 
the pilgrimage – even some I knew myself. And as he came to 
think of it, he brought up similar traditions found in other parts 
of Greece, from painful pilgrimages in the southern island of 
Crete to fire-walking ceremonies held in rural villages in the 
north. Rather than being a thing of the past or the customs of 
some distant and exotic tribe, these traditions existed here and 
now, practised by people of my own culture. But why? Why do 
so many strange traditions persist in the modern age of science, 
technology and secularisation? And what is it that pushes 
human beings everywhere to spend so much of their time and 
resources on ritual activities – time they could otherwise be 
spending making money, making love, socialising, taking care 
of their families or just living the good life?

I finally got the opportunity to explore this question a few 
years later, when I enrolled at the Aristotle university under 
the guidance of religious studies professor Panayotis Pachis. 
As a student, I dived into the history and the psychology of 
ritual, taking every course on these topics that I could find and 
reading any relevant books I could get my hands on. One day 
my professor mentioned an opportunity to study at Aarhus 
university in Denmark, where a new research programme in 
the cognitive science of religion had just been established. He 
didn’t have to say it twice. I bought myself a warm coat, packed 
my luggage and boarded the first flight of my life, on my first 

Ritual   11 07/03/2022   17:00



Ritual

12

trip to a foreign country, on the first day of the new millennium 
– a real rite of passage.

In Aarhus I became acquainted with a radically different 
perspective on culture: one that used methods and theories 
developed in the psychological and evolutionary sciences to 
study topics that were traditionally under the purview of the 
humanities. It was love at first sight. I started reading about 
the latest theories from areas such as cognitive psychology, evo-
lutionary anthropology and neuroscience. I learned about the 
evolution of symbolic thought, about the way intense ordeals 
are encoded in memory and about the parts of the brain 
involved in certain religious experiences.

But I was still missing something crucial. If I wanted to find 
my own answers to the questions I was asking, I could not do 
it from my desk, the library or the lab. I would need to study 
these rituals in their natural environment. This meant meeting 
real people, listening to their stories and participating in their 
everyday activities. In other words, I would need to become an 
anthropologist.

After finishing my master’s, I went to Belfast to study with 
Harvey Whitehouse, an anthropologist at Queen’s university 
who is an expert on ritual. For my doctoral project I decided 
to investigate extreme rituals. I mean extreme not in the sense 
that there is anything unusual or abnormal about their practi-
tioners – in fact, these rituals tend to be attended widely where 
they occur, by people of all socio-economic backgrounds – but 
extreme in much the same way as extreme sports, in that they 
require extraordinary amounts of effort. In other words, if one 
were to catalogue all of the world’s ceremonies and measure 
how much emotional stress, physical pain or energy expendi-
ture they entail, these rituals would be at the top end of the 
spectrum.
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After completing the required preparatory training, I sub-
mitted my doctoral research proposal to investigate one of the 
rituals my grandfather had talked about: fire-walking. Various 
communities around the world practise ceremonies that involve 
walking barefoot across burning embers. To study some of these 
practices I would conduct fieldwork among a handful of small 
rural communities in Greece, Bulgaria and, later, Spain. Soon I 
was packing my luggage again – this time to go into the field.

Over the course of a year and a half I did what anthropolo-
gists do: I asked questions. Day after day, I entered people’s 
homes, interviewed hundreds of individuals and attended 
countless ceremonies, from the routine Sunday Mass to the 
electrifying fire-walking rituals. I met some extraordinary indi-
viduals, had captivating conversations and heard fascinating 
stories. But the one question that mattered to me most was 
also proving the most difficult to answer. That question was the 
simplest and yet the most important one of all: why? Why do 
people engage in all those costly rituals? As it turned out, the 
answer was more complicated than I had imagined.

Alejandro was a seventy-three-year-old man from a small 
Spanish village called San Pedro Manrique. Ever since his teens 
Alejandro and most of his family had been taking part in the 
local fire-walking ritual. I have attended numerous fire-walking 
ceremonies over the years, but none of them was as fierce as 
the one that takes place there. Over two tons of oak are used 
to produce a fire hot enough to melt aluminium, and partici-
pants walk on that fire barefoot while carrying another person 
on their back. Many of them carry children. But not Alejan-
dro. He carried adults who often weighed more than himself. 
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Alejandro took great pride in being a fire-walker. He hadn’t 
missed the ceremony in fifty-three years. When I asked him if 
he would ever stop, he became thoughtful. After a long pause 
he said: ‘I know that one day I will be too old to do it. But when 
that day comes, I just won’t go there; I’ll stay at home. Because 
if I am there, watching, without being able to participate, I’ll 
jump off the bell tower and kill myself.’

The following year, a physical examination revealed that 
Alejandro’s heart was showing signs of arrhythmia, and his 
doctor prohibited him from performing the ceremony. It would 
be too much excitement, he said, and in his condition, it was 
best not to take any risks. unable to walk across the fire, the 
old man kept his word and decided to stay at home that night. 
As painful as it was for him, he was not going to watch the fire-
walk if he could not take part in it.

His son Mamel, however, had other plans.
That year I had returned to San Pedro to attend the festival. 

I was invited to join the procession, in which the locals gather 
at the town hall square and then join hands, forming a human 
chain that rhythmically moves up the hill until it reaches the 
recinto, an open-air amphitheatre structure surrounding the 
flat piece of earth where the pyre burns. I was next to Mamel, 
our hands locked together. As we approached his father’s 
house, he pulled me out of the chain. I was quite surprised that 
he would want to leave the procession. ‘Where are we going?’ I 
asked. ‘You’ll see,’ he said.

We walked into Alejandro’s house, and found him sitting 
by the window. He looked up, seemingly surprised to see us. 
Mamel stood in front of his father and announced: ‘Dad, if you 
can’t walk over the fire, then I’ll carry you over the fire myself.’ 
The old man did not speak. He just stood up and gave his son 
a hug, his eyes full of tears. 

Ritual   14 07/03/2022   17:00



The Ritual Paradox

15

That night, the crowd applauded as Alejandro climbed 
on to Mamel’s back. He looked as proud as a peacock as his 
son carried him across the flames in small, steady steps. The 
entire village cheered for them, and their family rushed to 
embrace them. But Alejandro hadn’t finished. He waved his 
hand sharply, stopping everyone in their tracks. As he turned 
around to face the fire once more, everyone gasped. They knew 
exactly what his intentions were. He took two steps forward 
and then started stomping his feet. His smile was now gone, 
and his face looked more serious. He stared at the fire with 
such intense focus, it was almost as if he was trying to will it 
into submission. Without hesitation, he started walking across 
the glowing embers. A few moments later, he emerged trium-
phant from the other side of the fire pit. The crowd was now 
frenetic, and the other fire-walkers praised and congratulated 
him – except for his family, whose reluctant smiles conveyed a 
mix of disapproval and pride.

When I asked Alejandro why he had decided to defy his 
doctor’s orders, he told me: ‘The doctor said that if I do the 
fire-walking ritual, something terrible might happen to my 
heart. But does he know what will happen to my heart if I 
don’t do the ritual?’ Indeed, there seemed to be very few things 
Alejandro considered more important than this ceremony. He 
had told me so repeatedly: this was one of the most important 
things in his life. But when I asked him why the ceremony mat-
tered so much to him, he seemed puzzled. He stared at me and 
after a long pause repeated the question, seeming at a loss for 
words. ‘Why we do it? … Well, I can’t really say why. I guess 
it’s something I’ve seen since my childhood. My father did it, 
and my grandfather did it, so since I was a little kid, I’ve always 
wanted to cross that fire.’

Time and again, anthropologists come across such 
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statements. When they ask people why they perform their cer-
emonies, the most typical reactions involve perplexed looks, 
long pauses and eventually something along the lines of the 
following: ‘What do you mean, why do we do our rituals? We 
just do them. It is our tradition. It is who we are. That’s what 
we do.’

This is the ritual paradox: people often swear on the impor-
tance of their rituals, although they are not always sure why 
they are so important, other than that they are time-honoured. 
Ritual seems pointless, yet it is experienced as something truly 
vital and sacred. But much like other deeply meaningful areas 
of human activity – think of music, art or sport – what might 
initially appear bizarre or futile can actually have transforma-
tive power.

In my attempt to resolve the ritual paradox I embarked on a 
two-decade journey to study some of the world’s most extreme 
rituals, as well as many commonplace ones. I lived with local 
communities, witnessing numerous ceremonies and conduct-
ing a series of laboratory and field experiments, in order to 
understand the human drive for ritual. Rather than taking 
practitioners out of context by placing them in a laboratory, I 
often decided to bring the laboratory into context by moving 
it into the field. As a result, I spent several years visiting com-
munities around the world and studying a panoply of ritual 
traditions from the mundane, such as prayer, to the extreme, 
like sword-climbing; and from large-scale events, like massive 
pilgrimages, to private and secretive black magic ceremo-
nies. Biometric sensors and hormonal sampling allowed me 
to explore the neuro-physiological effects of various rituals; 
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behavioural measurements helped me study how these bodily 
processes affect the way people interact with one another; psy-
chometric tests and surveys revealed some of the motivations 
behind ritual practices; and participant observation provided 
insights into how people experience these practices and how 
they find meaning in them.

My findings, as well as convergent discoveries from a variety 
of scientific disciplines, reveal that ritual is rooted deep in our 
evolutionary history. In fact, it is as ancient as our species itself 
– and for good reason. Although ritual actions have no direct 
influence on the physical world, they can transform our inner 
world and play a decisive role in shaping our social world. This 
book will take us through these scientific discoveries, which 
reveal the inner workings of rituals and the important functions 
they serve for individuals and their communities. The science 
of ritual can help us understand and celebrate a primordial and 
fundamental part of what makes us who we are. For it is only 
when we embrace our obsession with ritual that we will be able 
to harness its full potential in our lives.
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